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 - a guide for the voluntary sector

This pamphlet provides an overview of the ideas behind the promotion of diversity and offers suggestions for conveying these ideas to others.  It developed from discussions that took place in two workshops I facilitated for volunteers working on the DEEP Project in 2004.  It has been written for people involved with the voluntary sector and in particular those who manage and train volunteers.

“Diversity” has become a buzzword: the kind of fuzzy, feel good word that gets incorporated into funding bids and annual reports.  All sections of society are being encouraged by government to embrace diversity and it seems natural for us in the voluntary sector to be especially committed to it.  After all, we are not dominated by the requirements to provide dividends to shareholders, as are our colleagues who work in commerce, nor are we burdened by the legal responsibilities and service delivery requirements that government imposes upon statutory bodies.  Diversity is something that we in the voluntary sector are all meant to believe in.

Whilst diversity seems to be a word on everyone’s lips, not everyone understands what it means, or how to make it a reality.  If we are to embrace diversity as a core value then we need to rescue it from unthinking acceptance and promote it for what it is: an idea which could promote a social revolution.  Diversity should not be something that we have a generalised sense of agreement with.  We need to apply intellectual rigour in order to understand the ideas behind it, and have more honest discussions about the difficulty of transforming the magnificent vision of a diverse community into a reality.  This is something for which we have to have a fire in the belly.
The DEEP Project

This pamphlet was funded by the Welsh Development Agency and EQUAL, through the DEEP Project.

The Development Employability Equality Partnership (DEEP) is a partnership composed primarily of voluntary sector organisations and led by the Welsh Development Agency (WDA). Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA) managed the Valuing Volunteers element of the DEEP Project and commissioned the original training which resulted in this booklet being produced.

The project is funded under the EQUAL European programme to tackle inequality and discrimination in the workplace. 

The aims of the project:
· To carry out action research into cultural, geographical and social values of volunteering in Wales 

· To combat discrimination and inequality faced by socially excluded groups by the mainstreaming of equal opportunities

· To promote equal opportunities and diversity in employment for all 

· To influence policy affecting employment at a regional, national and European level 

· To make long term changes in Wales and Europe by making it easier for people from socially excluded groups to find and keep employment
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Diversity and Equal Opportunities

What is the difference between “Diversity” and “Equal Opportunities?” At first glance, it can seem that there is little difference between the two.  Both perspectives seem to be about promoting greater engagement in society by everyone.

The rhetoric of Equal Opportunities proceeds from the idea that we all live in a single, relatively coherent society held together by generally accepted values and norms of behaviour.  This view holds that some people are excluded from society because resources of all kinds from buildings to books to transport systems are designed for use by white, middle class, middle aged, English speaking, Christian men.  The more a person deviates from this notional norm, the less the constructed environment is designed for them.  The Equal Opportunities position is that this is unfair and therefore resources need to be directed towards people who are excluded to help them integrate.  The focus of Equal Opportunities then, is upon extending access, and the justification for this is a moral one.  Everyone should have the same opportunities in employment and the same levels of service provision.  This does not mean that there should be no discrimination between people, but that discrimination should be on relevant factors.  For example in a recruitment situation it is legitimate to discriminate on the grounds of competence because this is relevant, but not on spiritual tradition which is irrelevant.

The worldview of Diversity grows out of postmodernist thought.  In this view there is no “mainstream”.  Society is composed of many different groups.  What is defined as “normal” or “mainstream” is the set of values held by the most powerful groups.  People differ one from the other in far more complex ways than can be accounted for by one-dimensional monitoring systems.  Rather than see this variety as problematic, we can choose to see it as a glorious plurality that adds richness to our lives.

The argument for promoting diversity is primarily economic.  Organisations that embrace diversity, both in their workforce and their customer base are generally more profitable than those that do not.  If the workforce is diverse it will be better adapted to provide goods and services to a wider range of customers or service users.  The diversity of people needs to be mirrored by a diversity in the way services are provided and job descriptions constructed.

The Equal Opportunities discourse has tended to see the world in terms of interest groups – of wheelchair users, black people, and gay people.  The Diversity approach recognises that people are individuals and that people do not form their sense of identity on one characteristic alone.  The interest group or constituency approach works well for bigger and more vocal interest groups.  For example it works well for gay men, less well for gay women, and less well again for transsexual people.

