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Introduction





#blacklivesmatter, #alllivesmatter, #notthere, #legalizelove, #closethegap, #heforshe, #lovetrumpshate, #OscarsSoWhite





Since I began working on this book, it seems every day brings another story followed by new hashtags shouting from the headlines. A racially charged police killing. A blatantly sexist trope in the presidential campaign. A gay couple denied a marriage license. A woman sportscaster berated online. Anti-immigration rhetoric at a fevered pitch. Screaming inequities come to light on the front page of the New York Times, and it takes only a name or a place—Ferguson, Baltimore, Trump, Bland, Garner, Kelly—to bring to mind a litany of conflicts and challenges. It seems as if a war is being waged on the streets and in the courts, on the campaign trail, and over the airwaves of cable news shows. It’s also quietly being waged in living rooms, boardrooms, classrooms, and dorm rooms all over our country.


At the heart of the conflict are fundamental questions about our values and identity as a nation. What does it mean to be American? Is the playing field really level for everyone? Are women fully equal? Should gays and lesbians have equal rights? Does racism still exist? What should we do about immigration? How can citizens of one of the most diverse nations on earth live together peacefully and productively? Can we find a way to make our multifaceted diversity an economic and social asset, or will it continue to be our deepest and most painful source of conflict?


I’ve been grappling with these questions my entire life, both personally and professionally. I may not look like the typical activist, yet I have been on some of the front lines in this debate, working with corporate and political leaders and advocating for a more inclusive nation that ensures full contributions from and equal opportunities for all.


Throughout my life, I have strived to connect people across the visible and invisible lines that divide us—lines of race, gender, class, political party, nationality, and religion. It’s never easy or simple, but the experience has led to the greatest joys and richest rewards I’ve known. From meeting and falling in love with my French, Roman Catholic husband (becoming the first person in my immediate family to intermarry culturally and religiously) to adopting my beautiful biracial/African American daughters to devoting my career to advancing women and minorities in the workplace and the political realm, nothing has been closer to my heart and soul.


I cannot pretend to fully understand the experience of being a visible minority in this country. I have encountered very few of the challenges that many visible minorities face. I have had all the privileges and advantages of my white female identity—great schools, financial security, open doors, and a stable, loving home. Yet I feel compelled to write what hasn’t yet been written, because I have felt the sting of exclusion and I have empathy for people who brave these challenges.


And I believe we can do better. I believe that it is possible to bridge our divides. It is possible to turn our differences into a source of ingenuity, innovation, prosperity, and peace. It is possible to talk about difference so that everyone becomes part of the solution, and it is possible to make big changes.


Crossing the Thinnest Line argues for the possibility, power, purpose, and payoff of embracing difference, with both hard facts and personal stories of commitment, understanding, and purpose. I hope I will speak to the heart and the mind so we can have a richer, more nuanced conversation about the promise of a stronger, more united, yet wildly diverse nation. Are we really ready to do that? I’m not sure, but I hope so.


Clearly questions of race, gender, and identity are already a regular part of the national dialogue. The election of Barack Obama, the campaigns of Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, the ongoing conflicts between police and minority citizens, the advent of marriage equality, the fight for equal pay, even the celebrity of Caitlyn Jenner, have all contributed to the modern conversation on diversity. The idea of America as a nation of nations, drawing strength from the world’s many cultures, is familiar to everyone. And yet I don’t believe we have ever decided collectively that our differences are an asset and made a commitment to embracing that truth. Instead, we mostly have struggled with those differences, treating them as a highly charged set of political issues to fight about.


We are urgently in need of a more solution-focused conversation about diversity, and this book strives to spur that. The subject is so vast that every chapter could be a book unto itself. But my hope is that recognizing the many facets of the diversity opportunity will inspire us to do better. The economic and social stakes are high and getting higher. The economy is global and interconnected, and already the vast majority of the world’s educated population is either female or multicultural. In less than a generation, the United States will become a “minority-majority” nation. Promoting diversity has never been more essential. Yet the share of women in the US workforce is declining; Americans believe race relations are getting worse; immigration reform has ground to a halt; and the political climate has become intensely divided, partisan, and polarized. These are ingredients for disaster.


This book stands on two important ideas. First, that being in close contact with people from different backgrounds confers economic, intellectual, social, spiritual, personal, and competitive benefits that are measurable and profound.


Second, for diversity to add value rather than create conflict, we must learn how to cross the lines that divide us and find our common humanity. If we do, the possibilities are endless. If we don’t, we’re doomed to repeat the long, painful history of struggle and division that has dogged our nation since its founding.


In support of the first concept, I will demonstrate the compelling economic, social, and personal benefits that diversity brings to society. I’ll share research and data, but also unforgettable stories from the Civil War to the Internet boom that prove how much our society and economy have advanced and prospered because of diversity. I’ll use cautionary tales that show what’s at stake. And I’ll share the personal stories of individuals from presidents to average citizens whose lives were profoundly enriched through diversity.


Most books on diversity posit that having more diversity in every situation automatically makes things better. It’s simply not true. In my life, research, and work over many years, it’s become unequivocally clear to me that putting diverse groups together and hoping for a good outcome just through the collision of cultures and ideas rarely works. It takes an entire system of openness, leadership, personal responsibility, accountability, and celebrations of progress.


But what distinguishes this book in a way that I hope will elevate our national consciousness is my argument that every American, no matter what they look like or where they come from, can play a critical role in ensuring that our differences become our strength. For our extremely diverse nation to function and prosper, everyone must find shared human experience and common understanding and build real, meaningful relationships—not by ignoring differences in an effort to become generic, identity-free Americans but by learning to respect and embrace the alchemy and magic of unity in diversity. From the streets to the boardroom, this kind of authentic connection and understanding between profoundly different people is critical to our future. And it will be especially vital that Americans currently in the majority of leadership positions, mainly white men, take a leading role in demanding change. In many ways, it’s in their and our best interests to do so.


Americans who accept diversity have enormous advantages over those who ignore or actively reject it. They lead richer lives, make smarter business decisions, work more effectively with people of every kind, have empathy and understanding for others, and navigate the complexities of today’s business and social terrain more nimbly.


In bringing these ideas to life, I will share interviews and stories of leaders, academics, policy makers, and extraordinary citizens on the front lines of today’s biggest diversity challenges. I’ll call out examples from every sector where diversity has had a transformational and inspirational effect.


Crossing the Thinnest Line strives to frame a tangible path forward, not through dry policy or corporate strategy but through unforgettable stories and concrete examples. I’ll introduce some of the archetypal leaders for today—people with the sensitivity and insight required to reach across national, ethnic, racial, religious, and gender lines to live and work effectively with people of all kinds. These models include well-known political leaders like Rand Paul and Cory Booker; figures from academia like Katherine Phillips at Columbia Business School, a powerful advocate for cultural literacy as a core competency among business leaders; and media figures such as Soledad O’Brien, a broadcast journalist inspired by her own diverse background to devote her talent to addressing tough issues about race that all too often go undiscussed. I’ll describe organizations, companies, and institutions that demonstrate the power of diversity by creating communities of unparalleled openness, dynamism, creativity, and innovation.


