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Chapter 1: Changing Demographic Landscape — An Impetus for Diversity Management

One summer day in 1977, my younger brother and | were at a bus stop on our way home,
when a group of teenagers drove by yelling, “Get a [expletive] job!” and “Go back to your
[expletive] country!” My brother and I just looked away pretending we did not hear. From the
corner of my eye, | glanced at my little brother. I could not tell what he was thinking, but I could
see in his face the same pain that [ was feeling at that moment: “We did not belong here”.

That brief encounter left an indelible mark in my mind and formed a part of how I would
later perceive myself relative to others in America. | am Asian, specifically a Filipino immigrant,
and I am a “minority” — a new term that | later learned very well when completing employment
forms or college applications. It denoted an ethnic group or a community with less population.
But for me, it came to connote a group of people “of lesser status or standing” — lower class
citizens, not deserving of full respect or recognition.

Researcher’s interest

| was born and raised in the Philippines, an archipelago comprised of 7,107 islands
(2,000 inhabited), 183 ethnic groups, and 152 ethnic languages. My parents were of different
ethnic groups with different cultural idiosyncrasies and ethnic languages. | grew up in a
culturally diverse environment, with children of different ethnicities and nationalities — Chinese,
Chinese-Filipinos, Korean-Filipinos, Filipino-Americans, White and Black American
expatriates, Europeans, Australians, Africans, and other Southeast Asian and various Middle
Eastern peoples. Diversity and multi-culturalism were as natural as the air | breathed. Diversity
was neither a moral nor an economic issue; it just was. | did not understand what racism meant
until 1 came to United States, took a college course on American History, and witnessed racial
prejudices and biases first hand. It was quite puzzling to me that, in a nation built by immigrants

on the premise that all human beings are created equal with inalienable rights, there were many



who harbored and perpetuated antagonism and antipathy toward what were considered minority
groups; or that there was even such a thing as “minorities.” As one first generation Asian-
American university student shared with me: “I did not know | was a minority until a White
student pointed out | was one. | was born in the US, went to school with kids of different
backgrounds, and was never aware | was a minority until I got into college.”

With the changing ethno-cultural composition of the US population, | have been curious
about how race relations play out in organizations. My interest lies in ways shifting
demographics affect organizations and, more importantly how organizations respond to these
changes.

Demographic trends

In the past 38 years from the time I arrived in United States as a young adult, | witnessed
the morphing of the face of America. | noticed a fast growing number of Asians, Africans,
Middle Eastern, and people from European and former Warsaw Pact countries. The rapid
demographic shifts have altered the American ethno-cultural landscape redefining what an
American looks like while adding a new set of social and policy challenges to the already
volatile race relations.

Census of 2010 recorded US population at 309 million people, an increase of 27.3 million
(or 9.7%) from 2000 (Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011). The majority of increase came from
groups who self-reported as “other than White”. By ethnic origin, Hispanic population grew by
43% compared to non-Hispanic or non-Latino, which grew by 5%, and White by 1%. As a
proportion to the total population, those who self-reported as White alone accounted for 64% in
2010, a decrease from 69% in 2000. Among the different races, Asians grew the fastest at the
rate of 43%, largely due to high levels of immigration among this group. White population grew

the slowest at 6%. Black or African American population, which represents 12.6% of the total,



grew by 12.3%. American Indian and Alaska Native, which represent less than 1% of the
population, grew by 18%; Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders, by 35%; and, Some Other
Race, by 24%.

Immigration has played a major role in the population growth and increasing ethno-
cultural diversity. Total immigrant population in 2010 reached 40 million with 14 million new
immigrants arriving during the period between 2000 and 2010, accounting for 13% of the total
U.S. population (Camarota, 2011). At the current rate, it is projected that by year 2050, U.S. will
have a completely different ethnic and racial makeup. US population is expected to reach 438
million with over 80% of the increase will be immigrants and their U.S.-born descendants — that
is, nearly one in five Americans will be an immigrant (Passel & Cohn, 2008).

Globalization and the growth of multinational corporations further added to the
increasing racial and ethnic heterogeneity of the American social landscape, especially in the
work place. Foreign investments by US firms have increased steadily in an effort to access new
markets, talent and resources (Rosenzweig, 1998). In the period between 2010 and 2011, U.S.
direct investment in foreign subsidiaries increased by 27% from $328 billion to $419 billion
(Jackson, 2012). On the other side of the equation, foreign direct investment (FDI) —i.e., foreign
companies investing in the U.S. — totaled $2.8 trillion by 2013, about 16.5% of U.S. gross
domestic product (“Foreign direct investment in the United States 2014 Report,” 2014).

Globalization, effectively, has torn down national or state boundaries. Today, with the
combined effect of immigration and globalization, one has a 1:6 chance of finding one’s self
working next to or for a person born and raised outside United States — that is, if we assume that

the workplace is a close approximation of the external environment.



Problem overview

Rapid demographic change in U.S. population in the past three decades has presented a
new set of challenges to business enterprises in a couple of ways. One, demographic composition
of markets has evolved with greater diversity of consumers. Business success depends in many
ways on a firm’s ability to understand and connect with consumers. This requires a broader
knowledge and understanding of “tastes, behaviors, and assumptions [that] are not only different
but are often in conflict with one another” (Livermore, 2010, p. 15). Secondly, the demographic
shift brought a change in the workforce composition. Building and sustaining cohesive teams
from a diverse workforce with different communication patterns, working styles, and learning
styles present an organizational challenge. The extent to which an organization is able to build
cohesive teams from a diverse workforce affects business performance (Livermore, 2010; Lopez-
Fernandez & Sanches-Gardey, 2010).

Effects of diversity on organizational performance have led to various efforts and
practices in order to address the reality of an increasingly diverse population. Starting as an issue
of discrimination based on race, color, nationality, and religion, age, diversity efforts have
evolved from its legal and ethical foundations into a business imperative (Kelly & Dobbin, 1998;
Kochan, et al., 2003; VVon Bergen, Soper, & Parnell, 2005). “Diversity management” gained
prominence as a means to systematize diversity-related activities into a coherent program
(Gilbert, Stead, & Ivancevich, 1999, p. 61) and “create greater inclusion of all individuals” (p.
61). It can be defined as “a complete organizational cultural change designed to foster
demographic, ethnic and individual differences” (p. 66). In contrast to its predecessor,
Affirmative Action, which was intended to redress past discriminations, diversity management is
premised on the value of diversity to business performance: improved bottom line, competitive

advantage, and superior business performance (McCuiston & Wooldridge, 2004).



