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Abstract

Since the early 1990s, the construct of diversity training has been diligently examined as
it relates to managing a diverse workforce. Employers have been faced with the daunting task of
figuning out how groups of dissimilar people can work collaboratively in the workplace without
incident. Differences have to be addressed in the arena of gender, race, sexual orientation, age,
and religious views without prejudice, so that we can form more cohesive workgroups in the
labor force. In an effort to deconstruct negative attitudes and ideals towards differences, we
must explore, with employees, differences that may cause friction in the workplace. In order to
create a more informed and politically correct worker we must give that worker the necessary
tools to understand their environments. This is where diversity training will play a major role in

helping employees leam about each other in a setting that is safe and free of judgments.
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Introduction

Diversity appears to have become a top priority in the hiring process within recent years.
Creating a company profile that depicts racial, gender, and sexual orientation diversity is
paramount in attracting new hires in today’s job market. However, understanding diversity is
still a bit elusive for employers; it seems that their reach has far exceeded their grasp on this
issue. As we move towards a more diverse workplace, it is of extreme importance that we create
work environments that are both politically sensitive and emotionally inviting. As newer
generations enter the workforce, they are looking for employers who are sensitive to the needs of
the employee as a whole, rather than just the business aspect of the new employee’s life.

As employers are finding out, attracting minorities and women may be a full-time
company effort. Such programs as diversity training have been incorporated into management
strategies to train management and staff on sensitivity regarding workplace issues. However, as
the workplace environment becomes more diverse and socially complex, new diversity programs
must be implemented to incorporate training in areas outside of gender and race, to include
issues such as sexual orientation, age, and religious views. The changing needs of the workplace
environments are complex and vast at best. If companies do not promote diversity awareness
into the corporate culture of their businesses, they may find themselves at a very distinct
disadvantage as compared to their competitors.

As | proceed with this examination of the term diversity, my wish is to arrive at a clearer
understanding of the definition of diversity as it pertains to the workplace environment.
Diversity has subcategories that must be examined individually, so that we may come to a better

understanding of the issue as a whole. This literature review intent is to offer insight into
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entirety has only led to more questions. Cokley (2007) was very enlightening when he stated
that:

The inconsistent and interchangeable use of ethnicity and race and ethnic and

racial identity prohibits researchers from identifying psychological mechanisms

that differentiate and distinguish the constructs from each other, which ultimately

raises more questions than provides answers in the study of ethnic and racial

identity. (p.225)

Because of this ‘blended’ definition of ethnic identity and racial identity, we will group the two
and refer to these identities from here on as racial and ethnic centrality.

According to Ponterotto and Park-Taylor (2007), racial and ethnic centrality goes through
varying degrees of importance in our lives as we age and the exploration of our racial and ethnic
centrality is both gradual and very subtle. As children, our exploration of racial and ethnic
centrality can be mild to moderate, yet as we approach our teenage years, our sense of self
becomes more important and our search for self-definition may become more significant. As we
continue to age and have more experiences this also helps to shape our racial and ethnic
centrality definition and our mindset about the world at large.

In fact, Ponterotto and Park-Taylor (2007) explain that certain triggers, such as the
experience of racism, will prompt deeper exploration of racial and ethnic centrality. This is very
important as we learn about racial and ethnic diversity, simply because we must understand how
experiences that people have shape their perceptions of others in general. For example, suppose
you encounter a young Black male who is not particularly nice to White people, per your
observation. In order to understand the situation we must take into account why this person (the
young Black male) is behaving in a reactive manner. Perhaps he has experienced racism from a

White person and now believes all White people are racists, per his experience. In essence, a

negative experience has shaped this person and his perception of others outside his race. This
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Unfortunately, according to Martins and Parsons (2007) beliefs about whether workplace
discrimination still exist against women differs from one individual to another. In fact, some
women have negative attitudes towards workplace gender equality as it relates to Affirmative
Action for women (Martins & Parsons, 2007). The reason being is that some women feel as
though preferential treatment by an employer may portray woman as weaker candidates in the
workplace. However, men may perceive this ‘preferential treatment’ as ideal as to equalize the
treatment of sexes in the workplace.

Gender diversity programs are well aware that gender identity is a personal conviction
that leads an individual to discover what feminine or masculine qualities mean to them and
others (Oswald & Lindstedt, 2006). With that being said, being sensitive to gender diversity in
the workplace may entail revisiting preconceived notions we have about feminine and masculine
traits and qualities in peneral. As the definitions of gender, masculinity, and femininity evolve,
we might see preconceptions challenged and changed, if not eradicated and rebuilt in their
entirety.

