ISSN 1937-7916

Macrothink Enterprise Risk Management
A\\Institute ™ 2009, Vol. 1, No. 2: E3

The Call for Higher Education to Develop Diversity
Competencies with the Goal of Preparing Business
Students for the Global Marketplace

Roxanne Helm-Stevens
School of Business and Management, Azusa Pacific University
901 East Alosta Avenue, Azusa, CA, 91773 USA
Tel: 1-626-815-6000 E-mail: rhelm@apu.edu

Linda Hunt
School of Business and Management, Azusa Pacific University
901 East Alosta Avenue, Azusa, CA, 91773 USA
Tel: 1-626-815-6000 E-mail: lhunt@apu.edu

Abstract

Institutions of higher education must respond to the urgent need that exists for organizations
operating in the global marketplace to hire and retain professionals prepared to think critically
about multifaceted diversity issues in the workplace. Where do organizations find managers
and supervisors equipped to handle the multifaceted issues of diversity facing global firms?

Unfortunately, it seems that they cannot rely on business schools. How can business schools
assist future executives and managers to develop diversity competencies necessary to compete
in the global marketplace? This paper will explore diversity from an organizational and
educational context, looking at the concept of diversity and exploring the value of teaching a
diversity curriculum.
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1. Introduction

According to James Lynch, the problem with the absence of multicultural education and the
lack of curriculum is a lack of synergy (1989). Higher education is recognizing the need to
prepare students for the diverse world ahead of them. Kathryn Campbell suggests the
diversity educational initiative has moved from advancing social justice to realizing it must
promote academic excellence and engagement (2007). The inference is that diversity
education is in transition and that it is time to stretch beyond the boundaries (Campbell,
2007). It is apparent that we need to reach the next generation and prepare that generation
for the global market.

2. Understanding Cultural Diversity

Trying not to define normal but to understand others is the first step in beginning to open up the
dialog for diversity. Defining the term culturally diverse refers to the qualities that make a
person unique. Author Ricardo Garcia (1998), states that frequently diversity is thought of as
something that deviates from the norm. If we define ourselves and a particular culture as
normal, than the danger is that every other culture, by inference, is not normal. According to
Garcia (1998), we need to come to terms with the concept that being unique or different isn’t
being abnormal. Education is the next step in valuing diversity.

Diversity is being able to appreciate the differences in cultures, humanity and having respect
for experiences that are unlike the ones we know, according to Iowa State University’s college
of liberal arts and science, (2009). If we are to comprehend diversity and the differences of
culture, we need to begin with an exploration of that understanding with a focus on the global
marketplace.

Appreciating differences and recognizing these differences in providing education is critical
and will help in assuring that all of us can function in a global world. It would be arrogant to
think that only one way or one culture is right, yet some educational perspectives have
supported that view. Paul L. Locatelli (2002, p.1), states, “We have to understand how our lives
are vitally linked to Earth and all who live on it.” The implication is that we have a global
responsibility to comprehending the differences that make us unique on this planet.

3. The Concept of Multicultural Education

The concept of multicultural education has been around since the sixties. In his book Education
in a Multicultural Society, Fred Rodriguez (1983, p.3) states, “multicultural education
recognizes cultural diversity as a fact of life in American society, and it affirms that this
cultural diversity is a valuable resource that should be preserved and extended.” What is
significant about Rodriguez’s statement is that cultural diversity is viewed as a precious
resource. Higher education must also recognize this is a precious resource and curriculums
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should reflect a stronger commitment to diversity. The benefit of multicultural education is
developing and preserving that resource to be used to the greater good of all of us.

It is critical that higher education offers diversity curriculums that prepare today's students for
the global market place. Being able to compete in the world's more complex markets and
know how people from different cultures think and solve problems is an essential
skill. According to Dodson, the workforce today is much more complex than in prior
decades (2002). Global companies are looking for talented thinkers that can help them retain
their competitive edge on the world stage. If you are not competitive and current with
respect to in the trends of the marketplace and the people that operate in that marketplace,
you risk becoming obsolete. Capps warns that a lack of diversity knowledge could swiftly
leave your company falling behind and limit the company's usefulness (2002). Higher
education must be committed to turning out students that are well equipped with a business
worldview of diversity issues.

