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Foreword

Why This Book?


As an educator and speaker, I am grounded by a fundamental message that I have conveyed over the years to organizations who’ve sought my help in building platforms for the personal and professional growth of their people: The world is a collection of unlimited wealth and resources. Often, we limit our potential by moving in our own small circles because of our fears. If we change the way we view the world, there is nothing we cannot accomplish.

This sentiment is important to me because it represents a different kind of thinking—a thinking that gives you the confidence that you can be, do, and accomplish anything.

Diversity: Leaders Not Labels is about changing the way we think about our possibilities, which is not just an option these days, it is a requirement. We are moving into an ownership society where we must become more accountable for how we are viewed and defined. The question can sometimes be ask “Who owns you?” The answer needs to be “I do.”

Today we are challenged to keep reinventing ourselves while not limiting our potential as we work within the system. Growth and change do not always come easily because so many of us are programmed to stay in a box based on how we’ve been labeled.

We end up stuck in a routine, doing the same thing over and over, locked in place with no growth. While education is important, we get fooled into believing it’s the principal tool for growth, as we memorize, take a test, get labeled with a grade and regurgitate information to teachers. Asked a couple weeks later what we learned, we’ve probably forgotten.

So how do you grow? How do you reinvent yourself when your core base is weak and you don’t know who you are? How do you build that foundation for thinking and developing if you haven’t defined yourself and taken control of your life? The millions of people of all races, backgrounds, and nationalities who have lost their personal control need to recognize the importance of regaining self-ownership and then learn a process to achieve that goal.

The law of the jungle is more applicable today than at any other time in our history: only the strong survive. As the world becomes more global and technology brings us closer together, our environment has become more diverse. Your transformation from a follower—or someone’s label—to a leader in this competitive climate is a must.

And you must move quickly or you may not have a job. Tens of thousands of traditional manufacturing jobs have been lost and thousands of others are being outsourced or have been rendered obsolete. The business world is transitioning to a technology-based model. As job security, pensions, and other safety nets disappear, there are countless thousands who will find themselves thrust back in the workforce as free agents. People are also living longer, retiring later, and using up life savings that they once thought would be enough.

What is our twenty-first-century world—the Information Age—demanding? Talent, skills, performance, excellence, and results. A college education may get you in the door for an interview, but the real question will always be What do you bring to the table? What marketable skills do you have? Where does your expertise lie?

The twenty-first century is looking for people who can move past their history and into their imaginations. In the past, the business world’s focus has only been on people who could help it improve the bottom line and increase sales. But the type of person who will succeed in this new work environment is one who can also transcend race and build relationships—someone with a spirit of cooperation who is tolerant of others. This environment will require people who think before they react and who understand the consequences of their actions. It calls for self-respecting people who feel good about where they came from and don’t apologize for who they are. And it calls for people who will continue to grow and develop and who will bring value to themselves and those they represent.

In Diversity: Leaders Not Labels, we will explore different cultures and their experiences to help you understand that everyone has had his or her own challenges and issues. You’ll see that the process for growth and transformation are the same for everyone and that hard work, sacrifice, talent, and self-motivation are the tools for the future. In this book, we want to help people to transform and to respect others’ uniqueness by first cultivating and respecting their own.

What makes us all equal is that we all have twenty-four hours. What’s the question? “What do you do with your twenty-four hours?”

 

Best regards,

Stedman Graham









Section 1

Diversity in the

Twenty-first

Century








One

The Lessons of

Whitesboro




First, I must tell you about an instrument of change in my own life, a man who was central to my transition from race-based thinking, a man whom I never met.

As I grew up in the 1950s and early 1960s, racism still infected the black communities of our country like a plague. It was more conspicuous in the South, but it lingered in the North as well, and New Jersey was no exception.

Whitesboro, New Jersey, was much like other black towns that sprang up across America in response to antiblack violence and segregation. It was also my hometown, my sanctuary, as I grew up. In areas surrounding our town, blacks were still being openly disrespected, shut out of jobs, and treated like second-class citizens. A kid growing up in Whitesboro felt a little more insulated from this day-to-day despair.

But the story of this unique town’s founder, George Henry White, dates back far before my time there. White, in fact, was born a full century before me. But his legacy lives on in my heart and the hearts of the thousands who have dwelled in Whitesboro over generations.

