














Praise for What If?


“A powerful storyteller and communicator, Steve Robbins has a one-of-a-kind ability to bring difficult, often complex, diversity issues to a space where everyone can be involved in the conversation. Insightful, humorous, and challenging, these stories are a great way to engage anyone and any organization in sustained diversity dialogue.”


—Michael F. Ramirez, Director–Corporate Social Responsibility, Herman Miller, Inc.


“I met Steve Robbins when he came to our organization to help us link diversity and inclusion to creativity and innovation. His insight, knowledge, and stories taught us the importance of becoming intentional about inviting different perspectives to the table and being willing to include them. What If? is about that—it opens a new door to a twenty-first-century dialogue about mindfulness, respect, and caring in the business environment.”


—Magda Nowak, Director, Organization Capability, PepsiCo International


“Steve Robbins is a gifted speaker and storyteller who can move people to see things they may never have seen before. His knowledge of diversity issues is surpassed only by his ability to share that knowledge in an inviting, insightful, and inspirational way. Read What If? and you’ll see what I mean.”


—Lynsey Martin, Human Resources, LDP, Raytheon


“Whether bringing an audience of several hundred people to their feet during a keynote address or sharing his insights in What If?, Steve Robbins is a definite path maker. His humor and real-life examples are catalysts for opening the minds of many and providing them with the tools to better understand and appreciate the importance of diversity and inclusion—both personally and professionally.”


—Michelle Dolieslager, Program Manager–Conferences, Society for Human Resource Management


“It’s rare that you come across a person who can make complex, difficult, and murky issues simple, easy, and clear—and have fun while doing it. Steve Robbins is that person on issues of diversity. Whether he is speaking at a conference or through this wonderfully engaging book, he inspires you to see beyond labels and beyond ‘self’ to become more open-minded and willing to entertain ideas and move outside your comfort zone.”


—Fanee B. Harrison, Director, Cultural Diversity & Inclusion, for a Fortune 100 company
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Preface



Justice requires those who suffer the least to speak up the most.


—Steve L. Robbins


Let me say this right off the bat: I am not by profession a writer. However, like everyone else, I have a story to tell. In fact I have twenty-six of them contained in this book. Why tell stories? Stories make effective vehicles for teaching and learning, and they can serve as powerful lenses for examining the human experience. Stories can expose our deepest torments and deliver our greatest triumphs. They can inspire and depress. They can bring on laughter and tears. They have the capacity to challenge and to inflict great discomfort. I don’t promise to reach all or any of these literary heights with my stories, but I have tried to provide a glimpse.


And so I embark on an endeavor to tell you some stories—so we can learn together. Many of them are drawn from my life experience. Most are based on my best recollection of my encounters with life and living. Some stories have family members among the cast of characters. Various details in those stories may be disputed by those individuals at some point, but heck, that’s what wound up in my memory (as faulty as it is). My kids can mischaracterize me when they write their own books. Other stories are fictional accounts that ask you to imagine a slightly different world. I hope some will help you step into others’ shoes so that you can learn from those others’ journeys.


In all of the stories I ask you to use two powerful words that we all should consider using more often: What if?


What if … the world isn’t as we think it is?


What if … we were humble enough to admit our mistakes—and courageous enough to correct them?


What if … we more often did as we aspire to do?


What if … we could listen more and judge less?


What if … we could be more flexible and adaptable?


What if … every day we told someone that we value him or her?


Thinking about these stories is the initial step in having what I call “crucial conversations”—conversations we shy (often run) away from because they may cause some mental discomfort, as if a little cognitive dissonance every now and then were a bad thing. And yet these conversations are the very ones required to overcome our apparent inability to reconcile unity with diversity, uniqueness with uniformity, certainty with curiosity. Crucial conversations, though difficult, are required if we are to hurdle a big obstacle we face on the diversity and inclusion journey: the difference between what we think we know and what we actually know. They are needed if we decide that e pluribus unum is truly our desired state.


We tend not to have crucial conversations around issues of diversity and inclusion because we often lack certain requisite skills. Among those skills is the ability to temporarily suspend our beliefs and worldviews to nonjudgmentally entertain the beliefs and worldviews of others. We find it arduous to consider that biased material may have been the basis of our socially constructed reality, our truth. When confronted with undeniable evidence that our truth is only one among many valid perspectives (or that our truth is flat-out wrong), we have an uncanny ability to continue believing that our perspective can be the only truth. Clearly, we don’t practice these types of conversations much, and thus we aren’t very good at them.