4. Multicultural Educational Issues

Preparing students at the university level to be able to compete in the global workforce is
essential. Being well versed in the understanding of diversity issues is imperative. Education
should provide a competitive edge for the student to be able to compete in the global
marketplace. The need for multicultural education is more relevant that ever. According to
Haskins and Kirk-Sanchez (2006), ethnic minority populations have increased tremendously
over the last ten years. Latino and Asian groups make up the highest concentrations of the
changing demographics (Haskins & Kirk-Sanchez, 2006). According to Barbara Bowman
(1994), educational performance differences appear early in children from diverse
backgrounds.

Global economies dictate how we need to respond to the demographic changes that indicate
an increasing populous of Hispanic, African American, and immigrants into our educational
system and society (Ward, 1992). If we fail to respond from an appropriate educational
standpoint, there will be a financial implication and well as a societal implication.
According to Rodriguez (1983), the multicultural movement has not been well defined or
understood. If the multicultural movement is not understood, the lack of synergy in diversity
education will continue. Author Christine Clark (2003), believes that multicultural
organizational development is an essential component in making multicultural education
work.

Lynch (2009), suggests that multicultural education is a right and a responsibility. It is simply
a necessity in preparing students for today’s global marketplace. “Mastering global
diversity means understanding the differences that exist within countries as well as between
them” according to Gundling and Zanchettin. (2006, p. 1). Reaching an understanding of
the multicultural movement is paramount. The goal pursued in achieving multicultural
diversity is acceptance, respect and understanding of what makes us unique, and to value
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those differences. According to Guang-Lea Lee (2002), one challenge is in creating an
educational environment that promotes respect for diversity.

While the subject of educating students about diversity in a global environment sounds like a
worthy cause, it is also perceived by some as our duty to do so. Author Rosa Hernandez
Sheets (2003), states that multicultural education is a responsibility to our children.
According to Garcia (1998), we have a responsibility to the global cause to recognize that
education must cross cultural barriers.

Most educators agree that they would like to reach the goal of having a diverse multicultural
curriculum that would bring students together. Some commentators contend that the
problem of not achieving equal education and the lack of effective diversity education is
because of the teachers themselves. According to Jost, Whitfield and Jost (2005), teachers
often do not have the background, knowledge or historical understandings of the various
cultures to fix the inequities.

Education has a key role and a responsibility in creating a multicultural society. According
to Garcia (1998), cultural self-identity development is formed in the educational environment.
This is the reason why a program that embraces and teaches cultural diversity in an effective
way is so important. Garcia (1998) believes that there is a problem of elitism that affects
curriculum in schools.  Elitism is not intentional, but a by-product of the way teachers were
trained, as well as a consequence of their own biases. Being able to openly address the
problem and work together to improve it is what is important going forward. Embracing
diversity needs to start with education.

Doing business in the global marketplace requires a broad understanding of diversity issues.
Higher education is barely responding to that need. It is important from a global perspective
to understand why diversity education is needed. According to Trompenaars and Turner, each
culture solves problems differently (1997). To be successful in the global marketplace it
would be advantageous to know how different cultures solve problems and dilemmas.
“Culture patterns determine the whole field of business relationships (Trompenaars & Turner,
1997, p.16).

We must understand how different cultures react and think to tackle the world marketplace.
More importantly we must educate business students in higher learning to understand the
differences between various cultures. University curriculums must offer an in depth study
of diversity from a global and business perspective.

4.1 An academic perspective of diversity coursework
In their book, Teaching Diversity: Listening to the Soul, Speaking From the Heart, Joan

Gallos and V. Jean Ramsey (1997), introduce us to 15 colleagues who write about their
experiences in teaching diversity courses. Narratives describe how their own identities and
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experiences shaped their views of the world and their roles as diversity educators. The
authors assert that "Diversity education must begin with the individual but cannot remain
there; it must explore the power of institutional, structural and systemic forces to affect lives"
(p. 214). Because of the power of institutional, structural, and systemic forces, they further
state that we need to learn to look at the world through others' perspectives to work together.
This supports Thomas and Ely's (1996) approach to viewing successful diversity efforts as
ones in which the organization is constantly learning and relearning from its own members.

