CENTER FOR GENDER IN ORGANIZATIONS

WORKING PAPER, NO. 10

CULTURAL DIVERSITY AT WORK:

THE MODERATING EFFECTSOF WORK GROUP

PERSPECTIVES ON DIVERSITY

Robin J. Ely
David A. Thomas
October 2000

Center for Gender in Organizations
Simmons School of Management
409 Commonwealth Avenue
Boston, MA 02215 USA
cgo@smmons.edu

www.s mmons.edw/som/cgo

CENTER FOR GENDER IN
CIRGANTEATIONS



www.simmons.edu/som/cgo
mailto:cgo@simmons.edu

© 2000 Robin J. Ely and David A. Thomeas.

This document may be reproduced only with written permission of its authors.

The Center for Gender in Organizations (CGO) is dedicated to advancing learning and understanding of the
connection between gender, in al its complexities, and organizational effectiveness. Through research,
education, convening, and information dissemination, CGO aims to be amajor catalyst for change in
enhancing equity and effectiveness in organizations in both the profit and non-profit sectors worldwide.
CGO isapart of the Simmons School of Management and is supported by core funding from Simmons
College and The Ford Foundation. To learn more about CGO and our activities, visit our website at
Www.simmons.edu/som/cgo.

Working Paper Series Editor: Bridgette Sheridan




CONTENTS

CONTENTS

ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

A. Relationship between Diversity and Organizational Functioning
1. Effectsof Proportional Representation
2. Effects of Group Composition
B. Overview of the Present Study
1.  METHOD
A. TheLaw Frm
B. TheFinancia Services Firm
C. TheConsulting Firm
D. DataCollection
E. DaaAnayss
1. RESULTS
A. Integration-and-Learning Perspective
1. Impact on Race Relations
2. Impact on Respect
3. Impact on Racia Identity
4. Impact on Work Effectiveness
B. | Access-and-Legitimacy Perspective
1. Impact on Race Relations
2. Impact on Respect
3. Impact on Racial Identity
4. Impact on Work Effectiveness
C.  Discrimination-and-Fairness Perspective
1. Impact on Race Relations
2. Impact on Respect
3. Impact on Racial Identity
4. Impact on Work Effectiveness
V. DISCUSSION
A. Implications for Existing Theory
B. Limitations and Future Research
C. Implicationsfor Practice
ENDNOTES
REFERENCES

N

~N O 0101w

46

Ely and Thomas, 2000 1

Center for Gender in Organizations



ABSTRACT

This paper develops theory about the conditions under which cultural diversity enhances or
detracts from organizational functioning. From qualitative research in three culturally diverse
organizations, we identified three different perspectives on workforce diversity: the “integration-
and-learning” perspective, the “access-and-legitimacy” perspective, and the “discrimination-and-
fairness’ perspective. The perspective on diversity awork group held influenced how people
expressed and managed tensions related to diversity, whether those who had been traditionally
underrepresented in the organization felt respected and valued by their colleagues, and how
people interpreted the meaning of their racia identity at work. Thesein turn had implications for
how well the work group and its members functioned. All three perspectives on diversity had
been successful in motivating managers to diversify their staffs, but only the integration-and-
learning perspective provided the kind of rationale and guidance people needed to achieve
sustained benefits from diversity. By identifying the conditions that intervene between the
demographic composition of awork group and its outcomes, our research 'helps to explain mixed
results on the relationship between cultural diversity and organizational functioning.

Robin Ely isa Visiting Associate Professor of Organizational Behavior at the Harvard Business
Schooal, on leave from the School of International and Public Affairs, Columbia University, and is
an affiliated faculty member at the Center for Gender in Organizations, Simmons Graduate School
of Management. Her research, teaching, and consulting center on how organizations can better
manage their race and gender relations while at the same time increasing their effectiveness. She
has published numerous scholarly articles on this and related topics and lecturesin the U.S. and
abroad to academics and practitioners aike. Prior to joining the faculty at Columbia, Robin taught
at Harvard's John F. Kennedy School of Government for seven years. Robin isamember of the
Academy of Management and serves on the editoria boards of Administrative Science Quarterly,
Academy of Management Journal, and Organization Science. Robin Ely can be contacted by
emall at rely@hbs.edu.

David Thomasiis currently Professor of Organizational Behavior and Human Resource
Management at the Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration. Heis a noted authority
on mentoring, executive development and the challenges of creating and effectively managing a
diverse workforce. His articles and case studies on these topics have appeared in numerous
scholarly journals and books. He consults and lectures widely on topics ranging from career and
leadership development to major systems change and organizational design. His most current
book Breaking Through: The Making of Minority Executivesin Corporate America

explores the career advancement and development of minority executives. Prior to joining the
faculty of the Harvard Business School, David was on the faculty of the Wharton School of
Finance. Heisamember of the Academy of Management, National Training Laboratories and the
International Society for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations. David Thomas can be
reached by e-mail a dthomas@hbs.edu.
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l. INTRODUCTION

American management literature, both popular (e.g., Morrison, 1992; Thomas, 1991) and scholarly
(e.g., Jackson et dl., 1992; Cox, 1993), isrife with advice that managers should increase workforce
diversity to enhance organizationd effectiveness. Empirica research on whether and how diversty is
actudly related to organizationd functioning is limited, however, and the evidence is mixed, depending
in part on what kinds of differences condtitute the “diverdity” in question (see Milliken and Martins,
1996; Pdlled, 1996, for reviews). Researchers have examined the impact of diverdty inidentity group
memberships, such asrace and sex (e.g., Cox, 1993; Jackson and Ruderman, 1995); organizationd
group memberships, such as hierarchicd position or organizationa function (e.g., Bantd and Jackson,
1989; Ancona and Cddwell, 1992); and individua characteristics, such asidiosyncratic attitudes,
vaues, and preferences (e.g., Meglino, Ravlin, and Adkins, 1989; Bochner and Hesketh, 1994).
Although certain types of diversity appear to be beneficid, studies focused on race and gender have
demonstrated both positive and negative outcomes (see Williams and O’ Rellly, 1998, for review),
suggesting that certain conditions may moderate these outcomes. To date, however, most scholars
have only speculated as to what these conditions might be. As aresult, consultants and managers
interested in diversity have had to rely largely on some combination of common sense and good faith
for the rationdes they advance about why and how companies should address the issue.

We st out to develop theory, grounded in people’ s experiencesin culturaly diverse organizations,
about the conditions under which diversity enhances or detracts from organizationa functioning. From
our research, we identified three different perspectives on workforce diversity that people embrace,
each with different implications for an organization’ s ability to redize the benefits of aculturdly diverse
workforce. We use these observations here to examine critically some of the themes and basic
assumptions of previous research and to propose new directions for both researchers and practitioners
interested in diversity.

Diverdty isa characterigtic of groups of two or more people and typicdly refers to demographic
differences of one sort or another among group members (McGrath, Berdahl, and Arrow, 1995).
Researchers have generated numerous dimensions for classifying demographic differences, often
positing different outcomes for people and work groups, depending on the degree and nature of those
differences. Pelled (1996) made one st of predictions about the impact of racid diversity among
group members and another about the impact of functiona background diversity, based on the visihility
of race and the job-relatedness of functiona background. Others have distinguished among the effects
of diversty depending on whether differences are cultura (Cox, 1993; Larkey, 1996), physical
(Strangor et d., 1992), inherent and immutable (Maznevski, 1994), or role-related (Maznevski, 1994;
Pelled, 1996).

Perhaps more importantly, researchers  predictions about any one diversity variable differ depending on
which of its dimensionsthey see as critica to determining itsimpact. Pelled (1996) predicted that

racia diversity, as asource of visible differences, would incite intergroup bias and lead to negative
outcomes for work groups, while Cox, Lobel, and McLeod (1991) predicted that racia diversty, asa
source of cultural differences, would enhance crestive problem-solving and lead to positive outcomes
for work groups. Maznevski (1994) suggested that racia diversity, as a source of inherent and
immutabl e differences, would be a double-edged sword in work groups; it would provide groups with
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different kinds of information from which they could potentialy benefit, but such differences would
often be difficult for partiesto understand and accept. Asthese examplesillustrate, both the types and
dimengons of demographic variablesin which one isinterested shape one' sinquiry.

In this research, the demographic variables in which we are interested include race, ethnicity, sex, socia
class, religion, nationality, and sexud identity; the common dimension across these variablesiis cultura
identity. According to Cox (1993), cultural identities stem from membership in groups thet are
socioculturdly distinct. They are often associated with particular physicd (e.g., skin color), biologica
(e.g., genitdia), or tylitic (e.g., dress) features, though these may be more or lessidentifiable,
depending in part on peopl €' s choices about whether and how they wish to be identified by others.
Members of aculturd identity group tend to share certain worldviews (Alderfer and Smith, 1982),
norms, values, god priorities, and sociocultura heritage (Cox, 1993). The cultura markers of such
groups can be conveyed through communication style, rules, shared meaning, and even dialects or
languages, which others may or may not recognize as culturaly linked (Larkey, 1996). The degreeto
which one persondly identifieswith on€e's culturd identities, and the vaue one places on them, vary
across cultural groups and across members within cultural groups (Cox, 1993; Thomas, 1993; Ely,
1995; Ragins, 1997). Moreover, aperson may vary in the degree to which he or she identifies with,
values, or expresses a particular culturd identity at any given time, depending on the salience and
meaning of that identity in the context within which he or sheis operating (Ely, 1995; Larkey, 1996).
Hence, culturd identity, aswe understand it, is socially constructed, complex, and dynamic.

In addition, culturd identities are associated in the larger society with certain power positions, such that
some cultura identity groups have greater power, prestige, and status than others (e.g., Ridgeway and
Berger, 1986; Nkomo, 1992; Ragins, 1997). In Western society, men as a group are more powerful—
have higher status and hold more positions of formal organizational and political power—than women
asagroup; Smilarly, whites are more powerful than people of color; Christians are more powerful than
Jaws, heterosexuals are more powerful than gays, lesbians, and bisexuds, and the middle, upper-
middle, and upper classes are more powerful than the working and lower classes.

There is much theoretical and empirical support for the notion that paying attention to differencesin
power and atusis critical for understanding diversity in organizations. In Alderfer’s (1987) theory of
intergroup relations, for example, the distribution of power among culturd identity groups, both inside
the organization and in the larger society, is key to how people think, fed, and behave at work.
Similaly, proponents of status characteristics theory (Ridgeway, 1988; 1991) argue that much of what
we think of as the effects of membership in particular identity groups such asrace or sex arein fact
produced by the status value our society ascribes to those groups. In organizations, status differentials
are reinforced when higher-status identity groups are disproportionately represented in positions of
organizational authority and are chalenged when they are not (Alderfer, 1987; Lau and Murnighan,
1998). Perceptions of one' srelative status in the organization, in turn, influence one' s expectations and
behaviors. Empirica evidence showing differential impacts of race and sex as afunction of the socia
status accorded different race and sex groups supports the general position these theories advance that
to understand the impact of cultura diversity in organizations, one must consider the relative power
positions of cultural groups both in and outside of the organization (e.g., Ruhe and Eatman, 1977,
Zimmer, 1988; Tsui, Egan, and O’ Rellly, 1992).
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By casting the demographic variables of interest in this study as aspects of cultura identity, the
meaning and consequences of which are socialy constructed, we were well positioned to consider the
role that different conditions in organizations might play in shaping whether and how culturd diversity
influences organizationd functioning. This approach, together with attention to organizational and
societd power differences between culturd identity groups, structured our conceptua framing of
diversity.

A. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DIVERSITY AND ORGANIZATIONAL FUNCTIONING

Researchersinterested in the impact of organizationa demography on individua and group behavior in
organizations have taken severd different approaches, two of which are especidly relevant to our
work. Thefirst involves research on how the proportional representation of certain demographic
groups influences those traditionally in the minority. The second involves research on the effects of
group composition on outcomes related to organizationa effectiveness.

1. Effects of Proportional Representation

Much of the literature on proportional representation has focused on the question of whether
increasing the number of traditionally underrepresented groups, such as white women and people of
color, has apositive or negative impact on members of those groups.  Some theorists have argued that
increased numbers of women, for example; should lead to greater contact between men and women
(Blau, 1977), less stereotyped perceptions of women (Kanter, 1977), and less spillover from sex roles
to work roles (Gutek, 1985); hence, discrimination against women should subside as their numbers
increase. Thisline of reasoning suggests that increasing the numbers of peoplein traditionally
underrepresented groups in organizations will ultimately enhance an organization’s effectiveness by
removing the barriers associated with minority status and thereby enabling al people to be maximaly
productive (Cox, 1993; Larkey, 1996). Blaock (1957) has argued, alternatively, that numeric
increases in the representation of groups traditionaly in the minority threaten the mgjority. Hence,
men, for example, should react to increasing numbers of women in the workplace with heightened
levels of discriminatory behavior, to limit women’s power gains. Y oder (1991) described this response
as “backlash” from the mgjority. Proponents of this view have argued that balancing numbersasa
drategy to end discrimination is by itself insufficient; it is also necessary to attend directly to the
ongoing relationships between groups and, in particular, to intergroup status and power differentials
that would otherwise remain intact (Zimmer, 1988; Alderfer, 1992).

Empirica evidence exigtsto support both claims (for reviews, see Martin, 1985; Konrad, Winter and
Gutek, 1992). Some studies have shown that when they are in the numerical minority in agroup,
women and people of color experience negative outcomes (e.g., Taylor and Fiske, 1976; Spangler et
a., 1978; I1zraeli, 1983; Dworkin et ., 1983); others have shown that women and people of color
experience more positive outcomes when in the numerica minority (e.g., Harlan and Weiss, 1981;
South et a., 1982; Deaux and Ulman, 1983; Toren and Kraus, 1987). Proponents on both sides of the
debate tend to agree that increasing the numbers of traditionally underrepresented groups without
atering power relations between dominants and subdominantsis unlikely to improve the position of
those groups substantialy (South et al., 1982; Konrad et d., 1992). Conclusions as to whether number
balancing is sufficient to dter power relaions remain equivocd at best, however, and the conditions; if
any, under which such efforts might enhance organizationa effectiveness have yet to be determined.
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2. Effects of group composition

The second gpproach to understanding how demographic diversity might influence organizationsis
predicated on the notion that demographic diversity increases the available pool of resources—
networks, perspectives, styles, knowledge, and indgghts—that people can bring to bear on complex
organizationd problems and needs. Some have speculated as to what those new resources might be,
focusing on the potentia contributions that traditionaly underrepresented people, such as women and
people of color, may have to offer organizations. Others have examined empiricaly the link between
group diversity and group outcomes, focusing on the potentia contributions that diverse groups have
to offer relative to those that are more homogeneous.