In a 2001 survey of human resource professionals by the Society for Human Resource
Management and Fortune magazine, “almost all respondents (91%) believe that diversity
initiatives help organizations keep a competitive advantage” (“Impact of diversity initiatives on
the bottom line,” p. 16). U.S. businesses spend in excess of $200 million annually in various
forms of diversity programs (Vedantam, 2008) in order to leverage the value of diversity.
However, literature shows that diversity programs have yielded inconsistent results (Ely &
Thomas, 2001; Whitelaw, 2010); or they largely ineffective (Vedantam, 2008). For instance,
diversity trainings showed little impact as a type of prejudice reduction and an approach to social
inclusion (Paluck, 2006). As a business imperative, “empirical literature does not support the
simple notion that more diverse groups, teams, or business units necessarily perform better”
(Kochan, et al., 2003, p. 5). Yet, one study of firms in the same industry showed that companies
with diverse workforce “significantly outperformed the market” (Von Bergen, Soper, & Parnell,
2005, p. 1). These inconsistencies indicate the link between diversity and business success are
“more complex than is implied by the popular rhetoric” (Kochan, et al., 2003, p. 5).

Could there be other factors that might explain the inconsistencies in diversity outcomes?
Herdman and McMillan-Capehart (2010) contend that there are intermediary factors that bridge
diversity and group performance, and it is the failure to consider these factors that leads to the
inconsistencies in results.

Problem statement. Organizations have invested substantial resources on diversity
management initiatives and have not seen the desired outcomes. The link between diversity and
superior business performance has yet to be realized. Also, diversity work as a prejudice
reduction has had little effect in changing peoples’ attitudes and behavior toward ethno-cultural

differences.



Purpose

Diversity was defined as the extent to which people of different social affiliations are
represented in the organization (Cox, 1994). It refers to both numerical compositions of an
organization and inclusive behavior of its members (Rozenzweig, 1998). The purpose of this
study was to describe diversity practices of an organization that appears to have been successful
in addressing diversity. It explored an organization’s principles, beliefs, and assumptions that
guided its diversity practices, and its internal and external environments in which diversity was
practiced.
Research question

This interpretive case study focused on the question, “What has an organization done to
address diversity?” I examined one organization with demographically and ethnically diverse
members to understand its diversity management, and the underlying beliefs and assumptions
that drove its diversity practice. This study further explored the organization’s various contexts
and challenges associated its diverse workforce.
Significance

Diversity management proponents maintain that beyond equal employment opportunity
and remediation of past injustices, diversity is an essential success factor (Kelly & Dobbin, 1998)
— competitive advantage, increased productivity, better quality of output, and, ultimately,
improved performance. Although there are a number of experimental studies on the relationship
of diversity with workgroup performance, studies of actual organizations in their natural
environment are very limited (Kochan, et al., 2003). One reason is reluctance to open the
organization to scrutiny. This study contributes to understanding the link between diversity and

organizational performance.



Definitions

For this study, I used the following terms and definitions.

Bio-demographic diversity: Group classification based on innate characteristics, such as
race, ethnicity, culture, age, and gender (Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007).

Bio-diversity: Diversity among and within plant and animal species in an environment.

Deep-level diversity: Group characteristics not easily visible, such as cognitive skills,
experience, education, etc. (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998).

Diversity: A term used to describe a composition of different groups of individuals
classified based on shared demographic characteristics; e.g., generational (millennials, baby
boomers), gender, occupation, nationality, religion, etc. Also, the extent to which people of
different social affiliations are represented in the organization (Cox, 1994).

Diversity management: An integrated set of practices that deal with diversity in the
workplace.

Diversity perspective: A view of or theory about diversity that guides diversity practice.

Diversity practice: An approach or a method of dealing with diverse employees.

Surface-level diversity: Visible or surface-level dimensions of race/ethnicity,
nationality/culture, and gender (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998). Used synonymously with bio-
demographic diversity.

Task-relevant diversity: Group classification based on acquired attributes, such as

education, skill, knowledge, aptitude, experience, etc. (Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007).



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The core issue of “race” relations undergirds diversity discourse as it relates to a healthy
functioning organization. Work on diversity hails back to the summer of 1946 when, at the
request of Connecticut State Inter-Racial Commission, Kurt Lewin (recognized as the “father of
organization development”) facilitated a training workshop to improve inter-racial relationships
(Burke, 2006). His work spawned what became known as “sensitivity training”, a label still in
use to this day by human resource and diversity training professionals.

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy signed Executive Order (EO) 10925 mandating all
contractors receiving funds from the Federal government to “take ‘affirmative action’ to ensure
employment practices are free of racial bias” (“Milestone in the history of the U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission”). Three years later, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed
Title VII Civil Rights Act prohibiting all kinds of discrimination on the basis of race, color,
religion, and national origin. Job recruitment and selection would be based on job-related
criteria.

The scope of discrimination and employment laws later expanded to include other
categories: Equal Pay Act of 1963; Age Discrimination Employment Act of 1967; Pregnancy
Discrimination Act of 1973; Rehabilitation Act of 1973; and, American with Disabilities Act of
1990 (Mondy, 2012). Statutory laws and legal precedents further expanded anti-discrimination
laws. Legal compliance became the normative organizational response, and human resource
management functions expanded to support compliance: formalized grievance procedures and
systems for hiring and promotion.

In 1965, President Johnson signed EO 11246 setting Affirmative Action (AA)
requirements as a condition for Federal government contracts. This was further bolstered by the

Philadelphia Order ratified by President Richard Nixon requiring federal contractors to show



affirmative action plans to increase minority employment as a requirement for doing business
with the federal government.

Over the ensuing years, AA was repeatedly challenged in courts mainly on the ground
that providing opportunities to minority groups came at the expense of others, namely, Whites —
a form of reverse discrimination. Implementation of Affirmative Action opened a Pandora’s box
— from the use of quotas to arguments of compelling interest.

During the Reagan administration (1981-1989), enforcement of AA and Equal
Employment Opportunity (EEO) laws waned. This was followed with further weakening of
support for AA in the 1990s. A series of contravening federal courts decisions underscored the
intractability of the law. The tone of the discourse was set when President Clinton “called for the
elimination of any program that creates quotas, preferences, [or] reverse discrimination”
(Brunner & Rowen). In the late 1990s, California, Washington, and Florida enacted laws
banning all forms of affirmative action.

Tangential to the legal battleground, established AA practices gradually found a new life.
AA/EEO practices and related human resource management activities — e.g., recruitment,
selection, and promotion systems — found new grounding on the business case for a diverse
workforce. “Diversity” was gradually decoupled from its historical and legal roots (McDonald,
2010) and presented as a strategic business response to globalization, growth of the service
sector, advances in technology, and demographic shifts (Kelly & Dobbin, 1998). The transition
from EEO/AA to diversity as a business imperative led to retooling of EEO/AA programs and
practices to be more relevant to the new paradigm (Kelly & Dobbin, 1998).

Business case for diversity
Aside from moral, social, and legal imperatives of having a diverse workforce,

proponents contend that diversity makes business sense. In this age of globalization and
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increased business competition, diversity is a competitive advantage. It opens greater access to
new markets, greater access to talents, improved organizational performance, and ultimately
increase revenue and profits (Bagshaw, 2004; Bleijenbergh, Peters, & Poutsma, 2010;
Lockwood, 2005; McCuiston & Wooldridge, 2004; Ollapally & Ghatnagar, 2009). A diverse
organization representative of its market would have a better understanding of the diverse needs,
tastes, and preferences of consumers leading to better products and services to meet diverse
consumer demands. A diverse organization would have a wider access to different perspectives
leading to more innovative ideas and better decision-making (McCuiston & Wooldridge, 2004;
Ollapally & Ghatnagar, 2009).