I deeply believe that we are capable of transforming a never-ending source of conflict into an economic, social, and societal asset if we accept the challenge in the right way. When we appreciate individually and collectively how to cross the lines that divide us, we can move forward in new and profound ways. Crossing both the thinnest and thickest lines will bring us closer to our humanity, to each other, to lasting prosperity, and to the soul of America.















1. From Passion to Purpose





If civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together and work together, in the same world, at peace.


—Franklin D. Roosevelt




As Americans, each of us has some experience that ties us to the complex quilt of cultures, identities, and backgrounds that define our patchwork nation. Most of us are American because an ancestor left somewhere else to move here. Each of those ancestors was once a stranger in a strange land. We come to our American identity in this way—not as inheritors of a shared lineage or culture but as people who forged our own identity from a chaotic, unblended combination of differences. We’ve all known, or our ancestors have known, what it is to be an outsider. Even the only real nonimmigrants among us, Native Americans, have had to adapt and adjust to fit (or not) this spicy, complex mix of flavors that make us who we are.


This uniquely American identity should mean that as a nation we are better able to embrace the power and possibility that our diversity confers. It should mean that we live and work together better than people anywhere else. It should mean that everyone can relate on a personal, emotional level to the challenges faced by today’s minorities. It should uniquely position us to be the most creative, collaborative, peaceful nation on earth. But, as we know, it doesn’t. We are instead a nation of perpetual contradictions—one with an appalling, shameful history of institutional discrimination, but also one where anything is possible. One that has been late to ensure the full rights and privileges of all our citizens, but also one where those who were once held back are able to rise to unimaginable heights.


On a macro and micro level, I have been trying to parse these contradictions most of my life. At every turn, I have felt compelled to dive deeply into them and to understand them personally, emotionally, academically, intellectually, and passionately. I guess it’s a bit odd. On the surface there isn’t much about my privileged white persona that would point to someone relentlessly and obsessively focused on understanding the challenges of diversity. But here I am.


My deepest passions are rooted in my childhood, and my upbringing, family, and early social and educational experiences inform the shape of my life and work.


Washington, DC, was a strange and alluring place to live in the 1970s and ’80s—gritty and chaotic, full of contradictions and contrasts. My parents moved there in 1974 from Ithaca, New York, where they had been political science professors. Looking for enriching professional experiences, they came to DC to start a new life—my father at a think tank and my mother at the Justice Department in the civil rights division. After a long search for a home they could afford, in 1975 they settled in a modest but comfortable house in a middle-class, liberal, mostly white neighborhood of DC’s Upper Northwest, with a good public school, a community center, and a collection of small shops. Our neighbors were former Peace Corps volunteers, aging hippies, elderly couples whose children had attended the local Catholic school, and more than a few lawyers and public servants.


My mother was a passionate feminist and had established with my father a coequal partnership. He cooked and did dishes and laundry, but so did all the other dads on our block. There was never any question as to whether my mother would work, and I can’t remember a single stay-at-home mother among our family friends or neighbors. Our world on McKinley Street was pretty idyllic. Everyone knew each other; we felt safe and at ease in a community of people who were very much like us. It was a bubble of bucolic life in a city in severe decline.


Washington, DC, has a uniquely complex, contradictory, and fascinating history. It was founded as a strongly Southern city completely dependent on the work of African Americans—overwhelmingly slaves—who hewed it from the marshy swamps. But unlike the rest of the South, the District of Columbia was ruled directly by the US Congress, as mandated in the Constitution. So in 1862, when Congress passed the District of Columbia Emancipation Act, the slaves in the District were freed nine months before Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation ended slavery throughout the South. In 1867, the Reconstruction Act gave black men in Washington the right to vote three years before the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution did the same for black males throughout the country. Under congressional rule during the latter decades of the nineteenth century, the District was largely free of the Jim Crow legal codes that imposed odious racial distinctions elsewhere in the South. For example, schoolteachers in Washington, who were federal employees, were paid the same regardless of race.


Partly as a result of opportunities like this, the District’s black population swelled year by year, and by 1900, Washington had the highest percentage of African Americans of any major US city. Black culture also flourished. Howard University, the nation’s most illustrious black college, was founded there in 1867. Prominent black leaders like the abolitionist writer and orator Frederick Douglass made their homes in the city, along with hundreds of black business owners, artists, writers, musicians, and social activists.


But the capital city wasn’t immune to the racism that infected the entire nation, and in fact it was deeply segregated in social and geographic terms. In 1913, President Woodrow Wilson, a Southern Democrat, imposed segregation in federal departments for the first time in fifty years, exacerbating tensions between whites and blacks. (As the 2015 controversy over Wilson’s legacy at Princeton University suggests, his bigoted act, like so much else in our nation’s checkered racial history, continues to spark debate.) In July 1919, during the so-called Red Summer of racial violence around the country, white mobs attacked blacks at random in the streets of Washington. When the police refused to intervene, groups of armed blacks fought back. Fifteen were killed and hundreds injured.


Under President Franklin D. Roosevelt, segregation policies in the federal government began to be lifted. Blacks in Washington, DC, were among the early participants in the nascent civil rights movement, helping to organize economic and political actions like the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaign of the 1930s. In 1939, when the famed contralto Marian Anderson was prevented from singing at Washington’s Constitution Hall because she was black, Eleanor Roosevelt helped arrange her appearance on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, where she performed a concert before an audience of seventy-five thousand people. Twenty-four years later, when Martin Luther King Jr. organized the famous March on Washington, he chose the same steps to deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech.


By 1975, the year I was born, Washington was 70 percent black and suffering from the same urban troubles that many cities across the nation were experiencing. The Washington neighborhoods that had burned in the riots following King’s assassination in 1968 had barely recovered. Huge swaths of largely poor, black neighborhoods in the Southeast and Anacostia regions were decimated by poverty, crime, drug use, and the flight of middle-class whites and blacks to the suburbs.


Of course, there was a special irony in the fact that the nation’s capital was in such decline. Just blocks from the pristine White House, entire neighborhoods were blighted. Marion Barry, who served as the city’s mayor from 1979 to 1991 and again from 1995 to 1999, was controversial even before his infamous 1990 arrest for smoking crack cocaine on camera. By the early 1990s, Washington had the dubious distinction of being the murder capital of the nation.


For many of us who lived in the District during those troubled years, it seemed as if the city was broken. My mother was always on the phone with a city agency, trying to get the garbage collected or some basic service restored. A drive within a few blocks of the city’s stately memorials took us past prostitutes and drug dealers openly soliciting on Fourteenth Street.


But while many of Washington’s inner-city blacks were poor, living in the grimmest of circumstances, the city was also home to a large, very wealthy African American community living in expensive, elegant enclaves along the Sixteenth Street corridor, as physically and psychologically distant from places like Anacostia as my own home. They sent their children to the same elite private schools and summer camps I attended. They were part of refined Jack and Jill social clubs and were deeply connected and influential in Washington society. These were the black families I knew.


