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Abstract

This article presents a number of conceptual and pragmatic tools that can assist consultants to improve their consultation with consultees and clients who differ from them on culture, race, or ethnicity.  Each of the three sections offers a different focus.  Section I presents some of the relevant literature and describes the state of the consulting field as it pertains to culturally responsive consultation.  Section II presents the responses of four different highly experienced consultants to the four central question of this Special Issue.  Each respondent answers in a unique way and offers unique perspectives and suggestions.  Section III analyses their perspectives and suggestions in the light of the theory presented in the first section plus incorporates additional frameworks.  The article concludes with recommended strategies for improving one’s cultural competence when consulting.

Consulting Competently in a Multicultural Context


This article follows a different format than the other contributions to this Special Issue.  In specific, three sections are integrated. Section one presents relevant literature that the first author has found useful in integrating cultural, racial and ethnic competencies in to the consultation process.  Section two presents responses from colleagues on the four standard questions used as a basis for all the articles in this special issue.  Segment three will discuss these responses in light of the concepts and theory presented in Segment one.

SECTION I - Relevant Literature


Multicultural psychology is now viewed as a fourth force in psychology (taking a place of importance along with the psychodynamic, behavioral, and humanistic/ phenomenological/ perceptual psychology, (Combs & Snygg, 1949, 1959) Corey, 1995). Some specialty fields in APA, such as Counseling Psychology, Racial and Ethnic Psychology, and Psychotherapy, have been placing major emphasis on racial and ethnically related scholarship and practice for a number of years (as examples, see Ponterotto & Mallinckrodt, 2007; Leong & Lopez, 2006; and Sue, 2007).  The Multicultural Guidelines: Education, Research, and Practice, passed by the APA Council of Representatives in August of 2002, specifically include a focus on multicultural organizational change – “Guideline 6:  Psychologists are encouraged to use organizational change process to support culturally informed organizational (policy) development and practices”  (APA, 2003).  

The literature cited above supports the greater importance of a socially-based, shared narratives perspective of culture over racial and ethnic psychology approaches that emphasize group values, beliefs, and practices (Lakes, Lopez, & Garro, 2006).  Meta-analysis has demonstrated modest support for culturally adapted interventions with interventions targeted to specific racial and ethnic groups being four times more effective than those targeted to culturally diverse groups and non-English interventions targeted to those for whom English is not a first language being twice as effective (Griner & Smith, 2006).


In contrast, attention to the importance of incorporating racial and ethnic focused adjustments to the practice and study of consulting has been far less and most of this has been only in the last few years (Dougherty, 2006; Ingraham, 2000).  Consultants underemphasize the incorporation of cultural elements in the consultation process (Mullin & Cooper, 2002), and Ramirez, Lepage, Kratochwill, and Duffy (1998) has argued that research on consultation and multiculturalism is in its infancy.  Yet those engaged in consultation are highly likely to work with consultees or client system who are culturally different than the consultant, and these diverse cultural experiences in growing up typically create significant differences in language patterns, learning styles, approaches to work and living, and both personal and interpersonal behaviors among those involved in the consultation (Mullin & Cooper, 2002).  

As one illustration, there are very large differences that one would expect to occur between consultants and consultees from high-context and from low-context communication cultures.  High context cultures, including most Asian-American cultures, rely a great deal on non-verbal and indirect aspects of communication. Communications are seen as an art form. Low-context cultures, such as mid or upper SES level Anglo-American culture  , rely more strongly on the literal use of words with an emphasis on direct communications (Hackney & Cormier, 2005).  Given these differences, those from high context cultures may be irritated by others not getting obvious messages while those from low context cultures may expect and be frustrated in not receiving more specific verbal communications. Another interaction difference between high and low context cultures is on whether disagreement is taken personally (in high context cultures) or is seen as depersonalized (in low context cultures) (Thomas & Inkson, 2004).   

Besides the interaction domain, high context cultures and low context cultures differ on their approaches to a domain which can be labeled Association.  Specifically, high context cultures are more group and hierarchically oriented while low context cultures tend to be more individually and democratically oriented (Peterson, 2004).  Regarding physical proximity, high context cultures tend to view space as communal while low context cultures view space as individual.  Additionally, for high context cultures, time is poly-chronic and past oriented. It is mono-chronic and future oriented in low context cultures (Gannon, 2001).   As an illustration of expected tensions related to this latter dimension, those from a culture with a focus on linear time (e.g., Anglo-American culture) are likely to feel at odds with those from a culture that views time as cyclical and more flexible, especially when combined with differences on the priority of relationships first, work second (Latino culture).  Typically, those from linear time cultures may be frustrated by the cyclical time person’s lack of priority on promptness, while those from more time flexible, relationally oriented cultures may experience linear time types as rude and overly rigid (Tarver Behring, & Ingraham, 1998).

