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Question 3B:

Select what according to your research are three significant issues in the workplace.  How might those issues be effectively addressed by managers and supervisors?

Human Relations Comprehensive Examination

Question 3, B

I have chosen to answer Question 3, B, which asks me to select three significant issues in the workplace and then suggest how those issues might be effectively addressed by managers and supervisors.  I have selected, after much research, the following three topics:  1) performance appraisals, 2) attitudes towards people with disabilities, and 3) communication among people of diverse cultures.

These topics are vastly different, one having nothing to do with the other.  The only effective transition from one topic to the next is the bold enumeration before each topic. 

I. Performance Appraisals.

Performance appraisals (hereafter “PAs”) are tools used to measure the effectiveness of employees (Garrison, 1997).  PA is a process of reviewing employee performance, implementing new objectives, documenting the process, and verbally delivering the findings in a face-to-face meeting (Murphy, 1995).  While the PA is the process, it is very often thought of as the actual form that the process is documented on.

While individual differences are vast and difficult to blend into one form, the PA is a necessary and important tool (Murphy, 1995).  The process of appraisal should “fit” the employee with the organizations (i.e., employees should be hired to fit the criteria set forth in the performance appraisal)  (Murphy, 1995).  

There are many general reasons why employees dislike PAs.  Some of these include:  

1. Mistrust of the rater (Murphy, 1995).  Raters are those supervisors given charge over the actual scoring of the PA (Garrison, 1997). Relationships between raters and ratees may be strained, especially when rater’s judge performance based on arbitrary scales.  For example, a rater may rate a salesperson poorly for pleasantness without describing the exact criteria for the appropriate attitude.  A genuine dichotomy in this instance is that while raters distort employee appraisals, employees embellish their performance (Garrison, 1997).  Training raters to increase the accuracy of PAs and gain employee trust to get useful feedback are good ways for managers to diminish rater game playing to realistically assess employee contributions.

2. Unfair process skewed toward the affluent class (Smither, 1988).  For example, I have observed in the workplace that everyday around mid afternoon female productivity goes down for about two hours.  Women get concerned about their children when school lets out and they covertly parent their children over the phone until the child gets settled.  Mothers worry about 1) how and when their child will get home from school; 2) getting the snack prepared without starting a fire in the home; and 3) getting homework done before the best part of the learning day is over because mommy understands that it’s too hard to teach baby fractions after 5:00.  On the other hand, I observed fathers rolling their sleeves up to working harder during this same timeframe.

What’s unfair is that women are being evaluated on the same standardized scale as men but their schedules need to be modified so their productivity is maximized.  If I loose 2 hours of effectiveness per day, there is no way that I will produce on a level with my male counterpart.  On the other hand, if I took my lunch break at 2:00 everyday to go parent my child rather than breaking at 12:00, then my effectiveness is maximized.

Similarly, other cultural problems exist that if addressed, would definitely increase work productivity.  The linear thinking model expressed in most appraisal materials compels workers to observe their work with tunnel vision rather than allowing a worker to see the complete project.  The concept of linear thinking is a European construct that alienates many giftedly intelligent people that don’t grasp that line of thinking.  Foundationally, many cultures don’t relate linearly but circularly holistic.  The point is that if the PA is not perceived to be fair, it will create havoc within the organizational culture.  Displays of clear procedures to create harmony within the organizational environment are vital (Smither, 1998).

3. When creating or implementing a performance review, it is very important to precisely measuring all relevant aspects and concepts.  James Smither (1988) believes that accuracy can reduce errors and bring about greater accord between rater and ratee.  While measuring accurately has proven elusive, discovering precise ways of measurement is a valid and worthy use of empirical research. 
My conclusion about PAs is that they are only one component of the performance management process. Another important component of the per​formance management process is the relationship between perfor​mance judgments and rewards. 

II.
Attitudes Toward People With Disabilities.

This portion of my paper is about confronting my own unsubstantiated attitudes, as well as those expressed in the workplace, regarding people with disabilities.  While immersed in the research of this paper, I was amazed at my own apparent bigotry regarding people with disabilities.  In the past I made it a personally practice to never unfairly discriminate against people; living my life as sort of a civil rights guru.  But somehow this group, which, according to Dr. Willie Bryan (1999), is the largest minority group in America, has slipped through my radar.  At best, my attitude was indifference toward their plight. 

According to the U.S. Department of Commerce (2003), virtually 50 million Americans have a disability.  That study dictates that one of every five people, ages 5 and older, has a disability.    

1. Defining the Term “Disability.”  While investigating the subject of disabilities, it became obvious immediately that a working definition for the phrase is elusive at best.  There is a whole succession of court cases on all levels of the United States judicial system whose sole purpose is to standardize usage of the phrase.  The reason describing the phrase is so important is because on July 26, 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed into law the Americans With Disabilities Act (the “Act”). The Act prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in a variety of domains including employment, transportation, and public accommodation.

