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			Foreword

			Whenever two or more people are gathered . . . 

			Then it’s probable that they’re going to venture into taboo areas within a matter of moments. As humans, we can’t help it. We’re drawn to see what other people think and feel about topics that are potentially icky. (That’s an official HR term by the way.)

			The reason this is inevitable is based on how we were raised. When we were children, our parents gave us a series of “don’ts” primarily to keep us safe. “Don’t talk to strangers.” “Don’t touch that because it’s hot.”—And so on. Thank goodness they did that. As we continued to grow, we learned more “don’ts” at school. They weren’t about safety per se. They were more about behavior and rules. “Walk, don’t run.” “Don’t talk without raising your hand.” People were trying to shape us in how to act within the accepted norms of society.

			We were eventually given the admonition about topics of conversation which were out-of-bounds or “taboo.” You know what they are—politics, religion, sex, and so on. The advice was to steer clear of topics like this because any conversation that included them was sure to devolve into people taking sides. Once that occurred, then emotion, bias, and strong one-sided opinions would be expressed, forcing those involved to either choose where they stood or walk away uncomfortable. Because those are the normal outcomes we experience, we teach people to avoid taboo subjects to keep the peace and steer clear of conflict—especially in the workplace.

			To be honest, this is a mistake. Whenever you confine people with a set of “don’ts” as the norm to follow, they will resist and take the path you don’t want them to. If you could teach people an effective way to embrace, maneuver, and work through difficult and awkward conversations, you’d have a better work environment. What would your workplace culture look like if people were equipped to be effective in working through taboo situations? I think you’d be surprised and pleased at how healthy your culture would become.

			Dr. Alex Alonso’s good work is the first resource available that teaches and equips HR leaders and people managers to “talk taboo” well. This book is an insightful guide to diagnosing conflict in the workplace and turning it into greater inclusion. We need to embrace that it is better to walk through conflict instead of avoiding it. Taking this step alone will enable you to coach, encourage, and lead conversations about topics that need to be addressed. If they aren’t tackled intentionally, they are still present. 

			It seems that we continue to live in a time where divisiveness is the stance taken on almost any topic discussed. We are facing ongoing issues regarding social injustice and inequity, political unrest, global conflict, and an ever-changing work landscape after living through a pandemic. People are on edge all the time . . . and they bring that to work—even if you ask them not to. It’s what we encounter, and there are sure to be other items which will come up in the future.

			You’ll find that you can make the most of these kinds of interactions by learning about three important elements: data on what situations are likely to lead to taboo discussions, an original creative strategy (the “Me + We + WO + RK” framework), and real-life examples of taboo talk from workers around the world. Utilizing these elements to work through difficult talks about polarizing matters should enable any people manager or HR leader to foster greater inclusion in the workplace.

			Take the time to dive into this book and immerse yourself. Bring out the hidden conversations and shine light on them. Enrich your culture through inclusion and the ability to voice, and work through, divergent opinions. You can make this a reality. It’s worth the effort to embrace the taboo!!

			—Steve Browne, SHRM-SCP

			Chief People Officer, LaRosa’s Inc.

			Author of HR on Purpose!! and HR Rising!!
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			Chapter 1. 
Problematic Workplace Conversations: An Introduction

			“Don’t talk about politics, sex, or religion in the workplace.”

			“Don’t play the ‘race card.’”

			“Keep your private life private.”

			Many of us have been given this advice, but how many of us have been able to follow it over the course of our working lives?

			Sometimes our desire for prudent forbearance from tough workplace talk is overtaken by personal passions or principles. Sometimes it’s overtaken by overwhelming external events, such as those that occurred during the tumultuous years of 1968 and 2001—and 2020 through 2021.

			When politics, sex, race, religion, and other polarizing subjects come up in conversation among coworkers, what happens next? For HR professionals, there are lessons to be learned from the real-life incidents of colleagues who have handled the fallout in their own organizations.

			As for me, I love to talk about controversial topics because they’re so interesting. It helps that I was raised in a cultural environment that encouraged emotionally charged word battles, acted out with equal enthusiasm by citizenry in public parks or by friends and family at the dinner table. Polarizing subjects capture my attention—even when playful banter devolves into physical confrontation—because they’re really all about people who care about something. They care so much, they will fight with anyone who opposes their perspective. Disagreements over politics, sex, religion, race, ethnicity, and the like are universal, hitting every swath of humanity.

			As an Hispanic and an immigrant to the United States, I have encountered discrimination. The first time was as a child in Miami, when my family was asked to leave a store because we were Cuban. In private, my father often expressed hateful views about others. As a teen, I argued with relatives about apartheid and basic human rights, baffled that even people who have experienced the pain of racism would choose to engage in racism themselves.

			At my first job as a cashier in a drug store, I was ringing up a prescription for a poor elderly woman on Medicaid who loudly lamented the lack of subsidies and the uncaring pharmaceutical industry. A younger man waiting in line behind her, about to pay full price for his medication, became more and more annoyed listening to her. Finally he interrupted to ask why she thought “big government” should give her welfare benefits. When she argued back, he called her a “communist.” She weakly hit him with her umbrella as other customers applauded her resolve, but he just shrugged, calling her a “crazy old bag” as he left the store.

			I was appalled—and enthralled. Clearly, conflict was part of human behavior. Three subsequent events led to my deepening interest in the topic of conflict as a subject for serious scholarship.

			The first was the Elián González fiasco that took place in 1999 and 2000. A predawn federal raid sent a young immigrant boy back to his father in Cuba. I was in graduate school working in a laboratory, talking about the news with a fellow student who defended the government’s approach. I was vehemently opposed to it, pointing to the excessive use of force as unnecessary and destabilizing to a community steeped in drama. “But it’s the drama that necessitates the excessive force!” he responded. I excoriated him for using cultural stereotypes to justify government policy. We almost came to blows when a colleague took notice and told a joke to deescalate the situation. 

			This incident showed me that even the most heated exchanges in the workplace can be managed.

			The next event occurred when I was a couple of years into a new position with a respected organization. A seemingly trivial matter revealed some extreme polarization in that workplace. Two coworkers in my department were discussing a just-published interview with then-president Barack Obama. One said she was offended by Obama’s criticism of a popular musician; the other said she was offended by the musician’s behavior. The first employee announced that Obama should only focus on “presidential” things, which the second interpreted to be an insult of Obama as “unpresidential.” Soon their argument became racially charged, and the employees had to be separated.

			Witnessing this incident taught me two things: that the origins of polarization can be oblique and that left unchecked, polarization can result in disaster.

			The third moment happened in 2016 during the presidential campaigns of two polarizing candidates, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. The latter’s comment characterizing some of the former’s followers as “deplorables” had just been reported in the news. I was attending a conference where two staff members were having a conversation regarding the matter. Things were relatively cordial until one called the other a “deplorable” and went on a tirade about “right-wing monsters.” Before long, they were trading invectives; soon enough, these two grown adults—who should have known better—actually began to assault one another! In an effort to defuse the situation before security was called in, I did the only thing I could think of at the moment: I hopped on a chair and broke into song to make people laugh. Startled, the debaters ended their combat and calmed down.

			This incident proved to me the value of humor and absurdity in quelling a potential calamity. When things go awry, it’s often a good idea to divert people’s attention with something harmless, thereby highlighting the harmful nature of what had been capturing their attention.

			Thanks to these incidents, my inner organizational psychologist came to embrace the notion of studying conflict, and my outer HR executive came to embrace the notion of harnessing conflict for good. I embarked on a formal study of workplace polarization, specifically the discussion of taboo topics, which would culminate in this book. The year 2020 began innocuously enough as the project took shape.

			As the months went by, however, things went awry all over the world: the COVID-19 pandemic, social lockdowns, economic disruption, widespread unemployment, stressed essential workers, people dying. In the United States, additional crises exploded over racial injustice, clashes between protesters and police, a divisive presidential election, an insurrection in the Capitol, and more.

			The study of how people talk about polarizing topics became far more serious than I could have imagined. What is the HR perspective on conflict in the workplace in the wake of so much of it? (And what is the workplace now, in the digital/social media era, during an ongoing public health emergency requiring people to be physically apart for their own safety?)

			This year’s myriad catastrophes have provided novel challenges for everyone, shining a light on the many rips in the fabric of our fragile society. I can never pretend to understand the life experiences of people who are not like me—Black people, or women, or Asian people, or Muslim people, or people with disabilities, or poor people, or so many others—when they are accosted by bigots, treated unfairly by law enforcement, not considered for job opportunities, or denied access to the privileges to which they are entitled as human beings. Yet I can listen and learn; I can stand with oppressed and marginalized communities in word and spirit; and I can act to bring about equality and justice to the best of my ability, thanks to my position as a professional specializing in the study of people in the workplace.

			Organizations around the globe are trying different approaches to respond to crises and show that they care about the disadvantaged and destroyed. But announcements and promises are easy to pick apart. It is much more useful to evaluate these organizations’ actions, which speak louder than their words.

			Many businesses have pledged to contribute funds to various causes and establish new programming for their customers and employees, making headlines both good and bad. Lost in the shuffle of such public relations moves, however, is the essence of real change. We must examine these organizations’ internal efforts; otherwise, these actions are empty gestures. How do organizations (often led by overwhelmingly monochromatic management) address conflict in their own workplaces? Disagreements among coworkers over taboo topics can serve as a microcosm of conflict in the wider community, even the world.

			In the wake of recent social movements (primarily #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and political campaigns) and our accelerating dependence on new technologies (exacerbated by COVID-19’s fallout requiring remote work and social isolation), the workplace will never be the same. While that’s the kind of thing people often say when dramatic events cross our collective consciousness for good or ill, the data shows that this time, the change really is permanent. There’s no going back.

			In today’s era of uncertainty, organizations have to do more than protect their immediate business and human interests. They might also have to explore their very ability to survive. Survival means having to sustain, redefine, and reinvent themselves.

			The nation seems caught in an endless cycle of conflict. HR directors and managers are barely coping, just like the employers and employees they serve. How do we find a way forward? Without honest study and reflection, we may never do so.

			The United States is divided right now, but we have always had to cope with polarizing figures, topics, and issues throughout society. It is not a new or unique phenomenon. Whether we like it or not, the adages atop this chapter, advising against talk about controversial or sensitive topics in the workplace, are no longer effective—or even applicable. The topics are no longer even limited to politics, sex, religion, race, and private life. Any polarizing issue can be taboo—money, age, health, divorce, one’s relatives, and so on—if it causes coworkers to engage in debates, arguments, or disagreements.

			Let me recount one more incident involving workplace conflict. It, too, has deepened my interest in polarization as a subject for serious scholarship (which, at the time, was already underway in the form of work on this book). It also gives me hope.

			Last summer, at the end of a workday, I was walking around the office and came across three colleagues having a spirited conversation about the events surrounding the heinous murder of George Floyd. Two of the participants, parents of young adults who are Black, focused on the need to reform the criminal justice system, particularly law enforcement. The third participant had a different, more nuanced perspective as the parent of a young Black man who is himself a local law enforcement officer. Black lives matter, she said, but blue lives should be respected.

			As the discussion progressed, the participants shared some harsh responses to the others’ expressed opinions. One described how all the men in her household have been affected by aggressive law enforcement actions. The mother of the law officer described how her son catches hell from citizens as well as his peers on the police force. None of the three held back.

			Eventually, the conversation ended. Surprisingly—to me—they walked away with a newfound respect for one another.

			A week later, I followed up to ask these colleagues more specifically how they felt about their conversation. (After all, I was knee-deep in reviewing survey responses about taboo topics.) All three indicated that the experience was positive and helped them feel more welcome in the organization. This was striking because two of them had been there for over twenty years and one was still a first-year employee.

			I dove in, trying to identify what it was about their talk that they found so productive. The police officer’s parent provided the crystallizing insight: though she could not disagree more on the issue of law enforcement with her two coworkers, she appreciated their willingness to discuss the topic and the fact that they did not mask their opinions in front of her.

			That was why they all felt a sense of belonging in the organization, I realized.

			Each of the participants in the conversation experienced their true selves with one another, sharing their opinions while not letting those opinions become entrenched. They developed a new skill: real listening during tough talk. They may never agree on the topics they argued over, but they will likely look back on their engagement with one another as an aspect of belonging to a truly inclusive culture. To this day, I am moved by their conversation.

			Most leaders will advise against talking about polarizing topics. Previous employers have told me never to discuss politics in the workplace, as it might offend others. I myself have instructed staff not to discuss vaccine mandates and related issues. Conventional wisdom is to avoid any topic likely to elicit conflict.

			My colleagues’ conversation taught me to ignore that conventional wisdom; they showed me that true inclusion depends on productive conflict. With this book I seek to open the eyes of other business leaders and provide a recipe for making any taboo talk the key to productive conflict. This will result in a much better workplace.

			My friend Johnny C. Taylor Jr., president and CEO of the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) and author of Reset: A Leader’s Guide to Work in an Age of Upheaval,1 preaches the concept of a “challenge culture.” He references a “hot bench”—a phrase from the legal world describing how judges vigorously question the lawyers arguing in front of them. A hot bench is designed to make one a better leader, but I think it can do the same for the organization. Time will tell, but we all may come out better by leveraging conflict to get through these hellish times. As Winston Churchill said, “If you’re going through hell, keep going.”

			To fully understand the power of polarization, we need to understand where and why it happens. The dangers are usually obvious, but just as often, they are subtle. HR professionals know that it is essential to prevent or defuse dangerous situations among employees, from entry-level to executive, and among all stakeholders, including clients, customers, vendors, contractors, and the community as a whole. Finding the best ways to accomplish that task is the purpose of this book.

			The HR profession can serve as a guide to reinvention. We can help workers and the workplace survive and thrive in the face of conflict.

			I enlisted SHRM to help me to gather the data. To compile quantitative information, we conducted several surveys of American workers, HR professionals, and people managers. The science behind these surveys and what they revealed will be discussed in Chapter 2 (and documented more thoroughly in Appendix A).

			To collect qualitative data, we asked HR professionals who have encountered polarizing interactions in the workplace to share their actual experiences in dealing with them. These incidents are recounted and organized by topic in Part II. Among the questions that the participants attempted to answer, and which this book will attempt to analyze, are the following:

			
					How do conversations about taboo topics set off sparks that can light a tinderbox?

					What are the most common hot-button issues?

					What do people do when caught in the middle of conflict?

					How do managers deal with unpleasant and upsetting interactions?

					How do participants and witnesses get beyond them?

					What does real conflict resolution look like?

					What happens when conflict is not resolved?

			

			

			
				
					1	Johnny C. Taylor Jr., Reset: A Leader’s Guide to Work in an Age of Upheaval (New York: PublicAffairs, 2021).

				

			

		

	


			Chapter 2. 
The Science of Polarization

			A quick search online for the definition of “polarization” yields the following language: “sharply contrasting groups or sets of opinions or beliefs”;1 “a state in which the opinions, beliefs, or interests of a group or society no longer range along a continuum but become concentrated at opposing extremes”;2 “a sharp division, as of a population or group, into opposing factions.”3 The works of contemporary political scientist Nolan McCarty discuss polarization in terms of blame, ideological division, excessive partisanship, entrenched characteristics, dimensionality of political conflict, societal inequality, invalidation of others’ perspectives, and more.4

			I consider polarization a function of discord arising from the belief that someone disagrees simply because they wish to invalidate another’s thinking. This view comes from the world of political science, but when considered more broadly—as in the role of polarization in the workplace—it is only partially accurate.

			The causes and antecedents of polarization fall into four types, according to Barber and McCarty.5 Polarization can be based on (1) the issue being debated, (2) the persons involved and their personalities and ideologies, (3) external environmental factors that influence entrenched positions or beliefs, and (4) other miscellaneous causes.

			Issue-based causes of polarization take us back to the common advice we received from our elders to never discuss politics, sex, or religion (or race, health, relatives, money, etc.) outside the family. For centuries, this guidance has driven “polite” society’s methods for avoiding polarization.

			Person-based antecedents of polarization are more in my wheelhouse as a psychologist. Here, polarization is a function of an individual’s experiences. For example, someone from a culture that highly values self-reliance might develop entrenched views about taxes, teamwork, and social assistance programs.6 A student raised in such a culture who needs financial assistance for education might seek only merit-based scholarships rather than grants or loans because the latter are (according to this cultural view) unearned handouts and, therefore, shameful.

			How do environmental factors create or influence polarization? During US presidential elections, political strategists and operatives leverage deep disagreements in the populace in order to drive voters to the polls. The messages delivered on social networks and through various advertising media are often deployed to depict candidates and their policies as threatening to societal and individual well-being. In 2016, for instance, the Democratic candidate’s description of “deplorables” was publicized to antagonize those who understood the remark as critical of people who hold certain beliefs; the Republican candidate’s description of his “seduction” technique (“grab them . . .”) was publicized to antagonize people who understood the remark as disrespectful and harmful to women. The words of the candidates were, for the most part, external to the issues and to the voters, but their deployment directly contributed to further polarization in the electorate.

			Degrees of Control

			The issue-based, person-based, and environmental factors that affect polarization relate to a psychological concept known as “locus of control”—how individuals assess the degree of control they have over a given situation.7 With an internal locus of control, one feels in charge of one’s own situation; this supports a combined issue-based and person-based explanation for polarization. With an external locus of control, one feels that others (or “fate”) are in charge; this supports a combined person-based and environmental explanation for polarization.

			Here is an example. Suppose a powerful family has two heirs: an educated younger child who is put in charge of the family business and an uneducated elder child who is given a make-work position in the company. The elder’s polarized perspective is that he “wuz robbed” of his rightful position as the firstborn; he seeks an explanation for this unfair state of affairs. Under an external locus of control approach, he would blame outside influences that blocked his potential rise (e.g., parental favoritism). Under an internal locus of control approach, he would do some soul-searching and identify his own shortcomings that contributed to his situation (e.g., poor grades preventing college admission).

			The hard sciences offer another way to understand polarization. Magnetism is a phenomenon in which objects are attracted to or repelled from one another, based on their polarity. But polarity is not constant; what was once attracted may next be repelled, and vice versa. We can recognize and rethink the social phenomenon of polarization using this concept.

			A New Definition of Polarization

			I propose a simple, modern-day definition of polarization: the adoption of opposing perspectives with the potential for weaponized entrenchment. Thus defined, polarization is achieved in three steps:

			
					Diametrically opposed perspectives are adopted,

					Each perspective is entrenched (that is, the person holding that perspective “digs in”), and

					The perspectives are weaponized (that is, each person believes that their perspective is the correct one, that other perspectives are wrong, and that persons who hold those other wrong perspectives are worthy of condemnation or punishment).

			

			Figure 2.1 provides a visual representation of this polarization process as it occurs today.
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			Figure 2.1. The modern process of polarization

			How does this new definition of polarization—the adoption of opposing perspectives with the potential for weaponized entrenchment—play out in some contemporary settings?

			Take your average hour of cable news programming. The host welcomes a politician already known for holding extreme positions on certain issues. But the politician is not asked about them. Rather, the host asks the politician to interpret a set of facts relating to a different controversial matter, then challenges the interpretation—“But Senator, how can you rationalize such a view? How do you reconcile this with that?”—which invariably ends the segment. Asking someone to explain themselves is perfectly reasonable in normal discourse, but on a current-affairs television show, such a question is designed to reinforce a polarized perspective on a given issue. The real aim of the program is to articulate differences and chastise those who think differently. (On some networks, the overall goal of increasing polarization is inverse to its level of journalistic integrity.)

			Now imagine moving such an interaction into a workplace. People in the break room are discussing the previous night’s episode of a reality TV show featuring a long-shot presidential candidate. One employee says she agrees with the candidate’s platform, names a number of valid points, and concludes that she will vote for him because of his promise to increase policing efforts. Another employee walks in. Having heard only the tail end of the discussion, the second employee launches into a rant on police brutality, the degradation of American morals, and how people like the long-shot candidate are the cause. The first employee now accuses the second of wanting to defund the police, shouting “ACAB!” (“All Cops Are Bastards”). The second responds that the first is a deplorable who must wear a MAGA hat (“Make America Great Again,” the Trump slogan). What the heck happened here?

			This example—based on a real-life incident—illustrates our new three-step definition of polarization, as depicted in Figure 2.1. The diametrically opposed perspectives (Step 1) were the employees’ beliefs concerning the police. The entrenchment (Step 2) was evident as they argued with ever greater zeal to prove their points. The weaponization (Step 3) manifested itself when they raised the stakes by accusing each other of more extreme beliefs than they had stated and worse behavior than they had displayed.

			This account of the discussion of a taboo topic in the workplace (in this case, politics) is distressingly realistic and plausible. In fact, recent data from SHRM (Appendix A) shows that nearly seven out of every ten individuals have engaged in this very type of conversation. Like it or not, taboo talk is commonplace.

			Cognitive Dissonance

			Why did the two employees in this example “dig in” so quickly? The answer is cognitive dissonance. Perhaps you’ve heard of it: psychologist Leon Festinger coined this term in 1957 to refer to the way we perceive inconsistencies in the opinions held by ourselves and others.8 Naturally, we experience discomfort when other people disagree with our opinions. But it’s also natural to experience discomfort when we realize that some of our own opinions are internally inconsistent. Likewise, we experience discomfort when other people express internally and externally inconsistent views. In sum, cognitive dissonance means discomfort when our own opinions don’t seem to agree with each other, as well as when other people don’t seem to agree with themselves.

			The greater our discomfort, the more likely we are to dig in—(become entrenched) supporting our own opinions, and rejecting (weaponizing) everyone else’s opinions. And unlike magnets, it’s close to impossible for people to “reverse polarity.”

			Why couldn’t the two employees in the example just “agree to disagree”? Instead of mollification or reconciliation, why was there confrontation that led to retaliation and repudiation?

			Something else kicked in once they reached high enough levels of discomfort: the process of self-justification,9 which aims to reduce the impact of cognitive dissonance. When we think about our own opinions, we seek validating evidence to eliminate our discomfort (along with our social principles, unfortunately), which results in our challenging those who hold different opinions. Those challenges can further devolve into impugning those who fail to validate our already self-validated opinions.

			The Pyramid of Choice

			All holders of opinions stand atop a “pyramid of choice.” As opposing opinion-holders descend the widening sides of the pyramid, their positions grow further apart.10 In the prior example, the arguing employees jumped straight to name-calling because they had worked their way down the pyramid, where they were less able to adapt to the other’s polarity.

			The disagreement further devolved into an exercise in confirmation bias—the tendency to search for, interpret, favor, and recall information in a way that confirms or supports one’s prior beliefs or values.11 Both employees sought external validation of their now-entrenched positions by weaponizing data from others to confirm their own biases rather than by seeking more information to support their respective opinions in an unbiased and respectful manner.

			By teaching workers how to engage in respectful behaviors, we might be able to avoid conflicts such as the one described. Researchers like Sternberg and Dobson12 and their later interpreters13 would disagree, though. Conflict avoidance provides an avenue for managing conflict, but it does not always build a better workplace experience.

			A much more effective approach to handling potential conflict in the workplace would involve an orientation toward management and resolution, augmented with collaborative openness. The good news is that there are countless tools for achieving this.

			Deploying Research to Gauge Polarization

			To understand exactly how conflict manifests itself in the workplace, we developed a research survey (Appendix A) to be administered over several rounds of data collection. We focused on two main questions:

			
					Do people become polarized about things in the workplace?

					What events or topics trigger polarization and its manifestation?

			

			In March 2020, we emailed 15,000 randomly selected SHRM- certified members, inviting them to participate in a SHRM survey on polarizing discussions in the workplace. About 1,700 people responded, and about 1,400 completed questionnaires were analyzed.

			The majority of respondents worked in the United States, were female, were an average age of thirty-eight, and had more than sixteen years of work experience, including five years of organizational tenure. They included both individual HR practitioners and people managers. The industries most represented were healthcare and social assistance; professional, scientific, and technical services; and manufacturing. We analyzed and compared the data across different political leanings (conservative, liberal, and both) and multiple generations (baby boomers, Generation X, millennials, and Generation Z).

			The survey yielded fascinating results about the prevalence of conversational conflict in the workplace. Overwhelming majorities of the respondents had encountered contentious workplace situations of which 95 percent were the result of discussions about polarizing topics, with 86 percent being the result of political discussions.

			Significant percentages of respondents reported having contentious encounters on a monthly basis. (Weekly encounters were relatively rare.) About a quarter of those people engaged in monthly contentious encounters did so about political discussions; about a third engaged in discussions about other polarizing topics.

			The top three underlying causes of these conflicts, according to the survey, were personality; lack of emotional intelligence; and one’s worldview, belief system, or values. While these causes are due to factors that can be difficult to change, HR professionals can still play an important role in handling situations created by some of the other causes—namely (according to one in three respondents), a lack of employee guidance as to what is acceptable content for discussion.

			About a quarter of the respondents specified the reason employees discuss topics that cause tension or that (should) have negative consequences is because they got away with doing so in the past, having suffered no negative consequences. Over half of respondents also said they were involved in or observed situations in which serious matters were dismissed as trivial or in response to which no action was taken.

			There was a great deal of variability in how the survey respondents reacted to contentious situations in their workplaces. The differences depended on who engaged in which behaviors and to what extent. (For example, a relatively small percentage of participants reported that they behaved unprofessionally in response to contentious conversations, but they also said that much larger percentages of their peers and leaders—other people!—engaged in the same behavior.)

			In addition to participants and peers, categories of survey respondents included supervisors, subordinates, and clients. We asked them all to share their experiences, first by describing the polarizing incident, and next by explaining how they handled those incidents.

			Descriptions of Polarizing Encounters

			According to participants in polarizing workplace situations, the most common forms of disruptive encounters were undermining a boss or coworker to their peers, acting unprofessionally, playing a practical joke, and suggesting that someone lacks intelligence. Peers added to the list of situations described: acting immaturely or childishly and undermining a boss or coworker to their superior.

			Supervisors noted several additional contentious encounters: pushing a personal agenda; taking credit for someone’s work or the work of a team; and generally contributing to, or doing nothing to address, an overall cultural problem resulting from polarizing discussions. Subordinates added this conflict: refusing to work with someone. Clients mentioned another: throwing a tantrum.

			Dealing with Polarizing Encounters

			There were no statistically significant differences across political leanings, gender, or generations in how those involved in contentious situations dealt with them. People tended to act in a similar manner.

			Survey respondents were asked about the best interventions for addressing the disruptive behaviors they described. While they reported myriad effective interventions, there is a lack of clarity as to which intervention is most appropriate for each situation. Rated as most effective were individual coaching, involvement of supervisors or the department head, administering a performance improvement plan, and individual training. The intervention considered least effective was reassignment.

			Despite the prevalence of discussions on polarizing topics in the workplace, these conflicts continue to yield negative consequences for individuals and organizations. The most commonly reported consequences include undermined trust across the organization, lowered opinions of both the organization and parties involved, and decreased productivity.

			Most respondents said that neither leadership nor HR in their organizations had communicated to them about the (usually negative) impact of contentious workplace discussions on corporate culture. It is no surprise, therefore, that almost a third of respondents cited as the cause of such discussions a lack of guidance as to what is considered acceptable to talk about and a lack of negative consequences for such talk.

			Potential Polarizing Topics

			As part of each round of the survey, we asked respondents to name the political and other polarizing topics that seemed to spur the most reactions, discussions, or arguments in their workplaces. Figure 2.2 gives an overview of the answers presented, organized by decade.

			The most contentious topics among most employees, according to the HR professionals surveyed in early 2020, were the 2016 election of Trump, mass shootings, and the 9/11 attacks.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							1960s

						
							
							1970s

						
							
							1980s

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
									Civil Rights Movement

									John F. Kennedy Assassination

									Vietnam

									Robert Kennedy Assassination

									Martin Luther King Jr. Assassination

							

						
							
							
									Nixon Resignation

									Watergate Scandal

									Roe v. Wade Supreme Court Ruling

							

						
							
							
									Iran-Contra Scandal

									Reagan Assassination Attempt

									War on Drugs

							

						
					

					
							
							1990s

						
							
							2000s

						
							
							2010s

						
					

					
							
							
									Clinton Election

									Clinton Impeachment

									Middle East Conflicts

									Gulf War

									Fall of Soviet Union

							

						
							
							
									9/11 Attacks

									Obama Election

									Gun Control Legislation

									Environmental Accidents

									Natural Disasters

									Gay Marriage Supreme Court Ruling

									Election Turmoil

									Iraq and Afghanistan Wars

							

						
							
							
									Trump Election

									Trump Impeachment

									Mass Shootings

									#MeToo Movement

									LGBTQ Rights

									Human Trafficking

									ISIS/ISIL

							

						
					

				
			

			Figure 2.2. Sample of potential polarizing topics surveyed

			When making comparisons across political leanings, generations, and industries, additional topics made the list. Conservatives as well as liberals reacted most to gay marriage, LGBTQ rights, Roe v. Wade (abortion), and the #MeToo movement (sexual harassment). There were pronounced gender differences over the war on drugs and gun control. As for comparisons across industries, the general trend was that people in healthcare and education were more engaged in workplace conflict; those in finance, manufacturing, and public administration, less so. The greatest number of conversations experienced were on the topic of environmental disasters.

			Details and analysis of the survey data appear in Appendix A.

			Polarization in the workplace is pervasive. It is driven by people and topics of conversation inside and outside the organization. Conflicts are made worse when views become entrenched and when the holders of those views weaponize them against others, especially to overcome their own discomfort. If these encounters are not managed properly, everyone involved suffers the consequences, directly or indirectly.

