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Introduction
How This Book Came to Be

This book explores a perennial, but increasingly consequential, mystery of business and personal life—how to relate to people unlike ourselves.

Indeed, these days, the gap between different groups sometimes seems to run so deep as to be unbridgeable, particularly on hot-button political, social, and cultural issues. At their most extreme, people facing off across the deepest chasms of difference think of those on the opposite side as “Other” with a capital O. Not just different, but inferior and dangerous. Even a little scary. This process of “other-izing”—seeing the world as camps of “us” and “them”—may be the defining issue of our time.

Originally, I was supposed to have a copilot in exploring that issue. My interest sprang from a speech that my friend Marilyn Laurie gave in 2006 when she received a lifetime achievement award. The achievement was in public relations and, for some reason, the award was named after Alexander Hamilton, who was a Founding Father, economist, lawyer, and political philosopher, but as far as I know, never did PR. In any case, by that point of her life, Marilyn was used to getting awards. As one of the cofounders of Earth Day when she was a stay-at-home mom in the late 1960s, and later as the first woman promoted into the most senior ranks of AT&T, she was used to being trotted out as a role model for smart young women who aspired to business careers.

I’m ashamed to admit that when I climbed the corporate ladder at AT&T, if you saw a woman on the rung above you, you were likely to think it was either because the company had a quota to fill or she had used her “feminine charms” to get ahead. Well, AT&T was under pressure to promote women at that time, and Marilyn was not without feminine charms, but few of us seriously thought any of that had much to do with her rapid rise in the company. She was so tough, so creative, and so hardworking it was obvious why she was getting ahead. Her story made it a little easier for other women. And it gave those of us with a Y chromosome a model to emulate, too.

Many of us walk around with pockets full of good intentions we never tap. Marilyn spent hers. She didn’t let her bulging inbox define her; she thought more expansively about her role and responsibilities. Her acceptance speech for the Hamilton Award was a good example. She wasn’t the main speaker on the agenda. She was allotted about five minutes for acceptance remarks. And she could have easily spoken off the cuff, said “thank you,” and sat down to finish her dessert. One past award winner had literally phoned in his acceptance.

But that wasn’t Marilyn. With a remarkable economy of words, she put the award in a historical context, referencing both Hamilton’s time, when “the colonies struggled with new ideas about liberty, security, and nationhood,” and our own, “when America the superpower is dealing with these same ideas—under the pressures of globalization.” And then she teed up the challenge facing our political and business leaders at the dawn of a new century:

As a result of our immense political, military, and economic power, we have inherited enormous responsibilities for global leadership. A tough challenge for exercising that leadership is to grow our capacity to deal with the “Other”—the immigrant at home, the stranger abroad.

I don’t know about you, but I’ve become obsessed with the concern that if we don’t educate ourselves in a hurry about the rest of the world—and understand how they see issues that are critical to us—we will keep stumbling into the kind of messes that our self-centered attitudes got us into the last few years.

Maybe you can sit in some countries and be totally absorbed in your own concerns, your own culture, your religion, your clan. Not in America. Not anymore.

It wasn’t all high-altitude philosophy. Marilyn ended by suggesting that the times call for a new approach to the management function for which she was being recognized. “When we talk about what we do in PR,” she said, “the focus is usually on advocacy.” But maybe it’s time, she suggested, to put more emphasis on “the other side of what we do—the listening and analysis that helps put decisions into a sound context.” Then she listed four specific things she had resolved to do, from reading more international media to contributing to organizations here and abroad that teach tolerance and conflict resolution to young people.

The fellow who organized the evening later told me he felt bad “for the guy who had to follow her.” He meant the next speaker. But I had to smile because he had also described me, since I followed Marilyn as executive vice president of public relations and brand management at AT&T. She was indeed a tough act to follow. She was also a generous sounding board and an endless source of intellectual stimulation. After my AT&T career, when I started writing more or less full-time, I turned to her for help and advice.

