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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






