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Diversity and Inclusion: 
What Difference Does it Make?

Martin N. Davidson
University of Virginia

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

To choose not to engage in dialogue about diversity in
almost any modern organization is just plain dumb.  On the
surface, that may seem like a controversial, even offensive,
statement.  After all, thoughtful individuals have grappled
with the implications of valuing diversity in a variety of
organizations.  For every proponent who argues that diversi-

ty is the right and rational thing to do in a corporation, school, or profes-
sional organization, there is an equally articulate opponent arguing that
“valuing diversity” is too often a proxy for instituting unjust policies (e.g.,
quotas) that deny qualified people opportunities, and harm the underquali-
fied people afforded opportunities with which they are unprepared to cope
(Ferdman, 1997).  

This kind of powerful discourse (sometimes conducted in less than civil
tones) pervades modern organizations in the United States, and increasing-
ly, in other parts of the world.  In Europe, the advent of the European Union,
in which numerous countries will operate with unprecedented interdepend-
ence, promises to present diversity challenges at least as complex as those
we have struggled with in the U.S.  In South Africa, the downfall of
apartheid and what some see as the inevitable dominance of capitalism
makes the negotiation of race of paramount importance.  In Latin America,
changing economic conditions and gender roles, together with increasing
consciousness of native peoples, have made long-standing societal fault
lines even more explicit. 

Do you notice anything interesting about the exchange described in the
first paragraph?  Hopefully it has some face validity, but beyond that, it
frames the discourse around diversity as a debate, with proponents and
opponents.  This is not an unusual phenomenon, but that doesn’t make it
constructive.  Even though many people talk about diversity as a social
advancement, as a movement or principle associated with greater equality
and fairness, far too often diversity becomes associated with scarce
resources and competition over what is valued (Davidson, 1999).  Some per-
son or some group is trying to gain something while some other person in
some other group is trying to protect something.  This is the nexus at which
so many attempts to generate and nurture diversity have failed.  Yet, in the
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midst of this and other challenges, the imperative of dealing with our differ-
ences in new and creative ways remains.

The question is “How do we do it?”  Let’s look at an interesting case as
a prelude to answering that question.  At a Fortune 10 corporation, a top lead-
ership team that increased its racial and gender diversity with the promotion
of a relatively young African-American team leader was in turmoil.  The sen-
ior members of the team, all White men, were particularly disturbed by the
leader’s appointment of four new African-American team members to the 15-
person team.  The two women he appointed, one African American and one
White, were also of concern—they seemed far too young.  The younger
White men on the team who were really threatened by all of this expected to
rise to positions of authority through what they perceived as a fair process of
advancement.  These personnel moves completely upset that expectation, and
they were unsure where they would land in the midst of it all.

The African Americans on the team were terrified.  They felt as if they
had entered the jaws of the whale and though they felt very willing and ready
to take on the responsibilities of their positions, the conflict with the White
men in the team was aggravating and draining.  Moreover, some of these
men, whom they had respected and looked up to as professional mentors,
were now cool towards them.  Finally, they were acutely aware that the team
leader was being tested.  Headquarters was watching to see if this Black man
could run a major division effectively.  The African-American members felt
a fierce loyalty to one of their own, and any dissent was taken “collectively.”

Over the course of 18 months, this team moved from turmoil to a fairly
high level of functioning.  Relationships were built across the racial and gen-
der lines and although every person didn’t like every other person on the
team, they began to act and talk about the team as unit, as a collective that
had to act as one, and that had to defer to its leader, given the culture of the
corporation. In their personal lives, few team members crossed racial or gen-
der lines, perhaps a result of their location in the southeast U.S. Nevertheless,
this team was working, and this division was the most profitable business
unit in the corporation, making record revenues each of 4 consecutive years.

How did they do it? We believe it has to do with directly engaging with
difference as a key to creating inclusion.

The subtleties of this and other such turnarounds will be the topic of this
ongoing column, A Matter of Difference.  In the coming 2 years, we will
take up various facets of diversity and inclusion as they apply to organiza-
tions as a whole and to our organization, SIOP, in particular.  We hope to
inform you, stimulate you, and sometimes provoke you to think critically
about diversity, how it affects us, and what we can do about and with it.

We think the core of the answer to our question, “How do we do it?” rests
in a different, inclusive vision of diversity.  Consider that the opening para-
graph of this column framed the issue of diversity as a debate.  This was
intentional misdirection.  It’s not that the points raised are not valid and
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debatable.  They are simply not the main point.  We believe in moving
beyond “either/or” logic and finding ways to link even seemingly contra-
dictory positions (Ferdman, 1992). Our vision of diversity is not about quo-
tas, nor about counting the numbers of one type of person or another.
Rather, it’s about building a broad-scoped, inclusive, and just organization
in which trust and respect are the default options for all the members of the
community.  This is an organization that continuously learns how to better
use all human capacity for both individual and collective good. To value
diversity, to value difference in a community means that policies, structures,
and norms of behavior must be aligned in such a way that every member of
the community is respected and included.  Honest dialogue among members
of almost any community reveals that there are usually segments of the com-
munity that feel disrespected, misrepresented, or left out of the loop.  True
inclusion attempts to bring those people into the mainstream of the commu-
nity organization.  And that is often a formidable task.

But truly inclusive organizations don’t just stop there.  They also empha-
size the importance of helping those who are in the mainstream continue to
feel like they are part of the mainstream.  Inclusive visions of diversity don’t
just focus on redefining who the “winner” is of the resource at hand.  Rather,
they focus on enlarging the resources so that all can benefit from them.  This
is the direction of the most sophisticated thinking on diversity today.  It’s
about the container into which we all fit.

Now, the sharper and more cynical of our readers might give this the
sniff test and say we don’t pass.  Isn’t this “vision” merely a platitude that
sidesteps the toughest issues about diversity—how do we, as an organiza-
tion, increase representation of people of color and White women?  How do
we create an intellectual climate in which good research on diversity is actu-
ally respected?  How do we train ourselves to engage the larger world on the
issues that matter most to us?

We say: in time.  We may not have answers to these and other questions,
but through careful inquiry, we plan to tackle these and other issues head on.
Our ability to understand, value, and benefit from difference in the world
and in our organization matters profoundly.  Let’s use our best understand-
ing of our theory, research and practice to give this issue its due attention.

References
Davidson, M. N.  (1999). The value of being included: An examination of diversity change

initiatives in organizations. Performance Improvement Quarterly, 12, 164–180.
Ferdman, B. M. (1992). The dynamics of ethnic diversity in organizations. In K. Kelley

(Ed.), Issues, theory and research in industrial/organizational psychology (pp. 339–384). Ams-
terdam: North Holland.  

Ferdman, B. M. (1997). Values about fairness in the ethnically diverse workplace. [Special
Issue: Managing in a global context: Diversity and cross-cultural challenges]. Business and the
Contemporary World: An International Journal of Business, Economics, and Social Policy, 9,
191–208.

11davidson_392.qxd  9/5/01  1:17 PM  Page 38



The Industrial-Organizational Psychologist 43

Drawing the Line: Are Some Differences Too Different?
(Or: Who’s In, Who’s Out, and 
What Difference Does it Make?)

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

Martin N. Davidson
University of Virginia

The events of September and October, including the Sep-
tember 11th attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pen-
tagon and the subsequent U.S. attacks on Afghanistan, have
focused us profoundly on differences. We are inundated with
information about the subtleties and nuances of the Arab

world and of Islam and Muslims abroad and in the United States. We are
paying attention to cultural and religious differences in ways we have not
previously.  At the same time, we voraciously seek to understand how the
hijackers emerged in the United States and blended in relatively unnoticed.
Published editorials advocate stricter controls and background checks on
foreign visitors to the United States.  And we are once again engaged in
debates about the appropriateness and utility of ethnic- or other group-based
profiling. The events of the day are shifting our consciousness about differ-
ence:  How different are we from one another, really?  Are differences good
or bad?  How much difference can we embrace and still be the same socie-
ty?  When does a difference represent danger?

Essentially, these are all questions about limits and boundaries.  In our
last column, we wrote that inclusion in large part is “about the container into
which we all fit.” Today, this perspective is being tested in dramatic and new
ways in communities around the United States, in the country as a whole,
and perhaps throughout the world.

Unfortunately, we are prone, especially under conditions of threat, to
become simplistic and rigid in our thinking about difference. Specifically, we
resort to dichotomous reasoning: If you are Arab, you may be a terrorist; if
you are not Arab, there is no threat (was the bombing in Oklahoma City that
long ago?).  “Either you’re a true American and support us in this war or you
are anti-American and are against us.” Categorical information about group
memberships is often used as a quick way to answer such questions. What
we do not typically think about when engaging in this type of reaction are
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some of our underlying assumptions, based on answers to questions such as:
What or who is “us”? Who defines it? What signifies whether you’re in or
out of the boundaries? In the current situation, for example, does putting a
flag on your house or business make you one of “us”? (If it does, then why
was the shopkeeper who happened to wear a turban murdered just a few feet
from the flag he had placed on his shop window?) What do we mean by
“American,” and who determines whether someone “truly” fits the category?

This either-or thinking about difference poses a serious challenge to the
society and community that strives to value its diversity and be inclusive.
Full inclusion requires implementing processes that involve all members of
the community in setting and giving meaning to the boundary.  Paradoxical-
ly, participation in this process requires an a priori commitment to the larg-
er community—in a sense assuming a predefined boundary—yet at the same
time a willingness on the part of members to relax that definition of the col-
lective—a willingness to be wholly part of something that is yet without a
clear boundary or limits.  What this means is that none of us alone, and no
subgroups alone, can own or set the boundary.  That boundary, those limits,
must be marked together; and once they are marked, we must be willing to
constantly reexamine them, in light of changes in ourselves and in others.

Granted, since September 11th, we have seen our nation make its bound-
aries more rigid.  For example, legislation allows individuals to be detained
for longer periods of time without due process, and it will be more difficult
for visitors to the United States to get visas.  The result is that many Arabs
and Americans of Arab descent have had their individual freedoms eroded.
But we have also seen many people, including high officials, work to make
sure members of the Arab and Islamic communities continue to be included
as part of the larger U.S. community.  President Bush has rarely made a
statement about the attack and the U.S. response without also differentiating
between those who practice the Islamic faith peacefully from the very small
minority who resort to violence in its name.  Many in the Arab and Islamic
communities in the United States stepped up their efforts to let others know
who they are and what they stand for (including all of the diversity within
the Arab and Islamic communities).  In San Diego, for example, the Islam-
ic Center and a number of mosques have held open houses and lectures to
which the public was invited.  What is notable to us about these events—and
sets them apart from historical reactions to differences during times of war,
such as the Japanese internment camps during World War II—is the collab-
orative way in which they have taken place. Recognizing and embracing the
differences that exist among its people—in a sense, broadening our bound-
aries—has strengthened unity in the United States.  The paradox is that as
people in the United States have in many ways closed ranks, we have also
recognized and allowed for our differences more than ever before, in a sense
expanding our sense of who “we” are and who is included in that larger com-
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munity.  So the closing of the ranks has actually made us bigger, and mak-
ing ourselves bigger has helped us close ranks. By being willing to live with
this paradox and refusing to make it an “either-or,” the country has become
stronger.  This to us is one of the lessons of inclusion: Noting and embrac-
ing differences can be a source of strength and unity, rather than division, if
we do it in a way where no subgroup claims exclusive rights to defining the
boundary.  When we let go of our claim on the whole boundary, and there-
fore on being the sole arbiter of who is in and who is out, that boundary can
become, paradoxically, stronger and clearer.

