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Abstract

Drawing upon Mead’s (1934) concept of “me,” This research project is a study of how America’s top corporations represent diversity in Corporate Sustainability Reports within a social context concerned with cultural awareness. A content analysis was conducted of the top ten Fortune 500 companies’ most recent non-financial reports available in the CorporateRegistry.com directory. Due to the lack of federally established guidelines governing the content of these reports, the information provided by each company was not consistent. The analysis shows that every company recognizes diversity as an important element of company success, yet there is a significant lack of tracking or measuring of the company’s current cultural awareness and progress towards a more diverse future.  
The rapidly growing global economy has caused companies to pay greater attention to diversity than in previous decades. The benefits of employing a diverse workforce and creating a corporate environment of cultural understanding are becoming increasingly important to corporations as a strategic business objective that give them a competitive edge over other companies. As the value of cultural competence skills increase in the corporate world, companies are identifying methods to increase employee awareness of diversity. 
Companies are providing diversity training to employees to keep up with the changing marketplace and increasing international relations. Another emerging trend among America’s top companies is the use of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports. Using Mead’s (1934) theoretical concept of “me,” or the social self, companies choose what to report based on how they think others will respond. These reports typically include the company’s self-defined responsibility for developing a sustainable economy and better social relationships. Reports are used to communicate the company’s diversity initiatives to concerned stakeholders and customers. Additionally, CSR reports are used to measure the effectiveness of programs and to ensure that diversity goals are being met. As non-financial reports currently exist, there are no laws governing the material that must be reported, no requirement to follow a specific framework, and no required audits or monitors to check the validity of the material reported. This means that corporations are free to pick and choose what they want to report. In this study, ten non-financial reports of Fortune 500 companies were analyzed to examine how America’s top corporations are representing diversity. 
LITERATURE REVIEW

According to Kidder, Landau, and Mollica (2004:78), “Many organizations have recognized the value of a diverse workforce and the need for managing diversity.”  As the United States experiences an increased awareness of diverse populations combined with the growing global economy, organizations consider diversity issues on both domestic and international levels.  According to Holladay, Knight, Paige, and Quinones (2003:246), “Diversity training is no longer perceived as the socially responsible thing to do; instead, it is now viewed as a strategic business objective with the capability to make the organization more competitive.”  Sue (1991:100) argues that “to tap into such a vast market means a culturally sensitive approach,” and that “a company that values diversity and employs a diverse workforce retains a competitive edge.”

International businesses have been a pioneer in increasing diversity awareness. Wentling and Palma-Rivas (1999) argue diversity training has become a necessity for multinational corporation’s survival and success in capturing and retaining a diverse customer base. American businesses have to prepare themselves for the complexity in the global economic world, for as Sue (1991) notes, organizational behaviors differ internationally and a lack of cultural understanding can lead to major loss in business. Sue also stresses that the workforce should reflect the population and everyone in an organization must be comfortable dealing with issues that are bound to arise with a diverse population.

Approaches to Diversity Training

In the journal Approaching Diversity Training in the Year 2000, Plummer (1998) identifies three approaches for diversity training: abiding by the law, valuing differences, and managing diversity. Affirmative action laws and equal opportunity programs have stressed understanding and compliance with the laws. The objective of valuing diversity is to improve work relations. Lastly, managing diversity addresses diversity as a business necessity and focuses on improving corporate productivity and teamwork. 

Bendick et al (2001) conducted a structured survey of diversity training providers using a stratified convenience sampling of 108 respondents. They found that in a typical training course an average of 25 trainees work with one or two instructors for about 10 hours. The survey revealed a mix of instructional methods emphasizing active learning. In active learning exercises every respondent reported using “instructional method, such as role playing or discussions of real incidents from the workplace” that fostered active participation from the trainees (Bendick et al. 2001:12-14). 

According to Bendick et al. (2001), frequent topics of diversity training include individual trainees’ awareness of discrimination, personal attitudes towards members of different demographic groups, and individual behaviors and practical ideas for changing them. Researchers have found that in training sessions, active learning techniques are popular tools to increase self-awareness and the capacity for self-examination (Armour et al. 2004; Bendick et al. 2001). 

