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Abstract  

The knowledge-based economy has created circumstances where knowledge held 

by employees is an asset that a firm can use to create and sustain a competitive 

advantage. Despite this increased attention to knowledge and knowledge 

management, the retention of knowledge workers remains a challenge. Increasingly, 

employers are turning to inclusiveness to realise the best out of their knowledge 

workers. 

This research investigated the impact of inclusive leadership on the turnover 

intention of knowledge workers in South Africa. The researcher conducted 11 in-

depth semi-structured interviews to explore how inclusive leadership behaviours, 

such as creating a supportive environment, promoting fairness, involving employees 

in decision-making, soliciting different perspectives and showing appreciation, 

influence employees’ sense of workgroup inclusion. Through a phenomenological 

study, it was found that inclusive work behaviours reduce the likelihood of turnover 

intention among knowledge workers. It was also found that showing appreciation and 

creating a perceived environment of support had the most impact on knowledge 

workers' turnover intention. 

The study provides insights into how these leadership behaviours can reduce 

turnover intention, thereby helping organisations retain valuable knowledge workers 

and maintain a competitive advantage.  
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Chapter 1: Research Problem 

1.1 Problem and Purpose Statement 

Today's competitive knowledge-based economies have prompted many 

organisations to investigate how best to develop and sustain a competitive 

advantage (Kianto et al., 2018). One of the few means of creating a long-lasting 

competitive advantage in the market is via knowledge development and acquisition 

(Barao et al., 2017; Mahdi et al., 2019; Rehman et al., 2021). Due to the importance 

of knowledge management, many scholars have noted how many businesses 

continuously invest in knowledge management and knowledge management 

systems (Bolisani & Bratianu, 2017; Rehman et al., 2021; Ferreira et al., 2022).  

Knowledge, whether explicit or tacit, is recognised as a strategic asset for a firm that 

desires to develop a competitive advantage so that it may continue to exist in the 

marketplace (Barao et al., 2017; Torres et al., 2018; Rehman et al., 2021; Ferreira et 

al., 2022). Every firm operating in the contemporary knowledge-based economic 

landscape must prioritise developing a competitive advantage. This is because 

having a competitive advantage has been linked to business outcomes such as 

surviving in the long run, maintaining a position ahead of competitors, and innovation 

in the market (Yasin et al., 2023; Torres et al., 2018; Rehman et al., 

2021). Employees bring with them extraordinary effort, talent, and divergent inputs, 

which, when maximised by the firm, can serve as a source of competitive advantage 

(Korkmaz et al., 2022). This fact underscores the importance of employees in 

generating competitive advantage, it requires employers to adopt more systematic 

human resource management (Yasin et al.,2023; Ferreira et al., 2022).  

Given that knowledge is held by employees, it becomes crucial for firms to find more 

systematic human resource management practices to harness the knowledge and 

know-how held by employees to cultivate competitive advantage (Kianto et al., 2018; 

Ferreira et al., 2022). Leadership, and the type of leadership style to which an 

employee is exposed to have been shown by scholars to affect many facets of any 

employee's life, including commitment, willingness to take charge, the follower’s 

ability to learn from past errors, and their turnover intention (Hirak et al., 2012; Lin, 

2020; Zeng et al., 2020;). Leaders exert profound influence on the employees’ 
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experience of inclusion at a company; their proximity to the employee allows them to 

exert influence that can either sustain or discourage workgroup inclusion (Shore & 

Chung, 2021; Korkmaz et al.,2022; Roberson & Perry, 2022). This raises the 

question of whether one leadership style is more effective than others in promoting 

a positive employee experience, ultimately encouraging retention. Scholars have 

argued that inclusion and inclusive leadership behaviours facilitate feelings of 

belonging and uniqueness and that makes employees want to contribute their ideas 

to the firm and, therefore, derive a competitive advantage (Korkmaz et al., 2022; 

Randel et al.,2018; Roberson & Perry, 2022).  

Some literature has been written about the employee outcomes associated with 

inclusive leadership, including creativity, job performance and employee turnover 

(Randel et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Yasin et al.,2023). Though previous 

research has provided insights into the effects of inclusive leadership on employees, 

it raises questions about how employees perceive inclusive leadership behaviours. 

In particular, this paper investigates what knowledge worker employees understand 

inclusive leadership behaviour to be and how that affects their sense of belonging 

and uniqueness, ultimately impacting their intention to leave or stay in an 

organisation. 

1.2 Research Setting 

As mentioned in the previous section, researchers and practitioners continue to find 

value in the inclusive leadership and turnover intention constructs (Korkmaz et al., 

2022; Randel et al., 2018; Shore & Chung, 2021; Yasin et al., 2023). However, the 

literature lacks an understanding of the relationship between the two constructs in 

the specific research environment of knowledge workers. In addition, while a great 

amount of literature has been written about the nature of inclusive leadership, less is 

known about how followers perceive this type of leadership. 

1.2.1 Knowledge Workers 

This research focused on the experience of knowledge workers who are formally 

employed in South Africa. The work that knowledge workers do is of critical 

importance to firms operating in the contemporary knowledge-based economy. 

When knowledge held by knowledge workers is combined with their unique skills, it 
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enables companies to develop and sustain a competitive advantage and drive 

innovation and organisational performance (Kianto et al., 2018; Ferreira et al., 

2022). Therefore, businesses and academia would benefit from understanding how 

knowledge workers make sense of inclusive leadership and how that ultimately 

impacts the workers’ turnover intention. 

1.3 Business Significance 

As highlighted in the preceding sections, employees bring with them extraordinary 

effort, talent, and divergent inputs which, when maximised by the firm, can serve as 

a source of competitive advantage (Korkmaz et al., 2022). In addition, employees 

are the holders of tacit and explicit knowledge, which are key ingredients in 

developing competitive advantage and driving firm performance and innovation 

(Kianto et al., 2018; Ferreira et al., 2022). As a result of the importance of the 

knowledge held by knowledge workers and their ability to be a source of competitive 

advantage, the retention of knowledge workers should be a number one priority for 

firms. 

Despite the importance of knowledge worker retention, the literature shows that the 

retention of employees has become a significant challenge in organisations (Bao & 

Zhong, 2019). In the United States of America, resignation rates for employees 

between the ages of 30 and 45 increased by more than 20% between 2020 and 2021 

(Cook, 2024). These mid-career professionals are typically in the most value-adding 

phase of their careers. This opens the question of the state of affairs in a developing 

economy like South Africa. 

The trend of mass resignations is also prevalent in South Africa. According to a report 

by Rem Channel, resignations increased by 16% across all sectors in South Africa 

in 2021 (Richter, 2023). The trend of resignations continued into the years 2022 and 

2023. A salary and wage movement survey found that resignations accounted for 

38,5% of staff turnover in October 2022 and increased to 41,22% in April 2023 

(Richter, 2023). Industry reports suggest that the financial services, information, and 

communication (ICT) sectors are most affected by resignation as a leading cause of 

staff turnover, with 65,31% and 55,81%, respectively (Richter, 2023). This is 
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significant because the majority of the employees from those sectors can be 

described as knowledge workers. 

This study aimed to guide businesses on how inclusive leadership behaviours can 

impact employees' intention to leave their jobs. Examples of inclusive leadership 

behaviours may include creating a supportive environment, promoting fairness and 

equity, involving employees in decision-making, and showing appreciation (Randel 

et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022). Considering the costs associated with replacing 

employees and the loss of their knowledge, the findings of this research provide 

practical advice on how inclusive leadership can help reduce employee turnover 

intention. Additionally, it will identify which set of inclusive behaviours can be 

integrated into leaders' training. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents an overview of the academic literature to establish the 

groundwork for the research. This encompasses diverse perspectives from various 

authors and theories that will help elucidate the connection between inclusive 

leadership behaviour and turnover intention. 

The chapter first provides a synopsis of the research context that informs the sample 

that was selected for this study, what classifies a knowledge worker and why where 

they were chosen for this study. The chapter then identifies and discusses the main 

constructs and the key theories underpinning them. The chapter then discusses 

Social Exchange Theory and how it can be used as a vehicle to explain the link 

between inclusive leadership and turnover, ending with a conclusion. 

2.2 Defining Knowledge Workers 

During the research process, the researcher observed that the literature makes very 

few attempts to comprehensively define what exactly constitutes a knowledge 

worker. This is despite there being much literature that speaks about knowledge 

workers, the mobility of knowledge workers, knowledge management systems, and 

the productivity of knowledge workers (Karr-Wisniewski & Lu, 2010; Issahaka & 

Lines, 2020; Ferreira et al., 2022). While much has been written about knowledge 

workers, the researcher noted how much literature proceeds to write about the 

experiences or context of knowledge workers without having defined who or what a 

knowledge worker is. 

Some scholars have defined knowledge workers as those being characterised by 

doing work that requires them to engage their cognitive ability and work with others 

to generate new knowledge in the organisation (De Sordi et al., 2020). One can draw 

similarities between that definition and the one provided by Surawski (2019) who 

highlighted that knowledge workers transform inputs using cognitive processes 

which ultimately add value to the organisation; this is done in conjunction with 

creating new knowledge, working on complex tasks and requiring autonomy to do 

their work. This view is echoed by Ferreira et al. (2022), who stated that knowledge 
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workers are teams or individuals who use information to develop innovative 

outcomes, that ultimately help the business deliver business objectives. 

This contrasts sharply with the term ‘information worker’, who may share some 

characteristics with knowledge workers such as working in teams and having 

autonomy; however, they do not create new organisational knowledge. Information 

workers have information as part of their workflow but do not necessarily create new 

knowledge (De Sordi et al., 2020). 

Regardless of the definition that one may prefer, it is universally agreed that the 

ability of knowledge workers to create new knowledge that the business uses to 

develop and maintain a competitive advantage ultimately underscores the 

importance of knowledge workers. This point of view concurs with the view provided 

by De Sordi et al. (2020) and Surawski (2019): that knowledge workers are assets to 

the business (Issahaka & Lines, 2020; Kianto et al., 2018; Ferreira et al., 2022).  

All knowledge workers invariably report into a leadership structure. Effective 

leadership requires that followers find purpose in their work to achieve positive 

workplace outcomes in their attitude, behaviour, or performance (Issahaka & Lines, 

2008). Although previous research has provided insights into the role of inclusive 

leadership and behavioural outcomes generally, there is a question to be answered 

as to how, within the specific context of knowledge workers, that impacts their 

turnover intention. 

2.3 Inclusive Leadership 

2.3.1 Defining Inclusive Leadership 

Inclusive leadership is the combination of leadership behaviours that are focused on 

facilitating individual members feeling that they are a part of the group and retaining 

their sense of individuality while contributing to group processes and outcomes 

(Randel et al., 2018; Shore & Chung, 2021; Yasin et al., 2023). Key to this definition 

is that inclusion is experienced by the individual members as a result of the leader's 

behaviours. Another key point from this definition is that an individual member has 

duality in their need to feel a sense of belonging and simultaneously maintain a sense 

of uniqueness. 
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In addition to the two dimensions of promoting a sense of belongingness and a sense 

of uniqueness, the definition of inclusive leadership behaviours has been augmented 

by other authors to include the showing of appreciation shown by leaders to individual 

group members and the supporting of organisational efforts on inclusion (Korkmaz 

et al., 2022). The latter two dimensions are exogenous to the feelings of individual 

members and are more skewed to the actions of the leader. Considering that this is 

the spectrum of dimensions that drive inclusive leadership, it raises the question of 

how followers make sense of a leader's inclusive behaviours. 

The leader has a tremendous influence on the experience of the employee, and how 

an employee makes sense of their inclusive leadership behaviours is primarily a 

result of the leader’s proximity to the employee: a leader can direct the extent to 

which an employee feels included by exhibiting specific behaviours (Hirak et 

al.,2012; Elsaied, 2020; Shore & Chung, 2021; Randel et al., 2018). An inclusive 

leader is needed to facilitate and support an inclusive environment in the workgroup; 

leadership is the single most important input that drives inclusiveness in the 

workgroup (Ashikali et al., 2021; Shore & Chung,2021). It is then incumbent on the 

researcher to explore the associated benefits of inclusive leadership in the 

workspace.  

Scholars have argued that inclusive leadership, in particular, can be a source of 

positive workgroup outcomes for the business and employees. The associated 

benefits are building and sustaining a competitive advantage because it creates the 

opportunity for all members of the organisation to realise their optimal potential 

(Randel et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Roberson & Perry, 2022). Other benefits 

from workgroup inclusion are not tangible but speak directly to the positive or 

negative experiences of employees. This includes improved employee wellness, 

psychological safety and psychological empowerment (Randel et al., 2018; Korkmaz 

et al., 2022; Shore & Chung, 2021). The more tangible benefits of workgroup 

inclusion are improved learning, reduced turnover, better levels of performance and 

more creativity (Hirak et al., 2012; Randel et al., 2018; Shabeer et al., 2020; Shore 

& Chung, 2021, Yasin et al., 2022). 

Given the noted benefits of inclusive leadership, there may be an inclination to 

compare it against other leadership styles, such as servant leadership, 
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transformational leadership and authentic leadership. One can draw similarities 

between these other leadership styles and inclusive leadership in that they all 

consider how leaders enable employees to succeed by bringing their uniqueness to 

the workspace (Deng et al., 2023; Eva et al., 2019; Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 

2021). The difference therein is how inclusive leadership is the only leadership style 

that simultaneously satisfies the human need for a sense of belonging to the 

workgroup while maintaining a unique sense of self (Randel et al., 2018; Shore & 

Chung, 2021; Ashikali et al., 2021).  

The commonality between the preceding leadership behaviours is that inclusiveness 

is viewed from the perspective of the feelings that are then aroused in group 

members, namely belonging and uniqueness as a result of an inclusive environment. 

This differs from the view that inclusive leadership is the degree to which leaders 

display behaviours of openness, accessibility and availability to their subordinates, 

both physically and psychologically (Carmeli et al., 2010; Hirak et al., 2012; Jia et al., 

2022). This removes inclusiveness away from the feelings of the leaders’ 

subordinates and skews it more to the leader's actions. The differences between 

inclusive leadership and other leadership styles are discussed later in this chapter. 

Inclusive leadership does have its own limitations, particularly in contexts where it is 

less suited to facilitate a sense of belongingness and inclusion. An example of such 

a context is in employees who have a high-power distance: employees with a 

predisposition to having a high-power-distance orientation are more receptive to 

powerful managers who do not consult with subordinates (Adamovic, 2023). Those 

employees who tend to be less empowered will be less receptive and appreciative 

of inclusive leadership (Ye et al., 2019). This raises the question: in the case of highly 

autonomous knowledge workers who possess critical knowledge and have a distinct 

individual contribution to make to the team, how do they make sense and respond to 

inclusive leadership? 

Next, the researcher unpacks the various inclusive leadership behaviours that 

facilitate workgroup inclusion. 
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2.3.2 Behaviours Facilitating Inclusive Leadership 

2.3.2.1 Feelings of Belongingness 

The feeling of belongingness refers to the human need to develop and maintain 

robust and stable interpersonal relationships (Baumesister & Leary, 1995). During 

the formulation of the interpersonal relationship between the individual and the 

group, individuals will seek out similarities and validation with each other; these 

relationships are a key component of workgroup inclusion (Shore & Chung, 2021; 

Roberson & Perry, 2022). Ultimately, the need for belonging exists in both the 

individual and the group, and they will aim to influence one another. 

In the process of influencing, no single actor has more influence than the leader on 

the sense of inclusion. This is because leaders have proximity to the employee, so 

their decisions have a direct impact on the employee, and they typically enjoy 

authority over the employee (Shore & Chung, 2021; Ye et al., 2019; Randel et 

al.,2018). A leader can facilitate feelings of belongingness by supporting workgroup 

members by creating environments or role-modelling behaviours that make followers 

feel comfortable, like they are ‘insiders’ to the group (Randel et al., 2018; Kuknor & 

Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Shore & Chung, 2021). Leaders can also facilitate feelings 

of belongingness by ensuring justice and equity among their followers. This is done 

in such a manner that leaders seek to reaffirm to followers that they are respected 

and treated fairly in the workgroup. 

Other authors have argued that feelings of belongingness can also be facilitated by 

leaders through the act of sharing in decision-making with followers, increasing 

consultation and sharing power (Kuknor & Bhattacharya,2021; Roberson & Perry, 

2022). Being able to participate in decision-making and being valued for individual 

contribution strengthens the feelings of belongingness among group members. 

Conversely, the feelings of belongingness can be fulfilled while neglecting the 

feelings of individual uniqueness. This is best described as a process of assimilation. 

In assimilation, individual employees are regarded as insiders in the workgroup when 

the individual fits into the behavioural norms and values by minimising the display of 

ways in which they are different (Shore & Chung, 2021; Omanovic & Langley, 2021). 
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This moves the discussion to the next critical leg of inclusion, which is the sense of 

uniqueness. 

2.3.2.2 Feelings of Uniqueness 

Feelings of uniqueness describe how human beings have the desire to feel or 

maintain a sense of distinctiveness even when they identify with a group; this is also 

drawn from Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (Shore & Chung, 2021; Ashikali et al., 

2021). The main differentiator of inclusive leadership from other forms of leadership, 

such as servant leadership or transformational leadership, is the duality of wanting 

to belong to a group while simultaneously retaining a distinct sense of uniqueness 

from the group: an oxymoron, so to speak. Managers can arouse feelings of 

uniqueness in workgroup members by encouraging followers who provide divergent 

contributions, allowing team members to enact their social identities even if they differ 

from the mainstream outlook of the group (Randel et al., 2018; Ashikali et al., 2021).  

To arouse feelings of uniqueness, group members must feel valued and respected 

for their uniqueness (Ashikali et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2019). It is not enough for 

individuals to be merely tolerated for their differences. In order for individuals to feel 

a sense of uniqueness, they want to have their differences embraced. If they are not 

embraced, it will result in low psychological safety and, as a result, those employees 

will see themselves as less valuable to the organisation (Shore & Chung, 2021; Ye 

et al., 2019). To be tolerated for one’s differences is akin to exclusion, where 

individuals are not treated as workgroup insiders, nor is their uniqueness considered 

to be valuable to the team or organisation (Shore & Chung, 2021; Kuknor and 

Bhattacharya, 2020). 