On September 20, 1984, The Cosby Show made its premiere on my ninth birthday. The affluent, professional black family the show portrayed was a novelty to most Americans but not to me—I knew lots of families like theirs.


The black community wasn’t the only source of diversity in Washington. Embassies representing nearly every nation on earth are established there, each staffed by citizens who live in and around the District with their families. In my preschool, the children came from every corner of the world; Iran, Turkey, Ghana, Nigeria, and Mexico were all represented. One of my earliest memories is learning to say “Good morning!” in a different language each day. Birthday parties were often exotic affairs. I still remember trying baklava for the first time at the sixth birthday celebration of a Turkish boy in my class.


So while my immediate neighborhood was almost entirely white, the diversity of the larger city permeated every experience. At Lafayette Elementary School, where I spent several blissful years, the principal and all my most cherished, loving teachers were black. In every class, at least a third of the students were black, immigrant, or minority. Of my best friends in early childhood, Alison was white and Roman Catholic; Annie was black and adopted into a white Jewish family, along with three siblings; Alex and Jenny were African American twin children of diplomats who by the sixth grade had already lived in Cameroon and Egypt and would soon be heading to Israel. Racial and ethnic diversity was such a normal, constant part of my life that I barely noticed it. Those early friendships across lines of race and religion became a kind of template for my life. Maybe it’s not a coincidence that my husband is Catholic and my children are black.


The Sting of Exclusion… The Joy of Community


In the seventh grade, my parents opted not to send me on to Alice Deal Middle School, the public junior high serving our neighborhood. It was excellent but huge, and they rightly concluded I was not self-motivated enough to succeed there. I was accepted by the prestigious Holton-Arms School in Bethesda, Maryland, one of the most respected girls’ schools in the country. I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of leaving the neighborhood environment where I’d experienced so much happiness, but off I went.


My teachers were brilliant, and I thrived academically, but I struggled socially. Bethesda was less than thirty minutes from our house, but it could have been another country as far as I was concerned. The demographics of the wealthy Maryland suburb at the time could not have been more different from those of our neighborhood in the District. We were a liberal, Jewish, Democratic family, and my mother worked, while most of my classmates were wealthy, conservative, Protestant, Republicans, with mothers who stayed home. I took the bus or was driven to school in a ’70s Ford with many, many miles on it, while everyone else pulled up in a shiny new Mercedes or BMW chauffeured by their beautifully dressed and coiffed mothers. I understood immediately that my family and I did not fit in.


I was totally unprepared for the exclusive, rarefied world at Holton-Arms. From day one, I knew I had left the easy acceptance of my Washington, DC, community behind. It all came to a head in the eighth grade on the day of my classmate Jennifer’s birthday party, which was held at the Chevy Chase Club. Every girl in the class was invited—except me. I can still hear the barely controlled rage in my mother’s voice as she explained why: Jews were not welcome at the club. The Chevy Chase Club, just blocks from our home on the DC/Maryland border, was founded in the 1890s by US senator Francis G. Newlands of Nevada, who helped to develop the town of Chevy Chase, Maryland, with the avowed intention of keeping it both white and Christian. By the time of Jennifer’s birthday party in the late eighties, the club’s only Jewish member, at least according to my mother, was Henry Kissinger. (Today the club is less impenetrable but still exclusive. I know a number of prominent Jewish Washingtonians who are members, so things have most certainly changed.)


My mother seized the moment as an opportunity to bitterly remind me of the long, painful history of Jews in the United States and elsewhere. My own family, having fled brutal anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe at the turn of the century, couldn’t escape prejudice here. My maternal grandfather legally changed his name from Goldberg to Gilbert because, as a traveling salesman with a Jewish last name, there were many places he couldn’t get a hotel room in the 1950s.


For me as a thirteen-year-old, there was something shocking and soul-crushing about this kind of exclusion. It burned: I was angry and hurt, and there was nothing I could do about it. It was a feeling I will never forget. I left Holton after the eighth grade—I was just too different and had made few friends. Fortunately, a spot finally opened up for me at liberal Georgetown Day School, to which my family had applied repeatedly since I was in kindergarten. It changed my life forever.


Georgetown Day School was founded in 1945 as Washington’s first racially integrated school at a time of intense segregation, and it retains a commitment to diversity and liberal values to this day. (If I need shorthand to explain to anyone from Washington, DC, the kind of person I am, I say I attended GDS, and they understand immediately.) The culture and values of GDS embodied everything I had learned growing up. It was open, liberal, creative, and welcoming of even the oddest of oddball characters. GDS saw qualities in people that no one else did. We had at least three openly gay teachers at a time when that was certainly not true of most other schools. One of our English teachers had dreadlocks and played in a local reggae band.


By the ninth grade, I’d joined the ranks of the oddballs. My experience at Holton had triggered a major rebellion. I dyed my hair jet-black, streaked it with purple, and took to wearing combat boots and various other outward signs of teen angst. But at GDS there were plenty of other kids experimenting with rebellion and identity, and the school embraced us all.


The teachers and administration of Georgetown Day understood that sorting through the many complex facets of identity was as important to our education as passing AP exams and the SATs, and they had plenty of opportunities to prove their commitment. When I entered GDS in September 1989, race had become a heated and complicated issue at the school. A number of black juniors and seniors contended that cliquey white seniors treated them as second-class citizens. Angry exchanges erupted in the hallways. To their huge credit, the administration seized on the conflict as an opportunity to launch a school-wide discussion. Journalist Juan Williams, who had just published Eyes on the Prize, his extraordinary book about the American civil rights movement, was invited to address the students and facilitate dialogue at daylong assemblies. His wise, soothing presence was a perfect counterpoint to the high emotions we were all experiencing. For nearly a week, we talked about nothing but race. The more I listened to the pain expressed by my minority classmates, the more I felt I understood.


First of all, I loved them. My best friend at GDS, Caroline, was biracial and had been struggling with feeling like an outsider herself. I also worshipped from afar the group of black senior girls who had triggered the discussion. They seemed so powerful and strong. But there was also something familiar about the particular variety of exclusion and marginal status they expressed—after all, I had been excluded, too. By the end of the week, I didn’t just understand them—I burned for them, I cried for them, I yearned for them, and I loved them even more. In my heart they were my sisters and brothers. I was never the same again.


Growing up, I never thought my life was especially exceptional or unique, but today I realize how unusual it was. The opportunity to explore issues of race and identity at such a formative time was extraordinary and rare. Not nearly enough people have opportunities like this. Too few of us live or work in environments where this kind of open learning and sharing is even possible. It’s a shame, because if more Americans had the chance to contemplate and work through issues of difference in the way I did, we might be a different nation.


These early experiences made two things clear to me. First, being in close contact with people from different backgrounds, races, and cultures made my life more interesting, rewarding, enriching, and meaningful. Being surrounded by diversity had opened my heart, broadened my horizons, and helped me learn more, think more clearly, and understand the world more deeply.


