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ABSTRACT 

WORK GROUP MEMBERS' PERCEPTIONS 

OF THE EFFECTS OF THEIR CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

ON THEIR ABILITY TO FUNCTION EFFECTIVELY 

AS A TASK-ORIENTED TEAM 

FEBRUARY 1994 

JILL S. LANDESBERG, B.S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

AMHERST 

M.EcL, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

Directed by: Professor Maurianne Adams 

This study is concerned with the impact of two simultaneous trends in 

American business. The first is that work teams have become increasingly 

popular in the workplace (Miller, 1991). The second is that increasing cultural 

diversity is a demographic fact in the current and future workforce (Johnston 

and Packer, 1987). On the basis of these trends, this study presumes that 

work teams are becoming more culturally diverse and that research is needed 

on how work group dynamics may be affected by cultural differences. 

The specific goal of this study is twofold. First, to determine whether 

members of a culturally diverse work group felt that others in the group 

treated them differently because of their cultural background. The second 

object is to determine if those people in question felt that cultural differences 

(in a group or as a whole) interfered with the group's ability to work together. 

To achieve this goal, I interviewed five white men, three African American 
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men, four Latino men and four white women from four different types of work 

groups. 

Past research has suggested that cooperative teamwork 

minimizes cultural tensions within a culturally diverse group. 

However, despite participants perceiving their teams as 

cooperative, the men of color in their twenties and thirties and 

all the white women experienced ongoing harassment and 

exclusion because of their culture. These participants 

perceived a relationship between their cultural group 

membership and their work group's dynamics. The two older 

men of color (over age forty-five) did not claim to have 

experienced harassment or exclusion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Research Question 

With the anticipated change in the demographics of the workforce, some 

large corporations (e.g. Digital, Honeywell, Avon, and Coming) are beginning to 

examine what it means to have a multicultural work force and to implement 

special corporate-based programs for raising awareness about issues of 

cultural relations. However, research on cultural differences in organizations 

and work groups has been limited particularly as it pertains to real life 

situations. It has been said that organizational theorists and researchers have 

"essentially ignored" studying how people from different social groups interact 

(James and Khoo, 1991, p.177). With the trend towards increasing cultural 

diversity in the work force and the move towards increased reliance on work 

groups, there is a new issue to examine. What challenges and benefits will 

cultural differences bring to work groups? 

Little has been said about how training or managing culturally diverse 

groups may differ from training or managing homogeneous groups of people 

(Thomas, 1990), but if one goal of a work group is full and effective use of its 

members, then the effectiveness of that group is a function of the ability to 

utilize all aspects of individual members' personal resources, including those 

derived from cultural difference. It is these different experiences and ways of 

thinking about problems that organizations could capitalize on if the dynamics 

unique to cultural differences in work groups were better understood. 

Group members' conscious understanding of their individual behavior is 

key to facilitating cohesiveness and effectiveness in culturally diverse work 
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groups and research literature must be able to clearly outline if, and possibly 

how, work group members perceive cultural difference impacting the work 

group if it is to inform practitioners on how to effectively deal with the 

interpersonal and intrapersonal issues which are unique to the culturally 

diverse work group. Determining how work group members experience their 

involvement in a multicultural work group is a first step to understanding 

those factors which may facilitate or impede the success of such groups. 

Statement of the Problem 

There is "a relative dearth of work on group composition" (Tziner, 1985, 

p. 1111), a problem which is compounded when composition is defined by such 

a specific variable as cultural diversity. Consequently, few, if any, studies 

have been conducted which examine something as specific as how work group 

members see their cultural group membership and that of their peers 

interfacing with the overall work group dynamics and/or the effectiveness of 

the team. Yet, it is such research which will ultimately enhance our knowledge 

about how to facilitate a socially diverse work group's performance and 

productivity. 

What research has been done has suggested that people prefer to 

associate with others whom they think are like them (Amir, 1969; 1976) and 

that race/ethnicity, language, religion (Klineberg, 1971), and gender (Turner 

and Giles, 1981) are all prime factors used in determining who is like us and 

who is not. When men and women from different racial groups are then put in 

a single work group, the cultural composition can influence the group's 

dynamics (Humphreys and Berger, 1981; Gist, Locke and Taylor, 1987). 

Whereas culturally diverse groups have been found to be less cohesive than 
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homogeneous groups (Starke and Gray, 1988; King and Bass, 1974) it is likely 

that culturally diverse groups may have unique needs that do not get 

addressed in most settings. It is my hope that this research will begin to 

uncover what these needs are. 

Focus of the Study 

The focus of this study is whether or not a relationship is perceived by 

work group members between cultural differences within the work group and 

the work group's dynamics. Towards this objective, the study will examine the 

relationship, if any, between individual perceptions of social group awareness 

and their perception of the way group members interact as a team (including 

their perceptions of the work group's ability to function together effectively). 

There are two interrelated issues in the focus of the study. The first 

matter is whether an individual perceives a connection between his or her 

cultural background and the dynamics of the work group and if such a 

relationship is perceived, how does that person experience the perceived 

relationship. The second issue is whether individual group members are aware 

of others' cultural identities within the work group and, if so, how do they see 

the connection between their colleagues' cultural backgrounds and the 

dynamics of the team. In other words, do people perceive their culturally 

different coworkers to behave in culturally specific ways (i.e. behaviors 

believed to be derived from a cultural background) within their work group? 

These questions comprise a larger issue which is, "Do team members 

feel that the work group inhibits their full performance because that group 

adheres to norms which, because of their cultural backgrounds, excludes or 

alienates them?" This issue involves the interplay between one's cultural 
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group membership and membership in the work group. Are there conditions 

under which these two memberships compete? Do members sense being tom 

between being different and being a team player? Another way of describing 

these tom loyalties is to consider the extent to which one identifies with his/her 

social group versus the extent to which one identifies with his/her work group. 

Are there conditions under which these two identities compliment each other? 

Are the two reference groups experienced in qualitatively different ways? All 

the questions above are related to the general focus of the research and will be 

considered throughout the study. 

Purpose of the Study and General Research Questions 

The specific goal of this inquiry is to determine, first, whether members 

of a culturally diverse work group perceive any relationship between their own 

cultural background and their sense of being valued by fellow members of the 

work group and, second, whether they sense any relationship between the 

cultural differences among them and their ability to work together as an 

effective and cohesive work group. As I did discover such a relationship, this 

research sought to document how that relationship was perceived by the 

members of the work groups. By informing managers about potential issues 

for culturally diverse work groups, such knowledge could provide pertinent 

information to organizational policy formation as it relates to managing 

culturally diverse work groups. 

In order to determine whether programs which specifically address 

issues of cultural diversity are needed for facilitating team cohesion, one must 

first determine whether people perceive a relationship between social group 

membership and work group membership. If work group members feel that 
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their distinct cultural group differences have no affect on their work group, if 

there is no relationship, then cultural diversity or cultural composition of the 

work group is an unnecessary variable to consider when examining work group 

dynamics. To ascertain whether such a relationship existed and, if so, what 

elements of it should be understood, I identified the following questions on which 

this study focused: 

1. What is the strength and persistence of identification with a 

social/cultural reference group outside of the work group setting? What 

is the predominant social reference group orientation that the 

participant experiences in his or her life? 

2. Do members of work groups perceive themselves as members of 

distinct cultural reference groups while in the work group setting (and 

does such a perception depend upon one's dominant or subordinate 

cultural group's status), or does cultural background not enter the 

participants' consciousness as they work with their fellow team 

members? 

3. If work group members do maintain an awareness of their own 

cultural background, how does culture affect one's interaction with a 

work group and other work group members' interactions with that 

person? Again, if this differs according to dominant or subordinate 

cultural group status, how is that difference manifested through 

behavioral patterns? Are work group members aware of each other's 

cultural background? If so, how does that effect their behavior in the 

work group? 

5 



4. Is the work group experienced as a qualitatively different type of 

reference group than one's cultural group/s and, if so, what are some of 

the perceived differences? 

5. What group norms govern the work group in terms of handling 

conflict, communicating with fellow members, interpersonal behavior, 

etc.? Do these norms conflict with work group members culturally 

derived beliefs and values and, if so, how do members deal with this 

conflict? Are cultural group differences explicitly dealt with in the work 

group? If so, how? If not, what are the costs and benefits of ignoring 

cultural difference? 

By limiting the objectives of this study to the above-mentioned questions, a 

determination can be made as to whether or not further research is needed 

and, if so, what direction this research should take. 

The aims to uncover whether participants' are aware of their own and 

others' cultural differences while involved in a work group. If the participants 

are aware of their own and others' cultural differences then I hope to be able to 

uncover when cultural differences become visible and how ideas about cultural 

differences affect the work group. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This Chapter reviews the literature relevant to cultural groups and work 

groups. In the first section, I will concentrate on the trends towards a more 

multicultural workforce so as to provide the context for the ensuing discussion. 

The second section will review the research literature in social psychology 

which explains how individuals relate to their cultural backgrounds. Finally, 

the third section will focus on the utility of Reference Group Theory when 

talking about two different types of groups, a cultural group and a work group. 

Section 1: A Multicultural Workforce 

The workforce is changing to include increasing numbers of people of 

color and women. In this section, I will review the relevance of these 

demographic changes to organizations. 

Defining "Multicultural" 

On December 8 and 9, 1988, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights met to 

discuss and assess the impact that the change in the demographics of the 

country will have on civil rights law and policy. At this forum, R. Roosevelt 

Thomas, Jr., executive director of the American Institute for Managing 

Diversity, explained that the concept of diversity is much wider in scope than 

the more traditional Affirmative Action approach. Thomas stressed that 

rather than just talking about what traditionally comprises diversity (i.e. racial 

and gender differences), the definition of what constitutes a multicultural 
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workforce should include differences in lifestyles, functional specialty, age and 

geographic origin. He said, "Managing diversity calls for creation of an 

environment where no individual is advantaged or disadvantaged by irrelevant 

classifications and all employees have the maximum opportunity to reach 

their full potential" (Civil Rights Update, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 

December-January, 1989, p. 2). This definition encompasses more than just 

racial or gender diversity because it includes sexual orientation, religion, ability 

and other social classifications. 

Those companies which have been at the forefront in recognizing issues 

of cultural difference are beginning to agree that there should be a new and 

more inclusive meaning of cultural diversity. Digital has defined difference as 

whatever characteristics of individuality have been derived from social 

circumstance. Bill Hanson, Vice President of Manufacturing at Digital and one 

of the firm's pioneers in exploring these issues has been quoted as saying: 

When I talk about valuing differences, I am talking [about] all 
differences, and that's what's so expanding and empowering.... 
There are certainly...the obvious differences, and that's where it 
starts I think, with race and with sex, but there are differences 
associated with homosexuality or with the difference of 
handicaps....language...nations... organizations... religious 
beliefs....between white males. I think that's one of the things 
that is fascinating: white males aren't the same. (p. 3) 

This type of definition allows for discussion about problems that affect not only 

racial minorities and women but also other people who could be targeted 

because of their cultural "difference." 

Therefore, although cultural diversity would at first glance seem to refer 

to racial/ethnic heterogeneity, in keeping with the move towards a definition 

that includes many differences, I am actually using the term more broadly to 

include many different social reference groups such as racial/ethnic identity, 
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sexual orientation identity, gender identity, religious identity, and identity as a 

physically able or disabled person. Although, there are debates about whether 

some of these groups (such as women) represent a culture, I will refer to them 

as cultural groups for the purposes of this study. 

In the following pages, then, I will use the term "culturally diverse" and 

"multicultural" to describe a range of cultural differences including racial, 

gender, sexual orientation, and religious differences because this chapter 

addresses areas of concern to achieving a multicultural organization in this 

broad sense. However, the participants in this study were white men, African 

American men, Latino men, and white women and the results will be limited to 

these cultural groups. 

A further clarification that is useful to make at this point is the 

rationale for choosing the phrase "racial differences." I have deliberately 

omitted the word race from this work (except as it may appear in quotation 

marks) because of its reference "to a system of biological taxonomy" (Johnson, 

1990). My view is that all humans are of one species and that race is in fact a 

social and cultural grouping as opposed to a biological grouping (see also Cox, 

1990 and Dobbins and Skillings, 1991). I recognize that "race" is still 

commonly used in our society without much regard to the distinctions that 

social scientists draw and have chosen to use the phrase "radal" to describe 

the social nature of race while not implying any biological differences between 

people. 

The "Workforce 2000" 

The phrase "Workforce 2000" was first coined in a document prepared 

for the United States Department of Labor by the Hudson Institute, a private 
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research consortium, to refer to the trends that will shape the American labor 

pool in the near future. One of these trends is the changing demographics of 

the population and thus the labor force. The basic points of the report are as 

follows: 

- The population and the workforce will grow more slowly than at 
any time since the 1930s. 

- The average age of the population and the workforce will rise, 
and the pool of young workers entering the labor market will 
shrink. 

- More women will enter the workforce, although the rate of 
increase will taper off. 

- Minorities will be a larger [proportion] of new entrants into the 
labor force. 

- Immigrants will represent the largest [proportion] of the 
increase in the population and the workforce since the First 
World War. 

(Johnston and Packer, 1987, pp. 75-76) 

By the year 2000, then, white males will no longer comprise the majority of 

entering labor to the American workforce. 

Although the majority of people in the workforce will continue to be 

white, their proportion of the labor force will steadily decrease over the next ten 

years. The percentages of people from non-white heritage will increase as that 

of African Americans rises to twelve percent, that of Latinos to ten percent 

and people of Asian, American Indian, Native Alaskan, or Pacific Island 

descent to four percent of the total force (Fullerton, 1990). The proportion of 

women in the workforce will simultaneously rise to 47 percent. According to 

this trend, companies will have a smaller population from which they can 

employ and that population will be more multicultural. 
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The demographic changes will be felt throughout all of business 

(Kutscher, 1990) and in addition to legal and ethical considerations, 

understanding cultural differences will be necessary if organizations hope to 

flourish. The "Workforce 2000" report states that organizational changes and 

training "to create real equal employment opportunity" will be needed 

(Johnston et al., 1987, p. xiv). Since that report, so much has been written 

about the merits of promoting multicultural ideals in the work place that the 

term "Workforce 2000" has become almost colloquial in the field of Human 

Resources even though little has been actually said about how to manage 

cultural differences in organizations (Thomas, 1990). 

A follow-up study to the "Workforce 2000" report surveyed Human 

Resource administrators throughout the nation and found that a top concern of 

those professionals was how to manage diverse groups of workers (Towers 

Perrin and the Hudson Institute in Beilinson, J., Workforce 2000: Already 

Here?, 1990). Over half of the respondents reported a concern that managers 

would not be able to manage diverse groups of people but only one-quarter of 

the companies had any type of training programs to equip supervisors with 

these skills. Although the report did not state the specific issues with which 

managers are concerned, it seems evident that there are a range of concerns 

including but not limited to the ability of culturally diverse people to work 

harmoniously, issues of differences in communication patterns, and issues of 

harassment. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the work group literature is not yet able to 

fully inform us on how the culturally diverse work group can differ from a 

monocultural work group. Because of this, I will draw from literature in 

intergroup relations and literature in work groups. I will combine these two 

bodies of research by utilizing Reference Group Theory. I will discuss 



Reference Group Theory later in this chapter but for now will review the 

intergroup relations literature so as to show the relevance of this study on 

multicultural work groups to modern work organizations. 

Whv Cultural Differences Present Problems 

The issue of cultural differences can be a potentially challenging area for 

organizations. The belief that if diverse peoples are brought together, people 

will learn about each other, appreciate the differences which make them 

unique, and grow to like each other has not been borne out in research (Amir, 

1969;1976; Bochner, 1982; Stephan, 1985). Examples of such situations 

which failed to produce positive relations are evident in both social science 

literature (Worchel and Norvell, 1980; Worchel, Lind, and Kaufman, 1975) and 

in organizational studies (Alderfer et al., 1983, Jones, 1986). 

Still, I must stress that I do not believe cultural differences inevitably 

lead to tensions or difficulties because of an inherent trait in people to dislike 

someone from a different culture. Rather, I believe that the ways in which 

various individuals interact in regard to cultural difference within a particular 

setting, including organizations, is reflective of the larger social context (Storey, 

1991) and in this country, the social atmosphere is clouded by oppression. It is 

social influence which makes conflicts between people from different cultures 

likely but not certain or necessary. Thus, when talking about cultural diversity 

in organizations, one should recognize that there are two separate but 

interrelated concepts to be considered; (1) cultural differences and (2) 

oppression. Cultural diversity in organizations is not solely an issue of cultural 

differences or solely one of oppression. Cultural diversity in organizations 

involves both these concepts 



The first concept, that of cultural differences, refers to how different 

cultural groups may have different norms of behaving or different ways of 

seeing things. Within any culture, be it white, African American, women, or 

another, there are always different subcultures and individual variations. For 

example, we can not say that all whites behave in any single way or all African 

Americans behave in any single way. However, there are shared histories, 

common influences and norms that are unique to specific cultural upbringings. 

It is helping people to understand these cultural differences in which some 

organizations are now engaged. The concept of "appreciating difference" is 

useful in this context because the phrase is a means of expressing a need for 

people to not just recognize cultural difference, but to also see those differences 

as a resource. With the emphasis on improving productivity, companies are 

seeking to get the most from each employee. To do this they will need to see to 

it that all employees can contribute equally without the burden of feeling 

misjudged or excluded. This brings us to the second concept, that of oppression. 

Oppression refers to historical and contemporary discrimination and 

oppression towards traditionally targeted social groups such as people of color, 

women, gays, lesbians, or bisexuals, and other minorities. Oppression is a 

social phenomenon resulting from what we learn on the individual, institutional 

and societal levels. People learn to be prejudiced towards members of groups to 

which they do not belong particularly if those groups are of a minority status. 

When people become members of organizations they do so with learned 

behaviors and attitudes derived from the larger social context and the 

differences in power between social groups given a particular historical context. 

It is through those who comprise a organization that oppression is then infused 

into that organization. Consequently, in organizations that are heavily 

influenced by white men, it is women, people of color, and other minorities who 
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are more likely to experience subtle or even blatant oppression through 

harassment, discrimination and "jokes." 

While issues of cultural diversity refer to both difference and the power 

disparity between cultural groups, it is the latter concept, that of oppression, 

which has influenced society to the extent that cultural relations has become a 

concern for organizations. Oppressive attitudes towards minorities has 

caused a growing number of law suits brought against companies. It is fairly 

common to hear about alleged discriminatory practices or harassment in the 

workplace. With the evolving legal discussions about such problems, the 

attention organizations are affording cultural diversity is growing. 

Evidence of oppression in organizations can be seen not only through 

legal cases but also through ongoing organizational practices and climates that 

are never legally questioned and may be either conscious or unconscious. 

While most people are familiar with how companies may consciously 

discriminate, it is not as frequent that we hear and understand about how an 

organization may unconsciously act to put minorities and women at a 

disadvantage. A company may show symptoms of such behavior through a 

history of hiring and promoting mainly people in the majority, for instance men 

or whites. These patterns can be detected through the numbers of minorities 

and/or women that get hired and promoted. However, more difficult to see are 

practices affording privileges to the majority or systems based upon the needs 

of that privileged majority. 

Examples of ways in which corporate practices may unintentionally 

alienate some employees while providing privileges to others include the "old 

boys network" (which refers to a white, male system of interpersonal 

connections), corporate picnics which do not welcome gay or lesbian couples, 

mandatory meetings scheduled on non-Christian religious holidays, unofficial 
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"meetings" on the golf course where women are unlikely to be, and the lack of 

day care available in most companies. Such practices are not necessarily 

conscious but exist nevertheless and result in excluding those not in the 

majority. In addition to these practice, there can be hidden discomforts and 

miscommunication between people from different cultural groups (Amir, 1976; 

Stephan, 1985) contributing to an overall climate that privilege some at the 

expense of others. These problems are not always openly discussed in 

organizations and can be seen as something inherent in the organizational 

climate (see for example Alderfer, Tucker, Morgan, and Drasgow, 1983). 

There are different beliefs of how to improve support for cultural 

differences but not much research on the issue. Indeed, this researcher hopes 

to be able to contribute to the information on this subject. However, at this 

time the literature is lacking and this precludes me from being able to write 

extensively about knowledge grounded in research that pertains to improving 

organizational climates. Nonetheless, there is research literature on the 

concept of oppression and it is important to briefly discuss how oppression has 

been explained so as to more fully understand what happens in culturally 

diverse organizations and how problems may develop. It is to this issue that I 

will now turn. 

Section 2: Social Psychology and Intergroup Relations 

To say that oppression is an outgrowth of societal influence does not 

does not address the source of the societal attitudes and therefore does not 

fully help us understand how to combat the problem. One way of better 

understanding the origins of oppression is through a social psychological 

perspective which explains individual behavior as derived from social group 
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membership. In this section I will be reviewing the literature in one subfield of 

social psychology, that of intergroup relations. 

Intergroup relations focuses on how people interact within groups and 

between groups. I will replace the term "intergroup relations" with 

"multicultural relations" because the former has been used in social 

psychology to refer to relations between any groups of people whether or not 

they are cultural groups. Since I will be discussing relations between people 

from different cultural groups I will use the term "multicultural relations" for 

the sake of specificity. 

Research in Multicultural Relations 

Muzafer Sherif has been one of the leading theorists in studying 

relations between different social groups. His studies have suggested that 

cultural conflict comes from competition over scarce resources (Sherif, 1967; 

Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, and Sherif, 1961; Sherif and Sherif, 1953). In 

what have become a series of classic experiments, Sherif and his colleagues 

researched intergroup conflict among boys at a summer camp. They found 

that groups that initially engaged in competitive interactions were only able to 

interact harmoniously after being involved in several different cooperative 

tasks. The cooperative tasks involved a superordinate goal, a goal which both 

groups wanted to achieve but neither group could accomplish alone. Sherif felt 

that conflict resulted from the very tangible problem of competition for scarce 

resources which then developed into strong in-group solidarity and favoritism 

as well as bias, stereotyping and hostility between groups (Sherif, 1967). This 

finding led to the development of his Realistic Conflict Theory (RCT). 
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Later, however, it was found that polarity between groups could occur 

in the absence of competition or even direct contact (Billing and Tajfel, 1973; 

Tajfel, 1970). Henry Tajfel and his colleagues found that when people were 

randomly separated into different groups, they would distribute rewards to 

their own group even when the subjects were not receiving any rewards 

themselves. From these experiments came the development of Social Identity 

Theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 1986) which holds that 

when a person views him/herself as similar to other group members there is a 

need to see the group (and the members within the group) as positive so that 

the individual also feels positive. Subsequently, in reference to another group, 

generically termed the out-group, one would see his or her own group, the in¬ 

group, as superior. In other words, a person values his or her group primarily 

on the basis of one's membership. Additionally, the theory posits that people 

learn to react with animosity towards outside groups because they see them 

as threatening. The hostility becomes internalized and gets generalized to any 

out-group. 

RCT and SIT provide the two major theoretical orientations to the 

multicultural behavior literature (Stephan, 1985) and most research in the 

field has been done to investigate one of these two theories. However, while the 

multicultural relations literature is helpful to our understanding of how people 

from different cultural groups relate, there are weaknesses in these studies 

which should be noted. 

Weaknesses in Multicultural Relations Literature 

There are three areas that present problems for the application of 

multicultural relations literature to multicultural work groups: (1) Group 
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identity was measured in an arbitrary overall manner rather than by cultural 

group identification; (2) Both theories see conflict as an inevitable outcome of 

different social groups being present in a non-cooperative setting; and, (3) 

Neither sets of experiments tested for the presence of a distinct group identity 

after the interventions. 

The first drawback in the literature is that Sherif and Tajfel and Turner 

set up experiments in which group identity was an artifact of the experiment. 

The groups were randomly established and the identity construct that was 

measured is not an equivalent to a cultural group identification where identity 

is life-long and derived from a larger social system. Research in multicultural 

relations has since used cultural groups to test the theories of Sherif and Tajfel 

and Turner without adequate attention to this important differentiation. 

The second weakness in the theories is that they lead us to believe that 

strong social group identity is derived from cultural tension and cultural tension 

results from strong social group identity. Reviews of the multicultural 

relations literature have concluded that cultural conflict is a catalyst for 

saliency of social group identity (Bochner, 1982). In other words, when people 

are in conflict, they will be more aware of their distinct social group identity. To 

overcome the conflict, the theories hold that people should view themselves as 

"similar" meaning that they belong to a common group rather than distinct 

groups. It is not clear in the literature if the common group identity functions 

in the same way as a cultural group identification but the implication is that it 

does. According to the theories of multicultural relations, when members of 

diverse groups are present and their separate group identities are salient, they 

will be focused on their group differences as a reason for division and in-group 

bias. 
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Both Sherif s and Tajfel and Turner's theories hold that when the 

members of the different groups work together cooperatively, their distinct 

group identities are not at the forefront of awareness and so they may engage 

in harmonious contact. In effect, this suggests that they may see each other 

as one newly formed common group. This overlooks the possibility that social 

group identity may very well coexist with a second common group identity. 

People from diverse social backgrounds with different salient social group 

identities may perhaps be present in the same setting without conflict being a 

necessary outcome. 

Finally, the experiments carried out by Sherif and Tajfel and Turner did 

not test for the presence of the original distinct group identity after the 

interventions. For example, Sherif intervened in conflicting groups with 

superordinate goals. He found that after several cooperative endeavors, the 

boys were less biased against an outside group. What was not tested for was 

whether the boys saw themselves as having both a common overarching group 

identity and at the same time maintained their original distinct group identities. 

The tendency to test for one group identity at a time is a weakness that still 

remains in the research. It is almost as if there is an either/or dilemma: Only 

one group identity can be salient at any given time. This implies that the 

salient identity becomes foremost and all other identity memberships are 

relinquished for the time being. 

The implication for a work group would be that work group members 

would have to forfeit social group identity for the sake of the team. However, 

the original studies on identity did not test for the presence of social group 

identity under harmonious conditions. Saliency of social group identity was, in 

effect, equated with resistance to joining another group (e.g. the culturally 

diverse group). The researchers tested for which identity was salient at a given 
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time rather than how many identities could be present at any given time. This 

limitation would lead one to believe that work group identity would be assumed 

over cultural identity or vise versa but not that both identities could be coexist 

at any given moment. In contrast, this study seeks to explore if cultural 

identity and work group identity can be present simultaneously. 

