
Listening ability and the discourse on diversity:

how to avoid the excessive power of “the new" ?
1. Purpose

To interpret diversity management (DM) by analysing the rhetoric of managerial language starting from the gap between what is declared in official programmes and what is actually achieved by human resources managers in 20 international companies.

2. Design/methodology/approach

The theoretical approach is based on radical constructivism which is a keystone in critical management studies. The methodology used in our analysis is that of Grounded Theory.

3. Findings

Managerial rhetoric emerges as both an instrument to regulate organizational identity and risk management in connection with diversity, and a means to consolidate the predominant power structure.

4. Research implications and related limitations.

The radical-constructivist approach leads to an organizational diagnosis which is not in the least dogmatic: there is room for various solutions in measuring the gap between declared and enacted DM, rather than one best way, which might itself be considered a limitation.

5. Practical implications.

The pre-eminent concept promoted in the paper is “listening ability”, which implies recognising the “other” who is different by definition. This aids both the researcher in interpreting the reality and managers in processes of crafting strategy, setting up a “virtuous circle” between theory and practice.

6. Originality/value of the paper.
Distinction between real organizational change and the illusions of neophilia, on one hand, and neophobia, on the other.
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Research paper
1. INTRODUCTION

     In this paper we set out to interpret the concept of Diversity Management (DM) by analysing the rhetoric of management discourse. We focus on the gap that exists between what is officially stated in DM programmes and what is actually achieved by HR managers in the following companies: 

IBM Italia; Adecco Italia; l’Oreal Italia; Microsoft Italia; Coca Cola HBC Italia; General Motors Italia; Procter & Gamble Italia; American Express Italia; Novartis; HP Italia, DSM, Magneti Marelli, Ente Autonomo Volturno, Gruppo Oviesse, AD Form&ATP, Access Italia, ANM, Bagnoli Futura, De Cecco and Datalogic.

Our analysis of the gap between “declared” and “enacted” will help us give an answer to the following question: how is diversity management influenced by the various ways in which managers use the language or discourse of their specialisation? In adopting a critical management approach, we shall refer to the two key concepts rhetoric and diversity. 

Rhetoric (2.1.) will be seen to have a dual application: as “instrument of persuasion” and as a dialectic or process of language construction in itself, without pursuing preconceived objectives. Diversity (2.2.) will also be viewed in two perspectives: one, restrictive, which considers diversity in terms of the traditional variables such as age, gender, religion, and so on; and the other, extensive, based on the concepts of identity and “listening ability”.

In section 3 we shall see how the crux of our research is itself a problem of how the methodological framework is to be defined. In particular, we shall highlight the methodological pluralism that underlies grounded theory and the heterogeneity of tools available to an approach to critical management in the “radical constructivist” tradition. In order to contextualise our analysis of managerial rhetoric, we shall look at some linguistic expressions registered in DM programmes and in conversation with some of the HR managers in the featured companies. These official declarations will be set against the policies and organizational actions actually put into practice.

In the conclusions (4), rather than coming up with dogmatic answers, we shall put forward some questions designed to stimulate further debate, in the best tradition of critical management studies.
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK.

Rhetoric and diversity are two organizational labels (Czarniawska, 1993) which can have one meaning for the practitioner and quite another one for researchers with their own theoretical backgrounds.
2.1. Rhetoric and management discourse.

In what follows we distinguish between two aspects of rhetoric in management discourse: rhetoric as an instrument of persuasion in the hands of a decision maker, in the sense of rationality as optimization; and rhetoric as dialectic, or process of language construction (Eco, 1984; Czarniawska, 1995; 1997), in the interaction between social actors (bounded rationality).

2.1.1. Rhetoric as instrument of persuasion.
Rhetoric used by managers as an instrument of persuasion refers to the origin of the concept of rhetoric as an autonomous “art or technique” in the classical world.  This idea emerges quite clearly in Plato’s Gorgias:

“We define rhetoric as the possibility of discovering in any subject whatsoever the ability to persuade. This function in fact pertains to no other art; all the others have as their purpose teaching and persuasion concerning their own subject: medicine concerns case of good health and illness, geometry concerns variations in size, arithmetic concerns numbers, and so forth for the other arts or sciences. Rhetoric, on the contrary, seems to be able to discover what can persuade, as it were, in connection with any given subject; for this reason we say that it does not constitute a technique which concerns a specific genre of its own”.

“Rhetoric as instrument” relates to this Sophist tradition in fifth century Athens in placing the individual at the centre of organizational action. A large part of organization studies is based on this tradition, and in fact the humanities play a fundamental role in processes of management education (Gagliardi and Czarniawska, 2006).

