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Praise for What If? and Dr. Steve Robbins


“Dr. Steve Robbins will open your eyes to seeing things you may never have seen before, in a thought-provoking and creative way. His engaging, inspiring, and passionate energy will take you on a life-altering ride, from which you will walk away a more self-aware, accepting, and gracious individual.”


— Linda Esparza—Area Human Resources Manager, Parker Hannifin Corporation, Aerospace Group, Hydraulic Systems Division


“From the first time I heard Dr. Robbins, I knew I could listen and learn from him over and over and over! The content he provides, along with his style and delivery, are nothing short of, simply put, amazing! His knowledge of the human brain, human behavior, and how it all works together to create inclusion is not only informative, it’s fun to learn! He has definitely changed mindsets all over my organization starting at the top with our senior level executives! Dr. Steve Robbins is a true ROCK STAR!”


— LaTricia Hill-Chandler, CDE, Office of Global Culture, Diversity & Inclusion, Walmart Inc.


“Some people view life as a glass half-full. Some people view life as a glass half-empty. Dr. Steve Robbins will have you viewing the glass of life completely differently and from all angles by challenging you to think more lightly about yourself and more deeply about the world. His incredible sense of humor, exceptional storytelling, deep knowledge, and captivating personal story enable you to grow as a person, professional, and leader. He will compel you to rethink your view of the world. In the end, there is no choice but to become more enlightened by his teachings.”


— R. Matt Davis, President of Dow North America & Senior Vice President of Global Corporate Affairs


“Dr. Steve Robbins is an artful storyteller who blends a witty delivery with compelling content to drop serious knowledge about the neuroscience of unconscious bias and its effects in an insightful and memorable way. He’s revolutionizing the way corporations approach inclusion and diversity programs by challenging us to rethink everything we thought we knew about this work—ultimately leading to a paradigm shift from compliance mandates to results-oriented transformational change. Through the power of curiosity, Dr. Robbins is helping us recognize and mitigate the negative effects of noise, outsiderness, and the social pain of exclusion by fostering a culture that is more empathetic and inclusive of all.”


— Kevin J. Frazier, Senior Director, Global Culture, Diversity & Inclusion, Walmart Inc.


“Dr. Steve Robbins’ powerful message and storytelling reminds us of the importance of an inclusive work environment. Backed by a deep knowledge of behavioral science, he encourages us to always be mindful of our employees’ basic needs—to be part of a team and to be valued. Failing to establish an inclusive environment threatens our ability to be innovative. In a very complex healthcare environment, innovation is the only way we can differentiate ourselves from our competitors and retain and attract top talent.”


— Karina Norr-McPhillips, MS, SPHR, SHRM-SCP, VP, Human Resources, Northwell Health


“Dr. Steve Robbins is an inspiring and passionate man who delivers his talks with high energy. Through a combination of science, humor, and wit, he captivated over 200 attendees at our Global Sales Meeting and was given a 5 out of 5 star review. He is able to connect incredible insight on human behavior to practical examples in the workplace and demonstrates how being open-minded is central to supporting and benefiting from the diversity in our organization.”


—Kate McManus, VP Marketing, Delicato Family Vineyards









Preface


Wow! It’s been 10 years since the original edition of this book made it to print. My publisher tells me the book has done very well. Maybe that’s why this second edition gets a chance at making an impact on readers’ minds and hearts. Thank you to all who purchased the original and have supported me as I continue to do the work of inclusion and diversity. Right now, I bet some of you noticed I didn’t write “diversity and inclusion.” There’s a significant reason for the switch. Some folks reading this will have a quick, involuntary negative reaction to the change. Many won’t notice, and some won’t care. There will be people who agree wholeheartedly with putting inclusion first and diversity second. Let me offer some of my reasoning for why inclusion should come before diversity.