According to Roberson, Kulik and Pepper (2001) diversity training sessions are only one component of productive change and Arai, Wanca-Thibault and Shodley-Zalabak (2001:453) find that “in and of itself [diversity training] unlikely to contribute to overall organizational change or changes in the quality of work life for employees” Bendick eta al (2001) claims that focusing on individual attitudes in accompaniment to the organization’s human resource policies and systems have been found to create the most successful programs for accomplishing diversity initiatives.
According to a 2006 study by Dobbin, Kalev and Kelley diversity training structures that contained: accountability (or the annual evaluation of specific goals); authority (or the appointment of staff to monitor diversity), and expertise (or the comprising of various professional backgrounds or departments to oversee diversity initiates), are most effective. To ensure accountability to their consumers and stakeholders, many companies are using Corporate Sustainability Reports to demonstrate their diversity initiatives. 

Non-Financial Reports


Sustainability reporting includes an organization publicly communicating their economic, environmental, and social performance. The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has developed a widely used sustainability reporting framework. Reports based on the GRI framework can be used to measure performance of an organization with respect to laws, norms, codes, performance standards, and voluntary initiates. In October 2006, GRI released their most current guidelines. The third generation, or “G3,” guidelines consist of principles for defining report content and ensuring the quality of reported information (Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 2006). 

Thomas Parris (2006:3) stresses that corporation behaviors are important in achieving sustainability because corporate governance and labor practices also influence broader issues of justice and equity; 

many of the world’s largest companies have recognized their roles in achieving a sustainability transition, and the potential profitability that this creates. As a result, they have initiated efforts to assess and report on the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of their activities, products, and services. The results are published as annual corporate sustainability reports.
According to the University of Amsterdam and professionals of KPMG’s Global Sustainability Services, corporate responsibility reporting has increased substantially in recent years. In 2005, 52% of the top 250 Fortune 500 companies and 33% of its top 100 companies issued separate corporate responsibility reports (Jimina 2006)

Berger, Cunningham and Drumwright (2007:132-144) conducted in-depth interviews with managers from various countries who had been involved in efforts to mainstream Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and found three main justifications for investing in CSR activities: business results, social values, and stakeholder interests.  By putting out CSR reports, corporations utilize Mead’s (1934) theoretical concept of “Me,” as illustrated  in “The Self, the I and the Me,” as a social self that is aware of how others perceive the company as an object. 
MEAD’S THEORY OF SELF
By linking self-image and interpersonal communication, Mead (1934), explains how the self is socially constituted by adopting the attitudes and perspectives of others (Martin 2005: 244). Mead distinguishes “self” from the “body.” The body can act without the self being involved, while the “self” knows it is a separate entity and does not confuse itself with other objects or people in the environment (Cathcarte and Gumpert 1986: 91). Mead believes all humans are born with a consciousness which makes self awareness possible but there are only rare situations during which one can, for a short time, be so occupied by activity that there is no consciousness of the self.  


Mead (1934) asks, “How can an individual get outside himself (experientially) in such a way as to become an object to himself?” (p. 221). Mead believes that this self objectification can be seen during a process of focused activity. Thus, in order to understand “self,” one must be engaged in social interaction. 

The individual experiences himself as such, not directly, but only indirectly, from the particular standpoints of other individual members of the same social group, or from the generalized standpoint of the social group as a whole to which he belongs (Mead 1934: 221). 

For Mead, communication with others is important to an understanding of the self because it allows an individual to see himself from another’s perspective an object. Communication occurs through significant symbols directed towards others. 

It [communication] is where one does respond to that which he addresses to another and where that response of his own becomes a part of his conduct, where he not only hears himself but responds to himself, talks and replies to himself and truly as the other person replies to him, that we have behavior in which the individuals become objects to themselves (Mead 1929: 223). 
 Mead explains that the self reflects social experiences, thus it is impossible to have a self outside of one’s social experiences. Once a self has developed, Mead believes a person even in solitary confinement would be able to “converse” with himself just like he once communicated with others.

The individual continually reflects upon his/her communication with others by using this knowledge to direct future speech. When one communicates they expect certain responses in others and will change action based upon the responses by other. Mead calls this the “conversation of gestures.” By reflecting upon what he will say to others can cause an individual to check him/herself. For example, if one realizes that what they are about to say would be seen by others as culturally insensitive, he may change his direction of speech; this is the conversation of gestures between the individual and himself. This internal conversation can happen because of previous social experiences. 


What determines the amount of the self projected in any communication are the previous social experiences. “There are all sorts of different selves answering to all sorts of different social reactions. It is the social process itself that is responsible for the appearance of the self; it is not there as a self apart from this type of experience” (Mead 1929: 224). Multi-selves are normal but there is usually an organization of the whole self with reference to the community one belongs; a unified self. For Mead, the unified self as defined by an individual depends on previous social experiences. The unity and structure of a complete self is a reflection of the unity and structure of the social process, and each of the selves reflects the unity and structure of the social process as a whole. For Mead, the structure of the complete self is a reflection of the complete social process. 