Having the widest possible range of people in an organisation is good for everyone, but only if they each have a sense of engagement and ownership in the enterprise.  The Diversity approach focuses more on individuals and less on groups than the Equal Opportunities model.  People differ one from the other on many dimensions, not just those that have been traditionally researched – gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and disability.  What about the experience of being very intelligent, or being very short, or asexual, or obese, or old?  How do these characteristics affect people’s lives and how do different qualities and attributes interact one with the other?  For example, the impact of a physical disability will be experienced very differently depending upon one’s social class and age.

Although the Equal Opportunities and Diversity approaches are different they are not incompatible.  The Equal Opportunities approach has been very helpful in the development of legislation for minority groups and in promoting recruitment monitoring.  The diversity approach is more complex and perhaps more psychologically oriented.  The Equal Opportunities Approach is useful in developing structures for the workplace, and for the provision of services, whereas the Diversity Approach is maybe more useful when looking at processes, the manner in which organisations are managed, and the meanings people give to their experiences.

Both approaches share the idea that people are different yet equal.  We live in a culture which sees differences in oppositional and hierarchical terms: white is better than black, being male is better than being female, being able-bodied is better than being disabled, and being heterosexual is better than being homosexual.  Sadly, this is a view often shared by people who are themselves black, female, disabled, or gay.

The Challenges Of Diversity

Acknowledging difference can be difficult.  If difference is understood in hierarchical terms then if someone is different from me, I may be fearful that I will be seen (or see myself) as being of less worth.  If I believe that human society is necessarily competitive, then I may be concerned that I will be oppressed.  I may see difference as implying rebuke or criticism, and react in fear or anger.  If differences between people are threatening to me then I may seek to minimise them.    The sending of “seasonal greetings” cards rather than Christmas cards, and of multicultural schools in which children are introduced to a chaotic potpourri of different faith traditions are examples of people seeking to deny and minimise difference.

Although you may agree with me that we should be open and accepting of people who seem very different to us, this is not always possible.  There will probably always be certain characteristics that you will find incomprehensible, frightening or even disgusting.  This is certainly true for me.  ‘However, it’s important to recognise that our reactions say more about us than the other person.  Although we may have a negative reaction we do not have to act upon it, or believe that the strength of our antagonism justifies us in acting badly towards people.  

Some prejudices may be practically insurmountable and some judgemental attitudes are a fundamental part of some religions.  It would be nice to feel at ease everyone, and very often these feelings develop when you get to know people better, but not always.  What you feel inside is not the issue.  What matters is that you do not allow your feelings to be your guide, but rather you make a commitment to the principle of diversity and base your behaviour upon that.  Supporting the principle of diversity is about how you act, not how you feel.

Supporting diversity necessarily means acknowledging and respecting differences, not denying and concealing them.  People will only do this when they feel confident in themselves and confident that those things that they hold dear will not be devalued or taken from them.  It can be especially difficult for people in minority groups to be different from their peers within the group without feeling that they are “breaking ranks” and being disloyal to the group.  Ironically, people in minority groups can sometimes be very intolerant of diversity in their own ranks.  Group loyalty may be given a higher value than expressions of individuality.

The Diversity approach requires you to recognise that your way is not the only way.  If you are genuinely engaging with other people and negotiating with them then you need to feel secure in your own sense of worth.  You need to feel pride in your identity and your traditions.  You need to be honest about your own prejudices and recognise them for what they are.  If you are going to negotiate and work with other people on a basis of mutual respect you have to know who you are and what is important to you as well as getting to know about other people.  You have to know on what issues you can be flexible, and what your bottom line is.  If you embrace diversity you have also to embrace dialogue.  Dialogue tends to promote change.  You have to be prepared to be open to learn from others and to change without losing those values and ways of doing things that you hold dear.

People who are different from you will think differently from you.  They are able to generate solutions and create innovations that would never be possible within a team of people who are broadly similar.

Adopting a policy of promoting diversity will require you to be more thoughtful and reflect more on how you do things.  Negotiation is harder than managing autocratically.  Systems for consultation never work perfectly.  Somebody will always feel their needs weren’t taken into account no matter how hard you try.

On the other hand, if you want a quiet life, not to have to change, and not to be involved in creating a better society, why are you working with people in the voluntary sector in the first place?