Our attention to differences these days can, on the one hand, lead to
exclusion, to designating certain people and groups as so different that they
are “beyond the pale,” totally unacceptable and alien.  Alternatively, attend-
ing to and allowing for differences can also make us stronger by providing
us more resources and perspectives.  There is strength in the differences, but
only if we’re willing both to change and be changed, particularly in terms of
our hold on the boundaries. We cannot hold on to old notions of who “we”
are and still benefit from the strengths that the differences can bring. Yet,
paradoxically, to the extent that those “old” notions incorporate basic ideas
that appeal to a broad set of people, they are more likely to be kept alive as
they are changed than had we held on to them in their prior versions.  It is
in this way that a concept such as “freedom,” a basic ingredient of the fab-
ric holding the United States together, is more likely to be magnified if we
can reexamine it and implement it in ways that make sense for the time.

As we attend to differences, we typically focus on the “other” and rarely
on ourselves.  Our analysis here suggests the importance of focusing not on
“them,” but rather on us.  An exclusive focus on the other, on the outsider,
rarely allows for the required type of understanding and development.  For
example, who is included in “us”?  What defines the boundaries of the collec-
tive?  What makes us who we are?  What basic values hold us together? In the
case of the United States, it may be values such as democracy, civil liberties,
appreciation of dissent and difference, and the like.  As the two of us have
struggled to make sense of current events, and have also wondered whether
sometimes some differences are just “too different,” we have become more
aware of the importance of the processes used to define and redefine the con-
tainer within which such judgments are made.  Dialogue, mutual adaptation,
and engagement are key practices in this regard.  So, for example, in the cur-
rent dilemmas over the appropriate breadth of the container we call the “Unit-
ed States of America,” we believe that the price of admission should not be a
particular skin color, ancestry, or religion, but rather a willingness to engage
in a two-way process of mutual adaptation. This may very well result in a con-
tainer that is different than it was at other times in the past, but one that, by its
ability to adapt, remains truer to its original intent.
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As the United States engages in such conversations in the midst of chal-
lenging times, it is also timely for those of us in SIOP to examine and re-
examine our own boundaries and the assumptions that underlie them. What
defines the boundaries of our organization? How permeable are those
boundaries?  What benefits and costs do we accrue because of that level of
permeability?  To what extent do our definitions of who is “in” and who is
“out” fit current times and reflect all of our members’ perspectives, contri-
butions, and strengths?  Are there some members with more or less voice
than others in the process of defining the container we call “SIOP”?  Is there
such a thing as “too different” in the context of SIOP?  And how are we to
determine that?  Please let us know your views and reactions.  Send e-mail
to bferdman@alliant.edu and DavidsonM@Darden.virginia.edu.
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Inclusion: 
What Can I and My Organization Do About It?

Martin N. Davidson
University of Virginia

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

Two years ago, at Rice University, one of us (Bernardo)
facilitated a session at a small conference attended primarily
by organizational and social psychologists on prejudice and
discrimination in organizations.  The title of the session was
“Dialogue for Envisioning the Inclusive Workplace,” and the
goal was to involve conference participants in describing the
components of inclusion. After spending 2 days talking about

discrimination, it was important to consider what might replace it. Partici-
pants were asked first to interview each other in pairs regarding their visions
of inclusion and their hopes for organizations regarding the creation and fos-
tering of inclusion, and then to extract key themes in small groups. Many
excellent ideas were generated but what was most notable about the session
was the great energy and emotion that emerged. This was an intense session;
some people cried as they talked about the pain and frustration they experi-
enced in their own careers as academics and their hopes for a better and
more inclusive future.  People need to feel and be included in their profes-
sional environments.  What needs to happen to make this a reality?

Evidence is growing that inclusion matters to organizational effective-
ness (see, e.g., Brickson, 2000; Cox, 2001; Creed & Scully, 2000; Davidson,
1999; Gasorek, 2000; Gilbert & Ivancevich, 2000; Meyerson, 2001; Mor-
Barak, 2000; Robinson & Dechant, 1997; Wah, 1999).  Inclusion opens the
pathway for a variety of different individuals to marshal their personal
resources to do what they do best.  Based on their recent study, for example,
Ely and Thomas (2001) argue for the importance of feeling valued and of
being able to express one’s social identity at work as antecedents to building
effective group functioning in organizational contexts.  This is consistent
with other studies, including those on quality, job enrichment, work motiva-
tion, and organizational development, that confirm similar relationships
between utilizing one’s full range of talents and perspectives and the capa-
bility to commit to and to accomplish organizational objectives.   We believe
simply that the glue between these two is inclusion.
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Inclusion can be described in a variety of ways. Mor-Barak and Cherin
(1998), for example, see it as “the degree to which individuals feel part of
critical organizational processes,” indicated by their access to information
and resources, work group involvement, and ability to influence decision
making. Pelled, Ledford, and Mohrman (1999) assessed inclusion on the
basis of people’s job security, their access to sensitive information, and their
influence on decision making. Gasorek (2000), in describing inclusion at
Dun & Bradstreet, considers the degree to which (a) employees are valued
and their ideas are taken into account and used, (b) people partner success-
fully within and across departments, (c) current employees feel that they
belong and prospective employees are attracted to the organization, (d) peo-
ple feel connected to each other and to the organization and its goals, and (e)
the organization continuously fosters flexibility and choice, and attends to
diversity. Similarly, at the Rice conference, participants mentioned a range
of aspects of the experience of inclusion, such as feeling validated, accept-
ed, heard, and appreciated; using one’s talents and making a difference
(including being part of something that is working and doing a meaningful
task); having some work autonomy; receiving feedback; having one’s input
solicited and used; involvement in collaboration; openness for dialogue; and
wanting to learn from others.

We believe that inclusion happens at two levels—the individual and the
organizational.  At the individual level, the need to be a part of the social
whole has long been recognized as core to human psychological well-being.
Affiliation and psychological attachment research has established this in a
variety of ways.  But while there are commonalities or general themes in
terms of what people experience as inclusion—feeling valued, respected,
recognized, trusted, and that one is making a difference—not everyone
experiences these in the same way.    As an introvert, one person may only
need one or two social connections in order to satisfy her or his inclusion
need.  Others may have to interact with a wider range of the community in
order to feel a full part of it.  There aren’t rigid rules regarding what it takes
to make someone feel included.  You and I may experience inclusion in dif-
ferent ways and based on different antecedents.  Indeed, part of the lesson of
diversity is that if you treat me how you would like to be treated, if you fol-
low the golden rule, you might not necessarily make me feel included.
Instead, you might be imposing your values and your style on me.  Rather,
to make me feel included, it is important for you to figure out my needs and
to try to address those.  And I must do the same. As the Canadian Human
Rights Commission (2001) points out in A Place for All: A Guide to Creat-
ing an Inclusive Workplace, “True equality means respect for people’s dif-
ferent needs” (p. 3).

We know that some people are more skilled at navigating the variables
and the variability involved in inclusion.  Some individuals behave in ways
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that others—across a range of dimensions of diversity—consistently experi-
ence as inclusive, and they effectively promote a sense of inclusion in their
workgroups and in their organizations. Such competencies can be developed
and enhanced, especially in the context of an organizational culture that
makes them a condition of success.  Many if not most of the competencies
essential for fostering inclusion are related to what many psychologists
might call “process skills.”  Several resources point to some of the compo-
nents involved in such skills when applied to inclusion (e.g., Chrobot-Mason
& Ferdman, 2001). For example, Wheeler (1999), in a simple and clear sum-
mary, points out that cultural competence includes “self-awareness and sen-
sitivity to differences; the ability to see issues from another’s perspective, to
deal with ambiguity and complexity, to develop people, and to manage con-
flict; … [and] good cross-cultural skills” (p. 33). Being able to continuous-
ly learn about oneself and one’s impact on others, not only as an individual,
but also as a member of a range of social groups, together with the implica-
tions of these group memberships for oneself and others is an important skill
related to inclusion (Ferdman, in press). Interpersonally and in groups, being
able to foster and engage in true dialogue (Isaacs, 1999), and to understand
and productively work through conflicts (Stone, Patton, & Heen, 1999) are
also critical skills. Meyerson (2001) describes the range of choices available
to those who want to remain productive members of their organizations
without giving up key pieces of themselves. Doing this for oneself and per-
mitting others to do so are vital pieces of fostering inclusion.

Essentially, the principal point is that developing inclusion is everyone’s
responsibility. We each need to do it, and we each have a responsibility to
look inwards at our own role in and contribution to the situations in which
we find ourselves. Mahatma Gandhi, the great Indian leader, has been quot-
ed as saying that each of us must be the change that we want to see in the
world. If we expect inclusion, we must learn to provide it, and in that way,
model the necessary behaviors for those around us. Seemingly small, indi-
vidual behavior can make a very large difference (as can omitting behavior).
Something as straightforward as saying hello to our coworkers each day,
acknowledging and checking in with people at meetings, or listening care-
fully to others until we understand them can go a long way toward fostering
a sense of inclusion.

A key aspect that we believe connects all these skills is the inclination
and the ability to treat each situation as new and different, and not to expect
others to be just like us, but rather, to expect and value difference. Although
we should certainly learn from prior interactions, we also need the ability to
engage in the moment, and in Gurevitch’s (1989) terms, to “make strange”
and allow ourselves to “not understand the other.” In doing so, we can per-
mit others to define themselves and their needs on their own terms. And if I
allow others to do this, I can then better address their needs rather than mine.
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Yet, it is a naïve and possibly even dangerous oversimplification to think
that addressing individual inclusion at the individual level is the complete
answer to nurturing an inclusive organization or workplace.  Doing this also
requires systemic, proactive work at the organizational level (Dass & Park-
er, 1999). But if it is impossible or impractical to try to come up with a glob-
al and fixed set of rules regarding inclusion that will apply to everyone in all
situations, then what is the organizational solution to building an inclusive
environment? Here again, Wheeler (1999) provides a succinct and valuable
summary. According to him, “Organizations that truly value inclusion are
characterized by effective management of people who are different, ability
to admit weakness and mistakes, heterogeneity at all levels, empowerment
of people, recognition and utilization of people’s skills and abilities, an envi-
ronment that fosters learning and exchanging of ideas, and flexibility” (pp.
33–34). Similarly, Thomas and Ely (1996), list the preconditions that, in
their view, enable organizations to learn from and fully utilize their diversi-
ty: (a) leadership must understand that workforce diversity includes diverse
perspectives, opinions, insights, and approaches to work; (b) leadership
must know that diversity brings with it opportunities and challenges that cre-
ate a need for unlearning, relearning, and gaining new learnings; (c) every-
one must be held to high standards of performance; (d) the work culture
must encourage and foster personal development through training and edu-
cation programs; (e) open communication, constructive conflict on work-
related issues, and tolerance for dialogue must be encouraged; (f) employ-
ees must feel valued in order to contribute their highest level of performance
to the organization; (g) a clear mission statement that provides a focal point
for accomplishing business goals and guides decision making must exist;
and (h) there must be nonbureaucratic ways for employees to constructive-
ly challenge current ways of doing business and reshape past policies and
practices to be more inclusive and empowering. It is the processes and sys-
tems that are in place that encourage and require expression of individual-
level skills, as well as provide the foundation for a suitable organizational
culture that gives meaning to the words that so many organizations put on
paper but do not always bring to life. The specifics of these processes and
systems will vary from organization to organization. Yet the growing litera-
ture on diversity initiatives (e.g., Arredondo, 1996; Cox, 2001; Cross, 2000;
Ferdman & Brody, 1996; Wheeler, 1995) provides some strategies for
organizations interested in starting the process, a process that in reality must
be ongoing and continuous.