Mead’s concept of the self contains the “I” and the “me.” Cathcart and Gumpert (1986: 91) explain Mead’s “I” as the portion of the self that initiates action and represents all of the possible choices of behavior. The “me” is the social self who is aware of cultural norms, attitudes and values. The “I” is the subject that acts while the “me” is the object that “contemplates and evaluates based on the individual’s perception of how others respond to such acts” (Cook 1972:173). “The result is an internal dialogue wherein all of us are continually talking to ourselves about our self, constantly formulating and reformulating our self image” (Cathcart 1986: 92).  Only when there can be distance between the “I” and the “me” can we become an object to ourselves.


According to Martin (2005), Mead not only advanced a theory of self development based on assuming the perspectives of others, but he also developed an approach to the objective reality of perspectives that is essential to appreciate interpersonal interactivity and self development within the social process. This theory explains both self development and social engagement. 


The attitude of the community toward one’s response is a socialization process. If one meets a person on the street she does not recognize, the reaction toward that person reflects Mead’s “generalized other.”  However, what happens when an entire society has been socialized with negative attitudes towards individuals from certain groups? The “self” is impacted differently depending upon whether one is from the dominant group or the stereotyped oppressed group. Corporations hire diversity trainers to change these negative attitudes due to socialization that might impact the corporation’s profits.

Mead’s “me” is the self-consciousness developed through the conversation of gestures. The ability of the self to respond relies on a set of memories of responses made by others to similar gestures. By using a series of exercises, the diversity trainer’s goal is to help the trainees understand their “me,” their socialized self. According to Cook (1972), the trainees reflect upon past experiences and their reactions to certain individuals and situation. The goal is that the trainee will understand the unequal treatment that some people are faced with, and that trainees will use the new knowledge in their social interaction. Mead’s theory of social self as explained in “The Self, the I and the Me” provides a theoretical foundation for how a diversity trainer can resocialize trainees to use the self-reflection to create a culturally sensitive environment within the organization that the diversity expert is training.  

METHODOLOGY

Examining Diversity Initiatives through Surveys

The original research question for this project was “What are the top diversity leaders in corporate America doing to promote/implement diversity within their companies?” A survey was administered to diversity leaders in corporate America to examine how companies are addressing changing population demographics through diversity training. A list of potential participants was obtained from DiversityInc magazine; the June 2007 issue listed the “2007 top 50 companies for diversity.” DiversityInc identified the top 50 companies for diversity through a 230 question survey sent to any company with more than one thousand employees. The Top 50 companies scored high in four categories including; (1) CEO commitment, (2) human capital, (3) corporate communications and (4) supplier diversity, with the most emphasis on CEO commitment (DiversityInc 2007:20). The sample for this study was drawn from DiversityInc’s “2007 top 50 companies for diversity.” A member of the company that deals directly with diversity initiatives was sent a link via e-mail requesting that they fill out a written survey using www.surveymonkey.com. The survey consisted of a series of closed and open ended questions. Due to a lack of survey responses, a new methodology was developed using corporate sustainability reporting to examine what companies are reporting in regard to diversity of the company.

Examining Diversity Initiatives through Reporting


Data for this paper was obtained through a content analysis of non-financial corporate reports to examine how America’s top corporations are representing diversity. Non-financial reports are voluntary reports through which an organization publically communicates their obligations as a firm to society (Berger et al, 2007). Non-financial reports encourage transparency and accountability for companies and are used to measure a corporation’s economic environmental and social performance. Non-financial reports are also commonly referred to as and as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports Corporate Sustainability Reports.  

Berelson (1952:100) defines content analysis as “a research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication.”  The material in each report was coded, or transformed into categories and classifications, for material that had direct relation to the objectives of my study.  The method of content analysis allowed each document to be analyzed for thematic and symbolic elements to objectively determine the meaning of the information reported. 