White was a visionary man who devoted his adult life to securing the most basic rights for the underrepresented. He understood the power of leadership and education in overcoming the label of “second-class citizen.” Born in Bladen County, North Carolina, in 1852, he spent much of his childhood in servitude, working as a slave in the humid forests of the region to harvest the precious pine gum used in the making of turpentine and many other common products. He toiled from sunrise to sunset for the benefit of wealthy slave-owning families in a youth he called a “struggle for bread and very little butter.”

White was thirteen years old when slavery ended. He knew that extreme poverty was inevitable for most former slaves, so he rededicated his life to helping the legions of newly freed yet disenfranchised men and women gain access to the only thing he knew could give them hope: education. He worked his way through a teaching school and then Howard University in Washington, D.C., later earning a law degree. He got elected to a seat in North Carolina’s House of Representatives, where he fervidly petitioned for increased funding of African American schools. He would serve as district attorney in New Bern, North Carolina, and later as state senator.

In 1894, White took an even bolder step, running for a seat in the U.S. Congress. He lost but was not deterred and clawed his way back to capture the post two years later. A brilliant orator, White made impassioned, classic speeches about the prejudices and brutality plaguing African Americans in the South. White, as it turns out, was the last former slave to serve in Congress, and by 1898 was the only African American remaining in the House of Representatives.

White went down in history as the first to introduce an antilynching bill, illuminating his colleagues on the sobering fact that 80 percent of the people who were being lynched across America in his time were African Americans. But White’s bill stalled in the Senate, and similar House bills met the same fate over the next hundred years. On June 13, 2005, an antilynching bill finally passed the U.S. Senate, with language apologizing for the many previous failures to address the violence that killed thousands in our nation’s past. White’s century-old quest for contrition from his country was finally realized.

But that’s just one part of the George Henry White story. Back in 1900, White began to realize the hopelessness of pursuing a third term. North Carolina’s legislature, you see, had ushered through legislation that banned blacks from voting. White saw the writing on the wall and knew his days in the House were numbered. Before leaving, White delivered his final congressional speech, the historic “Defense of the Negro Race,” in January of 1901, refuting white-supremacist claims and recounting how racism had unduly influenced our country’s legislative process. He promised that blacks “will rise up again some day and come again” and then spoke his parting words “on behalf of an outraged, heartbroken, bruised and bleeding people—but God-fearing people—faithful, industrious, loyal people, rising people, full of potential force.”

White’s moving farewell speech was in many ways a new beginning.

For years, White felt that African Americans could thrive if given the chance to build their own communities. Blacks in the South—while free in theory—were still being afforded precious few civil rights when he left office. So White hatched the idea of developing an all-black town somewhere in the North.

Not long after his departure from Congress, White and a handful of loyal friends bought 1,700 acres of a former slave plantation on the southern tip of New Jersey—in Cape May County—to birth a town that would soon come to bear his name: Whitesboro.

Early settlers with names such as DeVane, Stanford, and Spaulding—the latter, my ancestors—came mostly from North Carolina, followed later by families from New Jersey and surrounding states. Following White’s lead, the settlers realized that education was the connection to power, prosperity, and respect and were anxious for their children to develop a strong intellectual foundation and a sense of racial and community pride. A school and church sprang up, as did a lumber mill, grocery stores, a hotel, and other businesses. Largely removed from the prejudices, negative labels, and other racial obstacles of the day, Whitesboro grew to forge a distinctive and rich cultural identity.

 

I became a part of this legacy when I was born to Mary and Stedman Graham in Whitesboro in 1951.

Though we were insulated there, there wasn’t a person born in Whitesboro who didn’t come to realize how the town was perceived once they traveled outside its city limits—and that there was a specific set of slurs and labels reserved exclusively for people like them, people like me. There was a saying in south Jersey: “Nothing good comes out of Whitesboro.”

So we grew up knowing we were different. And in different mediums, we heard the same message over and over: “You are not as smart as whites.” Though we lived in a town with few resources, we were lucky to be blessed with several outstanding, no-nonsense teachers at my school, Whitesboro Grammar School. These teachers took it upon themselves to sternly prepare us for the rough ride ahead. The memorable lessons taught by Charlotte Harmon, Alice Jones, and Ines Edmunds reverberate even today. They insisted we focus heavily on reading, math, and science and impressed upon us that we had better know our lessons well. If we didn’t, they would make darn sure our parents knew all about it—immediately. Our school only went up to fifth grade, and we knew we’d soon be attending white schools outside Whitesboro’s city limits. In essence, the teachers were telling us, “We don’t want you to go up to those white schools and embarrass us.”