Those interested in the contributions of traditionally underrepresented groups have argued that the
cultural styles and perspectives of these people, athough typically ignored or devaued, are in fact
vauable assets to organizations. The most voca proponents of this point of view are those who
contend that women’ s difference from men, in particular, their relationship orientation, which has
traditionally marked them asill-suited for the hard-driving, task orientation of the workplace, in fact
congtitutes an effective and much-needed management style. Hence, they argue, gender diversity in
manageria ranks would serve organizations needs better than maost current arrangements; in which
men are numerically dominant at those levels (Helgesen, 1990; Rosener, 1990).

Debates about the merits of these arguments rage across the disciplines on both empirical and political
grounds (see Harding, 1986; Di Stephano, 1990). Although some have provided compelling
quditative accounts of “women's difference’ (Gilligan, 1982; Belenky et d., 1986), Eagly and Johnson
(1990) concluded from their meta-anaysis of quantitative research on sex differencesin leadership style
that such differences are minimal at best. Based on the lack of quantitative empirical support (e.g.,
Epstein, 1988; Mednick, 1989) and on arguments that the case for the feminization of management

mai ntains the power imbal ance between men and women (Caas and Smircich, 1993), many have urged
socid scientists to abandon notions about women' s unique qualities and contributions as arationae for
hiring them.

The pardld case for racid diversity in organizationsis less well developed and hence less vociferoudy
debated in the literature. It isbased on research that documents cultural differences between whites
and blacks in communication styles. Some have used this research to suggest that black cultura
values, such as assertiveness and forthrightness, and language patterns, such as verba inventiveness,
may be beneficial in organizationa interactions and represent positive attributes rather than deficiencies
in need of remediation (Foeman and Presdey, 1987), but we know of no empirical work that examines
this hypothesis directly.

The skepticism as well as mixed results concerning intergroup differencesin organizationa behavior
diminish the potentia value of thisline of research for eucidating the relationship between culturd
diversity and organizationd effectiveness. WWomen and people of color may well bring different
perspectives and styles to the workplace, but research has yet to demonstrate whether, under what
conditions, and with what consequences they actualy express them.
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Othersinterested in group compositiona effects have taken a different tack, focusing on the impact of
diversity in the work group, rather than on the merits of newcomers who make the work group
diverse. Here again, the argument for diversity is based on the notion that members of heterogeneous
groups have different points of view, but instead of identifying what those points of view are and who
holds them, these scholars contend that what isimportant is the diversity itself: heterogeneous groups
aremore likely to generate adiverse set of recommended approaches to tasks or solutions to problems;
thisin turn stimulates effective group discussion, which leads ultimately to high quaity decisons
(Wanous and Y outz, 1986). For groups that are heterogeneous on the culturd identity variablesin
which we are interested, the evidence for this hypothesisis mixed. Mixed-sex groups have performed
both better (Hoffman and Maier, 1961; Ruhe, 1978; Wood, 1987) and worse (Murningham and
Conlon, 1991; Clement and Schiereck, 1973; Kent and McGrath, 1969; Ziller and Exline, 1958) than
gngle-sex groups. Smilarly, groupsthat are racidly, ethnically, and/or nationally diverse have
demonstrated both positive outcomes (Fiedler, 1966; Ruhe and Eatman, 1977; Watson, Kumar, and
Michaelson, 1993; Cox et d., 1991) and negative outcomes (Fiedler, Meuwese, and Oonk, 1961,
Shaw, 1983; Taui et a., 1992) relative to groups that are homogenous on these dimensions. | Recent
studies of factors that moderate the relationship between cultural diversity and work group outcomes
have begun to make some sense of these findings, suggesting that when group members share common
goadsand vaues, culturd diversty leads to more beneficid outcomes (Chatman et d., 1998; Jehn,
Northcraft, and Nede, 1999).

B. OVERVIEW OF THE PRESENT STUDY

Despite rhetoric to the contrary, it appears that increasing the numbers of women, people of color, and
members of other traditionally underrepresented groups in organizationsis no guarantee that
organizations will redize the promised benefits of cultura diversity. The research literature shows that
cultural diversty has been associated with both performance gains and performance losses and that,
aone, it isreliably associated with neither. These results suggest the need for new theory. Therefore,
with theory-generation in mind, we set out to investigate under what conditions cultura diversty inan
organization enhances or detracts from the organization’ s functioning. This question required that we
develop an approach to conceptualizing and ng the organization’s functioning. As Cox (1993)
pointed out, to assess the impact of diversity on afirm’s bottom-line performance is problematic, since
it isdifficult to isolate the specific causes of outcomes like profitability, and cultura diversty islikely to
be ardatively distal factor. Therefore, weidentified severa kinds of outcomes that ought to be more
proximally related to the culturd composition of the organization, including both achievement and
affective outcomes (Cox, 1993). Achievement outcomes refer to employees assessments of their own
sdf-efficacy and the qudity of their contributions to the organization. This gave us someinsght into
whether organi zations were fulfilling their potential. Affective outcomes refer to how people think and
fed about themsalves, their jobs, and their employers, including their perceptions of whether they are
vaued by othersin the organization; these are thought to have a significant impact on employees
conscientiousness, job involvement, and innovativeness (Cox, 1993). Findly, we were dso interested
in the nature and quality of peopl€ sinteractions at work, conflict, and conflict resolution. We focuson
these outcomes as important in their own right. It islikely, however, that they influence traditiond
measures of organizationd effectiveness, such as product or service quality, productivity or efficiency,
and labor turnover, which in turn, have adirect effect on the profitability of profit-making firms and the
instrumental goal attainment of nonprofit firms (Cox, 1993), links that we did not assessin this study.
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To answer our research question, we studied three professional services firms, each of which had
ggnificant success in recruiting and retaining a culturally diverse workforce. Two had reputations for
being high functioning, multiculturd firms; the third was experiencing conflicts and had concerns about
the qudity of its performance. This variability gave us an opportunity to investigate in the field what
conditions foster more positive work relationships and outcomes in some instances and |ess positive
outcomesin others.

Although we were interested in examining diversity across arange of cultura differences, we focus our
andysisin this paper primarily on race, because, even though the organizationsin our study were al
culturaly diverse, different kinds of cultura differenceswere sdient in each. In one, sdient cultural
differencesincluded race, socid class, and sexud identity; in another, they were race, gender, and socid
class; and in the third, they were race, gender, rdligion, and nationality. We focused on race because it
was the one aspect of diversity that was sdlient in dl three and would alow us to make cross-firm
comparisons. Although different culturd identity groups are associated with different sociocultura
patterns and intergroup relations, because they share many of the basic features we outlined above, we
should be able to generdize much of what we learn from our andyss of race to diversity on other
aspects of cultural identity.

Our emphasis on cultura identity helped to frame our research in two additiona ways. First, because
the distribution of power insde the organization can ether reinforce or chalenge the racia imbaance
of power in the larger society, with sgnificant consequences for the organization and its members
(Alderfer and Smith, 1982; Alderfer, 1987; Ridgeway, 1988), we wanted to control for power
differentias between whites and people of color in the organization. It wasimportant, therefore, that in
al three organizations in our sample, people of color held significant positions of both forma and
informa authority. Although many have hypothesized that this should bode well for an organization’'s
ability to manageits diversity effectively (e.g., Cox, 1993; Larkey, 1996), these organizations
experiences were mixed. Thisaccords with inconsistent findings in the literature about the impact of
increased minority representation. Our research design gave us the opportunity to explore the
potentialy different waysin which people managed the contradiction between the racia imbaance of
power in the larger society and the more balanced situation inside these organizations. Such
differences, we speculated, might help to explain why increasing minority representation sometimes
leads to positive and sometimes to negative outcomes. Second, concelving of cultural identity as
socidly congtructed led us to investigate the meanings people attributed to their own and others
cultura identities, how they expressed their cultural identities at work, and with what consequences.
We were especidly attentive to how organizationa context might shape peopl€ s thoughts, fedlings,
and behaviorsin this regard and how thesg, in turn, might influence the role of cultura diversity in the
organization’s functioning.
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1. METHOD

We studied a conaulting firm, afinancia servicesfirm, and alaw firm. We based the research in dl
three Stes on Alderfer and Smith’'s (1982; Alderfer, 1987) embedded intergroup theory, which
ddineates amethod for researching intergroup relationsin organizations. The method involves athree-
phase process of entering the organization and negotiating the terms of the inquiry, collecting data, and
providing feedback (see Alderfer, 1980, for details). Each phaseis designed to maximize
understanding of how cultura identity group memberships influence people, their relationships, and
their work.

A. THE LAW FIRM

Thelaw firmisasmdl, nonprofit public-interest law firm whose mission isto protect and advance the
rights and well-being of economicaly disadvantaged women. Founded about 20 years earlier, the firm
had undergone atrangtion over the previous ten years from aprofessond staff composed entirely of
whites to one that included a program staff that was at least haf people of color. Although the senior
management positions of the firm were still held by whites, we included the firm in our study because
people of color held positions of sgnificant authority inthe firm. Thisfirm had a reputation for being a
high functioning, multicultura organization. It had 12 employees at the time of our study; Sx were
white, six were people of color, and al participated in this research. Thisincluded the executive and
associate directors of the firm (both white); the managing attorney (white); five program/professiona
saff (two white, two Latinas] and one Asian American); and four support staff (one white, two
Latinas, and one African Caribbean). We dso interviewed three former members of the program staff.
One, aLatina, had been the first woman of color to join the professiona staff. Another, awhite
woman, had witnessed the demographic change from an dl-white professond staff to amulticultura
one. The third was an African-American woman who had recently |eft the professond staff after Sx
years.

B. THE FINANCIAL SERVICESFIRM

The financid servicesfirm isafor-profit company whose mission isto develop and revitdize the
economy of the largely poor, African-American urban community in which it isStuated. In the course
of the firm's 20-year higtory it had changed from a predominantly white professona and manageria
staff to one that included about 40 percent people of color, mostly African-Americans. Likethelaw
firm, this firm had areputation for being a high functioning, multicultural organization. We interviewed
29 employees or aout 24 percent of the firm. We began by interviewing al seven members of the
management committee (four whites and three African-Americans) and two senior human resources
managers (one white and one African-American) and then focused the remainder of our data collection
in the loan department and in the two departments of the Sdles Divison. Each of these departments
had a different racial composition and, based on what we had learned from the management committee,
together represented arange of the firm' s diversity-related experiences. Weinterviewed al members
of the two smdler departments (seven whites and five African-Americans) and eight members, or
about two-thirds, of the larger department (all African-Americans).
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C. THE CONSULTING FIRM

The consulting firm is anonprofit, internationa planning and consulting company that focuses on
foreign and domestic urban economic development. Having operated for many yearsasa
predominantly white organization, over the 15-year period prior to our data collection, it had
implemented an aggressve affirmative action plan designed to increase the number of white women
and people of color in the organization, especidly in professona positions. At the time of our study,
40 percent of the firm’s professona and managerid staff were people of color. Unlike the other two
firms, this one was struggling to sustain its diversity in the face of a series of conflicts and performance
concerns. We interviewed 37 employees or about 30 percent of the firm. Thisincluded nine members
of the management committee (Sx white and three African-American), 16 project leadersmiddle
managers (nine white, five African-American, and two Latina), and 12 support staff (five white and
seven African-American). Thisinterviewee group was proportionately representative of the four
work groups that constituted the firm'’s structure: Administrative Support, Research and Development,
North American Operations, and International Development. The latter two groups were the largest
and accounted for over 90 percent of the firm’s fee-for-service work.

D. DATA COLLECTION

We collected data primarily through interviews with participants and by observing between two and six
staff meetings in each organization. We tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim the interviews, which
lasted between one and two hours each, took detailed notes during staff meetings, and made field notes
after each sStevidt. The composition of the data collection teams varied across research Sites,
depending on the size and race and sex compaosition of the firm. A team of two people, one African-
American and one white, collected the data in the law firm; ateam of four, including two African-
Americans and two whites, collected the data in the consulting firm; and a team of three, including two
African-Americans and one white, collected the data in the financid servicesfirm. One or both of the
authors were on each data collection team. For most interviews, interviewer and interviewee were
matched on race and sex, Snce there is some evidence to suggest that such matching increases the
vdidity of the data, especialy on emotiondly charged topics such asrace rdations (Alderfer et d.,
1980). There were some cross-race/cross-sex interviewer-interviewee pairs as well, however, and
severd interviews that cross-race/cross-sex interviewer teams conducted jointly.

I nterviews centered on four types of questions. First, we asked participants directly about their
obsarvations, beliefs, and attitudes concerning culturd diversity, its value, and itsimpact, if any, on the
organization’ swork and work processes. Second, we asked whether the organization’s cultural
diversity had posed any particular challenges or opportunities for the organization. Third, we asked
people about the salience of their own cultura identity groups and the impact of these group
memberships, if any, on the organization and on their own work and experiences in the organization,
we were especidly interested in peopl€’ s perceptions of how ther culturd identity group memberships
influenced their ability to work effectively and exert influence in the organization. Finaly, we asked
what intergroup relations were like in the firm and whether the firm'’ sintergroup relations had
influenced their work positively, negatively, or not a al. We consstently probed for examples and
incidents that would support and illustrate participants views. Table 1 describes the participants from
each firm who were involved in the interview phase of data collection; in both the consulting firm and
the financid services firm, we dso administered afirm-wide survey following the interviews. We focus
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on the iznten/iew datain this paper because they were of greatest value in our efforts to generate
theory.

TABLE 1: RACIAL COMPOSITION OF FIRMS AND PARTICIPANTS
SUPPORT STAFF MIDDLE SENIOR MANAGERS
MANAGERSY
PROFESSIONALS
Per cent Number Per cent Number Per cent Number
Firm? in in in in in in
Firm Sample Firm Sample Firm Sample
Consulting
Firm
People of 63% 7 42% 7 31% 3
color
37% 5 58% 9 69% 6
WHITE
Financial
Services Firm
People of 91% 3 41% 10 40% 5
color
9% 1 59% 4 60% 6
WHITE
Law Firm®
People of 75% 3 60% 3 -- --
color
25% 1 40% 2 100% 3
WHITE

# The total number of employeesin the consulting firm was 119; the total number in the financial services
firm was 121; the total number in the law firm was 12.
® This sample also included three former program staff members, two people of color and one white.