Cooperation and Multicultural Relations 

A literature review on multicultural relations would not be complete 

without mentioning the wealth of research which has supported using 

cooperation as a means for decreasing prejudices and conflict in groups (be 

they work groups or any other group formed to achieve a goal) that are 

culturally diverse. The roots of this research can be attributed to Gordan 

Allport and his "Contact Hypothesis" (Allport, 1954). Allport maintained that 

cooperative contact under favorable conditions facilitates successful 

multicultural relations. The concept of cooperation was later more clearly 

defined as an interdependence between people to achieve a superordinate goal, 

a goal which all parties desire but they can only reach through an 

interdependent approach (Sherif, 1967). Since members can not reach the 

goal individually but only as a group, competition is reduced and cohesion is 

increased. 

There is much support for the use of cooperation in improving 

multicultural relations in a number of settings and with a wide-variety of 

different cultural groups (Slavin, 1985). For example, Ashmore (1970) showed 

that whites who worked cooperatively with African American partners had 

improved attitudes towards African Americans in general afterwards. Cooper, 

Johnson, Johnson, and Wilderson (1980) illustrated that cooperation promoted 
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gender relations between men and women. Weigel, Wiser and Cook (1975) 

illustrated how cooperation improved white student's attitudes toward 

Mexican-American and reduced tensions in classrooms of Mexican-American, 

black and white students. 

Cooperation is essential to successful cultural relations within work 

groups and fortunately cooperation is typically inherent in a work group where 

members must rely on each other to achieve a task or goal. However, to 

produce the most successful cultural/gender relations, the cooperative contact 

between members of different social groups should be accompanied by several 

conditions (Amir, 1969;1976; Stephan, 1985). These conditions are: 

1. A cooperative rather than a competitive atmosphere 

2. Equivalent competency levels of group members so as to produce 
positive task results 

3. Social and/or institutional support for positive multicultural relations 

4. A balanced ratio of in-group to out-group members and having 
representatives of many (rather than just two) group present 

5. Similar personal attributes among group members (other than 
similar cultural backgrounds) including having group members of equal 
socio-economic status. 

(Stephan, 1985) 

While not all of these factors can be controlled in the natural work group 

setting, they are worthwhile guidelines to consider for multicultural work 

groups. Cooperation in and of itself will not necessarily solve cultural relation 

problems within a work group. If it did, it would follow that all work groups 

whose members worked cooperatively would not face cultural tensions. 



Section 3: Reference Group Theory 

In this section I will move my discussion from social identity to the 

related but broader term of "reference group orientation." I will do this to draw 

in the concept of work groups into the discussion. 

Utility of Reference Group Theory 

It is useful to understand what a reference group is so that one can see 

its relation to cultural identity and work group identity. If an individual 

identifies with the beliefs, values, and behaviors by which the group 

differentiates between its members and other people, irrespective of the type 

of group, that group can be considered a reference group (Schmitt, 1972). 

Identification occurs when a person sees him/herself as sharing some common 

characteristic/s with fellow group members. That person will then believe that 

he or she is similar to other members by virtue of the specific characteristics 

that result in shared membership in the group. According to such a definition, 

then, identity and reference group are two related concepts. If a person 

identifies with a social group that social group becomes a reference group. 

Likewise, if a person identifies with a work group, that work group becomes a 

reference group. 

Reference group theory holds that a reference group - any reference 

group be it social/cultural reference groups (i.e. those based on gender, religion, 

racial or ethnic differences, etc.) or shorter term situation specific groups (i.e. 

work groups, social clubs, community groups, etc.) - influences individual 

behavior by enhancing one's sense of him or herself, otherwise known as one's 

identity. The literature on reference group theory makes little distinction 
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between social reference groups and work reference groups leaving the 

impression that behavior can be influenced similarly by either type of group 

association (e.g. work group or cultural group). This is both a strength and a 

weakness. The strength lies in the generalizability of the Reference Group 

Theory while the weakness is in its inability to distinguish between different 

types of group memberships which may be experienced in qualitatively 

different ways. 

The fact that the reference group concept is so broad has allowed it to be 

used to explain individual behavior as a function of both sociological groups (i.e. 

racial groups, religious groups, women and men, etc.) and organizational or 

work groups formed to achieve a task (Schmitt, 1972; Hoover-Dempsey, Plas, 

and Wallston, 1986). For this reason it is a useful concept for discussing how 

social group membership interacts with work group identity. However, the 

reader should bear in mind that is likely that people relate differently to a work 

group that is experienced within a specific time frame and context, than they 

do to a social group which is life-long and likely to be more personally connected 

to the individual's overall sense of who s/he is. There may be a need to 

distinguish more clearly and explicitly between types of reference groups and 

how they may accordingly differ in the way they influence individuals. 

I do not wish to further the idea that all types of reference groups are 

experienced in the same way. My reason for employing Reference Group 

Theory is twofold. First, the theory allows one to discuss two distinct types of 

groups, social reference groups and work reference groups, within a single 

paradigm. This provides a single concept around which the ensuing discussion 

focuses. Secondly, it is my hope that this study will actually show how two 

different types of reference groups, in this case social and work reference 
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groups, are experienced differently. In this regard, this study will further refine 

Reference Group Theory. 

To date, most writings on reference group orientation have dealt with 

only one type of group membership (e.g. only cultural groups or only work 

groups). Because attention has been given to researching one type of 

reference group at a time, a question remains as to how two different types of 

reference groups may interact to influence behavior in a work setting. 

Focusing on one type of reference group prevents "the full realization and 

consideration of the multidimensional character of the [reference group] 

phenomenon" (Schmitt, 1972, p. 40). 

In contrast, this study will attempt to explore how individual's 

simultaneously involved in two different types of reference groups (social and 

work reference groups) perceive the two different memberships. More 

specifically, this study will investigate whether or not social reference groups 

influence individuals during their involvement with a work reference group. 

Because I will be discussing two distinct types of reference groups, I will 

distinguish them by prefacing the term "reference group" with either "social" or 

"cultural" to refer to the social groups in which individuals perceive themselves 

to belong and with which they come to identify (by virtue of gender, sexual 

orientation racial or ethnic differences and the like) or with "work" to refer to 

the organizational subunit in which people participate. Because these two 

types of reference groups are different in some aspects, it is important to 

further clarify how they are defined and what their impact is on individual 

behavior. 



Social or Cultural Reference Groups 

By social or cultural (I will use these words interchangeably) reference 

group/s, the concept to which I am referring is people's membership in a 

sociological group to the extent that they identify with that group. In order for a 

social group to be considered a reference group per se, a person must not only 

belong to the social group but must also be aware of the attitudes and/or 

values concerning their social group membership(s) (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). 

In other words, they must be conscious of belonging to that social group since it 

is the conscious identification with that social group which then provides a 

sense of self in relation to others. Self-identification with a social group 

provides a frame of reference and that, in turn, comprises one aspect of social 

identity. 

The way in which one internalizes his or her social reference group has 

been referred to as "social identity" (Tajfel and Turner, 1986).1 Essentially, the 

construct of social identity brings together sociological categories of social 

group membership (e.g. racial groups, ethnicity, class, gender, etc.) with 

psychological categories of identity formation based primarily on a sense of self 

within a social group reference. 

Identity is a multifaceted concept as all people have memberships in 

more than one social group. How an individual experiences his or her multiple 

social identities varies. This subjective aspect is important to consider in any 

study which aims to investigate cultural dynamics since "it is at the level of 

people's subjective culture that most intercultural misunderstandings and 

communication problems apparently exist" (Cushner and Trifonovitch, 1989, 

*1 will use the term "cultural identity" interchangeably with the terms "social group identity" 
and "social identity" to refer to the way in which people identify themselves in a variety of 
social groups. 
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p. 318). Furthermore, different aspects of identity may be salient at different 

times and in different circumstances. When a situation highlights a 

particular social group identity, that particular social group identity becomes 

more conscious. For example, in an organization with only one woman (African 

American, Asian, Latino, etc.) present, that person's awareness of his or her 

social group membership is likely to be high because s/he becomes a "token" in 

that setting (see for example Kanter, 1977). 

Work Reference Groups 

A work group is "a face-to-face membership group in which people know, 

at least intuitively, the norms that govern the conduct of each member" (Blake 

and Mouton, 1981, p. 70). Like a cultural group, a work group can also be a 

reference group for its members (Blake and Mouton, 1981) since it, too, can 

provide an aspect of identity for individuals (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). It 

differs from a cultural reference group in that the work group is a task-oriented 

group which has a relatively short-life. One's work group identity is not life-long 

and with one in any and all situations. 

Work groups can be thought of as being comprised of four interacting 

components (Cummings and Huse, 1989). They include (1) task structure, (2) 

performance norms, (3) interpersonal relations, and (4) group composition. 

Task structure refers to how members regulate their functioning and how they 

coordinate their combined efforts to accomplish the task. Performance norms 

are the agreed upon ways of working together. Interpersonal relations are the 

ways that group members interact with one another in terms of 

communication and support. Finally, composition refers to the individual 

differences among the members. 
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The group components are separate but interacting in the sense that if 

one aspect of the work group is not functioning it is probable that other 

aspects will be affected. For example, if the task is structured in such a way 

as to promote competition rather than cooperation, interpersonal relations 

may suffer in the work group because group members may become dissatisfied 

with how they work together. It would seem logical to examine the research 

that has been done on group composition to see how cultural differences affect 

work groups but composition has been defined as differences in intelligence 

(Shaw, 1960; Goldman, 1965), ability (Tziner, 1985), attitude (Terborg, 

Castore, DeNinno, 1976) but not differences in cultures (Gist, Locke, and 

Taylor, 1987). 

Work Group Norms 

Work groups are formed to cooperatively work together to achieve an 

organizational goal. In this process, group norms develop which help to provide 

the work group with a sense of group identity (Boyd, 1989). Work group norms 

accomplish this by determining the values and behaviors acceptable in the 

group. "The more dependent a member is upon a group, or the more it satisfies 

his needs, the more important norms become to that member" (Rosenfeld, 

1973, p.20). If the governing norms of the work reference group devalue one's 

cultural group orientation, a person may attempt to adopt to the work group 

(Sherif, 1982). Perhaps this is why studies have suggested that minority group 

members are more aware of cultural differences in the group than are others 

(Branthwaite and Jones, 1975; Brewer and Campbell, 1976; Dutton, 1976). As 

a member of a minority, I am more likely to be reminded that I am outside of 

my cultural group's norms when I am in such a situation. 
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It should be noted that although not much is written on work group 

culture and how it may reflect the dominant social group's norms and ethics, 

there is much literature on how mainstream organizational culture in general 

approximates dominant societal culture (Tucker, 1981; Kanter, 1977; Alderfer, 

1982; Beilson, 1990; Piturro and Mahoney, 1991). Since work groups are 

subunits of organizations which define their function in relation to the overall 

organization, it is probable that they also resemble the dominant societal 

culture. Because of this, organizational work groups may be governed by 

behavioral norms which differ or even conflict with those culturally derived 

beliefs and/or behaviors people from social groups which have been 

underrepresented in that company's history (ibid.). Be this at it may, I will not 

be looking for relationship between the dominant cultural group and the work 

group, but will be focusing more on the perception of how culturally diverse 

individual work group members feel about their role in the work group in 

regards to their cultural reference group membership. It is possible, though, 

that some data which suggests a relationship between dominant social culture 

and work group culture may be uncovered in the course of this study. 

The primary reason for noting the possible conflict between targeted 

cultural group norms and work group norms is to draw attention to how white, 

male organizational norms may adversely effect those whose norms differ (i.e. 

people of color and white women) (James and Khoo, 1991). For example, 

Hoover-Dempsey et al. have written about how crying in the work place 

causes women to feel troubled. Women felt a "conflict between simultaneous 

wishes to be 'myself (e.g., expressive, genuine, 'feminine') and to be professional 

(e.g., in control, objective, 'masculine')" (ibid., p. 20). The researchers point out 

that "it is not the identities per se that conflict, but the values, beliefs, norms, and 

demands inherent in the identities" [my italics] (Ashforth and Mael, 1989, p. 
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29). The conflict between the values, beliefs and norms of being a member of a 

social group, in this case a woman, and being a member of a work reference 

group where crying was seen as inappropriate. This is just one example of how 

cultural reference groups and work reference groups may sanction behaviors 

and be potentially problematic. 

In a natural setting, the cooperative task that a work group would be 

engaging in would be something that extended over a long period of time. Group 

members would not be engrossed in the task 100 percent of the time. 

Therefore, the issue is not, "Do people retain their social identity awareness at 

the specific moment they are engaged in a task?" but rather, "Do people retain 

their social group identity over the period of time they are involved in the 

cooperative work group?" Although the former question raises interesting 

conceptual issues, it is not a practical question to ask for the purposes of 

understanding how a cooperative group should be structured in order to 

facilitate cohesion. The main issue is whether or not cohesion is facilitated by 

acceptance of cultural diversity. 

There may be essentially two qualitatively different situations in which 

aspects of both work and cultural reference group identities are salient. The 

first is a situation where a cultural identity is seen as positive even if it 

diverges from the dominant work group identity in that situation. Norms are 

such that people respect others' cultural differences. In this case, cultural 

identification of members could coexist with a work group identity. This allows 

for a situation of reciprocity, a situation where all social groups matter rather 

than just one dominant social group. This norm of reciprocity allows for 

multiple reference group identification, identification with cultural groups and 

with the work group. 
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In the second case, the circumstances are such that cultural behaviors 

and values differ from those of the work reference group and are not accepted. 

When this happens, discomfort or tension may develop because of the work 

group's norms are there to produce homogeneity. In turn, the person or people 

in the group who is viewed negatively is likely to be ambivalent about 

membership in the work group because of a possible internal polarity between 

cultural identity and identity as a member of the work group. The individual(s) 

must deal with the internal dissonance set up by two conflicting group 

memberships. In effect, the person in question is being asked to forfeit his or 

her cultural identity in favor of a work group identity. If the work group was 

not accepting of multicultural diversity, the person who did not "fit in" would 

feel a role conflict between his or her role in groups that held expectations that 

were at odds (Hoover-Dempsey, Plas, and Wallston, 1986). The result is likely 

to be an internal rejection of the work group because this member will be 

unlikely to trust his or her colleagues. 

A work group accepting of different cultural attitudes and behaviors is 

likely to be more attractive to its members from different cultural backgrounds 

and, by virtue of that attraction, to lead to "an increased motivation to 

contribute to the group's effectiveness, advance its objectives, and participate 

in its activities" (Heilman and Homstein, 1982, p.160). Whereas it is widely 

accepted that cohesion must be present in order for a work group to attain high 

levels of performance (Harvey and Brown, 1976; Wolfe and Box, 1988), a work 

group which appeals to its members is more likely to be successful. A balance 

must be obtained whereby work group members feel attracted to the group 

although not to the point that it interferes with their ability to work as a team 

towards accomplishing the work at hand. When a group is "too" cohesive, 

though, negative consequences may result (Harvey and Brown, 1976) such as 
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competition with other groups, group think (i.e. a conformity of ideas which 

stunts creativity), and/or sacrificing the priority of the task because members 

either want to (1) enjoy themselves rather than work or (2) avoid ill-feelings 

resulting from the possibility of conflict. 

I believe that cultural identification may be salient under both 

harmonious circumstances and circumstances of conflict and that the 

recognition of cultural diversity is probably qualitatively different under the 

former than the latter condition. In the first case the social group identification 

does not interfere with interpersonal relations because diverse social group 

memberships are seen as positive. When this is the case, it is more likely that 

there will be internal consonance between the multiple sets of values and 

behaviors (i.e. those derived from one's experience as a member of cultural 

reference group/s and those derived from one's experience in the work reference 

group) individual work group members hold. There is no need to resist 

membership in the work group if people are accepted for who they are rather 

than being subjected to an implicit demand to conform. This would help the 

team be more cohesive since cohesion has been described as a resistance of 

group members to division into distinct groups (Ends and Page, 1977). The 

main issue for culturally diverse work groups, then, is whether or not work 

group cohesion is facilitated by explicit and normative acceptance of diverse 

attitudes and behaviors attributable to different cultural reference group 

orientations. 

I am arguing that it is possible for group members to see themselves as 

part of a common work group and part of separate social/cultural groups at the 

same time. Although on the surface it may appear that there is an inherent 

contradiction in holding multiple identities (social group identities and work 

group identity) at the same time, this is only a contradiction if the norms of the 



work group ore such thot certain sociol group memberships ore riot occepted into 

the work group. If differences in social group membership are seen as positive, 

this may actually help the work group to become a high-performing team 

because interpersonal issues as they relate to the members' cultural 

backgrounds are dealt with explicitly and positively. Group members should 

feel as if they are valued for all aspects of who they are including their social 

group identities. If the work group norms allow for this, group members will be 

more likely to want to participate. When a member feels accepted and valued, 

they are more likely to want to identify with the work group and claim 

membership. 

If, on the other hand, members of the group do not feel that they are 

accepted for who they are, they may feel threatened (James and Khoo, 1991), 

thereby adversely affecting the cohesiveness of the work group. To facilitate 

commitment to the work group, members should first be appreciated for their 

distinctive cultural backgrounds and accepted into the work group on this 

basis. A commitment to the work group would subsequently make people 

more willing to identify with the work group. Identification with a work group 

could occur at the same time as an identification with diverse cultural groups if 

diverse social group memberships are accepted by group members as valuable 

rather than detrimental. The work group becomes one salient aspect that 

coexists in an individual's identity alongside his or her different social group 

identities. 

According to research done in the seventies (see Valentine, 1971), some 

African Americans were found to adapt to white culture as a means of being 

able to function in a society dominated by white people. In other words, while 

white people were able to go through life with only one set of norms and values, 

those corresponding to white culture, African Americans had to be aware of 
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two sets of norms and values, those of their own culture and those of white 

culture. Valentine referred to African Americans' ability to move between 

their own cultural mode and that of the dominant white social mode as a 

"bicultural model" (Valentine, 1971).2 This model explains how people from 

cultural groups that are not in dominant societal positions may adapt to 

mainstream culture while simultaneously maintaining a cultural group 

reference orientation. 

The model suggests that the two different cultural groups are not 

entirely exclusive but overlap. Valentine states: 

Much intra-group socialization is conditioned by ethnically distinct 
experience, ranging from linguistic and other expressive patterns 
through exclusive associations like social clubs and recreational 
establishments to the relatively few commercial products and mass 
media productions designed for ethnic markets. Yet at the same time, 
members of all subgroups are thoroughly enculturated in dominant 
culture patterns by mainstream institutions, including most of the 
content of the mass media, most products and advertising for mass 
marketing, the entire experience of public schooling, constant exposure 
to national fashions, holidays, and heroes. 

(Valentine, 1971, p. 143) 

Because of this bicultural experience, members of culturally subordinate 

groups learn what behavior is acceptable within the context of mainstream 

society. 

It is likely that this principle could be applied to other cultural groups 

which are not dominant in society (i.e. other peoples of color and white women). 

For these groups of people to be able to adapt in predominantly white settings, 

they must be aware of the norms that are acceptable in those settings. For 

example, a person of color or a white woman in a predominantly white male 

work group may experience discomfort and possible antagonism in the form of 

2This model has been used by its author to explain African-American behavior although 
because of its utility in understanding relations between dominant and subordinate cultural 
groups, I have adopted it in this paper to refer to how people from a variety of traditionally 
targeted social groups learn to behave in mainstream organizations. 



discriminatory behavior, communication problems, differing views of 

acceptable behavior, etc., unless s/he learns and adapts to the prevailing 

norms of the white men. 

Thus, in a work group heavily influenced by a dominant white male 

culture, people of color and white women have the onus of responsibility to 

learn a set of norms different from their own culture (i.e. those of white men) 

whereas white men, because of their singular orientation to the work group and 

its culture, may not even be aware that such a dynamic is occurring. Work 

group members from the dominant culture may even feel that there is only one 

set of norms which influence their individual behavior within the work group 

since their cultural reference group adheres to norms parallel to those of the 

work reference group. On the other hand, work group members from culturally 

subordinate groups are more likely to be aware of a divergence between their 

own norms and those of their work group. I believe that both those in the 

dominant social group and those in the subordinate social group should be 

made aware of the benefits of a system of reciprocity whereby both cultures 

are acknowledged as equally valid ways of behaving. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

In Section One of this chapter I will review my reasons for selecting a 

qualitative paradigm and then, in Section Two, review the specific design of 

the study. 

Section 1: Rationale for the Qualitative Approach 

This study sought to explore if and possibly how people perceive a 

relationship between cultural diversity and work group dynamics. To 

review, the specific questions posed in Chapter One were: 

1. What is the strength and persistence of identification with a 
social/cultural reference group outside of the work group setting? 
What is the predominant social reference group orientation that the 
participant experiences in his or her life? 

2. Do members of work groups perceive themselves as members of 
distinct cultural reference groups while in the work group setting 
(and does such a perception depend upon one's dominant or 
subordinate cultural group's status), or does cultural background not 
enter the participants' consciousness as they work with their fellow 
team members? 

3. If work group members do maintain an awareness of their own 
cultural background, how does culture affect one's interaction with a 
work group and other work group members' interactions with that 
person? Again, if this differs according to dominant or subordinate 
cultural group status, how is that difference manifested through 
behavioral patterns? Are work group members aware of each other's 
cultural background? If so, how does that effect their behavior in the 
work group? 

4. Is the work group experienced as a qualitatively different type of 
reference group than one's cultural group/s and, if so, what are some of the 
perceived differences? 
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5. What group norms govern the work group in terms of handling 
conflict, communicating with fellow members, interpersonal behavior, 
etc.? Do these norms conflict with work group members culturally 
derived beliefs and values and, if so, how do members deal with this 
conflict? Are cultural group differences explicitly dealt with in the work 
group? If so, how? If not, what are the costs and benefits of ignoring 
cultural difference? 

To answer these questions I needed a research methodology which both 

allowed for exploration of a relatively new topic area and allowed the 

participants' perspectives to emerge. Qualitative methods fit both my 

prerequisites for a research methodology in that they "are particularly oriented 

toward exploration" (Patton, 1990, p.44) and "an assumption fundamental to 

qualitative research [is that] the participant's perspective on the social 

phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant views it, not as the 

researcher views it" (Marshall and Rossman, 1989, p. 82). 

Qualitative methods are ideal in grasping the complexities of a social 

phenomenon and allowing unforeseeable variables to emerge. This research is 

exploratory and investigates an admittedly broad issue, a possible interplay 

between group dynamics and cultural identity. Each component of the 

investigation - group dynamics and cultural identity - is comprised of a number 

of issues that have themselves been objects of former studies. For example, 

research has suggested that work group dynamics are affected by stages of 

team development (Carew, Parisi-Carew, and Blanchard, 1984). Likewise, 

there is evidence suggesting that cultural identity is a gradual process in which 

individuals go through distinct developmental stages distinguished by different 

attitudes and behaviors (Cross, 1991; Hardiman and Jackson, 1992; Helms, 

1990; Jackson, 1976; Phinney, 1991). While these factors may affect the 

results of this study, they are not its focus and to discuss and investigate each 

of these issues would mean losing the Reference Group Theory focus. 
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However, qualitative methodology can accommodate these factors if they 

emerge when interviewing the participants. 

The Participants' Perspectives 

Qualitative methodology is used as a means of discovering the 

perceptions of those who the researcher is trying to understand. A core 

principle of the qualitative paradigm is that people's perceptions of their 

realities constitutes what is real for that person (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). An 

explicit goal of this study was understanding what the participants perceived, 

what comprised their reality. Because perceptions are subjective and since the 

object of qualitative research is "to grasp or understand the meanings that 

actions and events have for those studied (Emerson, 1988, p.14)," The 

qualitative researcher tries to see, as much as possible, people's experiences 

through their own eyes. It has been said that "one cannot understand human 

behavior without understanding the framework within which subjects interpret 

their thoughts, feelings and actions" (Wilson, 1977, in Marshall and Rossman, 

1989, p.49). 

To enhance the researcher's ability to do this, qualitative methods 

allows for the researcher to examine the phenomenon in the context that it is 

experienced (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Context is essential in understanding a 

naturally-occurring phenomenon because people act in accordance with 

situations and environments. In order to get an accurate picture of how people 

behave in work groups it is useful to see, hear and feel the work environment 

and get a "first-hand look" at the participants' world (i.e. the organizational 

culture, the personalities of those involved, the nature of the task, etc.). By 

allowing me to actually enter the participant's work environments, a 
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qualitative research approached enabled me to ensure as best as possible that 

the contextual influences on behavior were not lost in the research process. 

Additionally, it is possible through qualitative research to discover a 

range of realities since qualitative methods do not attempt to search for a 

single "reality" to explain a complex situation, a situation in which different 

people may see different "realities." Two people involved in a single situation 

may experience it differently because of their unique, individual perspectives 

and experiences. The events which comprise that situation represent 

something different for each person. Yet, in a qualitative study, both people's 

perceptions are valid and are used to help the researcher make sense of how 

they conceptualize the world. By way of contrast, experimental research is 

lodged in a framework which supports the idea of a single "objective" truth 

which the investigator must find. Hypotheses are devised and tested so that 

they can be supported or refuted. Consequently, this approach precludes the 

possibility of the researcher discovering a range of realities all of which are 

"true" in so far as they reflect people's perception and, therefore, their realities. 

Researchers have not yet begun to understand how people perceive 

their work group experience in relation to the cultural make-up of the team to 

which they belong. Exploratory research is a necessary first step to gaining 

such an understanding which will help establish a foundation of insight into this 

issue. 

Limitations of a Quantitative Approach 

There are two reasons why a quantitative approach would not be 

appropriate for this study. To begin with, the primary focus of this research is 

uncovering the perspectives of the participants themselves. Because the 
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quantitative approach requires an examination of specifically defined 

variables, much research conducted within this paradigm is done through a 

laboratory design and tend to use large samples of people to test a previously 

established hypothesis. What we learn is based on placing people in contrived 

situations then interpreted by the researchers, those who defined the problem. 

The conclusions the researchers draw are based upon their understanding of 

the issues rather than the participant's understanding. This study sought to 

do just the opposite. That is, I wanted to gain an understanding of how the 

participants made sense of their experiences in regards to being members of 

distinct different cultural groups in the context of a single work group. 

