Diversity: A Challenge of Global Proportions

IBM teams with Training Management Corporation to successfully manage the scale and complexity of multiculturalism for both global and local success

Overview

The challenges of multiculturalism have significantly changed the way businesses deal with fundamental differences of doing business internationally.

Globalization has rendered geographic boundaries increasingly porous, sometimes even insignificant. Complex global matrix relationships and communication technology have moved borders and boundaries directly into our daily workspaces, mobile phones, and onto our laptops. At the same time, most nations have witnessed both immigration and emigration creating heterogeneous populations with clashing values, perceptions and behavioral propensities.

How does an enterprise build its capability for swift global execution in an organization that is home to over 160 nationalities?  How does this enterprise optimize individual and collective performance on the basis of its multiculturalism in a global economy that demands speed of change and execution? How does an individual reach full productive potential working in such a globally diverse environment? How do we transcend the tremendous variation in interpreting key organizational values, such as respect for the individual, recognizing outstanding performance, teamwork, and sensitivity to the needs of all employees and the communities in which the company operates? 

These challenges are truly global in scope.  Valuing diversity means not merely recognizing the legitimacy of difference in its broadest, cross-cultural sense, but also relying on these differences to establish global competitive advantage.  Indeed, the intersection of globalization and diversity transforms multiculturalism and diversity into a key leadership mandate.

This brief outlines an approach, based on the extensive experience of IBM to foster learning and awareness of the issues of cultural diversity and multiculturalism on a global scope.

Diversity Goes Global

IBM has strongly acknowledged that diversity is a business imperative of equally complex global proportions for the company, its organizational structure and its customers alike. 

As defined by Ted Childs, Vice-President of Workforce Diversity at IBM, issues such as Cultural Awareness/Acceptance, ethnic minorities and multi-lingualism are characteristic key elements comprising IBM’s Global Workforce Diversity Challenges.  


In its initiative to deal with these challenges, called Shades of Blue, IBM has initiated an integrated process that addresses these forces in light of their importance as key business imperatives for success in the global marketplace.

In its needs assessment and design of the Shades initiative, IBM identified several key success factors:


   (  Broaden the definition of diversity to include the wide variety of ways in which people differ and develop a framework that supports the notion of “global diversity”.

   (  Build an organizational culture that supports a broadened notion of global diversity and integrates a practice of diversity into management and leadership practices.

   (  Address the multiple ways in which these differences reveal themselves.

   (  Recognize that the majority of differences occur “below the surface” of which is observed and involve behaviors, cognition and emotions, each deeply rooted in the orientations each person brings to the business environment.

   (  Equip managers with the necessary global mindsets, skills and competencies for dealing with and managing deep sources of differences and the resulting complexity in the workplace.

   (  Differentiate local values, perceptions, and issues within a broader global context.

   (  Develop leadership skills that are firmly rooted in effective strategies for global diversity within the organizational culture.

This design infrastructure allows for the expansion of the global diversity initiative to evolve along with the organization on a worldwide basis to support it.

The requirements of such an initiative to fostering awareness, learning and the development of cross-cultural skills needed to be dynamic, flexible and broad enough to accommodate the spectrum of issues that existed at IBM on a worldwide basis.

An Innovative Approach

Stepping beyond traditional nationality-based models of cultures to discuss cross-cultural variation, IBM chose to craft a more differentiated exploration of cultural differences and orientations.  

In its effort IBM chose to partner with Training Management Corporation (TMC), a Princeton, New Jersey-based consulting group with in-depth expertise in the cross-cultural field and the impact of multiculturalism on managerial competence.

IBM found that TMC’s Cultural Orientations Model( (COM(), a cultural orientations approach with ten dimensions of cultural differences, provided a common language and framework for mapping experiences, investigating differences and defining viable action plans to improve business results across an organization with operations around the world. 

The neutral, non-judgmental vocabulary for addressing cultural differences in the COM( enabled a discussion of experiences with differences that was de-personalized and non-threatening. The model converted the perceptions of individuals from personal attribution to one where actions and reactions were understood from a broader social and cultural context. The dialogue thus created, became a powerful tool for meaningful exchanges over differences and similarities.