While certainly organizations can and should do a great deal to foster
work climates that are likely to feel inclusive, the actual experience of inclu-
sion must be created in process, in each moment and in each interaction.  In
many ways, inclusion is a momentary, even evanescent creation, which
depends on the particular people and the particular situation involved. At the
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same time, the behavior and attitude of the moment may not mean much
without a history and a future, without a structure and system around them
that give them the appropriate meaning and weight.   If I invite someone at
work to give me input on a project, whether or not she experiences that as
inclusive behavior will depend on many factors, including the tone I used in
giving the invitation, my colleague’s beliefs regarding my sincerity and how
likely I am to use the input, my previous behavior in similar situations, the
general nature of relations among people in the organization, and a host of
other contextual variables. For this reason, the individual and organization-
al levels of inclusion are both critical. They are also interactive. To create an
inclusive organization, it is not enough to work at the individual level, if the
organizational systems do not support inclusion. And the reverse is also true:
Organizational systems by themselves are insufficient, without behavior,
thought, and feeling to match.

As we suggested above, a key component to all of this is ongoing dia-
logue, not just as a skill for individuals, but also as a discipline for organi-
zations. At this year’s SIOP Conference in Toronto, on Friday, April 12,
2002, we will be holding a special session, Dialogue on Diversity and Inclu-
sion in Organizations: SIOP and Beyond, designed to engage participants in
a conversation about what full inclusion might look and feel like at SIOP and
elsewhere, as well as how we might ensure that each of us, with our differ-
ences, is highly valued and fully included. We hope to see many of you there.
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Inclusion and Power: Reflections on Dominance and 
Subordination in Organizations

Martin N. Davidson
University of Virginia

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

All differences are not created equally.  Earnest and
well-meaning efforts to create inclusion in organizations
often come up short for reasons that appear hard to under-
stand.  The leaders of the organization implement policies,
procedures, and practices similar to those we outlined in our
last column (Ferdman & Davidson, 2002) as a way of fos-
tering inclusion in organizations.  Yet they feel stymied by
the intractability of continuing problems in the work com-

munity such as racial or gender inequities, perceptions of unfair exclusion by
a variety of organization members, and pervasive feelings of alienation.

At this year’s SIOP Conference in Toronto, we convened a special ses-
sion, Dialogue on Diversity and Inclusion in Organizations: SIOP and
Beyond, in which a diverse group of SIOP members engaged one another in
an exciting and provocative conversation that revealed just this paradox.
Three invited panelists—Ann Marie Ryan, Robert Dipboye, and Michele
Gelfand—joined the two of us in initiating the conversation. Two or three
dozen other people then joined us in the 2-hour dialogue that used a unique
fishbowl design to allow the feel of conversation in a small group while
including a large number of participants.  Our objective together was to envi-
sion what full inclusion might look and feel like at SIOP and to understand
how our vision could generalize to (and from) other organizations.  More-
over, we sought to understand how we might ensure that each of us, with our
differences, could feel and actually be highly valued and fully included in the
organization.  A variety of topics and perspectives arose in the session, dur-
ing which we addressed the progress that has been made on making SIOP
more diverse, the extent to which people struggle to feel a sense of being wel-
comed as a newcomer in our community, and the proactive steps that have
been and are being taken to make SIOP an even more inclusive organization.

But another important part of the dialogue centered on the ways that some
members more than others have a tougher time fitting in at SIOP.  For exam-
ple, those Conference attendees who are not White, heterosexual, published
scholars, full SIOP members, and/or U.S.-based were more likely to report
feeling less included.  Some even spoke of feeling invisible at the Confer-
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ence. In our next column, we hope to bring in more specific examples as they
relate to SIOP.  For now, suffice it to say that this difference in experience has
something to do with individuals’ primary social identities and how those
identities fit into a “power map” featuring dominance and subordination.

The Power Map: Dominance and Subordination

A prerequisite for exploring the idea of power here is to situate our dis-
cussion at the group level of analysis.  Every person is certainly a unique indi-
vidual, but we all also share group memberships with others as part of our
identity (Ferdman, 1995); these group memberships affect the way we treat
and are treated by others.  A discussion of power in this context does not
address individual talent, merit, achievement, or influence as much as it
addresses the societal and organizational position of different groups to
which one might belong.  All groups do not hold equal status in most soci-
eties—some tend to be systematically privileged while others are systemati-
cally disadvantaged.  Dimensions along which privilege and disadvantage
manifest include ease of institutional access (such as job hiring, homeowner-
ship, etc.), level of inclusion in mainstream culture, and access to influence
in political systems.  We use the label subordinant1 for those groups in lower
power positions (e.g., people of color relative to non-Hispanic Whites, or
women relative to men) and the label dominant for those groups in higher
power positions (e.g., heterosexuals relative to gays and lesbians, Christians
relative to Muslims or Jews in the United States).

So, when a woman occupies an executive-level position in a predomi-
nantly male organization, she may wield substantial power as an individual;
however, she would still be a member of a subordinant group.  As a female
in the organization, she is likely to (a) be in the numerical minority, (b) need
to adopt behaviors that allow her to fit in socially with male colleagues (e.g.,
become knowledgeable about topics men tend to care about), and (c) manage
the resentments that may arise by virtue of being a powerful woman in a soci-
ety in which men tend to hold the most powerful positions and in which it is
considered counter-normative for women to behave as leaders (cf. Eagly, in
press; Eagly & Karau, in press).  Her position in the organizational chart does
not shield her completely from needing to negotiate these “group-based”
dynamics.  Similarly, when a man is an hourly wage earner working at the
lowest levels of the same organization, he may have very little organization-
al power as an individual. But as a member of his identity-group (male), he
benefits in both overt and subtle ways in the organization.

Two critical results of this kind of power distinction are privilege, and
group-based prejudice and discrimination. Peggy McIntosh (1988) has writ-

1We use the term subordinant rather than subordinate to distinguish between power group
membership/status and simple job level in the organization.
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ten eloquently on privilege—the systematic access to resources, benefits, and
psychological well-being that results from being identified as a member of a
dominant group.  Most notably, privilege in this sense is not earned in any tan-
gible way—it is just there for dominants.  In contrast, group-based bias or dis-
crimination is the systematic denial of access to resources, benefits, and psy-
chological well-being that results from being identified as a member of a sub-
ordinant group.  Similarly, this discrimination is not deserved in any way—it
is just persists for subordinants (Davidson & Friedman, 1998). Other terms for
this discrimination (depending upon the dimension of difference under con-
sideration) are “-isms”—racism, sexism, heterosexism, and so forth.

The primary implication of this distinction is that even the best of inten-
tions to create an inclusive environment may be stilted if the dynamics of
these group power relationships are ignored.  A recent study of managers of
color in U.S. corporations illustrates this point (Davidson & Foster-Johnson,
2002).  Although there were strong direct effects of (a) advancement oppor-
tunity, (b) effectiveness of feedback processes, (c) level of pay increases, and
(d) firm commitment to diversity on individual organizational commitment,
the strong indirect effects of perceived racism dampened those direct effects.
Even if an organization attends to the four domains, ignoring the impact of
these managers’ perceptions of racism made it all the more difficult to design
systems and cultures of inclusiveness that would entice them to stay.

How Dominants Can Be Inclusive

Through the lens of dominance and subordination, we can enhance our
understanding of what it takes to create and participate in an inclusive organ-
ization and community (Wishik & Davidson, 2002).  As a dominant, prereq-
uisites for supporting inclusion are as follows:

• Assuming a stance of “inquisitive probability.” This means acknowl-
edging that one is a member of a dominant group and that this group
membership has implications for how one engages those who are in
subordinant groups (as well as other dominants).  This stance contrasts
with an attitude of denial in which dominants reflexively assert a null
hypothesis when phenomena related to group differences emerge.  For
example, when an African-American man asserts that he is not receiv-
ing timely performance feedback because he is Black, his White col-
league would acknowledge the possible veracity of the statement, even
though, the White colleague believes the organization is one in which
no one gets timely performance feedback.  The skill is in the White col-
league’s ability to allow for the possibility that no one gets much feed-
back, and the African American colleague may get even less than his
other White colleagues.  In these kinds of situations group differences
may, in fact, be irrelevant.  The skill for the dominant is to be open to
the possibility that they are relevant.
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• Distinguishing impact from intent.  This is the skill of acknowledging
that a dominant’s behavior toward a subordinant may be completely
benevolent in intention but may be perceived by the subordinant as
injurious.  For example, when a man touches a female colleague’s
shoulder, he may intend no disrespect—the act could be purely an
attempt to comfort a colleague in the midst of a stressful work session.
However, he must be able to understand that his actions could be per-
ceived by the woman (or other colleagues) as inappropriate and possi-
bly harassing.  With this awareness, he can proactively engage his col-
league to reduce perceptions of inappropriateness, manage the percep-
tions of other colleagues, and make more judicious and appropriate
decisions about similar behavior in the future.

• Increasing accuracy about the meaning of difference to subordinant
colleagues.  When dominants make an effort to educate themselves
about the experience of subordinants, they increase the overall sense of
inclusion in the organization.  When the U.S.-based members of SIOP
who attended the dialogue session learned that international members
sometimes felt excluded in the organization, that knowledge positioned
those U.S. members to engage international members with a deeper
understanding of the non-U.S. experience at SIOP.  The knowledge
alone does not guarantee that the dominant colleague will actually
engage the subordinant colleague, but if she or he chooses to do so, the
conversation could happen in a way that enhances inclusion.

• Acting to reduce structural barriers to inclusion.  Dominants must use
their positions of influence and privilege as dominants to change the
structure and systems that exclude subordinates.  This can happen in
both dramatic and subtle ways.  Some dominants are extremely active
and vocal about change.  But not everyone can assume such a stance.
Other dominants can make this change through tempered radicalism, a
more gradual path to change (Meyerson, 2001).

How Subordinants Can Be Inclusive

But dominants are not the only members of the community responsible
for fostering inclusion.  Subordinants’ roles in the inclusion calculus are
somewhat different from those of dominants because subordinants often are
not included and are seeking to be so.  Nevertheless, they have a role to play
which manifests in skills such as the following:

• Assuming a stance of cautious openness. In most circumstances, dom-
inants will not have a sophisticated sense of what is supportive for sub-
ordinants.  Therefore, many engagements will be fraught with the pos-
sibility of injury—political, interpersonal, psychological, and some-
times even physical.  But even in the face of that reality, subordinants
cannot afford to distance themselves completely from dominant col-
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leagues.  Cautious openness is the skill of remaining engaged in dia-
logue and mutual learning while remaining aware of the damage that
can sometimes result from dominants’ behavior. 

