Title:

Towards a contextual understanding of ethnic diversity in organizations: the case of police officers in The Netherlands

Authors:
Hans Siebers and Paul Mutsaers, Tilburg University, The Netherlands, H.G.Siebers@uvt.nl and P.Mutsaers@uvt.nl 

Conference:
Equal Opportunities Conference Istanbul, July 15-17, 2009

Stream: 
Ethnicity, work and organization

Convenors: 
Cynthia Forson and Geraldine Healy

Abstract

Diversity at the work floor may entail ethnic closure, i.e. ethnic inequality in for example access to jobs and career opportunities that cannot be attributed to variation in human capital credentials (Heath & Cheung, 2007; Siebers, 2009a; Tesser & Dronkers, 2007). Nevertheless, the meaning of ethnic identity and closure and how it works out in daily interactions at work remain scantily discussed. These topics belong to what Reskin (2003) identified as ‘unobserved variables’ in research on ascriptive inequality that require further inquiry.
We argue that this is largely due to the permanent and mechanical status that the various brands of literature tend to attribute to ethnic identity and closure. First, in the sociological literature (see Reskin, 2000 and 2003 for overviews), the salience of ethnic identity is mechanically assumed on the basis of demographic traits. Second, in the psychological literature (see Roberson & Block, 2001), stereotyping, cognitive bias and discrimination (e.g. Dovidio & Hebl, 2005; Fiske, 1998) are understood as stemming from automatic and unconscious mental processes (Ellemers & Barreto, 2008), i.e. as decontextual and permanent phenomena (cf. Bielby, 2008). Relevant psychological studies hardly include societal and organizational factors, i.e. the factors that may make up for timely and contextual differences, into their models. Third, although somewhat unexpectedly, the same assumption of permanent ontology is discernable in organizational studies rooted in critical race theory (e.g. Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Pierce, 2003). These claim that, since White people have historically dominated Western organizations, their values and interests have profoundly marked organizational practices (Nkomo, 1992). Consequently, critical race theory simply assumes the salience and workings of race and racism. Fourth, by contrast, narrative scholars of intersectionality do highlight ethnic and racial identity constructions intertwined with other identities such as gender and age. As radical constructivists (cf. Wimmer, 2009), they privilege the fluid and flexible nature of ethnic and racial identity constructions and resist essentialistic notions of such constructions (Adib & Guerrier, 2003; Essers & Benschop, 2007 and 2009). However, these studies fail to address the question what the relevance of these narrative constructions in interview settings is for actual practices and meaning-making in real-life settings at work (see Siebers, 2009b; see also Prins, 2006). Moreover, the fluid and flexible nature of these narrative constructions may well reflect the relatively powerless interview setting, but actual constructions of ethnic and racial identity in real-life settings may be much more rigid, inflexible and essentialistic than these scholars like to admit, due to real-life power relations and closure (see Siebers, 2009b, for organizational settings; see Baumann, 1999, for neighbourhood settings).
The assumed permanent and mechanical status that the various brands of literature attribute to ethnic identity and closure is very problematic given the fact that such identity and closure vary very much from one context to another. For example, such closure is much less pronounced in the US public sector organizations than in American private companies (McGuire, 2000; Moskos & Butler, 1996), it differs from one subordinated group to another (Heath & Cheung, 2007; Van Tubergen, 2004), and it differs from one receiving country to another (Heath & Cheung, 2007; Van Tubergen, 2004). Closure may change over time (Hoque & Noon, 1999; Noon, 1993). For example, there has been a shift from blatant to modern (McConahay, 1983), everyday (Deitch et al., 2003) or aversive (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000) discrimination and racism in the US since the 1960s. All these variations suggest that context influences whether ethnic closure become operational and that the contextual processes that produce such closure need to be explained instead of simply assumed. 

The aim of our ethnographic study among police officers in The Netherlands is to detect the kind of events in which ethnic boundaries are constructed and to bring in contextuality, i.e. the organizational and societal factors that trigger such events. We draw on understandings and concepts from two different brands of literature: (1) ethnic and migration studies (Barth, 1969; Wimmer, 2008a, 2008b, and 2009), and (2) critical realism (Fairclough, 2005; Reed, 2005). Accordingly, our focus is on very particular events and processes that are bounded in time and place. Such a focus represents an alternative to the assumed permanent ontology discussed above and in line with the boundary constructions approach encourages us to ask for the very specific real-life events in which such boundaries are constructed. Moreover, critical realism conceives of such events as tensions and articulations of human agency and social structures, mediated through social practices. Consequently, we have to look not only at those events themselves, but also at the material and discursive aspects of power structures that shape such events and the identity work (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) that employees engage in, in terms of resistance and compliance (cf. Clegg, 1994). 

Our (ongoing) study is guided by the following questions:

1. In which specific kinds of real-life events are ethnic identification and closure triggered among majority and minority employees at work? How do ethnic boundaries emerge?

2. What kinds of dynamics are sparked by such processes in the short and longer run? How are ethnic boundaries maintained?

3. Which organizational and societal factors trigger and influence such events and dynamics and how do these factors intersect in the emergence and maintenance of ethnic boundaries at work?

4. How do majority and especially minority employees deal with the ethnic boundaries they face in dialectics of compliance and resistance? 

We carried out our research among Dutch police officers in 2008 and 2009. We collected 20 logbooks and conducted 38 semi-structured, open-ended interviews with both ethnic majority and minority officers. Our findings point to articulation of both societal and organizational context factors with ethnic boundaries. Prevalent are, respectively, the migrants-hostile discourse (in media, politics, and society) in the Netherlands and aspects of new public management (customer focus and client satisfaction; post-bureaucratic management styles like coaching, mentoring, and negotiation; integrity discourse; the discourse of social professionalism; the community policing concept; affirmative action policies and other forms of diversity management). These are all contextual factors that occasionally feed into specific events of ethnic boundary constructions. In the paper we will present at the conference we discuss the basis findings on all four questions developed above. 
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