Second, I’d discovered that, for diversity to add value rather than create conflict, we have to work incredibly hard to understand each other. We must be able to appreciate and embrace one another, and we must find the threads of common human experience that unite us. We have to find shared experience in order to fully appreciate the value that difference brings. We must find ways to cross the lines that divide us.


Hearing and Heeding the Call


The experiences of my youth and many since have persuaded me that we are missing an enormous opportunity as a nation. Why don’t we Americans invest more effort in seriously pursuing ways to embrace difference? Why are we so resigned to conflict? Why do we seem to repeat the same mistakes over and over again?


Now, with the wisdom of my forty years, I see that I was destined to devote my life to seeking the answers to these questions. But it was far from immediately obvious. When I was young, I never imagined I’d be doing what I do today.


I meandered in early adulthood. For a while, I wanted to be an actress, then an opera singer. In 1994, I moved to New York to be close to a voice teacher I was devoted to. I eventually wound up at Barnard College, which I loved, and did temp jobs at Wall Street firms, answering phones to pay for my expensive singing lessons. Eventually I landed a steady part-time job, and three days a week I made the trek after classes from 116th Street to Water Street to work at a small but prestigious investment firm called Weiss, Peck & Greer. I made fifteen dollars an hour—a fortune for me then—and I was surprised to find that I enjoyed the work. I rose from receptionist to human resources assistant to recruiter. By the time I graduated from Barnard in 1998, I’d built a decent résumé of credible jobs in HR.


I puttered along at corporate jobs for several years, still convinced my real calling was music. But when I met my husband, I realized I wanted a different kind of life and began to pursue a business career more seriously. After much soul-searching, I let go of my musical aspirations and dived into several HR roles at start-up companies.


I met Philippe at a wedding in a tiny town not far from Lyon, France. In high school I had studied French and participated in an exchange program with a French family. I became close friends with Flore, my host family’s daughter, and when she was married in 2002, my mother and I flew to France for the wedding. Philippe was the best man, and I was seated next to him for the reception. There was a lot of wine served at dinner, and it wasn’t until many bottles were emptied that we noticed each other. But when we did, our attraction was instantaneous.


That said, there was absolutely nothing about the situation that would have made a relationship, let alone a marriage lasting more than a decade, even occur to us. First of all, we lived in two separate countries. There was also a distinct language barrier. My French was far from perfect, and his English wasn’t much better. And yet, as they say, we spoke the language of love.


The long story short is that Philippe had total conviction that we were meant for each other and that we could overcome any obstacles. At first, I wasn’t convinced. Most of my life I had believed that it was my obligation and moral duty to marry within the Jewish faith. My parents were both secular and certainly never pressured me to make traditionally Jewish choices, but my grandparents, the rabbis I grew up with, and everyone around me insisted that marrying outside the faith was a kind of betrayal. The dwindling number of Americans strongly identifying with their Jewish faith had been a worrisome reality for years.


For all these reasons, I struggled with my love for Philippe. I tried more than once to end our relationship. But Philippe was undeterred. As we built our relationship in trips back and forth between France and New York, Philippe kept insisting that if the point of religion and of a connection with God was love, how could loving someone be a betrayal of faith?


It took real self-examination for me finally to acknowledge that he was right. Nothing matters more than love. We were married in New York on January 11, 2004, in a Jewish ceremony with friends and family from France and the United States in a circle around us.


I by no means want to gloss over the challenges inherent in intermarriage, nor do I want to diminish the validity of marrying within one’s own faith. There were certainly trying moments and complicated discussions with our families on both sides. For me, though, it was unquestionably the right decision, and I’m grateful to Philippe that he held up a mirror to my bias and helped me break through that limitation.


Through my early thirties, my professional career started to come together. I found myself in a decision-making leadership role at a growing outsourcing firm. As head of HR, I was responsible for advising the young, brash, mostly male leadership team on a range of people-related issues from benefits to compensation. It wasn’t easy. A huge fight broke out over the maternity leave policy. The leadership team wanted to grant the senior women ten weeks’ paid leave but the secretaries much less. I was appalled—after all, the secretary needs the support as much as, if not more than, the woman making five times her salary. In my next job I found myself fighting the same battle again, this time as the only woman on the leadership team. I was fed up.


The fact that the United States was the only industrialized nation with no legal mandate for any paid maternity leave made me crazy. All the social justice and feminism of my upbringing kicked in. I vowed to do something about it.


I remembered Judith Lichtman, the mother of my classmate Julia from Georgetown Day School. Judy was a pioneer in the women’s movement. In 1991, during my sophomore year of high school, she had been part of the team working with Anita Hill when Hill testified against Clarence Thomas’s nomination to the Supreme Court. She founded the National Partnership for Women and Families in 1971, and she had been instrumental in passing the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, the only Federal legislation to this day that offers any kind of job protection for maternity leave. I e-mailed Julia for her mother’s number, then picked up the phone and called her office.


To my surprise and delight, Judy invited me to Washington to meet with her lobbyists on Capitol Hill. Over the course of several months, I accompanied them to visits with members of Congress to press for expanded family leave. I was hooked. I realized that nothing could possibly be more important than fighting for women. I vowed to do more, having no idea what that would be, but I soon got my chance.


In July 2009, the economic skies were falling. The worst financial crisis since the Great Depression had hit Wall Street. Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers had gone under; the markets were tumbling. The Harlem apartment we had bought at the top of the market in 2006 was now underwater, its value less than the amount we owed on its mortgage. At work, I had to fire nearly everyone at our firm. Then I was let go myself. The same month, my husband also lost his job. And in the middle of that crazy, scary summer, we learned we would be adopting a baby girl once she was born—the culmination of a grueling process we’d inaugurated months before when our career prospects seemed much brighter. We were thrilled at the news, but the timing was terrible. When we brought newborn Stella Rose home in early September, money was quickly running out.


I needed a job desperately. I had no idea what I would do next, but I knew it had to be connected in some way to advancing diversity.


In late September 2009, I met Sylvia Ann Hewlett, an economist and thought leader best known for a series of controversial books she had written in the 1990s about the needs of women and children, including When the Bough Breaks and The War Against Parents (coauthored with Cornel West). In 2004, she’d founded a think tank called the Center for Work-Life Policy, later renamed the Center for Talent Innovation. The center did critical research on the underlying challenges facing diverse employees of big companies and had set up the beginnings of a consulting firm dedicated to helping companies work through those challenges.


Miraculously, the center was surviving the financial crisis, and they had a job for me that seemed perfect. I started working there a few hours a week (Stella was just a newborn), writing short paragraphs for new reports and interviewing leaders from big companies about their programs. The pay was modest. But within a few months it was clear there could be a great opportunity to build the separate but associated for-profit consulting business, and Sylvia offered me a full-time job. With her enthusiastic support, by early 2010 the consulting practice began to grow. I dived into my work with all the love and passion I could muster.