A useful framework for understanding cultural differences, including those due to race and ethnicity, was articulated by Geert Hofstede (1991His five-dimensional model includes attention to differences on Power Distance (i.e., degree of formality associated with differing levels of status), Individualism vs. Collectivism, Aggressiveness for Success, and Uncertainty Avoidance (i.e., level of willingness to make an error).  The particular racial and ethnic background of the consultant, the consultee, and the client will affect their values, beliefs, and behaviors on these dimensions.  Work by the Center for Creative Leadership (Hoppe, 2000) has expanded these to a set of seven dichotomies:  Emphasis on the Group versus the individual; Equality versus inequality due to birth; Work to live versus live to work; Comfort versus discomfort with uncertainty; Learning by observation versus by experimentation; Time as linear versus time as cyclical; and Concern with harmony versus a concern with mastery.  Racial and ethnic groups (and individuals within these groups) can vary on any or all of the preceding dimensions (Hoppe, 2000).  Some consultants focus on culture-specific or etic approaches and others on more subjective, individually focused emic 

· [ 
·  An "emic" account is a description of behavior or a belief in terms meaningful (consciously or unconsciously) to the actor; that is, an emic account is culture-specific. 
· An "etic" account is a description of a behavior or belief by an observer, in terms that can be applied to other cultures; that is, an etic account is culturally neutral. 

approaches, the difference being the strength of influence one believes likely to be present in the client or consultee (Hackney & Cormier, 2006).  

Another useful conceptual framework is provided by racial identity theory.  In summarizing the literature, Hackney and Cormier (2005) argue that understanding the stage of cultural identity of the consultee or client (with most persons moving from stages of Conformity to Dissonance to Resistance and Immersion to Introspection and to Integrative awareness) can also be helpful.[THIS MAKES NO SENSE TO ME.. IS IT SOMEHOW A RECENT TWIST ON “ADAPTATION LEVEL” EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH ---FORGOT THE RESEARCHERS NAME JUST NOW]

Ivey, D’Andrea, Ivey, and Simek-Morgan (2002) drew attention to the many ways that many of the above mentioned cultural influences play out at the micro-level in both group and individual differences in eye contact, body language, vocal tone, speech rate, and physical space.  Effective consultants working with consultees and clients who are culturally, racially and ethnically diverse from themselves can adapt practices with their use or avoidance of language, gestures, interpersonal space, time, touching, attention to status, and style customs that would build stronger consulting collaborations and effectiveness or would lessen the likelihood of being off-putting and damaging to the consultation process (Thomas & Inkson, 2004A knowledge and skills oriented framework for consulting more successfully with persons of diverse racial and ethnic background was articulated by Mullin and Cooper (2002).  Their approach [based on a model previously developed by Chasnoff and Muniz (in 1989)] consists of six levels:

Level I – Knowledge to understand people in their various cultural contexts

Level II – Skills in helpful technical and professional areas

Level III – Skills in understanding the influence of social and economic factors including poverty, racism, and organizational health and that affects of these are often falsely attributed to culture alone.

Level IV –Knowledge of the impact of one’s own culture on one’s own personal beliefs and values.

Level V – Awareness of the homogeneous vs. heterogeneity of the consultant’s own cultural background and its impact on the consultant

Level VI – Skills in being non-judgmental of culturally influenced differences. 

The above system shares overlap with the multicultural counseling model proposed by Sue and Sue’s (2003) for working with racial diversity, namely that helping professionals possess and demonstrate culturally informed knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Sue (1998) suggests that “cultural competency involves making hypotheses rather than premature judgments about culturally different people, knowing when to generalize and when to individualize regarding culturally different people, and having culture specific expertise.   Miranda (2002) expands this list to include beliefs, and Quintana, Castillo, and Zamarripa (2000) further added use of culturally tailored assessments.

Perhaps the most straightforward set of recommendations for consultants to improve their consulting with consultees and clients of diverse racial and ethnic background was offered by Ramirez (1998).  He suggests that being multi-culturally skilled is essential for consultants working with diverse consultees with the ten most crucial skills including:  (1) Understanding the impact of one’s own culture on practice, (2) valuing and understanding the impact of other cultures, (3) adapting a culturally responsive consultation style, (4) integrating a knowledge of cultural diversity into effective practice, (5) not making value judgments about consultees (or client systems) who are culturally different, (6) challenging any stereotypic beliefs about culturally diverse groups, (7) viewing cultural differences  as issues to meet, not as impediments, (8) using methods consistent with the life experiences and values of different minority groups, (9) possessing specific knowledge about the particular minority group being served in the consultation, and (10) ensuring that definition of problems and development of goals take place within a cultural context (as cited from Dougherty, 2006, p. 30).

In sum, a variety of knowledge, attitude, and behavioral skills exist that are likely to enhance consulting with consultees and/or clients who differ racially or ethnically from the consultant.  However, very little empirical work has been conducted in this area to date.  The presses of internationalization and diversity within organization will continue to push for consultants to incorporate a multicultural and racially sensitive consultation approach (Dougherty, 2006).  “Consultants will need to be increasingly sensitive to workplace diversity issues related to organizational infrastructure, job satisfaction, relationships among staff, and work productivity” (Steward, 1996 as cited in Dougherty, 2006, p. 269).  Plummer, back in 1998, argued that “Diversity consultation recognizes the increasing diversity in the workplace and the importance of managing diverse work environments. Diversity consultation is use to deal with issues of awareness, sociopolitical implications, open dialogue, cultural competence, and cultural norms (as cited in Dougherty, 2006, p. 269).

