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WHAT IS WORKPLACE DIVERSITY?
Diversity relates to all the things that make us different from each other which impact on workplace relationships. These include difference such as: 

· race 

· gender

· culture 

· religion

· sexual orientation

· education

· language

· socioeconomic class

And also differences in things such as: 

· life experience

· personality

· job function

· job category

· rank within a hierarchy

Within the workplace, diversity encompasses every individual difference that affects a task or relationship. It also has an impact on products and services developed by the workforce as well as the personal, interpersonal and organisational activities.

This is clearly a very broad definition and one should be cautious that in defining diversity so broadly one does not use it as a convenient mask for one’s own prejudices. The challenge for us all is to be aware of our own “isms” and discomfort in relation to specific areas of diversity whether it be gender, race, disability or any other aspect.

While focusing on differences it is always important to remind ourselves that we are mostly similar! However, it is not our similarities that cause problems in the workplace, it is our differences. Therefore it is important that as Skills Development Facilitators we understand workplace diversity.

WHY VALUE DIVERSITY?
The reasons for valuing diversity in the workplace are again numerous. They include better understanding of our colleagues and our clients and customers, self interest, to reverse past wrongs, to ensure equal opportunity and to act affirmatively. A workplace which values diversity shows various workplace benefits which include:

· Enhanced creativity

· Better problem solving

· Heightened motivation

· Increased productivity

· Improved communication

Generally speaking it is our similarities that draw us to other people; our differences tend to separate us. If one thinks of the average workplace canteen one sees employees drawn together in groups on the basis of similarities.

In our rapidly shrinking world the understanding of diversity becomes increasingly important. Particularly in our own country we do not have the opportunity to work in a homogeneous setting. Diversity is all around us. The challenge is therefore to understand and manage the heterogeneity which diversity brings.

In, South Africa, we are particularly challenged by diversity because our past history was one which divided and separated us.

“Men hate each other because they fear each other, they fear each other because they don’t know each other; they don’t know each other because they can’t communicate with each other; they can’t communicate with each other because they are separated from each other” Martin Luther King Jnr (1957)

Though this quotation pertains to the USA, it resonates for us as South Africans. Since 1994 we have a broader pool of talent to draw from in our work force. Companies can only remain competitive if they can attract and retain the best available talent. They will only attract the best talent if they can genuinely value the different perspectives that come from different cultures, genders, races, languages and religions. Thereafter they need to develop the talent through training, mentoring and coaching and create a workplace environment that genuinely values diversity; what is referred to in the Employment Equity Act as “creating an enabling environment”.
DEFINITIONS RELEVANT TO DIVERSITY
There are many definitions of valuing diversity. They tend to have in common the view that in order to value diversity one needs to understand and accept differences. The impact of valuing diversity should be felt on the bottom line in terms of enhanced productivity and profitability.

Diversity

· “Diversity is the sum of all the people who bring a variety of backgrounds, styles, values and beliefs as assets to the groups and organisations in which they interact”;

· “The mosaic of people who bring a variety of backgrounds, styles, perspectives, values and beliefs into their companies or organisations”;  or simply put

· “All the ways in which we differ”

Valuing Diversity 

· “Recognizing and appreciating that individuals are different and that diversity is an advantage if it is valued and well managed. Diversity is not simply to be tolerated but encouraged, supported and nurtured”

· “If relationships within organisations are not based on valued diversity, then how will we interact in a proactive and positive way with a diverse outside world?”

Managing Diversity

· “Creating a climate in which the potential advantages of diversity for organisational or group performance are maximized, while the potential disadvantages are minimized.” (Cox & Beale)

· “Implementing management initiatives and practices in such a way that the environment works for all employees.” (Carnevale & Kogod)

The benefits of valuing diversity and managing diversity in the workplace
The benefits of diversity well managed and valued are enormous. They include personal, team and organisational benefits. As a human being one can grow and develop as an individual through valuing difference and realistically diversity needs to begin as an internal process. Specific benefits in the organisation might include:

· Conflict Resolution: Better understanding of different people enables organisations to manage conflicts effectively and appropriately. Building relationships through effective diversity strategy can keep disagreements from escalating into conflicts.

· Leadership: The ability to manage differences is a critical skill for all leaders in organisations. The importance of relationship dynamics cannot be overemphasized particularly in a new democracy such as ours. There is a need for managers and supervisors to make the transformation from technical expert to manager of people. One cannot be a manager of people in South Africa if one cannot understand and value difference.

· Team Work: Many if not most organisations rely on a team based approach in the workplace. Both the team and the organisation can only function effectively if relationships are based on trust and shared values. Both of these values emanate from a valuing of differences and an understanding of those who are different.

· Productivity: Employees who feel understood and valued for their unique contributions tend to be more motivated and therefore more productive. Displaying or reacting to “isms”, such as racism or sexism, is extremely energy depleting and has a negative impact on productivity.

· Improved Learning: Most organisations operating in this twenty first century understand the value of being a learning organisation. Learning is optimal in an enabling environment, one in which relationships are nurtured and valued.