Sample
 
Every year, Fortune magazine publishes a ranking of the top 500 American public corporations based on gross revenue. The most recent publication, 2007Fortune 500 Companies was obtained and the companies with the highest ranking were selected because of their internationally recognized and global based financial success and subsequent influences these top corporations have on American society. The “largest online directory of corporate non-financial reports,” CorporateRegister.com, was used to obtain the CSR reports (Parris 2006:3). Using CorporateRegister.com’s CSR search engine, I conducted a search staring with the first ranked company on the 2007 Fortune 500 list. If a CSR report was found in the search, the most recent report listed was then analyzed. If no CSR report was found, I moved to the next company on the list until hard copies of ten reports were obtained. Of the top ten Fortune 500 companies, only one company did not list a CSR report on the CorporateRegister.com database; therefore, the eleventh ranked company’s CSR report was examined to obtain a sample of ten (See Appendix A). 
Procedure


Before a coding scheme was established, the CSR reports were examined to identify patterns in the information contained in a typical company’s diversity report. Diversity for this project is defined as programs or policies related to individuals who have attributes that differ from the dominant culture of the community. These differences include, but are not limited to, culture, gender, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, religion, physical ability, national origin, and social class.  The term diversity training is used to describe corporate efforts to increase cultural awareness and competence skills to ensure that interaction between diverse peoples is free from prejudicial responses and to create an equitable atmosphere inside the employee network and in the larger community beyond the corporation.  The term “diversity” was occasionally used in the text of the report in a context that did not match the previously mentioned definition of diversity such as diverse sources of energy or biodiversity; in such cases that information was not coded. In order to identify an overall sense of each report and its content, material regarding reporting procedures was also coded; included in this category were terms and such as guidelines, standards, monitors, and audits. 

Weaknesses and Strengths


One weakness of the study is the small sample size. Due to the extensive length of the reports (from 32 to 140 plus pages) and the adjustments to the methodology made after a poor return rate of surveys from the initial research plan, there was not enough time to analyze a more representative sample of non-financial reports from Fortune 500 companies.  The distinct product base of each company likely accounts for companies emphasizing particular topics more than others.  For example the oil company ExxonMobil emphasized environmental sustainability, while Wal-mart, a retail company that has faced criticism of selling items made by child and slave labor, focused on ethical standards and factory audit practices. Also, as CSR currently exits, there are no rules or laws governing what each company reports making it difficult to compare companies. Additionally, there are no required monitors or audits to check the validity of the information provided. Sustainability reports are primarily prepared by corporations to satisfy stakeholders and consumers. Since the aim of a report is to please, information given may be positively skewed to make the company look good, and companies may exclude unfavorable information. The lack of standards governing the topics companies are required to report may be considered a weakness of this project because it is difficult to compare companies based on reported information. However, self-reported CSR is considerable strength of this study because each company has the freedom to present information in their report they consider important. The amount of information each company provides regarding diversity initiatives provides insight regarding the extant that diversity is valued. 

FINDINGS
Of the ten non-financial reports, nine (90%) used the GRI guidelines for their reports, only Wal-mart’s “2006 Report on Ethical Sourcing” did not use GRI’s guidelines. Fifty percent of the reports mentioned the use of a third party to monitor the validity of their report. Although the guidelines were mentioned, that does not mean that they were followed as strictly as suggested.  For example, Bank of America’s (2005) 2005 Sustainability Report said, “this report was not produced in full accordance with the GRI; however we will increase our use of its principals and indicators with each subsequent report.” 

All of the reports included were from corporations that operate in the global market, thus it was not surprising that every report mentioned responsibility to the particular communities that it serves.  Eighty percent of the reports mentioned having programs to help the underserved populations in various global communities such as, “cash contributions, in-kind giving, infrastructure developments, training programs and employee volunteerism” (ConocoPhillips 2004). However, only two (20%) of the reports mentioned building local programs that would ultimately become self sufficient so that a community could thrive on its own rather than be dependent on the company’s presence. 
Adapting to Local Population
Each company works with a diverse range of communities around the world, so an important initiative of social performance is for each company to recognize the need to made adaptations to better serve each unique community. Sixty percent of the global companies mentioned the use of language adaption as a way to communicate with diverse populations. Sixty percent of the companies also mentioned the importance of respecting and following the laws of the communities. Five out of the ten reports (50%) acknowledged an awareness of cultural differences in each community and four (40%) mentioned providing diversity training for its employees so that they can better understand how to work with the indigenous population. For example, In ConocoPhillips’s (2004) “Sustainable Development Report” the challenge of balancing laws and culture is illustrated:
The United States and many countries have laws and regulations regarding business gratuities that may be accepted by government personnel. Because entertainment and business gifts are an important part of doing business in some cultures, it requires special training to determine to what extent these laws are permitted. 

