 January, 2009 Issue of  DIVERSITY EXECUTIVE
Features 
Fostering Diversity in a Skeptical Marketplace 
Allan Colman 
The spending power of America’s minorities may soon exceed $2 trillion, the number of woman- and minority-owned businesses is rising faster than ever before, and the 2008 presidential election marked an historical advancement in diversity as the country elected its first African-American president. 

Even in such a heady atmosphere, businesses still are grappling with how to effectively implement diversity initiatives in the workplace and the marketplace. 

Despite efforts to spur diversity growth in companies and professional service firms, there still is much transparent tokenism, as well as a glaring failure, to produce numbers that confirm tangible and measurable improvement. Further, as the country’s diversity rate continues to increase, so too do the challenges for businesses and the professional firms that serve them. 

The challenge may be even more complex than we think. 
Overcoming Unacknowledged Preconceptions
A respected associate general counsel at a global corporation expressed frustration after the local newspaper honored a competitor as one of the top corporate counsels in the region. The award emphasized her excellence in recruiting women and minorities to the company. 

In this lawyer’s politically incorrect opinion, diversity is a spurious standard for companies that advance professionals based on nonprofessional criteria. Having come from an obdurate “sink or swim” culture, the associate general counsel believed that by focusing on minority retention, we disserve the minorities and the clients or employers they work for. 

Unfortunately, such opinions are almost never expressed publicly, and the result is, while a law firm or an accounting firm works hard to meet the diversity standards of some clients, it can unwittingly alienate others. This conundrum requires that such firms make a concentrated effort to gauge their clients and prospect actual attitudes. 

By no means does that suggest professionals ought to mount diversity programs for the benefit of diversity-minded clients such as Wal-Mart or General Motors, while giving a wink and a nod to others who harbor clandestine skepticism: “Don’t worry about it. Our diversity program is just obligatory window dressing. It will never diminish the quality of our services to you.”

Understanding the Solution
What is required is a return to basics. Diversity leaders still need to educate buyers and employers — the ones who disdain diversity, but not openly — on the real virtue of such initiatives. They still need to be taught that diversity does not entail lowered standards. They still need to be reminded of the practical benefits of a diverse workplace in a diverse marketplace. 

Ultimately, there is more for professional firms to gain, in the narrowest bottom-line sense, than there is to lose, especially when companies such as Wal-Mart are on record for firing law firms that were insufficiently diverse. To win new business or improve recruitment and retention, companies and firms must present teams that, not just the client, but the public is looking for. 

The key to winning new business, or to recruiting A-list talent, is to understand what they want and need. Understanding the client is a somewhat tired cliché in professional service marketing parlance. But in the specific and challenging area of diversity, it takes on new meaning and carries with it new responsibilities. Specifically: 

• Who better to advise a woman-owned business than another professional woman?
• Who better to litigate a liability lawsuit against a drug company that has allegedly harmed children than a mother?
• Who better to do business with a minority segment than a professional from that culture? 
Leveraging Diversity
To further persuade the secret doubters, make sure the education process is neither condescending nor obvious. Avoid lecturing clients and colleagues about why sexism and racism are morally wrong. Chances are they already know why, and hopefully they agree with you. If they don’t, the only possible appeal is to their self-interest, especially during the selling phase, when you present your team or its benefits. 

Develop mission statements that promote the specific value of diversity initiatives. The language should not include feel-good corporate platitudes or reminders of why the Bill of Rights is a great thing. Don’t be afraid to baldly state the practical benefits that will result from the pursuit and promotion of diversity. 

Here’s an example of practicable marketing in this context: “We operate in the global marketplace. Earning and maintaining trust with clients in Asia, for example, is critical to our business goals. In order to do so, we must have a global-looking business that is capable of addressing the sensitivities of diverse cultures. If we don’t, our competitors will.” 

Be as proactive as possible. By simply jumping on a bandwagon, an organization can look defensive or even disingenuous. On the other hand, by going on the offense, the same organization can differentiate itself from competitors in a marketplace in which everyone is busily trying to figure out how to credibly separate Smith & Jones from Jones & Smith. 

Diversity is about doing well by doing good, whether selling or performing services. In this process, diversity must be perceived not as an adjunct to business strategy, but as its heart. 

Allan Colman is the CEO of the Closers Group, a business development consulting firm. He can be reached at editor@diversity-executive.com.

  

