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Diversity Training the Often-Forgotten but Necessary Ingredient of Any Employment Training Program



by John McLaughlin and Lucretia Clemons

Your supervisors have been trained on all of the “dos and don’ts” of the workplace mandated by federal and state employment law. You have implemented continuing training programs on employment issues for them, and you think your local government is prepared for any turn of events.

For many employers, however, there is a serious gap in their employment training programs. That gap is caused by the absence of a well-designed diversity training program that actually ties together and completes the equal employment training repertoire and addresses diversity issues in the workplace.

Most employers do not recognize the need for such training until it is too late. A hospital in suburban Philadelphia, for example, recently faced significant public criticism and embarrassment when the husband of one of its patients refused to allow hospital staff of a different nationality from his own care for his wife, who had just delivered a child.

The supervisors on duty at the time initially complied with the individual’s request. After the public outcry, the employer emphasized its policy to serve patients without regard to race and also publicly embraced the formation of a diversity committee to review the situation. 

Although this event involved a private sector employer, the same situation arises in the public sector, too. It is not unheard-of for a contractor to request a certain inspector or for a citizen to request that only a certain type of police officer respond to calls at his or her home or in the neighborhood. If an employer and its employees are not prepared to handle these types of situations properly when they occur,they can cause repercussions that will be felt for a long time to come.

Aside from the immediate negative publicity and impact on the workplace, if an employer hires or assigns employees to certain duties based on race, sex, age, or any other protected trait, the employee or other employees who want that assignment can claim discrimination. This is true even if the employer means well and if the job is beneficial for the employee.

Such occurrences can also help form the basis or be the centerpiece of a claim that the employer has fostered an unlawful, hostile work atmosphere. Although an employer in some cases can attempt to argue that an employee’s sex, race or religion is a bona fide occupational qualification (BFOQ), it is rare that a BFOQ is found to be valid.

For example, although it might be a BFOQ for a police officer to be of a certain racial or ethnic background if the police are attempting to infiltrate a gang composed only of individuals of that same race or ethnic group, such a situation is the rare exception. It is clear that a BFOQ can never be based on customer preference.

Why Is a Diversity Training Program Needed?

For a variety of reasons employers can overlook diversity training programs. In some cases, employers misperceive training related to harassment and to the plethora of equal employment laws as the same as diversity training, or close enough to it that they do not have to worry.

In other cases, diversity training is controversial or confused with affirmative action concepts.and employers either avoid the controversy or the pain of implementing an effective diversity training program. In still other cases, employers simply do not believe that they have a diverse workforce and do not see the need for such training. Finally, in these times of lean tax revenues and increased costs, the budget axe has to fall somewhere, and training programs are often the first targets.

Regardless of why a well-designed diversity program is not part of a local government’s training program, the simple fact is that it should be. Workplace harassment and discrimination issues often arise in the most unlikely of circumstances, and managers and their staff members must be prepared with the proper training to avoid liability.

One of the most often-repeated criticisms of diversity programs is that you cannot change attitudes or stop invidious discrimination through diversity training. Similar criticisms, however, were heard after the passage of such key antidiscrimination laws as Title VII. A basic misunderstanding of diversity training and its purpose often cause such criticism.

A well-designed diversity program, as described in this article, actually should go hand in hand with any employment training program. In fact, implementation of diversity training programs often results after an employer has been sued for discrimination.

One of the most often-repeated criticisms of programs is that you cannot change attitudes or stop invidious discrimination through diversity training. Similar criticisms, however, were heard after the passage of such key anti-discrimination laws as Title VII. A basic misunderstanding of diversity training and its purpose can cause such criticism.

Diversity training is not a program to teach your employees to be warm and fuzzy to each other, and it is not “sensitivity training.” It is not solely a program to address racial differences. The goals of true diversity training in the workplace should be defined by the culture and needs of the workplace in question.

Certainly, effective diversity training develops the ability of employees to work as a unit while being aware of ethnic, racial, sexual, gender, and age differences among the individual members of the workforce; however, it also focuses on the similarities and differences in culture that may be difficult to understand and, as a result, can build barriers between employees that affect morale and productivity. Likewise, effective diversity training not only focuses on diversity issues in the workplace but also on diversity issues that may arise between your workforce and your citizens, clients, or contractors.

There are many reasons for implementing a diversity program. First, there is no question that the population of the United States is growing more diverse, and the implementation of a program can be viewed as the right thing to do, particularly for a public employer.

Second, implementing the program can further an employer’s own interests. As society grows more diverse, so too will the workplace. As a public employer, even if your workforce is somewhat homogeneous, your employees must serve and deal with a diverse public. A well-designed program can help your employees work together more coherently and better serve your customers—the diverse public.

Third, and perhaps the most compelling reason is that it can help you avoid liability under the wide array of employment laws. Courts have repeatedly emphasized the prevention aspect of the anti-discrimination laws, as well as the punitive and compensatory aspect of these laws. Thus, in many situations, such as certain harassment cases, the existence of equal employment and anti-harassment policies and procedures to address and remedy alleged discrimination gives employers an affirmative defense in litigation.