Psychological Issues

Identity is not so much the sum of a person’s characteristics, but more the sum of those characteristics that the individual deems important.  For example, in western culture accent remains an important signifier of social class and is something we attend to.  By comparison, in Hindu culture long ear lobes are seen as a marker of high caste.

Over the course of their lives people construct and reconstruct their sense of identity.  The awareness of which characteristics your society values, and which it does not is not something you were born with.  As a young person develops their sense of identity, so they become aware of the social value of their particular characteristics.  Some characteristics such as having the benefit of a higher education, or having material wealth, confer power and influence.  How do people cope if they have characteristics that are given a low value?  One strategy is to conceal devalued aspects, for example to change one’s accent.  This strategy is most viable with characteristics that can be most easily hidden, for example homosexuality, or a hidden disability such as epilepsy.  An alternative way of coping with social disapprobation is to react against it by setting out to appear different for example teenagers establish their separateness from older generation by adopting fashions that set them apart from their parents.

Over a lifetime, individuals may adopt different strategies at different times.  Shame and concealment are often a first reaction to the dawning awareness that one is different.  Then, as the person becomes more politically aware and grows in confidence, shame may give way to anger and rebellion.  The angry response can be very empowering. Taking ownership of words that have been used by others to define and devalue you such as “nigger”, “queer”, or “cripple” is one way of dealing with social oppression.  If you use these words of yourself, others cannot use them against you.

Perhaps the most comfortable accommodation to being different from others is to recognise the difference but not to allow it to be your sole defining feature.  If we lived in a culture that truly celebrated diversity then more people might be able to feel like this.

Identity is more than a set of labels.  Identify is also constructed from the meanings and values attached to the labels.  This social information is conveyed in stories: the individual stories people tell about their own lives, and the stories groups of people tell about their tribe.  Of course, dominant groups in society are more able to promote their history as the history.  The history of minority groups has often gone unrecorded.  As a group coalesces it will generate a history.  A recent example of this is the development of a self-conscious feminist tradition in literature in which women’s values and experience is given worth and prominence.  In the same way, gay people identify famous people whose homosexuality has gone largely unrecorded.  Our history provides us with stories about us and people like us.  Conversely, being made the subject of somebody else’s scrutiny and stories can be very disempowering.   In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries being the subject of medical enquiry has pathologised groups such as black people, people with disabilities, women and gay people.  As part of the process of giving themselves worth and creating a place in society, people need to take ownership of their own history.  We all have a right to tell our own stories and histories.

Sadly, being treated unfairly or in a devaluing way does not seem to increase fellow feeling between people.  When esteem is in short supply, people sometimes seek greater self worth by seeing themselves as superior to others.  Lighter skinned black people may see themselves as superior to darker skinned black people; men who have sex with other men but who are married see themselves as not being “really” gay; people with relatively minor disabilities may resist the label “disabled”.

The unspoken message to people who are different is often “you are welcome so long as you pretend to be one of us”.  In this situation, some people cope with being different by persuading themselves that their private lives, be it their religious observances or their sexual behaviour, are “none of other people’s business”.  This position has a superficial validity to it.  Generally speaking other people are not entitled to know about your sexuality, or whether you have a hidden disability, about a hidden disability, or what your spiritual beliefs are.  

However, the freedom to be private has to be set against the freedom to be open.  The collusion between the majority group, who are free to celebrate their culture, and a minority who decide to keep their lives private, promotes self-censorship and is oppressive.  

A good example of this is the gay man who adopts the role of “confirmed bachelor”.  Such a man may work in an office where everyone else feels free to discuss how they spent their weekend and never discuss his home life.  In this way this man’s experience is rendered invisible and he is devalued.  A man is this position is far more likely to overhear homophobic comments than he would if he felt more open about his sexuality and when he does, he will be reinforced in his decision to remain secretive.  Internalised oppression and the shame that results from it are perhaps the most insidious effects of a culture that has not traditionally embraced diversity with enthusiasm.