Secondly, past quantitative studies have focused on a single reference 

group orientation at a time (Schmitt, 1972), which has prevented exploring the 

possibility that more than one reference group identity may be salient at any 

given time (see for example Sherif, 1967; Tajfel and Turner, 1986). This has 

consequently reflected an "either/or" approach to reference group identity (i.e. 

either a subject had a salient reference group identity that was distinct from 

the other members of the experimental group or the subject identified with the 

experimental group thereby making the original identity obsolete). Qualitative 

methods allowed me to investigate the possibility of both a distinct cultural 

reference group orientation and a common work group orientation which 

existed simultaneously. 

Section 2: Specific Design Methods 

In this section I will review the specific methods I employed to achieve 

the goals of this study. This includes the sampling process, the interview, the 

coding process, ethics, and trustworthiness. 
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Sampling 

It was important that I did not limit the study to just one type of work 

group because I felt that different types of work groups might have different 

types of norms and group dynamics. There are many different types of work 

groups, such as manufacturing, educational, social service, managerial work 

groups in non-profit or profit-geared organizations. While it was not practical 

to try to involve all different types of groups, I did want to get some variation in 

the work groups that were represented. 

I initially called several organizations to try to gain access to work 

groups, but this approach provided no leads. I then wrote to approximately 

thirty organizations and asked for permission to interview employees who 

worked together in a work group setting (see letter in Appendix B). From this 

approach I got responses from two manufacturing organizations which I will 

call Flite, Inc. and DP, Inc. I met with the Vice President of Flite and the 

President of DP to introduce myself and present my research proposal. Both 

men were extremely accommodating and in both cases I was allowed to tour 

the plants, talk to workers and supervisors and choose for myself which work 

group I wanted to interview. My selection of the work groups was based on 

obtaining the greatest proportion of cultural diversity within the most 

cooperative work group at each company. For example, I chose work groups 

comprised of women and men from different racial backgrounds and those 

which required a high degree of collaboration between work group members in 

accomplishing the work group's job. In turn, I agreed to present these two men 

with the results of my research, although I emphasized that the results would 

be discussed in broad terms so as to maintain confidentiality. 
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I began concentrating on gaining access to work groups that differed in 

their nature after I interviewed the manufacturing work group members (the 

interview process will be described in the following section). I did this through 

third parties, personal contacts who knew of acquaintances in such work 

groups. I was able to gain access to two other work groups in this manner. 

The third work group I interviewed was comprised of security guards working 

at a large public university in the Northeast and the fourth work group was a 

human service work group, a group of Developmental Specialists working with 

mentally challenged clients. Both work groups worked in non-profit 

organizations. 

In the case of the security group, all three participants participated in 

the study after I was introduced to them by a mutual acquaintance, a friend 

who worked in the same department although not in the same capacity. In the 

case of the human service group, I met with one work group member through a 

mutual friend and, after describing the study, asked him to announce it at a 

work group meeting to see if his colleagues would be interested in participating. 

He did this and I obtained several names, all were white women. I contacted 

and arranged for an interview with one of these women. 

Interviews 

The interviews included four topic areas based on the general research 

questions that were outlined at the beginning of this chapter: the participant's 

sense of self as a member of one or more cultural groups; the participant's 

sense of others as members of one or more cultural groups; the participant's 

sense of whether or not cultural group membership influenced behavior within 

the work group; and the participant's sense of whether or not organizations 
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could make changes in regards to cultural differences at work (see Appendix A 

for actual interview guide). 

I chose to interview participants for a number of reasons. First, I felt 

that it was important to get to know the participants and for the participants 

to get to know me. I wanted to get a feel for their personalities and their life 

experiences and I wanted them to get a sense of who I was and to be able to 

trust me. The personal quality of face-to-face dialogue conveys to participants 

that the researcher herself is concerned with their experiences in a way which 

indirect methods, such as a questionnaire, would be unable to do. In fact, while 

a general series of topics is developed prior to the actually meeting, the nature 

of the interview has been described as "much more like conversations than 

formal, structured interviews" (Marshall and Rossman, 1989, p. 82). I felt it 

would be precisely that personal quality which would "invite" more self¬ 

disclosure and more honesty than would any other method of data collection. 

Second, interviewing the participants helps the researcher get more 

data and greater clarity in that data for two reasons: (1) The researcher is able 

to modify questions to fit each context and each participant, and (2) Interviews 

allow a participant to answer in detail and allows the interviewer to "build off of 

the responses of the interviewee" (Borg and Gall, 1989, p. 446). This flexibility 

was important to the research for I had not anticipated that many of the 

participants had not gone beyond a high school degree. My interview questions 

were not as appropriately phrased as they might have been if I had understood 

the differences between my language and theirs. I continually learned how to 

better communicate my questions throughout the interviewing process. The 

flexibility of the interview method and its face to face approach allowed me to 

adapt the questions as I needed so that individual participants could each 



comprehend the intent and meaning of the questions and the probes I came to 

utilize were not always those I had originally written. 

Because I had entered the manufacturing organizations through 

management, I was able to meet with these participants on company time. 

This benefited both the participants and me since they did not have to take 

time out of their private schedules for the interviews and I had the luxury of no 

time constraints. I took advantage of this at both manufacturing 

organizations by arranging a preliminary half-hour meeting between me and 

the entire work group. At this meeting I formally introduced myself to the 

potential participants and explained the purpose of the research. I handed out 

a description of the study and a permission slip which I went over before 

fielding any questions the participants had. I realized from their questions that 

I had to go to great lengths to assure the participants that I was working 

independently and not as an agent of the company's management and to 

describe my commitment to confidentiality. I then arranged to meet with 

individual employees over the course of several days to interview them about 

their experiences. In the case of Flite, where there were more people to 

interview, I had the opportunity on one occasion to eat lunch with the work 

group during a full day of interviewing. 

There was one interview with each participant which lasted 

approximately one and one-half to two hours. Each interview was audio taped 

and then transcribed. A transcription of each participant was sent to him or 

her to allow for reflection and to ensure that s/he felt their thoughts had been 

effectively captured in the interviews. All participants were given my home 

phone number and mailing address so that they had an opportunity to contact 

me and/or meet for a second interview if they so wished but none did. 



After I had finished interviewing all the participants in these two work 

groups, I began interviewing the participants from the human service work 

group and the campus security work group. Whereas in this case I had not 

arranged the interviews through management, these interviews were slightly 

different in that there were no meetings with entire work groups and the 

participants chose where they wanted to talk with me. Also, whereas these 

work groups had over fifteen people each, I did not interview the entire work 

group. I interviewed three of the security guards and two of the human service 

workers. For the security group, I interviewed two of the participants at my 

home and one during work hours while she was on the job. For the human 

service workers, I met with the man at a place convenient to us both and the 

woman at her home. 

Other than location, the interview process was similar. I explained the 

study and my purpose for talking to them in the same way I had to the 

manufacturing work groups although there was less of a need to emphasize the 

independence of the study from the organizations because I had not gained 

access through management in these cases. These participants also had my 

name, address and phone number and their interviews were recorded, 

transcribed and sent back to them. Again, no participants contacted me after 

their first interview. 

As with any person, the participants of this study were each members 

of several social groups. I intended to name several social group memberships 

and allow individual participants to tell me which of those groups was of 

primary importance in their fives. I provided the social groups as a contextual 

cue for the participants but I wanted to let them tell me which group they 

identified with the most. I did not want to assume that a person was most 

aware of one social group membership such as a racial group membership 
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when in fact they were more aware of different group membership such as 

gender. However, this strategy did not work out as planned. For example, in 

my very first interview at Flite, I began by saying: 

The interview is broken down into four parts basically. I'll be 
talking about social group memberships, I'll be talking about the 
work group, I'll be talking about how the two interrelate for you, 
and then also about group norms. To start out we'll talk about 
you're social or cultural group membership and by that phrase 
what I'm referring are social groups such as race, ethnicity, 
gender or religion, sexual orientation, etc. Why don't you start by 
telling me which of those groups are most important to you in who 
you are? 

The participant nodded throughout my question and when I finished he looked 

me straight in the eye and said "Excuse me?" 

I learned right then that I had anticipated a higher degree of self- 

reflection and understanding of these issues than I should have and that many 

questions would have to be reworded. Most participants in the manufacturing 

work groups and the security work group did not understand the question as it 

was phrased. Whereas the Developmental Specialists were college educated 

and were more familiar with the topic of cultural identity, they immediately 

understood the question as it was phrased, most of the other participants had 

no more than a high school education and had never formally discussed or 

reflected upon such issues. Therefore, as can sometimes be the case in 

qualitative research, I had to adapt the interviews for some participants to get 

the most useful information (see for example Cohen and Manion, 1985). 

Since some participants did not address this question other than saying 

that racial or gender difference was not of any importance to them personally, 

I had to reformat the original question. In some cases I had to ask direct 

questions about a social group of which I knew a participant was a member 

because I would not have uncovered any information about this aspect of their 

identity if I did not ask about it directly. For example, one African American 



and all three white men did not tell me anything about their racial backgrounds 

until I asked specifically about what it meant to them to be white or African 

American. They were not being difficult but they appeared to not have a high 

enough awareness or identification with their social group membership to 

answer the question. 

I also provided examples for these people by answering the question as 

it related to my life including what it was like being a Jew and/or a woman and 

how that affected my life. This proved very helpful although those participants 

who highlighted their own subordinate group memberships may have done so 

because they thought, based on my example, that this was what was being 

sought. However, even with my examples, not all participants discussed 

subordinate group memberships. This will be described in detail in the results 

of the study. 

Coding 

As is the case with most qualitative research studies, the coding of the 

data is created as themes become apparent from the information gained from 

the participants. Because this study was seeking to gain an understanding of 

a phenomenon as experienced by the participants themselves, the coding 

system could not be created in the absence of the participants' responses. 

One writer on the subject has set forth the following description of the 

coding process: 

After the researcher has read over all his data at least once and 
has begun creating what he feels to be significant categories, he 
can start coding, creating new categories and modifying, 
converging, and eliminating categories as he goes along. The 
researcher should not start coding until he is throughly (sic) 
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familiar with his data and has given intensive thought to the 
content. 

(Bogdan, 1972, p.61) 

I followed Bogdan guidelines and did not attempt to start coding until I reviewed 

and recorded in writing all the audio tapes of the interviews. Hearing the 

participants' intonation, use of grammar and timing as well as when they 

paused and for how long of a period all served to facilitate my comprehension of 

their voices in the tone in which they were intended to be heard. Although 

obviously time-consuming, this effort was extremely helpful in my being true to 

the participants and in preparation for the next steps of the coding process. 

After I transcribed the interviews, I began to examine the written 

records of the participants' voices. I then started coding the data by noting the 

themes which emerged from the interviews. First I identified various indicators 

of strength and durability of social group orientation (e.g. being aware of one's 

social identity and feeling comfortable with that identity) and those of work 

group orientation (e.g. feeling included, valued, and comfortable). I constructed 

a matrix which named themes across the top and listed the participants down 

the left-hand side. I began checking off which participant's displayed which 

themes. This provided an initial glimpse at which themes were most common 

and who shared themes with whom. 

I copied the individual themes onto a corresponding legal pad so that 

each pad represented a single theme. I went back through the interviews 

individually and noted each instance of a theme onto the appropriate legal pad. 

Upon completion I had approximately twenty different pads of paper that 

listed participants' names and all the different examples they displayed for 

each theme. I reviewed all the information and saw some overlap, places 

where similar examples of a single theme had been in listed under two different 

thematic headings. At that point I moved to make each theme more clear and 



specific so that there would be as little overlap as possible. I made the 

thematic headings more specific by replacing words and phrases with a 

"thematic sentence." 

Finally I began to categorize the themes by relating broader themes to 

sub-themes. I developed an outline with major themes related to finer sub¬ 

themes. This provided the outline for the results section of this dissertation, 

Chapters Four and Five. 

Ethics 

The participants shared some material which could be considered 

sensitive. Although their words were not changed, the names of people were 

omitted from the final record of the research and replaced with pseudonyms. 

It is my hope that this method allowed for a sense of trust between the 

participants and myself. As communication is vital to establishing the 

researcher's role in the investigative process (Seiber, 1980), participants were 

presented with the purpose of the study and were informed of the research 

methodology. All participants signed a consent form to ensure their 

participation is in accord with the University's prevailing ethical code for 

behavioral research with individuals (Appendix C contains the consent form for 

participants). 

I approached this research with the orientation that I was investigating 

a natural setting and needed to be sensitive to my "outsider" status. I hoped to 

be able to work with participants in a way which facilitates both my learning 

and their learning and by talking with participants prior to the interview and 

immediately following the interview, I believe that this was accomplished. 

Providing a sounding board for the participants allowed for my investigative 
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needs to be met at the same time that they had an opportunity to hear 

themselves articulate their thoughts about how they work in groups, a process 

that may have been useful to their understanding of themselves and others 

since this was often the first structured discussion that any of the participants 

had engaged in on the topic of cultural diversity and their work group. 

Trustworthiness 

While qualitative inquiry focuses on the contextual significance, this 

does not mean that findings from the qualitative study can not be applied to 

other situations (Edgar and Billingsley, 1974; Edgington, 1967; Kennedy, 

1979). In the foreword to the book Portraits of White Racism, a classic 

qualitative study, David Wellman says, "Although this lack of comparable data 

limits certain kinds of analysis, it makes it possible to view the person as a 

total entity, and in particular to link specific attitudes...to larger themes of 

personality and consciousness" (1989, p. xiii). Research hypotheses, be they 

qualitative or quantitative in nature, pose an assumption which is meant to be 

tested in order that we may learn more about our world. This implies some 

type of causal relationship is sought. This position has been discussed by 

Patton who says: 

Speculations on causal relationships are entirely appropriate - as 
long as they are clearly labeled as speculative...The cardinal 
principle of qualitative analysis is that causal relationships and 
theoretical statements be clearly emergent from and grounded in 
the phenomena studied. The theory emerges from the data; it is 
not imposed on the data. 

(Patton, 1980; p. 278) 

Indeed, this study does seek to gain an understanding of cultural identity 

in relation to work group development so that a base can be built for further 

research in this area. My personal long-term goal is that this study will spark 
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interest in work group research that takes into account cultural diversity. 

Therefore, although this study will be limited in its generalizability, it will 

nonetheless contain some broad-based utility. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have said, "It is, in summary, not the 

naturalist's task to provide an index of transferability; it is his or her 

responsibility to provide the data base that makes transferability judgments 

possible on the part of potential appliers" (p. 316). As the researcher, then, I 

will assume the responsibility of providing a thorough description of the 

participants and the setting so that those readers interested in the findings will 

be able to ascertain how much of the subject matter is applicable to what they 

are investigating and what findings may apply. However, this research will not 

be generalizable to each and every case of culturally diverse work groups. The 

responsibility of judging the applicability of this research will rest with the 

reader. 

In a measure to ensure trustworthy data, I met with the 

manufacturing personnel twice to establish trust between the interviewee and 

myself, first to introduce myself and the purpose and method of the research, 

and later to interview them. Also, as described in the interview section, all 

interviews were taped and the transcription of a person's interview was sent 

back to him or her so that s/he could verify that the interview fairly and fully 

captured their perspective. No participants contacted me to make any 

changes in their interview. 

I also engaged in "peer-debriefing" (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 308), a 

method whereby the researcher presents her research results and her 

interpretations of those results "to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling 

an analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that 

might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer's mind" (p. 308). This 
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process allows the researcher to be accountable to an external peer whose job 

it is to ask questions which will force the researcher to examine any 

inconsistencies, biases, and/or ambiguities in her analysis of the data. Peer 

debriefing allows for the research to be examined indirectly for the purposes of 

credibility. 

Limitations of the Study 

A primary limitation to this study is that it was not a longitudinal case 

study and does not necessarily reflect how people may change their views of 

the impact of cultural diversity over time. Work groups go through 

developmental stages and people interrelate differently throughout the group's 

life span (Cummings and Huse, 1989). By investigating one work group over 

such a time period, a variety of interventions, each suited to the needs of the 

group according to its development, could have been examined. 

Secondly, this studied was limited by its qualitative nature in that a 

relatively small number of people were interviewed resulting in a small sample 

of responses from each of the different cultural groups from which the 

participants belonged. While the study originally set out to interview people 

from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds, the work groups to which I gained 

access and the interviews that I secured were from people who were either 

white men, white women, African American men, or Latino men. Furthermore, 

given that cultural determinants are always mediated to some degree by 

individual traits, it is important to remember that while a participant may 

belong to a specific cultural group, that person is also an individual and does 

not speak for all members of that group. Furthermore, as previously stated, 

research indicates that people go through stages in their ethnic identity 



formation and these developmental stages result in qualitatively different 

thought processes (Cross, 1991; Helms, 1990; Hardiman and Jackson, 1992; 

Jackson, 1976; Phinney, 1991). The small sample involved in this study 

precluded my being able to control for this variable. The reader is therefore 

cautioned about generalizing the results of this study in that way. 

Another limitation of this study is that it only investigated work group 

members from a small sample of organizations. It should be noted, though, 

that there are a variety of different types of organizations such as social 

agencies, research agencies, factories, professional firms, and a host of others. 

Each type of organization has its own set of norms. What is more, within each 

category, each organization has an individual climate. Some organizations 

may be very open to cultural group differences and support such differences 

being recognized and appreciated. Other organizations may have a climate 

which stresses more traditional norms that do not promote difference in the 

organization. It is highly probable that these the range of different climates 

impacts the ways in which individuals interact within the work context. 

Consequently, this investigation can only begin to uncover information 

pertaining to cultural differences in organizations but can not draw universal 

conclusions. 

A further limitation of this study is that some interviews took place in 

the work context while others did not. It may be that the context of the 

interviews affected the responses of the participants. It is possible that 

conducting an interview at a person's place of work would make that person 

more aware of his or her role within that context as an employee. Likewise, 

conducting an interview at a person's home may highlight his or her personal 

life. As all the interviews took place at one moment in time, they represent a 

"snapshot" of a person's life. Therefore, the responses may not reflect how 



context or time may have affected a person's perception of his or her 

experiences. 

As a white woman, I too bring limitations to this study. In general, it 

can be difficult for people to disclose personal information about themselves. 

This difficulty is further pronounced when a white woman is trying to find out 

what it is like for someone to be male or a person of color. White women may 

have found that talking about their experiences to another white woman did 

not pose any difficulties since it would be likely that a person from a similar 

background may not present any threats. However, this is not true for people 

of color or men who may have doubted that it would be safe to disclose 

sensitive feelings about whites or women or that as a white woman I would 

understand their views. 

My personal views undoubtedly influenced what I saw and this too is a 

limitation of this study. I make no claim of objectivity which is in any case a 

questionable claim for any researcher to make (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). As a 

white Jewish woman from a middle class background, I can not help but be 

influenced by my socialization despite the conscious attention to my 

background that I attempted to maintain throughout this research. My 

personal philosophy is that cultural differences should be appreciated and 

because of this, I tended to be acutely keen (perhaps unconsciously at times) 

to the data which supported this belief. However, as with any research 

process, this inquiry was a process of discovery and I made a conscious effort 

to be true to that process by paying particular attention to my coding process 

which I based upon methodology developed by researchers such as Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) and Strauss and Corbin (1990). 

Finally, the language I have chosen may limit this study. More 

specifically, my usage of terms such as "racial" (as discussed in Chapter Two), 



and African American, Latino and white. Appropriate words for referring to 

people of different racial backgrounds are constantly changing and even in this 

particular time period there are numerous debates on the proper terms to 

describe people. I recognize and welcome those debates particularly as they 

emerge from self-naming processes occurring among the specific people to 

whom they refer. I have chosen the racial terms carefully based on prevailing 

social and academic factors as well as numerous discussions with people from 

many different racial backgrounds. Still, I realize that based on personal 

philosophy or perhaps due to changing social norms, the words may make 

some people uneasy. It is my sincere hope that these words will not causing 

someone to discredit the underlying information contained herein. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WORK SITES, PARTICIPANTS AND CULTURAL AWARENESS 

This chapter will be divided into four sections. The first section will 

describe the work sites so as to provide the reader with a sense of the 

context. The second section will describe some of the general ways in 

which different cultural group members perceived their cultural group 

membership. The next three sections will be devoted to specific work group 

cases. These sections will be as follows: Section Three will be on how 

people can see a situation in two different ways resulting in two different 

cultures being affected; Section Four will describe situations of racial 

tensions, and; Section Five will describe situations of gender tensions. 

Section 1: Description of Work Sites 

The participants involved in this study represented four different 

work groups. Two of the work groups were manufacturing work groups 

employed at factories, one was a security group employed at a public 

university and the fourth was a human services group employed in a non¬ 

profit organization. 

The first work group was employed in Springfield, Massachusetts at 

Flite Corporation, a manufacturer of various types of hoses for use in 

industry. Whereas the company relies highly on the use of teams, the plant 

is divided by walls into four physical areas referred to as cells. The work 

groups in the four areas are responsible for various products from start to 

finish. I worked with the "Automotive Cell" which was comprised of a 

core group of eight people. The workers were from diverse cultural 



men. I interviewed all the members of this work group which included the 

primary characters from the group whom I will refer to in the text as Harry, 

Joe, Mike, Nina and Melvin. 

The second work group, also a manufacturing work group, was employed 

at DP, Incorporated, a small company of approximately twenty employees. 

DP is located in Holyoke, Massachusetts, a city with a high Puerto Rican 

population. The company manufactures adhesives, films, and specialty tapes 

for use in industry. Like Flite, DP relies heavily on the use of work groups in 

the manufacturing process. There were three basic sections in their factory 

which were physically divided and which correlated with three different work 

groups. I interviewed all of the "converting group", a team of two Puerto Rican 

men, Andrew and Vince, and one white woman, Liza. 

Both of these groups were described by supervisors in management as 

"teams" in the sense that there was a supposed great interdependence 

between members and a high degree of organizational emphasis on group 

members to collaborate, cooperate, and be self-directive in the work group's 

efforts. The work groups were not, I was told, simply comprised of members 

who worked independently towards the completion of a common task in the 

same physical area. The managerial emphasis on teams was particularly 

apparent at Flite which for several years had been going through a transition 

from a more traditional assembly line approach to an explicit team approach 

to manufacturing. Originally all products were produced in mass quantities 

and employees each worked on the same task every day. The move to 

emphasize teams had involved employees being put in work groups which were 

each responsible for a specific product from start to finish. 

Both the work groups did, for the most part, decide upon daily tasks and 

rotate job assignments under the direction of a "group leader" but they both 
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also had supervisors in charge of their performance. I found that neither Flite 

nor DP were truly self-directing because the work groups were not responsible 

for deciding how to accomplish the task before them and had little input in the 

company's policies. Essentially the assembly line had been remodeled so that 

the products were produced in their entirety by a work group but still in a 

fashion more similar to an assembly line approach than a self-directed team 

approach. 

A third work group of security guards at a large New England University 

was also involved in this study. The school who employed them had been 

working towards becoming more "multicultural" by being more sensitive to the 

needs of its culturally diverse student body. While all the members of the 

Security group did see themselves as a distinct work group, they also saw their 

specific work group as part of a larger group since the guards were part of the 

Department of Public Safety which included Police Officers. The security 

guards spent the first part of their shift in a briefing with police officers and 

were dependent upon officers to back them up in their jobs. Many of their 

responses included references to coworkers who were police which reflected the 

high-level of interaction between security and police. 

The security group was separate from the police in that they had 

separate functions and wore different color uniforms. One security officer 

explained more fully the way in which her work group was distinct from the 

Police Officers while maintaining some contact and interdependence: 

....when I come into work, we all have a briefing. We're all 
together during that briefing, everyone who's on that shift 
[including Police Officers]. After that briefing it's up to us to go 
out and do whatever our assignment is. So, depending on that 
assignment, I will have more or less interaction with the other 
people on my shift. I am more likely to have an interaction with 
someone who is wearing the same color as I am because 
somebody may want to see me for one reason for another, or they 
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might want to check something with me for one reason or 
another. I may only see a Police Officer if I have a problem.... 

I interviewed three of the approximately 30 Security Guards. One was an 

African American man, Russ, one a white woman, Marie, and one a white man, 

Mort. 

The fourth group was a human services work group of 16 which was 

employed by a not-for-profit private organization. The group members were 

Developmental Specialists who taught daily living skills to mentally retarded 

adults. The group members taught individually in classrooms in the morning 

and with a different teacher each afternoon. They also were in a team setting 

during staff meetings and task force groups and when supervising activities 

such as lunch periods. In this work group I interviewed Steven, an African 

American man, and Dionne, a white woman. 

When I asked the Steven how much interaction there was with other 

Specialists, he told me, "Very much!" He went on to say: 

We all make decisions together. It's not like there's a boss who 
says "this is the way things are going to work this week...We all 
collectively sit down and discuss what would be the best - how to 
do it with the client's best interest in mind...It's very democratic." 

However, Dionne disagreed. "We often just brainstorm but 

ultimately the decision is between you and the psychologist. So there's more 

brainstorming going on than everyone making a decision about something," she 

told me. This last group seemed the most similar to a quality circle type of 

situation than did of any of the four groups but decision-making was not 

common, and so even in this group, the "self-directed team" model was not 

entirely duplicated. 

Limited involvement in group decision-making was a common theme 

that ran through all the work groups I interviewed. Still, all the work groups did 

see themselves as a team. All participants saw their work group as a "group" 
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as opposed to individuals simply charged with the same duties or task. For 

example, when I asked the woman if she saw herself and her coworkers as "a 

group" she replied, "Oh, very much so! We're very much of a team. I mean 

there's tensions going on but we're very much of a team." The reference to 

ongoing tensions is an interrelated issue but was also a separate theme which 

evolved from the data obtained from each work group. 

Section 2: The Participant's Cultural Awareness 

In all, there were three African American men, four Latinos, four white 

women, and five white men who participated in this study (refer to Table I). I 

have given each participant a pseudonym so as to retain confidentiality. The 
• 

three African American men will be named Steven, Dale, and Russ. Steven 

was in the human services group, Dale was in the Flite group, and Russ was in 

the security group. The Latinos were Andrew and Vince at DP and Joe and 

Mike at Flite. The white women were Nina from the Flite group, Marie from 

the security group, Liza from the group at DP, and Dionne from the social 

services group. The white men were Jon, Melvin, Harry, Jim from the Flite 

group and Mort from the security group. 

There were no participants who told me they were gay, lesbian, or 

bisexual and only one person who felt religion was important in how he saw 

himself. Because of the participants identities, my results are limited in that 

racial groups (African Americans and Latinos) and gender were the two factors 

of self-awareness for which I acquired the most information. 