I was completely committed to my work on corporate diversity at the Center for Talent Innovation and spent four wonderful years partnering with an amazing, enthusiastic team and passionate, dedicated clients who sincerely wanted to make a difference. I spoke at conferences and meetings around the world and wrote articles for well-known publications. It was an extraordinary time for me. Sylvia was hugely generous, adding my name to the company and regularly improving the terms of my compensation and partnership. I was doing work every day that felt like my true calling.


But it was not to last, and in retrospect it was never really meant to be. As our business became more successful and I became more independent, my relationship with Sylvia grew increasingly strained. Our clashes grew more contentious. Finally, in November 2013, just a few months after appointing me president of the center, ostensibly to be her successor, she fired me.


I was shocked and devastated. I had loved Sylvia and was devoted to her and the organization, and I had always thought we would work out our differences. She clearly disagreed, and we have never spoken since.


My split with Sylvia was traumatic. I had lost the work I loved and the team I built, and I couldn’t imagine another job ever bringing me as much joy. It was a reflective and difficult time in my life, but now, looking back, I’m grateful for the opportunity it gave me to rethink my focus. I moved forward with the recognition that I was lucky to be able to make a career out of my passions and my values as a person.


For several weeks following my split from Sylvia, I was still in shock. Struggling to find my new direction, I reached out to all the mentors and advisors I most admired. One conversation stands out from the rest. Maynard Webb, former COO of eBay and chairman of the board of Yahoo, had become one of my dear mentors, and he was gracious enough to offer his wise counsel in my time of need. What he said will stick with me forever. “Lauren, there is really only one important question you need to ask yourself right now, and that is, what is the impact you want to have on the world? If you can answer that, everything else will become clear.”


He was right. Moving past my self-absorbed personal drama and focusing on something greater than myself enabled me to see possibilities I hadn’t seen before. I knew instantly what the answer was for me, and I have worked on it every day since.


I chose to devote myself, no matter what, to advancing equality, diversity, fairness, representation, and progress. And for me that has been as much about self-exploration as it has been about anything else. By addressing these issues, I’ve begun to see how much richer and more meaningful our lives become when we work to overcome the large and small divisions between us. I’ll explain in later chapters how I founded All In Together, my nonprofit organization dedicated to advancing the interests and influence of women leaders, and my ongoing work to help corporations take full advantage of the opportunities diversity provides. But it all came from a simple call to make a difference in the world and to start the process by looking relentlessly at myself.


I know how fortunate I am to have the opportunity to explore important questions and to forge bonds with people different from myself. I also know that I’m lucky to have found a way to earn a living doing something I care passionately about. And as someone who works on the topics in this book every day, I recognize that I am focused on them more than the average person. But the reality is, no matter what our job or life story, no matter who you are, where you live, or where you come from, you can make a difference.


For us to make progress as a society on the big, difficult, seemingly intractable challenges posed by our ethnic, racial, religious, and cultural differences, we all need to do our part. What I hope my story and all the other stories in the book will make clear is that to capitalize fully on the promise of diversity, we need a nation of champions dedicated to the cause. Each of us must become an agent of change, willing to make a positive difference. In the chapters that follow, I’ll describe the countless ways Americans are doing this every day, as well as the countless ways we could be doing more. I’m honored to play some small part.















2. The Diversity Dividend





He who is different from me does not impoverish me—he enriches me. Our unity is constituted in something higher than ourselves—in Man… For no man seeks to hear his own echo, or to find his reflection in the glass.


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Flight to Arras




The annual Milken Global Conference, held every spring in Los Angeles, is one of the more rarefied forums where business leaders gather. Founded by former Wall Street tycoon Michael Milken, it brings together a who’s who of global business and political leaders to think about big ideas and rub elbows with other power players.


In April 2015, I was invited to speak at one of the conference discussions on women in elected office and had the privilege of attending many of the sessions. The event on the second day was a lunch in the posh grand ballroom of the Beverly Hills Hotel featuring Sheryl Sandberg, the COO of Facebook and author of the best-selling 2013 book Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, in conversation with three former secretaries of the US Treasury: Henry Paulson, Timothy Geithner, and Robert Rubin. Sandberg led an insightful, wide-ranging discussion about the global economy, and the three secretaries offered thoughtful, authoritative opinions on every issue.


But then Sandberg raised what seemed to me a fundamental issue about the future of the US economy. She quoted the legendary investor Warren Buffett as saying that one reason he had been so successful was that he was competing “with only half the population”—that is, only with men. She went on to cite data from the International Monetary Fund showing that closing the gender gap between the workforce participation of men and women in the United States would increase the nation’s gross domestic product by 5 percent.


“That’s a big number,” Sandberg said. “What needs to get done? How do we get women to be full participants in our workforce and at leadership levels?”


All three secretaries shifted visibly and uncomfortably in their chairs. Secretary Rubin immediately deferred to Secretary Geithner, who replied, “Sheryl, we should be asking you this! You know a lot more about it than we do.”


After she replied, “I’m asking you,” an awkward laugh broke out in the room.


Geithner finally answered the question. American companies, he said, should “hire more women, advance more women, and pay them equally. It’s not rocket science.”


“And yet it’s not easy to do,” Sandberg replied.


“No, it’s not,” he conceded.


In his response, Secretary Paulson ruminated on his earlier career at Goldman Sachs, where he observed the tendency of men to surround themselves with people like them. He made the case for CEO and board pressure to insist on gender equality at work. “There are huge advantages you get from having diversity. There’s huge advantages for driving this.”


Last to reply, Robert Rubin referenced his own career in the rarefied worlds of Goldman Sachs, Harvard, and the Treasury, and spoke about the women he knew who had opted to stay home with their children. “But I’ll tell you something, Sheryl. I know the politically correct responses to give, and I could say things that would make everyone here stand up and clap. But I think it’s very complicated and very hard to do. I think there’s immense advantage to having women in the workforce, but it’s far more difficult than we’re making it out to be.”


I was frankly stunned by these responses. That three Treasury secretaries who have steered the nation through such unimaginable trials as the financial crisis of 2008–9 consider the gender labor gap a really hard problem speaks volumes about the diversity challenges and the opportunities we face. The simple answers and the narrowness of their replies indicated they had not given it much thought. It struck me then, as it does now, that anything estimated to add 5 percent to the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) might be worth deeper reflection.


As a nation, in elite circles like the Milken conference and at a basic level on the street, we are perpetually struggling to reconcile the complex set of issues, challenges, and opportunities that come from questions like Sheryl’s. Diversity is fundamental to a range of social and economic benefits, yet we’re only beginning to understand what it means and how to deal with it.


Though now a common buzzword, the term diversity means many things to many people. In chapter three, I will talk about a new, expanded definition tied to people’s attitudes and perspectives. But generally speaking, Americans—and that includes business, political, educational, and media leaders with the power to help shape our local, regional, and national institutions—define diversity by visible traits like race, gender, national origin, religion, sexual orientation, and disability. These immutable traits make up our inherent diversity as a nation.