So we grew up with a sense of pride in Whitesboro. We respected our family members and we respected the elderly. We didn’t tolerate name-calling. However, there was an unwritten rule when I was a kid that white folks weren’t allowed in Whitesboro. It was our haven—our respite. If white people ventured into town, we chased them off, with the exception of sports teams that would come down to our fields for home games. When that happened, it was a huge event in the community. Because we constantly felt we had to prove ourselves, we knew we had to be twice as good as white kids to get anywhere, and we weren’t going to let these guys beat us on our own ball fields. Pride was all we had and pride took over.

My family worked hard to develop the few resources we had. We struggled like many families did in Whitesboro. My father was a painter and carpenter, but he would not teach me those skills because he did not want me to follow in his footsteps. He wanted me to get my education and grow up to be something else. Because my father was a person of color, he couldn’t get into a painters’ union. So he had to take on all the odd jobs that no one else wanted. All his life, he had a sense that he was being put in his place, and that his family was being put in its place too.

You could count on reading anything negative that happened in Whitesboro in the newspaper. Incidents that would have never been significant enough to write about in a white community became news when they happened there. Sometimes that negativity was a self-fulfilling prophecy. A number of my friends and classmates who had been good, smart, and athletic kids turned on themselves and got involved with drugs. Some were sent to prison. They were looking for a way out and often didn’t find one.

Students were bused from Whitesboro to attend Middle Township schools, where I attended an integrated high school. I was a drum major there, a basketball player and founder and president of a club called Betterment Through Understanding (BTU). I was a Boy Scout and was treasurer of the freshman class. As active as I was, I still hadn’t come to fully understand the real value of education.

I was always pressing, always trying to convince myself and others that I was good enough. We were living only in the moment because we had to, most of us thought. As I grew to high school age, I internalized a lot of rage. We had been disrespected for so many years that we felt we had to prove ourselves. Our self-esteem had been diminished. That led to physical intimidation. When we were about fourteen or fifteen, several of us would walk into places outside Whitesboro and feel all eyes in the room on us. We’d turn around, look menacingly at them, and bellow, “What are you looking at?”

But most of our parents in that era “stepped in line.” They bought into this whole race-based consciousness and were unwittingly enforcing it. They were always aware of how they carried themselves, and hence, so were we. I had to watch every move I was making because I felt I was always in jeopardy: I had to work at fitting in. Away from Whitesboro, the realities of racial bias were hitting me hard, and I would often internalize racial incidents that went on in my high school. There was always some race-based controversy.

As a person of mixed Native American and African American ancestry, I was light-skinned. Because of that, I suppose, I was a little more palatable to white America than some. But “light-skinned” became a self-attached label and a stigma for me. We were all subdivided into differently shaded groups that often marked how much money, culture and, class we were due. And I felt I was naturally entitled to a little more because of the lightness of my skin. I might even be able to get into doors that darker-skinned blacks could not, I thought. It took me a long time to realize that such race-based thinking was to my detriment. Instead of focusing on my academic merits, I was becoming class-complacent and class-conscious.

There was a time in my life when I said to myself, “I don’t know how a black man makes it. How do I get past the labels and the psyche of the world and all this separation?” After all, our world is a place that seems to shout out, “We are going to put up all these obstacles and create a system that labels you and keeps you locked in with bars all around you. We know you’re probably not going to make it, but if you somehow do, well, that’s amazing. We might even throw you a bone if you get out.”

I never imagined in my wildest dreams that success in life was more about understanding who I really was. For the longest time, I thought I would be happy if I got lucky enough to get inside the white world even just a bit. Of course, there were certain unwritten rules you had to follow to accomplish this. You had to be subservient in the way you talked and acted. You had to walk softly. Otherwise, you would be knocked back into your place.

Obviously, we felt as if the whole world was telling us what we could and couldn’t do, and it seemed the bar had been lowered for African Americans. When counselors told us to “stay in school,” they usually didn’t mean “go on to college.” They just meant we should finish high school. We were even told by a school counselor that we shouldn’t plan on going to college to become a doctor or lawyer or dentist because those weren’t the professions that people of color could choose.

Hundreds of years of labeling and programming have affected millions of lives. Imagine how many legacies would have been different if people were free to believe that they could be anything they wanted.