Rhetoric as an instrument for organizing natural, rather than symbolic, language represents a way to identify a linear relation of cause and effect between proposition and conclusion (Barthes, 1970; Eco, 1968, 1984; Lausberg, 1949) in the negotiation processes between social actors. In other words, persuasion becomes a synonym for the manipulation of “the other” in the context of intra-organizational exchange. For example, the traditional dynamics of HRM (Noe et al., 2007) display an idea of rhetoric as a means to influence the processes of perception of the context, learning and decision-making, to attract and retain employees of talent, act on motivation in the work situation, and foster alignment of individual goals with the objectives of the organization (Rogers et al., 2007). From this point of view, rhetoric as an instrument of persuasion fits in well with the “double loop” of organizational action (Argyris and Schön, 1974). This presents two distinct facets: (a) the formal, declared espoused theory of action, manifested and presented officially as a set of values and norms of behaviour to be adopted in certain circumstances; (b) the theory of action in use, concerning the actual behaviour of the organizational actors in practice. In this respect rhetoric has to be seen as an instrument in the hands of management: choice of words, expressions and idioms, structuring of the language, use of metaphors and organizational tales all feed into a broader strategic programme designed to give form to the behaviour of the organizational actors. In keeping with such a vision, Eccles and Nohria (1992) define rhetoric as “how language is used to shape the way people think and act .… managers live in a rhetorical universe, a universe where language is constantly used not only to communicate but also to … construct and/or modify the perceptions, values and behaviour of the employees” (pp. 9-10), and further, “rhetoric creates a common meaning for collective and individual identity” (1992, p. 112). The authors set up a model in which crafting strategy, to cite Mintzberg, 1994, is developed in terms of three interdependent variables: rhetoric, action and identity. Thus rhetoric as persuasion has to be viewed as a way to influence the organizational action, as an instrument to create common ground in the definition of individual and collective identities (Watson, 1995). Thus the organizations coalesce around a “culture” (Schein, 1985) based on a set of symbols and artefacts which are historically localised (Gagliardi, 1990; Zbaracki, 1998).

2.1.2 “Rhetoric as process” for organizational diagnosis.
A second meaning which can be attributed to rhetoric in management discourse is that of “rhetoric as process”. This is based on that “Aristotelian revolution” which considers rhetoric not so much as the “art of persuading” but, more neutrally, as an instrument for organizing the symbolic language in autonomy with respect to a predetermined goal. In this sense, rhetoric seen as process makes it possible to diagnose the symbolic dimension of the actions and interactions intrinsic to management discourse (Piaget, 1937). This produces the typical processes of “Organization Development” (Argyris, 1971; Beckard, 1969; Bennis, 1969; Burke, 1982; Schein, 1987a; 1987b; French and Bell, 1999, Rees, 2008). We use the term “construction” here with reference to “radical constructivism” (von Foerster, 1973), in which rather than “describing” reality the actors contribute to its construction “through the eyes of the other” (von Foerster, 1991). This applies to those organizational theories which are oriented to a limited rationality (following Simon, 1947), where the decision-making processes derive from negotiation among the actors.

This idea too goes back to the classical world. In particular Aristotle was responsible for breaking with previous tradition. He focused attention on the role of the interlocutor in a linguistic exchange: “There are three types of rhetoric, and three types of listeners to speeches … A speech, in its turn, is made up of three elements: who is speaking, what is being spoken about, and who is being spoken to; its purpose is designed for the latter, the listener. It is necessary for the listener to be a spectator or judge, and for the judge to express his verdict on past or future. It may involve deciding on the future, like the member of the assembly; deciding on the past, like the judge; or deciding on the ability of the orator, namely the spectator. And thus we see that there must be three types of rhetoric: deliberative, judgmental and epideitic. This distinction into three types of rhetoric highlights the centrality of the interlocutor whom the speaker is addressing”.

This Aristotelian position leads to the idea of “rhetoric as process” in which the process of the construction of language is paramount. In fact this type of rhetoric holds the key to intra-organizational relationships: the idea of a “process of language construction” offers the possibility of analysing relationships between organizational actors so as to capture the symptoms of interaction (von Glasersfeld, 1998) and “construct” processes of organizational diagnosis. Rhetoric as process explains the use that each subject makes of management discourse, revealing the deep-lying meanings that orient organizational action. The fact of making an in-depth analysis of rhetoric as process means first of all distinguishing, and then diagnosing, the gap that exists between the theory of the managers’ declararations and the practice. This diagnostic activity presupposes a distinction between the processes of mental representation of reality and reality itself (Gergen, 1989; Shotter et al., 1989). Astley and Zammuto (1992) identify two contexts for language production: one for managers and one for analysts. “Organizational theorists and managers engage in separate language games. Managers generate rhetoric, organizational theorists generate theory, and the two products cannot be reconciled” (p. 444).” While the manager, or practitioner, is interested in rhetoric as instrument, the analyst is concerned with rhetoric as process, and the two come together in listening ability (Lotman, 1977; Broms and Gahmberg 1983; Sicca, 2000). This concept indicates the ability of organizational actors to listen first of all to themselves, as a premise to being able to listen to others and in order to be "in tune with" the other, who is different by definition (Barley and Kunda, 1992; Sicca and Viscardi, 2008; Proceedings Scos, 2008), as we shall see in the next section.