E. DATA ANALYSIS

The authors independently read dl of the transcripts and field notes from each organization to identify
themes that might explain smilarities and differences acrossfirms experiences of their diversty, in
particular, how and under what conditions diversity in these firms enhanced or detracted from their
effectiveness. We then met to discuss our observations and discovered that we had seized on the same
ingght: there seemed to be three different perspectives that people embraced in their orientations
toward diversity in their work groups, and the perspective they embraced seemed to have important
implications for how well they functioned. This then became our working hypothesis, which framed
and guided the remainder of our dataanayss.
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Before returning to the data, we defined some of our emerging concepts. We defined a*“ diversity
perspective’ asa set of normative beliefs and expectations about culturd diversity and itsrolein one's
work group. It includes the rationde that guides peopl€' s efforts to create and respond to cultural
divergty in awork group; expectations about the kind of impact, if any, cultura differences can and
should have on the group; and normative beliefs about the meaning of culturd identity group
membership & work. A diversity perspective can be both explicit, asin verba or written statements or
policies, and implicit, as in the unstated assumptions that underlie the way a person manages his or her
subordinates or the way a group structures itswork. After developing a sense of what congtituted each
of the three diversity perspectives we had identified (described below), we returned to our data with
our working hypothess, in search of further clarification and insight. We searched for evidence of
these pergpectivesin 1) the rhetoric participants espoused when we asked them directly about the
impact of cultura diversity a work; 2) the implicit and explicit assumptionsin participants descriptions
of organizational events and their own organizational behavior and experiences,; and 3) theimplicit and
explicit assumptions underlying their work group’s policies and practices. We remained openito
identifying additiona perspectives that might further help to explain variability in outcomes. We were
aso interested in determining if there were organizational or work group conditions that seemed to
foster or enable the work group to develop one perspective over another and, if so, developing
hypotheses about what these might be.®

At the same time, we identified the group processes and individua experiences that seemed to follow
from diversity perspectives, mediating theirimpact on work effectiveness: 1) the nature and qudity of
race relations in people' simmediate work environment, including the nature of conflict and conflict
resolution; 2) participants statements about and examples of the extent to which they felt valued and
respected by co-workers and supervisors, and 3) participants statements about the meaning and
ggnificance they attached to their own racia identity a work, including whether and how they
personaly valued and expressed themsalves as members of their racia identity group. We documented
aspects of individua and group effectiveness that we could reasonably attribute or relate to these
processes and experiences. These varied across sites and included participants statements about their
own self-efficacy and ability to work effectively and contribute productively to work group or
organizational gods, the quality of services they produced, their ability to reach desired markets, and
the efficacy of their work group’s practices. We sought concrete examples or incidents participants
described that might illustrate how a diversity perspective shaped group processes and individua
experiences and how these, in turn, influenced work effectiveness.

Thisanays's revealed more complexity and nuance than our first impressions would have suggested.
Although we had initidly focused on the variability between firms as the likely source of insght, it
became clear that there was a so important within-firm variability, over time and across departments
and functions, in both perspective and outcomes. In particular, our observations suggested that the
unit of analyssfor linking diversity perspectives with outcomes of interest isawork group, which we
defined broadly as a collection of people who have come together to perform atask, serve afunction,
or accomplishamission. A work group therefore might be a department or function within an
organization or the organization asawhole. The variability in perspectives we found across work
groups within firms gave us further opportunity to investigate our developing hypotheses about how a
diveraty perspective moderates the relationship between cultura diversity and work effectiveness.

Ely and Thomas, 2000 12 Center for Gender in Organizations



1. RESULTS

Our analysis supported our initial working hypothesis that the perspective people embraced in thelr
orientations toward diversity was associated with different levels of individual and group effectiveness.
We identified three diversity perspectives that appeared to have different implications for how well
people functioned in their work groups and, therefore, how likely their work groups were to redize the
benefits of their diversity: the integration-and-learning perspective, the access-and-legitimacy
perspective, and the discrimination-and-fairness perspective. Each provides arationde for why the
work group should increase its cultural diversity, and each successfully motivated the achievement of
that god, yet only the first was associated with what gppeared to be sustainable performance gains
attributable to diversity. Although there was within-firm variability in the diversity perspectives work
groups held, each perspective seemed to be best illustrated in one of the three firms.* Figure 1 depicts
the structure of our emerging theory. Our description of each diversity perspective below follows the
logic presented in this figure.

FIGURE 1
MODERATING AND MEDIATING FACTORSIN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND WORK GROUP EFFECTIVENESS

liati
Quality of race relations

Cultural relations
> ___»| Work Group

Diversity \ |+ Degreeof feding valued Effectiveness
and respected

o Meaning of racia identity
at work

Moderating Factor

Diversity Perspectives

A. INTEGRATION-AND-LEARNING PERSPECTIVE

According to the integration-and-learning perspective on divergity, theinsghts, skills, and experiences
employees have devel oped as members of various culturad identity groups are potentidly valuable
resources that the organization can use to rethink its primary tasks and redefine its markets, products,
drategies, and business practices in ways that will advanceits overall misson. This perspective links
diversity to work processes—the way people do and experience the work—in a manner that makes
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diversity aresource for organizational learning, change, and renewal. The integration-and-learning
perspective and the outcomes associated with it were evident in the program function of the law firm
and in the management committee of the financia services firm. We focus our description on the
program function in the law firm, however, because people there were especidly articulate about how
and with what consegquences this perspective evolved over the course of their efforts to diversfy their
workforce, in particular, their program staff. Where this perspective was evident in the financid
sarvices firm, it was associated with the same kinds of processes and outcomes we observed in the law
firm.

The law firm had developed a successful practice in itsfirst ten years, representing alargely white
femde clientdle in employment-related disputes. Nevertheless, in light of their mandate to protect and
advance the economic rights and interests of al low-income women, the firm’s attorneys viewed their
inability to attract women clients of color as a 9gnificant shortcoming. To addressthis problem, they
decided to diversfy ther al-white program staff. They began by hiring a L atina attorney to head what
they called the “women-of-color project. ” The project’ s purpose was to expand their.work into the
Latina community and demonstrate their commitment to advocacy on behaf of al low-income women.

By virtudly al accounts, however, this change in staff composition moved them far beyond that
origind god. Over the next ten years, they underwent a trangition from a staff composed entirely of
whites to one that included a program staff that was at least half people of color.. More importantly,
however, this change in the demographic composition of the program staff entirely reshaped the
character and priorities of the firm’s work in unanticipated ways as members learned from their
diversity and integrated what they had learned into the core work of the organization. Severd staff
members, both current and former, described the change as follows:

Our misson is still the same—the economic empowerment of women. But our strategies
or how we define them have radically changed from a fairly straight feminist approach.
We're dtill talking about sexual harassment, comparable worth [Title VIl cases], those
are the same. But our diversity made us ook at the organization’s program and how we
had to change the work that we do—the substantive legal stuff that we do. So now we're
looking at minimum wage, manufacturers' liability. . . . That’s not traditional sex
discrimination, but these are primarily women workers who are affected by these things.

At first, we were like, “ [industry name] workers? That’s men and women. Where' sthe
gender discrimination?’ And [the Latina attorney] was beating us over the headswith a
gtick and saying, “ Hey, most of these folks in thisindustry are women; most of themare
women of color; most of them are non-English-speaking women. What better place for us
to be?” And eventually the gtaff said, “ Right, you' reright, that does make sense. That is
away for usto go.”

Associated with this transformation in the firm’ swork was a shift in its perspective on its program

gaff’ sdiversity. No longer wasits diversity confined to a particular project: “Our women-of-color
project became integrated in such away that it was no longer this specid little program off to the sde,”
one program staff member explained. “It now just permeates the whole picture,” added another. Their
new perspective on diversty—an integration-and-learning perspective—was grounded in the notion
that cultura identity shapes how people experience, see, and know the world. Hence, culturd
differences can be a source of insight and skill that can be brought to bear on the organization’s core
tasks. Thisdiscovery enabled staff members to see their diversity not only as a resource through which
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they could gain entree into previoudy inaccessible niche markets but, more importantly, as aresource
from which they could learn new ways of reconcelving and reconfiguring their work aswell. Asone
white woman attorney explained, “[Diversty] means differencesin terms of how you see the issues,
who you can work with, how effective you are, how much you understand what’sgoing on. . . .
There' snot asense of ‘you're just likeme.” And dthough several people spoke to the discomfort that
often comes with such differences, they aso emphasized the need to look * beyond feding comfortable
... tothe different types of skills people bring.”

This perspective on cultura differences required that the staff members place a high value on process—
on time spent exploring their different points of view and deliberating about whether and how they
should inform thework. Describing herself as*the process queen,” the executive director stressed the
importance of “learning how to not be afraid of the differences, learning about conflict, and learning to
be willing to go toward it and trying to talk about hard things.” Similarly, aformer program staff

[There hasto be] a kind of group process of making sure that there' sthe time and a safe
situation and that people are gonna be encouraged to say what they' re worried about,
even if it'snot politically correct. Because if you just stuff that stuff, you got problems.
It's much better if it comes out. You need to provide, to whatever degree possible,
permission for people to say what's on their mind and struggle through the consequences
and inner personal dynamics of saying those things. . . . People have to be willing to take
risks. You have to be willing to be wrong. It's not something lawyers do easily. I’ m not
sure anybody does. But lawyers especially just hate to be wrong. And a bunch of white
liberal women lawyers hate to be politically incorrect.

Recognizing that people from different cultural backgrounds might bring different sets of experiences
and skillsto work did not dictate a cultural-identity-based division of labor among the program staff.
Severd people fdt strongly, for example, that one need not be “ gay to raise gay issues’ nor “aperson
of color to raiseissues of concern to women of color.” A white attorney explained that dthough she
could not be the founder of a L atina organization begun in her office, she would work with the group
eventudly. Shetaked about diversity asalearning experience: “I’ ve learned alot about things that just
weren't in my background. | don’'t mean about salsa or whatever, but about . . . what life experiences
arelikein other places” Asthis woman suggests, the program staff’ s diversty wasto serve asa
resource on which al members could draw to expand their knowledge base as well astheir networks.
This meant a degp commitment to educating and learning from each other and reflects a central
premise of the integration-and-learning perspective on diversity: while there may be certain activities at
certain times that are best performed by particular people because of their culturd identities, the
competitive advantage of a multicultural workforce liesin the capacity of its membersto learn from
each other and develop within each other arange of cultural competencies that they can all then bring
to bear on their work.

As aresult, white members of the program staff had to learn to take up, on their own, the issues and
concerns that might initially have been raised by their colleagues of color so that certain tasks did not
awaysfal to one group or another. As one white employee put it, “It’simportant that people of color
coming into the organization don’t see themsalves as coming in and just educating a bunch of white
folks; you have to demonstrate in area way that you' ve been educated when you come back.”
Virtudly everyone, both white and of color, commented on the persona and professona growth the
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daff’ sdiversty had afforded them. Asone white attorney reflected, “I think about things differently.
Things I’ ve taken for granted | can no longer take for granted. My sengtivities are just different.”

Tofacilitate thiskind of learning the program staff had to organize their work differently. Whereas
traditionally a case would have been staffed by asingle attorney, it now would be saffed by at least
two. This enabled people to engage more easly in the kind of cross-cultura learning and exposure that
had become so centrd to the way they operated and, more importantly, demonstrated how, with this
perspective on diversity, their work processes, as well astheir work, were open to change.

According to this perspective, one measures progress in efforts to diversify by the degree to which
newly represented groups have the power to change the organization and traditional ly represented
groups are willing to change. The executive director of the law firm described her litmus test of how
well an organization is managing its diversity as how much change thereisin the power structure:

Is the organization trying to assimilate people into what already exists? Or do they
want to create something that’s different from what was there before—and maybe
not know what that means? If you want people to be part of an organization and
have ownership in the organization then they have to have power and some control. |
think the way that we successfully did it here was in terms of the program. The power
and who isin control of our program has really changed. ./. . You can’t assume that
what’s traditionally been done is the right way to go.

1. Impact on Race Relations

When people discussed race relations among the staff, they spoke regularly of the discomfort and
tension they often experienced in their cross-race relaionships as aresult of their different points of
view and of thevaue of airing those differences openly. As one white woman explained, “ Cross-race
discussions occur with some frequency and sometimes with some tension, because it'shard. There are
red differenceshere. And that stuff isbeing discussed. It's not hidden under arock.” One former staff
member of color described her particular experience of working through differencesin point of view
with the executive director:

| would take on the executive director, and sheand | would go at it. But . . . we'd really
hear each other, and | think we learned a lot from one another. And you can come at her.
And she can come back at you with reason, using the history of the organization, why that
won't work. . .. And I’d remind her that the point of the organization was to let go of that
history and only hold on to it whereit makessense. . . . | would . . . just hang in there
until | was sure that she was really rejecting an idea or my client on its merits. Not
because it was new or unsettling. And sometimes she' d really convince me that the
rejection was based on merit. And sometimes, there were some things | should have let go
earlier I'msure.

The integration-and-learning perspectiveis predicated on the notion that a diverse group of people
comes together for the express purpose of learning from one another how best to achieve the
organization’ smission, but that often meant tension-filled discussons in which people struggled to hear
each other’ s points of view before resolving how to proceed with the work. Certain kinds of problems
were inevitable, and they seemed to result from the fact that the organization and its members were not
immune to the way race relations were structured in the larger culture. Two kinds of tensonsin

Ely and Thomas, 2000 16 Center for Gender in Organizations



particular arose in the staff’ s race relations as a result, and, dthough we viewed each as semming from
the difficulty of living up to the vision of diversity set forth, the kinds of relationships and processesthe
vision encouraged were precisely the mechanisms that eased those tensions and helped people work
toward resolution. Hence, the perspective seemed to contain a self-correcting mechanism that both
reinforced the vison and maintained its usefulness to the organization.

The first tenson concerned the twin problems of burn-out for the attorneys of color, who sometimes
felt called upon to do more than their fair share of the work, and marginaization of white attorneys,
who sometimes felt less centrd to the firm’swork asaresult. People attributed both of these problems
to the “redlity of the world out there,” yet they seemed manageable largely because people were able to
discussthem. Asone white attorney explained, “we' re pretty open about talking about those things
here, 0 it’s not like this unspoken thing.” She elaborated:

Like sometimes people are putting together panels and for good reasons they want a
diverse panel. So I'll be the last one they' d ask, even if I’ m the person who's done
the most work in the area, because they' d prefer to have [one of the women of

color]. And then we would talk about how it would be strange that organizations that
I work with would call up [a black attorney] and ask her to be on a panel. So that
both put a burden on her and kind of made me feel strange about being excluded.

But it was something we understood because we thought the role model and the
diversity aspect of the panel was an important thing to do.