			With these facts in mind, it is incumbent on us to explore ways to lessen the risk of people’s views becoming entrenched and weaponized. And there are ways. The next chapter discusses how empathy affects polarization, how assessing people’s empathy levels can guide their taboo talk, and how innovative assessment and guidance tools can accomplish this.
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			Chapter 3. 
How to Assess and Guide Taboo Talk

			SHRM research indicates that an overwhelming majority of employees (95 percent of those surveyed!) have been involved in contentious workplace conversations—as participants, bystanders, or managers called in to handle the disruption.

			Honestly, who hasn’t engaged in taboo talk? Why do people who ought to know better discuss polarizing issues, sometimes even going out of their way to do so? And on the job, no less, where contentious conversations can strangle collaboration and productivity?

			Polarizing topics are alluring for two main reasons: talking about them elicits emotion and introduces unpredictability to human encounters. These are not negative experiences for many people. The desire to feel or express strong emotion and join in unpredictable interactions, even vicariously, accounts for the deep popularity of such things as gossip tabloids that pass along outrageous rumors and shock jocks and pundits who shout from radio programs and podcasts.

			But what about taboo talk at work? How can those responsible for making sure their organizations run smoothly address the disruptions created by these conversations? Polarizing discussions on the job clearly pose problems, both immediate and over the long term, with consequences both obvious and still unseen. Taboo talk is widespread and seemingly inevitable.

			It’s time to call in the HR bomb squad to deal with this intermittently exploding workplace powder keg.

			SHRM, the world’s largest society of HR professionals, did in fact respond to the turbulent conversations taking place nationwide in 2020, and its responses are ongoing. The lessons learned from its efforts led to the practical strategies offered in this chapter for handling workplace polarization more effectively. These new tools help managers by assessing and guiding taboo talk instead of ignoring or suppressing it.

			Assessing Empathy

			As the world continues to grapple with COVID-19, social injustice, political turmoil, and economic uncertainty, employers continue to encounter the forces of polarization. In 2020, as more and more contentious issues came to the forefront, few organizations were ready for the volume and vehemence of the workplace conversations taking place among their employees, customers, and other stakeholders. In response to burgeoning unrest around the United States that summer, SHRM established a Blue Ribbon Commission on Racial Equity as a call to action for the business community to address racial inequity in the workplace.1

			The commission’s members include executives, HR professionals, researchers, and academics committed to developing safe, civil, and positive organizational cultures. They have determined that promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I) is impossible without a strong focus on empathy.2

			Empathy is more than a soft skill that is simply nice to have—it is an essential business skill. All of us, from entry-level employees to C-suite executives, must learn to put ourselves in others’ shoes, purposefully seeking to understand and learn from many people’s unique perspectives.

			One of the commission’s projects in 2021 contributed to making the business case for empathy. SHRM conducted a survey of US workers for their views on empathy in the workplace,3 which yielded real numbers to support putting idea into practice.

			Nearly 2,500 people participated in the survey. They were asked to rate both their organizations and coworkers on various aspects of empathy. A large majority of participants—78 percent—said that empathetic employees were viewed as better overall performers. Those who gave high empathy scores to their employers were twice as likely to consider their organizations financially sound and almost four times more likely to recommend them to potential job seekers as good places to work (compared with organizations given low empathy scores). Meanwhile, employees in low-empathy organizations were twice as likely than those in empathetic organizations to be actively searching for new jobs.

			The Empathy Index and Racial Inequity

			The responses to this survey strongly point to a need for organizations to better gauge the nature and level of empathy in their cultures—not just because it is the right thing to do but also to improve employee performance and reduce costly turnover. Empathetic workplaces enhance productivity, engagement, and inclusion.

			What constitutes an empathetic workplace? The survey findings led SHRM to develop a new tool, the Empathy Index, to help organizations determine that for themselves. This metric is designed to assess the overall level of empathy in an organization’s culture by focusing on five core DE&I-related behaviors. The higher an organization scores on the Empathy Index, the more committed it is to combating racial inequity.

			A user of the Empathy Index provides a rating for each of the following statements: belonging (“My organization provides a sense of belonging to all staff.”), inclusion (“My organization demands inclusion.”), openness (“My organization fosters openness to different perspectives.”), conflict management (“My organization resolves conflict rather than buries it.”), and nondiscriminatory practices (“My organization does not make decisions based upon a person’s identity.”).

			The Empathy/Polarization Index

			The Empathy Index was created to focus on racial issues and discrimination, but it is capable of a broader reach. It can be extended to address polarizing issues of all kinds—race, religion, ethnicity, nationality, politics, sex, gender, age, physical and mental health, disability, and more. After all, contentious conversation on any taboo topic can be an organizational culture killer.

			Empathetic workplaces foster productive rather than destructive discussions—on any topic. Empathetic listeners prepare to engage their counterparts by understanding their perspectives rather than judging them. Otherwise-polarizing discussions, when handled correctly in an environment that values empathy, can bring people closer together, not drive them further apart.

			I have adapted the Empathy Index by deploying the modern definition of polarization offered in Chapter 2: the adoption of opposing perspectives with the potential for weaponized entrenchment.

			This new tool, the Empathy/Polarization Index (Em/Pol, for short), is designed to help managers deal with taboo talk. Users of this index will provide ratings for these five statements:

			
					Belonging—My organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging.

					Openness—My organization fosters openness to different perspectives.

					Conflict Management—My organization resolves conflict rather than buries it.

					Polarization—My organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another.

					Entrenchment—My organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions (even if polarizing) from becoming entrenched and weaponized.

			

			The first three factors of the Em/Pol Index mirror those in the Empathy Index. Two new factors make this metric applicable to any polarizing issues that might come up in a taboo talk. The Empathy Index factors inclusion and nondiscriminatory practices are behaviors specific to issues of racial inequity; the Em/Pol Index factors polarization and entrenchment (which can lead to weaponization) are broader and thus subsume them. The resulting adapted metric is more useful in more circumstances in more workplaces.

			Organizations with a high score on the Em/Pol Index exhibit less conflict and better outcomes from discussions that occur in those workplaces.

			We recommend that employers use this innovative tool to conduct a formal assessment of empathy and polarization in their organizational cultures at least one a year. Related anecdotal information should be captured throughout the year. Together, this qualitative and quantitative data will inform an organization’s readiness for effectively dealing with difficult conversations.

			Comparisons, Contrasts, Communalities

			Once an organization is aware of its levels of empathy and polarization based on its score on the Em/Pol Index, it can make concerted efforts to become a more empathetic and less polarized workplace. Increasing empathy and reducing polarization can prevent people’s opinions from becoming entrenched and potentially being used as verbal and social weapons inside and outside the organization.

			These efforts start with building bridges between “me” and “we”—that is, encouraging mutual appreciation of what one person experiences and what all people experience. In psychology, this is known as drawing relational communalities.4 Communality is defined in the vernacular as a feeling of group solidarity.5 Numerous academic models and theories developed over the years attempt to describe and analyze interpersonal relationships. For industrial-organizational psychologists (who study the workplace), relational communality refers to interactions that leverage comparisons and contrasts to find common experiences, with the aim of broadening understanding about others.

			Taboo talk is certainly ripe for leveraging comparisons and contrasts because it tends to draw out strong differences in opinion very quickly. Such discussions can therefore serve as vehicles for finding relational communality and broader understanding among people at work and at home.

			Here’s an example from everyday life. A newly engaged couple visits the parents of one of the future spouses for the first time. They’ll all be attending a sporting event together. The soon-to-be in-laws announce their support for Team A. The young visitor, a rabid, diehard fan of Team B, who hates Team A and its supporters with a passion, is aghast. The topic has become taboo! Is it a deal breaker? Is the wedding off? Will team loyalty override family loyalty?

			No. The future spouse pauses to assess the future in-laws’ views with empathy, in deference to love and passion for their partner. 

			The Team B devotee, while still shocked, nonetheless continues the conversation with the fans of Team A, endeavoring to explore their views on other subjects, thereby seeking communalities in their relational thinking. This impending marriage is saved!

			Granted, this is an overly simplistic picture of relational communality, but it is an easy way to visualize our encounters with taboo topics and how we manage (or mismanage) them.

			Here’s an example from the workplace, where relational communality takes a different form. Two new hires engage in small talk and ask each other about their hometowns. The answers are factual and neutral, but the questioners may be harboring hidden biases against people who come from those places. Over time, as the coworkers talk and interact, they discover more about each other, continually testing their communalities consciously and subconsciously. Soon they’re discussing current events. Next they’re discussing controversial current events—the first step toward taboo talk!

			Up until now these colleagues’ conversational relationship was calm and cordial. Now they’re tackling tough, difficult issues. Will their next conversations lead to conflict as they dig in to argue their respective sides? Will they become increasingly hostile, revealing a lack of empathy for the other’s views, turning their entrenched views into words that act as weapons?

			If these coworkers are able to test their relational communalities in a structured environment, with guidance in comparing and contrasting their opinions on all kinds of topics, they will indeed be able to engage in productive discussions—taboo as well as uncontroversial—just as they have been doing all along.

			Structure and guidance are needed to achieve this state of conversational equilibrium in the workplace.

			A Framework for Managing Conflict

			To help mitigate the risk of people’s opinions becoming entrenched and weaponized in the workplace, allow me to introduce another new tool: the Me + We + WO + RK framework. When people express strong opinions on polarizing topics during a contentious conversation, their managers can use this tool to script the discussion and structure its environment. This will enable the parties to engage safely and respectfully; their talk won’t have room to run rampant and get out of hand. The tool can be applied just as conflict is barely brewing, as well as during or after a full-blown event.

			The purpose of the Me + We + WO + RK framework is to guide the parties toward important insights about their difficult conversational experiences, with the goal of improving the atmosphere for the taboo talk that will no doubt happen again.

			Applying the framework requires the parties to a conversation to ask themselves four questions, each of which is associated with a pair of letters (a word or an acronym) signifying its context:

			
					Me: What did I experience during this conversation?
(Use self-awareness to identify your perceptions of what occurred.)

					We: What did my counterpart experience during this conversation?
(Use empathy to imagine the other person’s perspectives on what occurred.)

					WO: What were the work outcomes of this conversation?
(Use your powers of observation to recognize the impacts of what occurred on you, your counterpart, and the organization.)

					RK: What refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?
(Use your deeper understanding of what occurred—gained from answering the first three questions—to guide and temper future conversations in the workplace.)

			

			The Me question encourages each employee to engage in self-reflection. The We question encourages them to reflect empathetically on their opponent’s thinking. The WO question (Work Outcomes) encourages them to consider the effects of their discussion, personally and professionally—that is, how their tough talk affected themselves, their opponent, and the workplace. The RK question (Refined Knowledge) encourages them to use their newfound insights to change the way they will engage in taboo talk going forward.

			By doing things differently based on the answers to the four questions of the Me + We + WO + RK framework, the parties and the organization can avoid repeating similar problems. Every contentious discussion on a taboo topic can be dissected using this tool. Organizations just need to be willing to put in the “WO + RK.”

			Part II will show how the Em/Pol Index and the Me + We + WO + RK framework apply in real life, based on brief case studies organized topically in five chapters. Each story includes lessons learned to serve as guideposts when encountering similar situations in the workplace. 

			The anecdotes were gathered from practicing HR professionals involved in polarizing discussions or their aftermaths. In their complexity, severity, and resolutions, the individual incidents range from trivial to significant. Collectively, they serve as shining examples of what to do and tarnished examples of what not to do. Annotating them with our two new tools demonstrates to managers everywhere how to prevent disasters when possible and mitigate negative impacts when unavoidable.
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			Part II: 
Real-Life Conversations on Taboo Topics

		

	


			Chapter 4. 
Electoral Politics

			Many people welcome political discussions; others dread them. This chapter presents situations in which debates over whom and what people are voting for—candidates, legislation, political parties in general—cause disruptions in the workplace. Some of these incidents touch on multiple issues (e.g., race, religion, sex, health), which later chapters focusing on those topics explore more thoroughly. Electoral politics, though, is the overriding factor.

			Vote for My Guy on the City Council (. . . or Else?)

			Summary

			The owner of a small company tells the workforce to vote for a certain candidate in a local election. Employees are afraid to disagree. Ignoring cautions from HR, the owner continues to talk to them about their votes right before and just after election day. The employees lose respect for the owner and, eventually, the company. This is a significant issue for the organization and is resolved poorly.

			The owner of a small business in a rural community sent out an email to the entire company urging everyone to vote for a particular candidate in the upcoming local city council election. He said that this candidate’s plans for economic growth would directly impact the company financially.

			I was the new HR assistant who had been working there only a few months. I felt that it was unethical and unprofessional for a person in authority to dictate whom his employees should vote for. Other employees were also uncomfortable. They came to HR and expressed fear that their livelihoods could be in jeopardy if they did not agree with the owner’s electoral choice.

			I discussed the employees’ concerns with the HR manager, asking if this type of behavior was common in the company. The manager told me she didn’t think the owner understood the situation and promised to talk to him to help him understand how employees could interpret his email.

			The day before the election, however, the owner walked around the office asking employees in person whom they were going to vote for. When he approached the HR manager, she politely declined to answer him, respectfully explaining that whom anyone was going to vote for should not be discussed in the office, especially in a manner to try and sway their vote. She also said that with the message coming from him, employees could feel pressured, and that maintaining his good reputation was important. The owner was somewhat defensive but did offer an apology (the qualified kind, as in “if I said something to offend you . . .”).

			After the owner’s favored candidate won the election, he sent out another company-wide email, this time thanking everyone for voting for “the right candidate.” The HR manager once more explained to the owner how his actions could be viewed by employees. Now he very visibly disregarded her advice and treated her with indifference.

			Employees lost respect for him, over this and other issues. Within two years, the company closed its doors due to bankruptcy.

			Had the HR manager not discussed the matter with the owner, his behavior would most likely have continued, but she did address it and his behavior still remained unprofessional. There may not have been any good options.

			Lessons Learned

			Well in advance of political events, including elections, have a conversation with leadership to define the parameters for engaging employees in discussions about politics. Focus particularly on how employees may perceive any written or spoken statements from the organization’s leaders—from immediate supervisors to upper management and owners—that appear to be trying to influence an individual’s beliefs or voting choice. Talking through various scenarios can help mitigate risk to the organization.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The owner did not welcome opinions that differed from his, making the biggest factor involved here polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another).

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require a focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Fallout from a Political Flag in the Office

			Summary

			An engineer hangs the flag of an extremist political party over his desk. Other employees are afraid and upset and submit whistleblower complaints. HR cites the code of conduct to get him to remove the flag, but employees are still afraid and avoid him. He eventually resigns, but employees are unimpressed with HR’s tepid response. This causes major issues, but there is a fair resolution.

			An engineer in an international branch of a global company hung a controversial flag over his desk located in an open work area. The flag displayed the symbol of an ultraright organization well known in that country for calling itself patriotic but whose members regularly make radical, rude, and violent expressions of their political and social preferences. The engineer said he put up the flag to demonstrate his opposition to a recent decision by the president of the country regarding its much more powerful neighbor.

			People around him were frightened. They started to discuss the problem over text messages with friends outside the company; inside, rumors spread. Nobody wanted to ask the engineer in person to remove the flag, preferring to submit complaints via the corporate whistleblower system. The engineer’s supervisor was away on a business trip.

			In the complaints, employees said they felt unsafe and discouraged, which was affecting their work. Fellow engineers said they were disappointed that someone in their profession could be a member of an ultraright organization known for engaging in violence. A team in the same workspace said they were insulted, stating that the office was not a place for the demonstration of political preferences.

			The HR manager processed the complaints the next business day and made several determinations—that hanging the flag violated the company’s code of conduct, which designates that the workplace be kept free of any political expressions, and that the engineer who hung the flag might react unpredictably and aggressively.

			Team morale in the office fell, affecting productivity and engagement. Nobody knew if employees’ outside text messages about the matter had reached the media, which would put the company’s reputation at stake.

			In light of these risks, the HR manager decided to get more people involved: the engineer’s line manager (above the supervisor who was away), to deal with teams; a security officer, to prevent undesired behavior; and the public relations department, to draft communication for outside media, if necessary. These leaders were assigned to a newly formed committee. They held an urgent teleconference and developed several scenarios, from mild (removing the flag and training the engineer on the code of conduct) to hard (terminating the engineer and proactively positioning the company in the media).

			The committee decided that because the company had a business need for the engineer’s unique technical expertise, considering him critical to the project he was working on, it would implement the mild scenario.

			The line manager and HR manager met with the engineer in the presence of the security officer. They stated the importance of maintaining political neutrality in the workplace and avoiding confrontations. Active political expression, they explained, has the potential to hurt others and disrupt a healthy office environment. After they spoke with him, the engineer agreed on the need for a respectful and collaborative environment, acknowledged that he would have to take training on the code of conduct and pass a test, and removed his flag.

			The HR manager wanted more widespread follow-up, such as conducting one-on-one sessions with employees affected by the incident and group discussions on the importance of the code of conduct, but the committee deemed these actions unnecessary.

			The committee’s work was effective only inasmuch as the controversial flag was gone. But there was lingering fallout in the workplace. The engineer had undermined people’s trust. Everyone avoided him, including his team members, those near his work area, and other employees.

			The engineer still expected to be terminated anyway once the company no longer needed his project-specific unique and critical expertise, so he stopped sharing information that his coworkers needed. Three weeks after he put up his flag, the engineer resigned, citing in his exit interview “an unwelcome atmosphere.”

			Many employees came to the conclusion that anyone could violate the company’s code of conduct with minimal consequences.

			I think the committee should have been decisive enough to implement the hard scenario, terminating the engineer immediately. Then the code of conduct would have meant something—employees would have felt defended by it and would want to continue following it. The managers involved and the company itself would have gained more trust.

			Even the mild scenario that the committee chose to implement would have been more beneficial had the company conducted the follow-up discussions that HR suggested.

			Lessons Learned

			The organization has some responsibility for helping employees manage situations involving behaviors that run counter to its established rules and culture. Codes of conduct and other policies governing workplace interactions should define what behaviors constitute violations of those rules—complete with concrete examples. This is essential when onboarding new hires or during periodic reviews with current employees. Regularly remind everyone that workplace policies override personal views.

			Taking such preventive measures can help forestall the type of outcomes experienced here, where one employee’s provocative behavior caused others in the workplace to feel insulted, frightened, and unsafe.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). The company took a timid and reluctant approach to the resolution of this conflict.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require a focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Politics Beef Leads to Politics Ban

			Summary

			A discussion among employees about the presidential campaign veers off onto a tangent about breastfeeding. Someone finds a comment offensive and tells HR, which issues a ban on all further political talk in the office. Although this is a minor incident, it has a good outcome.

			A group of employees were discussing the presidential campaign, and the issue of women’s rights came up, which went off on a tangent on the topic of breastfeeding. The discussion participants consisted of male conservatives and female liberals. Someone (a participant? an eavesdropper?) took offense to a comment and brought it to the attention of HR.

			No one in HR was privy to the conversation, so it was a literal “he said/she said” scenario. HR briefly considered having one of its staffers meet with the offended and offending parties together to discuss the matter privately. That probably wouldn’t have been effective, and it might even have widened the gap between the parties due to their argumentativeness and the volatility of the situation.

			HR took the most prudent course of action by announcing to the entire workforce that, going forward, controversial political topics could no longer be discussed in the office at all.

			There were no more complaints brought to HR about political topics. The assumption was that there were no more political conversations—but if there were, they were handled without the need for HR or management to get involved.

			Lessons Learned

			People have the right to believe what they want to believe; organizations need to make certain that all employees comprehend this. There is also an appropriate place and time to have conversations about one’s beliefs, and employees need to comprehend this too.

			Advise employees to think carefully before they express their individual beliefs in the workplace. Encourage them to be respectful and to think about how they would react if something they found offensive was discussed in their presence. Sometimes employees simply need a reminder to be prudent about their chosen topics of conversation and then “edit” what they have to say.

			Suggest guidelines so that potential conversationalists can ask themselves questions before they speak: Is this topic controversial? Are people likely to have opposing views and, if so, how strongly? Can we have a reasonable discussion? Is it wise or unwise to proceed?

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). The company chose to avoid further expression of opinions by the workforce.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			What You Have When You Have No Policy on Politics in the Workplace

			Summary

			Employees and managers at all levels of a company, including top leaders and direct reports, regularly engage in political conversations, post political signs, and make political jokes in the office. Their longstanding unprofessional behavior continues because of pervasive company culture, the lack of a policy on politics, and the practice of ignoring or minimizing people’s concerns or complaints. The situation remains unresolved.

			I was an analyst for a company in a government-regulated industry. I started working there the year before a presidential election and left the year after it. During the campaign, people at all levels of the organization—employees, managers, executives, assistants, principal analysts, engineers, and so on—talked about politics and shared their points of view.

			For example, someone pasted campaign stickers on an inspector’s desk “as a joke.” A manager who opposed a candidate criticized the character of a manager who supported the candidate. An employee mocked another for having voted for the previous president. A supervisor became enraged by a political poster hanging in a cubicle and directed the supervisor of the employee who occupied that cubicle to remove it. An executive announced that she found it an unbelievable contradiction for people in our regulating agency to belong to a certain political party. An administrative assistant said he “still liked” certain directors “even though” they were members of a different political party. When the #MeToo movement came along, the CEO and his deputy made jokes about it and would insert the topic into their conversations.

			It was challenging to work there because so many people felt comfortable announcing which candidates they supported and why, sharing their political philosophies, and explaining their sides of political and cultural issues. People judged each other and harbored resentments. Various political kinships developed, whereby if employees were not “with” a group, they were considered “against” it.

			At first, I found all this talk mostly just annoying. But over the course of the campaign year, office life definitely changed. People became even more vocal about their political views and more judgmental of their opponents. The situation did not escalate much, but it remained an annoyance for many employees.

			Overall, the workplace didn’t seem like a safe place for those of us who had concerns. The organizational culture fostered an environment in which employees were hesitant to report their concerns. Political discussions and jokes seemed to be the norm, with leaders and their direct reports all joining in. There was no thought by senior management that this could cause problems. Political talk continued even after the campaigns and the election ended.

			It was difficult to complain without sounding naïve. Everyone was expected to have a thick skin, mostly about politics but also about sexual harassment, disability, race, religion, and so on. People were told they were “too sensitive”; others feared becoming outcasts. As an example of this attitude, an employee criticized people who take family leave; a coworker whose young son had cancer heard the comment and became emotional; and their manager shrugged off the incident, saying “it’s just words.”

			Given my limited role in the organization, I felt constrained. I decided to mainly take the approach of observation. My supervisor had the authority to create and implement policy, so finally I went to her with my concerns. She deemed them unimportant. I asked her about all the political propaganda in the office—why the company not only allowed it to be posted in the first place but also allowed it to be taken down without the poster’s permission. She said that doing anything about it would only create more agitation.

			No actions were ever taken by the organization or by individual managers to explain to employees at any level that political discussions, jokes, and posters should be kept out of the workplace (because they can lead to disagreements, which can result in lost productivity and unprofessional behavior). To my knowledge, there was no company-wide policy on political discussions. I did find a department policy on workplace etiquette, which could have been revised accordingly.

			Discussing politics at this organization was so widely accepted that people simply either participated or didn’t. Many employees had been there for a very long time and had no reservations about expressing their political views. As far as I know, the unprofessional behavior continues. New employees who are exposed to it and existing employees who dislike it either become desensitized or frustrated. 

			I left the company. This workplace situation was no longer acceptable to me as an individual.

			If I could have done anything differently, I would have revised the workplace etiquette policy myself to address the issue of politics in the workplace. I would have presented it to my supervisor as a proposal, backed up with materials for making an informed decision, such as examples of divisive behaviors, people’s concerns, consequences of inaction, and so on. She could have brought the proposal to the rest of our team or to management for discussion (a nonpolitical one, for a change).

			Lessons Learned

			An organization that tolerates pervasive behavior potentially exposes itself and its officers to risk. Organizational leaders set bad examples by engaging in the behavior themselves or dismissing people’s concerns about it when brought to their attention. When any of these things happen, it’s time to identify an executive champion to effect needed change.

			Consider conducting a risk assessment: collect data and other evidence to show that there is risky behavior and what is likely to happen if the organization allows it to continue. In many jurisdictions, certain topics and activities are governed by law or regulation. Divisive, disrespectful behaviors may lead concerned employees to become whistleblowers, alerting regulators or others outside the organization.

			It is also important to recognize when an organization will not change, regardless of anyone’s efforts. It may be necessary, as it was here, to simply remove oneself from the dysfunctional environment.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). It needs attention because conflict was not managed effectively or at all.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			The CEO Gets a Pass on the No-Politics Protocol

			Summary

			A CEO sends an email to all employees endorsing a candidate for president, which violates company protocol on political discussions. Because the legal team apparently okayed the message, however, HR has to as well: the CEO gets “a pass.” When one employee emails a response to the endorsement, the local branch’s HR team has to put out the potential fire. Managers are told to refocus on just getting everyone back to work, which leads to a good, albeit inconclusive, resolution.

			I worked for over six years for a company with more than ten thousand employees across the country. My division had approximately three hundred employees.

			Leading up to a presidential election several years ago, the CEO sent an all-employee email communication from company headquarters endorsing one of the presidential candidates, complete with bullet points noting why it was in the company’s and employees’ best interests to support this candidate. The communication literally stated that if we did not support the candidate, we would be putting our industry and our jobs in jeopardy.

			The email arrived close to the end of the workday and created a momentary maelstrom. In my office, productivity completely stopped. Many people expressed surprise, and others offense, that the company would attempt to pressure employees to vote in a particular way. Some wanted to know if such a communication was even legal.

			Someone approached our division’s HR department and asked if the email was a violation of company policy. HR said that because the message came from headquarters, it must have been approved by the legal team, and therefore it was fine.

			Up until that point, company practice and protocol were to not hold conversations of a political nature in the office. I had never heard the topic broached before (and certainly not by a top executive).

			After HR’s initial response to the CEO’s email, there was not much immediate follow-up; they seemed to have been as caught off guard as the rest of us. A few employees privately expressed fear of reprisal if they spoke up in opposition to the CEO’s endorsement.

			The following morning, an employee sent an email to HR asking if, henceforth, it was okay for anyone to send out broadcasts voicing their own personal political views. Now HR was forced to develop a more strategic response.

			The next day, HR announced that, in keeping with company policy, only emails of a work-related nature should be shared globally. It said the CEO’s message was indeed work related. Merely sharing one’s personal political views, however, would not necessarily meet the work-related requirement.

			HR’s position thus provided a “pass” for the CEO while preventing potential political disputes in the workplace. The plan was to just have us go back to work. Managers were coached to refocus employees on getting the job done. Employees were told that the CEO’s email was for consideration only because an individual’s vote is a personal and private decision. For the company to be successful and for employees’ own job security, HR said, the most important thing is to do your job.

			This approach seemed to be effective because the issue quickly became a nonissue. Employees voted their own conscience, and everyone realized that the company would never know how they voted anyway. That is the beauty of our democracy.

			There was no follow-up email from the CEO. In the next presidential election cycle, neither the CEO, the company, nor any employee sent out another global broadcast. Perhaps upper management realized that employees regard these kinds of communications as an invasion of privacy.

			Or perhaps it was because the company was still in business: the CEO’s favored candidate lost the election, but nothing was “putting our industry and our jobs in jeopardy.”

			Lessons Learned

			The HR announcement regarding the CEO’s clearly political email—that it was work related and thus in keeping with company policy—was likely disbelieved by most of this organization’s workforce. That said, HR’s efforts at discouraging further office dialogue about or in response to the CEO’s message was just one way to deal with this volatile situation.

			An alternative solution would be to encourage employees to engage in political discussion. HR could facilitate the provision of a safe forum in which all views could be shared, at the division level or throughout the company. In such a scenario, the CEO’s political views would still be presented to employees (via email or another medium), but opposing views would be presented as well.

			Having a venue to safely discuss political matters would help those who choose to participate develop more thoughtful and well-constructed arguments, resulting in a fully informed population of employees. During work hours and outside of this venue, employees’ priority of focus would remain on doing their jobs and not arguing over politics.

			When politics does come up (as it will), managers could direct employees (or their fellow managers) to the forum. There would be less fear in the work environment and a more active culture of empowerment and understanding of appropriate topics of discussion in the workplace.

			Employees should be encouraged to exercise their right to vote for the candidate they choose.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). 

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Verbal Abuse over Politics Meets Company Code of Conduct

			Summary

			A political argument between employees escalates; one verbally abuses the other. HR gives the abuser a warning instead of termination, affirming employees’ right to have beliefs while distinguishing it from employees’ responsibility under the company code of conduct to communicate those beliefs appropriately. HR’s response impresses the staff, increasing interest in the code. Although a major incident for the organization, the outcome is excellent.

			Two employees in adjacent workspaces were having a cordial conversation, and the topic of politics arose. The first said he was a conservative, and the second said she was a liberal, to which the conservative responded, “Oh, I guess you’re a self-absorbed feminist bitch, then. Ugh.” Tensions rose. As the employees became angry and loud, many of their coworkers heard them, and HR was called in to intervene.

			As HR staff, I had to act fast. I consulted the company code of conduct and the employee handbook. I contacted my supervisor as well as the chief financial officer, to whom the alleged verbal abuser reported.

			At the arguing employees’ work area, their coworkers were hesitant to approach them. Productivity ceased. The impact of the situation was immediate and severe. I separated the employees. Now they refused to speak to one another, so it was clear that mediation would not be productive. Neither employee was ready to address anything besides politics. I pulled them aside for one-on-one meetings.

			While everyone has the right to their own political beliefs, it is never acceptable to use inappropriate language with a coworker, regardless of those beliefs. HR’s goal in this situation was to address the language, not the beliefs. The first employee’s hurtful and derogatory comment directly violated the code of conduct, which could lead to termination of employment. This is the message that HR had to make clear to everyone.