Potential benefits of diverse workforce diversity to organizational performance have
gained wide acceptance in the Human Resource Management (HRM) community. In a 2005
SHRM Survey Report of human resource professionals, 76% of organizations surveyed have
organizational practices dealing with workplace diversity. Ninety-four percent of large
organizations (> 500 employees), 71% of medium-sized (100-499 employees), and 60% of
small-sized companies (< 99 employees) have some form of diversity initiatives that address
gender, ethnicity, race, age, disability, religion, sexual orientation, and language (Esen, 2005).
Managing diversity

Approaches to diversity center on addressing social process issues. Diversity practices are
aimed at reducing biases (Kalev, Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006), valuing differences (awareness and
appreciation), and building an inclusive culture to utilize diversity at all levels of the
organization (Douglas, 2008; Mor-Barak, 1999; Shore, et al., 2011). Survey report by Esen
(2005) showed diversity training as the main approach to diversity. Sixty-seven percent of
respondents reported having training on diversity issues, and a majority of the organizations

made diversity training mandatory for the top-level executive (60%) and non-executive
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managerial-level employees (70%). In addition to diversity training, over 50% of organizations
surveyed employed other diversity practices, such as unpaid leave for observance of religious or
cultural holiday, recruitment strategies to increase diversity within the organization, and career
development to increase diversity in higher-level positions. Other practices employed to a lesser
degree were awareness/observance of cultural events, employee affinity groups (groups formed
around a diversity aspect — e.g., African-American Network, Latino Professional Alliance), and
English language training (Esen, 2005). Other diversity experts offered a more comprehensive
approach to diversity management that included top-level leadership commitment and support,
diversity as a part of strategic plan, and linking diversity with specific needs and performance
(“Diversity management: Expert-identified leading practices and agency examples”; Wentling &
Palma-Rivas, 1998).

Linking diversity to performance

After all the efforts and resources invested on diversity management, its impact on
business performance remains obscure and inconsistent (Kalev, Kelly, & Dobbin, 2006; Ely &
Thomas, 2001). For example, an experimental study showed that culturally homogeneous groups
performed better than the culturally diverse groups. Cultural heterogeneity led to process losses
that negatively affected the groups’ performance. However, in cases where diversity was task-
related, the culturally heterogeneous groups performed better (Thomas, 1999).

A study of over 500 for-profit companies conducted by Herring (2009) showed a strong
relationship of gender and race diversity to business performance, measured in terms of
increased revenue, increased number of customers, greater market share, and greater profits.
Similarly, Von Bergen’s (2005) study showed that based on return-on-sales (ROS), return-on-
equity (ROE), return-on-assets (ROA), and return-on-investments (ROI), minority-friendly firms

outperformed the market. This promising outlook is at best a correlation of diversity to
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performance; it does not establish a causal relationship (Giovannini, 2004). Evidence of
effectiveness of diversity programs has been based largely on testimonials (Gilbert &
Ivancevich, 2000). Esen’s (2005) survey of human resource professionals lends support to this
gap. While there is a general belief that diversity practices have a positive effect on performance,
organizations do not feel the need to track the outcomes of diversity programs (Giovannini). For
example, 74% of the 304 survey participants asserted the importance of diversity practices on
organizational performance, such as improved bottom line and reduced costs of employee
turnover; yet, a mere 14% of those surveyed indicated that they measured the return-on-
investment (ROI) of their diversity practices. When asked about the effectiveness of their
diversity practices, only 17% of HR professionals believed they are “very effective”, compared
to 66% “somewhat effective” and 18% “not at all effective”. Difficulty of gathering data on
diversity initiatives exacerbates the problem of linking diversity programs to performance
(Esen). There is a reluctance among organizations to open their programs to evaluation and
scrutiny (Giovannini).
Diversity dimensions and mediating variables

Perhaps the difficulty in establishing causal link between diversity and performance lies
in the dimension of diversity in question. Diversity can be discussed in terms race or ethnicity,
nationality (culture), gender, age, disability, and sexual orientation (Shore, et al., 2009; Salomon
& Schork, 2003). It could also refer to religion, education, political affiliation, and work
experience (Salomon & Schork). To gain understanding of causal relationship of diversity to
organizational performance, it is critical to consider each diversity dimension and its effect on
group performance. There is an erroneous presumption in the current diversity rhetoric that
diversity translates into knowledge, skill, perspective, and experience needed for a particular task

and desired performance level. Diversity does not necessarily translate to performance factors
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(Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998). It is the case that cultural diversity allows for a wider range of
perspectives (cognitive heterogeneity); however, multiple perspectives or cognitive
heterogeneity could lead to knowledge creation if there is open-mindedness that allows for
debate among the group members (Mitchell, Boyle, & Nicholas, 2011).

To date, a majority of diversity literature about impact of diversity on organizational
performance has been dedicated to the visible or surface-level dimensions of race/ethnicity,
nationality/culture, and gender. Shore, et al. (2011) found no relationship between race/ethnicity
or nationality/culture and group performance and that, there were more negative than positive
effects. Impact of gender diversity on group performance has been, so far, inconclusive. And
research on age, disability, and sexual orientation has been limited to discrimination in the
workplace.

Other literature contends that an organization’s perspective on diversity would have an
impact on performance (Ely & Thomas, 2001). The degree of effectiveness of diversity
initiatives are mediated by the organization’s diversity perspective. Diversity perspectives can be
grouped into three types: a) compliance (legal/ethical) perspectives, b) process-related diversity
perspectives, and c) task- or mission-related diversity perspectives.

Compliance perspectives. Compliance-related diversity initiatives are directed at
satisfying legal edicts — Affirmative Action and Equal Employment Opportunity Act — and
ethical norms — recognition and appreciation of human differences, and social justice
(Bleijenbergh, Peters, & Poutsma, 2010; Brazzel, 2003; Jones, King, Nelson, Geller, & Bowes-
Sperry, 2013; VVon Bergen, 2005). Discrimination-and-fairness perspective treats “culturally
diverse workforce as a moral imperative to ensure justice and fair treatment of all members of

society” (Ely & Thomas, 2001). Values-and-virtues perspective uses values and virtues as a
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criterion in the selection of employees to eliminate the risk of excluding candidates based on
demographic characteristics (van Dijk, van Engen, & Paauwe, 2012).