The second kind of tension was the disappointment everyone felt when peopl€e s failure to use their
own or to seek others' cross-culturd knowledge threatened to compromise the firm'’ s effectiveness.
One such incident occurred during a staff meeting we observed, which the executive director afterward
told uswas “avery good view of what goes on here—people engaging in what is not dways the
easest conversation and being really willing to take the time to challenge each other and to be educated
by each other.” A locd Latino community group had invited the firm to join in afund-raising event
involving a L atino theater group. The executive and associate directors, unaware of the importance of
the group in the community, decided to decline the invitation on the grounds that it would interfere
with alarger fund-raising event dready scheduled. \When one of the Latina program staff was
informed of the decision, she fdt that the directors lack of cultura knowledge had led them to a hasty
and costly decison, and she placed it on the agenda for the next staff meeting. At that staff meeting,
the Latinas, across hierarchica lines, expressed unified disagreement with the decision, describing the
event as* an important vehicle for usto do our work with this community.” The white decison-
makers had evduated it purely as afund-raising opportunity that they could and should forego and
hence had not seen the need to seek the staff’ sadvice. The staff seemed to have difficulty resolving the
conflict until everyone was able to see the decision as more properly program-related than
adminigrative. The administrative function in the firm had yet to devel op an integration-and-learning
perspective on diversity. With no clear sense of how racid diversity might enhance that function,
managers had not sought and were initialy resistant to hearing different perspectives on the usefulness
of the event. As soon as the event was successfully recast as outreach, however, aprogram-related
activity, they were able to see the rlevance of race and the importance of hearing a specificaly
nonwhite perspective.

Ely and Thomas, 2000 17 Center for Gender in Organizations



2. Impact on Respect

To aperson, both current and past program staff reported afeding of being valued and respected by
their colleaguesin the firm, aswell as a sense generaly that the firm “placed a value on the whole
person.” Asonewoman of color put it, “ The assumption about you is that you are competent.” Other
program staff of color corroborated thisview. Onesaid, “Thereisalot of support for me to achieve.
They really support and respect their staff of color in away that | have not seen at other women's
public interest law firms.” Another told us, “1 fedl very included in terms of respect for my work, my
intellectua capacity.” To the extent that white people reported feding marginalized at times from the
central work of the organization, they aso reported that “it isn't so bad.” As one woman explained, “it
doesn’'t consume mein the way that | think it would if | felt out of place here and questioned whether
the organization redly wanted me. | don't fed likethat. | fed like there's enough support, and | have
enough sdlf-confidence about my role here that it doesn’t consume me.”

3. Impact on Racial Identity

Consgtent with the emphasis on cultural identity as apotentia source of insight and skill, both current
and past program staff of color described their racid group membership as asignificant factor in
shaping how they approached and carried out their work.-One Asan American attorney explained, “I
have a different perspective on the work because I'm awoman of color, and | am interested in cases
that, for example, would open doors to women of color that have traditionaly been open only to white
women. A whitewoman is naturally lesslikely to consider those cases.” Program staff of color a'so
routingly related stories about how ther cultura knowledge and skills enhanced their ability to do their
work by, for example, helping them to establish rapport with clients. One Latina described how she
had convinced areluctant Mexican woman, who was a key witnessin acase, to testify: “1t was partly
that | spoke the language, but | don't think it could have happened with an Anglo who spoke Spanish,
because it had so much to do with understanding what was going on in this woman’s mind. And being
able to anticipate and just plug into what was happening with her... . . It was atense Situation, but | was
not afraid of her anger.”

White program staff also described their racid identity as having a significant impact on them at work,
but in different ways from their colleagues of color. Whites did not see their race as a source of skill or
ingght into their work; nevertheless, they were both aware of and articulate about how being white
influenced them. “I think that al of uswho are white here do think about being white,” one attorney
explained. Some spoke of the opportunities being white afforded them a work—"the usefulness of
being awhite woman.” Because of “people€ sracism,” one white woman explained, “it’s probably
easer being white in settings that are often predominantly white.” She had observed, for example, that
in meetings outside the firm, lawyers would immediately assume that she was the lawyer and that her
Asian American colleague was not, when the reverse was true; she attributed this to the greater
authority and status they automatically attributed to her as awhite person. A number of whites aso
commented on how divergty in the program staff, in particular, moving the women-of-color project
from the periphery to the center of their work, had affected their own sense of what it meansto be
white. One white atorney felt that it had changed the way she thought about herself as awhite middle-
class woman:
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... you'reforced to really examine your own racism and your own stereotypes, and
things that you aren’t even aware of. . . . And in a work environment, because of the
closeness of the relationships, | think people really do have to confront these things. And
sometimes that' s unpleasant. . . . But my personal belief isthat if you' re white you can't
be in this society and not be racist to some extent.

Another commented on how diversifying the staff as they had made her *less defensive’ about being
white. She explained,

Once you start talking about it and it' s out there, it'sno longer kind of, “ Oh my God, if |
[say something racist] someoneis going to say something terrible about me.” . . . | il
worry about whether I'mracist, because | think in this society it's especially hard for
white peoplenot to be. . . . And | think before the change [in racial composition] if you'd
asked me these [interview] questionsl . . . [think] | would have felt more defensive. Like
“Oh God, she'strying to find out if | really amaracist or something likethat . . . ."

More generdly, both white employees and employees of color reported fedling that they could show
more of who they were a work than they had been able to do in other work/settings. A Latina
member of the program staff told us, “[one of the] benefits of working hereisthat | can bring more of
myself here, where | don't even have to question it. 1t smy first work experience where the different
perspectives | bring are not the only onesin the office, and they are appreciated and accepted. Talking
about my life or bringing those perspectivesis not something thet | have to worry about.”

4. Impact on Work Effectiveness

All of the staff we interviewed described the law firm as successtul, and virtualy al attributed at least
part of itssuccessto its ability and willingness to bring the interests and perspectives of people of color
“into the centerpiece of the organization.” As one woman explained, “[Diverdty in the program staff]
has affected the work in terms of expanding notions of what are women'’ sissues and taking on issues
and framing them as women' sissuesin cregtive ways that would have never been done [with an dl-
white staff] and doesn’'t get done by other women’ s organizations. It’'sredlly changed the substance
and in that sense enhanced the quality of our work.” Thisresult clearly hinged on the open and direct
way in which the staff managed racid differences and conflicts, the fact that they respected people and
sought their contributions as members of their respective racial groups, and the fact that both white
employees and employees of ‘color were able to consider and share with their colleagues how their
experiences as members of those groups influenced them at work. This approach to diversity
encouraged and enabled women of color to bring skills and capacities to the firm that gave them access
to important information in their own communities and hel ped them build rapport with clients, thereby
hel ping to expand the firm’ s client base. Equally important, however, was the emphasis on cross-
cultura exposure and education so that staff members were continually expanding their own capacities.
The integration-and-learning perspective made identity a source of ingght that was transferableto a
broad range of employees, not just to those who were members of “diverse” groups. Diversity, thus,
was aresource on which al organization members could draw. One white former employee, who had
gone on to become a judge, explained how exposure to the diversity among the program staff had
made her both a better lawyer and a better judge: “Y ou begin to incorporate different ways of looking
at things, heightened awareness about things, so you don't just take something for granted. . . . And |
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think it's had atremendous impact on my understanding of the kinds of forcesthat have affected other
people slives, that have led to the Stuation they'rein.”

In addition, by incorporating divergity into the core work of the organization, this perspective afforded
al employees some measure of access to and legitimacy with their clients, regardless of employees
respective culturd identities. One white member of the program staff, for example, described the
impact of the firm’sdivergity on her relationship with clients of color and her ability to work effectively
with them:

It does make a difference what color you are, and | can't do everything as effectively as
someone else might be able to. But aswe are viewed more and more asa [racially]
integrated organization, that gives me the ability to go to minority communities with more
credibility than | had when we were an all white. . . organization. . . . My ability to go into
these communities and do this work really has changed and moved as our organization
has changed.

Similarly, aformer member of the program staff who is African-American felt that she personally
gained credibility with the firm’s Asan clients when a Japanese American attorney joined the staff.
This credibility alowed staff members to network much more widely across communities, which
provided them with a much richer, broader base of informetion; this, in turn, gave them a better
perspective on the problems they were addressing, enhancing the quality of their andyses. Findly, this
perspective created amodd of working in codition with anumber of public interest, civil rights, and
other “people-of-color” groups, which helped to facilitate a series of mutudly beneficid, cross-
organizationa collaborations.

B. ACCESS-AND-LEGITIMACY PERSPECTIVE

An access-and-legitimacy perspective on diversity is based in arecognition that the organization's
markets and congtituencies are culturaly diverse. It therefore behooves the organization to match that
diversty inits own workforce as away of gaining access to and legitimacy with those markets and
constituent groups. Work groupswith this perspective use their diversity only at the margins, to
connect with a more diverse market; they do not incorporate the cultura competencies of their diverse
workforcesinto their core functions. This perspective congtitutes the rationale behind the now
popularly touted business case for diversity (Cox and Blake, 1991). The access-and-legitimacy
perspective guided the law firm’sinitid effortsto diverafy its program staff and continued to provide
the rationale for the cultura composition of its administrative and management staff. 1t was most vivid,
however, in parts of the financia services firm, which we focus on here for our description. Ineach
instance it was associated with smilar kinds of outcomes.

In the financid services firm, the access-and-legitimacy pergpective was especialy evident in the
divergfication that occurred in two departments of the Sales Divison—Retail Operations and Externa
Depogits. Retall Operations was respongble for servicing the banking needs of a predominantly black,
working-class, urban clientele to whom the firm marketed its services locally, in the surrounding
neighborhood. Externa Depostswas responsible for servicing the banking needs of a predominantly
white, affluent clientele to whom the firm marketed its services nationdly. Mirroring theracia and
class composition of these markets were the predominantly black, working-class employees who
daffed Retail Operations and the predominantly white, middle- and upper-middle-class employees who

Ely and Thomas, 2000 20 Center for Gender in Organizations



saffed External Deposits. This staffing pattern characterized these departments from the lowest- to
the highest-ranking employees. Members of both Retail Operations and Externa Deposits readily
acknowledged the importance of their racid make-up asaway of gaining access to and legitimacy with
their respective clientede. Explaining the role of the black staff in Retail Operations, the white manager
of Externa Deposits explained:

If [thefirm] were all white, our relationships with the community would be extremdly
strained. And our retail deposit base would be very much threatened. [ The community] would
be saying, “ What are these white people doing running a bank in the middle of our
community?’ And they'd be right. We' ve operated in black communities for 20 years. If we
aren't fully integrated ourselves, it's pretty hypocritical.

This manager’ s black counterpart in Retail Operations commented smilarly:

For management to come into a black neighborhood and undertake [ this mission], they would
be remiss not to think we have to get some different color peoplein here to help us do this. It
would give the community a level of comfort that there are people in the organization who
actually know how to relate to . . . the people that are in the neighborhood, and what they
actually fedl, and, you know, how they actually communicate with one another, and those
kinds of things. . . . | mean, we are in the heart of the black community.

This perspective provided asmilar thoughless elaborate rationae for the predominantly white staff in
External Deposits. Severa people commented that External Deposits white clientele were probably
“more comfortable’” with the white staff who served them. One staff member summarized the
importance of having both white and black staff:

I think if we were all black, we' d have a |ot of obstacles. We wouldn't have access to a lot of
the resources that we do. Minority-owned banksthat are almost exclusively minority have
really struggled because they' re not as connected to those [ white-controlled] resources. |
think it could till be done, but it would be a harder task. If we were all white, | think we' d be
inas bad or worse shape[asif wewere all black], just because of the discomfort with the
community, or not being able to relate to the borrowers or stand in their shoes so to speak.

Despite this apparent symmetry, however, the access-and-legitimacy perspective in fact defined amuch
more circumscribed role for blacks than for whites. The access-and-legitimacy perspective limited the
contributions of blacks to just that—access and |egitimacy—whereas the contributions of whites were
more widely evident. For example, awhite employeein External Deposits described the overdl culture
of the firm as much more consistent with the culture of her predominantly white department than with
the culture of Retail Operations, which was predominantly black.

. . . if you perform and exceed expectations, regardless of color, you are acknomedged and
recognized. . . . The problemisthat what is expected of senior management here hasa
cultural biastowardswhites. And . . . if you'rein that cultural modus, you don’t understand
why it'sexclusionary. . . . Everyone is expected to work a lot of hours. Thereisthis emphasis
on perfectionism, this emphasis on sort of intellectual discussion and debate. People are very,
very mission-driven. And that’ s not to say that African-Americans aren’'t also ableto do all
that. But because of historical racial issuesthey have been limited. . . . Sotherearen’t alot of
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people from the neighborhood that would be senior management level, and there are an awful
lot who would be in those low-paying, pretty routine, white-collar jobs.

Hence, dthough cultura identity in these two departments was clearly alegitimate resource to be used
in service of the organization’ swork, the access-and-legitimacy perspective provided ardatively
narrow definition of the value black cultural identity had to offer, relative to white cultura identity.
Blacksin Retall Operations were invited to use their culturad identity, but only at the boundaries
between the organization and its black market. By contrast, there was a perception among employees
in these departments that whites cultural identity shaped how the organization functioned more
broadly, with middle- and upper-middle-class white culture in particular dictating the work norms and
standards most vaued.

With the access-and-legitimacy perspective, one measures progress in diversification efforts by whether
the organization has sufficient representation ether in those boundary positions or in visible positions
that would enhance the legitimacy of the organization from the perspective of its outside markets.
Although this raised the question of how many whites would be too many, as well as the converse,
how many blacks would be enough, this perspective provided no clear answers. Rather, as one
participant surmised, “1t may be afunction of the inner workings of the manager’s mind

for meto hireaminority or something. And that's legitimate in this organization. While it seems
unfair that maybe the most qudified person or the best person for the job might not get that position,
maybe the best quaified person isn't the right person for the organization, and maybeit’stimeto hirea

1. Impact on Race Relations

Our direct queries about the nature and quaity of race relations reveded few problems and a genera
sense that black and white employees experienced little tenson in ther cross-race interactions. Asone
white participant said, “It's not to say there' s never any discomfort, but |’ ve been very surprised

never run acrass an uncomfortable situation here” Similarly, ablack participant described interactions
“between everyone’ as“really good” and agenera sense that people ask questions about those from
other culturesin away that does not offend. “People are different,” another explained, “but when the
need arises they can work together.”

Neverthdess, the dynamics between Retall Operations and External Deposits reveded a somewhat
more complicated story. Theracid differentiation between these two departments, both in their
gaffing and in their clientele, resulted quite clearly in atwo-tiered system in which the white
department recelved better treatment and higher status relative to its black counterpart. About this,
participants had much to say, and what they said did not reflect the sanguine sentiments we heard when
we asked about race relations more directly. Y et there were unequivoca racid overtones, aswell as
explicit referencesto race, in their discussions of the relationship between these two departments. And
despite the symmetry between blacks and whites in positions of authority, the relationship between
these two departments seemed to reproduce the asymmetric division of power and status that
characterizes societd race relations more generaly.