The premise of the approach is that in a multinational organization, a country specific discussion of culture is meaningful, albeit too simplistic.  When organizations globalize, the entire discussion and skill base of managers changes and culture is of increasingly strategic importance. After all, performance as a global organization, rests significantly on how well leaders are able to…
 

1. Select, develop, and retain global talent 

2. Unify and align this talent through a strong and vibrant organization culture 

3. Allow each individual to preserve his/her cultural identity while maintaining the cultural core of the organization

4. Move beyond acceptance of differences to the ability to leverage them for competitive superiority.

Culture becomes not just a matter of awareness and knowledge of cultural variation to be found worldwide. It becomes an active skill as cross-cultural competence increasingly defines competitive advantage on one hand, and an inclusive culture of multiculturalism on the other hand.  

In order to build cultural competence, IBM’s Shades of Blue program engages the individual in a continuous learning cycle.  The process defines five essential learning requirements to enhance cultural competence:  open attitude, self-awareness, other-awareness, cultural knowledge, and cross cultural skills (such as style- switching and cultural due-diligence) that are critical to performing in a multi-cultural marketplace. 

IBM firmly believes that cross-cultural competence is the glue that enables cohesiveness and collective performance. Culture, after all, is the seedbed for performance. In a high-performance environment of the global marketplace, culture is a strategic skill-set of leaders and managers alike.


Key Success Factors
In its experience to date in the implementation of Shades of Blue, IBM identifies several key ‘lessons learned’ that have been essential to success on a global scale: 

  (  Commitment from the top to ensure adequate allocation of resources to support a truly global initiative. 


  (  Create a global, cross-cultural development and delivery team to effectively deploy the global initiative as well as engrain and model the intended behaviors.

  (  Utilize a reliable and practical model of cultural differences to capture organizational experience and serve as a map for skill building and action.


  (  Create a framework that allows non-judgmental discussion of individual values and beliefs as part of broader social/cultural patterns.

  (  Build a learning environment to engage cross-regional or global participant groups to stimulate and stress learning among participants. 

  (  Ensure a strong linkage to strategic business imperatives to focus the discussion of culture and multiculturalism in concise, applied business terms.

  (  Adapt the learning design to organizational needs at all levels.


  (  Focus any discussions of cultural differences directly to key competencies and values essential to the global organization culture.


  (  Adopt an adult learning process on an individual, team and organizational level by employing a well-calibrated learning systems approach to respond to (a) learning and performance needs, and (b) learning styles and preferences.


  (  Enable management action by providing a framework for understanding and interpreting the cultural context of their situations and challenges in ways that enable action that addresses specific business issues.


  (  Create a feedback loop that will allow both team and organizational development, i.e., sharing best practices and knowledge across the organization.


  (  Create effective relationships with subject matter experts that ensure alignment specific to an organization’s needs. The quality of relationships with vendors is key to building sustainable success and continuous improvement of the organizational capability through meaningful learning. 

Conclusion

Through the strategic design and innovative learning approach imbedded in the Shades of Blue initiative, IBM has harnessed the differences and similarities across borders and enhanced communication within their many audiences and markets.  

As the result of its initiative, IBM has demonstrated the global impact of diversity for its local operations worldwide in a compelling, useful and usable manner. 

Clearly for IBM, global diversity, i.e. the skill to effectively leverage differences for competitive advantage, is a living practice that evolves with the business and organizational context of a business.  

The global diversity journey for IBM has just begun.  Through its Shades of Blue program, IBM has demonstrated its historical leadership role in the area of diversity as a business imperative. 

For IBM, sustained implementation of its global diversity initiative will unleash the power of multiculturalism as the key to its competitive superiority in the global marketplace.  
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Shades of Blue Profiles

Among the IBM-TMC professionals that brought the successful implementation of this initiative to fruition is a mix of leaders and managers from a variety of functions, backgrounds and countries.  [reference team members/global map]
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