Pierce (1993) suggests that cultural diversity in the United States presents important
challenges with regard to social justice, equity, and economic development, thus making
education in diversity a critical responsibility of colleges and universities. Indeed, because
university life is frequently multicultural in itself, it provides a rich opportunity for students
to learn about diversity first hand (Adams & Zhou-McGovern, 1990, 1993). However, the
question remains as to whether content and delivery of diversity courses contribute to
creating organizations that are effective in maximizing contributions for strategic advantage.

Recent discussion of diversity suggests there is a connection between the business and
academic perspectives about diversity training and education; and the literature shows that
methods vary greatly in how education and training are delivered to employees. Most
literature from the business perspective continues to emphasize the importance of such things
as awareness of individual differences, working effectively together, managing conflict, and
communication. On the other hand, the literature cited from the academic perspective often
stresses cultural understanding and change.

According to Day and Glick (2000), the two perspectives of diversity training and education
— business and academic - may differ. They compared the results of two investigations: the
first, a content analysis of diversity course syllabi; the second, a survey of the diversity
management skills HR managers report are needed in college graduates. The gaps identified
in this study demonstrate the need to evaluate the link between diversity course content and
organizational needs and perhaps to allow students the opportunity to practice skills that are
relevant to career success. Although it is up to faculty and the academy in general to clarify
the objectives of diversity coursework, it is important to realize that currently there may be a
gap between the skills taught and those desired by HR managers.

4.2. Diversity education in business schools

How do executives and managers develop diversity competencies if their company is not
providing opportunities beyond training aimed at eliminating bias or eliminating reliance on
stereotypes? Unfortunately, they cannot rely on business schools either. Not surprisingly,
business school curricula are filled with classes on finance, management, accounting, and
leadership. Some of those schools also contain concentrations on so-called soft skills, such
as human resources and communications.

39 www.macrothink.org/erm



H Enterprise Risk Management
Mac_rOtthll:l.k ISSN 1937-7916
A Institute 2009, Vol. 1, No. 2: E3

Of the 28 universities in California accredited by the Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business that offer undergraduate degrees in business and/or management, none
include diversity as a concentration or area of specialty, while only nine include a course in
diversity and none offer more than one course.

If California is any indication, diversity is not a skill that is being widely taught in business
schools. If any state would be home to business schools with a strong emphasis on teaching
diversity skills, it should be California since it is the most diverse state in the United States.

This omission is not explained by the fact that diversity is a soft skill; communication is a
soft skill, and at least 20 of those same business schools offer a course in communication.
Nor is this explained by the fact that diversity is people-oriented; almost all of those schools
offer at least once course in human resources management and nearly half offer a
concentration in human resources.

Is the lack of diversity concentrations and courses in business schools due to the fact that
executives don’t value diversity enough? That may be a partial explanation. When
diversity is little more than sensitivity training or a defense to discrimination lawsuits,
diversity is not being fully valued. But the actions and comments of some Fortune 500
companies seem to indicate that diversity is valued.

4.3 Does business value diversity in higher education?

Twenty of America's largest and best-known corporations filed a legal brief strongly
supporting the University of Michigan in a lawsuit challenging its admissions policies. The
brief argued that diversity in higher education plays a critical role in preparing students to be
leaders in business and other pursuits that affect the public interest.

The brief stated that racial and ethnic diversity in institutions of higher education is vital to
corporations' efforts to hire and maintain an effective workforce. A diverse learning
environment in colleges and universities promote the development of a highly skilled, diverse
workforce prepared for the opportunities presented by a global economy, said the friends of
the court brief.

"Steelcase's success as a global company is dependent on our ability to hire people who have
experience in and are knowledgeable about working in a diverse environment with diverse
ideas and with people from all walks of life. Without a strong commitment to diversity from
the world's leading academic institutions, it will become more and more difficult for
multi-national corporations to compete at the global level,” said James Hackett, CEO of
Steelcase.

But do people develop diversity competencies, as Mr. Hackett suggests, simply by being in a
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diverse environment?

In addition to a strong commitment from academic institutions, the proponents of diversity
point to published research that indicates a correlation between a company’s commitment to
diversity and a positive influence on its bottom line. According to a National Urban League
study, companies which employed diversity initiatives generated 18% greater productivity
that the U.S. economy overall (Peoples, 2004).