This definition focuses on unchangeable personal characteristics that differentiate someone visibly from the white male population. They are categories rooted in conflict and confrontation. Today they define protected classes of individuals under the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964 as well as subsequent laws such as the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. And while these legal protections are not always comprehensive or effective, there is growing consensus that all Americans, regardless of differences, should enjoy the same rights and protections. After all, the Declaration of Independence enshrines the rights of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” as fundamental for all Americans. Many of us agree that making exceptions to this principle is simply—well, un-American.


The legal framework for protecting citizens’ rights and freedoms is essential to our national life, not just because of the undeniable moral imperative to treat everyone as equal but also because of what those protections enable in terms of social, civil, and economic prosperity. There is now overwhelming evidence that as our nation has embraced the equal protection and opportunities of our diverse citizens, we have reaped huge economic and social benefits. Diversity of all kinds powers economic growth and prosperity more directly and dramatically than almost anything else.


There are many powerful examples of this, but certainly the impact that women have had on the US economy paints a most dramatic picture. Between 1979 and 2014, the percentage of working-age women with full-time jobs in the United States grew from 28.6 to 40.7. The increase among women with children has been even greater—from 27.3 percent to 44.1 percent. That increase has been responsible for $1.7 trillion in economic output—equivalent to 11 percent of the economy as a whole.1 All this even as women continue to lag men in wages. Today women earn about eighty-one cents for every dollar made by men.2 Just closing the wage gap so that men and women are paid equally could add 3 to 4 percent to the economy.3 To put that in perspective, the massive $700 billion stimulus package passed by Congress in 2008 under the name of TARP added just 1.5 percent to the economy.


Unfortunately, the gender wage gap persists as one of the more complicated and difficult issues to tackle, one that even Treasury secretaries struggle to deal with. The current figures are based on an average calculated by dividing the sum of all wages by the number of people in the workforce. This means that the gender wage gap is partially connected to both the overall wages women earn and the number of women in the workforce. After years of progress, the overall labor-force participation of women has recently begun to decline and is projected to follow the same downward trend in the future. The US Department of Labor expects the female labor-force participation rate to go from 57 percent today to only 47 percent in 2022.4


Mixed into that reality is the fact that women, especially women of color—for whom the wage gap is even more dramatic—continue to hold a disproportionate share of low-wage jobs. Fully 62 percent of minimum-wage earners in the United States are women, only 38 percent men.5 All of this feeds the overall gender wage gap.


There is no question that in many fields the wage gap is exacerbated by wage differentials between men and women who occupy the same job. But that’s incredibly difficult for employees to prove, and employers have largely not taken a proactive stance in self-auditing the wages of their employees and rectifying the situation. In one hopeful sign, tech company Salesforce.com recently audited every position in the company and adjusted the pay of any woman—or man—who was not being paid in line with peers. CEO Marc Benioff launched the effort after several senior women raised the issue. By his own account, he never expected to find the kinds of differentials that were uncovered. But to his credit, he ensured that every person in the company was paid the same as others with the same job.6 Facebook and Microsoft both conducted similar audits, and they have taken steps to close the gaps they found. It’s an obvious solution that should be getting more attention. In my view, every company in the country should undertake the same type of effort, no matter how complicated or costly it may be.


To close the national gender pay gap, however, will take a massive effort to move more women out of minimum-wage occupations and ensure that they enter higher-paying fields in greater numbers. The effort would not be wasted. As we showed earlier, closing the gender wage gap would be an enormous boost to the entire economy.


It’s not just as employees that women are helping to build our national economy but also as entrepreneurs and business owners. A 2009 study by the Center for Women’s Business Research found that women-owned businesses had a cumulative impact of $2.8 trillion on the US economy—more than the GDP of the nations of Canada, India, and Vietnam combined. Women-owned businesses were responsible for creating and maintaining twenty-three million jobs, about 16 percent of the entire workforce.7


Other diverse groups also contribute hugely to our economic prosperity. Consider, for example, the contributions of immigrants. The Economic Policy Institute showed that from 2009–11, immigrants made up 16 percent of the US workforce and produced over $743 billion of economic output—about 14.7 percent of the total. So while only around 13 percent of the US population is composed of immigrants, their economic contribution is significantly larger than their numbers. It’s often assumed that immigrants drain our economy by taking advantage of generous policies that support people who don’t work, but the statistics show that immigrants are more likely to work than native-born Americans.


What’s more, the stereotype that immigrants occupy mainly minimally productive, low-wage jobs is also a fallacy. Almost as many immigrants hold white-collar jobs (46 percent) as all other jobs combined. And while the average education level of immigrants is slightly lower than that of native-born Americans, a similar percentage—46 percent—have at least some college education.8


Thus, women and immigrants are two powerhouse forces playing a major role in driving America’s economic growth. Despite political rhetoric to the contrary, in an era when business and political leaders are struggling to find ways of boosting the rate of GDP growth above the anemic 1 to 2 percent level we’ve sustained for years, it’s clear that encouraging even more economic participation by diverse Americans could make such an impact.


But the economic value of diversity isn’t limited to the sheer number of jobs held by women, immigrants, or minorities. There’s significant evidence that incorporating diversity into business leadership enhances the creativity of companies and boosts their economic performance.


Numerous analyses of real-world business data bear out this conclusion. In 2012, three McKinsey consultants studied the financial results achieved by 180 publicly traded companies in the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, and France over a two-year period (2008–10). They then examined the senior leadership teams of those companies to determine the number of women and foreign nationals included (as a reasonable way of measuring executive diversity). They found that both return on equity and margins on earnings were significantly higher for companies in the top quartile of the diversity scale than for those in the bottom quartile.


Digging deeper, they discovered specific links between the companies’ diversity initiatives and their business results. For example, Adidas, one of the most diverse firms in the study, launched a program to implement greater diversity in its design centers in hopes of jump-starting some fresh thinking about innovation. It worked. Adidas subsequently won a number of awards for product creativity.9


Global investment banking firm Credit Suisse launched their own studies examining the impact of female leadership on company performance. The researchers developed a database that maps the board structure and senior management of more than three thousand companies around the world. When they tracked the growth in market capitalization (i.e., company value) attained by these firms, they found that large companies with at least one female board member outperformed their peers by 26 percent over a period of six years. Gender-diverse firms also enjoyed higher rates of return on equity and higher price-to-book share values (which imply stronger market expectations for future growth). The Credit Suisse study didn’t attempt to reach any definitive conclusions about the cause-and-effect connection between diversity and company performance. But the researchers commented: “Does this mean that better companies hire more women, or that women chose to work for more successful companies, or that women themselves help improve companies’ performance? The most likely answer is probably a combination of the three.”10


Regardless of cause, the economic benefit associated with women and other diverse populations entering the workforce is compelling. As the evidence mounts, the correlation between diversity, economic growth, and financial performance is becoming widely accepted.



Different, Special, Valuable


But why do the participation, presence, and engagement of diverse individuals drive so much economic value? It’s certainly not magic. In the simplest terms, being inherently different from the majority shapes the attitudes, values, behaviors, and abilities of people to such a degree that they are able to make even greater contributions. The outsider experience sparks creativity and an ability to see the world through a different lens, and often outsiders identify needs in inventive ways.