SECTION II – Participant Responses


The responses in this section emerged from four consultants with a substantial experience in cross racial consultation.  In each case the comments are directly from the contributor.  Some formatting may have been altered to achieve uniformity in the present article.


Dr. Karen Wilson Starks is an African-American female.  She is President and CEO of Transleadership, Inc.  Her comments are focused on Major challenges posed by culture, race, and ethnicity; Ways she’s dealt with these challenges; Advice and recommendations to fellow consultants; and Helpful resources.

Major Challenges

Stereotypes.  People from different cultures, races, and ethnic backgrounds often face stereotypes about people who are from their particular group(s).  These stereotypes on the part of those in positions of leadership authority in their organizations are often deeply ingrained and unconscious.  Since something may not have been done before, such as having an African-American man to head the plant in a small southeastern US town, the company thinks it can’t be done or wouldn’t be accepted by proverbial ‘others’.   Such unacknowledged underlying stereotypes are often the reason people from different backgrounds are not offered or considered for certain skill and experience building opportunities necessary for career advancement.  

Access to Key People.  The traditional mechanisms for identifying the next level of senior talent often miss people from different backgrounds.  In the past, many mentoring and successor development decisions were done informally and the baton was passed from one senior man to his junior male protégé.  Despite many changes in this process, there is still a tendency for next generation protégés to reflect the same mold as previous generation leaders because people are generally more comfortable with those who are like them rather than those who are different. Those who are most different from current leaders tend not to be seen in part because they often do not live in the same neighborhoods, belong to the same faith communities, frequent the same social venues, or have the same extracurricular interests.  Thus, people who are culturally different often lack visibility and do not show up on the radar for mentoring and development.  Organizations that are serious about true inclusiveness and utilization of all talent assets have to be very intentional about creating venues for the most different to be seen and appreciated.  

Straight Feedback.  In these times of high litigation and political correctness, some leaders are reluctant to give candid feedback to those who are different.  Fearing reprisals from discrimination lawsuits, managers often err on the side of under-communication and the giving of non-specific generalized feedback that does not help the person to grow and develop.  This lack of candid feedback can result in blind spots that further develop into derailed careers.  The up and coming different person does not have an accurate picture of his or her impact because they are not getting honest feedback on both their strengths and weaknesses.     

Ways I’ve Dealt with These Challenges 

The more different a client is from those in his/her organization, the more I counsel the individual to be proactive about their own development.  They cannot wait for opportunities to come to them.  Instead, they have to find out what’s available and how to gain access both on the job and in other non-work related spheres of leadership such as professional or civic organizations.  Proactive behavior might include seeking their own ongoing feedback, taking advantage of company mentoring and high potential opportunities, or participation on diversity councils that have access to senior leaders. When faced with barriers due to stereotypes, I also help clients to think of both internal and external examples that refute the concerns, to address organization fears, and to provide the necessary supports to be successful.  

Advice/Recommendations to Fellow Consultants 

1. Recognize that the negative impacts of being culturally different may be very subtle and often invisible to those who are not different.  Don’t assume that because you can’t see something or it has never happened to you, that it is not happening. 

2. Respect your clients and acknowledge the value of both their experience and expertise in the realm of living as a different person.  

3. Listen, learn, and get educated in this area.  In addition to learning from your clients, read relevant books and take continuing education on the subject of cultural diversity.  You may need to broaden your own perspective.  

4. Recognize that your client may require some different kinds of organizational supports than those who are less different.  For example, a strong endorsement by senior management about the new leadership role of a different person may need to be positioned in such a way as to help short-circuit organizational resentments or stereotypes.   

5. Help your client to explore issues from multiple lenses, to consider alternative explanations for events, and to think of more creative and effective solutions to challenges.  If you are also culturally different from your client, then those differences can be an asset in this process but only if you have first demonstrated respect and understanding.  

Resources 

There are a number of resources that I have found to be particularly helpful in thinking about options for both organizations and individuals on the subject of cultural diversity issues.  These resources are consistent with real-life situations I have repeatedly seen in the work place.  They are practical and not just theoretical.  In addition, they address real diversity-related challenges such as the narrow band of acceptable behavior, the challenges of increased visibility for different people, the burden of being seen as representing one’s entire group, and the reality of different rules and standards for getting ahead.   My favorite short list of resources includes works by Morrison (1992), Morrison, White, and Van Velsor (1994), Thomas and Gabarro (1999), and Griffith (1961). 

Dr. Ann O’Rourke, the second respondent, is an Anglo-American female who is the president of her own private consultation practice.  Dr. O’Roark has specialized in culturally adapted consultation.

What have been the major challenges posed by culture, race and ethnicity? 
Not being sure that I was identifying “what’s important” in a problem situation the same way as my client or colleague.  Having a different value system, a different priority, a different meaning.  Not interpreting words the same: even when all are using English.  Not knowing if we held the same vision of a successful future objective, and being caught off guard by historical influences on present choices and objections. 