But it was a little different for me back then. I was headed to college. Blessed with athletic ability, I led my basketball team in scoring. I had scholarship offers from schools all over the country when I was a sophomore. I even thought, “Maybe I’ll be able to play professional sports.” For a lot of us, sports represented a way out. But we knew in the back of our minds that some of us weren’t going to make it out that way. We didn’t have a lot of vision beyond that one hope.

Sometimes, when I wasn’t in school or playing ball, I would help my mother clean houses in white, upscale beach towns such as Stone Harbor and Avalon. Their owners would arrive for the summer season in new cars and hang out at the beach all day, tanning and indulging. Then they’d come home and order in food. My mother and I would look at each other in amazement at this exotic lifestyle, as if to say, “What is all this?” These houses were huge. They seemed like a fantasy land—like Disneyland. Coming out of Whitesboro, I found the experience even more surreal.

That’s how I grew up in the fifties and sixties—in a disjointed, divided world. I had no control of my long-term thinking. It was all too common for many in that era to grow up reacting emotionally instead turning on the brain.

I realize in hindsight that what I was trying to do was fill that hole in my heart. I think about this often, especially now that one of my main roles is teaching other people how to process their upbringing and move forward based on a nine-step methodology—a process that I will address a little later in this book in a leadership and diversity context.

There is a huge dichotomy between what I knew when I was growing up and what I know today. My life has taught me that many people are still stuck in these “places” and aren’t really able to take more control over their lives and explore the great possibilities they hold. Over the years, I turned all those things that happened to me and to my family into motivators, never forgetting and never getting comfortable.

Fortunately for me, my parents were there to encourage me to never quit and to do my best always. And in much of Whitesboro, that same spirit of determination prevailed, passed down through the generations from our town founder, Mr. White.

If that same spirit of determination is not in you, you’re going to have a tough time making it in this changing, demanding world. The only way you can move forward through this life is with a passion for what you do, a lifelong commitment to develop your skills, and an ethic of hard work.

 

Eventually, I would return to Whitesboro a changed, more enlightened man. In the interim, I learned much more about the psychology of race-based thought and race-based exploitation. I have been visiting Africa annually for years. On one such occasion, I was with a U.S. group visiting an impoverished village, accompanied by members of a charitable organization, who were mostly white. As we waited in a van listening to a member of the organization talk about the pathetic state of some of these poor, malnourished African kids, one of the folks said, “It is sad how the people in this region are so poor.” I remember replying, “Let’s talk about where this poverty really came from. Consider all the rich farmland that was once in this part of the world. If all those people from everywhere else around the world didn’t come in and feed off this land, mine the diamonds, and take all the minerals out of the ground without putting anything back, it wouldn’t have happened. They plundered all the resources. Before you knew it, the whole continent was divided up like a pile of treasure. They weakened the foundation when they did this. They left no infrastructure behind for the people whose resources they stole. That seemed to be their plan all along. It was a setup. Then people came over trying to help and ended up taking control. What we need to do is create opportunity and move forward—to leave something meaningful behind. People here couldn’t even farm their own land or feed themselves. They couldn’t benefit from the wealth of their country because of this negative outside influence. Isn’t it a shame that we have all these starving children now?” As the folks from the charity sat there listening, their eyes sort of widened, and one said, “You know, you’re right. That is what happened.”

When you realize what your legacy is—and frame it in a way that helps you understand how you got where you are—you can achieve perspective on your life, I came to understand. Instead of feeling diminished by the past, I position it this way: “What can I learn from that past that can propel me beyond it?”

That’s the first step toward transcending—moving past the constraints that others have imposed on you—and transforming into a more productive and accepting human being. I realized that this challenge was twofold for me: I needed to reprogram how I felt about myself and see myself for my own unique qualities, not someone else’s stereotypical view of me. As a rule, people don’t tell us how to do this.

Too many of us just look at past oppression and mistreatment and say, “Woe is me.”

Of course, struggle is not unique to people of color. Almost all of us have endured some sort of major struggle. We are the same in that way. What we all need and want is love and respect and someone to care for us. That binds us. We just come from different cultures—be they Whitesboro or White Plains—and many of us see our lives only from that vantage point.

It took me a long time to move out and away from the bad things in my life and embrace the good things—to transcend my past. Only from that point on was I truly able to move into my imagination and my possibilities and my identity. But it’s an ongoing process. If I execute it every single day, it will be reinforced and much more effective. If I don’t, I fall back into old traps.

Continuing reinforcement of positive values is paramount to anyone’s transformation.