In 2010, I told her that I had been mulling over her Hamilton speech ever since she gave it. I was fascinated by her belief that we need “to grow our capacity to deal with the ‘Other’.” But I thought that challenge encompassed even more than immigrants and global customers. The stranger at home and abroad was even more complex than she had suggested back in 2006, I said. And the threat of thoughtless and wholesale “otherizing” had grown. Globalization, media fragmentation, demographic change, political polarization, the rise of nongovernmental organizations, and the growth of online communities have created publics so unique that they constitute potential new “Others.” They are first- and second-generation immigrants, acculturating to their new home and developing traditions from both cultures. They are nontraditional families born of continuing sexual and cultural revolutions. They are single-issue activists, passionate about rights they believe are being trampled or groups they consider ill served. They are customers, suppliers, and employees in far-off countries with their own histories, values, and customs. They are people of strong principle who disagree with the business community’s values and question its true motives.

Paradoxically, their influence has grown in step with their sense that they stand outside the mainstream. They are foes of the status quo, and they are not passive observers of business. They are passionate advocates for their point of view. And they demand accountability. Companies have never been under greater third-party scrutiny. Businesses have no choice but to deal with these new publics, not only because they threaten a company’s operating flexibility, but also because they represent a new opportunity. The companies that learn how to engage them productively will gain a competitive edge in developing new markets and creating products tailored to the needs of these new publics. Conversely, those companies that act on the comfortable assumption that everyone sees the world as they do are headed for disaster.

“There’s a book in all this,” I told Marilyn. “And I’d like you to help me write it.”

At about this point, I paused for breath, and a long silence followed. Then Marilyn said, “I seem to have had a greater influence on you than I thought.”

Talk about understatement.

We agreed to talk further about the project, and I made a mental note to spend more time on receive than transmit in our next meeting. Sadly, there would be no next meeting. Marilyn passed away less than three weeks later, succumbing to a brain tumor that had been diagnosed just months before.

So this book has a single author, who is solely responsible for its flaws. But its inspiration was a self-described “little Jewish girl from the Bronx” who climbed to the highest levels of American business, but never lost her sense of what it is like to be “Other.” She admitted to that in one of our last conversations.

This supremely self-confident, almost cocky, trailblazer wasn’t sure she could explain the secret to her success. Like many who “make it,” her success was partly the chance meeting of talent and circumstance. Focus and hard work certainly contributed, even though the cost was less time and energy for the family she loved. And despite whatever personal doubts she might have harbored, she appeared resolutely fearless. A former CEO of AT&T once recommended her for a job no one else would touch, saying, “Give it to Marilyn. She’s not afraid of anything.”

More fundamentally, I think the secret to Marilyn’s success was her ability to see things from the other guy’s perspective. I used to call it “orthogonal thinking.” She came at problems from unexpected angles. But then I realized that the angles were unexpected only to those of us who were trapped in conventional corporate thinking. Marilyn looked at every issue from a stranger’s perspective. The ultimate insider still knew what it felt like to be an outsider. Ironically, that feeling didn’t come from frequently being the only woman in the room as she progressed in her career. I always found it curious that, on balance, Marilyn considered her gender an advantage rather than an obstacle in her advancement. “I think maybe I was always able to speak my mind without fear, and with less repercussion, because I was less threatening as a woman, and it was clear that I was not competing for the topline-job,” she told me once.

That doesn’t mean she ever felt like “one of the boys.”

“Looking back, there were negative effects. I see them now,” she told me long after she had left the company. “I had a very collegial, and friendly, and warm relationship with many, many of the guys. But I was never invited into their social circles or homes. Guys never invited me out to lunch, you know, one on one.

“And it was many, many years before I realized that it was sort of unnatural that I didn’t have the same kind of social relationships,” she said. “I came to attribute that to the fact that men didn’t want to be seen eating at a restaurant alone with a woman from work. I think they were nervous about it when they were married. I think they were nervous about it if they weren’t married.”

But Marilyn’s gender isn’t what made her feel like an outsider. What did was more a matter of geography and values. Although when we worked for the company, AT&T’s headquarters had been in New York for more than a century, it was as Midwestern as a cornfield. Most of the company’s senior executives—and all of its recent CEOs—went to school, married, raised their kids, and spent much of their careers in the big square states in the middle of the country.