Process-related perspectives. Process-related diversity programs address the negative
effects of diversity, such as social integration and conflicts. Color-blind strategy is an approach
that de-emphasizes differences in favor of “requirements and competencies” (Podsiadlowski,
Groschke, Kogler, Springer, & van der Zee, 2013a, p. 170). Similarly, reinforcing-homogeneity
perspective minimizes differences and emphasizes similarities. Organizations with this
perspective associate workforce diversity with costs not benefits. Hence, diversity efforts are
directed toward assimilation (Brazzel, 2003; Lockwood, 2005). Jones, et al., (2013) proposed
ethical perspective of diversity (justice and fairness) to address social process issues, and Kersten
(2000) argued for using critical theory of race to develop “a theoretical, analytical, and
processual awareness of ... race relations in organizations” (p. 237).

Other studies focused on individual perspectives about diversity as moderating factors of
effects of diversity initiatives on group performance (van Knippenberg & Haslam, 2007). An
individual’s intercultural development (Bennett, 2004), and the ability to recognize and
experience “otherness” (Abdallah-Pretceille, 2006) determined the quality of communication and
relationships across cultures.

Task-related perspectives. Task-related approaches highlight diversity dimensions that
are directly material to effective task performance. Business necessity perspective recognizes the
need for a culturally diverse workforce to access needed knowledge, skills, and abilities to reach
new markets. Diversity is recognized as an opportunity for learning (Brazzel, 2003). It can take
the form of integration-and-learning which treats cultural differences as valuable assets that an
organization “can use to rethink its primary tasks and redefine its markets, products, strategies,

and business practices in ways that will advance its mission” (Ely & Thomas, 2001, p. 240). An
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organization can leverage a wider range of knowledge, skills, and competencies from different
cultural experiences. Access-and-legitimacy perspective leverages diversity to connect with
culturally diverse markets and achieve legitimacy. An organization that adopts this perspective
would attempt to mirror the cultural, racial, and class composition of the target market. This
approach often leads an organization structured along ethnic or racial lines — e.g., a bank serving
a predominantly Somali community may have a largely Somali customer service staff, while
maintaining a largely White managerial staff (Ely & Thomas, 2001).
Summary

The business case argument for a diverse workforce has been the central tenet of diversity
management. Further, an organization’s perspective on diversity has been shown to mediate
diversity outcomes. This interpretive case study examined a multi-national organization to

understand the connection between having diverse employees and organizational performance.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology

Since the nature of diversity discourse around the role of diversity in an organization’s
performance has been focused largely on national, racial, ethnic and gender diversity (Shore, et
al., 2011), I delimited my inquiry to these diversity dimensions. | grouped nationality, race, and
ethnicity to represent one diversity dimension, cultural diversity, because of their
interrelatedness. Implicit in the diversity discourse about nationality, race, and ethnicity as they
pertain to group performance are the differences in the individuals’ perspectives, particularly of
how they relate to work performance, relationships, and time.

In this research, | employed an interpretive case study methodology to learn about one
organization’s diversity perspective and practice. My goal was to gain a deeper understanding of
how the organization views, experiences, and deals with a diverse workforce. Differing views
about the positive effects of diversity in organizational performance underscored the complexity
of diversity issue. Learning about a diverse organization could shed some light into other factors
that might moderate the effects of diversity on organizational performance.

Site/case selection

Site selection for this study was on the basis of a potential to “purposefully inform an
understanding” (Creswell, 2007, p. 125) of how staff diversity was managed in the organization.
The ideal candidate would be an organization with the following characteristics.

1. Diversity of staff: Participant organization would show national/cultural diversity.

2. Customer/client diversity: Products or services of the participant organization
would have a wide market or diverse groups of customers.

3. Active diversity initiative: The organization would have some form of diversity

management or practice.
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4. Accessibility: For convenience, | limited my search of participant organizations to
companies in Minneapolis-St. Paul area in Minnesota.

5. Participant willingness: The organization would be willing allow access to its
employees and records.

An initial list of potential organizations for this study was taken from DiversityInc’s Top
50 Companies for Diversity published annually. Two of the companies listed in the Top 50 for
2015 were located in Minnesota. The Top 50 list was based on evaluations of firms in four areas:
talent pipeline, equitable talent development, leadership commitment, and supplier diversity
(DiversitylInc). However, gaining access to the two Minnesota companies proved to be
problematic. Perception of being scrutinized and evaluated dissuaded the companies from
accepting my request to use the organizations as a case study. Likewise, a Fortune 500 company
in the Twin Cities, not on the Top 50 list, turned down my research proposal.

I, then, expanded my search for a suitable site to include organizations that did not
necessarily have a diversity program but had diverse employees. The rationale behind this
modification of my original criteria was twofold: 1) it would expand the list of potential sites for
study; and 2) diversity-related issues were not confined to big companies with diversity-related
programs. One international humanitarian non-governmental organization that | had worked for
in the past expressed willingness to be a case study for this research. Except for the absence of a
diversity program, the organization met the rest of my original criteria.

1. Diversity of staff: The organization had a culturally diverse workforce
representing over a dozen nationalities.

2. Customer/client diversity: The organization had operational presence in 11
countries providing life-saving services to populations in crisis.

3. Accessibility: The organization was located in Minnesota.
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4. Participant willingness: The organization was willing to grants access to staff and
relevant documents.

Access and permissions

Initial contact was established with the Vice-President of Human Resources and
Administration through email. This was followed by a face-to-face meeting in which I presented
my research proposal detailing the nature and purpose of the study, related activities, collection
methods, confidentiality, and the voluntary nature of participation. A verbal agreement was
reached with conditions that the name of the organization would not be mentioned in the
research, and a summary of results would be provided to the executive leadership. The verbal
agreement was followed by a formal request and approval to conduct the study. To honor the
request for anonymity, the organization would be referred to in this study as “Red Ocean
International.” The fictitious name of “Red Ocean” was chosen because it was descriptive of the
organization’s crisis-oriented humanitarian mission.
Data collection and analysis

Information about the organization’s diversity practices were collected through individual
interviews and review of human resource-related documents. An initial email introducing the
study was disseminated by the Vice-President of HR and Administration to field managers and
headquarters staff. Requests for audio-recorded interviews were sent to 97 employees (Appendix
A) by email (Appendix B) with attached copies of consent form (Appendix C). Because of
language barrier, national (or local) staff were not included in the list. Of the ninety-seven
invitations, thirty-six responded and were interviewed using a semi-structured questionnaire
(Appendix D). The following tables show the breakdown of respondents by posting, gender,

nationality, and race.
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Table 1

Breakdown of respondents by posting

Category Total

Field staff 13

Headquarter staff 23

Total 36

Table 2

Breakdown of respondents by gender

Gender Total

Female 12

Male 24

Total 36




Table 3

Breakdown of respondents by nationality

Nationality Total
Australia 1
Cameroon 2
Costa Rica 1
Ethiopia 1
Guinea 2
Kenya 2
Serbia-Montenegro 1
Pakistan 3
Somalia 1
Sweden 1
Uganda 1
United States 20

Total

36
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Table 4

Breakdown of respondents by race

Race Total
African 10
Caucasian 19
Hispanic 1
South Asian 4
Southeast Asian 2
Total 36

21

Document review was conducted on relevant internal and external documents that guide

the organization’s mission. The following was a breakdown of the archives reviewed.