2.2 Diversity management and listening ability.

The second key word is diversity, another topic which like rhetoric has ancient roots and has been adopted by management studies. We believe that the concept of listening ability possessed by the components of the "social make-up" of a production process helps to throw light on the age-old problem of diversity.

2.2.1. Diversity: risks of neophilia/neophobia and listening ability.
In the opinion of R. Roosevelt Thomas Jr. (1991), in order to handle diversity management must not only enlarge the scope of this term but must extend the terms of reference for its observation. This means shifting attention from the phenomena of tangible reality (such as age brackets, gender, any disabilities of employees) to categories of subjects’ “interior reality”, such as identity and listening ability, involving people’s emotions and personal experience. In other words, considering the concept of DM in the light of the importance of listening ability and processes of the structuring of personal identities (Pullen, 2006; Pullen-Beech, 2008) in organizational action (Schilling, 1997; Hatch and Schultz, 2002; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Albert and Whetten, 2004) means giving importance to the perceived and enacted environment (Weick, 1977, 1979). It follows that the choices concerning DM have to be related to dimensions like personality, distinctive competence, deep-seated motivations, and the formal as opposed to informal roles adopted in the organization (Ivancevich and Gilbert, 2000). This extensive approach to DM serves to guard against the risks of neophilia and neophobia: on the one hand excessive enthusiasm for everything new, and on the other fear of whatever is new. As we set out in Ascos 2008 Proceedings, neophilia and neophobia are used to indicate the decision maker’s attitude to what is new. In the first case being enamoured of everything new ignores the question of whether there are phenomena which are truly different from the past. Whereas the fear referred to in neophobia derives precisely from the fact that a phenomenon which is indeed new can lead to significant changes with respect to the status quo. 

An example that is commonly cited in the literature to clarify this concept concerns technological progress: a specific technology which also has a substantial influence on the processes of economic development or HR management, or whatever, can “seem” new without actually being so in the slightest. Often, in fact, technology which is apparently new is only a receptacle for venerable systems of mental activity (Peters and Yue, 2008) which display a surprising topicality (Maggi and Solè, 2004). Normann and Ramirez (1993) show how, with the advent of the IT revolution and its widespread dissemination, novelty was not so much a question of specific technology but rather the ways in which this technology and its dissemination made an impact on the processes of individual and organizational learning through the redefinition of the sense of time and space in the mind of the decision maker (Harris, 2008). They illustrate this with the fact that such elementary functions of word processing as “cut” and “paste” influenced the mode of thought construction, making a difference with respect to how people wrote using a type writer or a pen. This prudential approach to change enables us to take an extensive view of DM: from the traditional intra-organizational diversities associated with geographical origin, skin colour, age or other data of tangible reality susceptible to measurement, we can begin to consider diversity as being rooted in the learning processes of social actors, and here it becomes crucial to prefigure a realistic domain for managerial intervention. 

If diversities in terms of language, religion, gender etc. are “hard” variables which are increasingly integrated and tackled in the world of companies, we can recognise that listening ability, as the basis for the “re-cognition” of the other, who is different by definition, is much less present and can by no means be taken for granted. Once we are safe from the risks of neophilia and neophobia, we can follow Sicca (2000) in turning to listening ability (Czarniawska, 1995; 1999; Broms and Gahmberg, 1983) to consider the spatio-temporal coordinates of the minds of the decision makers. Barsade et al. (2000) analyse the differences of personality traits in the composition of work groups with respect to the performance of top management teams. They emphasise the importance of a systematic dialectic between the individual dimension - in which the role of personality is central, resulting in strategies of change management (Ford and Ford, 1995) – and group dynamics which revolve around the “strategic triad” of rhetoric, action, and identity (Eccles and Nohria, 1992).
Through listening ability as applied to the “other” who is different by definition, and monitoring the risks of neophilia and neophobia, it is possible to formulate some DM strategies fostering a change in identity (Kreitz, 2008). This idea shifts the analysis of DM from a static to a dynamic terrain. Thomas (2005), for example, points out how DM policies can evolve over time in relation to the greater or lesser heterogeneity in the make-up of the internal labour force at each level of the organization and a “re-cognition” of the dynamics of change within groups which are “diversely composed” (Aparna and Niclas 2003). In terms of a dynamic approach to DM, “re-cognition” in the sense of “becoming cognisant anew” means using listening ability in the processes of construing the identities and diversities which exist in the systems of professional competence. “Learning to know” the specific attributes associated for example with education, formation and/or work experience cannot fail to involve listening and a “reciprocal re-cognition” between different professional specialisations (and identities). Thomas (2005) focuses on the “construction of relationships”: the quality of relations goes to reinforce the overcoming of differences and acceptance among different groups, until reciprocal adaptation is achieved, the sole coordination mechanism which promotes the passage from the “philosophy of diversity” to the “culture of differences” (Piro, 1997). In fact workplace diversity management is none other than a management process for the development of an environment which functions to the advantage of all the employees (Thomas, 2005).
3. THE PROBLEM OF METHODOLOGY
Our analysis is based on a qualitative investigation conducted in terms of grounded theory, with the premise that the data and information collected cannot be explained  or illustrated in a self-sufficient manner. On the contrary it is necessary to acquire familiarity with the material collected and elaborated during the investigation. The pursuit of a correct methodological itinerary and the contents of the research thus come to coincide. In other words, the specifically qualitative nature of the research has led us to the crucial problem of the distance between observing subject and observed object (Van Maanen, 1979a), so as to obtain a correct analysis of the phenomenon under investigation (Strauss - Corbin, 1998). In this sense we started  out from the collection, elaboration and analysis of data and information in order to bring out the “viewpoint” of the researcher on the process of interpretation of the empirical material (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Ferraro and Pfeffer et al., 2005). This methodological choice refers to social constructivism (Gergen, 1973; von Glasersfeld, 1990), and has its epistemological premises firmly rooted in some ideas that evolved in the context of “radical constructivism” (von Foerster 1991; Berger and Luckmann, 1966): in terms of business studies this has seen a major development over the last 40 years (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Watzlawick, 1984; Weick, 1977, 1979; Van Maanen, 1979b). 

