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Picture a one-factory company. Its three managers are white males,
but its workforce is diverse. In-fact, most are female, belong to a
minority group, or both.
The image of a harmonious, multicultural workplace comes to mind –
one might even assume the company in question is rather progressive.
Surely, the employees are grateful to work at such an equitable
company, and the firm is well equipped to thrive in a marketplace
that values social responsibility. Right?
Maybe.
In a new study on workplace diversity, four Rutgers University
scholars paint a more complex picture of companies like these. They
point out that when examining the effect diversity has on company
performance and employee attitudes, it’s not enough to consider
the sheer number of minority and female workers a firm employs.
Rather, we must take into account what these employees are
actually doing in their company. What are their roles? What are
their responsibilities?
Think again about the company we considered before. Although
its employees are diverse, segregation pervades the workplace.
The Black, Hispanic, Asian and female employees work
exclusively in the factory assembly lines and loading docks,
occasionally becoming secretaries. The company’s managers and
executives are almost all white males.
This scenario — in which an employee’s race or gender play a
role in determining her or his position in the company — is called
“occupational segregation.” It’s the focal point of the Rutgers study,
and it’s something all firms ought to think about.
Working from surveys of 21,000 workers at 207 worksites in
14 companies, the study’s authors set out to ascertain whether
reducing occupational segregation improves employee attitudes.
They found that it does.

According to the data, workers who feel they
can advance within their company regardless of
their race or gender are more likely to:
•

want to work hard

•

feel loyal to the company

•

intend to stay with the company for a long time

•

perceive their company as fair

When occupational segregation reigns, however, minority
employees feel as though they are judged as a member of
a group rather than as a worker with individual merits. This
perceived stereotyping dims their view of their company.

What to do about it
The authors note that occupational segregation results from
hiring and promotion practices. Previous research has shown that
managers in charge of hiring and placing workers often tend to
regard certain jobs as “appropriate” for new hires of a given race
or gender.
They tend to assign white workers to prestigious, lucrative
positions and minority workers to lower-paying, menial positions.
The solution may lie in formalizing hiring and promotion
protocols. By making personnel decisions less subjective, formal
protocols can ensure individuals are judged by performance, not
race or gender.
In addition, companies must know that occupational segregation
can arise if managers fail to be conscious of their own biases
when they assign jobs. “Organizations should think critically
about who gets into what jobs in the organization, regardless of
race, ethnicity, or gender,” the authors write.
They also note that a firm’s everyday practices may
unintentionally segregate different groups into different positions,
and that leadership should ensure that their firm structure does
not lend itself to this type of discrimination.

Notable findings
The effects of occupational segregation are
severe, but they affect women less than men.
•

The authors write that when minority men sense they have
been placed into a certain job because of their race, they
resent it. It makes them less likely to perceive their company
as fair, less loyal to the company, less likely to work hard, and
more likely to seek employment elsewhere.

•

The same is not true for women. The data show that even
when minority women feel their race has relegated them to
mundane labor, they are no less likely to want to work hard,
perceive their company as fair, feel loyal to the company and
intend to stay there.

•

The authors suggest an interesting reason for this: minority
males tend to judge their status against that of white males.
They see their white counterparts working in lucrative jobs and
feel they have been unjustly denied the chance to do the same.

•

Women, the authors write, tend not to feel entitled to the jobs
they associate with white males.

A greater percentage of black men in a worksite
is associated with lower company loyalty among
black men.
•

The authors explain a phenomenon in which workers feel
pressure to be “model employees” when they are alone or
one of a few workers in their demographic group. As the
percentage of black men increases, the authors write, this
pressure subsides, bringing worker attitudes down with it.

•

Another explanation: exposure to more workers in your
demographic group may increase the likelihood of seeing
negative or unfair treatment of workers in your group,
prompting you to feel less loyal to the company.
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