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An Employee View of Equal Opportunities in Employment: A Qualitative Investigation of its Reality in Iran 

Abstract

The primary aim of this paper is to investigate whether equal opportunity (EO) pronouncements, both internally through organisation own administrative policies or externally imposed governmental legislations benefit those who are the main subject of EO polices and practices –i.e. employees. Whilst a majority of current research on EO policies dominated by writings on developed and specifically Western nations, this paper tackles such one-sidedness in previous research and takes the current understanding further by providing employee perspectives on EO in employment to encompass less developed nations with a particular focus on the Middle East region and more specifically on Iran. Using a qualitative research approach data was collected from semi- and in-depth interviews with employees across two different but linked industries: construction and manufacturing. Based on the analysis of the data, Management self-interest, compliance, overt discrimination and cost minimisation were found to characterise the current dominant approach to EO polices in the sample organisations. It was found that the determination and willingness to abide by legislations on the part of managers to pursue EO polices began to fade shortly after the employees were recruited. In more accurate language, prospects for implementing EO declared polices were seen to fade away as the employee began to work.
Introduction

A review of current research on human resource management (HRM) and organisational behaviour indicates that conventional managing of employees in which a homogeneous workforce is assumed as an underlying assumption of managing organisations is in sharp contrast to maintaining competitive advantage through people. Rather, to create and maintain sustainable competitive advantage through people, there is a need on the part of managers to take advantage of a rather heterogeneous or diverse workforce. Absent in this debate, though, has been on any exploration of, first, the nature of managing workforce and whether they are treated and managed as homogeneous or heterogeneous work groups, and second, the resultant implications for both the organisation and people in non-Western contexts. Despite the importance of employees for state-dominated economies and more recently private sectors of less developed (non-Western) nations, research in this area has been largely neglected. This study is in line with the Special Issue Editors’ plea for research on equality and diversity in the Middle East which highlights a shortage of studies that investigates the dynamics of managing diverse workgroups through effective equality and diversity polices in this significant diverse region (see Burke et al., 2008). As Burke et al.’s (2008) review of the sparse literature on managing diverse workgroups in the Middle East shows, the Middle East region is diverse on three accounts of geographical location, religious tradition and beliefs, and virtually unlimited opportunities derived from oil/gas wealth. It lies at the juncture of Eurasia and Africa and of the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean. It is the birthplace and spiritual centre of three main Abrahamic religions, i.e., Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. The economic structure of Middle Eastern countries is also diverse in the sense that while some countries are heavily dependent on export of oil and oil-related products (e.g., Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iran), others have a highly diverse economic and industrial base (e.g., Egypt and Israel).
Iran provides an ideal locus for such research given the fact that approximately 61 per cent of the population of Iran are under 30 years old (Middle East Times, 2007): making Iran world’s second youngest country after Jordan (Iran Daily, 2005). This implies that effective management of such young and diverse workforce is a key litmus test of the reality of the adoption of effective management of people within Iranian organisations. Study in the Middle East with a particular focus on those nations with different socio-economic, cultural and political climate then would bring new insights in terms of, first, allowing us to broaden the theoretical debate on development of human resources; and second, exploring whether managers could take advantage of equality of opportunities (EO) in employment of diverse workforce in order to create sustainable competitive advantage. Furthermore, this study generates insights and develop greater understanding of whether the conclusions from the literature on positive impact of EO policies and diversity management (DM) in developed countries hold true in the context of a less developed region (i.e. Middle East) with a particular focus on Iran. Thus this study, first, enables us to, as the Editors of the Special Issue identified (Burke et al., 2008; see also Syed, 2008a, 2008b), elucidate what is distinctive about current discourses and practices of equality and diversity in the Middle East, and second, explore those issues that might explain why equality of opportunity (EO) and DM
 in its multitude of forms are said to be effective in Western countries and are deemed insignificant and even dysfunctional in less developed nations. 
Managing diversity: A review

While, the term ‘diversity’ can be referred to “any attribute that happens to be salient to an individual that makes him/her perceive that he/she is different from another individual” (Friday and Friday, 2003, p. 863), it usually includes members of the minority groups in an organisation which are different from others in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, age, class, religion, values, sexual preferences, education, and disabilities (Egan and Bendick, 2003). In a similar vein, Cox (1994, p. 246) talks about diversity as the representation of people with distinctive group affiliations such as race, gender, religion and even personality and political party affiliation. Clearly, such differences among organisational members call on managers to recognise the value of the heterogeneity of group differences and believe in the benefits of diversity to the organisations (Ely and Thomas, 2001). The responsibility of management therefore  is not to make effort to facilitate and guarantee the integration of minorities in a dominant culture, but to challenge to adopt those organisational practices so that everyone can succeed by being true to him/herself (see Walby, 2007). Based on such premise, Ivancevich and Gilbert (2000, p. 77) define the term as the organization’s commitment to “recruit, retain, reward and promote a heterogeneous mix of productive, motivated and committed workers” with the mix referring to race/ethnicity, gender, and physical abilities. According to Gilbert et al. (1999, p. 61), “diversity management is a voluntary organisational programme designed to create greater inclusion of all individuals into informal social networks and formal company programmes”. The implications of such inclusion of all individuals and designing systematic and planned programmes for them are two-fold (Stockdale and Crosby, 2004, p. 12): to improve interaction among diverse people especially of different ethnicities, sexes or cultures; and to make this diversity a source of creativity, complementarity and greater effectiveness (see Risberg and Soderberg, 2008, p. 427). 