The women all self-identified gender as a predominant factor in how they 

saw themselves and in how they felt others saw them. With the exception of 

one Latino and one African American man (both of whom were over fifty years 
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of age), all participants of color self-identified racial identity as their 

predominant social group. The white men did not self-identify gender or racial 

background as having impact on their lives but some mentioned ethnic 

backgrounds and/or class background. 

Age acted as a reference group in that both younger workers and older 

workers were conscious of age differences in their work groups, interacted in a 

way reflecting that recognition and talked about the affect of the age 

differences (even though I did not specifically solicit information on age). Age 

difference has therefore been included in Table I. Jim and Jon from Flite and 

Andrew from DP and Marie from the security group all talked about how being 

older than most coworkers (who were in their twenties and thirties) affected 

their relations with work group members. Jim, Jon and Andrew were all over 

fifty-years of age and Marie was forty-seven. I have used "forty-five years of 

age or older" as the classification heading in Table I. 

Age as a Reference Group 

I did not anticipate finding out that age (and in the case of factory 

workers, their longevity within the company) would have such an impact on 

work group dynamics and I had not prepared any questions on this topic. 

However, people did talk to me about how age affected work relationships. 

Factory workers saw age differences differently than did security workers. In 

the factory work groups the age variable was interwoven with the length of 

time an individual had worked at the company. In the security group length of 

time in the organization was never mentioned. There were no significant age 

differences among the social services employees (all the employees were under 

forty) and so age was never raised by them in their interviews. 
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Younger workers, those in their twenties or thirties, were well aware of 

who in the work group was "older," people who were close to or over fifty years 

of age. The younger workers treated these work group members with respect, 

by not joking with an older worker in the same way as they would joke with 

people their own age. Among younger people jokes were more likely to be of a 

racial or sexual nature but when with an older worker younger people would 

joke about their work or topics that had less potential for being offensive. For 

example, when asked why he did not joke around with two of the older people in 

the work group, Mike told me: 

...Cause they're mature people, that's one thing. I respect...you 
know I'm not going to go to Jim, he's almost 60 years old, and play 
a joke on him or try to make fun of him or something, you know? 
Same thing with Dale. It's not the color of the skin or whatever it 
is. You got to respect older people. For example, if I make a joke 
to Dale, and he takes it seriously, He's going to say," Hey, joke 
around with your own people. You know like with your own age. 
You got to respect-you know, you don't know how he's going to 
come back to you. That's what I mean. 

Harry described how he would joke more freely with Joe and Mike, the two 

Latinos, than he would with Dale, the African American in the group. As 

previously mentioned, Harry "joked around" with Joe and Mike about their 

speaking Spanish and this was done in a way which greatly upset Joe and 

Mike. With Dale, though, Harry did not joke about any issues that had to do 

with Dale's being African American. Harry said the difference in the content of 

the jokes had nothing to do with racial differences but rather with the fact that 

Dale was much older: 

Well [Joe and Mike] will speak and I'll say slow down so I can 
understand what you're saying. Let me find out what you guys 
are talking about. You know, joking like that. I think its more 
because of our age group. See, we're all closer in age. And Dale is 
an older man. But, Dale, we joke about work and about football 
and stuff but that's about it. 
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Responses such as the one above show an awareness of age difference and 

reflect a norm that younger people do not want to offend the older people with 

whom they work. 

The older workers also realized that there was an age differential. In the 

factory work groups Dale, Jim and Andrew knew that their younger coworkers 

respected them because of their maturity. Dale confided, "Well, I'm the oldest 

one in that group over there....most everybody respect me that way." He also 

pointed out that he had been with the company for twenty-five years and that 

his tenure probably contributed to the respect he received. The older workers 

also tended to avoid fraternizing with the younger members of their work team 

and seemed to work much more independently than did the younger workers. 

For example Marie from the security group said,"...there is no one that I see on 

a personal basis with any kind of consistency [because] some of these people 

are a lot younger than I am..." 

White Men: "I'm just a person" 

Harry, Jon, Mort, Melvin, and Jim did not feel that being male or being 

white made them different from white women or people of color. None of them 

offered their racial backgrounds as a response to the general question which 

asked the social group of primary importance to them and the few who 

mentioned gender did so in relation to some other aspect of their lives such as 

by saying that they were a "family man." A prime example of the typical 

response was Harry's answer which stated, "I just think of myself as me....I'm 

just a person." 

When I directly asked the white men about what it meant to them to be 

white and male, their answers tended to include a statement of their personal 
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beliefs about race-relations. They would say they did not think about their 

social group backgrounds and would then say that in general those things were 

not important to them in how they viewed others. As Mort told me," Being a 

male heterosexual-I don't really think of that. I mean that's just a given. 

Being white I don't think too much of that. I've never drawn any lines....I've 

had housemates that were Black and Chinese and Puerto Rican." The one 

exception I found was an man who had immigrated to the United States from 

Portugal. He clearly identified as being white but also spoke more and with 

greater depth about his Portuguese ethnicity. 

Older Men of Color: "I look at the individual" 

Dale was African American and Andrew was Latino and both were in 

their fifties. Their age distinguished them from rest of the men of color who 

were in their twenties or thirties and who talked at length about how being men 

of color impacted them on a day to day basis both in and out of the work group 

setting. Unlike their white coworkers, when asked which social group was of 

greatest importance to them, Dale and Andrew mentioned their racial 

backgrounds but they told me that they did not feel that racial differences or 

gender differences were something they frequently thought about. 

For example, Andrew told me that being Puerto Rican was not that 

important to how he saw himself. Yet, he also showed some awareness of his 

cultural background when he talked about wanting to disprove any stereotypes 

about Puerto Ricans that his neighbors may have: 

I live in Elmwood. I know the reputation Puerto Ricans have 
when they move to a neighborhood so I do the opposite. I try to 
keep around the house even nicer than all the others...I'm very 
sure when I bought the house the people think we were taking 
over. But now, they are very friendly to me because the way I 
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keep all around the house, the way I keep up my house, the way I, 
you know, I try to show them it's a difference. It's not all - They're 
not all the same. 

Andrew's comment illustrates how the pressure to fight stereotypes can result 

in an awareness of one's cultural reference group. 

Dale also made reference to his racial background and to the fact that 

he knew some people may hold stereotypes about him because he was African 

American. However, both Andrew and Dale focused much more on their feeling 

that their racial background was not something to which they gave much 

thought. Both were both quick to explain that they "look at the individual" and 

that racial difference was not an important factor in how they saw someone 

else or themselves. For instance, Dale told me: 

I look at that individual. I think if you take it as a group, you can 
get a bunch of people together and you got somebody in the group 
more or less like a leader, and it's not really identified individually 
and I think what it really doing, you following someone, you know. 
Really more or less. That's what I think. I don't really think that- 
myself it wouldn't change me. 

Andrew and Dale were adamant in their belief that individuality was much 

more important than racial group background. 

Women and Younger Men of Color: Fighting for Respect 

Women, African American men and Latinos held a different perspective 

from the older men of color and the white men. These people were in their 

twenties or thirties except for Marie who was forty-seven. For women age 

differentials did not result in the women feeling more or less respected in the 

work groups. Marie experienced being exposed to sexually offensive jokes even 

though she was older. However, she did feel her age affected how she worked 
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with her coworkers in that because she was older she was not interested in 

getting to know them personally. 

Marie, Dionne, Nina, and Liza talked about what was different for them 

as women than for male coworkers of any racial background. The younger 

men of color, Joe, Mike, Russ, Vince and Steven also noted differences between 

being either African American or Latino and being a white man or white 

woman. These interviewees relayed stories of being targeted because of their 

gender or their racial background and demonstrated an empathy for other 

members of their particular cultural group who felt discriminated against. 

They showed an awareness of their social identity and how it impacted their 

lives. The women talked about women as a group, Joe, Mike and Vince talked 

about Puerto Ricans as a group, and Russ and Steven talked about African 

Americans as a group. This was different than seeing themselves as 

"individual" people with no affiliation towards their distinct social group. 

Fluctuation of Cultural Awareness 

The younger men of color and the women reported that social group 

awareness could be particularly acute or it could be nearly nonexistent in the 

work group setting. The different levels of awareness corresponded to specific 

situational contexts. Most participants reported being aware of their cultural 

group background when they were (1) in situations where they felt offended by 

a person from a dominant cultural group, and/or (2) when they were in a 

situation where they felt they had been positively acknowledged because they 

were a member of a particular social group. Awareness of one's cultural 

identity fluctuated given the specific circumstances. I will review these two 
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different scenarios as they were experienced by women and then as they were 

experienced by younger people of color. 

The women were aware of their gender in both conflict or negative 

situations and in positive situations. There were two types of negative 

situations. The first type was being seen as physically weaker than men. The 

second occurred during those times when the men would tell jokes or make 

comments that were offensive to the women. The positive situations consisted 

of the men in a work group recognizing or acknowledging that their work group 

benefited because of its female coworker being able to offer something towards 

the group's success that the men could not. Marie and Liza reported only 

negative situations which raised their awareness of their gender whereas Nina 

and Dionne experienced a combination of both positive and negative situations. 

For example Nina told me that when she had to ask for help in lifting 

heavy objects she became very aware of herself as a woman because it made 

her feel physically weaker than the men in the work group and she knew that 

this annoyed them. Nina was also highly aware of being female when under 

positive circumstances such as when she was given the job of doing inventory 

for the work group. Nina explained: 

[The supervisor] said something to the effect of the only person 
that would be most responsible enough would be me.I guess I 
kind of get the feeling that he picked me because I was a woman 
and I guess women are more organized then men....It kind of 
makes me feel important to the group. 

While a man could also be capable of conducting such a job, her perspective 

was that the supervisor sought her out because he believed that women were 

more reliable in this role. She perceived that the supervisor believed she had 

something to offer the work group that the men did not. This perception was a 
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belief she held which led her to feel recognized and valued as a woman in the 

work group. 

This same sense of being valued for being female was discussed by 

Dionne, the female social services worker, who felt "great" when she had to 

teach the men how to handle situations which involved female clients who were 

menstruating. She said, "I felt great about them making the opportunity to 

learn how to help a woman with something that he wouldn't know about. I felt 

psyched for them and I felt grateful that I feel open enough, that doesn't make 

me uncomfortable." 

Russ, Vince, Steven, Joe, and Mike, the younger men of color, indicated 

that they thought about their racial background more in some types of 

situations than in others. Like the women, some of these men reported both 

positive circumstances and negative circumstances that caused them to be 

more aware of their racial backgrounds and other men reported that they 

thought about it only when they were in a negative situation. However, the 

positive situations for the men occurred only when they where with someone of 

their own culture whereas for women it was when a man (someone outside of 

their social group) provided some positive feedback. For example, when Joe 

and Mike spoke in Spanish they saw that as a positive situation in the sense 

that they were recognizing a shared cultural background. These interactions 

were accompanied by a feeling of pride in their ethnic heritage. 

There were also negative situations in which white people would upset 

them by "joking" about their cultural backgrounds. When a white person made 

a joke about their racial background it was described by the men of color as a 

way white men tried to hide prejudices and stereotypes. In that type of 

situation, the awareness of their racial difference from the majority of the work 
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group came out of a feeling of anger towards the joker and a sense of being not 

accepted or appreciated because they were not white. 

For Joe and Mike, the two Latinos at Flite, these jokes would often be 

about the fact that they spoke Spanish. They talked about how Harry, their 

white coworker, would constantly tell them to "talk American" at work. Joe 

told me: 

When the people say talk American, it's like people...they don't 
know how to communicate. They can come and say it another 
way but their just saying it to bother us or something like 
that....They think that's a joke. If they see you talking Spanish 
they'll say, "Talk American." It's just a joke for them. 

I will talk more about the particular "jokes" and negative experiences that 

women and men of color experienced in their work groups when I address 

cultural group tensions in the context of the work groups. My objective at this 

point is to illustrate the way in which a person's identity could become more 

primary given a particular set of circumstances. 

Section 3: Differing Realities 

Every person has their own perception of an experience and that 

perception is considered "the truth" in a qualitative paradigm. Every story the 

reader comes across within the following pages will be presented from the point 

of view of the participant on whom that story focuses and therefore reflects 

that person's reality. Whether an outside person feels that the participant's 

ideas are right or wrong is irrelevant. The issue to bear in mind is that what 

the participants feel helps to create their reality and therefore the base out of 

which they act. For example, when a white man talks about being a victim of 

"a racist attack" it may seem inconsistent with someone else's ideas about 
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what constitutes racism. Yet, in order to better understand the full picture of 

the complex dynamics which comprise the issue of cultural differences in work 

groups the white man's feelings must be seen as valid. 

Additionally, people from different cultural backgrounds may have 

entirely different perceptions of the same situation and may consequently 

draw entirely different opinions. While one person may feel a situation is an 

issue of prejudices against women, another person may feel it is one of 

prejudices against African Americans. Both perspectives are real and true to 

the person who perceives it. To illustrate this point, I will present Dionne's and 

Steven's stories which revolve around an altercation they had with each other. 

Although involved in the same exact situation, Dionne's perspective about 

what it meant was very different than was Steven's. 

Dionne, a white woman, gave the following account of the what 

happened when she was looking through a photo album with a client and 

Steven: 

He made a comment about one of these women who was in her 
book who we didn't know. And said what a this or that ass she 
has. In front of my client who's really bright. And so I sort of 
went off on him. Basically, "you don't know who she is and you're 
just picking apart her body." He went off about, "what do you 
think I should've commented on?" I said well you should've either 
kept your mouth shut or have something nice to say. 'Cause she 
had "big hips" you know, that was his thing. 

Steven, an African American male, had a different version: 

There was one time when me and another developmental 
specialist was sitting down having a conversation and flipping 
through one of the clients photo albums. And I happened to 
comment on the clients father's back, I said "he has really broad 
shoulders." Conversation went on. I noticed her mother and I 
said "She has really big hips!" 
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Each person remembered different things that had happened. It could be that 

one story or the other was completely accurate, only parts of each story were 

correct or neither story captured the actual conversation. What is more 

important, though, is that what each one said they experienced was the truth 

for that person. 

Dionne believed that Steven's comment reflected his entire attitude 

towards women and that he could not understand his own prejudices. However, 

Steven said he was "completely blown away" by Dionne's feeling. He recalled 

that Dionne had said, "you just chopped that woman up like a sex object" and 

"in no way did [he] intend to say anything like that." He felt Dionne had 

"preconceived notions" about African American men and perceived him as 

trying to be "slick." For him those two attributes were linked. 

While both felt that the situation had never been resolved, they had two 

different stories about what had happened after the incident. Steven said that 

he had confronted Dionne a few days later regarding her prejudices about 

"Black men." Dionne said the two had talked later in the day but had then 

"dropped it" and never discussed it again. She remarked, "I don't feel like he 

totally heard my point." Dionne showed no indication of realizing that Steven 

felt she had "assumptions" about him based on his being African American. 

Steven felt that based on her past "interactions" Dionne had "different 

perceptions" and was biased against Blacks. He provided an analogy: 

I mean if you watch television shows and constantly see some 
type of person beating somebody over the head and then you're in 
a room with that person that you assume is going to beat your 
head and they don't beat your head and they talk to you, I think 
that the majority of her senses are going to pretty much say that 
this person really is going to beat me on the head. 
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However, Dionne felt that Steven had a negative attitude toward women and 

she showed no indication of being aware that Steven's perception was that she 

was acting out of her "preconceived notions." 

A reason for their different perceptions could have been due to different 

histories of each person in relation to their social reference group orientations. 

As an African American man Steven had experienced people's "assumptions 

about how [he was] supposed to be" throughout his "entire life" and he felt that 

this happened in the work group. Consequently, there was pressure was on 

him to overcome white peoples assumptions and stereotypes. Although his 

work group differed in that there were no spoken sentiments that signaled a 

perception of racial bias, Steven based his beliefs on subtle behaviors. He said: 

When I'm in a heated discussion, I never raise my voice, I'm very 
calm. At times I even speak in a monotone and people find that 
as being sort of condescending and I think the reason why they 
feel that way is because me being a Black man, their perception 
of a Black man is to be this you know, raving, you know very, 
very, heated...when I come off like someone that is trying to get 
their point across without using vulgar language or being hostile, 
it kind of throws people for a loop...I've been accused of being a 
smooth operator or slick, stuff like that. This is something that 
I've dealt with my entire life because I take pride in my 
communication skills and being able to express what I'm thinking. 

Steven felt that people made "assumptions" about his actions based on their 

prejudices. 

Steven made special efforts to ensure his words were not misinterpreted 

by coworkers with stereotypical views of African Americans. Steven had his 

own strategy to deal with this problem and he explained it as follows: 

....not only do I have to go out of my way to explain where I'm 
coming from but I have to set a tempo, I have to set a feel for the 
whole discussion...I first have to tear down the barriers of 
preconceived notions. When I do that the person I'm usually 
having a serious conversation with doesn't know me has to take a 
step back and reevaluate the whole situation. After they do that 
then they're able to interact with me on a different level. 



Even with the extra attention he took to be understood accurately, though, 

some people were caught off guard by his approach and doubted his sincerity. 

As for Dionne, she was very "proud of being a woman" and had the 

impression that Steven "wasn't respectful of women." She said," I just didn't 

have a lot of respect for the way [Steven] dealt with the women in his own life 

from what I heard and what I saw and so I felt a little angry at him." This 

anger had been building in Dionne but she never confronted Steven with her 

feelings because she felt "it was his personal life. It wasn't my issue...I don't 

feel like it's my right to confront him on his personal life or what I see him doing 

in his personal life." In fact, Dionne believed that she had no business 

confronting coworkers about how they treated any group of people be it women, 

Blacks or Jews unless it happened at work. 

Dionne felt that Steven "had a real blind spot to his issues with women 

or his disrespect that he had for women." She commented: 

[Steven] made a comment during this weird interaction we had 
where he said, "I love women I whatever I think women are great 
and intelligent and blah, blah, blah" and I thought, I thought that 
was bullshit, you know? I felt like he doesn't treat women with 
respect and love and honor. But he obviously saw himself as that 
way. 

Dionne never expressed her anger or her concerns and because she had kept 

them inside for so long, she let out all her frustrations with Steven during the 

photo album incident: 

I didn't express my anger ....I think that's probably why it came 
out at that moment with that picture because I kind of probably 
had some sort of a grudge with him or just a bad feeling of how he 
dealt with women and he gave me the opportunity and I just 
slapped him with it and not in a thought out way. 
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Dionne regretted that the two of them never resolved the issue because she did 

not think that Steven had understood her anger and that she never got her 

point across. 

The two different histories each person had experienced caused them to 

be aware of issues that were particular to their own lives. As an African 

American man, Steven was particularly attuned to other's believing that he 

was "someone other than who he was," and less aware of how his original 

comment could have upset Dionne so much. Dionne was not sensitive to how 

Steven's history as a Black man could enter into his perception of why she 

reacted as she did and more aware, as a woman who had experienced feeling 

stereotyped because of her gender, to issues of gender relations. 

There are two issues to keep in mind, then, while reading the results of 

the study. First, every person has different perceptions of reality and every 

person's perception is real and true for that person. Thus, although in similar 

situations different people can have different perceptions of that experience 

and, in essence, have two different experiences. Second, experiences that have 

evolved from being a member of a particular social reference group can 

influence how a person perceives future interactions. A person is more likely to 

identify with those aspects of a situation that resonate with his or her social 

reference orientation group. 

Section 4: Racial Tensions in the Work Groups 

For Mike, Joe, Russ, Steven, and Vince, the younger men of color, there 

was a great deal of what Joe referred to as "pressure" at work to be more like 

white people. Mike, Joe, Steven and Russ who worked in predominantly white 

work groups felt pressured by some coworkers in their work group whereas 
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Vince who worked in a group with only one white member, Liza, experienced 

pressure to prove himself to the company's management even though he 

attested that the management was accepting of Puerto Ricans and was very 

supportive of him. His feeling was based not on the actions of anyone in the 

company but more on societal pressures that he had experienced and had 

come to expect. 

Latinos and African American men experienced pressure differently. I 

will discuss three situations which illustrate different aspects of situations 

problematic for people of color. The first will be that of Joe and Mike and the 

problems they had with Harry. Here you will note that for Latinos the 

pressure came from feeling that Spanish was an unacceptable language to use 

when at work and also from having to endure hearing jokes about Latinos in 

general. Next I will discuss Vince who worked in a group in which the majority 

was Puerto Rican. I will then introduce Russ whose case (along with the 

previously discussed case of Steven) shows the pressure African American 

men receive to be less vocal about discrimination issues and to be the ones 

responsible for breaking down white coworkers stereotypical ideas. 

Finally, I will talk about Mort who worked with Russ and felt that it was 

actually Russ who had was "racist." 

Joe and Mike at Flite: "He thinks its funny" 

Joe and Mike were the only Latino participants who were also in a 

predominantly white work group, Flite. They were able to converse and 

understand each other better in their native tongue but most often opted for 

dialoging in English. 



Sometimes we talk Spanish, we forget we got somebody else on 
the side of us who doesn't understand and you just start talking 
because I can communicate better in Spanish. It's my first 
language and I can communicate better. In English they won't be 
able to understand me. So, I just start talking Spanish. Anybody 
who come around, they'll think that we're talking about them or 
anything like that... 

Joe and Mike often switched from Spanish into English when an English 

speaking participant entered the room because they did not want to offend 

someone in their work group if they did not speak in English. Joe commented: 

....if I start talking Spanish and I realize there's somebody next to 
me that doesn't understand it, I just start talking English. Even 
when the person talking to me start talking to me in Spanish I 
usually answer in English. 

Although Joe may have been talking with Mike (another native Spanish 

speaker), he was conscious that there were English speakers around him who 

may "feel bad" about being unable to understand what the first two were 

discussing. 

Mike stated that he would rather have "other people around" who were 

Puerto Rican because he would be able to "communicate better." He said, "if 

there were more people of our culture it would be better...I think it will be less 

pressure." Interestingly enough, at DP (where two of the three people in the 

work group were Puerto Rican) Andrew and Vince spoke freely in Spanish and 

did not experience any annoying consequences. Having to converse in English 

seemed to instill a sense of insecurity in Joe and Mike since they did not feel 

they had a command of the English language and were never sure if the 

English speaker understood what they where saying (or vise versa). "You got 

to talk English to them for them to understand you and [they] probably don't 

understand most part of what I say," Joe said. This was frustrating because 

Joe and Mike never knew how much of what they said was understood by their 



coworkers and this led to a feeling of being unable to contribute as much as 

they were capable of to the team and of being thought of as less intelligent 

than they were. 

There was an interesting twist on this phenomenon in how Joe and Mike 

would also use Spanish as a way of upsetting Harry, the white man who openly 

harassed them about speaking Spanish. When Harry would say "Talk 

American!" Joe and Mike would deliberately continue in Spanish not just as a 

matter of pride but also as a means of indirectly retaliation. Since they would 

not directly confront Harry on this issue, this reaction did not let Harry know 

that his words upset them but it also allowed Joe and Mike to vent some of 

their anger. Joe explained why they chose this strategy: 

Let's say Harry come in...He'll say, "Guys! Talk American!' So I 
won't ...He say 'talk American, I still talk in Spanish. I just keep 
on acting the same way because when he's doing it, he's doing it 
just as a joke or something like that...He thinks it funny. ...If we 
make him feel happy he can say it all the time. But the thing 
that won't make him happy, I'll keep on doing what I'm doing. If 
he asks me nicely, or even if he don't say nothing and its between 
us, I start talking English. 

In contrast, when Nina asked Joe and Mike to speak in English her request 

was respected. 

Joe pointed out the difference between the two ways of asking them to 

speak in English when he described the following incident: 

I was talking in the storeroom to Mike and she came in and she 
start looking at us. And she say," Guys, talk English, I don't 
understand you." We start talking English, we don't have a 
problem with that....But sometimes like say another person, let's 
say Hilario come in, He'll say it another way. He'll say, "Guys! 
Talk American!' So I won't ...He say 'talk American' still talk in 
Spanish. 

The fact was that it was not speaking English that bothered the men, it was 

the disrespect for their language and culture that they felt Harry displayed in 



his words and tone of voice. Joe and Mike did not "have a problem" with 

including people in their conversations. In fact, as pointed out above, they 

were very conscious about excluding English speakers from their discussions. 

Harry's case, however, was different because Joe and Mike felt that Harry was 

quick to stereotype them. 

Furthermore, Joe felt that Harry's logic was absurd since: 

...if I start talking American I'm going to start talking Indian or 
something like that. English came from England. And Spanish 
came from Spain. There's no such thing as American. They say 
speak American, it's like racial....you say 'talk American' what 
the guy talking? He's talking English. English is not from 
America. I think the Spanish came here before. 

Mike and Joe knew that Harry held stereotypes about their cultural group 

since they were constantly exposed to Harry's derogatory "jokes" about Puerto 

Ricans but Mike also suspected that others at work felt similarly: 

I'm ashamed sometimes about my own people. Especially in a 
job like this where we're only a few. And whatever they put in 
that newspaper, they believe. Sometimes we joke around, you 
know me, Nina and all these people around 'cause we get along 
pretty good, you know. Sometimes we make comments and all 
that, but..Sometimes you feel ashamed about what they say 
about your own people, you know. 

An example of this type of harassment was evident in how Harry 

continually brought up violent crime that had been reported in the media and 

assumed that it must have been a Puerto Rican who was involved. Joe 

described it as follows: 

He'll come up to me and...He always say things as a joke..Like...if 
he comes with a newspaper that say "somebody stole this..." or 
"this and this" and he's reading it and we're there he'll say, "Oh! 
It must be Puerto Ricans." 

Mike and Joe's response to Harry's comments was to just ignore him and 

pretend that it did not bother them. Joe explained: 
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...if [Harry] thinks that I'm getting mad, he'll probably just keep it 
up, you know. Just to bother me...I just pay no attention to 
him....If I say something it's because I feel mad. I have a 
reaction. If you don't have a reaction to something that they 
don't tell you...If you got a reaction of anything, they can tell 
something, that you have a reaction you got a feeling about it. 

When I said to Joe, "But Joe you have a reaction to it" he replied. "Yea! Inside 

me. And I keep it for me." I acknowledged this but again pressed him, "And you 

don't say anything to him but you do have a reaction inside you." Joe 

explained: 

Yea! Everybody does. Everybody does. And the reaction is when 
anybody says something about us..."Well, you got something to 
say about Puerto Ricans?" But why am I going to tell him " you 
got something against Puerto Ricans" or "you got something 
against people." or, "you got something against the race"? Waste 
of time. I let him be the way he want to be...he won't change 
anyway. He won't change. He won't do nothing to be the right 
way. He won't understand anything....I will just stay quiet. 
That's the only joke he got. something like that. 

