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- CHAPTER 11

THE DYNAMICS OF
ETHNIC DIVERSITY IN ORGANIZATIONS:
TOWARD INTEGRATIVE MODELS

Bernardo M. Ferdman

As civil rights legislation, increased immigration and other
demographic shifts have recast the composition of the United States
worlkforce to make it increasingly heterogeneous (Johnston & Pack-
er, 1987; U.S. Dept. of Labor, 1988), many organizations are
beginning to consider more intently the question of how best to
incorporate and manage ethnic diversity in the workplace (Adler,
1991; Cox, 1991; Kilborn, 1990a, 1990b; Morrison & Von Glinow,
1990; Schmidt, 1988; Thomas, 1990; U.S. Dept. of Labor, 1988).
In contending with the process of incorporating increasing numbers
of people with diverse ethnic identities and cultures, organizations
are also faced with dilemmas regarding the proper ways to handle
such differences (Ferdmaa, 1988, 1990; Thomas, 1990). Much like
ethnic integration in the larger society, integration in the workplace
results in controversy in large part because of disagreements regard-
ing the relevance and even existence of group-based differences as
well as dissension regarding issues of collective versus individual
rights (Ferdman, 1988, 1989b). Although controversy continues
over the use and effects of affirmative action programs (e.g., Blan-
chard & Crosby, 1989; Crosby & Clayton, 1990; Ferdman, 1989a;
Glasser, 1988; Glazer, 1988; Gold, 1990; Harvard Law Review,
1989; Kleiman & Faley, 1988: Levinger, 1987; Nacoste, 1989;

- Nalbadian, 1989; Schofield, 1986; Williams, 1990) geared towards
overcoming previous racial inequities, there has been a shift among
management specialists from an emphasis solely on issues of access
towards building new, expanded perspectives (e.g., Brown, 1983;
Business-Higher Education Forum, 1990; Jones, 1986; Katz, 1989;
Katz & Miller, 1988; Pettigrew & Martin, 1987; Thomas, 1990) on
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iversity in organizations in which affirmative action is only one of a
f:;rger Zel of %oncerns. These new approaches seek to take into
account various aspects of the intergroup dynamics that might be
expected in already heterogeneous work environments, including the
experience of members of ethnic and cultural minority groups once

ave already entered organizations.
they hln line witi some of these new approaches, many large corpo-
rations have begun to regard ethnic and cultural diversity as a feature
that can bring positive benefits to the organization, and therefore :0
cultivate it actively (Bailey, 1989; Cox, 1991; Cox & Blake, 1991;
Kilborn, 1990a; Maraniss, 1990; Thomas,. 19?(); Tully, .1'990)..
Other organizations continue to focus on creating “color-blind” envi-
ronments where there is no link between how people are treated and
their ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Kantrowitz, 1988). Dramatically
increased numbers of consulting firms and institutions now offer
courses, workshops or strategic interventions focused on helping
people of diverse backgrounds to work together more effectively, as
more and more public and private organizations seek out such serv-
ices. The integration of the European Economic Community in

1992, increasing international economic interdependence and the
globalization of multinational businesses have also contributed to
current interest in finding ways of helping people with diverse
backgrounds to work together effectively within the same organiza-
tion. Similarly, the question of diversity and how best to address it
has become a burning issue on many U.S. university campuses (e.g.,
Goode, 1989). Thus, ethnic diversity has become a topic of major
concern in organizational life in the United States. ) ‘

These trends have paralleled a more general expansion of

interest in the role of ethnicity in American life (Alba, 1988, 19903

Fishman, 1983, 1989; Marger, 1991; Simonson & Walker, 1988;
Takaki, 1987). More and more groups identified on cultural and

historical grounds claim a right to be recognized as distinct and legit-

imate entities within the broader United States society, and debates
abound as to the proper role of ethnic differences in societal institu-
tions (Ferdman, 1990; Glazer, 1983; Pettigrew, 1988; Triandis,

