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Learning	Objectives


By	the	end	of	this	chapter,	you	will	be	able	to:


Relate	how	socioeconomic	trends	and	external	social	and	economic	forces	affect	the	nature	of	the
workplace.


Summarize	how	the	social	classes	in	the	United	States	have	been	impacted	by	the	nation’s	transition
from	an	industrial	to	a	service-based	economy	over	the	past	4	decades.


Explain	why	some	theorists	maintain	that	globalization	has	led	to	the	strati�ication	of	nations	and	a
global	corpocracy.


Discuss	why	the	Great	Recession	had	a	disproportionate	impact	on	poor,	working-class,	and	middle-
class	Americans.


3Socioeconomic	Trends	and	the	Workforce


Hero	Images/Getty	Images
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Introduction


What	opportunities	exist	 for	you	in	today’s	 job	market?	Your	answer	depends	largely	on	your	background	and	how	 it
relates	to	current	socioeconomic	trends.	 If	 the	 economy	 is	 booming	 and	 you	 have	 skills	 that	 are	 in	 demand,	 you	will
most	 likely	�ind	a	good	 job	 quickly.	 In	 	economic	 downturns,	 however,	 even	 highly	 quali�ied	 people	 can	 have	 dif�iculty
�inding	employment.	During	the	boom	times	in	the	2000s	before	the	Great	Recession,	students	graduating	from	college
had	 many	 employment	 options.	 Those	 graduating	 during—and	 even	 after—the	 Great	 Recession	 entered	 a	 starkly
different	 job	market,	 however.	 Chapter	 3	 examines	 speci�ic	 combinations	 of	 external	 social	 and	 economic	 forces	 that
affect	the	nature	of	the	workplace.	It	also	looks	at	how	socioeconomic	trends	impact	the	workforce	and	your	place	in	it.
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In	this	video,	an	expert	discusses	the	pros	and	cons,
as	well	as	the	causes,	of	large	scale	social	change.


Large	Scale	Social	Change





 


Critical	Thinking	Question


3.1	Socioeconomic	Trends	De�ined


Workers’	personal	characteristics	and	circumstances—such	as	education,	gender,	class,	race,	ethnicity,	and	nationality—
in�luence	their	prospects	of	�inding	work,	the	types	of	jobs		available	to	them,	and	their	 lifelong	earnings	and	retirement
funds.	Personal	circumstances,	however,	are	only	a	part	of	what	 determines	workers’	 positions	 in	 the	workforce	 and,
subsequently,	 their	 quality	 of	 life.	 Socioeconomic	 trends	 also	 play	 a	 signi�icant	 role.	 Socioeconomic	 trends	 are
combinations	of	external	social	and	economic	forces	that	affect	the	nature	of	the	workplace.


Socioeconomic	trends	include:


demographic	changes	in	the	workforce;
conditions	of	local	and	global	economies;
technological	advances;
conditions	of	particular	industries	(boom,	stabilization,	or	decline);
political	and	legal	frameworks	that	affect	labor	relations;	and
values	of	the	dominant	culture.


Socioeconomic	trends	are	systemic,	in	that	they	cause	inequalities
in	 access	 to	 education,	 health	 services,	 and	 employment.	 These
factors	 contribute	 to	 demographic	 pro�iles,	 or	 sociological
descriptions	 of	 the	 advantaged	 and	 disadvantaged	 members	 of
society,	 including	 those	 who	 may	 become	 caught	 in	 a	 cycle	 of
poverty.	 Long-term	 unemployment	 leads	 to	 poverty,	 which
hinders	 access	 to	 education,	 health	 services,	 and	 employment
opportunities	 for	 the	 children	 of	 the	 long-term	 unemployed,
completing	 the	 cycle.	 The	 same	 pattern	 holds	 for	 underpaid
employees	and	underemployed	workers	who	do	not	have	enough
steady	 hours	 of	 employment.	 These	 trends	 produce	 large
numbers	of	people	who	are	constantly	on	the	edge	of	poverty,	 to
the	degree	that	they	form	a	demographic	pro�ile.


Social	strati�ication	can	become	embedded	in	society	through	the
actions	of	social	 institutions	 and	 processes.	 For	 example,	 a	 poor
neighborhood	 produces	 poor	 schools,	 which	 produce	 poor
people.	 This	 process	 causes	 inequalities	 to	 become
institutionalized,	meaning	 that	 social	 institutions	 promote	 and
maintain	circumstances	that	support	a	cycle	of	 poverty	 for	 some
and	 a	 cycle	 of	 advantage	 for	 others.	 Institutional	 discrimination
can	 be	 intentional,	 such	 as	 during	 the	 Jim	 Crow	 era	 of	 legally
mandated	 racially	 segregated	 schools	 in	 southern	 states.	 It	 can
also	 be	 the	 unintentional	 by-product	 of	 how	 an	 institution
functions.	As	noted	in	the	�irst	example,	 funding	schools	 through
local	 property	 taxes	 results	 in	 low-income	 neighborhoods	 with
poorly	 funded	 schools	 and	 high-income	 neighborhoods	 with
abundant	 resources.	 This	works	 to	 reinforce	 inequalities	 among
social	 classes.	 It	 helps	 students	 from	 wealthier	 families	 have
access	to	the	best	teachers	and	resources,	get	a	good	education,	and	remain	in	the	higher	social	classes.


On	the	other	hand,	poorly	funded	schools,	attended	primarily	by	poor	children,	tend	to	have	less	quali�ied	teachers	and
fewer	resources.	This	negatively	impacts	their	educational	experience	and	decreases	the	 likelihood	that	they	will	 �ind	a
job	that	pays	well	enough	to	live	 in	an	area	with	well-funded	schools	and	be	able	to	provide	their	children	with	a	good
education.	This	institutional	discrimination	is	not	intentional,	but	it	still	acts	to	perpetuate	inequality	in	society.


Factors	That	Affect	Socioeconomic	Trends
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Four	types	of	external	forces	in�luence	socioeconomic	trends:	demographic,	market,	technological,	and	legislative.


Demographic	trends	include	the	numbers	of	women	and	men	in	the	workforce	and	workers’	ages,	educational
levels,	and	racial	and	ethnic	backgrounds.	These	trends	can	in�luence	one’s	chances	of	landing	a	job	or	gaining	a
promotion.	For	example,	today	many	baby	boomers	have	opted	to	delay	retirement,	leading	to	fewer	job
openings,	particularly	high-ranking	ones,	for	younger	workers.
Market	trends	stem	from	economic	forces	that	lead	to	low	or	high	demands	for	workers	in	speci�ic	areas.	For
example,	industries	experiencing	rapid	growth	may	require	workers	with	speci�ic	and	unique	skills,	which	leads
to	more	job	opportunities	for	workers	that	possess	those.	Likewise,	economic	downturns	may	compel
organizations	to	reduce	their	labor	force,	resulting	in	outsourcing,	automation,	and	more	temporary	or	part-
time	positions.
Technological	trends	may	render	entire	industries	or	professions	obsolete	by		automating	processes	(such	as
conducting	sales	via	websites	rather	than	through	salespeople),	eliminating	services	(such	as	employing	fewer
people	as	accountants,	given	the	advent	of	tax	preparation	software	such	as	TurboTax™),	and	replacing
products	(for	example,	fewer	people	buy	cameras	now	that	smartphones	contain	them).	At	the	same	time,
entire	industries	that	did	not	exist	10	to	20	years	ago	are	emerging	as	a	result	of	technological	advancements
(such	as	reputation	companies	that	help	clients	protect	how	they	are	perceived	online).	Many	scholars	argue
that	we	now	live	in	an	age	in	which	information	technology	drives	the	economy	(	Castells,	1996),	creating	a	new
type	of	highly	skilled	worker	that	belongs	to	what	has	been	termed	the	creative	class	(Florida,	2002).	On	the
other	hand,	even	some	highly	skilled	jobs—including		pharmacist,	lawyer,	and	surgeon—may	be	replaced	by
robots	in	the	near	term	(Aquino,	2011).
Legislative	trends	impact	the	workplace	through	international	trade	and		immigration	agreements.	Such	trends
also	involve	the	creation	and	enforcement	(or		nonenforcement)	of	laws	and	regulations	that	dictate	health	and
safety	practices	and	organizations’		�inancial	obligations	and	requirements.	These	trends	re�lect	current	political
and		cultural	values	and	can	lead	to	more	or	less	inequality	in	society.


Social	Trends	and	the	Workplace


Socioeconomic	trends	have	 led	 to	 the	 development	 of	global	 cities	 that	 have	 enormous	 degrees	 of	 income	 inequality.
Within	these	urban	areas,	social	class	divisions	are	widening	between	a	 super-rich	 and	 a	middle	 class	 on	 the	 edge	 of
poverty	(Sassen,	2013).	Global	cities	generally	contain	highly	polarized	labor	markets	 in	which	some	workers	serve	 in
high-paid	positions	within	white-collar	professions	such	as	�inance,	accounting,	and	real	estate,	while	the	majority	of	the
city’s	workers	hold	 low-paid	 jobs	in	service	 industries,	 typically	without	bene�its.	London,	England;	Mumbai,	 India;	and
Lagos,	Nigeria	are	examples	of	such	global	cities.


Inequality	within	U.S.	cities	has	also	 increased	 in	 recent	 years,	 particularly	 in	 cities	 along	 the	 coasts.	 Table	 3.1	 shows,
among	the	largest	50	cities	in	the	United	States,	those	with	the	highest	and	lowest	levels	of	inequality,	as	indicated	by	the
ratio	of	household	income	of	the	95th	percentile	over	that	of	the	20th	percentile.


Table	3.1:	Income	inequality	among	the	50	largest	U.S.	cities


City:	highest	inequality Population
Household	income,	2012


Ratio	2012
20th	percentile 95th	percentile


1 Atlanta,	Georgia 443,768 $14,850 $279,827 18.8


2 San	Francisco,	California 825,863 $21,313 $353,576 16.6


3 Miami,	Florida 413,864 $10,438 $164,013 15.7


4 Boston,	Massachusetts 637,516 $14,604 $223,838 15.3


5 Washington,	D.C. 632,323 $21,782 $290,637 13.3


6 New	York,	New	York 8,336,697 $17,119 $226,675 13.2


7 Oakland,	California 400,740 $17,646 $223,965 12.7


8 Chicago,	Illinois 2,714,844 $16,078 $201,460 12.5
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9 Los	Angeles,	California 3,857,786 $17,657 $217,770 12.3


10 Baltimore,	Maryland 621,342 $13,522 $164,995 12.2


City:	lowest	inequality Population
Household	income,	2012


Ratio	2012
20th	percentile 95th	percentile


41 Oklahoma	City,	Oklahoma 599,309 $18,835 $160,125 8.5


42 Raleigh,	North	Carolina 423,743 $24,113 $199,911 8.3


43 Omaha,	Nebraska 421,564 $19,649 $161,910 8.2


44 Fort	Worth,	Texas 782,027 $20,992 $168,989 8.1


45 Colorado	Springs,	Colorado 431,846 $22,213 $175,034 7.9


46 Wichita,	Kansas 385,586 $19,516 $151,068 7.7


47 Las	Vegas,	Nevada 596,440 $21,380 $164,344 7.7


48 Mesa,	Arizona 452,068 $21,007 $157,190 7.5


49 Arlington,	Texas 375,598 $24,169 $175,759 7.3


50 Virginia	Beach,	Virginia 447,021 $31,051 $187,652 6.0


Source:	Berube,	2014.


A	study	in	2014	revealed	that	 in	90	U.S.	cities,	 the	median	rent	(excluding	utilities)	was	more	than	30%	of	the	median
income,	the	average	income	level	at	which	half	the	population	makes	more	and	half	makes	less,	 in	the	respective	cities.
Today	half	of	U.S.	renters	spend	more	than	30%	of	their	 income	on	rent,	compared	to	38%	of	renters	 in	2000	(Dewan,
2014).	Figure	3.1	reveals	how	the	percentage	of	such	households	has	increased	dramatically	in	recent	years.


Figure	3.1:	Overburdened	renters


Rents	increased	dramatically	in	the	2000s.


Source:	Joint	Center	for	Housing	Studies	of	Harvard	University,	2013,	p.	5.
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Economic	Status


Economic	 status	 refers	 to	 the	 �inancial	 circumstances	 of	 individuals,	 families,	 or	 social	 groups.	 Economic	 status
in�luences	 social	 mobility	 because	 it	 determines	 access	 to	 education,	 employment,	 housing,	 and	 transportation.
Economic	circumstances	also	affect	quality	of	life	by	determining	access	to	health	care,	safe	and	secure	living	conditions,
and	 fresh	 food.	 Today	 23.5	million	 U.S.	 residents—1	 in	 13—live	 in	 areas	without	 grocery	 stores	 or	 other	 sources	 of
fresh	or	nutritious	food	(Corapi,	2014).	 In	Chicago	alone,	450,000	people	 live	 in	such	“food	deserts”	(Ruthhart,	2013).
Those	with	 low	 economic	 status	 may	 	experience	 poorer	 health	 and	 even	 shortened	 life	 spans	 as	 a	 result	 of	 being
deprived	of	these	basic	needs.


According	to	the	functionalist	perspective	of	E�mile	Durkheim	and	Talcott	Parsons,	economic	inequalities	are	natural	and
can	 bene�it	 society.	 Functionalists	 believe	 that	 those	 who	 contribute	 the	 most	 to	 society	 should	 reap	 the	 greatest
rewards.	Inequalities	based	on	skill	and	effort	motivate	people	to	work	hard	so	they	can	improve	their	social	status	and
be	better	rewarded.	In	contrast,	 the	con�lict	perspective,	developed	by	Karl	Marx,	perceives	 inequalities	as	created	and
used	by	those	with	high	economic	status	(money	and	power)	to	retain	their	own	positions	and	oppress	others.	Con�lict
theorists	warn	that	this	diminishes	human	potential	by	 limiting	opportunity.	Structured	inequality	does	not	ensure	that
the	greatest	rewards	are	gained	by	those	who	contribute	the	most	 or	who	 have	 the	 greatest	 talent	 and	 potential,	 but
rather	by	those	positioned	with	the	most	power	in	a	strati�ied	social	structure.


Class	Structure	in	the	United	States


A	 social	 class	 consists	 of	 a	 group	 of	 individuals	 who	 share	 certain	 economic	 and	 cultural	 circumstances.	 The
contemporary	class	system	consists	of	groups	of	 individuals	(and	households)	with	comparable	 income,	cultural	traits,
job	types,	and	lifestyles.	Members	of	the	upper	classes	share	cultural	attributes	that	help	them	retain	their	positions	in
society.	For	example,	 they	 have	 social	 capital,	 which	means	 they	 know	 other	 people	 in	 the	 dominant	 class	who	 can
connect	them	to	job	opportunities	and	other	experiences	critical	to	economic	success	(Bourdieu,	1986).


Members	 of	 the	 upper	 class	 also	 share	 a	 subculture	 with	 other	 members	 of	 their	 respective	 class,	 giving	 them	 the
power	 of	 cultural	 capital	 (Bourdieu,	 1986).	 Knowledge	 associated	with	 this	 subculture	 allows	 them	 to	 comfortably
interact	with	each	other,	which	gives	 them	 an	 edge	 over	members	 of	 other	 social	 classes	who	may	 not	 know	 how	 to
dress,	 act,	 and	 speak	 appropriately	 in	 the	 company	 of	 those	who	 hold	 key	 positions	 in	 the	 workforce	 (Willis,	 1981;
Wacquant	&	Wilson,	1989).


It	is	important	to	recognize	the	difference	between	income,	the	amount	of	money	earned	by	an	individual,	and	wealth,
the	 assets	 an	 individual	 owns.	Wealth	 helps	 determine	 an	 individual’s	 lifestyle,	 ability	 to	 respond	 to	 emergencies	 or
economic	shifts,	and	means	to	accumulate	more	wealth.	Home	owners	have	more	wealth	than	people	who	rent	because
property	is	an	asset.	Likewise,	business	owners	generally	have	more	wealth	than	the	employees	who	work	for	them.


In	addition,	social	status—one’s	position	or	rank	within	society—and	cultural	attributes—knowledge,	attitudes,	 and
values	 transmitted	 through	 art,	 education,	 social	 customs,	 and	 patterns	 of	 behavior	 (implicit	 and	 explicit)—also	 help
in�luence	 economic	 class.	 One’s	 social	 rank	 opens	 doors	 to	 experiences	 and	 relationships	 one	 would	 not	 otherwise
have.	Navigating	these	relationships	with	one’s	cultural	attributes	shows	that	a	person	belongs	in	a	particular	workplace
(and	its	in-groups;	see	Chapter	4)	and	produces	outcomes	favorable	to	maintaining	one’s	economic	class.


Using	 these	 concepts,	 Dennis	 Gilbert	 (2015)	 proposes	 a	 six-tier	 system	 of	 economic	 class	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in	 his
book,	The	American	Class	Structure	in	an	Age	of	Growing	Inequality.


1.	 The	capitalist	class	(upper	class)	includes	top	executives,	investors,	large	company	owners,	and	heirs,	all	of
whom	have	incomes	of	more	than	$2,000,000	per	year.


2.	 The	upper	middle	class	consists	of	highly	skilled	professionals—such	as	surgeons,	upper	management,	medium-
size	business	owners,	engineers,	or	academics—who	earn	between	$150,000	and	$2,000,000	annually.


3.	 The	middle	class	includes	employees	in	lower	management,	skilled	craftspeople,	technicians,	supervisors,	and
small	business	owners.	This	group	earns	approximately	$70,000	per	year.


4.	 The	working	class,	the	largest	group	in	the	United	States,	includes	low-skilled	workers	such	as	clerks,
salespersons,	and	laborers.	This	group	makes	around	$40,000	annually.
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5.	 The	working	poor	consists	of	the	lowest	paid	workers	in	retail	or	service	industries	such	as	food	service,
hospitality,	and	janitorial,	earning	around	$25,000	per	year.


6.	 The	underclass	(very	poor)	includes	the	unemployed	or	people	without	a	permanent	job,	who	usually	receive
public	assistance	and	have	incomes	of	less	than	$15,000	per	year.


Figure	3.2	further	illustrates	these	tiers	of	economic	class.


Figure	3.2:	Gilbert’s	model	of	class	structure


According	to	Gilbert’s	model,	the	upper	middle	and	capitalist	classes	make	up	just
15%	of	the	overall	population.


Source:	Gilbert,	2008,	p.	13.	Copyright	©	Sage.


Moreover,	when	one	looks	at	the	richest	group	of	people	 in	the	United	States—the	top	1%—it	 is	clear	that	there	exists
remarkable	 inequality	within	 this	 group	 as	well.	 The	 median	 yearly	 income	 of	 the	 top	 0.01%,	 the	 super	 rich,	 ($31
million)	 is	much	higher	than	the	top	0.1%	 ($7	million),	 and	much,	much	 higher	 than	most	 others	 in	 the	 top	 1%	 (just
under	 $1	million)	 (Thompson,	 2014).	 This	 new	 economic	 class—the	 super	 rich—has	 bene�ited	 from	 contemporary
socioeconomic	trends,	which	we	will	now	explore	in	more	depth.
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Automation	and	technology,	such	as	ATMs,
are	socioeconomic	forces	that	have
eliminated	certain	jobs	from	the	U.S.
economy.


