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CASE 2
Crossing Borders
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Developed by Bernardo M. Ferdman, California School of Professional
Psychology, San Diego, CA and Placida I. Gallegos, Southwest Communication
Resources, Inc. and The Kaleel Jamison Consulting Group, Inc.

his case study is based on the experiences of Angelica Garza, a woman of

Mexican-American heritage who worked for 10 years in the Human

Resource (HR) function of a multinational medical products company.

‘This maquiladora plant was in Tijuana, Baja California, a large city direct-
ly across the United States—Mexico border from San Diego, California.
Magquiladoras are manufacturing plants owned by foreign capital in the
regions of Mexico bordering the United States, which have been set up to
take advantage of favorable laws and cheap labor.

The Tijuana plant was one of a
number of operations for USMed.
Six other U.S. facilities were located
in the Northeast, the Midwest, and
Florida. In addition to her work in
the manufacturing plant, where
Angelica spent most of her time, she
was also responsible for human
resources for the small, primarily

Source: This is an abridged version of a

case appearing in the Field Guide of E. E.

Kessek and S. Cobel, Managing
Diversity: Human Resource Strategies for
Transforming the Workplace, Oxford,
England: Blackwell, 1996.
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administrative facility in Chula Vista,
on the U.S. side of the border.
Eventually, there were 34
Americans—12 on the Mexican side
and 22 on the United States side—
and approximately 1100 Mexican
nationals on the payroll.

There was little connection
between Angelica and the HR man-
agers at the other USMed plants,
either in the United States or
abroad. Angelica reported that
USMed had no overall policy or
strategy for dealing with human
resources generally, and diversity

specifically.
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The transition in Mexico was
not a smooth one for Angelica.
Nothing in her U.S. experience had
prepared her for what she encoun-
tered in Mexico. Her Anglo col-
leagues had only vague knowledge
about the operation in Tijuana and
had little interest in understanding
or relating to the Mexican work-
force. Given her Hispanic upbring-
ing in the United States, Angelica
had some understanding of the cul-

- ture and values of the Mexican

employees. Her Spanish-speaking
skills also enabled her to understand
and relate to the workers. Although
she had some understanding of the
workers, however, the assumption
on the part of U.S. management that
her knowledge and connection to
the Mexican workers was seamless
was false. There were many aspects
of cultural differences between her-
self and the Mexican employees that
the Anglo managers were unaware
of:

In retrospect now, I can look back and
{I'm] just amazed at what [ was involved
in at the time. I mean, I didn't have a
clue. One of the things you find is that
[people assume that Mexican Americans
are most suited to work with Mexicans.]
I guess just because | was of Mexican-
Americna descent, it was like I would just
know how to mingle with this total{ly]
different culture.

As a result, Angelica experi-
enced a great deal of frustration and
misunderstanding. Her attempts to
intercede between the management
in Mexico and the United States
often led to her disenfranchisement
from her American colleagues, who
did not value or appreciate her ideas.
or suggestions. Further complicat-
ing her experience in Mexico was
the mixed reactions she engendered
from the Mexican natjonals.
Because of her American status,
Angelica was misunderstood and
sometimes resented by Mexican




employees and, at the same time,
she lacked support from the U.S.
organization.

I found that the Mexican women who
were there [two women in accounting
who were Mexican nationals, and had
been there for about 5 years] were
resentful. My saving grace was that Iwas
an American because the Mexican
women there looked at the Americans as
being like a step above or whatever. And
there was resentment of me coming in
and taking away jobs. They perceived it
as: They weren't doing a good job and we
were coming in and taking responsibili-
ties away from them. So me being a
woman coming in, I was scrutinized by
the two women who had been there.
couldn't get information from them. They
gave me the least information or help
they could and would be critical of any-
thing I did once I took it from them.

You know, I look back and it was
probably pretty frightening for them [the
Mexican nationals] too, because we all
came in and we knew what we had to do;
[USMed was] very straightforward
about, you know, you fail to do this and
you can lose your job and you've got to
do that or you could lose your job, so get-
ting them to follow these protocols and
these operating procedures was very dif-
ficult. Change is difficult anyway but get-
ting them to follow some of those rules
[was] real challenging.

Angelica understood the
employees’ approach to the work as
~ stemming from local conditions and
from Mexican cultural styles. The
great expansion of maquiladoras
brought a number of changes,
including new expectations and dif-
ferent cultural styles on the part of
the managers. At first, potential
employees were unfamiliar with
these new expectations; the employ-
ers needed to train the workers if
they were to meet these expecta-
tions. This was happening in the
context of the meeting of two cul-
tures. In her role, Angelica saw her-
self as more American than
Mexican, yet also as different from
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her Anglo colleagues. She saw her-
self as bring American training,
expectations, and styles:

Well, see 'm American. I mean I was an
American manager, and that’s where 1
was coming from. But I was forced to
come up with systems that would elimi-
nate future misunderstandings or prob-
lems. Being a Mexican American I
thought it would be easier working in
Mexico because I had some exposure to
the culture, but it was a real culture
shock for me. It was a different group of
people socioeconomically. A lot of those
people came from ranchitos, {from] out
in the sticks, where there were no
restrooms or showers. There weren't
infrastructures in Tijuana at all. It’s pret-
ty good now compared to what it was 10
years ago. We used to go to work
through people’s backyards and dirt
roads. Dead dogs were marks for how to
get there! And i think now, that if you go
to Tijuana now—it's been 10 years of
maquiladoras there—you can find more
qualified Mexican managers or supervi-
sors or clerical people. [Finding] bilin-
gual secretaries and engineers [was like]
getting needles in a haystack back then.
I found myself being the only
woman in an old-boy-network environ-
ment, and that was pretty tough. And it
was also tough working in the Mexican
environment. Because the Mexican men
that I would deal with would look down
on me because I was a woman. Again,
my saving grace was because ] was an
American- woman. If I had been a ‘
Mexican national woman then I would

have really had probably more problems.

[For example] I had to work a lot, real
close with the Mexican accounting man-
ager, who was a male. And he would
come to me and tell me how I had
screwed up my numbers, or you didn't
do this right, and stuff like that. I would
go over the numbers and it was just a dif-
ference in terms of how things were cal-
culated. Specifically, calculating an annu-
al salary. He would do it by using 365

. days, when I would do it by 52 weeks and

you'd take your daily rate, it was differ-
ent; it would always be off a little bit. But,
I reported them the way the Americans
would be expecting to see them,

Questions

1. What competencies are appropri-
ate to ensure greater effective-
ness of U.S. employees operating
in a maquiladora or other non-
U.S. organization?

2. What are some of the costs of not

understanding diversity? What

could the organization have
gained by approaching the plant '
with greater cultural understand-
ing?

From the HR perspective, what

were the unique challenges that

Angelica faced at various points

in her work for USMed?

4. Angelica worked in a plant out-
side the United States. What do
her experiences and perspectives
tell us that applies to domiestic
operations? &
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