 

Though my home base is now in Chicago, I return to Whitesboro several times a year. Over the years, the more I thought about what I’ve received in wisdom and perspective from this distinctive New Jersey town, the more I knew I must give something back. So when I came back to town in 1989, it was with an agenda: to form a nonprofit grassroots organization called Concerned Citizens of Whitesboro.

In the original spirit of community pride instilled by town founder George White, I felt an obligation to aid in the town’s social and economic revival. Through Concerned Citizens, we members seek to raise money and form partnerships with the county, the community, and several local organizations to help restore the vitality of Whitesboro. We have added streetlights, fixed sidewalks, and shored up aging infrastructure, as well as built voter registration programs, senior citizens’ programs, family support services, recreational programs, scholarship programs, and other educational opportunities for youth.

Our overall goal is to help “the Boro” transform, stay vital, and welcome systemic change that will lead to stronger leadership and a healthier community.

Through Concerned Citizens under the leadership of a man named Bernie Blanks, and with the support of the committee and local residents, we continue to make a concerted effort to preserve and promote local pride in the town’s unusual history and distinctive character. From the beginning of this effort, we wanted to stand up for our community and help give it representation.

Without that reinforcement, advocacy, and commitment, Whitesboro could descend to the status of a “second-class citizen” town. We owe it to George Henry White and the original settlers of Whitesboro to honor their founding ethics and not let that happen.









Two

Diversity at Work




The real voyage of discovery consists not only in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL PROUST




Diversity is more than just being “politically correct.” It is not, as some say, a political football. Diversity is about our role in ultimately moving civilization forward and freeing ourselves to forge alliances we’ll find beneficial and profitable in navigating our changing world.

Increasingly, this world’s newly empowered people are commanding respect from the business and corporate world. In turn, savvy businesses are finding unlimited economic and competitive advantages in the creation of socially diverse corporate structures. The art of knowing the wants, needs, and aspirations of diverse customers pays off. It enables businesses to develop services and products that are tailor-made to their customers’ needs and whims.

Businesses, organizations, and people that demonstrate an understanding of the differing cultural, linguistic, and religious requirements of existing and potential customers will have a natural advantage over those that don’t. That’s not conjecture. I deal with dozens of companies who tell me this over and over.

Diverse workforces can help their businesses build sales by matching the demographic of their customers with that of their own frontline staff and sales force. Customers are more inclined to trust salespeople who have similar cultural characteristics. Businesses and organizations can ill afford to ignore any new opportunities—especially these! Similarly, minority customers and minority business owners are understandably reluctant to trade with companies that have a reputation for discrimination. More and more, all businesses are questioning the policies and practices of those companies that they trade with.

There’s more competitive motivation for businesses to recognize differences in their hiring practices and policies. That strategy is not only good for growth of the bottom line, it is good for employees’ confidence in the decision-making processes of their employer. Team members feel included. In fact, studies consistently show that companies with constructive diversity cultures realize much higher levels of motivation, teamwork, satisfaction, service quality, and sales growth.

In contrast, employees in companies with more passive diversity cultures often feel more pressure to think and act in ways that will avoid conflict and please superiors. They are less likely to act in a manner consistent with what they believe needs to be done to operate the company more effectively. In such cultures, strong ideas and beliefs, as well as good judgment, often take a back seat to rigid rules and bureaucracy. As a result, these cultures experience more turnover and unresolved conflicts, and their employees experience lower levels of satisfaction and motivation. In other words, savvy corporate leaders see a diverse culture as an asset to be developed and nurtured—and make sure they have the climate to support it. They transform their enterprises and they reap the benefits.

We’re coming to grips with several other realizations in our society. We’re dealing with a lot of “free agency.” People are building their own personal brands, building their own Web sites, and building their own opportunities. We are dealing with constant change. There is a lot of reprocessing going on. We’re exporting a phenomenal amount of work to China and India. There are plant closings, funding cuts, corporate down-sizings, and well-publicized failures of leadership locally, regionally, nationally, and internationally. There’s global warming, new stressors, new health and aging issues. People are living longer. The world is changing faster than our understanding of it. Young people are entering jobs and leaving them so fast they aren’t around long enough to get employee benefits. A lot of people have to go back to work, or they remain on the job years longer than their forebears did.

How do we deal with all these changes? How do we process them? We start by being more accepting of people of all backgrounds, being more flexible, more tolerant, and more fluid.