The benchmark for “normal” for most of us remains the white, male, European.  This is true even for non-Europeans.  When a group of non-European medical students were shown a photograph of a pair of hands in which one hand was darker than the other and asked to diagnose the skin condition they assumed it was a condition that darkened skin when it was actually a skin lightening condition.  Their underlying assumption was that they would be presented with Caucasian case examples.  It’s not an unreasonable assumption.  Text books for all subjects, advertisements, children’s toys and any other number of items throughout the world do tend to be designed with white, male, heterosexual, non-disabled protestant men in mind.  Whatever the intention, the message people who do not share these characteristics pick up is that “these aspects of me are of less worth”.  Small surprise then that the lighter skinned children of some black and asian people are better regarded by their parents, or that there are many preparations for whitening or bleaching the skin in many countries where the indigenous population is non-caucasian.

Social systems which discriminate unfairly between people disadvantage everyone.  The disadvantages to the oppressed are plain to see, but the oppressors suffer too.  They lose the vitality which exposure to different cultures brings.  Instead they become locked into insular, heterogeneous, self-reinforcing communities that are susceptible to developing a paranoid, fortress mentality.  The truth of this proposition can be seen in gated communities where wealthy people live together in specially constructed hometowns disconnected from the rest of society.

People who have experienced discrimination in western society have experienced a bizarre social reality.  The overt message from social institutions: school, government, the law courts etc, is that we live in a democratic society where people have rights and that justice is impartial.  This is not the experience of many people.  Enacting a policy of diversity is about providing the rhetoric of fairness and justice with some substance.  Given the historical legacy of a culture that says one thing and does another, you cannot expect previously excluded people to just take you at your word.  If you have a policy of embracing diversity then you must actively promote it.

Actively Promoting Diversity

I live in a Welsh village with a Welsh name.  When I give my address over the telephone to people in England it is irksome to hear comments like “that’s a funny name!”  Similarly it is offensive to gay people on disclosing their sexuality to be told, “It’s okay, you can’t tell.” And for children of Chinese descent to be asked at school which takeaway their parents own.  These are all examples of insensitivity. If you are working with other people then you will find it useful to inform yourself about the more common ways in which people differ from each other.  Sensitivity about how different people dress, their religious observances, dietary customs, and other cultural norms make it less likely you will unintentionally cause offence.

However, you cannot be aware of the history, culture and individual idiosyncrasies of everyone else on the planet!  Awareness of how people differ one from the other is less important than simply recognising that they do.  You need to develop skills to manage the challenges these differences raise.

People with special needs (by which we really mean “needs which differ from the majority”) report that where there is lack of provision they are often made to feel that this is their problem or that they should feel grateful for any “special” provision.  You should not make a hearing impaired person responsible for carrying sound equipment to a meeting any more than you would expect others to provide their own seating.  Legislation requires that everyone in the community is able to access services and anyone who is suitably competent has a right to be considered for any job.  This means that buildings are now designed with wheelchair users in mind, and signs designed with consideration for people with visual impairment.  More people enjoy easier access to buildings and information than even just a few years ago, but access does not guarantee engagement.  People need to feel they can speak for themselves: to say what they want and how they feel, and to be respected for the fact that they are different rather than despite it.  Everyone may indeed all be the same “underneath” but differences of appearance, language, culture, spiritual tradition, ability level, gender, and sexual orientation profoundly affect how we live our lives.

Simply acknowledging difference and being genuinely interested in how someone is different to you is a powerful validation of that person’s worth.  Empathy is a key skill in all work with people.  If you are able to imagine how the other person experiences the world, and you can communicate this understanding to the other person then you will elicit cooperation.  Showing interest and being willing to admit your ignorance is more important than being well versed in the differing needs of people with particular disabilities, or knowing something about the beliefs of the various faith communities.  Some differences matter more than others.  For example, differences of opinion and taste are perhaps easier to negotiate than differences of faith.  Ways of doing things are less fundamental to our sense of self than matters that concern our sense of identity.

As a manager, you can advance the cause of diversity by encouraging people to speak for themselves, and by being willing to accentuate differences.  Recognising differences of preference, need, and opinion is time consuming.  However, time spent in consultation and negotiation can be time saved through the achievement of better solutions and in the cooperation of people who feel valued and respect.

Managers need to appreciate the damage to self-esteem that shame and self-oppression can do.  People who feel bad about themselves need help in viewing themselves in a more compassionate and positive way.  As the feminists of the nineteen seventies pointed out, the personal really is political.  Helping a person to see their identity in a wider sociological context can be very affirming.