3.2	From	an	Industrial	to	a	Service-Based	Economy


Over	the	past	4	decades,	the	United	States	has	moved	from	an	industrial	to	a	service-based	economy.	As	discussed	in	the
previous	chapters,	during	the	Industrial	Revolution,	the	United	States	used	to	produce	many	goods,	and	the	cities	where
this	 industry	took	place	thrived.	For	example,	Brockton,	Massachusetts,	was	known	as	“shoe	city”	because	it	 produced
half	 the	 shoes	worn	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in	 the	mid-1800s.	 Similarly,	 Paterson,	 New	 Jersey,	 was	 known	 as	 “silk	 city”
because	it	was	once	the	center	of	silk	manufacturing.	Today	both	of	these	cities	are	economically	depressed,	with	many
empty	or	repurposed	factory	buildings.	The	transformation	of	these	cities	and	many	others	 like	them	was	the	result	of
interrelated	 socioeconomic	 forces,	 including	 automation,	 the	 decline	 of	 unions,	 the	 growth	 in	 the	 power	 of	 business
versus	government,	and	globalization.


Automation	and	Other	Technological	Innovations


Who	 answers	 the	 phone	 when	 you	 call	 your	 cable	 or	 electric
company,	or	even	 your	 supermarket?	 How	 do	 you	 get	money	when
you	 need	 it?	 Who	 takes	 your	 money	 when	 you	 pay	 a	 toll	 on	 a
highway?	 Who	 packaged	 the	 last	 frozen	 dinner	 you	 ate?	 For	 most
people	the	 answer	 to	 all	 of	 these	 questions	 is	 the	 same:	 a	machine.
Today	 machines	 carry	 out	 many	 jobs	 that	 people	 did	 just	 a	 few
decades	 ago.	 Technological	 advances	 in	 transportation	 have	 also
made	it	possible	for	manufacturers	who	still	need	to	hire	humans	 to
�ind	 them	 in	 other	 areas	 of	 the	 world,	 where	 they	 can	 pay	 lower
salaries.	 The	 result	 is	 the	 disappearance	 of	 many	 jobs	 that	 once
existed	in	the	United	States.


The	Decline	of	Unions


The	reduction	in	jobs	brought	on	by	automation	and	other	technological	advances	was	just	one	of	the	factors	negatively
impacting	many	workers	during	the	last	decades	of	the	20th	century.	They	also	faced	the	decline	of	unions.	As	described
in	Chapter	2,	unions	attained	much	power	during	the	Great	Depression	and	continued	to	make	gains	during	the	middle
part	of	the	20th	century.	Unions	made	it	possible	for	many	Americans	 to	 secure	 a	 factory	 job	 out	 of	 high	 school	 that
would	pay	a	 living	wage.	That	began	to	change	in	the	1970s	and	1980s,	however,	when	 government	 policies	 began	 to
favor	business	interests	over	union	interests.


The	Rise	(Again)	of	Big	Business


In	1981	President	Ronald	Reagan	�ired	almost	12,000	striking	air	traf�ic	controllers	and	replaced	them	with	military	air
traf�ic	controllers.	Prior	to	this	landmark	action,	many	 	government	unions	had	violated	the	law	that	banned	them	from
striking,	but	none	had	ever	been	punished	with	 	termination.	Moreover,	 it	was	 exceedingly	 rare	 for	 employers	 to	 hire
other	 workers	 to	 replace	 those	 on	 strike.	 When	 Reagan	 �ired	 the	 striking	 air	 traf�ic	 controllers,	 it	 emboldened
employers	who	faced	striking	workers	to,	 like	the	president,	 �ire	them	and	�ind	replacements.	 It	also	 led	unions	to	rely
much	less	on	striking,	which	in	turn	reduced	their	power	(Schalch,	2006).


Reagan	 also	 persuaded	 Congress	 to	 cut	 taxes	 for	 corporations,	with	 the	 expectation	 that	 corporations	 would	 invest
those	savings	into	their	businesses	and	create	more	jobs.	Reagan’s	plan	was	known	as	trickle-down	economics	because
it	proposed	that	prosperity	would	cascade	from	the	top	to	the	bottom	of	the	American	economic	 ladder.	Unfortunately
for	U.S.	workers,	many	corporations	instead	invested	their	tax	cuts	 into	building	factories	 in	nations	with	 cheaper	 and
nonunionized	 labor.	 This	 sped	 up	 the	 process	 of	 deindustrialization	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 as	 manufacturing	 jobs
decreased	and	the	nation	developed	into	more	 of	 a	 service	 economy.	 Unions	were	 left	with	 fewer	members	 and	 less
power,	which	hurt	their	ability	to	bargain	with	employers.


Globalization	and	McDonaldization
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In	this	video,	George	Ritzer's	theory	of	the
McDonaldization	of	society	is	explained.


Deindustrialization	 was	 fueled	 by	 the	 technological	 advances	 that	 made	 it	 more	 feasible	 and	 affordable	 to	 create
products	in	one	area	of	the	world	and	ship	them	to	another.	Although	it	had	been	in	motion	for	centuries,	globalization
suddenly	accelerated	as	more	corporations	took	their	operations	to	the	world	stage.	This	led	to	what	sociologist	George
Ritzer	(2009)	calls	McDonaldization,	a	successor	to	Fordism	in	which	“the	process	by	which	the	principles	of	the	fast-
food	restaurant	are	coming	to	dominate	more	and	more	sectors	of	American	society	as	well	as	the	rest	of	the	world”	(p.
263).	These	principles	are	ef�iciency,	calculability,	predictability,	 increased	control,	and	the	replacement	of	humans	with
nonhuman	technology.


For	 example,	 global	 corporations	 focus	 on	 getting	 a	 product	 to	 a	 customer	 as	 quickly	 as	 possible,	 calculating	 to	 the
penny	how	much	each	part	of	the	process	takes.	An	important	part	of	this	process	 is	making	sure	it	 is	carried	out	 the
same	way	each	time	by	carefully	controlling	how	it	is	done	and	having	machines,	rather	than	humans,	perform	as	much
of	the	work	as	possible.	McDonald’s	patrons	in	New	York,	Paris,	or	Venice	know	 that	 their	 Big	Mac	will	 consist	 of	 the
same	 size	 and	 amount	 of	 “two	 all	 beef	 patties,	 special	 sauce,	 lettuce,	 cheese,	 pickles,	 onions	 on	 a	 sesame	 seed	 bun”
(McDonald’s,	2012).	It	will	also	be	cooked	with	the	same	machine,	at	the	same	temperature,	and	for	the	same	amount	of
time	required	by	the	manufacturing	instructions	for	McDonald’s	products.


The	McDonaldization	of	Society


Critical	Thinking	Question
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3.3	World-Systems	Analysis	of	Globalization	and	Its	Impact


At	the	macro	level,	globalization	can	 be	 viewed	 through	 the	world-systems	 analysis	 described	 by	 sociologists	 such	 as
Immanuel	Wallerstein.	World-systems	theorists	view	the	world	as	one	global	economic	system	that	can	be	divided	into
core	 nations,	 semiperiphery	 nations,	 and	 periphery	 nations	 (Wallerstein,	 2004).	 Figure	 3.3	 illustrates	 this	 world-
systems	perspective.


Core,	Semiperiphery,	and	Periphery	Nations


Core	 nations	 are	 the	wealthiest	 in	 terms	 of	 income	 and	 resources;	 thus,	 they	 have	 the	 most	 economic	 power.	 The
United	States	and	Germany—the	economic	powerhouse	of	 the	 	European	 Union—are	 examples	 of	 core	 nations	 in	 the
world	economy.	Core	nations	are	highly	advanced	economically	and,	given	their	resources,	can	take	a	 leadership	role	 in
developing	and	using	new	technologies.


Figure	3.3:	Core,	semiperipheral,	and	peripheral	nations


According	to	Wallerstein’s	world-systems	theory,	core	nations	consist	of	the	United	States,	Canada,
Japan,	Australia,	New	Zealand,	and	most	of	western	Europe.


Wallerstein	points	out	that	core	nations	compete	for	dominance	in	productivity,	trade,	and	�inance.	A	nation	that	leads	in
all	three	of	these	aspects	at	once	is	considered	to	be	the	most	powerful	(Wallerstein,	2004).	For	the	past	60	years,	 the
United	 States	 has	 dominated	 in	 all	 three	 categories	 and	 maintained	 a	 lead	 position	 in	 power	 and	 economic	 status
compared	 to	 other	 core	 nations.	Wallerstein	 argues	 that	 the	 lead	 position	 can	 change	more	 rapidly	 than	 it	 once	 did
because	of	the	�luctuating	nature	of	modern	productivity,	trade,	and	�inance.	Unlike	in	the	past,	when	nations	dominated
world	leadership	for	centuries	and	dominance	was	largely	determined	by	military	strength	and	landmass,	modern	core
nation	status	is	likely	to	change	more	quickly.


Core	nations	can	be	seen	as	similar	to	the	power	elite	 in	C.	Wright	Mills’s	description	of	power	relations.	Whereas	the
power	 elite	 have	 in�luence	within	 their	 respective	 countries,	 core	 nations	 have	 a	 dominant	 in�luence	 throughout	 the
world.	As	a	result,	core	nations	drive	 the	market	 in	 terms	 of	what	 goods	 and	 services	 are	 available.	 Another	 parallel
between	 core	 nations	 and	 the	 power	 elite	 is	 their	 increased	 access	 to	 non�inancial	 resources	 such	 as	 expertise	 and
knowledge.	For	example,	 in	2013	core	nations	housed	the	ten	most	advanced	research	universities	 in	engineering	and
technology	(QS,	2014).
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Visions	of	America/SuperStock


Some	con�lict	theorists	believe	that
corporations	have	so	much	in�luence	that
their	power	exceeds	that	of	nations,
resulting	in	what	is	known	as	global
corpocracy.


World-systems	 theorists	 contend	 that	 although	 semiperiphery	 nations,	 such	 as	 China,	 India,	 Brazil,	 and	 Mexico	 are
directly	 involved	 with	 core	 nations,	 they	 do	 not	 have	 the	 same	 level	 of	 productivity,	 international	 trade,	 or	 �iscal
resources	 as	 core	 nations.	 In	 other	words,	 they	may	 have	 strong	 domestic	 economies,	 but	 they	 are	 not	 considered
internationally	dominant.


Nonetheless,	 the	 world	 market	 relies	 on	 semiperiphery	 nations’	 productivity	 and	 trade.	 Although	 semiperiphery
countries	may	 not	 take	 the	 lead	 in	 developing	 new	 technologies,	 they	 often	 have	 an	 adaptable	 workforce	 that	 can
readily	 adjust	 to	 changes	 in	workplace	 demands.	 This	makes	workers	 in	 semiperiphery	 nations	 competitive	with	 the
labor	 force	 in	 core	 nations,	 which	 can	 take	 longer	 to	 adjust	 to	 workforce	 demands	 because	 of	 these	 nations’
bureaucracies,	higher	wages,	and	heavily	regulated	systems.	A	good	example	of	a	semiperiphery	nation	is	Brazil,	where
the	economy	is	diversi�ied	across	agriculture,	manufacturing,	mining,	and	 tourism—all	 supported	 by	 a	 strong,	 �lexible
workforce.


The	 least	 powerful	 nations	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	world-systems	 analysis	 are	 periphery	 nations,	 such	 as	 Jamaica,
Chad,	 the	 Philippines,	 Mali,	 Afghanistan,	 and	 Honduras.	 These	 are	 countries	 with	 weak	 or	 unstable	 governments,	 a
limited	workforce	 in	 terms	 of	 size	 or	 skill,	 and	 few	 natural	 resources	 to	 contribute	 to	 global	 marketplace	 demands.
Periphery	countries	are	the	least	economically	diversi�ied	and	the	least	 industrialized.	For	example,	Kenya,	a	periphery
nation,	 is	reliant	on	 tourism	 and	 its	 own	 natural	 agriculture.	 It	 is	 vulnerable	 to	 external	 factors	 such	 as	 drought	 and
travel	trends,	and	its	small	workforce	is	primarily	unskilled.


Periphery	nations	may	become	areas	of	 investment	for	core	nations	if	 they	possess	raw	materials	not	available	 in	core
countries	and/or	if	 they	offer	cheap	labor	to	extract	 valuable	 local	 resources.	 Companies	 in	 core	 nations	 such	 as	 the
United	States,	 the	United	Kingdom,	and	France	often	locate	their	manufacturing	 and	 industrial	 processes	 in	 periphery
countries	to	take	advantage	of	cheap	labor	and	relaxed	labor	rights	and	environmental	regulations	(Wallerstein,	2004).


Much	 like	 individuals	 who	 experience	 social	 mobility	 in	 a	 social	 class	 system,	 nations	 can	 gain	 or	 lose	 social	 and
economic	 in�luence.	 For	 example,	 a	 semiperiphery	 nation	 may	 rise	 to	 core	 	status	 when	 its	 productivity,	 trade,	 and
economy	become	stronger.	 Japan	did	exactly	this,	overcoming	its	devastation	at	the	end	of	World	War	II	 to	reach	 core
status	by	the	end	of	the	20th	century.


Conversely,	the	former	Soviet	Union	provides	an	example	of	how	nations	can	fall	from	core	to	semiperiphery	status.	The
political	and	economic	collapse	of	communism	in	the	1990s	led	the	Soviet	Union	to	be	dismantled	into	various	separate
nations.	 In	 the	 process,	 even	 the	 largest	 of	 its	 nation	 states,	 Russia,	 sank	 to	 semiperiphery	 status.	 Regardless	 of	 any
particular	 nation’s	 status,	 however,	 the	 growing	 trend	 toward	 interdependence	 among	 all	 nations	 persists	 as
globalization	continues	to	impact	the	world	market.


Global	Corpocracy


Other	 sociologists	 argue	 that	 the	 power	 of	 individual	 nations	 has
diminished	with	globalization.	Today,	as	Charles	Derber	(2000,	2003)
notes,	some	corporations	have	more	 power	 than	 nations.	 According
to	Derber,	corporations	control	most	 governments,	 including	 that	 of
the	United	States.	In	their	quest	for	pro�its,	they	in�luence	elections	by
contributing	 to	 candidates	 and	 political	 organizations	 to	 make	 sure
business-friendly	candidates	win	of�ice.	They	also	in�luence	policy	by
using	 lobbyists	 to	 push	 for	 legislation	 that	 will	 bene�it	 corporate
agendas.	 They	 also	 in�luence	 trade	 agreements	 with	 other	 nations,
making	sure	that	the	rules	bene�it	corporations	(Derber,	2000,	2003).


The	In�luence	of	the	Global	Workplace	on	Cultures
and	Individual	Workers


On	the	meso	level,	 the	institutionalization	of	the	globalized	workplace	challenges	some	long-standing	 norms	 regarding
the	 prevalence	 of	Westernization,	 especially	 the	 spread	 of	 American	 culture,	 to	 other	 areas	 of	 the	 world.	 Cultural
boundaries	between	core,	semiperipheral,	and	peripheral	nations	have	become	increasingly	 porous.	 National	 cultures
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do	 not	 in�luence	 one	 another	 equally,	 however.	 The	most	 powerful	 economic	 nations	 tend	 to	 have	 the	 most	 cultural		-
in�luence	when	nations	do	business	with	one	another.	 The	 in�luence	 of	McDonald’s,	with	 headquarters	 in	 Illinois	 and
restaurants	in	119	countries,	is	a	prime	example.	Coca-Cola,	based	in	Atlanta,	Georgia,	and	Starbucks,	with	headquarters
in	Seattle,	Washington,	are	two	other	examples	of	organizations	founded	 in	 and	 run	 from	 the	 United	 States	 that	 have
global	markets.	Today	both	U.S.-based	global	businesses	and	social	media	 such	 as	 YouTube,	 Facebook,	 Instagram,	 and		-
Twitter	offer	unprecedented	access	to	American	culture	and	socialization.


On	the	micro	 level,	 workers	 in	 the	 United	 States	 have	 become	more	 aware	 of	 how	American	 engagement	with	 other
countries	 impacts	 jobs,	both	domestically	and	abroad.	This	can	cause	workers	to	fear	that	their	 jobs	will	 be	moved	 to
other	countries	that	can	provide	cheaper	labor	or	be	taken	by	immigrants	willing	to	work	for	lower	wages.	On	the	other
hand,	 a	 globalized	 workforce	 may	 also	 be	 viewed	 as	 a	 source	 of	 growth	 and	 opportunity	 for	 the	 relatively	 few
employees	who	have	the	means	and	the	desire	to	work	with	people	in	other	countries,	travel,	or	relocate.








7/27/2017 Print


https://content.ashford.edu/print/AUSOC402.15.1?sections=navpoint-1,navpoint-21,navpoint-22,navpoint-23,navpoint-24,navpoint-25,navpoint-26,navpoint-27,nav… 15/48


Figure	3.4:	The	business	cycle


The	business	cycle	moves	up	and	down,	from	periods
of	growth	to	periods	of	contraction.


3.4	The	Great	Recession	and	the	Current	Job	Market


Adding	 to	 employee	 concerns	 over	 outsourcing,	 offshoring	 (sending	 jobs	 overseas	 to	 	diminish	 labor	 costs),	 and
automation	of	 job	functions	is	the	fallout	from	recent	economic	disasters.	 For	 example,	 the	 Great	 Recession	 of	 2007–
2009	affected	every	country	in	the	world	that	does	business	with—or	depends	on	aid	from—the	United	States,	as	 the
U.S.	economy	shrank	by	$300	billion	from	2008	to	2009	(World	Bank,	2015)	and	8.8	million	jobs	were	lost	 	(Goodman	&
Mance,	2011).	A	recession	is	a	contraction	of	gross	domestic	product	that	 lasts	6	months	or	more.	Although	the	Great
Recession	of�icially	ended	in	2009,	the	U.S.	economy	has	grown	very	slowly	since	then,	and	many	European	nations	such
as	France,	Spain,	and	Italy	are	still	mired	in	slow-growth	economies	with	very	high	unemployment	rates.


Causes	and	Consequences	of	Recessions


As	 devastating	 as	 the	 Great	 Recession	was,	 it	was	 not	 unique.	 Economic	 recessions	 actually	 happen	 quite	 often,	 and
there	have	been	more	than	a	dozen	recessions	in	the	United	States	since	the	Great	Depression	of	the	1930s.


Understanding	 how	 recessions	 happen	 requires	 familiarity	 with	 some	 basic	 economic	 	concepts.	 A	 country’s	 gross
domestic	product	(GDP)	and	other	factors	determine	the	health	of	an	economy.	GDP	is	the	total	market	value	of	goods
produced	and	services	rendered	during	a	 particular	 time	 period.	 Because	 the	 value	 of	money	 changes	with	 in�lation,
economists	create	a	baseline	to	determine	the	value	of	goods	and	services	(how	much	it	costs	to	buy	a	certain	amount
of	goods	and	services	at	a	certain	time).	When	compared	to	the	 baseline,	 GDP	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 the	 real,	 or	 actual,
measure	of	the	market	value	of	a	country’s	goods	and	services,	 including	exports	and	imports.	Exports	are	added	and
imports	 subtracted	 from	 the	 GDP.	 Real	 GDP	 in	 the	 United	 States	 increased	 1.9%	 in	 2013,	 meaning	 the	 country’s
economy	grew	1.9%	from	2012	to	2013.


Business	cycles	consist	of	the	economy’s	growth	and	contractions	as
measured	by	real	GDP.	Contractions	indicate	a	reduction	in	the	goods
and	services	produced,	and	growth	indicates	that	more	are	produced
(see	Figure	3.4).	Contractions	 lead	 to	 a	 slowdown	 in	 the	 production
of	 goods	 and	 services	 and	 can	 result	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 factors,
including	 natural	 disasters,	 war,	 and	 political	 decisions	 to	 raise
interest	 rates,	 control	 in�lation,	 or	 reduce	 the	 exchange	 of	 goods
between	nations.