This helps explain why so many of the most important innovators who have built, grown, and transformed the US economy in the last two hundred years have been diverse. List just a few of their names, and you’ve quickly generated an honor roll of remarkable entrepreneurs, inventors, and company founders who brought their talents to our shores from around the world. They include E. I. du Pont, the French-born chemist who created one of the world’s greatest industrial empires; the Scottish-born Andrew Carnegie, who founded U.S. Steel; the Croatian-born inventor Nikola Tesla, who shaped America’s electrical supply system; Alexander Graham Bell, another Scotsman, who launched the telephone industry; Helena Rubenstein, the Polish-born founder of a cosmetics empire; and, in more recent decades, such luminaries as Andrew Grove, the Hungarian-born cofounder of Intel; the Russian-born Sergey Brin, cofounder of Google; and Vinod Khosla, the Indian-born high-tech entrepreneur who helped launch Sun Microsystems.


And it’s not that diverse individuals all secretly innovate in their garages late at night. The power of their diverse perspective makes everyone else around measurably better at solving problems and creative thinking. In his best-selling book The Wisdom of Crowds, James Surowiecki uses examples from many fields to illustrate the power of diverse perspectives to solve problems, improve decision-making, and foster creativity. Surowiecki introduces the theme with an anecdote from the life of the eminent nineteenth-century scientist Francis Galton, who observed a guessing game at a rural county fair. Galton was stunned to discover that when hundreds of passersby guessed the weight of an ox, their median guess was closer to the true weight than the guesses of experienced cattle experts.


Taking off from this example, Surowiecki examines numerous instances in which the combined knowledge of many people generates insights more accurate and valuable than those of one or a few experts. Based on his analysis, Surowiecki concludes that four elements are essential to marshal the wisdom of a crowd—of which the first and most crucial is “diversity of opinion.” Conversely, when a group of people exhibits “homogeneity” in their thinking, then nothing is gained from their individual contributions, no matter how numerous they may be.11 When people bring diverse perspectives, knowledge, and insights to a problem, their ability to solve it increases dramatically.


If we accept that there is real economic advantage to diversity, the United States has a tremendous and growing economic advantage that is driven by our increasing demographic diversity. Experts predict that the United States is likely to become a minority-majority country sometime between 2041 and 2046.12 It’s a trend that means more Americans now have the opportunity to live and work among people of diverse backgrounds than ever before. This poses huge opportunities and equally huge challenges.


For many Americans, the opportunity to live and work in diverse communities has great appeal. They have experienced, as I did in Washington, DC, that diverse communities are simply more interesting than groups that lack such diversity. Indeed, metropolises like New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Miami are among the fastest-growing cities in the nation. Smaller but highly diverse cities like San Francisco, Boston, New Orleans, and Austin are growing dramatically, and their surrounding suburbs and “satellite cities,” from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Roswell, Georgia, are also big draws. Not coincidentally, places like these are home to the majority of America’s most successful businesses, vibrant social and cultural institutions, innovative research organizations, hotbeds of artistic and intellectual ferment, and creative individuals, from Nobel Prize winners and MacArthur “geniuses” to best-selling authors and groundbreaking artists.


The energy, excitement, and dynamism that are almost universally attributed to cities are largely a product of their diversity. And while surveys (like a 2014 poll conducted by the Pew Research Center) show that pluralities of Americans, especially those who describe themselves as conservatives, claim they’d prefer to live in small towns, this supposed yearning for the homogeneity of rural life is more theoretical than real.13 Over 80 percent of Americans live in urban areas, and population growth in cities continues to outpace growth in rural areas.14 Of course, there are various factors that contribute to this trend, including more economic opportunities in big cities, but it seems clear that the economic dynamism of cities is itself partly a by-product of urban diversity.


Whatever the exact mix of causes, the fact is that millions of Americans, including most of those who are very ambitious and creative, vote for diversity with their feet. As soon as they are able, they move to large cities or to their nearby suburbs, where they can mingle with and be stimulated by vast numbers of people whose diversity makes them interesting to be around.


But of course, it’s not all roses. There are serious challenges to diverse people living together profitably. Major cities from Detroit to Baltimore to St. Louis have also faced profound challenges managing their diversity in areas from policing to educational opportunities. I’ll explore each of these issues in more depth later.


Despite the migrations to cities over the last decades, given the long and painful history of American segregation and discrimination, there are still plenty of Americans who live in social circles that are highly non-diverse. In 2013, the Public Religion Research Institute conducted a survey in which they asked respondents to identify up to seven people with whom they had “discussed important matters” during the previous six months—a way of winnowing out slight acquaintances and zeroing in on an individual’s circle of close friends. They then asked respondents to identify the gender, race, ethnicity, and religious affiliation of those friends, if known.


The results were fascinating—and distressing. White respondents said that at least 91 percent of their friends were white. (The exact percentage is unclear, since 3 percent were labeled “don’t know” or were not racially identified by the respondent.) Fully 75 percent of white respondents said their networks of close friends included no nonwhite people.15 One journalist writing about the study, who had grown up in a small town in Iowa that was 90 percent white and described herself as “a pale girl of German-Irish descent,” commented that, as far as the white respondents to the survey were concerned, “We’re all living in our own private Iowa.”16


The homogeneity of social networks among minority-group members in the survey was less dramatic. Black respondents reported that 83 percent of their friends were black, and 8 percent were white; 65 percent of blacks reported having friend networks containing only black people. Hispanics said that 64 percent of their friends were fellow Hispanics, while 19 percent were white; 46 percent of Hispanics reported having friend networks made up exclusively of Hispanics. Thus, African Americans and Hispanics have circles of friendship that are more diverse than those of whites. These results probably relate to the fact that whites remain a majority of the US population in most localities; it’s simply harder for a black person (for example) to avoid white people than the reverse.


Studies like this reveal an important truth about our society. Despite the lore that describes our country as a melting pot, many Americans live in enclaves where contact with those of a different racial or ethnic background is rare. Economic disparities play a part, but so do historic and persistent patterns of racial and ethnic discrimination in housing.17 But perhaps above all else, many of us are simply more comfortable living and working with those most like us. Just as men in Henry Paulson’s tony world of high finance are drawn to work with other men, the same principle applies to everyday Americans. We can hardly be blamed: Why would we suddenly change how we’ve lived and worked for so long?


Truth and Consequences


The problem is that acceptance of our polarized ways of living and working has far-reaching social and economic consequences.


For generations after the Civil War, political leaders in the American South resisted granting legal and social equality to nonwhites. A strict code of segregation in housing, employment, and education was reinforced by the social separation mandated by the notorious Jim Crow legal code. The entire edifice was further strengthened by legal and extralegal practices that effectually barred black men and women from voting, serving in public office, or otherwise exercising their political rights.