			I met with the first employee, noting the code violation and asking him if he thought his actions were acceptable. He continued to cite his right to his political beliefs. I responded that he certainly had that right, but in communicating those beliefs in a way that was verbally abusive, he put his job in jeopardy. He began to see the error of his ways and calmed down. I had considered terminating him but wanted to talk with both employees before making that decision.

			While I was with the first employee, the CFO—his supervisor—met with the second employee. She told the CFO she was not upset by her antagonist’s political beliefs but was upset by his inappropriate language. While she felt safe in the office, she said, there ought to be some action taken against the verbally abusive employee.

			I met with her next. My primary concern was her comfort level after the altercation. She repeated that she felt safe and was adamant that her opponent should not be fired. She just wanted assurance that this type of behavior would never happen again.

			We excused both employees for the day so that they could reflect on events and return in a better frame of mind.

			In considering HR’s next steps, I discussed the situation with the CFO, who had consulted with outside legal counsel. We decided that since this incident was the verbally abusive employee’s first offense and he had no previous behavioral issues, we would give him a written warning, noting that any further violation of the code of conduct would lead to termination.

			The next day we met with that employee and presented him with the warning. Having had some time to think about what he had said, he agreed with our assessment. We again stressed that everyone is entitled to their political beliefs, but using inappropriate language to communicate those beliefs, as he did, would not be tolerated. He signed the warning without objection.

			Then we met with the second employee, the target of the verbal abuse. She said she was pleased with how swiftly the situation was handled and was satisfied with the action taken. We told her to inform us of further conduct violations. There was never another negative incident between the two employees—in fact, they forged a positive relationship for the rest of their time with the company. People who had heard them arguing were able to see them again in a positive light. Collaboration and productivity returned.

			Our resolution of this matter was effective because we acted quickly, addressed the issues directly, and ensured the safety and comfort of both employees. Citing the code of conduct led other employees to become more interested in its standards, particularly regarding inappropriate language. We offered a new offsite training course on how to communicate with tact and professionalism, which was well received.

			Had we terminated the first employee for his code of conduct violation, some people might have had more anxiety about that document rather than greater interest in it. That action might have been effective in immediately addressing an individual behavior problem, but it would have been ineffective in the long run as a missed opportunity for growth and development on the part of all employees. Something positive came from the incident.

			Lessons Learned

			When confronted with a conflict, first solve the problem right in front of you. This is especially important if it involves company policy, such as a code of conduct. Here, the issue was disrespectful communication, not the impetus for the communication.

			Second, take steps to ensure that unacceptable behavior will not be repeated. Create or expand opportunities for employees to learn from an incident by having meaningful conversations about what the company policy looks like in practice. Such discussions will help to reinforce employee behaviors that align with the organization’s expectations and discourage behaviors that do not.

			Lastly, address any remaining issues, but remember that how core issues are handled will affect whether similar situations will recur.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). Because the company had a good grasp of the former, it could move on to address the latter.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require continued focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and new focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Politically Tinged Threat Leads to Termination

			Summary

			An employee’s extreme, obscene comments about a politician makes others feel unsafe and violates the company code of conduct. HR fires her immediately; later, outside counsel and chief executives concur. This major situation has an excellent outcome.

			Two employees were having a conversation in an open work area, and the topic of the ongoing presidential campaign arose. One stated that she couldn’t understand why anyone would favor a certain candidate, using a common expletive to declare his supporters “idiots.” She referenced the candidate’s reported boast about crudely “grabbing” women, angrily stating that anyone who supported him should be “grabbed” in the same way.

			A coworker in the area was alarmed by the employee’s comments and immediately alerted HR. He told me he felt unsafe due to the level of aggression she expressed. Due to his uneasiness, I let him leave the office for the day.

			Next, I contacted outside legal counsel and two C-suite executives and drafted documentation of the incident. Then, I called the aggressive employee into my office, cited her violation of the company code of conduct, and terminated her employment.

			The employee responded that she knew that she had gone too far with her comments but never intended to imply that she would support sexual aggression of any kind. She agreed that she had violated the code and understood that we had no choice but to terminate her. She was very apologetic. The entire process from incident to resolution took about an hour.

			My primary concern was to keep the staff safe and free from exposure to anger and profane language. The extreme nature of the employee’s comments and display of emotion, along with the coworker’s statement that he felt unsafe, demanded immediate action.

			The executives and counsel agreed that termination was the only option. At the very least, the aggressive employee’s behavior violated the code of conduct. Due to the more serious potential in the uneasy coworker’s perception of an unsafe environment, it was clear that the employee would have to be removed from the office.

			After escorting the fired employee from the building, I communicated with the entire staff to see that everyone felt safe and comfortable. I briefly thought about posting a guard for the rest of the day but decided it was unnecessary because the employee had fully admitted her wrongdoing with no additional signs of aggression or anger.

			Each step was taken to ensure that I was not moving too quickly—that I was thinking through all the ramifications, weighing possible outcomes, and having the right people address legal issues in advance.

			The coworker who felt unsafe was appreciative of the company’s swift action, especially considering the real possibility that the situation could have escalated. Since he perceived a threat, I could have called the police. Once I spoke to the employee, however, I understood that she did not mean to sound threatening. A police presence could have itself escalated the situation, potentially rendering any other steps taken less effective. 

			Later on, while the fired employee was on COBRA insurance, we were able to navigate a cordial relationship through our communications.

			Lesson Learned

			Egregious, unacceptable behavior demands swift, decisive action. Lean on your organization’s policies and guidelines to navigate through each step. Then, chart a course to underscore the organization’s concerns for employees, with a focus on their safety and well-being. This will allow HR and the organization to mitigate any long-term effects of these unfortunate incidents.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). The conflict was well managed, so the company can move on to guiding people to understand rather than judge.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Preconceptions Nearly Preclude the Perfect Person for the Position

			Summary

			Based on the apparent politics of a job candidate’s previous employer (listed on his résumé), an executive doubts whether he would be a good fit for an advertised position. The executive recognizes her bias, conducts the interview with the candidate, and hires a good employee. Her perception of his politics turns out to be wrong anyway, which reinforces the values of resisting bias and of conducting in-person interviews. This minor situation has an excellent resolution.

			A fellow executive took the lead on reviewing résumés that came in to HR for an advertised position. She narrowed the field down to a dozen candidates, and we started interviewing. The first day passed with no real clear standouts. The next day, she wanted to discuss one of the candidates scheduled for an interview that afternoon.

			According to this candidate’s résumé, a large portion of his work experience related to political campaigns for several particularly controversial figures. My colleague was not enthusiastic about him because he might not be a good fit for our organizational culture, due to his association with these campaigns. While she wouldn’t want anyone to disqualify her because of her political beliefs, she said, she had to be honest about how she felt about him. Should we proceed with the scheduled interview?

			Yes, I responded. First, it was bad form to cancel an interview the same day it was scheduled. Second, I explained, we should not let preconceived notions based on someone’s political work or views color or change the opportunities available to them. In both instances, we would be doing something to someone that we, as individuals, would not want done to us.

			If this job candidate is not a good fit with our culture, I continued, it will very likely be revealed in the interview. Let’s conduct the interview, identify any challenges or opportunities that come up, then discuss all the candidates going through the hiring process.

			The candidate’s interview proceeded, and he was outstanding. He directly and personably answered our questions and engagingly discussed relevant topics. We were thoroughly impressed—he was definitely and obviously the right person for the job. My colleague remarked that, based solely on this candidate’s résumé, she never would have thought the interview would be successful. She expressed surprise that he surpassed her prejudgment.

			We conducted the remaining interviews that were scheduled and later that day offered the position to the candidate, who accepted.

			Not long after our new employee started working for us, we were having a conversation with him about the controversial political campaigns on his résumé. It turned out that he had not been on their payrolls. He was on the payroll of a company that managed numerous campaigns for various offices and different parties, and he had had no say in which campaigns they assigned him to work on.

			It gave my colleague pause to realize how her initial impression of the candidate’s résumé could have influenced the outcome. Her perception might have derailed an opportunity for someone who was a successful interviewee and who now was an employee who fit in well with the organization. He had been unfairly judged on something he did not have control over, which might have resulted in exclusionary behavior on our part.

			The candidate’s résumé was an important background document that provided detail, but the interview process provided context. Interviewing him was the best way to determine whether my colleague’s concerns about him were valid, and we avoided the pitfalls of having her personal views bleed into the situation.

			I did appreciate my colleague’s openness and candor at the time. She had legitimate concerns about the effect someone can have on organizational culture; she expressed her difficulty in reconciling this candidate’s résumé, at least, with our culture. 

			One should be able to navigate one’s own moral compass. I provided honest feedback to my colleague, and she acknowledged that she would not want her views similarly held against her.

			This was a learning experience for my colleague and a gain for the organization: a win-win. She was quick to recognize that her ideas were misplaced (which is difficult for many people to do) and was eager to move forward, which is an example of great leadership. And by avoiding exclusionary behavior, we found the perfect candidate.

			Had we canceled this candidate’s interview, our preconceptions of him would have carried more weight than our actual perceptions of him eventually did. Without our getting to know and understand him face-to-face, we would have denied an opportunity to a thoroughly qualified individual who wound up being the best person for the job. Skipping his interview would have been the path of least resistance but not the best course of action. It also would have compromised my sense of right and wrong. We should all hold ourselves to high standards of integrity (as well as professional and organizational codes of ethics, if applicable).

			The outcomes of this conflict were positive in both the short and long term for the candidate, the organization, my colleague, and me. There are no higher standards than that.

			Lessons Learned

			The issues involved here are twofold: a candidate presented a somewhat vaguely phrased résumé, to which an executive initially responded with bias (which she fortunately soon overcame). The apparent reason for the executive’s negative response was not even accurate.

			Managers with responsibility for recruitment and hiring can be coached on which elements in a résumé are appropriate to focus on and which are irrelevant. Employees and potential employees should be taught how to present their work experiences effectively. This will help them not only with résumés when they are candidates for new positions, but also with documentation when they are being considered for promotions, transfers, stretch assignments, or awards. Employees may not even be aware of, let alone understand, how certain statements can trigger reviewers’ unconscious biases.

			HR should stay committed to the in-person or online video interview process, whereby the hiring manager or executive determines candidates’ overall qualifications, experience, and fit with the organizational culture by seeing and talking to them in real time. Give all candidates due respect. Make sure they are not prejudged or excluded from opportunities before they have a chance to represent themselves in the proper forum.

			When there is a potential conflict between existing workplace culture and a candidate’s perceived beliefs or behaviors, check to see whether that perception is due to bias. Be aware of your own biases and consider how they might affect the organization. In dealing with a peer’s implicit or explicit biases, clarify your understanding of what they are saying. Address the real underlying situation and validate their concerns. Show how your proposed actions relate to their issues and provide solid reasoning for your stance.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). The company can work on instilling empathy in people as a pathway to acceptance of other viewpoints.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Politics Overtakes the Pandemic

			Summary

			Without sufficient information about the pandemic early on, employees split into factions: those who accept the reality of the virus and those who believe it to be a creation of politics. This leads to workplace arguments and disruptions. As new data becomes available, HR provides it to employees, quelling their fears and bringing calm. This is a major incident with a good outcome.

			In the beginning days of the COVID-19 crisis, the lack of available data created a lot of skepticism among some employees. They were unable to comprehend what was happening and started to believe that the pandemic was a politically created distraction. They criticized the lockdowns, layoffs, safety measures, and more and even had doubts about the very existence of the virus itself.

			Employees’ opinions on the reality of the pandemic began to fall into political extremes. Factions developed, and tensions grew. Arguments on the job between employees led to disruptions that hindered performance and productivity.

			We were categorized as essential workers, and our company had very little flexibility in terms of employee schedules, whether we could work remotely, and so forth. We were all required to be onsite, put in our hours, produce the contracted materials, and deliver them to the government on time.

			HR was responsible for maintaining peace among employees with differences of opinion, no matter how strong, in an amicable work environment. Other than that, the company had no policies in place specific to the pandemic, due to the unforeseen circumstances of the situation.

			When the state issued an emergency shutdown, HR used the time to come up with more definitive strategies and a plan of action to deal with both health-related and political disruptions.

			Most importantly, HR was able to issue information proving to employees that the virus was real, based on recent government releases of more complete and reliable facts and data. This countered the uncertainties and misinformation that put people on edge in the initial days of the crisis. As fears came under control, political anxieties calmed.

			With input from leadership, HR created company-wide policies and procedures in accord with guidelines issued by government health agencies. Measures included physical distancing in common areas, limited numbers of people in conference rooms, and individual employees being permitted to work remotely, as decided on a case-by-case basis. The uniform approach brought discipline to the workforce and a more cordial environment to the workplace.

			Lessons Learned

			COVID-19 has been an international wake-up call. Every organization needs to carefully define its responses to events that may cause similar disruptions to its workforce and workplaces—and they need to do so proactively, not reactively. Think ahead. Consider the many types of catastrophic events (e.g., pandemics, fires, floods, earthquakes) that could affect your organization and employees. Include a comprehensive communication plan that can be rolled out to warn, advise, inform, and reassure people.

			In this case, even though there was a paucity of information about the pandemic as the crisis began, it still would have been helpful for HR to hold a company-wide meeting early on, at least to address everyone’s concerns at once. This might have prevented people from splitting into factions. Growing polarization, left unaddressed, can spawn workplace disruptions in addition to those caused by the main crisis event itself.

			Leaders also need to figure out how to manage employees who are at odds with the organization over how it decides to handle the crisis. People should be free to express valid concerns. It is vital to differentiate them from those whose expressions are counterproductive—conspiratorial, provocative, and excessively fearful—with the potential to cause further havoc or harm.

			As of this writing, the pandemic isn’t over, but organizational leaders would do well to put together a debriefing now on the most recent phase of the ongoing crisis.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another) and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). The company can build on its early experiences in bringing people together to navigate later crises.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			An Election Year Might Be Time to Enforce That Ban on Political Activity

			Summary

			Employees and managers engage in widespread political activity in the workplace, even though company policy prohibits it. HR issues a reminder of the policy and acts to discourage further activity. The response may be too little, too late, but the effort is a way forward to prevent future political activity—even if the present outcome is somewhat inconclusive.

			A long-term employee’s work regularly took him to different departments throughout the company. As he made his rounds, he heard many people, employees as well as managers, discussing the upcoming election and freely sharing their opinions about the candidates and issues. Political materials covered walls and desks. Official communication methods (e.g., company email, intranet) were being used to solicit, promote, and defend various political views.

			The employee came to HR because he was concerned that these activities might escalate to verbal or even physical altercations, especially in light of the nation’s already volatile political climate. He also observed what he called a loss in productivity. Based on my prior dealings with this employee, I knew him to be fair and reliable, and I had no reason to doubt his report. I suspected he was actually downplaying the magnitude of the situation.

			The employee asked if HR planned to enforce the company policy prohibiting political activity in the workplace. As outlined in the handbook, the aim of this policy is to discourage uncomfortable exchanges and maintain a peaceful work environment.

			It was still early in the election year, so it seemed prudent to do something right away rather than wait for a politically motivated disruptive incident to occur, which could lead to disciplinary or legal action. I met with my manager, and we agreed that doing nothing would increase that risk.

			We had to remind people of the company’s policy prohibiting political activity—but without inciting an increase in such activity in response.

			One option would be to conduct an investigation of the specific departments cited by the concerned employee. The individuals found to be violating the policy could be coached or reprimanded accordingly. This approach, however, would not do much to raise awareness of the policy by the whole organization. We decided to send out a mass communication without singling out departments or individuals.

			One difficulty with sending out a company-wide message is that employees often wonder what prompted it, which can lead to rumor mongering and finger pointing. We didn’t want to tip anyone off to the concerned employee’s report, so we did not investigate further (even to confirm it—I already believed him).

			The director of HR sent a communication to all employees in all locations, with a general reminder of the current policy prohibiting political activity in the workplace, along with the appropriate section from the company handbook and a request to contact HR with any questions.

			Local HR representatives were advised to increase their visibility in the office during the election cycle and to be available to employees who wanted to share related issues. The reps were also asked to discreetly observe and address any policy violations.

			In the weeks after the reminder was sent out, several employees approached HR directly. Some challenged the policy, believing it suppressed their participation in the election process and inhibited their freedom to express themselves in a democracy.

			Other employees thanked us for the reminder about the policy, saying they had been disturbed by the in-office political activity but felt uncomfortable reporting it to HR for fear of reprisal—not only from coworkers but also from managers who expressed “disconcerting” opinions.

			Other than these private comments to HR, there were no further reportable incidents of political activity in the workplace for the rest of the election cycle. I hope that the communication reminding employees of our policy continues to prevent them during future political campaigns and events.

			Lessons Learned

			HR plays an important role in monitoring what goes on in an organization’s culture. One could reasonably wonder why this HR department had not noticed the increase in a prohibited activity occurring throughout the workplace before it reached the point at which an employee felt compelled to report it.

			Once HR was alerted to the issue, staff took the necessary action. But it’s wise to periodically reengage and reeducate employees about policies outside of an emergent issue. Consider whether preventive interventions or communications would be equally effective to preclude activities that kill productivity. Have a structure in place for disciplining managers who fail to enforce policies or fail to notice widespread violations in the first place.

			When a problem is reported, corroborate it and find out how pervasive it is by observing workplace interactions. Do regular reality checks. Think about how you want employees, supervisors, managers, and leaders to engage with HR to bolster the organizational culture by following and leveraging the company’s policies.

			As for political activities specifically, engage supervisors and managers to see if the organizational culture is affected by outside political events and to what extent. 

			Issues surrounding freedom of speech in the workplace usually depend on the nature of the employer. Private company prohibitions do not necessarily equate to government suppression. Chart a course with input from counsel for explaining to the workforce whether and how the First Amendment applies to your workplace.

			Lastly, listen to feedback following HR interventions. Here, the fact that employees thanked HR for reinforcing the no-politics policy was a clue that something deeper might be happening. The fact that they were also disturbed, feared reprisal, and knew of disconcerting opinions requires follow-up and possible additional action.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it), belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). Within the confines of what its policies will allow, the company has the tools to address similar situations in the future.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Violence Prevention Training Provokes Violent Comment

			Summary

			A supervisor chosen as a potential leader criticizes his training on the prevention of workplace violence by making a comment that advocates violence against immigrants. The company suspends him and withdraws its efforts to further train or promote him, but allows him to return to work, even though he still sees nothing wrong with what he said. This is a significant incident with no real resolution.

			The company identified a midlevel employee as having the potential to grow into a higher-level role. He was entered into our leadership training course, which covered the company’s values, code of conduct, expectations, and more. After he completed the course, he was assigned a coach/mentor who met with him on a regular basis.

			The employee subsequently applied for an internal position as a supervisor at a branch of the company on the opposite side of the country. If he got this promotion, he would be in charge of all of the local operations and employees in that rural region.

			One of the employee’s required trainings was an online course on workplace violence prevention. He found it offensive and told his leadership coach at their next meeting. During their conversation, he said the course unfairly depicted readers of gun magazines as violent, bad people. As their talk continued, the subject of immigration came up. The employee said to the coach, “If someone with a gun went down to the border and picked off a few illegal immigrants, they’d get the message.”

			The coach told the employee that this comment was inappropriate. He ended their talk, then notified the legal and HR departments.

			Around the same time, the employee received an offer for the supervisory position he had applied for. He accepted the promotion and began the process of selling his house and incurring other company-paid relocation expenses, preparing to move across the country to that region.

			Meanwhile, as the HR business partner, I opened an investigation into the employee’s remarks. The beliefs he expressed were inappropriate, insensitive, and indicative of a marked lack of empathy and trustworthiness. This was especially concerning because he had completed the course on preventing workplace violence and earlier had completed his leadership training.

			I needed to assess this potential supervisor’s ability to lead going forward and needed to determine the repercussions of his remarks now and in the future. Did his beliefs affect how he worked with his current team? Did or would he share his beliefs with other employees? Were his values compatible with the company’s? If the company pulled the offer for his promotion, how would that affect him personally and professionally? If the company could maintain a working relationship with him, what further training and guidance would he need? Would management and HR have to make any other changes in the organization because of this incident?

			I interviewed the employee. He was pleased to have gotten his promotion but felt betrayed by his leadership coach. He said the coach should not have shared what he told him in confidence. The employee was more offended by the coach’s action in reporting his comment—“picking off” immigrants with a gun—than by his having made the comment. He saw nothing wrong with what he said.

			The employee’s tone deafness about his remarks led me to believe that he lacked the empathy to be a good leader and that rewarding him with a promotion would be ill advised. I thought he would not be successful as a supervisor anywhere in this company, much less as the sole person in charge of a distant branch in a rural region without another leader, coach, or mentor nearby to advise or assist him.

			It was also discovered that the employee had accepted the promotion without checking with his own supervisor and had started incurring relocation expenses that were not yet authorized.

			By now, HR brought in the employee’s supervisor, the coach, the regional manager, the directors of HR and employee relations, and legal counsel to discuss next steps. Terminating the employee was considered, but in the end it was decided to give him a second chance. This decision was based on his length of service and highly rated job performance—despite his apparent nonalignment with the company’s values.

			The employee would be held accountable for his past actions, along with an opportunity to behave differently in the future. His career opportunities would be limited, however, both by what he said and his lack of understanding of why it was improper.

			The company withdrew its offer to promote the employee to supervisor at the branch location and imposed a week’s suspension. The regional manager and HR director informed him of these actions and told him to use the time away to decide whether the company would still be a good fit for him. They spelled out the company’s expectations for his behavior. If he chose to return, they said, he would be welcomed, but he would need to align himself with company values while in the workplace. They would continue to help him develop his leadership skills.

			Out of an abundance of caution after their conversation (especially since the employee’s objectionable remarks concerned gun violence), the company provided extra security at the site for forty-eight hours, to ensure that he would not return to take out his anger on those he thought had wronged him.

			After his one-week suspension, the employee did return to work. At first he was resentful, which created new tensions in the workplace, then gradually he seemed to let his resentments go. He did his job and met the expectations put in front of him. But the trust relationship was irrevocably damaged. He did not attempt to mend fences. He stopped communicating with anyone unless absolutely necessary. After about a year, he left the company.

			The whole episode occurred over a period of about eighteen months. I felt that its resolution was inconclusive.

			The measures taken by the company in response to the employee’s remarks were effective inasmuch as his objectionable behavior stopped. 

			The measures were ineffective, however, for two reasons. First, allowing the employee back at his job created new tensions in the workplace. Second, the position he would have been promoted to (had it not been withdrawn because of his behavior) remained unfilled, putting management back at square one as to finding a leader for that branch location.

			Lessons Learned

			There was no clear way forward here because the leaders assigned to manage the situation more or less set aside the employee’s behavior, despite the fact that he never saw it as unacceptable or inappropriate. Perhaps they felt the company had already invested a significant amount of time and energy in him. None of the decision-makers here seemed to be using the same playbook. 

			A coaching rather than a corrective tone might have made the employee’s rehabilitation easier once he returned to work, but the damage was done and trust was broken. The situation ultimately resolved itself with the employee’s voluntary departure from the company.

			In a similar situation, several courses of action may be useful. First and foremost, engage management in a discussion about how employees are considered for promotions: leadership traits, character, behavior, alignment with culture and corporate philosophy, and so forth. Consider scrutinizing pertinent policies and procedures, including those governing relocation expenses.

			The learning and development team should review its role in helping to prepare employees for higher-level roles. Gauge courses offered on leadership, prevention of workplace violence, and other topics, not only to see if they can be improved but also to ensure they align with corporate culture and the values that all employees are expected to follow.

			When employees demonstrate behavior that does not align with organizational standards, find out what provisions are in place to guide the best response. HR has an interest in identifying and attending to employees who are a bad fit—and fitness is based on what the organization wants, not on what the individual believes. Make sure people are aware of the consequences of unacceptable behavior. This may or may not extend to requiring that they have intensive training on respect, dignity, and empathy.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging) and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). Working on these elements will be the first steps to rebuild trust in this company. Its people need to understand the impact of what they say and do on others.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

		

	


			Chapter 5. 
Politics in Broadcast and Social Media

			These stories take place in that space where politics and media intersect. The public forum, once known as the corner soapbox, now includes a plethora of platforms for expression. Consequences arise when people make their political views known—on the street, in print, or online. In the workplace, employee interactions with broadcast media often occur in the form of a television in the break room. Some organizations have learned the hard way that providing this type of “benefit”—as a source of information, entertainment, or distraction—provides no benefit at all when it serves primarily as a catalyst for disruption. Add social media to the mix and the question becomes one of overlapping, indeterminate boundaries—work/life, public/private—relating to people’s opinions.

			Changing the Channel to Respect

			Summary

			Two otherwise productive employees trade insults about the political coverage on the TV in the break room, and their bad behavior escalates. An informative conversation with HR and subsequent training helps them learn to be more respectful and considerate. This trivial situation has an excellent resolution.

			There is a television in the break room of the company where I work. As the presidential election approached, there was quite a bit of channel flipping during the day to this or that news program. By itself, this wasn’t unusual. However, a few people came to HR with concerns about a controversy in the TV room between two employees with opposing political viewpoints, who were increasingly at odds with each other over several days.

			Each employee was being disrespectful of the other. What started in a joking manner with offhand comments had started to escalate into explicit, degrading, and profane name calling and insults. One employee hid the TV remote so that the channel could not be changed. In retaliation, the other employee posted political yard signs all around the other’s car in the company parking lot. Their coworkers were witness to their emotional outbursts.

			I wish people had informed HR of the situation sooner so it could have been addressed sooner. This was not the environment that our company has strived to achieve for our workforce.

			These were two hardworking employees who did their jobs well. Aside from their current feud, there had never been any problems with their work, attendance, or social interactions. They had once liked each other and now could barely look at each other.

			The feuding employees were brought in for a sit-down conversation with HR and a manager to see how things had gotten to this point. They each described their deeply felt concerns about the presidential candidates: one feared the United States would be led into war; the other feared national financial ruin. Both were so focused on changing the other’s mind about whom to vote for that I had to bring their focus back to how to work together respectfully.

			The wonderful thing about living in the United States, I said, is that we are entitled to have our opinions and to voice them. It would be contradictory if people couldn’t recognize differences in opinion. But while we have the right to hold any opinions and beliefs, I continued, we cannot force others to believe the same way. Company policy stated that it was important for us to have a civil workplace. We don’t have to agree, but we should be able to respectfully agree to disagree.

			It was decided that both employees would participate in an eight-week course of respectful workplace training. We wanted to help them see how they could have reacted differently and to provide them with the tools to make different choices in the future.

			HR could have more harshly disciplined these employees, but punishment would not have helped them change their behavior—which in fact they did, on the job as well as outside the workplace. They truly benefitted from the training they received. They gained insights into how their actions affected those around them. They learned to understand other people’s perspectives, about politics as well as on aspects of their work. They began to seek out different viewpoints.

			Trying to understand others can change your outlook and opinions, if you are open to it.

			Lessons Learned

			The key to solving this problem—contentious interactions between otherwise collegial, productive employees—was to remind them of the need for civility and to insert that concept into their lives through communication and training.

			Had the feuding employees been less open to reason, the outcome might have been far different. What they discussed during their sit-down might even have given fuel to their feud, making productivity and civility decline further. Communication and training are important because they help the workforce hone the skills needed to maintain a civil environment.

			Conduct a periodic review of organizational policies on a respectful workplace. Revise and update provisions as necessary to keep up with what is going on in the world. Offer guidance to employees as to what kinds of behaviors are respectful and will be tolerated and what kinds of behaviors are disrespectful and won’t be tolerated. Outline the consequences for policy violations.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). 

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Argument in the Break Room Escalates in the Parking Lot

			Summary

			A program on a news channel on the break room TV prompts a political argument between employees, who escalate their conflict after work in the parking lot. After all is said and done, this somewhat trivial occurrence has a good outcome.

			A news program on the TV in the break room featured a political issue, and two employees on a break started discussing it. They were on opposite sides of the issue, and their discussion began to get heated. Other people present became uncomfortable and alerted management.

			When the feuding employees went back to work, that seemed to be the end of it. As they left for the day, however, their argument resumed. In the parking lot, one employee allegedly threw his sandwich at the other, got in his car, and drove off. There were no other witnesses to this “assault” reported to HR by the “victim.”

			It wasn’t much of a disruption, but the rival employees were distracted, coworkers were gossiping, and managers were taking time from their other responsibilities to deal with it.

			HR brought in both employees to talk, separately and together, about what had happened in the break room and the parking lot. Our approach was that getting them to sit down for a conversation would clear the air. By giving each of them a say, they could walk away feeling heard, and the matter would be put to rest.

			First, we made sure that neither employee had made any discriminatory or disparaging remarks to the other. Next, we made sure that our own communications could not be interpreted by either employee as taking anyone’s side. We were there to deal with their behavior, not the origin or substance of their argument. Apparently, things got out of hand because neither one would agree to disagree. Each kept pressing the other to recognize and side with his position. They were still frustrated and upset, even at our meeting.

			We explained to the employees how we all come from different walks of life, which leads us to have varying views on many different topics, including politics. If you feel very passionate about a topic and you’re unable to remain calm when discussing it, it’s best to not discuss it in the workplace. Matters ripe for escalation are not appropriate. We concluded by pointing out that throwing a sandwich at someone is unacceptable behavior.

			After we talked, both employees realized that what they had gotten up to was quite silly. They went back to work, and there were no further related incidents.

			Lessons Learned

			The employees’ behavior devolved into a disruption that distracted not only them but also other employees who witnessed the conflict, as well as managers who intervened to resolve it. It turned out well because of the path to resolution chosen by HR—keeping the conversation focused on the behavior and not on the subject of the disagreement.

			HR showed the employees that it is important to be respectful, acknowledge the reality of opposing views, and honor your opponent’s right to have a differing opinion. HR also crucially emphasized that certain topics cannot be discussed at work, especially if the parties to such a discussion cannot behave honorably.