3.1 Heterogeneity of the investigative tools.

The collection of data was carried out using a heterogeneous plurality of instruments. Such pluralism is coherent both with our theoretical framework and with the differentiated nature of the information required to satisfy our research question.

3.1 (a) Participative observation

During a period of  participative observation in the personnel management sectors of the 20 companies specified above, we have tried to acquire “from the bottom up” (van Maanen 1979a; 1979b) an initial familiarity with the “lexical territory” of those companies which we were going to involve in developing the investigation: taking an active part in the on-going experiences in the personnel management sector made it possible to evaluate “through the eyes of the other”  (von Foerster, 1991) the meanings attributed to some labels, like DM, and understand the rhetorical use that is made of the language. In fact we speak of “participant” observation and not merely observation because, while the latter sets out to collect data of non verbal behaviour, the inclusion of the adjective puts the emphasis on the researcher’s direct involvement with the object of study (Sicca, 2006). Thus we focused on listening to the languages adopted by managers who on this occasion, in our perspective as researchers, represented the “other who is diverse by definition”.

3.1 (b) Focus group.

We organized a residential focus group with the human resources managers of a small group of companies: IBM, HP, Microsoft Italia, Magneti Marelli, Gruppo Oviesse, AD Form&ATP, HR Access Italia and Datalogic. This focus group was designed to co-programme with the chosen managers some of our hypotheses: in other words, in stead of formulating hypotheses to be put to all the HR managers “ready made”, as it were, through more or less structured interviews for example, we felt it was useful to share with some of them the semantic problem concerning their definition of DM and managerial rhetoric. In the context of the focus group we encountered the problem of distinguishing between a conceptualization by the managers of the problem of diversity and our need to understand their perceptions. There was in fact a potential conflict between what was “formally declared” concerning the concept of diversity and an idea of the “culture of difference”. This work in close contact with managers in the focus group helped us to understand within the HR management sector the problem of equalization: a concept pertaining to the juridical sphere which calls attention to the difference between “formal” and “substantial” justice. In fact we shared the idea that there was a significant difference between a treatment which was “equal for all” and a modality of managing human resources based on different behaviours for different situations. This concept of “substantial justice” has a counterpart in organization literature which focuses on analysis of an organization in itself rather than formal organizations and the effects of diversity (Kandola and Fullerton, 1994) on company performance. This led us to draw up a framework for the interviews and a questionnaire to be submitted to all the managers.

3.1 (c) Destructured interviews

The third phase of the research process involved a series of destructured interviews and meetings. Participant observation in the true sense of the term is always followed by meetings/interviews (most of them quite informal) with several of the human resource managers. In this specific case, we reviewed with our interlocutors  a series of formal sources: the official DM programmes, the charters of company values or social responsibility (where these existed), the internal communications made available by the HR managers and company web sites.

3.1 (d) Semi-structured questionnaires 

After this we submitted a questionnaire by e-mail (standardized and ready for individual completion) to all twenty managers. 

A key methodological problem concerned the numerous possible ways of interpreting the connection between declared goals and actual practice in the sphere of DM by the personnel managers of the twenty companies involved. Facing the risk of losing sight of the “proper distance” from the observed object (Van Maanen, 1979b), we “treated” the declarations made on DM in the companies as a phenomenon to be observed adopting a subjective viewpoint. This means that we adopted a dynamic idea of organizational action as co-programming which has to be understood through the analysis of the meanings which the actors attribute to their actions and – once again – “through the eyes of the other” (Von Foester, 1991; Sicca, 1997; Sicca and Zan, 2005).
How then was our research question to be tackled?
3.2. Coherence 

We tried to interpret the degree of coherence characterising declaration and action on three levels: a) the formal discourses of DM (3.2.1) b) perceptions of the HR managers concerning the conception of diversity (3.2.2) c) the tools and organizational leverage of DM actually employed by the companies (3.2.3).
3.2.1. Formal declarations.