People who have been on the receiving end of services and who have been seen as disabled or less competent are not so much in need of more help, but rather in need of opportunities to be helpful to others.  Actions like managing, deciding and facilitating involve the exercise of power.  Part of your role as a manager is to enable your reports to develop the skills and attitudes they need in order to exercise power wisely.  Good managers do not cling to power.  Good managers delegate whenever they can.

People can only become more comfortable with others from different backgrounds and traditions if they actually meet them and work alongside them.  However, proximity is a necessary but not sufficient requirement for overcoming prejudice.  Managers can best promote understanding and cooperation by designing tasks in such a way that team members can only achieve their individual goals by working together.  Of course, providing people with information about people in other groups plays its part too.  Such information needs to be provided sensitively: printed information of a general nature might be appropriate in some settings, for example in passing on information about the special dietary requirements of a faith group.  In other situations such as communicating an individual’s particular support needs, encouragement to the individual to speak for themselves, or a quiet word with colleagues might be the best way forward.

Coping with the differences between people is the key challenge in managing people.  People who have been undervalued and disadvantaged may well feel bitter and angry.  Unfortunately you may become the focus for anger caused by past injustices.  As people give voice to their experiences and tell their stories, they may show anger or distress.  It is important to listen in an accepting, non-defensive way, even when what is being said may seem unjustifiable or even excessive.  Only when things have been said are they available to be revised and reformulated.  As the listener, you may feel personally blamed and attacked for past injustices that you had no responsibility for.  Although you may not be culpable for the past, you can bear witness to injustice and pain.  You can express appropriate regret, and you can take some responsibility for creating a more affirming and just future.  It is hard for people who have been wronged to move on until they have told their story and feel that someone has heard them.

Embracing diversity requires an attitudinal shift.  It also requires highly developed skills.  We cannot mind read.  No matter how much experience we have had of disability, or how much we know about different faith communities, we cannot make assumptions about how having a disability or being a member of a particular faith community affects a particular individual.  General knowledge helps and sensitivity training has its place, but these are no substitute for the ability to engage with people in an assertive way.  The effective manager needs to communicate respect without being deferential.  He or she needs to treat people as social equals and as individuals whatever position they hold as volunteers or staff.

The diversity-friendly manager needs excellent listening skills.  They need not just to listen but also to be able to communicate that they have heard.  Good feedback skills are important too.  Sometimes a person may not be competent to perform a task.  It is patronising to them and unhelpful to everyone else not to be prepared to point this out.  Of course, people need to be told what they are doing well too!  The more specific your feedback can be, the better.  Being respectful of difference is not the same as being nice, or being a doormat.  Being socially excluded, or belonging to a minority group does not mean that your view is automatically right or that you should have immunity from being challenged and criticised.   The cause of diversity is not helped by management that is benign but weak.  Any sign of falling standards or the over-valuing of process at the expense of product will bring the idea of diversity into disrepute.  Organisations are entitled to set standards and maintain them, although they could sometimes be more flexible about how they do this.

Above all, the promotion of diversity requires managers to be skilled negotiators.  Faced with apparently irreconcilable tensions between different interest groups, the effective manager must listen long and hard.  If people feel heard well enough and long enough then they will generally begin to propose solutions and be willing to demonstrate some flexibility.  The best solutions usually develop from those difficult conflicts and hard negotiations in which people respect themselves and everyone else enough to stick to their bottom line and to keep on talking until a way ahead is found.

When I came to write a diversity skill checklist I found the list I had drawn up was a list of the essential management skills.

The measure of a diversity-friendly organisation is not that the volunteer or staff profile matches that of the local community.  Some people may come from a culture or interest group which does not share the values of the organisation and may choose not to join it.  The measure of diversity friendliness is that an invitation is extended to everyone and that individual recipients believe it is meant for them too.  If people choose to join, the test of diversity-friendliness is the degree to which everyone feels at home, or has a sense of belonging.  These factors are far harder to measure than the simple statistics that record ethnic background, gender, special needs, and sexual orientation but then what is easiest to measure isn’t always what is most useful to know.  Active involvement in the governance of an organisation is perhaps the best positive indicator of all.

