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Outside the office, two older male employees are talking. An openly gay middle-aged employee is in a discussion with a younger African-American male employee, and three white female employees of varying ages are engaged in conversation. Everyone has worked hard to meet a project deadline, and at this moment employees are enjoying a few minutes break on a beautiful spring day. As we look at these individuals, what assumptions do we make about them and what they are discussing? 





What matters the most are our assumptions: what we THINK they are discussing based on identifiable labels. For all of us, assumptions aren’t limited to gender and ethnicity but may cover a variety of other identifying labels such as age, disability, sexual orientation or religious beliefs. The danger with assumptions is the leap in our thinking that takes a stereotype and converts it to a fact. This can lead to positive, negative, blatant or subtle expectations about how certain groups or individuals will act or think.





An important individual step in managing diversity in a successful manner is to acknowledge that all of us make assumptions based on stereotypes and we need to be cognizant of when that is occurring. There is also a need to recognize that cultural differences among people do exist. By acknowledging those differences, we also recognize that our own perceptions are not the center of universal experience, nor will we gain the most as a work group by expecting others to conform to our views of a situation. It seems that individuals often express a desire to be more inclusive in their awareness and perspective, but barriers exist regarding “how to move forward” and expand awareness. Consider these common questions and suggested responses:


If I want to be genuinely supportive of employees and colleagues and sensitive to differences, what should I do?





A first step is to not make assumptions and not stereotype. The simplest route to avoiding assumptions is to ask direct questions. For example, if an employee is profoundly deaf, it is important to know how to get that person’s attention. Options may include touch, moving within that person’s vision or other creative solutions. Each individual who lives with this disability probably has a preference and it makes good sense to ask that person directly. 





A second step is to accept individuals as people rather than Asian-Pacific or gay, etc. It is a challenge to value an individual’s diverse experience and also not have that be a one-dimensional definition of that person. Again, a critical component is the willingness to suspend assumptions, interact with an individual and ask direct questions to clarify perceived differences or preferences with that person. 





What if I make a mistake and unintentionally offend someone? 





This may easily happen because of the differences. Many times the reaction to a “mistake” will be based on the perceived intention of the person who made the comment. For example, if a comment is made because of malicious intent vs. a lack of information, the response may be quite different. If confronted regarding an offensive statement, we each have a responsibility to acknowledge the other’s feelings, ask for information regarding what would be preferable and attempt to change our behavior. 





(Continued on next page.)








I’ve got work to do; how can I take the time to understand differences with coworkers? 





This is a legitimate concern. The pace of work may seem to prohibit consideration of differences. As research continues to demonstrate, however, management literally cannot afford to operate based on an assumption of homogenous perceptions, learning styles and cultural experience. The same is true as coworkers, and an additional layer is the reality that the more accurately we communicate with each other and understand our differences upfront, the less time we have to put into trying to correct a miscommunication or conflict.


 


Cultural competency is not a static goal or a state of being at which point any of us can claim “I am now culturally competent.” Rather, it is an ongoing process of continued growth and development where no one is advantaged or disadvantaged but where we all are in a perpetual learning curve. The Sand Creek Group is a resource for any employee or organization who is wanting help in moving toward an increased awareness of managing differences. 


















































The Sand Paper is a quarterly newsletter produced by Sand Creek Group, Ltd.  











Sand Creek clients and customers are welcome to reprint this article. All others must first request permission by contacting:





Sand Creek Group, Ltd.


610 N Main Street #200


Stillwater, MN  55082





651-430-3383


888-243-5744





www.sandcreekeap.com


info@sandcreekeap.com











Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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