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Many years ago organizational diversity wasn’t on any business leader’s radar.  
“Diversity” was not the terminology used in a nation that had only begun to acknowledge 
the need for universal standards for social justice and the enforcement of civil rights.  
Back then, our nation was confined to talking about the Black-White controversy and the 
rights of “Negroes” to equal treatment in matters related to public accommodations and 
admissions to institutions of higher education.  
 
Beginning with Brown v. Board of Education decision, in 1954, and the desegregation of 
our universities, new admissions requirements began to change the look of our schools.  
A full decade later, our workplaces became more integrated when the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, guaranteed “equal opportunity” and employers became involved with rectifying 
social injustice.  However, school desegregation and Civil Rights laws did not solve the 
problem of race relations, but only magnified conflicts in many cases.   Early remedial 
approaches to racial tensions were largely “sensitivity trainings” that were moralistically 
instructive about “intergroup relations.” An unfortunate outgrowth of those sessions was 
the anger that emanated from “forced” personal and profession association between 
Whites, Blacks, and other minorities..   
 
By the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, university students weren’t quiet about their dissent 
or their awareness that corporate America—White corporate America—was in power and 
to be taken to task for not sharing that power with ethnic and racial minorities.  
University students caught onto self-affirming labels like “Black” and “Chicano” that 
later became part of our national language.   These baby boomers, of whatever race or 
cultural background, were derided for the social unrest they created.   However, largely 
as a result of their protests,  a flurry of state laws were enacted giving increased 
legitimacy to the complaints of people of color and culture who continued to be shut out 
from career opportunities. 
 
By the 1980’s, minorities in the workplace, women among them, were making headway 
on the inside of the nation’s organizations.   The next task became to “break the glass 
ceiling”, the hidden barrier to being at the top.  Diversity programs sprang up on the 
premise that true access to power would be shared when Euro-Americans, primarily 
Caucasian men, came to understand and accept gender differences and differences among 
African-Americans, Asian-Americans, Hispanic-Americans, Arab-American, Native-
Americans, Jewish-Americans, etc.  Soon, older workers and employees with other 
sexual orientations were added into the mix of “protected” status.  Sensitivity training and 
cross-cultural training were, and still are, seen as ways to break down stereotypes, 
sexism, homophobia, ageism, ethnocentrism, racism, and prejudice.  The assumption has 
been made that once majority participants are confronted with having their “blinders on” 
and causing injustice and insult through their closed, ill-informed attitudes, organizations 
will provide better career and workplace conditions for all minority groups.  To some 
degree, this approach has been successful.  The drawback has been that affirmative action 
and diversity initiatives, laws, and training made the majority population feel under siege 



and “guilt-tripped” by minority groups and coerced into accepting minority candidates 
who were not fully qualified or as qualified as non-minority candidates.  The backlash 
continues as affirmative action mandates have been weakened and lawsuits alleging 
reverse discrimination have proliferated.   
 
Diversity training, while increasing access and legitimacy, often produced conflict, 
whether open or hidden.  By the late 1990’s, white Euro Americans said they had had 
enough and began to openly resist attending diversity training programs that they view as 
destructive to their personal well-being and not achieving the workplace harmony the 
programs were purported to achieve.  Long-terms results of these programs are poorly 
measured but indicators are that employees may learn to behave with more tolerance, but 
little more.   
 
Human resource professionals began to converge around their shared dilemma and to 
identify the fundamental issues that cause conflict among diverse individuals in the 
workplace.  Common themes began to emerge.  Soon, discussions were begun around the 
uniqueness in all of us, the diversity that goes beyond race, ethnicity, gender, age, and 
sexual orientation.  “Respect” is the word most often heard.   Also high on the list are 
“appreciation of differences.”  It became clear that all individuals want to be fully 
included in a group.  Thus, the word “inclusion” was minted as the new term in lieu of 
“diversity.”  Inclusion means going beyond tolerance to involvement and sharing.  
Inclusion means emphasizing similarities while productively navigating differences. 
 
Inclusion training is the current trend, a trend that has its underpinnings in psychology 
more than in politics, sociology and anthropology.  The new trend pays close attention to 
individual differences inherent in being human, regardless of other minority 
classifications.  Racial and ethnic differences are viewed as contributors to differences 
among people but only one of many contributors, including genetics, life traumas, luck 
and circumstance.  The new training content covers subjects such as how people develop 
sensory perception, self-image, character traits, personal values and preferences, thinking 
styles, social etiquette, and group norms.  Sensitivity training increases an awareness of 
the multitude of difference among people who are alike in all external factors and the 
multitude of similarities among people with entirely different external indicators. 
 
Many minority group members are opposed to this new approach to diversity training 
saying that the new approach white-washed the facts of continued minority group 
struggles and glosses over discussions of hard-core issues.  This may no doubt be the case 
as the current trend in diversity training is less likely to stir up hidden resentments and 
more likely to embrace acceptance of one’s limitations in seeing the world through 
multiple perspectives.  Whereas participants used to file out of diversity training feeling 
emotionally raw, they now finish training feeling more open and energized.  As can be 
expected, a feel-good approach is more popular among employees who dislike digging 
too deeply into uncomfortable zones.  Some diversity training opponents have said that 
uncomfortable zones were manufactured by diversity trainers who created conflicts 
where none had previously existed.  Most likely, old-style diversity training did both: 



surface issues that needed to be uncovered and stimulate conflict where satisfaction and 
comfort had already been achieved. 
 
As the population of the United States becomes increasingly diverse, the word “minority” 
will become antiquated along with diversity training that addresses concerns unique to 
minority groups who historically have been given the underdog roles in society.  Whole 
communities in California are examples of populations where no group constitutes a 
majority.  It is in these communities, like Sacramento, where the new trend in diversity 
training is quickly taking root.  When access to power becomes less of an issue and 
organizations are made up of individuals from a myriad of distinct groups, diversity 
issues are played out in how poorly or how well all individuals are included and feel 
comfortable in everyday conversations and decisions.  More important to the business 
success for the organization is the full inclusion of everyone’s ideas via brainstorming, 
creativity, problem solving, information input, and decision-making that achieves the 
organization’s goals.  As this new trend toward full inclusion takes hold, the business 
case for inclusion initiatives grows stronger.  CEO’s and operations managers are much 
quicker to recognize the value of tapping into diverse and unique perspectives and ideas 
then they are to recognize the value of employees feeling that the workplace is fair.  What 
remains to be seen is whether or not this new approach will stimulate, challenge, and 
encourage individuals to reach beyond what is comfortable and expedient in order to 
effect fundamental change.  
 
 
Word count: 1,239 