Marilyn was born, bred, and educated in New York City. She spoke with its flat accents and directness. “It always seemed to me that the values that I was constantly engaged with were the values of the heartland of our country, with me representing the bicoastal values,” she said. “I was Jewish and liberal in a company that was essentially Republican and conservative.”

I can attest, from personal observation, that that mix made for stimulating discussions in business meetings, as well as in the executive dining room. It also gave Marilyn carte blanche to bring outside perspectives into the company’s deliberations. In many ways, she was our peripheral vision. In fact, she saw it as her role to give the company’s employees, customers, and the communities where it operated a voice in the boardroom.

In a world that rightly values experience and education, Marilyn Laurie had a unique kind of wisdom—she was OtherWise.


1
Who Is “Other”?

When our primordial ancestors dropped from the trees and started walking across the African savanna on two legs, survival favored those with an innate ability to work in small groups, as well as a deep hostility toward anyone not of the group. That had the double-barreled benefit of making it easier both to acquire resources and to keep them. Those characteristics were so critical that, over a number of generations, they became the norm. And they survive to this day.

We may be born into a world of blooming, buzzing confusion, as William James thought, but we start sorting it out almost as soon as we let loose our first cry. Our brains are not blank slates, but learning engines that follow patterns set into our Stone Age ancestors’ brains even before they acquired the faculty of language. These same attitudes and behaviors have been bred into us by natural selection.

Mounting evidence suggests that we are born with a rudimentary sense of fairness and injustice, right and wrong. By one year of age, babies show signs of prejudice, preferring people who speak a familiar language and accent. Eventually, they slowly develop what is called a “theory of mind,” the realization that other people have beliefs, desires, intentions, and feelings separate from their own. In most circumstances, this capacity blossoms into empathy. Sometimes, it stagnates in suspicion. This book explores both ends of that spectrum and suggests that the ebbs and flows between them may be the defining characteristic of our age. Relating to people unlike ourselves has always been important; today it may be the most critical life and business skill we can develop.

At the most fundamental level, our sense of self emerges in relation to others. The first “others” in our lives, of course, are the most significant—our mothers, our fathers, our siblings. But our personal identity is also intertwined with close relationships beyond our immediate family. Our clan and our tribe have defined who we are since the day of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. Everyone outside that circle is a stranger, neither one of us, nor one with us.

We are by nature labeling machines, which is one of the secrets to our survival as a species. We categorize and label everything—animals, people, situations. And then we act as if those categories define reality. Of course, they don’t; almost everything we label could fit into more than one category. But in daily life, unless motivated to behave differently, we narrowly pigeonhole things willy-nilly because it’s easier than analyzing and weighing their actual characteristics, similarities, and differences. That’s especially true in our dealings with other people, who are orders of magnitude more complex than inanimate objects.

Purpose

Categorical thinking may have helped our prehistoric ancestors traverse the African savanna safely when anyone outside their tribe was a potential enemy, but in the second decade of the twenty-first century, it is a shortsighted and dangerous practice. Thanks to the digital revolution and everything caught in its slipstream, the world is smaller, communications more insistent, privacy less certain, and community less personal. There are more people on the fringes of our standard categories than ever before. Our sense of personal identity and security, which we have always interpreted in reference to others, feels threatened. The real threat, though, may lie in our inability—or unwillingness—to control what social scientists call “irrelevant category activations.” In other words, we have to close down some of those pigeonholes.

At first, these issues may be seem to reside, at best, on the margins of a businessperson’s ambit—something worthy of an hour on the agenda of an executive retreat, or perhaps a paragraph or two in a speech to the local Rotary. But acquiring the wisdom of dealing with people unlike ourselves is not touchy-feely stuff; it’s a hardcore operational capability, essential in relating to people, markets, and all the third-party activists who have an increasingly influential voice in how and where a company does business.

