Managing people

GET SERIOUS ABOUT DIVERSITY TRAINING

During the past decade, corporate America has spent hundreds of millions of dollars trying to affect racial harmony. Why? In part, the legacy of the civil rights movement demanded such an effort. More than that, though, changing demographics made such an effort urgent. The Hudson Institute’s 1987 Workforce 2000 report made that stunningly clear. Its conclusion: minorities would make up more than half of net new entrants into the labour force by 2000.

That statistic got chief executives’ attention. Ever since, big business has diligently sought to root out the racial biases, stereotypes, and discriminatory practices that might hurt performance or bring on costly civil rights litigation. In the process, a cottage industry of sorts known as diversity training has mushroomed.

Unfortunately, recent allegations of discriminatory behaviour at Texaco Inc. confirm that the movement hasn’t exactly spurred a new age of social enlightenment. Rather, senior executives’ patronising and disdainful taped references to black employees (using terminology they most likely learned during diversity courses) reflect the deep racial divide and distrust that linger in many companies across a broad range of industries.

Texaco has apologised. In the face of disastrous publicity and the threat of a government probe, Chairman and CEO Peter I. Bijur’s words of atonement have sounded sincere. And the company has created a special board committee on diversity.

If history is any guide, though, those bromides won’t do much good. Texaco, after all, has had a diversity training program for at least three years. Judging by the host of discrimination suits from employees in that time, the effort hasn’t reduced racial tension. No surprise, says Taylor Cox Jr., an associate professor at the University of Michigan business school: ‘Most of the organisations that have invested in diversity training have not received a proper return on their investment’. 

Theoretically, making diversity initiatives work shouldn’t be that difficult. During the past decade, corporations have shown a remarkable capacity to reinvent their work culture with total quality management, re-engineering, and teamwork. In each program, companies have modified employee behaviour—often overcoming strong resistance.

Solving racial matters, of course, is trickier because it necessarily focuses attention on a specific group of employees. That creates the potential for resentment and greater division. Moreover, the capacity of employers to change the way people think and feel is limited at best. ‘It’s hard to get inside people’s heads and manage their attitudes,’ admits Patsy A. Randell, vice-president for corporate diversity at Honeywell Inc.

Source: Ron Stodghill II, ‘Commentary: Get serious about diversity training’, Business Week, 25 November 1996.

Questions

1. 
Why do diversity programs fail?

2.
Discuss the processes that could be used to enable people doing the work of an organisation with which you are familiar (for instance, one you are employed in or have been a participant in, such as a school or university) to become more sensitive about diversity.