  In the 20 companies involved, we sought to decodify the most frequent affirmations concerning DM; these then represented the “text” which we tried to interpret. Following Sicca and Viscardi (2008), the word “text” comes from the Latin textus meaning texture for building or narrative to be read or recounted. We adopt the viewpoint of Ricoeur (1981; 1986) in seeing the organizational actors as readers confronted by a text (Eco, 1979; Czarniawska, 1995). They are actively involved in creating the language of the context surrounding them, made up of both organizational and narrative phenomena (Czarniawska 1995; Eco, 1984; 2004).

We thus associated the sense of the affirmations registered with expressions which refer to concepts of identity as the fundamental value of diversities and/or the imperative nature and advantages of policies of inclusion and DM:

 “Diversity does not involve only the way in which we differ from one another; rather it means recognising the identity of each (IBM Italia) … Diversity is the existence of many unique individuals in the workplace, marketplace and community. Inclusion means a work environment where everyone has an opportunity to fully participate in creating business success and where each person is valued for his or her distinctive skills, experiences and perspectives (HP Italia) … Our company is enriched by the differences and individuality of its employees (Adecco Italia) ….. Diversity is a core value for L'Oréal. Diversity in all its forms is a must for the business (L'Oréal Italia) … For Microsoft diversity is not only an ethical matter, it has increasingly become a competitive factor (Microsoft Italia) …. Diversity in Coca Cola is our real capital (Coca Cola HBC Italia) … At Novartis Pharmaceuticals Corporation, we want Diversity and Inclusion to be part of our DNA. Diversity is our differences – the variety of perspectives, experiences, opinions and contributions we each bring to the business. Inclusion is about understanding, appreciating and maximizing those differences to create an environment and culture that is welcoming, collaborative and productive for all employees (Novartis Italia) … General Motors drives diversity. We’re determined to reflect the society we’re in (General Motors Italia) … Our diversity covers a broad range of personal attributes and characteristics such as race, sex, age, cultural heritage, personal background and sexual orientation (Procter & Gamble Italia) … At American Express, the connection between the diversity of our workforce and our overall performance quality is clearly valued. Identity and diversity have become a patrimony for the company.”  (American Express Italia).

Practically all the DM programmes we analysed tend to stress the link with a broader systemic and integrated strategy of change and Organization Development (Rees, 2008):

“Diversity makes the company predisposed for change and we have to exploit such an opportunity in every possible way (Novartis) … Diversity and inclusion are cornerstones for a culture of innovation. Without diversity in the workplace it’s pretty near impossible to achieve a culture of innovation. Sustaining change requires that diversity become an integrated part of the company's management practices (IBM) … Hire people who are different - knowing and valuing that they will change the way you do business (Microsoft Italy) … DM means tackling the growing complexity with new, more efficient approaches, means understanding and handling without any discomfort the dimension of continuous change, means deploying all the instruments for enhancing the individual qualities of each player (1) ”.
In almost all the cases analysed, emphasis was laid on the plurality of the aims and potential benefits of the programmed policies of DM, distinguishing between objectives and rewards of an affective nature (as elements that can facilitate development of the sense of belonging and commitment among employees), a cognitive/intellectual nature (in the ability to stimulate creativity, innovation, to improve quality in processes of sense-making, decision-making and knowing) and in terms of communications (as elements of development of volume, frequency and typology of intra- and inter-organizational information flows):

“In HP we believe that diversity and inclusion are the keys to creativity and inventiveness” (HP Italia) … A diverse workforce in all functions and levels enhances our creativity and our understanding of consumers and allows us to develop and market products that are relevant (L'Oréal Italia) …. Enhancing individuals by means of DM means increasing the sense of identification with the company (2) … Managing diversity successfully means communicating better, improving sense-making and taking innovative decisions (3)”.
3.2.2 Managerial perceptions

The factors most commonly indicated as crucial to the level of organizational variety in the companies under review are: age, language, race and gender (in descending order), i.e. the typical “hardware” of socio-demographic diversity. This conception highlights a “restrictive” idea of diversity which pays little attention to the risks of neophilia and neophobia associated with the concept of DM. Personnel managers, in fact, have tended to stress the link between these sources of diversity and potential advantages relating to the improvement if the organizational climate, innovation and creativity, especially in team dynamics. Only rarely have managers referred to an extensive and dynamic approach to DM: and hardly ever have we encountered the matching of organizational diversity and identity or diversity and affectivity (Bergami and Bagozzi, 2000). To put it another way, we have found evidence of only marginal interest in the dimensions of  identity associated with an authentic process of “re-cognition” and “listening” vis à vis the other, while we have identified the tendency to highlight above all the symbolic components as a rhetorical tool (in the sense of rhetoric as manipulation): for example, the assignment to a woman of the role of diversity manager. Only in very few cases, moreover, was any explicit reference made to a link between interventions of DM, actions of Corporate Social Responsibility, development of Employer Branding programmes and goals of attraction and retention of talent. Finally, we must place on record the difficulty of getting managers to talk about the risks connected with handling a high degree of idiosyncracy in company make-up: risks connected, for example, with the difficulties and costs of coordination, the potential of relationship conflict and/or perception of inequality in organization policies.