How have you dealt with these challenges? 

I relied on assessment processes and homework readings of national/cultural/organizational history and current social/industrial issues.  I relied on re-stating what I understood had been said, on asking for examples of the problems/objectives/priorities, on inquiring about the best and worst events of the past that impact the current situation.  I adjusted expectations of having common perceptual fields in the beginning and capitalized on my “ignorance” of critical background and current factors. 

Have you developed any conceptual or theoretical models to guide you in this work? 

Yes.  The “Calibration Consultation” model, described in the division’s Handbook of Organizational Consulting Psychology [International Consulting Psychology:  Issues in Assessment and Intervention (2002). In. R. L. Lowman (Ed), Handbook of Consulting Psychology, Chapter 21, p. 516-544.  San Francisco: Jossey Bass.  
Given your expertise, what advice and recommendations would you offer to your fellow consultants as they deal with these challenges?  

Assess yourself and know your own biases; remain open to hearing, being wrong in assumptions, and to adapting or revising the intervention or strategy recommended to the client.  First, strive to do no harm.  Then strive to be meaningfully relevant. Taking responsibility for the future: Calibration Consultation. Invited Keynote Address: International Council of Psychologists Conference, Kos Island, Greece.  Theme: International Psychology for the Future.

The third respondent, Dr. Gregory Pennington, is an African-American consultant currently working with the Hay Corporation.  His responses follow a different format and fall into two parts. Part one is a description of consulting with those different than self on race and ethnicity when the consultant is African-American. Part two focuses on consulting with minority consultees.  

The prospective client turned to me and asked, “So…what is it like being black and consulting with executives?” My first reaction was a recognition that my white colleagues attending the lunch meeting were suddenly on edge as much as I was. I also remembered thinking and feeling that there were several possible answers I could offer, none of which would be spontaneous, all of which needed to be genuine, and most of which would not be taken at face value any way. Being reasonably well-trained as a psychologist and having some gifts of active listening, I responded by saying, “What do you mean?”

This was a test or a game. For the next sixty seconds my new colleagues would be gauging whether I was really part of the team even though they probably did not have a valid scoring key for my response. The prospective client was taking advantage of this opportunity to make a point and probably had in his mind what the “right answer” should be. Being the “only one” or “one of few” in an organization was not new to me, so the test seemed familiar and tiresome that it was still being administered. In some ways, it was a welcome one because being black was and is an important element of my self-identity. Nevertheless, it was one of those moments when I had to process in a matter of seconds, emotionally and intellectually, whether I wanted to play the game and how I wanted to play it.

My delay tactic of asking “what do you mean?’ worked. The prospective client rephrased the question and asked “I mean is it uncomfortable…” I saw an opening and took it thinking that if he was looking for a way to back off on whatever he was going after a dash of humor might be welcomed by all of us. I jumped in before he could complete his thought and asked, “Do you mean uncomfortable for me or uncomfortable for them?” Nervous laughter from my colleagues. Patronizing laughter from the prospective client as he and I looked at each other with superficial smiles. I recognized that he was not planning to back off and waited for his next attack.

The prospective client continued by saying, “Seriously, since most consultants who do this are not black, how do you find executives react to you when they realize you are black?” On one hand this seemed to be a reasonable question. From another perspective, his timing was suspect regarding when the question was being asked and in what social context it was being asked. I remember dispensing with trying to read and manage the reactions of my colleagues and I remember severely reducing any concerns I had about carefully framing my responses in order for us to get the business. I settled for the following response:  “I recognize that many people do not consciously think of race which often means they assume people are white. When I appear, I assume they recognize like you did that I am black and in a blink of the eye, some say to themselves “I didn’t realize” or “interesting”. As in most first encounters, we usually both try to determine what we have in common. Talking about the Andrew Wyeth painting on the wall might help. My Harvard degree might help. In some cases being black might help. My actual ability to be a resource to you might help. I find that the most successful executives figure out how to utilize all the resources available to them. Other executives get distracted by unnecessary things.” 

I took a sip or water, listened to the held breaths slowly being released around the table, worried a nanosecond as to what my colleagues thought and what this prospective client thought, and began to think about where else I might want to work. 

The prospective client said “good answer”. Later on, my colleagues said that I had handled the situation well. I wondered if I had been too concerned with everyone else’s feelings and ended up “sucking up’. The prospective client decided to hire us; however I was not on the team that worked with the client. 

Does Race Really Matter?

The New England Journal of Medicine concluded several years ago that race is biologically meaningless. Apparently of the 30,000 to 40,000 genes that make us human, only about six determine skin color. While understandably, one can argue that this lends credence to the belief that we are all just human, few social scientists will deny that race does exist.  Malcolm Gladwell’s book Blink [citation needed; I’d recommend consistency on italicizing book titles, too, rather than underlining.], provides an interesting perspective on how “thin-slicing” and our adaptive unconscious lead us to make rapid decisions based on few pieces of data supported by our experiences. The test at lunch was not a surprise to me. I do believe that we all process a significant amount of information in a relatively short amount of time. It would make sense that the most obviously noticeable data would be processed consciously or unconsciously. Though we can not see the six genes that determine race, we can notice differences in skin color. Though our direct experiences with people of different colors than ourselves may be limited, it is not likely that someone in America has not at least heard of an incident in which a person’s behavior was attributed to race. In two seconds, in a “blink”, we connect new data to old experiences and perceptions. The prospective client at lunch was at least direct about what was going through his head. 