While this approach may arouse feelings of uniqueness, it does increase risk within 

the organisation because the divergent thinking is not tested and may not work. 

Leaders can also help group members contribute fully by soliciting feedback or input 

from workgroup members who may be less inclined to voice their perspectives due 

to introversion. Further, when underrepresented members feel valued for their 

differences, they can bring them forward, making the organisation more likely to 

benefit from their input and use it to generate a competitive advantage.  
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In contrast to Randel et al. (2018), Korkmaz et al. (2022) expanded on theory to 

include two additional dimensions for inclusive leadership. The following sections 

details the dimensions of showing appreciation and supporting organisational goals. 

1.3.2.3 Showing Appreciation 

Newer streams of work have added the dimension of showing appreciation as an 

inclusive leadership behaviour. Showing appreciation refers to the leader’s 

reaction to either the workgroup or individuals for their efforts and achievements 

(Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020; Shore & Chung, 2021; Korkmaz et al., 2022). 

Leaders' reactions could include affirmation, praise and noting of workgroup 

members' efforts. It is important to note that this aligns with the dimensions of 

belongingness and uniqueness in the sense that it is incumbent upon the leader to 

exhibit the behaviour so that the individual member feels included. 

There is a contrast between two schools of thought about inclusive leadership. One 

perspective is that inclusive leadership behaviours are limited exclusively to 

behaviours that enhance feelings of belongingness and uniqueness (Randel et al., 

2018; Ye et al., 2019), whereas other scholars have explicitly called out the 

dimensions of appreciation and the supporting of workgroup goals (Korkmaz et al., 

2022; Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020). In the former school of thought, the showing of 

appreciation by the manager is viewed as a byproduct of an inclusive environment, 

as opposed to the latter where the showing of appreciation is a key component of a 

manager’s behaviour to facilitate inclusiveness.  

The showing of appreciation has been shown to be positively associated with 

employees’ psychological safety, psychological empowerment, motivation, 

performance and learning (Nishi & Mayer, 2009; Ye et al., 2019; Umrani et al., 2024). 

This insight raises the argument emphasises the importance of the showing of 

appreciation for the creation of an environment where employees experience 

workgroup inclusion. To that end, one may venture to say that it would be difficult for 

a leader to facilitate workgroup inclusion without showing appreciation. This study 

investigated how employees make sense of the receipt of the showing of 

appreciation by their managers. 
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2.3.2.4 Supporting Organisational Efforts 

The supporting of organisational efforts refers to how the leader shows their support 

for the synthesising, actioning and advancement of inclusive strategies in the 

organisation. Unlike the dimensions of arousing feelings of uniqueness and 

belonging and the showing of appreciation, the supporting of organisational efforts is 

an organisational-level behaviour where the employee would be the ultimate 

beneficiary (Korkmaz et al., 2022). In other words, inclusive leadership behaviour 

does not end with the leader’s behaviour towards their team, but rather that the 

inclusiveness within the team must be extended to the broader organisation.  

Inclusive leaders will assist organisations to become more inclusive by 

communicating how inclusion is related to the organisation’s vision and core 

organisational strategy. Further to this, an inclusive leader must make the link 

between workgroup inclusion and getting the best performance outcomes for their 

followers which ultimately drives the ability of the organisation to performance and 

develop a competitive advantage (Randel et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Umrani 

et al., 2024).  

There is a notable link between inclusiveness and the informal role that leaders will 

take on outside of the formal duties as described in their job description. Inclusive 

leaders will take on a boundary-spanning role by teaching other colleagues about 

inclusion and its importance as it relates to company strategy; leaders will show an 

openness to change because this represents the biggest chance for new ways of 

thinking or doing things to enter the psyche of the organisation (Korkmaz et al., 2022; 

Ferreira et al., 2022). 

Owing to this, the question is then asked as to how employees would receive 

inclusiveness as exhibited by the line manager as part of efforts to create a perceived 

environment of support in the organisation. 

2.3.3 Inclusive Leadership Outcomes 

A significant amount of literature discusses the outcomes associated with inclusive 

leadership, which can be categorised into employee behaviour and organisational 

outcomes. The outcomes have been recognised as being broadly positive for the 



13 

 

organisation and employees, for example, the increased creativity that comes from 

inclusive spaces (Carmeli et al., 2010; Randel et al., 2018; Jia et al., 2022). The 

increase in creativity means there is a higher propensity for new ways of thinking to 

develop, which the organisation can then take advantage of to develop and maintain 

a competitive advantage.  

Amongst others, a hallmark of employees working in an inclusive workspace is the 

psychological safety and psychological empowerment that employees have, which 

in turn enables them to show up more creatively, driving well-being and work 

performance (Shor & Chung, 2021; Umrani et al., 2023; Jia et al., 2022). 

On an organisational level, the outcomes of inclusiveness include the integration of 

diverse contributions and is positively associated with employees being made to feel 

like insiders and embedded in the organisation (Elsaied, 2019; Caron et al., 2019; 

Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020). Job embeddedness represents a wide range of 

influences on employee turnover intention. Therefore, when embeddedness is high, 

an employee is less likely to leave their organisation (Lee et al., 2019; Peltokorpi & 

Allen, 2023). This further underscores the importance of businesses understanding 

how employees make sense of inclusive leadership behaviour concerning their 

intention to stay or leave an organisation. 

The next section briefly discusses the comparison between inclusive leadership and 

other forms of leadership styles 

2.3.4 Inclusive leadership versus other leadership styles 

This section explores the difference between inclusive leadership and other 

leadership styles. As indicated earlier in the literature review, while other leadership 

styles may incorporate inclusive leadership components that enable buy-in to 

common goals, there is sufficient literature that supports the notion that inclusive 

leadership is the only leadership style that sufficiently and simultaneously addresses 

the human need for belonging to the workgroup while still being able to maintain a 

unique sense of self (Randel et al., 2018; Shore & Chung, 2021; Ashikali et al., 2021). 

The uniqueness of inclusive leadership, when contrasted against the other 

leadership styles, warrants the need for further research into understanding how 

inclusive leadership behaviours impact knowledge workers’ turnover intention. 
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Empowering leadership refers to the sharing of power or the delegation of authority 

by the leader with their subordinates, which may increase the followers’ intrinsic 

motivation, self-direction and autonomy (Sharma & Kirkman, 2015). Scholars are not 

in agreement about the overlap between inclusive leadership and empowerment 

leadership. Randel et al. (2018) argued that empowering leadership is focused on 

enabling subordinates to have control over their own decisions, but does not include 

behaviours that encourage followers’ feelings of belonging to the workgroup like 

inclusive leadership does. However, some scholars argue that empowerment 

leaders may engage in highly inclusive behaviours such as sharing decision-making 

and establishing decentralised decision-making processes that devolves authority 

and responsibility to the followers (Sharma & Kirkman, 2015; Roberson & Perry, 

2022). From the literature it can be argued that there is at least some overlap 

between inclusive leadership and empowerment leadership. There is a commonality 

between the two constructs' use of decision-making to give affect the leadership 

style, and this is underscored by the facts that some scholars have included decision-

making as a dimension of inclusive leadership (Korkmaz et al.,2022; Sharma & 

Kirkman, 2015; Roberson & Perry, 2022). Despite the similarity, inclusive 

leadership remains distinct from empowering leadership because it is done precisely 

to facilitate workgroup inclusion instead of just empowering followers. 

Transformational leadership is characterised by leaders who use charisma, vision 

and persuasiveness to inspire and motivate their followers (Jackson, 2020). A 

Transformational leader motivates their followers to follow a grand vision, which can 

typically only be followed when the follower cedes their selfish interests for the benefit 

of the group (Seltzer & Bass, 1990; Randel et al., 2018). Therefore, transformational 

leadership does not necessarily need to be inclusive because the leader's vision 

does not consider the uniqueness of the individual. Instead, it requires members to 

pursue continuous improvement and assimilate into the group and, as noted, 

assimilation may create high belongingness but low value in uniqueness, which is 

then opposed to the definition of inclusive leadership as simultaneously satisfying 

the need for belonging and uniqueness with the workgroup (Shore & Chung, 2021). 

Unlike transformational leaders, inclusive leaders facilitate a sense of belonging in 

followers without them having to give up a sense of themselves; followers are valued 

for their unique efforts in the group. 
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Servant leadership is a non-self-orientated approach to leadership that manifests 

through one-on-one relationships where the leader prioritises the followers' needs 

and interests and the outward reorientation of their concern for self towards concern 

for others within the organisation and community at large (Eva et al., 2019). This 

definition makes it clear that servant leadership treats the follower's needs as a goal 

within itself. 

Although inclusive leadership and servant leadership both focus on followers’ needs, 

there is an obvious difference in terms of why an inclusive leader and a servant 

leader focus on their followers. Firstly, servant leadership is more about developing 

and providing opportunities for followers, whereas inclusive leadership is about 

facilitating feelings of belongingness and uniqueness in the workgroup. 

Secondly, servant leaders possess a deep resolve to serve others that is driven by 

their self-concept of being altruistic. This is a deep motivation to want to serve others 

without any benefit to oneself and requires higher moral cognitive development (van 

Dierendonck, 2011; Eva et al., 2019). This contrasts with inclusive leadership, which 

does not take a specific moral standing. 

Authentic leadership refers to a set of behaviours that promote positive 

psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate. This is aimed at fostering 

better self-awareness, an internalised moral perspective, balanced processing of 

information, and relational transparency on the part of leaders working with follower, 

to foster positive self-development (Walumbwa et al., 2008). This definition puts into 

sharp contrast the difference between inclusive leadership and authentic leadership; 

the focus of authentic leadership is about how the leader behaves in a manner that 

is authentic to themselves, whereas the focus of inclusive leadership is about the 

behaviour of the leader in the facilitation of feelings of belonging and uniqueness 

among followers. 

As shown in table 1 below, the key highlights comparing inclusive leadership and 

other leadership styles that may be seen to be at least conceptually related to 

inclusive leadership. 
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Table 1 Different leadership styles in contrast to inclusive leadership. 

Leadership Style Characteristics Difference with 

Inclusive Leadership 

Transformational Transformational leaders motivate their 

followers to follow a grand vision, which can 

typically only be followed when the follower 

cedes their own selfish interests for the 

benefit of the group (Seltzer & Bass, 1990; 

Randel et al.,2018). 

Transformational 

leadership is high on 

belongingness but low 

on valuing uniqueness 

Empowering  Leaders share power with or delegate 

authority to their subordinates, which may 

increase the intrinsic motivation, self-

direction and autonomy of the followers 

(Srivastava et al., 2006; Sharma & Kirkman, 

2015).  

Empowering focuses on 

enabling followers to 

take their own decisions 

but does not foster any 

feelings of belonging 

and uniqueness. 

Servant  This is a non-self-orientated approach to 

leadership that manifests through one-on-

one relationships where the leader 

prioritises the needs and interests of their 

followers and the outward reorientation of 

their concern for self towards concern for 

others within the organisation and 

community at large (Winston & Fields, 2015; 

Eva et al., 2019). 

Inclusive leadership 

does not give attention 

to the external 

stakeholders (Yasin et 

al., 2022) 

Authentic  Leaders exhibit a set of behaviours that 

promote a sense of positive psychological 

capacities and a positive ethical climate. 

This is aims to foster better awareness of 

self, an internalised moral perspective, 

balanced information processing, and 

relational transparency on the part of 

leaders working with followers to enhance 

positive self-development (Walumbwa et al., 

2008). 

Authentic leaders rely 

on authentic leader 

actions. In contrast, 

inclusive leaders focus 

on ensuring that 

followers experience 

acceptance (Randel et 

al., 2018). 
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2.4 Turnover Intention 

2.4.1 Defining Turnover 

Turnover intention refers to employees’ attitudes and thoughts about leaving their 

current employer (Yasin et al., 2022; Park & Min,2020). When employees leave, they 

take with them their skills, networks that they have built, and the tacit and implicit 

knowledge that lives in their brains. This means that the employer that experiences 

employee turnover is at risk of losing their competitive advantage. In addition to this, 

the loss of incumbent employees also renders previous investments made into the 

employee as useless (Onyemah et al., 2021). Despite the acknowledgement of the 

importance of controlling turnover, the retention of current employees continues to 

pose a challenge to organisations (Bao & Zhong, 2021). 

Several studies have shown how employee turnover can cause losses to the 

business, including the high cost of recruiting and training of new staff, and the loss 

in the company’s knowledge stock (Harden et al., 2018; Park & Min, 2020). It is no 

wonder, then, that the retention of knowledge workers has been a critical concern for 

employers, because the turnover impacts the effectiveness of the organisation and 

creates considerable expenses when trying to replace the employees who have left 

(Harden et al., 2018). 

There are different types of turnover. Voluntary turnover describes scenarios where 

employees leave of their own volition, for example, to pursue new opportunities, 

whereas involuntary turnover describes scenarios where employers force employees 

to exit the organisation (Onyemah et al., 2021; Yasin et al., 2022). Controllable 

turnover is when employees exit the organisation due to factors that may be under 

the control of the organisation, for example, exits due to job stress. It is worth noting 

that voluntary turnover can still be categorised as being controllable (Yasin et al., 

2022; Onyemah et al., 2021). This research is concerned with controllable voluntary 

turnover because this is the turnover category that leaders can reasonably influence. 

For an example, if a business were to experience a downsizing exercise (involuntary 

turnover), there is no opportunity for inclusive leadership to act as a variable to help 

retain staff. 
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Given what has been detailed, we now explore how the literature has previously 

covered the nexus between inclusive leadership and turnover. 

2.4.2 Inclusive Leadership and Turnover 

The influence of leaders on employees’ attitudes, work effort and performance has 

received much interest from scholars in various industries (Park & Min, 2020; 

Korkmaz et al., 2022; Shore & Chung, 2021; Yasin et al., 2022). Leaders within the 

business are paramount in creating an environment where inclusiveness can be 

experienced (Shore & Chung, 2021; Roberson & Perry, 2022). Therefore, managers 

have a disproportionate influence on an employee’s turnover intention as it pertains 

to how they perceive inclusiveness in their workplace.  

Some literature has been written that positions workgroup inclusion and the 

psychological empowerment that develops as a result of inclusion as a driving factor 

for reduced turnover, meaning that inclusion in the workgroup is negatively 

associated with turnover (Nishi & Mayer, 2009; Randel et al., 2018). Further to this 

point, there may be additional factors that may affect the relationship between 

leaders and followers such as the alignment of goals between the leader and 

follower. 

The alignment of goals refers to shared goals by the leaders and followers in the 

workgroup setting (Boukenoogh et al., 2015 as cited in Yasin et al., 2023). In 

contrast, some authors have pointed out that it is the congruency of the goals of the 

leader and the follower that drives reduced turnover (Yasin et al., 2023). This view is 

almost singular in interpretation; however, it does merit the question of how 

employees make sense of the congruence of their goals to those of the leader in the 

context of an inclusive environment.  

Although scholars have highlighted the influences of leadership on followers, there 

is still limited research and theory focusing on inclusive leadership as an approach 

that addresses employee turnover by promoting belongingness, uniqueness, feeling 

appreciated and showing of support for organisational efforts as it relates to 

inclusiveness. This research aimed to contribute to the literature by unpacking the 

various leadership behaviours, how employees make sense of them, and how it 

impacts the employee's turnover intention. 
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2.5 Inclusive Leadership and Psychological Safety 

Scholars have shown great interest in the interplay between inclusive leadership 

and psychological safety, with several articles written on the direct relationship 

between the two variables or having either as a moderating variable in a model 

(Kahn, 1990; Carmeli et al., 2010; Hirak et al., 2012; Shore & Chung, 2021). 

The interest in the relationship between inclusive leadership and psychological 

safety stems from the fact that organisations today have to operate in more 

competitive and volatile environments. As a result, they must reorganise their 

workgroups and have come to rely heavily on more inclusive leadership styles to 

get the best out of their employees in order to develop and sustain a competitive 

advantage (Hirak et al., 2012; Korkmaz et al., 2022). Carmeli et al. (2010) 

highlight the importance of understanding the relationship between followers and 

leaders because of its impact on work outcomes such as performance, ability to 

take part in creativity, learn from past failures and take charge of a situation 

(Shore & Chung, 2021; Hirak et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2020). 

Psychological safety refers to an environment which is perceived to be 

interpersonally absent of any threats (West, 1990 as cited in Hirak et al., 2012). 

It can also be defined as an experience of feeling that one is able to show and be 

themselves without the fear of negative consequences to self-image, one’s status 

or career (Kahn, 1990). Embedded in these respective perspectives is the central 

subjectiveness of the person who is experiencing psychological safety. 

Furthermore, Edmondson (2004) deemed it necessary to demonstrate that 

psychological safety is not the same thing as trust. Psychological safety is 

focused on self, whereas trust is focused on others, which undoubtedly aligns 

with the very subjective nature of psychological safety (Edmondson, 2004). 

Moreover, psychological safety speaks to a very narrow space in time whereas 

trust is built over time and refers to a wider temporal range (Edmondson, 2004). 

Consequently, researchers have suggested that inclusive leadership behaviours 

such being open, being available and accessible to followers and facilitating 
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feelings of belongingness and uniqueness can then facilitate feelings of 

psychological safety among followers (Carmeli et al., 2010; Shore & Chung, 

2021; Zeng et al., 2020). Leaders can encourage their teams to experiment, take 

risks, raise concerns or speak up, and have more control over their work. This is 

done by being communicative about these sorts of behaviours and reaffirming 

followers that there will be no negative consequences for members who adopt 

these behaviours.  

Inclusive leadership behaviours such as being open to hearing employees out, 

listing to new ideas, or discussing complex topics will make employees feel safe 

to do so again and, in turn, encourage more of this behaviour (Carmeli et al., 

2010; Zeng et al., 2020; Shore & Chung, 2021). This perspective is consistent 

with the role of an inclusive leader to support organisational objectives that signal 

to their followers the importance of inclusive behaviour within the workgroup 

setting (Korkmaz et al., 2022). 