3.2.3 Tools and leverage for DM

We went on to focus on the tools and organizational leverage for DM used by the companies analysed. The organizational actions, identified in the focus group, interviews and questionnaires can be grouped in three macro-areas: personnel development and formation, recruitment and selection, interventions of work life balance.

In the context of actions of “personnel development and formation” we can point out the marked limitations of formation interventions of the awareness-based diversity training type (Moore, 1999), designed to develop and increase awareness (recognising perceptive stereotypes and pathologies), and of the competence and skills-based diversity training type, designed to increase managerial competence in the handling of diversity. Furthermore personnel managers recognised only “residual” or “limited” use of the criterion of diversity in deciding the make-up of work teams: they were much more likely to refer to the traditional criterion of heterogeneity in functional specialization. Accordingly they tend to be limited to one-to-one formation methods, such as mentoring and coaching or assessment practices for the evaluation of management performance featuring goals in line with the strategy of governance of diversity or parameters of evaluation of organizational behaviour linked with DM.

The issue of identity as the key to “re-cognise” diversities proved to be central in the recruitment and selection phase. We can state – on the basis of the specific admissions of HR managers – that the tendency to select according to professional and behavioural competencies shows little correlation with programmed requisites of demographic variety. Only in a few organizations (HP, Unicredit, IBM and L’Oreal) was reference made specifically to recruiting policies which included interventions of electronic job posting designed to ensure equal opportunities for different and possibly minority segments of the internal and external labour market.

With respect to interventions of work-life balance, we found only limited diffusion of relatively traditional assistance services such as company creches or time and money saving facilities, such as on-line shopping, laundry, travel agents, bank branch, postal service, and so on. And there was an almost total lack of policies favouring  flexible time management (variation of the working week according to period of the year), programmed management of holidays and occasional leave (according to different religious holidays, for example) or the  institution of a time bank; or again of forms of horizontal, vertical and cyclic part-time or job-sharing.
3.3 Findings regarding the gap between declared and enacted practice.

Our approach to the concept of DM, which includes the topic of organizational change and the associated risks of neophilia and neophobia, prompts some considerations on the gap between declarations and actions. If we take the statement “DM means recognising the identity of each individual, a genuine patrimony for the company”, uttered during informal contacts with managers, we can see that it refers to hermeneutic categories which are clearly hard and very little innovatory, such as age or nationality. Similarly, behind a statement concerning “diversity as source of development, innovation, creativity and change” (taken from the programmes) we can recognise a more complex and contradictory orientation pertaining to human resources management: diversity as opportunity on one hand, but also as a problem,  for example in terms of coordination costs and conflict that will need handling. In this gap we can identify a first interaction between the rhetoric of organizational discourse and DM.  The most salient issue at stake is the distance between formal declarations and the actions put into practice. In fact the most common organizational tools and leverage involved in HR management in programmes and/or actions of DM have proved to be the traditional ones: ad hoc training courses for women, for over 45s, for the diversely able, for foreigners, and for the “IT illiterate”. We can see the same pattern in many of the interventions affecting work-life balance, such as assistance services, creches or forms of horizontal part-time. The pattern of organizational actions to emerge can be identified as a set of “hygienic” interventions inasmuch as they are primarily “obligatory” or politically correct. In contrast with an assumed connection with processes of radical organizational change (Buchanan and Badham, 2008), all too often in the actions implemented reference is made to only one, isolated demographic-social dimension as the intervention target: women first and foremost, followed by the diversely able and immigrants. In this perspective the overall set of DM measures appears to be designed above all to raise standards of competence, ability and means of those actors who are “penalised” in terms of formation and/or experience or, in any case, who display specific characteristics such as gender, age, nationality, and so on. The idea of DM that emerges is oriented towards productivity rather than to a model of equalization designed to treat diverse people in different ways in order to make the most of their differences (Cox, 1993). We feel that there is scant, if any, evidence for a “new” conception of DM based on reciprocal “re-cognition” of identities and listening ability vis à vis those who are diverse by definition.