· Increased Trust:  Trust and trustworthiness are crucial to today’s effective business functioning. “Structures do not have anything to do with trust; People build trust; relationship counts more than structure” (Dell 1989). How we build trust in organisations is through knowledge and acceptance of differences, through creating an awareness of relationship dynamics.

· Empowerment: Empowering employees necessarily involves valuing their diversity which in turn enhances their innovation and creativity.

HOW TO IMPLEMENT DIVERSITY IN THE WORKPLACE
The implementation of diversity in the workplace relates to the effective implementation of Employment Equity. Indeed diversity awareness and managing diversity training are important tools to achieve equity in the workplace. Generally a five stage model is implemented which can be synchronized with Employment Equity and Skills Development planning.

Needs Analysis/Culture Audit

The Needs Analysis or Culture Audit helps to identify the specific areas in which diversity work needs to be undertaken in the organisation. A questionnaire can be circulated to employees and interviews may also be held to identify both barriers and enablers to diversity in the workplace. Generally the organisational areas that need to be probed include the following:

· Sense of involvement and commitment

· Management style

· Awareness of relevant policy

· Gender equity

· Racial equity

· Disability equity

· Levels of trust

· Communication

Essentially, the Needs Analysis questions the “why, what, who, when where and how” of diversity in the organisation. If it is not possible to develop questionnaires, information may be obtained from focus group interviews and special discussion groups as well as individual interviews. The obtaining of the information helps to identify problem areas and clarify what is working well. Questions can be simply phrased.  The following serve as examples only which can be customized for individual organisations:

· Why should we value our differences here in organisation X?

· What is the impact of diversity on the way we work together?

· What is the profile of our existing and future workforce?

· What are the demographics of our industry in our province?

· How can we improve our abilities to understand the differences between us?

· Who should lead and inspire our diversity journey here at company X?

· Who should be held accountable for effective relationships in the workplace?

The information gleaned from the Needs Analysis can also be utilized in the Employment Equity Plan and Report thus killing two birds with one stone.

Design of Diversity Strategy

The development of a diversity strategy needs to reflect the overall business strategy of the organisation. Ideally it should contain goals (which are broad statements of intent related to the organisational strategy). A goal describes an outcome or an end result that can be met through the achievement of objectives.

The goal will be supported by objectives which clearly define the desired results. They should be phrased in time frames (e.g. “within two years we will have one black manager in our organisation”).

Then it is important to spell out the “how” or the methods you will use to achieve your objectives. This is your methodology.
Thereafter an implementation development plan will follow. This will identify strategies of various kinds, including training and development to improve the diversity functioning of the organisation. During implementation, the Workplace Skills Plan should be integrated with the diversity training and development strategies. 

Recruitment and selection as well as advancement if relevant should form part of the implementation strategy. The implementation should also spell out exactly who in the organisation should assume accountability for the different kinds of implementation.

Monitoring and evaluation should be carried out to measure the success of the diversity plan/strategy. The Employment Equity report can act as a benchmark as well as the Annual Training Report.

Development of Diversity Design Plan

The design phase should be followed by implementation. The scale of the implementation will depend on the size of your organisation but should consider both internal and external approaches. 
Internal approaches would relate to employees in the organisation, training, development, coaching, mentoring and retention. External approaches deal with how your company relates to its customer or client base and is sensitive to the external diversity.

This would also be the appropriate stage to consider policy and procedure which even SMMEs should have, especially the kind of policy which relates to diversity (e.g. sexual and racial harassment/recruitment and selection/affirmative action).

Organisations must also attend to the communication of diversity planning and again the kind of communication will depend on the size of the organisation. Essentially it should be as inclusive as possible.

Implementation

This involves the roll out of the plan and strategy and should deal with the responsible people in the organisation, time frames, indicators of success and participation by employees. If the company has an Employment Equity Forum the members might well be involved in the implementation phase.

Maintenance

The critical aspect of any change process such as this is that it needs to be conceived of as a process and not a “once-off” event. Therefore the momentum that will emerge in the initial stages needs to be maintained over time and driven by individuals (sponsors) or a group (Employment Equity Forum). 

The Employment Equity Forum is the body elected to represent the employees within the workplace for the purpose of consultation around the EE plans and report. The EE Forum should be representative not only of race, gender and disability but also of job levels and categories.

 Obtaining feedback is important in maintenance as is incentivising the process. Managers need to reward individuals and groups who “walk the talk”. The sponsors need both budget and time allocation to make a success of the intervention.
CHALLENGES TO IMPLEMENTING AN EFFECTIVE DIVERSITY STRATEGY 

Organisations, both large and small have identified a number of common challenges which can impact negatively on effective diversity strategies. They include:

Failure of Senior Leadership to be Involved 

It is essential that the strategy be driven from the top either by the CEO or MD. All too often it is delegated to HR or the SDF and fails to get the support it needs in the organisation. Though the SDF may be responsible for implementation it is essential that the senior people be involved.

Complexity of diversity not understood
Many organisations are looking for a neatly packaged set of solutions when it comes to change interventions. Change is by its very nature unpredictable and therefore there should be a realization in the company that it is involved in a process. Developing an environment where diversity is appreciated and well managed takes time and effort and creativity on the part of those driving it.