On a personal level, we must constantly reevaluate ourselves and move with the times. Sometimes you just have to grit your teeth in a certain situation and learn how to deal with it. You needn’t win every confrontation. Remain positive, understand where a person is coming from, and create an engagement.

The sooner we understand our cultural baggage, the sooner we can leave it behind and move forward to put our talents and differences to their highest and best uses in this diverse world of ours. That’s what transcending and transforming in this context are all about. We are transcending our old racial barriers to move with the flow of humanity and are transforming into a valuable commodity to our families, to our workplaces, and to the world—all through this process.

Once we’ve reflected on where we’ve been, where our ancestors and peer groups have been, and what they have endured to get where they are, we can move on. By identifying what controls and labels people have placed on us and what controls and labels we have internalized and placed on ourselves, we construct a launch point, a foundation from which to propel ourselves away from the trap of race-based thinking.

The next logical step in shedding that baggage is to move into the next natural progression of your life. Of course, it’s always easier to acknowledge the need to move on than it is to do it or to ask the question, “How do I change?”

We best start this metamorphosis by redefining ourselves on our own terms. By identifying and escaping from negative stereotypes and behavior patterns that we may not even have realized were present in us, we are breaking invisible chains—chains that shackle us as we wind our way through this complex and competitive labyrinth of life. With an open mind and some self-reinforcement, we can discard negative labels to clear a pathway to success and leadership, whether in the workplace, in the home, or in society.

We’ve all been wronged, unfairly labeled or put in a box of someone else’s construction—some of us much more than others. But if you can’t let the past go, then it is you who may be let go—from a job, from business or personal relationships, or from a path of destiny that has opened up to you.

Today’s global business environment doesn’t accommodate negative thinking or an entitlement mentality. It is a world that won’t wait for you to work through your self-pities or break out of your shopworn stereotypes. It will continue to spin and leave you far behind, should you choose to remain on the sidelines crying “foul.”

The privileges once reserved only for affluent, non-ethnic males are now available to everyone. All you need to know is how to access them.

The world is transforming, and we must transform with it. It demands that we have a vision of our future unclouded by the past. The world is changing at a faster pace than at any time in history. While racism is still alive, its pulse is weakening in civilized society. You can see it happening. Twenty years ago when someone cracked a racial or sexist joke in public, people still laughed. Ten years ago there may have been some laughter, but it was probably nervous laughter. Today there is dead silence. Fewer and fewer people give a second thought to interracial couples and friendships or the presence of ethnic groups in every walk of life.

As the world comes together, its people are coming together.

The Rules Have Changed

Your peer group isn’t what it used to be. “Difference” is not only acceptable, it is the norm. The minority is now becoming the majority, as you’ll see in coming chapters. It’s clear that in America the word minority will eventually be applicable to white men and women.

This is your best chance yet to use all your talents and differences and connect with the world. Because the new workplace is about working with people with similar interests—not just with the same race, background, or orientation—your new allies may be different from you in their cultural and ethnic backgrounds, but you will still share a commonality of purpose: to succeed and contribute and earn a decent living.

What else is changing about the world? Everything! The United States is no longer an island in itself anymore. Today we all can be linked in milliseconds with people halfway around the world. This convergence of humanity makes you a global player, whether you know it or not. You may not be an international traveler, or even much of a domestic traveler. But the world is still at your fingertips—as close as the buttons on your keyboard or phone and the remote control on your TV.

You will have to be ready, however. You will need the right set of leadership skills and the right attitude to thrive and even to stay alive in this new world. There may be civil wars raging, continuing conflict in Iraq, ongoing instances of terrorism and famine and natural disasters, and other big blips on the screen. But nations are joining forces like never before to solve the world’s problems, especially after September 11 and the terrorist bombings in London and other parts of the globe. Despite the isolated instances of conflict and hatred, it’s an exciting time to be alive. Airports are full of people of all cultures heading toward unprecedented opportunities in the emerging markets of China, Russia, and Latin America and to the far corners of the earth—places that will be demanding increased attention from a globally aware generation.

People want to explore and travel and grow their businesses abroad and are doing just that as new routes and pathways open up all over the world, and as international airfares drop. You can feel the energy and the urgency around this country and around the world. With the population diversifying all around you, it is not a good time to be stuck in your old thought patterns or mired in a constricting environment not of your own making.

You might or might not be a person of color or another minority, but regardless of your background, you are part of a diverse tapestry that is rapidly enveloping the world. And it’s not just a phenomenon happening overseas. No matter where you sit in this country, the changes are apparent.

