INCORPORATING Diversity

Making the

Business Case
for Diversity
By Kari Heistad

afiz Adamjee doesn’t look like a revolutionary trendsetter. He was born in Africa
and raised in Pakistan before he came to
the United States to attend Brown University
and MIT. Twenty years later, he is part of the 17
percent of the Massachusetts workforce that is
foreign-born. As the global head of strategic
sourcing and capital management for the pharmaceutical firm Novartis, he is part of the global
marketplace that is making its home in New
England. Given current demographic trends,
employees like Hafiz are increasingly becoming
the face of the new workforce in New England.

H

The inevitable diversification of New
England is coming from the growth of
current minority communities and the
influx of immigrants to the region.
Combined, their economic clout is forcing companies to choose between capitalizing on the changing consumer and
workforce demographics, or running
the risk of being sidelined by their competitors. Responding proactively entails
incorporating diversity into the core
business practices of a company, instead
of relegating it solely to the human
resources department. Top companies
actively use diversity to capture additional revenues, foster an improved corporate image, improve recruitment,
lower turnover rates, improve teamwork and reduce legal exposure.
IMMIGRATION NUMBERS
New England seems like an unlikely
location for an immigrant revolution.
Mention immigration issues, and we

think of states
like California,
Texas and Florida. While these
states all contain high immigrant and migrant populations, New
England is the most dependent region
in the United States upon immigrant
workers.
From census numbers we learn that
across the nation, the native U.S. population (those born in the United States)
over the past several decades has not
been replacing itself. In the last few
years our population rate has inched
back up to .92 percent, but we are still
not at the 100 percent needed to
replace every American. Fast forward to
about 2015, and without immigrants,
the U.S. population will have started to
decline. In New England, this population trend is heightened dramatically,
with more people leaving the region for

other parts of the country than those
who are moving in.
During the 1990s, the New England
region experienced an influx of more
than 600,000 immigrants that accounted for 84 percent of the region’s population growth. The immigrants settled
mainly in the southern New England
states of Massachusetts, Rhode Island
and Connecticut, where they were
responsible for all of the net population
growth in those states. The trend of
immigrants being responsible for most
of our population growth is reflected
across the country.
Nationwide, the Census Bureau predicts that 75 percent of our population
growth in the next 20 years will come
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from immigrants or the children of
immigrants. President of Diversity
Resources Richard Alpert notes: “For
the United States to meet its future
labor needs, it will increasingly depend
upon population growth fueled primarily by immigration. Currently, the United
States is the largest consumer of international labor.” His thoughts are shared
by Secretary of Labor Elaine Chao:
“Our growing labor shortage will
require us to take a fresh look at immigration because the immigrant’s hope is
closely entwined with America’s need.”

Minority populations are
increasingly looking for
companies that understand their
needs and who are reaching out
to market to them in ways that
resonate with their ethnic and
racial backgrounds.
It is not surprising that we also see
immigrants impacting the labor force in
New England as well. According to the
2002 Mass Inc. study presented to the
National Business Roundtable, “immi-

grants were responsible for all of the net
growth in the region’s civilian labor force
between 1990 and 2001.” Further analysis of the Mass Inc. data reveals that
while New England is the most dependent region, Massachusetts was second in
the nation for its dependency upon new
foreign immigration for its labor force
growth in the same 11 years. In addition,
Massachusetts is the only state in the
country to lose population in 2004, a fact
that was vastly mitigated by the influx of
immigrants over the past several decades.
Along with immigrants coming into
the region, our diversity is also growing
because of the expanding racial and
ethnic minority populations. In Boston
for example, between 1990 and 2000,
the city went from a majority white to a
majority non-white population – due
mainly to the influx of immigrants and
a Hispanic population that grew by
23,000 people (based on 2000 census
data). While not as dramatic as
Boston’s change, these trends continue
in other parts of New England. For
example, between 2000 and 2003,
Connecticut’s white population declined
by 2.3 percent.
Minority populations are increasingly looking for companies that understand their needs and who are reaching
out to market to them in ways that resonate with their ethnic and racial backgrounds. America is fast moving away
from being a cultural melting pot and
turning into what some diversity
experts are calling the “tossed salad”
theory. Each ethnic and minority group
is maintaining their own ethnic cultural
identity (seen as a salad ingredient in
this example) instead of melting into
one overall American culture. This
means that minority populations are
expecting companies to interact in ways
that are culturally appropriate instead
of using a one-size-fits-all-approach to
the development of products and the
delivery of services. As the analogy
implies, this creates a delicious salad
with many different ingredients instead
of one cultural soup.
IMPACT ON BUSINESS
The bottom line is that we are the
least diverse that we will ever be, and
companies of all sizes are being forced
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RACIAL, ETHNIC AND FOREIGN BORN POPULATIONS IN NEW ENGLAND STATES BY PERCENTAGE
State

