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By Stephen Young & Barbara Hockfield, Insight Education Systems

One of the most touted missions 
of the D&I discipline is to avoid 
behaviors that cause people to 

feel like an “other.” How often have I heard 
someone say to a colleague, “Shame on you! 
How dare you allude to that person’s dif-
ference and make them feel like an other?” 
This scolding has become a near ubiquitous 
chastisement.

In today’s HR vernacular, other carries  
a negative connotation—but why? More  
importantly, should it?  Why do we caution 
our colleagues to not address the differences 
that distinguish us? Is such acknowledgment 
truly negative? Or, does avoidance support  
or counter the true diversity and inclusion 
objective? Other simply means different. In 
fact, the term other actually supports one  
of the most fundamental messages of the 
diversity mission. It’s time for an evolution  
in terminology. 

The primary inclusion mission is to create 
a workplace that brings together the beautiful 
mosaic of our many differences to achieve 
greater productivity and innovation, and 
raise individual and team performance. This 
is the mantra we have all consistently heard 
over the past decade and one that most of 
us aspire to and support. But how can we 
ever appreciate those differences if we don’t 
acknowledge their existence? Failing to do 

so would pretty much write us into a new 
chapter of The Emperor’s New Clothes. The 
rhetoric doesn’t match the reality.

There is a vast ocean of difference  
between other and lesser.

As workplace culture continues to evolve, 
other will be an expanding pillar for great col-
laborative asset. My “otherness” truly makes 
me a part of the proverbial and powerful 
mosaic of corporate culture that we claim to 
so deeply value. The term is synonymous with 
providing innovative perspectives and height-
ened value. It is only when acknowledgment 
of someone’s otherness shifts from making 
them different to making them lesser that a 
problem arises. Other is good, lesser is bad. 
Let’s use the right term to achieve the right 
message and outcome. 

There is an ocean of difference between 
the two terms in the ways we find ourselves 
taking action. When a remark makes someone 
feel “lesser,” it’s quite obvious that this will 
cause that person to feel excluded and di-
rectly influence their participation, perceived 
value, growth and performance.

If the objective is to alert people to exclu-
sionary behavior that impairs the performance 
and contribution of their colleagues, then it’s 
time to jettison the term other and  replace 

it with lesser as the more precise term for 
expressing the perceived value of a person’s 
difference.

Let’s change the landscape and begin 
enforcing a new perspective and desired 
outcome.

There is absolutely nothing wrong  
with being different.

As I travel the world, my otherness is 
frankly invigorating and invites great discus-
sion and discovery. However, I have experi-
enced being treated as both, an other and a 
lesser. As an American, I have been made to 
feel excluded, even ostracized, solely based 
on my nationality. It’s not the sort of thing 
that’s hard to detect. Once someone hears 
my English dialect, some of the feelings of the 
“ugly American” are conjured and manifested 
in a tone of indifferent distain. The impact on 
me was palpable.  

The treatment I received was not based 
on simply being different or not speaking 
Japanese. I was being judged based on my 
affiliation with a specific group or national 
profile for which they held disapproval.  
That otherness became the conversion point 
in becoming lesser. Unfortunately, these 
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conversion points are almost always without 
logic or merit. 

It became evident that the lesser messages 
were based on those preconceived judgments. 
There was a very unattractive elephant in the 
room and the only way to evict him was to 
first place him squarely in the center of the 
table and address his presence directly. 

I paused the meeting and redirected the 
discussion to the unspoken issue, using a 
Socratic approach. I simply said, “I couldn’t 
help but notice I seem to be getting different 
messages than the ones I’ve observed being 
sent to others in our meeting.” 

Of course, they feigned blindness to the 
difference in treatment. So, I moved to the 
next stage, identifying the specific behaviors 
observed in unemotional, tangible, and clear 
terms. I pointed out the differences in eye 
contact, tone of voice, questions that were not 
asked of me, and conclusions reached without 
explanation. Most important, I described how 
all of these were done differently toward me 
than toward others in the group.

This kind of direct challenge tends to 
facilitate meaningful discussion. It is rare that 
one needs to move to Stage 3, which calls 
out the group’s reticence as yet another likely 
symptom of the problem.

The responses by those called out in Stage 
2 rarely acknowledge the guilt one might hear 
in the local confessional. People are too em-
barrassed or timid to admit to the unjustified 
bad behavior. But, by simply making others 
aware of the unspoken, the elephant makes its 
way to the door and leaves the building—and 
in this case, it did. The meeting proceeded in 
the professional tone it should have. The prob-
lem was mitigated, and my DEFCON status 
moved back from lesser to simply other.