Joe felt that even if he did say something to Harry, it would not change the 

situation and so he chose to avoid getting involved in a conflict which would not 

resolve the issue. 

Joe and Mike spoke of racial conflicts that emerged from Harry's 

prejudices which he manifested through stereotypical comments about Latino 

people or by harassing them about their speaking Spanish. As you will recall, 

these are the same two issues that caused the Latinos to feel pressured in the 

work group. They were upset about Harry saying "Talk American!" because 

he could "say it another way but [he's] just saying it to bother us." Others in 

the group also remarked about the Harry's prejudices towards minority ethnic 

groups. As Joe explained: 
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Harry come to you and say "Well, you Puerto Rican people" or 
"You Black people" "And more Americans should be legal" - he got 
a card, a Green Card to be here. He's Portuguese...he's 
Portuguese. But he refer to himself all the time as a white 
person...! think - he got a racial problem. 

It is interesting to note that Harry did not mention such behavior while talking 

with me. Indeed, just the opposite was true in that he told me he treated every 

person equally and was not prejudiced. He told me, "I really have nothing 

against nobody...they treat me good and I treat them good. You treat me with 

respect and you get respect back." 

Although Joe and Mike reported that Harry continually harassed them, 

they never addressed the problem with Harry. No one else in the group talked 

about it to Harry either even though the other work group members knew that 

Harry's comments were aggravating to Joe and Mike. Interestingly enough, 

despite the hidden tensions Harry, Joe and Mike talked and ate lunches 

together and, for the most part, the three of them had a friendly relationship. 

Vince at DP: "I want to show them..." 

Unlike the Flite group, the DP group was comprised of two Puerto 

Ricans and only one white person, Liza. Andrew and Vince did not experience 

pressure from anyone in his work group because of their being Puerto Rican 

but Vince felt he had to prove to his supervisors that he and Andrew could do 

the job. 

We want to show them that we can do the job a lot better than 
the people they had before...We want to show them that the 
people they had before couldn't do the job that we are now 
doing...because, there's a saying that goes around and it goes like 
this 'Puerto Ricans they collect welfare and most of the time they 
just hanging around the streets and all that, they do drugs and all 
that' so I want to show them in a way that not every people is like 
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that. OK? Just because I'm young that doesn't mean that I'm 
going to drugs or I'm going to be hanging around the streets. No! 
Where I hang around is at work. That's where I hang around, 
that's where I do my job, and I always try to do my best. I always 
try to do my best and if I do a mistake, OK well I did it, next time 
I'm going to be more careful. 

Vince spoke about experiencing some joking by people outside the work 

group but neither he nor Andrew felt there was any racial conflict in the work 

group itself. On the other hand, Liza did believe that some of the problems her 

and Vince experienced had to do with racial differences. As she said, "Vince 

feels just because he's Spanish and I'm white, that I get whatever I want." 

This problem was also intertwined with gender differences and I will report that 

later in this section. 

Russ in Security: "You have to be used to it" 

Russ was a person who strongly believed that the Department of Public 

Safety had deeply rooted racism problems. Russ had seen these problems 

when watching and interacting with both police officers and security guards. 

He spoke about his white coworkers' stereotypes about African Americans. 

Russ described how his coworkers used racist language in their conversation: 

-like I hear, we be in briefing and they mention the word "gook." 
You know? I don't like that word 'cause I know if I'm not there 
they saying the word "nigger." That's the way I see things! If I'm 
there and they saying "gook" to an Asian and if I'm there they 
saying "Black" but if I'm not there they saying "nigger." If an 
Asian person there they probably say Asian. 

The problem was not just using derogatory labels either. Russ also 

spoke of situations in which his fellow security guards treated African 

American men as immediately suspicious. 
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I think that people are more intimidated by Blacks than by 
Whites. From what I've seen in Security, I know that to be true! 
Like one time this security officer was walking through [campus], 
and I guess it was like 2:00 in the morning or something like that,’ 
and five Black guys were playing basketball. He called up, 
radioed to the Sergeant saying, "I got five individuals playing 
basketball." The Sergeant said, "Well, what do you want me to 
do? Bring five guys down there to join them?" I mean why would 
he call that in? I mean why would he? 

Russ also felt that his white coworkers treated racial minorities 
differently when they encountered them in their jobs. He felt that his white 
coworkers were more cautious of Black men and that they held prejudices 
about African Americans. He reported that he had observed instances in 
which his white coworkers had made derogatory comments about African 
Americans such as the time when he was in the lunch room with some of his 
colleagues. As he relayed the story: 

I guess one of the guys had a run in with a Black guy... and the 
Black student told the white guy, "Get your hand off me 
nigger!"...the other white guy's response was, "Well, did you tell 
him he had the wrong color?" 

Not only was Russ offended by what had been said in front of him "without a 

blink of the eye", he believed that this comment reflected an overall attitude 

towards Blacks. 

Not only [is he] used to saying it or thinking that way but people 
that he be with, deal with, think that because any time you are 
that lax that you don't even think about it, just blurt it out, that 
that's not a one time thing. That's telling me that you live this 
way. 

Russ did not "trust" his white coworkers and therefore affiliated as little 

as possible with them and worked as independently as he could. He told me, 

"Mostly I like working alone because I really don't have a lot in common with a 

lot of them. A lot of these guys I work with are from small towns, have their 

own way of thinking, which I can't understand." Because of his feelings about 

his coworkers, Russ avoided them as much as possible. 

I just don't respect anybody that get intimidated by anybody too 
quickly without trying to solve a situation their own self. Or, 
anticipating trouble where there is no trouble. I just feel that 
these guys that I work with Eire white males from white towns 



and the only thing they hear about Blacks is the L.A. riots and 
inner city problems... 

Russ would see his work group in briefing before his shift and he "might talk a 

little bit after briefing but after that, I'm gone! 'Cause we really don't see 

things the same way." 

Russ was "used to" working with all whites and yet did not think that 

most white people knew much about Blacks. He noted: 

Being Black, you have to be used to it. I think integration helps 
white people more than it helps Black people. I say that because, 
if I don't go to work, if I don't never go to work, I will still see a 
white person. I don't have to leave my house, I will still see a 
white person. Some of these guys, in order for them to see a 
Black person, have to come to [the University]. 

The pressure was on Russ to know everything about white culture and this 

was taken for granted by his white coworkers. He would have to be the one to 

educate the white people with whom he worked about his social group since 

they did not have the same level of knowledge about African Americans. 

Russ had been told by a coworker that: 

...people that I work with think I'm a racist cause I'll be bringing 
up Black issues, I'll be talking about Black things. But they think 
I'm a racist, you know. If they think that way that's fine. I can't 
change their mind, you know, but if anybody ask me a question 
I'm going to tell them how I feel. 

Russ did not feel that he was racist at all. He believed that he was just 

speaking out for his own cultural group and the injustices that had been 

committed in the past. However, as we will see in the next story, his 

perception of being perceived as "racist" by coworkers was, at least in the 

following case accurate. 
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Mort: "I would've been out the door.11 

Although Russ never talk about Mort directly, Mort talked about 

Russ. Mort felt that Russ constantly accused the Department of racist 

actions. He said: 

[Russ] feels that the department's probably racist. He feels 
that everything has to do with race. If he's this or that it has to 
do with because he's Black. The department acts someway, 
they act different to Blacks than they do to whites, the 
Department did was racially-motivated. 

Mort was one of the people who felt it was Russ who was the "racist." Mort 

and Russ did not get along and the problem had developed into periodic 

arguments between the two. Some of these arguments had been especially 

intense and had resulted in threats: 

Russ's made statements to me when we've had arguments or 
disagreements where he's threatened to do me bodily harm 
and I've tried to work these things out with him and when I 
couldn't he says "Well, I'm going to get you and there ain't 
going to be any witnesses." 

When Mort pointed out that "enough people had heard [Russ] say these 

things to him" Russ "came out with a statement like, 'I've never said 

anything to your white-cracker friends'." 

Mort was disturbed that Russ had used the phrase "white cracker." 

He remarked: 

This blew me out of the water because I've never used race 
when I was angry at somebody Black or White or Puerto Rican. 
When I have disagreements race never entered the situation. 
I grew up in the inner city with a lot of Blacks. I've never had 
any problem. I had more problem with people of my own race. 

Mort strongly felt "white-cracker" was "a derogatory statement" against 

white people. Mort said the term was the same as using 'nigger' or 

'honky,' two term he thought of as analogous. Mort was upset that Russ 
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use such a term because he said,"...if I had made a statement like that I 

would've been out the door." 

The racial conflict between Mort and Russ was felt by both men. Mort 

believed that racism existed in both Blacks and Whites and that in the above 

case he had been the victim of a racist attack (this was the only case of a 

white person feeling that s/he was the object of a racist comment). On the 

other hand, Russ believed that his white coworkers were the ones who had the 

problem with "racism." 

Section 5: Gender Tensions in the Work Groups 

Before talking about individual situations, I want to touch on two 

themes that all the work groups had in common in relation to gender tensions. 

First, targeting women differed from targeting people of color in the eyes of the 

white men because some white men acknowledged feeling differently about 

women and treating women differently in the work group. The same people 

who said that they saw no difference in a person because of the color of that 

person's skin would say that women were different. For example, when asked if 

racial, gender or religious differences affected the work group Harry replied 

matter-of-factly that: 

....the only thing that I think affects our group is Nina being the 
only woman. 'Cause, deep down I think every guy is a male 
chauvinist and all of us are. I'm a male chauvinist, I'll be the first 
to admit it. So I think you know, deep down that's the only thing 
that may affect our department sometimes. 

Harry openly admitted his bias against women but never did he acknowledge 

any bias towards people of color. He told me, "I really have nothing against 

nobody, you know, they treat me good and I treat them good." On the other 
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hand, Melvin acknowledged, without remorse, his bias against Nina being in the 

work group. He said, "I think it's very clear to her that I don't like a woman in 

that department. I think she knows that." 

The second theme in all the work groups shared was the pressure on 

women to be physically more like men. All of the women felt pressured 

because they were less likely to be able to lift heavy objects and/or to perform 

some of the other physical tasks that the men could. Nina, Liza, Marie, and 

Dionne were all aware of how the physical differences between women and men 

could be potentially used against them. While the first three talked about 

situations in which they needed help from the men to do something at work, 

even Dionne made a point to mention physical aspects of the job even though 

she never had to ask for help. Dionne acknowledged, "I feel like I'm really 

strong. I'm able to deal with lifting people and dealing with crisis better than 

most of the men that work there." The fact that Dionne mentioned physical 

strength even though I did not ask about it and she did not feel weaker than the 

men showed an awareness on her part that as a woman she needed to be 

conscious of her physical abilities to do her job. The men never mentioned their 

physical strengths or limitations in their interviews. 

While Marie did mention having to get help from a man to do some 

physical task, Liza and Nina were most affected by this dynamic because their 

work groups were more interdependent and there was a good deal of lifting 

involved in their factory jobs. I will discuss Nina's situation since she talked to 

me about it at greater length than did any of the other women. 

Nina described her experience as feeling if she was "in two different 

worlds." Nina told me, "Sometimes I feel like I'm myself and sometimes I feel 

like I'm trying to be something that they expect of me." Marie expressed it a 

little differently when she said, "I mean if you read enough you realize that in 
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male dominated society, a male dominated group like we're in, women feel they 

have to be better, best, they also feel that they have to take on whatever 

these male characteristics are that make for success." 

Nina at Flite: "I have to work harder at it." 

Nina and Melvin were involved in an ongoing conflict which by both of 

their accounts had resulted from Nina's being a woman in a factory work 

group. Nina, a woman in her twenties, had problems Melvin, the group leader 

who was in his thirties, because she felt that Melvin was "more difficult" on her 

as the only woman in the work group than on the rest of the group's members. 

Melvin admitted that he did not like the idea of Nina being part of the group 

because she was a woman and he did not feel that women "belonged" in a work 

group which was responsible for performing manual labor. The relationship 

between Nina and Melvin had deteriorated to the point where the two avoided 

each other as much as possible. At the time of the interviews Melvin was so 

angry about the situation between him and Nina that he wanted to transfer to 

another work group in the company. 

Nina felt that the tone for her work group involvement was set when she 

first joined the work group and was told by Melvin, the group leader, "If you 

want to be paid like a man, you had better work like a man." The message to 

Nina was "even if I'm not physically capable of doing it, they're going to expect 

me to do it." To make matters worse, except for Mike, all of the men in the 

work group had refused to train her Nina when she was first hired. "Nobody 

wanted to train her...'cause they didn't want a girl in the group," Mike told me. 

Then, after Mike worked with Nina, the other men harassed him. Although 

Mike would "just laugh" at the jokes, it made him feel badly and he began to 
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wonder if he was doing "something wrong." He even began avoiding Nina. He 

told me, "Sometimes I try to get away. Sometimes she tells me 'What! Melvin 

don't let you help me no more?' You know I just keep my mouth shut before I 

get in trouble or whatever." 

Nina realized the men expected her to be more like them but she 

lamented, "I'm not mechanically inclined. I can't design a machine or parts and 

things like that. I just — you show me how to do it and I do it but — I think 

they expect me to know things like that, like mechanics and being able to lift 

80 or 90 pounds and things like that." Not only did the men pressure her with 

their expectations, though, they also limited her job possibilities when the 

stereotype that she could not perform the work was used to hold her back from 

a higher paying job which required operating a machine that she had, in fact, 

operated in the past. She told me "they didn't want me to work the machine 

because there's too much heavy lifting involved they said...that was their 

excuse for not letting me get a better paying job." 

Melvin confirmed that the work group did not see her or any other 

woman as able to help them with the physical parts of the job. He told me: 

Our particular work area I don't think is for a woman [because of] 
some of the labor. You know, there's a lot of heavy lifting which 
they can't do so they have to ask one of us to help out and at 
certain times of the month when they have their little friend, 
whatever you want to call it, they come in with a puss on -which 
we all do but then I can't deal with that, I deal with that at home. 

It was the belief that she could not help them that Melvin and others used to 

exclude Nina from the work group's decision-making. Nina was not consulted 

because the men thought that Nina was too weak to help them get a job done. 

Melvin explained: 

I'll do most of the decisions in the department but I'll ask for 
advice from Dale or Mike or Joe to figure out who we can get you 
know, can we..."We need four people to do this job. What do you 
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think the best four will be?" And it will be me, Dale, Mike. If 
someone said "Nina" they'll say "She ain't going to be able to help 
us. She won't be able to do it." So she's left out. So we'll grab 
somebody else. If she wasn't a woman she'd probably be able to 
do it. You know, physically she can't do some of the work.... 

Consequently, some of the men felt they needed to either rely on themselves or 

other men to perform some part of the work group's job for Nina. 

Because Nina felt that the men in the group saw her as less capable to 

do the job, Nina felt "a lot of pressure" to perform above and beyond with what 

[she was] capable of doing." This pressure resulted in her constant awareness 

that she could be judged as less capable at her job than her male coworkers. 

She told me: 

I'm always checking my rates to make sure that I'm up there and 
I'm doing just as much as everybody else. And that I'm..I'm....I 
don't want to be behind. I don't want to slag behind because I 
don't want to be...you know on the bottom. I just want to be up 
there with everybody else. So it's like, being all men, I feel I have 
to work harder at it. 

Nina's situation was difficult and she told me that if she was supervising a 

woman in her position she would simply tell her "to just try to do the best that 

you can and if you can't do as much as the men do, then you can't do it....That's 

OK." Nina felt that not being able to do what the men did was not a sign "that 

you're inferior or incompetent or anything, it just means that you're working as 

hard as you can and you're doing the best that you can." 

When the plant supervisor gave Nina the task of being in charge of 

inventory she felt that she had become more "important" to the team because: 

whenever somebody needs something they have to come to 
me...It involves me more with everybody in the group then say if I 
just did straight production....anything that goes on in my room, 
has to go through me first so everybody has to come see me. 

However, even this was turned against her because Melvin did not see the 

inventory task as central to the work group's job. He felt that Nina was not 
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necessary and her involvement only took away from the men's overtime. He 

complained: 

We're all supposed to do the same thing. So she kind of does the 
storeroom and helps out on the floor and I don't think that we 
needed a person to do that. Plus, having her the last person hired 
in the department adds another person to the cell which reduces 
our work. Which reduces our overtime. Which takes money out 
of all our pocket. 

It seemed to me that no matter what Nina did, she would have to fight to be 

accepted into the work group, especially by Melvin who described he as 

"floating out there all by herself." 

As the group leader, then, Melvin would assign Nina to stereotypical 

female tasks that had nothing to do with the job for which she was hired. She 

told me, for example: 

One day we were sitting down at the lunch table and we have our 
refrigerator in the back and Melvin told me to go clean the 
refrigerator. And I don't use the refrigerator. I never use it. And 
he kept telling me to go clean it and I kept telling him "No. I'm not 
going to clean it. It's not my job. I'm here to do production. And I 
don't feel that I should have to clean the refrigerator. If you want 
it clean, you do it yourself. You're the one that's going to use it." 
And he was really upset about that. 

Nina relayed another story to me about a similar situation with Melvin: 

...there was another time that old man Jim was smoking 
cigarettes and throwing them on the floor and Melvin wanted me 
to go sweep it up. And I told him, "No. I'm not the maid and I 
don't smoke, why should I have clean up after somebody else?" 
You know? We're supposed to be responsible for cleaning our own 
work areas. If Melvin wanted the cigarettes cleaned up, he 
should've told Jim to pick up his own cigarette butts. 

Nina felt that in these two cases she was targeted her because of her 

gender. She thought that the reason behind Melvin's assigning her to these 

jobs was that he held stereotypes about women. 

I felt like he's telling me to do these type of jobs because they're 
sort of like household jobs. You know, it has to do with like 
cleaning and stuff like that and I felt that Melvin was telling me to 
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do it because I'm a woman and those are the types of jobs I would 
do at home. 

Nina never asked Melvin why he assigned her to such jobs and she did not 

reveal to him her suspected that it was due to stereotypes. She did stand up to 

him when he told her to do things that she felt where not her responsibilities 

but she did not confront the underlying problem, Melvin's prejudices against her 

as a woman. Nina would focus on the particular situations which were only 

symptoms of a larger problem. 

Liza at DP: "They call me the princess." 

Liza had problems balancing her work and home responsibilities. She 

confided: 

Women are different from men because when you have children, 
as a woman it's different. You have to stay home because they're 
sick or you have to stay home because the sitter's sick, or you 
have to leave because the doctor's appointment. Men don't have 
to do that... 

Liza was allowed to work shorter hours than the men so that she could take 

time for her responsibilities at home. Instead of working ten or eleven hours a 

day like the men at the company, she would work eight hours a day. She told 

me: 

I'm on a forty hour work shift instead of fifty. Some people are 
working Saturday, I'm not. That affects Vince...He gets very 
angry with me so he takes it out on me. He tries to aggravate me 
through the day which affects us, and it affects our work. And it 
really upsets me. I mean if you're arguing about—it's really none 
of his business! 

She did not think that Vince understood that as a woman she needed to take 

care of her family and work a job outside the home but that he could go home 
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and have his wife "take care of him." Instead, Liza felt that Vince thought she 

got preferential treatment. 

Vince would make jokes which referred to the difference in their 

schedules and which would serve as a way for letting other men in the plant 

know about her being able to take time off. 

Just joking, he'd go like this, "oh, well, if you don't have to come in 
Saturday, why should I have to come in?" And he'll keep going, 
and he'll keep going, and he'll keep going until everybody else finds 
out, "Well, gee, she's not coming in" That's a problem for the 
people being in this company me being on a different shift 
compared to them. You know, that is a big problem. 

This situation escalated to the point where Liza almost quit her job because of 

ongoing problems with Vince. "[Vincel gets very angry with me so he takes it 

out on me. He tries to aggravate me through the day which affects us, and it 

affects our work. And it really upsets me," Liza told me. 

Other men in the plant joined Vince in teasing her. They began to call 

her "the princess" and referred to her as the supervisor's "daughter." She 

explained: 

They call me the supervisor's daughter. I can have whatever I 
want, I can do whatever I want, but it's not that way! And that 
really bothers me. Because when I leave here, whatever I do I 
have to do the same things they do, I have to bring doctors' notes, 
they just feel that I have a better relationship with [the 
supervisor! than they do. 

She felt another reason behind the comments was that the men felt that since 

the women wore the same uniform and shoes that they were not seen as 

women and were not treated with respect. Furthermore, she believed that the 

"white men" in the company felt the women should be at home rather than 

working a job, especially a job in a factory. 

Vince liked his female coworker and felt that women should have the 

right to work in a factory although he did see women as different. Vince told me 



that it was very important to treat women with "a lot of patience." He also 

referred to Liza as 'babe" and "honey" as he referred to when he told me: 

...When you first start training a person and that person is a 
woman, you got to have a lot of patience with her. And you got to 
try to I would say satisfy her as much as you can...if she needs a 
favor or something, I do it and I say, "OK, Honey, OK, I do it for 
you." That's the way we talk to each other. "OK babe, I do it 
right now."..she likes that. 

Vince's training method employed special means for women and seemed even 

manipulative in the sense that he tried to "satisfy her" and referred to her in 

terms that he assumed was endearing. In contrast, no person ever said that 

he or she had to incorporate special strategies to train someone because of the 

person's racial background. 

Marie in Security: "I just basically ignore all that" 

Marie who "generally [felt] accepted" still believed that she was: 

...not part of the group in the sense that (A) I'm old enough to be 
some of these people's mother, (B) they're mostly men and some 
of the things they say and some of their actions I would find 
objectionable if I was not part of this unit and I knew about it. 
Things they allude to, sexual innuendo. 

The men's comments were particularly difficult for Marie because they made 

her feel uncomfortable. The jokes would be told in her presence but almost as if 

she was not there at all. The apology that may be offered would be said to her 

after the fact, as if the men had not noticed here in the room. She told me: 

I may be sitting there and they will after they said it [the joke] 
apologize but they don't, I don't believe that they really mean, 
"Oh, gee, I'm sorry" otherwise they wouldn't have thought to said 
it in the beginning. 

Marie avoided talking to her coworkers throughout her shift so that she would 

not "open [herself] up to the possibility of those things [sexual jokes] 
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happening." She said, "I would not go and sit with a whole bunch of [male 

coworkers] and not expect that, that something might go on like that." 

Marie tended to avoid the jokes because she expected that it was an 

unavoidable part of the job. She said, "I was told before I started this job, by a 

couple of people, that I could expect that and if I was sensitive to that I wasn't 

going to make it. So, I just basically ignore all that." Even though she did not 

approve of the jokes the men told, she felt it was not worth fighting. She 

commented, "I don't like some of it but I mean it's not a constant thing that 

happens every two seconds." 

Summary 

Social identity within work groups tended to be high in regards to being 

female or young Latinos or African Americans. It was also these people who 

were targeted through jokes and derogatory comments. The problems that 

they endured on a personal level caused them to be highly aware of their social 

group membership although they also became aware of their social reference 

group under positive situations. The latter awareness-raising experience was 

less likely to happen, though, since such situations were rare. 

Age acted as a social reference group which could mediate the affects of 

racial bias in the factory work groups. Older men of color did not experience the 

harassment that their younger counterparts did because older people were 

highly respected in the factories. Because the older men of color were not 

personally affected by prejudicial comments or jokes, they did not think about 

their social identities to the same extent. This was not the case for Marie as 

an older female security guard. She did face offensive "sexual jokes" at work 
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(although they were never directed at her personally) and she was highly 

cognizant of her social identity as a woman. 

Women and younger men of color experienced difficulty in work groups 

because they were targeted by some of the white men in the work group. The 

primary means of targeting a person was by telling jokes about that person's 

social group or by saying offensive comments in a joking manner and, in the 

case of gender relations, to exclude women from the work group's interactions. 

Those people who had been targeted felt pressure to act differently or even be 

different. 
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CHAPTER 5 

WORK GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS 

In this chapter I will discuss the participants' views of their work 

groups and the work group norms that I found existed and then discuss 

some of issues of cultural differences in work groups and organizations. In 

Section One, I will report how participants' perceived their work group 

experience and then discuss the three norms that the work groups 

employed when dealing with issues of cultural differences. In Section Two 

I will discuss the interplay between cultural differences and work group 

success by outlining the benefits of cultural differences in work groups, the 

level of organizational recognition of differences present at the four work 

sites, and the participants' views on possible facilitators of successful 

relationships between team members who are also members of different 

cultural groups. 

Section 1: Work Reference Group Orientation 

All of the participants did see themselves as part of a work group. 

The connection with the word "group" was that they were working towards 

a common goal in collaboration with their team members. Most of the 

participants took great pride in their work group and its accomplishments. 

This was particularly true for those participants in the two factory work 

groups where they were producing a tangible number of products. They 

made many comparisons between their particular work group and the 

other work groups in their plant. In fact, according to many of these 
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When I asked participants to define an "effective work team," more 

participants stressed productivity than interpersonal relations, indicating that 

productivity was perceived as a separate issue from group process. Most 

participants from all the work groups answered the question by defining the 

phrase with some variation of the work group's ability to produce the items 

that they were charged with producing. Their answers included such phrases 

as "quality and production", "number of hours versus production", and "take a 

job and get it out." 

Only two people, each from a different team, focused on interpersonal 

issues as affecting the work group's efficiency. One was Mike who spoke 

English as a second language. Because Mike did not understand me when I 

asked "What to you is an effective work group?" I rephrased the question as 

"...if you were supervising a work group, any work group, not necessarily this 

one, what kinds of things would you want of the people who were in that work 

group?" When the wording was changed he replied: 

Well, work as a team. Help each other out. If you got a problem 
with somebody you try to help them out. Have somebody you 
trust...You know like if you got a problem, sometimes I get a 
problem and like I can have a personal problem, 'cause I used to 
be a supervisor before where I was working, and if somebody had 
a problem, you can see the person the way he works, if he got a 
problem I try to help him out. 

His comment did not target productivity as an issue so much as it alluded to 

the need to address problems with fellow team members and to assist them. 