White

Black
or African
American

Asian
American

American
Indian

CT
ME
MA
NH
RI
VT

81.9
96.9
84.3
95.5
85.2
96.5

9.1
0.4
6.0
0.9
5.2
0.4

3.0
0.7
4.4
1.7
2.3
0.9

0.4
0.7
0.2
0.2
0.5
0.4

Native
Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander

0.01
0.05
0.04
0.0
0.6
0.01

2 or
More
Races

4.6
1.0
1.4
.75
4.6
1.4

Other
Race

1.4
0.15
3.5
1.
1.2
0.3

Hispanic

10.0
0.8
7.4
1.8
9.6
0.7

ForeignBorn

11.4
3.0
13.6
5.1
11.5
3.5

Racial numbers will total 100 percent. Hispanic and Foreign-born numbers compiled from other data.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2003

to reconcile the changes in the marketplace with their traditional way of
doing business. How companies are
capitalizing on these changes ranges
from the superficial to the transformational, but most are recognizing that
preparation now will help them to put
diversity to work for them – instead of
having it work against them.
Competition has gone from local to
global, and customers are increasingly
educated, sophisticated and demanding.
To respond to the diversity trends
proactively, companies must not only
develop their internal skills as employers in recruiting and retaining a diverse
workforce, but they must also modify
the way they interact externally with the
marketplace itself, which has become
multicultural and multilingual seemingly overnight.
Employers are feeling the changes
across all industries, but companies that
have high customer interaction such as
retail, healthcare and banking are facing the reality daily that their customer
base has changed dramatically in the
past decade.
To companies such as Rockland Trust,
a mid-sized bank on the south shore, capitalizing on marketplace trends makes
good business sense, says Larry Lassiter,
vice president of talent development.
“Rockland Trust is beginning to realize the importance of understanding the
rapidly changing demographics within
Massachusetts,” he says. “This realization has motivated Rockland Trust to
implement a new mind shift about how
we do business, implement new employee recruiting strategies and to establish
new partnerships and alliances with
minority professional associations.”

ties, and as the marketplace has
become more diverse, companies are
realizing that the talent pool is also
coming from different sources.

Customers expect companies to reflect
the communities in which they serve
and to provide culturally competent
customer service.

FROM RECRUITMENT TO RETENTION
Future population growth is coming largely from minority communiSpring 2006 • Insights 21

As a case in point, the immigrant
population in Cambridge, Mass., grew
22.8 percent between 1990 and 2000
to reach 25.9 percent of the population.
With a racial minority population of 24
percent and a Hispanic population of
12.5 percent, the need to hire employees
from a diverse background is clear. Leah
Ktona, assistant vice president/HR manager, says local employer East
Cambridge Savings Bank recognizes this.
“Although we are a small bank, we
recognize the need to reflect the diverse
Cambridge community,” she says. “We
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recruit using minority media sources to
ensure that we have a diverse pool of
candidates to draw from.”
However, diversifying the candidate
pool is just the first step. Highly skilled
talent will typically have the choice for
whom they work, and organizational
culture and reputation plays a critical
role in their decision about an employer. According to a Society of Human
Resource Management (SHRM) survey,
“62 percent of job seekers prefer to
work for a company with a demonstrated commitment to diversity.”

This sentiment is supported by
Greg Almeida, CEO of Global View
Communications, an ethnic marketing
firm based in Rhode Island.
“Recruitment is all about the company’s reputation, particularly in minority
communities,” he says. “If people know
that you are not delivering on your
promises of an equality-based workplace, they will not choose to work for
you, or they will leave within a few
years of being hired.”
Building a reputation in the community requires efforts not only to improve
the corporate image in the community,
but also the internal work to ensure
that the organizational culture supports
diversity. This is a fundamental shift for
many employers. Diversity initiatives to
create a supportive culture range from
highlighting different holidays and mentoring programs for minorities, to diversity and cultural awareness training
programs.
While demographics are forcing a
change in the way people view diversity,
it is also driving a paradigm shift in the
way people view diversity and cultural
awareness training. Training programs
in the past typically focused on racial
issues, using a concept of “us understanding them” which set up a dynamic
of exclusion rather than inclusion.
The new paradigm is based upon
broadening the definition of diversity to
include elements such as generation,
national origin, gender, faith, sexual orientation, people with disabilities, as well
as economic and social class. By broadening the definition, companies generate
an opportunity for all employees to be
included in the concept of diversity.
With this shift, the diversity paradigm
has gone from an exclusionary concept
of “us understanding them” to the inclusive dynamic of “us understanding us.”
This fundamental change promotes a
culture of mutual respect and positive
changes in teamwork, communication
and problem solving. Gwen Cochran
Hadden of CHR Associates agrees.
“Everyone can support diversity by
learning how to improve their interactions in the workplace,” she says. “Just
because a person is diverse, we should
not assume that he or she knows about
all forms of diversity. All employees