Oil	 prices	 have	 a	 strong	 in�luence	 on	 almost	 every	 industry	 and
economic	activity	 in	the	world,	 from	the	cost	of	producing	 electricity
and	 materials	 for	 manufacturing	 and	 agriculture	 to	 the	 sale	 and
transportation	 of	 goods.	 Record-high	 oil	 prices	 can	 result	 from
different	 factors,	 including	 the	 increased	 demand	 for	 petroleum	 in
China	 and	 India,	 both	 burgeoning	 nations	 with	 two	 of	 the	 world’s
largest	populations	(Weiner,	2007),	and	political	turmoil	in	the	Middle
East	(Byrt,	2011).	A	rise	 in	oil	prices	 increases	all	kinds	of	consumer
and	 business	 costs,	 since	 the	 cost	 of	 producing	 and	 transporting
materials	 and	 goods	 increases	 (Dr.	 Econ,	 2007).	 Thus,	 a	 hike	 in	 oil
prices	can	raise	the	cost	of	gas,	 food,	and	basic	goods,	 forcing	families	to	cut	or	 limit	their	expenses.	 Table	 3.2	 reveals
the	impact	of	the	price	of	oil	on	gas	prices	at	the	pump.


Table	3.2:	Cost	of	oil	re�lected	at	the	pump	in	the	United	States


Year Price	per	barrel Price	per	gallon	at	the	pump


1998 $17.10 $1.46


2011 $86.84 $3.51


2013 $91.54 $3.65


Note.	Annual	average	prices	and	adjusted	for	in�lation.
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Sources:	McMahon,	2012,	2014.


High	gas	prices,	 in	turn,	 lead	consumers	to	modify	their	behaviors	 in	several	ways,	such	as	driving	less	or	 using	more
fuel-ef�icient	 vehicles;	 using	 alternative	modes	 of	 transportation;	 reducing	 the	 number	 of	 trips	 to	 stores	 or	 choosing
stores	 based	 on	 proximity;	 reducing	 leisure	 travel;	 and	 cutting	 spending	 on	 luxury	 goods,	 restaurants,	 and
entertainment	(Huffman,	2012).	All	of	these	reactions	have	a	dramatic	effect	on	the	overall	economy.


Companies	often	react	 to	 economic	 slowdowns	 by	 postponing	 planned	 growth	 and	 hiring,	 decreasing	 production,	 or
laying	off	workers	and	increasing	the	workloads	of	those	who	remain	(Dickler,	2009).	 In	addition,	 increases	 in	the	price
of	gas,	electricity,	and	other	utilities	prompt	companies	to	limit	their	hours	of	operation,	reduce	the	size	of	 facilities,	and
restrict	 or	 streamline	work	 �lows.	 These	 actions	 usually	 constrict	 workforce	 numbers	 and	 dampen	 morale,	 because
employees	 fear	 their	 company	will	 decrease	 or	 eliminate	 raises,	 bonuses,	 and	 perks	 or	 that	 they	will	 lose	 their	 jobs
altogether.


Another	important	way	in	which	rising	oil	prices	affect	the	modern	economy	is	the	emergence	of	an	alternative-energy
industry.	 Investment	 in	 research,	manufacturing,	 and	 sales	 of	 technology	 to	 generate	 solar	 power,	 wind	 power,	 and
other	types	of	alternative	energy	has	increased	the	need	for	a	workforce	with	new	skill	sets.	These	activities	are	part	of
the	 so-called	 green	 economy,	 which	 includes	 electric	 automobiles	 (powered	 with	 emission-free	 electricity),	 organic
farming,	and	recycling.	The	rapidly	 increasing	need	to	�ind	alternatives	to	fossil	 fuels	because	of	 global	 climate	 change
has	also	underscored	growth	in	 industries	that	will	create	new	employment	opportunities	for	many	 kinds	 of	workers,
from	 engineers	 and	 scientists	 to	 technicians	 and	 sales	 representatives	 (Intergovernmental	 Panel	 on	 Climate	 Change,
2013a).


What	Would	You	Do?	Dealing	With	Disasters	and	the	Cost	of	Energy


Suppose	 you	 are	 a	 small	 business	 owner	 who	 uses	 natural	 gas	 to	 run	 your	 company.	 A	 fracking	 (hydraulic
fracturing	of	shale	rock	by	the	high-pressure	injection	of	water	and	chemicals	to	release	gas	and	oil)	disaster	has
just	halted	much	of	the	gas	extraction	in	the	United	States,	and	the	cost	of	gas	has	skyrocketed.	What	do	you	do
to	cope	with	this	dilemma?	How	did	you	make	your	decisions?


Unemployment	During	Recessions


Since	unemployment	is	always	a	major	concern	during	a	recession,	unemployment	rates	are	used	as	one	measure	of	 its
severity.	 During	 a	 recession,	 employers	 try	 to	 reduce	 costs	while	 sustaining	 pro�its.	 They	may	 replace	 employees	 by
automating	 tasks	 or	 increasing	 workloads	 for	 a	 few	 employees	 and	 laying	 off	 others.	 If	 these	 measures	 fail,	 large
companies	may	downsize	by	selling	off	smaller	subsidiaries,	and	smaller	companies	may	shut	down	all	 together.	All	 of
these	measures	contribute	to	unemployment.


Displaced	workers	often	have	a	dif�icult	time	�inding	employment	during	a	recession.	However,	unemployment	 is	rarely
equal	across	the	board.	Certain	groups	of	workers	are	more	vulnerable	to	slumps	in	 business	 cycles	 than	 others.	 For
example,	the	unemployment	rate	for	Blacks	is	consistently	double	the	unemployment	rate	for	Whites.	In	March	2014	the
unemployment	 rate	was	 5.3%	 for	White	 Americans	 and	 11.4%	 for	 Black	 Americans	 (BLS,	 2014i).	 During	 recessions,
already	high	rates	of	unemployment	for	these	groups	become	even	higher.


Young	 entry-level	 workers	 also	 tend	 to	 be	 disproportionately	 affected	 by	 recessional	 job	 	reduction.	 Because	 these
workers	have	less	experience	and	fewer	developed	skills,		employers	may	perceive	them	as	less	productive	than	workers
with	 experience.	 However,	 some	 companies	may	 opt	 to	 cut	 costs	 by	 replacing	 experienced	 workers	 with	 entry-level
ones	who	can	be	paid	much	less.


The	time	it	takes	to	secure	another	job	after	a	period	of	unemployment	is	an	essential	 factor	underlying	the	persistence
of	unemployment	rates.	The	longer	a	worker	is	unemployed,	the	more	likely	he	or	she	will	remain	unemployed.	Indeed,
only	11	percent	of	the	long-term	unemployed	who	were	out	of	work	in	a	given	month	between	2008	and	2012	were	in
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a	 steady,	 full-time	 job	 a	 year	 later.	 Employers	 discriminate	 against	 the	 long-term	 unemployed	 and	 tend	 to	 ignore
applicants	who	have	been	out	of	work	 for	 6	months	 or	more	 (Krueger,	 Cramer,	 &	 Cho,	 2014;	 O’Brien,	 2013).	 This	 is
particularly	true	for	workers	with	minimal	skills	or	older	workers	who	may	face	 age	 discrimination	 in	 hiring.	When	 a
job	search	extends	over	several	months,	as	 is	common	during	a	recession,	the	unemployed	who	have	not	kept	up	with
the	new	skills	used	in	the	marketplace	may	be	less	appealing	to	potential	employers.


There	is	also	a	psychological	cost	to	extended	unemployment.	Depression	and	lack	of	 con�idence	 are	 common	 among
people	who	are	unemployed	for	longer	than	several	weeks.	As	motivation	plummets	and	con�idence	erodes,	a	person’s
unemployment	can	be	extended	even	further	(Krueger	et	al.,	2014).


Unemployment	Insurance
The	Federal–State	Unemployment	Compensation	Program	was	created	by	the	Social		Security	Act	of	1935	in	response	to
the	devastating	economic	conditions	of	the	Great		Depression.	During	that	period,	millions	of	people	who	lost	their	 jobs
could	not	afford	goods	 and	 services,	which	 contributed	 to	 even	more	 layoffs	 as	 companies	were	 forced	 to	 go	 out	 of
business	 for	 lack	 of	 customers.	 The	 unemployment	 insurance	 program	was	 devised	 with	 two	 objectives	 in	 mind:	 to
provide	temporary	and	partial	wage	replacement	to	employees	who	lost	their	jobs	through	no	fault	of	their	own	and	to
help	stabilize	the	economy	during	recessions.


The	 U.S.	 Department	 of	 Labor	 oversees	 the	 unemployment	 insurance	 system,	 but	 each	 state	 administers	 its	 own
program.	In	order	to	qualify	for	unemployment	compensation,	a	worker	must	meet	the	state’s	requirements	for	earned
wages	and	time	worked	during	an	established	period.	This	time	frame	is	called	the	“base	period.”	In	most	states	 it	 is	1
year	prior	to	the	time	a	claim	is	�iled.	The	second	basic	requirement	 is	that	an	unemployed	worker	must	have	been	laid
off	 for	a	reason	beyond	his	or	control.	Workers	cannot	receive	compensation	if	 they	were	�ired	for	due	cause,	though
the	criteria	for	due	cause	varies	among	states.


Unemployment	bene�its	are	calculated	as	a	percentage	of	the	claimant’s	earnings	over	the	most	recent	52-week	period,
up	 to	 a	 maximum	 amount	 that	 varies	 by	 state.	 In	 2014	 maximum	 weekly	 bene�its	 ranged	 from	 a	 high	 of	 $674	 in
Massachusetts	to	a	 low	of	$235	in	 	Mississippi	(Doyle,	2014).	Bene�its	can	be	paid	for	a	maximum	of	26	weeks	in	most
states,	 but	 additional	 weeks	 of	 bene�its,	 or	 extended	 bene�its,	 have	 been	 made	 available	 during	 times	 of	 very	 high
unemployment.	Bene�its	are	subject	to	federal	income	taxes	and	must	be	reported	on	the	recipient’s	 federal	 income	tax
return	(U.S.	Department	of	Labor,	2013).


Some	states	have	cut	unemployment	bene�its	 in	the	face	of	rising	unemployment.	For	example,	 in	2013	North	Carolina
reduced	bene�its	and	the	length	of	time	bene�its	can	be	received	as	unemployment	remained	persistent	(Plumer,	2014).
So	 as	 the	 needs	 of	 	workers	 increased,	 their	 bene�its	were	 cut	 (Plumer,	 2014).	 Such	 policies	 inevitably	 raise	 poverty
rates.	Figure	3.5	indicates	how	long		unemployment	bene�its	can	be	received	across	the	United	States.


Figure	3.5:	Maximum	length	of	unemployment	bene�its	by
state


Length	of	unemployment	bene�its	vary	by	state.
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Source:	Congressional	Research	Service,	2015.


Unemployment	 insurance	 became	 a	 special	 topic	 of	 debate	 when	 unemployment	 rates	 spiked	 during	 the	 Great
Recession.	 In	 July	 2010	 Congress	 and	 President	 Barack	 Obama	 agreed	 to	 extend	 unemployment	 coverage,	 but	 in
December	2013	the	Republican-led	House	of	Representatives	did	not	renew	the	extension,	cutting	off	aid	to	1.3	million
unemployed	workers	(U.S.	Department	of	Labor,	2014e).	 So	 the	 North	 Carolina	 example	was	 followed	 by	 a	 cut-off	 of
bene�its	at	the	federal	level	less	than	a	year	later,	indicating	a	 limit	to	the	patience	of	some	political	 leaders	 in	returning
workers	back	to	work	after	a	signi�icant	economic	setback.


The	Real	Estate	Bubble
Although	economic	cycles	of	expansion	and	contraction	are	a	normal	part	of	modern	 	capitalist	economies,	speculative
bubbles	 can	 lead	 to	what	 is	 known	 as	 the	boom–bust	 cycle.	 	Speculative	 bubbles	 exist	when	 the	 price	 of	 a	 good	 or
service	 does	 not	 match	 its	 fundamental	 value.	 For	 example,	 during	 the	 so-called	 dot-com	 boom	 of	 the	 late	 1990s,
Internet		companies	with	almost	no	assets	or	revenue	saw	their	stock	prices	climb	much	higher	than	they	should	have,
given	the	companies’	real	worth	(Ryan,	2010).	 In	the	past	4	decades,	there	have	been	several	speculative	bubbles	 that
have	led	to	periods	of	rapid	growth	(boom)	followed	by		prolonged	recession	(bust).


Roughly	a	decade	after	the	dot-com	speculative	bubble	gave	way	to	one	recession,	the	bursting	of	a	real	estate	bubble
became	the	leading	cause	of	the	Great	Recession	(Posner,	2009).	The	real	estate	bubble	began	to	form	in	the	1990s	and
was	 fueled	 by	 relaxed	 lending	 practices	 and	 the	 invention	 of	 mortgage	 derivatives	 made	 possible	 by	 insuf�icient
regulation	(Gerardi	&	Willen,	2008).	(A	derivative	is	a	 �inancial	 instrument	primarily	used	to	reduce	a	�irm’s	 investment
risk	by	transferring	it	to	another	party	in	return	for	either	the	assumption	of	some	other	kind	of	risk	or	cash	payment.)


Subprime	mortgages	 allowed	 lenders	 to	 extend	 loans	 to	 home	 buyers	 with	 little	 or	 no	 down	 payment,	 poor	 credit
scores,	and	minimal	evidence	of	income.	The	term	subprime	refers	to	the	credit	ratings	of	the	borrowers,	who	tended	to
be	minorities	and	low-income	workers.	Home	buyers	took	on	subprime	mortgages,	assuming	that	 increasing	 equity	 in
their	homes	would	allow	them	to	re�inance	their	 loans	to	manageable	monthly	mortgage	rates	before	higher	payments
came	due	(Gerardi	&	Willen,	2008).


When	real	estate	prices	began	to	plateau,	more	and	more	buyers	began	to	default	on	their	 loans,	because	the	loans	had
been	 structured	 to	 assume	 consistent	 growth	 in	 home	 prices.	 The	 resultant	 dramatic	 increase	 in	 monthly	 payments
caused	millions	of	home	owners	to	go	into	foreclosure,	thereby	losing	their	homes	and	decimating	their	credit	scores.
For	many	low-	and	moderate-income	homeowners,	their	houses	were	now	worth	less	than	what	was	owed,	and	a	good
many	found	themselves	unemployed	as	well,	wreaking	economic	catastrophe	throughout	the	middle	and	lower	classes.
Millions	of	previously	solvent	Americans	slipped	into	poverty	during	the	years	following	the	collapse	of	the	real	estate
bubble	(Posner,	2009).	This	development	led	to	a	market	bust	and	a	cascading	�inancial	collapse.
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As	�inancial	institutions	failed,	capital	funding	for	businesses	was	lost,	causing	a	ripple	effect	of	business	failures.	In	turn,
as	more	and	more	businesses	failed,	millions	of	workers	lost	their	jobs.	Late	in	President	George	W.	Bush’s	second	term,
the	U.S.	government	stepped	in	with	the	Troubled	Asset	Relief	Program	(TARP),	an	October	2008	program	designed	to
prop	 up	 failing	 �inancial	 institutions	 to	 prevent	 the	 national	 economy’s	 complete	 collapse.	 Though	 it	 succeeded,	 this
remedy	could	not	prevent	a	widespread	economic	bust.


The	Great	Recession,	which	followed	this	�inancial	crisis,	resulted	in	a	sizable	increase	in	the	number	of	Americans	 living
below	the	poverty	line.	In	2013	approximately	14.5%	of	Americans	(45.3	million	people)	lived	in	poverty,	an	increase	of
2%	(8	million	people)	from	2007,	immediately	before	the	onset	of	the	Great	Recession	(DeNavas-Walt	&	Proctor,	2014;		-
DeNavas-Walt,	Proctor,	&	Smith,	2008).	Because	of	the	closure	of	 �inancial	 institutions	and	the	massive	downturn	in	the
stock	market,	many	families	took	a	large	loss	on	their	investments.	Household	net	worth—the	difference	between	assets
and	 debts—fell	 43%,	 from	 $98,872	 to	 $56,335,	 between	 2007	 and	 2013	 (Bernasek,	 2014).	 Along	 with	 this	 loss	 of
wealth	 came	 high	 unemployment	 rates,	which	 peaked	 at	 10%,	 the	 highest	 rate	 in	 26	 years.	 Many	 families	 could	 not
afford	 to	 pay	 for	 their	 housing,	 health	 care,	 or	 other	 basic	 necessities	 (Northwestern	 Institute	 for	 Policy	 Research,
2014).


As	 businesses	 struggled	 to	 stay	 solvent,	 workers	 who	 remained	 employed	 were	 expected	 to	 adapt	 as	 well.	 Some
businesses	and	many	government	 of�ices	 initiated	 unpaid	 furlough	 days,	 cutting	 the	work	 schedule	 for	 the	 employee
while	reducing	payroll	amounts.	Other	employees	took	pay	cuts,	either	by	tolerating	salary	reductions	or	by	moving	to
part-time	schedules.


By	the	fourth	quarter	of	2010,	the	GDP	 returned	 to	where	 it	was	 prior	 to	 the	 recession	 of	 2008.	Many	 of	 the	 larger
corporations	recouped	lost	pro�its,	and	small	businesses	 that	 survived	 the	 initial	 hit	 of	 the	 recession	 slowly	 began	 to
turn	pro�its	 again.	 The	 upper	 class	 bounced	 back	 the	 best,	 actually	 gaining	wealth,	 but	most	 Americans	 have	 not	 yet
recovered.	For	example,	whereas	 the	wealth	 of	 the	 top	 7%	 rose	 by	 28%	 between	 2009	 and	 2011,	 the	wealth	 of	 the
bottom	93%	of	Americans	dropped	4%	(Fry	&	Taylor,	2013).


Unemployment	levels	also	remain	high.	The	percentage	of	Americans	age	16	or	older	 in	the	 labor	force	dropped	from
66.1%	in	2007	to	63%	in	2014	(BLS,	2014f).	This	means	that	the	cyclical	unemployment,	or	unemployment	caused	by	a
temporary	situation,	lasted	far	beyond	the	recession	in	which	it	began,	to	become	structural	unemployment.	Companies
learned	how	to	get	by	with	fewer	employees,	and	many	continue	to	operate	with	fewer	employees	than	before	the	Great
Recession.


Reducing	labor	costs	is	not	an	easy	task	for	companies,	and	massive	 layoffs	have	devastating	effects	on	the	morale	and
productivity	of	the	workers	who	are	kept	 in	employment.	Human	resources	experts	recommend	several	 strategies	 for
dealing	with	the	uncertainty	of	a	recession:	Keep	employees	informed	of	the	company’s	 labor	situation,	make	sure	they
remain	busy,	and	implement	other	measures	aimed	at	increasing	trust	in	management	and	commitment	to	the	company,
such	 as	 actively	 listening	 to	 worker’s	 concerns	 and	 recognizing	 and	 rewarding	 their	 accomplishments
(Morebusiness.com,	2009).


The	 ups	 and	 downs	 of	 the	 economy	 are	 not	 the	 only	 challenges	 that	 threaten	 the	 survival	 of	 businesses	 and	 other
employers.	In	an	increasingly	diverse	national	context,	employers	must	adopt	new	strategies	to	thrive.	 In	Chapter	4	we
will	look	at	another	workplace	management	 issue	in	the	workplace	related	to	socioeconomic	trends:	how	to	effectively
create	and	manage	a	diverse	workforce.