Kamp and Hagedorn-Rasmussen’s (2004) review of the literature on diversity management highlights two issues which have contributed to its promotion to HRM. The demographic development in most Western countries which implies that companies have to employ an increasingly more diverse workforce of ethnicity, age and gender; and globalization of markets which implies a stronger quest for innovation and creativity which according to Roosevelt Thomas (19900 can be fulfilled through diverse team.

Due to its focus on individual employee welfare and organisation’s bottom line in the form of individual and organisational benefits, efficiency and market performance, diversity management differs from previous employment equity approaches directed at under-represented minority ethnic groups, such as anti-discrimination, equal opportunity and affirmative action approaches (Wrench, 2007, p. 73). In other words, organisational policies that take into account individual differences in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, age, language, culture – to name but a few – have long been as integral parts of an organisation’s routine activities. While diversity management is regarded as a renewal of old strategies to combat discrimination and promote equal opportunities, Jacobs et al. (2001) take the argument further and argue that such renewal refers to the importance of individual’s capacities and resources and shifts the attention to positive vision instead of highlighting problems (Kamp and Hagedorn-Rasmussen, 2004, p. 526).

While diversity management was developed in the US in the 1980s following organisational practitioners’ growing need to manage cross-cultural and individual differences in an increasingly diverse demographic workforce (Kelly and Dobbins, 1998; Nkomo and Cox, 1996; Walby, 2007; Özbilgin and Nishii, 2007), and has just in the last decade reached the UK and the rest of Europe ((Kamp and Hagedorn-Rasmussen, 2004, p. 526; Risberg and Soderberg, 2008), it is, however, (to quote Metcalfe and Woodhams, 2008, p. 378) culturally, socially and historically formed and reformed and needs to be explored within specific socio-political and geographic regions. In more accurate language, the main themes of the US- and UK-based literature on diversity management can be categorised into three strands (Risberg and Soderberg, 2008, p. 428). The first strand considers diversity management as a means of enhancing organisational performance (Friday and Friday, 2003; Maxwell, 2004) mainly through increased creativity and flexibility in the company (Maxwell, 2004; Gilbert and Stead, 1999). As UK, in line with most of Western countries, is facing the problem of aging population in that the baby boomers with the highest population growth (born 1940-1960) retire and young workforce shrinks, the companies have no choice but to recruit skilled and talented people who represent different market segments (Charles, 2003; Egan and Bendick, 2003; Gilbert and Stead, 1999; Maxwell, 2004). Based upon the recruitment of such diverse work groups, there is evidence to suggest that they create value and advantage for companies in terms of, inter alia, helping to gain access to more diverse market segments (Kelly and Dobbin, 1998), improving customer service (Maxwell, 2004), increasing marketplace understanding (Friday and Friday, 2003; Gilbert et al., 1999), improving decision making and organisational learning as they bring more perspectives to problems solving as diverse work teams, producing more innovative solutions than homogeneous teams (Friday and Friday, 2003; Gilbert et al., 1999; Ely and Thomas, 2001).

The second strand relates to the effects of diversity management on individuals and diverse workgroups. In the absence of diversity management practices, it is expected that workplace discrimination takes place and that the disadvantaged diverse workgroups are expected to suffer from unfair treatment not least because of their age, gender, culture, language, nationality, religion, disabled status or any other legally protected features. Others take the argument further and talk about “glass ceiling” (Sanchez and Brock, 1996; Thomas, 1990; see also, Rosser, 2004; Lind and Brzuzy, 2007) for minority diverse workgroups in that due to various forms of discriminations, minority diverse workgroups’ advancement to higher organisational positions and their career development is stopped at the very lower level.  This situation in turn results in high absenteeism, high turnover, low morale, and low productivity among the diverse minority workgroups as they feel unvalued, isolated and disrespected. However, many advocates of diversity management practices argue that if planned and implemented effectively, diversity management could counteract such adverse effects and instead, it would result in more cost-effective operations for the firm (see Friday and Friday 2003; Maxwell, 2004).

Finally, the third strand centres on the impact of diversity management on the bottom line. Indeed, the research findings on this theme revealed a vague intention of the current management of diversity practices. This is the position taken by Prasad and Mills (1997) who found diversity management practices to produce no proven effects on the bottom line. In a similar vein, Lorbiecki and Jack (2000) maintain that diversity management may even perpetuate and enforce inequalities in the workplace in case differences between ethnic groups are essentialized (see Zanoni and Janssens, 2004). 