1988). While the primary emphasis in the past has tended to be on

racial distinctions (e.g., Alderfer & Thomas, 1988, Cox & Nkomo,

1990), groups that were previously identified solely in such terms

are now often identified using the concepts and language of ethnicity

(Jones, 1988, 1990; Phinney, 1990; Sue,.l990). Thu_s, Black

Americans have also become African Americans and their differ-

ences as well as similarities to Americans of European descent are

noted; Hispanics are differentiated in terms of specific identities such

as Puerto Rican, Mexican American, Cuban or Dominican; and
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many White Americans identify themselves as being of Anglo, Irish,
ltalian, German or Polish American ethnicity.

ETHNICITY AND ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY

This growth in ethnicity as an important phenomenon has not
been matched by theoretical or research developnients in organiza-
tional psychologz (AIJ‘erfer & Thomas, 1988 Calds, 1986; Cox,
1990; Cox & N omo, 1990). Although an extensive literature
relevant to the psychology of intergroup relations exists, it remains
relatively dispersed and fragmented. For example, social psycholo-
gists who focus on social categorization processes have tended to
work independently from communication scholars who consider the
implications of cultural differences for interpersonal interactions.
These groups have been mostly disconnected from personnel and
organizational psychologists, who have tended to focus on issues of
bias in selection or appraisal. More importantly, the psychological
study of intergroup behavior has tended to concentrate on developing
concepts that cut across group types and so has devoted little atten-
tion (o illuminating the ways in which intergroup dynamics vary as a
function of the basis for group differentiation (Ferdman, 1987b).
For example, we might expect that explaining gender-related interac-
tions will involve different notions and perspectives than explaining
interactions based on race, occupational groups, or organizational
affiliations. Yet social psychologists who study intergroup behavior
llla\ée tended to use such social categories interchangeably (Ferdman,

987b).

Although the situation seems to be changing slowly (note for
example, Jones, 1988; Phinney, 1990; Sue, 1990), psyc ology has
not yet come to terms with the concepts of ethnicity and ethnic
diversity and their relationship to important psychological constructs
(Berry, 1986; Bond, 1987). This is as true for organizational psy-
chology (Alderfer & Thomas, 1988) as it is for other areas. Never-
theless, if it is to help meet the emerging needs of organizations in
the area of ethnic diversily and to continue to provide useful perspec-
tives for illuminating organizational behavior, organizational psy-
chology must produce and support theoretical frameworks suitable
for understanding ethnic dynamics as they actually occur. It must
consider and test hypotheses likely to lead to recommendations that
will help organizations and their- members become more effective.
Doing so calls for considering thé full range of complexity inherent
in the phenomena of interest. Developing a more complete picture
of ethnic diversity in organizations éntails considering the nature of
ethnicity in an intergroup context -- including both between- and
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within-group variation in degree of identification and adherence to
group-level cultural features -- together with the organizational con-
text in which these dynamics are played out.

Ethnicity and ethaic diversity present special issues that cut
across levels of analysis and traditional disciplinary distinctions.
Such boundary-crossing issues have not been sufficiently addressed
within organizational psychology (Gioia & Pitre, 1990). For this
reason, a focus on ethnicity as a unique phenomenon can lead not
only to better action-relevant understanding of a pressing organiza-
tional issue but also to new perspectives on questions basic to organ-
izational psychology. By considering the nature of ethnicity and
ethnic diversity as they impact on people in organizations, psycholo-
gists can develop ways to address better the complexity of most
organizational behavior.