A little background: Since the last edition, I have engaged with the work of inclusion and diversity through extensive study and exciting interactions with clients from all over the world. I have the benefit of coming at the work of inclusion and diversity from the perspective of a social scientist. Many of you know I am a big Michigan State University (Go Green!) supporter, having earned my master’s and doctorate from its prestigious Department of Communication Science. Fundamentally, I was trained in the art and science of studying human behavior. If you know anything about the field of communication science, it’s a relatively new field that grew out of two better-known fields, psychology and sociology. It may be easier to understand if I say that I am a social psychologist who looks at human communication. Moreover, over the last couple of decades, beginning shortly after graduating Michigan State, I took strong interest in the study of the brain and how it processes messages. The catalyst for my interest in the brain grew from trying to understand the factors that may have led my mom to take her own life in 1991. Fundamentally I was asking, “How did external and internal messages have such a negative and devastating impact on my mom? I have since accumulated a lot of knowledge in my brain about the human brain, and so I come at the study of human behavior (and inclusion and diversity) with the additional lens of a cognitive neuroscientist. The myriad perspectives that I bring to bear on inclusion and diversity have led me to believe that we put the proverbial cart before the horse. Inclusion necessarily comes before diversity.


Some people think of me as a “diversity expert.” I’ll be the first to admit I am not such. If I am an expert in anything, it’s in human behavior, and I more consider myself a lifelong student of human behavior. In a sense, all of us are students of human behavior, as the human brain is constantly trying to make sense of the world it inhabits, a world with human beings interacting on a daily basis. I just happen to have formal training in it. I examine many aspects of human behavior. In the process I’ve learned many things. It just so happens that many of the things I’ve learned can be applied to an area some call “diversity and inclusion.” One significant “aha” for me that I have come to firmly believe is that “diversity,” which I define as when you have more than one person in the room, is nothing, even problematic, if there is no underlying foundation of “belonging” or “inclusion.” Thus, I am an inclusion guy first. Do not interpret that statement to mean that I believe diversity is less important than inclusion. I highly value both inclusion and diversity. However, without an environment that breathes inclusion, we take the breath out of diversity. Put differently, inclusion unleashes the power of diversity. Exclusion is diversity’s Kryptonite. Consider a relatively homogeneous group of people who don’t get along. What do you think might happen if you inject “diversity” into that group? From an organization performance lens, what you have just done is introduce smart, talented, and skilled people with different experiences and perspectives into an environment that resists them and often blames them for disrupting the organizational order. Increasing “diversity” numbers might look good, but without a supportive inclusive foundation, the research suggests the “diverse” others you parachute in will suffer what researchers call “social pain.”


Yes, current neuroscience research offers a clue as to why those who feel excluded often feel more tired, more anxious, and less productive. Being an outsider without a tribe that values you will light up pain circuitry in your brain. Ouch! Some well-meaning leaders (and “diversity” practitioners), unarmed with the current science that concludes that human beings are hardwired to belong, can actually do more harm when they attack issues of diversity without softening up the beachhead with inclusion. If an organization truly values diversity, it would cultivate a culture of inclusion so that the numbers don’t turn people into superficial statistics. Doing inclusion right helps one to rightly do diversity.


Please read this new edition with the new lens of “Inclusion and Diversity.” The 10 new stories come from that perspective. The original stories will also gain new interpretational life with a more updated, twenty-first-century lens. As with my keynotes and workshops, I’ve tried to keep the stories interesting with a sprinkle of science here, a pinch of emotion there and a good dose of humor throughout. You’ll hear a little about my kids, who are no longer kids. As of this writing, my oldest (Nick—no longer Nicholas) graduated with a degree in actuary science but chose to follow his mission-oriented heart to teach math overseas. He has a master’s in education from that other major university in Michigan. My second son (Zach—no longer Zachary) earned a full-ride scholarship to play golf at a NCAA Division I university and is enjoying his time as a student athlete. My third son (Jake—no longer Jacob) will be headed to the best university in the world, Michigan State, to pursue a career in science. If I have a favorite kid, it would be Jacob because of his choice of MSU. Just kidding! It’s because he’s 6’2” and can dunk a basketball. The youngest, my daughter (Natalie—still Natalie), now has her driver’s license and finds ways to verbally and nonverbally remind me that I am now the shortest person in our family. I fire back by quoting a line by Mark Twain in response to tall people commenting at his short stature: “I feel like a dime among pennies.” Hah! My beautiful wife continues to light up my heart and mind as my best friend as she teaches me how to be a better parent. It’s a tough job for her but she’s a trained educator! It’s going to be a different world for us as pieces of our Robbins tribe are pushing forward to eventually form their own family tribes, but we look forward to spending more time traveling. On our bucket list is to be in attendance at all four of the majors in professional tennis. We’ve gone multiple times to the US Open in the great city of New York (actually Flushing Meadows). If anyone out there has connections to get us tickets to Wimbledon, the Australian Open, and the French Open, I’m right here!