What	Would	You	Do?		Competing	With	Computers


Suppose	you	are	an	 out-of-work	 paralegal.	 Your	 law	 �irm	 had	 to	 cut	 costs	 during	 the	 Great	 Recession,	 so	 you
were	laid	off.	You	would	like	to	�ind	work	at	another	�irm,	but	you	increasingly	�ind	that	computer	programs	now
perform	most	of	the	tasks	you	used	to	do.	You	have	been	looking	 for	work	 for	 5	months	without	 success,	 and
your	unemployment	insurance,	which	was	not	even	enough	to	pay	all	your	bills,	will	be	cut	off	soon.	What	do	you
do?
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Spotlight	on	Workplace	Research:	Sociology	Students	at	San	Jose	State	Raised
the	Minimum	Wage


In	the	spring	of	2011,	a	group	of	working	class	students	in	a	sociology	course	at	San	Jose	State	University	applied
their	course	work	to	a	public	 issue	with	which	low-income	workers	are	very	familiar:	the	challenge	of	 living	off
wages	earned	at	a	minimum	wage	job.	California’s	$8.00	minimum	wage	was	 higher	 than	 the	 federal	minimum
wage	of	$7.25,	but	 it	still	 was	 not	 enough	 to	 live	 on	 in	 San	 Jose.	 San	 Jose	 needed	 its	 own	minimum	wage	 that
re�lected	the	high	cost	of	living	in	the	Silicon	Valley	city.	Students,	who	had	faced	a	141%	increase	in	tuition	costs
over	a	3-year	period	on	 top	 of	 basic	 living	 expenses,	 knew	 this	 all	 too	well—80%	 of	 the	 students	 in	 the	 class
worked	at	least	30	hours	a	week	but	still	struggled	to	pay	their	bills.


Therefore,	students	decided	to	try	to	raise	San	Jose’s	minimum	wage.	 The	 students	 conducted	 research	 on	 the
impact	of	minimum	wage	in	cities	 like	Santa	Fe,	San	Francisco,	and	 	Washington,	D.C.,	and	reached	out	to	groups
such	as	Sacred	Heart	Community	Church	and	the	NAACP.	 	Eventually,	 they	 got	 in	 touch	with	 Cindy	 Chavez	 from
the	South	Bay	Labor	Council,	the	leader	of	a	coalition	of	90	unions	in	the	area.	The	union	leader	was	skeptical	at
�irst	of	the	group’s	chances	of	success	and	asked	the	students	to	conduct	a	poll	 to	gauge	the	level	of	support	for
such	a	measure	among	the	residents	of	San	Jose.	The	students	raised	$6,000	to	hire	a	polling	�irm	to	help	survey
San	 Jose	 residents’	 opinion	 on	 the	 matter.	 In	 doing	 so,	 they	 learned	 that	 70%	 of	 city	 residents	 favored	 an
increase	in	the	minimum	wage.


The	unions	realized	they	had	a	winning	issue	on	their	hands	and	contributed	both	funding	and	people	willing	to
knock	 on	 doors	 in	 support	 of	 a	 proposed	 referendum	 (Ballot	 Measure	 D).	 They	 secured	 far	 more	 than	 the
needed	signatures	to	put	the	measure	to	a	vote	by	the	city	and	campaigned	effectively	for	it,	gaining	allies	 in	 local
nonpro�it	 churches,	 synagogues,	 and	 mosques.	 Despite	 heavy	 opposition	 by	 the	 Silicon	 Valley	 Chamber	 of
Commerce,	the	bill	passed,	with	the	�inal	of�icial	vote	count	showing	60%	of	voters	 in	favor.	The	minimum	wage
went	up	25%	to	$10,	and	further	increases	will	be	automatically	tied	to	in�lation.


Sources:	Harris,	P.	L.	(2013,	March	11).	San	Francisco	Chronicle:	Student	class	projects	leads	to	minimum	wage	jump.	SJSU	Today.	Retrieved	from
https://blogs.sjsu.edu/today/2013/san-francisco-chronicle-student-class-projects-leads-to-minimum-wage-jump	(https://blogs.sjsu.edu/today/2013/san-
francisco-chronicle-student-class-projects-leads-to-minimum-wage-jump/)	;


Newell,	S.	(2012,	November	20).	SJSU	students	work	to	raise	San	Jose’s	minimum	wage.	Daily	49er.	Retrieved	from
http://www.daily49er.com/news/2012/11/20/sjsu-students-work-to-raise-san-joses-minimum-wage	(http://www.daily49er.com/news/2012/11/20/sjsu-
students-work-to-raise-san-joses-minimum-wage)	;


Thompson,	G.	(2012,	December	17).	How	students	in	San	Jose	raised	the	minimum	wage.	The	Nation.	Retrieved	from
http://www.thenation.com/article/171510/how-students-san-jose-raised-minimum-wage	(http://www.thenation.com/article/171510/how-students-san-jose-
raised-minimum-wage)
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Summary	and	Resources


Summary
Socioeconomic	trends	are	external	social	and	economic	forces	that	affect	the	nature	of	the	workplace.
All	social	classes	in	the	United	States	have	been	impacted	by	the	nation’s	transition	from	an	industrial	to	a
service-based	economy	over	the	past	4	decades.
According	to	con�lict	theorists,	globalization	has	led	to	the	strati�ication	of	nations	and	a	global	elite.	It	has	also
led	to	high	levels	of	inequality	within	societies.
The	Great	Recession	had	a	disproportionate	impact	on	poor,	working-class,	and	middle-class	Americans.


Case	Study:	Why	In-N-Out	Burger	Pays	More


The	following	excerpts	from	the	article	“Why	In-N-Out	Burger	Pays	More	 Than	 Other	 Fast	 Food	 Joints”	 discuss
why	In-N-Out	pays	its	employees	a	higher-than-minimum	wage.


In-N-Out	Burger	has	no	freezers.	No	microwaves.	No	heat	lamps.	And	In-N-Out	has	been	quietly	going
against	another	trend	in	the	low-wage,	low-bene�it	fast	food	industry:	they’re	paying	their	employees	much
more	than	the	industry	standard.…


The	Austin	store	will	employ	50,	all	with	a	starting	wage	of	$10.50	an	hour.	(The	current	minimum	wage	is
$7.25	an	hour,	and	hasn’t	been	raised	since	2009.)	In-N-Out	also	offers	paid	vacation	and	sick	time,	even	for
part	time	workers,	and	health	care	for	full-time	workers.	There’s	a	401K	retirement	plan.	And	when	you’re
on	your	shift,	you	get	a	free	meal.


In-N-Out	isn’t	the	only	fast	food	restaurant	doing	this.	Places	like	P	Terry’s	and	Chipotle	also	offer	starting
pay	higher	than	minimum	wage.	So	how	do	they	make	money	like	this?	After	all—amid	the	debate	over
raising	the	minimum	wage,	fast	food	companies	have	argued	they’ll	be	forced	to	raise	prices	or	employ
fewer	people.


Carl	Van	Fleet,	vice	president	for	planning	and	development	for	In-N-Out	Burger,	says	the	company	has	the
advantage	of	being	private	and	family-owned.	In-N-Out	doesn’t	franchise.	And	by	paying	more	and	offering
more	bene�its,	it	keeps	more	of	its	employees.


Daniel	Hamermesh,	economics	professor	at	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin,	says	In-N-Out	ends	up	saving
money	by	spending	more	to	retain	better	quality	workers,	who	can	make	a	longer	term	commitment.	“It
leads	more	workers	to	be	attached	to	the	company,”	he	says.	“It	avoids	training.	It	avoids	the	cost	of
turnover.”…


In	the	meantime,	In-N-Out’s	model	of	paying	more	for	better	workers	seems	to	be	working	for	the	company.
The	employer	takes	its	time	and	doesn’t	go	after	the	rapid	growth	of	other	fast	food	businesses.	“We	have
determined	that	it’s	in	the	best	interests	of	our	company	to	grow	a	little	more	slowly,	a	little	more
cautiously,”	says	In-N-Out’s	Van	Fleet.	“This	slow	growth	rate	has	worked	for	us	for	65	years,	and	we’re
gonna	stick	to	it.”


Think	About	It:


1.	 How	does	In-N-Out	Burger	bene�it	from	paying	its	workers	more	than	the	minimum	wage?
2.	 What	are	some	reasons	it	is	easier	for	In-N-Out	Burger	to	pay	higher	wages	than	some	other	fast-food


restaurants?	(Hint:	P.	Terry’s	and	Chipotle	Mexican	Grill	do	not	franchise	their	stores	either.)
3.	 If	you	were	seeking	a	job	in	a	fast-food	restaurant,	which	chain	would	you	choose?	Would	it	depend	on


the	position	you	sought?	Why?
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Source:	Henry,	T.	(2014).	Why	In-N-Out	Burger	pays	more	than	other	fast	food	joints.	KUT	News.	Retrieved	from	http://kut.org/post/why-n-out-burger-
pays-more-other-fast-food-joints	(http://kut.org/post/why-n-out-burger-pays-more-other-fast-food-joints)


Discussion	Questions
1.	 In	what	ways	have	you	been	impacted	by	institutional	inequalities	in	American	society?	What	are	some	of	the


advantages	you	have	experienced	because	of	inequality	within	the	educational	system	in	the	United	States?
What	are	some	of	the	disadvantages	you	have	experienced?


2.	 How	has	your	family	and/or	your	local	community	been	impacted	by	the	change	from	an	industrial	to	a	service-
based	U.S.	economy?


3.	 Do	you	agree	with	Charles	Derber	that	corporations	have	become	more	powerful	than	governments?	Do	you
think	his	perspective	applies	to	the	United	States?	Why	or	why	not?


4.	 Why	do	you	think	many	employers	tend	to	ignore	applications	from	the	long-term	unemployed?	If	you	were
hiring,	would	you?	Why	or	why	not?


Additional	Resources
An	overview	of	the	ascent	of	the	0.01%	in	the	United	States	
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/the-rise-and-rise-and-rise-of-the-001-	 percent-in-
america/283793	 (http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/the-rise-and-rise-and-rise-of-the-001-percent-in-
america/283793/)


Articles	on	the	Great	Recession	and	recessions	in	general	
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/r/recession_and_	depression/index.html
(http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/r/recession_and_depression/index.html)


World-systems	theory	
http://web.mit.edu/esd.83/www/notebook/WorldSystem.pdf
(http://web.mit.edu/esd.83/www/notebook/WorldSystem.pdf)		
http://sociology.emory.edu/faculty/globalization/theories01.html
(http://sociology.emory.edu/faculty/globalization/theories01.html)


An	overview	of	the	World	Economic	Forum’s	top	10	trends	impacting	global	and	regional	economic,	political,	and	social
change
http://www.forbes.com/sites/louiscolumbus/2013/11/15/top-ten-trends-of-2014-from-world-economic-forum-
underscore-the-need-for-cloud-security	 (http://www.forbes.com/sites/louiscolumbus/2013/11/15/top-ten-trends-of-2014-
from-world-economic-forum-underscore-the-need-for-cloud-security/)


Key	Terms


boom–bust	cycle


core	nations


cultural	attributes


cultural	capital


demographic	pro�iles


economic	status


income


institutionalized




http://kut.org/post/why-n-out-burger-pays-more-other-fast-food-joints



http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/the-rise-and-rise-and-rise-of-the-001-percent-in-america/283793/



http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/r/recession_and_depression/index.html



http://web.mit.edu/esd.83/www/notebook/WorldSystem.pdf



http://sociology.emory.edu/faculty/globalization/theories01.html



http://www.forbes.com/sites/louiscolumbus/2013/11/15/top-ten-trends-of-2014-from-world-economic-forum-underscore-the-need-for-cloud-security/
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median	income


McDonaldization


offshoring


periphery	nations


recession


semiperiphery	nations


social	capital


social	class


social	status


socioeconomic	trends


super	rich


wealth
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Learning	Objectives


By	the	end	of	this	chapter,	you	will	be	able	to:


Outline	the	components	of	workplace	culture	and	discuss	how	dominant	cultures,	subcultures,	and
countercultures	interact	in	society	and	in	the	workplace.


Explain	how	divisions	between	in-groups	and	out-groups	can	lead	to	discrimination	in	the	workplace.


Give	examples	of	how	racial,	ethnic,	religious,	and	cultural	diversity	continues	to	grow	in	the	United
States	and	is	expected	to	do	so	for	the	foreseeable	future.


Discuss	widely	documented	instances	of	discrimination	in	the	workplace	based	on	sex,	gender,	and
sexual	orientation.


Describe	how	people	with	disabilities	struggle	with	discrimination	in	hiring	and	delays	in	being
provided	reasonable	accommodations.


Illustrate	how	employers	and	employees	can	expand	their	cultural	competencies	to	diminish	prejudice
and	discrimination	in	the	workplace.


4Workplace	Culture	and	Workforce	Diversity


Monkeybusinessimages/iStock/Thinkstock
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Introduction


Each	time	you	begin	a	new	job,	 it	 is	normal	to	take	some	time	to	familiarize	yourself	with	the	way	things	are	done	and
how	others	behave	at	your	new	workplace.	The	time	it	takes	to	adjust	to	your	new	setting	depends	largely	on	how	well
your	own	background	and	experiences	mesh	with	those	of	your	 coworkers	 and	with	 the	 overall	 culture	 of	 your	 new
employer.	 Do	 you	 �ind	 it	 easy	 to	 understand	 the	 rules?	 Do	 you	 feel	 accepted	 by	 and	 comfortable	 around	 your
colleagues?	Do	you	have	to	learn	to	use	unfamiliar	pieces	of	machinery?	Are	you	expected	to	change	your	appearance?
In	this	chapter,	we	will	examine	workplace	cultures	and	the	impact	of	racial,	 ethnic,	 gender,	 and	 disability	 diversity	 on
the	workplace.	We	will	also	discuss	ways	to	positively	and	effectively	handle	issues	related	to	such	diversity.
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The	symbolic	interactionism	perspective
helps	sociologists	examine	the	workplace
experience	on	the	micro,	or	individual,	level.


4.1	Workplace	Culture


The	 culture	 of	 a	workplace	 comprises	 its	 rules,	 values,	 and	 artifacts	 (tangible	 objects	 such	 as	 cash	 registers,	 slicers,
uniforms,	 desks,	 and	 computers),	 all	 of	which	 govern	 the	 behavior	 of	 the	 workforce.	 Rules	 regulate	 how	 and	 when
employees	work.	Workplace	rules	cover	everything	from	whether	you	have	to	punch	a	time	card	to	how	you	carry	out
your	responsibilities	(for	example,	how	you	greet	customers,	 the	tasks	you	perform,	when	you	can	take	a	 break,	what
clothes	and	protective	gear	you	wear,	and	so	on).


An	 organization’s	 values	 also	 guide	 appropriate	 on-the-job	 behavior.	 For	 example,	 if	 teamwork	 is	 highly	 valued,
employees	will	 tend	 to	 collaborate	with	 one	 another.	 If	 pro�it	 is	 valued	 over	 worker	 safety,	 accidents	 may	 result.	 A
workplace’s	values	help	shape	its	rules	and	how	they	are	enforced	and	followed.	In	turn,	the	values	and	rules	determine
how	employees	create	and	use	artifacts	 in	the	workplace.	Together,	 these	aspects	of	workplace	 culture	 affect	what	we
do	and	how	we	interact	in	the	workplace.


Work	and	the	Micro	Level	of	Sociological	Study


As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 1	 (http://content.thuzelearning.com/books/AUSOC402.15.1/sections/navpoint-10#ch01sec1.4)	 ,
macro	 and	meso	 levels	 of	 sociological	 study	 focus	 on	 broad	 views	 of	 social	 structures	 and	 trends.	 Theories	 used	 to
examine	big-picture	issues	include	the	con�lict	perspective,	which	describes	relationships	in	terms	of	the	inequalities	that
exist	between	social	groups;	and	the	functionalist	perspective,	which	describes	relationships	between	groups	in	terms	of
their	 interdependence	and	contribution	to	society’s	balance.	 In	this	chapter,	we	examine	the	micro	level	of	experience,
or	the	way	in	which	individuals	construct	their	social	world,	from	the	perspective	of	symbolic	interactionism.


Symbolic	 interactionism	 theory	 requires	 observing	 social	 behavior
and	 noting	 individuals’	 perception	 of	 their	 experience.	 Herbert
Blumer	(1969)	established	three	premises	of	symbolic	 interactionism
based	on	observation:	(a)	humans	behave	according	to	the	meanings
they	 assign	 to	 objects	 and	 events,	 (b)	 meanings	 are	 derived	 from
interactions	 with	 others,	 and	 (c)	 meanings	 require	 subjective
interpretation.	 An	 examination	 of	 both	 workplace	 culture	 and
individual	experience	in	the	workplace	involves	studying	the	array	of
meanings	individuals	may	bring	to	a	situation.


It	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 that	 cultural	 	experiences	 affect
workers’	interpretations	of	interactions	and	the	meanings	they	assign
to	 them.	 For	 example,	 an	 employee	 raised	 in	 a	 	society	 that	 values
teamwork	may	 have	 dif�iculty	 dealing	with	 a	 supervisor	who	 values
competition	and	prefers	 his	 employers	 to	 view	 each	 other	 as	 rivals.
Without	 being	 aware	 of	 	cultural	 differences,	 the	 supervisor	may	 be
surprised	to	�ind	that	this	employee	�inds	the	work	environment	full	of	uncomfortable	and	unsatisfying	interactions.


Dominant	Cultures,	Subcultures,	and	Countercultures


A	workplace’s	culture	generally	re�lects	a	society’s	dominant	culture,	which	is	determined	by	the	fundamental	cultural
traits	of	the	group	with	the	most	power	in	that	society.	For	example,	White	Anglo–Saxon	Protestant	culture	has	been	the
dominant	 culture	 throughout	 U.S.	 history.	 As	 a	 result,	 White	 Anglo–Saxon	 Protestant	 values	 tend	 to	 in�luence	 major
social	 norms	 of	 American	 workplaces	 (such	 as	 the	 culture	 of	 on-time	 arrivals	 and	 meetings),	 even	 though	 the
percentage	of	Americans	with	that	racial,	ethnic,	and	religious	background	continues	to	fall	(Pew	Forum	on	Religion	&
Public	Life,	2008).


There	may	also	be	subcultures,	groups	with	cultural	traits	that	differ	from	the	dominant	culture	but	do	not	con�lict	with
it.	Subcultures	may	be	de�ined	by	factors	such	as	religion,	geographic	location,	age,	or	ethnicity.	The	Jewish	and	growing
Hispanic	communities	are	examples	of	American	subcultures.




https://content.ashford.edu/books/AUSOC402.15.1/sections/navpoint-10#ch01sec1.4
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Google	created	the	Googley	culture,	which
encourages	employees	to	spontaneously
share	ideas	on	whiteboards	that	line	of�ice
walls.


Groups	 that	 reject	 and	 act	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	 rules,	 values,	 and	 artifacts	 of	 the	 dominant	 culture	 constitute
countercultures.	Countercultures	 in	the	United	States	 include	 the	 Ku	 Klux	 Klan,	 the	 American	 Indian	Movement,	 and
Mormon	 Fundamentalists.	 Some	 of	 their	 respective	 beliefs	 on	 White	 supremacy,	 the	 sanctity	 of	 treaties	 made	 with
American	Indians,	and	polygamy	run	counter	to	the	contemporary	dominant	culture.


Types	of	Workplace	Culture


Dominant	 cultures,	 subcultures,	 and	 countercultures	 all	 exist	 in	workplace	 environments.	 The	 dominant	 culture	 of	 a
workplace	is	created	by	the	blend	of	perspectives	and	values	held	by	management	and	workers.	Apple	Inc.,	provides	a
good	example	of	how	a	subculture	with	some	different	values	and	rules	can	become	dominant	in	the	workplace.