• Giving effective feedback.  Often, a remnant of the systematic mistreat-
ment of people in subordinated groups is that indirect language and
communication patterns are cultivated with dominants as a means of
circumventing dominants’ injurious behavior.  But in an inclusive envi-
ronment, such indirect communication is a liability, especially when
feedback is involved.  If dominants are expected to make mistakes as
they learn to engage subordinants constructively, they must have data
on what behaviors should be reinforced and what behaviors should be
eliminated.  Only subordinants (or skilled allies of subordinants) can
provide that data.

• Inviting dominants to be guests in subordinants’ culture. Sometimes,
subordinants can shift the locus of comfort and power by opening up
their group space to dominants committed to learning.  For example, it
is often said the most segregated time in the U.S. is 11:00 a.m. on Sun-
day morning—church time.  This would be an ideal opportunity for
subordinants (at least those who are Christian) to utilize this skill—
invite a dominant to church!  Most importantly, this skill fosters com-
munity (and hence inclusion) by contextualizing dominants’ experience
in a way similar to the way subordinants’ experience is contextualized
in dominant environments.

• Pushing for constructive change.  Subordinants often have the most
acute view of the problems and barriers to inclusion.  Scholars have
identified the phenomenon of marginality and have outlined the kinds
of information and insight that result from being marginalized (John-
ston, 1976; Weisberger, 1992).  Despite the fact that subordinants often
experience the responsibility to change as an unwanted burden, they are
nonetheless uniquely positioned to initiate such change.

Concluding Thoughts

Upon reflection of this column, we are struck by the fact that each of us is
possessed of multiple identities and, at anytime, a particular aspect of our iden-
tity may place us in a subordinant or a dominant position.  For example, as het-
erosexual men of color, we are subordinants in a predominantly White, Anglo
context but dominants in that same predominantly heterosexual and male con-
text.  To effectively create an inclusive community, each of us must come to
terms with our role as dominants and subordinants in our organizations.
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Accounts of Inclusion (and Exclusion)

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

In our previous columns (e.g., Ferdman & Davidson,
2002a; Ferdman & Davidson, 2002b), Martin Davidson and
I have written about the importance of engaging in dialogue to
understand the nature and experience of inclusion. We point
out that inclusion must be understood in the context of specific people and
specific situations. To get a better sense of what inclusion looks and feels like
for different people, we strongly advocate asking them. In the last few
months, I’ve had the opportunity to ask that question—what does inclusion
“look” and “feel” like?—of a number of groups, not only in the United States,
but also in Brazil, Guatemala, Peru, and Puerto Rico. Later in this column, I
report on some of the principal themes coming from those workshops and
from Dialogue on Diversity and Inclusion in Organizations: SIOP and
Beyond, the special session that Martin Davidson and I convened at the 2002
SIOP conference, where we asked participants to talk about what full inclu-
sion might look and feel like at SIOP.

I would like to preface these summaries of conversations about inclusion
with some reflections on exclusion and discrimination. Indeed, at many of the
workshops, asking people to talk about their experiences of inclusion often
triggered memories and descriptions of exclusion. It is quite difficult, if not
impossible, to talk about one and not the other!

Last December, Senator Trent Lott—slated to become Senate Majority
Leader in the next Congress—praised his fellow Senator, Strom Thurmond,
in a way that seemed to support racial segregation, but without saying so
directly. On the very same day that the furor was building (see e.g., Hulse,
2002; Luker, 2002) over Senator Lott’s statements, The New York Times
(Krueger, 2002) published an account of a research study (Bertrand & Mul-
lainathan, 2002) documenting the persistence of anti-Black bias in job hiring.
Specifically, the study (conducted in Boston and Chicago) showed that
employers were 50% more likely to call job applicants with White-sounding
names (e.g., Kristen or Brad) for interviews than applicants with Black-
sounding names (e.g., Tamika or Tyrone). While Senator Lott was being pub-
licly pilloried for what appeared to many to be relatively overt support of dis-
crimination, little was being said about the much more pervasive and wide-
spread covert, more passive support for discrimination, not just among U.S.
senators, but among all types of people in the country, such as that docu-
mented in part by Bertrand and Mullainathan’s research. It is far too easy—
and distracting as well—to focus on those who do or say something that



overtly supports discrimination, while paying no mind to the many more of
us who systematically support and maintain discrimination and/or exclusion
every day. We do this not necessarily by doing anything obviously negative
but simply by going about our “normal” business. If we are truly to create and
maximize inclusion across lines of difference that previously served as bases
for invidious discrimination, I believe that we must be more attentive to these
subtle, covert, and/or passive forms of exclusion and discrimination.

A few examples come to mind. One of these is the implicit and explicit
propagation of theories and concepts of racial superiority as part of the stan-
dard I-O psychology curriculum and discourse. It is probably rare to find col-
leagues who explicitly teach their students that members of one race are nat-
urally and genetically superior to those of another (though I have been told,
recently, of some who do!). At the same time, it is relatively common in I-O
psychology courses, conferences, and other venues to hear blanket statements
about race differences in intelligence, with little or no consideration of the
impact or implications of such statements or the sources or validity of the
supporting data. Even more covert yet no less insidious is how we use (and
abuse) the relatively unexamined concept of “merit.” In an incisive, award-
winning article that deserves much wider dissemination among I-O psychol-
ogists and students, Haney and Hurtado (1994) thoroughly describe and ana-
lyze how the concept of “merit” has been used to prevent addressing system-
atic racial disparities in the U.S. and their structural causes and how “the con-
cept of merit is employed to mediate between the belief in fair treatment and
the reality of unfair outcomes by individualizing the effect of structural bar-
riers to racial justice” (p. 225). They go further to show how “the use of stan-
dardized testing in the allocation of employment opportunities and rewards
represents a psychological technology by which meritocratic assumptions are
translated uncritically into employment decisions” and discuss “the role that
this technology plays in preserving racial injustice” (p. 225). Haney and Hur-
tado argue as follows:

When selection and promotion systems that are based on standardized
tests result in a disproportionately White labor force, and employers
resist the requirement that such tests be validated or shown to be job-
related, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the disparate outcomes
simply confirm many employers’ implicit notions about the distribution
of merit and relative deservingness of various groups. Otherwise, such
disproportions would raise prima facie questions about the job-related-
ness (and, therefore, the utility and wisdom) of the instruments them-
selves. To fully grasp this implicit assumption, imagine the reverse—that
standardized instruments for the measurement of merit consistently
resulted in opportunities and rewards being disproportionately allocated
to minority group members at the expense of their White counterparts.
Such an outcome surely would be regarded as anomalous—an occasion
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for the most careful scrutiny of the instruments themselves, not to men-
tion a reexamination of the wisdom of continuing to employ them in the
absence of positively convincing demonstrations of their job relatedness
(precisely what employers have resisted in typical employment testing
cases). Indeed, absent implicit assumptions about relative group merit,
rational employers who could not be certain that their employment
screening and promotion instruments were job-related would not other-
wise persist in using them. (p. 229, italics in original)

I do not have the space here to reproduce fully Haney and Hurtado’s pene-
trating arguments, nor do I wish to enter into the debate over standardized
testing; my goal is to urge I-O psychologists and others to explore critically
the concepts, systems, and practices that we typically take for granted yet
which can have profound effects on our ability to achieve true inclusion.

Another example of subtle or covert exclusion is when students and jun-
ior faculty are told, in the guise of support and useful advice, not to write
about or do research on diversity or diversity-related topics because that
would hurt their prospects for academic employment or for tenure. A related
example is that of luminaries in our field who are not in the least embarrassed
when they say that they do not know much (and in some cases do not care to
know) about diversity or international issues; this, when at least one-third of
the U.S. population is comprised of people of color, and when future progress
in I-O psychology demands much closer attention to the cross-cultural and
international applicability of our traditional constructs and theories. Worse
yet is when the same individuals remain quite comfortable not doing any-
thing about their lack of knowledge. Although I do not believe that individ-
ual reactions such as this are necessarily, in and of themselves, exclusionary,
they contribute to the perpetuation of ethnocentrism and depend on its privi-
lege; when repeated over many people, they also function as a significant bar-
rier that prevents our discipline from moving toward greater inclusion. [Inter-
estingly, a recent international survey (RoperASW, 2002) to assess geo-
graphic literacy in the United States and around the world among young
adults 18 to 24 years old found that almost one-third of U.S. respondents
believed that the U.S. had a population of 1 to 2 billion people, and only one-
fourth of respondents identified the correct range—150 to 350 million peo-
ple—for the U.S. population. Although one cannot be certain, I imagine that
such exaggerated beliefs about the position of the U.S. in the world can con-
tribute to a perspective consistent with ignoring the rest of the world.]

I believe that multicultural and international issues are not only important
to address but that it is time to make them core elements of I-O psychology
(see also Chrobot-Mason & Ferdman, 2001). This will ensure not only that
our theory, research, and practice are better aligned with inclusion rather than
with the perpetuation of discrimination but also that we will not become irrel-
evant to a changing society and a changing world.

The Industrial-Organizational Psychologist 83



A cogent supporting argument for this, as well as some suggestions for
initial steps, are provided in the American Psychological Association’s (2002)
Guidelines on Multicultural Education, Training, Research, Practice, and
Organizational Change for Psychologists, adopted in 2002 as APA policy by
the APA Council of Representatives. It is quite possible that I-O psycholo-
gists may react to these new guidelines as we often have to other such APA
documents, acting as if they are an imposition to our field. I believe, howev-
er, that if we—individually and collectively—do not heed the message that
they contain, we run the risk of lining up with policies and practices better
suited to Strom Thurmond’s old view of a “better America” than with a vision
appropriate to our 21st-century demographic and social realities.

The general themes that emerged at SIOP’s 2002 Dialogue on Diversity
and Inclusion can provide some clues about where we are and where we still
need to go as an organization to address some of the challenges posed above.
These themes were:

• Several barriers to inclusion exist. There are many who don’t necessar-
ily feel included. This is even true, sometimes, of long-time prominent
members of SIOP.

• Some people who look like they are part of the “in” group to others may
not experience it that way. Other people have a great feeling, knowing
and/or being introduced to others, feeling that they are coming to con-
ferences to see their friends.

• The organization is experienced differently by different people. To
those who are “in” it may feel very inclusive—but those same behav-
iors and cues that indicate inclusion to those who are “in” are the signs
and expressions of exclusion to others. Friendliness and informality are
experienced by many, and yet can be seen as barriers by new members
or those who are different in some way. Some report feeling invisible.

• There are important dimensions of difference in SIOP in addition to
race and gender—including nationality, methodology, membership/
affiliation type, sexual orientation, and so forth—that result in differ-
ential experiences and degrees of inclusion.

• There are both formal and informal aspects of inclusion and exclusion
at SIOP. Formal aspects include membership procedures and criteria,
processes for getting on the conference program, and so forth. Informal
aspects include people’s behavior at conferences, for example, using
only 1st names at large sessions and assuming that everyone knows
each other.