The next section discusses social exchange theory, which explains the link 

between inclusive leadership behaviour and knowledge worker turnover 

intention. 

2.6 Social Exchange Theory 

Social exchange theory is used as a theoretical framework in this research to 

examine the relationship between inclusive leadership behaviour and knowledge 

worker turnover intention. Social exchange theory has been widely used to examine 

relationships between leaders and followers in the workplace (Banks et al., 2018; 

Elsaied, 2020; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Yasin et al., 2022). According to Blau (1964, p. 

93 cited in Suzuki & Hur, 2019), social exchange theory explains that the voluntary 

activities of individuals are motivated by the returns that they are expected to bring 

and typically do, in fact, bring from others. As such social exchange theory (SET) 

explains the basic principle of reciprocity in a relationship (Yasin et al., 2023; 

Korkmaz et al., 2018; Suzuki & Hur, 2019). This means that for all parties involved 

in interactions with each other, each action creates a set of obligations between the 

involved parties (Cropanzano et al., 2017). 
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The main tenant of SET is that when followers receive positive behaviour such as 

loyalty or additional resources, then a desire for positive behaviour arises in that 

individual member; the follower becomes obligated to return or reciprocate to the 

person who initiated (Harden et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Yasin et al., 2022). 

Regardless of what the manager offers the employee – it could be of social or 

economic value, whether it be sharing of decision-making or actively seeking out 

their opinion, for example – the behaviour has implications for how the follower will 

then reciprocate in terms of their output and behaviour.  

For instance, Harden et al. (2018) found that in an information technology (IT) firm, 

IT professionals' dedication to the company was negatively impacted by the belief 

that their technical abilities may become outdated, which in turn influences their 

desire to leave the company. IT workers can have less prospects for skill-related 

promotions or wage increases when their abilities become outdated. Opportunities 

to achieve professional goals also decline. Therefore, if the firm does not send them 

for training or give them the chance to develop the latest relevant skills, they can feel 

as though the company is not investing in them. Thus, in accordance with social 

exchange theory, when a business looks to be underinvesting in its employees' skill 

training, those employees correspondingly become less committed to the 

organisation. 

SET can also be observed in a favourable situation, because all situations are 

contingent and dependent on one another (Cropanzano et al., 2017). An example of 

this would be if a follower received what they interpret to be favourable treatment 

such as mentoring or validation: they would then want to offer something in return to 

the leader. This reaffirms the applicability of SET in different types of human 

interactions. SET is not exclusive to either favourable or unfavourable treatment 

(Corpanzano et al., 2017; Harden et al., 2018). 

Considering this, the researcher created an initial conceptual model for further 

development after data collected and analysis. In this model, the researcher 

anticipants that inclusive leadership creates member behaviour outcomes such as 

psychological safety, workgroup inclusion and reduced turnover intention as a result 

of social exchange theory between the leader and the follower. 



22 

 

 

 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

The literature review highlights the importance of the creation of an inclusive 

environment for businesses that are determined to harness the very best of their staff 

and use their knowledge to create and sustain a competitive advantage for the 

business. What is yet unknown is how knowledge workers make sense or receive 

inclusive leadership behaviours as they are actioned by their managers. There is 

also insufficient understanding of how the reception of inclusive leadership 

behaviours impacts employees’ turnover intention. This lack of clarity poses a 

dilemma for organisations because, while inclusive leadership is seen as being 

generally positive, it is not known how knowledge workers are receptive to different 

inclusive leadership behaviour. This means that a leader could be driving inclusive 

leadership behaviours to a knowledge worker that is not receptive. Furthermore, 

because businesses have every intention to decrease turnover in their knowledge 

workers, it is important for businesses to understand how inclusive leadership 

behaviour could play a role in that. 

Using social exchange theory, this study will aim to explain the link between 

managers’ inclusive leadership behaviours and followers’ reciprocity. Findings from 

this study have the potential to provide insights into theory that can be used to explain 

how inclusive leadership behaviour relates to the specific outcomes of turnover 

intention among knowledge workers. 

The positive outcomes associated with inclusive leadership for both the organisation 

and the recipient employee make for an interesting area of study, especially in the 

Figure 1 Contextualised research model (researcher's creation). 
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contemporary business environment where businesses are struggling retain 

incumbent employees. The knowledge that employees hold has become increasingly 

valuable, and the environment has become extremely competitive with every 

company trying to establish and maintain a competitive advantage (Bao & Zhong, 

2021; Roberson & Perry, 2022; Yasin et al., 2022). 
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Chapter 3: Research Questions 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter details the research questions that this study sought to answer. It stands 

as good practice that to conduct any meaningful research rich with insights for the 

audience, one must have a good research question (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2010). 

The purpose of this research was to explore the impact of inclusive leadership 

behaviour on the turnover intention of knowledge workers in response to the literature 

and the research problem.  

3.2 Research Question 1 

What do knowledge workers understand inclusive leadership to be? 

The purpose of this question was to get a sense of knowledge workers’ lived 

experiences of inclusive leadership. It aimed to explore what knowledge workers 

understand inclusive leadership to be. This is in line with the purpose of 

phenomenological studies which is to make explicit the implicit nature, structure and 

meaning of human experiences (Sanders, 1982). 

3.3 Research Question 2 

How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact knowledge workers’ sense of 

workgroup inclusion? 

The purpose of this question was to understand how knowledge workers experience 

workgroup inclusion based on their exposure to inclusive leadership behaviour. This 

question was developed from the existing literature which posits that the type of 

leadership significantly influences an employee's perception of workgroup inclusion 

(Shore & Chung, 2021). 

3.4 Research Question 3 

How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact knowledge workers’ turnover 

intention? 
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This research question addressed the main purpose of the study, which was to 

determine the role of inclusive leadership in knowledge workers’ turnover intention. 

This question was raised by Yasin et al. (2022) because literature has mostly focused 

on other forms of leadership, such as transformational leadership and servant 

leadership. This researcher sought to identify if any evidence could be found for 

inclusive leadership. 

Sub-question: Which inclusive behaviour do knowledge workers most associate with 

having an impact on their turnover intention? 

This sub-question was designed to investigate the different dimensions of inclusive 

leadership simultaneously. Korkmaz et al. (2022) argued that there is a need for 

future research to help understand if inclusive leadership behaviours need to be 

addressed in certain situations. This will help managers and scholars with guidance 

on means to adjust their inclusive leadership behaviours in particular circumstances. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design and Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter articulates the reasons for the choice of research design and 

methodology selected for this research. The purpose of this research paper is to 

explore the role of inclusive leadership behaviours on the turnover intention of 

knowledge workers. The dimensions of inclusive leadership are the fostering of a 

feeling of belonging and uniqueness, the showing of appreciation, and the leader 

supporting organisational efforts. With the consideration of the research questions 

discussed in Chapter 3, the researcher pursued a qualitative, phenomenological 

exploratory approach. Data was gathered through eleven in-depth semi-structured 

interviews. The data was then analysed using a phenomenological approach. 

4.2 Choice of Research Design 

A phenomenological exploratory research design was used for this research. The 

phenomenological approach is best suited for exploring the meaning of lived human 

experiences; the aim of the researcher using this method is to understand 

participants’ behaviours, feelings and perspectives in certain situations (Creswell, 

2003). This design was suitable for this study because the research sought to 

understand how inclusive leadership behaviours impact the participants’ feelings of 

belongingness, uniqueness, appreciation, and feelings and thoughts about leaving 

their employer. 

Phenomenology was used in this instance because the aim of the researcher was to 

understand the real-life experience of the subjects of the research (Sanders, 1982; 

Sloan & Bowe, 2014). The use of phenomenological design is consistent with that of 

a qualitative study because of the richness of the data provided by the participants 

through in-depth semi-structured interviews. These interviews typically make use of 

open-ended comments and questions (Sanders, 1982; Moustakas, 1994; Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014). 

In a phenomenological study the researcher will take the human participants 

experience of the phenomenon and describe its essence and therefore making the 

phenomenon the object of the human experience (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 
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Phenomenological studies are well suited for subjects that are not easily quantifiable 

(Sanders, 1982). When analysing the various accounts of the participants of the 

study, the researcher could begin to describe commonalities in the different lived 

experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2007). The intention was to collate all the 

individual responses that were obtained from the interviews into a universal essence 

(van Manen, 2016). 

The phenomenology design has three key core components to it. Firstly, the limits of 

what and then who is going to be investigated must be determined, followed by data 

collection, and finally the phenomenological analysis of the data found in the study 

(Sanders, 1982). The ‘who’ is determined by which person or persons possess the 

characteristic that is to be observed. 

In this instance, the researcher studied the lived experiences of knowledge workers 

employed in South Africa about the experiences of inclusive leadership. 

4.3 Research Philosophy 

The researcher employed the interpretivist approach. According to Saunders and 

Lewis (2018), interpretivism is about studying or observing social phenomena in their 

natural environment. The researcher wanted to understand the phenomena from the 

perspective of the knowledge workers and get the essence of their lived experience, 

therefore an interpretivist approach was best suited for this research. 

The researcher aimed to understand how knowledge workers make sense of 

inclusive leadership behaviour without making assumptions or imposing 

preconceptions about the phenomenon. 

4.4 Methodological Choice 

For this study, the researcher only collected qualitative data collection. Therefore, 

this can be classed as a mono-methodological study (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). 

Having only one data collection method is sufficient and in line with 

phenomenological study (Sanders, 1982). For a phenomenological study, there are 

three methods by which the researcher can choose to collect data, namely in-depth 

semi-structured oral interviews with the respondents that are recorded, a 
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documentary study where the writings of the subjects are reviewed to derive meaning 

and lastly, participant observations which involves observing the respondents in real 

life situations in which they enact or encounter the phenomena being studied 

(Sanders, 1982). The latter two approaches are typically used in conjunction with 

interviews. 

The researcher chose in-depth semi-structured interviews because time limitations 

and access to subjects made documentary or observational techniques unrealistic. 

4.5 Population 

The population in any study refers to the complete list of all the members of a specific 

group. This can include inanimate objects like a list of countries or government 

departments (Saunder & Lewis, 2018). For the purpose of this study, the population 

consisted of all the employed knowledge workers. Knowledge workers primarily rely 

on their intellect rather than physical abilities to accomplish tasks, often engaging in 

non-repetitive work to add value (Jayasingam et al., 2016). 

4.6 Unit of Analysis 

The entity that is being analysed for the purposes of the research is referred to as 

the sampling unit or unit of analysis. The unit of analysis may not always be a person; 

it could be, for example, a subset of organisations or cities (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). 

Since the purpose of this research was to explore the impact of inclusive leadership 

behaviours on the turnover intention of knowledge workers, the employed knowledge 

worker is considered the unit of analysis for this study. 

4.7 Sample Frame 

The sampling frame is a complete list of all the members of the population. The 

sample is selected as a sub-group of the population (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The 

sample consisted of eleven knowledge workers, all of whom are currently employed 

in the Republic of South Africa. It is worth noting that when using a phenomenological 

strategy, it is unlikely that more interviews will yield more information and that a 

researcher can expect to obtain sufficient information by conducting three to six 

interviews (Sanders, 1982). The ideal number of participants will vary depending on 
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the topic being investigated, the researcher chose eleven participants based on the 

strength of their professional network. 

The participants were chosen using a judgemental sampling technique. This 

technique was used in a similar study by Kuknor and Bhattacharya (2020), because 

it allows the researcher to subjectively choose the participants based on their 

perceived suitability for the research. The participants each had a minimum of a 

university degree and worked in teams doing non-repetitive work that required 

collaboration in order to produce new organisational knowledge. 

They were chosen from a wide range of professional disciplines which included cyber 

security, enterprise asset financing, development finance, legal and human 

resourcing. The researcher took this approach in part because the term knowledge 

worker is all-encompassing and does not include one specific industry. Therefore, it 

was deemed necessary to include a wide array of disciplines to effectively capture 

the human experience of inclusive leadership as per the stated aims of this paper. 

All the participants were residents of the Gauteng province of South Africa, and their 

employers were either headquartered in Sandton or Waterfall. This region was 

chosen because, according to Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2019), it is 

considered the employment hub of South Africa, with many industries using the 

region for the head office location, as such the likelihood of finding knowledge 

workers who were suited for the study was better in this region. 

4.8 Time Horizon  

This research employed a cross-sectional strategy. According to Saunders and 

Lewis (2018), a cross-sectional study collects data from participants at one point in 

time. The reason for this strategy is that the researcher faced time constraints in 

completing the research. The profile of the unit of analysis (knowledge workers) have 

busy schedules and they were deemed unlikely to volunteer significant amounts of 

their time for semi-structured interviews. This hypothesis was confirmed when 

conducting the pilot interviews; when participants were asked if they would be open 

to another interview, most responded that it would be difficult given their respective 

schedules.  



30 

 

Conducting one-off interviews is not incongruent with the research question, given 

that researchers are looking at understanding the experiences of the knowledge 

workers with inclusive leadership behaviours and how that has impacted their 

turnover intention. The researcher had no intention to capture any sort of change in 

the participant’s opinions as would be customary in a longitudinal study (Saunders & 

Lewis, 2018). 

4.9 Research Instrument 

The researcher obtained ethical clearance from the Gordon Institute of Business 

Science (GIBS). This included submitting Chapter 4, an example of the interview 

guide that would be used, and an informed letter of consent explaining to the would-

be participants the confidentiality being offered to them as part of the research.  

After choosing the participants based on meeting the criteria to participate in the 

research, 11 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the 

constructs of inclusive leadership and turnover intention. Each interview lasted 

roughly 40 to 60 minutes. The shortest interview was 43 minutes long and the longest 

interview lasted for 70 minutes. 

The questions in the interview guide were open-ended and designed to allow the 

interviewee to speak freely about their experiences with inclusive leadership and how 

it has affected their turnover intention. 

To ensure that the research was credible, the data was triangulated and collected 

from different sources. Primarily the researcher used theoretical triangulation, later, 

the researcher will highlight how they used theoretical triangulation. The interview 

guide was tested with two pilot interviews and augmented based on the feedback. 

This aimed to increase the validity of the data collection process. 

4.10 Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted virtually using the Zoom 

Telecommunications platform. The was because interviewees found it more 

convenient to fit them into their schedules after traditional working hours. This had 
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the added advantage for the interviewer that the interviews could be transcribed in 

real time using the transcriber functionality on the Zoom platform. 

All participants were required to sign the informed consent form prior to the interview. 

Once the signed consent form was returned and the date of the interview confirmed, 

the interview would be scheduled. In each interview, the interviewer would start by 

reaffirming the confidentiality of the conversation regarding their identities. All 

recordings of the interviews were recorded onto the cloud to mitigate the risk of data 

loss in the event of a hardware malfunction.  

4.11 Data Analysis 

As mentioned, all the interviews were conducted virtually using Zoom. This platform 

has a recording and transcription functionality. According to Sanders (1982), it is 

important that the interviews are recorded and transcribed because they capture the 

respondent's exact words as opposed to note taking, which can be distracting and 

introduce reinterpretation of the words being said by the respondent. The interviews 

were consistently conducted in the English language to ensure consistency across 

all the respondents. The transcripts were exported from Zoom and cleaned to remove 

any errors that may have occurred. Errors were to be expected as the unique South 

African accent can be hard for the American English-trained platform to capture. 

According to Sanders (1982) and Cresswell (2013), phenomenological analysis has 

at least four layers. First is the description of the phenomenon that is discussed in 

the recorded interviews; the narratives coming from those interviews describe exactly 

the reality of the human experience, and the consciousness that the respondent has 

given a unique outlook and perspective. Level two of the analysis is the identification 

of themes that emerge from the descriptions. From there, the researcher can move 

into level three, which is the development of noetic and noematic correlates. 

Correlates are the subjective reflections of the emergent themes (Sanders, 1982). 

Lastly, level four is the process in which the researcher abstracts the essence from 

the correlates by using introspection, which will be described later in the text. This 

process is supported by other authors such as Creswell (2013) and Moustakas 

(1994). 
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An inductive approach was used; this is often referred to as a bottoms-up approach 

(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). In the inductive approach, the researcher intends to gain 

a better understanding of the meaning people attach to certain phenomena. Hence, 

the researcher made a concerted effort to identify any patterns or commonalities in 

their data. The inductive approach is consistent with phenomenology because, as 

mentioned previously in the research, the purpose of phenomenology is to capture 

the individuals’ experience of the phenomenon at its essence (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 

Once the transcripts were cleaned and edited, with all identifiable information 

removed or pseudonyms in place of real names, the transcripts were then imported 

into Atlas ti. Atlas ti is qualitative data analysis software which the researcher used 

to facilitate the coding process. 

The researcher analysed each individual transcript and assigned a code wherever 

the respondent would speak about something significant or bring out new information 

as it related to their experience of inclusive leadership and how that ultimately 

affected their turnover intention. The codes were then analysed and put together into 

group codes. The group codes were put together based on commonalities between 

what was said by the different respondents. They represent the themes that 

emerged, which are discussed in Chapter 5. The process that was followed can be 

seen in the illustration below, adapted from Saldana (2021, p. 13). To achieve this 

result, the researcher conducted a content analysis using an inductive approach to 

describe the phenomenon. 
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In analysing the data, the researcher also took into account the steps that one is 

advised to go through when conducting a phenomenological study, as suggested by 

Moustakas (1994, cited in Cresswell, 2013), the steps are hence captured below: 

1. The researcher must describe their experience with the phenomenon that is 

being studied. By doing so, the researcher attempts to set aside their personal 

experience so that the focus can be directed to the participant. 

2. The researcher must develop a list of significant statements from the interviews, 

about how individuals are experiencing the topic at hand. Ideally, the list should 

be nonrepetitive and nonoverlapping (this is called horizontalisation). 

3. The researcher then groups the significant statements into larger units of 

information, otherwise known as themes. 

4. The researcher describes what the respondents in the study experienced with 

the phenomenon. This part is referred to as the textual description and includes 

verbatim examples. 

5. The researcher describes “how” the experience occurred. This is called 

“structural description” where the inquirer reflects on the setting and context in 

which the phenomenon was experienced. 