			Organizations would do well to question whether having a television in the workplace is wise. The difficulties it causes often outweigh any benefits for employees.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). By managing the conflict well, the company can work on preventive measures to discourage future disagreements from devolving.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Love of Country Questioned over Lunch

			Summary

			Employees watching the presidential inauguration on the TV in the lunchroom make divisive comments to each other, creating a disturbance and bothering those who just want to eat their lunch. An excellent outcome is reached after a minor disturbance.

			The company allowed the television in the communal lunchroom to stay on during the presidential inauguration ceremony for those who were interested in seeing the new president sworn in. This was not an unusual practice, and the TV had been on for previous inaugurations and other noteworthy events.

			At one point an employee watching the TV became annoyed by coworkers chatting over their lunch. She said it was disrespectful to the incoming president. She continued to make provocative comments, such as saying she was embarrassed by the outgoing president. Eventually she yelled, “This is very important to those of us who love our country!”

			Two other coworkers in the lunchroom responded that they were there not to watch the ceremony but to eat lunch. They told the employee they did not support the new president and didn’t vote for him. They voiced their support of the outgoing president and were angered by her suggestion they did not love their country.

			A heated discussion ensued regarding the merits of the incoming and outgoing presidents, the media, and other political topics. Within fifteen minutes the situation escalated considerably. All three participants became animated and aggressive, banging on tables and swearing with loud voices that could be heard outside of the lunchroom.

			HR was notified of a disturbance, and we came in to assess the situation. We quickly determined that this was a political disagreement and asked the three arguing employees to come with us and leave everyone else in peace. Our main concern was to end any interaction with those in the lunchroom who were uninvolved in the argument.

			To find out what happened, I took the supporter of the incoming president to one room, and my colleague took the supporters of the outgoing president to another room. They all told the same story. We considered sending them home but decided it was better to let them cool down at the office while making clear that their behavior was inappropriate.

			We explained to each side that differing opinions exist and that employees need to be respectful of one another and their opinions. The supporter of the incoming president was still angry, reiterating that she felt the supporters of the outgoing president were disrespecting the country, initially by speaking over the inauguration telecast. I told her that different people express themselves in different ways and that disagreement does not mean disrespect. We discussed situations in which this could play out.

			Once all three employees calmed down, we brought them all into the same room to encourage a group discussion in a civilized manner. We emphasized that HR’s concern was not with their opinions but with the disrespect they showed to their coworkers and the company. All three employees agreed that their behavior was disrespectful.

			One employee began to cry, saying the political situation was very upsetting for her but that she was embarrassed by her behavior, and she apologized. Her opponent then also apologized for her own behavior. She said while she didn’t agree, she respected the right of all to their opinions. All three employees proceeded to engage in a civil conversation about the country and the pros and cons of the different political parties.

			No further disciplinary action was taken. Our approach allowed the employees to express themselves while we made clear to them the company’s expectations of how to behave in the workplace.

			Lessons Learned

			This situation was fraught with peril, but the organization deftly turned it around by using the information gleaned from an immediate investigation of the feud and guiding the feuding parties into a discussion about disrespectful behavior.

			The discussion shifted the focus from the employees’ viewpoints to the broader effects of their behavior. HR was able to demonstrate in real time that showing disrespect for one’s coworkers also shows disrespect for the company and its culture. Allowing the employees to express themselves permitted the conversation to move in another direction, which, in turn, enabled them to graciously admit that their behavior was inappropriate.

			Acknowledging diverse views without undermining organizational culture is more than a clever approach—it is a civil and respectful one.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). That some employees felt compelled to become involved because the incident occurred in a communal workspace was part of the problem.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Briefly Defeating a Culture of Fear

			Summary

			On Inauguration Day 2009, when the nation’s first Black president would be sworn in, employees of color are excited. The White executive with control over the office television is visibly upset and in a bad mood. Knowing how she would react, the employees are afraid to ask her to set up the TV and let them watch the swearing-in ceremony. Another White manager finally sets up the TV behind closed doors.

			I was one of five African Americans among eleven people of color in a forty-two-employee workforce at the local office of a national organization. The nation had recently elected its first Black president, and now it was Inauguration Day.

			I was excited, as were many other employees, especially employees of color. The department head was not. A White woman, she had openly expressed disgust about the election outcome. On this day she was visibly upset and remained in a bad mood.

			It was common knowledge around the office to not further rile up this executive when she was already upset. She perpetuated a culture of fear. As employees of color, we knew to hide our enthusiasm about the inauguration or we would face her wrath.

			The department head had control over the television in the meeting room. It was not uncommon for employees to watch TV during breaks. Would she allow us to watch the historic ceremony during our lunch hour? She had the power to make that decision. Her direct report was not going to do so because he, too, was in fear of her. I was a manager on the team but lacked the power to make the decision. We all knew she would oppose it.

			I also did not want to miss the inauguration. As the time for the noon ceremony approached, there was a feeling of unease in the office, evidenced by small group conversations. Employees looked for someone in management to make the decision to give us access to the TV. No one was willing to directly ask the department head, who was the highest-ranking executive in the office that day.

			Finally, just before noon, a division director, a White man, set up and turned on the TV in the meeting room. Word spread quickly. Employees of all colors brought their lunch into the room and closed the door. Inside, the inauguration was an emotional experience for us—there was hugging, crying, cheering.

			Once the lunch hour was over, however, everyone straightened up. We exited the room silently. It was back to business as usual. When we left for the day, those of us who had been in the room exchanged furtive winks and smiles of acknowledgment.

			Had it not been for the courage of the division director, a multiracial group of employees excited about an historic event would not have been able to witness it inside the office. We might have found ways to see it privately, or individually, or outside the office, but there was something special about sharing the experience together.

			The manner in which events unfolded did nothing to confront or eliminate the culture of fear perpetuated by the department head, who never addressed her bad mood or mentioned the inauguration. But strong bonds were created that day. I developed a new level of respect for the division director who set up the TV in the meeting room.

			This was just another example of how minority groups have to figure out how to exist and celebrate achievements in ways that do not offend or disrupt the majority or the group in power. Our coping mechanisms are well adapted for the workplace.

			I believe that witnessing the inauguration of any US president is a celebration of democracy for all Americans. Its ideals can be valued and recognized appropriately in the workplace. In my organization, employee excitement about this historic event should have been anticipated. The department head could have used the occasion to join her colleagues and celebrate democracy, bridging divisions instead of reinforcing them.

			Lessons Learned

			It is always worrisome when employees feel the need to alter their objectively reasonable behavior by working around a moody, tyrannical leader. No one should tolerate that kind of unpleasantness, especially if it occurs regularly.

			Here, employees who wanted to witness an historic event had to do so secretly to avoid the boss’s wrath. Only the courageous actions of one bold manager enabled them to celebrate the occasion.

			Consider how differently this day might have been experienced by people of all colors in this organization had its leadership encouraged department heads, division directors, teams, managers, and employees alike to respectfully express their ideals, views, and opinions as they witnessed the inauguration together in harmony and without fear.

			This organization must face and address its many challenges. One concerns the machinations surrounding access to the company TV. Another is the culture of fear in which employees are afraid to approach their leaders, resulting in predictably unfortunate outcomes. There are added difficulties for employees of color or other minority groups.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). The manager rescued the day by recognizing this underlying need. The company must continue its work in this area so all employees lose any sense of fear.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Presidents and Social Media Don’t Mix

			Summary

			The president of a religiously affiliated university shares political messages on various social media platforms. Following negative internal and external responses to his posts on one site, he makes his profile and posts there private, but on another site, the public can still see his posts. This is a major issue with a poor outcome.

			At the religiously affiliated university where I work, the university president made no secret of his opposition to a candidate in an upcoming election. He regularly shared politically themed posts on his public profile on a major social network. Several university employees saw one especially contentious post and felt it was inappropriate, especially coming from the president of a religiously affiliated university, and filed complaints with HR. 

			The university is very clear that all employees are expected to represent the organization in a positive manner. Given that the president’s profile on this social media site included his title and organization, he was not following that policy.

			I discussed the complaints and my concerns with the VP of HR. I feel that if you are a university president or in a similar role, it is important to be aware of how you are perceived by the public. It would be wise to make your social media profile private or at least to give more consideration to what you are posting.

			The VP of HR wanted to address the matter quickly. She was unable to speak to the university president in person, so she sent him an email. She suggested that he make his profile private to avoid these situations in the future. He said he was not happy to hear that employees were spending their time looking at social media or at his profile on that site. But he did make it private and deleted the controversial post.

			Because of the controversy, however, employees continue to monitor the president’s other social media accounts, which are still not private. He continues to post elsewhere as he sees fit. He recently commented on an altercation during a basketball game involving one of our students. This comment went viral and was reported on news and gossip programs online and on television.

			Because the comment incident occurred shortly after the social network post incident, the president should have been disciplined by the university’s board of trustees. This would have made clear to him that this behavior would not be tolerated. But no disciplinary action was ever taken.

			Making the president’s profile private was an effective solution to the problem only insofar as employees and the public no longer have access to his personal posts there. A better solution would have been for him to have a different, additional, public-facing social network page on that site, where he could share university-related information in a positive manner. This would create an element of transparency even as he maintained his private page. The best solution would be for all of his accounts on all social media platforms to be private.

			Ideally, the university should have separate public accounts for its president (whomever that may be) on various sites, which would be monitored by the communications department to ensure they represent the university in a positive light.

			Lessons Learned

			An organization’s leaders set an example. Employees observe their leaders and will question behaviors that appear out of alignment with the organization’s mission, vision, and culture. This is especially true when a leader’s improper behavior occurs in a public forum, such as on social media. The organization must be able to respond when employees or the public become aware of the leader’s improprieties.

			Various governance groups—trustees, directors, ethics committees, and so forth—are usually charged with overseeing organizational leadership, but here, as in many cases, they took no corrective action. Disappointed employees and other observers will continue, however, to look for some kind of response, especially when the need for one seems obvious (such as when a leader’s unwise online comment goes viral and is covered in the news!). HR must plan to deal with the backlash or fallout that may result from a failure to act by oversight bodies, or even by the misbehaving leader’s peers.

			Prepare to have difficult conversations with leaders and employees alike in such situations. If handled in a respectful manner, these discussions can lead to understanding, reconciliation, and acceptance, enabling the organization to rebuild trust and culture and move forward.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). The head of this educational institution needed to be educated about how his actions affected others.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Don’t Jeopardize Our Funding

			Summary

			An employee of a federally funded organization violates its social media policy by posting about funding cuts on her social media page. The issue is resolved when she deletes it. Although this is a minor incident, it has an excellent outcome.

			We’re a federally funded organization, and our last funding round was particularly difficult. Our funding was delayed with little warning and explanation, then cut drastically. One of our employees who was frustrated with the situation posted on her personal social media page a very long and detailed account of the inner workings of how our organization is funded. She also made assumptions about the current administration being responsible for the funding changes.

			As soon as HR was alerted, I knew that the social media post would have to come down immediately.

			One of our jobs as a federally funded organization is to keep our funders—the federal government—happy. That means staying quiet about any and all political issues that may affect our work. This is outlined in our social media policy. The employee’s post said some very strong and negative things about the agency that funds us. Many of our stakeholders, community partners, and funders were among the employee’s social media connections. The post could quickly reach them and others.

			Our organization’s funds had not yet been awarded, so the employee’s action could have had a hugely negative impact.

			I made our CEO aware of the situation. I had the employee’s manager point out to her how the post violated our organization’s social media policy. The manager asked her to remove it immediately, which she did. The entire matter was handled in less than thirty minutes, and there were no external negative consequences.

			There were no further internal consequences either. Once the employee was educated on the policy, she complied with it. Only if she had not complied would we have sought more punitive action.

			Lessons Learned

			A strong social media policy provides valuable guidance as well as a framework for taking corrective action for noncompliance and, if damage occurs, for discussing consequences. Review your organization’s social media policy and, if needed, update it. Communicate the changes to staff. Educate employees about the use of social media and how the policy fits in, especially if the stakes are high, as in this well-handled incident.

			There was a serious risk of irreparable damage to this organization. Had the situation not been dealt with quickly pursuant to its established policy, the very viability of the organization could have been in question.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). The organization handled it well, but the incident could have been very negative.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Intent, Perception, and the Provocateur

			Summary

			An employee of a nonprofit advocacy organization identifies his employer on his social media account, where he posts messages perceived as contrary to those of the organization. He also posts an inflammatory message on an official display on the organization’s building. The employee says that he just wants to provoke a response. This is a major situation with a somewhat inclusive, albeit fair, outcome.

			A nonprofit advocacy organization employed someone who was very vocal on social media about his political views. The employee regularly shared memes and comments on his personal page, where he also identified his affiliation with the organization. As a result, many people perceived his posts as representative of its views.

			The employee also had access to the feed for an electronic display on the organization’s building. Following a major political event, the employee put up an inflammatory message on it.

			The nonprofit’s board had to evaluate whether the employee’s comments were appropriate, regardless of their content. As an HR professional serving on the board, my focus was on separating intent from perception.

			The employee’s apparent intent was to convey his opinions, taking a stand against the behaviors of certain political figures. The perception, however, was that the employee was engaging in the very behaviors he claimed to be fighting against. Rather than use words that would unify people, he used words that were divisive.

			What’s more, the employee posted his polarizing comments in a manner that implied agreement among everyone in the organization. In reality, employees of the organization held various perspectives regarding the political event and figures he was commenting on.

			The employee’s actions affected the community and our organizational partners, who questioned whether the nonprofit itself supported his extreme views, which likely would have alienated a larger segment of the community. It may have even put the nonprofit at risk of being targeted by people at the opposite end of the political spectrum.

			Our first priority was the external display. I asked the employee to change the inflammatory message immediately because the board was uncomfortable with it. He was not happy. Even if it was removed, he said, it already served its purpose by provoking a reaction.

			Our second priority was social media. I directed the employee to remove any mention of his association with the organization and to get training on observing appropriate boundaries online. He deleted his page, but weeks later he created a new one. That page had no political posts for several months, but gradually they reappeared.

			The employee eventually resigned, partly because of the organization’s response to his messages but also because his understanding of nonprofit advocacy did not fully align with ours.

			Lessons Learned

			If no social media policy exists in your organization, do the research and create one. Be certain to include parameters and guidelines for the following: acceptable and unacceptable behaviors, with examples; stating one’s affiliation with the organization; posting externally; and consequences for noncompliance. Ensure that the policies are anchored within your cultural norms, including respectful expression of viewpoints within stated boundaries.

			Also make certain that your code of conduct has provisions to address a behavioral situation like this one—in which the organization decides on a course of action to address unacceptable behavior and the employee abides by the action (albeit reluctantly) but over time repeats the behavior.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). Here, an employee was actively trying to polarize rather than unify through his messages.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Lack of Clarity on Policy Compounds Problems

			Summary

			The practice of a nonprofit political organization is to neither endorse nor disparage particular candidates. An employee disparages a candidate on two social media sites. She gets a warning for violating the organization’s social media policy and requests a clarification of the policy regarding employees’ personal accounts, but the organization never provides it. Racial issues come up regarding how she has been disciplined. This major issue for this particular workplace unfortunately has a poor resolution.

			I work for a relatively small nonprofit organization that champions causes at one end of the political spectrum. Most of our employees are politically engaged activists who lean the same way. The organization’s practice is to neither endorse nor disparage any particular candidate. It issues a “scorecard” ranking candidates in terms of their stated alignment with the organization’s preferred causes and initiatives.

			The organization informs employees of its neutral position on endorsing candidates. It also informs them of its social media policy forbidding disparaging comments about candidates. But the organization has not emphasized that the social media policy covers more than the organization’s accounts—it extends to employees’ personal social media accounts.

			During the presidential primaries, an employee posted messages on her personal account on an external social network and also on the organization’s internal channel. She strongly supported one candidate and described another candidate in the same political party as “a liar.” Most employees supported the latter candidate, who ranked highest on the organization’s scorecard.

			While the employee’s remark was somewhat innocuous on its face, posting it went against the organization’s neutral position on endorsements as well as the social media policy on disparagements. The employee’s action violated both.

			This was the employee’s second social media incident. Earlier, she had posted something internally that management disliked, and it was taken down without her knowledge. Because of that first incident, I thought it was important for HR to address the current controversy with her directly and immediately. We didn’t want the “liar” remark to remain visible to our employees or to affiliated organizations.

			The employee’s supervisor asked her to remove the post, and she did, although reluctantly, and HR gave her a verbal warning. The employee also requested clarification of what she could and could not post on social media.

			Several factors made the situation difficult. First, the organization had not made clear to employees that its social media policy covers their personal accounts. Second, our employees are activists, who, by definition, are trying to upset the status quo. They need a place to express their views, and our policy seems at odds with their nature.

			The third factor was race. The disciplined employee was a person of color. A number of her coworkers believed that in the first social media incident, she was singled out because of her race. Entirely coincidentally, two other persons of color had recently been terminated. So the organization was already struggling with the perception that it marginalizes its employees of color. Now management had to deal with an individual disciplinary action under a heightened sensitivity to racial issues.

			The employee’s request for clarification of the social media policy added another layer of complexity. We thought the policy was detailed, but aspects of it, apparently, were lacking. While its intent was clear, the specifics were not spelled out adequately.

			Several levels of management debated the relevant issues, but ultimately we did not provide the clarification requested. We simply responded to the employee with a caution to not post remarks publicly disparaging candidates, either on her own social media pages (since people knew where she worked) or on our internal channels (since coworkers could construe them as offensive).

			Our social media policy is still unclear about what types of comments employees can and cannot post and whether management can restrict or set guidelines governing employees’ posts. Our national communications director has yet to provide a good answer to the clarification question. The organization needs to find a way for our employees to express themselves in a safe, inoffensive way.

			Lessons Learned

			This cautionary tale provides multiple examples of how not to handle a situation. Certainly the lack of clear information about policies and the failure to provide definitive answers to pressing questions don’t bode well for a good resolution of ongoing conflict.

			If your organization’s social media policy covers employees’ personal accounts, be sure to clearly and explicitly spell that out directly in the policy so that employees understand what is expected of them. Specify what they can and cannot post on both internal and external social media outlets.

			Be aware of how an organization’s actions are perceived (e.g., by employees, the public). It doesn’t matter whether those perceptions are accurate. If your organization says or does something that appears to diverge from its stated policies, cultural norms, or standard practices, that disconnect—even if unintentional—will be perceived poorly.

			When certain groups of employees believe they are being singled out, the organization must address and correct that perception right away; otherwise, the issues can become more divisive over time.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives) and conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). The organization didn’t really listen to its employees, which led to conflict and will fail to prevent further conflict.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

		

	


			Chapter 6. 
Race, Religion, Ethnicity, and Nationality

			There’s a reason our elders advised caution when discussing race, religion, national origin, and similarly tricky and treacherous topics. They continue to pose challenges for employers, whether the spark for debate among employees originates inside or outside the workplace. Difficult, often emotionally charged conversations feature prominently in these stories, whose outcomes were at opposite ends of the scale. Many address questions that are also intrinsically political, such as immigration, civil wars, cultural bias, and the Black Lives Matter movement.

			Emotions Overwhelm but Lead to Enlightenment

			Summary

			A street demonstration against police brutality takes place in front of an office building. Employees watch from inside and make ignorant, insensitive comments. The sole Black employee in the group attempts to educate them, but eventually she overreacts. She is mortified but has opened their eyes and minds. This incident, though minor, has an excellent resolution.

			Yet another unarmed Black person was killed by police, which was highlighted once more on the news and social media. Demonstrators and protesters started to hold small rallies every day on the boulevard where my office is located. One day, a crowd of over a thousand people gathered directly in front of the building to rally against police violence and to demand justice.

			I work on the tenth floor of the building. My coworkers gathered at the window behind my desk, looking down at the rally. There were three White people, a Filipino-American person, and someone who was born in India, among them my supervisor and my subordinate. As the only Black woman on my entire floor, I knew right away I was entering a precarious situation.

			Their chatter began: “Why are they there?” “This is ridiculous.” “The police were doing their jobs.” “I saw the video, and he didn’t do what he was told.” I felt a tightness in my throat as I listened to my coworkers revealing their ignorance about an issue of great concern to Black people.

			I tried to keep away from the window, stay quiet, and get back to work. But as the talk continued, I could no longer ignore it. If I remained quiet, I’d be the kind of person I despise. I had to respond; I had to provide a Black point of view.

			I knew their comments stemmed from inherent bias, which most people aren’t even aware of. They were unconsciously exposing their biases out loud. But how would they feel if I pointed this out to them? Presenting people with uncomfortable topics and ideas is awkward, and I had to continue working with them.

			I thought about my upbringing. I was taught that it was more important to educate someone about a bad situation than to leave it be. If I could correct what my coworkers were saying, I could dispel their false rhetoric and possibly change their minds. Changing or opening even one person’s mind was what mattered.

			Defending myself and my culture became that moment’s priority, even though I was at work. I had no choice but to speak up. But I also knew I had to do so in a professional and respectful manner that didn’t compromise my role in the company or with my colleagues (even though their comments were neither professional nor respectful).

			Once I came to this realization and made my decision, I tried to gather myself so I wouldn’t become too emotional when I spoke. I wanted to educate the chatterers with facts and data, not emotion.

			I turned to my coworkers at the window and began describing recent events through a Black person’s lens. I talked about the history, stigma, and lingering mistrust among Black people, White people, and police. As I went on, though, what I had hoped would be a conversation became a tirade. I wasn’t yelling, just ranting in sheer emotional frustration. Then I started to cry, thinking about all the dead Black children, teenagers, fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters.

			After my rant and tears, everyone got quiet. My coworkers left the window, each touching my shoulder as they went back to their desks. I was mortified by my outburst, especially since my supervisor and my direct report were present.

			It was late afternoon, so I just left the office, trying to figure out how to come back to work the next day. I was worried about being known as the “crazy Black lady.”

			A text from my supervisor later on saved the day. A text is only words, void of emotion or tone. It is semipersonal, but the gesture of sending it is still intimate.

			My supervisor (who is not Black) said she didn’t realize how deep it all goes. She hadn’t had all the facts. She could tell by my emotional reaction how traumatic the issues were. She thanked me for saying something. I texted back to thank her for understanding.

			I considered approaching my coworkers when I got back to the office to let them know I wasn’t mad at them—but they beat me to it. I got texts from everyone, apologizing to me for not being sensitive or empathetic. There were no awkward interactions.

			The aftereffects of the incident have been positive. I no longer hear employees who are not Black chattering about Black culture and issues. When rallies occur in front of our building (as they still do), people look out the window quietly. The company even started posting information about the various rallies, with links to research on what each demonstration is for or against. The company also regularly sends around the policy on workplace conduct, which specifically directs employees to avoid political conversations.

			Looking back at the incident, I think about how I might have saved myself and my coworkers from temporary embarrassment and discomfort. I could have spoken to them individually or privately after the rally occurred. I could have not looked out the window at all. But then we never would have begun to learn how to be empathetic to the people and causes right in front of us.

			Lessons Learned

			A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. In this case, an employee courageously spoke up to confront her colleagues who were commenting in ignorance. The issue was personal to her, and she expressed herself in a way that helped them understand, providing them with a real example of empathy. The effect was positive even though the speaker herself had been unsure of how her message was received.

			Bias is inherent in each of us, yet we are rarely encouraged to think about how our biases affect others or how we interact with them. By speaking up, this employee enabled her coworkers to recognize their biases, which they had revealed by making strong statements from an uninformed position.

			In your workplace, consider adding communications and training on the interplay of personal biases and colleague interactions. Such education is especially helpful where interactions are often out of alignment with the organization’s principles, values, policies, or culture.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). In a difficult situation, the first factor took a giant leap forward at this organization, which should continue supporting the changes that resulted.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Team-Building Events: Who’s In, Who’s Out

			Summary

			A temporary-to-permanent contractor is judgmental and disapproving of those who do not share her religious beliefs, especially when it comes to company-sponsored team-building events. Employees are resentful when the company changes the events to be more inclusive; their resentment grows when it stops sponsoring or funding noninclusive events. While the temp is not hired permanently, possibly because of her beliefs, she was nonetheless the catalyst for permanently altering the company’s team-building culture.

			A contract worker was hired on a temporary-to-permanent basis at my company. She was very religious and extremely vocal and condescending about it. From day one, the contractor criticized certain behaviors that she did not engage in because of her faith. She considered unacceptable (in the office and, presumably, anywhere) the consumption of alcohol, celebrations of birthdays, and even the observance of some holidays. Employees felt judged for wanting to do things she did not approve of.

			The organization had regularly sponsored and funded company-wide parties, happy hours, competitions, and other team-building events, to which everyone was invited. The contractor made it clear when she would not be able to attend certain events because of her beliefs. The announcement of any activity became an opportunity for her to voice her objections.

			Over time, the company made various changes to events to make them more inclusive so that everyone, including the contractor, could participate in them. (“Fall Potluck” was the new name for Thanksgiving dinner, for example.) Many employees felt that they were being forced to conform to the contractor’s beliefs.

			The company continued to fund and announce activities for all staff. Now it started to provide separate funding for individual (not company-wide) events. In this way, employees could choose which events to participate in. Some employees decided to simply not invite the contractor to their individually funded activities.

			Eventually the company no longer funded any noninclusive events, all-staff or individual. Any other events would not be funded, sponsored, or even announced by the company.

			Many employees decided to continue engaging in certain activities anyway, funding them with their own money. The situation divided the office. Many people found the changes offensive. Activities meant to bring everyone together did just the opposite. Events that were not planned to be inclusive resulted in people splitting off into their own events. The goals of team building were lost.

			After a year, the temp-to-perm contractor was not offered the permanent position. The reason given was that she was “not a good match.” I think the reason was the situation with the team-building events. She had not been considered for the job solely on her merits. This was unfortunate, because she was a good employee as far as the work was concerned. Religious freedom in the workplace means that people should not be treated differently or denied employment because they don’t have the same beliefs as their coworkers.

			The contractor herself never filed a complaint about not being hired, whether due to her religion or anything else. This was probably because she remained oblivious to how people felt about her or about the changes for which she was the catalyst. 

			On the other hand, the company was not obligated to accommodate every last one of her beliefs. What’s more, she was, in fact, judgmental and condescending, and indeed someone with her personality would not fit in well with us as a permanent employee.

			Lessons Learned

			There was no indication here that the contractor was treated differently because of her religious beliefs. By constantly voicing her disapproval in a condescending manner, however, she seemed to expect others to behave differently.

			The company did attempt to accommodate her beliefs by changing aspects of its events, which raised hackles. The company made those events more inclusive, which helped it realize that greater inclusion was the way to go. It demonstrated its commitment to the new policy in stages, changing how events were funded, then finally funding and sponsoring only company-wide events that complied with the policy.

			Employees remained free to attend their own events, in-house or outside. The change they resented was the company’s decision to not sponsor or fund them. While the all-staff and individual activities had team-building value, they were really social events, and the company could not be expected to continue sponsoring or funding them when they no longer aligned with its evolving inclusion policy.

			Employees found the cutoff of company funding and sponsorship for events offensive. Due to her religious beliefs, the contractor found the events offensive. She expressed her objections poorly, but the company listened objectively. It found exclusionary events offensive and responded by taking steps toward greater inclusion. No one is entitled to a hierarchy of offenses. There are plenty of team-building activities an organization can offer to which few people can raise objections. Be creative!

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it), belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). This company altered the activities that caused conflict, but it has work to do to build, bolster, and reinforce the culture it desires.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Do Racial Slurs Ever “Not Mean Anything”?

			Summary

			An inadequate response by management to an employee’s use of a racial slur results in the incident being forgotten and not made a lesson to others, which allows similar racial microaggressions to continue. This is a major issue for the company, and the outcome is poor.

			Some employees were sitting in a warehouse office eating mixed nuts. The warehouse coordinator, a White woman, held up a Brazil nut and said that when she was young, she knew these nuts by another name—an egregious racial slur—which she spoke aloud. Another White employee agreed with her recollection but did not repeat the slur. A third employee, a Black man, was shocked and asked the coordinator to repeat what she said. She told him she “didn’t mean anything by it” and was “just stating a fact” and he was taking the word “out of context.”

			At some point the warehouse manager, a White man, was advised of the issue. He immediately apologized to the Black employee. The manager did not, however, address the issue with the coordinator who had used the slur, nor did he advise HR of what had happened.

			Six months later, the employee felt that he was being treated unfairly and called the HR helpline. During the subsequent HR investigation, this incident came up.

			The employee said that while he was grateful that the manager apologized to him, the apology did not resolve his issue with the coordinator who used the racial slur. The manager said he knew the coordinator’s behavior was wrong but didn’t want to get HR involved, and so he dealt with it a manner he thought appropriate. The coordinator said she never spoke further about the incident because nothing more had happened to her. Everyone in the warehouse—except the employee shocked by the slur—thought the situation had been taken care of.

			When the manager who apologized retired not long after the incident, the employee experienced a sense of insecurity and wondered who else might look out for him in the future. To address this incident and other claims of unfair treatment, he turned to HR.

			In assessing the matter, HR took into account the culture of the warehouse and issues of accountability—by the coordinator who used the slur as well as by management in its response. Had the coordinator completed training on respectful workplaces? Was she aware of the company’s expectations on the use of offensive language? Did management set these expectations for all employees? Did it hold everyone accountable for their actions?

			By the time the investigation ended, the coordinator had completed the respectful workplace training. HR and the other managers considered terminating her employment or implementing lesser disciplinary actions. Based on the coordinator’s prior record and years of service, however, she was given a second chance. A final written warning about the inappropriateness of her behavior went into her employment file, stating that if the behavior occurred again, she would be fired. The coordinator also received a telephone coaching session with HR to ensure she understood that the use of certain words is never appropriate in any context.