However, a more detailed look at the research indicates the results are more mixed. A
five-year study concluded in 2002 stated that there was no evidence that diversity initiatives
produced any business benefits (Bezrukova, Ely, Jackson, Joshi, Jehn, Kochan, Leonard,
Levine & Thomas, 2002). There are some companies who make a commitment to diversity
who do not see any positive impact on their bottom line. Other companies do. What is the
difference?

According to Dobbin (2007), when a company’s managers are culturally aware, able to
identify specific problems and remedies, buy-in to the goal of diversity, and feel accountable
for the changes necessary to meet diversity goals they are able to increase diversity.

Companies who are adept at implementing diversity initiatives are more competitive for the
best talent, more successful in satisfying a diverse customer base, and more adept at
producing results from teams populated with a diverse set of employees (Dipboye & Jayne,
2004). Companies who take an approach to diversity that values all differences
(differentiation) and those companies that take a “we are all the same” approach (assimilation)
do not see a positive impact to their bottom line. Those companies who combine the two
approaches (integration) do see an impact on the bottom line.

Among other things, what this research demonstrates is that leveraging diversity is a skill set
and it is a skill set that must be acquired. If it is not acquired through one-day seminars,
then how is it acquired? According to Dipboye & Jayne (2004), companies spend an
estimated $8 billion dollars on diversity training.

But there is an alternative; if as the amicus brief in the University of Michigan case suggests,
the corporate world depends on academic institutions to supply it with qualified people, then
business schools are also in a position to provide corporations with the people needed to
leverage diversity into a positive impact on the bottom line.

4.4 Do business schools offer diversity curriculum?
The problem is few business schools have anything to offer. As recounted above, none of

California’s business schools accredited by the AACSB offer a diversity concentration. Of
the hundreds of classes total taught by those 28 universities only nine of those classes teach
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diversity, none offer more than one diversity course, and none offer a diversity concentration.

And what should those universities offer in relation to diversity? The literature on diversity
consistently identifies three areas where leveraging diversity provides value — diversity helps
companies compete in the global marketplace for high performing talent; diversity helps a
company market and sells to an increasingly diverse customer base, and diversity increases
the collective idea generation and problem solving abilities of teams.

A business school concentration in diversity should strive to develop managers who can be
successful in those areas.

A 2009 on-line course offered by Cornell University, Diversity and Inclusion for Bottom Line
Performance, offers some guidance. The course description begins as follows:
“The management of diversity and inclusion has evolved from handling day-to-day
compliance issues to leveraging diversity for competitive advantage. Organizations that
no longer see diversity as a legal or moral requirement, but as a competitive advantage,
have an opportunity to improve performance at the financial, employee, customer, and
community levels.

Diversity and inclusion practices must be embedded in an organizational culture to
make a positive impact on performance. This course summarizes the evolution of
diversity and inclusion management; outlines key management practices for improving
performance, contextualizes diversity in terms of current challenges, and provides
direct linkages between diversity and the bottom line at the organizational and
functional levels.”

5. Exploration of Multicultural/Diversity Concentration

In order to meet the needs of companies, as a minimum, a business school diversity
concentration should focus on recruitment, sales and marketing, innovation and improved
team performance. However, any course or concentration should start with a basic
understanding of diversity. As Boyette (2009) said, “diversity does deliver bottom-line
benefits for some companies — but only if there’s an organizational culture that explicitly
acknowledges differences and encourages people to bring all relevant insights and
perspectives to their work.”

Diversity concentrations could also be added to incorporate the latest trends and challenges
faced by businesses. For example, more and more companies are taking serious steps to
demonstrate social responsibility. These steps often involve partnerships with
community-based organizations. Thus, a class on leveraging community partnerships would
provide a benefit.

There is another important benefit of adding a diversity concentration to business schools.
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By populating the workplace with managers and executives who possess a strong diversity
competency, diversity becomes more organic to organizations. This is important for several
reasons — it increases the chances that organizations can leverage diversity into a positive
impact on the bottom line, it improves the work environment for all employees, and it
reduces corporations’ billions spent on diversity training.

Most importantly, when diversity is organic, it increases the chances that diversity becomes
engrained in the culture of the organization rather than as a flavor of the month initiative.
When diversity becomes part of the way business is done, business is done more effectively.
Business schools can make a significant contribution by offering a diversity concentration as
an integral part of its curriculum.
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