Nevertheless, are we, particularly in America, and are we, particularly African-Americans overly concerned with race. There is evidence to support this notion. “According to the Joint Center for Politics and Economics, 81% of Black professionals think workplace discrimination is still common. This is not merely the belief that job discrimination exists, but that it is common.” Exclusive survey commissioned for Fortune Magazine, June 9, 1998, p. 141, “What African-Americans Think of Corporate America”

Is this merely a perception? Does it actually impact performance?  There is some experimental research that supports the anecdotal experience of many black executives who believe that their performance is viewed differently than their white colleagues. In Thomas and Gabarro’s Breaking Through: The Making of Minority Executives in Corporate America (Harvard Business School Press, 1999), they paint distinctly different paths for development between minority executives and their white counterparts. In an effort to explain some influences on those differences they cite the research of Greenhaus and Parasuraman (“Job Attribution and Career Advancement Prospects: An Examination of Gender and Race Effects” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 55, no 2 (1993): 273-297) in making the following point: Experimental research has shown that people are more likely to attribute excellent performance by a majority group member to the majority person’s own efforts and abilities. In contrast, the same level of performance by a minority is more likely to be attributed to the situation or the effort of others (p118, Thomas and Gabarro, Breaking Through).  

Even if some degree of discrimination exists or at least some elevated level of consciousness exists for some of us regarding race, does it interfere with people being successful in the business world? Holly S. Slay asks this question in an interesting way in her article “Spanning Two Worlds: Social Identity and Emergent African-American Leaders” (Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 2003, Vol.9, No. 4.) She posed the following questions: “Do the social identities of African-American business leaders differ from African-Americans that are not in leadership positions? Do the social identities of African-American business leaders influence perceptions of their leadership ability by other individuals – subordinates, peers and superiors?” Slay raises a series of propositions that warrant further research by scholars and practitioners. She refers to CEOs Kenneth Chennault (American Express), Richard Parsons (AOL Time Warner), and Stanley O’Neal (Merrill Lynch) as examples of successful African-American business leaders who express “discomfort when race is invoked in reflections on their success” (p.56). 

In contrast to O’Neal, Cora Daniels in her book, Black Power, Inc. (John Wiley & sons, 2004) offers the following reflections from her interviews with Kenneth Chennault and Richard Parsons. She writes in regards to her interview with Chennault, “he was talking about the importance of race, obligations to the race, and about Blacks succeeding without compromising their Blackness” (p. 126).  Daniels goes on to quote Richard Parsons as saying “many people have written in the abstract that race is the quintessential question in America. I used to reject it out of hand because I thought it was silly. But I’m beginning to think that they are right…we just can’t seem to get past it.” (p128). 

At my lunch meeting my social identity was both as an African-American and as a capable consultant. Even if I had reconciled in my mind that both of those identities could peacefully and productively co-exist, I was sensitive to what I perceived was the prospective client’s concern as to how they might conflict with one another and affect my impact as a consultant. It is tempting to propose that the reconciliation of those differences evolves over time. This might explain how Chennault and Parsons seem to have come to stages in their careers when they are more comfortable and direct in talking about race and its impact on their effectiveness as leaders. I suspect that the balancing of these identities is a more constant effort of reconciling and integrating even though it may not be shared out loud with others. I remember a senior executive African-American woman lamenting that “By many standards I have reached a significant level of accomplishment despite being black and female. I wonder how much further I might have gone, and how faster I might have gotten here, if I had not felt I needed to spend so much energy proving that a black and a woman could do this.”

What can we do as consultants or coaches in working with African-American executives? In Cracking the Corporate Code: The Revealing Success Stories of 32 African-American Executives, Price M. Cobbs and Judith Turnock identified the following common threads in the stories told by this sample of men and women who excelled in organizations like PepsiCo, GE, Merrill Lynch, Kraft, Prudential, Chrysler and others:  Reconciling the ambiguities inherent for black professionals in corporate culture;  Trusting your own abilities and potential while managing the ever-present issue of race;  Overcoming isolation to establish not only your place in the organization but also a voice that will be heard and respected; Reading the unwritten rules and developing the “sixth sense” necessary to play the game;  Cultivating and managing the relationships that will be crucial to securing more meaningful and influential positions;  Understanding what true power is, how to compete for and acquire it, and how to translate it into substantial leaders.

I conducted a small survey of African American executives a few years ago to gain their perspective on what issues were important to address when coaching them. Their comments were similar to the themes identified by Cobbs and Turnock. I have presented them below with some suggestions about how they might be addressed by an executive coach.

Race matters.  The race card is present even if face down.  You are more likely to understand its impact, if you find ways to raise it as the coach.  It is too costly for the executive to play it. Find a way to open this discussion.  Most executives will not volunteer it to you.  Understand what behaviors are interpreted differently when demonstrated by blacks compared to non-blacks.  

