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"We must be the change we want to see in the world."  - Mahatma Gandhi
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Diversity means different things to different people. Diversity goes beyond race and gender. This article is about the different 'layers' of diversity, questions and food for thought to assess our differences and understanding how all dimensions of our life affect our diversity layers. 

Our diversity layers include: Personality, Internal Dimensions, External Dimensions, and Organizational Dimensions. Let's look closer at each one. 
 

Personality: Some have it and some don't. In all seriousness though, many experts say our personalities are formed by the age of Five (5). 
 

Internal Dimensions: This includes things like age, race, gender, ethnicity, and physical ability/disability.
 

External Dimensions: This includes things like marital status, appearance(height, weight, attractiveness), educational background, religion, income, and where you live or were brought up.
 

Organizational Dimensions: Includes work location, field of work, employment status, title and seniority.
 

All of these things impact how we see the world, how we judge others and how we make decisions. 

As I think about my life and the dimensions and people that have influenced me, I’ve learned a lot. My children have taught me humor, wisdom, and have given me a perspective that 'life is simple' and of course, they have taught me about unconditional love. My father taught me the power of a good work ethic, the importance of lifelong learning and education, ambition and the rule of 72. Perhaps the biggest thing I learned from him had to do with his 20 year military career. We moved every few years and I gained a true appreciation for others and to appreciate the differences in people and things; including how things are done; school to school; base to base; state to state. My sister taught me patience. My sister is 13 years younger than I am and we got along great growing up. However, when she was an infant, I assumed a care giver role and helped our parents immensely. Up to this point in my life, I wasn't as patient as I could have been and she taught me to laugh and exercise restraint and understanding. If you have children, you understand what I am saying here!  Through this experience, I found I was a much more patient mother for my children than I may have otherwise been. 
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I can even say I learned volumes from my ex-husband. My "co parent" is from Samoa. I gained a true appreciation for different cultures and for the first time understood how much our culture and upbringing affects us. I realized how much our cultures affected how we communicate, our values, how we relate to one another and how we make decisions. I learned to appreciate the Samoan dances, food (and there was lots of food), their absolute love and respect for family and picked up some of the Samoan language. At the end of the day, however, we all are the same in many ways and we are all human beings.
 

As leaders and managers, all of these things impact our behavior at work. Do you understand the difference in cross-cultural norms and how they impact behavior? Do you reward employees in culturally appropriate ways? Do you demonstrate valuing of all employees equally? Both as an individual and as part of a leadership team, we 'rank' these things with various levels of importance. I participated in an exercise recently where the facilitator asked our group to individually rank eight (8) leader behaviors. Then, we were to discuss and develop a team/group ranking for each areas. The give and take was interesting and the discussion that ensued as everyone brought their experiences and views to the table was fascinating. For example, I believe we must be culturally sensitive when rewarding employees. Some cultures do not like public recognition or to be touched. Other cultures don't believe in watching the clock and may not respect time.  If we aren't aware of these things when communicating and recognizing others, we can do more harm than good. 
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Our values impact how we work in teams. For example, do you prefer verbal communication or non verbal communication? Do you value change or tradition? Do you prefer competition or collaboration? Do you prefer analytical or intuitive problem solving? Learning your tendencies and those of your team can help bridge misunderstandings and build better relationships. 

There are a lot of things we can do to manage diversity. If you are interested in learning more about our diversity layers, assessing our differences and learning ways to manage diversity from this holistic perspective, I recommend attending session   B.7, Monday, November 5th, 2007, at the upcoming PACRAO conference where you can further explore these differences! This session will also be available Sunday as part of the Professional Competencies Workshop sponsored by Julia Pomerenk, PACRAO VP for Professional Development.  We should understand and celebrate our diversity and all its layers. When we understand this, we begin to see how truly unique yet alike we are!
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