So, thanks for all your support. I hope to see you during my travels and attempts to spread the message about inclusion AND diversity, but mostly about the power of caring for people, especially those you may not initially find to be much like you. If I happen to be a speaker at your organization or at an event that you also happen to be attending, please say hello. It’s always good to have a tribe that cares about you. And especially a tribe that might have members who can get us into some major tennis tournaments!
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My Story


As I continue to 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 idea that they actually live in a diverse world with diverse perspectives. They can’t seem to give up old twentieth-century patterns 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 the caring people I meet who support me in this 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 is much like how many immigrants feel today in a climate of protectionism, nationalism, and manufactured fear. Standing about 4’11” 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. With the privilege of raising four of my own children with my wife, I more deeply feel the grief she must have felt as she sent me to school in the morning, wondering how much blood would be on me when I returned from school in the afternoon. I cannot think of anything much worse than having to watch one’s own kids suffer.


My mother thought she had brought us to a better place, and in many 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 to not 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. It’s difficult to become close to someone who beats you when you’re one minute late for dinner, and then beats you again for not finishing the dinner you couldn’t eat because you weren’t hungry from the first beating. 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 13 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 that 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. There were many late nights in which I sat alone in the dark, rocking back and forth, not knowing what to do for my mom, what to do for myself. At times, I didn’t know if I could make it one more day. It is by the grace of God that I continue to see sunrises.


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 15 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.


A little more than a week later, the phone rang. Donna answered and, following a brief conversation, handed the phone to me. I could tell something was terribly wrong. Sitting on the bed in our room, I found myself speaking with an officer from the Benton County Sheriff’s Department. He asked if I was Steve Robbins and if I knew a woman named Nancy Robbins. “Yes,” I said, “that’s my mother.” Thoughts, many unsettling, were running through my head at that moment as a brief silence fell.


“Mr. Robbins, I am sorry to have to tell you, but we just found your mother.”


“Is she okay?” I asked.


“I’m sorry, sir, but your mother was found in her bathroom and she was not alive.” Shaking, I asked what happened. “Apparently your mother took her own life. She had hanged herself from the showerhead.”


I could not say anything as the weight of the pain crushed my vocal cords and my spirit. I shook as the tears drowned my eyes and a lifetime of events, good and bad, raced through my mind. I really don’t recall much after that. I do remember the waves of pain that rocked my body.


A few days later I was in my mother’s apartment sifting through her belongings, trying to comprehend what had happened, what was happening. Many questions drummed through my head. Why did my mom choose this path? Why didn’t I see the signs? Why wasn’t I there for her? The answers were nowhere to be found. The questions only ignited more questions, and my quest to answer them tormented my sleepless nights.


The more I thought about what my life would be like without my mom, the more I began to reflect on what my life had been like. Many experiences long silent in the deepest depths of my mind surfaced. Not all were pretty. I came face to face with the reality that I did not like myself much. More specifically, I did not like being Asian, being Vietnamese, being me.


More questions busied my thoughts. How does someone who looks like me get the name Steve Robbins? Why do I have a perm? Why have I had a perm since junior high? How come I can find Asian women attractive but have never been inclined to date one? In a different context, these questions might have been a bit funny. In this particular context, they burdened my soul. Recognizing that you’ve spent a lifetime suppressing large parts of your true self is powerfully painful.


After my mom’s burial, I returned to Michigan with more questions than answers. A chapter in my life had been closed, and new ones were about to begin. At the time I did not know what would be written on those future pages. I just knew I had to press on.


As I look back today, I see how the painful experience of my mom’s death shaped who I am and what I do now. It was her death that led me to become more interested in and sensitive to issues of inclusion and diversity. Her suicide directly influenced me to study how we talk to ourselves, our internal talk (intrapersonal communication), and ultimately led me to study the human brain. It also led me to a deeper self-examination—one that would tear scabs off old wounds but would also lead me to the core of who I am, of who my mom taught me to be. I would come to understand and put a label on the hate I had for myself. In the world of race studies, it is called “internalized racism.” I hated myself because the messages I encountered in the world taught me to hate myself. Those messages created a negative mental model of people like myself. I had internalized the many negative messages about Asians, and specifically about Vietnamese people.