• One participant talked about feeling excluded as a practitioner and the
difficulty in finding meaningful takeaways at the conference. Some of
the more subtle aspects—for example, sitting in rows, PowerPoint pre-
sentations, few opportunities for interaction—can create barriers. Inclu-
sion requires more proactive behavior. As this participant put it: When
I think of inclusion, I think of embracing people.
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• What would people like in this regard?
• A sense of being embraced when people approach me and say, “Wel-

come, we’re glad that you are here.” Being recognized in having a con-
versation with people (people you see year after year). Sessions that
are not so stiff, and also informally including people in conversations.

• Sessions structured to include questions/conversation.
• “Less intimidating sessions” in which newer or less experienced

investigators could present.
• To be accepted and valued as a person, beyond what my vita indicates.
• More diversity in methodology.
• Have teaching be treated as valuable.
• As one person put it: “Being exclusive and inclusive are not mutu-

ally exclusive.” Another had experiences at another conference that
were also desirable at SIOP: “The ability to approach people. Peo-
ple learn and then remember my name from one year to the next.
Don’t stare through you when you say hello. Remember me even if
I didn’t publish in JAP.”

• Everyone has a responsibility with regard to creating and fostering
inclusion, beyond what the organization does. Everyone has some
power to make a difference. For example, the way we say hello to oth-
ers, the way that we carry ourselves, what we choose to wear, and how
we deal with these symbols in others, affects our overall experience in
the organization and that of others.

At other workshops that I conducted in various countries in recent
months, participants reported a number of elements in their experiences of
inclusion. These included:

• Participating in and feeling part of a group or context with a
variety/diversity of members/other participants.

• Some dimensions or goals were held in common with others in the sit-
uation, while different points of view and styles of thinking and expres-
sion are easily manifested.

• A learning stance is adopted (by the person as well as others in the sit-
uation).

• Feeling accepted, recognized, and respected as a person.
• Being respected because of differences with other people in the situa-

tion, who expressed genuine curiosity and interest and avoided stereo-
types; being looked at, talked to; others focused on making the person
feel good.

• Doing what the person wanted while continuing to be accepted; a sense
of unconditional acceptance.

• Ability to be spontaneous and to express genuine thoughts and feelings.
• Space and invitations to speak; being listened to, heard, and allowed to

participate, even across lines of authority and/or experience.
• A sense of joy; a sense of psychological and physical energy; the feel-

ing of not having to argue or fight.
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I also asked participants to talk about the consequences or outcomes of
inclusion that they had experienced. Among those outcomes were the fol-
lowing:

• Improved productivity; fewer errors; a better-quality product.
• Greater self-confidence; more commitment to the organization; more

satisfaction in one’s work.
• More knowledge transfer.
• More group cohesion and more positive group climate; a better work

environment.
• More customer satisfaction.
• Being able to better include others.
• Better able to accomplish organizational goals and purposes.
These lists begin to map the characteristics and products of inclusion.

There is certainly more work to be done to fully describe and document inclu-
sion and its antecedents and consequences. But it is clear that such experi-
ences and their associated outcomes are certainly desirable and preferred over
the perpetuation of exclusion and discrimination.
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Diverse and inclusive organizations are supposed to
enrich members’ task effectiveness, interpersonal relation-
ships, and personal efficacy so that members can achieve
their best.  In our previous columns, we have tried to com-
municate the shape and texture of inclusion—to present our
vision of what inclusive environments might look like and
how they can be cultivated (Davidson & Ferdman, 2001,
2002; Ferdman, 2003; Ferdman & Davidson, 2002a, 2002b).
But the vision of an inclusive organization is severely compromised if it
doesn’t also address the paradox of inclusion: What happens when someone
really doesn’t fit in the inclusive environment? This is one of the most chal-
lenging questions facing leaders and managers who genuinely want to make
their organizations more inclusive. The vision for inclusion may be com-
pelling, but people want to know how to get there and how to “live” there
effectively when they arrive.

As we explore this turn on the path toward inclusion, we need to acknowl-
edge our underlying assumptions.  First, we approach this from the perspec-
tive of the leader-manager in a hierarchical organization.  The path toward
inclusion could be somewhat different for the organization member who does
not have formal authority over others.  Second, we assume that people in
organizations care deeply about results.  Inclusion and diversity discourse
often focuses on process (and we shall revisit process here).  But organiza-
tions also want to understand the link between inclusion and effective busi-
ness results.  There are times when it seems that the two are incompatible.
But are they really?

The Dilemma

“As we debated the best strategies for selling the product in this region,
my top advisor, known for his candor and insight, stated bluntly: ‘Our
customers simply won’t tolerate having a Muslim, especially one who is
orthodox, as a lead consultant.  We have to deal with this….’”
In an earlier column, we discussed the fact that boundaries exist that

define who is inside and who is outside of an inclusive organization (Ferd-



man & Davidson, 2002a).   Such boundaries are rarely drawn without con-
flict and debate over where the line should rest.

The leader describing this scenario faces a crisis of inclusion.1 The
assumption about Muslims in the scenario challenges the boundaries of inclu-
sion by identifying a group of people who presumably don’t belong.  When
so confronted, the leader has two fundamental choices:  (a) challenge the stat-
ed assumption and keep pushing toward greater inclusion, or (b) acknowl-
edge the validity of the statement and exclude the person or group member in
question.  Our goal in previous columns has been to build the rationale and
offer some suggestions for how to undertake the former.  But we also have to
understand what it means to choose the latter (whether in a case like the one
with which we started this section, or in other, more subtle but no less chal-
lenging situations).

Social psychologist Ellen Langer, when introducing her freshman course
at Harvard many years ago, pointed out that there were three kinds of people:
those who read the New Yorker, those who don’t read the New Yorker, and
those who don’t read the New Yorker anymore.  Even though the last two look
the same to others, she noted, they are not really the same, and their differ-
ence is quite important to a social psychologist.  By analogy, leaders who
acknowledge the validity of the exclusionary statement may do so for differ-
ent reasons.  On one hand, the leader may simply ignore the importance of
inclusion and carelessly or unconsciously accept the assumption as valid.  In
our observation, some leaders want to limit greater inclusion, especially in
environments they believe are already too inclusive.  Sometimes these are the
more conservative voices that never wanted the boundaries to stretch in the
first place.  Others may have been included when boundaries were previous-
ly stretched, but now may feel that the stretch has gone far enough. These
leaders miss the critical opportunities that a truly inclusive organization can
promote (Davidson & Ferdman, 2001, 2002; Ferdman, 2003; Ferdman &
Davidson, 2002a, 2002b).

On the other hand, the leader may find herself torn by genuinely wanting
to instill an ethos of inclusion but firmly believing that the best interest of the
organization is to acknowledge the validity of the statement.  How can she
deal with the exclusionary nature of this dilemma?

Because most people strive to be fair and to do the right thing, many who
value and are committed to inclusion reflexively include any person or group
that seems to be excluded.  Traditionally, this has been the only stance that
people and organizations committed to justice could take—to err on the side
of overinclusion—to compensate for the excessive underinclusion (and
active exclusion) of the past.  But one result of this dynamic is that, some-
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times, we do not develop clear criteria to help us understand who really fits
in the organization.  In other words, we are not able to discern the appropri-
ate boundaries of inclusion. So we end up confused when faced with the
kinds of dilemmas presented by the scenario.  Even in the most inclusive
environments, everyone cannot fit.  Our hope is that if we work at it, we can
build something of which anyone and everyone can be a part. But this is just
not realistic.

Thus, the leader of the inclusive organization is left with a strangely par-
adoxical challenge: to know when (and how) to exclude!

Resolution

Ironically, the answer to the dilemma of making the tough calls about
exclusion—“exclusion calls” as we refer to them—effectively rests with
exercising skill in building an inclusive organization.  The leader who wants
to nurture inclusion must also create a context in which that inclusion has
meaning.  Within that context he or she must exercise a set of skills to sup-
port inclusion.

In the “Langerian” distinction above, the unskilled leader would decide
promptly and without reflection that, “because this is a valid market concern,
no Muslims will be placed in the lead consultant role.” In contrast, the skilled
leader engages in a clear and thoughtful process that would include a number
of elements:

Building the container.  The inclusive leader uses the broader context to
her or his best advantage.  One of the most effective tools for dealing with
difference, especially when inclusion dilemmas arise, is to create perspec-
tive—to be able to “see the big picture.” This perspective acts as a container
inside of which interactions and dynamics can occur.  In most organizations,
the container is a commitment to the goals and sustainability of the organiza-
tion (Meyer & Allen, 1997). Leaders challenge the organization’s members
to sustain that container by working through disagreements and dilemmas
about core values and their operationalization (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).

Consider the analogy of a healthy family under duress. Members may be
in conflict over a variety of issues, but there is often the experience of “get-
ting through” the difficulties and coming to a resolution in which the mem-
bers feel even closer to one another as a result of their differences.  This out-
come occurs because there is a foundation—a container—of trust, love, and
respect between members that is not compromised by episodic differences.
Indeed, stressors handled well can actually strengthen that foundation!

Holvino and Sheridan (2003) write about the importance of building
interdependence as a key practice in working skillfully across differences. To
the extent that the organizational container incorporates and promotes inter-
dependence among members and groups, it should be more likely that lead-
ers will be able to make better “exclusion calls” when necessary and more
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importantly, less likely that they will be faced with unnecessary and invalid
claims that certain groups or people need to be excluded.

Context of organizational values. The strength of the organization’s val-
ues about inclusion also affects the leader’s capacity to deal effectively with
exclusion.  The organization may draw the line differently at what is appro-
priate in various situations.  For example, if the organization sees itself as a
role model in being inclusive, the values of the organization might encourage
the leader in our earlier example to push back on the client who won’t accept
a Muslim consultant. Yet, in another situation, the leader may suggest that,
given the nature of the business and the clients, it would not be suitable to use
a consultant who is a bit shaky in English despite speaking four other lan-
guages proficiently.

Leaders in inclusive organizations can and should reinforce the value of
inclusion and ask themselves and their people to thoughtfully and consis-
tently apply that value together with other core values of the organization.
The challenge for the leader faced with calls for exclusion is, as Miller and
Katz (2002) suggest, to work to establish new baselines for inclusion that
go beyond conventional wisdom. Ultimately, whatever decision is made in
a particular case, a key test will be whether the process and the outcome
support the organization’s values and reinforce inclusion, or undermine
them and support systematic exclusion.

Analyzing the task. The effective leader must carefully consider the
nature of the tasks at hand in determining whether exclusion is a necessary
option.  When Phil Jackson, the former coach of the Chicago Bulls basketball
team in the 1990s, was asked about his apparent tolerance for the behavior of
an eccentric player on the team, Dennis Rodman, Jackson was often clear in
observing that Rodman, though prone to wearing dresses, was still the best
rebounder in the league.  The task Jackson needed personnel for was to
rebound. Rodman rarely wavered in his flawless execution of the task.

The story is important because it reveals an important competency for the
inclusive leader.  Understanding the nature of the task is a prerequisite for
knowing who could or could not execute the task.  More importantly, the
leader must not be duped into thinking that irrelevant surface differences or
historical patterns of exclusion of members of given groups from particular
tasks affect a person’s ability to accomplish the task.  By the same token, this
clarity of task will also serve the inclusive leader in determining when some-
one is not the right person to accomplish the task.