The world’s demography is changing more rapidly than ever. The population of developed countries is aging; the developing world and emerging markets have given birth to a new middle class; wealth is moving from the Northern Hemisphere to the Southern, from the West to the East. The United States itself is fast becoming a minority-majority, multiracial, multicultural, multigenerational society. Non-Hispanic white people accounted for less than 10 percent of America’s population growth over the last decade. In fact, four states and dozens of the country’s largest metropolitan areas—including the twenty-three counties that constitute the New York metro area—already have minority-majority populations. Businesspeople need to get wise to these changes; they need to acquire the wisdom of relating to people so unlike themselves that they appear to be wholly Other.

Who Is “Other”?

Not every stranger is Other with a capital O. The truly Other are people we consider so different from ourselves that we have trouble seeing beyond those differences to what we have in common. Even then, many of us consider ourselves quite accepting. For example, I never thought of myself as anything but an average, live-and-let-live, open-minded kind of guy. But as I delved deeper into the issue of diversity, I discovered that the depths of my ignorance about other ways of life were darker than I suspected. I was a lot less tolerant than I thought, and my presumed ability to relate to the Other was shaky at best. The tolerance on which I prided myself seemed inadequate and problematic. I had a lot to learn. And as it turns out, it had less to do with the behavior of others than with my own inner workings—the unconscious patterns of thought and feeling that cause us to see the world in terms of “us” and “them.”

I have not tried to cover all the instances of “otherness” in American society. As we will see, the possibilities are virtually limitless since one’s status as Other is largely in the mind of the observer. The most obvious case is that of women. Western society is moving with gathering speed away from the dark days when women were relegated to a separate existence unless their services were required. While female carpenters and firefighters are still a relative novelty, gender is no longer an occupational straitjacket. Indeed, while the United States lags behind other countries in the number of women elected to public office, about half of professional and management positions in U.S. companies are held by women. In fact, there are so many women in some lines of work—public relations, accounting, and the law, for example—that their male colleagues are actually worried about the feminization of their professions. It’s not that women can’t do the work—it’s that their participation tends to devalue it. Women still make only about 75 percent as much as men doing the same job.

And too many women still run into the quiet bigotry of daily life, whether at the bank applying for a credit card or at the local gas station trying to get their car repaired. So there is still much to be said—and done—about continuing gender bias in our society.

But in terms of gender bias, there seems to be a more significant Other. But if biology is no longer destiny for American women, the dominant culture still excludes people—male and female—who have adopted a gender identity seemingly inconsistent with their sexual organs.

Something similar might be said of anti-Semitism, which has had a long and miserable history going back millennia. Only a fool would pretend that it no longer exists, but by the same token, in many parts of the Western world these days, Muslims are even more feared, shunned, and excluded than Jews. Even in America, many Muslims experience a form of toxic religious and cultural prejudice that was once reserved for Jews and Catholics. And while Islamophobia will hopefully never rise to the level of the state-ordered genocide of the Holocaust, in terms of religious otherizing, Muslims seem to be the more critical contemporary case.

Many people live outside the mainstream of American society and are clearly the subject of otherizing—Native Americans, the elderly, the disabled, fat people, mentally challenged people, militant atheists, and little people, to name just a few. My use of “Other” in the singular is intended to encompass all these “others.” And while I don’t treat them separately, the same principles apply.

Most important, my use of “Other” is not a concession that some people are unknowable and flawed in some way. On the contrary, it is to signal that too many of us are so blinded by our differences that we can’t see our commonalities. If anything, we all need to become much wiser in the ways and whys of others.

Furthermore, my use of “Other” with a capital O is intended to communicate an ethical difference between excluders and the excluded. Usually, when we speak of others having a disagreement, we withhold judgment about which party is right. At least initially, we keep an open mind and give both parties moral parity. Well, when I refer to people as “Other,” I am making a judgment—I am saying that they are being excluded through no fault of their own, not because of anything they did, but simply because of who they are. The Other in this book is not some Rousseauian “noble savage” in an exotic foreign land or in a dim, idealized past, but people on the fringes of our daily existence. They occasionally pass through our field of vision and may even play a limited role of some sort in our lives. They are near, but we don’t think of them as one of us.