The primary goal of this chapter is to contribute to an emer-
gent and integrated understanding of the role of ethnicity and the
dynamics of ethnic diversity in organizations by reviewing and link-
ing several current empirical and conceptual streams in the literature
and elaborating on some of the problems and prospects these present
for theoretical integration. In doing so, I hope to point the way for
more complex models of behavior in the workplace that can incorpo-
rate a fuller range of human variation. :

In the rest of the chapter, I first explain what is meant by
ethnicity and why it requires special attention. I then discuss current
approaches useful for understanding the dynamics of ethnic diversity
in organizations and discuss the problems these present for develop-
ing integrated models, as well as the prospects for doing so. The
chapter closes with a discussion of additional factors I believe psy-
chologists will have to consider as we construct more complete
models of ethnic diversity in the workplace. Although the research
and theory discussed here are primarily based on the situation in the
United States,’ thg hope is that those interested in ethnic diversity in
other countries will find much that is useful. However, it is impor-
tant to note that in spite of the emergence of diversity-related con-
cerns in many other nations, most notably Canada, the Soviet Union,
and the European Community, there are considerable differences
among these societies that make it difficult to generalize immediately
to all of them. '

CONCEPTS OF ETHNICITY AND ETHNIC DIVERSITY

Although psychologists are only recently beginning to pay
close attention to ethnicity and its psychological ramifications (e.g.,
Berry, 1985, 1986; Ferdman, 1990; Phinney, 1990), other social
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scientists have been concerned with this variable for a long time. In
particular, anthropologists, historians and sociologists have long
debated the nature of ethnicity, of ethnic identification, and of their
defining features (e.g., Alba, 1988, 1990; Barth, 1969; Bentley,
1981; Cohen, 1978; Despres, 1975, 1984; Fishman, 1983, 1989;
Hirschman, 1983; Isajiw, 1974; Keyes, 1981, McCready, 1983;

Petersen, 1982; Royce, 1982; Spickard, 1989; Yancey, Ericksen &
Juliani, 1976).

Components of Ethnicity

Most treatments of ethnicity define it in terms of both group
boundaries and the bases and implications of those boundaries.
Ethnicity is marked by consciousness of kind and therefore a sense
of groupness among the members of an ethnic group; members of
the group share a social identification and recognize themselves
and/or are recognized by others as having something in common.
Fishman (1989) describes ethnicity as marking the distinctions
between us and them and between them and them and so highlights
its phenomenological nature. According to Fishman (1989), ethnici-
ty exists only to the extent that collectivities of people actually use it
to organize themselves and categorize others and so perceive and
experience it as a meaningful basis for classification and interpreta-
tion. '

An ethnic group is distinguished not only by a socially mean-
ingful label, however, but also by its members’ common ancestral
heritage (Barth, 1969; Buriel, 1987) and by the resultant shared style
(Royce, 1982). Scholars of ethnicity have jointly emphasized the
boundaries implicit in the notion of ethnic groups and the associated
behavior patterns. Thus, an ethnic group has associated with it both
a label, demarcating it as a unique social category, as well as distin-
guishing cultural features -- patterns of behaviors, values and beliefs
widely shared by its members. ,

These are linked to a sense of shared ancestry and continuity
with the past; ethnic distinctions and their associated cultural differ-
ences are based to a large degree on real or perceived historical
depth (Fishman, 1989). People do not join ethnic groups; they are
born into them. A group of individuals does not simply meet to
create a new ethnic group; rather, it is the antecedent existence of
the ethnic group that defines the connectedness among the individu-
als. This sense of having something in common -- of groupness -- is
enhanced and maintained through the group's shared culture.
Because ethnicity is a collective manifestation of the continuity of
culture across generations (Fishman, 1989), it is a source of inter-
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group differentiation that is profound in both experience and mean-
ing, at both the collective and the individual levels.

Heller (1987) provides a useful perspective on what constitutes
culture. She points to the way in which the members of a given
ethnic group, as they interact, construct shared lenses for interpret-
ing their experiences and their environment. Usually, it is these
collective understandings of the world and how it functions that are
referred to as culture. However, Heller also emphasizes that culture
goes beyond beliefs and values. Culture also includes the standard
and typical behaviors that are shared by members of the group.
According to this view, culture includes both specific behavioral
characteristics typifying a group as well as the underlying views of
social reality guiding those behaviors. Triandis (1972) has referred
to the latter as a group's subjective culture, which is the group's
typical or distinctive manner of understanding the social environ-
ment. Similarly, Jones (1983), basing himself on Van denBerghe
(1977) and Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952), defines culture as a
configuration of beliefs, values, symbols, and behaviors that are
historically-based and that provide a framework for behavior in the
future.