Mogt people agreed that there were very few differences between the kinds of tasks the two
departments performed. Nevertheless, more than one participant referred to the fact that there were
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“two banks’ within the firm: Retail Operations and Externd Deposits. One participant from Externd
Deposits explained that, in her view, this had come about because the previous manager, who had an
ambitious agenda and insisted on providing the highest quality services, duplicated functions that
dready exiged in Retall whenever she encountered alevel of quality that she judged astoo low: “And
s0 you had this sort of cracker-jack group of people who worked for her . . . that were in the absolute
perfect job for the sort of white, smart, dedicated, loya workaholic. And not the perfect job for the
sort of black, hard-working, needs asdary, will do agood job, but not that kind of worker . . . and
there was absolutely no time for people who wanted a9to 5job.” This status differential between the
two departments and the resentments it fostered were papable. There was a perception among those
in Retail Operations that management |ooked more favorably on Externa Deposits, that External
Deposits got “specia privileges’ and was “more prestigious,” and that people there were paid more “
because they’ re white, even though the work is the same.” By contrast, participantsin both
departments referred to Retall Operations as “the other sde” of the firm, “the dark sde.” One black
participant, now an officer in Retall Operations, described an experience he had when he was the lone
black member of External Deposits severd years earlier. This experience illustrates how racia
stereotypes shaped interactions between blacks and whitesin amanner that may have reinforced, at
least for some, the appropriateness of theracia division of labor between the two departments:

We were at a staff meeting talking about the problemswe were having as a department trying
to be all thingsto all people. And | remembered this thing my boss had said about a year
earlier that we have to select the battles that we want to fight, and | 'took that to mean that we
have to decide strategically what wewill pursue and what we won't pursue. And | just
happened to think about that quote, and so | said, “ | think that we ought to be real careful not
to bite off more than we can chew.” . .. | got a response where the person said, “ Well, what
do you propose? We do nothing?” | So | saw right then and there that | was misunderstood. |
said, “ No, of course nat. I’'m saying that we need to select the battles we want to fight and
fight those.” . . . And being pretty new to the organization then, | felt that it wasn't the right
time for me to be forthright about what | meant. . . . [W] hen a white man disagrees, he's
being strong.  He's being taken with respect. \When a black man disagrees, he' sbeing
negative and whiny, militant and kind of like Malcom X. So you have to be really careful
about how you walk that line so that you don’t get labeled and you don't sabotage your
career.

In this story, the white employee interpreted her black colleague’ s comments as consistent with the
view that blacks were not agood culturd fit with the aggressive, workaholic norms of this department.
Concerned that his objections to her interpretation might reinforce additiona negative racia
stereotypes about him, the black colleague remained silent. Thus, race-based stereotypes imported
from the larger culture shaped these employees’ interpersona interactionsin away that reinforced a
view of this department as appropriately culturaly white and dlite.

This particular manifestation of the access-and-legitimacy perspective, in which two recialy
segregated, paralld entities were formed to service different racial and economic segments of the
market, fostered a good dedl of resentment and competitiveness between the two departments, which
was often expressed explicitly in racid terms. One participant described the senior officer in charge of
Retail Operations as“alittle bit resentful when his territory is encroached on by white people([i.e,
Externa Deposits].” Another described the “ cultural barriers’ to integrating the two departments, or
even to fostering a more cooperative spirit, which might replace the “distrust” that seemed to
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characterize their rdationships. Still another attributed “the tensions between the two sides’ to “the
logistics, the race, the professiona mix, and just the nature of how the departments are compiled.”
Hence, athough these participants often spoke positively of race relations in the firm, the relationships
between their two departments reveded adifferent story. Their access-and-legitimacy perspective on
diversty, while creating a diverse workforce for the Sadles Division, supported aracia segregation
ingde the divison that mirrored the hierarchica nature of race relations—and racid tensons—in the
wider culture.

2. Impact on Respect

There was a generd fedling of well-being and a sense of having the respect of one' s colleagues among
employees of both Retail Operations and External Deposits. “| get appreciation here,” explained one
black participant. “People dways check in, and it makes mefed warminside. It'sniceto know
someone is recognizing what you do; and what you do, no matter how small, makes adifference.”
Another black participant said, “| talk to these individuals as people, regular people, and they talk to
me as aregular person, not like | belong to aparticular racid group.” In asmilar vein, other black
participants felt that “most dismissals have been legitimate” and that “if you do your job well, you'll be
recognized and promoted for it.” Aswith race relations, however, these accounts of how people felt
and were treated asindividuasin ther interpersona interactions with others did not square with many
of the things they said about how they felt and were treated as members of their respective
departments. Whitesin External Deposits had a clear sense of their privilege and the vaue they
brought to the firm. Blacksin Retall Operations, however, were less sure about where they stood. As
one black officer in Retall Operations said, “the jury isstill out.” He explained:

One of the things that | take a measure of pridein is the fact that we can all live and
work together. And that's OK. But | think where sometimes the problem comesin is
in the division of the duties. You know, how do you perceive me? Do you perceive me
as someone who brings something to the table, who is a decision maker? Someone
who under stands our customer base and whose thoughts should be taken seriously?
Or do you see me as someone who is good at operationally making things work and
making sure that the paperwork istogether and making sure that thefilesarein
order and making sure that the report is complete and typed and photocopied and all
that stuff?

Although many described opportunities for promotion regardliess of race, the divison of labor again
madeit clear to members of these departments that there were two tracks—one for whites and one for
blacks. In fact, when one senior black officer on the retail side of the firm redlized that he had no black
male officers, he “pulled [the lone black member of External Deposits] out of there and made him an
officer over ontheretall Sde,” with a sense that his career would otherwise have stagnated. When
asked about the chalenges and opportunities afforded by a diverse workforce, this new officer in Retall
Operations reflected on the difficulties he had faced in Externa Depodits in getting recognized for his
work:

I was the only African-American in the department and we more than doubled the
portfolio in the two years | was there. So although I'm not saying I’ m compl etely
responsible, | mean | do certainly deserve some credit. However, the only folks who were
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recognized wer e the two folks who were at the head, and both were promoted. Yourstruly
didn’t get promoted until almost two years later. And that hurt because you come to your job
to performand you want to performwell, you want to perform beyond expectation. You just
don’'t want to come to do a mediocre job. That's not theway | am. | liketo go all out, and |
just assume the rewards will be there. And when that didn’t happen it kind of affected me
negatively.

When this participant findly received his promotion, it was on the retail side, where his supervisor
more easily recognized and more reedily rewarded histaents and skills. He accepted it with gratitude
and excitement at the opportunitiesthat lay ahead for him but nevertheless voiced his concerns about
the lower status his new departmenta affiliation now conferred. Thus, the message about the degree
to which people felt valued and respected in these two departments was a complicated one. Although
uniformly positive for the whites in Externa Depodits, the experience was mixed among blacks.

3. Impact on Racial Identity

Racid identity among black employeesin Retail Operations was full of contradiction and ambivaence.

In her advice to other firms wishing to become more racidly diverse, one young black woman
summarized the quandary of being black in this setting: “ Try not to let the race thing be an'issue,” she
urged. “I know that's just like asking an elephant not to be gray. | don’t know how you could
possibly changethat. . . . | really don’t know how that could work, but it just needsto happen, isal |
cansay.” At the sametime, she advised blacksin particular to “just remember who you are, and
believe in yourself and where you stand.”’ Her advice was thus paradoxical: erase the redity of race yet
hold onto your black identity. We suspect that in thiskind of setting inwhich racid diversty assumesa
highly circumscribed role—it has postive value only insofar as it provides access to and legitimacy with
adiverse clientdle—there is a mixed message about what it meansto be black. On the one hand, it
bestows vaue on blacks; on the other hand, it upholds an essentidly assmilationist vison in which
white culture remains the dominant culture. This mixed message raised concerns about losing one's
identity as ablack person despite its avowed value in the firm.

In light of the mixed message the access-and-legitimacy perspective sends about the value and
ggnificance of being black, it isnot surprising that the meanings that black employeesin Retall
attributed to their racid group membership were often contradictory. When we asked black employees
about the salience or Sgnificance to them of their identity group memberships a work, they typically
responded by saying that “race is not a problem”; the notion that their racia group membership might
have had a positiveimpact on their work or their experiences at work was conspicuoudy absent in their
responses to these questions, despite clear statements, in response to other questions, about the
importance of having black employeesin Retail to provide credibility with the firm'’sblack clientele.

For example, when asked about the impact of her own racial identity at work, one black employee was
adamant that race was irrdevant. She aso remarked later in her interview, however, that “if they put
al of [Externd Deposits| down here [in Retail] for aweek . . . they would be really whipped and
surprised, and they would probably run back to their department and never look back . . . because

that’ s an al white department.” Her reaction to an incident in a staff meeting we had witnessed, in
which awhite male manager expressed strong disagreement with a position that senior management
endorsed, also belied her declarations of racid equity: “1 think that there are alot of people who wish
they could have been that outspoken,” she said, “and the discussion [among black managers] was that
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had that been ablack person he probably would not be here today. It would have cost him hisjob.”
Her statements taken together thus were contradictory: raceisirreevant, but blacks are better suited to
the work in Retail, and whites enjoy greater freedom of expression in the organization. These kinds of
contradictions suggested that racid identity may well have been a source of ambivaence for blacks.

White employees in Externd Deposits had little consciousness of their racid identity at work. With the
exception of the white manager, who attributed her “fit” with the culture of the firm to her race, no
whitesin Externa Deposits reported their racia group membership as sdient or significant in shaping
their experiences or how they expressed themsalves at work. One white employee who now worked
for External Deposits, but who had for many years been ether the only white or one of afew in Retall,
said that she was “never conscious that no one was white on the first floor [where Retall islocated].
[Until ablack colleague suggested it,] it never occurred to methat | might have been transferred to
[External Deposits] because I'm white.” Thus, despite the underlying tensions between the two
departments, their racia compositions, and the bank’ s location in a predominantly black community,
white employees remained largely unaware of how their own racid identity may have shaped their
workplace behaviors and experiences.

That racid identity figured prominently in black Sales Divison employees' reports of their experience
and seemingly little in white employees’ reportsis predictable given the precepts of the access-and-
legitimacy perspective, which minimize peopl€' s experience of diversity while seeking to gain its most
immediate and instrumenta benefits. Unlike their black counterpartsin Retall, who, however
ambivaently, had some sense of therole their racia group membership played at work, white
employeesin Externd Deposits had no motivation to examine the links between their racial group
membership and their department’ s work processes.

4. |mpact on Work Effectiveness

The organization’ s goal s were to make a profit for the company and to develop and revitdize the
economy of the loca community within which it was Situated. Our data suggested that these two
departments  access-and-legitimacy perspective on their diversity had indeed advanced these gods by
giving them some measure of access to and legitimacy with both the loca community to whom they
gppeded for persona investments and commercia ventures, aswdl asthe nationa community to
whom they appedled for socidly responsible investments and the purchase of other kinds of
competitive money-management products. And most informants agreed that External Deposits had
grown the firm's assets well beyond expectations. Nevertheless, many were concerned that Retall
Operations had thus far been unable to reach its growth potential in the local community and that
Externa Deposits capacity to sustain its growth would be severely limited by increasing competition in
its national markets. Our data suggested that, despite the benefits the access-and-legitimacy
perspective had garnered for the Sdes Division, this perspective aso contributed to the problems they
faced in at least three ways, dl of which wererelated to the racia divison of labor it seemed inevitably
to creste.

First, some participants reported that Retail Operations’ lower status in the organization compromised
the quality of service Retall clientsreceived. One woman who had worked in both departments
speculated that the reason for making the two departments separate in the first place was to draw “a
very digtinct ling” between their respective customers.  Whether the result of fewer resourcesin Retall,
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such astime, or Retall employees diminished sense of entitlement for their clients, most people
acknowledged, often with clear racid overtones, that Retall clients recelved alower qudity of service
than clientsin Externd Deposts. “ Customersin Retall don't get that specid touch that External
Deposits rich white clients get,” one customer service agent in Retail lamented. Reiterating these
concerns, the manager of Retail Operations provided anecdota evidence to suggest that her customers
were “overshadowed by the hoity-toity treatment” others got and were taking their business esawhere
asaresult.

Second, referring to the duplication of effortsin the two departments—a direct result of how the
access-and-legitimacy perspective was manifest in this divison—the manager of Externa Deposits
explained, “It'sredly inefficient to have what are essentidly two banks here.” It could take one of her
employees “ seven hours to do something himself that he could have taken to Retail and gotten done
much more quickly,” she explained, but for “the competitiveness and animosity between the two
departments.” Moreover, she fdt that this competitiveness threstened to compromise the quality of
service some customersreceived. Referring to the recent addition of a corporate banking function in
Retail designed to service corporate accounts citywide, together with her own department’ s recent
efforts to develop socialy responsible investments within the city, the manager of External Deposits
was concerned that the line between their client bases would become increasingly blurred: *Historicaly,
the Retall side has been defined as [the neighborhoods]. Anything esein the city by rights should be
mine if we usethat definition. Right? So what happensif | get alaw firm downtown that needs
corporate banking services, and | bring them in? Whose account isthat? | redlly can't service it, but
Retail that'stheir stock and trade.” It was her fedling that with better relationships and less disparity
between the two departments; these kinds of conflicts could be avoided and customers would receive
the quality of servicesthat were their due, rather than being caught up in a battle over whose account
was rightfully whose.

Findly, there were inefficiencies in the perfectionist “white’ culture that had come to characterize
External Deposits because they were unable to learn from Retall Operations. Critical of the culture her
predecessor had built in her efforts to service the needs of her more affluent, more demanding clientele,
the current manager of External Deposits explained, “It’s very hard to make money with dl that
perfectionism. A letter would be edited four times before it went out the door. . . . In my opinion, that
justisn't necessary. . . . [ T]he average bank customer, | think, wants somebody who's steedy, loyd,
knows their business inside and out and works hard. | don’t necessarily want someone who, every
time a customer callsthey’ll desgn anew product for them. . . . And we did an awful lot of that. Every
account was handcrafted.” This manager felt strongly that in this respect, among others, there might
be something to learn from the way Retail Operations functioned, but the “cultura barriers,” created by
their long-standing differences made it difficult for them to collaborate. “They’'re very guarded,” she
explained. “They don't believethat | really want to know what they’ re saying.”

C. DISCRIMINATION-AND-FAIRNESS PERSPECTIVE

The discrimination-and-fairness perspective is characterized by abelief in a culturdly diverse workforce
asamora imperative to ensure the fair treatment of al members of society. It focuses diversfication
efforts on providing equa opportunitiesin hiring and promotion, suppressing prejudicia attitudes, and
eliminating discrimination. A culturaly diverse workforce, therefore, is evidence of the firm'sfair and
just treatment of its employees. In contrast to the previous two perspectives, in the discrimination-and-
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fairness perspective there is no instrumentd link between diversity and the organization’ swork. Work
groups in the consulting firm provided the best illustration of this perspective and the processes and
outcomes associated with it. In fact, there was very little evidence of any other perspectivein the
consulting firm, and this perspective was largely absent in the other two firms we studied.