Mike was saying that if people had problems with each other, if they were in 

conflict, than others should step in and try to help them resolve those 

differences or misunderstandings. 
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The second person who stressed interpersonal issues was Liza, the only 

participant who introduced cultural group issues (in terms of gender relations) 

into her discussion of work group efficiency. She told me: 

Effective is working well...If Vince and I aren't arguing. Vince and 
I -1 would say at one point we had an excellent working 
relationship....But he's a man and I'm a woman....if there's a 
problem, I'll take time to be home and do it. Whereas he's here 
everyday and I hear that constantly. Sometimes me being a 
woman and him being a man it affects us, our work relationship. 

Liza felt that Vince's attacks on her working fewer hours was rooted in his not 

understanding what it was like for her as a woman to work a full-time job and 

also have to take care of a family. She felt that the underlying issue was one of 

gender differences. She stated very clearly that these problems negatively 

impacted the ability of the work group to accomplish their task. 

Although problems pertaining to cultural differences were common in 

the work groups, most people did not discuss these difficulties when asked 

about work group efficiency but only when asked directly about interpersonal 

problems. In fact, many of the same participants who believed that one or 

more persons in their work group harbored prejudices against them or a fellow 

team member spoke highly of their team as a whole, enjoyed being in the team 

and rated their team high in effectiveness. 

All factory employees who were asked to rate their team on a 1 to 10 

scale where 1 reflected poor efficiency and 10 reflected high efficiency put their 

team at a 9 or a 10 except Liza who gave her team an "8." The high ratings 

they gave were reflective of the definitions they had for an efficient team as 

one which had a high output of products. Since the factory teams were 

producing tangible objects and doing so at a high rate, they were able to 

connect their productivity with their being efficient. 
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The security officers and the social services workers, on the other hand, 

were not responsible for producing products but for working with people. Their 

work groups' objective was different from the factory workers and not as 

observable since the work was not of a quantitative nature. Their answers 

were not as high as the factory groups' were. Russ, who you may recall kept 

mostly to himself, at work told me, "Well, from what I know of them, I give 

them about a 5 to 6. And to me that's about average." Mort rated the group a 

little higher, "somewhere around a seven" because he felt, "more kind of 

communication with each other instead of directives and not explaining why 

those directives are the way they are." Marie did not provide a numerical 

answer but did say, "As far as what I think everybody views their mission as, I 

think we are very effective." In the social services work group, both Steven 

and Dionne said they felt their team was effective but only Dionne provided a 

numerical rating. She said her team was a "7 or 8" rather than a ten because 

her supervisor was not "around a lot" and because the program had grown in 

the past six months and the communication had decreased. 

Participants who themselves had racial or gender problems in their work 

groups felt that if the people in their work group had a better understanding 

and appreciation for their fellow workers cultural backgrounds, they would be a 

more effective team. Nina said: 

I think it makes us better because it makes it more friendly, more 
communication and I think you're less likely to have problems 
with each other if you work well with each other, if you 
communicate. So I guess its probably a good impact on the 
group. 

Russ, too, said having an open-minded group would be better for the 

organization in general "because I could give them a different perspective 

about what a Black person feels. About certain things that go through a 

Black person's - and, not necessarily Security Officers, but Police Officers! 
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Steven also felt that discussing cultural differences among themselves "would 

make the work group far more effective." He continued: 

...because they would have been exposed to who they are as a 
whole. If you're right hand never knows what the left hand is 
doing, there's no way that it can understand how to move the 
same way.... 

Of all the participants, only three, Russ, Melvin and Liza, reported not 

feeling good about their work group. These three were also all experiencing 

intense racial or gender problems in their work groups. However, most 

participants, even Joe, Mike and Nina who also had problems with fellow 

workers, tended to like being in their work groups, felt a sense of belonging in 

that group and were proud of the group as a whole suggested a high work group 

reference orientation. 

Consider Nina. Although targeted by her group leader, Melvin, and 

excluded by others, she told me, "We work well together. We're friendly. We 

communicate." When I asked her, "How much do you like working with the 

group?" she replied: 

I love it! It's great! It's fun! You know, we bring each other lunch, 
we bring each other breakfast, we give each other rides home if 
they need it. It's like a caring family type of thing. 

This was also true of others who experienced problems as a woman or a person 

of a color in their work group; they tended to feel proud of their work group and 

to talk highly of it. They did not freely associate cultural tensions as impacting 

how they would rate their team's efficiency. 

As indicated by the high scores of efficiency they assigned their teams, 

most of those who had experienced being targeted felt that it had no impact on 

how they worked with the person or people who targeted them. Joe explained 

that this was because "working" and "talking" were separate. He said Harry's 

comments did not affect the group's work because, "we're working, we're 
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working and working. If we are talking of anything and he say anything like 

that, usually we ignore him, right? So we just keep on talking." Mike tended to 

give a similar answer when he said, "Well, like what I do, I don't even tell him. I 

just do my own work and I put whatever I do on my card and I just mail it, you 

know put it in that box and that's it" although he did warn that: 

But the thing is, you know, everyday, a joke like that you know, 
there's somebody else...they hire another Puerto Rican or 
something, right? Right now, we understand the way he is and we 
joke about it. You know we laugh and it's kind of stupid. But if 
they hire somebody else and he don't know that, and he say "Oh, 
there's another Puerto Rican in here." You know, like the way he 
talks, he can get in trouble. You know. "Cause you never know 
how the other person's going to feel. It depends who your talking 
to 'cause everybody's not the same. That person can lose his 
temper and, with a remark like that you can lose your job. 

Joe and Mike felt that his problem with Harry did not affect his ability to work 

because the job was structured so that people worked independently on 

separate machines. 

However, in the cases of Nina and Melvin and Vince and Liza, the 

situation had progressed to the point of being an open conflict where everyone 

in the work group knew about the problem and the people who were at odds 

with each other made no effort to hide their feelings. Liza and Melvin were so 

frustrated that they wanted to leave the work group. Liza told me, "I've even 

come to the point where I wanted to quit. I still do sometimes....I hate it! I 

hate it!" Liza wanted to resolve the problem, though. She said: 

I'm at the point where I don't want to come to work anymore, but 
I like working for the company. I like working with Vince. I enjoy 
working with Vince. He's so funny. He's so funny! I mean if you 
could be there some days when he's in a really good mood. Like 
Monday, we had an excellent day. He was just singing and he 
makes you laugh. He's so fun to work with! And then Tuesday I 
came in and he found out I wasn't working Saturday and it was 
just like working with somebody totally different. 
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For Liza, the problem clearly affected the work group's productivity since she 

and Vince had been called into the office, she could not rely on him to help her if 

she had a problem and she and Vince did not communicate well anymore. 

Melvin felt similarly in that because of his frustration with the problem 

between him and Nina he felt badly about his whole work group. He had 

"nothing positive to say about any of the people in the cell." Furthermore, the 

problem had affected the whole work group and how the members worked 

together. Melvin commented: 

Well I don't talk to her. She don't talk to me. So I try to relay 
things through Melvin to tell her to get this or get that, cause he's 
friends with her. And, so everybody knows, they feel that 
tension's there all the time between me and her. You know. And 
they know I got to keep my mouth shut, cause if I open my 
mouth once against her I'll be up in Personnel. So they like to 
throw little digs in to get me going....They just like to throw a little 
wood on the fire. "Well, Nancy said this" or "she's not doing this" 
or... 

Melvin's statement indicated that in addition to the dynamics that revolved 

around his situation with Nancy, the problem had affected his communicating 

with Nancy. As the group leader, Melvin was responsible for assigning tasks 

and overseeing the work group's efforts to do its job. Yet, he could not talk 

directly to Nancy because of the conflict he and her had. 

Melvin also felt that he might be adversely affecting the team by 

swaying other members' feelings towards Nancy. 

Probably I'm affecting the group more than Nina because I have 
nothing nice to say about her so I'll say comments to someone 
else. Like Dale, "There goes the Bitch. She's gonna sit down there 
all day." He goes well, Dale might say " Well say something." I 
say " I don't talk to her. I'm not going to bother with her." So 
then I'm affecting him by telling him. So it's on his mind.... I might 
be leading him to thinking that Nina is lazy or Nina should be out 
of the group. I'm changing his judgment toward Nina which I 
shouldn't do. But it just bothers me so much that I vent it out 
and I'll vent it out to Mike or Joe or whoever I'm talking to and 
they're in the group so I'm you know, I'm affecting them by telling 
them. 
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Melvin felt that because of his attitude towards Nina he was affecting the 

whole work group by, as he said, "....my influence by me not getting along with 

Nina and saying things about her I shouldn't say to other people in the 

department." 

There was some evidence that in fact, that Melvin's attitude had 

influenced other members of the work group. For instance, Melvin talked 

about how others would make comments in private to him about Nina. For 

example, Melvin said: 

When she comes walking through the door in the morning and 
she's got that...her hair up in a pin and she's got that puss on 
maybe Mike will say, "Yup, we're in for one of these days again." 
(pause) "She's got the [superlative] rag on", whatever, excuse my 
language—that's just what he'll say. 

This was surprising since Mike had been the one person in the work group who 

was willing to train Nina. Mike did not make any reference to having a problem 

with Nina and even scorned the men who did give Nina a hard time. It seemed 

that Mike made the comments in private to Melvin to bond with him. Mike had 

told me that there were times when he avoided helping Nina because he did not 

want to be harassed about his close association with her. Furthermore, no one 

else except Melvin told me about private conversations targeting Nina. This 

suggested to me that the men primarily said these things in the presence of 

Melvin since everyone knew that Melvin did not like Nina and would readily 

agree with any negative comments made about her. 

Work Group Norms 

It was clear from the results that despite tensions most participants 

enjoyed being part of their particular work group. How, then, did they balance 
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the problems related to cultural differences among work group members and 

the work group's ability to work together as a team? I found three norms 

which work group members used to facilitate their ability to work together. 

They were: (1) making jokes about each other's cultural group; (2) trying to 

avoid or ignore conflict, and; (3) not recognizing or denying the impact that 

tensions between men and women or whites and people of color could have on 

the work groups' dynamics. 

Norm I: Joking 

Joking is a obviously a subjective matter in that what one person 

considers funny another may see as offensive and even hurtful, but I have 

characterized what is to follow as jokes because that is how those who relayed 

them to me called them. As can be seen in the stories told in the previous 

chapter, joking about a person's Latino, African American and female heritage 

was quite common in all the work groups. All the female participants reported 

negative joking about women that went on in their presence, Mike and Joe 

reported that Harry would use jokes to put down Latinos, and Russ reported 

jokes that were made about his cultural group in his presence.3 

In some instances ethnic jokes were perceived without animosity. Vince 

described to me how he and another worker joked with each other using 

stereotypical notions of the other's cultural group: 

....Ray comes around and says 'Ah your a lazy Puerto Rican' and 
so I tell him 'your a lazy Pollack, your a dumb Pollack.'...So we kid 
around like that and when he needs a hand or anything he calls 
'hey kid can you come over to my house tonight?' I say, 'sure man, 
no problem.' 

3Specific jokes were reported in the results section. 
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These comments played on stereotypes about ethnic groups but because of 

the relationship the fellow work group members had with one another they 

were received without any ill-feelings. Usually, however, most of the joking was 

perceived by people of color and by women as offensive. For instance, when 

Harry would make offensive comments to Joe and Mike about speaking 

Spanish he would do it in a joking format. As Joe said, "[Harry] thinks its a 

joke" even though Joe did not feel it was funny. 

Russ described jokes intended as jokes in the common sense of the word. 

Russ said, "If they tell me the joke they saying Polish or Puerto Rican, but if 

they telling a Puerto Rican a joke, they going to throw a Black person in there." 

Using jokes to describe true sentiments (or at least sentiments perceived by 

the target of the joke as a true) was the most common form of joking that was 

reported, though. There was one incident Dionne described of an African 

American woman commenting that she was "the only pepper in all this salt," 

but the rest of the joking comments meant to relay a message were derogatory 

in nature and were initiated by men about women or white men about people of 

color. 

The targets of the jokes privately confided to me that they felt the jokes 

should be taken more seriously. For example, Nina felt that Melvin's jokes 

reflected his "true feelings" and that he was just saying them as a joke so that 

he could "get a message across" in a way which lessened the potential for 

confrontation. Joe, too, commented that Harry's joking remarks about Puerto 

Ricans revealed his real prejudices. Joe said, "He'll say it all the time as a joke 

but we can sense that he is that way." Harry told me that he joked because he 

could not discuss sensitive subjects seriously. For example, when I asked him 

how he would feel if he were the only man in an all female work group he said he 
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might joke with the women about the situation but would not discuss the 

matter seriously. 

See I'm not a talker. I can't sit down and talk to somebody about 
certain things unless I can relate to them and stuff. But I don't 
think I could talk to a bunch of women about being the only man 
in the group. I mean I can make comments you know, "This is a 
pain working with a bunch of nags" and jokes like that and stuff. 
I don't think I'd have any problem doing that. 

This hypothetical situation provided some insight into why Harry made his 

comments via jokes. 

Joking was also used as a means of communicating about work group 

tensions albeit an ineffective means. Nina had talked to Joe and Mike about 

how Melvin assigned Nina stereotypical female tasks. Although Nina felt that 

the problem should be taken more seriously by the work group, she remarked, 

"We'll all laugh and joke about it [the problems between her and Melvin]. 

Sometimes they tease Melvin about it. It's done on a friendly basis but it's 

never been really taken serious." Likewise, Joe and Mike would joke about the 

problems they had with Harry. 

Joe and Mike's joking about Harry's comments had left Nina with the 

impression that the situation did not bother Joe and Mike. Nina did not make 

any connection between her feeling that the work group should take her 

problems more seriously despite the joking and the possibility of Joe and Mike 

feeling the same way. In other words, even though Nina had experienced 

problems being targeted because she was a woman, she did not see how Joe 

and Mike's situation was similar in that they were targeted because they were 

Latino. Nina said Harry's joking was "fun for the group because everybody 

knows that he's prejudiced and they just play on that." In fact, Harry's 

comments were upsetting to Joe and Mike but the joking in which they engaged 

camouflaged their true feelings from Nina. 
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Problems related to racial or gender differences tended to be seen as a 

problem between the people directly involved in the conflict and not as a 

concern of the whole work group. For instance, Nina's conflict with Melvin was 

their problem to resolve. Nina said that if the issue was ever discussed in a 

work group meeting that coworkers would probably "get involved in it." She 

continued, "I think it would be more of a thing between me and Milan. When 

there's a problem like this, we tend to stay out of it." While people may not 

have "taken sides, they did take part in aggravating the problem. As Melvin 

said, "everybody knows, they feel that tension's there all the time between me 

and her and they know I got to keep my mouth shut, 'cause if I open my mouth 

once against her I'll be up in Personnel. So they like to throw little digs in to get 

me going." 

The situation with Joe, Mike and Harry also went unresolved because, 

although many people knew that Joe and Mike had a problem with Harry, 

fellow work group members did not take it seriously (I will further discuss this 

when explaining the norm of avoiding conflict). Furthermore, Harry did not 

show any signs that he was aware of the problem. The issue was joked about 

between some work group members and Joe and Mike and when Harry 

engaged in telling jokes Joe and Mike would call him "prejudiced" but do so in a 

joking way. Because Joe and Mike laughed and joked about the situation, 

others felt that there really was not any problem. Dale commented that he did 

not believe that Joe and Mike were really upset because even when they called 

Hilario "prejudiced" they "would tell him that but they just go on and laugh 

about it....That's why I was saying, we don't have these problems." The result 

was that Joe and Mike harbored the anger about Harry's jokes, fellow work 

group members believed there to be fewer problems than there were and Harry 

remained uninformed about the affect of his comments. 
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Norm II: Avoiding/Ignoring Conflict 

While ethnic jokes and jokes about women occurred in all four work 

groups, they were rarely confronted. People who did not speak out about their 

own issues or a fellow workers problems said it was because of a fear of 

retribution and/or a belief that the situation would not change. For example, 

Marie believed that if she spoke out against the sexual jokes her male 

coworkers told the jokes would not stop and she would face some form of 

retribution. She explained: 

The thing that stops me from speaking up about it is that it's not 
worth the possibility of some embarrassment to me which would 
become personal. Remarks might be made when I walked in the 
room. Things would be said about me..."You don't want to talk to 
Marie-she's going to be reporting you" I mean I'd rather try to 
maintain a half way decent relationship with these people 
because if I ever needed to be backed up I want them to come 
running. I don't want them to think "Well, you know, she reported 
us. If she gets beat up it doesn't matter."...no matter what it is 
they say about other women, they're not going to stop saying 
these things. 

This was the same rationale Mike used for not speaking out on behalf of 

Nina. Mike had been the one man who had been willing to train Nina. He 

stopped helping her when the men in the group began harassing him. He 

described his predicament at that time as follows: 

...they say very much against me, you know. Like "Oh, you going 
out with her? You doing this to her. You're doing that"...it makes 
me feel like trash, you know? Like I'm doing the wrong 
thing....Sometimes I try to get away....I think if I bring that up, I 
will be in trouble with all these you know "why are you defending 
her?" and "what are you doing this" Nay. Just the way they 
take it, you know, the way people take it. 

Mike was afraid that if he spoke up for a woman he, too, would become 

targeted. He did not want to risk his rapport with the men in the group, so he 
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did not speak out for Nina's welfare even though he felt that what the men did 

to exclude her was wrong. 

Two participants, each from a different work group, who felt they had 

observed racial or gender problems did address the issues with a supervisor. 

Both participants reported that supervisors disregarded the complaints that 

they made. Nina was one of them: 

...I told [the supervisor] a couple of times that I thought Melvin 
was being a little difficult with me being the only woman. And 
then of course [he] laughs at it. And he's a man. So you know he 
says that that's not true...[He] thinks its not true but I don't 
think [he's] taking me seriously...I just think that [he] doesn't see 
it the same way I see it...probably because he's a man...he's 
worked with Melvin for a long time and tells me how good of a 
group leader Melvin is and everything. And I really don't doubt 
that...he does good work and gets things done but I think that he 
still, has ill feelings about working with women. 

The supervisor did not take the complaint seriously and instead focused "on 

how good of a group leader" Melvin was. By disregarding the complaint and 

then emphasizing that Melvin was good at what he did, the supervisor 

undermined Nina's feelings. 

The other participant who complained about a problem to a supervisor 

was Mort. Mort felt that Russ's comment to him about his "white-cracker 

friends" was racially motivated. When he "brought it to the attention of the 

supervisors," though, the issue was "swept under the rug." Although the 

supervisor met with each man involved separately he did not convene the men 

together or conduct any follow-up of the issue. Since the problem was left 

unresolved, Mort felt that approaching his supervisor had been done in vain. In 

the same work group Marie told me that supervisors often overheard men 

making sexual jokes in briefing but did not intervene. She did not ever 

approach them about the problem but told me, "I've never heard anybody 

address any of it." 
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Norm III: Denying Conflict 

A work group that was predominantly male did not recognize that 

women were experiencing problems related to being women. For example, in 

the DP work group the men believed that Liza did not have any trouble that 

was related to her being the only woman. Andrew and Vince felt that no 

intervention was needed to help them on the issue of gender relations because 

the work group members including Liza were comfortable and friendly with 

each other. Liza did think that there was a problem but did not feel an 

intervention would help the situation, though. She was frustrated with Vince 

and also with other men in the organization at large. She told me, "You just 

can't change things because you don't want it to be that way....they don't want 

to change things." 

Likewise, groups that were predominantly white did not recognize 

problems which people of color had in their work groups. As discussed earlier, 

in the Flite group, the whites and Dale, the one African American member, did 

not recognize the extent of the problem since Joe and Mike did not discuss it 

seriously. Dale did know that Joe and Mike had mentioned jokingly that they 

felt Harry was "prejudiced" but Dale insisted: 

...I don't think we have that kind of issue to talk about.... we don't 
have that kind of situation....We don't even have meetings that 
much because we don't ever really have nothing to discuss about. 
We could probably set a pretty good example because we do have 
Black, Hispanic, everybody in our group we have all kind of people 
and all eight people and we get along. And race is definitely no 
problem in our group. Even in spite of what them guys [Joe and 
Mike] -1 don't believe that. At all. One bit. 

Dale emphasized his last statement. He was convinced that racial differences 

were not a problem in the work group. As an older man, the work group 
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members did not joke around with him. He was not exposed to any targeting 

because of his African American heritage and did not see how his Latino 

coworkers Joe and Mike could think that there were problems. 

Those member's who did not have a high social group orientation and 

had not been the target of an ethnic or gender conflict were reluctant to discuss 

gender and/or racial relations with the whole work group. Since they had not 

experienced problems related to their social group they thought that others in 

the group did not have such problems either. They felt this topic should not be 

discussed because it was "personal" and did not belong at work. Some said 

that a discussion about gender and/or racial differences would only cause 

resentments and arguments. Harry described the potential of this happening 

as follows: 

...it's better to keep that stuff down in the personal level and not 
into the work area 'cause-If you bring it out into the work area, 
then you're going to affect the whole work area which you 
shouldn't. You know things like that I feel should be a personal 
thing and left at home....you may get into an argument with 
somebody about something like that. You don't agree on. Like, 
allright the Rodney King thing, okay, a lot of people say the cops 
were wrong. A lot of people say Rodney King was wrong. You 
don't want to~'cause then you're going to get into arguments and 
then you're going to have a little Los Angeles riot in here probably. 
Somebody get upset and resentful with somebody else. 

Those who had been targeted did not usually confront the person on the 

underlying issue. A few people had confronted individual situations but not the 

root of the problem. For example, Nina had told Melvin that she would not 

sweep the floor or clean the refrigerator, but she never discussed with him the 

fact that he had "a problem with women." Not confronting the problem led to a 

growing resentment with potential for a full blown conflict. The tensions 

between two work group members would grow either by continued harassment 

that was not responded to or by joking back and forth without ever discussing 
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the problem in any depth. If a confrontation did occur, it happened when the 

issue had grown to such immense proportions in the eyes of the targeted 

person, that the problem did not get resolved. 

For example, Dionne felt that Steven continually joked and talked about 

women in a degrading manner but she never addressed the issue with him 

because she distinguished this as his "personal" life even though his 

conversations occurred at work. When he finally did say something that she 

felt was work-related she "overreacted." She explained, "I probably had some 

sort of a grudge with him or just a bad feeling of how he dealt with women and 

he gave me the opportunity and I just slapped him with it and not in a thought 

out way." Dionne felt badly about she had handled it and Steven got the 

impression that she did not like him even though she told me, "I didn't really 

dislike him, I just had trouble with some of his stuff." Their work relationship 

then began to suffer and she could not continue to train him in the job. 

People confided that they did not trust fellow work group members, 

avoided them and/or wanted to quit their job or transfer to another department 

because of them. It is difficult to establish if such extreme cases could have 

been avoided had the tensions not been ignored but handled in a constructive 

manner since none of the participants could relay an instance of resolution 

with an antagonistic work group member. 

Section 2: Improving Work Group Dynamics 

While there were problems in the work groups that stemmed from 

differing beliefs and attitudes about cultural difference, there were also 

benefits. I will review these benefits in this section as well as turn to possible 

facilitators of successful multicultural work groups. 



Benefits of Cultural Diversity in the Work Groups 

Some participants, such as Nina, Melvin and Jon from Flite, Steven and 

Dionne from the human services organization and Mort and Russ from the 

security group, mentioned positive aspects of having a culturally diverse team. 

Of those participants who did discuss the benefits of a diverse group, several 

mentioned that it was "fun" and they could learn something. Nina said: 

It's fun. We learn about different things. Like Joe will tell us 
different things about Puerto Rico or he'll bring us different types 
of food from Puerto Rico so we get to learn about different things 
and we talk about Portugal and you know it kind of gives you - 
You learn about different cultures. 

Melvin reported: 

We're all from different nationalities...It's pretty exciting, you 
know. Like Dale tells me stories when he was growing up here 
and...'how he grew up, how he came down here. Like me and Nina, 
we talk, we talk pretty much, you know? 

The Flite group, despite their problems, had an overall sense of camaraderie. 

They socialized on breaks and some ate their lunches together. The sharing of 

their cultural backgrounds was another aspect of their friendship with one 

another. 

Cultural diversity in the factory groups was not directly related to the 

work groups' ability to complete their goal, but for those in the security group 

and the social services it was. Having a diverse work group enabled the two 

teams to meet the needs of people from a variety of cultural backgrounds. 

Russ, Mort, Dionne and Steven all discussed a need for cultural diversity in 

their work groups and all of them related it to the work group's goal of serving 

people. 
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Russ talked about the need to "hire more minority" personnel so that 

the security officers as a group were more prepared to work at a culturally 

diverse campus. He said, "I'm not talking about just Blacks. I'm talking about 

Asians, Hispanics, women, try to get all races in there because the University 

has diverse races." He was aware of instances where Black students had been 

treated unfairly and of security officers who were afraid to confront Black 

students. He felt having more people of color in his work group would help to 

correct this situation. 

Mort spoke only of the need to hire more women. He felt that work 

groups with women employees who could relate to other women would be more 

equipped to help women victims. 

I think it would show more sensitivity and I think the public 
wouldn't have this image of this macho, that attitude that police 
have of this all white male thing. I know if I was a woman I'd like 
to see a woman showing up on the scene because I think they 
would show them more sensitivity to things. 

Mort believed that "it would go well for the [organization] to have more women" 

for public relation reasons and so that the work group could help female 

victims better by having female officers counsel them. 

In the social services group, both Dionne and Steven felt that it was 

important for the team to be culturally diverse. Steven talked about how his 

work group used all the cultural differences among them to better relate to a 

variety of people: 

We all know that we bring a different idea a different element to 
our group so we use those differences. The women are able to you 
know bring an element of oppression as well as me being a Black 
male. Everybody has a bit of something that they can relate to 
their work because we are dealing with people that are by 
society's standards, less than we are...they're different. So just 
the mere fact that we're working on that level and are able to 
bring some sort of ideas that can help others. 
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Steven talked about people in the work group "knowing" that they were diverse 

and that people from different cultural groups added to achieving the overall 

object of the team's work. 

Steven's coworker Dionne felt that in terms of cultural differences, the 

work group did not "have an understanding about where people are coming 

from and how they fell when they come to work." Dionne believed the work 

group needed to consciously address the culturally differences among them "so 

we can approach each other with more sensitivity and awareness." She 

explained how this would be beneficial: 

You know, like I don't think about myself as being a racist but 
actually I have the stuff and I would like to be educated so I could, 
so that there was an honest way [her African American 
coworkers] could deal with me, and if that door was opened in a 
group situation it might happen more, more one on one too, you 
know....if it was said this was OK to talk about then we might do it 
more, and I feel I probably am sexist I feel like I probably don't 
like men very much like you know I - I'm not like a man hater but 
you know sometimes I am intolerant with men. So it might be 
helpful to hear what their experience is so I could have a better 
understanding about their lives. 