When	Apple	was	founded	in	the	1970s,	the	dominant	work	culture	in	the	United	States	re�lected	employees	who	were
primarily	male,	White,	and	college	educated.	Male	professionals	were	expected	to	wear	dark	suits,	white	shirts,	and	ties
and	to	be	clean	shaven	and	wear	their	hair	short.	As	young	entrepreneurs,	Apple	cofounders	Steve	Jobs,	Steve	Wozniak,
and	Mike	Markkula	 sought	 to	 attract	 innovative	 and	 creative	 employees	 to	 support	 their	 vision	 of	 the	 new	 computer
industry	(Linzmayer,	2004),	so	they	recruited	employees	from	what	were,	at	the	time,	subcultures	 in	the	United	States.
These	included	workers	with	 long	hair	and	beards,	who	thought	 jeans	and	T-shirts	were	acceptable	work	 attire.	Many
did	not	have	 college	 degrees,	 because	 they	 had	 dropped	 out	 to	 experiment	with	 burgeoning	 hardware	 and	 software
technology.	 The	 Apple	 employees	 constituted	 a	 subculture	 in	 comparison	 to	 other	 dominant	 corporate	 cultures,	 but
they	became	dominant	at	Apple.


Note	that	the	Apple	employees	who	wore	 jeans	 to	work	 and	 valued
knowledge	 over	 educational	 degrees	 did	 not	 constitute	 a
counterculture.	They	never	challenged	the	overall	values	and	rules	of
business	world	behavior,	which	include	making	money	through	hard
work	and	competing	with	other	businesses.	 Instead,	 they	 challenged
and	helped	change	some	of	the	less	important	values	and	rules	 in	the
world	 of	 high-tech	 business.	 For	 example,	 they	 helped	 create	 the
high-tech	economy’s	now	dominant	 value	 of	 appreciating	 skills	 over
degrees	and	rules	and	allowing	people	to	dress	casually	at	work.


Internet	 giant	 Google	 has	 created	 a	 corporate	 subculture	 that	 the
company	 refers	 to	 as	 	“Googley.”	Whiteboards	 line	 the	 hallways,	 and
employees	are	encouraged	to	 jot	down	ideas	as	 they	 pass	 down	 the
corridors.	Employees	have	time	each	day	to	work	on	their	own	ideas,
and	 their	 goal	 is	 to	 either	 fail	 fast—so	 that	 time	 is	 not	 wasted	 on
ideas	that	will	not	grow	the	company—or	 succeed.	 Each	 of	 Google’s
buildings	has	an	executive	chef	who	provides	free	healthy,	 local,	 and


organic	 food	 around	 the	 clock.	 Googley	 culture	 has	 paid	 off;	 the	 company	 boasted	 annual	 pro�its	 of	 $12.9	 billion	 in
January	2014	(Rushton,	2014).


Despite	the	success	stories	of	workplace	subcultures,	 the	existence	of	workplace	countercultures	are	potentially	much
more	problematic	because	they	would	challenge	the	values,	ethics,	and	goals	of	the	company	in	a	foundational	way	and
destroy	important	relationships	within	a	company.	For	example,	a	group	of	anti-immigrant	employees	who	believe	U.S.
companies	should	hire	only	U.S.	citizens	may	isolate	new	hires	who	are	immigrants	and	refuse	to	cooperate	with	them.
This	would	hinder	company	productivity.


What	Would	You	Do?	Responding	to		Cultural		Differences	in	the	Workplace


Suppose	that,	based	on	your	upbringing,	you	have	always	been	taught	to	defer	to	people	in	positions	of	authority
and	not	challenge	their	orders.	At	work,	however,	you	 notice	 that	 your	 coworkers	 do	 not	 hesitate	 to	 speak	 up
and	share	their	opinions	with	your	boss.	Your	boss	does	not	seem	offended	when	challenged	and	seems	to	enjoy
the	thought-provoking	debates	that	ensue.	Sometimes,	she	even	changes	 things	 based	 on	 the	 unsolicited	 input.








7/27/2017 Print


https://content.ashford.edu/print/AUSOC402.15.1?sections=navpoint-1,navpoint-21,navpoint-22,navpoint-23,navpoint-24,navpoint-25,navpoint-26,navpoint-27,nav… 28/48


Despite	your	efforts	to	follow	the	rules	and	ful�ill	your	job	description	to	the	best	of	your	ability,	you	just	cannot
get	 your	 boss	 to	 take	much	 notice	 of	 you.	 Based	 on	 what	 you	 know	 about	 the	 way	 culture	 plays	 out	 in	 the
workplace,	how	would	you	address	this	situation?


Marginalized	Workers


The	American	workplace	re�lects	society’s	pluralism,	 in	which	many	diverse	subcultures	contribute	to	 the	whole.	 Just
as	 in	society,	however,	some	social	groups	are	 	marginalized,	or	relegated	to	 positions	 of	 lesser	 power	 and	 in�luence.
Marginalized	workers	have	less	access	to	resources,	bene�its,	and	critical	 life	 experiences	 and	 opportunities	 that	 have
an	important	effect	on	their	 long-term	career	and	 life	 chances.	 In	 the	 United	 States	marginalized	workers	 include	 the
working	 poor,	 undocumented	 immigrant	 workers,	 child	 laborers,	 those	 working	 in	 the	 informal	 economy	 in
nonregulated	jobs	(who	tend	to	be	paid	“under	the	table”	or	“off	the	books,”	such	as	 in-home	child	care	providers),	ex-
convicts,	 and	 the	 chronically	 unemployed.	Many	 such	 workers—	particularly	 undocumented	 workers	 and	 those	 with
prison	records—are	shut	out	of	legal	opportunities	for	employment	and	con�ined	to	the	informal	economy.


There	are	an	estimated	11.4	million	undocumented	immigrants	 in	the	United	States	(Baker	&	Rytina,	2013);	this	 �igure
represents	a	massive	population—about	5%	of	the	 total	workforce.	 Undocumented	workers	 are	 frequently	 exploited.
They	receive	 low	wages,	often	work	in	unsafe	or	unclean	environments	that	escape	regulatory	standards,	 and	 are	 not
compensated	for	workplace	injuries.


Informal	economy	jobs	are	typically	clustered	in	food	service,	hospitality,	construction,	agriculture,	and	manufacturing.
Positions	 include	 dishwashers,	 day	 laborers,	 cleaners,	 and	 fruit	 pickers.	 Sometimes,	 though,	 undocumented	 workers
with	fake	Social	Security	cards	�ind	employment	“on	the	books”	and	work	for	companies	that	rely	on	cheap,	exploitable
labor,	such	as	some	retail	store	 janitorial	services	and	meat	processing	plants	(Goss	et	al.,	2013).	As	part	of	the	formal
economy,	these	undocumented	workers	pay	taxes,	including	those	toward	unemployment	 insurance	and	Social	Security.
They	will	never	see	the	bene�its	of	these	taxes,	however,	since	they	have	fabricated	Social	Security	numbers	 and	 often
do	not	use	their	real	names.


Undocumented	workers	are	also	more	vulnerable	to	sexual	harassment	and	exploitation	than	 other	workers,	 because
they	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 �ile	 complaints.	 As	 U.S.	 Equal	 Employment	 Opportunity	 Commission	 (EEOC)	 lawyer	 Bill	 Tamayo
points	out,	“Conditions	that	allow	sexual	assault	to	occur	all	revolve	around	who	has	power”	(as	cited	in	Khoka,	2013,
para.	10).	Undocumented	workers	have	little	power,	which	makes	them	relatively	easy	prey	for	supervisors	who	may	be
sexual	predators	or	for	employers	willing	to	cheat	workers	out	of	their	wages.	For	example,	more	than	80%	of	urban,
undocumented	workers	 in	 low-wage	occupations	interviewed	by	researchers	note	“wage	theft”	violations,	 such	 as	 not
receiving	overtime	or	minimum	wage	(Bernhardt	et	al.,	2009).


Public	 policy	 that	 promotes	 better	 enforcement	 of	 existing	 labor	 laws,	 establishes	 more	 	far-reaching	 workplace
regulation,	 and	 creates	 equal	 status	 for	 all	 workers	 would	 help	 mitigate	 some	 of	 these	 inequalities.	 However,
responsibility	 for	 worker	 equality	 also	 rests	 with	 unions,	 human	 resources	 of�ices,	 social	 services,	 worker	 and
immigration	centers,	legal	services,	and	even	individual	citizens	who	are	aware	of	exploitative	situations.	They	can	work
individually	and	in	collaboration	to	address	and	prevent	the	manifestation	of	these	issues	in	the	workplace.
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4.2	Discrimination	in	the	Workplace


Though	legislation	prohibits	much	workplace	discrimination—treating	 employees	 differently	 because	 of	 their	 group
identity—it	continues	to	occur.	Bias	and	prejudice	still	impact	hiring,	promotion,	job	retention,	and	workplace	culture.	 In
the	following	sections,	we	examine	how	in-groups	and	out-groups	can	form	and	how	stereotypes	and	prejudice	can	lead
to	discrimination	in	the	workplace.


In-Groups	and	Out-Groups


At	 work,	 people	 tend	 to	 self-segregate	 into	 in-groups	 and	 out-groups,	 and	 the	 in-groups	 can	 dominate	 workplace
culture.	From	a	sociological	perspective,	an	in-group	consists	of	a	group	of	 individuals	who	share	a	sense	of	af�iliation
or	 feelings	 of	 belonging	with	 one	 another.	 	Conversely,	 an	out-group	 consists	 of	 those	who	 do	 not	 belong	 to	 the	 in-
group.	Out-group	members	do	not	 identify	as	such,	however,	and	are	only	 identi�ied	as	members	because	they	are	not
in	the	in-group.


Sometimes	group	af�iliation	takes	shape	 as	 a	 result	 of	 feeling	 superior	 about	 one’s	 	chosen	 group	 rather	 than	 feeling
negatively	about	another	(Aberson,	Healy,	&	Romero,	2000).	 	However,	a	series	of	classic	experiments	found	that	when
groups	are	formed,	they	tend	to	quickly	 identify	characteristics	about	their	group	that	allow	members	to	feel	 they	 are
better	 than	 people	 in	 other	 groups	 (Tajfel,	 2010).	 Called	 in-group	 bias,	 this	 phenomenon	 can	 either	 deliberately	 or
unconsciously	lead	to	discrimination	against	out-groups.


Members	 of	 in-groups	 view	 themselves	 as	 having	 traits	 in	 common	 while	 maintaining	 their	 sense	 of	 individuality.
However,	 in-group	members	 often	 view	 out-group	 members	 as	 being	 all	 alike,	 a	 phenomenon	 known	 as	 out-group
homogeneity	bias.	For	example,	members	of	a	social	group	that	consists	of	males	may	say,	“You	know	how	women	are,”
limiting	women	to	one	set	of	collective	behaviors.	Yet	individuals	in	the	male	social	group	recognize	variety	 in	their	own
experiences,	behaviors,	and	personalities,	 knowing	 that	men	 are	 not	 all	 alike.	 	Out-group	 homogeneity	 bias	 reinforces
stereotypes,	or	popular,	irrational	beliefs	about	a	particular	social	group	that	form	the	foundation	of	prejudice.


Stereotyping	and	Prejudice


Humans	 categorize	 and	 generalize	 concepts	 in	 order	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 them,	 an	 evolutionary	 trait	 that	 can	 be
advantageous	 when	 exploring	 a	 complex	 world.	 However,	 these	 categories	 and	 generalizations	 can	 lead	 to
stereotyping,	 or	 subjectively	 and	 irrationally	 assigning	 common	 characteristics	 to	 another	 group.	 Once	 a	 stereotype
becomes	established,	it	may	be	reaf�irmed	through	jokes,	 insults,	and	statements	about	the	group	until	 it	 is	widely	held
as	a	social	belief.


For	those	who	subscribe	to	the	stereotype,	references	to	the	group	 readily	 invoke	 reference	 to	 the	 stereotype.	 In	 the
workplace,	 for	 example,	many	 people	 perceive	 older	 workers	 as	 set	 in	 their	 ways	 and	 unwilling	 to	 try	 new	 things.
Stereotypes	 diminish	 productivity	 when	 they	 prevent	 managers	 and	 coworkers	 from	 seeing	 the	 strengths	 of	 some
workers.	When	someone	who	holds	a	stereotype	encounters	a	 person	who	 does	 not	 conform	 to	 it,	 they	 are	 likely	 to
dismiss	the	other	person	as	an	“exception”	rather	than	change	his	or	her	own	belief.


People	rarely	have	positive	responses	to	being	stereotyped.	In	one	study,	researchers	found	that	women	often	feel	they
are	stereotyped	as	less	competent	than	men	in	the	areas	of	science,	technology,	engineering,	and	math.	The	assumption
that	they	will	be	treated	differently	because	of	 this	 stereotype	 can	 cause	women	 to	 feel	 anxiety	when	 doing	 business
with	a	man,	 such	 as	 getting	 a	 car	 repaired	 or	 seeking	 investment	 advice	 (Lee,	 Kim,	 &	 Vohs,	 2011).	 Furthermore,	 the
anticipation	 of	 being	 stereotyped	 may	 lead	 some	 women	 to	 avoid	 men	 in	 these	 situations	 or	 to	 actually	 adopt
stereotypical	 behaviors,	 such	 as	 subservience	 or	 meekness,	 when	 interacting	 with	 them,	 even	 when	 they	 are	 well
informed	about	 the	 topic	 at	 hand.	 This	 can	 lead	 to	 diminished	 roles	 for	women	 in	 the	workplace,	 hurting	 both	 their
organizations—which	could	bene�it	from	their	input—and	their	chances	for	promotion.


Some	people	may	attempt	to	distance	themselves	from	a	social	group	to	avoid	being	stereotyped.	They	may	purposely
behave	in	ways	that	contradict	a	stereotype,	or	even	make	statements	that	reinforce	a	stereotype	of	their	group	in	order
to	 appear	 as	 the	 exception.	 For	 example,	 an	 older	 worker	 may	 start	 tweeting	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 being	 labeled	 as
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technophobic.	Or	a	woman	who	seeks	acceptance	by	a	male	 in-group	may	adopt	male	traits,	such	as	taking	interest	 in	a
speci�ic	sports	team;	she	may	even	bash	women	who	do	not	like	sports.


Stereotypes	 can	 also	 lead	 to	 prejudice.	 Gordon	 Allport	 (1954/1979)	 de�ined	 prejudice	 as	 a	 hostile	 attitude	 toward
individuals	or	social	groups.	Prejudiced	people,	according	to	Allport,	deny	facts	and	refuse	to	honestly	assess	others	so
that	they	can	enhance	their	 sense	 of	 self-worth	 or	 perceived	 status.	 Additionally,	 Allport	 proposed	 the	 existence	 of	 a
group	norm	theory	of	prejudice,	in	which	members	of	a	social	group	determine	standards	according	to	their	own	values
only.	Those	who	hold	different	values	are	believed	to	be	“wrong”	or	“evil.”


A	classic	example	of	the	group	norm	theory	of	prejudice	comes	from	the	Cold	War	 (which	 lasted	 from	 approximately
1946	 to	 1991),	 when	 capitalist	 and	 communist	 nations	 declared	 each	 other	 evil.	 Today	 the	 group	 norm	 theory	 of
prejudice	 drives	 hatred	 of	Westerners	 among	Muslim	 fundamentalist	 groups,	 like	 the	 Taliban	 and	 ISIS	 in	 the	 Middle
East,	that	oppose		Western	democratic	values	and	gender	equality	and	espouse	hatred	of	 Jews	and	Christians	and	other
sects	of	Muslims.


Allport’s	Levels	of	Aggression


Allport	noted	that	prejudice	escalates	levels	of	aggression	by	in-groups.	These	are	outlined	in	Table	4.1.


Table	4.1:	Allport’s	�ive	levels	of	aggression


Level Description


Level	1:	Antilocution	(hate	speech) Negative	speech	targeted	at	members	of	the	out-group


Level	2:	Avoidance Avoidance	or	exclusion	of	members	of	the	out-group


Level	3:	Discrimination Denial	of	opportunities	or	services	to	members	of	the	out-group


Level	4:	Physical	attack Violence	targeted	at	members	of	the	out-group


Level	5:	Extermination Violence	intended	to	eliminate	members	of	the	out-group


Source:	Based	on	Allport,	1979.


The	�irst	 level	of	aggressive	behavior	consists	of	negative	verbal	comments	or	slurs	 about	members	 of	 the	 out-group.
Allport	termed	this	“antilocution,”	but	today	it	is	known	as	hate	speech.	Hate	speech	includes	jokes	or	 jibes	about	others
as	well	 as	 negative	 or	 demeaning	 exaggerations.	 For	 example,	 an	 army	 drill	 sergeant	may	 call	 a	 new	 group	 of	 male
recruits	“girls”	to	humiliate	them	and	imply	that	they	are	weak.	Of	course,	in	addition	to	humiliating	the	men,	this	type	of
speech	works	to	support	the	stereotype	that	women	are	physically	 inferior.	The	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1964	stipulates	that
employers	can	be	held	liable	for	allowing	hate	speech	that	contributes	to	a	hostile	workplace	environment.


The	second	level	of	aggression	associated	with	prejudice	 is	avoidance.	Members	of	the	in-group	may	exclude	others	 in
the	workplace	by	clustering	together	 in	social	situations	 or	 sharing	 tools	 or	 ideas	 only	with	members	 of	 their	 group.
When	 those	 in	 the	 out-group	 are	 isolated,	 differences	 become	 more	 exaggerated	 and	 adherence	 to	 in-group	 values
becomes	more	entrenched.	In	the	workplace,	avoidance	may	be	subtle	(such	as	 in-group	members	meeting	for	 lunch	at
a	speci�ic	table	or	designated	spot)	or	overt	(members	of	the	out-group	 being	 rejected	 from	 or	 not	 invited	 to	 any	 in-
group	activity).


In	the	third	level	of	Allport’s	scale,	actions	become	intentionally	designed	to	manifest	discrimination	or	 institutionalized
racism.	 For	 example,	 employers	 may	 only	 hire	 or	 promote	 people	 they	 know	 adhere	 to	 in-group	 values.	 Although
relatively	 few	 companies	 do	 this	with	 the	 intent	 to	 discriminate	 today,	 current	 hiring	 practices	 that	 rely	 on	 personal
connections	 tend	 to	 lead	 to	 the	 same	 result—a	 relatively	 homogenous	 workforce.	 In	 recent	 years	 companies	 have
increasingly	turned	to	employee	recommendations	 and	 referrals	when	 hiring.	 For	 example,	 between	 2010	 and	 2013,
non-entry-level	hires	recommended	by	employees	increased	from	28%	to	45%	at	 the	 accounting	 �irm	 Ernst	 &	 Young.
The	�irm’s	goal	is	to	increase	that	rate	to	50%.


Others,	such	as	Deloitte	and	Enterprise	Rent-A-Car,	have	begun	offering	prizes	like	iPads	and	large-screen	TVs
in	addition	to	traditional	cash	incentives	for	employees	who	refer	new	hires.…
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At	Sodexo,	a	food	service	and	facilities	management	company	that	hires	4,600	managers	and	executives	a	year,
referred	employees	are	10	times	more	likely	to	be	hired	than	other	applicants.


“We’re	focusing	on	what	will	be	most	ef�icient,”	said	Arie	Ball,	Sodexo’s	vice	president	for	talent	acquisition.
(Schwartz,	2013,	paras.	6,	17–18)


In	all	of	these	cases,	people	without	connections	who	are	not	already	part	of	the	in-group	 have	 a	much	more	 dif�icult
time	�inding	employment.	The	fact	that	friendship	groups	tend	to	be	homogenous	(made	up	of	people	of	the	same	age,
race,	 gender,	 social	 class,	 sexual	 orientation,	 and	 so	 on),	 means	 this	 trend	 does	 not	 lend	 itself	 to	 opportunities	 for
members	 of	marginalized	 demographic	 groups.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 employers	 could	 also	 discriminate	 by	 hiring	 only
young	 people	 because	 they	 want	 “fresh”	 faces	 to	 represent	 the	 company,	 or	 only	 Christians	 because	 they	 want
alignment	with	certain	moral	values.