The diversity-friendly organisation needs to have developed different ways of consulting all stakeholders.  Sometimes consultation can be achieved by a simple show of hands.  Sometimes it is more respectfully achieved through one to one meetings.  Not everyone thinks quickly and not everyone is able to put their thoughts into words.  Some people find it easier to communicate by using pen and paper, perhaps in the form of diagrams or pictures.  You may have to think very creatively about the best means for consulting people with certain kinds of learning disability.

Consultation involves not just gathering information but also feeding back to all interested parties what has happened to the information they supplied, and why decisions have been made in the way they have.  A decision-making process that works on consensus is generally more effective in producing good quality decisions as well as being more respectful of everyone.  The democratic approach of “one man one vote” has great limitations: it tends to favour people who are articulate, able to organise themselves into coalitions, and who are in the majority.  The rightness of a course of action cannot necessarily be determined on the basis of how many people support it.

If organisations involve many different people with many different needs so these needs have to be met in different ways.  Organisations that value diversity are flexible.  Diversity of personnel requires diversity of provision.  Diversity-friendly organisations cannot be regimented, with everyone behaving in the same way and doing things at the same time.  This individualistic approach sits comfortably with technological advances that make complexity much easier to manage.  It fits in well too with a commercial culture that promotes customised products.  Uniformity is easier to manage.  Diversity requires flexibility, willingness to change, and the ability to manage complexity.

When I came to write a checklist for the qualities needed in a diversity-friendly organisation I found the list I had drawn up was a list of the qualities of the well-managed and successful organisation.

Much of the material I have read on diversity and equality emphasises the legislative requirements to treat people equally.  These are certainly important and as a manager you should be aware of your legal obligations.  However, legislation can only operate by setting minimum standards.  It is by its nature coercive.  An organisation that seeks to meet its legal requirements and no more is going to behave in a defensive and conservative way.  By contrast, an organisation that embraces diversity and really commits itself to make the policy a reality is going to be a good one to work for.  It will provide high standards of management; have volunteers and paid staff who are loyal and productive; and service users or customers who appreciate it.  Promoting diversity is an investment, not a cost.

Participant Sheets for

Group Diversity Awareness Activities

Attributes and Values

People differ from each other in many ways.  Society tends to value certain attributes more than others.

Look at the list of attributes below.  Are there any other attributes you can think of?

In the list I have tried to use the words which people with that quality mentioned would find acceptable.  Go through the list and make a second list using the alternative, devaluing words that are sometimes used e.g. negative alternatives for gay are homosexual, or fairy.  Think about where these word originate from and the histories they suggest.

Which attributes do you think are valued over others?  Do you think everyone has the same set of values, or do different groups have different values in society?

Are the various attributes distributed evenly throughout society, or are people with some attributes likely to have certain others?  What might be some of the more likely clustering?

Which attributes are a matter of identity and which are a matter of choice?

List the attributes you have.  How do you feel about your list?  Are the items on the list mainly high or low value?

· Thin

· Fat

· Short

· Tall

· Black

· White

· Male

· Female

· Working Class

· Middle Class

· Upper Class

· Short Hair

· Long Hair

· Fashionable

· Unfashionable

· Christian

· Muslim

· Hindu

· Buddhist

· Heterosexual

· Gay

· High income

· Low income

· Literate

· Educated to degree level or above

· Professional worker

· Manual worker

· Unemployed

· OAP

· Carer for someone who is disabled

· HIV+

· Has a criminal record

· Drinks alcohol to excess

· Takes illegal drugs

· Takes prescription anti-depressants

· Psychiatric patient

· Person with a physical disability

· Person with learning difficulties

· Person with IQ of 150+


· Regular user of psychiatric services

· Child

· Teenager

· Young adult

· Middle aged person

· Elderly person
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Thinking About How It Feels To Be Different

Read the profile and consider the following questions.

If you were this being, how well would you fit into the voluntary organisation you are involved with?

How might you view the differences between yourself and others in the organisation?

How could the organisation be better adapted to your needs and interests?

In what ways might you be an asset to the organisation?
Martian

Imagine…the year is 2050.  You are the earth-born child of Martian parents.  Humans made contact with Martians in 2010 and invited them to Earth in large numbers from 2015 to 2020.

Martians are 10 feet tall, very thin, and have green skin.  Genetically they are close cousins to humans.  Martians believe in twin gods who bought the universe into being and maintain it by singing constantly in harmony.  Martians worship these gods by sitting on their hands every two hours for ten minutes and singing.