Despite the existence of a plethora of research on diversity management and the aforementioned contrasting views on its application in the context of (Western) developed economies and colourful metaphors such as the ‘cultural mosaic’ and the ‘salad bowl’ as a sign of a harmonious coexistence of different perceptions and world views in Western organisations, it has remained an important issue on research agendas of organisational scholars in terms of the perceived gap between its managerial rhetoric and its reality for the minority diverse workforce. Specifically, such importance has been central to those non-Western nations which have been highly influenced by globalisation. This is in particular the case for the Middle Eastern nations which are characterised by a rather heterogeneous socio-economic, cultural and political context. Given this, it can be suggested that the effective management of its diverse workforce, both by domestic and multinational companies, is one useful litmus test of the appropriateness of their human resource strategies. In short, as Budhwar and Mellahi’s (2007, p. 3) review of the sparse literature on HRM in the Middle East show, there is a shortage of studies that investigates the dynamics of managing diverse workforce in this significant region. While efforts on the part of theocratic Islamic governments of the Middle East have relatively raised the profile of EO and DM practices in employment (regarded as a basic Quranic precept) for attracting highly diverse workforce, the degree to which the adoption of EO and diversity practices actually reflects new and different attitudes among the managers and workers is less certain. This study contributes to the debate by highlighting the significance of the local Middle Eastern context in which diversity management is introduced and adopted. While rooted in the US (Kelly and Dobbin, 1998) and now integrated in the Europe labour market (see Widell, 2000), the current research on diversity management regards ethnic minorities as a group that represents problems and burdens to society (Dicken, 2002; see for further details, Kamp and Hadgedorn-Rasmussen, 2007, p. 526). Thus, this study is designed to empirically examine the nature and extent of equality and DM practices, the gap (if any) between its rhetoric and reality, and elucidate those factors which have potential impact on its effectiveness in Iran – the second largest Islamic country in the Middle East (see Özbilgin and Syed, forthcoming).

The Iranian Context

Known as Persia until 1935, Iran became an Islamic republic in 1979 after the ruling monarchy was overthrown and the Shah was forced into exile. Since then, conservative clerical forces have established a theocratic system of government with ultimate political authority vested in a learned religious scholar referred to commonly as the Supreme Leader who, according to the constitution, is accountable only to the Assembly of Experts (The World Factbook, 2008). With an area of 1,648,000 square kilometres, and a population of over 68 million people, Iran is a vast region in the Middle East and has one of the highest annual population growth in the world. While a Middle Eastern country, it is not part of the Arab culture. Instead, it is part of the South Asian cultural cluster consisting of such countries as India, Thailand, and Malaysia (Javidan and Dasmalchain, 2003). The official language of Iran is Persian (Farsi). The country’s health and education indicators are among the best in the region. More specifically, there are two key sources of competitive advantage for Iran: first, natural resources and second, young population. Iran is the world’s fourth biggest oil exporter and has the world’s second biggest gas reserves. Approximately, 67% of the nearly 70 million Iranians are below the age of 25 (The World Bank, 2008). 

Despite being a natural-resource rich country with a young and educated population, Iran’s economy suffers from myriad problems. For the Iran Policy Forum at the United States Institute of Peace (USIP), these problems can be categorised into four myths: (i) dire economic conditions, (ii) high rate of inflation, (iii) widespread poverty and rising inequality, and (iv) high rate of unemployment. In addition, the current political climate of the country and therefore international pressure on foreign firms which deal with Iran (mainly due to Iran’s nuclear energy policy) limit the amount of foreign investment in various Iran’s economic sectors. With regard to such political climate, Javidan and Dastmalchian (2003, p. 128) talk about two very different streams of thought which compete vigorously to determine the country’s future direction: those who are not necessarily against development or technology but they want it to be a means of achieving their religious goals, and those who feel that Islam’s survival and Iran’s progress require a modern flexible view. Such ongoing struggle between these two sides has generated stagnation, political instability, and turmoil and has stalled progress. 

To counteract the country’s sluggish economic performance and more importantly, the toughened regime of UN Security Council sanctions against Iran as well as uncertainties about the viability of its petroleum sector, State Expediency Council (see Iran Chamber Society, 2005) launched a series of roundtables on ‘Future Perspectives’ that were later renamed “Future Vision”, which formed the basis of Iran’s strategic 20-Year Vision document. The 20-Year Vision is expected to shape all short-, mid- and long-term policies for making Iran the top West Asian country economically, technologically and culturally by 2025. The first year for implementing the general policies of the 20-Year Vision was 2005. In the Iran’s 20-year vision, a steady and speedy economic growth has been referred to as the main index to guarantee the country’s economic power in future. 