Selecting	employees	based	on	prejudice	 is	 one	way	 that	 racism	 becomes	 built	 into	 the	 social	 system.	 Institutionalized
racism	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 demographics	 of	 job	 types	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 In	 the	 Southwest,	 for	 example,	 Hispanic
workers	 largely	 �ill	minimum	wage	 jobs	 at	 car	washes,	 in	 restaurants,	 and	 in	 landscaping.	 African	 Americans	 tend	 to
hold	 the	 same	 jobs	 in	 the	 Southeast.	 The	 clustering	 of	 races	 and	 ethnicities	 through	 institutionalized	 racism	 is
discrimination	and	further	entrenches	the	social	values	and	power	of	in-groups.


The	fourth	level	of	aggression	on	Allport’s	scale	 is	violence	against	out-group	members.	 In-groups	intimidate	members
of	out-groups	by	destroying	property	or	physically	attacking	individuals.	These	actions	are	considered	hate	crimes.	The
U.S.	Department	of	 Justice	reports	that	about	half	of	all	hate	crimes	are	motivated	 by	 ethnicity—the	 victim’s	 ancestral,
cultural,	social,	or	national	af�iliation	(Bureau	of	 Justice	Statistics,	2014).	One	group	that	 is	 frequently	the	target	of	hate
crimes	 is	 Hispanics.	 As	 immigration	 reform	 aimed	 at	 dealing	 with	 large	 numbers	 of	 undocumented	 Hispanics	 was
publicly	debated	and	the	unemployment	rate	remained	stubbornly	high,	the	rate	of	hate	crimes	against	Hispanics	tripled
from	2011	to	 2012.	Most	 of	 the	 victims	 lived	 in	 households	 that	 earn	 less	 than	 $25,000	 annually,	which	 is	 typical	 of
marginalized	workers.


Violence	taken	to	the	most	 inhumane	extremes	constitutes	Allport’s	 �ifth	 level	of	aggression,	 in	which	the	ultimate	goal
is	to	eliminate	an	entire	out-group.	Examples	of	this	 level	of	aggression	include	Nazi	Germany’s	genocide	of	millions	of
Jews	during	the	Holocaust	and	the	Rwandan	genocide	of	1996.
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4.3	Racial,	Ethnic,	and	Cultural	Differences	in	the	Workforce


Racial,	ethnic,	and	cultural	diversity	among	workers	will	continue	to	grow	in	coming	years.	Within	this	climate,	effective
managers	 and	 employees	 must	 adapt	 to	 different	 cultures.	 This	 is	 no	 easy	 task,	 given	 the	 subtle	 complexities	 and
ambiguous	nature	of	race,	ethnicity,	and	culture.


Race	and	Ethnicity


Race,	 the	 identi�ication	of	a	group	of	people	by	perceived	physical	characteristics,	 is	 known	 to	 sociologists	 as	 a	 social
construct,	 or	 a	 concept	 that	 is	 conceived	 by	 humans	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 their	 world.	 Ethnicity	 refers	 to	 the	 shared
cultural	backgrounds	with	which	people	identify.	Racial	and	ethnic	categories	change	from	society	to	society	and	within
the	same	societies	over	time.	For	example,	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau	has	changed	how	it	classi�ies	people	by	race	over	the
history	of	the	nation.	Between	1790	and	1850,	the	only	racial	categories	used	by	the	 	Census	Bureau	were	“White	 and
Black	(Negro),	with	Black	designated	as	free	and	slave”	(Gibson	&	Jung,	2005,	para.	14).


The	racial	and	ethnic	 labels	used	today	by	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau	were	established	in	1977,	 in	an	effort	to	ensure	the
enforcement	of	civil	rights	 legislation.	At	that	time,	the	Of�ice	of	Management	and	Budget’s	Directive	No.	15:	 Standards
for	the	Classi�ication	of	Federal	Data	on	Race	and	Ethnicity	de�ined	�ive	main	racial	and	ethnic	categories	 in	the	United
States:	(a)	American	Indian	or	Alaskan	Native,	(b)	Asian	or	Paci�ic	Islander,	(c)	Black,	(d)	Hispanic,	and	(e)	White.


In	1997	the	Of�ice	of	Management	and	 Budget	 changed	 these	 categories	 by	 separating	 the	 “Asian	 or	 Paci�ic	 Islander”
category	 into	 two	 (“Asian	 and	Native	 Hawaiian”	 or	 “other	 Paci�ic	 Islander”)	 and	 changing	 “Hispanic”	 to	 “Hispanic	 or
Latino”	 and	 “Black”	 to	 “Black	 or	 African	 American.”	 They	 also	 speci�ied	 that	 ethnicity	 would	 be	 counted	 as	 “either
Hispanic	 or	 Latino”	 or	 “not	 Hispanic	 or	 Latino”	 (Of�ice	 of	 Management	 and	 Budget,	 1997).	 Since	 the	 2000	 census,
people	have	been	able	to	select	more	than	one	racial	category	to	describe	themselves	and	their	dependents.	 Although
neither	race	nor	ethnicity	offer	a	full	picture	of	the	people	they	identify,	current	U.S.	Census	Bureau	and	U.S.	Department
of	Labor	data	use	the	categories	listed	in	Table	4.2	to	classify	people	and	to	study	the	changing	workforce.


Because	 ethnicity	 refers	 to	 the	 shared	 historical	 and	 cultural	 backgrounds	 with	 which	 people	 identify,	 “Hispanic”	 is
considered	an	ethnicity,	though	members	of	this	group	tend	to	be	treated	as	a	racial	group.	Also,	although	cultural	traits
vary	 considerably	 among	 Hispanics,	 those	 often	 associated	 with	 this	 group	 include	 practicing	 Catholicism	 or
Pentecostalism,	 speaking	 Spanish,	 valuing	 strong	 family	 ties	 that	 extend	 beyond	 the	 nuclear	 family,	 and	 adhering	 to
traditional	 gender	 roles.	 Stereotypes	 with	 a	 clear	 impact	 on	 the	 workplace	 include	 “Hispanics	 are	 always	 late,”
“Hispanics	are	uneducated,”	and	“Hispanics	don’t	speak	or	write	English	well.”	 In	 recent	 years,	 the	 positive	 stereotype
“Hispanics	are	hardworking”	has	also	emerged.


Cultural	Diversity


Foreign-born	workers	are	another	important	group	with	an	increasing	role	in	American	business.	In	1960	about	1	in	17
workers	was	foreign-born,	and	that	number	has	increased	to	approximately	1	in	6	today.	In	1960	approximately	74%	of
foreign-born	workers	came	from	Europe,	with	about	9%	from	Latin	America.	Today	only	10%	of	 foreign-born	workers
come	 from	 Europe,	 with	 38%	 coming	 from	 Mexico	 and	 Central	 America	 and	 28%	 from	 Asia	 and	 the	 Middle	 East
(Mosisa,	2002,	2013).


Table	4.2:	U.S.	racial	demographics	(as	of	2012)


Race	or	ethnicity Percentage


White,	alone 77.9%


White	(not	Hispanic	or	Latino) 63%


Hispanic	or	Latino 17%


Black	or	African	American,	alone 13.1%


Asian,	alone 5.1%
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This	video	explores	racial	stereotypes	and
discrimination	throughout	America's	history.


Racial	Stereotypes	and	Discrimination


Race	or	ethnicity Percentage


American	Indian	or	Alaska	Native,	alone 1.1%


Native	Hawaiian	and	other	Paci�ic	Islander,	alone 0.2%


Two	or	more	races 2.4%


Note.	Based	on	how	people	racially	identify	themselves	(total	percentages	do	not	equal	100%	because	respondents	can	pick	more	than	one	category).


Source:	U.S.	Census	Bureau,	2014b.


Working	 with	 people	 of	 culturally	 diverse	 backgrounds	 sometimes	 presents	 challenges.	 For	 example,	 language	 or
cultural	barriers	can	lead	to	communication	problems.	Language	barriers	are	often	re�lected	in	the	use	 of	 idioms	 and
jargon,	 which	 can	 fuel	 misunderstandings.	 For	 example,	 imagine	 an	 English	 speaking	 manager	 in	 the	 U.S.	 telling	 a
marketing	specialist	that	she	“jumped	the	gun”	by	releasing	sales	numbers	on	a	new	product	before	getting	approval.	A
native	 U.S.	 English	 speaker	 would	 likely	 understand	 the	 phrase	 and	 be	 more	 careful	 in	 the	 future	 about	 releasing
company	data.	However,	someone	who	 has	 not	 been	 exposed	 to	 that	 idiom	might	 not	 understand	what	 the	manager
means.	 Furthermore,	 in	 order	 to	 appear	 competent	 and	 cooperative,	 some	 workers	 for	 whom	 English	 is	 a	 second
language	may	 think	 or	 indicate	 that	 they	 understand	 an	 instruction	 when	 in	 reality	 they	 do	 not,	 particularly	 when
terminology	is	unclear	or	peppered	with	unfamiliar	cultural	references.


Inside	and	outside	 the	workplace,	 roles	 and	 status	 are	 communicated	 via	 verbal	 and	 nonverbal	 cues,	which	 can	 also
breed	misunderstanding.	For	example,	in	the	contemporary	American	workplace,	 it	 is	common	to	use	�irst	names,	even
when	 addressing	 supervisors.	 In	 other	 cultures,	 however,	 using	 a	 �irst	 name	 implies	 familiarity	 and	 equality	 and	 is
considered	 inappropriate	 when	 addressing	 a	 superior.	 Similarly,	 in	 mainstream	 American	 culture,	 eye	 contact	 is	 an
important	nonverbal	communication	that	can	indicate	a	person’s	 intent.	 However,	 in	many	 Asian	 cultures,	 eye	 contact
may	 be	 regarded	 as	 disrespectful	 or	 aggressive,	 and	 for	 many	 Muslims,	 eye	 contact	 between	 women	 and	 men	 is
reserved	for	close	relatives	or	spouses.	Understanding	cultural	differences	is	crucial	to	respecting	others	and	practicing
functional	communication.


Personal	 space	 expectations	 also	 vary	 considerably	 among	 different	 cultures.	 Acceptable	 distances	 between	 people
differ	depending	on	familiarity,	authority,	and	status.	 In	the	U.S.	workplace,	coworkers	typically	maintain	 3	 to	 5	 feet	 of
distance	when	conversing.	Germans	and	Asians	allow	more	space,	and	Latinos	and	people	from	Arab	 cultures	 tend	 to
allow	less.	A	perceived	invasion	of	personal	space	can	cause	an	individual	to	have	a	strong	emotional	reaction	or	think
the	 other	 person	 is	 being	 either	 aggressive	 or	 overly	 intimate	 (Kennedy,	 Glascher,	 Tyszka,	 &	 Adolphs,	 2009).	 Since
personal	 space	 is	 a	 social	 construct	 that	 varies	 among	 cultures,	 it	 is	 often	 dif�icult	 to	 establish	 standards,	 so
misunderstandings	can	be	common.


Racism	in	the	Workplace


As	 noted	 earlier,	 despite	 legislation	 prohibiting	 employment
discrimination	 by	 race,	 it	 is	 still	 prevalent.	 Racial	 prejudice	 can
result	 in	 conscious	 or	 unconscious	 “gatekeeping,”	 which	 is	 the
process	 of	 controlling	 access	 to	 people,	 positions,	 or	 power.
Gatekeeping	affects	hiring	preferences	and	treatment	 on	 the	 job,
given	 the	 reality	 that	 we	 all	 carry	 around	 internalized	 racism
“baggage”	 that	we	 take	 to	work.	 For	 example,	 a	 hiring	 manager
may	associate	names	with	particular	races,	 cultures,	 or	 religions,
which	may	 lead	 to	 certain	 assumptions	 about	 candidates	 before
they	 are	 selected	 for	 interviews.	 If	 a	 human	 resources	 manager
reviews	 resumes	 from	 Tyrell	 Jones,	 Ellen	 Roberts,	 Raj	 Patel,
Rodrigo	 Hernandez,	 Muhammad	 Morsi,	 and	 David	 Silver,	 the
manager	may	 consciously	 or	 unconsciously	 associate	 the	 names
with	 particular	 stereotypes.	 Whether	 positive	 or	 negative,
stereotypes	 signi�icantly	 contribute	 to	 discrimination	 in	 hiring
and	may	cause	a	manager	to	select	one	candidate	over	another.
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Critical	Thinking	Questions


In	 2009	 an	 undercover	 investigation	 by	 the	 British	 government
revealed	widespread	 bias	 against	 job	 applicants	 with	 Asian	 and
African	 names.	 Investigators	 sent	 out	 3,000	 job	 applications
“using	 names	 recognizably	 from	 three	 different	 communities—
Nazia	 Mahmood,	 Mariam	 Namagembe	 and	 Alison	 Taylor—false
identities	were	created	with	similar	experience	and	quali�ications”
(Syal,	 2009,	 para.	 3).	 The	 applicant	who	 appeared	White	 had	 to
“send	 nine	 applications	 before	 receiving	 a	 positive	 response	 of
either	an	invitation	to	an	interview	 or	 an	 encouraging	 telephone
call.	 Minority	 candidates	 with	 the	 same	 quali�ications	 and
experience	had	to	send	16	applications	before	receiving	a	similar
response”	(Syal,	2009,	para.	4).


A	 2009	 study	 in	 the	 United	 States	 found	 that	 the	 race	 of	 the
manager	had	a	signi�icant	 impact	on	the	race	of	employees	hired.
Particularly	 in	 southern	 states,	 White,	 Hispanic,	 and	 Asian
managers	 tend	 to	 hire	 more	 Whites	 and	 fewer	 Blacks	 than	 do
Black	managers.	“In	a	typical	southern	store,	the	replacement	of	a
black	 manager	 with	 a	 non-black	 manager	 causes	 the	 share	 of
blacks	among	new	hires	to	fall	 from	29	to	 21	 percent”	 (Giuliano,
Levine,	 &	 Leonard,	 2009,	 p.	 590).	 Also,	 in	 areas	 with	 large
Hispanic	 populations,	 	Hispanic	 managers	 hire	 more	 Hispanics
and	fewer	Whites	than	do	White	managers.


People	with	 lighter	skin	tones	tend	to	be	favored	over	darker	skinned	people	 in	hiring	processes.	For	example,	 in	 one
study,	 participants	 were	 asked	 to	 compare	 job	 applicants	 by	 looking	 at	 their	 applications	 and	 their	 pictures.	 The
applicants	were	 equally	 quali�ied,	 and	 the	 photos	 attached	 to	 their	 application	 were	 taken	 of	 the	 same	 person	 but
altered	to	 feature	 different	 skin	 tones.	 The	 study	 showed	 that	 candidates	with	 lighter	 skin	 tones	were	 selected	more
frequently	than	those	with	darker	skin,	even	though	their	quali�ications	were	equal	(Harrison	&	Thomas,	2009).


Prejudice	and	Discrimination	Based	on	Religion


Religion	can	be	another	source	of	prejudice	and	con�lict	 in	the	workplace.	Since	the	 	September	11,	2001	attacks	on	the
United	States	by	the	terrorist	group	al-Qaeda,	prejudice	against	Muslims	has	 increased.	A	Pew	Research	Center	survey,
for	example,	revealed	that	 in	March	2002,	25%	of	responders	believed	that	Islam	is	more	likely	to	encourage	violence
than	other	religions.	By	March	2011,	the	percentage	of	those	believing	that	Islam	is	more	likely	to	 encourage	 violence
had	increased	to	40%	(Pew	Research	Center,	2011).	The	 	percentage	of	hate	crimes	related	to	 religion—many	 of	 them
against	Muslims—jumped	from	10%	in	2004	to	28%	in	2012	(Drake,	2014b).


Religion-based	workplace	complaints	�iled	with	the	EEOC	have	more	than	doubled	over	the	past	15	years	(EEOC,	2013).
Title	VII	of	the	1964	Civil	Rights	Act	 prohibits	 employers	 from	 considering	 religion	when	 hiring	 and	 to	 accommodate
workers’	religious	needs	unless	doing	so	causes	the	employer	an	“undue	hardship”	(EEOC,	n.d.e,	para.	19).


In	the	21st	century	the	EEOC	has	worked	with	“employees—Muslims,	Christians,	Seventh-Day	Adventists	and	 others—
who	were	denied	requests	to	avoid	work	on	Sabbath	days.”	Others	“say	managers	have	unlawfully	told	them	not	to	wear
hijabs,	which	 are	 the	 head	 scarves	worn	 by	many	Muslim	women;	 long	 skirts	 prevalent	 among	 Christian	 Pentecostal
women;	beards	or	turbans	often	worn	by	Sikhs;	and	religious	piercings	and	tattoos”	(Trottman,	2013,	paras.	9–10).	One
recent	 study	 indicates	 that	 in	more	 conservative-leaning	 states,	Muslim	 job	 candidates	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 be	 called	 for
interviews	than	Christian	candidates	with	the	same	quali�ications	(Sahgal,	2013).
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This	video	looks	at	the	dif�iculties	women	face	in
becoming	equal	participants	in	the	workforce.


Gender	in	the	Workplace





 


Critical	Thinking	Questions


4.4	Sex,	Gender,	and	Sexual	Orientation	Diversity	in	the	Workplace


Just	 as	 the	workforce	 has	 become	more	 racially,	 ethnically,	 and	 religiously	 diverse,	 it	 also	 now	 includes	 many	 more
women.	Whereas	in	1950	just	33.9%	of	women	were	in	the	labor	force,	 today	70.1%	of	women	work	outside	the	home
(Fullerton,	1999;	BLS,	2014j).	The	workplace	also	includes	more	people	who	openly	defy	gender	stereotypes	and	who
are	lesbian,	bisexual,	gay,	or	transgender	(LGBT).


Sex	and	Gender


Sex	refers	to	the	categories	of	man	and	woman	as	determined	by
a	 person’s	 biological	 parts.	 A	 small	 portion	 of	 the	 population	 is
born	with	 intersex	characteristics,	both	male	 and	 female	 physical
features.	Gender	refers	to	the	social	roles	attributed	to	males	and
females	within	 a	 particular	 society.	 Gender,	 like	 race,	 is	 a	 social
construct,	and	occupations	seen	as	more	appropriate	for	men	or
women	vary	across	time	and	cultures.	For	example,	 in	1800,	90%
of	schoolteachers	 in	the	United	States	were	men.	Once	 education
became	 compulsory	 in	 the	 1820s	 and	 thousands	 of	 teachers
needed	to	be	hired,	women	began	to	be	described	as	both	natural
teachers	 (more	 biologically	 suited	 to	 spend	 time	 with	 children
than	men)	and	affordable	(they	were	paid	 half	 of	what	men	 had
been	paid	 to	 teach).	 Today	more	 than	 75%	 of	 all	 K–12	 teachers
are	women	(D.	Goldstein,	2014).


Many	 workplaces	 still	 re�lect	 gender	 stereotypes.	 Men	 are	 still
more	likely	to	 be	 perceived	 as	 natural	 leaders	 than	women,	 and
both	sexes	tend	to	expect	women	to	defer	to	men.	Men	are	more
likely	 to	 interrupt	 and	 speak	 over	 people	 than	 are	 women
(Tannen,	 2001;	 Wood,	 2010).	 The	 fact	 that	 most	 people	 in
leadership	positions	are	men	works	to	support	the	idea	that	men
should	 be	 leaders.	 As	 of	 2013,	 among	 the	 Fortune	 500
companies,	only	21	had	female	CEOs,	about	4%	(Kantor,	2013).