Our analysis of the “texts ” in fact takes us a long way from that organizational change which presupposes a dynamic idea of DM: in all the organizations we have looked at the prevailing system refuses to call itself into question, preferring to minimise and standardise the differences in the name of efficiency. For example, many of the so-called “new practices” and “new organizational approaches” associated directly or indirectly with DM are merely illusions of neophilia: only apparent departure from standardization, reflecting an organizational discourse which reiterates the idea of rhetoric as a tool of persuasion and manipulation, by means of announcements of processes of change which prove to be merely superficial. When we compare the declarations with the perceptions, tools and organizational leverage, the most commonly used concepts are: increase in the sense of identification with the company, value sharing, a clearer perception of the sense of participation, responsibilization and commitment at all levels of the company. In practice reference is made to a set of elements designed to build and multiply internal consensus: the set of premises to decision-making which influence and shape the judgemental ability of the organizational actors. The difficulty of overcoming resistance and building consensus on the basis of elements of substantial equality and participation tends to be camouflaged by the modification of the actors’ perceptions and evaluation abilities. The principles of DM, in this perspective, become a tool for exerting influence and control: a sort of concerted control (Barker et al., 1993), in which the employees tend to internalise the dominant codes, until they themselves become the most active controllers and regulators of themselves, their behaviour and, through peer pressure, of their colleagues.

Finally the distance between the formal purposes and the interventions carried out can be viewed with reference to the conflict between the radical concept of change enshrined in the programmes of DM and the modalities of implementation of these interventions: proceeding in isolation, with very little thought to integration, they can make no claim to a holistic approach (Midgley, 2003). This is in blatant contradiction with declarations citing “DM as a competitive factor … a must for the business .. which has to involve all organizational levels … must guide programming choices”. 

In support of our hermeneutic proposal we can offer some conclusive considerations that tend to show how, in the companies investigated, the conception of diversity that emerges cannot avoid the risks of an ingenuous and futilely enthusiastic neophilia, on one hand, while on the other it fails to display the courage of recognising the force that profound changes can exert (neophobia) in terms of organizational change.
4. CONCLUSIONS AND NEW WAYS ONWARDS.

We have focused on managerial rhetoric in two perspectives: rhetoric as “instrument” of persuasion (and/or manipulation), available to management, and rhetoric as a process or language as “an end in itself”, lacking any given purpose. In the latter case rhetoric is seen as “dialectic”, as “construction” and expression of a system of professional actions and interactions which in organizations makes it possible to highlight, through the way in which language is used, the symptoms that are then to be diagnosed in preparation for “therapeutic hypotheses”, in terms of policies and interventions by the HRM . 

We have also looked at the concept of DM in the dual perspective of its restrictive and extensive application: in the first case diversity is considered according to variables which can be clearly defined and measured, such as age, gender, religion, and so on; in the second, it is considered as traversing the traditional variables because it is based on processes of recognition amongst organizational actors.

This showed up the distance between the organizational actions and the rhetoric of diversity in the companies we have investigated: the extensive conception of the documentational declarations is seen to have an increasingly restrictive connotation in the perceptions of managers and in the interventions they devise and implement. Managerial rhetoric thus becomes the key to explaining the reasons for the gap between what is formally declared, ostensibly oriented towards creativity, innovation and flexibility, and what is actually put into practice, characterised by standardization (Pezzillo Iacono et al., 2009), formalization of processes and homogeneization of behaviour. 

In this perspective rhetoric can be identified above all as providing leverage for action/manipulation designed to create conditions and cognitive premises which have an impact on behaviour (theories-in-use): like a sophisticated mechanism of indoctrination and socialization of the existing culture, fostering standardization and efficiency. It can be seen as an instrument which acts “from the top  down”, controlling uncertainty and the ambiguities associated with primary, secondary, physical/natural and social/organizational differences. Language becomes a lever for standardizing values, a representation of the organizational ideology seen, in terms of Kunda (1992), as an authoritarian system of meanings construed like a map by the power holder in order to decipher the reality and act accordingly. Rhetoric “creates a common meaning for collective and individual identity” (Eccles and Nohria, 1992, p 112). It can mould, motivate, unify, and retain individuals, making it possible to achieve organizational goals. In other words, rhetoric tends to act on individual and collective identity, having an impact on organizational action in terms of control management. In fact the controlling mechanism tends to self-regulation and self-discipline rather than the traditional heterogeneous form (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). In line with a critical approach (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992), while the rationale of organizational programming is apparently oriented towards the pursuit of flexibility, autonomy and enhancement of personal qualities, in reality it operates as an attempt to extend and render more comprehensive the capacity for standardization and control. In this sense DM does not represent the overcoming of principles pursuing efficiency at all costs but on the contrary their improvement and extension, determined by the greater efficiency of self-regulation of the actions and behaviour of the operatives. Management, through its rhetoric, seeks to act on sense of responsibility and enhancement of individual (and group) identities in order to construe models of action for the organizational actors in a logic of self-discipline.

We have also seen how the rhetoric of diversity and DM responds, in many cases, to the need to recuperate visibility, social consensus and reputation vis à vis stakeholders. The very fact that some of the major companies featuring in this case study (with consequences in terms of image in the media) participate in competitions and awards for the best DM policies once again raises the legitimate (if malicious) suspicion that the symbolism of these policies tends to reflect above all a neophilia for primarily propagandistic purposes, rather than any real innovation in the processes of programming microstructures of labour and regulation of the dynamics of organizational behaviour (Astley, 1984).