Candid communication. In general, the best outcomes under stress or in
conflict situations result when people have an opportunity to communicate
clearly how each sees the situation, what feelings are evoked, and what the
impact is on each (e.g., Stone, Patton, & Heen, 1999). In attempts to nurture
inclusion, organization members often hold their tongues when they should
speak candidly.  Sometimes this takes the form of “political correctness,”
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sometimes simple indifference.  Members of the organization become so
attached to the illusion of compatibility that they withhold—sometimes con-
sciously, sometimes unconsciously—their real sentiments.  This undermines
the capacity to have a culture of open communication, one of the core aspects
of an inclusive culture (Davidson & Ferdman, 2001). Ironically, the tenden-
cy to react to overinclusion by not confronting the “inclusion conflicts” actu-
ally undermines the inclusion that one is so committed to building.

In some instances, this communication skill may even extend to engaging
the potentially excluded parties.  The principle is that the more cogent and
diverse voices the leader can engage and the more she or he engages the rel-
evant diversity, the more likely the right call will emerge.

Questioning assumptions.  Are we willing to question old (and typically
unquestioned) assumptions about who can do what when, or what skills or
profile is needed to get certain tasks done? If we do so, we are more likely to
make wise choices. To make tough calls about exclusion skillfully, leaders
must not agree to a course of action just because “that’s how it has always been
done,” because a survey points in a certain direction, or because “the majori-
ty rules.” The leader faced with the scenario we began with, before choosing
to deal with the situation by choosing exclusion, must explore and question a
range of assumptions, including those about the implications of customer
intolerance,  the organization’s role and responsibility regarding social change,
and the appropriateness of discomfort and conflict in business situations.

Acknowledging the role of time. Inclusive leaders should consider the
role of time in the dynamics of determining when particular degrees of inclu-
sion or exclusion are appropriate. History and intergroup dynamics can con-
sciously and unconsciously affect how we assess whether inclusion or exclu-
sion is warranted.  For example, there is often a history between the relevant
groups, either antagonistic or supportive, that can and should be discerned by
the leader, both inside the organization and in its external environment. In
carrying out this assessment, it is often helpful to seek counsel from a broad
range of perspectives.

Revisiting and learning from decisions. Whether the ultimate decision is
to exclude or include, a commitment to re-examine the decision and the process
by which it was reached is critical for the inclusive leader.  Such an analysis
together with constant inquisitiveness about how to stretch the boundaries of
inclusion at a later point distinguishes a more thoughtful, skilled approach from
a “knee-jerk” one. Simply accepting exclusionary practices because “that’s
how it has always been done” is the wrong approach, in our view. Making dif-
ficult calls after a period of broad-based input and consideration is more skill-
ful. This is important because invariably, we will make mistakes.

Consider the case of Gabriel García Márquez, the Nobel-Prize winning
Colombian novelist.  As a “lay” publisher, we might reflexively assume that
a critical skill for a writer is knowing how to spell properly. We might believe
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that it is quite reasonable to exclude a poor speller from a position as a copy-
writer for a newspaper or advertising agency. Yet, in his recent autobiogra-
phy, García Márquez (2002) reveals that he has always been a notoriously
atrocious speller and has depended completely on proofreaders to correct the
spelling in his manuscripts!

Effective leaders of inclusion must be constantly vigilant in this regard.

Conclusion

We believe the sum of the leader’s efforts in these areas creates wisdom
in engaging inclusion. In other words, knee-jerk reactions are less likely to be
helpful than thoughtful, engaged processes. There is no rule book or formula
to tell a leader exactly what to do to create an inclusive environment.  In this
respect, leading inclusively is as much art as it is science.  Yet, decisions
about inclusion and exclusion must be made.  We offer these options and sug-
gestions as a way to tackle this challenge.

But there is another benefit to wise inclusive leadership. In an era of care-
fulness and political correctness, wise inclusive leadership frees the leader to
remain passionate about what she or he believes without fearing that the pas-
sion will squelch other members’ commitment and engagement. It sets a tone
for candor and creates a vehicle for repair in the face of mistakes that ulti-
mately enhances the effectiveness and the well-being of the organization.
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There comes a point at which the only medium of com-
munication is that which occurs in relationship. It no longer
makes sense to speak to a disembodied audience because the
message requires connection. For our penultimate column,
we sought to move to uncommon territory in the dialogue on
diversity and inclusion. All too often, the roles that we play
(willingly or not) are disturbingly predetermined. The
woman, the person of color, or the gay person bears the brunt
of prejudice and discrimination, gains a certain set of insights
about the experience of being marginal, and is sometimes able
to educate those who perpetuate the discrimination. The man, the White per-
son, and/or the straight person unconsciously inflict or perpetuate prejudice
and discrimination, feel guilty at the emerging awareness of the impact of
their behavior, and do penance by doing whatever the respective marginal-
ized person with whom they have managed to have a conversation on the sub-
ject tells them to do.

This approach to ubiquitous but stereotyped roles is not satisfying to us. We
believe there is a more textured and complex view, one that can better reflect
the fluidity, multiplicity, vibrancy, and multilayered nature of our identities and
of our interactions within and outside of our identity groups. A principal goal
for our columns has been to develop and articulate that more multifaceted
view, together with its implications for creating more inclusive organizations.

In this column, we set out to have a conversation about our identities as
men of color and how the boundaries of those identities are remarkably fluid
and emergent. Specifically, we wanted to delve into what happens to our
sense of identity and membership when we are outside of the United States.
It is an exchange and exploration of the sort that is not all that common in our
experience, particularly at work, but we believe it is the kind of dialogue that
must be an integral part of truly inclusive organizations. Please listen, and if
you wish, join us…

BF: We had planned to ask each other questions regarding some of our
experiences and perspectives, particularly regarding inclusion and interna-
tional experiences....



MD: I am especially interested in the flexibility of identity as we move to
different national contexts.

BF: That’s a great theme. Perhaps I could expand the theme a bit to
include both flexibility and stability?

MD: Sounds good to me. In particular, I was struck by how when I was
in China, I was no longer able to be “Black.” I was walking down a street in
Shanghai on my first foray into the city on foot. As I passed several groups
of Chinese workers (I was near one of the many construction projects under-
way all over the city), I was acutely aware of being watched. And in an
epiphany, it hit me that my ethnic and racial script no longer applied.

BF: Can you say more about (a) what an ethnic script is, (b) what made the
script salient in China, and (c) how it was different from the script in the U.S.?

MD: I think about the script as a kind of “roadmap for race.”  It’s a kind
of cognitive and behavioral script that creates a set of expectancies on how I
am supposed to react vis-à-vis race. In the U.S., I think the script is about how
I experience non-Black people’s reactions to my being Black. I feel that they
have many negative images of Black people because that is sufficiently
salient in the U.S. for all the reasons we know. For me, this reality leads to
my predispositions toward being ready to educate non-Black people about
race because they will usually be ignorant. It leads toward my predisposition
to being vigilant about instances in which I or others like me will probably be
offended by the behaviors of non-Black people. Finally, it leads to an expec-
tation that once race becomes salient in an interaction, that as a Black person,
I will command center stage. The conversation is not about ethnicity or cul-
tural diversity. Rather it becomes about Black and White and since I’m Black,
I’m central to that conversation.

It’s interesting that as I describe this to you a couple of patterns seem evi-
dent about this script. First, it seems like a map about dealing with preju-
dice/ignorance/racism, and not just about dealing with race. Second, I use the
term “non-Black,” but I think for me, I’m really talking about White Euro-
Americans. I am used to experiencing my race as a place in which I will be
constantly misunderstood and, as a result, deprived of resources that I
deserve...I would call it a script of “subordinance” to echo some of my think-
ing from one of our previous columns.

BF: When you say that regarding the images, I think of Claude Steele’s
notion of stereotype threat. But could you give me a more vivid sense of the
experience for you? What is actually going through your mind?

MD: Well, as I am walking down that Shanghai street, I realize the script
no longer applies. I knew I was being watched and that I was an oddity, but
I did not feel that I was being reviled, feared, or ridiculed. I just felt truly
weird! And it was refreshing! I was aware that as I was in a new land, and it
felt like “all bets were off” and it was almost as though I had to redefine my
ethnicity in this new context.
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BF: And what cued you into your being an “oddity?” How did the Chi-
nese people around you communicate that, or what cues did you use to reach
that impression?

MD: Now, I know images and stereotypes of Blacks have spread all over
the world to some extent. I know that when I turned on the Chinese TV, I
could get NBA basketball games from the U.S. and most of the people on the
basketball court were Black. I know that when I went to an ATM in a Chinese
bank and the helpful guard who was trying to tell me the machine didn’t work
used a sports “timeout” hand motion to communicate with me, assuming, I
suppose, that as a Black, I would get sports gestures.

I was really fascinated by how the context changed me. I saw myself dif-
ferently.

BF: Do you have any other examples of how that works? 
MD: Again, the Chinese people stared, so that cued me into being an odd-

ity, and I was pretty tall, relative to most of the people I encountered (though
I learned that many Chinese people are quite tall, bucking my stereotype of
Asians being uniformly short).

BF: So they were looking up at you—that’s an interesting image, relative
to your earlier point about subordination (which we often think of as being in
the “down” position).

MD: Yes, that makes sense—I was talking about the experience or per-
ception in the U.S.

BF: But in China, was there something going on in people’s behavior, or
was it your mental maps that led to your interpretations?

MD: Indeed! What I realized is that for good or ill, I have a certain priv-
ilege as a Black person in the U.S. and that most people in the U.S. must have
me on their radar screen in some capacity.

BF: You realized this in China?
MD: Whether it is as the object of disdain or respect, I matter. Yes, and it

was in China that I saw this...
BF: OK, let me see if I understand….  In China, you felt that you were

an unknown, “strange” person. People looked at you as an “oddity,” someone
they didn’t know and didn’t understand. In contrast, in the U.S., people
“know” something about you, even if it is stereotyped (i.e., they think they
know something, even if wrong) and they HAVE to deal with you and your
“type” whether they want to or not. In China, there are one billion-plus peo-
ple who are going on about their lives without taking you into account in the
least. Am I getting some of it?

MD: Exactly! And I don’t know if I could have realized it here in the U.S.
because my experience of mattering is so ubiquitous.

BF: Can you say more about this “experience of mattering,” especially as
it relates to inclusion? When I think of the African-American experience of
mattering, much of it, at least the shared portion, is full of painful and oppres-
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sive episodes. In China, you didn’t “matter” the same way, but did that make
you feel more or less included, or more or less free? (Whatever “free” means?)

MD: Interesting question. I would say that it was the Chinese experience
of a kind of freedom from expectation or freedom from projection that was
new and liberating. You’re right. Here, for me and for many Blacks, the “mat-
tering” or centrality is associated with pain. Even though centrality is associ-
ated with pain, there is also a kind of upside with being the center of atten-
tion. Shelby Steele wrote about this centrality several years ago, albeit from
a politically conservative viewpoint I don’t share.

BF: Can you describe the feeling/experience a bit more, and then say
something about how it affected your behavior (particularly professionally,
since you were there on a work trip)?

MD: I would say that the new insight about lack of centrality was asso-
ciated with a sense of surprise, relief, and fear or trepidation.

Surprise—I simply could not fathom that there was a dimension to my
sense of racial identity that I did not have a handle on! It was like a blind spot
that became apparent just as I introspected on my experience of walking
down the street...