Figure 2 Codes to theory model (Saldana 2021, p. 13) 
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6. The researcher must then write a composite description of the phenomenon 

incorporating both textual and structural descriptions. This is then the “essence” 

of the experience and represents the culmination of the phenomenological 

study. It can be a medium—to long-length paragraph telling the reader “what” 

the participants experienced with the phenomenon and how they experienced it 

in their life. 

4.12 Research Credibility 

Being that the researcher is a novice at conducting research, every realistic effort 

was made to ensure that the research would be credible. According to Patton (1999), 

establishing credibility for qualitative research is down to three distinct yet 

interrelated matters, namely: 

• The researcher must make use of rigorous data collection techniques in order 

to collect high-quality data that must then be analysed, paying attention to 

detail as it pertains to the issues of reliability, validity and triangulation. 

• The credibility of the researcher is also an important factor that impacts the 

credibility of the research. The researcher’s credibility is a function of training, 

experience, track record, status and the presentation of self. 

• Lastly, the researcher must believe in the value of qualitative inquiry, which 

includes inductive analysis, purposeful sampling and broad thinking 

strategies. 

4.12.1 Credibility Controls  

One of the elements of ensuring credibility is to establish the validity of the research 

results. Validity is the attempt by the researcher to determine and validate the 

accuracy of the research findings (Creswell, 2013). The researcher made use of 

theoretical triangulation as a means to validate this study. This technique has been 

used in other qualitative studies previously (Wang et al., 2022). 

Triangulation is often used by researchers in qualitative studies to establish validity 

(Flick, 2007); this mainly involves the researcher considering the subject matter of 

the research from more than one point of view (Flick, 2007). For this purpose, 

triangulation was used as a means to overcome the personalistic biases that can be 
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associated with mono-methodologies. Theory triangulation refers to approaching the 

data that has been collected from multiple perspectives and hypotheses in mind 

(Denzin, 1970 as cited in Flick, 2007). 

The researcher chose theoretical triangulation because of its purported advantages, 

namely that it is meant to support the researcher in overcoming their preliminary 

assumptions and prevents the researcher from ignoring alternative explanations 

(Flick, 2007). This is in line with a phenomenological study, which requires the 

researcher to suspend all existing personal biases, preconceptions and assumptions 

in order to get to the essence of the phenomena being studied. 

As mentioned previously, the researcher used Atlas.ti software to analyse the 

transcripts and create codes. The researcher used an inductive approach (Saldana, 

2021). In keeping with a phenomenological strategy, the researcher created codes 

and a list of significant statements from the transcribed interviews. The coding 

processing generated 69 codes with a combined groundedness of 185. 

Groundedness is described as the frequency of text passages allocated with the 

same codes (Friese, 2012; Silver & Lewins, 2014). 

As part of the interview process, the researcher asked general questions to make 

respondents feel comfortable. They were not sent any of the questions prior to the 

interview, to avoid the respondents preparing and rehearsing answers that they 

might not otherwise have given. 

The respondents spoke about their various experiences with leaders who they either 

currently or previously worked with. Many of the respondents became quite animated 

when speaking about their experiences, which the researcher expected given what 

the literature states about the influence of a leader in shaping an employee’s 

experience. The researcher did encourage respondents to share examples where it 

was possible to do so. Most of the respondents spoke about their experience with 

inclusive leadership, which was mostly positive. Some of the respondents chose to 

speak about their experience within their workgroup in the absence of inclusive 

leadership, which took a more negative sentiment and which the researcher had not 

previously considered. The data was coded accordingly. The researcher then 

undertook a data reduction process as described by Williams and Moser (2019, p. 
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47). The process involves moving from open codes, which are formed at the onset 

of coding the transcripts, and then gradually collapsing various codes into axial 

codes. Eventually, the researcher can synthesise themes. 

 

The themes that were identified are presented in Chapter 5 as part of the findings. In 

Chapter 6 the researcher triangulates between the theory and the results of the 

research. As previously discussed, this is how theoretical triangulation is done in 

order to increase the validity of the research. 

Dependability, sometimes called reliability, is another tool in the arsenal of the 

researcher when aiming to enhance the credibility of the research. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) define dependability as the extent to which the process of the study 

is consistent, reasonably stable over time, and across researchers and methods. 

Because this is a mini dissertation for an MBA and was conducted by a single 

researcher, the latter two components by Miles and Huberman are not applicable. 

However, the point of consistency is relevant. The researcher made use of the same 

interview guide for all interviews to collect data from  the eleven respondents. 

The dependability is also enhanced when the researcher undertakes to document a 

full description of their experience and biases towards the phenomena under 

investigation. The researcher details strategies to confront biases in the collection 

and analysing of data which was done in section 4.11 step 1. Lastly, the researcher 

Figure 3 Data reduction process (Williams & Moser, 2019, p. 47). 
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had to address ethical concerns, which was done by going through the ethical 

clearance process as per the requirements of the Gordon Institute of Business 

Science (GIBS), affording each respondent confidentiality (Marshall & Rossman, 

1999). 

4.12.2 Credibility of Researcher 

As mentioned previously, the researcher is an amateur in when it comes to 

conducting a dissertation and has no prior academic experience where they had to 

undertake research as an individual. This study was conducted as a requirement for 

the partial fulfilment of a Masters in Business Administration. The training and 

support provided by GIBS were instrumental in equipping the researcher with the 

basic tools required to attempt to put together a credible research paper. 

As discussed earlier in the text, an important part of the phenomenological study is 

for the researcher to describe their own experience with the phenomenon being 

studied Moustakas (1994, cited in Cress, 2013). This step is seen as essential as a 

means to move the focus away from the researcher and their own biases and their 

experiences and rather focus on the phenomenon being studied as per the lived 

experiences of the respondents (Sanders, 1982). Below is a perspective of the 

researcher as it pertains to the phenomenon being studied. 

The researcher has predominantly worked in sales roles across pharmaceuticals, 

banking and software services industries. The nature of these roles is that the 

researcher worked as an individual contributor to form part of a team that reports 

to what is often referred to as a sales/area manager. As is often the case, the 

researcher had a deep desire to feel like they belong to the team and yet also wanting 

to maintain their unique sense of self. The researcher has worked in scenarios where 

they had an inclusive leader and in scenarios where the leader was not inclusive. 

Upon introspection, the researcher reflects on the period where they worked with an 

inclusive leader. The leader would frequently show appreciation to the staff members 

for their work, including closing new sales deals or receiving high praise from 

customers. The leader also involved the team in decision-making, often soliciting 

contributions through brainstorming sessions and using the team as a sounding 

board for new ideas. The leader would embrace each team member’s subtle 
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differences – which included ways of working, and personality traits like introversion 

and extroversion – which made each team member feel unique.  

The inclusive leadership behaviours of the above-mentioned manager created a 

strong sense of belonging for the researcher; the researcher also felt that they were 

able to maintain their unique sense of self. In one example, the researcher was asked 

by the manager to represent the team on the operational committee that made 

consequential decisions for the rest of the team and organisation. During the 

researcher’s tenure within this team, it never crossed his mind that he may one day 

have to leave the team to pursue other career opportunities. During that time, the 

researcher turned down several unsolicited offers from potential employers. 

Eventually, the researcher received an offer from a prospective employer which he 

could not refuse, and yet leaving the team was not an easy decision. However, the 

researcher chose the more financially beneficial option. To this day, his tenure at that 

company and team is the longest that he has stayed at any one company or team. 

The researcher has also worked in teams that were led by leaders who did not 

exemplify inclusive leadership behaviours. These leaders would typically not include 

staff in decision-making, they rarely showed appreciation and often openly told 

followers that they needed to change part of themselves in order to fit into the team. 

In those experiences, the researcher struggled to fit in, he felt othered and would not 

stay within the team for much longer than a year. Therefore, in both instances where 

the researcher either experienced workgroup inclusion or a lack thereof, inclusive 

leadership behaviour was a massive driver of the researcher’s turnover intention.  

As the researcher conducted the interviews and subsequent analysis that followed, 

the researcher could sympathise with the respondents. As is required by the 

phenomenological approach, the researcher had moments of introspection. 

 

4.12.3 Trustworthiness 

Often the trustworthiness of qualitative studies is presented by using terms such as 

credibility, dependability, conformability, transferability and authenticity. Elo et al. 
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(2014) argued that trustworthiness is particularly important when using an inductive 

approach because categories are created from raw data without a theory-based 

categorisation matrix. An inductive approach was used in this study; therefore, the 

researcher included the measures taken to improve the trustworthiness of the 

research. 

According to Elo et al. (2014), the three main phases to which the researcher must 

give careful consideration are the preparation, organisation and reporting of results 

phases. The researcher used the data collection process detailed in 4.10 and 

analysed the data as per section 4.11. This process was followed with uniform 

consistency across all the interviews. All the interviews were digitally transcribed 

using the Zoom telecommunications platform; the transcribed interviews were 

cleaned and prepared for the coding and organising phase. Chapter 5 presents the 

reporting of results phase. 

4.12.4 Transferability  

Transferability refers to the potential for further exploration of the research. This is 

often measured if the results can be generalised and transferred to other groups or 

settings (Elo et al., 2014). The main question is whether the findings of the research 

would be repeated if the research was replicated with the same or similar participants 

in the same context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in Elo et al., 2014). Because 

transferability comes down to the reader’s judgement on whether the results can be 

transferred, it is incumbent upon the researcher to describe the data, sampling 

method and respondents of the study in as detailed a manner as possible. The 

sampling method was described in section 4.6, and the unit of analysis was 

described in section 4.7. Based on the information provided, it is a judgement to be 

made by the reader as to how transferable the research is. 

However, the researcher is aware that, because of the sample size, one must 

exercise caution in making sweeping generalisations (Cresswell, 2013). This 

limitation is discussed along with others in the next section.  
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4.13 Limitations 

One of the research limitations experienced in this research process is as a direct 

result of the researcher’s inexperience with conducting academic qualitative 

research. This has been noted as a reason why the process may become more 

challenging and sometimes result the collection of lower quality data (Noble & Smith, 

2015). 

One of the weaknesses of an exploratory phenomenological study is that the sample 

size is small; this could make the findings broad, lacking in depth and difficult to 

generalise (Creswell, 2017). For this research, it was not feasible for the researcher 

to interview 11 people because of the time constraints, and the researcher could only 

access knowledge workers as far as his professional network would allow him. 

However, it must be noted that it is not the point of this study to make generalisable 

findings; the point of phenomenological studies is to get to an unhindered vision of 

what the experience essentially is (Sanders, 1982). 

The sample for the research project was heterogeneous, meaning that they all came 

from various industries. This meant that the researcher ran the risk of not finding any 

patterns or commonalities among the participants. This risk was mitigated through 

the phenomenology strategy. 

Another criticism of the phenomenology strategy is that it is highly subjective, and as 

a result, it creates a risk in that the study may be vulnerable to researcher bias 

(Sanders, 1982). To mitigate against this risk, it is advised by Sanders (1982) that 

the researcher adopts an introspective approach and suspend all personal bias and 

beliefs to be able to get to the pureness of the essence of the phenomenon being 

observed. If a researcher intends to bring another variable into the equation, they 

must leave it out of consideration so as not to interfere with the other observations 

(Sanders, 1982). 
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Table 2 Summary of research design. 

 

 

  

Purpose Exploratory 

Philosophy Interpretivism  

Approach Inductive  

Research Strategy Phenomenology 

Time Horizon 

 

Cross-sectional 

Research Population All employed knowledge workers in South Africa 

Unit of Analysis The subgroup of knowledge workers employed in the Gauteng 

province of South Africa 

Sampling Methods Judgemental sampling method 

Sample Criteria Currently employed in South Africa, does non-repetitive work, 

collaborates with others, produces new organisational knowledge 

Sample Size 11 participants 

Measurement 

Instrument 

Interview guide developed for the in-depth semi-structured 

interviews conducted virtually on the Zoom telecommunications 

platform 
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Chapter 5: Findings of the Study 

5.1 Introduction 

This study aimed to understand the effects of inclusive leadership behaviours on the 

turnover intention of knowledge workers in South Africa. The data for this research 

was obtained from 11 semi-structured in-depth interviews with knowledge workers 

currently employed in the Republic of South Africa. 

The researcher formulated three research questions and one sub-question to 

understand the effects of inclusive leadership behaviours on the turnover intention of 

knowledge workers. The research questions were introduced in Chapter 3 and are 

revisited in this chapter along with the results. 

Research question one was: What do knowledge workers understand inclusive 

leadership behaviour to be? The second research question was: How does inclusive 

leadership behaviour impact knowledge workers’ sense of workgroup inclusion? The 

third research question was: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact 

knowledge workers' turnover intention?”. Lastly, the sub-question to question three 

was: Which inclusive leadership behaviour do knowledge workers associate with 

having the most impact on their turnover intention? The findings of these questions 

are presented in this chapter through the various themes found through the 

interviews. 

5.2 Overview of Study Sample 

As previously discussed in Chapter 3, the interviews were hosted on Zoom. The 

researcher used a judgemental sampling technique to choose participants. 

Participants were chosen based on their suitability to meet the criteria of a knowledge 

worker. Knowledge workers do non-repetitive work and rely on their cognitive ability 

to work with others and generate new knowledge. 

At the start of each interview, the researcher recited definitions of inclusive leadership 

behaviour, belongingness, and sense of uniqueness, and lastly, turnover intention 

(Randel et al., 2018; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Shore et al., 2011; Park & Min, 



43 

 

2020). This was done to give respondents a better sense of the theoretical concepts 

and aid their ability to answer the questions. 

5.2.1 Profile of Participants 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the researcher aimed to access a sample of knowledge 

workers from a wide array of industries who were exposed to various leaders 

throughout their careers. It became clear from the interviews that the participants had 

a very clear sense of when they had experienced leadership behaviours that were 

deemed to be inclusive and when they experienced leadership behaviours that were 

not. 

It is worth mentioning that the researcher leveraged his professional network to find 

participants for the research. All the participants had a minimum of a postgraduate 

degree and worked in cyber security, enterprise asset finance, development finance, 

legal, and marketing. The researcher was also careful to choose participants where 

there was sufficient distance in the relationship between the researcher and the 

participants to avoid the risk of the interviews becoming too informal and not yielding 

any meaningful results. 

Each participant’s age, years of working experience, gender and industry are 

provided in the table below. 
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Table 3 Description of sample. 

Respondent  Experience Gender Age Industry 

1 15 years of working 

experience in various 

loyalty and rewards 

product management 

roles 

Male 37 Financial services 

2 15 years of working 

experience in various IT 

projects 

Male 37 Banking IT systems 

3 13 years of working in 

various roles in 

development finance and 

management consulting 

Male 37 Development Finance & 

Management consulting 

4 Ten years of working in 

various roles in 

journalism and marketing 

Female 32 Journalism & marketing 

5 Five years of working in 

various accounting 

finance roles in FMCG 

Female 29 FMCG 

6 Ten years of working in 

various roles in 

enterprise asset finance 

Male 32 Banking 

7 13 years of working in 

various IT & project 

management 

Female 40 IT delivery services 

8 17 years of working in 

various product 

management roles within 

cyber security 

Female 41 Cyber security 

9 Five years of working 

experience across 

various roles in supply 

chain management in 

heavy industry  

Female 29 Supply chain 

management 

10 11 years of working 

experience across 

various roles in corporate 

banking 

Male 33 Corporate Banking 

11 11 years of working 

experience across 

various legal and 

compliance roles 

Female 33 Legal 
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5.3 Themes of the Study 

After concluding the interviews and initial analysis, the researcher identified 18 

themes, which can be seen in the table below. This is in keeping with the process 

that Sanders (1982) suggested, where the researcher must identify the themes. 

Table 4 Summary of research themes. 

Research Question Theme Description 

RQ1: Understanding of 

inclusive leadership. 

Psychological safety  The creation of an 

environment where members 

feel psychologically safe. 

Accepted for who you are Individual members feel 

accepted for who they are 

and their ideas. 

Support organisational 

efforts  

Inclusive leaders act 

inclusively by showing their 

teams support, protection 

and communication. 

Decision making Inclusive leaders include their 

followers in the decision-

making process. 

Industry personality type 

mismatch 

When an employee self-

identifies as having the 

wrong personality type 

required to work in their 

industry. 

RQ2: The impact of inclusive 

leadership behaviour on 

workgroup inclusion. 

Appreciation The showing of appreciation 

by leaders to their followers 

Sense of belonging Having robust interpersonal 

relationships within the 

workgroup 

Decision-making Being included in 

the decision-making process 

has an impact on workgroup 

inclusion. 

Divergent perspectives Being able to provide 

different views and 

perspectives even when 

those views are contrarian to 

the rest of the workgroup. 

ILB has no impact on 

workgroup inclusion 

Some individuals have a 

strong sense of self, that is 

not drawn from the 

behaviours of the leader. 

RQ3: How inclusive 

leadership behaviour impacts 

Appreciation and turnover 

intention 

The show of appreciation to 

members, which leads to 



46 

 

 

The next section of the paper presents the results in the development of noetic 

correlates, which are the subjective reflections of the emergent themes (Sanders, 

1982). The results are presented along the three main research questions, which 

were also used to segment the questions in the interview guide (Appendix 1). 

  

knowledge workers’ turnover 

intention. 

the decreased turnover 

intention of knowledge 

workers. 

Justice and equity and 

turnover intention 

The fair treatment of all 

people which decreases 

turnover intention 

Uniqueness turnover 

intention 

A sense of uniqueness 

decreases the turnover 

intention of knowledge 

workers. 

Being too unique can drive 

turnover 

Being overly unique within an 

organisation because of a 

skill or aptitude 

Sub RQ3: Inclusive 

leadership behaviours with 

the most impact on 

knowledge workers’ turnover 

intention. 

Decision making Being involved in decision-

making by the 

manager/leader. 

Justice and equity Witnessing of people being 

treated fairly within the group. 

Environment of support Being in an environment 

where the manager provides 

support at functional and 

personal level. 

Appreciation Show appreciation or create 

opportunities for the member 

to be appreciated for their 

efforts. 
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Table 5 Summary of categorised codes. 