Similarly, plaintiffs almost always highlight the absence of equal employment and anti-discrimination policies and education programs as evidence of the defendant employer’s lack of concern for equal opportunity in the workplace. The existence of a well-designed program, coupled with other training programs and policies, can go a long way toward combating such a claim.

As a practical matter, even if a diversity program does not change an employee’s view on cultural, racial, ethnic, or sexual differences, it will enable an employee to understand why his or her conduct might be offensive to a customer or another employee of a different race, sex, age, or ethnic background, and to act accordingly.

At the very least, a diversity program will emphasize how important these issues are to the employer and dissuade the employee from taking any action that is inconsistent with the employer’s view on them, an action that could lead to liability or negative publicity.

What Are the Program’s Components?

The exact components of a well-designed diversity program vary and are dependent upon the needs and goals of every employer and every workplace. Many successful diversity programs, however, have some common features.

The individual designing the program, whether an in-house staff member or a consultant, should have a background in diversity management and possess experience providing diversity training. Experience in human resources or labor and employment law would be icing on the cake but by themselves, these traits do not qualify a person to provide this type of training.

Perhaps one of the most important aspects of a well-designed program is that management must embrace the concept of diversity. In other words, the leaders of the government organization must commit to making diversity part of the organizational culture. To do so, they must decide how the goals of diversity will connect with business objectives. 

Diversity training should be an important part of the employment training program. The key, however, is that you cannot and should not just provide diversity training for the sake of being able to say that you did so.

For example, local government employers have the necessary objective of providing customer services for citizens and taxpayers. This often involves direct personal contact, either by telephone or face-to-face contact with members of the public who are from a variety of ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds. The goals of diversity training mesh perfectly with the goals of a public employer in such cases.

A diversity program is most effective when it is designed to assist the employer in achieving its overall business mission. By aligning the goals of diversity with the goals of the organization, it is much more likely that the diversity will be integrated into the culture of the organization and not fall by the wayside over time.

Before a training program is launched, the culture and make-up of the workplace must be examined. This must be done to analyze the strengths, weaknesses, and needs of the workplace in question, and the training should be targeted to address these factors. If you simply looked for a “canned” diversity training program without reviewing and analyzing your workforce, the success of the program might be limited.

Such an examination will include a cultural audit to identify an organization’s strengths, weaknesses, tolerances, attitudes, obstacles, and challenges. It should also include a diversity scan that will examine the racial, ethnic, and gender breakdown of the workforce, identify the perception of employees and managers regarding diversity issues, and point out the current practice that acts as an unintended barrier to the progress of under-represented groups within the organization.

In this stage of the program, the facilitator should interview a sampling of employees to discuss these topics. Based on these interviews, the audit reveals the perception of diversity in the organization and organizational behavior patterns, which behaviors are rewarded and, therefore, perpetuated, and which are aligned or unaligned with corporate goals.

The diversity program must also be reflected in the real and perceived policies and actions of the employer. No training program will be successful if the employee views the workplace as intolerant or thinks advancement is based on membership in a homogeneous club.

Obviously, participating in the program should be a requirement for all employees, from the manager or municipal executive on down throughout the organization. Top management must participate in and embrace the program.

The effectiveness of the program must be evaluated over time so that the success or failure of it can be calculated and the program redesigned if necessary. Although this is the final step in the training process, it is also the most difficult and, in many ways, the most important. The challenge is to determine whether the program has had the desired effect.

Measuring the effectiveness of a diversity program can be accomplished through quantitative and qualitative measures. Qualitative measures include soliciting feedback from participants on the training process; comparing the number of EEO complaints received before and after the training; reviewing retention, promotion, and hiring figures of women and minorities; and conducting exit interviews.

Quantitative measures include conducting a diversity scan after training; contrasting the number of women and minorities before and after training; and surveying employee attitudes toward diversity before and after the plan. The employer’s desire to follow-through with this final step often determines the effectiveness of the program. It also goes a long way in assuring that the goals of the program are achieved.

Employees, including management-level employees and supervisors who do not embrace the concepts or who engage in or tolerate behavior contrary to your locality’s diversity program, should be carefully counseled and subjected to appropriate action. Such behavior includes engaging in intolerant behavior toward coworkers and members of the public, or engaging in behavior or banter that could be deemed to be offensive, harassing, or derogatory to individuals with certain ethnic, religious, sexual, or age backgrounds. This is one area in which diversity and employment law training programs intersect.

Making the Commitment

By taking appropriate action when such behavior is present, a manager will be confirming the employer’s commitment to diversity in the workplace and to the diversity program. Managers will also be helping to avoid liability under the employment anti-discrimination laws.

Thus, diversity training should be an important part of the employment training program. The key, however, is that you cannot and should not just provide diversity training for the sake of being able to say that you did so. The mere existence of such a program does not guarantee that it will be successful. It must be useful training. The program that you used with your previous employer or that was used in the community next door may not be effective in your workplace. Implementing a diversity program is a commitment, but one that will be well worth the effort in the long run.
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