The many people who discriminated against my mom and me I remembered to be white. That did not teach me to hate white people. Far from it, it taught me to want to be white because white people were not being discriminated against. As I came to more fully understand what was happening, I also came to appreciate who I really was (and am) and what my mom had been trying to teach me all along about my heritage and history.


To be honest, I am still dealing with internalized racism today. I suspect I will be dealing with it for the rest of my life. But that’s okay. I better understand the “dis-ease” within me now and how it plays out in society. I also understand what I’ve been called to do. All my past experiences, good and bad, beautiful and ugly, have equipped me to do the work I do around inclusion and diversity.


My mom sacrificed 26 years of her life to make sure that I could have life. She faced cruelty many times, too many times, during her short 47 years on this planet. I am certain she was not the only one. Many others face similar pain today. The reality of people needlessly suffering fuels the work I do.


When I go out to speak and to work with organizations, my motivation is a bit selfish. You see, I want people to understand that the work around inclusion, diversity, and cultural competency is not about political correctness or a better bottom line. Neither is it about compliance or protecting against a lawsuit. It’s not even about changing demographics. No, at its core this work is about caring about other people, treating them with dignity and respect because they are human beings who deserve such. It’s about standing up for justice in the face of injustice. It’s about standing up for those who have been told to stand down.


I believe the negative baggage around “inclusion and diversity” was created and is carried forth by people who are blind, at least partially, to the myriad realities of our world, and who have not fully realized that doing the work of inclusion and diversity is truly about being a nice, caring, and compassionate citizen. It’s about creating a sense of belonging for those who yearn for belonging. It’s my guess that the vast majority of people would like to be called nice, caring, and compassionate. A large part of my work is to urge, encourage, and teach others to walk the talk of being nice, caring, and compassionate. If more of us would sincerely and genuinely do that, our world would be a much better place—a world where fairness and justice would rule, a place in which we cared for our neighbor even when our neighbor doesn’t look like us, a neighbor from a half a world away.


I do this work to honor my mom and little sister, and to do my part in making sure that fewer people face what my mom faced. Why? Because I imagine that if, while my mom was alive, more people had stood up for justice, as a shield between her and injustice; if more people had protected her from the cruelty of ignorant and unmindful people; if more people had said, “You can’t do that to her because she is a human being who has been given unalienable rights that supersede politics”; if more people had done those things in the midst of my mom’s tears and my sister’s suffering, I know that my four children would have a grandmother and an aunt to play with today. No, this work is not about numbers and statistics; this work is about real lives that suffer every day from the social pain of exclusion.


So, I do this work because I know firsthand the mountaintops and valleys of our world, and I want more people to experience the mountaintops. I can’t and don’t want to do this work alone, so I go out to touch people so that we can work side by side to make this a better place, especially for the generations to come.


Yes, I know this all sounds very idealistic and pie-in-the-sky, but as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. so eloquently said, “I’ve seen the mountaintop,” and it’s a wonderful place. Let’s all work together to be path makers, creating many paths to the mountaintop. It will be hard, painful work, an uphill battle littered with unbearable mind-sets and seemingly insurmountable circumstances. Yes, it will be that and likely more. There will be times when you will want to give up. I have experienced those times on many occasions. In those times, do what I do: I imagine my mom sitting on the floor telling my four kids the wisdom-filled stories she told me as a kid, and as she finishes she gives them all a great big hug. Before they all get up to leave, my mom tells my children to love and take care of each other, and to be path makers, not path blockers.


There is a Chinese proverb that says, “Tall trees face strong winds.” I invite you to be a tall tree with me. Read the stories in this book within the context I have given you. Share them with others to spark inclusion and diversity dialogue. Practice curious and crucial conversations. Take advantage of teachable moments. Do all this and more to become a “tall tree,” and when the strong winds hit, know that there are other tall trees in your presence. You may not see them, but they are there working around you, with you, and for you. And I am one of them. You are never alone in doing this good work. Good work is never done alone.


Ready?









Introduction


The stories in this book are meant to inspire you to see your world a little—or even a lot—differently. To get the most out of them, read them with an open mind and a willingness to entertain new perspectives. If there are times when you want to say, “No, it’s not that way,” pause and consider the book’s title: What If? Ask yourself what if it could be that way? Temporarily suspend your current reality and imagine a different one, perhaps one even more different from what I have suggested.
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