Women	today	still	make	 only	 81	 cents	 for	 every	 dollar	made	 by
men	 (averaging	 full-time	 work	 across	 all	 occupations)	 and	 still
face	the	perception	that	they	do	not	 deserve	 as	much	 as	men	 in
the	workforce	(BLS,	2013b).	For	example,	 in	a	2012	Yale	study	in
which	 participants	were	 asked	 to	 rank	 identically	 quali�ied	 male
and	female	candidates,	 the	male	 candidates	were	 deemed	more	 competent	 and	 deserving	 of	 higher	 salaries	 than	 the
female	 ones	 (Moss,	 Dovidio,	 Brescoll,	 Graham,	 &	 Handelsman,	 2012).	 Gender	 stereotypes	 can	 also	 result	 in
discrimination	 when	 male	 employees	 are	 exclusively	 invited	 to	 perform	 certain	 functions,	 women	 who	 appear
“feminine”	 are	 hired	 for	 certain	 positions,	women	 are	 �ired	when	 they	 become	 pregnant,	 or	 an	 employer	 assigns	 an
employee	a	task	based	on	his	or	her	sex.


Socially	 prescribed	 gender	 roles	 also	 lead	 to	 certain	 expectations	 for	 men	 and
women	in	the	workplace.	Those	who	step	 outside	 them—for	 example,	 a	woman
who	exerts	power	effectively	at	work	or	a	man	who	asks	for	�lexible	hours	so	he
can	be	at	home	with	his	kids	in	the	afternoons—can	face	negative	sanctions.	Both
might	 be	 passed	 over	 for	 promotions,	 reprimanded	 for	 their	 behavior,	 or	 in
extreme	cases,	terminated.


Gender	roles	have	begun	to	shift,	however,	as	more	families	need	two	incomes	to
get	 by	 and	 as	 fathers	 have	 become	 expected	 to	 spend	 more	 time	 parenting.
Research	 by	 the	 National	 Study	 of	 the	 Changing	 Workforce	 revealed	 that	 men
believe	 they	 should	 not	 just	 be	 “a	 good	 employee,	working	 long	 hours	 to	 be	 a
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Gender	roles	have	begun	to	shift
in	recent	decades,	making	it
more	acceptable	for	fathers	to
stay	home	with	children.	Despite
this	shift,	those	who	step	outside
socially	prescribed	roles	may	still
encounter	resistance.


successful	 breadwinner,	 but	 also	 an	 involved	 and	 nurturing	 husband/partner,
father	and	son”	(Aumann,	Galinsky,	&	Matos,	2011,	p.	3).	 In	fact,	 today	men	 tend
to	feel	more	stress	about	their	con�licting	parent	and	work	roles	than	do	women
(Aumann	et	al.,	2011).


Sexual	Orientation


Diversity	 of	 sexual	 orientation	 refers	 to	 gender	 characteristics	 a	 person	 �inds
sexually,	romantically,	or	emotionally	attractive.	Approximately	3.5%	of	U.S.	adults
identify	as	lesbian,	gay,	or	bisexual.	Those	“whose	gender	identity	and/or	gender
expression	 differs	 from	 what	 is	 typically	 associated	 with	 the	 sex	 they	 were
assigned	at	birth”	(GLAAD,	2015,	para.	5),	about	0.3%	of	the	population,	 identify
as	 transgender.	 Lesbian,	 gay,	 bisexual,	 and	 transgender	 (LGBT)	 individuals,	 or
those	perceived	to	be	LGBT,	have	long	suffered	discrimination	and	intolerance	in
the	workplace.


Until	 recently,	 most	 LGBT	 workers	 had	 experienced	 heterosexism	 in	 the
workplace.	 That	 is,	 workplace	 culture	 and	 rules	 treated	 opposite-sex	 romantic
relationships	as	the	norm	 and	 did	 not	 acknowledge	 same-sex	 relationships.	 For
example,	 in	many	 places	 of	work,	 heterosexual	workers	might	 feel	 comfortable
displaying	 photos	 of	 their	 families,	 talking	 about	 their	 partners,	 or	 expressing
affection	 for	 their	 partners	 at	 work-related	 social	 events,	 but	 LGBT	 workers
would	 not.	 These	 cultural	 norms	 have	 led	 to	 workplace	 discrimination	 against
LGBT	workers.	There	is	still	no	federal	law	that	prohibits	such	discrimination,	and
in	 29	 states	 it	 is	 still	 legal	 to	 discriminate	 in	 the	 workplace	 based	 on	 sexual
orientation.	In	32	states	workers	may	be	�ired	due	to	their	gender	identity.


Many	 work	 cultures	 have	 also	 been	 tolerant	 of	 homophobia,	 or	 the	 irrational	 disapproval,	 fear,	 or	 hatred	 of
homosexuals.	 Hate	 crimes	 based	 on	 sexual	 orientation	 or	 gender	 identity	 are	 illegal	 and	 punishable	 by	 federal	 law.
However,	 fewer	 than	 half	 of	 states	 have	 legislation	 that	 provides	 protection	 for	 LGBT	 people	 against	 other	 forms	 of
discrimination	(see	Figure	4.1).


Figure	4.1:	States	that	prohibit	discrimination	based	on	sexual	orientation
and	gender	identity


In	more	than	half	of	U.S.	states,	it	remains	legal	to	discriminate	based	on	sexual	orientation	and	gender
identity.
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Source:	Human	Rights	Campaign,	2014.	www.hrc.org	(http://www.hrc.org)


In	more	than	half	of	the	states,	employers	can	legally	discriminate	against	employees	and	even	�ire	them	because	 they
are	 gay,	 lesbian,	 or	 transgender.	 Clearly,	 this	 does	 not	 create	 a	 positive	 work	 environment	 for	 LGBT	 employees.
According	to	a	2013	Pew	Research	Center	study,	21%	of	LGBT	employees	have	faced	discrimination	at	work	based	on
their	sexual	orientation	or	gender	identity	(Brown,	2013).


As	 a	 microcosm	 of	 society,	 the	 contemporary	 workplace	 has	 employees	 who	 are	 bisexual,	 transgender,	 asexual,
transsexual,	 and	 gay	 or	 lesbian.	 Allowing	 homophobia	 or	 discrimination	 in	 the	 workplace	 can	 negatively	 affect
productivity	and	pro�it	by	diverting	attention	away	from	work	and	creating	a	culture	of	disunity.	 In	fact,	a	2009	Human
Rights	 Campaign	 Foundation	 survey	 found	 that	 LGBT	workers	who	 felt	 they	 could	 not	 be	 open	 about	 themselves	 at
work	reported	high	incidences	of	feeling	distracted	or	exhausted	on	the	job.




http://www.hrc.org/
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4.5	People	With	Disabilities	and	the	Workplace


People	with	disabilities	constitute	another	group	of	workers	who	face	discrimination	in	the	United	States.	The	workplace
experience	for	people	with	disabilities	changed	dramatically	in	1990	with	the	passage	of	the	Americans	With	Disabilities
Act	(ADA),	which	protected	their	civil	rights	for	the	�irst	time.	The	ADA	is	a	civil	rights	 law	that	prohibits	discrimination
in	employment,	public	accommodations,	commercial	 facilities,	 transportation,	 and	 telecommunications	 on	 the	 basis	 of
disability	(U.S.	Department	of	Justice,	2009).


The	Americans	With	Disabilities	Act	of	1990


To	be	protected	by	the	ADA,	 one	must	 have	 a	 disability	 or	 be	 discriminated	 against	 because	 of	 a	 known	 relationship
with	an	individual	with	a	disability.


An	individual	is	considered	to	have	a	“disability”	if	s/he	has	a	physical	or	mental	impairment	that	substantially
limits	one	or	more	major	life	activities,	has	a	record	of	such	an	impairment,	or	is	regarded	as	having	such	an
impairment.	(EEOC	&	U.S.	Department	of	Justice,	2005,	para.	6)


Examples	of	 persons	 being	 discriminated	 against	 because	 of	 a	 relationship	with	 a	 person	who	 has	 a	 disability	 could
include	someone


being	denied	employment	because	of	an	employer’s	unfounded	assumption	that	the	applicant	would	use
excessive	leave	to	care	for	[their	disabled]	spouse.	It	also	would	protect	an	individual	who	does	volunteer
work	for	people	with	AIDS	from	a	discriminatory	employment	action	motivated	by	that	relationship	or
association.	(EEOC	&	U.S.	Department	of	Justice,	2005,	para.	65)


Title	I	of	the	ADA	refers	to	employment	provisions	and	applies	to	private	employers	of	at	 least	15	employees,	state	and
local	 governments,	 employment	 agencies,	 and	 labor	 unions.	 Speci�ically,	 the	 act	 prohibits	 discrimination	 in	 the
recruitment	 and	 hiring	 process,	 promotions,	 training,	 pay,	 social	 activities,	 and	 other	 privileges	 derived	 from
employment.


Before	 2009	 there	 were	 no	 data	 that	 examined	 employment	 opportunities	 for	 people	 with	 disabilities.	 Once	 the
statistics	were	compiled,	however,	people	with	disabilities	were	shown	to	have	a	much	higher	unemployment	rate	than
the	nondisabled.	For	example,	 in	March	2014	the	unemployment	rate	for	disabled	Americans	was	14.5%,	compared	to
6.5%	for	the	nondisabled.	The	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	(2015j)	de�ines	a	person	with	a	disability	as	having


at	least	one	of	the	following	conditions:	is	deaf	or	has	serious	dif�iculty	hearing;	is	blind	or	has	serious
dif�iculty	seeing	even	when	wearing	glasses;	has	serious	dif�iculty	concentrating,	remembering,	or	making
decisions	because	of	a	physical,	mental,	or	emotional	condition;	has	serious	dif�iculty	walking	or	climbing
stairs;	has	dif�iculty	dressing	or	bathing;	or	has	dif�iculty	doing	errands	alone	such	as	visiting	a	doctor’s	of�ice
or	shopping	because	of	a	physical,	mental,	or	emotional	condition.


Although	the	ADA	does	not	require	employers	to	give	preference	to	disabled	candidates	over	other	job	applicants,	 there
are	several	federal	tax	incentives	designed	to	encourage	employment	and	accommodations	for	people	with	disabilities,
including	the	Small	Business	Tax	Credit,	Work	Opportunity	Tax	Credit,	and	Architectural/Transportation	Tax	Deduction.
These	tax	credits	and	the	antidiscrimination	legislation	help	improve	prospects	for	disabled	workers.


The	 employment	 issues	 facing	 disabled	 people	 have	 not	 been	 completely	 resolved,	 however,	 as	 the	 unemployment
statistics	noted	above	reveal.	 In	testimony	before	Congress	 in	2011	about	efforts	to	promote	 hiring	 of	 the	 disabled	 in
federal	agencies,	Yvonne	Jones,	 the	 director	 of	 Strategic	 Issues	 in	 the	 U.S.	 Government	 Accountability	 Of�ice,	 reported
that	“attitudinal	barriers”	(as	cited	in	Senate	Hearing	112-46,	2011)	still	 lead	to	discrimination	against	the	disabled.	She
laid	out	the	following	eight	practices	that	agencies	should	use	to	mitigate	discrimination	against	disabled	workers.	These
practices	could	be	applied	to	efforts	to	alleviate	discrimination	against	other	minority	groups	as	well:


1.	 Top	leadership	commitment	is	key	to	implementing	and	sustaining
improvements	in	the	employment	of	individuals	with	disabilities.


2.	 Accountability	is	critical	to	success.
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Providing	a	reasonable
accommodation	often	entails	a
simple	adjustment	to	a
workstation,	such	as	changing
the	height	of	a	desk	to	�it	a
wheelchair.


3.	 Regularly	surveying	the	workforce	on	disabilities	issues	provides
agencies	with	important	information	on	potential	barriers.


4.	 Better	coordination	within	and	across	agencies	could	improve
employment	outcomes	for	employees	with	disabilities.


5.	 Training	for	staff	at	all	levels	can	disseminate	leading	practices
throughout	an	agency.


6.	 Career	development	opportunities	inclusive	of	people	with	disabilities
can	facilitate	advancement	and	increase	retention.


7.	 A	�lexible	work	environment	can	increase	and	enhance	employment
opportunities	for	individuals	with	disabilities.


8.	 And	centralizing	funding	within	an	agency	can	help	ensure	that
reasonable	accommodations	are	provided.	(as	cited	in	Senate	Hearing
112-46,	2011)


The	reasonable	accommodation	 stipulation	 of	 the	 ADA	 requires	 employers	 to
make	 	adjustments	or	modi�ications	to	the	work	environment	to	enable	 a	 person
with	a	disability	to	perform	required	tasks.	These	modi�ications	should	take	place
when	 recruiting	 or	 interviewing	 candidates,	 administering	 bene�its,	 designing
workplace	 environments,	 or	 creating	 policy	 that	 determines	 how	work	 is	 to	 be
performed.	For	example,	if	the	hiring	process	involves	administering	candidates	a
test,	 a	 reasonable	 accommodation	 might	 be	 to	 provide	 oral	 testing	 for	 an
applicant	 with	 limited	 vision.	 Another	 reasonable	 workplace	 accommodation
would	be	to	adjust	the	height	of	a	desk	to	allow	wheelchair	access	at	a	computer
workstation.	Existing	buildings	must	 be	 remodeled	 to	 provide	 curb	 cuts,	 ramps,
Braille	signs,	automatic	doors,	elevators,	and	wheelchair-accessible	 restrooms,	 if
they	do	not	already	have	them.


Universal	Design


Universal	design	is	a	popular	approach	to	providing	accommodations	for	people	with	disabilities.	The	concept	 involves
designing	buildings,	work	spaces,	 transportation,	and	products	so	they	are	accessible	to	people	both	with	and	without
disabilities.	 Instead	of	 focusing	on	speci�ic	 accommodations,	 the	 premise	 of	 universal	 design	 is	 that	all	 designs	 should
inherently	address	diverse	abilities	 (Lidwell,	 Holden,	 &	 Butler,	 2010).	 For	 example,	 providing	 ramps	 and	 elevators	 as
well	as	stairs	not	only	assists	people	who	use	wheelchairs	but	also	makes	life	easier	for	older	workers,	delivery	people
who	carry	heavy	items,	and	caregivers	with	young	children	in	strollers.


Several	 organizations	 offer	 resource	 assistance	 for	 universal	 design	 and	 accommodation.	 The	 Job	 Accommodation
Network,	 funded	by	the	U.S.	Department	of	Labor,	provides	free	consultation	to	employers	and	employees	 for	 speci�ic
workplace	accommodations.	It	also	provides	step-by-step	instructions	for	making	training	materials,	business	websites,
and	work	software	accessible	to	people	of	all	abilities.	Such	assistance	in	mitigating	discrimination	and	in	understanding
discrimination’s	effects	offers	managers	and	owners	important	tools.


Intersectionality


In	 addition	 to	 considering	 how	 employers	 and	 in-groups	 can	 participate	 in	 and	 	perpetuate	 	discrimination,	 it	 is	 also
important	to	comprehend	how	different	minority	statuses	can	 	intersect	with	one	another	and	reinforce	discrimination,
also	known	as	 intersectionality.	 	Sociologists	who	discuss	 intersectionality	note	 that	workers	 cannot	 be	 understood	 by
their	 race,	 social	 class,	 gender,	 and	 sexual	 orientation	 alone.	 As	 Kimberlé	 Crenshaw	 (1991),	 who	 coined	 the	 term
intersectionality,	notes:


many	women	of	color…are	burdened	by	poverty,	child	care	responsibilities,	and	the	lack	of	job	skills.	These
burdens,	largely	the	consequence	of		gender	and	class	oppression,	are	then	compounded	by	the	racially		-
discriminatory	employment	and	housing	practices	women	of	color	often	face,	as	well	as	by	the
disproportionately	high	unemployment	among	people	of	color.	(pp.	1245–1246)
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Managers,	 union	 organizers,	 and	 others	 who	 want	 to	 work	 effectively	 with	 diverse	 members	 of	 a	 workforce	 must
recognize	how	status	 identities	 intersect	 and	 take	 care	 to	 avoid,	 for	 example,	 expecting	 that	 all	 disabled	workers	will
have	the	same	perspective,	despite	differences	in	race,	gender,	class,	and	so	on.
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4.6	Creating	a	Positive	Work	Culture	With	a	Diverse	Work	Population


Since	 bias,	 discrimination,	 prejudice,	 and	 stereotypes	 occur	 within	 today’s	 diverse	 workforce,	 managers	 must	 work
harder	than	ever	to	provide	 a	 positive	work	 culture.	 A	 culture	 in	which	 individuals	 “feel	 free	 to	 be	 themselves,	 voice
their	opinions	and	engage	openly	 in	non-work-related	conversations,	…	feel	safe	from	discrimination	 and	 believe	 they
are	valued,	accepted	and	part	of	a	team”	is	necessary	to	employee	well-being,	but	it	can	be	challenging	to	create	(Human
Rights	Campaign	Foundation,	2009,	p.	11).	Organizations	are	�inding,	however,	 that	 it	 is	not	only	worth	their	 investment
in	terms	of	productivity	and	recruiting	and	retaining	talent,	but	 it	 is	also	critical,	given	the	diverse	demographics	of	the
workforce	(Oracle,	2014).


Employers	and	 employees	 can	 expand	 a	workplace’s	 cultural	 competency	 so	 that	 coworkers	 can	 better	 interact	with
customers	and	each	other.	Employees	who	exhibit	cultural	competence	understand	their	own	culture	and	are	open	to
learning	about	 the	 cultures	 and	 subcultures	 of	 coworkers	 and	 clients,	working	 effectively	 in	 cross-cultural	 situations.
Research	 indicates	 that	 increasing	 contact	 between	 disparate	 groups	 of	 roughly	 the	 same	 rank	 at	 work	 reduces
prejudice,	especially	when	the	contact	includes	discovering	similar	values	and	learning	one	another’s	customs	(Weaver,
2007).	 Learning	 about	 how	 intersectionality	 impacts	workers	 can	 also	 promote	 acceptance	 of	 differences	 and	 foster
positive	interactions	despite	them.


Equal	Opportunity	Employment


As	discussed	earlier,	 the	EEOC	is	a	 federal	agency	created	to	enforce	 Title	 VII	 of	 the	 Civil	 Rights	 Act	 of	 1964.	 Title	 VII
prohibits	 employer	 discrimination	 against	 job	 applicants	 and	 employees	 based	 on	 race,	 color,	 national	 origin,	 sex,
religion,	 or	 previous	 complaints	 of	 discrimination	 that	might	 prompt	 retaliation.	 In	 1963	 President	 John	 F.	 Kennedy
proposed	 these	 protections	 in	 response	 to	 growing	 national	 unrest	 concerning	 racial	 segregation	 and	 widespread
discrimination.


By	the	1960s	the	civil	rights	movement	had	earned	widespread	public	support.	Leaders	such	as	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.
and	Malcolm	X	led	boycotts,	protests,	and	marches	to	pressure	governments	and	businesses	to	confront	discrimination
and	press	for	minorities’	civil	rights.	 In	response,	Congress	passed,	and	President	 Lyndon	 B.	 Johnson	 signed,	 the	 Civil
Rights	Act	of	 1964,	which	 outlawed	 discrimination	 in	 voting,	 schools,	 public	 facilities,	 businesses	 open	 to	 the	 general
public,	 and	 businesses	 involved	 with	 interstate	 commerce,	 which	 included	 hotels,	 restaurants,	 and	 theaters.	 It	 also
outlawed	discrimination	by	government	and	private	employers	and	established	the	EEOC	to	provide	 speci�ic	 pathways
for	victims	of	discrimination	to	pursue	justice.


When	the	act	passed,	serious	compromise	rendered	Title	VII’s	 �ive-member	bipartisan	commission	all	but	powerless	 in
enforcing	the	antidiscrimination	objectives	(EEOC,	2000b).	Instead	of	extending	government	authority	to	protect	citizens
against	discriminatory	practices,	the	title	only	allowed	employees	and	applicants	with	“valid”	complaints—called	charges
—to	�ile	private	 lawsuits	against	offending	employers	(EEOC,	2000a).	 In	other	words,	the	EEOC’s	authority	was	 limited
to	determining	the	validity	of	complaints	and	did	not	 include	holding	offenders	accountable.	The	EEOC	was	known	as	a
“toothless	tiger”	because	of	its	limited	authority.