Ironically, everyone has the potential to be someone else’s Other. African Americans have a long history of being otherized in this country, yet in the 1990s some African Americans did the same thing to Korean grocers who opened shops in their neighborhoods. Some Hispanics of predominantly European ancestry look down on those of mixed African and indigenous descent. And the forebears of many white Americans of European ancestry were once Other to a people long gone. Only now, as they have been assimilated, those memories are faint. Part of this book’s purpose is to rekindle those memories and to press them into the service of becoming OtherWise—not in response to a “Can’t we all just get along?” question born of race riots, and not under some disaster-driven “We Are the World” anthem. But as a practical response to opportunities lost.

As the psychologist Stanley Krippner has said, “Humanity is entangled. As long as there are strangers or subjugated people, we are depriving all of humanity of a source of strength, wisdom, intelligence, and creativity.” As businesspeople and as citizens, we cannot afford to squander those gifts.

Roadmap

This book is not a twelve-step guide on dealing with people who seem “different.” There are such guides, of course, each tailored to the specific characteristics of the group in question, whether a stranger at home or abroad, or just strange. There is some practical advice here, but in terms of twelve-step programs, this book largely resides at step zero, the foundation on which all the others rest, namely understanding the issue, its importance, and its implications. We’ll be tramping through a lot of cognitive and social science here, but it really all boils down to one idea: Feeling is a way of knowing that has a profound effect on our perceptions and behavior. The Latin words homo sapiens literally mean “wise man,” but our species’ wisdom isn’t most manifest in the taming of fire or the use of tools. It is most obvious in our dealings with each other. Ironically, that’s when our simian roots are also most apparent, especially in the way we relate to strangers.

Each of us lives in a unique world shaped by the stories we have heard and, even more powerfully, by the stories we tell ourselves. Yet, like all stories, ours suffer from distortions and misinterpretations. One of this book’s goals is to lay out the grounds for reexamining some of the narratives we spin about ourselves and especially about people at the edges of our lives.

Part One deals with the strangers among us, whether their strangeness is based on their recent arrival and its circumstances, their ethnicity, or their religion. The color of their skin may set them apart, or the language they speak, or their customs. Or maybe it is something rooted in our most elemental beliefs concerning sexuality and creed. In any case, they make us profoundly uneasy. We see only their differences. They cease to be individuals, but a caste to be shunned or worse.

Part Two expands the discussion to include strangers who live elsewhere. Once, we only had to deal with them when traveling abroad, but now we are dependent on their resources; their goods crowd our store shelves; their voices respond to our customer service calls; their parochial concerns reverberate through our economy; and our future prosperity and security seem to be entangled with theirs. Some of us struggle against such entanglements; others pretend they don’t exist.

Part Three surveys the strange times in which we live—an increasingly fragmented, polarized world, in which technology has the power to bind us into self-righteous tribes, divided against other tribes and blind to any but our own truth. Paradoxically, digital technologies that promised to bring us together by making the world smaller have made us smaller by allowing us to create our own private worlds. Religion, sex, and politics—the trinity of topics unfit for polite discussion—cast new fissures across the social media landscape.

Finally, we end with a brief consideration of what our response to these developments should be, not in the fashion of a step-by-step recipe, but as a change in perspective and attitude. As Mother Teresa once said, “The problem with the world is that we draw the circle of our family too small.” Too many of us live in a world of strangers. But we don’t have to be saints to connect with people who are different. We don’t even need to be psychologists or sociologists. We simply have to understand the hidden forces that shape their behavior as well as our own. To be willing to see ourselves as others see us and to see a bit of ourselves in others.


Part One
Strangers at Home


2
Strangers Climbing in the Window

In poetry and legend, America is a nation of immigrants, with a welcome mat stretching from ocean to ocean and border to border. But in our most candid moments, we’ll admit to being just a little wary of the Other—people who speak a different language, eat strange food, and follow odd customs, or have a different sexual orientation, worship an unfamiliar god, deny the deity’s existence, or in other ways don’t conform to what we consider “the norm.”