RQ Section# Theme Code 

Count 

Total 

Groundedness 

RQ1 5.4.1.1 Psychological safety 4 13 

5.4.1.2 Accepted for who you are 6 15 

5.4.1.3 Support organisational efforts 7 32 

5.4.1.4 Being involved in decision-

making 

7 17 

5.4.1.5 Industry personality type 

mismatch 

1 1 

     

RQ2 5.4.2.1 ILB enhances workgroup 

inclusion 

12 42 

5.4.2.2 Divergent perspectives and 

workgroup inclusion 

2 8 

5.4.2.3 ILB has no impact on 

workgroup inclusion 

2 2 

     

RQ3 5.4.3.1 Feeling appreciated turnover 

intention 

1 10 

5.4.3.2 Witnessing justice equity 

decreases turnover intention 

1 2 

5.4.3.3 A sense of uniqueness and 

decreases turnover intention 

1 7 

5.4.3.4 Being too unique can turn 

intention 

1 1 

     

Sub RQ3 5.4.4 Which inclusive leadership 

behaviour has been the most 

impactful in decreasing 

knowledge worker turnover 

intention 

- - 

 

5.4 Textual and Structural Descriptions  

The following section presents the descriptions that were captured from the in-depth 

eleven semi-structured interviews. The textual description describes what happened, 

as documented in the order presented in the table above. The structural descriptions 

include examples that provide context so the reader can get a clearer sense of the 

individual’s lived experience of the phenomenon.  

The interview transcripts were compiled using the qualitative computer software 

Atlas.ti. The coding resulted in 69 codes and 194 quotations. Post the removal 
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duplicates and analysing, the researcher developed 13 code groups or themes. 

Below is a detailed description of the themes that emerged from each of the research 

questions. 

5.4.1 Research Question 1 Results 

Research question 1: What do knowledge workers understand inclusive leadership 

to be? 

Research question 1 was formulated to find out what knowledge workers understand 

inclusive leadership behaviour to be. The researcher achieved this by asking three 

questions. These questions sought to understand how the respondents had 

previously experienced inclusive leadership and how that impacted their sense of 

belongingness and uniqueness. The themes that emerged from research question 1 

will now be discussed per the themes highlighted in Table 5. 

5.4.1.1 Psychological Safety 

Experiencing psychological safety was a prevalent finding among the respondents 

who had been led by an inclusive leader. The respondents could describe an 

environment that felt like “home” and gave them a “safe space”. The respondents 

were also able to remark that they observed inclusiveness of others within their team 

as well; for example, respondent 6 remarked how one of their team members was 

from the LGBTQ community, and because she was included, participant 6 by 

extension felt that he was in a safe environment. The supporting codes for this theme 

are documented in Table 6. 

Table 6 ‘Psychological safety’ themes. 

Theme: Psychological safety 

Supporting Codes Groundedness 

Being seen 2 

Building familiarity and connections 7 

Psychological safety 6 

Being treated like an individual 5 

As seen from the table above, many participants spoke about building familiarity and 

connections; this essentially had to do with leaders checking in on the respondents 
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beyond just the work key performance indicators and tasks. Inclusive leaders would 

take the time to get to know the respondent outside of work, with the understanding 

that things that happen in one’s personal and family life could impact their work; 

therefore, it was important for those managers to check in with team members. 

Respondents also spoke about “being seen” and treated as an “individual”. These 

remarks indicate a sense of being more than just a number within their workgroup 

but being known by name and being recognised for the work that they do in the 

organisation, regardless of level or reporting line. 

Respondent 10 remarked that his CEO, whom he had never previously met but who 

he sent daily reports to, remarked at a private event how he (the CEO) knew who he 

(respondent 10) was. 

“Perspective, and just acknowledge me. Hey, how are you? I do feel like it. 

Okay. These people see me. I feel like I am included as well, because there's 

never a day where I walk past, and none of the senior guys will dismiss me 

like I always feel like they'll know who I am as well. I think. Our CEO! I'll show 

you this, so my dad knows our CEO and … My dad is like to the CEO. ‘Do 

you know, my son works at this organisation?’ and this is not just the CEO of 

South Africa. This is our global CEO. And he's like, Yeah, I know your son. I 

even receive his daily reports as well.” (Respondent 10) 

“I totally got the meetings re-instated, and it's just such a safe space to be.” 

(Respondent 7) 

“I think the environment does make you feel like, man, this is home.” 

(Respondent 10) 

“People might feel the same way or think the same way, you know? Yes, we, 

therefore, work right. But if the manager will take their time to understand what 

you are going through to get to know you as a person…” (Respondent 2) 

“Also, if I think about some of my team members, you know, one of them. She 

is part of the LGBT community, you know, and she is not discriminated 

against. We include her in everything, you know, discussions. We do not first 
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say she is gay. You see her, we see her as part of the team, and we see her 

as an individual, you know, and that also just goes to show the inclusiveness 

of my organisation and my team.” (Respondent 6) 

5.4.1.2 Accepted for Who You Are 

Another theme that emerged from research question one was “being accepted for 

who you are”. Many respondents commented on how they were able to show up as 

their authentic selves within their workgroup and do not have to change themselves 

in order to fit into the team. Many of them commented how the leader embraced the 

things that made them different from the rest of the team, whether it be their “opinion”, 

a “loud personality”, or even somewhat introverted. 

Table 7 ‘Being accepted for who you are’ themes. 

Theme: Being Accepted for who you are 

Supporting code Groundedness 

Divergent views and uniqueness 1 

Giving everyone a chance to speak 1 

Manager encourages you to be yourself 3 

Manager is fair 1 

Playing to everybody’s strengths 5 

Taking time to understand strengths 4 

Another interesting point that emerged as part of the theme of being accepted for 

who you are is how the respondents highlighted that inclusive managers take the 

time to understand your strengths and then they leverage those strengths for the 

betterment of the team and said employee. This became clear when inclusive leaders 

distributed worked and shifted employees into functions where they had the highest 

potential to excel. 

“Are you able to assist this person with that? Because that also shows the 

level of confidence that you know that your thoughts are valued, and they 

actually believe in your capabilities and in the sense that you can actually 

deliver certain things, you know. So for me, I think that that's really okay. What 

or what speaks volumes to me.” (Respondent 2) 
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“So, in the current role, it definitely has to do with me, and I am not the loudest 

person in the room. Yeah, I am not an extrovert. I am very introverted. I think 

the thing with me at work is that I am introverted, but when I do, I give my 

opinion. It is it counts: Giving opinions. They hired me for a reason, right?” 

(Respondent 11) 

“…playing to everybody's strength.” (Respondent 1) 

“How I have experienced inclusive leadership is a leader who has enabled 

me to bring my authentic self, which is loud—number one. I am just like a loud 

human being. So, it is creating a space where we know that you are allowed. 

We know that you are talkative. We can allow you to be that still, but the 

opinions that you may have may not necessarily always align with either 

department.” (Respondent 4) 

“… when I eventually let my guard down, it was being allowed to speak 

because I love emojis. So when I text in the group chats, when we have a 

project, we will normally create a group chat to update each other on what is 

going on, what needs to be done. Oh, and I would text using emojis. 

Moreover, I'd never seen it. Moreover, I thought, Okay, maybe they are going 

to think this one is too casual. This one is not taking work seriously. However, 

having opened up that space for emojis, we are now using GIFs. We have 

taken it to another level in the team to show joy and frustration. So I feel like 

that allowed me to remain myself.” (Respondent 7) 

Another interesting point of view expressed from this theme was that inclusive 

managers give everyone a chance to speak. This is discussed further in the section 

for research question 2, however, it is worth noting that respondent 1 talked about 

how inclusive leaders create opportunities for everyone to speak, particularly in 

meeting settings where those who may not be naturally inclined to speak out are 

encouraged to do so in their own way. 

“Moreover, I think that is inclusive in the sense that people will not, will not 

always be comfortable to speak. But I think as soon as you create the 

opportunity, and you almost create a bit of a spotlight. They have no choice. 
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Right? And yes, I mean, that's literally the, the elementary or primary level of 

inclusion that I've experienced.” (Respondent 1) 

5.4.1.3 Inclusive Managers Support Organisational Efforts 

Another theme that emerged from research question one is that inclusive leaders 

support organisational efforts. What this means is that inclusive managers focus on 

actually carrying out the activities or behaviours that facilitate workgroup inclusion, 

and this is further supported by rhetoric that comes from the leader speaking about 

inclusion and the role of individual members within the team to achieve goals and 

drive inclusiveness. Many respondents remarked that being an inclusive leader is an 

action-orientated disposition. Inclusive leaders actively seek opportunities to cultivate 

inclusiveness and support organisational activities, promoting inclusiveness. 

“Inclusivity is not acknowledging and tolerating the thing right there. It needs 

to be an act where someone has to do something.” (Respondent 1) 

 

Table 8: ‘Inclusive managers support organisational efforts’ themes. 

Theme: Inclusive managers support organisational efforts 

Supporting Codes Groundedness 

Communication distribution of work 6 

Inclusive leadership is action-based 4 

Leadership speak about inclusiveness  2 

Management shows support 5 

Managers show trust 10 

Protection by the manager 2 

Sharing communication with the team 3 

As can be seen from the groundedness weighting, a critical aspect that the 

knowledge workers spoke about was communication. From the interview responses, 

the researcher determined that inclusive managers are highly communicative, often 

making a concerted effort to create time to communicate with followers and discuss 

with followers their day-to-day activities, inquiring where followers need support and 

creating spaces where information can be readily shared among team members. 
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“Even before month's end, we do have our weekly catch-ups. Okay, what's 

happening? Are you okay? Any challenges and so forth, you know. So yeah. if 

yeah... Yeah, I, personally would like to be in a team that is supportive. It'll just 

give me comfort, confidence. A sense of belonging.” (Respondent 6) 

“…communicated and how work is distributed.” (Respondent 1) 

“I'm going to sound like one of those woohoo people that's going to be saying all 

these positive things. But I really do have an incredible team… the weekly calls I 

asked for to be reduced because of where I come from, so I didn't quite 

understand that the check-ins were not necessarily like. follow ups on, what are 

you doing? How are you doing? Type of thing? It was a literal check in to say, ‘Do 

you need any help? Are you okay? Is there anything we can do to make your 

work, environment, space or process better?’ I never had that before.” 

(Respondent 7) 

Another essential element the respondents discussed was how inclusive leaders 

trust their followers. Often, leaders show this trust by allowing the follower to deliver 

on or take part in tasks of importance to the business. This creates a weight of 

incumbency in delivering on to the knowledge worker.  

“Plays a big role [trust]. It plays a big role, as I like it; I said at the beginning 

that I handle commodities that are worth almost R300 million. So you do not 

just give somebody that big responsibility if you do not trust them.” 

(Respondent 9) 

“The finance director did not see me as, ‘Oh, my gosh! This child! You know 

she is so junior.’ He took me as a colleague, taught me, and trusted me with 

his work. And I think there was a day where I remember saying to him, ‘Can 

you please check this for me before I submit it?’ And he responded and said, 

‘No, just submit it. I trust you.’ That was really affirming.” (Respondent 5) 

“...And also in being given that opportunity. Not having my leader 

micromanage the process. I think that for me, that shows that your leader or 

my manager in this case sees me competent in my job, and also shows trust 
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to say, ‘Hey, I do believe that you can make good decisions. And you can add 

value’.” (Respondent 5) 

“So that means that you are actually being trusted with the information that 

you will be delivering, you know, and as a subject matter expert. I think that is 

really what you want to feel. You know that there is trust. And there is an 

opportunity for me to grow because of that trust, is there. So, there will 

definitely be a level of trust that actually plays a big role.” (Respondent 2) 

The knowledge workers also remarked that trust is pivotal to an inclusive leader. 

Many believed it would be challenging to be an inclusive leader if you did not trust 

your team. 

“Yeah, I think I should be an inclusive leader. You need to trust your team... 

For inclusive leadership, in the way that I understand it, it might be difficult, if 

you do not trust that people can do their jobs, then you might like 

micromanage, etc. But if you trust that the people you’re managing or leading 

are equipped, and they've got a good work ethic, then I think it's much easier 

to make people feel like they belong and to respect the individuality.” 

(Respondent 3) 

“That trust has to be built by giving a little bit of yourself [The manager] and it 

allows me to do that. So yeah, I think trust is important.” (Respondent 7) 

5.4.1.4 Being Involved in Decision-making 

The respondents also addressed the theme of being involved in decision-making. 

When answering research question one, many of the respondents chose to speak 

about instances when their leader included them in decision-making. What seemed 

to be important to the knowledge workers was the ability to take part in decision-

making and the leader to takes them along in the journey when decisions are made. 
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Table 9 ‘Being involved in decision-making’ themes. 

Theme: Being involved in decision making 

Supporting codes Groundedness 

Decision-making 1 

The in-group of decision making 2 

Transparency about decisions 2 

Your opinion matters 3 

Respondent 4 spoke about an instance where a leader assembled the team for what 

was framed as a brainstorming session about setting up the team's strategic priorities 

for the next quarter. The leader's approach was seen as inclusive because they were 

not married to any one idea. They assembled the team with the intention of truly 

brainstorming, getting the best ideas, and choosing the best one as a team. In that 

way, the respondent felt that was true decision-making. 

“That is a good one, right, where I think I was always of the notion that the entire 

team should do decision making. So we are all behind what we are doing. 

Moreover, I've seen instances where it works, and I think it works when the leader 

themselves is not married to an idea or they do not have an idea already. 

Moreover, they're truly coming with a clean slate. Moreover, they are saying, ‘This 

is what we need to deliver. Alternatively, this is what this is, what we need to do. 

How do we approach it?’ Right? As a collective, we brainstorm and bring our 

ideas. Pick the best idea that works, finalise and polish that idea and put it 

forward. That's true decision-making.” (Respondent 4) 

Respondent 1 and Respondent 11 both spoke about how, when the manager 

intentionally includes followers and creates transparency, they both feel included. 

These decisions mostly involve day-to-day operations, strategic planning, and 

priority setting that affect followers' day-to-day roles. 

“Being transparent about the journey…And I think that speaks to where the real 

decisions are made.” (Respondent 1) 

“For sure, for sure. And I think both in my previous workspace and currently…I 

was included in everything. Honestly, decision-making, even in departments, had 

nothing to do with me. And currently, the same thing, I'm new. I think. And this is 
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my third month. But very much involved. Our head, specifically, not even my 

manager. Our head includes us in everything, every decision he makes. He'd like 

to know our opinion on stuff.” (Respondent 11) 

Respondent 10 spoke about his manager's mantra, “Have an opinion”. This mantra 

is a tool deployed by the manager to encourage his team to feel empowered to take 

decisions based on what they believe is right. 

“A mantra. Is that a mantra to say ‘have an opinion’? Yeah. I think, specifically, my 

manager. He pushes that notion. A lot.” (Respondent 10) 

Respondent 1 also highlighted the fact that one of the challenges that an inclusive 

leader will face within the workgroup as it pertains to decision-making and making 

everyone feel included in the process is that sometimes the leader does run the risk 

of being seen as only having a select few from within the team that are involved in 

decision making. 

“The conversations that have happened between the most senior people. The 

conversations that have happened with a select group of people. Right? So I 

think inclusivity means that you identify that the conversation always start 

much, much sooner and it's always multiple conversations. Because if there 

is only going to be one conversation. It means there's going to be 

conversations after or before, where not everyone is included. Moreover, I 

think this can be illustrated by being very open about if something is going to 

happen or a decision is going to be made that we all know there is more than 

one. It takes more than one touchpoint.” (Respondent 1) 

5.4.1.5 Industry Personality Type Mismatch 

In response to research question one, respondent 5 produced a contrarian view. 

They spoke about how nothing about the inclusive leadership behaviour had 

encouraged her sense of uniqueness. Respondent 5 spoke about how they have 

learnt that part of their personality had to change to make a successful career in the 

fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) industry. 
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“To be quite honest. I can't say that any of the leadership experiences that 

I've experienced have fuelled my uniqueness as an individual. And that's 

purely on the basis of the culture of the actual organisation in the business, 

right? More often than not, I find myself having to get out of my shell because 

of the nature of the business. FMCG. It is very fast-paced. It's very interactive. 

It's very, you know, goal-driven. To achieve your goals, you need to interact 

with people a lot. And I'm not a person that is out there in terms of interacting 

with other human beings, like, I do interact with people. But I also like to label 

myself as somewhat socially awkward. And there's never been a space or a 

time where I felt like I was in the organisation. Yes. Yeah, my personality 

belong? No, not for the environment that I work in. It's a constant work on 

yourself. Work on your peoples skills, work on your communication skills, and 

do better. It's constant. It's a constant thing. Or I can say challenge, maybe. 

But it's a constant thing that I need to work on actively. It's just to be more 

interactive. Speak out. It's what I've learned, actually, throughout the years 

that, like, closed mouths don't get fed. Speak out. Vouch for yourself. Your 

work won't only vouch for you. You need to make people see your work. So 

yeah, that's that. I can say no; it did nothing for the leadership. Has not 

endorsed my uniqueness.” (Respondent 5) 

The researcher noted this down because the respondent's view was that because 

she self-identifies as being socially awkward and there is a mismatch between her 

personality and the industry that she works in, she is less likely to be susceptible to 

the effects of inclusive leadership behaviours as it pertains to the ability to encourage 

a sense of uniqueness of the individual member. 

From the groundedness weighting below, one can see that Respondent 5 was the 

only one who expressed this view. 

Table 10 ‘Industry and personality type mismatch’ themes. 

Theme: Industry and personality types mismatch 

Supporting Codes Groundedness 

ILB has no impact on uniqueness 1 
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5.4.2 Research Question 2 Results 

Research question 2: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact knowledge 

workers’ sense of workgroup inclusion? 

Research question 2 was formulated with the intention of finding out how inclusive 

leadership behaviour impacts knowledge workers’ sense of workplace inclusion, 

namely a sense of belonging and uniqueness. The researcher achieved this by 

asking the respondents how specific inclusive leadership behaviour – such as the 

creation of a perceived environment of support, the facilitation of justice, 

encouragement of divergent views, sharing of decision making and the showing of 

appreciation by the leader – affects workers’ sense of workgroup inclusion. The 

themes that emerged from research question 2 are discussed as per the themes 

highlighted in Table 5. 