Sadly, we are raising generations of young people who will also lack the ability to have crucial conversations because we aren’t teaching them to do so, or how to do so. Yes, we have young people who are more open to “diversity” than were members of past generations, but there’s a catch. I have noticed that young people’s willingness to enter diversity dialogue is dependent on whether the dialogue will be celebratory in nature. I call this “tamale talk.” By this I mean that the way we go about teaching kids about diversity and multiculturalism has often centered on celebrating differences. Does the following sound familiar? “Let’s have a luncheon on Friday to celebrate diversity. We’ll have José bring in some tamales. We’ll ask Long to wear some Vietnamese clothes, and Tawanna will teach us an African dance.”


Don’t get me wrong, celebrating diversity is a wonderful thing, but if kids learn that diversity is always celebratory, then they will expect fun celebrations when the topic of diversity pops up. And when the talk becomes a little tough (ask here: How does one effectively address issues of racism, sexism, and other forms of exclusion without becoming uncomfortable?), young people will walk away, either mentally or physically or both. We as a society have not given our young people the words, the willingness, and the wherewithal to have crucial conversations around diversity-related issues. We don’t give them practice time with tough issues, so many are unable to perform when pushed onto the stage of reality—of real racism, real sexism, real homophobia, real classism, real ageism, real discrimination, real oppression, and so on.


We must model what we desire in our young people. In this case, we must show them how to talk about tough diversity-related issues—to have crucial conversations. And for us to do it well, we have to practice. Practice makes us better. I invite you to use these stories to practice diversity dialogue, to hone your ability to talk about the warts in our not-all-fun and not-all-celebratory history.


Several of the stories in this book originally appeared as the “Teachable Moments” section of the Do Diversity Right electronic newsletter I once wrote. That newsletter is now called Inclusion Insights (you can still get it for free on my Web site, www.SLRobbins.com).


I’ve tried to employ humor in a number of the stories to get serious (and not so serious) points across. Research and my own experience suggest that humor helps break down defenses. It also can help shine a different light on the human experience. Where I fail at humor, please be gentle in your critique. Where I succeed, smile a wide smile and share it with others.


The book begins with my own story of why I do this work. Reading it before you read the other stories will give you a context for why I believe everyone should be engaging in the work of diversity and inclusion. Not to give everything away, but in the end it’s all about caring about other people and putting others before self. If we all were able to do that, we might not need books like this. That would be a good thing, since I have found it challenging to be a pretend writer.
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My Story



To put the world in order, we must first put the nation in order; to put the nation in order, we must put the family in order; to put the family in order, we must cultivate our personal life; and to cultivate our personal life, we must first set our hearts right.


—Confucius


As I travel around the globe working with various organizations and businesses, I am often asked if I get tired of doing this work—of this thing some have called “diversity and inclusion.” My response is a balanced one. “Yes and no,” I say. The travel and being away from my family are always difficult. And some of the people I encounter in my travels just don’t seem willing or able to embrace the reality of a more diverse world. They can’t seem to give up old twentieth-century scripts that don’t work so well in the twenty-first century. People like that can at times make the work tiresome.


So, on the one hand, yes, I do get tired. On the other hand, I do not. I am energized and sustained by a life calling that became clear to me in a crucible of cruelty. It is from that crucible that I get my sustenance and passion for this work. So let me tell you that story.


I immigrated to the United States in 1970. In the midst of an escalating war in Vietnam, my mother married an American serviceman—not because she loved him, but so that she could bring me to the United States. Let me give you a little context for how difficult that decision was for my mom, for not only was she deciding to give her son a chance, but she was also simultaneously deciding to leave her family behind.


In Vietnamese culture, family is revered and valued. Family defines who you are, why you exist. Vietnamese people don’t just say we value family. We actually do it! Family in Vietnam is not just Mom, Dad, and the kids the way we in the United States tend to think of it. The elderly aren’t sent away. They are taken in. We don’t get upset if a relative drops in unannounced. We break out the pho (beef noodle soup)! Family bonds are strong.


So when my mother chose to leave her family behind to ensure that her young son would have life, it was an excruciating decision for her. (Note that I did not say, “have a life.” The threat of death was an everyday reality.) She left her mother and father, her five brothers and sisters, and a bunch of aunts and uncles and cousins. She packed very little (because we had very little) and, with her five-year-old son in tow, traveled literally halfway around the globe to another world.


When we arrived in Los Angeles, I am sure my mom was thinking she had made a mistake.


When we got off the plane and walked into the airport, people were spitting on us. They were throwing things at us and yelling horrible words. I didn’t understand English at the time, but even as a five-year-old, I could tell that the verbal bullets being fired at us came from a place of ignorant, misguided hate. What had we done besides accept America’s offer of hope, freedom, and opportunity? If it seems unbelievable that some in this country would do such things to those only seeking refuge from death, consider the many tales from Vietnam veterans detailing their mistreatment upon returning to the country they had proudly and honorably served. If some could so mistreat their own heroes, imagine being Vietnamese during those years. I suppose the way my mother felt was much like the way many Middle Eastern and Mexican (and other Latino/Hispanic) immigrants (legal and illegal) feel today. Standing about four foot eleven and speaking with a heavy accent, my mom was a convenient target for unwarranted discrimination, intentional exclusion, and painful ridicule. These injustices invaded her life with regularity, and there was little she could do about it.