			The matter seemed to conclude with these actions. But they were ineffective. The coordinator did not recognize that what she said was wrong. Neither did her new manager, who, a few months later, gave her the highest possible ratings in her year-end performance review. The racial slur incident and the warning in her file were not even mentioned.

			The coordinator experienced no real consequences and continued to show a lack of remorse for her use of seriously offensive language in the workplace. After HR issued its warning and conducted its coaching session, the whole matter just disappeared. How else could the coordinator’s manager ignore it in her performance review, let alone rate her so highly?

			There should be consequences for one’s behavior. The incident meant more to me, in HR, than it did to anyone else in the warehouse or in management, except for the Black employee who heard the racial slur. Even the retired manager who apologized to him did no more than that.

			The company should have had a tougher response to the coordinator’s language. The coaching session should have at least been conducted in person, which might have made it more meaningful to the coordinator and enabled an HR professional to read and respond to her body language. The coordinator should have been required to participate in repeated trainings on respect, dignity, and empathy.

			HR also should have reminded her manager to address the incident in her year-end performance review, since it was part of how she performed that year. Performance ratings are based not only on what we do but on how we do it.

			Lessons Learned

			Inclusion cannot be achieved without both equity and diversity. Organizations have an obligation to articulate and discuss their approach to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I) with leadership, including what kind of behavior is expected and prohibited. Management must help employees understand how these principles will be observed, measured, and handled if expectations are not met. Communicate with employees and supervisors on an ongoing basis to make sure that policies and procedures are understood and retained.

			Find out whether your organization has established parameters for acceptable versus unacceptable behaviors. Include specific guidance about racial slurs and other inappropriate language and the consequences for using them in the workplace. Explain how words have meaning, context, and potential effects on those who read or hear them. Offensive language can affect individuals’ feelings of belonging and safety, as well as group morale.

			Establish and communicate parameters for handling incidents involving unacceptable behaviors. Consider expanding policies so that they not only acknowledge and correct noncompliant behavior but also cover the consequences of inaction (e.g., saying “it didn’t mean anything,” failing to inform HR, ignoring a warning letter). The company’s inaction here caused microaggressions to fester, causing irreparable harm to the organization’s culture. The offender never owned up to her behavior and was actually rewarded at year’s end with a glowing performance review.

			When hurtful behavior happens, don’t allow people to make poor after-the-fact excuses for it or do nothing about it. Inaction damages credibility and trust. Focus additional policy guidance on repairing interpersonal working relationships, strengthening the social fabric of the culture, and restoring employees’ sense of feeling safe as well as respected.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). Someone’s behavior created a conflict that was not only buried but rewarded, which caused ongoing unresolved damage. This company must take steps to help its people understand the repercussions of their views and actions.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			How to Make Controversial Workplace Comments Worse

			Summary

			An employee objects to his coworkers’ discussion of immigration policy, but they mock and ignore him. The employee complains to HR, but the director says she agrees with them and takes no action. Concerned HR staff tell the director’s boss, who does nothing about her disregard of the whole matter. This major incident has a poor outcome because it has no outcome.

			Around the time the United States was trying to close the borders to immigration, some employees were watching the news on the office TV. They started talking about how they agreed with the policy, specifically that immigrants should not be able to enter the country. An employee who was not born in the United States and who still had family abroad told them that the discussion was inappropriate and they were upsetting him. They laughed and continued talking as before.

			The employee came to HR because he felt that his coworkers’ comments were racist. He spoke to the HR director, who responded by providing her own opinion: “What is finally happening with the border should have happened a long time ago. I hope you know that.” This caused the employee to shut down. The director told him she had no intention of addressing his complaint.

			The entire HR department overheard the conversation because the director rarely closed her office door and hadn’t this time.

			As an HR staff member, I was completely blown away to hear the HR director provide her own input on the topic of immigration. (While I sympathized with the employee, that was not my main concern.) Witnessing her lack of judgment led me and several others in HR to report her to her boss, the chief financial officer (CFO).

			The CFO met with us to discuss the interaction we witnessed between the HR director and the employee. He reviewed our concerns and the potential risk to the organization. Then he met with the director, who brushed the whole thing off—she did not see any issues with what she did.

			The HR director did not receive disciplinary action of any kind. Everything quickly returned to business as usual. Several weeks later, the employee who voiced his concerns about the comments left the organization.

			The whole process was extremely ineffective. HR, in the person of the director, failed to support someone in a time of need. HR staff lost trust in their leadership. The organization lost an employee who might have stayed on for years. The department where the original conversation took place was essentially given the okay to allow such conversations to continue, even if perceived as racist. The HR director was given the okay to share her political opinions with impunity.

			A lot of what took place after the incident could have been avoided. HR staff would have continued to respect their leaders. The employee, feeling supported, would have continued to work at the organization.

			Lesson Learned

			This is a story bursting with missed opportunities for an organization to do the right thing and handle a situation with integrity. Instead, the valid concerns of both an individual employee and a group of employees were disregarded, then mishandled, leading to predictably unfortunate results.

			When the employee came to HR about his coworkers’ conversation, his concerns should not have been dismissed but should instead have been attended to. HR should have spoken to the coworkers regarding appropriate workplace discussions and warned them of potential disciplinary action if they continued. The HR director should have kept her political opinions to herself. When the HR staff came to the CFO about the director’s comment and inaction, he should have reprimanded her, at the very least.

			An organization must correct the behaviors of leaders and employees that are misaligned with its culture and values. (One piece of missing information is what this company’s culture and values are.) Consider what people’s behaviors say about the organization’s expectations and policies—especially when witnesses describe these behaviors as shocking and offensive. Offenders must be held accountable for what they do or fail to do.

			It is also worth noting that, as shown in Chapter 5, the presence of a television in the workplace can often lead to disruptions.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). Courage was clearly lacking at this organization. People here repeatedly failed to do the right thing and either aggravated the situation or avoided dealing with it.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Confederate Flags and Other Hateful Displays

			Summary

			A private company enforces its prohibition of displays of offensive materials, whether on vehicles in its parking lot or on employees’ clothing in the office, because they violate the company’s values of respect and inclusiveness. This major occurrence has a good outcome.

			Several employees of a private company were concerned when they saw vehicles in the parking lot displaying Confederate flags, and they filed complaints with HR.

			The company does not allow on its property the display of materials considered to be offensive and hostile to other employees. The prohibition covers decals on vehicles on the worksite as well as clothing worn in the workplace. Such displays violate our company’s code of ethics and its values of respect, trust, and inclusiveness.

			The employees who displayed these materials felt that the company was violating their freedom of speech by barring their vehicles from its parking lot. 

			The HR department had to educate the workforce as to the prohibition of hateful displays. We involved the legal department to make sure that the company was not violating any laws or facing any other risks by prohibiting such materials on its private property.

			We also wanted senior leadership to be involved and requested that all communications on the matter flow from them. Once counsel gave the okay, top management sent out an email to the entire organization, stating that our company is inclusive and will not allow displays on its property that others may view as hateful.

			Addressing these concerns quickly resulted in an increase in employee morale. Most people were pleased to see the company reiterate its policy, values, and code of ethics. The mass email was more effective than having individual managers meet with their own staffs to explain why displaying the Confederate flag is inappropriate.

			Lessons Learned

			The world is well past the time for tolerating hateful displays that disrespect individuals or groups. If your organization has not acted to preclude these occurrences, start by emulating this company, which backed its commitment to inclusion by having measures already in place and then taking action when a violation did occur.

			Institute a policy and communicate it broadly. Set expectations from the top down. In the case of a triggering incident, first remind employees about the policy, then engage leadership to support and communicate with the entire staff, as this organization did.

			Decide how to handle pushback that comes in the form of free speech arguments. Educate your workforce, not only about prohibited displays, actions, behaviors, and words but also how actions taken by a private company differ from actions taken by a government entity—which is where the First Amendment comes in. Legal counsel can assist in explaining these differences to laypersons.

			How does an organization move its inclusion policies and procedures from good to great? Consider whether they have substance—and teeth. Simply repeating a commitment to equity and fair treatment may not be enough. Make the additional commitment to enforcing and reinforcing policies and procedures with actions.

			To avoid future problems, take steps to focus on improving morale and issues of safety, security, and belonging for everyone. Lastly, consider how executive involvement also helps to build trust in the organization.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized) and polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). This organization was taking steps to encourage enlightenment, respect, and understanding within its workforce.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Language and Bias in Political News Coverage

			Summary

			During a presidential election in a multilingual, multiethnic, politically volatile country, an international news organization’s two language-specific news teams appear to report more favorably on the candidate who speaks their coverage language. Although the incident is minor, it unfortunately does not have a good outcome.

			I worked at an international news organization in a country whose two official languages are spoken by its two major ethnic populations. Of the two candidates running in a volatile presidential election, one was a speaker of Language A, and the other was a speaker of Language B. The situation was tense, and people were bitterly divided.

			I was assigned to the organization’s national unit for news coverage in this country. We had two news teams, one responsible for coverage in Language A and the other for coverage in Language B. The organization was committed to delivering news in an impartial and independent manner. However, the Language A and Language B reporting teams had their own biases and preferences.

			Problems started to surface. The Language A team seemed to interpret and broadcast news in favor of the Language A–speaking candidate, and the Language B team seemed to interpret and broadcast news in favor of the Language B–speaking candidate. I felt that the organization was losing its values of impartiality and independence.

			I raised the issue with the head of the national unit, and we discussed the need to cover the election in a professional and unbiased manner. I shared specific articles that demonstrated how an election-related event was being interpreted differently by the two news teams depending on their language. It was important that the different language services within the larger organization were not considered divided in their views.

			In the meantime, the results of the election were being withheld due to allegations of fraud by both candidates. The head of the national news unit immediately called the two language teams to discuss the matter in an urgent open meeting.

			The unit head felt that, given the sensitivity of the language differences and political situation in the country, the two news teams could no longer be left to make their own decisions. A temporary independent committee would be set up to edit and monitor each team’s articles and production materials before they went live on the organization’s website and TV programs.

			The committee was empowered and worked effectively. Every morning, both news teams, Language A and Language B, would meet and discuss key matters relating to the elections and how they were going to cover them. The national unit head was constantly in touch with both teams and stressed the importance of impartiality in the organization’s news coverage, urging all team members not to allow their personal or political preferences to cloud their professional judgment.

			The news outcome was satisfactory, as there now seemed to be fewer differences in the way the two language teams covered the elections.

			The employees of the news organization covering this country, however, were negatively affected by the whole situation. There was a bitter feeling between the two language-specific news teams. Even “neutral” employees began to be seen as part of one team or the other. Friendships and collaboration suffered. People started to view each other with a sense of doubt.

			We needed to instill a culture promoting the ability to act in an honest and nonpolitical manner. We should have considered long-term training on language differences and the importance of impartiality, in addition to empowering the temporary committee.

			Lessons Learned

			When behavior does not align with an organization’s stated values and perspectives or with its commitments to stakeholders (including the workforce), a course correction is required. Here, a recommended solution was anchored to the company’s principles, but irreparable damage was already underway and continued due to the biases of the people implementing that solution.

			Even when an outcome is satisfactory in terms of having met intended goals, leaders may also have to handle unintended consequences—namely, when bias erodes trust. Taking additional actions to increase collaboration can help minimize the effects of unexpected fallout and rebuild trust.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives) and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). Because this dispute was very public, this organization will need to rebuild its brand and reputation, even as it works to improve its internal environment for staff.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			The Lingering Effects of a Leader’s Inflammatory Comments

			Summary

			During a meeting with his project team, a manager makes inflammatory political comments; they are especially hurtful to one team member, who expresses disgust and leaves. Despite HR’s ongoing efforts, negative effects on the organization and individuals stemming from this significant incident persist. The outcome is inconclusive and therefore poor.

			A five-member team gathered for a meeting in our company’s conference room to discuss their work on a major project for a client. The team manager, to whom they all reported, brought up recent political events in a neighboring country. He spoke disparagingly about the citizens of that country as “corrupt to the core,” saying the international community should “let them kill one another.” The manager was fully aware that a key team member, an engineer, had roots in that country, including a close relative who was killed there by foreign-backed forces.

			The manager’s words were so unthinkable that initially no one could say a word. After a few minutes, the engineer uttered an expletive and left the room. The whole exchange took minutes, but its effects are still unresolved, months later.

			HR’s immediate priority was to stop a very dangerous situation. I’ve seen similar situations result in physical fights, and I seriously feared that possibility here. I ended the meeting.

			I talked to the manager who made the disparaging comments; he was very defensive. Then I had private conversations with the team members. They all said they were baffled by the manager’s remarks and thought he was way out of line, but they did nothing at the time. From their overall reactions and body language, I concluded that their inaction was because they felt a threat to their job security from the manager.

			The team was unable to do any work because the key person, the engineer, was absent. I considered several options for what to do (or not do) next: not interfering further; expressing my opinion; or having a follow-up discussion with the manager, the team, or both.

			Not interfering further might have allowed violence to erupt. Expressing my opinion would diminish the perception of my impartiality—an impartial HR department gains more trust. As for having a follow-up discussion with the manager, he said he would refuse to participate unless his direct supervisor was present; I determined that including the team there would be inappropriate.

			After looking at the parties’ dynamics, I launched an HR investigation, escalating it to the division level and involving management and the legal department.

			Several issues had to be addressed. An unsolicited political comment was made during work by a manager in a position of power over others, who, at the time, were unable to choose whether or not to participate in a political discussion. The manager had a history of disagreements with the employee who left the room, toward whom he had obviously acted vengefully. The manager’s comment was unacceptable, and his inhumane views were intended to be deeply hurtful.

			The incident is still being investigated, but numerous organizational and personal consequences have already arisen from it:

			
					The engineer suffered impacts to his health, including depression and increased blood pressure.

					The team members lost trust in their manager, seeing how he used someone’s personal weak points to go after them.

					The manager no longer has credibility and has been suspended from working on new projects.

					The existing project was delayed because the engineer refused to work with the manager. A substitute engineer was brought in temporarily, but the project client found the substitute unsatisfactory.

					The team broke up, which meant clients had to deal with unfamiliar team members and uncertainty on their projects.

					The disruptions led to loss of revenue for the company.

					The manager has threatened legal action in response to any disciplinary measures that may be taken against him.

			

			Looking back, this manager and this engineer should never have been assigned to work on the same team or project.

			But even that may not have mattered. After all, a vengeful person (even one not in a position of power) will always find a way to inflict pain on someone they don’t like.

			Lessons Learned

			It is critical to understand the need to identify vengeful persons in an organization. Once identified, move them into a position from which they cannot perform their vengeance—or move them out of the organization.

			A toxic approach to interpersonal relationships such as that displayed by this manager cannot be tolerated in any organization whose culture values differences among people. 

			It is equally important to consider all the serious, negative side effects of toxic behavior—both immediate and long-lasting—on organizational risk, competitive advantage, client relations, leadership credibility, employee trust, and individuals’ health.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it), entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized), and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). This organization will have to conduct many additional conversations to repair the damage caused by the leader’s behavior, which affected the workplace culture and the psychological safety of employees.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Listening Improves Morale

			Summary

			To counter low workforce morale during nationwide social unrest over racial issues unaddressed by management, the company sets up a committee to listen to employees’ concerns and acknowledge their feelings. It also relaunches its DE&I council, with good results. This is a major incident with an excellent outcome.

			Morale was down at one of our plant sites in response to the deaths of several Black people at the hands of police and subsequent nationwide social unrest. Employees felt that company leaders were not addressing in a timely manner either what had occurred (the murders) or what was occurring (the protests).

			Executives were extremely concerned that the noticeable drop in morale could affect productivity at the plant. HR partnered with senior leadership to try to find an appropriate way to understand and manage the issues raised by the employees.

			The company created a committee whose mandate was to listen to employees about how they felt, to address their concerns, and to consider their recommendations for actions the company could take to improve engagement and morale. The goal was for everyone to feel heard, respected, and supported.

			This “listening” committee held several meetings so that all employees could attend and communicate their views. It made a positive impact because the feedback shared during the meetings was passed on to senior management and HR. Executives began to host their own meetings to discuss these topics and come up with solutions.

			In the meantime, the company relaunched and rebranded its dormant DE&I council, giving it new focus. The council and HR continue to educate employees through team-building activities and training to ensure that they know our work environment is built on the values of respect and trust.

			Productivity was not affected at the site that had been experiencing low morale. Work there remains on track.

			Lessons Learned

			“I hear you” is a popular thing to say when one needs to show empathy, but hearing is not listening. Truly listening requires a level of commitment and transparency that may cause discomfort. In this case, the organization really did listen to its employees and was able to take the pulse of its workforce culture. Any organization should adopt similar measures if it needs to establish or rebuild a culture based on openness, belonging, respect, and trust:

			
					Address events that are having a negative effect on employees in a timely manner.

					Ask employees what the organization can do or how it can help.

					Be engaged and transparent.

					Let employees talk about their experiences, then follow up with them to confirm what they said or follow up on what they talked about.

					Share employees’ feedback with senior leadership.

					Secure executives’ buy-in and sponsorship to effect change.

					Continue to communicate with employees to update them on how the organization is addressing their concerns with actions.

			

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). This organization took important steps to help employees understand rather than judge others in their interactions. This will aid its efforts to learn from employees what steps to take to improve the workplace itself.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Walking on Eggshells to Avoid an Argument

			Summary

			A manager who is an immigrant is easily offended when the topic of immigration comes up for discussion; what’s worse, she sometimes baits people into arguing about it. Coworkers gradually become uncomfortable talking to her at all. HR confronts the manager respectfully and helps her understand her responsibilities. An excellent outcome is achieved at the end of this somewhat minor incident.

			A manager who had immigrated to the United States was well known around the office for taking any discussion of national immigration policy personally, especially as these issues were currently in the news. Sometimes she seemed to bait people into discussing the topic of immigration just so she could insert her opinion. If they did not agree with her, the discussion would turn into an argument.

			Over time, the manager’s behavior made any conversations with her uncomfortable. Employees felt they had to be extra careful about what they said in her presence so as not to provoke a response.

			HR recognized the growing risk that discussions between the manager and those who disagreed with her, especially on hot-button issues, could trigger ever-greater problems. Such escalations could jeopardize working relationships and lead to decreased productivity.

			I planned to have an honest, respectful, empathetic conversation with the manager. The topic of immigration clearly affected her emotionally, but she needed to understand why it was not an appropriate topic for discussion in the workplace.

			Because the manager’s behavior struck me as more reactive than aggressive, I thought she deserved an opportunity to change her ways. I consulted her supervisor, with whom she worked closely, for some insight into the right approach to take. I didn’t want her to feel attacked. HR also had to be circumspect because the manager’s age, sex, and ethnicity placed her in a protected class.

			I took the manager aside and explained that certain subjects of discussion tend to create uncomfortable situations and unnecessary conflicts in the office. I asked her to refrain from engaging with coworkers on these topics.

			I pointed out that because she is in a leadership role, she has a responsibility to represent the company in a positive manner and that her comments on these controversial topics could be interpreted—or misinterpreted—to create a negative representation.

			Finally, I warned her that if her behavior continued, HR would take further action.

			The manager said she understood where the company and HR were coming from and promised to be more careful regarding the topics she discussed in the workplace. HR no longer received any complaints about her.

			Lessons Learned

			How many of us in the working world have had to deal with people in positions of authority with explosive, polarizing personalities whom everyone else must accommodate, forced to tap-dance around their bad behavior and the uncomfortable situations they instigated?

			HR handled this disruptive manager effectively by confronting her respectfully, informing her of what the organization expects of its leaders, and clearly explaining the consequences if her behavior recurred.

			All levels of employees should be informed of the specific topics that the organization considers unsuitable for workplace conversation and the reasons they are to be avoided. When everyone understands the “what” and “why” in advance, some problematic behaviors might be prevented altogether.

			A more inclusive attitude toward workplace discussions (especially when contentious issues are in the news and people are bound to talk about them) might involve HR proactively communicating future conversational boundaries. Envision how such a plan would play out in light of the personalities of potential participants involved, and fine tune accordingly.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). This organization should continue its efforts at encouraging people to seek common ground and discouraging them from baiting others or being baited into conflicts based on disconnects between their worldviews.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Proselytizing a Captive Audience

			Summary

			An employee who conducts trainings proselytizes her captive audiences of trainees about her religion, making them feel uncomfortable but unable to leave. The HR director talks to the trainer about mutual respect and universal human values and convinces her to end this alienating practice. This minor incident is handled effectively and has a good outcome, but questions remain.

			Over the course of a one-on-one training session, the trainer tried to get to know the newly hired trainee. Among her inquiries, she specifically asked about his religious affiliation. The trainee responded that he was not religious and tried to change the subject. The trainer made several attempts to bring the conversation back to religion by sharing her personal experiences with her faith, and each time the trainee redirected. At the end of the session as the trainee was leaving, the trainer told him he needed to embrace her beliefs or face divine punishment.

			The trainee was taken aback and came to see me in HR. He found the trainer’s statements offensive early on in their session but felt that, as a new hire, he could not simply leave. His past experiences with religion were bad, he explained, which made proselytization especially uncomfortable. He was now seriously considering leaving our employment.

			I decided to interview other recent hires who had had sessions with this trainer. They, too, recounted similar conversations—how she was very vocal about her faith and that everyone should follow it. These trainees were also uncomfortable, as they did not share the trainer’s faith.

			HR’s priority was to make sure this practice did not continue. I met with the trainer for a candid discussion about what happened. She acknowledged that these conversations took place as the trainees had described. She characterized them as “sharing the Word,” stating that her faith was very important to her and her mission was to spread her religion far and wide.

			After I acknowledged the importance of her beliefs to her, I explained that not everyone shared them. She had to be respectful of others and recognize that their beliefs were equally important. I advised her of the discomfort felt by her coworkers, noting that, as her trainees, they felt unable to end the conversations and leave because they occurred during training sessions.

			The trainer became upset and reiterated that such conversations were part of her religious mission. I reiterated that I understood her feelings, but the company has to make sure that all of its employees feel safe and supported in the workplace. Having a coworker lecture them on religion did not do that.

			I asked her to put herself in the trainees’ place. How would she feel if they counseled her to join one of their faiths? The trainer admitted she would not like this.

			The trainer then pointed out that she and the company’s founders shared the same religion. The company’s stated values were to be respectful, supportive, open, and honest and to show genuine care and concern. She argued that because these religious values are espoused by the company, she should be able to share them in this workplace.

			These are human values, I responded—how all people should treat each other. I told her that the implications of her argument were hurtful to me because I, too, adhered to these values, even though I did not adhere to her religion. I explained that the founders knew it was important to be considerate of everyone who worked for the company.

			The trainer reflected for a moment and agreed that one did not have to follow her religion to have these values. She said she would pray about our conversation.

			A few days later, the trainer called to thank me. After much prayer, she said, she understood that while it was important to her to spread her beliefs, she realized how that could be upsetting to others who might feel pressured. She also said she came to appreciate the term “human values” as “a great way to look at them.”

			Taking any disciplinary action in response to the trainer’s behavior would have been ineffective. She would have felt attacked for her religious beliefs, likely responding with animosity. Our candid conversation, on the other hand, gave her the opportunity to think more deeply about the situation. There were no more reports of her proselytizing trainees or anyone else.

			A year or two later, the trainer asked me if she could start a religious study group onsite and announce it via company email. She stressed that she did not want any employees to feel pressured to join. She would follow up only with people who inquired further. I commended her for figuring out how to gauge her coworkers’ interest in her faith while still being respectful of them.

			Lessons Learned

			Being compassionate and reasonable with others can help introduce them to new ideas, even if their existing ideas are firmly held. Here, through patient argument, an HR professional sought common ground with a firm believer in a certain viewpoint, primarily by showing the believer that at least some of her principles were not unique to her viewpoint. The parties were able to reach a mutually respectful resolution to the conflict.

			The question remains, though—what if the trainer was unconvinced by the HR director’s argument? It is likely, then, that she would have continued engaging in behavior that made her trainees uncomfortable.

			Unwelcome discussions of religion in the workplace present an inherently problematic conflict. It is important to sustain a high level of recognition and openness in interactions among groups of employees with differing religions and philosophies.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). The organization was able to undo some of the damage caused by the trainer’s polarizing disregard for others’ belief by helping to open her mind, which led to a positive impact on the culture.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

		

	


			Chapter 7. 
Sex, Gender, and LGBTQ

			Building an inclusive, equitable, diverse, and respectful workplace that works for everyone can be difficult. People continue to experience harassment, discrimination, and unequal or preferential treatment on the job because of their gender or sex, who they are or who they love. LGBTQ workers (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer/questioning), unfortunately still face challenges and conscious or unconscious prejudice and bigotry from colleagues. These stories describe how HR usually (but not always) rises to the occasion to deal with behavior at odds with organizational values and principles.

			An Emphasis on Excellence Explodes Cultural Prejudices

			Summary

			An international school appoints a new, well-qualified principal. Proponents of the local culture and religion are accustomed to older, married men in positions of authority; the appointee is a young, unmarried woman. Administrators undermine her, teachers are insubordinate, parents mistrust her, and students aren’t learning. To support her, the board of directors disciplines uncooperative managers, educates faculty to respect her authority, and helps parents to see her as capable. 

			In a bid to increase diversity and raise international standards at a large prestigious school, its board of directors appointed as the new principal a nonnative woman with impressive experience. She had the track record needed to increase students’ exam scores and drive enrollment.

			In the region where the school was located, however, proponents of the local religion and culture were unaccustomed to seeing women who were highly educated or in positions of authority, especially if they were relatively young and unmarried, as the new principal was. She became frustrated by the vast opposition she faced.

			The school administrators were mostly older married men, who neither showed deference to the principal nor supported her ideas and strategies. Faculty received conflicting instructions about how to respond to her directives. Parents didn’t understand how a woman could be an expert in the field and didn’t trust her to educate their children. The students lacked the help they needed to perform better on their international exams.

			In the absence of a single vision or unity in administration, the school began to see a decline in motivation, commitment, and confidence in both staff and students. Something had to be done to ensure that the situation didn’t deteriorate further.

			As a global HR consultant, I was brought in to assist the board of directors and the new principal. The issues to be considered included the following: the school’s success rates and future plans; staff productivity and retention; student enrollment, diversity, and achievement; the working environment; levels of authority; and the value each person brought to the school. Our timeline was dictated by the exams coming up in a few months.

			I made four main recommendations for action. First, empower the principal to assert her authority over the administrators. The board of directors would ask those who remained insubordinate to resign. Second, encourage personal interactions between the principal and teachers so that she could communicate her strategies to them directly. Third, conduct seminars and workshops with the principal and parents, giving them an opportunity to appreciate her intellect and experience. Finally, compile and distribute a detailed profile of the principal, enabling everyone to recognize her achievements.

			These actions were implemented. At a public meeting before the whole school, the executive director of the board affirmed that the new principal was in charge, making it difficult for anyone to defy her instructions afterward. She indeed asserted her authority in subsequent meetings. Only one school administrator persisted in being insubordinate, and he was eventually asked to resign despite his years of service. No one is indispensable when they do not comply with known policies and procedures.

			The principal met regularly with teachers to monitor interventions and measure their performance. She sought feedback from students to gauge their understanding of their subjects and commitment to learning, and she also held motivation sessions with them in preparation for their exams. The result was significant improvement in staff engagement and productivity (assisted by a new compensation scheme) as well as in student confidence and comprehension. Teachers and parents saw marked differences. We anticipate higher success rates, an increase in enrollment, and greater diversity in the school.

			Even though the appointment of a more “culturally acceptable” principal was briefly considered, we quickly recognized that the real issue for the school was competence, not acceptability. The board chose the best principal—albeit someone initially outside their comfort zone—and now all seems to be going according to plan.

			Lessons Learned

			This situation certainly sounded hopeless at the beginning. An organization was experiencing multiple difficulties on multiple levels, with some seemingly insurmountable problems even threatening its future existence. But in the end, good intentions prevailed. This was primarily due to the hiring of the right candidate for the job, but continuing support was just as essential. After a slow start, corrective steps were taken, which led to fulfillment of the organization’s original stated goals.

			Certain key components contributed to this success story, which you can use when facing similar challenges in selecting or promoting a new leader in your organization. First, look for an executive champion to take performative action. (Here, the board empowered the principal in front of her subordinates and continued its support as she asserted her authority.) Second, separate those who are out of line. (The board reestablished its expectations of employees toward the principal and terminated those who continued to be insubordinate.) Third, communicate to stakeholders directly and honestly to build awareness and reinforce the message that the right person was selected to lead. (The board’s strategy to meet its goals for the school by hiring the principal was explained to the faculty; her qualifications and how students would benefit was explained to parents.)

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). The organization sought discernment and understanding based on the collective experiences and interests of the various constituencies involved. This overcame obstacles and gave strength to supportive actions on behalf of its leader, enabling her to succeed.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Inclusive Workplaces and Angry Emails

			Summary

			On company email, an employee states his objection to an internal newsletter article about LGBTQ issues because of his religious beliefs. His act violates organizational policies on use of communications and on inclusiveness; he retires rather than accept discipline. Other employees appreciate the company’s subsequent efforts to promote an inclusive workplace, even though the ultimate outcome is inconclusive.

			Our company’s diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I) council received training on LGBTQ issues. Shortly afterward, an article was published in the company newsletter about how people can be allies to the LGBTQ community.

			In response to the article, an employee sent a scathing email to its author, stating that LGBTQ issues went against his religious views and that the company should not communicate its stance on the LGBTQ community.

			HR contacted the employee to hear his concerns. Before we could follow up with him, however, we found out that he had already forwarded his email to other coworkers, describing what he had done and restating his objection to the article due to his religious beliefs.