Dionne felt that if work group members had a better understanding of their 

own "group dynamics" including their feelings about the cultural differences in 

the work group, they would then be able to better serve their clients. 

...talking about it is something that would be really helpful...I 
think it ultimately would affect how we dealt with the clients if we 
were dealing with each other with more sensitivity and 
understanding...ultimately we'd be serving our clients better. 

She saw that improvement could occur both in the relationships within the 

team and then, as an outcome in the services the provided to the people for 

whom the cared. 
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Organizational Recognition 

Of the four work groups investigated, none had previously had any type 

of organizational recognition of issues of cultural diversity in the workforce. 

There were no seminars on "managing diversity", no education about different 

cultural groups, and no formal (and very few informal) discussions among work 

group members about cultural group backgrounds. Flite had conducted a 

sexual harassment training as is mandated by law but there was no real 

discussion of women's or men's feelings about being in a mixed gender work 

environment. The training was geared towards a very specific legal issue as 

opposed to a broader focus which would have transcended legalities to include 

how the women felt about their work environment and/or how the men felt 

about women being in that work environment. This latter type of 

communication within a social group and between different social groups is 

what I was looking for in my investigation although it was not reported by any 

participants. This meeting was the only formal discussion that spoke to a 

particular social group's unique concerns. 

Although none of the work groups had engaged in any meetings which 

focused on examining the cultural differences among coworkers, the security 

officers were about to participate in a sensitivity/diversity training. At the 

time of this study the training had not yet begun, but I was told it would be for 

the organization as a whole and not for individual work groups. The program 

would involve all full-time employees, both police officers and security officers, 

in a short-term training program. It was the only cultural diversity program 

that any of the four organizations were planning. 
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Facilitating Multicultural Work Groups 

Since there were no diversity training programs and no norms 

supporting cultural diversity in the work groups, it is difficult to answer 

whether any of these would facilitate the work groups' effectiveness. I did ask, 

though, what participants believed would be helpful. Participants who had 

experienced problems in their work group because of their gender or racial 

group membership were more likely to think that establishing organizational 

norms that explicitly recognized cultural differences would be positive for the 

organizations. The strategies that people discussed were: Having more than 

one woman or person of color in a work group; acknowledging that cultural 

differences existed within work groups and exploring the ramifications of that; 

learning about cultural differences; changing structural aspects of the job to 

better facilitate women on the job. 

Needing more representation in work groups of minorities and women 

was not surprising since minority and women employees talked to me about 

being made to feel "different" from some of their coworkers. There was a great 

deal of pressure on women and minorities and some thought this pressure could 

be somewhat alleviated if they were not seen as "tokens." Joe, Mike and Vince 

felt that having more people from their culture in the work group would help 

them discuss culture-specific topics and have more opportunity to speak in 

Spanish, their native tongue. Melvin spoke to both these issues when he said: 

If there were more people of my culture you can work better 
things out, you can talk more. Like talk about people that went to 
my culture, like my place Puerto Rico....Yea. Communicate 
better. Even though I don't feel bad now, you know, but if there 
were more people of our culture, it would be better...I think it will 
be less pressure. Not the only one there, you know? 
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Although the women themselves did not mention that more female 

coworkers would benefit them, Melvin, who in general opposed women in the 

work group, said that it was difficult for Nina because she was the only woman 

among all the men. He said, "Being one woman, I think is hard. If there was 

another one, two women, two women eight guys, it'd be different. They'd have 

someone to talk to." 

Another strategy for improving relations in a work group was through 

education. Russ believed that people and "especially white people" needed to 

learn about diverse cultural groups. This theme of teaching dominants about 

the issues that minorities and women had to endure was echoed by some of the 

other participants. A Latino participant told me that in most organizations it 

would be good to discuss how social group diversity impacts work groups. I 

asked him, "Do you think it would be good for a company to do any kind of 

programs or activity or seminars or whatever around the differences?" and he 

answered: 

...Yea! They could, I think it would be a good idea, that way, 
everybody gets to know each other and how everybody feels 
about each other. To get to know the other person. Sometimes 
people say you know Puerto Ricans are lazy, allright, and here I'm 
trying to do my best. To prove to them that they are wrong. 

Work group dynamics could be improved by acknowledging that cultural 

differences existed and there were problems which people needed to discuss. As 

Dionne said, "I think that acknowledging that there's diversity would be helpful. 

We don't really talk about that at all and we are diverse." Mort felt there was a 

need to recognize problems that developed in some cases. It was not enough to 

just have a policy "that we will not tolerate any discrimination." It was more 

important that supervisors recognized when people were in conflict even 

though it may not be a policy infraction. His feelings were reflective of 

117 



believing that supervisors had "pushed under the rug" the conflict between him 

and Russ. 

Joe, too, felt that problems in the work group should be acknowledged 

and dealt with. He commented: 

...do like a seminar or something like that and just say, "Well you 
don't like him and the person doesn't like him or he do." And just 
like that one by one...you should bring the group to a point where 
they say what you feel about that person and why.... I think for 
the most part the person will probably make the change....If you 
doing something that you know that some other people don't like, 
you going to try not to do it....They'll probably the first day they'll 
say" Well, he's Puerto Rican" - Or the next person, next to him in 
that conference is going to say "Yea, it's true. That's the way you 
act and you got to change. I think that he'll - he'll change. He'll 
change. 

Joe seemed to think that if a person in the work group became aware of how 

his/her actions affected others s/he may change. This awareness would have 

to come through confrontation by the person for whom the action was intended 

and by coworkers who could also see that this action was hurtful. 

Nina felt that her problem with Melvin could be cleared up if they 

communicated, but she did not think that having the whole work group present 

would be helpful. She said, "I don't think everybody would get involved in it. I 

think it would be more of a thing between me and Melvin." Nina said that if 

she and Melvin could discuss their personal situation it would help their 

working relationship and the work group as a whole. She confided: 

...it would be better for the two of us to communicate about the 
work group. You know? Like I run the inventory and he's in 
charge of passing out the jobs and sometimes he'll ignore my job 
in inventory and just go about his business not taking into 
consideration what I need to do to prepare for the job. I think that 
if he understood my point of view and I understood more of his 
point of view it would work better for that. 

Interpersonal communication was also a suggestion given by Dale. Dale 

had repeatedly said that he did not believe his work group "had a problem with 
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race" or that Harry was prejudiced, but he did concede that it would be a good 

idea for someone to talk to Harry. He explained: 

I think it would work with [Harry! • If you sat down with him and 
say 'Well, hey listen, I don't think you're prejudice or that, but I 
wouldn't make those kind of comments. Because you got those 
guys thinking you are...' 

Dale was clear to say that he did not think this approach would work with 

everyone but he did think that it would "work" with Harry. 

Melvin, who was having problems with Nina, felt that a way to help men 

adjust to women in the workplace would be to hold "classes" on how to 

supervise women. He felt it was important to "learn more about it. How to 

handle it. Especially group leaders. I'm sure I'm not the only one, the group 

leader, that has problems with women in the department." No one had told 

him how he was supposed to behave with women present in the workplace. He 

felt if someone from the company was more forthcoming in providing direction 

on this aspect of his job, he could be a better group leader. 

Finally, there is Vince's inventive suggestion for making the factory 

work group less difficult for women. He explained that the company could 

change the way the manufacturing was run to make the job easier for Liza to 

do. He described how she currently needed to ask him for help and the 

problems that this caused: 

Sometimes [the supervisor] tells me, well Victor I want you to do 
this order and it got to go out today. And then Liza comes and 
says, "Vince, can you get me that roll, can you get me some 
cords?" I say, "Jesus Christ Liza, I got to do this job, I got to 
hurry up and do this order!" Oh, man! What do you want me to do 
now?" I say, "Well, that's your problem." Well, then she gets real 
upset and I say, "OK, I go and get it for you. But you got to run 
my machine while I get the cords and the roll that you want on 
your machine." 

He told me that this problem would be avoided if the company could "either 

make small rolls or put something on the back of the machine that she can put 
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the roll on and roll it." He felt such an intervention would ultimately "save 

time" since the men would not have to stop working to help the women. By 

changing the production method to ensure that the women were not limited 

physically, the company would be freeing the men from the added 

responsibility of helping the women with some of the manual labor. 

Summary 

Most participants highly identified with being members of their work 

groups and tended to give their work groups high ratings of efficiency. Even 

people who experienced problems as a woman or a person of a color in the work 

group highly identified as a member of their work group. Nearly all the 

participants saw the team as being efficient even if they recognized that there 

were some problems that had to do with gender relations and/or racial 

relations. People differentiated between an efficient team and a team that had 

problems related to cultural diversity in the team. 

Racial/gender relation problems were not confronted by work group 

members or by supervisors. While some individual confrontations might occur 

from time to time, they usually focused on the problem at hand and not the 

underlying cultural relations issues that were the cause of those problems. In 

some cases this led to escalating problems. Participants who had experienced 

difficulty in their work groups because of problematic cultural relations felt 

that interventions aimed at inclusion would be beneficial. White men and those 

people who had not been targeted did not feel similarly because they felt there 

was no problem with the way things were. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this chapter I will analyze those findings relevant to 

understanding how cultural reference groups and work reference groups 

can interact. To do this I will first discuss the conceptual relationship 

between these two different types of reference groups and then discuss 

which groups could be considered reference groups for which participants. 

Secondly, I will show the qualitatively different way in which white women 

and younger men of color perceived the two different types of reference 

groups. Thirdly, I will discuss how the work group norms (in the context 

or the organizational norms) influence work group dynamics in regards to 

cultural group differences. After I analyze these findings I will 

summarize my conclusions and turn to my suggestions for future 

research. 

Interaction of Cultural and Work Reference Groups 

A primary question this research seeks to answer is whether 

participants perceive a relationship between their cultural reference 

groups and their work reference groups. For a cultural group to be 

considered a cultural reference group, a person must identify with that 

cultural group and must be aware of the norms and values of this group. 

Likewise, in order for a work group to be a reference group, it is necessary 

that a person identifies with that group and is aware of the norms and 

values that are sanctioned within this group. It follows, then, that if a 

person does acknowledge one or the other group as a reference group, no 

121 



All participants did identify with their particular work group's norms and 

values and on this basis all participants can be said to perceive their particular 

work group as a reference group. However, as described in Chapter Four, not 

all participants identified strongly with their cultural reference groups. I will 

turn to the analysis of work reference groups before examining cultural groups 

as possible reference groups and before discussing the perceived relationship 

between the two types of reference groups. 

The Work Group As A Reference Group 

All the participants were aware of their work group to the extent that it 

could be considered a reference group. They talked about their particular work 

group as their own and were able to relate normative behaviors expected of 

work group members. It has been suggested that people who identify with a 

group (i.e. see it as a reference group) will think of that group in highly positive 

terms because by doing so they will see themselves in positive terms (Tajfel 

and Turner, 1986). Most participants did view their work group positively. 

This set of people, which included several who had been harassed, were proud of 

their work groups, enjoyed their experience as a member of their work group 

and thought their work groups were highly effective. In the factory work 

groups where there were several work groups working in close proximity, 

several participants went so far as to show me how much better their work 

groups were. 

A few people, namely Russ from the security group, Melvin from Flite 

and Liza from DP, did not think of their work groups in positive terms. As was 

discussed in the context of the results section, these three people did not feel 

good about their work groups or their membership in those work groups. Still, I 
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felt that these participants also perceived their work groups as reference group 

because they did consider themselves members, knew what was expected of 

them as members and allowed at least some of the work group norms to 

influence their behavior at work. 

Cultural Groups as Reference Groups 

I wish to clearly outline which participants identified with both their 

social and work groups because the question of a relationship between the two 

types of reference groups is only relevant to this group of people. You will 

recall that white woman and younger men of color perceived their cultural 

group to be a strong influence in how they viewed themselves and how others 

viewed them. Because of this strong awareness and identification with their 

cultural groups, for these participants the cultural group was a reference 

group. What is more, even though they came to the work group with a strong 

awareness of their cultural group, once there that awareness was reinforced by 

the harassment they faced primarily in the form of jokes or offensive 

comments about their social group said in a joking manner and possibly by 

exclusion from the work group. 

Research seems to suggest that when a person who is culturally 

different from majority of the work group experiences a negative situation in 

work group, that negative nature of the situation causes a person's cultural 

reference group to become more salient (Branthwaite and Jones, 1975; Brewer 

and Campbell, 1976; Dutton, 1976). However, this study also found that 

people from culturally underrepresented groups were aware of their cultural 

reference group when they felt positive about their membership in that 

cultural group. For example Nancy's comment that she "felt great" when she 
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was recognized because as a woman she offered something to the work group 

that the men did not. Such situations were reported less frequently than the 

negative situations. The findings are not enough to ascertain why this is so 

although possibilities include their less frequent occurrence or perhaps their 

being less likely to cause such a sharp and painful awareness of difference. 

White men and older men of color did not express to me a strong 

awareness of their cultural groups. Based on this, I did not consider white men 

and the two older men of color to be aware of their cultural group memberships 

to the extent that they would be considered reference groups. They did not see 

themselves as "white" or as "men" but as "individuals" rather than members 

of cultural groups. As members of a dominant cultural group in this society, 

white men are rarely faced with feeling "different" due to cultural backgrounds. 

In light of this, t made sense to me that the white men did not perceive a 

relationship between their cultural group membership and their identity. 

However, it did surprise me that the two older men of color, men who 

were from targeted racial groups, did not express a high awareness of their 

cultural groups, even though they had more of a sense of belonging to a unique 

cultural group in general than did their white coworkers. Whereas the five 

younger men of color expressed a strong sense of cultural identity, the two older 

men of color did not. While they showed a recognition of their cultural groups 

they, like the white men, spoke of the importance of individuality. In the work 

group context, they felt that their racial backgrounds had no bearing on their 

relationships with fellow work group members or on how the work group 

operated. 

At first, it did not seem to fit that older men of color did not perceive their 

social groups while in the work group because research has suggested that 

people of color will be highly aware of their cultural difference in a 
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predominantly white work group (Branthwaite and Jones, 1975; Brewer and 

Campbell, 1976; Dutton, 1976). Although this finding may have been due to 

generational differences, another explanation is that they did not feel cultural 

group membership affected work group dynamics because they did not face the 

harassment that the younger men of color and the women did. This was 

because young participants from the factory work groups had great respect for 

older people and those who had a long tenure at a job. Their older age and 

longer length of time at the company afforded the older men of color great 

respect and higher status in the work group. 

In a culturally diverse group, higher status people do not face the 

difficulties that others from culturally underrepresented groups may (Allport, 

1954). Research has suggested that in trying to reduce prejudice in a 

culturally diverse group, the group should be comprised of people of similar 

status because status differentials can interfere with overcoming oppressive 

attitudes (Stephan, 1985). As Allport said, "Prejudice (unless deeply rooted in 

the character structure of the individual) may be reduced by equal status 

contact between majority and minority groups in the pursuit of common goals" 

(Allport, 1954, p. 281). In other words, people from culturally 

underrepresented groups will more likely face targeting if their status is lower 

than the others in the group. Conversely, if their status is higher, they will be 

more shielded from prejudicial attacks. 

It is important to bear in mind that this finding only applies to the 

factory work groups because it was in these work groups that the two older 

men of color were from. There were no older women in these work groups and 

so the results offer no insight as to if they would be afforded the same status in 

these work groups as the older men of color. One work group, the security 

group, did have a member who was an older woman, Marie. Marie clearly 

125 



stated that her age was one reason why she did not socialize with fellow work 

group members and so in that sense, like the older men of color from the 

factory work groups, age was a salient aspect of her identity. Her case differed 

from the factory groups in that age was never mentioned by her coworkers as 

a way of differentiating between team members. Furthermore, even though 

she recognized the age difference between her and most of the work group, she 

did not mention that it afforded her any special respect and she was still 

exposed to sexual "jokes" that made her feel uncomfortable in the work group. 

Different Perceptions of Types of Reference Groups 

A question this study had originally posed within the general research 

questions outlined in Chapters One and Three is if the work group is perceived 

as a qualitatively different type of reference group than the work group. This 

question was not answered in the results sections because I never received a 

direct answer to it from the participants. Most of the participants had not 

thought about this subject in depth prior to my interview and therefore I can 

not point to any specific quote which directly answers this question. However, 

from the participants' responses I can draw some inferences which provide 

insight into this question. 

Having identified which participants perceived which reference groups is 

the first step in answering this question. White men and older men of color did 

not identify with their cultural groups to the extent that it would be considered 

a reference group and because of this I have excluded them from the following 

discussion. Even though these participants were aware of a work reference 

group, as seen in the previous section, only women and younger men of color 

perceived both a social reference group and a work reference group. 
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I believe that the women and younger men of color viewed the work 

group as a qualitatively different type of reference group than social groups 

because they saw the essence of the groups differently. They felt (as did white 

men and the older men of color) a work group had an objective and that was to 

get a task done. Interpersonal dynamics were not typically mentioned as a 

part of the work group's purpose. While they were not able to define their 

social groups in broad terms, they did answer probes about their social group 

membership through descriptions of personal experiences and explaining why 

they took pride in their heritage. They did not see their social groups as groups 

with a purpose but as groups in which membership was a given and norms 

defined a preferred way of being. For example, Nina talked about how if her 

PTA group was comprised of just women, "it would be more family oriented. It 

wouldn't be so much as, just what the classrooms need or the school needs but 

it would be more of involving the families, the fathers, the mothers, the 

siblings." 

Participants in general did not feel that harassment interfered with the 

work group's efficiency because they did not define efficiency in interpersonal 

terms. The obvious exception was Liza who explicitly stated that her work 

group's productivity suffered because of the problems between her and some of 

the men. Perhaps the difference between Liza and other targeted participants 

was due to the extensive progression of the gender tensions.4 Liza was so 

frustrated about having to face her male colleagues' "jokes" that she wanted to 

quit her job. Another distinction should be made with Russ who did not see his 

work group positively but was not as clear about feeling that the work group 

negatively affected his personal performance. 

4Melvin's situation had also progressed to the point where he wanted to quit his job because 
of gender tensions between him and Nina but I have not included him here because he was 
not the victim of the harrassment but the agent of it. 
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For instance, when I asked Russ about how effective he thought his 

team was he said: 

Well, I like to talk about me personally. I think I do a very good 
job. Like I say, I'm not perfect. I know sometimes I'm lax in my 
duties, like everybody else is, but I think for the most part, I do a 
good job, I give myself a 7 or 8. 

When I persisted on questioning him on the team as whole his reply was, "Well, 

from what I know of them, from what I know of them I give them about a 5 to 

6." By commenting on his limited knowledge of his coworkers, his answer 

reflected his isolation from the rest group. 

While Russ did not think of his work group in such high terms as many 

other targeted participants, he was not at the point of wanting to quit as was 

Liza. Although Russ was more clear about how the prejudiced attitudes of his 

coworkers affected his ability to trust them, it took persistent questioning to 

get him to acknowledge this.5 Every time I asked him about how a situation 

had affected his perception of coworkers he would maintain that he separated 

himself from them rather than talking about how he perceived them. For 

instance, in one such case he noted, "Like I say, I don't really, the only contact 

I really have with most of them is in briefing...after that, I'm gone! "Cause we 

really don't see things the same way." I had to repeat the question before he 

confided that he did not "respect" his coworkers. He too compartmentalized 

the different reference groups in so far as he could describe his ability to work 

in such a situation without iindividually. 

It seemed that participants who had been harassed in the work group 

compartmentalized their perceptions of their social group and their work 

groups. They felt that the harassment they suffered was not related to their 

work group experience in a general sense. Sometimes the targeted 

5This may have been due to his feeling unable to completely open up to me as a white 
woman perhaps because of issues of trust or perhaps because he did not want to offend me. 
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participants attributed problems to a particular person and not the entire 

work group and they maintained that they simply ignored that person's 

remarks. However, their answers included hesitations and questions about 

that person's intent. Consider Joe's comment: 

If we are talking of anything and he say anything like that, 
usually we ignore him. Right? So we just keep on talking. Like 
when he's, like when...like I say, it happened before or they say 
there's a comment or something or anything like that, I don't do 
anything. We just keep on talking and we don't have an answer 
for him. And he'll stop. And...in a way...it won't affect the work 
area but-t-t, when he usually says something like that like I say 
he's probably saying that as a joke. That's the only thing it is. Or 
he's probably real...I don't know. 

Note the phrase "in a way" which implies one way out of two or more. In other 

words, while the antagonist's comments may not affect the work group in one 

way, in another way it does. Joe never revealed the other way in which the 

comments may have affected the work group although he clearly remarked 

about how it had a negative personal affect on him. Another point of interest 

in the above quote is the attempt to disregard the remark as a "joke" even 

though as evidenced by how he ends his commentary, he suspects that it may 

by "real." 

Other times, targeted participants would assert that the problem was 

not a work group problem but was instead an interpersonal problem as was 

the case when I asked how Nina thought her work group would respond if they 

had a meeting where her and Melvin's problems was discussed. Nina drew a 

comparison between the harassment she received from Melvin and other 

problems that were not derived from cultural difference. She noted: 

I think that some of them would agree with me and some of them 
would agree with him. But...I don't think everybody would get 
involved in it. I think it would be more of a thing between me and 
Melvin. When there's a problem like this, we tend to stay out of it. 
If Joe and Mike are having an argument, I'm not going to jump in 
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the middle. That's their argument. And it's supposed to be for 
them to work out. 

Even though Nina and Melvin's situation was recognized as an ongoing event 

and even though others in the work group had in fact recognized that Melvin 

was hard on Nina because she was a woman, Nina compared the issue to a 

hypothetical one-time argument between two people of similar cultural 

backgrounds. Despite the differences in the situations, Nina saw the problem 

between her and Melvin as interpersonal. 

Despite their compartmentalization of the two identities, their denial to 

me that it was problematic and most people's insistence that they felt good 

about their work groups, women and younger people of color acknowledged that 

harassment and/or pressure prevented them from feeling completely 

comfortable in their particular work group. For example, Joe and Mike felt 

that they were not free to communicate in Spanish without being harassed and 

they were worried about who might believe what they read in the newspapers, 

Nina felt that she had to perform above what she was capable of as a woman, 

Liza wanted to quit her job because the men teased her about taking time off 

to care for her children, Russ did not trust his white coworkers and separated 

himself from them at work, etc. All targeted workers wished that their work 

groups did not target them based on racial or gender differences and all 

acknowledged that the when people did so, it was personally upsetting. 

In addition to it being personally dysfunctional, though, I believe that the 

acceptance of white and/or male norms were dy sfunctional to the work groups, 

although some work group members went to great lengths to assure me that 

the problems they endured did not disrupt the work group's efficiency. The 

evidence to the contrary, though, included people wanting to quit their jobs 

because of problems they were having which stemmed from cultural tensions. 
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This dynamic could lead to a problem with retention of employees which would 

not be beneficial to a work group or to an organization. In practical terms, it is 

not a wise investment to spend time and money training a person who will not 

last in his or her job. Furthermore, a work group in a constant state of 

disruption (caused by people constantly leaving and being replaced) will not 

foster a sense of commitment or cohesiveness because there will be no 

continuity of work group membership. 

Other evidence suggesting that cultural tensions could negatively affect 

the work group was the pressure that people from traditionally targeted groups 

felt. This type of pressure caused people to not feel as positive about their jobs 

as they would if the pressure did not exist. They wanted this pressure 

alleviated from their work. For instance, Nina told me that if she was the 

supervisor she would tell women employees to "just do the best you can" so 

that they would be alleviated from the pressure that she endured as the only 

woman in the work group. Another example can be found in Mike's previously 

quoted comment that "if there were more people of our culture it would be 

better...I think it will be less pressure." 

I think the reason why people denied the negative impact cultural 

tensions had on the work group was because, as previously discussed, they 

defined the two types of reference groups in different terms. This was how 

those who had experienced problems in their work group could identify with the 

work group and the social group without feeling any internal dissonance. By 

separating out the problems they had within the work group from the entire 

work group they were able to see the work group positively and to then identify 

with the work group. Most participant's were not in the habit of reflecting upon 

their identification with their cultural groups. They had not spent time 

thinking about how racial or gender backgrounds affected them personally and 
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it is therefore not surprising that they dismissed the problems they had in the 

work groups as interpersonal as opposed to linked to larger societal problems. 

Additionally, given the hard economic times we are experiencing in the 

country and particularly in the Northeast (where this research was 

conducted), participants were thankful they had jobs by which they could 

support themselves and their families. Their bottom-line was that they needed 

their jobs because without them they would not be self-sufficient. Even if that 

job came with problems, it was preferable to being out of work or, in some 

cases, other positions which were for some reason more undesirable. Consider 

Harry's response to being asked if which group was more "important" to him, 

his ethnic group or his work group: 

I would say the work group. I mean being Portuguese to me - if 
I'm Portuguese, Italian, whatever, it doesn't matter. As long as 
I'm working. And I would say the work group 'cause work is what 
supplies my family with bread and butter and a roof over our head 
and clothes on our back, so. You know if I was White, Black, it 
wouldn't matter. It's not going to change my bills or anything else 
so work is the more important one. 

Marie noted that she knew before taking her job that she would experience 

problems as a female security guard. She said, "I knew a man who did this job 

sat here every night and I talked to him about it before I took it...and he said 

that it would be a mistake for me to take the job because I'm a woman, but I 

wanted the job." Marie took the job even though she anticipated problems.6 

6Marie would not have taken her job if it did not come with Union protection. She noted, 
"When I had a job as a secretary [I] didn't belong to the Union. 'Cause I didn't need 
protection when I was secretary but as soon as I took this job, I knew that I would need 
protection because I was going to be in a place where there were mostly men." 
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Work Group Norms in Relation to Organizational Norms 

Like many researchers before me (see for example Amir, 1969; 1976; 

Bochner, 1982; Stephan, 1985), I found that simply bringing people from 

different cultures together does not necessarily result in an appreciation for 

those differences. This is evident in the amount of tension in the four work 

groups between people from different social groups. 