By way of conclusion,  rather than provide any “recipes” or ready-made solutions, we feel it is useful to propose some new ways onwards for this research, in order to stimulate managers and company analysts to consider DM in an appropriate (rather than “necessarily new”) light so as to support the processes of Organizational Development (OD).  In fact our analysis of the “texts” (declarations of managers concerning perceptions, tools and organizational leverage) comes up with an idea of diversity oriented more by an absolute rationality, typical of the neoclassic economic tradition and based on standardization, rather than a process of negotiation of differences, based on identity and listening: when confronted by the doubts expressed by the managers themselves, it can be helpful to respond not with dogmatic answers (which would not be coherent with our whole approach) but with other questions, formulated in a different way. Of course these questions by no means account for all the ways forward for this area of research, but simply point to a few of the available paths. In time it should become possible to outline and implement policies in a less “assisted” perspective, designed primarily to fill a presumed deficit of competence among the so-called disadvantaged subjects. For this, as we have seen, does not produce any real processes of organizational change and development. 

1. Analysis of the organizational “text”, stereotype of “normality” and tendency to emargination. From the cross-referencing of the three typologies of “texts” we have set out to interpret in this study, it transpires that in managerial language in general and the impromptu considerations we gathered in our encounters with managers, explicit reference is made to a series of demographic or socio-cultural macro-categories. So we can ask: does not the fact that managers take the trouble to define and distinguish between “different groups” constitute in its turn a form of classification and further emargination of those minorities who they claim to want to integrate by means of DM ? And again: can the gap between the enunciation and praxis of DM (and the orientation of actions towards a equalization) be functional to reinforcing a binary vision of the type “in-group versus out-group” which reinforces the stereotypes and consolidates the “sense of  the other” with respect to a category of “normality” (Tomlinson and Egan, 2002a; 2002b) ?

2. Absence of sponsorship of DM and reinforcement of the power structure. We have found scant evidence of sponsorship support for DM programmes at the strategic level of the companies. Many managers referred to a lack of interest on the part of top management in terms of: (a) top-down sharing of the goals of diversity management; (b) organization of meetings; (c) dedicated allocation of human and financial resources; (d) non “recognition” of the value of formal and informal communications on the topic of DM. In practice there is little willingness to take on responsibility and show commitment as the basis for a collective change of outlook and wide-ranging innovatory processes. Can we then postulate that the lack of sponsorship by top management conceals the impulse to pass the buck on the failure to implement DM at intermediate management levels (viz. the “diversity manager”, for example)? Or again that this also derives from two of the requisites of top management: not to prejudice, or indeed whenever possible to reinforce the status quo in terms of existing power relations (Bisset, 2004), and not to be held to account by employees for the failure of these policies ? 

3. Listening ability, auditing and crafting strategy. As Argyris and Schön (1974) suggest,  although social actors design the action, they are often unaware of the design and of its difference from their espoused design. In other words, it is possible that managers are unaware of the distance between espoused theories and theories-in-use. In the cases we have analysed, no attempt has ever been made to define a unit of measurement and/or a process of auditing: in fact there is no systematized listening ability for a quali/quantitative assessment of the impact of DM actions which could ensure the verification and monitoring of coherence between programmes and actions. Could the incoherence between declaration and action be attributed to this lack?  And can we then suppose that the attention organizations pay to DM often clashes – even though in words those responsible declare exactly the opposite – with the formal requisites typical of programmed strategy? Perhaps we can go back to that consolidated lesson in management (Mintzberg, 1994) which is based on the distance between strategic planning and crafting strategy. And does this hiatus not reiterate in the DM context the typical gap between “internal” perspective (the mental representation) of the decision maker and a perspective of objective representation  of the tangible reality which can be perceived, enacted and then managed ? 

4. Accountability as a tool in organizational change. We have also found evidence of scant use of policies of accountability for the evaluation of management performance and variable retribution: in other words of a system linked to the efficiency of DM initiatives. Whereas much is made of such leverage in many of the programmes we looked at. In practice the HR managers themselves admit that “such policies never got under way”. So we can ask: is the lack of accountability (implicitly pursued in most of the DM programmes analysed) itself a symbolic manifestation of the will not to implement DM policies which are authentically based on a rationale of organizational change ? 

5. From DM to the culture of differences. Our analysis of the actions put into practice shows how the interventions were concentrated on few, specific “hard” dimensions of diversity, in spite of the emphasis on the enhancement of individual identities and on development of a “culture of differences”. To what extent can the introduction of interventions and programmes of DM (above all in multinationals) be interpreted as an imitative process linked to the pressures of the social and cultural context (institutional isomorphism) which influence the template of organizational design (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996; Powell and Di Maggio, 1991), at least in its external and symbolic manifestations (Gagliardi, 1990) ?
NOTES
(1) In this case authorisation has not been granted to reveal the name of the company.
(2) In this case authorisation has not been granted to reveal the name of the company.
(3) In this case authorisation has not been granted to reveal the name of the company.
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