			HR consulted the legal department before resuming its effort to hear the employee’s concerns directly. The employee’s emails violated our company code of ethics, which states that honesty, respect, fairness, and integrity drive everything we do. We are an inclusive work environment and will not make others feel excluded.

			The employee’s emails also violated company policy on electronic communications. By forwarding his email and discussing his personal views about other groups, he was not being inclusive of all employees. The company was not telling him to change his views or religious beliefs.

			HR finally met with the employee. We provided him with feedback and coaching, but he was not receptive to it. As a result, he was placed on discipline, but he chose to retire rather than comply with the disciplinary action.

			After the employee left, the company sent an email to everyone in the organization about what inclusiveness means. We also beefed up team-building and training activities that promote an inclusive workplace. These exercises are designed to help members of the workforce learn how to talk to, behave toward, and deal with one another as human beings.

			Looking back, it might have been wise to alert upper management that the DE&I council was about to address LGBTQ issues. That way, any objections might be anticipated, and responses could be prepared beforehand.

			The editor of the company newsletter also could have added a line to the article welcoming questions and directing them to an appropriate person or department. Perhaps then the employee might have asked a question rather than embark on a scathing email campaign.

			Lessons Learned

			Hindsight can be valuable in understanding what could have been done differently in a situation to bring about a better outcome. Here, several missing pieces from the story might shed light on the emailing employee’s behavior and motivations, as well as on the company’s policies and responses.

			Tricky situations like this require a thorough investigation. HR needs to be more curious, ask a lot of questions, and facilitate difficult conversations. The information that turns up won’t necessarily excuse the actions being investigated. The goal is to gather the facts necessary for HR to make fully informed decisions about those actions. 

			Seeking advice from the legal department on a specific matter also presents an opportunity for counsel to advise HR on company or policy blind spots more generally.

			The following questions can help you think about how your organization would act in similar circumstances. (Also, see Chapter 6 for additional stories that involve religious beliefs expressed in the workplace.)

			Clearly, this organization values diversity and inclusion. But did the employee send his email because he felt excluded? The incident was a chance for the company to reexamine how its inclusiveness policy was written, communicated, and applied. Were all employees even aware of it? Was it ever actually enforced? If so (and most importantly), was it applied neutrally to everyone?

			The employee self-elected out of the disciplinary process by leaving the company. What was the fallout of that move? The organization reengaged its workforce to discuss how their behavior toward one another aligns with its approach to inclusion. Was that discussion reinforced with concrete examples of what behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable? Simply saying “we didn’t tell the employee to change his views or beliefs” is inadequate.

			Plan ahead to forestall objections or reactions to organizational policies and expectations by communicating them broadly and regularly to all stakeholders.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). The company clearly presented its expectations to an employee who couldn’t change his ways. Accepting this defeat made it easier for the company to reinforce its commitment to creating a more tolerant culture for all.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Not Taking It Personally

			Summary

			In the workplace, but during a personal conversation unrelated to work, an employee politely reveals his opposition to same-sex marriage to a gay coworker who had been unaware of his stance. The outcome is good although somewhat inconclusive, being a one-time incident.

			I was speaking with a coworker, and somehow the topic of same-sex marriage came up. (This was before it became legal in every state.) I was stunned when he told me he didn’t believe in it. We had worked together for years, he knew I was gay and in a serious same-sex relationship, and he’d never made me feel he had a problem with any of it. There were several other members of the LGBTQ community in our office. We worked in a fairly liberal region of the country, and he had always seemed to me to be pretty open minded.

			I asked my coworker why he felt that way—why shouldn’t two people in love get married? I put forth my standard arguments (which I had used time and again when debating this topic) about state-mandated licenses, civil unions, marriage ceremonies, the role of religion, and more. Usually, as debaters, we got to a place where there was something we could agree on.

			My coworker wasn’t interested in these or any other arguments.

			I was upset. I spoke to an LGBTQ coworker about the conversation. Now he was upset. He wanted to speak to the coworker, but I told him not to—nothing good could come of it, and discussing the issue further at work would only make things worse.

			I spoke to the HR director (also a friend). She asked me how I felt, and I told her I was upset. I also said I didn’t think anything needed to be done—it was a personal conversation, my coworker was entitled to his opinion, and our disagreement would not limit my ability to work with him. I was really just there to vent.

			The HR director’s main concern was whether my coworker said anything derogatory, against company values, or that would create conflict. I was adamant that he said nothing of the sort. At that point, she agreed that no action need be taken. We were both adults and could work together without a problem.

			I believe this was the right decision. While the conversation with my coworker was upsetting, from an HR perspective, it was handled properly. There was no reason to make a trivial matter into something bigger.

			HR might have communicated to me and my coworker—and perhaps also to all employees—a reminder that polarizing topics should not be discussed in the office. Our company culture is very open, and we are like a family. Families have conversation and conflict.

			Lessons Learned

			It is true that families have conversation and conflict, but within families as well as family-like workforces, certain polarizing topics should not be discussed. It is important to draw lines that should not be crossed, even in organizations whose cultures are open and that encourage conversation. Boundaries help employees avoid talking about issues potentially upsetting to their coworkers, which can cause rifts, loss of productivity, or other unanticipated consequences. Rely on your organization’s cultural norms and policies, such as codes of conduct, to set appropriate boundaries.

			The LGBTQ employee here handled the situation graciously by simply venting to compassionate listeners. Nonetheless, the HR director had valid concerns over whether the coworker’s comments were derogatory, at odds with company values, or conflict inducing. Those questions are central to the investigation of such occurrences if they arise in your organization.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). This workforce could probably benefit from official guidelines to help them develop stronger skills in discussing difficult issues with mutual respect and consideration. This comes from increased awareness of how others’ experiences influence workplace interactions.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Slow Progress to Gender-Neutral Restrooms

			Summary

			An HR leader explains to a fellow executive the latest legal and regulatory guidance and trends toward gender-neutral restrooms and the need for the company to move in that direction. The executive dismisses the issue, but the leader takes the long view. Several years of education, discussion, and slow progress lead to eventual implementation and wider acceptance.

			As an HR leader at my company, I regularly take courses and attend conferences and share relevant information with management. Several years ago, I attended a session on LGBTQ issues in the workplace and how regulators and adjudicators view and enforce these matters. Among the topics covered was gender identity in relation to restrooms. At the time, the guidance and positions of various government entities on gender-neutral restrooms were fractured or not fully developed but were moving toward support.

			Back at the office, I debriefed a fellow executive on the session. I explained that our company should ensure ease of access and comply with trending employment law, and that it would be in our best interest to have gender-neutral restrooms.

			The executive was immediately dismissive of the idea, adamant that gender-neutral restrooms were not going to happen. He said that while he was supportive of people identifying as LGBTQ, the company would not be spending any money on changing its bricks and mortar or signage. I responded that retrofitting restrooms would be unnecessary and that new signs would involve minimal costs. I reiterated the possible legal dilemmas posed by doing nothing and pointed out the ramifications of failing to best position the company in terms of future compliance.

			The executive was undeterred and shut down the conversation. Until then, I had always felt free to discuss all kinds of matters with him, but now I was taken aback. I had expected to, at a minimum, discuss in greater detail the laws and regulations affecting a noteworthy segment of the population and workforce. I had laid out a position fully supported by facts and sources, but no matter how strong my case, the executive’s judgments and decisions on this issue were colored by his personal beliefs.

			Employment law regarding LGBTQ individuals can be complex and multilayered. Employers must be educated, trained, and able to view these issues apart from their own opinions or inclinations.

			To break our stalemate, I considered a few options. All of these I quickly rejected: trying to get buy-in from peers of the executive might cause a rift within his team; getting allies from other departments to bring the matter to upper management would make them aware of the larger issues, but they might see such a move as undermining authority and an attempt to divide the organization; taking the case directly to staff might backfire.

			But change doesn’t have to come immediately. Leadership isn’t about winning the battle every time. You might have to leave the field and come back another day. I elected to stay on the path of change via slow-moving evolution.

			I knew that the issue of gender-neutral restrooms would come up again organically in our company. We served a sizable LGBTQ population. We strived to be a welcoming place to all who sought our services. If a problem arose, we usually didn’t wait for a complaint to be filed to take action. People knew that a good number of other businesses and office buildings already had gender-neutral restrooms. Even though none of our employees or patrons had filed a formal complaint about our company’s lack of accommodation, it couldn’t be said that no one was unaware of it.

			Fast-forward a few years. Our organization launched an employee training course about systemic bias and discrimination faced by the LGBTQ demographic. The entire workforce voluntarily attended, and most participated in discussions. Everyone learned something. On their own accord, staff began to list their preferred pronouns on their email signatures. Soon we had a gender-neutral restroom. Even the executive I had spoken to years before supported its implementation.

			Taking the long-term view proved to be effective. As an organization, we were able to achieve even more than what I had originally proposed when I first debriefed that executive. If I had attempted to move too quickly then, the overall effort might have devolved. It was better to present a united, persistent front over time with a prepared, professional discourse.

			Lessons Learned

			When an executive with decision-making power initially refused to make a needed change, the HR leader advocating for the change didn’t give up. She kept thinking, researching, and paying attention to societal shifts, gathering new ideas and strategies to effect the change, all the while respectfully influencing others in the company.

			Don’t underestimate the power of influence and time. Taking a clever, measured approach toward a goal can often help you reach it faster than insisting on immediate action.

			It might take a while for an organization’s leadership to get where HR knows they need to be. Influencing them in that direction with well-developed arguments, put forth at an acceptable pace, can help you make progress.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another) and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). Slow and steady won the race to bring about a change in this company that aligned with evolving social norms. Continued incremental efforts to appreciate shared experiences among the workforce will help prevent negative behaviors and attitudes from taking a foothold.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Whose Washroom Is It?

			Summary

			In a company with separate men’s and women’s washrooms, in a country whose laws have not addressed the matter, a male cross-dressing employee uses the women’s room over the objections of his female coworkers. He punches and injures the security guard they bring in to remove him. After explaining his action as a response to discrimination and teasing, he resigns rather than accept a suspension. The company informs skeptical staff that he was sanctioned for violence, not his LGBTQ status, and renews its efforts to improve diversity, equity, and inclusion. The outcome of this significant issue is good, but aspects are still inconclusive.

			The country where I live and work is slowly recognizing LGBTQ rights but is not quite there yet. This incident occurred when the issue of men’s and women’s washrooms was a hot topic of debate, especially among transgender and cross-dressing people, who were (and still are) advocating being allowed to use the washroom of their choice.

			Most, if not all, employers were not prepared to address this issue, including mine. Our company rents one floor of a building and only has separate men’s and women’s washrooms. Until the day of this incident, one of our employees, a gay cross-dressing man, had always used the men’s room. On this day, he decided to use the women’s room.

			His female coworkers who were already in the women’s room were shocked. One asked him why he was wasn’t using the men’s room. He became angry and defensive, shouting that it was his right to use the women’s room. The female coworker countered that he was still a man and that his presence was making her and the other women there uncomfortable. He shouted that she should mind her own business.

			The female coworkers walked out of the women’s room. The one who argued with the male employee located the company security guard and reported that a man was using the women’s room, preventing her from using it.

			The guard went to the women’s room. The male employee was still there. A number of female coworkers came and went, intending to use the washroom but leaving when they saw the confrontation.

			The guard asked the male employee to get out of the women’s room. The employee replied that he had the right to use it. The guard asked him a second time to get out. The employee got angry and started yelling invectives. The guard warned him to stop yelling and to leave voluntarily or he would be forced out. The employee didn’t budge, kept yelling invectives, and said he would complain to HR. Realizing that the employee would not cooperate, the guard grabbed him, intent on removing him. The employee managed to free himself and punched the guard in the face hard enough to break the guard’s nose. This was witnessed by a female coworker nearby, who went to HR to report the matter.

			During our subsequent conversation with HR, the male employee tried to blame others for his conduct. He said he got teased regularly in the workplace. This incident would have been a minor one, but the employee’s act of violence transformed it into a major one. I filed an administrative disciplinary case against the employee. I also decided to follow up on his complaint about teasing by his coworkers.

			An administrative memo was issued to the employee, ascribing fault to him and asking him to explain why he should not be penalized for his action. He replied that he felt threatened and became enraged when he was grabbed, so he punched the guard. He apologized for what he did.

			After obtaining written affidavits from the guard, the female coworker who reported the incident, and other witnesses, I convened the discipline committee. We decided to suspend the employee for three days. When the committee served him with this decision, he resigned.

			In his exit interview, the employee expressed disappointment over the suspension. He said he felt discriminated against and knew his career at the company was over, hence his resignation. I made sure all records regarding the case were in order, in the event that he filed a lawsuit against the company or a complaint with the national department of labor.

			Afterward, some staffers were saying that the company was hostile to LGBTQ people and had fired the employee for that reason. To help quell such talk, we had the employee’s supervisor meet with his team to explain what happened: first, that the employee had resigned and was not terminated and, second, that he was sanctioned for punching the security guard, not for being a gay crossdressing man.

			Following up on the employee’s earlier comments about being teased and discriminated against, I fast-tracked our DE&I program with senior leadership.

			The HR team initiated a communications campaign about the company’s stand on equal treatment, antidiscrimination, gender sensitivity, and respect for the individual regardless of age, life status, faith, sex, and the like. We reviewed HR policies to factor in DE&I issues and revised the company code of conduct to align with these considerations. After these interventions, teasing of other LGBTQ employees lessened, according to informal feedback.

			Lessons Learned

			In individual workplaces as well as across nations as a whole, cultural considerations must be taken into account when it comes to the recognition and implementation of LGBTQ rights. Any approach that an organization takes to address these issues will require time and effort for consultation, discussion, orientation, and communication. Acceptance of proposed solutions might require changing the culture as well as people’s minds.

			If the government of your country, state, or province has yet to enact applicable legislation or regulation (including, more specifically, on the use of washrooms), your organization should develop its own policies. Design them to apply uniformly and equitably to everyone in the workplace. Focus on equal treatment and antidiscrimination, while paying attention to existing legal requirements—and people’s sensitivities—as to gender, age, life status, faith, or sexual orientation. To mitigate risks, make sure counsel reviews and approves the language of any policies before they are implemented. Communicate them broadly through multiple channels.

			Your organization might consider providing a separate washroom for LGBTQ people, with the same kind and level of privacy as it does for men who use the men’s room and to women who use the women’s room. This might prove difficult if a company has limited space or is unwilling or unable to undertake the expense of adding a new washroom. Another possibility is unisex washrooms, but take care to check whether this solution would be acceptable under cultural norms.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another). Here, HR took an appropriate and well-measured approach to reengineering the desired change in this organization’s culture by fast-tracking the DE&I program. A by-product of increased mutual understanding and commitment to an inclusive environment will be a better workplace—even if the law and social acceptance of new norms lag behind the culture change.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			A Rude “Reply All”

			Summary

			In response to an internal all-staff email communication announcing the availability of LGBTQ resources, an employee sends a rude reply-all message, prompting additional reply-all messages from others in the organization. When HR talks to the employee, he doesn’t seem to comprehend the problem. While the incident is unpleasant and challenging to manage, it is resolved in a mostly positive way.

			We are a fairly large social service organization with approximately five hundred employees and a variety of programs. Many of our clients and participants identify as LGTBQ even though we don’t have a program specifically designed to serve that population. To inform staff of LGBTQ programs available elsewhere, a director sent out an organization-wide email providing that information. His division often issues such emails.

			After the announcement went out, an employee in the finance department responded with a reply-all message saying, “F_S. Can I not get spam with this LGBTQ stuff at my work email?”

			An executive answered the employee with another reply-all message, explaining that relevant information is shared via organization-wide email because that’s the best way to do so, if a communication doesn’t relate to his work or interests, he can just delete it.

			A different staff member responded to the executive’s email, also by replying to all. This message read, “Thank you for this important and extremely relevant information!!!” It was clear that this staffer intended to show support for the original announcement and to counter the first employee’s rude response.

			I was on the HR team, and like the rest of the staff, I saw all of the organization-wide messages. The incident presented several challenges.

			First, there was the employee’s use of rude language, even if partially hidden. “F_S” stood for “FFS,” an acronym for the phrase “for f**k’s sake.” Not everyone may have understood it, but it is obviously what he meant. This was inappropriate because it was the equivalent of an expletive, and it was delivered to the whole organization.

			Second, the director’s original announcement email about available LGBTQ programs was clearly not spam. Although it is possible that in some instances an all-staff communication could be spam, such was not the case with this particular email.

			Third, the employee seemed to be disparaging the sharing of information about LGBTQ programs or questioning their necessity. His language not only indicated that he didn’t want to know about their availability but also suggested a distaste for the subject and perhaps the LGBTQ population. People might feel insulted or even harassed by the dismissive, condescending phrase “this LGBTQ stuff.”

			Finally, there was the reply-all email issue. I think it is a fairly common problem. We have had staff either purposely or inadvertently send their response to a communication to everyone, the “To”s along with the “Cc”s and “Bcc”s. Usually it’s not a major concern—just annoying, possibly unprofessional. But this incident seemed to fall into a different category.

			The employee’s response was definitely unprofessional and potentially offensive and alienating. His position in the finance department requires him to work effectively with people from all different parts of our organization. We value diversity and support connections among the organization and staff, clients, and the community. For an employee to react so negatively (and somewhat publicly) to the simple sharing of information could put people at odds.

			I consulted the HR manager, who agreed that the email in question was inappropriate. Someone would have to speak to the employee as soon as possible. At first, we thought his supervisor should do so, but then we decided that the situation was at a level requiring HR to take the lead.

			The HR manager spoke directly to the employee. She explained how the language he used in his email was essentially an expletive and not at all appropriate for the workplace, much less in a communication sent out to the entire staff. She also explained how his message could be perceived as unaccepting of or antagonistic to LGTBQ people and those who support LGTBQ programs.

			The employee did not seem to really process what she said. He focused on the fact that our organization currently doesn’t have any LGBTQ programs. He also said that the finance department is waiting for responses from the director who sent the original announcement. Essentially, the employee was frustrated that the director was behind on work he wanted and spent time on an email he considered unnecessary.

			Despite the employee’s apparent lack of understanding, HR’s intervention was probably effective because he has had no more public outbursts, over email or in person. All-staff emails continue to be sent out, including about LGBTQ issues, and if the employee still has objections, he is keeping his comments to himself. Further corrective action in relation to the incident would have been disproportionate.

			In addition to the members of the staff who were offended or frustrated by his rude email, many others have likely changed their opinions of the employee, now assuming he is intolerant or just generally unprofessional.

			Lessons Learned

			Was this employee clueless, insensitive, or both? Organizations would do well to adopt a comprehensive scheme of rules governing the use of company email, which can be summarized in a brief set of lessons imparted to all employees:

			
					Use “Reply all” judiciously.

					Before you respond to a written or spoken communication, always ask yourself two questions:	Is what I’m about to do or say acceptable as professional behavior in a business environment?
	Is anyone likely to perceive what I’m about to do or say as offensive, unnecessarily provocative, polarizing, disruptive, or problematic?



					Consider whether using the F-word in any form is ever acceptable in business communications.

			

			Make sure the entire workforce—entry-level to executive, in every department—understands the organization’s expectations about the rules.

			Organizations with stated policies and implemented practices supporting diversity and inclusion must also clearly define how they apply to all work interactions. Show people where the line is drawn between acceptable and unacceptable behavior, and state the possible consequences for stepping over the line.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). This organization would do well to help employees overcome their individual misalignments with cultural values so that its collective successes won’t easily be thrown off course.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Transforming Disrespect into Learning and Growth

			Summary

			At a nonprofit organization that provides services to people experiencing poverty and mental illness, a public-facing employee purposely uses derogatory language to refer to a client. The employee, a client of the organization herself, had received no training for the job or for dealing with the public. She is given a chance to learn and now behaves professionally. This is a good outcome resulting from an unfortunate situation.

			I am the HR manager for a nonprofit social services organization that helps people with poverty and mental illness. Some of our clients are also employees, as part of the effort to assist them in achieving recovery and independence.

			One of our clients was employed here as a receptionist. Her job was to sit at the front desk and welcome people as they exited the elevator and signed in for our organization’s services.

			One day a transgender client came to the front desk and asked to speak to a caseworker. The employee left the desk, walked back toward the private office area, and said loudly, “Hey, there’s some he or she, or whatever it is, in the waiting room, and he/she wants a caseworker.” As a caseworker emerged from an office to serve the new client, the employee added, “Looks like a lady but I’m going to call them a ‘he’ just to piss him off.”

			I witnessed the whole exchange. After the caseworker served the client, I followed up with the client to find out if they had heard any of the employee’s inappropriate comments. They had not.

			Our organization is meant to be a safe place for all. Judgments and bias are to be left at home. This employee had exhibited unprofessional behavior before and was previously spoken to about it. Regarding this new incident, however, I discovered (after questioning several coworkers) that the employee had never received any formal training from us for her very public role as a front-desk receptionist. She also likely had no experience working with a diverse population.

			Some managers wanted to terminate the employee immediately. I disagreed. I felt that we, as an organization, were being presented with an opportunity to help someone learn and grow. This would be in keeping with our mission as an employer as well as a social services provider because the employee was also our client.

			I found articles and videos on professionalism and diversity for the employee’s supervisor to use to educate her. I told the supervisor that the employee should not have been placed in a public-facing position without the proper tools—it was unfair to the public as well as to the employee. With the correct tools, she would be better equipped with the skills (including language) appropriate for her role.

			The supervisor met with the employee and explained the problems with her actions. The two of them set up a training schedule and reviewed the articles and videos together.

			There have been no more complaints about the employee’s attitude or demeanor. She is continuing her training and is much more professional as she greets those coming off the elevator—clients, members of the public, and colleagues. This contributes to making all feel safe and supported.

			Lessons Learned

			Consider carefully which employees will serve as the public face of your organization or brand and its values and principles. They will represent you to clients, customers, and the larger community. Forgoing such careful consideration is just asking for trouble.

			Why did this nonprofit choose this employee for this public role? She was already known to the organization as a client; perhaps the hiring manager knew she had some suitable previous work or life experience. Even so, once she became a new hire, why didn’t she receive any formal job training from the organization in its role as her employer? These questions, unanswered here, raise issues that no organization should leave unaddressed.

			It’s also difficult to get past the fact that the employee purposefully used derogatory language, which is never acceptable. Only luck prevented the target from being aware of it, which might have led to a volatile situation with more serious repercussions.

			The appropriate outcome was achieved primarily because of the HR manager’s big-picture view—and generosity. With training (better late than never), the employee learned to provide the same level of respect to clients that she herself receives from the nonprofit as both employee and client.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging) and conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). This organization appropriately chose to address first the need for treating all people with dignity. The problematic employee got the attention she required to better frame her workplace interactions within the context of understanding others.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?) and the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			But Everyone Was Doing It!

			Summary

			A male employee who slaps female employees’ behinds is reported for sexual harassment. Initial investigation reveals that both male and female employees in that unit accept and engage in the practice as ingrained behavior and assume management condones it. Further investigation reveals that the accused engaged in additional similar incidents and that his previous record of sexual harassment had not been flagged during the hiring process. During subsequent training, everyone involved realizes how wrong their behavior is. This major incident has a good resolution.

			An anonymous call to our hospital’s confidential ethics hotline reported that a male nurse was sexually harassing female nurses by slapping them on their behinds. The caller was not feeling safe in the workplace.

			Initial inquiries revealed that slapping behinds was a regular occurrence among all the nurses in the unit, both male and female. The behavior was so common that they assumed management knew of it and condoned it. Several nurses, however, mentioned other incidents of sexual harassment involving the accused, in addition to the one called in to the hotline.

			From the HR perspective, I was as concerned about the seriousness of the individual allegation as I was about management’s knowledge of—and inaction concerning—the unit’s collective behavior. My priorities in pursuing the case were patient and employee safety.

			First, we asked the accused nurse to come to the HR office, where the CEO and I asked him about the confidential hotline call. He never explicitly denied slapping his coworkers, but instead he responded with vague answers, such as, “That would be very uncharacteristic of me.” We suspended him without pay until our investigation concluded.

			Next, I wanted to gauge management’s awareness of this nursing unit’s widespread culture of harassment. I interviewed each nursing manager separately to see if any knew about or had any understanding of what was happening there. They were as surprised and shocked as I was.

			I also learned that most of the nursing managers were not doing rounds on a regular basis. Because they were not spending enough time with any of their units, they hadn’t witnessed the behavior in this unit. Had they regularly checked in, they would have been aware of the situation as the harassment became pervasive.

			Another management issue emerged; this one involved HR, not the nursing managers. I discovered that the accused already had a record of sexual harassment. A more robust background check on this nurse, had it been conducted when he was a job candidate, would have flagged him as ineligible for hire. The vulnerability of our patients and his potential colleagues was at stake.

			The investigation continued, and several employees corroborated the reported incident. The accused was brought in for another interview. When we confronted him with specific times, dates, and witnesses, he confessed. He also confessed to the additional incidents that hadn’t been mentioned until the investigation began. He was fired.

			HR provided training about sexual harassment for all hospital employees. We had management facilitate it in order to emphasize their stance and support for a professional culture and why it is expected. A third-party provider conducted an onsite workshop about boundaries in a respectful workplace. Free counseling was offered to anyone who wanted to talk.

			When the sexually harassing nurse was fired, several of his coworkers were upset because they didn’t think it was fair to discipline him for behavior they all engaged in and had (seemingly) accepted for so long. After the sexual harassment training, however, everyone expressed gratitude for educating them on the issues.

			The caller who had reported the incident began a healing process. In the affected nursing unit (as well as throughout the hospital), a culture of respect and boundaries was created in which all employees could feel supported.

			Lesson Learned

			Managers need to pay attention to what is going on with their employees. Be aware of their perceptions about the kinds of behaviors they think you condone, some of which you might not even know about. Set clear parameters for what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior (e.g., smacking the behinds of coworkers: definitely the latter).

			The fallout from these events will likely continue at this workplace until everyone involved has healed. The organization did the right thing after the fact by the time HR’s investigation concluded, but preventive measures would have been more helpful. Preemployment checks, for instance, enable organizations to avoid hiring potentially troublesome candidates in the first place. (Consider the accused’s initial reaction to the allegations—vague, evasive responses are a red flag.) Management’s regular communication with and observation of employees can minimize or eliminate problems inherited from previous leaders who may have failed to act.

			Training, policies, and executive support for measures that guarantee the respectful treatment of all employees engender trust in the organization. They can help rebuild a culture of safety even in the aftermath of a harassment incident or, as seen here, the discovery of a widespread culture of harassment.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). This company should continue to reinforce its commitment to precluding conflicts through ongoing training and communication. It is important for all employees to not only feel part of the organization but also to feel safe.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Membership Has Its Privileges—and Biases

			Summary

			A gym member seeking a family discount is asked to provide information about her same-sex marriage that is not asked of opposite-sex couples. While the employee’s questions seem neutral and justified, he is discovered to harbor unconscious bias against the member. The gym makes him aware of it, provides coaching, and standardizes its requests for information. This situation becomes a major one at this organization, but it is managed well.

			A member of a gym wanted to add her same-sex spouse to her membership to take advantage of the family discount. She spoke to the employee in charge of memberships, who asked her if she was legally married and whether she and her spouse actually lived at the same address. The member characterized the employee’s manner as “skeptical.” He told her that her spouse would have to come in to provide proof of address in person. She was unable to sign up for the family membership that day.

			The member approached HR. She felt that these questions would not have been asked of someone with a spouse of the opposite sex. She wanted to make sure that other gym members in same-sex marriages would not be treated in this way going forward.

			My initial reaction was that the employee was simply caught off guard by the member’s request, possibly due to limited experience with people in same-sex relationships. I still had to determine whether the employee’s actions violated our organization’s core values and whether he discriminated against the member.

			I talked to the employee’s supervisor. First, I wanted to find out if the employee had exhibited similar behavior before. Second, I wanted to identify any specific policies that may have been violated during the interaction.

			There were rational reasons for gym employees to seek confirmation of legal spousal relationships and shared addresses. In our chain of gyms, there had been several instances of members trying to add unrelated persons to their memberships in order to get the family discount.

			Our investigation of this particular incident, however, revealed that the employee in charge of memberships did, in fact, harbor an unconscious personal bias against same-sex marriage. This influenced the manner in which he interacted with and addressed the member who came to HR. The employee was unaware of how his unconscious bias caused him to treat people differently.

			The supervisor provided coaching to the employee. She also provided a standard script to use in conversations with all gym members seeking to add a spouse to their membership, regardless of the gender of the member or the spouse.

			This helped to call out the employee’s action while offering him an opportunity for self-reflection and a change in behavior. The gym member who experienced the bias and disparate treatment was satisfied with our response.

			Lessons Learned

			This organization embraced an opportunity to reinforce its core values. It addressed the issues brought to HR’s attention, enabling the employee to increase his self-awareness and correct his mistakes, while respecting the customer and maintaining her loyalty.

			When faced with a similar situation, follow a similar investigative process. Determine the cause of the employee’s controversial action. Converse with the employee to discover whether bias played a role. Review the experiences of other customers seeking the same results to see if there was disparate treatment. Even innocent, rational acts can have disparate effects if caused by unconscious bias.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it), openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives), and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). The company’s dispute resolution efforts helped all parties involved to increase their common understandings and improve the quality of their interactions.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

		

	


			Chapter 8. 
Age and Physical and Mental Health

			People seem to forget that what is unwise to discuss at a dinner party is even more unwise to discuss in the workplace. The incidents in this chapter primarily involve talking about such delicate topics as health and illness, both physical and mental, as well as aging. The challenging issues presented often leave employers with little choice other than to take action. These stories are especially instructive as organizations continue to negotiate their way through the myriad problems created by the global pandemic.