Consulting firm employees expressed this perspective most clearly in their statements about why the
firm' s affirmative action program was important. One white manager explained, “ The firm created a
community that is diverse based on avery clear sense that there should be equality and justice.”
Similarly, an African-American manager described the firm'’ s philosophy as * everyone being equd or
justicefor al, being fair in regards to hiring, tresting staff the same.” A white manager elaborated as
follows.

I think [the firm], from my vantage point, has made tremendous progressin its
commitment to build both a just society inside, as well as a just society outside the
organization. . . . | think the organization has committed itself to restructuring its
population, its personnel makeup, in order to right some of the wrongs caused by
racismand sexismin our society. . . . And the cost has been to turn down a lot of
good, qualified white people for jobs, which we've had to doin order/ to make this
programwork. There's simply no way around it. . . . The other side of it is that/the
people of color in this organization have added immensely to it, | believe. . . . They
have enriched the organization; they have helped us live up to our ideals of equality
and justice.

According to this perspective, cultura diversity, asan end in itsdlf, was not to influence the
organization’ swork in any fundamental way. Although the firm established two committees whose
mandate was to “infuse the firm’'s activities’ with a“feminist” and “racid” perspective, respectively, in
practice, these committees had virtually no impact on the firm’swork. Instead, consstent with their
discrimination-and-fairness perspective, they served a policing and advocacy function, scrutinizing the
firm’ s trestment of women and people of color for evidence of sexism and racism and advocating on
behalf of those groups when they deemed necessary. To the extent that these committees did influence
the firm'’ s program-related work, many employees were critical: “ These committees tend to sometimes
have more leverage, more power than perhapsthey ought to have in decison-making,” one white
manager lamented. “They are sometimes alowed to make interventions and judgments of certain
programs based on their [political clout] rather than on their knowledge and information.” Another
repudiated any attempts the committees might make to influence programmetic decisons or directions
“onracid grounds,” arguing that they should have no role in the “normal decision-making process of
the organization.”

Many members of the organization, both white and of color, prided themselves on being blind to
culturd differences and equated the organization’s philosophy of justice with its commitment to the
notion that “everyoneisthe same,” “everyoneisjust a human being here; it doesn’'t matter what color
her is” Asone African-American clamed, “I don’'t see peoplein color, | treat them dl the same.”
Consgtent with peopl€e singstence that everyone is the same, there were at least two normsin the
organization that operated to suppress any differencesthat did exist. Thefirst wasto avoid conflict
wherever possible. Many reported having received a clear and cond stent message from management
that to express conflict was “ potentially dangerous,” asit “might do more damage than good.” The
second was a norm requiring assimilation to awhite cultural standard. As one white manager
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explained, while the god wasto be“entirely race blind” in personnel decisions, the “expectation is ill
that people will speak in norma English and write the way white people write.”

According to the discrimination-and-fairness perspective, one measures progress in diversity by how
well the firm achievesits recruitment and retention goals. As one African-American executive
explained, “a systematic monitoring of numbers’ was akey indicator of whether or not “things are
going aong smoothly.” A Latinamanager expressed asimilar sentiment about the importance of
numbers: “A sgnificant number of people of color isasgn of something good about the organization.”

1. Impact on Race Relations

Participants descriptions of race relations in the consulting firm were nearly unanimoudy negative.
People of al races described rel ationshi ps between white and African-American employees, who made
up the mgority of the nonwhite staff, as“tense,” “cynicd,” “hostile,” and “ distrustful,” and described
their own fedings as “disgppointed,” “hopeless,” “helpless” and “powerless.” Despite these shared
sentiments, there were systematic differences in peopl€ s characterizations of the problem, which
tended to fal dong acombination of racid and hierarchica lines. In particular, black executives and
whites across the hierarchy tended to agree that employees of color were too quick to bring charges of
racism againgt white people. One African-American executive was frustrated by her observation that
any time management met to discuss a problem concerning an employee of color “people [of color] are
up inarmsand saying it'sracism.” A white manager voiced the same sentiment: “Whenever a person
of color loses hisjob, there is an immediate perception that the decision to terminate the employee was
aracis one”

At the same time, there was awidely shared fear among whites that any form of conflict or
confrontation, especidly if perceived asingtigated by awhite person in relation to a person of color,
would autometicaly implicate the white person asracist. One white manager explained, “I would find
it difficult to challenge a person of color because | like to think of mysdlf as not being prejudiced and
would hate to be said to be prejudiced.”  Another described the mounting pressure he felt, asawhite
male, “to show the correct attitudes towards race relaions,” which he believed meant he was expected
to agree with everything people of color said: “Thereisaleve of psychologica intimidation; you don’t
question decisions or performance.” Asaresult, white managersfelt it had become “increasingly
difficult for supervisors to provide firm, fair, constructive supervison to people of color, who are prone
to chargeracismif they are criticized.” Where he “once felt that the firm’s commitments to fight racism
were honorable,” one white manager now felt they were “getting to the point where we' re not just
fighting racism; we' re setting up other standards for letting people get away with whatever bullshit they
want to get away with.”

On theflip sde, middle and lower level staff of color resented their white colleagues conflict-avoidant
stance and fears of confrontation, as the cynica tone of the following comment illustrates. “Thereisa
real sense on the part of some white people that whatever they’ re going to do they’ re going to get in
trouble. They're going to get accused of being aracist which isamost the worst possible thing that
could happen to awhite person here, short of dismemberment.” Many people of color argued that by
keeping them from receiving honest feedback and getting the kind of supervision they deserved, this
dance was itsdlf racist. They fdt that, as aresult, they never knew when the “hammer may fdl,” when
“the trap door will drop.” In arecent incident, a black woman, who had been an employee at the firm
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for ten years, was summarily fired for poor work performance and required to vacate the premises that
afternoon. Though many conceded that her performance was problematic, people of color
nevertheless organized aformal protest of management’ sfailure to “confront her [early on] with her
poor performance and treat her asif she wereanorma, equal person.” In another incident, many
employees of color Sgned a petition to protest the disciplinary action taken against a black employee
who was held responsible for money stolen from his department, arguing that the theft had occurred
only because inadequate supervison had prevented him from taking the necessary precautions. Asone
black executive explained, these kinds of events * confirmed peopl€e' sworst fears about the insengtivity
of management to the well-being of employees of color.” Both the white staff and the black executives
in the firm emphasized privately the complicity of people of color in theseincidents. One African-
American executive lamented that people of color, once fired or disciplined, become “purer than snow”
and often fail to recognize that their own behavior “is not dways so desirable.” Another was more
cynicd, arguing that “blacks know they can milk these [white] people because they [white people] are
so afraid of confrontation.”

When the disciplining supervisor in such incidents was a person of color, other people of color often
interpreted his or her actions as the result of manipulation and corruption by white management.
Severd black participants described times when they believed whites had purposely used black
managers to handle problems with black staff to avoid having their own confrontations. Two invoked
a plantation metaphor to capture this dynamic, in which the “owners’ (executives) used the “house
niggers’ (black managers) to look after the“field niggers’ (black support and technical staff).
Interestingly, the ultimate oppressorsin this metaphor—the “ owners’—were black aswell aswhitein
thisfirm. Thisiscongstent both with the smilarity in views we found between black executives, on the
one hand, and whites, on the other, and with the perception many black employees shared that black
executives “ must have sold out in someway.” One black support staff member explained:

The blacks here who have made it through to the top seem to have the same
sentiments as their white managers. They seem not to speak out. Once they become
manager they start to take on this identity of the other. Lower level blacks then tend
to have problems with them, and | don’t know if it’ s because the higher management
blacks tend to fedl as though they have to be a carbon copy to be successful, or
maybe they really have a problem with the people of color who are under them.

Findly, we were struck by the fact that most of the public debates about “racid incidents’ at thisfirm
centered on the treatment of people of color rather than on the work-related problems that instigated
that treatment. For example, many people, both white and black, believed that the woman who was
fired in the incident above had routingly and inappropriately biased affirmative action searchesin favor
of candidates of color in her role as an adminigtrator in the Affirmative Action department. And the
man who was disciplined for the theft ran afunction within a department that had long been losing
money for the firm through inefficiencies and poor management. Neither the qudity of her
performance, nor the efficiency of his department, however, was centrd to the public debates that
ensued, leaving important questions about these aspects of the organization’ s work unanswered.

That the tensionsin race relations in this firm would be played out around charges and countercharges
of racism and intimidation seemed ironic in light of the firm’s divergity perspective, which emphasized
far trestment asits primary god. Y et because it provided only afairness-unfairness lensfor viewing
differencesin point of view that fell, for whatever reasons, along race lines, this perspectivein fact
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seemed to foster the very kinds of tensonsit sought to quell. Differencesin work-related points of
view were viewed as a problem of primarily mora and ethical dimensions. Thisin turn limited the kind
of discourse in which people could engage, especidly acrossraces. Findly, the perception that upper-
level blacks identified more with whitesin the firm than with blacks fueled tensions between upper- and
lower-level people of color, mitigating againgt constructive intragroup relaions as well.

2. Impact on Respect

To aperson, the program and support staff members of color we interviewed at the consulting firm
reported feding undermined, devaued, or disrespected in one way or another. The sense of having
been denied honest, trustworthy feedback, for example, which led to a perception of standards as
ambiguous and management as capricious was the source of these fedingsfor many. One black
support staff member felt that incidents such as the abrupt firing of her black colleague sent aclear
message: “We are not going to make an attempit to orient oursalvesto you or ded with you like you
are awoman or intelligent being, but when we get tired of you we are going to get rid-of you however
we decide”

It was the belief that their competence was underestimated or overlooked, however, that produced by
far the greatest sense of injury for most of the people of color we interviewed. They described being
passed over for jobs they felt more qudified to do than the white candidates who were ultimately hired,
ignored when they felt they had knowledge or skillsto offer, and presumed automaticaly to lack the
skillsrequired to do their jobs competently. One black support staff member observed, “ There' sjust
no way that you can be black-and just know what you' re talking about or be able to learn something
well enough for them to say, ‘go ahead, try it, and we' |l see how it works’” Another explained,
“There’ satendency to put more credence in what is said by white people, not to act on something, till
it's confirmed by awhitevoice” A Latinawho worked on the program staff described her experience
with lack of respect:

Often when | speak at meetings | have been treated either with indifference, or | have
been treated with, “ You don’t understand what you' re saying.” And there’s no effort
to try and understand what I'm saying. . . . | find to this day that I’ m treated with
condescension on issues that | may know more about than they do. . . . They have a
greater ease in recognizing skills and insights and wisdom when it comes froma
white person than when it comes from a person of color. . . . Until they discover [an
idea], until they expressit with their own words and their own style, it'sasif it

Many shared the sense of having ether to be white or to act white to be taken serioudy. For example,
severd dtributed what they perceived to be the unfair discipline of the black man held responsible for
the stolen money to the fact that he“isblack  hisattire, his mannerisms—he has a street style. | don't
think they can redlly see past that.” Asone Latinaexplained, “A lot of the tensons have to do with a
difficulty in recognizing that the habits, the ways of doing things have been set by white people. And
there hasn't been enough recognition that just to include people of color isn't really enough.” Because
of the firm' s color-blind ideology, however, racid differences were taboo subjects for discussion, and it
was therefore illegitimate to recognize, solicit, or offer work-related perspectives that were informed
by differencesin peopl€ s cultura backgrounds. A number of the participants of color also described
fedling “depressed” and “dispirited” at what they felt was the “paterndistic’ or “patronizing” attitude
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toward people of color generally and themselvesin particular. About the white program staff members
who do economic development in Africa, for example, one black manager said, “they treat black
people like they’re little pygmy children.” He described his own treatment as an “exceptiona black
person” and the paterndigtic attitude he felt that conveyed:

The white liberals treat the black community asif it’s one big housing project. [ But]
you [black interviewer] or | are something other than the black community; we are
the exceptional black people. And basically, my view of what is wrong around hereis
that white people can deal with us as long as we' re downtrodden, helpless, hopeless,
can't do for ourselves, “ thank you, thank you.” But when we say not only are we
your peers but in some cases we are your mentors, that’ s when the rage begins to set
in. And “rage” isan intentional word. . . . It'sone thing if they allow us to share it
with them. It's another thing when we take it.

The paterndism that staff of color perceived in their white colleagues attitudes toward them appeared
to stem at least in part from whites' belief that the firm should uphold its mora commitment to
afirmative action, even if it meant lowering standards for employees of color.” One white manager
explained that he was “leaning over backward to be generous and fair and understanding.” In doing so,
he fdt it was incumbent upon him to excuse staff of color for problems like tardiness, recognizing “that
it may befar easier for me given my particular circumstances, living in the suburbs, to be able to
maintain a schedule than it is for one with multiple pressures of being black and inner city.” Contrary
to thisman'sintentions, it was precisaly thiskind of charitable view that many blacks in the firm
resented. It is congstent with a discrimination-and-fairness perspective on diversity in which whites
interpret and respond to their perceptionsif cultura differences within amora frame: blacks wereto
be forgiven for their deviations from (white cultural) norms of acceptable behavior, as these deviations
were merely understandable reactions to the unjust circumstances of their lives.

We heard comparatively little from black executives of from whitesin any position about the waysin
which they might have felt devalued in the organization. Black executives tended to comment on how
blacks lower down felt devalued but said little about their own fedingsin thisregard. Thisis consstent
with the fact that they were generdly aigned with their white counterpartsin their perceptions of the
firm and its problems. And dthough one white male described feding “denigrated” for being perceived
as “not living up to the affirmative action gods of the firm,” whites did not register complaints about
the level of respect accorded them in the firm.

3. Impact on Racial Identity

Not surprisingly, people of color typicaly characterized membership in their racia group as a source of
powerlessness and disenfranchisement. One black manager explained, “It’s like a Struggle between
good white people and bad white people, and basicaly we re observers, and we just are rooting for
good white peopletowin.. . . [We are] not participantsin the resolution. . . . To the extent that

[blacks] struggle. . . in the organization, it isasense of ‘I’m not going to dlow you to treat me like this
inyour house.” .. . Itisnot asense of ‘Thisisminetoo.”” Consstent with this observation, severd
described fedings of self-doubt they often experienced as people of color and even questioned whether
their apparent failings might be due to their own shortcomings as members of their racid groups. As
one Latinaexplained, “So many of usfind that it'sa snk-or-swim stuation. . . . And | think that those
of uswho are part of the minority here fed that because of our temperament we're not strong enough,
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so that in the Sink-or-swim, wesink.” Similarly, another fdt that her boss ignores her completely, and
she questioned whether “that’ s areflection on me as a Puerto Rican, or something | myself have made
easy, you know, sort of like my persondity gives room for him to fed comfortable doing that.”