Within the context of Iran, effective management of the diverse and young workforce through various training and development strategies (central to Iran’s 20-Year Vision) is deemed to be especially important not least because Iran has been under US sanctions for years, and as current evidence shows, the U.S. continues to impose new sanctions on Iran. This has left Iran no choice but to invest more in its diverse young human capital through tailoring HRM practices to various needs of its diverse workforce. Indeed, such diversity-driven approach towards recruiting a range of qualified candidates for Iranian organisations is needed not least because of the country’s diverse population (See Soltani, forthcoming; Soltani and Wilkinson, forthcoming).

Method

The research approach adopted for the present study conforms to qualitative research through a multiple case study design. The case study design consisted of six cases in two related privately owned sectors: construction and brick making/burning. Brick-making is now one of the most important and thriving high export sectors in Iran and that construction accounts for approximately 35 percent of the total private investment. The implication of such environment of fast-pace project execution accompanied by the use of new technology, technological advances and application of new construction materials in the two sectors impacted on employment in the sector, and the need on the part of management to recruit a diverse and multi-skilled workforce in response to such rapidly growing market.

To gather qualitative data, the Directory of Iran Industries Info Base and Iran Yellow Pages were used to identify cases with diverse workforce in particular those with extensive experience with recruiting foreign workers. Based on our analysis of the companies across the two sectors, some 19 companies appeared to have a mix of local and foreign workers. In order to represent a diverse cross-section of companies, these cases were then compared and contrasted. Subsequently, six cases were chosen for our research. The cases were representative of the sample population in terms of higher annual turnover, long experience with recruiting foreign and diverse pool of workers, long-established HRM departments with EO & DM polices in place, and large establishment size.

Of different qualitative research techniques, semi-structured interview and analysis of documentary evidence were utilized to examine the extent and nature of diversity management from both managers and workers’ point of view. It involved 35 interviews with workers (approximately 6 employees per case). Workers were asked to think about the reality of EO/DM policies, their perception of and experiences with EO/DM practices, and the extent to which EO/DM practices helped them develop their full potential and talent. Table I presents descriptive statistics on interviewees in the two sectors and in each case).
Table I. Descriptive statistics on interviewees 

                                                                                                                   Construction                                                                                                    Manufacturing                     
                                                                                     Case 1                         Case 2                           Case 3                                  Case 1                                 Case 2                             Case 3

Size (across different sites in the country                 +1000                          +950                                 +1000                               +1000                                      +950                             +1000
Nature of the workforce jobs             Very basic low/unskilled  Very basic low/unskilled     Very basic low/unskilled   Very basic low/unskilled  Very basic low/unskilled   Very basic low/unskilled   
(all shopfloor jobs)                                              Manual jobs for:           Manual jobs for:                    Manual jobs for:               Manual jobs for:           Manual jobs for:              Manual jobs for:

                                                                      general contractor         General contractor                  General contractor          operating semi- &                 operating semi- &     operating semi- &                   
                                                                     for various industries    for various industries              for various industries      full automatic brick-               making machines;      making machines;  
                                                                –e.g. bridges, cement, &     –e.g. bridges, cement, &    –e.g. bridges, cement, &      making machines;                  making machines;     making machines;  
                                                                    mining, factories;  guard   mining, factories;  guard    mining, factories;  guard      brick-kiln worker                  brick-kiln worker   brick-kiln worker
                                                                  operations; Facilities and     operations; Facilities and    operations; Facilities and

                                                                      support services                  support services                 support services
Head offices                                                   Tehran & Mashad             Tehran, Tabriz                    Tehran, Ahvaz,          Tehran & Mashad               Tehran & Mashad          Tehran & Mashad               
                                                                       Tabriz & Ahvaz                & Mashad                            & Tabriz

Market                                                           Local & regional               Local & regional                Local & regional          Local & regional                 Local & regional            Local & regional
Number of interviews in each case                                   6                                    7                               6                                       5                                         6                                      5

Tenure with company (average)                                    16.20                              17                              18                                   14.20                                  11.60                                17.10

Gender mix: Male (Female)                                           6(0)                                7(0)                          6(0)                                   5(0)                                     6(0)                                 5(0)
Nationality – Iranian (Foreigner):                                  2(4)                                 2(5)                          3(3)                                  1(4)                                      2(4)                                 1(4)
Average age (years)                                                       41.40                             39.50                        44.60                                 43.60                                   42.50                              43.60
Education – University degree (diploma or less):         0(6)                                 0(7)                          0(6)                                    0(5)                                     0(6)                                0(5)                                                                                         

Full-time employment based on contract: Yes (No)     2(4)                                 2(5)                          1(5)                                    2(3)                                     2(4)                                1(4) 
Familiarity with EO policies                               No awareness;                it is mainly for            no one  has ever told            it is only a cover up;        it does not benefit           It is meant to protect us 
                                                                             It does not apply t       managers or to a lesser   us about it; there is no         There is nothing in           us; They[managers]        but in reality it 
                                                                                  to us.                    extent white-collar staff.       EO at all for us.                 It for us.                         design it for their own    only benefits managers 
                                                    
             self-interests
EO in pay, training, promotion                             paid less for                         paid less for                     paid less for                       paid less for                       paid less for                   paid less for