			The Spread of Misinformation Infects Minds

			Summary

			Supervisors falsely and irrationally claim to employees and outside contractors that the company is exposing them to “COVID water,” leading to their refusal to work, but management takes an empathetic approach and counsels rather than fires the workers. This situation causes a major issue for the company, and the outcome is fair, at best.

			This incident occurred in the summer of 2020 during the COVID-19 lockdown in one of the buildings maintained by our real estate management company. We had trained our onsite maintenance staff on government health guidelines and supplied them with appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE). According to the state labor agency, their jobs were considered medium risk.

			An emergency work order came in to fix a water leak coming through the ceiling of an apartment. The company is required by law to remedy certain living conditions in a timely manner, and this situation qualified as a bona fide emergency maintenance need.

			The resident of the apartment into which the water was leaking did not have COVID-19, but there was a rumor circulating that the resident of the apartment above, from which the water was leaking, was COVID-19 positive. The onsite maintenance staff—technicians, assistant supervisor, and supervisor—all refused to complete the work order. They said they feared getting sick from “COVID water.” There is no such thing, and their fear was not based on any scientific data or rational information.

			Management hired an outside contractor to fix the leak. The company had established a COVID-19-compliant practice with its contractors and ensured that all legal disclosures were made. The next day, however, the contractor raised an issue over COVID-19 safety. The contracted technicians had been told by our onsite supervisors that the company was knowingly exposing them to COVID-19. Company executives told the contractor that this was false.

			Amidst the unique and changing landscape of COVID-19 regulations, we now had to deal with two issues: our staff’s and supervisors’ refusal to enter a residence to do required emergency work, and our supervisors’ inappropriate and inflammatory communications to staff and outside contractors. 

			Among the several management teams who got involved to resolve these issues were HR, the communicable disease group, and the C-suite. We sought the approach most suitable to keeping us compliant with COVID-19 guidelines, while prioritizing housing law, healthcare privacy, and safety regulations. We tried to empathize with the concerns of staff even as their supervisors were failing to manage them properly. Therefore, rather than terminating anyone, we decided to provide counseling to everyone.

			Management and HR met with and counseled staff to communicate that we understood their fears about COVID-19 and to reiterate our commitment to their safety.

			We also met with and counseled the supervisors, reminding them that the company was legally required to handle all emergency work orders in order to maintain safe living conditions for residents. We asked them for recommendations as to what the company could do to help them and the staff do their jobs, in addition to providing PPE and COVID-19 training. Unfortunately, nothing could override the supervisors’ unfounded concerns and fear of COVID-19, and they chose to leave the company.

			Lessons Learned

			No one at this company was infected with COVID-19, but the supervisors’ spread of misinformation resulted in poor morale among the staff. (At least the contractor relationship was salvaged.) Situations like these force organizations into damage-control mode. Here, the use of counseling was key—it was preferable to termination and conveyed the organization’s commitment to empathy by acknowledging and understanding employees’ fears.

			In serious situations such as a pandemic, take preventive measures to put your organization in a better position to respond when something unforeseen happens. Decide early on what actions will your organization will take to thwart the spread of misinformation, and make sure that employees and others know about them. Include counseling in your response and communications. Consider conducting more frequent and in-depth conversations with employees as necessary.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). It was necessary for this organization to have tough, honest conversations to address a problem that had an immediate impact on employees and nearly led to an even greater impact on the community.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			Quick Deflection of an Overreaction

			Summary

			Going way beyond standard COVID-19 guidelines and in violation of health privacy laws, a manager wants to take the temperature of everyone in her office, but she is stopped before she can do so. The outcome of this minor situation is excellent.

			When essential workers were allowed return to work after the first COVID-19 lockdown, HR put in place reopening policies and procedures in compliance with various healthcare regulations, including privacy under the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) in the United States. Before entering the building, employees were required to fill out and submit a confidential form as to the condition of their health. Still, many members of our workforce came back with some hesitation.

			A senior manager in one of our branch offices overreacted. Taking matters into her own hands, she planned on personally taking the temperature of every employee who came into her building. What’s more, she planned to collect the data and put it in a file for later use—a clear violation of HIPAA. Although her plan was over the top, it was well intentioned as a safety measure. But her actions could have had serious repercussions.

			As soon as HR became aware of the manager’s plan, leadership was informed so that a decision could be made as to how to stop her from executing it.

			The situation had to be handled delicately because this manager was at a high level and in charge of many projects. She might overreact to the cancellation of her plan, causing a negative ripple effect in that branch office. It was decided that HR should talk to her, not the top executives, so she would not feel threatened.

			HR approached the manager and explained the HIPAA rules, how her actions would violate them, and the likely repercussions on the company. She understood and explained the change of plans to her team.

			The issue was resolved, the potential rule violations were avoided, and HR was able to reinforce its official policies and procedures. We now have an HR representative in all branch offices to address employee concerns about COVID-19.

			We anticipate similar discussions among employees about vaccinations. HR is working through different scenarios and is formalizing appropriate policies and procedures to avert other overreactions by staff.

			Lessons Learned

			A crisis and its aftermath can spur a well-meaning manager to act in ways that do not align with company policies or, more importantly, with the law. Organizations can do several things to preclude unwanted or unnecessary actions taken by leaders in such situations. 

			First, present a united front. Provide legitimate information right away, which will help to quell panic or misguided overreactions by employees and managers alike. In this case, an HR representative should have been visible and available in all of the company’s offices upon reopening to address people’s fears and anxieties.

			Second, make sure leaders are well-versed in (1) the organization’s official rules, policies, and processes for handling crisis situations and (2) laws, regulations, and other government mandates applicable to the situation. During a pandemic, issues range from protecting everyone’s health, to handling complaints, to managing risks and potential liabilities.

			Third, put measures in place to remind managers who might be tempted to go beyond official guidance to align their behavior with expectations as presented.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized) and conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). In this situation, someone viewed things only through the lens of their own experience without considering the weaponized impact of their actions. Once the problem surfaced, the organization took swift strides to turn things around.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the Me question (what did I experience during this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			People Need to Talk during a Tragedy

			Summary

			After a mass shooting event, employees get into a heated discussion about guns and mental illness. Emotions are running high, but their human need for conversation can’t be stopped, otherwise they’d explode. People are encouraged to have respectful dialogue and educate themselves on the issues. This is a difficult case with an excellent resolution.

			After a mass shooting in which children were killed, several employees were following the news coverage in the office. It was a very sensitive subject, especially while events were still developing. There had been several shootings in recent months with tragic losses of lives, so people had already formed strong opinions.

			One employee said that mass shootings are the result of mental illness and that the mentally ill need to be isolated from society. Another employee said the reason for shootings is easy access to guns, which is virtually uncontrollable in America. A third expressed frustration and saw no answers in sight. More and more people began to express a whole spectrum of viewpoints, even as they dismissed others’ arguments.

			The debate became heated, almost explosive. Work literally stopped for a good hour. Productivity ceased. Some employees left. Some brought in colleagues from other departments to get involved. Agitated conversations continued on and off for the rest of the day.

			A few people, though, were afraid to join in any discussion. A manager came to HR to say he wasn’t going to touch the subject because it would “open a can of worms.” Another person said she didn’t respond to a coworker in order to avoid “making him angry” because he owned “enough weapons to arm a small country.” She added ominously, “I don’t want him to use that army against me.”

			Comments like that made me concerned about the safety of everyone participating in or listening to the discussions taking place that day and in the future. Workplace arguments can sometimes end up with security getting involved. I didn’t want matters to go that far.

			At first, I thought about asking everyone to put a lid on all the talk. But I began to realize that people’s emotions were boiling over and they needed some kind of outlet. Shutting them up might do more harm than good—it might even push them over the edge. I decided that opening the lid of this pressure cooker and allowing freedom of conversation would do more to ensure people’s safety.

			In addition, I knew that several HR managers were already engaged in what was happening in the office. An intervention wasn’t needed. I listened in on various conversations, and it was clear that most of them were actually productive and reasonable. People were encouraging each other to rely on facts and data. They were consulting Google and Wikipedia and other sources to find support for their points of view. Information was exchanged. Statistics were compared. Many said they planned to do further research.

			The overall discussion seemed to coalesce around two main topics, gun violence and mental illness. On the gun issue, opinions on both sides seemed entrenched; on the issue of mental health, I detected a real potential for changed attitudes. The fact is that most mentally ill people are not violent; rather, they are usually the victims of violence.

			Mental health is important to society and the workplace. We need to take a fact-based approach to mental illness, treatment options, society’s responsibilities, stigma reduction, and applicable laws such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The value of education in this area is unbeatable.

			I saw people educating themselves in the midst of tragedy. Our company has a large cross-functional group of well-informed employees. I praise their humanity and their ability to be open, listen to others, and perhaps change minds.

			Lessons Learned

			When news on a subject under discussion in the workplace is still emerging, or when the topic is particularly raw or controversial, real leadership becomes especially important. Encourage everyone to be considerate and courteous, even when debate becomes heated. Teach managers to facilitate or direct potentially problematic conversations away from conflict and toward open, respectful dialogue. Remind participants to use facts and data rather than speculation to represent their views, and to educate rather than berate. What is learned during productive conversations can even form the basis for future workplace educational programs.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). People willingly exposed themselves in a genuine manner to the many and varied issues under discussion. This behavior made their conversations more meaningful and informed, increasing the potential for a more inclusive, respectful workplace.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the RK question (what refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes?).

			Dealing with Post-Illness Stigma

			Summary

			As previously ill employees return to work, some coworkers question their health status and others bully them by spreading cruel rumors. HR and management step in to educate the workforce, rebuild trust, and protect and support the returning employees. This is a major incident, but the outcome is excellent because of how the company responded.

			A number of our employees contracted COVID-19 during the pandemic. After they recovered and tested negative, they returned to the office. Upon their return, however, these employees began to deal with the stigma of their illness.

			Some of their coworkers sent general messages of concern to HR and the health team, wondering whether it was really safe for people who had been COVID-19 positive to be back on the premises.

			Other coworkers circulated more personalized messages about the returning employees, evoking blame and punishment. One rumor accused them of ignoring mandated health and safety measures, implying that they got themselves sick. Another rumor asserted that they should be held responsible for contaminating the workplace.

			The messages and rumors revealed to the HR department how many issues it now had to deal with: ensuring a safe and healthy office environment, regaining the trust of the entire workforce, eliminating any bullying of the recovered employees, and safeguarding everyone’s personal data.

			To address these issues and determine a course of action, the HR staff involved the health team, the managers who supervised the recovered employees, and the employee assistance program (EAP) vendor. One goal was to reframe the conflict in a constructive way, for the recovered employees as well as for their colleagues. Another goal was to protect the recovered employees from bullying, while acknowledging their colleagues’ stresses and fears.

			Lessons Learned

			This organization’s effective use of communication, management participation, and leadership were critical to the resolution of the issues raised here. HR effectively led efforts to increase staff awareness of the most recent factual information about COVID-19 and answered questions, which helped minimize worries. It restated and reinforced workplace safety and health protocols and explained return-to-work guidelines, which reminded people of their responsibilities.

			An all-hands meeting is a great starting point for every organization to employ in a similar situation. Follow up with line managers to identify related issues in individual departments and to discuss next steps.

			Learn more about the psychology of postrecovery COVID-19-positive employees. Urge them, along with coworkers who are reacting with anxiety, fear, or bullying, to make use of the EAP. Sometimes the root causes of behavior are not readily apparent, so it’s helpful to seek insights with guidance from a mental health professional. Put processes in place to reduce harmful behaviors—not just bullying but also accusations of contamination and rumor spreading. This will help to increase both morale and compliance with health protocols.

			To raise the level of empathy in the workplace, encourage employees to listen to the stories of colleagues (who are willing to share their experiences) to better appreciate their strengths in having defeated the illness. This will enable them to understand and deal with not only their coworkers but also their own behavior in a meaningful and respectful way.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging) and conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). This organization appropriately focused its efforts first on stopping the onslaught of vicious or careless exclusionary comments and behavior toward others. Next, it should work on rebuilding a culture and trust among employees.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Too Much Deference Given to Generational Prejudice

			Summary

			A long-time older female employee makes racist and homophobic comments. Other employees give her too much deference due to her age and don’t report it. She is disciplined, albeit ineffectively, but others do appreciate HR’s efforts at exposing the problem and apologizing for its failure to do more. The incident causes major issues for the organization and unfortunately has a poor resolution.

			I was conducting an exit interview with a young Black employee and asked what the company could do to make the workplace better. He named a coworker and said, “Someone should really talk to her about her thoughts on African Americans,” without elaborating further. Concerned, I consulted the exiting employee’s supervisor. She acknowledged that the coworker regularly made racially derogatory comments. When I asked why this had not been reported to HR, she explained that the coworker was “an older lady” in her seventies, so the matter was “a generational issue.” The implication was that little could be done.

			Making racist comments is obviously inappropriate. The issue needed to be dealt with immediately. Even taking the coworker’s age into consideration, racism simply has no place in the office. I informed the company’s executives because they knew the coworker, who had worked there for a long time.

			I wanted first to find out whether the exiting employee was the only one to whom the coworker made these comments and, second, to find out the intent of her comments. My initial investigation showed that the coworker had been voicing general thoughts that revealed clear prejudices but no intentional ill will.

			I looked into the issue further. Two more employees acknowledged that the coworker had made other inappropriate comments years earlier. When I asked them why they hadn’t reported the incidents at the time, they also brought up her elder status: “Oh, that’s just how some people her age think.”

			In my opinion, the coworker’s behavior warranted immediate termination. The executives, however, felt that her comments were due to ignorance and not intent to cause harm. After discussing what action to take, we settled on giving her a final written warning.

			When she was issued the warning in my office, the coworker seemed genuinely surprised. She truly did not seem to comprehend that her comments were inappropriate, rude, and disrespectful. She explained they “didn’t mean anything” and she “was just making conversation.” She promised to be more aware of what she said in the future.

			Afterward, I emailed all the employees involved in the investigation. I apologized on behalf of the company and stressed that we did not condone the coworker’s behavior. One of the employees who disclosed the years-old comments contacted me several days later, and we met for a very frank talk. He had thought about the situation and was now upset to have allowed the coworker’s comments to continue for so long without being addressed.

			This employee, who was Black, said that hearing racist remarks from older people is “something African Americans put up with.” It wasn’t until he received my apology that he realized “this was not okay,” certainly not in the workplace. He thanked me for standing up for employees of color and promised to address the matter differently if a similar situation arose. But he was also surprised that the coworker had not been fired.

			Any positive effects from the warning on the coworker’s behavior were short lived. A year later she was reported for making comments about sexuality to a gay employee. She was again disciplined, again in a limited fashion thanks to the company executives—so much for “final”—and again did not seem to recognize that her comments were unprofessional and inappropriate in a work environment.

			This limited level of discipline did not reflect the severity of the situation and was ineffective. Allowing the coworker to remain at the company sent the wrong message to employees, especially those who were directly affected by her comments (regardless of their gratitude for an overdue apology).

			Lessons Learned

			Organizational policies that prohibit discriminatory behaviors targeting people of a particular race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or age apply to all employees. Ironically in this case, members of the targeted group (race) dismissed discriminatory comments because they were voiced by a member of another often-targeted group (age).

			Reinforcing antidiscrimination policies is especially important when, as here, the unacceptable behavior is excused (by the transgressor’s peers or subordinates) or treated dismissively (by those in authority). Take appropriate steps to stop policy violations and counter their harmful effects. Work compassionately with colleagues at every level of the organization to remind them that such behavior is not acceptable under any circumstances by anyone. Accept that sometimes, separating a repeat offender from the organization is the best course of action to build the culture you want.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another) and openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives). This company must educate those in its workforce who are intolerant of others’ opinions or actively divisive. More open engagement would have a positive influence on culture, camaraderie, and collaboration.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			Ignore the Rules, Expect Repercussions

			Summary

			An employee ignores pandemic safety protocols by not reporting his symptoms to HR and coming to work sick. He exposes coworkers to the virus, several of whom test positive, and causes a shutdown and disinfection of the whole office. HR waits for him to recover but then penalizes him for this violation, as an example to others. While the outcome in the situation is good, the disruption to the organization and its business is major.

			I am an HR consultant at a small company of thirty-five people. We all work on one floor of a multiuse building. At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown, we issued health and safety rules, one of which was that employees who had symptoms of COVID-19 (e.g., cough, fever) had to stay home and notify HR. Employees scheduled to work onsite were required to complete a health assessment checklist before entering the office premises.

			During the summer at the height of the crisis, a supervisor reported to HR that an onsite employee was coughing. He had been working from home for the previous two weeks and was scheduled to come in, but now everyone around him became very anxious about his condition. He could be spreading the virus even while wearing a mask.

			The head of HR summoned the coughing employee to her office to ask him why he came in with a cough. He responded that he felt okay before he left home that morning.

			Meanwhile, another HR officer reviewed the employee’s health assessment checklist, which he submitted when he entered the premises. He had not declared that he had a cough. HR asked the employee to declare his actual health status on the same checklist, including the cough. He corrected his responses on the form. Next, HR arranged for the company car to take him to a clinic for a COVID-19 test and then bring him back home. As soon as he left the office, the employee’s workstation and other areas he had been in were sanitized.

			Two days later, HR was notified that the employee tested positive for COVID-19. Local health authorities had already been notified, and he was placed in a quarantine facility. (He did not need hospitalization.)

			It was clear that the employee violated our company’s health and safety rules and protocols, which had been set up months earlier and of which all staff were aware. HR leadership asked me to join them in deciding what to do about him. I advised them, based on humanitarian considerations, that the company’s primary focus should be on letting the employee recover from his illness. Pursuing any kind of discipline at this point was a distant secondary consideration.

			The company engaged in damage control to ensure the health and safety of the rest of the staff. We had every employee isolate and work from home for fourteen days, and the entire premises were completely sanitized.

			We also identified sixteen employees at risk due to their exposure to the COVID-19-positive employee. They were tested for COVID-19, with the cost borne by the company. Of the sixteen, seven employees tested positive. Six of them were asymptomatic; one exhibited symptoms, which fortunately were mild.

			During the two weeks everyone worked from home, HR reviewed the company’s COVID-19 protocols over Zoom sessions with employees. We also strengthened the company’s code of conduct to put teeth into following the rules. Specifically, we stipulated that violations of the COVID-19 protocols would be considered serious offenses, to be dealt with severely.

			After the two-week quarantine, employees who tested negative began reporting back to the office on a rotating basis (two weeks onsite, two weeks working from home). The seven COVID-19-positive employees were retested, and only those who tested negative could return. The symptomatic employee was retested twice before his results were finally negative and he was allowed to work onsite.

			Once the original coughing employee recovered from COVID-19, tested negative for the virus, and came back to the office, HR resumed its discussions over what to do about his violations of our health protocols.

			I presented three options to HR leadership and the CEO. We could ignore the incident and let it pass we could counsel the employee, or we could proceed with administrative discipline. I also presented the repercussions of each option.

			Ignoring the incident and letting it pass would tie the company’s hands as to how to treat other employees who incurred violations. This response would also weaken the rules and protocols meant to protect everyone’s health and life.

			Counseling the employee would be seen as just a slap on the wrist, considering the seriousness of his violations. This response would still tie the hands of the company if similar violations occurred.

			Pursuing an administrative case would send the right message to all employees. It would deter future violations and encourage people to follow the rules and protocols that ensured everyone’s safety. The CEO wanted to pursue this option but wanted legal counsel to weigh in first.

			Counsel was very hesitant to pursue an administrative case, fearing that if the employee filed a complaint, the government would not look kindly at it. I reminded him that the government already had the power to round up COVID-19 violators through local authorities, even jailing or fining some of them. I also pointed out that once a case was begun, the company could still choose from a range of penalties, from a reprimand to serious discipline. In the end, counsel agreed to proceed with an administrative case.

			It was now the beginning of autumn. The company formally asked counsel to prepare an administrative memo for HR seeking the employee’s explanation for his protocol violations. A month later, I asked for an update. HR was still waiting for the memo from counsel.

			Another month passed. Now HR wanted my help in pursuing administrative cases against three more employees who violated COVID-19 protocols. I advised HR to hold off on these cases until we could proceed with the case against the original COVID-19-positive violator from the summer. Because counsel had yet to issue that memo, I finally just drafted it myself, and HR finally served it to the employee.

			The employee was asked to explain why he should not be sanctioned for nondisclosure of his COVID-19 symptoms when he reported for work, in disregard of the company’s protocols. He said that the day before, he had told his supervisor—not HR, as required—about his condition. He apologized for omitting this information on the health assessment checklist when he came in.

			The discipline committee weighed the impact of the employee’s violations, his explanations, and the circumstances as a whole. His behavior placed people at risk for contracting COVID-19, caused operational difficulties, and cost the company money. At best, the employee’s action and inaction could be construed as noncompliance with established company rules; at worst, it bordered on dishonesty, warranting termination.

			The committee decided to be gracious and considerate toward the employee, who, after all, had been sick with COVID-19 during a pandemic that brought about extraordinary and difficult circumstances for everyone. The company penalized the employee with a week’s suspension. The decision was well received by the employee and also his coworkers and superiors.

			HR reported that all employees became more mindful in general of the COVID-19 rules and protocols, more cooperative in complying with them, and more conscious about keeping everyone safe.

			Lessons Learned

			Swift response in certain situations is critical. If an action is delayed waiting for input from someone else (e.g., counsel), timely follow-up is imperative. The role of counsel is to make sure an organization does not run afoul of the law, but if unresponsive, they must be pressed (diplomatically) for an explanation or a resolution. In this case, HR should have prepared the administrative memo earlier in order to hasten the disciplinary process. This would have alerted all staff to the importance of complying with COVID-19 protocols—enough, perhaps, to have deterred the three additional violators who followed the first sick employee.

			Another issue is making certain that management knows what the rules are and that they must follow them along with everyone else and establishing consequences for not following the rules. In this situation, the employee incorrectly noted his condition to his supervisor, rather than HR as required, but then the supervisor did not tell HR either. The supervisor, like the employee, did not meet an important protocol established to navigate a devastating and unprecedented crisis. 

			Consider how your organization establishes consequences for managers. Communicate guidelines and policies broadly to emphasize the importance of management cooperation and commitment in enforcing rules uniformly for all.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and entrenchment (the organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions from becoming entrenched and weaponized). This company was able to take decisive action to control its immediate health-related problems, but any action to deal with those causing the problems was delayed. People had to be reminded that their individual behaviors can affect everyone, possibly causing harm and damaging trust.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?) and the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

			The Noncompliant Compliance Officer

			Summary

			Over the course of the pandemic, a high-level executive’s job performance deteriorates. She begins to ignore the health and safety protocols she herself helped to develop, negatively influencing her own staff and serving as a bad role model for the rest of the workforce. The outcome of this major situation is merely fair.

			At the beginning of the pandemic crisis, our chief risk and compliance officer (CRCO) cochaired a committee with HR to develop our company’s COVID-19 protocols. It decided that employees would alternate working from home and working onsite every two weeks. Government regulations required onsite employees to wear masks and face shields in the presence of other people (both coworkers and the public). The company would implement and enforce this rule by designating a “COVID officer of the day” to monitor staffers’ compliance.

			Months into the situation, the CRCO’s job performance began to suffer, both via Zoom when she worked from home and face-to-face when she worked onsite. Her assignments were always late, and she appeared distracted and unfocused in meetings.

			The CEO called her attention to her performance. HR reached out to her to ask what was happening and what help she needed. The CRCO responded that her workload was so heavy and she had so many meetings that she could barely keep up with her tasks. HR agreed to hire a part-time assistant for her.

			HR also worked with the CRCO to identify the source of her difficulties. First, they determined that she did not have to attend all of her meetings herself and could instead send her representative to many of them. Second, they found that another department had become dependent on her even though its work was outside of her mandate. HR advised the CRCO to provide that department only with guidance, not to do their jobs for them.

			Matters involving the CRCO improved a little, but eventually her performance began to slide again. This time she was given a written warning.

			By the end of the year, it was observed that whenever the CRCO was in the office, she was lax in wearing her mask and face shield. Each time such a report came in, an HR officer or the designated COVID-19 officer of the day would remind her of the health protocols. She would respond by shrugging it off, saying these precautions were bothersome. Soon her staff also began to ignore the rules, inconsistently wearing their required masks and face shields.

			HR leaders felt that something had to be done about the CRCO and her staff before the rest of the company’s workforce started to think that the COVID-19 protocols were unimportant or that management wasn’t serious about compliance. If they didn’t act, everyone’s health and safety would be compromised.

			The chief human resources officer (CHRO) and CEO together decided to start the disciplinary process against the CRCO. She was asked to explain her actions and submit in writing why she should not be penalized for violating the COVID-19 protocols. She did not reply by the deadline. The CHRO, in the role of a friend and colleague, called the CRCO. The CRCO promised to respond by close of business, but another three days passed without a response.

			The CHRO convened the disciplinary committee. It ruled that the CRCO’s violations were major. As a senior executive, she was supposed to be a good role model for others. As the chief officer in charge of risk and compliance, who cochaired the team that developed the very COVID-19 protocols she was ignoring, her violations were even worse.

			The committee decided to impose on the CRCO a penalty of five days suspension, but she resigned from the company before the notice was served. Due to the totality of her failings, management accepted her resignation immediately.

			HR and management reiterated the company’s COVID-19 protocols to all employees.

			Lessons Learned

			Organizations will want to know what is causing the apparent self-destruction of a seasoned leader, but the line between an expression of concern and an invasion of privacy is narrow. When all signs indicate that someone is struggling and needs help, how deeply should their employer look into the state of their physical and mental health? The organization should examine its true motivations for seeking or relaying information and take care to treat troubled employees as individuals.

			Compassion is critical to a satisfactory and humane resolution. Make health-related inquiries within the confines of law and organizational policies. The next step might be to suggest that someone with health issues get medical or psychological attention; consult with counsel to ensure this is done in a legal and respectful manner. Showing empathy yields additional benefits for everyone involved.

			HR has an obligation to actively drive compliance with COVID-19 protocols and other health and safety measures to prevent anyone—assistants as well as executives—from becoming lax in observing them. Good communication is essential. Regular updates, reminders, and public announcements help reinforce the desired behavior and expectations so that everyone remains mindful of their responsibilities. That did not happen here. The CRCO’s deteriorating behavior in violation of established policies set a bad example, was left too long unaddressed, and influenced her underlings to take equally unfortunate actions. 

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factors involved here were conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it) and belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging). The organization did not seem to care about a struggling employee or about the short- and long-term organizational effects of her personal situation. It should make a dedicated effort to rebuilding and communicating trust and empathy toward its workforce.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?) and the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?).

			I Brought You All Something from My Vacation

			Summary

			An employee vacationing in an area infected with COVID-19 returns to work without telling anyone where he had been. His status is discovered by coworkers who see his vacation photos on social media and realize he has exposed them to the virus. When he falls ill and new infections emerge, the company is plunged into crisis. Eventually it is forced to make a decision about business continuity that benefits no one and seems to resolve nothing.

			The COVID-19 pandemic reached my part of the world, and soon the first incident in my country was detected. The company I work for instituted some health protocols, but like everyone else, we had no prior experience with this novel virus. Neither did the government, which issued meager concrete guidance.

			One of our employees was already away on vacation abroad. His trip was to an area where many COVID-19 cases were now being diagnosed. The spread of the virus by asymptomatic carriers was still not clearly understood. The employee had no symptoms of illness, so when he came home, he did not quarantine himself.

			The employee returned to the workplace but did not inform anyone that his trip had been to a known infected area. He did not take any health-related precautions in consideration of others. Among the activities he participated in back at the office were a three-hour in-person meeting with senior management, a birthday celebration with colleagues, and walks throughout the building.

			The employee had posted his vacation photos on social media. Soon many of his coworkers realized where he had been—a known area of infection. They became worried and upset. There was talk in the corridors questioning how the company would address the issue. Many people wanted management to provide instructions to those who were exposed to the employee.

			An HR officer discussed the matter with the company doctor. The doctor agreed to ask the employee for more details about his trip in an attempt to decipher the risks; based on the new information, the doctor would reevaluate the situation. It was still unclear whether the situation was so dangerous that the company would need to activate more serious health protocols.

			Within days, the returning employee exhibited COVID-19 symptoms and tested positive for the virus. It was the first incident to be reported in this region of the country. The health and safety of the regional population was now at great risk.

			Company executives and HR management were made aware of the diagnosis and implemented next-level health protocols. They set up a team consisting of the in-house doctor, a COVID-19 advisor, and liaisons to the national public health agency and to a local hospital where symptomatic employees could be tested for the virus. The office was evacuated, and the sick employee’s close contacts were isolated.

			Still, the evacuation occurred many hours after the employee’s positive test result became known. Worse, management did not consider how many more people were at risk beyond the sick employee’s close contacts. Since his return from his vacation, he had exposed nearly a hundred other employees to the virus, directly or indirectly. Even the executives figuring out how to address the crisis increased their own exposure by staying late in the office.

			After two more employees were discovered to be infected with COVID-19, the company finally ordered the entire workforce quarantined, and we have worked remotely ever since.

			Lessons Learned

			This company ensured its business continuity through various incremental measures, but management should have taken more decisive actions and sooner. Going forward, they will have to work to rebuild employees’ trust and show they are doing more to protect their health and safety. Its efforts will help minimize the harm done to the company’s reputation—now that people know about the vacationing employee who brought COVID-19 back with him to the workplace.

			While not common in the United States, it is common in other parts of the world for organizations to have an in-house doctor. In this case, the company doctor should have immediately placed into quarantine any employee returning from any trip abroad. As soon as the positive test result became known, the doctor should have immediately ordered the building evacuated and decontaminated. 