Relief—there was a brief moment of relief (as an introvert) that in a pro-
found way, I didn’t have to be the center of attention. The other piece of the
experience was that after people gawked a bit, they then lost interest. So I did-
n’t feel so exposed.

BF: That sounds paradoxical (given the sense of being a “stranger” in
China).

MD: Yes, indeed. Finally fear/trepidation—so if I am not the center of
attention, if I cannot will people to pay attention to me by virtue of my race,
then who am I?

BF: I see!
MD: How do I engage or become a part of the whole. It’s like my ticket

to inclusion had been my race.
BF: It kind of exposes the sick nature of our race relations (and attempts

at superficial inclusion) in the U.S.
MD: Right. You can’t do diversity without dealing with the Blacks! But

all of that was potentially blown away in China, because I would have to find
another way in.

BF: Yet, at the same time, in China you are even more “different” than in
the U.S., no? Just not on the same racial terms (though there is still probably
a racial dimension).

It sounds like part of what you experienced may be the way that, even with
all of our diversity dialogue and work, you are still somewhat “flattened” here
in the U.S. By that I mean not permitted to be fully complete, because you are
bound by the racial schemas and expectations that prevail here.
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MD: Yes, flattened is the right word. I never engaged the Chinese in dia-
logue about diversity, but it is conceivable to me that I was more American
to them than I was Black.

So I have a question for you. In your travel in South America, do you have
any similar kind of identity-shifting experience? Or even a dissimilar one?

BF: I was reflecting earlier on my recent experience in Galicia, Spain (not
quite South America)….

It is a somewhat international group with which I have been working. In
addition to Galician folks, there are Brazilians, Australians, Spanish folks
from Madrid, and so forth...and it’s an American company...(or at least a com-
pany with a U.S. headquarters).

In the work, there is a constant shifting of languages (among English,
Spanish, Portuguese, Gallego), sometimes even in the same sentence. There’s
also a mixing of HR approaches, leadership philosophies, work cultures
(though all embedded in the corporate culture and imperatives driven by HQ).

In terms of my own identity in that context, I found myself shifting (in
part with the languages, with my behavior, with social graces) among Amer-
ican, Latin American, Latino. I also was dealing with the identities of con-
sultant, academic, organizational psychologist, expert (in my field)/novice (in
the company and its particular production process), and so forth. What was
more obscured (and not mentioned to the folks there, really) is my Jewish
identity. Also interesting, perhaps, is that even though I live in San Diego and
I am certainly open about that, I don’t think I was ever perceived (nor did I
usually think of myself) as a “typical American.”

MD: Why not?
BF: In fact, one person there mentioned how comfortable some of his

subordinates seemed around me in that they opened up and acted “normal”—
that is, talking as they usually would and not shutting down. The implicit con-
trast was with American visitors (either from HQ or other consultants). The
ability to communicate in Spanish, and to engage in some of the social
graces, I think supported the sense that I didn’t fit into a stereotyped “Amer-
ican” mold.

MD: Got it. What is that mold?
BF: It’s a stereotype of someone who has the world revolve around him,

for whom others have to speak English, who doesn’t really understand the
multiplicity that is Europe (or the world, for that matter).

But knowing all that, I never felt totally at home either and if I let myself
go in that direction, I was more likely to run into problems. In other words,
to be effective, I had/have to maintain some of that externality (both as a con-
sultant and culturally).

Does this connect to inclusion, shifting identities, or what? I’m not sure
if we’re going in the direction we want to....

MD: I think we have a lot of good stuff here....
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I wanted to ask you to clarify the previous statement about maintaining
externality. What do you mean?

BF: I meant that in the sense that if I allowed myself to get too embed-
ded in their company and to have them assume that I could understand things
(whether cultural in the organizational sense or the national/regional sense)
without explanation, then I would lose a lot of my power as a consultant. Part
of my power (and utility) derives from being able to ask questions and to be
“stupid,” from bringing a new and different perspective, and helping them to
see things differently.

P.S. I should mention that I was also in constant contact with my own
“home” office…explaining what was happening and getting input from my
own American consulting colleague.

MD: Out of curiosity, so what happened around your Jewish identity in
all of this? You said that was not so emergent?

BF: I am used to being openly and not so openly Jewish. I don’t neces-
sarily mention it directly. In that context I had other connections to Spain that
I consciously didn’t mention to people, even when I found myself wanting to
a couple of times.

When it was Friday or Saturday, I didn’t ask anyone about synagogues or
the like (though I don’t really do that while traveling in the U.S. either), and
I know that there aren’t any in the region I was visiting. My uncle was a high-
ranking Israeli diplomat in Spain recently, and I didn’t mention that to any-
one during my consulting visit.

It’s probably easier to describe the degree to which my Jewish identity is
in the foreground (i.e., open) or not in the U.S. context. I identify in a sum-
mary way as a Latino Jew, or as a Latin American Jew (or as a Jewish Lati-
no or Jewish Latin American). In the U.S., in Latino (non-Jewish) circles,
internally I am often MORE conscious of being Jewish, but depending on the
circumstances don’t necessarily highlight it (yet don’t hide it either).

It was very interesting getting involved recently with the San Diego Lati-
no-Jewish Coalition. I went to a meeting earlier this year, designed to get the
two groups to know each other better. When we divided into two groups, the
organizers from the American Jewish Committee (American Jews), asked me
to go with the Latino group. It was a strange experience, not so much being
with the Latino group, as being asked to go there by the American Jews.

MD: You got categorized. The American Jews “told” you were a Lati-
no—a choice was thrust upon you, it sounds like.

BF: You’re right at one level—because there were only two groups. But
the AJC folks never stopped thinking about me as Jewish. In some ways, I
think they liked the idea of having an “insider” who understood the goals,
perhaps, placed with the “other” group. They were fascinated with the idea of
me (and the Mexican Jewish woman there) as bridges and connectors. Once
I was with the Latinos, I felt both connected and different at the same time.
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The wonderful part was that the others in the Latino group didn’t have any
issue with my being there.

A big part of the problem is our either/or categories and our inability to
create processes and structures that transcend them. It occurs to me that being
able to do that requires more people to experience some of that complexity
and multiplicity (to go to China as it were)!

MD: I’m just struck by how, as we explore this fluidity of identity and
what can elicit it, we are still defined (and define ourselves) as a way of fig-
uring out how to be. Your examples touch on the same things my China story
touch on. We are so complex and multifaceted and there are such structures,
customs, wills that exert force to make us something that is understandable,
something that fits. And I wonder what would happen if we could somehow
cultivate the capacity to live with the true ambiguity of our identities. What
impact would that have on our capacity to be inclusive?

BF: That’s what I was trying to get at in some way.
Concluding note: We had our conversation as an online “chat” (i.e., in

writing), as a way to best track our thoughts and to provide a mechanism for
quiet introspection/reflection combined with dialogue and interaction. This
was born, in part, from Bernardo observing rich dialogues and learning about
diversity among his students as they participate in online forums during his
graduate diversity course. What you’ve read here is an edited and abridged
version of the longer conversation that we had. Even in the longer version,
we felt that we wanted/needed to go a lot deeper and spend a lot more time,
and we look forward to doing that soon, even if not for our readers, then for
ourselves. We find it fascinating—and challenging—that even though we’ve
been working and talking with each other in depth about related topics for so
long, that we could gain so much additional perspective on each other and on
issues of mutual interest by structuring our dialogue in this way.
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Some Learning About Inclusion: Continuing the Dialogue

Bernardo M. Ferdman
Alliant International University

Martin N. Davidson
University of Virginia

Part I (Bernardo)

This is our eighth column in the series that we started 3
years ago. It seems that the time has gone by very quickly,
yet looking back over the articles, we have covered a lot of
ground. At the same time, it feels as if in some ways we have
only touched the surface of the complex and challenging
issues of diversity and inclusion in organizations. For this
last column, we want to build on the previous one, in which
we began a dialogue that we shared with our readers and also to provide a
way to connect the pieces of all the articles. To do this, we decided to keep
our two voices united but distinct, in a sense, so that we could continue to be
differentiated as individuals while we discuss key aspects of what we have
learned from collaborating on our column and try to point the way to the
future. Rather than a back-and-forth conversation, however, we decided to
write longer, connected pieces similar to our earlier articles but maintaining
our individual voices. Essentially, we would like to embody in the flavor and
structure of this column a key aspect of what we have learned about inclu-
sion, which is that for it to be present, for example in our collaboration, it
requires working together on a common task while maintaining our identity
and ability to express ourselves as distinct individuals (even to the point of
sometimes defining that common task differently). The challenge in our work
together, and we believe the challenge of diversity and inclusion in organiza-
tions, has been finding an effective way to create and maintain structures and
processes that allow for and foster—all at the same time—differentiation,
connectedness, relationship, and interdependence, essentially allowing us to
create a unified whole that is also based on fleshed out, recognizable parts—
a whole with its own integrity and that can stand on its own yet that at the
same time maintains and even enhances the integrity of its component parts.

I believe that this ability to take in individuals without having those indi-
viduals lose themselves is a fundamental requirement of effectiveness in any
social system or group. (Of course, as Smith and Berg, 1987, so cogently
point out in describing the paradoxes of belonging to groups, the other side
of this is that the group can only be formed and take on an identity as such to



the extent that its component individuals give themselves to the group.) This
need to preserve the integrity of the parts or individuality of the members is
particularly true to the extent that the value to the group or organization of its
members is their unique contribution (i.e., they are not simply another “cog
in the machine”). Although this has certainly been a major focus of the dis-
course on diversity, I think there is something new to add when considering
this dynamic in the context of a multicultural, diverse society. To get there, I
need to take a slight detour.

I have just completed reading a forceful and very thought-provoking book
by Gervase R. Bushe (2001) entitled Clear Leadership: How Outstanding
Leaders Make Themselves Understood, Cut Through the Mush, and Help
Everyone Get Real at Work. In articulating his vision of leadership and its asso-
ciated skills, Bushe presents a compelling case for the importance of self-
awareness, descriptiveness, curiosity, and appreciation as fundamental building
blocks of interpersonal competence and organizational learning. To the extent
that people in organizations can master these skills, according to Bushe, we will
be able to reduce or eliminate what he calls interpersonal mush. He describes
interpersonal mush as occurring “when people’s understanding of each other is
based on fantasies and stories they have made up about each other” (p. 5). The
goal of successful leadership, in his view, is to replace this with interpersonal
clarity so that people can work together more effectively, particularly in
empowered organizations, such that there is an “environment where [people]
are willing to tell the truth about their experience and learn from it” (p. 5). A
key aspect of effectively clearing away the mush involves managing the “par-
adox of individuality versus belonging,” expressed as the tension between sep-
aration anxiety, the fear of being alone, and intimacy anxiety, the fear of being
engulfed. As we deal with the feelings and behavior provoked by these anxi-
eties, we often vary along a continuum of fusion—thinking and feeling solely
in reaction to others—at one extreme and disconnection—“extreme individu-
ality without any connection to others” (p. 57)—at the other extreme. When I
am fused, the boundaries between me and others are blurred at best and non-
existent at worst. When I am disconnected, my boundaries are so rigid that I
behave as if the experience of others is irrelevant to me, to the extent that I am
not even aware of what others are experiencing. For Bushe, the necessary mid-
dle ground of these irreconcilable pulls is differentiation, which is “finding a
place where belonging and individuality are not mutually exclusive, where I am
both separate from you and connected to you at the same time” (p. 62), such
that I can know what I am experiencing and want to know what others are expe-
riencing, without confusing the two. It is about having choiceful, healthy
boundaries, being willing to learn, and being “clear about the difference
between what is inside [me] and what is outside of [me] and between [my] past
and [my] present” (p. 69). Bushe highlights the importance to clear leadership
of engaging in organizational learning conversations. For him, learning is “the
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outcome of an inquiry that produces knowledge and leads to change” (p. 40).
What makes it organizational is that it happens in the context of “the relation-
ships that make up the organization” (p. 41), thus making it a social phenome-
non, one that results in changes in patterns of relating and interacting.