Although many employees of color, particularly members of the support staff, wished that they were
not seen as “black, hispanic, or whatever,” but were instead seen smply “for who they are,” there were
several members of the program staff who saw their racid group membership as a source of cultura
vaues for which they wished to be recognized. AsoneLatinasaid, “1 want to be recognized for my
own vaues and my own differences” Similarly, ablack member of the saff felt that “there are some
differences that are culturd that arefine. Black people are not necessarily trying to be exactly like the
dominant culture; it’sfine to have your own culture. It’'sfine to recognize the differences.”
Nevertheless, because they felt that whites were * afraid to recognize that there are differencesin
culture’” and would find such expressions “very problematic,” these employeestypicaly did not express
their cultural differences. Some employees of color tended to resent this, accusing their seniors of “just
becoming carbon copies of [whites] and . . . not redlly giving [whiteg] . . . atrue sense of the fedings of
aperson of color.” Despite these criticisms and the smilaritiesin points of view we found between
white executives and executives of color, it was not clear from our interviews whether there were any
people of color in the organization who, in fact, felt assmilated.

Most white employees—to the extent that they discussed the significance of their racid group
membership at dl—discussed it only as abasisfor feding intimidated, apprehensive, or reluctant to
speak out about race-related issues. These employees tended to describe themselves as “ oblivious’ to
what people of color were experiencing, “perplexed”’ by their complaints. Others were somewhat
more reflective. The white executive director, for example, recognized that in race relations “ athough
thereisawish to say that everybody starts out in the same place, and you should just dedl as one
infinitely valuable human being to another . . . dl kinds of power stuff getsin there.” Yet, she had little
to say about how she, as awhite person in charge, might intervene to make racerdationsin the firm
better. “There are only so many things somebody who's white and in aleadership position can do
directly on that subject,” she said. “[You just have to] be the best person you can bein terms of trying
to make the program go the best way you can makeit go.” Although she recognized that this was * not
aufficient,” it was “about al | know to do.” Consstent with the discrimination-and-fairness
perspective, she was, as awhite person, limited to the moral redlm as away of understanding the role
her racid identity might play in her ability to address racia issues.

4. Impact on Work Effectiveness

Although different groups laid blame in different places for the fact that whites were reluctant to
disagree with people of color, chalenge them, or provide feedback to them, most agreed that it
compromised both individua and organizationd effectiveness on anumber of dimensions. “Because a
lot of the problems here have not been dedt with openly,” awhite manager explained, “they have been
alowed to fester, and people who are incompetent remain incompetent.” Inasmilar vein, ablack
support staff member lamented her inability to get “ corrective criticism” from her white supervisor,
“which would only further support my desire, not only to do my job well, but dso to gain as much
knowledge about my job and any other technicd skills as might be necessary to enhance my work.”
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The numerous “racial” incidents and subsequent organizing, memo-writing, and meeting cost the
organization not only the time and energy of the people of color who engaged in these activities
on company time, but the morale of everyone who suffered from the tense work environment as a
result. Asone white manager explained, “the tension [over the firing of the black employee] was
pal pable in the organization, which made it harder to come in to work bounding with enthusiasm.

These incidents affect everyone’' s morale; you bounce back, but only until the next one erupts.”
In response to a different incident, another described the whole organization as “grinding to a halt
because of the morale problem.” Similarly, a Latina noted how difficult it was to “have those
tensons all thetime. It takesalot of time and energy and emotion. | feel | haven't been as
productive or enthusiastic as | used to be.”

People of color also found it draining and time-consuming aways to have to wonder whether
their treatment was race-related or not. As one woman explained, “it really hampered mein the
beginning, and | started to question myself al thetime.” Others described how management’' s
apparent lack of interest in their ideas not only made them feel devalued but was potentially costly
to the organization aswell. One mid-level manager said he “had a vision” for the function he
supervised but found it difficult to get the ear of “the people who can make a difference.” He said
that although he tried to look past “the possibility that this was because of race,” it was difficult.
He found management’ s inattention both perplexing and depressing and, as a result, had decided
no longer to offer his point of view: “Man, thisisabusiness 'it'stheir business. It seemslike
they would want to talk to me. | have approached some of the heads, and | just have not really
been heard. | don’t think anyone has ever asked me, “What do you see for the future of [your
department]? It's a struggle for me to maintain my vision, and it’ s getting to the point now where
it'samost just trying to survive.”

To the extent that whites associated the firm’'s diversity with positive outcomes, it tended to be
because they felt they had “learned an immense amount about race” or that the presence of people
of color had helped them attain their “ideals of equality and justice.” There were several white
program staff, however, who also felt that diversity had had a positive impact on their programs
because members of other cultural groups were able to assist them in their program work with
culturally smilar client groups. One person, for example, saw the value of involving Latino steff
in the firm’'s Central American work because they had useful insights into race relations there.
Similarly, another felt that input from African-Americansin the firm began to “challenge our

[ peace program’s] glib formulation of nonviolence.” More typically, however, people of color
described their colleagues’ resistance to their using insights they had as aresult of their particular
cultural perspectives. An African-American program manager who headed their economic
development activities in Eastern Europe tried to get his colleagues to consider reorganizing the
firm’s devel opment work according to similaritiesin countries development experiences rather
than geographical area. Poland, he argued, had more in common with certain African and Latin
American countries than with other European countries and therefore could benefit more from
expertise developed in Africaand Latin Americathan in Europe. As an African-American, he felt
he was perhaps less committed to the firm’s “Eurocentric” orientation, which he believed led his
colleagues to assume erroneously—and to the firm’s detriment—that white countries have more
in common with each other than with nonwhite countries. He never succeeded in generating a
constructive discussion of thisidea, however, because the exchange quickly degenerated into a
debate about which view—the firm’s or his—was more racially motivated and therefore racist.
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This reaction foreclosed opportunities for learning about how the organization might do its work
more effectively.
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V. DISCUSSION

This research builds theory about the conditions under which workforce diversity enhances or detracts
from the effective functioning of organizations. We discovered that within aset of three culturdly
diverse organizations there were three different sets of expectations and beliefs that people held about
cultura diversity and itsrole a work; each shaped group processes and individua experiencesin
different ways, which in turn had implications for effectiveness. In particular, the perspective on
diversity agroup of people held influenced how they expressed and managed tensionsrelated to
divergty, whether those traditionally underrepresented in the organization felt respected and valued by
their colleagues, and how people vaued and expressed themsaves as members of their culturd identity
groups, these, in turn, influenced how willing and able people were to work effectively and contribute
productively to the organization’s goas. The integration-and-learning perspective, the access-and-
legitimacy perspective, and the discrimination-and-fairness perspective were successful in motivating
managersto diversfy their staffs, but only the integration-and-learning perspective provided the kind of
rationa e and guidance people needed to achieve sustained benefits from diveraity. Table 2 summarizes
the results of our study.

TABLE 2. SUMMARY OF DIVERSITY PERSPECTIVES AND OUTCOMES
ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSITY PERSPECTIVES
I ntegr ation-and- Access-and- Discrimination-and-
Learning L egitimacy Fairness
Characterization of
Per spective
Rationale for To inform and enhance To gain access to and To ensure justice and
diversifying core work and work legitimacy with diverse equality and eiminate
processes markets and clients discrimination
Vaue of cultural High; aresource for Moderate; aresource None; it isabasisfor
identity learning, change, and only at the interface unjust discrimination;
renewal; should integrate | between organization and | should assimilate to
cultural differencesinto | markets/clients; should dominant white culture
core work and work differentiate to gain
processes as appropriate | access and legitimacy;
otherwise, assimilate to
dominant white culture
Connection Direct; incorporated Indirect; race-based None; norms against a
between cultura throughout the work division of labor to connection
diversity and work enhance access and
legitimacy
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point of view; open
discussion of differences
and conflict

accorded different
races/functions; little
open discussion of
conflict

| ntegr ation-and- Access-and- Discrimination-and-
Learning L egitimacy Fairness
Characterization of
Per spective
(continued)
Indicators of Increased representation | Increased representation | Increased representation
progress of traditionally of traditionally of traditionally
underrepresented groups | underrepresented groups, | underrepresented groups
who have power to especially in boundary or
change organization, visible positions
process and product
innovation; shared sense
that cultural diversity is
resource for learning
Mediators
Quality of race Conflict resulting from Conflict resulting from Intractable race-related
relations cultural differencesin differentia status conflict; no open

discussion-of conflict or
differences

Degree of feding

Employees of color fed

Employees of color

Employees of color fedl

own racial identity
at work

resource for learning and
teaching; a source of
privilege for whites to

whites not conscious

valued and fully respected and question whether they are | disrespected and
respected valued for their valued and respected devaued as members of
competence and equaly; perceive minority racial/ethnic
contributions to the devaluation of functions | groups
organization staffed predominantly by
people of color
Meaning and Source of value for Source of ambivalence Source of powerlessness
significance of people of color, a for employees of color; for people of color;

source of apprehension
for whites

learning and by work
processes designed to
facilitate constructive
intergroup conflict and
exploration of diverse
views

inhibited by lack of
learning and exchange
between racialy
segregated functions

acknowledge
Outcomes
Work Enhanced by cross- Enhanced by increased Inhibited by low morae
effectiveness cultural exposure and access and legitimacy; of employees, lack of

cross-cultural learning,
and the inability of
employees of color to
bring all relevant skills
and insights to bear on
work
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The crucia dimension aong which the three perspectives varied was whether and how cultural
diversity was linked to the group’ swork and work processes. In the integration-and-learning
perspective, culturd diversty at work isa potentially vauable resource that the organization can use,
not only & its margins to gain entree into previoudy inaccessible “niche” markets but at its core to
rethink and reconfigure its primary tasks aswell. 1n those parts of the organizations we studied that
embraced this perspective, thisview of therole of racid diversity supported more constructive, openly
discussible race relations, communicated to employees of color that they were valued and respected;
and encouraged them to vaue and express themselves as members of their racid identity groups.
These aspects of the way they functioned then afforded opportunities for cross-cultural learning, which
enhanced the group’ swork. In the access-and-legitimacy perspective, culturd diverdty isapotentidly
vauable resource, but only at the organization’s margins and only to gain access to and legitimacy with
adiverse market. Inthose parts of the organizations we studied that embraced this perspective, this
view of therole of racid divergity led to race-based staffing patterns that matched the racia make-up of
the marketsthey served. Thisfostered perceptions of white-staffed functions as higher status than
functions saffed by people of color; racialy segregated career tracks and opportunities, which fostered
concerns among staff of color about the degree to which they were valued and respected; and
ambivaence on the part of people of color about the meaning and significance of their racid identity at
work. The resulting interracid/interfunctional tensons appeared to inhibit people from being
maximally effective in their work. Findly, in the discriminetion-and-fairness perspective, cultura
diverdty isamechanism for ensuring equa opportunity, fair trestment, and an end to discrimination; it
articulates no link at al between culturd diversity and the organization’s work and, in fact, espouses a
color-blind strategy for managing employees and employee relations. In the organization that
embraced this perspective, thisview of the role of racia diversity restricted the discourse about race to
one in which employees negotiated the meaning of al race-related differences on mora grounds.
Questions and concerns about fairness led inevitably to strained race relations characterized by
competing claims of innocence, with each group assuming a defensive posture in relation to the other
(Stede, 1990). Racid identity thus became a source of apprehension for white people and fedings of
powerlessness for many people of color. Thismade it difficult for peopleto bring al relevant skillsand
ingghtsto bear on their work, thus compromising their ability to be maximally effective.

Centra to the theory we are developing here isthe notion that cultural diversity enhancesagroup’s
effectiveness to the extent that the group truly engagesits cultural differences as aresource for
learning, change, and renewa. Such groups enact a perspective on diversity, such asthe one we
labeled integration-and-learning, that necesstates afundamenta shift in power relations, whereby
standard practice, traditionaly derived from within the dominant culture, is no longer automatically and
unquestionably assumed to be best practice. Instead, group members use their culturd identity
differences, which give rise to different life experiences, knowledge, and insghts, to inform aternative
views about their work and how best to accomplishit. The group’ s mission grounds and guides
members assessments of these views, which keeps discussions of differences centered on goa
accomplishment. With this gpproach to diversity, members are able to address constructively conflicts
or resstance that arise in the course of these discussions. Ultimately, this process can lead to increased
effectiveness, while at the same time fostering trust among employees (Alderfer, 1987) and a sense of
being callectively engaged in acommon goal. These findings suggest how a group’s perspective on
diversty can create the condition of shared gods, which, consstent with our findings, others have
shown, through experimenta manipulation, to foster more positive experiences of conflict and more
cregtive output in culturaly diverse work groups (Chatman et d., 1998). Previoustheorizing (e.g.,
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Cox, 1993) notwithstanding, our findings suggest that cultural diversity in the senior ranks of an
organization, which existed in dl three of the firmsin our sample, is not sufficient to produce the kind
of shift in power relations that alowsthisto happen. Likewise, perspectives on diversty, such asthe
access-and-legitimacy and discrimination-and-fairness perspectives, that do not authorize group
membersto use their cultural experiences as aresource for rethinking and revisng primary tasksfail to
provide the wherewitha to manage intergroup relations effectively and, in different ways,
systematically limit the contributions that a diversity of cultural experiences can maketo the
organization.” These findings are consistent with research that suggests that awork group’ s success
often hinges on members ability to embrace, experience, and manage, rather than avoid, disagreements
that arise (Gruenfeld et d, 1996; Jehn, 1997).

A. IMPLICATIONSFOR EXISTING THEORY

Our research makes four theoretical contributions. First, we identified a new construct—the
perspective on diversity awork group holds—as an important moderating influence on the relationship
between the group’s cultura diversity and its effectiveness. Although the research literature contains
rhetoric about the motivations an organization may have for diversifying its workforce, some of which
resonate with the different perspectives on diversity we identified, it neither devel ops them nor
recognizes them as among the “untested subjective concepts’ that may intervene between the
demographic compaosition of groups, on the one hand, and their effectiveness, on the other (Lawrence,
1997: 20). According to our research, adiversity perspective is the rationale that guides people’'s
efforts to create and respond to cultural diversity in awork group, defined as a department or function
within an organization or the organization asawhole, and is based in group members normative
beliefs about the meaning of culturd identity and the impact it can and should have on their work. We
provide rich, quditative descriptions of the group processes and member experiences that mediate the
relationship between agroup’s diversity perspective and its effectiveness and, thereby, begin to map the
interior of what Lawrence (1997: 2) caled the “ "black box’ of organizationa demography.” Our
research not only suggests how cultura identity differences can be linked to differencesin knowledge
bases and perspectives, which have been associated in previous research with increases in group
effectiveness (Jehn, Northeraft, and Nede, 1999), but also demonstrates how groups can engage
conflicts about their work, which often arise from such differences (Gruenfeld et ., 1995), so asto
promote, rather than undermine, their potentia for learning, ingght, and problem-solving effectiveness.