Internal documents

o

o

o

Organization’s Mission, Vision, and Operating Principles
Standards and Values

2014 Annual Report

Employee Handbook for International Expatriate Employees (2014)
Global HR & Administration Operations Manual (2009)

Learning, Education, and Development System (LEADS)

External documents

o

o

Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948

International Humanitarian Law

o Humanitarian charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response
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o Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in Disaster
Relief
o Private Volunteer Organization Standards of Accountability,
Transparency, and Effectiveness
For analysis, | used interpretive method as outlined by Stake (1995) to draw meanings
from instances of diversity practices, activities, and related behaviors. | employed direct
interpretation and iterative process of categorical aggregation using thematic groupings
(Appendix D) to understand what the organization was saying and doing about diversity.
Analysis included a comparison between the organization’s espoused theory (espoused values)
of diversity and its theory-in-use (actual values reflected in members’ behaviors or actions).
Argyris (1976) defined espoused theory of action as those reported by people as the “basis for
[their] action”, and theories-in-use as “theories of action inferred from how people actually
behave” (p. 367).
Limitations
As the focus of this study was on one organization’s diversity practices, this study cannot
make any propositional generalization. Because “the real business of case study is
particularization not generalization” (Stake, 1995, p. 8), the emphasis was on the uniqueness of
Red Ocean International — appreciation of the complexity and variability of the issue of diversity
and the ways Red Ocean operationalized and practiced diversity management.
Researcher’s bias
My life experiences as a member of a minority group in Midwest America have shaped
my beliefs and perceptions about diversity issues in the U.S. My main bias that | had to be fully

aware of and guard against related to my belief and perception about the treatment of cultural
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Diversity outcomes and issues

In the aggregate, Red Ocean could boast a very diverse workforce with representation
from a dozen countries in four continents. However, diversity was confined to international staff
which was culturally heterogeneous as a result of worldwide recruitment. A closer look at the
field or country program staff revealed Red Ocean’s diversity as collection of monocultural
country programs (Figure 8). Headquarter staff remained monocultural with predominantly white
employees. Costs (time and money) of securing US work permits or visas for international
candidates not authorized to work in the US might explain why headquarters had not benefitted
from the diversity afforded by worldwide recruitment.

Similarly, gender diversity did not benefit from Red Ocean’s hiring practices.
International and senior leadership positions were held predominantly by men. Although there
was a greater number of women at the headquarters, female staff were largely concentrated in the
lower ranks.

Participants’ quotes:

“Culturally, [headquarter staff] is mostly Caucasian.”

“In terms of results, I would say that the ethnic minorities are still not represented. To

’

really enrich the organization, you need to diversify more.’

“At the headquarters, it is mostly White Americans.”

“Here at the headquarters, we are quite white... but that is kind of a reflection of [the

’

state]. Organizations are struggling with that... hiring that reflects the population.’
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“Gender diversity is an area we can Work on. Not enough gender diversity. We don't hire

equally. Not entirely sure why.”

“The place where I'm challenged at times is gender diversity, especially in leadership. It

seems there is a ceiling; to me, senior leadership is still male dominated.”
“[Red Ocean] been trying to get more women in leadership. It is a struggle. Kind of
funny because this industry is dominated by women, yet most leadership positions are

held by men. In this sense, diversity is not being promoted.”

“My observation that although we have a couple women VPs, it is not commensurate to

the ratio of male-female staff.”

“I find it interesting that at the headquarters, it is mostly women... while in the field it is

the reverse.”

“I did see that we needed to have more females in our program leadership.”



50

HQ Staff

» Predominantly White

» White male leadership

« Female staff clustered
in the lower ranks

International Staff

¢ Culturally/nationally diverse
¢ Predominantly male

National Staff

 Culturally diverse as a whole

* Monocultural when viewed as
separate country programs

* Predominantly male

Figure 8. Diversity concentration. Viewed as a whole organization, Red Ocean was culturally
diverse with over 12 nationalities represented. However, diversity was confined to a limited area
or aspects of the organization, resulting in a collection of different nationally and culturally

defined country programs.

Process-related issues. Red Ocean enjoyed a rich diversity of cultures, but predictably
not without challenges. Overall, intragroup dynamics were positive. The organization was
described as inclusive, and there was a general sense of belonging. The participants’ responses
indicated a relatively high level of affinity toward the organization. Despite a considerable
collective international experience, cultural differences presented a number of impediments to
group performance, albeit not to the extent of mission failure. Contrary to Red Ocean’s written
policy of providing cultural orientation to staff members, such training did not exist or was not
provided, other than in a form of cursory overview by the Security Director and functional

managers about matters of what would be considered appropriate behaviors and attire in a
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particular country. There was an assumption that having an international experience meant
having the skills to relate interculturally.

Participants’ quotes:

“There is an expectation that candidates are able to work in a cross-cultural

environment.”’

“We act on the assumption that staff we are sending to a multicultural setting have

‘already been there and done that’. It’s one of the things we look for in the resumes.”

“We normally look for candidates who already have the experience in the context they
are going into. Because of their experience, there is an assumption that they are able to

work effectively in a culturally different context.”

“There's no training on diversity. There are discussions with immediate supervisor about

what to expect. Maybe that's something to think about.”

“I have worked with organizations that have put me through three weeks of cultural
emphasis course on how to deal with different cultures. We don't have anything like that

at [Red Ocean].”

“I don't think we have formal process of preparing staff of the cultural context of their

working environment, but we do have some briefings that barely scratch the surface.”

’

“Everything matters: the way you speak, your behavior, your working style.’
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“Some of the difficulties working with different backgrounds: it is a challenge that's
worth a challenge. When there is homogeneity within a team/organization, certain things
are easier. You can assume consistency of response, in background, mutual
understanding, speaking the same language. When you're blending [cultural] differences
then it becomes more of a challenge ... because you can't always assume that kind of

consistency or continuity.”

“We just expect people to know what to do. We don't have anything to prepare them

[culturally].”

Styles of communication. Besides the common issues presented by having multiple
languages, communication patterns, even among English-speaking staff members, presented
difficulties in coordination. While the Westerners had a custom of being direct and content-
focused, the Africans were inclined to be more relational and indirect in their communication.
This profound difference tended to stifle open communication. As one interview participant
lamented, “/Communication] is more than words to me”.

Participants’ quotes:

“This is my first time in Africa... and it is a tough one. Specifically, working in a diverse

environment, everything matters... your way of talking, your gestures, and your

communication style.”

“[Red Ocean] could be more deliberate with regard to diversity. For example, I come

from culture where | have to ask permission to speak, to give my opinion. So, many times



53

| sit in meetings, and even though | have very valid points to make, until that opportunity
to speak is presented to me, | have no right to say. This is one of the most significant

things that I have noticed.”

“For me, the biggest challenge in working in diverse communities is communication. By
communication, | mean deep down... more than words to me. It is the understanding of

what is said and not being said.”