The Act is quite broad and intended “to reach all forms of discrimination, whether intentional, purely innocent, or unintentionally based on erroneous stereotypes about people’s capabilities” (Across The Board, 1996).  Lawful employment under the Act requires employers, employment agencies, labor organizations, and joint labor-management committees to have nondiscriminatory application procedures, qualification standards, and selection criteria.  Employers must also make reasonable accommodation to the known limitations of a qualified applicant or employee unless to do so would cause an undue hardship (Across The Board, 1996).

The Act defines disability as a physical or mental impairment substantially limiting one or more major life activities.  The Act further states that an individual must have a record of, or be regarded as, being impaired.  In terms of employment, the law defines a qualified individual with a disability as a person with a disability who can perform the essential functions of the job with or without reasonable accommodation.  

This general definition hinders managers whose main concern is increased productivity. Managers, eager to address employee problems, such as drug abuse, without invading the employee’s privacy or violating the Act must walk vigilantly.  Managers feel there exists a certain dichotomy concerning disabled people.  Speaking from personal experience, I believe that while employers may not mind hiring disabled people, they feel that they run the risk of being “stuck” with someone dysfunctional in their ranks because once you have hired a disabled person, you must act very carefully when it comes to terminating the disabled.  
To alleviate this perceived problem, policy guidelines should be instituted for managing these sensitive problems.  Decisions, such as dismissal, should be based upon an employee’s performance, not their disability.  In this way, the Act could theoretically work to deter employment of disabled people.  Disabled people have relatively new rights in the workplace.  These rights are enforceable and supervisors, managers and employers should study the law closely.  Disabled people are like everybody else, they should be hired and fired based on their actions and not some other person’s prejudice. 

III.
Communication Among People of Diverse Cultures.
One day, while eating breakfast at a local restaurant, I observed a realistic example of how communication can be “chaotic” between people of varying backgrounds.  In this example my server was a young woman of Asian decent and I am middle-aged and of African descent.  Several times throughout the duration of my meal, I asked for one thing and receive something else.  Rather than complain to her superiors, I began to try to establish a better relationship with the server.  The result was that the closer I tried to get to her, the shier she became.  The server would smile and nod but she continually resisted my efforts.  When I was finished eating, I gave her the normal tip and walked away dissatisfied.  I tipped her because I wanted to preserve other opportunities to communicate with her.
After researching this subject, it became apparent that part of the problem is we were applying different meanings to the same words.  As I began to search for the margins of that predicament so that I could capture and define it, I discovered that the very root of the problem could be that many of us have different meanings for the word communication.  

Nichols (1996) defines the word as being the act of transmitting ideas through writing or speech.  However evidence shows that the idea of communication among people of African descent has a more complex meaning (Fleming, 1997).  To African Americans, in order to communicate, you must commune with the entity you are communicating with. (Somé, 2000; and Wright, 1941).  The word commune implies a much more spiritual event, and inherent therein is an attitude of sacrament (Nichols, 1996). Taken to its extreme, to commune means to be of close rapport, offering sacred customs for the purpose of self-government (Douglass, 1845).  Therefore, in this regard, simple conversation between African American friends is a very spiritual act that other cultures may not appreciate.
So, what did I do when I experienced an obvious communication problem? I tried to establish an instant “sacred” relationship with my Asian sister/daughter.  I had to research her culture to realize that it may be inappropriate for her to allow me to establish that kind of relationship.

Through researching the characteristics of Asian women, I found reference to their tendency to smile and nod when a person who is either older or higher in rank has something to say (Lagace, 2005).  As a customer and older woman, I certainly fit that criterion.    I realized that this type of miscommunication is a normal phenomenon in the American melting pot of diverse peoples.

I asked myself, “How can managers and supervisors remedy these kinds of situations?  What can I do personally to keep from missing the mark?”  I think Shahla Aly (Lagace, 2005) gave one good answer to our problem when she said, “I don't have to compromise my values, but I really need to understand how I articulate them.”  In order for us to be successful in this business world, we need to do a better job of articulating what we mean when we say our words.  

Earlier, I used the word chaotic to describe our dilemma.  I used this term purposefully because, using chaos theoretical foundations I realize that those things that appear randomly disordered actually have an underlying order (Williams, 1977).  If we observe this phenomenon long enough, we can figure out, and fix, the problem.

In conclusion, I believe that as managers, we have a duty to study the cultures of our constituencies.  While there are descendants of many world cultures converging in the United States, that number is not infinite.  We can use empirical knowledge to change the way we interact with each other.

Secondly, I believe managers have a duty to try and solve cultural problems without complaining or jeopardizing the jobs of employees.  We can keep our value systems intact, but try harder to articulate what we believe the issues are.

Finally, I believe we must keep the communication door open and not slam it in the faces of people who don’t appear to look, think or sound like we do; because even if that were true, other people feel the exact same hurts we feel when xenophobic tendencies slam the door of self righteousness in our faces.
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