5.4.2.1 ILB Enhances Workgroup Inclusion 

A key theme that emerged from research question two is how various types of 

inclusive leadership behaviours (ILB) enhance workgroup inclusion for individual 

members. Many of the respondents gave very specific examples of how observing 

justice and equity made them feel like they belong. Others spoke about how being 

involved in decision-making made them feel like they were trusted and belonged in 

the team. What is evident from the examples given by the knowledge workers was 

that the crux of the inclusive leadership behaviour was in the day-to-day activities of 

their jobs. 

Table 11 ‘ILB enhances workgroup inclusion’ themes. 

Theme ILB enhances workgroup inclusion 

Supporting codes Groundedness 

Consistency in equity and justice 2 

Decision making encourages belonging 8 

Decision making encourages trust 4 

Fairness encourages belonging 2 

Personal touch required for belonging 5 

Psychological safety 4 

Support create belonging 8 
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Appreciation and belonging 8 

Appreciation and inclusion 3 

Appreciation and motivation 6 

The reader will observe from the groundedness weighting that many of the 

respondents chose to speak about how the inclusive leadership behaviour of 

including followers in decision-making influenced their sense of workgroup inclusion. 

“I think it enhances it more than it diminishes it. I think. Decision-making like, I 

think, we're always encouraged to be like, Okay, you're what's used to you, what 

you give matters, I mean, like your opinion matters to what we're going to do with 

the vision. Where we’re going and stuff”. (Respondent 10) 

“…it enhances it [decision-making] because you feel like you're part of the team. 

Right? Yeah. So I think if you’re consulted for decisions, you feel like you're part 

of the team, and that feeling like you're part of the team is precisely what a sense 

of belonging is about.” (Respondent 3) 

“It really does give a sense of belonging, you know, and in as much as 

employees, we just think that we are just a number, you know. In a sense they 

can replace you tomorrow, you know, but it isn’t about it being big decisions, you 

know, or any form of decision-making. If the organisation wants to hear my 

thoughts on a certain thing, you know, or me taking ownership of a certain 

decision, it gives a sense of being valued.” (Respondent 6) 

Respondent 3 chose to specifically speak about how it was not important that his 

ideas were implemented in the decision-making process but rather that the manager 

or leader approached him with a genuine curiosity to gain insights about a looming 

decision that needed to be made. 

“It's a little bit of both. I mean, if you're going to do what you've decided 

whether or not you had consulted me then don't consult me. But if you 

genuinely are looking for insights. whether or not you're going to take them 

on board is not an issue for me. If you are, if you're genuinely looking for 

insights. You could, once you've gathered all your insights and figured out 

your thinking, decide not to go as I suggested. But if you are genuinely on an 
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inquiry, and you were using my insights as part of the inquiry, that's 

appreciated. But if the decisions are made and it's a tick-box exercise, then 

you’re wasting my time. So I mean, if I suggest something and it gets adopted 

great. But if I suggest and it doesn't get adopted, that's also fine. If there are 

good reasons why and when I was consulted there was a sincere sort of 

curiosity.” (Respondent 3) 

From the weighted groundedness, another important element that came across from 

the knowledge worker respondents was that the inclusive leader showed support 

which in turn made them feel like they belong and were valued for doing their jobs. 

“I mean, that's support. Oh, it makes you feel like you’re part of the team. It 

makes you feel like you’re contributing to the right cause, and makes you want 

to still be within that team, because you know that you are being valued. And 

then the minute you start feeling that you've been valued, you want to keep it 

that way, and then you want to ensure that you wake up every morning and 

then go do something that you love, and not just that you're doing what you 

love. But you're doing something that you know that you're being valued at. 

And then you belong there because you feel like, okay, you know what? I 

really belong here.” (Respondent 2) 

Another element of inclusive leadership behaviour that featured quite prominently is 

the showing of appreciation by managers. The showing of appreciation got 17 

mentions from respondents as being crucial to facilitating either a sense of belonging 

or inclusion. Some respondents also spoke about how the showing of appreciation 

gave them a sense of motivation. The showing of appreciation could be financial or 

otherwise. 

“I think I wouldn't want to like work and not get any sense of appreciation and 

appreciation doesn't even have to be monetary. It can just be, you know, 

‘Thank you’.” (Respondent 11) 

“’Thank you for your hard work.’ That means a lot more; thank you means so 

much. He and I said it often, and even at times, we would butt heads because 

we did butt heads, but he'd come back and say, ‘I'm sorry I acted this way. I 

was under a lot of pressure. I apologise.’ That means a lot, because it shows 
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that he's self-aware. And another thing that I appreciated is that every time 

we got good results at the end of the month, he'd take us out for dinner and 

say, ‘Team, thank you for putting the work this month. Let's do better next 

month’.” (Respondent 5) 

“So to answer your question, it [appreciation] really makes me feel good, and 

makes me feel motivated, and wants to actually do better.” (Respondent 2) 

5.4.2.2 Divergent Perspectives and Workgroup Inclusion 

The second theme that emerged from the second research question was that of 

divergent perspectives. Knowledge workers spoke about how being able to 

contribute their perspective, even when it was divergent from the group or manager’s 

thinking, it was welcomed. As a result, workers felt that it enhanced their sense of 

workgroup inclusion. 

The researcher also believes that this theme is important given the nature of 

knowledge workers' work. As discussed previously, the very nature of knowledge 

workers' work requires them to be able to produce new organisational knowledge, 

and a key part of that involves expressing and sharing one's opinion. 

Table 12 ‘Divergent perspectives and workgroup inclusion’ themes. 

Theme: Divergent perspectives and workgroup inclusion 

Supporting codes Groundedness 

Divergent views and inclusivity 7 

Divergent views encourage belongingness 1 

“It makes you feel good. It makes you feel like you belong there. It makes you 

feel appreciated or heard. I think, for me, being heard is, you know, you're not 

going to always be 100%. There's always going to be a suggestion better than 

yours. But the fact that you are given that platform to share an idea, whether it’s 

a good or bad idea, right? But the fact that you’ve been given that platform. It 

make me feel good.” (Respondent 2) 

“And I think I'll give you 2 scenarios, one with a direct leader who gets that you 

are your own being, and you've got your own perspectives, and those are 
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valuable – who is very much open to discussion and saying. This is who 

introduces a topic and leaves room for discussion and adding on different things, 

even though, of course, it can get sidetracked. And that's something else. And a 

key phrase they like to use is if you share an idea that maybe they're not fully 

grasping or is, has shifted from the topic, or is contradictory to what maybe you 

said earlier, and they'll say, ‘Tell me more’ right? And then you get to expand. 

which is great.” (Respondent 4) 

Respondent 6 and Respondent 1 spoke about when they were given opportunities 

to represent the interests of the team at either a senior management level or working 

with other cross-functional teams. In both instances, the respondents were sharing 

views and perspectives that were different from the conventional wisdom at the time. 

“I see myself being part of a MANCO or EXCO team, you know, she will take it a 

step further in that. Okay? You go and represent the team in the meeting. Step 

back, and you present that. Okay, these are your reservations and qualify them. 

Or these are your suggestions. Qualify them, you know. So, yeah, that's what I 

appreciate that we are considered from the onset when.” (Respondent 6) 

“You want to see the impact on supporting functions as well when it comes and 

when it hits your world. How does it look like when it goes to billing? Are we going 

to be able to do this right when it comes to customer queries? Do we think this is 

going to create lots of customer queries? So, I think if I were to backtrack and 

say, you know, have I seen it? And I think the way I've seen it is by saying, well, 

this, this kind, some discussions we have seen the leadership bring in cross-

functional people to say we cannot have this conversation in isolation, and I 

mean. Yes, that has created a great sense of inclusivity.” (Respondent 1) 

5.4.2.3 ILB Has No Impact on Workgroup Inclusion 

Respondent 7 spoke about how being able to share different perspectives has no 

impact on their sense of uniqueness in the workgroup. Instead, the only effect it had 

on her was making her feel safe, not more or less unique. 

“Not. Really. It doesn't make me feel unique, or more or less. I just think it 

makes me feel safe, I think, because if I can go to someone else for guidance 
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and not just him, that means he's recognising that he doesn't know it all.” 

(Respondent 7) 

Table 13 ‘ILB has no impact on workgroup inclusion’ themes. 

Theme: ILB has no impact on workgroup inclusion 

Supporting codes Groundedness 

Divergent views do not impact uniqueness 1 

 

5.4.3 Research Question 3 Results 

Research question 3: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact knowledge 

workers’ turnover intention? 

Research question 3 was formulated with the intention of finding out how inclusive 

leadership behaviour impacts knowledge workers’ turnover intention. The researcher 

achieved this by asking the respondents how specific inclusive leadership behaviour 

influenced their turnover intention. The themes that emerged from research question 

3 are discussed as per the themes highlighted in Table 5. 

5.4.3.1 Feeling Appreciated and Turnover Intention 

Respondents spoke about how feeling appreciated would decrease their likelihood 

of leaving an employer or team. Appreciation could take on different forms: it could 

be financial, ceremonial like with company events, or just words of affirmation such 

as ‘thank you’. These were all regarded as having an impact on the turnover intention 

of the knowledge workers. 

Table 14 ‘Feeling appreciated and turnover intention’ themes. 

Theme: Feeling appreciated and turnover 

Supporting codes Groundedness 

Appreciation and turnover 10 
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“It definitely crossed my mind because, honestly speaking, it was very hard 

for me to leave my previous role because I worked directly with the CEO, and 

she appreciated me so much, like, she would tell me every day.” (Respondent 

11) 

“Yeah, no, anywhere you are. If you feel appreciated, you stay in a 

relationship, you'd stay because somebody is showing that they appreciate 

you being around.” (Respondent 9) 

“I think feeling appreciated will definitely enhance my desire to stay. You 

know. I think feeling appreciated is almost like a secondary form of 

acknowledgement because we can acknowledge that you do something but 

appreciate it. I think appreciation is probably communicated very differently 

from acknowledgement.” (Respondent 1) 

“I think feeling appreciated will always increase, right? Because you feel like 

you’re in the right place or in the right position or in the right company. And 

you know, you don't feel lost. You don't feel like you’re demoralised because 

of, you know, you know you're not being appreciated. And you will definitely 

want to actually still be in the organisation. You wouldn't think of leaving 

because you are appreciated right? But then, if you’re not appreciated, it will 

go to other ways. You would want to go away. You feel appreciated anyway, 

you feel loved, even sense of in a relationship right? If you’re appreciated, 

you actually want to show that love back.” (Respondent 2) 

5.4.3.2 Witnessing Justice and Equity Decreases Turnover Intention 

Respondent 2 and respondent 6 spoke about how the absence of justice and equity 

within an organisation would increase one’s likelihood to leave an organisation. What 

was interesting was that, in the instance of respondent 6, he spoke about how even 

if he were to be the beneficiary of special treatment, the fact that others would be 

prejudiced would still push him towards leaving the team and organisation. 

Table 15 ‘Witnessing justice and equity decreases turnover intention’ themes. 

Theme: Witnessing justice and equity decreases turnover intention 
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Supporting codes Groundedness 

Favouritism  2 

“Just want to want to quit you know. You want to just say, you know what? 

This is actually not healthy for me also, and you know it's not worth speaking 

about it, you know. If you do speak about it, you just do not know what 

problems you're going to be creating for yourself and it just demoralises you 

right. And you just do not feel like you want to come to work anymore.” 

(Respondent 2) 

“To favouritism and so forth, you know. So yeah, favouritism or discrimination. 

Yeah, it just puts doubt in that. Yeah, it's their leadership style, or how they 

treat you is very conditional in that. You need to play within their rules. If not, 

you're no longer the favourite, you know. You won't get the special treatment. 

So yeah, I'm not for it. That does not sit well with me. I wouldn't want to be 

part of such an organisation or team or be led by someone who treats their 

team members like that or their staff like that.” (Respondent 6) 

As can be seen from the supporting code in table 15 and the descriptions given, the 

respondents spoke about favouritism which is the inverse of justice and equity. 

Therefore, given the respondents view about favouritism and how it would enhance 

feelings of turnover intention, one can reasonably conclude that justice and equity 

would decrease the turnover intention of the knowledge workers. 

5.4.3.3 A Sense of Uniqueness Decreases Turnover Intention 

Respondents expressed how feeling a sense of uniqueness would likely decrease 

their turnover intention. Their sense of uniqueness was related to having a unique 

skill or competency that made them invaluable to the team. Most of the respondents 

described how, if one then chose to leave their team, there is no guarantee that one 

would have the sense of uniqueness at the next team/employer. As can be seen in 

the table below, this element received seven mentions. 

Table 16 ‘A sense of uniqueness decreases turnover intention’ themes. 

Theme: A sense of uniqueness decreases turnover intention 

Supporting codes Groundedeness 
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Uniqueness and turnover 7 

 

“And you feel the sense of belonging, and you feel unique. And all of that. It's 

very hard. It's hard to leave. It's hard to leave. Because when you think about 

your next role. you think, ‘Am I going to be received the same?.” (Respondent 

11) 

Respondent 6 spoke about how being able to keep his sense of uniqueness is one 

of the factors that has kept him at his current employer for nearly ten years. 

“If an organisation accepts your uniqueness, I'm speaking personally for 

myself, you are inclined to stay in their organisation right? I mean, if I think 

about it. I've been with the company almost ten years now, you know, and 

that says a lot. How they treat their employees, you know. Me being able to 

stay or keep true to who I am, you know. Definitely goes a long way in me 

wanting to continue my relationship organisation, you know, because I'm not 

restricted. I'm not forced to conform to certain standards.” (Respondent 6) 

5.4.3.4 Being Too Unique Can Drive Turnover Intention 

Respondent 2 presented a counterintuitive view that being too unique might drive 

turnover intention in knowledge workers. For example, if an employee is seen as 

being the specialist in a particular task because of their aptitude, and the team 

becomes overly reliant on that individual, he or she could potentially feel overworked 

and may decide to leave the organisation. 

“It's just too much work for me, and obviously, no one is coming to assist 

them. Your leadership doesn't see the need to bring someone else to assist 

you, so that will really take away the uniqueness. You wouldn't feel special 

anymore, but you really feel overworked.” (Respondent 2) 

Table 17 ‘Being too unique can drive turnover intention’ themes. 

Theme: Being too unique can drive turnover intention 

Supporting codes Groundedness 
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Uniqueness as a driver of turnover 1 

 

5.4.4 Research Question 3: Sub-question Results 

Which inclusive leadership behaviour has been the most impactful in decreasing 

knowledge worker turnover intention? 

As part research question three, the researcher wanted to understand which 

inclusive leadership behaviour knowledge workers most associated with having an 

impact on their turnover intention. 

Table 18 ‘Most profound ILB impact on turnover intention’ themes. 

Sub- Theme: Most profound ILB impact on turnover intention 

Decision making 2 

Showing appreciation 4 

Justice & Equity 1 

Perceived environment of support 3 

As can be seen from the groundedness weighting, showing appreciation received 

four mentions from respondents. 

“It has to be appreciation. Yeah. Because there is nothing that creates, you 

know, or destroys a sense of belonging and inclusivity, like feeling like 

someone else is getting the credit you deserve.” (Respondent 1) 

“Appreciation as a human being. Granted yes, corporates have a bottom line, 

and they have their own deliverables and targets that they need to meet right. 

But at the same time. We're also going to work for us, also means that we are 

going to work in order to meet our own personal deliverables and own 

personal targets, etc. And the only way that everyone can do or get their 

respective responsibilities done is if everyone appreciates each other.” 

(Respondent 5) 

As can be seen from the table above, the respondents also spoke about a supportive 

environment as having the most profound effect on their turnover intention. 
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“I think the environment is the most important. It has probably been the one 

that has made me stay. I think the environment has made you feel 

comfortable.” (Respondent 10) 

“Support is people and things. And my one, when I think about it, it was the 

lack of support that made me go deuces. Yeah, so it's the environmental 

support. I think it's important that we all understand that environmental 

supporters aren't just the resources or the software like the things that we use 

to deliver. It's the leader themselves; how they show up.” (Respondent 4) 

Respondent 3 spoke about how justice and equity have had equal prominence as 

showing appreciation in his turnover intention at any one organisation. 

“Justice and equity and appreciation. So for me, once, once there's a sense 

of unfairness, then I probably just don't want to be in that team anymore. And 

then appreciation is a great incentive for better performance, wanting to work 

with people. Yeah, it just makes you feel like you belong.” (Respondent 3)  

5.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter the researcher presented the findings of what knowledge workers 

believe inclusive leadership to be, how inclusive leadership behaviours impact their 

sense of workgroup inclusion for knowledge workers and the impact of inclusive 

leadership on the turnover intention of knowledge workers. The textual and structural 

descriptions have provided a view from knowledge workers how inclusive leadership 

manifests in the workgroup and how it impacts their feelings of belonging and 

uniqueness. Knowledge workers also provided insights into how the phenomenon 

impacts their turnover intention. Employees value a sense of the belonging and 

uniqueness which can influence their turnover intention, however being too unique 

can lead to overwork and increased turnover intention. The most impactful 

behaviours in reducing turnover intention include the showing of appreciation, 

creating a supportive environment and ensuring justice and equity. In the next 

chapter the researcher will discuss how and if the finding align with the literature 

review.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion  

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the results from Chapter 5. The results give a detailed 

account of the respondents' experience of the phenomenon of inclusive leadership 

behaviour and how that ultimately impacts their turnover intention. The aim is to 

interpret the findings in Chapter 5 in light of the literature discussed in Chapters 1 

and 2. With that in mind, the research compares and contrasts the findings against 

the literature to confirm whether the findings either extend, confirm or contradict the 

prevailing literature.  

The researcher wanted to find out what knowledge workers understand inclusive 

leadership to be; how had knowledge workers experienced inclusive leadership? 