Rumors of intellectual inferiority flourish.  Innate intellectual ability is still the predominant belief in companies and in people: some folks are born smart and some folks are not.  The focus has moved from questions about “IQ” to questions about “strategic thinking.” Insist on defining behavioral characteristics and performance versus indicators, (e.g., “able to synthesize a wide range of information and identify overall themes” versus, “a Harvard graduate”).  Force others to define “strategic thinking”.  It is used as a substitute for questioning innate intellectual ability.

Warring souls at peace.  Though one’s title and socio-economic status gives you more options, it does not change one’s core identity.  You cannot look at a black person and NOT see the color of their skin.  They cannot deny their color and their self-identity will always include race.  Explore the person’s outside of work activities.  Compare, contrast and leverage those skills and interests.  Accept the persons perception of having “to do more” because of a “black tax”.  Focus more on how they cope with this perception/reality.

More “how to” than “hugs”.  Given an overall goal of increasing one’s impact on the organization, there is more value in a coach providing directions to navigate the environment that there is in a coach who is exploring for insight.  Navigation includes mapping the environment, charting the paths of least resistance and most impact, and running interference to minimize obstacles.  Identify the written and unwritten rules of success in the organization.  Ask and answer: where and how will race be perceived as an obstacle?

Race does NOT matter.  Ultimately all executives understand that they must contribute to the bottom line.  Ultimately, and ideally the evidence of their contribution and success will be measurable and objective.  Nevertheless, you must accept the paradox that it is critical to consider race in order to get to the point where race does not matter.  Actively listen to the person’s perspective about race.  Distinguish between those areas where race matters and where it does not.  What would you have advised me to do at the lunch meeting? Would you have given me a different script? If you were one of my white colleagues there, what would you have done? How would you have counseled me afterwards? 

When diversity is raised in the context of developing leaders or consulting with executives, someone inevitable suggests that “fundamentally, excellent consulting and coaching is all the same regardless of the person’s race or gender”. This is true. To be effective as a consultant or a coach, we must be able to understand our client in his or her context. This includes their social and organizational context as well as their self-identity and how it impacts their behavior and the perceptions of others around them. The skills we have to probe and explore, to discern themes and connections, to listen to and challenge, and to help our clients accurately map their environments should not be abandoned when the client raises a question about the relevance of race. A tragic and arguably unethical mistake we make too often is to dismiss or ignore the question from a client or from ourselves: “So…what is it like being black…?”

The fourth consultant respondent, David Peterson, is an Anglo-American male with a specialization in executive coaching.  

Challenges in Working with Diverse Audiences in Consulting Psychology

Let me begin by providing some context for my comments here. My undergraduate degree is in linguistics and anthropology, so language and cross-cultural differences are topics I’ve been interested in for quite some time. As a consultant, I’ve delivered coaching, workshops, and presentations in 15 different countries outside North American and provided executive coaching to approximately 40 ex-pats from a dozen countries working in the US.

Language and communication

One of the most significant challenges I’ve encountered in working with people from different backgrounds is language. This ranges from the simple situations where a person’s words may have different meanings and connotations or certain terms and colloquialisms may be unfamiliar, to situations where a novel accent requires extra attention and effort, to situations where the person is not even used to discussing the topic at hand in English. The latter happens, for example, in cases where people use English for business and technical discussions but use the local language for discussing their daily routine, leadership development, human resource issues, and personal goals and values. Coaching such individuals, for example, requires extra time and patience to check on understanding of what are at times relatively complex and subtle issues. In a different context, some of the adaptations I’ve made when presenting workshops or leading long meetings with audiences who do not speak English fluently is to provide written materials in advance, provide frequent breaks for participants to ask questions and process the information in small groups, and to make sure I’m familiar in advance with examples and language that will resonate in their world.

Assumptions and stereotypes

A second significant challenge regards the assumptions we make. It’s a well-known principle in social psychology that in the absence of individuating information, people tend to draw conclusions about individuals based on stereotypes (Ross & Nisbett, 1991; although even this principle varies somewhat by culture; see Lehman, Chiu, & Schaller, 2004). To some extent, cultural stereotypes are useful preliminary hypotheses to use when working with groups – if that is all the information you have, it may help you to anticipate how you should approach your initial interactions with them. However, one challenge is to make sure you are selecting the right stereotype; should I assume my audience will be talkative and outgoing because they are Italian or reticent and reserved because they are engineers? For another group, do I base my assumptions on the fact that they are all executives or that they are from India?

Although stereotypes and assumptions may have they may be of some benefit at the early stages of dealing with groups, I find they almost always get in the way of my dealings with an individual. So I try to remind myself to approach each new person with openness and curiosity, and be as vigilant as possible in monitoring my own reactions. I also need to be aware that people will make assumptions based on who I am – some of the people I work with have been surprised when I don’t fit their stereotype of an American, a white male, an executive coach, a consultant, or a psychologist. So I have had to learn to be prepared for addressing assumptions others may make about me as well as in keeping my own biases and assumptions in check, constantly testing to see what conclusions I’ve drawn and whether or not they are valid for this individual or for this group.