Insufficient Resources

Many companies fail to commit adequate (or any) resources to a diversity initiative and it must be remembered that diversity needs to be resourced. It needs human resources to drive and train, and financial resources to provide for change initiatives (e.g. to accommodate persons of disability; to hold a cultural day).

Failure to Understand the Need

It is interesting that very often it is the more successful organisations which are reluctant to commit to diversity change interventions. Often the “don’t fix what ain’t broke” adage is applied as a means of disguising inbuilt prejudice and bias. The truth is that all South African organisations need to deal appropriately with diversity if they are going to succeed in a tsunami of transformation. What “always worked” needs to be reconsidered in new times. It’s not about survival of the fittest, but survival of the most adaptable.
CHALLENGES FOR THE SDF
 How to Build a Diverse Team
An organisation builds a diverse team by actively recruiting or developing people who are different from each other in terms of race, gender, physical ability, culture, religion etc. This may mean actively seeking out employment agencies which specialise in the recruitment and selection of different groups. Clearly SMMEs are challenged by this in terms of their size and low levels of staff turnover. However any opportunities which arise should be capitalised to build diversity within the team.

 Diversity in SMMEs

Whether your organisation is large, an SME or SMME diversity is something to be encouraged and valued. Initially it may be awkward having someone who is “different” join a small team but you can facilitate the process by making the newcomer welcome, trying to put stereotypes aside and ensuring that others in the team are introduced to him/her.

It is important that all employees in a small team try to create an enabling environment so that the different employee can perform to potential. 
Look out for attempts to marginalise or sideline the newcomer and ensure that roles are very clearly defined for all. In your tool kit you will find specific advice on diversity which you can implement in your SMME

Conflict in Diversity Training

There is nothing wrong with conflict per se and because of the nature of the issues dealt with one can expect to have opposing opinions surface in the training. A good provider will be able to deal with and manage the conflict making sure that all voices can be heard. A good diversity process will ensure that issues raised are adequately handled leaving no residual baggage for the workplace. The most important skill you need as an SDF to deal with residual conflict is listening skills. It is important that you do not take sides on issues or allow your own views to surface. An effective diversity training will ensure follow up activity and sustainability which you should monitor carefully

Evaluating Diversity Training Providers

In selecting providers for diversity training it is important to select those providers which are accredited and can provide training which is of an acceptable quality. The training should be outcomes based and the provider should be prepared to adapt his/her training to your organisation’s needs. You should enquire about the skills and experience of the trainers (ask to see CV’s) and ask for references from other organisations which have engaged the provider.

CASE STUDY
A Bad Day for Sydwell Ngobeni

It is Monday 3rd July and Sydwell Ngobeni is feeling excited and a little nervous as he enters the offices of Talbot and Sons for his first day in his new job. He has been hired as a bookkeeper and is required to keep the books for Talbot’s. Talbot’s is a small family owned business which was established 25 years ago to make cleaning chemicals. It has grown substantially over the past ten years and John Talbot, the son of Roger Talbot who started the company is the MD.

The office staff comprises Gladys Brown, PA to John Talbot and general office administrator. She has assisted with the bookkeeping until the recent appointment of Sydwell. Susan Van der Merwe does marketing for Talbot’s and is in and out of the office. The only other member of staff is Ncaniswa Xolile (called Lily by the other staff) who cleans the offices, provides tea and also answers the phone when Gladys is on lunch.

John Talbot is not in when Sydwell arrives and nothing has been arranged for the newcomer. Gladys asks Ncaniswa to bring in a table for him and apologizes that there is no computer as yet. She however reminds him that “I have been doing the books for twenty years here and we keep all our records in these books.” She points to a pile of cash books in a box next to her desk. 
Sydwell replies that these days most people work with computerised systems and that he will require a computer and the Pastel bookkeeping package. 

At this point Susan arrives, rather late and a little flustered. She asks for some money out of petty cash “for my taxi, my car broke down again. Are you still doing the petty cash Gladys?” she enquires of Gladys Brown “Or should I ask this gentleman?”

“Oh no dear, I’ll still handle the cash, we will have to see how things go,” she replies.” I don’t know if we can give over everything yet even though the government wants us to” she mutters darkly.” Now Mr Erm, what did you say your name was again, won’t you ask the girl to bring me some tea? I don’t know if you drink tea but if you do you can help yourself.”

Ncaniswa sees Sydwell’s look of shock and discomfort and calls him into the small kitchen. “Yes, that how they are” she says, “you will have to get used to it, I have.”

The case study above elicits many questions and concerns in this organisation.  Attempt to answer the questions below in order to get a better understanding of the problem and to find some solution. 
· What are the diversity issues in this case study?

· How might Talbot’s have done things better for Sydwell’s arrival?
· How do you think Gladys is feeling about the arrival of Sydwell?

· What about Ncaniswa, how do you think she feels?

· How do you think Sydwell will perform on his first day?

· What can the company do to help the staff learn about each other?

· How can Talbot’s use their diversity to improve performance and productivity
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