Martians are not affected by radiation.  They were very useful in helping to decommission old nuclear power stations.  However, all the nuclear power stations were decommissioned some 20 years ago.  Consequently, unemployment is now high amongst the Martian population.  Martians look very different from humans and have their own distinctive culture.

Most Martians live on housing estates specifically designed for them.  These tend to be in the poorer parts of town.  Younger Martian adults have become quite disaffected, often turning to petty crime.  They have an uneasy relationship with the police who tend to stop and search them, especially if they are outside of their housing areas late at night.

Under the Mars/Earth Harmony Pact (2027) Martians and humans enjoy equal rights regarding employment and access to public services.

Many humans have been calling for the Martians to go back to Mars “where they belong”.

Thinking About How It Feels To Be Different

Read the profile and consider the following questions.

If you were this person, how well would you fit into the voluntary organisation you are involved with?

How might you view the differences between yourself and others in the organisation?

How could the organisation be better adapted to your needs and interests?

In what ways might you be an asset to the organisation?

Tree Hugger

Imagine…you like hugging trees.  You feel drawn to them and want to find a special tree with which to have a lifelong relationship.  You have felt this way for a long time.  You would never tell anyone, especially your family, about this aspect of yourself for fear of being ostracised or laughed at.

Since you live in a flat, you have taken to trespassing in private gardens under cover of darkness to find your ideal tree.  When you find trees you are drawn to, you take off your clothes and sit in it’s branches.

You found the web site of a low profile organisation called the Arborophile Society once.  It said that tree hugging is legal for people aged 17 and over, but not if it involves trespassing.  It is also illegal for publicly funded bodies to promote tree hugging.

You have read about other tree huggers but never met any of them.  You are wary of making contact.  This is partly because you wouldn’t know how to, but also because you believe that they are quite strange people who wear odd clothes and have a very hedonistic lifestyle.  You know this because your friends and work colleagues are always making jokes about them.  Apart from the activities associated with your tree loving, you have normal attitudes and a very conventional lifestyle.

You attend church regularly.  Your denomination deems tree hugging sinful.

There is a small but vociferous civil rights movement promoting tree hugging as an alternative lifestyle.  Occasionally you see TV news about them publicising their cause by campaigns of civil disobedience.  You believe that people should make their opinions known through the ballot box and the usual democratic channels.

You also have an unrelated medical condition that causes you to give off an offensive odour.  This effect is minimised if you drink large quantities of pineapple juice.  Unfortunately, pineapple juice in these quantities tends to stain your teeth yellow.
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How People See Themselves

Human beings are happiest and most productive when they feel good about themselves and accepted by other people.  In most human societies some characteristics are given a higher value than others.  For people to learn to value themselves and celebrate themselves involves finding positive ways of thinking about characteristics which society tends to undervalue.  Part of the process of developing a positive group identity involves developing an affirming group history.

Some aspect of a person may seem bad or problematic but a reframe can allow you to see it as a positive advantage. Reframing allows you to transform apparent deficiencies and problems into assets and benefits. This positive outlook will alter other people's perceptions too.

Stories and jokes are full of reframes.  Remember Rudolph the nasally challenged reindeer?  Well. at one point all the other reindeer used to laugh and call him names but then, when the same nose was put in a different context - a dark night - it become an asset.  What about The Ugly Duckling?  Well that little chap didn't make such a good duckling but on the scale of swanness, he was a star!

Content or Context Reframing: You can give the behaviour, quality or content itself a new meaning in the same context (The Ugly Duckling) or suggest the behaviour/quality/content is appropriate in a different context (Rudoph The Reindeer)

Examples of reframing statements:

"There are no problems, simply challenges"

"Strangers are friends you haven't met yet"

"If life gives you lemons, make lemonade"

"Mental breakdown is an opportunity for mental breakthrough"

A reframe will only work if it fits into the general view everybody has of the wider situation.

Think of a personal attribute you have which is not generally viewed positively in society.  Does this quality confer any advantages?  How could you choose to view it in a positive light?

Choose one of the groups below and consider how their history can be seen in a positive light.  What stories and events can be invoked to portray them in a positive light?

Gay people

North Americans of Afro-Caribbean descent

Ugandan Asians

Women

Iraqis
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