                                                                   similar jobs; routine     similar jobs; routine jobs;   similar jobs; routine jobs;   similar jobs; routine jobs;  similar jobs; routine jobs;  similar jobs; routine jobs;
                                                                       jobs; no opportunity for     jobs no opportunity for       jobs no opportunity for        jobs no opportunity for      jobs no opportunity for       no opportunity for

                                                                               promotion.                                promotion.                         promotion.                            promotion.                       promotion.                        promotion.
Existence of EO handbook/ written 
EO policies (see Note2]                                           NO                                             NO                                   NO                                       NO                                        NO                                    NO

Note 1: Total number of interviews = 35 [construction = 19 interviews; Manufacturing = 16 interviews]
Note 2: based on the personal observation of the researchers and analysis of the documentary evidence
All interviews were of circa one and a half to two hours. With the interviewees’ consent, the interviews were tape recorded, transcribed verbatim and content analysed (see Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The primary purpose here was to make valid inferences from text through classifying many words of text into much fewer content categories (Weber, 1990), or as Holsti (1969: 14) put it, ‘to objectively and systematically identify specified characteristics of messages’. This technique relies on coding and categorising of the data. To this end, the steps recommended by Haney et al. (1998) were taken into account as follows. First, based on the initial interview topics, three research assistants who had extensive experience in qualitative research reviewed the interviewees’ responses independently and provided the principal investigator a list of important categories. The initial lists of categories were then compared for any differences. Next, to independently apply coding, the principal investigator used a consolidated checklist of the main categories of the data. Having repeated the aforementioned steps, the reliability of the coding was finally established and resulted in an acceptable level (98 per cent agreement). Following the above procedures and based on the main topics of interview, the interviewees’ responses were summarised and categorised as follows: The quest for EO policies, EO and DM as mechanisms to fit management priorities, and perceived bottom line impact of EO policies (see Soltani et al., 2008; Soltani, forthcoming; Soltani and Wilkinson, forthcoming). The qualitative examination of the specified characteristics of the interviewees’ responses across the two industries is outlined below.
Qualitative Examination of the interviewees’ Responses
The quest for EO policies: managers’ self-interest or concern for diverse workgroups
Our observation of the workers’ employment records showed that some workers had no social protection or proper working contracts and therefore there was strong evidence on the part of management to avoid the associated costs of their employment. Indeed, we found the cost-reduction impact of such contractual arrangements for both the organisation and to a lesser extent the workers to be substantial. For example, a review of the labour and tax laws in Iran shows that employers are required to not only pay income tax but also to contribute to the State Social Security Fund and the Employment Fund. In this respect, both the employer and employee have to contribute to social security and unemployment insurance 23% and 7% of the worker’s salary respectively (plus 3% as the State’s contribution). Interestingly, not only a majority of the workers had no written employment contracts but also in all six cases across the two sectors the foreign workers as well as diverse work groups were outnumbered local workforce and homogeneous work groups. Whilst in both sectors the workforce diversity was a reality, the appropriate diversity arrangements as a means to capitalise on various individual and organisational benefits of a diverse workforce (see Cox and Blake, 1991) were seen to be the missing link in the senior management thinking on the diverse workforce. 
We [workers] are too diverse. Sometimes we cannot communicate properly. When someone speaks a different language other than Persian or even a different dialect he or she will be bullied. Each of us has a different background. As a result, we tend to socialise less and less and only care about the money we get. The only thing we have in common is to make more money.

The only thing which matters most to them [managers] is how cheap our services are. If you do not negotiate your wage and accept their offer you can keep your job as long as you wish. Whilst we are different in many personal and working aspects, our managers do not want to recognise our differences, or if they do it is only for their own sake and benefit. We have different work experience, culture, background, language. Sometimes managers use these differences against us in a way that it makes us feel inferior to other colleagues. That is what I know about diversity which brings about unpleasant outcomes for us.

When you are not one of them in terms of language, background, culture and nationality you are judged based on your specific differences with others as well as how cheap your services are for them [managers]. If you [workers] agree with their conditions and terms which basically mean working hard for less pay, you are regarded as good workforce. This can help you keep your job.
Drawing on the human resource archival documents, we found less evidence that managers attempted to integrate diversity practices with HR policies, and if they did, it was a short-term response to the governmental interim monitoring. The major way in which HR policies and diversity initiatives were integrated was through the initial company’s job advertisement in which the potential job applicants were given a fair chance to apply for the job regardless of the unrelated job factors such as race, sex, nationality or age. The evidence highlighted the centrality of cost reduction and of the managerial benefits that were attendant upon EO for low level and low paid positions. As a result of such compulsory compliance with the government equality legislation, there was an explicit cost-benefit or solid economic rationale for the uptake of EO policies. Such managerial approach to adopting EO practices and government legislation can be termed ‘equal opportunity for Taylorism’ not least because the workers were carefully selected for the low-level and low paid jobs (see Taylor, 1911). Unfortunately, despite such marginalisation of the workers in the labour market and offering them only blue-collar jobs the six case organisations were reaping immense financial rewards of the cheap diverse work groups. A majority of the workers from the two industries mentioned the alignment of the organisation’s strategic objectives with diversity management practices (i.e. fulfilment of the workers’ self-interest) less frequently and less positively. Furthermore, there was an extremely negative mention of the benefits of effective diversity management for the workers.