The neighborhoods we lived in were not very nice to me either. Many times I would come home covered in blood from fights. Some fights I started. Others I did not. Many occurred because I was the different kid with slanty eyes from the war. I was called “VC” (Vietcong), “Jap,” “Chink,” and worse. I was none of those. As the saying goes, “kids can be cruel.”


Following these brawls I would find my way to our apartment, where my mom would pull me into her arms and hold me tight for minutes on end. She rarely said anything as she wiped the blood from me with a warm wet cloth. She didn’t have to—the tears streaming down her face said it all. She was in much pain. I really didn’t understand what my mom was going through on these occasions. I think I do now.


My mother thought she had brought us to a better place, and in some ways she had. Undeniably, the United States was a much better place to be in than Vietnam at the time—but it wasn’t the place she had been told about. It didn’t live out the concept she held in her head. It didn’t make a reality of “We hold these truths to be self-evident ... that among those rights are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”


Little by little, the injustices chipped life away from my mom. The man she married turned out not to be the coolest guy. He forced my mom, raised with Catholic influences, to have an abortion. I still remember the day we went to the hospital for the procedure. I didn’t know what was happening; I just recall going to the hospital with my mom emotional and visibly distraught. When we left, she once again had tears running down her gentle face. When I later found out why we had gone to the hospital I was filled with an unforgettable pain and anger.


For many reasons, I was never close to my stepfather, that uncool guy. But he found a way to be close to my sister, Diane, his flesh-and-blood daughter. In 1984, he was convicted of sexually assaulting her. To this day, I still do not know when his awful offenses began; I just know they resulted in my sister’s running away from home with a friend in the summer of 1985, when she was thirteen years old. Later that summer my mom received a phone call that would devastate her.


By that time, we had moved to Washington State in pursuit of jobs and to escape some of the hate we had endured. The man on the other end of the line, a King County sheriff’s detective, delivered the horrible news that the girl my sister had run away with had been found murdered in the Seattle area. The detective said he believed this girl’s death was linked to a string of unexplained deaths of young women in that area, known as the Green River killings. When my mom asked about my sister, the detective could offer only a glimmer of hope: “We have been unable to locate your daughter, Mrs. Robbins.” I remember my mom falling to her knees, sobbing so hard that her body shook violently. Though there was a chance my sister was still alive, most likely in grave condition, I think my mom knew her family was now short one life. I knew it, too.


That fall I headed back to college in Michigan with a heavy heart, weighed down by the knowledge that I likely would never see my sister again and the pain of knowing that my mom was suffering so greatly. Within my mother’s small frame was the strongest woman I had ever known, will ever know. But no amount of strength could lift the enormity of the hurt that crushed her spirit every hour of every day. She did her best to mask that pain when we talked on the phone, but sometimes there was no hiding it. No one knew it at the time, but in the solitude of my dorm room that year heavy tears often flowed from my eyes. At times, I didn’t know if I could make it one more day.


My mom tried to take her own life in 1989. I had no knowledge of this until recently when a friend from Washington showed me a videotape of my mom on a Seattle-area television program. It was a program about parents who had lost a child. On the videotape was a dispirited woman visibly distressed by the cumulative events of her life. The woman on the screen was my mom—but she was not. Asked about how she coped day to day, she told the program host that she continued the struggle for one reason only—her son.


The next two years were difficult for my mom, I’m sure, but she never let on, always protecting me from the pain that wreaked havoc on her emotional, spiritual, and physical being.


June 1991 was a wonderful, happy time etched into my life and, I suspect, into my mom’s life, too. That’s when I married my wife, Donna, a stunningly beautiful woman inside and out who filled gaps in my life, many unknown by me at the time.


My mom and Donna hit it off right away, though from casual observation they looked to be very different. A mental picture of their first meeting sticks with me. My mom is embracing my future wife with the kind of hug often reserved for long-standing family members and friends. It’s kind of an odd scene, this tiny dark-haired Vietnamese woman locked together with a six-foot blonde who would one day be her daughter. It would take nearly fifteen years before I recognized how that meeting would come to symbolize the work that I do.


Five months after my wedding, I was thick into my graduate studies at Michigan State University when I received a phone call from my mom back home in Washington State. We shared the events of our lives that past week. I don’t recall the specifics. Before ending our conversation and hanging up, my mom softly said, “Long, you have Donna to take care of you now. I love you very much.” I told my mom I loved her too and looked forward to our next phone call. But the next phone call from Washington State was not from my mom.
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