CANARY IN A COAL MINE

Peter Altschul

(A slightly different version of this article appears on www.odnetwork.org.)

My recent work in the diversity arena has prompted me to reflect upon an unpleasant experience I had while working in a call center connected with a large federal government agency.

A colleague with a visual impairment was regularly rude to customers, nasty to colleagues, and dispensed inaccurate information.  Additionally, his guide dog was known to wander around the office, steal food from tables, and signal the end of the workday with a loud bark.

On one particular day, this employee returned from lunch with a bottle of wine, and spent a good portion of the afternoon encouraging us to imbibe with him.  At the conclusion of the day, a colleague complained to a manager about this employee's actions, and was told: "what am I supposed to do?  The guy is blind."

While this employee was ultimately shown the door, the impact of his behavior, and management's response to it, helped to create a community of blind employees built on contempt, cynicism, and anger.  We ignored, made fun of, or maliciously obeyed management edicts and policies.  Needless to say, managers viewed our actions with suspicion and were less than eager to promote any of us, yet they seldom provided us with any feedback.

While our dirty little war with management had minimal impact on the rest of the call center, its over-all performance was dismal when compared to other agency-connected call centers.   Employees lustily cheered when a hapless manager announced at the end of a particularly bad year that we were rated the worst in the country.

Sadly, this dynamic - a "person of difference" performing unethical or damaging behaviors; the concern among others in the transgressor's group that his/her behavior would negatively impact on their careers; and the inability and/or unwillingness among many managers to address diversity-related conflicts - seems to happen regularly in today's workplace.  Moreover, these incidents often expose low employee morale, poor communication among managers, and spotty quality control in the affected organizations.

So, what lessons can change agents interested in promoting diversity learn from these incidents?  I suggest three:

1.  Canary in a Coal Mine

Prior to the advent of high-tech safety gadgets, coal miners brought a canary with them into the mine as a warning of excessive levels of poisonous gasses; the canary's ill health was a signal for the miners to evacuate.  Similarly, dissatisfied and unproductive employees from underrepresented groups are often an indicator of general over-all employee dissatisfaction and lack of productivity.

Moreover, effective (or ineffective) recruitment efforts, performance management practices, and the ability (or inability) of supervisors to motivate and manage staff have a disparate impact on people from underrepresented groups.  Therefore, incremental improvements in these programs are likely to have a greater positive impact on people from underrepresented groups with which an organization interacts.

So what should be considered when developing such programs?  In addition to the guidance given by noted management gurus, I suggest that change agents should:

2.  Ask the Right Questions

Asking closed-ended questions about human behavior usually results in either insufficient information and/or frayed nerves.  Thus, questions posed during diversity-related discussions such as "did/should the employee's difference have an impact on how s/he was treated?" often result in anger, condescension, charges, countercharges, and a general polarization of the discussion.

Now, what happens if we ask questions such as "how/how much is this person's difference impacting on the way things are getting done?".

In my experience working with groups, I have found that reframing the "does-should questions" to questions about "how-how much" conveys a sense of "being real," as most people intuitively understand that diversity-related differences play a role in how we interact with each other.  Next, since these "how-how much" questions cannot be responded to with a "yes" or "no," the conversations tend to be more thoughtful and less rancorous.  And finally, these questions allow for the possibility that differences have a positive impact.

A cautionary note, though.  While I would encourage managers to reflect on these "how-how much" questions as they consider how best to manage a person from an underrepresented group, I would discourage them from asking these questions directly to this "person of difference" until they are reasonably confident that a solid relationship has been established, and only if they believe that the difference is negatively impacting on their performance.  However, if the employee raises diversity-related concerns, managers would do well to make sure they understand (not necessarily agree with) these concerns and assist in the development of strategies to address them.

3.  Know Thyself

An underappreciation of the importance of self-knowledge often hinders diversity programs because a critical success factor is the effective management of interpersonal conflicts among people who are different.  For example, while interviewing for a job, my future boss stated that she admired my ability to "get the job done," and compared me to her father who, because of a gradual vision loss, was increasingly relying on her to read mail and perform other household chores.  Once hired, however, she became increasingly disenchanted with my ability to "get the job done," even though the programs I was developing were running smoothly - and her father almost always came up during these discussions.

I believe that her subconsciously comparing me with her more dependent father, combined with my subconscious resentment of this comparison, contributed to our inability to effectively resolve our conflicts, and that our efforts would have been more productive if one (or both) of us was consciously aware of this dynamic.  I also believe that a modest increase in what makes each of us "tick," when combined with the advice from those management gurus, would dramatically improve the way diversity-related conflicts are handled.

So'''how well are your canaries singing?
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