“Communication style may be another challenge. As when a person is very detailed in

’

their responses.’

“In Africa, we are outspoken. When something is wrong, we speak it out. But this culture
is a polite culture. So management expects you to keep quiet... not to speak it out. It's one
thing to embrace the culture... but when something is wrong, it is wrong. We need to

speak out.”

“The way I was brought up, I am used to telling a story... that's the African
way...everything has to have a story, a context. In contrast to my Americans Who are

’

more direct, they think it is a waste of time.’

“Ninety percent of cross-cultural issues is due to communication; for example, how
authority is understood; how a person speaks to a subordinate. How a young staff speaks

to persons in authority is often misunderstood.”
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Attitude toward time. Differences in the way time was treated often caused frustrations
among Western staff members who were accustomed to strict adherence to timelines. To many
of the non-Western staff, timelines were malleable guides and was secondary to maintaining
positive relationships. Balancing these diverging orientations posed a constant challenge to
employees, especially to the headquarter staff members.

Participants’ quotes:
“It is a challenge when you have different norms in terms of timing. Some cultures where
saving face and maintaining relationship are important, [this] can be a problem when

)

things don't go as expected... such as meeting deadlines.’

“My biggest challenge is truly understanding the others' perspectives. We have so many
assumptions. Understanding that my assumptions my not be the same as others'. The
challenge is knowing how to communicate effectively while acknowledging the
differences. As an American, | have assumptions about time and timeliness.”

)

“I tried to talk to others about the importance of deadlines.’

Values and expectations. Fundamental to the process-related issues were the differences
in the employees’ values and expectations. Navigating through and integrating these differences
often required a constant balancing act. For example, the importance placed on one’s family and
community (or ethnic/tribal clan) often engendered certain expectations from the national staff

members, such as hiring one’s family or clan members.
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Participants’ quotes:
“We don’t come from a capitalist country. [Our values] are not cash or money; value is
family. An institution seeking to be diverse needs to [understand] the values of [its]

members.”

“Diversity makes our work better, but not always easier. Trying to develop a shared
purpose, shared strategy, and a shared response with people from different history,

makeups, and backgrounds require more time and effort.”

“There is a need for the organization to learn the different value systems the staff

’

members have.’

“There are a lot of assumptions about diversity in [the organization] ... for example,

’

expectation that you will fit in.’

“There’s nothing better than a fully functioning team. If you have a team that works
together in a way that is mutually reinforcing, based on shared values, and very clear

about what they are trying to achieve, that’s very powerful.”

“This is my first African country. Most of my experience was in the Middle East and
Asian countries. Coming here is a little of a culture shock. People expect praise and |

don't like giving praises. I have to be diplomatic... depressing in a way.”
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“Some of the difficulties I've encountered was not fully understanding where people are
coming from mentally... how they have been shaped by their experiences... priorities.

For example, attitude toward work.”

“Another challenge is the notion of performance such as speed, methods, and quality of

work; these would differ. Different expectations are a challenge. ”

Stereotypes. To a lesser degree, instances of stereotyping negatively affected
relationships. This appeared to be limited to the field level.
Participants’ quotes:
“I heard about some interpersonal conflicts arising from diverse backgrounds or

differences... nothing dangerous... just people not putting up with each other.”

“There is a negative impression about Africans. I know that being an African, I won't
have a ‘red carpet’ [treatment]. People want to know what is good that is coming from

’

Africa. I was met with cold reception.’

“I think one of the general problems is when people don't know about your background

)

then make assumptions based on what they hear or read in the news.’

Compliance-related issues. Red Ocean’s narrow focus on EEO compliance left other
requirements unnoticed. One set of requirements that had yet to be addressed was the
requirements of InterAction PVO Standards relating to workforce diversity.

InterAction PVO Standards:
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“A member organization shall have policies and procedures to promote gender and
minority equity, pluralism, diversity, and affirmative action in recruitment, hiring,

training, professional development, and advancement.”’

“A member organization shall abide by federal, state, and local employment
discrimination, diversity, harassment, gender, and labor law, and as applicable, with

affirmative action.”

“Gender sensitization will be fully integrated into an organization’s human resource
development program for staff at all levels to improve organizational effectiveness and to
promote non-discriminatory working relationships and respect for diversity in work and

management styles. ”

“Agencies will strive to increase the numbers of women in senior decision-making
positions at headquarters and in the field, on Boards of Directors, and on advisory

groups where they are currently underrepresented. ”

“An important criterion in hiring and personnel evaluation policies and practices will be

a demonstrated understanding of gender issues and a commitment to gender equity. ”

“Program and senior staff will be trained in gender analysis for programs planning,

implementation, and evaluation. ”
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“Diversity sensitization will be fully integrated into an organization’s human resource
development program for staff at all levels in order to promote non-discriminatory
working relationships, respect for diversity in work and management styles, and an

organizational culture which supports diversity. ”

“Agencies will have policies and practices that support equal pay for equal work.”

“Agencies will strive to increase the numbers of people with disabilities, where there is
underrepresentation, in senior decision-making positions at headquarters, in the field

and on boards of directors.”

Areas of emphasis in the InterAction PVO Standards were minority equity, gender
diversity at the senior leadership level, and diversity education (sensitization). Interview
participants asserted that, beyond EEO policies, Red Ocean had neither a formalize policy or
practice of addressing underrepresentation of minorities and women, nor any form of diversity
training as outlined in the standards.

Analysis

At the macro-organizational level, Red Ocean International had the appearance of having
a culturally diverse workforce. A closer examination showed the organization as largely an
aggregate of discrete national and/or cultural homogeneity as opposed to an integrated diverse
unit. This contrasting diversity picture was an outcome of Red Ocean’s theory in use (or values
in action) that differed from the organization’s espoused theory (or espoused values). Argyris
(2000) described “espoused theory” (or espoused values) as the beliefs that we profess. “Theory

in use” is a theory or set of values that, in reality, drives our actions and behavior. Espoused
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theory is our conscious belief, e.g., “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (US Declaration of Independence,
July 4, 1776). Theory in use is largely what we subconsciously hold, or keep hidden from public
scrutiny, but is the real driver of our actions and behavior — e.qg., belief in slavery which treats
Blacks as stock to be used, sold, and purchased, rather than as human beings with dignity and
inalienable rights. Figure 9 illustrates the ways espoused theory and theory in use are connected
to actions and behavior.

Red Ocean’s espoused theory of diversity was that having a diverse workforce is a moral
and ethical imperative, and that there is an obligation to break the cycle of conscious or
unconscious, deliberate or structural, discrimination. Red Ocean’s theories in use were based on
particular contexts. At the local national level (country program level), diversity was a matter of
practicality — government sanctions, access to new opportunities, and safety. The relative mono-

culturalism at the local national level was a consequence of business or operational expediency.
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Espoused
Theory/Values

A ____________ Actions &
Behavior

Incongruence of espoused theory and theory in use

Theory/Values
in Use

Theory/Values
in Use
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Espoused theory and theory in use in alignment

Figure 9. The relationship of espoused theory and theory in use to behavior. Panel A illustrates a
misalignment between what is professed as a value (espoused theory) and what is, in practice,
driving action or behavior (theory in use). The dotted line symbolizes lack of real connection.
Panel B depicts an alignment of espoused theory, theory in use, and actions or behavior. This

alignment can be defined as integrity (oneness) or authenticity.