			This incident raises additional issues that every HR department ought to consider:

			
					Does anyone in an organization have the authority to monitor or ask questions about an employee’s social media posts related to their travels and health?

					During a pandemic, can an employee be disciplined for concealing information about travel to a known contagious hot spot? (Did an applicable discipline policy exist here? If so, was it applied to this employee?)

					How should the protection of an employee’s personal data be balanced against the health or safety risks they might pose?

					In the absence of government advice or requirements, can the company doctor require an employee to quarantine?

					How, when, and why (or why not) should an organization implement health and safety policies, enforce consequences for failure to abide by them, and communicate about such measures to employees?

			

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			The key factor involved here was conflict management (the organization resolves conflict rather than buries it). This organization did a good job by tackling a problem head-on rather than ignoring it, so healing could begin for its culture and employees. Those who carelessly think only of themselves have to understand how many others can be affected by their decisions and actions.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			Bringing about improvement and change here would require focus on the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?) and the WO question (what were the work outcomes of this conversation?).

		

	


			Part III: 
Making Taboo Topics Work for You

		

	


			Chapter 9. 
Opinions, Empathy, and Culture

			The previous chapters demonstrate how willingly and often people exchange views on all manner of subjects and how prone we are to taboo talk in particular. During contentious conversations, people often become opinionated—“firmly or unduly adhering to” their opinions.1 This behavior is an indication of entrenched thinking, which can be used as a weapon to damage others—an especially dangerous state of affairs in the workplace. (Recall the updated definition of polarization in Chapter 2: the adoption of opposing perspectives with the potential for weaponized entrenchment.)

			Polarization is a symptom as well as a catalyst of taboo talk, fostering divisions that can be fatal to an organization’s survival.

			Another cause of division is defensiveness, which, according to author and educator Irshad Manji, arises from the fear of being judged. Citing behavioral science research by Otten and Jonas,2 Manji explains that “when we feel shamed, blamed, or labeled unworthy by those whose respect we covet, we become defensive. The result? More division.”3 Working or learning in a judgmental environment “rarely inspires people to listen to one another authentically” but instead creates the conditions for “sowing resentment, fueling self-censorship, and undermining collaboration.”4

			In terms of taboo talk in the workplace, someone who is defensive of their views because they feel judged for expressing them is in the same position as someone who is opinionated: their perspectives have become entrenched and thus are more likely to be weaponized.

			Diversity without Division

			So, how do individuals and organizations achieve “diversity without division” in a society that is “increasingly diverse and polarized at the same time” and “needs people to engage with empathy”?5 Can people who work together learn to express differing opinions on polarizing issues without letting their conversations devolve into or exacerbate real conflict on the job?

			Manji’s solution is to “cultivate diversity of viewpoint” in the organizational culture. “Honest diversity [in an organization] starts with the desire for varied perspectives,” she says, because this enables diverse representation to emerge “honestly” or organically from within. Having a mix of views can “build bridges—and teamwork—across institutions.” Imposing diverse representation on an organization, however, hoping that will inspire diverse thinking (“the other way round”) will instead “incite needless friction.”6

			To help institutions embrace diversity of thought, Manji developed a framework to train businesses, schools, and communities in “moral courage.” This philosophy and methodology recognizes that “learning to communicate across differences, especially disagreements, is a key leadership skill,” which is designed as a tool “to transform disagreement into engagement and, ultimately, into shared action.”7

			Empathetic Listening

			What is it like to work in a nonjudgmental environment where people are encouraged to express their opinions on everything from the mundane to the controversial? In such a culture—for example, at Barry-Wehmiller Companies Inc.—taboo talk isn’t considered taboo. It’s simply part of what CEO and Chairman Bob Chapman calls “empathetic listening.”

			Empathetic listening is taught in the company’s internal “university” as Communication Skills Training.8 Prominent business leaders familiar with the course have been so impressed by its positive impact that they have been influenced to challenge others to be similarly “committed to listening a little more and talking a little less.”9

			How Barry-Wehmiller employees communicate with one another is something the company considers within its “span of care.” This term is a pointed contrast to “span of control,” a concept in business and HR that describes the number of subordinates a supervisor is responsible for.10 Chapman’s coinage reflects a different understanding and style of management, which can be described as “organizational leadership reconnecting with their own humanity and recognizing the humanity of those they lead. Recognizing that the people within their span of care are not numbers on a spreadsheet”11 and instead acknowledging that “the way we lead impacts the way people live. And, that extends to the health and wellbeing of those within our span of care.”12

			Listening and caring: Can this be a successful strategy for managing conflict and avoiding disruption in the workplace? To answer that, I’ll recount one more real-life story like those collected in Part II.

			Culture over Opinion

			A machinist in a factory was a known contrarian who wasn’t afraid to regularly and zealously share his political views with his coworkers on the shop floor. He had been around for nearly three decades and was a vital cog in the enterprise, but he was now destroying the culture with his problematic opinions and disruptive demeanor.

			The CEO decided to see for himself what was going on. During their first encounter, however, the otherwise talkative machinist would say nothing to him. For years, the CEO attempted to engage, but the man remained silent in his presence. It wasn’t until the financial crisis of 2008 that the machinist finally unloaded his opinions on the CEO at an event in front of the whole company.

			As expected, the CEO practiced empathetic listening, and the two finally talked. Then the CEO did the unexpected. He encouraged the machinist to continue having these kinds of conversations—not because he agreed with the man’s opinions but because he saw in the man a kernel of untapped leadership potential.

			This turned out to be the most valuable thing to come out of the pair’s long-awaited exchange. Until that moment, the machinist’s coworkers had heard him but never listened to him. Once the CEO gave the machinist the encouragement to speak his mind and a megaphone to project his voice, he was no longer feared, and the disruptions he had caused ended.

			Lessons Learned

			What the CEO really did was show the machinist that the company’s culture was one in which differences of opinion could thrive. He also showed the entire workforce that the organization was committed to maintaining its cultural norms, of which listening to diverse viewpoints was one. In other words, the CEO demonstrated that no topics of discussion, including the machinist’s problematic political pronouncements, could shred the culture’s guiding principles.

			A challenge to the organizational culture (here in the form of a contrarian sharing divisive opinions) presented an opportunity for the company to recommit to its principles (in this case, empathetic listening) instead of succumbing to potential division provoked by the challenge. Honest communication—even what was considered taboo—was celebrated rather than dismissed or discouraged.

			Fostering allegiance to organizational culture over individual opinion is a novel approach to cultural alignment.

			Empathy/Polarization Index

			Openness (the organization fosters openness to different perspectives) and polarization (the organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another) are the two key factors involved in the development of this story. Belonging (the organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging) is prominent in its resolution.

			Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			From the perspective of the CEO, the We question (what did my counterpart experience during this conversation?) is most applicable here: he used empathy to imagine the machinist’s perspectives. This prompted the machinist into self-awareness (the Me question: what did I experience during this conversation?) and likely into some empathetic awareness of his coworkers as well.

			Practical Steps

			Honest diversity and moral courage. Empathetic listening and truly human leadership. The Empathy/Polarization Index and the Me + We + WO + RK framework (see Chapter 3). All of these concepts address, at least in part, polarization and polarizing discussions in the workplace.

			We have seen how conversations about taboo topics set off sparks and explored the science of why that happens. A collection of real-life incidents showed us some of the most common hot-button issues and how participants, witnesses, and managers act when caught in the middle of conflict. Many of those stories exemplified successful conflict resolution, in which coworkers were able to get beyond upsetting interactions. But we saw just as many conflicts that were not resolved or that led to even worse outcomes.

			How do organizations put good ideas for addressing polarization into everyday practice? There are real steps to take to fulfill the concepts and wield the tools described thus far. 

			Here are a few actions that many executives are already taking in their own organizations to get a handle on the kind of talk that creates havoc in the workplace:

			
					Model polarizing discussions for your workforce by demonstrating how disagreements (between leaders, as modeled by your behavior toward each other) do not have to escalate to disruption and disillusionment. The aim is to foster, and thereby normalize, difficult conversations.

					Confine polarizing discussions among the workforce to a platform (e.g., Slack, Reddit) dedicated to hosting them. Leaders and the organization can benefit from an intentional effort to encourage transparent communication where it’s going to happen anyway.

					Include “management of polarizing discussions” as an element in performance appraisals and 360-degree leadership evaluations to assess managers’ ability to foster and resolve polarization. It can also be used as a criterion in leadership development programs.

					Create rewards and incentives (e.g., a cash bonus or paid time off) for individuals who participate in polarizing discussions without generating negative consequences or outcomes.

					Make transparent to all stakeholders, including the public, the fact that polarizing discussions occur in the organization. This can be accomplished by recognizing such conversations as a part of your cultural values. (At SHRM, for example, one of our principles is “pushing back to move forward.” Being overly agreeable and avoiding pushback, even when necessary, is something we identified in our organizational culture as counterproductive.)

			

			These were the top five practices described by 1,200 global leaders across eighteen major industries for tackling taboo talk in the workplace, according to a recent SHRM survey.13 (This set of raw data is still under analysis; when finalized, it will be added to a report already online.)

			A Word on Transparency

			Most organizations dealing with difficult conversations on taboo topics prefer to keep them behind the scenes, but I believe that all may be better served when organizations demonstrate to their stakeholders how they handle such controversies. These issues are common, after all. Perhaps the best strategy is to share, rather than withhold, our approaches to these situations.

			Sharing information about organizational challenges and successes allows a wider population of leaders to go past commiseration toward mutual education. Executives, managers, and HR professionals can learn from one another in their efforts to contribute to better lives for all, especially today’s multigenerational workforce that is unafraid to share its multitude of perspectives.

			Some say “Sharing is caring,” but I go beyond that and say, “Sharing is baring.” When we bare all by engaging in taboo talk, we’re more vulnerable—but more relatable too. That brings us back to the importance of empathy in managing taboo talk in the workplace.

			Empathy Versus “Me-pathy”

			SHRM’s empathetic CEO Johnny C. Taylor Jr. speaks out frequently on society’s growing “empathy deficit” and how it is experienced in modern organizations worldwide. The rancor reported in the news over vaccine mandates, corporate responses to social injustice, the essential workforce, and hybrid/remote office arrangements (to name just a few issues) reveals a distinct lack of empathy among a significant percentage of the populace.

			This is apparent from new SHRM research currently being analyzed. We asked thirty-three thousand workers in industries across the United States to describe their organizations pre- and postpandemic. (“Post” meant after the major quarantines and economic shutdowns of 2020; the pandemic itself, unfortunately, is continuing.) The adjectives they used to characterize their workplaces in each time period are depicted in Figure 9.1. 

			[image: ]

			Figure 9.1. Describing workplace culture pre- and postpandemic

			The most dramatic descriptive changes were the drop in empathy and rise in adaptability. “Empathetic” was the adjective that employees used first to describe their workplaces before the COVID-19 crisis, but that term fell to fifth place afterward. By contrast, “adaptable” was the adjective that employees used first to describe their workplaces after the crisis; it had been in fourth place earlier.

			The quantitative data revealed two other noticeable before-and-after changes in how employees perceived their organizations: as (1) less “demanding” and “exhausting” and (2) more “honest” and “inclusive.”

			The qualitative data gives context to these descriptions. As their organizations responded to a stressful situation, employees perceived that people engaged with one another less empathetically. The lower level of empathy indicates that people were unable to establish relational communalities (see Chapter 3) and talk about taboo topics in a productive way. The higher level of honesty, on the other hand, reflects their organizations’ efforts to reframe the culture toward direct communication and transparency, even concerning taboo topics.

			Why did empathy diminish during the crisis? Do we really prefer agitated debate over civil discussion? Is winning an argument so important? 

			Do people even understand what empathy really is?

			I conducted an informal, unscientific survey of my own and asked a few random acquaintances to define empathy. Most of their definitions related to the ability to take on, or be sensitive to, someone else’s perspectives. When I asked for examples of empathetic behavior, however, they described situations in which someone else accepted their opinions or agreed with their perspectives!

			Clearly there is a breakdown between the textbook definition of the concept of empathy and an understanding of how it is practiced.

			The behavior that my informal survey respondents actually described—receiving empathy from others and misinterpreting that as tacit agreement with one’s own perspectives—is not empathy. Empathy is offering sensitivity and understanding to others in an effort to experience what they are feeling and thinking. Their definition confused the give-and-take: offering is not receiving, and experience is not agreement. That is “me-pathy”—emphasis on me.

			I find this neologism useful to sum up the opposite of empathy. People have defined it in several recognizable ways: “selfish, thoughtless . . . self-absorbed”;14 “cannot relate to the suffering or needs of others”;15 “the ability to understand and share the feelings of another about an issue, but only after the issue has directly affected you.”16

			The contemporary workplace seems to have too much me and not enough us. Surely a workforce can be self-confident in attitude and action without being self-absorbed.

			Empathy requires an orientation toward others before a focus on the self. Empathy emphasizes selflessness; “me-pathy” emphasizes selfishness. Is it better to be selfless or selfish? Both qualities are part of being human.

			At least one cultural critic has argued that “one cannot live a human life without acts of selflessness,” yet without some degree of selfishness, “you jeopardize the most important person of them all: you. . . . It is when we begin to selfishly love ourselves and selflessly love others that we become in touch with our humanity.” She concludes that “this world needs the human in you.”17

			I conclude that what the working world needs most is the empathy in all of us.
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			Chapter 10. 
Epilogue: The Future of Taboo Talk

			The data explored in this book shows that workers have a true passion for talking about taboo topics. The data also shows, paradoxically, that such polarizing discussions can make the workplace more inclusive. One of the biggest challenges for any leader is how to manage contentious conversations on difficult issues, especially those unrelated to the job at hand. 

			The instinctual management response is to quell conflict and refocus people on their work. But what if that is the wrong approach? What if preventing or suppressing taboo talk is less effective than welcoming it? Too often, it seems, leaders seek conflict resolution through conflict avoidance.

			“Avoidance is the best short-term strategy to escape conflict, and the best long-term strategy to ensure suffering.”1 So advises Brendon Burchard, a business and motivational trainer and author of The Charge: Activating the 10 Human Drives That Make You Feel Alive.2

			The literature on leadership—works by ethnographer Simon Sinek, professor of communications Leslie DeChurch, motivational speaker Tony Robbins, and others—focuses on the importance of building better teams. Most managers are familiar with classic principles of teamwork, such as the forming, storming, norming, and performing stages of group development. But we rarely apply these principles to the whole organization—which is, of course, really just a scaled-up team—or to the organization’s culture.

			Worse yet, we often discourage the application of these team-building leadership principles, even when they would be more productive than other methods used to promote inclusion in the workplace. A couple of examples of this ineffective attitude are shared next.

			Inaction in Action

			A supervisor at a think tank dependent on federal funds advised her staff to never discuss political views at work so as not to endanger the organization’s funding opportunities. The mere perception that employees had independent perspectives was risky, she said—even regarding legislation pertinent to their jobs and other not-so-controversial issues.

			These discussions, however, would have actually better preserved the organization’s funding. Staff members freely sharing their perspectives with one another would have helped eliminate information silos, build better project teams, identify individual biases, develop more inclusive interactions, and increase productivity. On a cultural level, everyone would have experienced a greater sense of belonging within the organization.

			Ironically, staff members’ inability to share information eventually led to a series of management errors that ultimately cut off the organization’s funding completely. This resulted in two hundred layoffs and fewer resources available to those who relied on the think tank’s work product, all because a leader did not know how to handle discussions around what were perceived to be taboo topics.

			More recently in my own office, I have witnessed managers struggle with controversial matters. After the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the US Capitol, many employees demanded a venue to discuss what happened. The catastrophe was local and personally affected some staff members, so I understood people’s need to talk about this powerfully relevant yet potentially explosive subject.

			One supervisor interrupted a group of anxious employees and told them to stop talking and get back to work. Within minutes, they continued their discussion on a Slack channel—without any structure, guidance, or awareness of how to reach a productive resolution. Their conversations devolved into rage, name calling, and threats. In the aftermath, some people lost their jobs, and others damaged their futures with the organization.

			The supervisor who could have turned the event into an opportunity for empathy and inclusion revealed his inability to lead when leadership was needed most.

			Destigmatizing the Unconventional

			When polarizing discussions go wrong, they can ruin lives. When they go right, they can improve individual careers and organizational cultures. The key to talking about taboo topics is to destigmatize them.

			This book provides unconventional but fact-based guidance for driving conversations productively about any topic, from the mundane to the taboo. The research and data presented here can equip business leaders with the scientific and practical information we need to build better workplaces and a better world.

			People are the most valuable resource in the workplace, and workplace culture is the operating system for people to reach their potential.

			While I have always followed conventional wisdom and tried to avoid engaging in controversial conversations, I now intend to seek them out as a creative solution to the empathy deficit. We can halt the further polarization of opinions and opinion holders.

			Taming and tempering taboo talk is a hopeful means for promoting empathy and openness, managing conflict, and preventing people’s views from becoming entrenched and weaponized against others. We can easily make the effort to be more aware of our own experiences, others’ experiences, and the work outcomes of our experiences and to apply the refined knowledge gained from understanding those experiences and outcomes.

			You, your people, and your organization depend on it—and are bound to benefit from it.
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			Appendix A. 
Findings of the 2020 SHRM Survey on Political and Polarizing Discussions in the Workplace

			In 2020, the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) conducted a survey on political and polarizing discussions in the workplace (see Chapter 2). Almost all respondents reported having encountered contentious situations caused by such discussions, with 86% saying these conversations involved political issues and 95% saying they involved other polarizing issues.

			Most survey respondents were female (81.3%) and worked in the United States (93.9%). They had an average of 16.7 years of employment experience, with 5 years of organizational tenure. Individual practitioners made up 52.1% of the group, and people managers made up 27.7%. The industries they worked in consisted primarily of healthcare and social assistance (13.8%); professional, scientific, and technical services (12.4%); and manufacturing (11.7%).

			While the respondents’ average age was 38, the survey compared data across multiple generations: 56.4% of the sample were millennials (23–38 years old), 34.9% were Generation X (39–54), 8.4% were baby boomers (55+), and 0.3% were Generation Z (18–22). Data were also compared across political leanings: 19.8% agreed with conservative views, 30.2% agreed with liberal views, and 44.6% agreed with both conservative and liberal views. When comparisons were made between generations and politics, the largest group was liberal millennials (19.5%), followed by conservative millennials (9.4%), liberal Generation Xers (9.0%), conservative Generation Xers (7.5%), conservative boomers (2.6%), and liberal boomers (1.2%).

			The Prevalence of Polarization in the Workplace

			Of the 86% of respondents who encountered contentious workplace situations due to political discussions, approximately one in four (23.8%) said they did so on a monthly basis, while 7.3% did so on a weekly basis. (Of the 344 respondents who dealt monthly with situations involving political issues, their political leanings were as follows: 46.2% agreed with both liberal and conservative views, 29.7% agreed with liberal views, and 18.9% agreed with conservative views. Their generational breakdown was as follows: 60.2% millennials, 31.2% Generation X, and 8.6% baby boomers. These differences across political leanings and generations were not statistically significant.)

			Of the 95% of respondents who encountered contentious workplace situations due to discussions involving other polarizing issues, more than one in three (40.8%) said they did so on a monthly basis, while 12.9% did so on a weekly basis. (Of the 577 respondents who dealt monthly with situations involving other polarizing issues, their political leanings were as follows: 46.2% agreed with both liberal and conservative views, 31.0% agreed with liberal views, and 18.3% agreed with conservative views. Their generational breakdown was as follows: 57.0% millennials, 34.7% Generation X, and 7.8% baby boomers. These differences across political leanings and generations were not statistically significant.)

			Causes of and Reactions to Conflict

			The three main causes of contentious workplace discussions identified by survey respondents were personality (52.0%); lack of emotional intelligence (50.5%); and one’s worldview, belief system, or values (42.8%). Two additional causes cited were a lack of guidance as to what discussion content is acceptable or unacceptable (according to 34% of respondents) and no negative consequences experienced as a result of engaging in such discussions (they “got away with it”) (27.0%). While the first three causes are due to factors that can be difficult to change, HR professionals can play an important role in dealing with the latter two.

			There was a great deal of variability in how individuals acted in, or reacted to, contentious situations resulting from polarizing discussions.

			We asked several categories of people in the workplace who were involved in or witnessed such situations to describe their experiences and name the behaviors they personally engaged in or observed others engaging in. We found notable differences in who did what and to what extent.

			
					Participants in contentious workplace conversations described their behaviors as undermining a boss or coworker to their peers (12.4%), acting unprofessionally (12.0%), playing a practical joke (11.9%), and suggesting that someone lacks intelligence (11.1%). Compared across gender, political leanings, and generations, there were no statistically significant differences in participants’ responses, indicating that they engaged in these situations in similar manners. (Interestingly, participants who reported acting unprofessionally also reported that 65.5% of their peers and 50.1% of their supervisors did likewise.)

					Peers described behaviors in contentious workplace conversations as acting unprofessionally (65.5%), undermining a boss or coworker to their peers (59.2%), acting immaturely or childishly (57.4%), and undermining a boss or coworker to their superiors (48.4%).

					Supervisors described behaviors in these situations as acting unprofessionally (50.1%), pushing a personal agenda (49.1%), taking credit for someone’s work or the work of a team (46.3%), and contributed to or did nothing to address an overall cultural problem (46.3%).

					Subordinates described behaviors in these situations as immaturity or childish behaviors (35.9%), acting unprofessionally (37.0%), undermining a boss or coworker to their peers (34.0%), and refusing to work with someone (27.0%).

					Clients described behaviors in contentious workplace conversations as acting unprofessionally (27.0%), acting immaturely or childishly (24.3%), throwing a tantrum (19.0%), and suggesting that someone lacks intelligence (17.0%). 

			

			Consequences and Interventions

			Among the negative consequences experienced by both individuals and organizations due to the discussion of polarizing topics in the workplace, respondents said that these conflicts undermined trust across the organization (67.2%), lowered others’ opinions of the organization and parties involved (64.1%), and decreased productivity overall (60.3%).

			Nevertheless, despite the overwhelming prevalence of contentious situations in the workplace, of those reporting as having participated in or observed them, 54.0% said that serious concerns were dismissed as trivial and 57.0% said that no action was taken in response to the situation.

			The survey asked whether leadership or HR communicated the impact of polarizing workplace discussions on organizational culture; a majority of respondents, 57.6%, said they had not. (It is therefore no surprise that almost a third of respondents cited, as noted earlier, a lack of guidance as to what is acceptable and no negative consequences from engaging in the unacceptable as among the causes of such conflict.)

			The best interventions for addressing disruptive behaviors (rated “very effective” by respondents) were individual coaching (19.0%), involvement of supervisor or department head (15.1%), and administering a performance improvement plan (12.2%). When interventions rated “very effective” and “effective” were combined, individual coaching was still considered the best (71.0%). Next were involvement of supervisor or department head (70.6%), administering a performance improvement plan (62.6%), and, additionally, individual training (58.5%).

			Respondents considered reassignment a poor form of intervention, with 33.3% rating it “ineffective” or “very ineffective.”

			While many interventions are effective, it remains unclear which are most appropriate for each situation.

			Polarizing Topics of Discussion

			The survey also investigated polarization in terms of issues. Respondents were presented with a variety of topics and asked which spurred the greatest reactions, discussions, arguments, and so forth in the workplace among most or almost all of their colleagues (see Chapter 1, Figure 1.2).

			The top three topics reported by respondents as most polarizing were the Trump 2016 election (48.6%), mass shootings (35.2%), and the 9/11 attacks (34.7%).

			Comparisons of these topics were made across respondents’ political leanings, generations, genders, and industries.

			Table A.1 presents the topics reported as having sparked discussion in the workplace and that showed statistically significant differences across respondents’ political leanings.

			Table A.1. Topics and political leanings

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Conservative

						
							
							Liberal

						
							
							Agree with both

						
							
							Total responses

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Gay marriage

						
							
							17.7%

						
							
							38.8%

						
							
							39.6%

						
							
							260

						
					

					
							
							LGBTQ rights

						
							
							17.6%

						
							
							38.4%

						
							
							40.1%

						
							
							284

						
					

					
							
							Roe v. Wade

						
							
							12.9%

						
							
							47.1%

						
							
							34.3%

						
							
							140

						
					

					
							
							#MeToo

						
							
							15.9%

						
							
							37.1%

						
							
							43.4%

						
							
							410

						
					

					
							
							Trump election

						
							
							17.8%

						
							
							36.1%

						
							
							41.9%

						
							
							686

						
					

				
			

			We found two general patterns. First, a higher percentage of liberal (vs. conservative) respondents reported that the topics listed spurred conversation among many or most of their coworkers. Second, respondents who agreed with both liberal and conservative views constituted the largest percentage of those who considered these topics polarizing.

			Table A.2 presents the topics reported as having sparked discussion in the workplace and that showed statistically significant differences across respondents’ generations. Mass shootings was the only topic in which differences emerged.

			Table A.2. Topics and generations
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							Generation X

						
							
							Baby boomers
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							Mass shootings

						
							
							49%

						
							
							40.2%

						
							
							10.4%

						
							
							492

						
					

				
			

			Table A.3 presents the topics reported as having sparked discussion in the workplace and that showed statistically significant differences across respondents’ genders. We found that a higher percentage of women than men reported that two topics, the war on drugs and gun control, spurred the most conversations.

			Table A.3. Topics and gender
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							Women
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							War on drugs

						
							
							90.7%

						
							
							9.3%
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							Gun control

						
							
							88.4%

						
							
							11.6%

						
							
							328

						
					

				
			

			Table A.4 presents the topics reported as having sparked discussion in the workplace and that showed statistically significant differences across respondents’ industries. This was perhaps the most interesting breakdown.

			Overall, the four topics listed spurred the most conversations among respondents working in healthcare and education and the fewest conversations among respondents working in finance, manufacturing, and public administration.

			Table A.4. Topics and industries
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							Mfg.

						
							
							Educ.

						
							
							Finance

						
							
							Public 

						
							
							Total responses

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Envir. accidents/ Natural disasters
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							10.3%

						
							
							175

						
					

				
			

			Of the individual topics cited, environmental accidents/natural disasters were most discussed in healthcare (25.3%) and least discussed in manufacturing (10.1%). Mass shootings were most discussed in education (22.5%) and least discussed in finance (10.8%). Gay marriage was most discussed in healthcare (27.0%) and least discussed in manufacturing (9.4%). LGBTQ rights were discussed almost equally in healthcare, professional/scientific/technical services, and education (22.9%, 22.3%, and 22.3%); this topic sparked the fewest conversations in manufacturing and public administration (both 10.3%).

			Sampling Method

			In March 2020, SHRM sent emails to 15,000 randomly selected SHRM-certified members, inviting them to participate in its survey on political and polarizing discussions in the workplace. A hyperlink to the survey was made accessible for a period of two weeks. An additional 27 SHRM members also asked to participate. Of the 15,019 emails that were successfully delivered, 1,782 participants responded, yielding a response rate of 11.9%. The final sample consisted of 1,447 complete surveys, which were used for data analysis.

			Generalization of Results

			As with any research, readers should exercise caution when generalizing results. Individual circumstances and experiences should be taken into consideration when making decisions based on these data. Although SHRM is confident in its research, it is prudent to understand that the results presented in this survey report are only truly representative of the sample of HR professionals who responded to the survey.

		

	


			Appendix B. 
Assessment and Guidance Tools

			The following assessment and guidance tools were introduced in Chapter 3.

			The Empathy/Polarization Index

			The Em/Pol Index is a tool designed for an organization to administer to its workforce in the form of a survey, to gauge how well or poorly its employees perceive it as an empathetic or polarized place to work.

			Each statement is rated by the respondent on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 20 (“strongly agree”). 

			The five scores are then added to produce an overall rating from 1 to 100. Leaders can use this score to better understand how people feel about working there. The survey identifies areas where the organization is doing well and where there is room for improvement.

			The higher the score, the more empathy based and inclusive the organization is perceived by its workforce to be. The lower the score, the less empathy based the organization is perceived by its workforce to be and the more likely it is to fail to manage polarization.

			
					Belonging—My organization provides all staff with a sense of belonging.

					Openness—My organization fosters openness to different perspectives.

					Conflict Management—My organization resolves conflict rather than buries it.

					Polarization—My organization welcomes individual as well as collective opinions of all kinds and works to prevent people from becoming further polarized from one another.

					Entrenchment—My organization encourages staff to understand others’ perspectives, refrain from making judgments, and prevent our opinions (even if polarizing) from becoming entrenched and weaponized.

			

			The Me + We + WO + RK Framework

			This tool is designed to be used at the individual or team level (versus organization-wide) to guide the workforce toward more productive conversations on any subject, from the routine to the taboo.

			A manager would ask the series of questions of employees and colleagues, prompting them to think meaningfully about the motivations and consequences of their interactions. The framework is useful in many situations: to prepare people to engage in appropriate discussions, to calm and redirect people who are currently engaging in an inappropriate discussion, and to help people remember and assess the successes and failures of appropriate and inappropriate discussions they have already engaged in.

			Answers are neither rated nor scored. They don’t even need to be documented—although that might come in handy for guiding future interactions. Rather, the framework is a jumping-off point for people to enhance their empathy and understanding and for the organization to use to prevent the same mistakes from happening again.

			
					Me: What did I experience during this conversation? 
(Use self-awareness to identify your perceptions of what occurred.)

					We: What did my counterpart experience during this conversation? 
(Use empathy to imagine the other person’s perspectives on what occurred.)

					WO: What were the work outcomes of this conversation? 
(Use your powers of observation to recognize the impacts of what occurred on you, your counterpart, and the organization.)

					RK: What refined knowledge can arise from these experiences and outcomes? 
(Use your deeper understanding of what occurred—gained from answering the first three questions—to guide and temper future conversations in the workplace.)
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