Multilevel Perspectives on Ethnicity and Ethnic Diversity

Ethnicity and ethnic diversity are particularly complex from a
psychological point of view because they require attending simulta-
neously to individual, group and intergroup dimensions (Alderfer &
Thomas, 1988; Ferdman, 1990; Hakuta, Ferdman & Diaz, 1987).
Aspects of each of these dimensions are discussed below.

The Individual Level. At the individual level, ethnicity involves both
cognitive and affective components. Because it can comprise a
significant element of individual's social identity (Babad, Birnbaum
& Benne, 1983; Ferdman, 1990; Tajfel & Turner, 1986), ethnicity is
an important basis for people’s sense of who they are and who they
are not. Individuals can vary in the extent to which they identify
with an ethnic group and in how they feel about this identification
(Berry, 1984; Edwards & Doucette, 1987; Ferdman, 1990; Herman,
1977; Keefe & Padilla, 1987) and this can change over time (Alder-
fer & Thomas, 1988). Each person also has his or her own cultural
identity, an individual image of the cultural features -- the behaviors,
beliefs, values and norms -- that are appropriate to members of the
ethnic group(s) to which he or she belongs (Ferdman, 1990). This
means that two people can identify equally strongly with a particular
ethnicity, yet differ substantially in what they perceive to be the
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attributes most central to this group membership and in the value they
attach to these features. Similarly, there is individual variation in
views about the role of one's ethnic group in society, its relations
with other groups and the value and features of these other groups.
Finally, individuals will differ in the degree to which they actually
exhibit the cultural features that characterize the group as a whole
(e.g., Boekestijn, 1988; Ferdman & Hakuta, 1985). Because in a
multi-ethnic society there are varying degrees and types of contact
among members of different groups, individuals have many options
regarding how to relate not only to other groups but also to their
own. Ethnic group members will express their choices in part
through the behaviors they demonstrate in different types of situa-
tions (e.g., Salamone & Swanson, 1979). Especially in the case of
minority group members or immigrants, the extent to which an
individual follows the group's typical cultural pattern may be an
indication of the degree of that person's psychological assimilation
or acculturation (Berry, 1986; Graves, 1967). Jones (1988) points
out how such variation may also reflect minority group members'
perceptions regarding the instrumentality! of particular behaviors in
different contexts, such that an individual may behave in accordance
with the group's cultural patterns in some situations but not in oth-
ers. The distinction between the group and the individual levels is
important, in part because a group's acculturation will not be shared
to the same degree by every individual member of the group (Berry,
1983, 1986) and conversely, because some individual group mem-
bers may acculturate more rapidly than the group-as-a-whole.

The Group Level. Adding to the complexity of ethnicity is the nature
of ethnic diversity at the group level. At the group level, ethnic
groups are characterized by both common features and within-group
diversity. While members of ethnic groups generally demonstrate
shared cultural features -- leading to between-group differences -- in
a multi-ethnic environment a good deal of variation within groups
will also be present. These intra-group differences may be due, for
example, to historical sub-group differences (Zenner, 1988), to the
acculturation of some individuals but not others, or to differences in
experience with a host culture. Within a particular social context,
such as an organizational setting, a newcomer belonging to an ethnic
minority group may behave according to her own culture's norms
for that setting, while an old-timer from the same ethnic group may
have been socialized to the majority's ways of doing things. Over
time, acculturation processes can affect both what the cultural fea-
tures are at the group level (Taylor & McKirnan, 1984) and whether
or not particular individuals demonstrate them in their behavior