Let’s introduce an additional dimension to 
our sequence of terms. If other implies good 
and lesser implies bad, then what does better 
imply, and how does it fit into the equation? 
In examining the term better, it’s important to 
recognize it is a corollary to the term lesser 
and is equally—if not more—damaging. The 
difference is only who becomes the damaged 
party? 

When a remark makes someone feel 
lesser, it is quite obvious that it causes them 
to feel excluded and withdrawn, and directly 
influences their growth and performance. 
Typically, only the recipient of the behavior  
is directly affected. When we send messages 
that cause one individual to feel better than 
the rest (when not directly related to their 
specific performance), it negatively affects 

everyone else observing it. In simple terms, 
this is the manifestation of favoritism. 

As focus on culture becomes a more 
integral a part in leading an organization, it 
is critical that leaders learn how to steer clear 
of stepping in the quagmire of unclear terms 
that obfuscate meaning.

There is a reality we must acknowledge 
and step up to. There are many cultural 
groups that have been marginalized because 
of their difference. They have been the 
routine receivers of exclusionary behavior.  
This is particularly the case for those at risk 
of deportation, or who share that group’s 
heritage. 

Merely having a Spanish accent in a 
U.S. border city could spark a call to ICE 
to have that person investigated. Being an 
African American stopped by the police is 
a difference that sometimes goes beyond 
other and slides down the slippery slope 
into lesser, potentially putting that person in 
harm’s way. For Sikhs, flamboyant gay men, 
transgender individuals, and many others 
who have developed a heightened sensitiv-
ity to being labeled as lesser solely based on 
their being other, these differences, in and of 
themselves, carry no qualitative value. Yet, 
the current state of our human psyche causes 
many to instinctively convert those differ-
ences from being mere distinctions to taking 
a qualitative leap toward assessment as lesser 
or better. 

One particularly sensitive question for 
Latinos might be, “Where are you from?” 
This could either be interpreted as an interest 
in getting to know someone, with their cul-
ture being merely one aspect of building that 
rapport. Or, it could be interpreted as this 
lesser message: “You sound like you might be 
here illegally. Tell me what I need to know to 
decide whether I should report you.” 

The first is a message of interest and a 
desire to reach out and build a connection, 
while the second carries a nefarious, accusa-
tory undertone. Same four words, “Where 
are you from,” yet, vastly different meanings.

I was recently in a restaurant with a fam-
ily member. She observed my casual banter 
with our server, who had a strong accent. His 
English appeared to have traces of Russian 
or some other eastern bloc influence. After 
a few exchanges of playful banter about the 
menu, I went with his recommendation for 
my entrée. Being curious, I asked where he 
was from originally.

With a proud smile, he said, “Slovakia.” 
He told us he had been in America for six 

years, and shared some details about what 
brought him here and his dream of becoming 
a film producer one day. 

The exchange was reminiscent of count-
less conversations I’ve had over the years with 
people who seemed to be nonnative speakers. 
It was a marvelous model of what we claim 
diversity should truly be all about—welcom-
ing and appreciating the richness of our many 
cultural differences and experiences.

Culture, being on the forefront of every-
one’s mind, my millennial dinner companion 
challenged the appropriateness of my ques-
tion. She told me she was surprised that, as an 
expert in culture and inclusion, I would ask 
such an inappropriate question. I was chided 
for my insensitivity. She pointed out that ask-
ing people where they’re from causes them 
to feel like an other—assuming that being an 
other was a bad thing. 

Without question, the server did feel like 
an other, but in the best possible way! My 
connotation transcended any uncertainty as  
to the purpose of my inquiry. He clearly un-
derstood that my curiosity was an expression 
of my valuing his differences.

Pay close attention to the denotation of 
your questions versus their connotation.  
Connotation always rules. That server read  
my micro-messages perfectly. He knew 
through my connotation that I was genuinely 
interested and respectful of his difference—
and we were good.

These types of exchanges fall within a  
new concept called “ping communications.” 
Like sonar, ping words and expressions con-
vey acceptance and respect. They are small 
bursts of audible and inaudible messages 
that bounce off those around us and identify 
where people stand within the group.  

People interpret connotation through 
micro-messages of tone, nuance, inflection, 
inference, syntax, and the framing of words 
that reveal the true meaning of our messages 
and intent. Denotation pales by comparison. 
It is in the connotation that we understand the 
true meaning of a message. And, in the world 
of other and lesser, the micro-message they 
hear either forges respectful engagement or 
results in alienation and exclusion.  

Clarity of expression is a cornerstone of 
great leadership. People are always decipher-
ing the underlying meaning of a message. 
Don’t leave it unclear and force others to 
decode the intent of your message (other vs. 
lesser). Sending a clear message that recog-
nizes someone’s difference as an asset enables 
them to perform to their fullest potential. PDJ
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