We all have been abused by our managers in terms working long hours and poor working conditions. We are also paid less for the same jobs. They say it is your choice. If you are unhappy you can go. Our working status has never been monitored by external bodies. Since there is no respect for the law, they view us as those who are cheap and easy to exploit.

At the very early stage of my employment, I was happy as I found a very diverse work groups with different background, language (dialect), age and work experience around me. But I then realised that such diversity had caused a range of problems for each of the diverse groups which had similar characteristics. What I want to say is that each of us [each diverse work group] is disadvantaged for a reason which in turn fulfils managers’ self-interest. 

As a result of such ineffective approach on the part of the organisation to EO policies, it was not suspiring for us to see lower organisational commitment and motivation on the part of diverse workgroups. Indeed, further analysis of the workers’ responses yielded a very different version of organisational commitment which can be termed ‘organisational compliance rather than commitment’. For the majority of the workers there was little attention paid to career development because they believed that the current HRM policies were to improve the motivation and effectiveness of white-collar staff. Job security was the dominant concern and this was the basis of their “job satisfaction” as opposed to commitment. In order to achieve this, there was a strong emphasis on the need to establish a close relationship with their supervisors. In such circumstances there is clearly no need on the part of management to establish a true commitment to diversity practices. “Working as hard as not to get fired”, was one of the most frequent comments about the reality of organisational life and a major concern of the blue-collar workers. As a result of differences in language, age, culture, nationality and much more specifically high unemployment rate of the economy, workers were seen to be forced to be in full compliance with their supervisory managers by working long and beyond their contracted hours and under poor working conditions. This had the effect of limiting workers’ commitment and involvement (Beer, 2003). In one worker’s words, “we are afraid of speaking out freely for fear of losing our jobs”. 

We work like machines and equipments. We cannot make our voice heard. Although we are diverse in everything but our supervisors expect us to say nothing different from their own opinions. We are all treated in a way which places the needs of our administrative staff, supervisors and managers ahead of us.

EO and DM as mechanisms to fit only the management priorities

For the majority of workers, EO practices were promoted as being in the best interests of the management. As a result, blue-collar workers were regarded as, in one worker’s words, “disadvantaged group” not least because they were unlikely to receive training, to get promotion, to receive recognition or even to get a fair pay. Specifically, there was an extremely high negative mention of direct discrimination and being treated as refugees – as opposed to employees. From the workers’ points of view, therefore, it would appear that EO in terms of treating workers as valued assets have been too few or have failed and fallen short of promises in practice. One explanation for this and impediment to implementation of EO policies, as one supervisory managers mentioned, “lies in the conflict between management and employee self-interests”. In both industries, all companies were seen to make a good profit by hiring diverse groups of workers for low level and low paid jobs. At the same time, recruiting such diverse workforce was claimed to be a sign of compliance with the labour law, social justice, and ethical and human rights (see Wilson, 1996; McDougall, 1996), an indication of the so-called ‘equal opportunity employer’. 

In our company some 60 per cent of shopfloor workers are foreigners. Although we are from two neighbouring countries but we have different culture, dialect and practice different religion. Whilst this might be a sign of diversity in employment, the local workforce will never do such low-paid jobs. However, if they do, they are very demanding and ask for higher wages and extra benefits which we are not entitled to get.
In effect, recruitment of diverse workforce was seen to be a mechanism to fit only the management priorities and initiatives in relation to the needs of the management. 

Diversity management practices are all tools for effecting management own self-interests and organisational priorities. I do not think there is anything positive in it for us [workers].
If managers can find local people for the jobs we are offered here they will never ever offer us any employment opportunity. They know that they cannot make profit of local people and we are the best profitable option for them

Across the two industries, there was a strong underlying preference for low-skilled workers from the neighbouring countries (e.g. Afghanistan), driven by management’s desire to intensify the control of capital over diverse work groups rather than seeking to use the advantages of a diverse workforce  (Bartz et al., 1990) and recruiting the best talents (Ross and Schneider, 1992). In both industries, foreign workers were seen to outnumber the local workers. A large number of these workers shared a language (Dari) and religion (Shia Islam) with the Iranians. Despite such similarities, the cases appeared to deliberately adopt a ‘hand-off’ approach to managing these workers (see Peel and Boxall, 2005) and as a result, they were disadvantaged in terms of, among others, accident or unemployment insurance or even paid annual or sick leave – let alone access to training, taking unfair dismissal claims, pay schemes and fringe benefits or future career prospects. Comments such as “The jobs we take are unattractive to local people because of low pay and poor working conditions”, “we are not in a position to set any preconditions prior to our employment” and “we do not receive any support from our employer with regard to work permit and legal residence status” were examples of the extent and nature of EO policies to the foreign workers, an indication of direct or overt discrimination against the foreign workers. Due to the nature of the jobs in the two industries, there was a marked divergence in the labour force participation rates among male and female employees (see Burke, 2006; Burke and Nelson, 2002). In all cases we observed, female workforce were seen to receive lower pay and to take lower level jobs with low levels of responsibility. In consequence, for a majority of workers, diversity practices or EO policies were regarded as of such insignificance that it did not contribute to fulfilling their basic employment needs. In the construction industry, oral contracts or even no contract were seen to be an accepted practice. 

