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Chapter  7

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

e pluribus unum—motto of the United States 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine why 
leaders should leverage workforce diversity. 
We will explore many reasons, but perhaps the 
most powerful reason is that increased diversity, 
properly leveraged, can lead to greater innovation 
and wealth. At the corporate level, innovation has 
become essential to survival. At the national level, 

the ability to compete in a global marketplace 
depends on successful innovation and has been 
a key driver of American eminence in the world 
(Van der Vegt, 2003; Hong & Page, 2004). At the 
global level, innovation can empower people to 
move beyond fear of the future to actually shaping 
their future; for example, we are currently see-
ing how technological innovations, such as cell 
phones and the Internet, are empowering people 
in the Middle East. The ability to understand and 
connect with people from diverse cultures also 
generates major opportunities to create peaceful 
relations as well as material abundance.
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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this chapter is to examine some key trends in the workplace and marketplace that require 
successful corporate leaders to leverage workforce diversity. Such diversity poses certain challenges, 
which leaders can tackle and turn into lucrative opportunities to enhance not only productivity, sales, 
revenues, profits, brand, and reputation, but also the innovation so necessary for corporate survival. At 
the national level, the ability to compete in a global marketplace depends on successful innovation and 
has been a key driver of American eminence in the world. At the global level, innovation can empower 
people to move beyond fear of the future to actually shape their future; for example, we are currently 
seeing how technological innovations, such as cell phones and the Internet, are empowering people in 
the Middle East. The ability to understand and connect with people from diverse cultures also generates 
major opportunities to create peaceful relations as well as material abundance.
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Key trends in the workplace and marketplace 
make it essential that leaders learn how to lever-
age workforce diversity. Such diversity itself 
poses certain challenges, which leaders can tackle 
and even turn into advantages. More important, 
diversity offers lucrative opportunities for lead-
ers to enhance not only corporate innovation, but 
also productivity, sales, revenues, profits, brand, 
and reputation (Hartenian & Gudmundson, 2000; 
Harvey, 1999; Richard, 2000).

KEY DIVERSITY TRENDS

The first step in leveraging the benefits to be reaped 
from a diverse workforce is to identify the key 
diversity trends that are affecting organizations 
and that are likely to impact their future (Fullerton 
& Tossi, 2001). The following trends highlight the 
areas that can shed light on this endeavor.

The first and most important trend is the 
dramatic increase in workplace diversity. More 
and more people from diverse groups are filling 
positions at all hierarchal levels of organizations. 
Diversity of ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
age, and level of ability/disability, for example, is 
an increasingly substantial factor in the workplace. 
Traditionally Euro-American men constituted 
the large majority of workplace employees, es-
pecially in the better-paying, upwardly mobile 
positions. Now they represent about one-third 
of all employees, and perhaps only one-sixth of 
new entrants seeking jobs for the first time (Mc-
Cuiston, et al., 2004; Pew, 2010; BLS, 2005; US 
Census Bureau, 2011).

The second trend is the higher expectations 
these diverse employees have for their jobs and 
careers. Expecting them to be grateful for anything 
they get from the organization is likely to alienate 
them. It is true that men of European ancestry have 
run virtually all the major American organizations, 
and they still dominate top management positions 
in the large corporations. They typically have set 
the rules of the game in the American culture and 

most corporate cultures. Employees from other 
groups were usually excluded from mainstream 
leadership roles. They worked on the periphery 
of our organizations as the workers who were 
told what to do and how to do it, as temporary 
employees and part-timers. Some were kept out 
completely—the unemployed and unemployable 
(US Glass Ceiling Commission, 1991, 1995).

Since the passage of civil rights laws and 
related legislation affecting workplace opportuni-
ties, members of previously excluded groups have 
gained higher levels of education and experience. 
Their higher career expectations are different from 
those of previous generations. Because diverse 
persons represent two-thirds of the population and 
five-sixths of new job applicants, leaders look-
ing for qualified employees must be responsive 
to these heightened needs and aspirations. (BLS, 
2009, 2011; Salomon & Schork, 2003).

Third, most companies now must sell to di-
verse market segments. The increasingly diverse 
U.S. workforce reflects the diversity of the U.S. 
population at large and the resulting growth in the 
market segments that these people represent. Busi-
nesses that want to survive and thrive learn how 
to market to diverse customers: women, Latino 
Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans, 
American Indians, and others. Companies with a 
workforce that “looks like America” have an ad-
vantage. They can project a multicultural image, 
deliver more on-target marketing insights, and 
relate better to a diverse customer base (Celent, 
2003; MPA, 2008).

Fourth, most companies do business in the 
global marketplace these days. In the past most 
American businesses functioned primarily within 
U.S. borders. Now even very small businesses 
may do much of their business in global markets, 
which are intensely competitive (Hartenian, 
2000). Success in those markets often depends 
on building positive, productive relationships 
with people from many cultures around the planet 
(McCuiston, 2007; Richard, 2000). Qualified 
employees from diverse cultural backgrounds are 
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