Sexual Orientation Diversity

Sexual orientation is not normally a subject that most people feel comfortable discussing,
However, it is a topic that needs to be addressed as it relates to diversity, especially in the
workplace. Sexual orientation describes the physical, mental, and emottonal attractiveness to the
opposite sex, same sex, or both sexes, which is generally defined as being heterosexual,
homosexual, bisexual, or transgender. Some people may regard this topic of sexual orientation
as taboo in the workplace and would prefer to incorporate a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy when it
comes to this. However, that isn’t an ideal solution to dealing with diversity of sexual

orientations.
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values in the workplace has been an ongoing debate for quite some time with no end in sight.
Respecting employees’ beliefs is no easy task for employers, however, in recent years; we have
seen some politically correct changes occur in the workplace. They began with things like
changing the annual Christmas party to the annual “Holiday Party”, or ceasing to celebrate
birthdays, as some religions do not recognize this day. However, is this enough change to
accommodate differences in religious beliefs?

According to Hodge (2007) and Kuhn (1970), the majority still rules, in the sense that
religious views shared by the majority are categorized as normal, decent, or positive.
Conversely, more obscure religious views shared by the minority are categorized as abnormal,
indecent, or negative, especially if these views conflict with the majority views in some way.
This could make for a very hostile and volatile work environment as employees experience this
religious discrimination. Employers are left with the responsibility to protect these employees’
rights; also, they must provide a safe working environment free from discrimination. This can be
difficult when employees and employers alike are not equipped to handle these differences in
their environments.

As America becomes more culturally diverse, so will its labor force, however according
to Hage, Hopson, Siegel, Payton, and DeFanti (2006) “religious and spiritual diversity is not
considered as important in multicultural training as are other kinds of diversity”, (p.217). This is
most unfortunate for the average worker in America today as spiritual diversity is neglected and
ignored in the workplace. Again, according to Hage et al. (2006) awareness or the ability to
conceptualize a client’s religious and spiritual beliefs will inevitability guide the employer on
what topics are appropriate to discuss and when it is appropriate to discuss them. However it can

be an overwhelming task to separate and understand religious and spiritual matters as there are




SENSITIVITY TO DIVERSITY IN THE WORKPLACE 17

160 denominations, mostly Christians, and more than 700 non-Christian religions active in
America today (Hage et al., 2006).
Conclusion

This literature review has been an enlightening journey as we move through the
disparities of obtaining a position in the US job market. Applicants are met with prejudice and
prejudgments long before ever applying for an open position. The labor force has to be aware of
the inequalities and discriminations that they face as they try to secure a position in the job
market. However once the job is obtained the challenges of diversity may overwhelm us once
again. Dealing with individuals who are different in ways such as gender, race, sexual
orientation, age, physical ability, and religious beliefs is hard. The labor force needs training on
how to deal with diversity, this is not a skill acquired without practice and understanding.

Sensitivity and diversity training provides individuals with an opportunity to identify,
analyze, and address inappropriate or illegal work place behaviors. Being able to identify which
behaviors may be perceived as inappropriate is the first step to correction. Furthermore, seeking
correction of such behaviors may facilitate a more positive work environment. Training can also
provide employees with an environment to explore personal convictions or behaviors in the
workplace. Through careful analysis of employee’s beliefs and/or attitudes sources of
inappropriate behaviors can be identified. Once identified, employees can be given a chance to
modify behavior as they interact with others.

Training can improve the quality of customer service as well, by cutting down on
miscommunication and misunderstanding. Employees’ who understand that cultural differences
will affect speech and behavior in customers as well as co-workers will be more tolerant of

individuals with different ethnic or cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, trainees will be more
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DAY TWO: INTRODUCTION TO RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIVERSITY

I. WELCOME BACK AND RECAP OF DAY ONE
A. Welcome participants back for the second day of Sensitivity & Diversity
Training. Recap our discussion from yesterday and answer any questions that
may be left over from that lecture and discussion.
IL. HOMEWORK DISCUSSION
A. Participants will be asked to discuss their papers on what diversity means to them.
B. Class will have a roundtable discussion on interesting facts and stories about the
homework assignment.
III. DEFINITIONS ACTIVITY AND DISCUSSION

A. Participants will be asked to brainstorm and give definitions for several words

they will be introduced to:

1. Race - groups that share physical characteristics, such as skin color, hair
texture, and other hereditary traits.

2. Ethnicity - groups that share common experiences or traditions, history, or
culture.

3. Racism - the prejudice that members of one race are superior to members of
other races; discriminatory/abusive behavior towards other races.

B. Definitions will be written on the board and discussed in a roundtable discussion
by the class as a whole

1. This activity is designed to help participants understand the variations that

exist in defining and using such words.
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