My wife and I do the same job. But she gets paid less then me. We both work in brick-burning unit of the factory. The condition is very poor. We have no right to negotiate our wage or even make complain. Of course we can but we will then be fired or reported to police as we have no a valid work permit.

We are several families which have been working together for this factory for over 13 years. Both man and woman do the same jobs. But we [women] are paid less for the same job. The same is true for our friends in other factories
In the two industries and in particular brick-making/burning companies, foreign workers were long-serving employees with relatively high levels of technical skills, but weak labour market position. They typically chose to accept ‘no written contract’ work in order to be able to survive. Their choice of employment was not optional and therefore they had to do those manual jobs which were unattractive to the local workforce. As a result of their illegal status in the country and therefore a lack of work permit, their working arrangements – whether written or oral – were seen to be unfair. For example, their average wage was lower then local workers; they were not entitled to any work benefits or receive social security insurance. 

The only thing I learn is to work hard to survive, to keep quiet and do what I am told to do. I cannot recall a single occasion to make complaint within the last 14 years. We are constrained by a threat of unemployment as well as being deported. I have never received any support regarding my status or even work permit. The cheaper you are the higher the chance of employment you have.

I have worked here for over 23 years and I am now over 60 years old. In comparison to the past and despite my old age, I have to work harder. They always call me by my nationality as a part of my name rather than my own name. 

Most of us feel very vulnerable. We get paid less; we work hard; we seldom complain. We do not expect pay rise or any work benefits as others do. But we still feel uncomfortable and unsecure. We are very vulnerable as no one protects us. Despite all these, we have to do our best to fulfill our supervisors’ demands so that we can continue to work to support our family and to survive. You know when you are stranger [ethnic minority], you feel suspicious of everything and everyone.

The perceived bottom line impact of EO policies 

In all of the cases, the apparent diversity practices were often in response to increasing labour costs. This issue was quite obvious for the workers as they were disadvantaged in terms of basic employee rights. Due to their weak and unsecure status both at work and with regard to foreign workers in the wider community, they had to tolerate poor working condition and keep their employment at any cost. This was in particular the case for foreign workers with long organisational tenure. As Table I indicates, the average workers’ tenure with the companies ranged from approximately 12 to 18 years (see Table I). Interestingly, our analysis of the weekly HRM newsletter of the cases found that they had rarely filed complaints against either their managers or even peer workers.
We do what they want us to do. We have to be happy with low pay and hard work. That’s what our supervisors want. This makes them feel good and effective supervisors in the eyes of their superiors. However, this does not mean that we are satisfied with our work.  That’s what we should do not what we really want to. We are different from most of the employees. Such differences come at a huge price for us in that we have no or cannot have the basic employee rights.
However, whether such long-term employment relationship or unwillingness to complain about the working conditions can be attributed to the existence of EO policies is questionable. One the one hand, the long-employment relationship with a specific company could be attributed to the considerable restrictions imposed by the government on the physical movement of the foreign workers and therefore government permits were required for travel within the country (see Strand et al., 2004). One the other hand, the good intention of effective DM was seen to be neutralised through managerial self-interest considerations which in most cases appeared to run counter to, rather than support, DM practices. For a majority of workers, in particular foreign ones, the mere presence of diverse work groups was a matter of compliance with the labour law. However, as previous research (see Dickens, 1995) found, such compliance with the letter of the equality law did not take the organisations far along the EO path. 

My supervisor promised me to resolve my working status. As a result, I then agreed to work with a too low wage. It has been several years now and my status has remained the same. I cannot leave the job as I need money to support my family. Also, I cannot complain as I will easily get fired and being reported to authorities for our illegal status.