In contrast, the mono-culturalism at the top level of the organization located in the US
was a result of a different theory in use. The hesitation to actively and deliberately pursue a more
diverse headquarter staff and senior leadership was due to the risk of being perceived as
perpetuating preferential treatment of minorities. Hence, Red Ocean’s bias toward regulatory

compliance and meritocratic hiring practices was to shield the organization from having the
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appearance of practicing reverse discrimination. Figure 10 depicts the relationship between Red
Ocean’s diversity perspectives (moral view and functional application) and the organization’s
hierarchy and contexts. Diversity, as a balanced representation of different demographic groups
(moral and ethical grounding), coincided with the context of the top level of the organization (a).
But, the relatively homogeneous headquarter staff indicated that legal compliance and
meritocratic hiring practices were not an effective means in achieving diversity. Practical utility
(selective use) of diversity — employing demographic groups for specific business or
organizational objectives — coincided with the local context and was practiced. But, practical
utility of diversity at the top level would be against US moral and ethical values of justice and
fairness. Similarly, the moral and ethical argument for diversity at the field level would be less
relevant given the context of survival.

| suspect that people’s placement in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs had an impact on
diversity efforts. Red Ocean’s mission centered on providing life-saving assistance to people in
crisis. Given the situation Red Ocean’s beneficiaries were in, it would be reasonable to infer that
they were at the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs — physiological and safety needs
(Figure 11). At these stages, the primary concern would be survival. Emphasis on having an
ethnically diverse staff because it was ethically the right thing to do would be a noble but
misguided intention. Practicality in these cases supersedes having a demographically balanced
staff. In comparison to the field conditions, Americans are more likely to be in the upper levels
of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs — belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization — where the
moral and ethical rationale for diversity would be more relevant.

Notwithstanding the role context, espoused theories, and theories in use, the question of
the business case of diversity remains: “Was the lack of diversity at Red Ocean’s headquarters a

hindrance to the organization’s ability to fulfill its mission?”” Based on Red Ocean’s success, it
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appeared that the lack of diversity had no bearing on the organization’s ability to fulfill its
mission. Would Red Ocean be more effective if it had greater diversity at the headquarters level?
The answer to this question would require a study comparing between a culturally (racially)
homogeneous and heterogeneous Red Ocean. Such an empirical study would be unrealistic and
replete with ethical issues.

The utilitarian use of diversity worked for Red Ocean at the field (national) level.
Applying the same in the US context would fly against espoused American moral and ethical

values.

Diversity on moral &W (a) f Top level located in
ethical grounds J 'L the US
(c) (d)
'Prac.tlcal g (.)f W (b) (Field level located in
diversity to achieve > bkt coiititrias
objectives J 'L H

Figure 10. Red Ocean’s reasons for diversity and organizational hierarchy. The organization’s

varying diversity outcomes highlighted the differences between its espoused theory and theory in
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use. The moral argument for a diverse workforce would be relevant to the top level of the
organization (a) and less relevant at the field level where the priority was survival (c). The
practical use of diversity would be more applicable at the field level (b) and would be considered

unethical at the top level (d).

Red Ocean’s Diversity Perspective vs. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Diversity on moral
and ethical grounds TSy Sedf-actualizati

\ Esteem

Functional/practical Belonging
diversity

e

Safety/security

Physiological needs

Figure 11. Diversity perspective and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. The relationship between
diversity perspectives and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs highlights the non-universality of

American moral/ethical view (espoused theory) of diversity.
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Chapter 5: Language Shaping our Thoughts — Reframing the Diversity Question

Red Ocean International was a paradox. The organization was founded on a noble
principle of humanity. In its 37 years of existence, Red Ocean served hundreds of millions of
people caught in crisis. In 2014 alone, Red Ocean’s humanitarian programs helped three million
people in 12 countries that were affected by disaster and conflict. However, Red Ocean’s
approach to diversity showed incongruence between its professed beliefs about humanity and its
diversity practice — on one hand, a solemn belief in the human dignity; on the other, an unwitting
demographic disparity and underrepresentation in the organization’s workforce.
Moral/ethical vs. business case arguments for diversity

The case of Red Ocean highlighted the dilemma an organization may face when
implementing diversity initiatives. For one, translating moral and ethical ideals into action and
practice is not as clean and direct as people would like it to be. While ideals are often conceived
in the abstract, it is in practice where the “rubber meets the road.” In practice, the moral and
ethical perspective on diversity is not universally accepted even within the context of the
American social norms and values. The reaction to Affirmative Action, which was a way to
uphold the values of justice and fairness, and rectify past injustices attests to the difficulty of
turning ideals into practice — “two wrongs don’t make a right.” It becomes more problematic
when American values are applied in different cultural contexts, which define how ideals are

interpreted and applied (Figure 12).
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Espoused theory/value Not practiced
Diversity on moral & ethical grounds Context-dependent

Red Ocean
International

Theories/values in use Context-based application
Business case for diversity Ethical implications

Figure 12. Moral/ethical case vs. business case for diversity. The moral/ethical argument is
based on ideals that can be difficult to apply consistently in practice. Context presents situations
often with competing priorities and values. The business case would be adaptable to the contexts
and may work in a short run to achieve immediate or short term business objectives. It would not

be sustainable in a long run due to moral and ethical implications.

“A rose by any other name.” Similarly, the utilitarian or instrumental perspective of
diversity as a business imperative has its own moral/ethical and practical dilemma. In the
American context, diversity programs are viewed as repackaged Affirmative Action which is, as
already noted, replete with moral/ethical and legal challenges. In practice, the business case

argument might work in a short run as in the case of Red Ocean employment of Diasporas to
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access new opportunities and to initially respond to crisis. In a long run, the utilitarian diversity
perspective would be difficult to sustain and defend. The use of bio-demographic diversity to
achieve a desired business objective would invite the question, “Could an outsider (e.g., an
American), who had lived and worked extensively in the target community, do an equally
effective job in establishing trust and gaining acceptance from the community members?” If so,
the view of bio-demographic diversity as task-relevant has no logical or moral/ethical basis. If
not, then one would have to assume that certain skillsets and competencies are unique only to
specific demographic groups by virtue of their innate characteristics. This claim would be

)

tantamount to saying, “This author is great in mathematics because he is Asian” —an
indefensible position, again on moral and ethical grounds. In addition, a utilitarian diversity
approach would inevitably lead to clustering and segregation of demographic groups along
functions or areas of the organization — e.g., female staff in health-related programs, Somalis in
Somali country program, male staff members in operations, etc. — which would unwittingly
result in a diversity as a simple collection of different and segregated demographic groups that,
when applied in the US context, would violate our moral, ethical, and legal principles.
More than an organizational issue

The current political climate revealed a different aspect of the diversity rhetoric that is so
far removed from the moral/ethical and economic/business case arguments. The 2016
presidential campaign rhetoric and the violence perpetrated against minority groups (e.g., against
blacks in Ferguson and against Muslim communities) exposed a deeper issue of what a culturally
and racially diverse America could mean — a threat to the “American identity” and the

“American way of life.” As a work colleague bemoaned about the changing American

demographics: “It is scary!”
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You look at what’s happening in terms of this migration and in terms of what’s coming.