crimination, has
heightened the
State
Percent
Percent
Top
Number
State
awareness of legal
Foreign- Born
Speak
Foreign
of Language
Ranking
Population*
a Foreign
Languages
Speakers** by Foreign
issues that come
Language
After
Language
at Home*
English**
Speakers*
when companies
CT
11.4
18.9
Spanish
268,044
13
are held accountItalian
50,891
able for their manME
3.01
7.4
French
63,640
36
agement practices.
Spanish
9,611
“With the diverMA
13.6
19.5
Spanish
370,011
12
Portuguese 159,809
sity of America’s
NH
5.05
7.7
French
39,551
32
workforce, and
Spanish
18,647
increasing claims
RI
11.5
19.8
Spanish
79,443
11
of discrimination
Portuguese
37,437
on the basis of
VT
3.5
5.2
French
14,624
44
Spanish
5,791
national origin,
ethnicity and reli* U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2004
** Modern Languages Association, based upon 2000 Census data
gion, employers
would be well
should be provided with the tools of
advised to implement well constructed
diversity, just as they are provided with
diversity initiatives,” says Mark Burak,
other communication tools.”
an employment lawyer and litigator at
Developing an internal culture that
Morse, Barnes-Brown & Pendleton.
promotes diversity helps to increase
Burak, who represents a number of
retention, improve morale, foster crelarger employers in a variety of indusativity and mitigate a company’s expotries, added, “diversity programs
sure to discrimination lawsuits. Recent
addressing hiring, retention and culturheadlines reporting large companies
al/diversity awareness and sensitivity
such as Wal-Mart® being sued for discan help prevent such claims in the first
FOREIGN-BORN POPULATIONS AND TOP FOREIGN LANGUAGES
IN NEW ENGLAND

place, and when claims do arise, are
important to defending against them.”
ENGAGING THE MARKETPLACE
Companies also need to engage the
marketplace. Fostering a positive corporate image is a multipronged approach
and should include philanthropic initiatives, community outreach programs,
partnering with minority populations
and enhancing or developing products
and services – so that they reflect a niche
in the marketplace.
One strong niche is providing services in foreign languages. Often the
ability to receive customer service in
their native language is a deciding factor in making purchasing decisions.
This is particularly important in southern New England as Rhode Island,
Massachusetts and Connecticut rank
11th, 12th and 13th in the nation
respectively when it comes to the percentage of the population that speaks a
foreign language at home.
“Competition in corporate America
is fierce,” comments Danny Best, director of human resources for Tufts Health
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Plan. “For companies that want to distinguish themselves from the pack,
enhancing the diversity acumen of their
employees is critical. If they are looking
to sell products or services to a diverse
constituency the understanding of what

resonates with diverse markets will
make the difference between success
and failure.”
Investing in the cultural acumen of
the company and its employees makes
economic sense. With the growing economic clout of
MASSACHUSETTS MINORITY MARKETS
minority populaMarket
2004
2004
Dollars
Projected
Population
Per Person
2008
tions, companies
African American
7.5 billion
373,126
$20,100
10 billion
can ill-afford to
American Indian
342 million
11,193
$30,554 466 million
ignore them. For
Asian
8.7 billion
273,626
$31,795
13 billion
example, in indusHispanic/Latino
7 billion
238,189
$29,338
11 billion
tries that target
Selig Center for Economic Growth, based at the University of Georgia
high-end consu-

mers, the foreign-born population is a
key target market, as 25.6 percent of
them make more than $75,000/year –
higher than the native population of
22.5 percent.
In New England, Massachusetts is
riding the minority economic wave. Of
particular interest is the Massachusetts
Asian market that accounts for only 4.4
percent of the population, but which
had a buying power of $8.7 billion in
2004, or $31,795 per person – higher
than any other ethnic or racial group in
the state.
The Asian market isn’t the only one of
interest. Combined, the minority marketplace in Massachusetts totals more than
$23.5 billion. With numbers like that, it
isn’t hard to understand why it makes
good business sense for companies to be
chasing the minority consumer.
Human Resources Director Best
adds: “Companies need to understand
that their long-term success is dependent upon a good understanding of a
constantly changing diverse marketplace. The people who buy their products and services are different from
those who bought them even 20 years
ago, and they have different expectations around how those products and
services should be delivered. It is critical for companies to view these demographic changes as a new marketplace
opportunity and to begin to tailor their
products and messaging in a way that
shows they value these customers.
Otherwise, they will risk losing a substantial piece of business.”
The changing demographics are
inevitable. What is crucial for companies to decide is whether they are going
to embrace the changes or fight them,
view them as an opportunity or as a
threat. They must decide whether to
embrace workers like Hafiz, who bring
skill sets that can play a pivotal role in a
company’s future, or to relegate diversity to the sideline as a “soft” issue that
doesn’t warrant serious attention. Either
way, diversity will impact a company’s
bottom line. The question is on what
side of the ledger sheet it will be on. ■
Kari Heistad is a culture coach at Creative
Concepts. She can be reached at (617) 6861427 or by email at kari@culturecoach.biz.
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