Everybody knows that working in construction or brick-burning sectors is a very tough job. Most of us are unskilled, manual workforce from different provinces and the two neighbouring countries. We are very different in many aspects. As we are different and get no support from our supervisors, we are very vulnerable. As a result, we form our own small groups to protect our basic rights. For example, those who speak Arabic have their own team; those from Afghanistan have their own group. Those who speak Turkish have their own small community. Each of us is regarded as ethnic minority with no power and disadvantaged for even the very basic employee rights. Sadly, such differences cause a lot of problems in that each group blames other group for any poor performance and tries to attract the supervisor’s attention for their own benefits. But at the end of the day, we [ethnic minorities] are losers and they [managers] are winners.
In respect of the impact of diversity practices on the workers, the analysis of the workers’ responses revealed one important factor influencing their impression towards EO practices: the importance of mutuality of matching the needs of the worker with the needs of the manager and organisation. For the workers in both industries, there was no prospect of receive training, getting promotion, receiving recognition and getting higher pay. However, long-term relationship with the employers (without written contract) and avoiding paying tax on their earnings were seen to be the positive side of their employment. Unfortunately, as a majority of the workers commented, there was no attempt on the part of management to resolve their working status in terms of work permit and other employment-related arrangements required by the law. Comments such as, “what matters most to me is to have a job regardless of how much I get. I am happy to work more for earning more” and “I do not want to put my whole life and hope in jeopardise. Although they do not help us get working visa they still want us to work. This is more than enough for me”, were some of the most frequent comments about the impact of EO practices on the workers’ organisational life. 
Conclusions 
This paper presents a picture of DM in Iran based on the data of six case studies from two different but related sectors: construction and brick-making/burning. Across the six cases, the reality and existence of DM or any related initiatives seems to be more influenced by managers’ self-interests – as opposed to the diverse work groups’ self interest who meant to be the main subject of EO and DM policies. 
The research findings suggest one dominant path of management’s approach: it leads to a more short-term approach to managing diverse workforce which apparently ensures fair and equitable employment of diverse work groups regardless of nationality, age, language,  culture, religion – to name but a few. However, such managerial orientations towards diverse work groups stop at the point of ‘selection’. This implies that the current management of the six cases fails to appreciate the wider implications of individual differences after ‘selection’ and to value and respect the differences among employees (to quote Bartz et al., 1990, p. 321) “as an asset to work being done more efficiently and effectively”. One characteristic of such pay lip service to managing diverse workforce is that it only tries to focus on eliminating discriminatory practices as imposed by the state legislation rather than using the individual differences as a means to ‘person-organisation fit’ (Chatman, 1989) in that both organisation’s and individual’s needs, desires and preferences are fulfilled (Kristof, 1996). Furthermore, the impacts of initial EO policies in selecting low-skilled employees were appeared to be more significant not least because they were viewed as an opportunity to cost-effectiveness and improving profitability. However, as we discussed earlier, such limited form of legally backed selection of the workforce is not without its shortcomings. Focusing on the reasons why the labour law and its associated legislations may be translated inadequately into practice suggested several issues which deserve further attention. First, EO policies motivated by the Iranian labour law for both employees and organisational benefits would deliberately change their focus in practice to reflect only the management needs. Second, there is no any reliable source for disadvantaged groups to push their demands and exert pressure for equality. In Iran, union historically do not have a good record in tackling discrimination. Although Iranian workers have, in theory, a right to form labour unions, there is, in actuality, no union system in the country. Workers are represented ostensibly by a state-sponsored institution that nevertheless attempts to challenge some State policies. Furthermore, the right of workers to strike in any form is generally not respected by the state (see Labour and tax laws in Iran, 2007). Finally and third, the current limited achievements or failure of EO policies can be attributed to the senior management. Management in Iran, as previous research confirms (Namazi, 2003; Mortazavi and Salehi, 1992; Latifi, 1997), represents a hybrid of Western, ancient and Islamic styles (Kiani and Latifi, 1995). It values the Islamic notions of equality, justice and protection and support for subordinates and workers; it follows the traditions and respects the norms of the 6000-year-old ancient Iranian culture with a particular focus on power and control as the main recipe for a good management; they try to adapt to the Western management style by focusing on flexibility, low power orientation, preparedness to take risks, low rule orientation (Pant et al., 1996) and also apply those Western managerial techniques aimed at enhancing productivity and quality. While all these appear to be positive, promising, appropriate and valuable, the dominant paternalistic culture of Iranian organisations tends to create independent managers. For Levinson (1968) such paternalism has close affinity with ancient clans and kingdoms that needed to sustain their soldiers’ loyalty. As we observed, however, such paternalistic managers were seen to be very bitter towards any feedback by their subordinates or as Aronoff and Ward (1993) argued, sap employee initiative and creativity and can even eat away at responsibility as organizational members learn that “The Boss” will take care of things. 
The overriding managerial implications arising out of the research evidence is that there is a fundamental need for senior management to reconsider their role and adjust their approach and attitude towards meeting the needs of the workforce, organisation and customers in a long-term horizon. In respect of implications for future research, there appears to be a need to extend the current research by understanding the extent to which the government (labour law) can help to protect the workers and promote diversity-related practices. Research could also explore the current sate of diversity management in publicly-owned originations. Further, it would be interesting to explore management’s orientations towards EO and diversity policies within multinational corporations (MNCs) in Iran to find the extent and nature of diversity-related practice and any associated impediments. 
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� The terms affirmative action (AA), equal opportunity (EO) and diversity management (DM) are interchangeable and are often used as such throughout this paper.
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