Companies offset challenges like this by employing individuals that reflect the indigenous population. Only Chevron and Citigroup gave specific statistics on the percentages (94.6% and 98% respectively) of their employees who work in their home country. Seventy percent of the reports mentioned having education programs to build a more talented local workforce for the future. Important to building this workforce was increasing math and science education and the number of internships offered. Five companies mentioned specific methods used to retain a diverse workforce. For example, ExxonMobil (2006) has a Workplace Flexibility Program to “develop and offer work arrangements that help meet the needs of the diverse workforce in balancing work and family obligations” (p. 29). 

Including Women and Minorities


Having a workforce that reflects the population not only includes the indigenous dominant population of the area but also under represented women and minority groups. Fifty percent of the companies provided specific statistics on the percentages of women and minorities that they employ.

	Company 
	women employees
	Minority Employees

	Citigroup 
	54.78%
	34.6%

	General Electric
	34%
	24%

	Exxon Mobil
	24%
	32.2%

	Chevron
	21.5%
	32.2%

	General Motors
	19.3%
	22%


Having diverse representation at upper levels of management, such as supervisors, managers, and board members, is also a challenge some companies are addressing. Six companies (60%) provided a report on the current number of women employed in the company hierarchy. Four companies (40%) provided similar information for minority employees. 


Within the reports, specific information about employee diversity initiatives included only women, minorities, and nation of origin. Other forms of diversity such as sexual orientation, religion, physical ability and age were only briefly mentioned either in a definition of diversity or employee networks that the company supports (See Graph 1). For example, JPMorgan Chase (2005) reported an overview of their diversity initiatives in this quote;

Our goal is to promote an inclusive work environment and build a meritocracy where everyone has the opportunity to succeed and where differences in race, gender, sexual orientation, age, physical ability and nationality are assets to be leveraged to help enhance individual achievement. 

In eight reports (80%), online links were referenced for more information about company diversity. 
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Diversity Training


Diversity training is mentioned by seven of the ten companies (70%) as a way to effectively enhance the diversity of company employees and in global communities. Five out of the those seven companies mentioned diversity training for supervisors and management, while only two mentioned availability to all employees. The percentage of the company’s employees that actually receives training is not reported. 

The methods used in diversity training range from reading and signing a document that confirm understanding and compliance of a company’s policies to web classes and workshop sessions for employees. Four companies (40%) mentioned providing diversity training sessions for managerial positions. The teachers for these diversity training sessions included external expertise such as attorneys and diversity trainers and internal expertise such as expatriates (people who work outside of their home country). 

Companies may develop diversity initiatives because cultural competence skills give a company a competitive edge when working with its own diverse employees and the global communities it serves.  Overall, the goals of diversity training that were given in the reports included: long term success of projects, building a diverse supplier network, attracting and retaining the best talent in the industry, and ensuring a diversity of experience and perspective. 

DISCUSSION


The public accessibility of sustainability reports promotes transparency and accountability of a company’s policies and understanding of diversity. Through the publishing of these reports, information about the company becomes public domain and stakeholders can monitor and compare a company’s performance.  Ninety percent of the reports in this study used the same GRI guidelines, yet the information each company chose to provide was not consistent. As it currently stands, the GRI guidelines consist of a long list of suggested information a company can choose to reveal.  As a result, it may be the CRS reports include selected positive information that companies are eager to boast about with little reporting on negative information such as failed targets. Standardization for sustainability reports must be required before the information provided in every report can be taken as a serious program of cultural awareness rather than a marking tool.  To ensure a future of reliable sustainability reporting, more reliable audits need to be administered, the progress of programs need to be effectively tracked, and more measureable information needs to be provided. Companies are more likely to effectively manage an issue that can be measured.

Since information that companies choose to include in their non-financial report is voluntary, the amount of information provided regarding diversity can provide insight as to whether a company values diversity.  Every company mentioned improved diversity as a goal, yet only 50% of companies gave statistical information on the amount of women and minorities that they currently employ and only twenty percent of companies mentioned having diversity training available for all levels of employees. Since companies tend to report positive information it can be inferred that most companies realize that diversity is not currently a strength and there is need for improvement. It is unclear whether a company reported all or little of its efforts to promote diversity, but it is clear that more precise and measurable material needs to be reported before levels of cultural competence can be compared using sustainability reports of America’s leading companies.

Mead’s (1934) social theory of “The Self, the I and the Me,” explains how America’s top corporations are using their “self” awareness to create reports for the public. These reports represent the corporate “me,” or the company as an object. Corporations decide what to put into these reports based on how they think others will react. As the public demand for more reliable reporting practices increase, companies will follow stricter guidelines and the information given in the reports will provide more transparency of the actual implementation of diversity in the company.  
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