Authenticity and adaptation

In my early days as a consultant, I used to try so hard to behave in the ways that I thought I was expected to behave, to adapt as much as possible to the local culture or norms. As a result, I often felt ingenuine, and worried obsessively about the mistakes I inevitably made. Over time, I have learned that working across cultures is a matter of bringing out the authentic sides of my personality and background, discovering the authentic aspects of my audience, and finding a respectful way for both of us to bring as much of our true selves to the interaction as possible. I used to try too hard to be respectful of the other, at the cost of being respectful to myself. Now I aim for, though I do not always achieve, a way of being equally respectful to all parties who engage, including myself.

Using feedback as an example, since that is a topic that is sensitive to individuals in general and manifests itself quite differently in various cultures (e.g., Hoppe, 1998; Chhokar, Brodbeck, & House, 2007), I used to try so hard to be politically correct and find exactly the right approach and the right words. Now, I try to turn it into more of a conversation, engaging the other person or group in a discussion how we proceed and how we handle the conversation. I offer my interpretation in my words – still chosen carefully and respectfully -- and engage them in finding the words that have meaning for them, to make sure that the feedback comes across in a way that is as useful and meaningful to them as possible.

Advice for fellow consultants

1. Get to know people, and treat them, as individuals. Avoid drawing simplistic conclusions based on the superficial (e.g., visual) characteristics and demographics of a person and approach them with an open mind. Look for what variables define them as an individual and hold any conclusions lightly. This is hard work and requires discipline to be routinely mindful of how we view others.

2. Learn about individual differences. The more you know about how people differ -- whether personality, culture, life experiences, roles and relationships, or values -- the more quickly you can recognize and respond to the unique aspects of each person you encounter.

3. Seek diverse experiences and approach them with curiosity. When I travel, I try to eat local foods and visit local shops, including grocery stores, which provide a rich expression of commerce and culture. When I read or watch movies for example, I make sure I occasionally sample something far outside my normal routine or interests, and ponder who would this appeal to and why, and I ask myself, what can I learn from this?

4. Bring your authentic self to your work with diverse populations. Or at least do this:  Consider when you’ve done your best work; identify what aspects of your true personality contributed the most to that work and look for ways to bring those qualities more quickly to your future work.

SECTION THREE – Analysis of respondent’s narratives using 

cross-cultural and multicultural theory

          The comments from Dr. Karen Wilson-Starks are associated with racial identity theory but go beyond it to focus on the continuing insidious effects of stereotyping and discrimination as manifested by prejudice, ethnocentrism, and racism.  These three concepts are related but differ subtly.  

Prejudice can be defined as an opinion for or against something or someone without adequate basis or a preconceived judgment without just grounds or sufficient knowledge.  Prejudice involves both an irrational component and an emotional evaluation.  Ethnocentrism is the unquestioned belief in the superiority of one’s own (ethnic) group and the consequent inferiority of other groups; the notion, which shapes our attitudes, feelings and behavior, that one’s own group is the center of everything, the norm of all that is good, holy, valuable and true.  All other groups (ethnic, language, religious groups, etc.) are rated with reference to the norm we have set.  Ranking and generalizations are typical characteristics of ethnocentrism.  Racism is the belief that some races are inherently superior to others, or the conviction that some people groups are innately, that is, genetically, less capable of achieving or accomplishing what your own group has achieved or accomplished.  Too often, the consequences of this belief are that people from those racial groups whom we consider inferior, cursed or less capable are victims of separation and segregation, isolation and discrimination.  They may also be confined to specific places (ghetto), jobs or roles in society, denied basic rights and privileges and subjected to violence and annihilation. Institutional racism results from the fact that most of our institutions, organizations and traditions were established at a time when racial prejudice was dominant in our society.  These institutions, organizations and traditions, therefore, often continue the forms and practices that were the social and economic embodiments of these attitudes, thoughts and ideas.  Sometimes intentionally, but mostly unintentionally, these forms and practices perpetuate the racial preconception of the past.  Though persons participating in these activities may not personally be racially biased, the institutions are, and their practices show this “institutional racism.”  (Cooper & Mullin, 2002).   

Particularly poignant was Karen’s story of the minority CEO not sent to a small town based on the expected reaction of the community.  Also important was her convincing case that the informal system of networking continues to perpetuate and uneven playing table.  Karen appears to emphasize the actions those who are racially or ethnically different can take to attempt to combat the negative effects of what remains an unfair environment.

The comments from Dr. Ann O’Roark tie in with many of the recommendations made by Ramirez (1998) and are congruent with the models proffered by Sue and Sue (2003) and Mullen and Cooper (2002).  Her material in the Handbook of Organizational Consulting Psychology (Lowman, 2002) on the International Organizational Consulting Process (IOCP) is detailed and offers two schemas that many consultants would find useful.  The first schema in her chapter includes the use of guanxi, short for the Chinese work, quanxixue.  Based upon writings of Davis (1997), the IOCP emphasizes “getting to know and understand clients before trying to do business or make changes in their behaviors, organizations, or value systems (O’Roarke, 2002, p. 531).  She cites Davis’s inclusion of the Chinese folk saying, “If you know someone in the kitchen, it’s easier to eat; if you know someone in the court, it’s easier to become an official” (Davis, 1997, p. 10).  To do effective consultation with consultees who differ culturally, racially, or ethnically, quanxi must be integrated with each stage and phase of the consultation work.  