No one should be surprised. In evolutionary terms, Homo sapiens is a relatively recent species. The psychological adaptations that caused us to allow some strangers into our kin-based tribes about 100,000 years ago may have sparked the development of everything from language and gossip to abstract thought. But we also retain an instinctual suspicion of people who don’t look like they could be our kin. Or who act or think differently. That’s especially true when we feel vulnerable, as in an economic downturn or in times of rapid social change. In fact, in the summer of 2009, at the height of the Great Recession, more than half the people surveyed by the Pew Research Center said they thought the principal source of conflict in American society is not between rich and poor, blacks and whites, or young and old, but between immigrants and native-born citizens.

Ground zero for that conflict has to be Arizona, which considers itself in the bore of an immigration tsunami rolling in from Mexico. And what has had Arizonans particularly upset is the impression that they are being swamped by “illegals,” Mexicans who hiked in through miles of mesquite scrub or came on a visitor visa and never left.

Ironically, there are more illegal immigrants in New Jersey, of all places, and they account for a higher percentage of the state’s workforce. But one-third of Arizona’s total population is Hispanic and, although eight out of ten of them were born in the United States, many people mistakenly assume that most of them are here illegally. Arizonans are left with the impression that they are under siege. A trip to Home Depot or Wal-Mart as far north as Flagstaff seems like a quick run to the Mexican side of the border because of all the Hispanic day laborers milling in the parking lot. Parts of Phoenix have so much Spanish-language signage, many residents joke they need to carry a Berlitz phrase book in the glove compartment. The news reports that “Beirut may be safer than Phoenix” and that the city has become the “kidnapping capital of America” have others vowing to put a loaded gun there.

State politicians jumped on the bandwagon of anti-immigrant feeling and fought for the reins. The result was a series of state laws that put anyone with a Hispanic surname or complexion in the crosshairs of the state’s full law enforcement apparatus, from the state police to the local constabulary. The laws inspired boycotts and lawsuits that will ultimately be decided by the U.S. Supreme Court. Of particular interest to anyone who would be OtherWise are the driving motives behind these laws.

Proponents of Arizona’s restrictive immigration laws maintain that “illegals” represent a drain on state budgets, steal jobs from people who are here legally, and contribute to increased crime. But the Congressional Budget Office reviewed twenty-five studies and concluded that, after taking into account the taxes and fees undocumented immigrants pay, “the net impact on state and local budgets is most likely modest.” Furthermore, most economists believe that immigrant participation in the workforce actually expands demand for goods and services, creating new jobs. Low-skilled immigrants compete largely with earlier immigrants. In the end, their participation in the workforce keeps jobs from being outsourced overseas and leads to the addition of higher-paying management positions in the United States.

Finally, it is very difficult to get reliable data on crimes committed by undocumented immigrants because few, if any, jurisdictions record immigration status in arrest reports. We do know, however, that the rate of incarceration for immigrants is about one-fifth that of people born here. Recently arrived immigrants have the lowest arrest rates of all. In fact, despite the hysteria about drug-addled illegals climbing in every bedroom window, Arizona has enjoyed record low crime rates in recent years. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, at the peak of illegal immigration in 2007, violent crimes in Arizona had dropped to their lowest level since 1983. And in any case, illegal immigration itself has declined by more than 60 percent from that peak, partly because of the recession, and partly because of expanding educational and employment opportunities in Mexico.

Nevertheless, two-thirds of Americans approve of Arizona’s tough immigration laws. Twenty-two states, including some as far from a U.S. border as Nebraska and Kansas, considered legislation that mirrored it. Alabama passed a state law in 2011 that, among other things, requires elementary schools to screen children for their immigration status. The state’s governor proudly proclaimed it “the strongest immigration law in the country,” In fact, seven out of ten Americans would like to limit the number of immigrants entering the country by any means, whether in the back of a beat-up van crossing the desert or in a jumbo jet at LAX. Talk about “illegals” may actually be politically correct cover for a feeling that overall immigration should be reduced or curtailed altogether. There’s more than a little irony here: The strangers at our borders want to get in, and the descendants of former strangers want to keep them out. Understanding the first group is relatively easy. They aren’t coming here for the climate; they want jobs and an opportunity to build a better life for their families. Figuring out what really motivates the second group is more difficult, but no less important.