So how does all this relate to diversity and inclusion? Reading Bushe’s book,
I became quite excited as I began to see some of the connections. Particularly, it
occurred to me that a key challenge of building inclusion in a diverse organiza-
tion involves reducing or eliminating what I would now call intergroup mush.
Paralleling the notion of interpersonal mush laid out by Bushe, intergroup mush
occurs when people understand and behave with each other primarily on the
basis of the fantasies, stories, prejudices, stereotypes, and other internalized rep-
resentations that they have of their own and each other’s social identities. We
know, from extensive research on intergroup relations, that people often interact
with others in terms of one or more of the perceived group memberships of the
other. There are also times when people actively seek to ignore or minimize oth-
ers’group memberships. At the same time, I can lose sight of one or more of my
own identities, for example because I am primarily focused on a different iden-
tity or the situation, or other people in it. Thus, intergroup mush can be present
not only when I treat someone on the basis of an overgeneralization derived
from one of his or her group identities but also when I ignore or am blind to the
full range of social identities that both I and the other person hold. 

For example, in engaging and working with Martin, I can highlight in my
mind and heart his identity as a professor and a man, two identities that we share.
This would lead me to assume a certain degree of similarity and commonality
on which to build our collaboration. Or I could highlight his identity as an
African American, which contrasts with mine as a Latino and a Jew. The reality
is that we are both more complex than that, each including a much lengthier list
of social identities. To the extent that I interact with Martin primarily on the basis
of either a highlighted similarity or a highlighted difference, I contribute to the
intergroup mush. Both he and I are members of a range of social categories,
which together combine in unique ways to make each of us who we are (Ferd-
man, 1995). When I lose sight of this complexity, either in me or him, as well as
when we collude to do this together, we are contributing to intergroup mush.

As I see it, the challenge of developing intergroup clarity is to find ways
to recognize both our similarities and differences, not only at the interper-
sonal but also at the intergroup level. We really are different from each other,
and not only because of our different group memberships, but also because
those groups have different histories, experiences, and realities. From this
perspective, increasing inclusion would require developing the skills to allow
ourselves and others to see more of the complete and complex picture of our
intergroup realities, as these are expressed in our everyday collaborations. It
is about allowing for both similarities and differences at both the individual
and the group levels at the same time that we are joined together in a com-
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mon endeavor. To further parallel Bushe, it is about avoiding fusion, in which
I act as if we are the same, as well as avoiding disconnection, in which I
believe and act as if we are completely different. By maintaining a sense of
both individuality (my own and that of my counterparts) together with inter-
group distinctiveness, I can be more attuned to the impact of similarities and
differences in our work and call upon them as needed. To the extent that this
sensitivity and this skill become part of the everyday way of working in an
organization, I would argue that we can describe it as a more inclusive organ-
ization. In such an organization, differentiation is not only allowed but cele-
brated such that we can be aware of and express as they become relevant the
pieces of ourselves that connect to different group memberships or identities,
all this without losing our connection to our coworkers or to our common
tasks or similarities.

Part II (Martin)

The mental dilemma that Bernardo’s vision of intergroup clarity raises is
the need for people (and organizations) to cultivate a cognitive capacity to
entertain what for so many seems like contradiction. I agree with Bernardo
that increasing inclusion means allowing for group and individual similarities
and differences to be acknowledged while simultaneously working toward a
common purpose. The challenge is that for so many, emphasizing the indi-
vidual and emphasizing the group are two mutually exclusive ways of think-
ing. The part of me that is the individual is complex, personal, familiar, and
idiosyncratic. The part of me that is a group member is simple, rough around
the edges, associated with stereotypes and even prejudice and bigotry.

The combination of acknowledging both individual and group identity as
a means of enhancing inclusion requires the capacity to engage paradox.
Heather Wishik and I (Wishik & Davidson, 2004) write about this capacity to
embrace paradox as a critical competency for effective management across
cultural difference. Our research finds that exemplary managers demonstrate
the ability to hold seemingly contradicting concepts simultaneously. The
leaders we studied started with two or more apparently inconsistent or clash-
ing phenomena, and eventually found new relationships, different contexts,
or unforeseen meanings and consequences which enabled these phenomena
to be understood as possibility-laden paradoxes where the clashing elements
were simultaneously true. Working through to such a cognitive process pro-
vided leaders with new options for strategic action.

In the consulting I do, I see the need for engaging paradox all the time. I
recently worked with a set of managers who were seeking to create under-
standing and develop competence in dealing with difference. An African
American manager, in discussing the challenge of talking about race differ-
ences in the organization, described the phenomenon of how job candidates
are labeled. He noted that Whites who are being recruited are simply “candi-
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dates,” but people of color being recruited are usually discussed as “qualified
minority” candidates, as though their minority identity would necessarily
bring into question their qualification. A White man, a close friend and col-
league of the speaker, objected to the statement noting that he discusses qual-
ification with all candidates, not just people of color. The discussion became
more heated, as each person questioned the accuracy of the other’s perception.

The episode was noteworthy because it illustrated the rejection of the
kinds of paradoxes that are an essential part of an inclusive work communi-
ty. First, the two managers had seemingly opposing views that were, in fact,
both true. The White manager was a human resource professional and had, in
fact, used the word “qualified” in all sorts of recruiting contexts. It was clear
that many of his White colleagues had done so as well. The African Ameri-
can manager was joined by all of the other African American managers in the
room in his perception that “qualified” was a ubiquitous modifier when dis-
cussing minority candidates in particular. Even though the disputants felt that
only one of them could be right, both were. I don’t know in retrospect, if
either disputant understood that both were correct: As the discussion con-
cluded, I suspect the African American participant believed he was vindicat-
ed and the White participant believed he was wrong.

But the expectation of such a simple win-lose outcome does a disservice
to the challenge of paradox in inclusive organizations. Fostering inclusion
means fostering multiple realities. And being able to thrive in an inclusive
organization means being able to tolerate and embrace the ambiguity that
accompanies the paradoxes that multiple realities pose. It is ironic that we
have so often used and contrasted the words “tolerate” and “embrace” when
talking about diversity and differences. This notion of dealing with paradox
adds texture to what it means to truly embrace difference.

Perhaps an even more powerful implication of this skill of embracing par-
adox is that its importance is not limited only to negotiating cultural or racial or
gender difference. It is a competency that provides greater degrees of freedom
for any organization member to engage differing perspectives and perceptions.

Part III (Bernardo)

I wholeheartedly agree that living and working with paradox is at the crux
of the competencies needed to effectively embrace differences and create
inclusion. In 1992, I wrote about this in relation to ethnic diversity in partic-
ular. In that chapter (Ferdman, 1992), I pointed out the seeming contradic-
tions between recommendations based on research on the social psychology
of intergroup relations and conclusions following from cross-cultural and
intercultural studies. The former emphasized the pernicious effects—includ-
ing prejudice and stereotyping—of highlighting social categories and point-
ed to the importance of putting more emphasis on the individual and less on
the group. The latter emphasized the real differences between groups and the
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need to be conscious of group memberships so as to be better able to account
for culturally based variations in individual behavior. The challenge for those
wanting to work effectively across differences is being able to take both of
these seemingly contradictory paths at once: Treating others as individuals
rather than simply as representatives of a category, while at the same time
understanding that because those others belong to a group other than my own
they may not share my values, attitudes, and beliefs, nor do they interpret
behavior as I do.

In the years since writing that chapter, and particularly as we have col-
laborated on these columns, I have become more acutely aware of the multi-
ple layers of complexity that are overlaid on that already intricate picture. As
Martin points out and as we have mentioned in prior columns, to create and
increase inclusion, individuals must have appropriate competencies and
demonstrate corresponding behaviors. Inclusion cannot exist without indi-
viduals who seek it and behave accordingly. At the same time, those individ-
uals choose, display, and interpret their behavior and that of others in the con-
text of organizational, intergroup, and socio-historical dynamics that are also
very much part of the puzzle of inclusion. For example, in the situation Mar-
tin describes, even though the White and the African-American managers
were both “correct” in their views, to better understand each other and their
perspectives and to find effective points of contact, they (and we) might also
consider aspects such as the privilege and power of their respective groups
(in the organization and in the society at large, both now and in the past), the
stereotypes and images each carries of the other (images that are socially, not
just individually, formed and shared), and the norms and history concerning
diversity and intergroup relations within their workgroup and organization.
At the same time, the two managers each belong to multiple other groups that
are also part of the picture.

Creating intergroup clarity involves a complex mix of individual compe-
tencies, organizational initiatives, and social change. None is sufficient with-
out the others; at the same time, each one drives and can be a precursor for
the others. This means that we can begin at any of those levels yet should not
expect any one of them alone to complete the task. It also means that effec-
tively increasing inclusion requires leadership, coordination, and above all,
interdependence. The challenge for those of us who would like to increase
inclusion for ourselves and others is having sufficient courage to muddle
through, while continually increasing not only the clarity of our conviction
but also our collective learning about what works and what does not, as well
as our ability to partner with those who are both similar and different to us.

Part IV (Martin)

The conclusion of our column prompts me to reflect more deeply on the
critical challenges to building inclusive organizations. We have touched on so
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many important aspects in the past 3 years: the basic rationale for inclusion,
the challenges of power dynamics, the capacity to engage conflict, and the
role of courage in manifesting a vision of inclusion. I’m left awed and excit-
ed by the prospect of creating inclusive environments.

I’m also reminded of the cautionary note I gleaned from my first psy-
chology professor. She opened class by stating:  “There are people who read
the New Yorker, people who don’t read the New Yorker, and people who don’t
read the New Yorker anymore. The last two groups look the same, but they
are not!”  I think about this whenever I work with people to create inclusion
because there is a tendency to think that we can get there by just treating peo-
ple with respect, care, and compassion and that somehow this simple resolve
will do the trick. If anything has come from the territory Bernardo and I have
explored, I hope it is that building inclusion is hard work, grounded in a com-
mitment to be aware of the difficulties and to take them on with a sense of
hope and a toolkit of skills and perspectives that help to bridge the inevitable
gaps in a community. That is the vision of inclusion that I want to realize, and
I look forward to building alliances with any readers who may wish to join
me in the adventure. Take care.

Part V (Bernardo)

I join with Martin in feeling awe and excitement at the challenge and pos-
sibilities inherent in the project of enhancing inclusion in organizations. It is
a project that requires concerted and consistent vision and action on the part
of individuals, groups, organizations, and society as a whole; yet, it is one that
I believe is quite worthwhile, with beneficial outcomes for all. The journey to
inclusion most likely will never end, but it can start right now. I too welcome
partners for the trip.
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