The	agency	did	not	of�icially	begin	reviewing	discrimination	 complaints	 until	 1965.	 In	 the	 �irst	 year	 alone,	 however,	 it
received	 8,852	 claims.	 Over	 the	 next	 6	 years,	 the	 EEOC	 aided	 private	 lawsuits,	 developed	 a	 framework	 for	 assessing
discrimination	in	the	workplace,	and	outlined	the	parameters	for	equal	employment	opportunity	laws	(EEOC,	2000a).


The	limitations	of	Title	VII	were	amended	when	President	Richard	M.
Nixon	 signed	 the	 Equal	 Employment	 Opportunity	 Act	 of	 1972,
allowing	the	EEOC	to	strengthen	its	ability	to	regulate	 and	 	prosecute
employers	found	guilty	of	discriminatory	hiring,	promoting,	or	 �iring
practices	 (Wooley	 &	 Peters,	 2011).	 The	 commission	 currently
enforces	 federal	 hiring	 laws	 for	 all	 government	 positions	 held	 by
civilians	 and	monitors	 private	 businesses	 consisting	 of	 15	 or	 more
employees.	 In	 addition	 to	 law	 enforcement,	 the	 EEOC	 provides
services	to	employees	who	have	suffered	discrimination.	It	also	offers
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The	EEOC	enforces	laws	that	protect
pregnant	women	from	being	discriminated
against	at	their	workplace.


outreach	 and	 educational	 programs	 to	 prevent	 workplace
discrimination	(EEOC,	2011).


Af�irmative	Action


The	 term	 af�irmative	 action	 was	 �irst	 formally	 used	 in	 employment
practices	on	March	6,	1961,	when	President	Kennedy	signed	into	 law
Executive	 Order	 10925,	 which	 called	 for	 a	 committee	 to	 oversee
equal	 employment	 opportunity	 initiatives.	 It	 also	 required
government	contractors	 to	 adhere	 to	 speci�ic	 hiring	 provisions.	 The
executive	order	stated:


The	contractor	will	not	discriminate	against	any	employee	or
applicant	for	employment	because	of	race,	creed,	color,	or
national	origin.	The	contractor	will	take	af�irmative	action	to
ensure	that	applicants	are	employed,	and	that	employees	are
treated	during	employment,	without	regard	to	their	race,	creed,
color,	or	national	origin.	(Kennedy,	1961)


The	concept	of	af�irmative	action,	later	articulated	by	Johnson	in	1965	at	Howard	 	University’s	commencement	address,
was	rooted	in	the	idea	that	merely	criminalizing	discriminatory	 	practices	and	claiming	freedom	and	equality	would	not
undo	centuries	of	injustice.	Rather,	pressure	to	actively	and	af�irmatively	correct	access	to	opportunity	would	have	to	be
enacted	and	enforced	in	order	to	create	equality	in	employment,	education,	and	society	(Johnson,	1965).


All	 large	organizations	connected	in	any	way	to	the	federal	government	(such	as	colleges	and	 universities	 that	 receive
federal	student	aid),	and	companies	with	50	or	more	employees,	must	establish	af�irmative	action	programs	that	show	a
good	faith	effort	to	recruit	quali�ied	minority	employees.	Quotas	have	rarely	been	used	and	only	come	into	 play	when
an	organization	is	proved	unwilling	to	put	forth	a	good	faith	effort	to	 hire	 quali�ied	minorities	 (Harrington,	 2012).	 By
changing	hiring	practices	and	educational	admissions,	af�irmative	action	opened	up	signi�icant	opportunities	to	minority
groups	(Leonard,	1984;	Garrison-Wade	&	Lewis,	2004).


Af�irmative	action	in	higher	education,	however,	has	been	hotly	debated	and	even	banned	in	several	states.	Some	people
believe	that	programs	involving	any	sort	of	preference	are	unwarranted	and	should	be	illegal.	Others	maintain	that	such
programs	do	much	more	harm	than	good,	creating	a	sense	of	unfairness	when	equally	quali�ied	White	 candidates	 are
turned	 away	 in	 favor	 of	 a	 student	 from	 an	 underrepresented	 racial	minority	 group.	 Others	 think	 (despite	 abundant
evidence	 to	 the	 contrary)	 that	 such	 programs	 are	 no	 longer	 needed	 because	 racial	 discrimination	 is	 no	 longer	 a
problem	(Sacks	&	Thiel,	1996).


Business	 leaders,	 however,	 have	 defended	 af�irmative	 action	 in	 court	 cases.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 Supreme	 Court	 case
Grutter	v.	Bollinger	 (2003)	concerning	 the	 University	 of	Michigan	 af�irmative	 action	 programs,	more	 than	 60	 Fortune
500	companies	 joined	together	to	write	the	Supreme	Court	an	amicus	brief,	urging	them	to	support	af�irmative	 action
programs.	They	wrote:


The	experiences	of	the	amici	corporations	demonstrate	the	need	for	the	cross-cultural	education	that	a
diverse	educational	institution	provides,	as	well	as	the	talented	diverse	graduates	it	produces.	The	changing
face	of	America	is	re�lected	in	the	marketplace,	as	both	the	workplace	and	the	purchasers	of	products	and
services	become	increasingly	diverse.…	The	individuals	who	run	and	staff	the	amici	corporations	must	be	able
to	understand,	learn	from,	collaborate	with,	and	design	products	and	services	for	clientele	and	a	ssociates	from
diverse	racial,	ethnic,	and	cultural	backgrounds.	American	multinational	corporations,	including	amici,	are
especially	attuned	to	this	concern	because	they	serve	not	only	the	increasingly	diverse	population	of	the
United	States,	but	racially	and	ethnically	diverse	populations	around	the	world.	(Botsford,	Hamilton,	Mehrberg,
&	Maynard,	2000,	para.	14)


We	will	delve	further	into	today’s		contemporary,	diverse	workforce	in	the	following	chapters.	In	Chapter	5	we	will	 focus
on	the	increasing	importance	of	education	and	demographic	trends	in	the	workforce.	In	particular,	we	will	discuss	social
issues	concerning	immigrants,	ex-prisoners,	and	veterans	as	they	relate	to	the	workplace.
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What	Would	You	Do?	Diversity	and	Hiring	Decisions


Suppose	you	are	a	human	resources	manager	in	a	 large	corporation	with	of�ices	 throughout	 the	 United	 States.
You	have	been	asked	to	speak	to	several	regional	managers	about	the	importance	of	hiring	a	diverse	workforce.
What	would	you	say	to	them?	How	would	you	convince	them	that	a	diverse	workforce	is	good	for	business?


Spotlight	on	Workplace	Research:	Devah	Pager’s	Work	on	Racial
Discrimination	in	Employment


Devah	 Pager,	 a	 professor	 of	 sociology	 and	 public	 policy	 at
Harvard	 University,	 has	 conducted	 research	 that	 reveals	 the
continued	 presence	 of	 racial	 discrimination	 in	 employment.	 In
one	 study	 (Pager,	 Western,	 &	 Sugie,	 2009),	 she	 and	 her
colleagues	 studied	 the	 impact	 of	 race	 and	 ethnicity	 on	 Black,
White,	and	Hispanic	job	applicants	in	New	York	City.	Black,	White,
and	Hispanic	“testers”	responded	to	help	wanted	ads	for	 jobs	 in
the	 low-wage	 sector.	 Each	 applicant	 was	 of	 similar	 age	 and
physical	appearance,	and	each	had	the	same	level	of	educational
attainment	and	quali�ications.


Among	equally	quali�ied	White	 and	 Black	 job	 applicants,	Whites
received	 a	 callback	 about	 the	 position	 or	 job	 offer	 31%	 of	 the
time,	compared	to	25.2%	for	 Hispanics	 and	 15.2%	 for	 Blacks.	 Unexpectedly,	 given	 the	 extent	 of	 discrimination
against	those	with	criminal	records,	the	trend	remained	the	same	when	Pager	and	her	colleagues	gave	the	White
testers	criminal	records.	Whites	with	criminal	records	were	just	as	 likely,	 if	not	more	likely,	 than	Black	applicants
without	a	criminal	record	to	get	a	callback	or	job	offer.


The	results	also	indicated	that	applicants	of	color	who	were	offered	an	interview	tended	to	be	steered	to	 lower
level	positions	(for	example,	busboy	instead	of	waiter),	whereas	White	applicants	were	more	likely	to	be	directed
toward	higher	 level	positions.	Pager’s	studies	 provide	 powerful	 evidence	 of	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 discrimination	 in
the	 job	market.	 They	 also	 provide	 a	 wake-up	 call	 for	 both	 employers	 and	 potential	 employees	 to	 be	 on	 the
lookout	for	and	to	mitigate	such	discrimination.
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Summary	and	Resources


Summary
A	workplace’s	culture	comprises	the	rules,	values,	and	artifacts	that	govern	behavior.	Dominant	cultures,
subcultures,	and	countercultures	exist	together	in	society	and	in	the	workplace.
Racial,	ethnic,	and	cultural	diversity	continue	to	increase	in	the	United	States	and	are	expected	to	do	so	for	the
foreseeable	future	as	the	population	becomes	more	diverse.
When	racial,	ethnic,	and	cultural	differences	are	mishandled,	they	can	lead	to	stereotyping	and	discrimination.
Discrimination	in	the	workplace	based	on	sex,	gender,	and	sexual	orientation	is	widely	documented.	In	over	half
of	all	states,	it	remains	legal	for	employers	to	discriminate	on	the	basis	of	sexual	orientation	or	gender	identity.
The	passage	of	the	Americans	With	Disabilities	Act	in	1990	protected	the	civil	rights	of	people	with	disabilities
for	the	�irst	time.	People	with	disabilities	still	struggle,	however,	with	discrimination	in	hiring	and	employer
resistance	to	providing	reasonable	accommodations.
Employers	and	employees	can	diminish	prejudice	and	discrimination	in	the	workplace	by	expanding	their
cultural	competencies.


Case	Study:	The	EEOC,	a	Veteran,	and	Disability	Discrimination


The	description	of	the	EEOC	lawsuit	below	provides	an	example	of	some	of	the	types	of	discrimination	disabled
veterans	face	in	the	workplace	today.


EEOC	Sues	EZEFLOW	USA	for	Disability	Discrimination


Pipe	Fittings	Manufacturer	Fired	a	Veteran	With	PTSD	Instead	of	Giving	Him	Brief	Unpaid	Medical	Leave
as	a	Reasonable	Accommodation,	Federal	Agency	Says


PITTSBURGH	-	EZEFLOW	USA,	a	pipe	�ittings	manufacturer,	violated	federal	law	when	it	refused	to	give
unpaid	leave	to	a	veteran	with	post-traumatic	stress	disorder	(PTSD)	and	�ired	him	as	a	result	of	his
disability,	the	U.S.	Equal	Employment	Opportunity	Commission	(EEOC)	charged	in	a	lawsuit	it	announced
today.


According	to	the	EEOC’s	lawsuit,	Adam	Brant,	a	U.S.	Marine	Corps	veteran	who	served	in	both	Iraq	and
Afghanistan,	worked	for	EZEFLOW	USA,	a	Canadian-based	company,	at	its	U.S.	headquarters	in	New	Castle,
Pa.,	as	a	maintenance	technician.	While	there,	he	experienced	seizures	later	determined	to	be	caused	by
PTSD.	Brant		provided	the	company’s	human	resources	representative	with	a	note	from	his		neurologist
requesting	that	Brant	be	off	work	for	six	weeks,	and	speci�ically	restricting	him	from	driving,	heights	and
working	with	heavy	machinery	during	that	period.


The	EEOC	alleged	that	Brant	requested	six	weeks	of	unpaid	medical	leave,	a	request	that	EZEFLOW	USA
denied	because	Brant	was	still	a	probationary	employee,	and	that	the		company	subsequently	terminated
him.	The	EEOC	further	charged	that	EZEFLOW	USA	maintains	a	policy	of	providing	up	to	26	weeks	of	paid
leave	to	non-probationary	employees.


Such	alleged	conduct	violates	the	Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	(ADA),	which	prohibits	employers	from
�iring	an	individual	because	of	his	disability.	The	ADA	also	requires	employers	to	provide	a	reasonable
accommodation,	including	granting	unpaid	medical	leave,	to	an	employee	with	a	disability	unless	the
company	can	show	it	would	be	an	undue	hardship	to	do	so.	The	EEOC	�iled	suit	(EEOC	v.	EZEFLOW	USA,
Inc.,	Civil	Action	No.	2:14-cv-00527-MPK)	in	U.S.	District	Court	for	the	Western	District	of	Pennsylvania,
after	�irst	attempting	to	reach	a	voluntary	pre-litigation	settlement	through	its	conciliation	process.


“The	EEOC	is	strongly	committed	to	ensuring	that	veterans	with	disabilities	are	treated	fairly	in	the
workplace,”	said	Regional	Attorney	Debra	M.	Lawrence	of	the	EEOC’s	Philadelphia	District	Of�ice.	“This	case
demonstrates	that	the	EEOC	will	engage	in	litigation	when	warranted:	when	an	employer	refuses	to	abide
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by	its	legal	obligation	to	provide	a	reasonable	accommodation	to	keep	a	veteran	with	a	disability	gainfully
employed.”


EEOC	District	Director	Spencer	H.	Lewis,	Jr.	added,	“Mr.	Brant	served	his	country		honorably	as	a	Marine.
Granting	unpaid	leave	to	a	veteran	with	a	disability	is	not	only	the	decent	thing	to	do—federal	law	requires
it.	Unfortunately,	the	company	refused	to	even	consider	this	easy	way	to	accommodate	Mr.	Brant	and
instead	�ired	a	quali�ied	veteran	simply	because	of	a	disability—which	is	counterproductive	as	well	as
unlawful	and	unfair.	That	is	why	this	lawsuit	is	important	to	the	public	interest.”


On	Nov.	16,	2011,	the	EEOC	held	a	public	hearing,	entitled	“Overcoming	Barriers	to	the	Employment	of
Veterans	with	Disabilities.”	In	that	meeting,	the	Commission	heard		testimony	from	a	panel	of	experts	on	the
unique	needs	of	veterans	with	disabilities	transitioning	to	civilian	employment.	As	an	outgrowth	of	that
meeting,	the	EEOC	issued	two	revised	publications	addressing	veterans	with	disabilities	and	the	ADA.	The
Guide	for	Employers	explains	how	protections	for	veterans	with	service-connected		disabilities	differ	under
the	ADA	and	the	Uniformed	Services	Employment	and	Reemployment	Rights	Act	(USERRA),	and	how
employers	can	prevent	disability-based	discrimination	and	provide	reasonable	accommodations.


The	Guide	for	Wounded	Veterans	answers	questions	that	veterans	with	service-related	disabilities	may	have
about	the	protections	they	are	entitled	to	when	they	seek	to	return	to	their	former	jobs	or	look	for	civilian
jobs.	The	publication	also	explains	the	kinds	of	accommodations	that	may	be	necessary	to	help	veterans	with
disabilities	obtain	and	successfully	maintain	employment.


Think	About	It:


1.	 The	Guide	for	Wounded	Veterans	states	that	disabled	veterans	are	entitled	to	“leave	for	treatment,
recuperation,	or	training	related	to	[their]	disability.”	Given	that	fact	and	the	other	information	presented
in	the	chapter,	do	you	think	it	was	legal	for	EZEFLOW	to	terminate	Adam	Brant?


2.	 How	does	this	case	illustrate	the	merits	of	having	an	EEOC?
3.	 Did	learning	about	this	case	in�luence	your	overall	opinion	of	the	EEOC?	If	so,	in	what	way?	If	not,	why


not?
4.	 If	you	were	a	personnel	director,	how	might	hearing	about	this	case	affect	your	work?


Source:	US	Equal	Employment	Opportunity	Commission.	(2014c).	EEOC	sues	EZEFLOW	USA	for	disability	discrimination.	Press	release.	Retrieved	from
http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/newsroom/release/4-23-14.cfm	(http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/newsroom/release/4-23-14.cfm)


Discussion	Questions
1.	 To	what	subcultures	do	you	belong?	How	have	the	rules,	values,	and	artifacts	of	your	subculture(s)	in�luenced


your	ability	to	adapt	to	the	dominant	culture	at	your	workplace	or	your	college?
2.	 Do	you	think	you	have	been	or	might	ever	be	the	victim	of	“gatekeeping,”	in	which	your	resume	would	be


discarded	because	of	your	perceived	race,	ethnicity,	and/or	gender?	Why	or	why	not?
3.	 How	can	stereotypes	hurt	productivity	in	the	workplace?	If	you	were	a	manager	in	a	diverse	work	setting,	how


would	you	work	to	alleviate	the	negative	impact	of	stereotypes?
4.	 Are	you	surprised	that	less	than	half	of	U.S.	states	have	laws	that	protect	workers	against	discrimination	based


on	sexual	orientation?	Why	or	why	not?	How	do	you	think	such	laws	impact	workforce	productivity?
5.	 Imagine	you	have	been	asked	to	lead	a	project	with	a	diverse	team	of	female	workers.	How	would	you	put	your


knowledge	of	intersectionality	to	work?
6.	 Why	do	many	business	leaders	support	af�irmative	action	in	higher	education?	Do	you	agree	that	af�irmative


action	in	college	admissions	is	good	for	business?	Why	or	why	not?


Additional	Resources
Zappos,	another	example	of	a	company	with	its	own	subculture	
http://us.greatrated.com/zappos	(http://us.greatrated.com/zappos)




http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/newsroom/release/4-23-14.cfm



http://us.greatrated.com/zappos
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Report	on	sexual	assault	of	undocumented	farmworkers	
http://www.npr.org/2013/11/05/243219199/silenced-by-status-farm-workers-face-rape-sexual-abuse
(http://www.npr.org/2013/11/05/243219199/silenced-by-status-farm-workers-face-rape-sexual-abuse)


Tips	for	managing	a	diverse	workforce	
http://www.ccl.org/leadership/pdf/publications/lia/lia28_1Bridging.pdf
(http://www.ccl.org/leadership/pdf/publications/lia/lia28_1Bridging.pdf)


Examples	of	discrimination	in	the	workplace	
http://education-portal.com/academy/lesson/what-is-racial-discrimination-in-the-workplace-examples-
statistics-cases.html#lesson	 (http://education-portal.com/academy/lesson/what-is-racial-discrimination-in-the-workplace-
examples-statistics-cases.html#lesson)


The	results	of	a	2014	study	on	the	impact	of	gender	stereotypes	in	the	workplace	
http://www.catalyst.org/media/catalyst-study-exposes-how-gender-based-stereotyping-sabotages-women-
workplace	(http://www.catalyst.org/media/catalyst-study-exposes-how-gender-based-stereotyping-sabotages-women-workplace)


The	bene�its	of	hiring	people	with	disabilities
http://www.forbes.com/sites/judyowen/2012/05/12/a-cost-bene�it-analysis-of-disability-in-the-workplace
(http://www.forbes.com/sites/judyowen/2012/05/12/a-cost-bene�it-analysis-of-disability-in-the-workplace/)


Resources	for	employers	and	employees	in	support	of	workplace	accommodations	for	employees	with	disabilities	
https://askjan.org	(https://askjan.org)


Strategies	for	developing	culturally	competent	leaders	and	managing	workforces	across	cultures	and	language	barriers	
http://www.businessweek.com/adsection/diversity/diversecompet.htm
(http://www.businessweek.com/adsection/diversity/diversecompet.htm)


Key	Terms


counterculture


cultural	competence


discrimination


dominant	culture


ethnicity


gender


in-group


marginalized


out-group


pluralism


prejudice


race


reasonable	accommodation


sex


stereotyping
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subculture


universal	design
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