Second, by linking agroup’s diversity perspective to group processes and members experiences,
our research contributes to the theoretical account of how awork group’s culture affects
individual and group behavior in organizations. Whether one views awork group’s culture as a
system of shared values, beliefs, and expectations or more broadly to include the embodiment of
these in the group’ s formal and informal practices and cultural forms as well (Martin, 1992), a
group’ s perspective on diversity, as we have defined it, clearly constitutes an aspect of its culture.
In particular, we have identified how three different sets of collectively held beliefs and
expectations about the role of diversity and meaning of cultural identity at work manifest in the
actions of groups and individualsin everyday life® These include the nature of conflict and
conflict resolution that arise between members of different cultural identity groups; the amount
and type of influence people exert; the kinds of conversations that take place; the forma and
informal roles people play; the extent to which cultural stereotyping occurs; and how people
express or suppress their cultural identities at work. These behaviors not only have implications
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for individual and group effectiveness, they are among the tangible enactments of this aspect of
the group’s culture, which in turn lends these enactments legitimacy and coherence (Giddens,
1984; Meyerson, 1994).

Third, our research points to the ways in which organizations moderate the impact of larger socid
processes on organizationa functioning (Zucker, 1987). In contrast to the distribution of power
between racid groupsin society, al three of the organizationsin our sudy had significant numbers of
people of color in positions of power, yet their different perspectives on diversity suggested different
dtrategies for managing this situation, which in turn had different consequences both for the balance of
power between racid groupsinside the organization and for the work group’ s functioning. The
assmilationist strategies adopted by work groups that embraced either the discrimination-and-fairness
or the access-and-legitimacy perspective seemed Smply to replicate asymmetric power relations
between racid groupsin the larger society, inhibiting effective functioning. By contrast, the
integrationist strategies adopted by work groups that embraced the integration-and-learning
perspective seemed to foster more symmetric relations of power aswel as more effective functioning.
In making these connections, we extend the growing literature on organizationa demography, which
has begun to recognize and highlight the distribution of power within organizations as an important
demographic variable moderating the impact of societal conditionson organizational behavior (Ely,
1994, 1995; Ragins, 1997; Lau and Murnighan, 1998; Thomas, 1999) to include work groups
perspective on their demographic make-up as well.

Fourth, our research suggests that just/as some organizations attempting to diversify have done so from
a discrimination-and-fairness perspective on diversity, so too has much of the organizationd literature
assumed this perspectivein its gpproach to understanding diversity. Both in organizations and in
organizationd research, this perspective has been limiting. For example, scholarsimplicitly teke a
discrimination-and-fairness perspective on diversity when they characterize cultural aspects of identity,
such as race and gender, as high on the dimensgion of visibility and low on the dimension of job-
relatednessin explaining the negative effects of diversity on group functioning (e.g., Pelled, 1996; Jehn,
Chadwick, and Thatcher, 1997). These scholarstypicaly posit that because these characterigtics are
eadly observable, they are more accessible as abasis for categorization and hence are more likely than
lessvisible differences to motivate intergroup bias and fedlings of hodtility, anxiety, and frustration
(Tsui et d., 1992; Strangor et al., 1992; Pelled, 1996). Furthermore, they posit that because these
characteristics are not job-related— “they do not reflect task perspectives and technicd skills’ (Pelled,
1996: 619)—they do not spark “ disagreements about task issues including the nature and importance
of task goals and key decision areas, procedures for task accomplishment, and the appropriate choice
for action” (Pelled, 1996: 620). Consstent with the discrimination-and-fairness perspective, this
approach assumes that aspects of identity such asrace and gender are relevant only insofar as they
trigger others negative reactions, they are therefore a potential source of negative intergroup conflict
to be avoided in service of thetask. By contrast, the socially constructed view of cultura identity we
take in this research recognizes the role socid context playsin shaping what is both visble and job-
related and gives at least as much weight to the meaning people attribute to their own demographic
characteristics as to the meaning they attribute to others . This approach enabled usto identify
congtructive possbilities for the role of culturd identity precluded by approaches with amore static
conception of identity.
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B. LIMITATIONSAND FUTURE RESEARCH

Severd features of the design of our research and nature of our data place some limitations on our
ability to generalize our results and draw definitive conclusions. First, athough we intend our results to
generdize to organizationsinterested in benefiting from a culturally diverse workforce, our sampleis
not representative of al such organizations on a number of potentialy important dimensions. Perhaps
the most relevant dimension that differentiates the organizationsin our sample from many othersisthat
they are dl driven by socia and economic gods related in one way or another to communities of color,
which likely explainsther interest in culturd divergty inthefirst place. We have no data from this
study to assess directly whether or how firmswhose mission is not so readily linked to diversity would
reap the benefits we found to be associated with the integration-and-learning perspective. We suspect,
however, that even in firmsin which the work content is less obvioudy related to the culturd
competencies afforded by a culturaly diverse work group, the insights and perspectives of such a
group can nevertheessinform itswork processes, asthey did in the work groups we observed that
adopted an integration-and-learning perspective. Another factor that differentiates the organizationsin
our sample from others to which we would like to generdize our resultsis that they were dl relatively
successful in their affirmative action attempts;, al had achieved significant levels of diversity in
hierarchical and functional positions traditionally occupied by white men. Thus, it remains unclear
whether or how diversity perspectives influence firms that have yet to achieve theselevelsor in which
educational and occupational status distinctions fall dong culturd identity lines, asthey currently doin
most organizations. Further research should explore whether and how the diversity perspectives we
identified—and/or others—have helped other organizations to recruit and retain high levels of
workforce diversty, and with-what consequences. These efforts should include research in
organizations that, unlike those in our sample, are more purely profit-driven or, a least, less driven by
socid and economic gods explicitly related to communities of color and in organizations that have
achieved varying degrees of successin their effortsto diversfy.

Second, our data collection design alowed usto generate rather than test theory. The connections we
propose here among the constructs we identified are, therefore, necessarily speculative. We are unable
to determine what rale, if any, contextua factors that happened to covary with diversity perspectives
may have played in producing ether the group processes and individua experiences we observed or
the different levels of effectiveness we associated with them. Two such factors, which may be
confounded with diversity perspectives, are the Sze and status composition of the work groups. The
groups in which we observed the integration-and-learning perspective, in both the law and financia
services firms, were small—four and seven people, respectively—and relatively homogeneous with
respect to members professiond status. It may be that in small work groups, especidly those in which
members are of Smilar satus, the problems caused by diverdity are more easly overcome (Lau and
Murnighan, 1998). Y et we witnessed and heard reports of rather difficult diversty-related problemsin
these settings, which people neverthel ess were able to resolve constructively, and we observed other
small groups of peers who seemed unableto do this. For example, in the consulting firm, the smilarly
smdll, racidly diverse group of professionasworking on economic development activitiesin Eastern
Europe neither adopted an integration-and-learning perspective nor experienced congtructive conflict.
While it may be that in small work groups or work groups in which cultural identity differences are
uncorrelated with differences in educationa and occupationd status, the integration-and-learning
perspective and the group processes and member experiences associated with it are more likely to
develop, our data suggest that it isno guarantee. In addition, dthough the law firm was smdl, with
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only 12 employees, the financia services firm, within which we found another work group operating
with an integration-and-learning perspective, was much larger, with 121 employees, suggesting that
amdl firm size, dthough perhaps facilitating the culture changes necessary to implement this
perspective (Riley, 1983), isaso not a prerequisite. Nevertheless, the hypothesis our research points
to—that awork group’s perspective on therole of cultural diversity moderates the impact of that
diverdty on its effectiveness—remains to be tested and refined with other samples of organizations.
The group processes and individua experiences we propose here as the mediating factors that link the
group’ s diversity perspective to its effectiveness al so require further empirica investigation, and
researchers need to learn more about how those mediating mechanisms work in different organizationa
Settings.

Third, among the groups we observed, we found three perspectives, and these were both mutually
exclusve and exhaudtive. After initidly defining the diversity perspective construct, we were open to
finding additiona perspectives when we returned to the data to conduct a more thorough content
andyss, but we did not find any. Nevertheless, there may well be additiona perspectives or groupsin
which no single perspective prevails but where, instead, there are hybrid or competing perspectives. At
this point, we are unable to speculate further about these possibilities, but recommend being open to
them in future research. To assessagroup’ sdiversity perspective, it is necessary to collect data from
at least arepresentative cross-section of the group’s members. Researchers should aim to assess not
only the group’s externally espoused values and beliefs but those that are internally enacted as well—its
basi ¢ assumptions, which often remain concealed or unconscious (Schein, 1984; Barley, 1991; Martin,
1992). We recommend our method-of observing behaviord interactions among group members from
which one7can infer normative beliefs and content analyzing responses to open-ended interview
questions.

Findly, we need to learn more about how and under what conditionswork groups develop and change
their perspectives on diversity and, in particular, how they change to the more promising one of
integration-and-learning. Our casua aswell as systematic observations of many organizations suggest
that both the discrimination-and-fairness and the access-and-legitimacy pergpectives are more common
than the integration-and-learning perspective. The integration-and-learning perspective requires much
more theoretical and empirica development to understand fully organizations potential for connecting
cultura diversity to their core work and work processes. With such theory, organizations will be better
positioned to gain the promised benefits of cultura diversity.

C. IMPLICATIONSFOR PRACTICE

The discrimination-and-fairness perspective that appears to underlie much of the existing literature on
culturd diversity in organizations also shapes the advice many scholars offer to managers grappling
with these issues. Our research suggests that this perspective has led scholars to misdirect managers
effortsin severd ways. First, scholars commonly advise managers to reduce the leve of intergroup
conflict by developing more effective, culturally sendtive ways of communicating. Though
miscommunication is no doubt a problem, our research suggests that managers should develop a
broader view about the meaning and role of intergroup conflict a work if they wish to regp the
potential benefits of a diverse workforce, including the possbility that intergroup conflict may bethe
result of culturdly linked differencesin point of view. Our research suggests that substantive
intergroup conflict can masguerade as interpersond problems with communication and demonstrates
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how focusing on such conflicts asif they were no more than interpersona struggles may well be
counterproductive.

Second, scholarsinterested in devel oping strategies to reduce pregjudice and discrimination often urge
managersto treat others as “individuas’ rather than as group members and to help “those who are
‘different’ in organizations’ to fit in better (Wanguri, 1996). As our research on the discrimination-
and-fairness perspective bears out, however, advice to ignore or otherwise diminate identity group
differences can fuel asense of unfairness and lack of respect among employees, defesting the potential
benefits of diversity atogether.

Finally, scholars' proposed strategies for better managing diversity typically focus on the human
resource management practices of a company and on human resource practitioners as the key to
success. These include strategies for recruiting and retaining members of traditionally
underrepresented groups (e.g., Morrison, 1992), identifying bias that creates barriers to
performance or recognition of performance (Cox, 1993), and training newcomersin the
traditional ways of the company (Schreiber, 1996; see also Jackson et a., 1992). Although these
all address important problems, none makes the link between cultural diversity and the
organization’swork. That link requires managers and employees, not only in staff positions like
human resources but in line positions as well, to rethink the role of cultural identity in'the
organization and to change their practices accordingly. Thisisno easy task. The challenge we
pose requires that organizational |eaders maintain for themselves and encourage in others a high-
level commitment to learning, giving improvement-generating change greater priority than the
security of what isfamiliar. Only when this happens will organizations' diversity initiatives fulfill
their rich promise.
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ENDNOTES

' We often categorize the nonwhite members of our sample as a single group, which we call
“people of color.” Although the particular racial and ethnic identities of these members varied,
they too referred to themselves, in the law and financia services firms, as members of the larger
group, “people of color” and, in the case of the consulting firm, as members of the larger group
“Third World People.” Therefore, despite the many differences among the racial and ethnic
groups represented in this study, participants themsel ves seemed comfortable identifying with a
larger category, such as the one we use here. Following our participants' lead, we also use the
labels, “ African-American” and “black,” interchangeably, though we sometimes use “black” to
refer more generally to people of African descent.

>We completed our work in each organization with feedback sessions in which membersof the
data collection team presented their findings to the organization. The purpose of these sessions
was to provide organization members with a picture of their organization, as the team saw it, and
to give them an opportunity to react to and discuss the team'’s findings. /Although our preparation
for these sessions was a first step in our process of learning about the organizations in our sample,
we did not analyze the data to address our research question directly until we had completed data
collection and feedback in all three. For this reason, we were not able to design the surveysto
test our emerging hypotheses directly. To the extent that they contained measures of relevant
constructs, however, they confirmed findings from our interview data.

*Weare currently preparing a paper in which we present the results of this part of our inquiry.

* In each of the work groups we observed, amajority of members shared asimilar, identifiable
perspective on diversity; there were no systematic differencesin perspective asafunction of members
culturd identities, and when there were dissenting views, they were held by those with relatively little
forma authority or power in the group.

® Thisis not to say that concerns about discrimination are unimportant nor that using cultural diversity
to gain access to and legitimacy with different market ssgmentsisillegitimate; rather, our research
suggests that these done as the primary basis for agroup’ s diversity strategy will likely undercut the
group’s effectiveness.

°1t appears from our data that in order for a diversity perspective to produce the results we have
observed, group members must share the perspective across hierarchical aswell asracial lines.
Where we observed differences in perspective within a group, it tended to be those in the lower
echelons of the organization’s formal hierarchy who deviated from the majority point of view. To
the extent that there is active resistance from below to using diversity in service of the work,
whether from the access-and-legitimacy or integration-and-learning perspective, these
perspectives might be difficult to implement. Our observations tentatively suggest, therefore, that
for asngle diverdity perspective to prevail in any given work group 1) amaority of members,
including but not limited to those in formal positions of authority and power, share and be able to
articulate the perspective; 2) no systematic differences in perspective exist as a function of members
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cultura identities, and 3) to the extent that there are differences, the relatively few dissenting views be
held by those with relatively little forma authority or power in the group.

” Assessment might also involve, for example, presenting vignettes for group members to interpret
in ways that reveal the assumptions and beliefs underlying their group’s behavior. These
approaches are less subject to rationalization and self-conscious manipulation and are therefore
less likely to be influenced by self-presentation and social desirability concerns than some other,
more direct methods (Martin, 1992). Because each of the perspectives we identified, stated on its
own terms, appeals to laudable goals and makes a reasonable argument for diversity, surveys with
Likert-type scales on which people indicate their level of agreement with the different rationales
and normative beliefs associated with each perspective would be inappropriate.
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