The boss who hired you last year may be quietly planning to move your manufacturing post to Malaysia next year. That cable TV customer service rep you spoke with last night probably made your account changes from a phone bank in India or the Philippines. The construction firm that employs your spouse may have been late to finish recent jobs because other fast-growing countries have been outbidding the United States for materials, as those cultures race to upgrade their enormous infrastructure and get in step with the rest of the world. Or it may be that your colleagues are struggling to digest all the curious customs, cultures, and cuisines of all those new workers who were hired in your international department recently—the ones who may accelerate past you if you’re not ready to evolve with this new workforce.

While nationalism is still alive, provincialism is dying. Fewer and fewer of your countrymen care whether their clothes, cars, computers—and colleagues—are “Made in the USA.”

What’s more important now is who can put together effective workforces and make products better, cheaper, and more accessible. Never in our nation’s history have so many companies had customers and coworkers with so many differing backgrounds. But if you thought the cultural changes of the last decade came at a breakneck pace, then buckle yourself in for the next decade.

Transcending Your Race

Why is transcending—or “rising above”—your own race so important?

There’s an infinite number of opportunities, both at home and abroad, waiting out there for those who can grow past their stereotypes and prejudices. Today there are fewer barriers to advancement and fewer excuses than ever for being left in the wake of other people’s successes.

Most big companies would like to help you better advance through the ranks, especially if you’ve come from a disadvantaged background. And there are some great diversity programs that are helping accomplish that. But your employer, I must tell you, can’t afford to babysit you through this process much longer. Several companies have confided that very thought to me. They might say, “After a point, we just can’t afford to take care of diverse people the way we’d like to. Most of our time and energies are going into staying competitive with the global markets. But Stedman, I really don’t think I can come out and say that…” But I can and do.

Another message is ringing clear through all of this upheaval. International commerce, as an entity, really doesn’t care about race, creed, gender, or sexual orientation. Its main concerns are survival, profitability, and control of its own destiny.

Companies can create progressive and meaningful diversity programs within their organizational structure, but they can’t afford to create social agencies.

Some of those little extras you’ve come to count on are ending up on the cutting-room floor when budgets are squeezed. Everything is performance-based now. More than ever, it’s the strongest and leanest who will survive: any soft links can literally break or corrupt the chain. It is up to you to use your difference to your advantage. But don’t expect special treatment because of it.

A More Level Playing Field

The first step to swimming in ethnically diverse waters is learning how to respect and work with the cultural differences of your coworkers who are from varied backgrounds and foreign lands.

You and your company should not merely tolerate diversity. You should celebrate it as a core strength. Leveraging those differences for a competitive advantage will pay off for everyone involved—both at home and abroad. Leaders who can respect, understand, and motivate coworkers from different races, cultures, age groups, and countries without an enormous amount of prompting will be worth their weight in gold.

When I say “leaders,” I am not just referencing your boss. No matter what station or level you occupy in an organization, you become a leader when you set a positive example. Then others start to see you as a leader—including that boss. Eventually, you become a boss—your own or someone else’s.

In many ways, the expanded global marketplace is an equalizer. It offers advantages to people of all backgrounds and persuasions. It puts them on a level playing field. They’re not labeled or marginalized as frequently as in the past. There’s little time for that. Like those commercials said, “Just do it.”

There’s less time to make excuses as well. The time has arrived to abandon unreasonable expectations. It’s time to buy into the program, if you haven’t already, and take control of your life. Instead of making the system work for you, you have to find a way to work through it, by leveraging your differences.

Time to Act

There are many ways to break through professional barriers. Take a long, studious look at your company. See how it competes, where it competes, and with whom. Study it like a CEO. Become conversant with the market and your specialty or subspecialty. Put your newfound knowledge to work. Figure out what your own role is now, and do your best to determine what it might be in five years—and what you’d like it to be. Try to make the two ends meet. Plot a course.

Chances are, your company and the market it caters to will change along the way. And you should be ready to change with it. Like it or not, a competitor somewhere in the world is probably knocking off the product you’re producing now or selling your service cheaper. There’s little you can do to stop that. But you can devise a plan B, a plan C, and a plan D.

The following steps to success work for individuals and company leaders alike who want to be a part of a diverse and global force:


	Reject negative labels—yours and others’.

	Celebrate and embrace difference and diversity as a core strength.

	Stay in motion. Anticipate change.

	Study the market and be a step ahead of it. Look down the road five years.