Secondly, the researcher wanted to understand how inclusive leadership behaviour 

impacts a knowledge worker’s sense of workgroup inclusion; this is in line with Shore 

and Chung (2021) who said that the inclusive leadership style has a significant 

influence on an employee’s perception of workgroup inclusion (Kuknor & 

Bhattacharya, 2020). Thirdly, the researcher wanted to investigate how inclusive 

leadership behaviours impact knowledge workers' turnover intention. This question 

was raised by Yasin et al. (2022), based on their point that most of the literature had 

focused on how other leadership styles have impacted turnover intention. Lastly, the 

researcher wanted to understand which inclusive leadership behaviour knowledge 

workers most associate with having an impact on their turnover intention. To 

conclude this chapter, the researcher details findings that were not expected but 

were deemed significant to include in this report. 

6.2 Discussion of Research Question 1 

Research question 1: What do knowledge workers understand inclusive leadership 
behaviour to be? 

The research question aimed to identify, from the perspective of knowledge workers, 

what inclusive leadership is. The literature defines inclusive leadership as a 

combination of behaviours focused on facilitating individual members to feel that 

they are part of the group while retaining their unique sense of self (Randel et al., 
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2018; Shore & Chung, 2021; Yasin et al., 2022). Inclusive leaders exhibit behaviours 

such as showing appreciation, supporting organisational efforts, and being open, 

available, and accessible to their followers (Carmeli et al., 2010; Jia et al., 2020). The 

respondents expressed these sentiments, which are discussed in greater detail in 

this chapter. 

While conducting the interviews, the researcher found that most of the respondents 

spoke of the experience of inclusive leadership, relying heavily on examples of 

behaviours exhibited by managers. This is congruent with the view of scholars 

arguing that the manager has a tremendous amount of influence on the employee's 

experience of workgroup inclusiveness (Hirak et al., 2012; Elsaied, 2019; Shore & 

Chung, 2021). 

6.2.1 Psychological Safety 

Various authors have discussed psychological safety as a hallmark of an inclusive 

workspace (Shore & Chung, 2021;  et al., 2020). In the study, psychological safety 

was prevalent when managers created an environment where knowledge workers 

were able to show up as themselves, and they perceived the environment to be safe 

without feeling that there would be any reprisal. Khan (1990) spoke about how 

psychological safety is about not being afraid that showing up as oneself could have 

negative consequences for one’s career. 

Psychological safety comes from building connections with group members. The 

study showed how psychological safety was built by leaders who checked in on their 

followers on a personal level, as well as professional, making time to understand the 

human being behind the employee. According to Khan (1990), when an environment 

within an organisation is predictable and non-threatening, people can engage 

personally, as described in the study. 

The congruency between the literature and the findings of this study is that 

psychological safety was primarily described by the subject and how they feel, which 

is supported by Edmondson (2004), in that psychological safety is focused on 

the self. The contrasting area is that, while the literature broadly describes 

psychological safety as a benefit and by-product of inclusive leadership (Randel et 

al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022., Shore & Chung, 2021), in the study, the knowledge 
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workers all described it as being an integral part of inclusive leadership. Therefore, 

the study extends the literature by suggesting that the creation of psychological 

safety is a distinct inclusive leadership behaviour on its own. 

6.2.2 Accepted for Who You Are 

This section discusses the theme of being accepted for who you are. In the context 

of the research, it means that individual members feel a level of acceptance of who 

they are and their ideas. The researcher chose to separate this theme from 

psychological safety because, upon analysis of the codes that support this theme, 

the respondents spoke more about how managers would take time to know their 

strengths and then utilise those strengths for the benefit of the team. This resonates 

with the literature, which suggests that an inclusive leader will take the time to 

understand the strengths and preferences of individual members and take that into 

account when exercising their discretion to help individual members fully contribute 

(Roberson & Perry, 2022).  

Furthermore, this theme is related to but separate from psychological safety where, 

in psychological safety, one is able to be themselves in the absence of fear of 

adverse effects on their career or self-image. The theme of being accepted for who 

you are is about an inclusive leader actively seeking out the attributes that make one 

unique and then celebrating the person for those attributes and using them for the 

betterment of the team and the individual’s career (Kahn, 1990).  

Randel et al. (2018) wrote about how inclusive leaders focus on ensuring followers 

experience what they termed as “acceptance”. Inclusive leaders exhibit behaviour 

that will focus on accepting marginalised groups such as women and ethnic 

minorities while simultaneously valuing all members for their unique attributes, 

perspectives and contributions (Randel et al., 2018, p. 191). Critical to this point is 

that no one member of the group feels less accepted when another member is 

accepted. The literature is congruent with the findings in the research that the 

showing of acceptance by the leader is a crucial behaviour that facilitates feelings of 

belongingness among followers (Randel et al., 2018; Shabeer et al., 2020). 

The idea that acceptance of who you are by the leader would then result in a more 

diverse team, which as discussed earlier, is seen by some scholars as a source of 
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innovation, creativity and competitive advantage (Korkmaz et al., 2022, Randel et al., 

2018; Jia et al., 2022). However, other authors have pointed out that diversity within 

a workgroup may threaten established group norms and shared group identities (van 

Knippenberg et al., 2007). This point of view shows that the acceptance of individuals 

as they are, is not without some risk to the team. However, acceptance is still an 

integral part of workgroup inclusion. 

6.2.3 Support Organisational Efforts 

This section discusses how inclusive leaders support organisational efforts that 

encourage workgroup inclusion. In the research, it was found that inclusive leaders 

show support for their teams, protect their team members, and are communicative. 

These sorts of behaviours were prevalent in the research; many of the knowledge 

workers spoke about how inclusive leaders display commensurable effort to entrust 

followers with tasks and, therefore, delegate responsibility to their followers and, as 

such, encourage trust within the team and the organisation at large. Inclusive leaders 

are highly communicative with their followers about their work and the importance of 

inclusivity within the workgroup. 

The findings in the research are consistent with the literature by Korkmaz et al. 

(2022). Korkmaz et al. (2022) showed that inclusive leadership includes a dimension, 

as they described it, “supporting organisational efforts”, where in addition to being 

supportive of their team members, the inclusive leader will be an advocate for the 

importance of workgroup inclusiveness. This can be done by communicating about 

the importance of workgroup inclusion as it pertains to the organisation's goals and 

how it is a tool to get the best out of an organisation's talent to build a competitive 

advantage. Another example is by setting routines of inclusion through role-

modelling inclusive practices, such as setting aside time for group members to check 

in with one another, which was prevalent in this study. The research findings confirm 

the findings of Ferreira et al. (2022) that suggest that inclusive leaders take on a 

boundary-spanning role by teaching others using formal and informal channels to 

teach those around them about workgroup inclusion. 

The view that the inclusive leader is supportive of organisational efforts is more 

nuanced than the view that the two main dimensions of inclusive leadership are 
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creating a sense of belonging and uniqueness (Randel et al., 2018; Kuknor & 

Bhattacharya, 2020). The literature presented discusses the importance of 

leadership in shaping an employee’s experience of workgroup inclusion, with this 

finding the researcher extends the literature on adding more dimensions to inclusive 

leadership. 

6.2.4 Being Involved in Decision-making 

This section discusses the theme of decision-making. It was prevalent in the research 

that knowledge workers viewed the ability to take part in decision-making and 

decision-making processes as an important part of what they understand to be 

inclusive leadership. In the study, the knowledge workers referred to different types 

of decision-making, which could be decisions about day-to-day work tasks or more 

complex decisions involving strategy or decisions whose consequences have more 

permanency. What was also apparent in the research was how the respondents 

expressed the importance of the leader's ability to exercise transparency within the 

decision-making process. Through the research, it was also determined that 

knowledge workers expect their leaders to approach the decision-making process 

with a genuine interest in sharing power and soliciting the input of the individual 

members. 

When compared to the literature, one sees that the theme of decision-making cuts 

across many scholars; the literature stresses the importance of the leader being able 

to build an environment that encourages facilitation and decision-making (Shore & 

Chung, 2021; Roberson & Perry, 2022; Korkmaz et al., 2022). 

The research endorses the literature because, based on the findings, when a leader 

includes their followers in the decision-making process, it is part of facilitating feelings 

of belonging. In addition, this finding adds to the literature because it was found that, 

while involving knowledge workers in the decision-making process does facilitate a 

sense of belonging, it must be matched with a true desire on the part of the leader to 

solicit the input of followers; otherwise, followers will sense the lack of authenticity 

and deem the leader as not inclusive. 

It may also be argued, however, that by including followers in the decision-making 

process, the inclusive leader is taking a risk because the leader invariably invites 
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more opinions into the process. This adds complexity to what might have been a 

simple decision had it been made unilaterally, hence increasing the risk of conflict 

(van Knippenberg et al., 2007). 

 6.3 Discussion of Research Question 2 

Research question 2: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact a knowledge 

worker's sense of workgroup inclusion? 

The purpose of research question 2 was to understand how inclusive leadership 

behaviour impacts a knowledge worker's sense of workgroup inclusion. The literature 

defines workgroup inclusiveness as having simultaneous feelings of belonging and 

sense of uniqueness within the workgroup (Shore et al., 2011 as cited in Randel et 

al., 2018). Inclusive leaders display specific behaviours that encourage feelings of 

belongingness and uniqueness. Some of the behaviours which an inclusive leader 

may exhibit include the showing appreciation, showing support to group members, 

ensuring equity and justice, sharing in decision-making and encouraging diverse 

contributions (Randel et al., 2018; Roberson & Perry, 2022; Korkmaz et al., 2022).  

Other scholars refer to inclusive leadership behaviours as showing openness and 

exhibiting accessibility in the interactions between a leader and a follower (Nembhard 

& Edmondson, 2006, as cited in Hirak et al., 2012); those behaviours did not form 

part of the behaviours which respondents were asked about so they are not 

discussed in this chapter, although they may be loosely alluded to due the 

overlapping nature of the leadership behaviours. 

6.3.1 ILB Enhances Workgroup Inclusion 

Workgroup inclusion is defined as having simultaneous feelings of belonging and a 

sense of uniqueness within the workgroup (Shore et al., 2011, as cited in Randel et 

al., 2018). In the study, it was prevalent that the various inclusive leadership 

behaviours encouraged feelings of belongingness and uniqueness among the 

knowledge workers who participated in the research. Inclusive leadership behaviour 

has been identified as facilitating feelings of belongingness and uniqueness by 

exhibiting certain behaviours. One prevalent behaviour in the study was the showing 

of support by the manager by enabling team members to fully participate and share 
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their ideas to add value to the team; when members could see management support, 

they felt valued and that they belonged. This finding is congruent with the literature 

showing that employees respond positively when they see their leader as being 

supportive (Yasin et al., 2022; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Umrani et al., 2023). 

Other behaviours that were identified as part of the research that were reported to 

facilitate feelings of belongingness and uniqueness include the sharing of decision-

making, manager exhibiting acts of fairness, and showing appreciation, which are 

consistent with the findings within the literature (Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020; 

Roberson & Perry, 2022; Umrani et al., 2023). 

Psychological safety was identified as another behaviour that created a sense of 

workgroup inclusion; this can be linked to the view put forward by Hirak et al. (2012), 

which argues that supportive management, as discussed previously, is a key 

antecedent of psychological safety. Where members feel psychologically safe, it is 

likely that their leader is inclusive (Shore & Chung, 2021). 

6.3.2 Being Able to Contribute Different Perspectives 

The ability to contribute ideas and different perspectives was found to increase 

workgroup inclusion among the knowledge workers who took part in the research. 

Many of the knowledge worker respondents spoke about how being able to 

contribute their ideas and having those ideas seen as valuable would encourage a 

sense of belonging and uniqueness. Respondents indicated that this would increase 

their sense of workgroup inclusion. 

The nature of the work that knowledge workers do requires them to take information 

and create new organisational knowledge (De Sordi et al., 2020); this requires a 

degree of innovation and creativity, which is a risky behaviour (Carmeli et al., 2010). 

Robert and Perry (2022) showed that when employees have a sense of belonging, 

it encourages them to feel comfortable contributing and taking risks (Carmeli et al., 

2010; Randel et al., 2018). Knowledge worker respondents also spoke about the 

importance of being able to contribute views and opinions that are different or disrupt 

the status quo. This is consistent with the literature that suggests that when 

managers are open to hearing about new ideas from their followers about how to 

achieve work goals or pay attention to new opportunities, then employees will feel 
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safe to take risks and come up with ideas that defy the norm (Carmeli et al., 2010). 

Inviting followers to express their opinions which may differ from the group also 

requires the manager to take a risk, because it creates potential for conflict. It may 

add complexity and challenge established group norms (van Knippenberg et al., 

2007). This is the negative side of the diversity that is brought about as a result of 

inclusive leadership behaviour. This finding is important because it adds to inclusive 

leadership behaviour theory by highlighting the inherent risks that may be associated 

with adopting such a leadership style. 

6.4 Discussion of Research Question 3 

Research question 3: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact knowledge 

workers' turnover intention? 

This research question aimed to identify how inclusive leadership behaviour impacts 

the turnover intention of knowledge workers. Yasin et al. (2022) argued that research 

about the specific leadership style of inclusiveness and its impact on turnover 

intention remains relatively unexplored. Scholars have written extensively about the 

role of inclusive leadership behaviour and its relationship with encouraging workers 

to take part in creative tasks; scholars have written about the relationship between 

inclusive leadership and job performance and the role of inclusive leadership in 

enhancing career adaptability among followers (Shabeer et al., 2020; Hirak et al., 

2012; Jia et al., 2022). 

The next section discusses the themes that emerged from the research and how 

they confirm or contradict the literature regarding the influence of inclusive leadership 

on turnover intention. 

6.4.1 Feeling Appreciated Decreases Turnover 

The showing of appreciation by the leader showed up as a prevalent factor that 

knowledge workers considered when contemplating either leaving or staying with 

their employer or, in other words, their turnover intention. Interestingly, the literature 

suggests that when the concept of inclusiveness was first being explored, the 

definition at the time included the word appreciation; “words and deeds by a leader 

that indicates an invitation and appreciation for other contributions” (Nembhard & 
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Edmondson, 2006, p.947). Over time, the definition of inclusive leadership has 

evolved to be that of a leader who facilitates feelings of belonging and uniqueness; 

however, the theme of appreciation has remained interlinked, as can be seen in the 

literature with appreciation categorised as being a crucial part of inclusive leadership 

(Carmeli et al., 2010; Hirak et al., 2012; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Roberson & Perry, 

2022). 

Appreciation is defined as the recognition of the follower’s efforts and contributions 

(Korkmaz et al., 2022). Based on the responses from the respondents in the study, 

appreciation can take many different forms. It could be financial or non-financial. The 

commonality between the various forms of appreciation was that it was given by the 

manager in recognition of the effort knowledge workers’ labour. In turn, feeling 

appreciated encouraged the knowledge worker respondents to feel a sense of 

belonging and decreased their desire to leave the employer. 

This finding extends to empirical evidence that argues that workers with strong 

workgroup identification (i.e., a sense of belonging) resulting from inclusive 

leadership behaviour are less likely to want to leave their organisation (Randel et al., 

2018; Yasin, 2022). 

6.4.2 Witnessing Justice and Equity Decreases Turnover Intention 

Ensuring justice and equity is defined as how a leader demonstrates fair treatment 

of group members, which indicates to members that they are respected members of 

the group (Lind & Tyler, 2013; Sabharwal, 2014; Shore et al., 2011). However, this 

theme was not as prevalent because only two out of the eleven respondents 

indicated that the absence of justice and equity would impact their decision to either 

leave or stay with an employer. 

As noted in section 5.4.3.2 the respondents spoke about the inverse of justice and 

equity which is favouritism. The respondents spoke about how actions like unfair 

treatment and discrimination enhance one’s turnover intention. Therefore we can 

reasonably conclude that observing justice and equity would decreases the 

knowledge workers’ turnover intention. 
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This finding adds to the literature because it suggests that, within the specific context 

of knowledge workers, when a leader ensures the administration of justice and equity 

within their team, knowledge workers are less likely to have enhanced turnover 

intention. There is a study that may echo the sentiments of this finding, where it was 

proven that employees who feel like they have equal access to opportunities and are 

treated fairly were less likely to report intentions to leave the organisation (Chrobot 

et al., 2013, as cited in Shore & Chung, 2021). To the best of the researcher's 

knowledge, no other literature has made similar findings before. 

6.4.3 Sense of Uniqueness Decreases Turnover Intention 

The definition of uniqueness within the confines of inclusive leadership is the need 

to preserve a distinctive sense of self (Shore et al., 2011). In the study, it was found 

to be prevalent that knowledge worker respondents who feel a sense of uniqueness 

were less likely to want to leave their employer. Shabeer et al. (2020) argued that 

when a leader is inclusive, they provide a sense of belonging and uniqueness. 

Employees feel appreciated and recognised based on their uniqueness and, when 

they are made to feel that they are essential members of the workgroup, then work 

outcomes such as retention, organisational commitment and job satisfaction are 

enhanced.  

6.4.4 Research Question 3: Sub-question 

Sub-question: Which inclusive behaviour do knowledge workers most associate with 

having an impact on their turnover intention? 

As a sub-question to research question three, the researcher wanted to find out 

which inclusive leadership behaviour the knowledge worker respondents most 

associated with their intention to leave or stay with an employer. This question is 

particularly important because it is unlikely that any one leader could exhibit all the 

inclusive leadership behaviours and, as such, it is more likely that a leader may have 

one or a few predispositions that may increase or decrease an individual's propensity 

to engage in inclusive leadership behaviours. For example, it has been shown that 

leaders with a predisposition to pro-diversity beliefs may be more prone to inclusive 

leadership behaviours (Randel et al., 2018). By soliciting feedback from knowledge 
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workers, the researcher aimed to gain insights that could help practitioners focus on 

the inclusive leadership behaviour which could yield the most results. 

Because the themes were discussed in the previous section, they are not discussed 

in this section. Rather, the focus is on the two behaviours identified as the most 

profound when knowledge workers considered their desires to stay or leave an 

organisation. As far as the researcher could determine, no previous study had 

investigated which inclusive leadership behaviour was more profound than the next 

when considering the turnover intention of knowledge workers. As mentioned 

previously, Yasin et al. (2022) argued that literature investigating the relationship 

between the two constructs (Inclusive leadership and turnover intention) still requires 

much development. 