We have no idea. Will they assimilate, are they [going to] be able to assimilate? I don’t
know if they even [want to] assimilate. And yet we take everybody. If they come into this
country, they re going out. If I win, they re going out.

(Donald Trump on refugees in an interview with Sean Hannity, The Fox News,

November 18, 2015).

"We should not have a multicultural society. America is so much better than every other
county because of the values that people share -- it defines our national identity. Not race
or ethnicity, not where you come from. ”

(Jeb Bush, as quoted in The Washington Post, September 23, 2015)

“If there’s a rabid dog running around in your neighborhood, you re probably not going
to assume something good about that dog. It doesn't mean you hate all dogs, but you're
putting your intellect into motion."

(Ben Carson about Muslim refugees in an interview with The Guardian, November 19,

2015)

Is there a class of cultures if you grew up in a country with Sharia law where women
can’t drive and must cover themselves...? How do we ascertain whether they buy into the
culture they came from or want to assimilate here?

(Sean Hannity in an interview with Donald Trump, The Fox News, November 18, 2015)
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There is a widespread belief (at least from the sounds of the loudest voices in the public
rhetoric) that the increasing cultural plurality is endangering American identity and values. Yet,
the same American values urge individuals to be open and welcoming to peoples yearning for
freedom and a better life; especially since America was founded by peoples who similarly

hungered for the same freedom.

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

With conquering limbs astride from land to land;
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.
"Keep ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!"

(Emma Lazarus as inscribed on the Statue of Liberty).

American values and common humanity compel people to treat everyone justly and

fairly. However, due to a long US history of racial discrimination and the ensuing civil rights
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movement, EEO laws, and Affirmative Action policy — all grounded on moral and ethical
grounds — the subject of diversity has become a very sensitive and, lately, a volatile issue in the
United States. Diversity discourse often evokes strong negative reactions, not only because it is
often perceived as reinvented Affirmative Action, but because it calls for a change in people’s
values and attitudes. And moral argument is rarely a sufficient reason for people to change. It is
far safer to justify diversity as “an asset to improve productivity that can be managed to gain
competitive edge” (Kirby & Harter, 2003b, p. 41).

Attempts to highlight the benefits of diversity and multi-culturalism so far have not been
convincing enough for many people to change their perspectives and attitudes about diversity.
Conflicting outcomes of diversity initiatives have only bolstered the widespread cynicism about
the advantages of a multicultural population. Initiatives to improve workforce diversity are more
likely to be perceived as another form of preferential treatment toward minority groups.
Diversity training designed to improve interpersonal relations among diverse group members
tend to be viewed as “accommodating the foreigners.” Such is the context in which Red Ocean
International Headquarters and other organizations in the US find themselves.

From my observations, it is likely that the stigma and controversy (preferential treatment
and reverse discrimination) associated with the diversity discourse are one reason many
companies avoid discussing workforce diversity beyond EEO requirements. Compliance with
US employment laws on discrimination provides a safety net when it comes to workforce
diversity. Many employers reason that they are in compliance as long as they are not in violation
of the letter of the law.

Flawed assumptions about the business case for diversity
Diversity as a business imperative was an outgrowth in response to the weakening of

Affirmative Action, which was aimed at remediating the effects of decades-long discrimination
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but was viewed as another form of discrimination — reverse discrimination — by giving minorities
certain preference in the selection process (Figure 13). The business case argument replaced the
moral and ethical basis of having a workforce representative of the population demographic
profile. The business case was used to retain Affirmative Action programs without the legal
baggage. Having a diverse employee population was presented as a business necessity,

presumably to maintain or gain competitive advantage in a highly competitive global economy.

Equal Employment Ensure fair employment
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Figure 13. Diversity from moral/ethical case to business case. The business case of diversity
grew out of the weakening of Affirmative Action, which was repeatedly challenged in courts on

the grounds that it was a form of discrimination to give preference to minority employment.
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As already pointed out, the business case has not been consistently supported. Diversity
positively affected group performance when the type of diversity was directly relevant to the
functions or tasks of the group. In order to understand the link between diversity and
performance, distinctions have to be made between the task-related and the maintenance-related
functions of the group and between bio-demographic and task-relevant diversity (Figure 14).

Task-related functions are group activities directed at accomplishing the goals that the
group seeks to accomplish, and maintenance-related functions are activities meant to “build,
strengthen, and regulate the group life” (Philip & Dunphy, 1959, p. 162). Bio-demographic
diversity refers to innate characteristics (e.g., race, ethnicity, culture, age, and gender). Task-
relevant diversity is associated with “acquired individual attributes (e.g., functional expertise,
education, and organizational tenure)... more germane to accomplishing tasks” (Horwitz &
Horwitz, 2007, p. 990). While task-relevant diversity is directly linked to task-related group
functions, hence to group performance (Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007), the relationship of bio-
demographic diversity (e.g., cultural diversity) to group performance has not been supported.
Bio-demographic diversity, specifically cultural heterogeneity, more often resulted in
maintenance- or process-related issues that negatively affected group functions (Shore, et al.,
2011). But, focusing solely on task-relevant diversity or regulatory compliance does not lead to a
diverse workforce.

Red Ocean’s largely mono-cultural headquarter staff and predominantly male
international employees pointed to the inadequacy of simple regulatory compliance and
meritocratic hiring practices to address workforce diversity. The absence of “prima facie”
disparate treatment was not a reliable indicator of the absence of structural or systemic barriers to
employment. On the contrary, the paucity of cultural or ethnic diversity at Red Ocean’s

headquarters, the concentration of women employees in the lower ranks, and the dominance of
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men in the senior leadership and international field positions, would be symptomatic of structural
and systemic flaws in the organization’s meritocratic employment policy and practice. For
example, the influence of cultural programming on perceptions and judgments about others
cannot be ignored. Yet, the lack of diversity in Red Ocean did not appear to have impaired the

organization’s effectiveness which puts into question the business case argument for diversity.
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Figure 14. Culturally homogeneous vs. heterogeneous workgroups. A culturally homogeneous
group (Group A) has less maintenance-related or process issues than a heterogeneous group
(Group B). The greater the perceived bio-demographic differences, such as cultural distance,
among group members the greater the social separation and higher likelihood of relationship-

related conflicts.



