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ABSTRACT

American organizations and society seem to be caught in a bind between
two views regarding what is fair in the ethnically diverse workplace. From
the individualistic perspective, it is patently unfair to pay attention to
group memberships, while from the group perspective it is unfair when
we do not attend to group memberships. To reconcile these views requires
reframing; we must accept both the reality of group differences and the
natural variations among individuals within groups. © 1997 John Wiley &
Sons, Inc.

® Bernardo M. Ferdman (Ph.D., Yale University) is Associate Professor in the
Organizational Psychology Programs at the California School of Professional
Psychology (CSPP) in San Diego, where he specializes in diversity and
multiculturalism in organizations, ethnic and cultural identity, and organizational
development. He is also Visiting Professor in the Executive Management &
Leadership Program at CSPP's Los Angeles Campus. Since 1989, Dr. Ferdman
has been a consultant affiliate of The Kaleel Jamison Consulting Group, Inc., a
national firm specializing in strategic cultural change and management
consulting. He has consulted to a variety of organizations, including Warner
Lambert, Inc., The World Bank, the Federal Aviation Administration, and the
City of San Diego. Dr. Ferdman previously taught at SUNY-Albany. He is editor
of A Resource Guide for Teaching and Research on Diversity (American
Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business, 1994) and co-editor of Literacy
Across Languages and Cultures (SUNY Press, 1994). In 1991, he was awarded
the Gordon Allport Intergroup Relations Prize by the Society for the Psychological
Study of Social Issues for his paper, “The Dynamics of Ethnic Diversity in
Organizations: Toward Integrative Models.”

Business & the Contemporary World Vol IX, No. 1, pp. 191-208 (1997)
© 1997 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. CCC 1062-6158/97/010191-18



192 Ferdman

In working to help organizations in the United States become less
oppressive and more fully inclusive of people of all ethnic groups, I
often see a stumbling block that arises for many organizations and their
members as well as society at large as they come to grips with ethnic
diversity. Even people who genuinely feel committed to justice and
equality sometimes feel stuck when considering such questions as
whether it is more fair to focus on the similarities among people from
diverse groups or on their differences, or whether people from disparate
ethnic groups should be treated all the same or all differently. The trap
as I see it has to do with our values about how fairness relates to groups
and to group membership and with the lenses through which these
values are framed and communicated.

WHAT’S UNFAIR?

Essentially, I see the issue as a false debate over what constitutes fairness
in dealing with ethnic diversity. When we look at it this way, we can
start to see why American organizations and society often seem to be
caught in a bind. Many people sometimes react negatively when they
are asked to think about themselves and others in terms of their ethnic
group memberships.'~* Although expressed in a variety of ways, a com-
mon reaction heard in organizations learning to live with diversity goes
something like this: “I prefer not to look at or think about people in
terms of their ethnicity. Why should we pay so much attention to people’s
group memberships> Isn’t that unfair? Isn't the ultimate goal to create
organizations and a society where the outcomes for mdmduals are not
based on their ethnicity?”*

I believe that such judgments are based on assessing fairness from
what I call the individualistic perspective. Although for many, this ap-
proach to fairness expresses an ideal of justice based on the notion that
group memberships should not determine what happens to individu-
als,*'% others see it used as a way to obscure the disparate treatment
and differential power that have characterized the history of race and
ethnic relations in the United States.”'~'8 An alternative view for assess-
ing fairness, what I call the group perspective, developed as a way of
opposing the oppression seen to be linked to the individualistic view.
Through the lens of the group perspective, to assess the presence and
the extent of racial and ethnic discrimination and to ensure group-
level equity, we must take people’s group memberships into account.
Although from the individualistic perspective it is unfair to pay much