Throughout this period, the South lagged the rest of the nation in economic growth and performance. This is one of the reasons the antipoverty programs of the New Deal and the Great Society, such as the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Rural Electrification Administration, placed special emphasis on the problems of the rural South.


In the decades since the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the “New South” has improved its record on racial equality and diversity. At the same time, with a boost from technological advances in transportation and communications—not to mention the spread of air-conditioning—the states of the entire so-called Sunbelt have enjoyed a growth spurt in population and economic development.


And yet the South still trails the rest of the country in terms of both diversity and economic performance. It’s especially true of the portions of the South that were built on slavery. In a fascinating 2013 study, a team of political scientists from the University of Rochester did a county-by-county analysis of census data and opinion polls of more than 39,000 Southern whites. They found that in the 1,344 counties in the area once known as the “Black Belt”—the region stretching from southern Virginia to eastern Texas where slave-dependent cotton plantations dominated the economy—negative racial attitudes toward blacks are still markedly more prevalent among whites than elsewhere in the United States.18


These same counties also exhibit dramatically poorer economic performance than their counterparts in regions of the United States that have more fully embraced racial equality and diversity. Countless studies support this conclusion, but one really stands out: the 2015 ranking by Business Insider magazine of all fifty states and the District of Columbia in terms of their economic strength. The rankings are meaningful because they combine no fewer than seven economic measures: unemployment rates, GDP per capita, average weekly wages, and recent growth rates for nonfarm payroll jobs, GDP, house prices, and wages.


The results? Of the eight states geographically dominated by the old Black Belt, all but one rank in the bottom half of the United States. (The sole exception is Georgia, which ranks eighteenth.) The lowest-ranked state, Mississippi, has one of the darkest and most entrenched histories of racial injustice and intolerance of them all. Four other Black Belt states are in the bottom twelve (Alabama, Arkansas, Virginia, and Louisiana). The average ranking of those states overall is thirty-eighth, in the bottom economic quarter of the country.19


Of course, the Deep South was also slower to industrialize than other parts of the country, and the lingering effects of this late transition surely play a role in the economic weakness of the region. But a growing number of political scientists and economists see a specific connection between resistance to diversity and economic failure. Overall, segregated communities have slower rates of income growth and property value appreciation—and not just in the neighborhoods where minority residents are segregated but throughout the region. In other words, even affluent white suburbs suffer economically when a city chooses to resist diversity.20


By contrast, cities and states that have welcomed diverse populations have tended to thrive economically. Despite worries by labor groups and workers who feel vulnerable in times of economic uncertainty, most studies show that immigrant diversity increases a city’s economic growth and ultimately leads to overall higher wage levels. When a city experiences an increase in diversity measured at just one standard statistical deviation, wages can be expected to increase by close to 6 percent.21


Recognizing this pattern, city officials and business leaders from communities around the United States have started to view diversity as one key to economic revitalization. In the last five years, Southern cities like Atlanta, Memphis, Nashville, Charlotte, and Louisville have launched “immigrant-friendly” programs in an effort to attract the productivity power of newcomers to our shores. So have cities in other regions, from Tucson, Arizona, in the West to Dayton, Ohio, in the Midwestern rust belt.


Many localities are already reaping the benefits. By 2012, Dayton reported that foreign-born residents contributed $115 million to the local economy and paid $15 million in state and local taxes. After launching its “global city” program, Nashville was named the friendliest city in America by Travel & Leisure magazine and—not coincidentally—led the nation in job growth in 2012. In Iowa, towns like Ottumwa and Marshalltown are experiencing an economic revival thanks to the arrival of new waves of immigrants.22


This story of success and failure illustrates the contradictions of our collective ambivalence about diversity. On one hand, large swaths of society live and work in diverse environments in order to reap the benefits. On the other, we have increasing levels of polarization and isolation and many Americans who are just plain uncomfortable about the changing face of the nation. The implications of which side we choose are huge.


Facing Change


The 2016 presidential campaign, particularly during the primary process, brought into stark relief the full spectrum of attitudes and fears about diversity in our nation. The highly partisan nature of our primary system encourages candidates to “appeal to the base,” leading them to double down on policies that appeal to the most loyal and partisan voters. Particular candidates have attempted to use the anger of many voters, especially working-class white men, to their advantage. On the extreme end, Donald Trump has insisted that the answer to American decline is to deport millions of immigrants who are living in the United States without legal documents. Over and over he declared that immigrants were dangerous drug dealers and rapists who were taking American jobs. That he had no factual evidence to support his claim—and that Trump’s own grandfather immigrated to the United States from Germany in the 1880s—was irrelevant. By May 2016, Trump had apparently clinched the Republican nomination, despite being staunchly opposed by many in his own party. Regardless of the ultimate outcome of the election, his rhetoric has pushed other Republicans toward more extreme anti-immigrant positions, a trend that is likely to have long-lasting repercussions.


Fear of change is a powerful inhibitor. Embracing diversity and empowering new groups to participate fully in the American experience inevitably changes our society. There is no doubt that many Americans are nervous about the demographic and social changes happening around them… and consequently want to turn back the clock on the forward march of history. The questions about President Obama’s nationality make the case perfectly. For many people, a black president shook up a world order that may not be just or rational but is at least familiar. Many of us grew up in a world where people of color were relegated to the margins of society, where no language other than English was likely to be encountered in the media, where gays and lesbians were hidden and invisible, and where women—with a handful of exceptions—were expected to confine their creativity and leadership skills to a few carefully selected arenas like nursing, teaching, and, of course, homemaking.


As we’re confronted with a new world of unpredictable, hard-to-understand challenges, from climate change and frightening pandemics to cyber warfare and global terrorism, it’s easy to idealize our childhood past as “the good old days” when life was predictable and safe. From there, it’s only a small step to regarding the unfamiliar outsiders who are demanding changes in the political and economic status quo as dangerous agitators bent on destroying the American way of life. (And when some in the media and in politics play up this scary vision to boost their ratings or poll numbers, our sense of anxiety heightens still further.)


The tensions surrounding these issues are real, not imaginary, and they affect everyone. We need to recognize them and address them, not pretend they don’t exist. But let’s not allow the challenges to prevent us, as individuals and as a society, from enjoying the benefits that diversity can bring us. After all, aren’t most worthwhile things difficult? We have to work hard to learn to play a musical instrument or a sport, to master a profession, to build a successful marriage. And in many cases, achieving something that is inherently good requires a reevaluation of how we think and everything we do—from where we live, to how we work, to the candidates we elect. That certainly applies to the benefits of diversity.


To discover those benefits, we need to find shared human experiences and build real and meaningful relationships with one another. From the streets to the boardroom, this authentic connection and understanding between profoundly different people makes everything possible. For diversity to add value rather than create discord, we must learn how to recognize and honor our common humanity. When we do, the possibilities are endless. If we don’t, we’re doomed to repeat the long, painful history of misunderstanding, mistrust, and conflict that our nation has been struggling to transcend since its founding.


Learning how to cross the visible and invisible lines that divide us couldn’t be more urgent or important. It may just be the most significant opportunity of our time.
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