	Change how you market yourself—to your employer, customers, or other businesses. They are changing. You are changing.

	Travel abroad and study a second language. Unlike the United States, most countries are bilingual.

	Redefine goals and aspirations in the context of your new knowledge.



Rethink, refine, redevelop, reinvent, retool, rise above—and regularly. Do your homework. Global expertise requires sensitivities and nuances that are vastly different from our domestic ways. Study different cultures. Keep abreast of international news.

Remember, it’s not just about trade. It’s about understanding people, as well as their traditions, interests, and backgrounds. The best businesspeople study a culture thoroughly before they immerse themselves in commerce there.

There’s an all-too-common realization among first-time international business travelers that becomes apparent within a few hours of their arrival at their destination; their ethics, attitudes, and expectations don’t play in Poland or Peru or Pakistan. If you haven’t advanced past your own labels or stereotypes, it’s much harder to be open to other cultures and forge international friendships.

Consider going back to school. Companies are looking for educated, flexible, and diverse job candidates who can think critically and who have an international perspective. Workers must develop skills that are internationally recognized so that they can move with minimal complication between today’s jobs in our country and jobs in another country tomorrow. Customize your program.

After all, you are the face of your company or organization. As part of a workforce serving consumers and other companies around the world, you must be prepared to meet business needs in every way possible. The success of your company’s ventures at home or abroad—including whether a potential customer overseas chooses to continue to cultivate a relationship with your company—will depend increasingly on the individual whom your company chooses to represent it—you!

Change with the World

The economic machine that has been the United States for generations has slowed down somewhat in recent years as other countries have produced similar or better-quality goods at cheaper prices, while the dollar has weakened. Because of the growth of the Internet and other technology, jobs are being farmed off with relative ease to India, China, Russia, Thailand, Malaysia, the Dominican Republic, the Philippines, and many, many other places.

A lot of money and work is leaving the country. America can expect a migration of more than 3 million knowledge-based and service jobs overseas by 2015, according to Forrester Research. Seventy percent of those positions are predicted to go to India alone.

Meanwhile, a brisk building boom and elements of Western-style capitalism are sweeping across China and other once-closed countries, as they strive to compete around the world with goods and services. It’s evident that once people get a taste of independence and free trade, there’s no stopping them—or deterring them from diving into that ocean of commerce where you are currently swimming.

The European Union continues to solidify as well, becoming a greater force. And in the developing world, all countries now have technology that will help them jump into the fray. In fact, more young people than ever are entering the global labor market. In the developing world alone, it’s estimated there will be 700 million new entrants to the labor force between 2002 and 2010.

Civilization is not slowing down. People are hungry to make a better life for themselves and their loved ones, and they are progressing. International airline routes are expanding. English, which used to be the most widely spoken language in the world, has now been overtaken! (See chart.)

Languages Most Widely Spoken

[image: 25]

Recent data from the United Nations Economic and Security Council Organization (January 12, 2005) yielded some real surprises about the number of speakers of a first and second language. In the United States, speakers of both English and Spanish are rapidly increasing as both immigrants and their children learn English, and as English speakers realize the economic, social, and political value of learning Spanish.

Bridging the language gap is no longer just an issue for coastal, border, and big-city school districts. The multitude of languages spoken by new immigrants—and not-so-new immigrants—is a challenge everywhere. At some schools, over a hundred languages are spoken.

While English arguably remains the language of international business, that doesn’t mean that commerce is conducted in an Americanized way. International etiquette as well as local customs and cultures dictate a different and more diverse modus operandi. Learn those and get ahead of the game.

While the debate rages on in the United States over affirmative action programs, your assurances of a quality role are increased by full participation in an ethnically diverse worldwide workforce, where there is no such debate. And it’s a safe bet that if you take care of diversity in the U.S workplace, you will be able to adjust to other cultures in the international marketplace and thrive as a result.

Don’t look for others to help move you forward until you’ve initiated the process yourself. Remember:


	Get rid of the cultural baggage, but keep the culture.

	Transcend the old barriers and transform into a valuable commodity.

	Redefine yourself—but on your own terms. (We’ll explore this in more detail.)



Discussion Questions


	1. What does it mean to be American today compared to the time when you were born?

	2. Other than traveling and working abroad, how can your company adopt an international perspective?

	3. What is the difference between becoming a more diverse person and “transforming”?

	4. How can workers in the United States reinvent themselves to compensate for the ongoing loss of jobs to laborers overseas?
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