The first behaviour that received the most mentions from the respondents was 

showing appreciation by a leader. As mentioned previously, showing appreciation 

has been shown to give employees a sense of belonging, and those employees will 

view themselves as valuable contributors to the organisation (Ye et al., 2019). This 

finding is consistent with the literature that showing appreciation leads to strong 

workgroup identification and improves work outcomes like turnover (Randel et al., 

2018; Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020). The contrast, however, is that this study 

suggests that showing appreciation is the singular most important inclusive 

leadership behaviour that can decrease turnover intention among knowledge 

workers. 

The second behaviour was the perceived environment of support; this was not 

explicitly covered in the literature. However, it was alluded to due to the overarching 

nature of psychological safety, feelings of belonging and uniqueness. As discussed 

previously, the experience of workgroup inclusion is driven mainly by manager 

support (Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020; Shore & Chung, 2021). The narrative of 

manager support is evident in inclusive leadership literature as can be seen in the 

assertion that positive leader support enhances workgroup identification, facilitating 

a supportive work climate (Shabeer et al., 2020; Roberson & Perry, 2022). The term 

‘support’ is inextricably linked to inclusive leadership studies. Therefore, it was not 

unexpected that knowledge worker respondents would have umbrellaed their 
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sentiments of whether or not they chose to stay with an employer under the 

expression of “environment of support”. 

6.5 Additional Findings 

During the interview, the researcher encountered some interesting points that were 

largely contrarian to what the other respondents experienced and were not covered 

in the literature review. It must also be noted that these findings came from a small 

subset of the knowledge worker respondents. Only two respondents shared these 

points of view. Below, the researcher has tabulated the unexpected findings against 

the respective research questions that inspired the respondents' responses. 

Table 19 Additional findings. 

Additional Findings 

Research question Finding 

RQ 1: What do knowledge workers 

understand inclusive leadership to be? 

Industry personality type mismatch 

RQ 3: How does inclusive leadership 

behaviour impact knowledge workers’ 

turnover intention? 

Being too unique can be a driver of turnover. 

 

6.5.1 Industry Personality Type Mismatch 

In the research, one of the respondents indicated that inclusive leadership had not 

enhanced their sense of uniqueness within the organisation. The respondent spoke 

about how their personality type was not suited for the fast-paced industry in which 

they worked. As such, although she had worked with an inclusive leader, it had had 

done nothing for her sense of uniqueness. 

The literature explains that simply by the way leaders behave, they send signals to 

their team that fitting into the dominant culture within the organisation is the best way 

for followers to take (Shore & Chung, 2021). In this way, the followers are accepted 

so long as they operate within the confines of the dominant culture. This may prohibit 

the experience of inclusion for those individuals who have marginalised social 

identities (Shore & Chung, 2021) 
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This is akin to assimilation, where the leader may be seen as a well-intending person 

given their position on equality and fair treatment; however, it requires followers to 

suppress any differences that exist to avoid conflict and for the follower to assimilate 

into the dominant culture (Shore & Chung, 2021). Although the respondent did not 

have the words, the literature describes their experience exactly, feeling a great 

sense of belonging but a low sense of uniqueness. 

When one has a personality that is at odds with the industry or dominant culture 

within the organisation in which they operate, it might be difficult for any inclusive 

leader to make those individuals feel a distinct sense of self-value within the 

business, as was found with at least one of the respondents.  

6.5.2 Being Too Unique Can be a Driver of Turnover 

As discussed earlier in the research, uniqueness was found to be associated with a 

lower turnover intention among respondents. One respondent may have experienced 

a specific scenario where uniqueness increased a knowledge worker’s turnover 

intention. 

One respondent highlighted that there may be scenarios where an employee is 

valued for a unique capability or skill that adds value to the team. Without training 

others on that skill or hiring new people with the same skill, the team may become 

over-reliant on the said member. Their workload increases to the point that they 

become overloaded and, as such, begin to consider other career options outside of 

the team who, while valuing their uniqueness, are relying on it too much. 

The researcher did not expect to find evidence suggesting that uniqueness can be a 

driver of turnover intention. The literature on inclusive leadership shows evidence of 

how the creation of workgroup belonging facilitates feelings of belonging and 

uniqueness, which ultimately improves work outcomes such as taking ownership, 

being creative, and decreasing turnover (Zeng et al., 2020; Carmeli et al., 2010; 

Yasin et al., 2022). Therefore, this finding contradicts the empirical evidence by 

showing that a sense of uniqueness can be a driver of turnover. 

 



82 

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion and Recommendations 

7.1 Introduction 

As introduced in Chapter 1, most companies find themselves operating in highly 

competitive contemporary knowledge-based economies (Kianto et al., 2018). In 

knowledge-based economies, the management and creation of new knowledge is 

one of a few ways in which a company can develop and sustain a competitive 

advantage (Barao et al., 2017; Rehman et al., 2021). Knowledge workers are the 

vessels of explicit and tacit knowledge assets within the organisation, so the retention 

of knowledge workers is omnipotent (Rehman et al., 2021; Yasin et al., 2022). This 

research was conducted with the objective of obtaining an understanding how the 

use of inclusive leadership behaviours can influence the turnover intention within the 

specific context of knowledge workers in South Africa. The following research 

questions were proposed: 

• Research question 1: What do knowledge workers understand inclusive 

leadership to be? 

• Research question 2: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact 

knowledge workers’ sense of workgroup inclusion? 

• Research question 3: How does inclusive leadership behaviour impact 

knowledge workers’ turnover intention? 

o Sub-research question: Which inclusive leadership behaviour do 

knowledge workers most associate with having an impact on their 

turnover intention? 

The aim of research questions 1 and 2 was to document what knowledge workers 

understand inclusive leadership behaviour to be and how that impacts their sense of 

workgroup inclusion. The inclusion of employees has been embraced as being key 

to sustaining a competitive as well as the well-being of employees (Korkmaz et al., 

2018). Research question 3 sought to understand what impact inclusive leadership 

behaviour has on the outcome of turnover intention among knowledge workers; this 

question arose because the literature indicated that inclusive leadership style 

remains under-researched as it pertains to its impact on turnover intention (Yasin et 

al., 2022). The sub-question of question 3 sought to understand which inclusive 
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leadership behaviour is most associated with an impact on the turnover intention of 

knowledge workers. 

7.2 Principal Conclusions 

7.2.1 Research Question 1 

The findings of this research indicate that knowledge workers understand inclusive 

leadership through the behaviours exhibited by their leader. Knowledge workers 

understand an inclusive leader as one that creates psychological safety (Zeng et al., 

2020; Shore & Chung, 2021), where knowledge workers can show up as themselves 

because they perceive the environment to be safe and absent of any threat of reprisal 

(Khan, 1990). 

Knowledge workers understand inclusive leadership to be when a leader exhibits 

behaviour of accepting followers for who they are (Roberson & Perry, 2022; Randel 

et al., 2018). The inclusive leader will actively seek to understand the followers’ 

strengths and preferences and use those for the betterment of the team and the 

individual (Khan,1990). 

Inclusive leaders also actively support organisational efforts for inclusion (Korkmaz 

et al., 2022). Inclusive leaders demonstrate support for their followers and delegate 

responsibility to their followers which builds trust, and they are highly communicative 

about the work that they do and the importance of inclusiveness. 

Lastly, inclusive leaders involve their followers in decision-making (Shore & Chung, 

2021; Korkmaz et al., 2022). They express a genuine interest in soliciting input from 

their followers, and they exercise a concerted effort to bring transparency into the 

decision-making processes with their followers. 

7.2.2 Research Question 2 

Inclusive leaders exhibit various behaviours that encourage feelings of 

belongingness and uniqueness among followers, ultimately facilitating workgroup 

inclusion. As described in section 5.4.2.1, inclusive leaders will ensure consistency 

in the administration of justice and equity within the organisation, they will share in 
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decision-making, show their followers appreciation and create an environment of 

psychological safety where followers are able to share their diverse perspectives 

(Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020; Roberson & Perry, 2022; Korkmaz et al., 2022; 

Randel et al., 2018). This conclusion provides leaders with a clear view of the 

behaviours that they ought to exhibit to enhance feelings of belongingness and 

uniqueness within their teams, which will facilitate workgroup inclusion for knowledge 

workers. 

 

7.2.3 Research Question 3 

Inclusive leadership behaviours that encourage feelings of belonging and 

uniqueness and, ultimately, workgroup inclusion were found to decrease the turnover 

intention of knowledge workers who participated in the research.  

Different types of leadership behaviour exhibited by leaders were generally 

associated with lower turnover intention among the knowledge worker respondents. 

This research found that, when knowledge workers feel appreciated either through 

financial or non-financial means, they were less likely to want to leave their 

organisation (Randel et al., 2018; Yasin et al., 2022). The research found that when 

some knowledge workers witnessed their leaders facilitate justice and equity within 

the organisation, they were less likely to want to leave their organisation (Chrobot et 

al., 2013, as cited in Shore & Chung, 2021). Justice and equity means that followers 

are treated equally regardless of seniority within the business or the number of years 

served in the workgroup. 

7.2.4 Research Question 3: Sub-question 

The research found that there were various inclusive leadership behaviours that were 

negatively associated with knowledge worker turnover intention – which include the 

showing of appreciation, the involvement of followers in decision making, the 

administration of justice and equity and the creation of a psychologically safe 

environment. When asked about their unique experiences, knowledge workers were 

able to pinpoint at least one particularly inclusive leadership behaviour which had the 

most profound impact on their decision to either leave or stay with an organisation.  
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The first inclusive leadership behaviour that was found to have had the most 

profound impact on knowledge workers’ turnover intention was the showing of 

appreciation. When employees feel appreciated, it gives them a sense of belonging 

and shows that their contributions to the organisation are seen as valuable to the 

workgroup (Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020). 

The second behaviour that was found to have the most profound impact on 

knowledge workers' turnover intention was creating a perceived environment of 

support. The study showed that what the respondents were describing alluded to 

psychological safety. Inclusive leaders support their followers, enhancing workgroup 

identification and facilitating a supportive work environment (Shabeer et al., 2020; 

Roberson & Perry, 2022). 

7.3 Theoretical Contribution  

This research contributes to the literature by first responding to the call to investigate 

the impact of inclusive leadership on employees' turnover intentions (Yasin et al., 

2022). Previous studies on inclusive leadership have focused on creativity, taking 

charge, employee engagement, and learning from failures (Zeng et al., 2020; Hirak 

et al., 2012; Vakira et al., 2022; Jia et al., 2022). This research has shown that when 

knowledge workers are exposed to an inclusive leader they are less likely to have 

enhanced feelings of turnover intention. 

The researcher created a conceptual model of the findings. It is an enhanced model 

of the model in Chapter 2. This model, as seen below, represents a retrospective 

view of the essence of the experience (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The researcher 

created the model as an adaptation of Randel’s et al. (2018) inclusive leadership 

model. The researcher proposes a framework where inclusive leadership behaviours 

(ensuring justice and equity, showing appreciation, involving followers in decision-

making making, etc.) contribute to individual members' perception of workgroup 

inclusion through the social exchange theory, which in turn contributes to member 

behavioural outcomes such as lower turnover. 

  



86 

 

 

Figure 4: Conceptual model of inclusive leadership and reduced turnover intention (researcher’s 
creation) 

The model explains how, when leaders exhibit inclusive behaviour – for example, the 

showing of appreciation to followers – through social exchange theory, the recipient 

is then bound to reciprocate to the initiator (Harden et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; 

Yasin et al., 2022). The follower’s perception of the workplace is then enhanced and 

leads to positive work outcomes such as reduced turnover intention. This shows how 

social exchange theory may be bolstered to assist leaders in maximising inclusion 

with knowledge workers. 

This model offers a mechanism by which inclusive leadership behaviours decrease 

the likelihood of turnover intention among knowledge workers. Through the leader’s 

behaviour, the knowledge workers feel enhanced belongingness and uniqueness 

(Randel et al., 2018; Korkmaz et al., 2022; Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2021). This then 

contributes to knowledge workers feeling enhanced workgroup inclusion. The model 

carves out a specific role for inclusive leaders concerning the retention of knowledge 

workers.  
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7.4 Practical Implications 

This research paper identifies specific inclusive leadership behaviours and their 

impact on workgroup inclusion, which result from knowledge workers feeling a sense 

of belonging and uniqueness. The researcher also identified a mechanism through 

which workgroup inclusion results in lower turnover intention by knowledge workers. 

All the behaviours identified in the research are important for leaders wanting to 

retain their knowledge workers and use inclusivity to create a competitive advantage 

(Korkmaz et al., 2022). 

In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, it is unlikely that a single leader can 

be all things to all people; instead, it is more likely that the leader may only have one 

or a few predispositions that make them more likely to engage inclusive leadership 

behaviours, as discussed in the research. This research is helpful to managers 

because it identifies two inclusive leadership behaviours that were shown to have 

the most profound impact on the turnover intention of knowledge workers who 

participated in the research; namely, showing of appreciation and the creation of an 

environment of support which enhances the knowledge worker’s perception of 

psychological safety. 

This research is also useful to human resource management practitioners looking for 

means to enhance knowledge management systems through new retention 

strategies for knowledge workers. The literature shows that companies understand 

the importance of knowledge and knowledge management (Rehman et al., 2021). 

This research can be used to argue that training managers in inclusive leadership 

can enhance the retention of knowledge workers. In the next section, the limitations 

of the research are discussed. 

7.5 Limitations of the Research  

In Chapter 4, the researcher discussed the limitations of the researcher and the 

research design, all of which were centred around the methodology that was chosen. 

As such, the researcher also included mitigating action that was taken to balance the 

known weaknesses of the phenomenological study. The researcher detailed 

mitigating action to reduce the biases and enhance the research credibility using 
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credibility controls. This section focuses on limitations of the research that only 

become apparent after data collection and analysis. 

The sample did not include any people managers, which means the views expressed 

in the research are solely from the perspective of followers and their experiences 

with their leaders. The research would have been richer had it included the 

perspectives of leaders who, in themselves, have a reporting line to another level of 

leadership. People managers would have provided additional insight based on 

juxtaposing their own experiences with inclusive leaders versus how they conduct 

themselves as leaders. 

The beginning of this paper highlighted that the tacit and implicit knowledge held by 

the knowledge workers is a crucial ingredient in creating and sustaining a competitive 

advantage (Barao et al., 2017; Kianto et al., 2018; Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2020). As 

such, the research could have gone further to explore the how the retention of 

knowledge workers through workgroup inclusion creates and maintains the 

competitive advantage of the firm. 

7.6 Suggestions for Future Research 

To improve the understanding of inclusive leadership, scholars could investigate the 

different circumstances in which inclusive leadership may not fully satisfy the needs 

of either belongingness or uniqueness. As discussed in section 6.6.1, one of the 

respondents spoke about having a high sense of belonging to the team and low 

sense of being valued for their uniqueness despite having an inclusive leader. Shore 

and Chung (2021) describe this as assimilation, where a person is accepted based 

on adopting the dominant culture within the team or organisation and as a result must 

mute parts of their personality are not in line with the dominant culture. It would be 

interesting to explore if there are other variants to inclusive leadership that encourage 

a sense of belonging and uniqueness at different quanta and, as such, whether that 

impacts the worker's perception of workgroup inclusion. 

Another interesting find that may prove to be valuable for further study is the idea 

that inclusive leadership which encourages feelings of uniqueness could be a driver 

of turnover. As discussed in section 6.6.2, the research uncovered a particular set of 

circumstances where an employee having a sense of uniqueness or being too unique 
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may cause them to have higher turnover intention. Further research could explore 

what other set of circumstances could result in either the feeling of belonging or 

uniqueness becoming a driver of turnover intention, exploring how common these 

circumstances are among knowledge workers and how they can be mitigated. To the 

best of the researcher’s knowledge, there is no empirical evidence to suggest that a 

sense of uniqueness can be a driver of turnover. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Interview Guide 

Greet the participant and ask them warm up questions so that they feel relaxed and 

comfortable. 

Tell the respondent about the title of the research and explain the purpose and 

significance of the research on inclusive leadership behaviour and turnover intention 

for knowledge workers. 

Question 1 (Understanding inclusive leadership) 

a. How have you experienced inclusive leadership behaviour in your 

organisation? 

b. How have inclusive leadership behaviours encouraged feelings of 

uniqueness in you? 

c. How have inclusive leadership behaviours encouraged feelings of 

belongingness in you? 

Question 2 (Understanding inclusive leadership behaviours) 

a. How does the creation of a perceived environment of support impact your 

sense of belongingness? 

b. Describe how facilitation of justice and equity by leaders impact perceived 

feeling of belongingness? 

c. How does the sharing of decision-making by your leader enhance or diminish 

your sense of belonging? 

d. How does your leader encourage divergent contributions and how does this 

impact your perceived feelings of uniqueness? 

e. How does the showing of appreciation by your leader impact your sense of 

belonging or uniqueness in the organisation? 
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Question 3 (Understanding turnover intention and the link to Inclusive 

leadership) 

a. How has your feelings of belongingness influenced your intention to stay or 

leave at an organisation? 

b. Describe how your feelings of uniqueness have enhanced or diminished your 

intention to stay or leave an organisation? 

c. Which inclusive leadership behaviour has had the most profound impact on 

your intention to stay or leave an organisation and why? 

Thank the participant & offer them an opportunity to share any last thoughts. 

Close interview 
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Appendix 2 – Code List Summary 

Categorised codes 

Theme Code Count Total Groundedness 

Psychological safety 4 20 

Accepted for who you are 6 15 

Inclusive managers support 

organisational efforts 

7 32 

Being involved in decision 

making 

4 8 

Industry & personality types 

mismatch 

1 1 

ILB enhances workgroup 

inclusion 

10 50 

Divergent perspectives & 

workgroup inclusion 

2 8 

ILB has no impact on 

workgroup inclusion 

1 1 

IL & Turnover intention   

Feeling appreciated & 

turnover intention 

1 10 

Witnessing justice & 

equity decreases 

turnover intention 

1 2 

A sense of 

uniqueness 

decreases turnover 

intention 

1 7 

Being too unique can 

drive turnover 

intention 

1 1 

Most impactful ILB in 

decreasing Knowledge 

workers turnover intention 

4 10 
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