The second schema of O’Roark’s IOCP model involves a consideration of the type of organizational consulting setting, e.g. production, service, government, nonprofit, or international conglomerate and the nature of the consulting work, e.g. intergroup, individuals, work group, organization, or expert resource as the interaction of these are culturally affected (using Hofstede’s dimensions).  Ann comments – “Cultural competence of international organizational consultants involves consideration of prerequisite issues: the consultant’s own cultural identity and biases; the discovery of the client culture’s preference for certain behaviors and emotional climates; and the relevance of U.S. ethical codes, literature, research, and consulting standards to a particular consulting venture.” “Intervention issues surrounding international organizational consulting … in the context of the IOCP model, highlight the importance of building, maintaining, and using relationships (quanxi), and of applying an action research strategy that aids in the cultivation of cultural competence and consultation effectiveness” (O’Roark, 2002, pp. 538-539). 

The personal story of the third respondent, Dr. Greg Pennington, brings the salience of racial and ethnicity issues to a gut level present focus.   His story of being needing to respond to the potential consultee’s question about race differences between consultant and consultee required a response that was grounded in Sue and Sue’s (2003) three primary cultural competencies: (1) Self-awareness of one’s own assumptions, values, and biases, (2) Understanding the worldview of the culturally different client, and (3) Developing appropriate intervention strategies and techniques.  

The interaction of Dr. Pennington with the potential consultee and with is fellow consultants also ties in with recent scholarship on racial microagressions by Sue et al (2007).  In brief, racial micoaggressions are “commonplace verbal or behavioral indignities, whether intentional or unintentional which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults” (Sue et al, 2007, p.278).  There are three types of racial microagressions – microinsults, microassaults, and microinvalidations.

Racial microagressions (which are often unconscious) consist of “behavioral/verbal remarks or comments that convey rudeness, insensitivity and demean a person’s racial heritage or identity” (Sue et al, 2007, p.278).  Racial microaggressions targeted to individuals play out as ascription of intelligence, second class citizenship, pathologizing cultural differences, and assumption of criminal status.  Racial microraggressions play out environmentally through systems, laws, procedures, etc.  

Racial Microinvalidations (which are also often unconscious) manifest as “verbal comments or behaviors that exclude, negate, or nullify the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of color” (Sue et al, 2007, p.278).  Racial microinvalidations play out individually with messages that minorities are aliens in their own land, by color blindness and a denial of individual racism and by the myth of meritocracy where effects of institutional racism [and classism] are minimized. Racial microinvalidations contribute to the continuation of institutional and environmental discrimination.

Microassaults (which are typically conscious) are “explicit racial derogations characterized primarily by a violent verbal or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim through name calling, avoidant behavior or purposeful discriminatory actions” (Sue et al, 2007, p.278).  There is a likely a correlation, perhaps strong, between a person’s level of microassaults and their support of environmental racism and prejudice.

Dr. Pennington’s story about the changes in the focus of two African-American CEOs, Chennault and Parsons, would seem to fit well with Helms (1995) racial identity theory where both had moved to more advanced stages as they got older and more experienced.  His advice to African-American execs shared many similarities with the suggestions of Dr. Wilson-Stokes – the organizational and corporate worlds are not yet fair and those of minority status typically have to take additional steps beyond their Anglo-American peers to move up.

Dr. Peterson’s comments and suggestions, based on many years of consulting and supervision of consulting experience, contain many gems for consulting with consultees of diverse culture, race, or ethnicity.  The focus on very careful use of language is congruent with the writings of Ramirez (1998), Ivey et al (2002), Gannon (2001), B. Peterson (2004), and Thomas and Inkson (2004).  Perhaps his most important advice is to be genuine and to engage in honest, collaborative conversations to work out, person to person, the consultation relationship and the consultation work.  Such an approach ties to classic person centered therapy theory on the importance of empathy, congruence, concreteness, and personal regard to positive human interaction outcomes (Corey, 2005).

Conclusions and Implications

Issues of culture, race and ethnicity are present in most consultation activity and the percent of times that these factors will be salient will increase significantly in future years.  This article has presented a number of conceptual and pragmatic tools for psychological consultants to use in their work but indications are that many are either unaware of or fail to apply most of these.  Perhaps the best suggestion is to partner with other consultants with their serving as shadow cultural advisors to you. In specific, you and they could employ a collaborative process to discuss cultural, race, and ethnicity related issues in each stage and every phase of the consultation process as they play out uniquely in each consultation project.  Such work could be done as a consultee with consultants with experience in the incorporation of cultural factors in their work or as fellow peer collaborators with consultant-consultee roles switching depending on whose consultation project is being discussed at the time.
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