Although a wealth of research has suggested that cooperation within a 

task-oriented group minimizes conflict between people from different cultural 

groups (Slavin, 1985; Stephan, 1985), cultural tensions were problematic in 

the work groups despite their cooperative structures. All participants who 

were interviewed believed that they did not work individually, but with each 

other to achieve their team's goal. Why, then, were cultural tensions so 

evident in the work groups? To answer this question, it is important to explore 

the attitudes, norms, values and practices which form the overarching 

organizational culture and the suborganizational work group culture, since I 

believe it is the culture of the work group which explains the prevalence of 

cultural group tensions. 

Organizational Culture and its Effect on the Work Groups 

Organizational culture can be mistaken as referring to just 

organizational practices when in fact organizational culture draws on: (1) 

organizational practices; and, (2) the combined influences of the members 

comprising that organization. I believe that some of my findings support the 

idea that the organizational culture helps to define the work group culture. I 

believe this to be so because, although not conclusive, I did find evidence of four 
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key ways which organizational practices supported the cultural tensions in the 

work groups, I will discuss my concerns using the DP organization to illustrate 

my belief. 

First, the practice of not addressing conflicts that had to do with 

cultural differences, the organizations supported the ongoing cultural tensions. 

Even in the few reported cases of supervisors talking to people involved in 

conflict, the fact that sexist or racist comments were being made were never 

addressed. No one ever told Vince to stop commenting on the fact that Liza 

worked fewer hours than did he. What is more, other men from different work 

groups in the plant engaged in the exact same behavior. Neither Vince nor the 

other men were ever reprimanded for this or told that it was unacceptable 

behavior. It is because of the situations I found like this one that I believe a 

lack of intervention on the part of the company was in effect an organizational 

practice supporting prejudices in the work place by virtue of negligently 

allowing the harassment to continue. 

Second, the practices of the organization were sometimes biased in 

favor of white men. For example, Liza had to lift large rolls of film that were 

designed for men to lift. If the organization requires employees to lift heavy 

objects, that practice is enforced in the work groups throughout the 

organization. Liza was unable to lift the large rolls of film onto her machine 
\ 

and she needed to constantly ask Vince for help. This bothered him because he 

then had to stop what he was doing to help her. This dynamic, an outgrowth of 

organizational practices, affected the work group. 

Third, there was some evidence for the belief that work group members 

of minority status in the plants, were faced with pressure that came from 

outside their work groups but affected them within their work groups. This is 

not an organizational practice but a way in which the combined influences of 
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the organization's members can affect the organizational culture. Consider 

how Vince and Andrew were affected in their work group because, as Latinos, 

they were in the minority in the organization. Because the majority of workers 

were white and the management was solely comprised of white men, Vince and 

Andrew felt they had to perform at least as well if not better than the white 

men who had preceded them in their jobs. This pressure did not come from 

within the work group itself (they were in the majority in their work group), but 

it did affect their attitudes and behaviors within the work group. 

Finally, the work group cultures were influenced by a lack of a proactive 

strategy to ensure that people from a variety of cultures felt welcomed in the 

organizations. Liza, Vince and Andrew reported that the company had not 

done anything to anticipate the problems they might have at the plant 

because of their cultural group membership. 

Based on these four areas, I believe that the organizational culture, as 

derived from both practices and individual members, helped to both shape and 

support the work group cultures. I also support the idea that mainstream 

organizational culture approximates dominant societal culture and therefore 

reflects white, male culture (Tucker, 1981; Kanter, 1977; Alderfer, 1982; 

Beilson, 1990; Piturro and Mahoney, 1991) and would venture to state that, 

due in part to organizational practices, it can be said that work group culture 

approximates white male culture. 

Despite these ideas, I wish to remind the reader that, as stated earlier in 

this discussion, the organizational culture is comprised of both practices and 

people. These are two separate (albeit interacting) factors of organizational 

culture. It could be said that to extent that the organizational supervisors did 

not intervene to stop cultural tensions, there was an organizational practice 

supporting the status quo. Still, the bulk of the cultural tensions were 
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attributed to individual aggravators in the work group itself and not to 

company practices. The work group culture was often, but not always or 

completely, supported at an organizational level. For example, Liza's company 

encouraged her to work a schedule which allowed her to also take care of her 

children but the organization did not take measures to ensure that she could do 

so without repercussions from fellow workers. Additionally, the targeted 

workers complained primarily of coworkers' biased attitudes as opposed to 

organizational practices. 

It is because of this that I believe the work group culture can be seen as 

a separate unit which, although acted upon from the encompassing 

organization, had a subculture that can be examined at a micro-level. At this 

point, then, I will turn to a discussion of this latter phenomenon. 

Work Group Culture 

One of the factors influencing work group culture is work group norms. 

Work groups are formed to cooperatively work together to achieve an 

organizational goal and in this process, group norms develop which help to 

provide the work group with a sense of group identity (Boyd, 1989). It is that 

identity which could also be referred to as work group culture since identifying 

with a group is the criteria for that group then being considered a reference 

group. 

A cycle develops whereby work group norms shape the work group 

culture and, then, support that culture. The work group norms have the power 

to do this because they determine the values and behaviors acceptable in the 

group. If some of those norms value one cultural group (e.g. white or male 

culture) at the expense of another (e.g. people of color or women) then this 
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becomes a primary characteristic of how the work group operates. It follows 

that if one cultural group was more valued, than people from different cultural 

groups would be characterized as less valuable. 

In the work groups studied, the norms that were apparent reflected a 

work group's dominant cultural group. Those who were uncomfortable in the 

work group attributed their feelings to being judged by fellow members who 

were prejudiced and not to the work groups norms. Yet, I am arguing that the 

discomfort the targeted participants felt was not just a matter of individual 

biases but rather a matter of how individual biases were incorporated into 

work group norms. I believe this to be so because of two reasons. 

First, targeted participants had come to expect to be treated unfairly 

because of their cultural group membership. The fact that many of the 

targeted participant's "expected" to be treated badly and thought "that would 

happen anywhere" suggests such attitudes and behavior were anticipated, 

seen as normal and attributed to work groups in general. Second, those 

targeted complied with the expectations placed on them. For example, Nina 

was "always checking [her] rates." Although she felt that her conflict was just 

with Melvin, she allowed it to affect how she thought about her role in the work 

group and how she acted in the work group. 

Adapting to Work Group Norms 

The two dynamics outlined above, lend some support to the belief that 

white, male norms can have an adverse affect on those whose norms differ (i.e. 

people of color and white women) (James and Khoo, 1991), or, more 

specifically, that white norms can adversely affect people of color and male 

norms can adversely affect women. Although I did not explore this dynamic 
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fully given the focus of my study, it seemed to me that the pressure and 

discomfort combined with the sense of normality, provoked a sense of 

dissonance within the targeted participants. It seemed as if on the one hand, 

people knew the expectations and pressures placed on them were unfair but, 

on the other hand, they internalized these pressures. 

Targeted participants were aware they held two sets of norms, one 

derived from the cultural reference group and one derived from the work 

reference group and felt "pressured" to conform to the latter set of norms.7 It 

makes sense, then, that those who face difficulties due to their gender or racial 

difference from the majority of the work group are more likely to be aware of 

their cultural identities and the work group identity at all times than are white 

men whose norms, values, and behaviors are reflected in work group norms. 

The targeted participants felt that they were treated unfairly but, 

nevertheless, they adjusted to the situation as best they could without 

addressing the problems because they also felt that this type of behavior was 

"normal." Members of social groups which do not have dominant societal 

power learn not only how to behave within their own cultural group but also 

how to behave in the ways expected of those in the dominant culture (see for 

example Valentine, 1971). They realize the dominant social group is aware of 

their "difference" and they feel "pressured" to minimize the difference. 

However, the result of adopting work group norms which devalue culturally- 

derived norms may be confusion or internal dissonance. For example, recall 

the study cited in Chapter Two (Hoover-Dempsey et al.) where women who 

cried at work felt conflicted because on one hand they were being themselves 

and on the other hand they felt that they had to be "businesslike." They 

7 This was true even if they comprised the majority culture as for example Dionne who was 
in a predominantly female group and Vince who was in a predominantly Puerto Rican group. 
However, these two people experienced a lesser degree of this type of pressure. 
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believed that the norms that governed their work environments were male- 

oriented and did not support crying. 

This is similar to how many of the targeted participant's felt. They felt 

pressure to act differently and even to be different so that they would fit in to 

their work groups. This is because they accepted the dominant norms of the 

work group as the standard against which they should judge themselves. 

Women compared themselves with their male coworkers who they saw as 

representing a standard against which they were judged. Latinos were in a 

situation where the accepted means of communication was in a foreign tongue 

and they had to deal with others joking about their people as if they were 

"different." African Americans adopted to white culture and spent both time 

and energy trying to overcome stereotypes that some of their white coworkers 

held. 

When a person sees a work group as a reference group, s/he is in essence 

adopting to the work group's norms at least in part. It has been noted that 

"the more dependent a member is upon a group, or the more it satisfies his 

needs, the more important norms become to that member" (Rosenfeld, 1973, 

p.20). Thus, whereas the targeted participants did identify with their work 

groups and were dependent upon it, they tried to adopt work group norms 

which were not accepting of the values, beliefs and norms of their particular 

cultural group. This phenomenon of adapting to a group whether or not it's 

norms devalue one's cultural group orientation has been noted before (Sherif, 

1982). 

In contrast, white, male work group members never had to deal with 

adapting to work group norms dissimilar to their social culture perhaps 

because they never faced situations in the work group where they were made 

to feel "different" because of their cultural group membership. This suggested 
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a work group culture reflecting white male values and behaviors to the extent 

that people of color (especially the younger people of color) and white women 

were faced with trying to "fit in" whereas white men were not. 

It was suggested by participants, both implicitly and explicitly, that 

increased numbers of women and people of color would reduce this pressure on 

those who felt targeted. This finding is not surprising in the light of the 

research literature. Studies have shown that members from minority cultural 

groups become more self-conscious as their numbers in a mixed-group 

decrease (Carver and Scheier, 1981; Mullen, 1983, 1987; Wicklund 1982). It 

has also been suggested that a person is less likely to be influenced by a 

member of group to which s/he does not belong (Wilder, 1977; Wilder; 1978) and 

that work groups numerically dominated by one cultural group, tend to be more 

critical of members from different cultural groups. For example, women 

receive more criticism from men when underrepresented in a mostly male work 

group (Sacket, Dubois, and Wiggins Noe, 1991). 

Summary of Conclusions 

It is clear from the data that younger Latinos, African American men 

and white women did indeed retain their cultural reference group orientation 

over the course of their involvement in the work group. The implication for 

working with multicultural groups is that it is unreasonable (and in my opinion 

not desirable) to expect people to not be aware of their cultural reference group 

while in any multicultural group. Work group members can identify with both 

a work group and a cultural group simultaneously. While it is important to 

work group cohesion for members to feel proud of their work group membership 
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it is also important for them to be able to feel proud of their cultural group 

membership within the work group. 

Even when the interpersonal problems group members had were not so 

intense as to motivate a member to leave the team, there was a possibility 

that they would evolve in that direction. This is because when the problems 

started at the "joke" level, the frequency and intensity of the jokes increased 

over time. Those who told the jokes were rarely confronted by those the jokes 

targeted. Even when targeted participants had confronted someone it was not 

talked about seriously but rather commented on in a similar joking fashion. 

The people from the dominant groups did not recognize that there was a 

problem. Those who antagonized coworkers, knowingly or not, continued to 

engage in the behavior because they were never confronted. Furthermore, 

because they were not confronted they could maintain that there were no 

serious problems related to cultural differences in their work group. 

Changing organizational practices and rituals developed by one culture 

for that particular culture would result in a move away from assimilation (into 

"white, male culture") towards cultural pluralism where white, male norms 

would become one culture among many different cultures in an organization. 

This brings me to my suggestions for future research. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

While it is true that one reason for conducting research on multicultural 

issues is that the work force is becoming increasingly multicultural (Johnston 

and Packer), there are also issues of social justice that should motivate 

companies and researchers. I strongly believe in the importance of future 
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research in identifying ways of improving cohesion in culturally diverse teams 

based on both these principles. 

Research on Managing Multicultural Tpams 

Research about facilitating success in multicultural teams has 

suggested four approaches (Stephan, 1985): (1) psychodynamic models; (2) 

information models; (3) behavior modification models, and; (4) the Contact 

Hypothesis (Allport, 1954). Essentially, the psychodynamic models are 

experienced through T-group type sessions in which people talk about 

interpersonal relations (i.e. T-groups and consciousness-raising groups) to 

improve dynamics between people from different social groups. The 

information model focuses on providing education to change individually held 

beliefs and attitudes (i.e. multicultural education). This approach holds that 

misinformation or ignorance is the primary reason for intergroup tensions. The 

behavior modification model holds that behavior can be changed through a 

system of rewards and punishments (i.e. behavior modification). The Contact 

Hypothesis emphasis that cooperative contact under favorable conditions 

facilitates multicultural relations. 

The work groups I studied did not employ any strategies for dealing with 

issues related to multicultural dynamics. They were cooperative-task driven 

teams as described in the Contact Hypothesis but they did not meet other 

specifications included in that theory. One suggestion for future research, 

then, is to explore how these approaches could be utilized separately or in 

combinations to help multicultural teams experiencing problems. Given that 

there has been no conclusive evidence to favor one approach over the other 
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(Stephan and Stephan, 1985) it may be useful to employ all four theoretical 

approaches for improving multicultural relations. 

Research on Saliencv of Cultural Reference Groups 

Based on the findings of this research, it is clear that one's cultural 

reference group may become salient in both positive and negative situations. 

While reviews of the multicultural relations literature have indicated that when 

there is cultural conflict, social group identity becomes salient (Bochner, 1982), 

they have not shown how positive situations can also cause cultural reference 

group saliency. 

Two theories this study utilized to understand culturally diverse groups 

were Realistic Conflict Theory (Sherif, 1967) and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 

1978, Tajfel and Turner, 1979, 1986). Sherif s work suggested that problems in 

multicultural groups were due to "competition for scarce resources" and Tajfel 

and Turner believed that problems in multicultural groups stemmed from a 

belief of one cultural group's superiority over another. As pointed out in 

Chapter Two, a weakness of both theories is their assumption that strong 

social group identity is derived from cultural conflict. These theories imply that 

a common group identity functions in the same way as a cultural group 

identification and therefore conflict can be overcome by concentrating on a 

common (work) reference group membership while overlooking different 

(cultural) reference group memberships. In other words, the theories hold that 

people should view themselves as similar on the basis that they belong to a 

common (work) group rather than distinct (cultural) groups. 

I argued earlier that this approach may be lacking because it implies 

group loyalty should be built upon a single identification, an identification with 
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the work group. The data that has been presented herein would suggest 

otherwise. All the participants in the study did see themselves as sharing a 

(work) group membership with coworkers. However, many work group 

members, particularly those of subordinate social groups, were experiencing 

difficulty that interfered with their sense of belonging. Racial and gender 

problems evolved not just in spite of the belief that cultural differences were 

not important but because of it. Since in this study women and younger men of 

color did perceive two separate reference group orientations simultaneously, 

there is a need research how culturally diverse work groups can be avoid 

internal conflict while allowing both reference group orientations to freely 

surface. 

This study found reason to believe that for those who are highly aware of 

their cultural reference group orientation, the cultural reference group is 

experienced as a qualitatively different type of reference group than the work 

group. This contradicts the presumption that all reference groups function in 

the same way be they cultural reference groups or work reference groups. 

Furthermore, these two types of reference group orientations may be 

experienced simultaneously over the course of involvement in a work group. 

This finding requires further research as it has very important implications for 

how to work with multicultural work groups. For example, since the two types 

of reference groups are experienced differently, then would encouraging cultural 

reference group orientations help to facilitate healthy work group dynamics? 

Thus, in addition to the four methods for managing multicultural groups, 

another method for improving cultural relations in work groups might be 

utilizing explicit norms which supported cultural differences. White men have 

historically and contemporarily been dominant in the world of business while 

the "outsiders" have been people of color and white women. This results in 
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those on the outside having to acculturate themselves to the organizational 

culture, a culture which reflects the norms of behavior of white men. If explicit 

norms of accepting cultural differences existed, however, it would imply that 

even people from dominant cultural groups would need to be aware of their 

identities and the culturally-based behavior which results from that identity. 

For example, white men would need to understand that their way of behaving is 

an outcome of their culture and that this culture is simply one among many and 

not necessarily the one which should define work group behavior. 

Writing on minority status in majority organizations, James and Khoo 

state: 

Gaertner and Dovidio (1987) report that providing and making 
salient specific and strong norms and rules for how individuals 
should deal with others in a particular situation can successfully 
reduce the subtle cognitive and behavioral discrimination which 
characterizes modern racism. 

(James and Khoo, 1991, p. 185) 

The implementation of explicit norms would alert work group members to the 

need to attend to cultural differences in the group. This is likely to be 

particularly needed for white group members who are not as likely to be aware 

of their cultural identity (Phinney, 1991) and therefore its affect on their 

behavior. 

Research About Other Cultural Backgrounds 

Another issue which warrants future investigation is if and possibly how 

people from more diverse cultural backgrounds perceive a relationship between 

their cultural reference group and their work reference group. The results of 

this study are limited in that participants were white men, white women, 

Latinos, and African American men. This research does not speak to issues 
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particular to women of color, Asian men, people from various religious 

backgrounds, gays and lesbians, or people with physical/mental disabilities. 

While these issues were originally targeted for inclusion in this investigation, 

they did not arise during the study. Future research should examine how 

problems for different cultural groups are perceived by members from those 

cultural groups. It is important to not assume that women experience the 

same issues as men of color, that white women experience the same issues as 

women of color or that all women of color experience the same issues. By 

examining where the commonalties and the differences are, we will be better 

informed on how to be supportive of a truly multicultural work group. 

Part of this includes a better understanding of the dominant's 

perspective so that we facilitate white people's understanding of issues 

affecting people of color and men's understanding of issues affecting women. 

The results from this study suggest that if a person is a member of a dominant 

social group it is likely that s/he will be unaware of his or her own cultural 

background. Future research must explore how a lack of awareness about 

one's own cultural group membership affects one's understanding about 

someone with a high cultural reference group orientation. 

Additionally, it is important to further examine the generational 

differences within cultures as well as the effects of age and seniority on one's 

status within a work group. This research found that older men of color with 

longer tenures at their jobs experienced privileged status in the factory work 

groups. Yet, while this finding is interesting in the light of what we know about 

cultural diversity in work groups, it is only based on two people, Dale and 

Andrew. More work groups need to be studied to find out if this phenomenon is 

generalizable to other factory work groups as well as other types of work 

groups. 
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Closing Thoughts 

It is my hope that this research has contributed to our understanding of 

cultural differences in work groups and that it will lead to a greater breadth and 

depth of practical and theoretical consideration of this issue. 

I do not take the position that problems in multicultural work groups are 

inevitable. However, whereas oppression in the form of discrimination and 

prejudice are very real problems in the United States (refer back to Chapter 

Two), it is probable that cultural bias and discrimination seep into the work 

world leaving multicultural work groups open to unique challenges. It is 

important to have the team work together cooperatively towards a goal in 

order that they may overcome some of the issues that may arise but this in 

itself is not enough to avoid cultural tensions in a culturally diverse work group. 

I believe it is equally important for teams to acknowledge difference and 

discuss the implications for how it will work together. 
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TABLE 1 

Primary Characters 

ParticiDant Ethnicitv Gender Age 

FLITE 
Harry white male under 45 
Melvin white male under 45 
Nina white female under 45 
Joe Puerto Rican male under 45 
Mike Puerto Rican male under 45 
Dale African American male over 45 

DP 
Vince Puerto Rican male under 45 
Liza white female under 45 
Andrew Puerto Rican male over 45 

SECURITY 
Buck African American male under 45 

Mort white male under 45 

Marie white female over 45 

SOCIAL SERVICES 
Dionne white female under 45 

Steven African American male under 45 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT 

1. Questions on the strength and persistence of social identification outside of 

the work group setting and on predominant social reference group orientation 

* In this section of the interview, I will be discussing your social or cultural 

group backgrounds. By this phrase, I am referring to those social groups such 

as race/ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orientation, ability, etc. To begin with, 

can you tell me about which of those or other social groups play an important 

role in who you are? 

* Of which groups are you most conscious? 

* When were you first aware of being (the particular social group)! 

* Have you ever felt labeled as a result of being_? 

* What about being_makes you proud? What is difficult for you? 

* How has your sense of yourself as a_affected the way you have 

interacted with people who were not_? 

* Have you ever been in a setting (a group, a school, an organization...) 

where everyone was_? Did you feel and/or act differently in that 

setting? 

2. Questions on the work group experience and if it differs from the social group 

experience. 

* I am going to shift now to talking about your work group. Can you tell me 

how long your work group been together and when you became a member? 

* How would you describe an effective work group? 

* Do you feel that this is an effective work group? 
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On a scale of 1-10 (with 1 being ineffective and 10 being effective) how 

would you rate the effectiveness of this group? 

* Do you enjoy working with the people in this group? 

* What makes this work group different from other work groups in the 

organization? Do you feel your work group recognizes itself as a distinct group? 

Can you give me an example of this? Do you feel other people in your 

organization recognize your work group as a distinct group? 

* What is different about belonging to this work group as opposed to being 

(participant's predominant cultural group)? 

3. Questions on awareness of cultural group while in the work group setting and 

if that awareness depends upon one's dominant or subordinate cultural group's 

status. 

* In general, do you feel that your organization is supportive of cultural 

diversity? Tell me about a time when you felt this support? 

* In this organization, do you feel people treat you differently because you are 

_? 

* How is being_difficult in this organization? Can you tell me about a 

time that would illustrate this? 

* In this organization, have you ever participated in a work group where 

everyone was_? Did you feel and/or act differently in that group than 

in your present work group? 

* Do you feel that your present work group recognizes you as a_? 

If not, why not? If so, are you glad that your team members recognize this 

difference? Why or why not? 
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* Are you ever aware of yourself as a_when you are in your work 

group? If so, what brings on this awareness? If not, why do you think you are 

not conscious of your cultural background in the work group? 

* How has your sense of yourself as a_affected the way you have 

interacted with your present work group? 

* What do you want your fellow work group members to know about how you 

feel as a_in the group? 

* Are you ever aware of others' cultural backgrounds when you are in your 

work group? 

5. Questions on the group norms which govern the work group and whether or 

not these norms conflict with work group members' culturally derived beliefs 

and values. Are work group norms perceived to be geared towards including or 

excluding cultural differences? 

* What group norms govern this work group in terms of handling conflict? 

communicating with fellow members? interpersonal behavior? 

* Are there any norms that you feel the group abides by that do not work well 

for you as a_? Can you tell about a time when the group was 

following a norm that you felt was difficult for you, too, to follow because of 

your being_? 

* Has the topic of the cultural differences among work group members ever 

been discussed in the group? If so, was this helpful? Why or why not? If not, 

do you think it should be discussed in the group? Why or why not? Has it ever 

come up with particular group members outside of the group setting? If so, 

was this helpful? Why or why not? 

* Are there any work group norms that you feel facilitate your being able to be 

comfortable as a_in the group? Can you tell about a time when the 
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... 
group was following a norm that you felt was considerate or helpful for you 

_? 

. 
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APPENDIX B 

REQUEST FOR INTERVIEWS 

Jill S. Landesberg 
P.O. Box 2214 
Amherst, MA 01004 
(413) 586-3041 

«name» 
«company» 
«address» 
«town», «ST» «zip» 

August 27, 1992 

Dear «salutation», 

I am writing to inquire as to your interest in collaborating in a study on 
multicultural work groups. As part of my doctoral work at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, I am investigating if people perceive their cultural 
backgrounds to affect how they relate to others and how others relate to them 
in work group settings. If «company» utilizes work teams to accomplish 
organizational objectives, then I would be very interested in including your 
company in this study. 

With your consent, I would be interviewing members of intact work 
teams who represent a variety of cultural groups (including men and women, 
peoples of color and whites, and people from different religious backgrounds). 
Participants do not all need to be involved in the same work group but ideally I 
would like to focus on just one or two work groups. The research would consist 
of individually interviewing approximately six of your employees then possibly 
conducting a follow-up interview if further data is needed and the participants 
are willing. 

As a doctoral student, I am not seeking any type of recompense for the 
work I will be conducting. I would also be willing to share the overall results of 
the study with your organization. These may include: 

• insight on effective management of culturally diverse groups 

• the chance to proactively prepare for the increasing numbers of white 
women and people of color entering the workforce 

• a chance to identify organizational norms that facilitate and those 
that inhibit team work 
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• a way to tap into potential incentives for performance in multicultural 
work groups by exploring the beliefs that team members have about 
participation in those work groups 

This type of information may be helpful to you as your organization prepares 
to accommodate the increasing numbers of people of color and white women 
entering the workforce. 

I have enclosed a copy of this study's abstract, the interview 
instrument, and the consent form that participants will be asked to sign. I am 
available to answer any questions you may have and would be very happy to 
discuss the possibility of collaborating with you in this investigation. If you 
would like to contact me directly, I can be reached at (413) 586-3041. 

Sincerely, 

Jill S. Landesberg, M.Ed. 
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM 

Dear Prospective Participant: 

I am a University of Massachusetts doctoral student conducting 
research on the impact of cultural diversity on work group dynamics. The 
specific goal of this investigation is to determine whether members of a 
culturally diverse work group first perceive any relationship between their own 
cultural background and their sense of being valued by fellow members of the 
work group and, second, whether they sense any relationship between the 
cultural differences among them and their ability to work together as an 
effective and cohesive work group. If such a relationship is discovered, this 
research will aim to document how that relationship is experienced by the 
members of the work group. 

Your involvement would consist of being interviewed about your cultural 
background and your work group involvement. A possible follow-up interview 
may also be conducted to provide you a chance to reflect on the first interview 
and further expound upon answers. Interviews will be for approximately one 
and one-half hours each. Each interview will be audio taped and then 
transcribed for evaluation and inclusion in the dissertation. The transcription 
of your interview will be sent back to you to ensure its accuracy. You will be a 
voluntary participant and may decide to withdraw from the investigation at 
any time without incurring any penalty. 

I realize that some responses may be sensitive and I will take steps to 
promote confidentiality. First, although words will not be changed, all 
participants' names will be omitted from the final record of the research. 
Second, your group's involvement will be in conjunction with groups from 
several different organizations. This means that in the final report it will be 
difficult to discern from where information came since a variety of groups are 
being investigated. 

I have read and understand the contents of this letter and consent to 
participating in this research project. 

participant's signature date 

Name (printed): 

Address: 

Telephone: 
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