3
Strangers Making Themselves at Home

Most people take it for granted that the suit or dress they buy at the local mall was probably designed in one country and sewn in a second, using fabric woven in a third from thread spun in a fourth. And if they happen to be shopping in a foreign country, they think nothing of paying for their purchases with a credit card issued by their hometown bank. They might even use an automatic teller machine to dip into their home checking account for walking-around cash in the local currency.

The movement of money across borders represents the first wave of globalization; the global movement of goods, the second. And, notwithstanding misgivings about job losses at home and the exploitation of workers in developing countries, most of the world’s people have accepted both as the new normal. The third wave of globalization is having an even more significant impact on our lives. But unlike the global movement of money and goods, there are no international organizations like the World Bank or the World Trade Organization to guide its course. Every country is on its own in dealing with the tides and currents of this new wave. And many people are still adjusting to its implications.

The third wave of globalization is the movement of people across borders.

The United Nations estimates there were about 200 million international migrants in the world in 2010 (not counting about 15 million refugees). That number has been relatively stable as a percentage of the world’s population over the last five years. If all those immigrants lived in the same place, it would be the world’s fifth-largest country. About 70 million of these immigrants live in the countries of the European Union. The United States is the adopted home of the second largest number—39.9 million in 2010, according to a Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data. That’s about 12.5 percent of the U.S. population, up from about 5 percent in 1960, when immigration was at historic lows.

The foreign-born populations of other countries reflect the same shift. According to the OECD Factbook 2010, Belgium, Spain, and Sweden all have essentially the same proportion of foreign-born populations as the United States. Germany, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom are not far behind. Australia, Canada, Austria, Ireland, New Zealand, and Switzerland are home to even higher shares of foreign-born people. From Auckland to Antwerp and Atlanta, the public reaction to the rising tide of immigrants ranges from concern to alarm. According to Pew Research, large majorities in nearly every country—including the United States—want greater restriction of immigration and tighter control of their country’s borders.

The global recession undoubtedly magnified people’s personal financial concerns, but that doesn’t seem to be the primary reason people want to pull up the gangplank before more immigrants get on it. Professor Joel Fetzer of Pepperdine University has analyzed survey data going back to the end of the nineteenth century in the United States, France, and Germany. Despite significant differences in the three countries’ respective cultures, histories, and immigration patterns, Fetzer discovered that hostility toward immigrants is based not so much on economic factors, such as competition for jobs, but on fear that admitting large numbers of foreigners threatens a country’s traditional customs and values.

More than twenty years ago, U.K. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher proposed ending immigration entirely to avoid “being swamped by people of a different culture.” In the years since, the countries of Western Europe seem to have discovered unity in a common hostility to immigrants. Political candidates campaign on anti-immigration platforms—and get elected in growing numbers. Legislatures ban symbols of “foreign” cultures, such as headscarves, burqas, and even minarets. But for real irony one need look no further than the country that had invited the world’s hungry, homeless, and poor to its door.

Americans have been wary of newcomers since Revolutionary days. Theoretically, America’s ever-expanding borders were initially wide open; in practice, most of the people coming here in the earliest days were from the same European stock as the Founding Fathers. America’s history from the eighteenth century through the first half of the twentieth is full of state action that, in the kindest interpretation, displayed overt wariness of immigrants. For example, Congress passed laws to exclude certain people (such as Asians), to limit others (such as Jews, Italians, and Slavs), and to send some (such as Mexicans) back where they came from. Black people were subject to dehumanizing segregation in much of the country for a hundred years after gaining their freedom, and even in the supposedly integrated north, they were only slowly and partially assimilated into mainstream society. Through most of the twentieth century, immigration from Western, Southern, and Eastern Europe was subject to quotas that ensured the country would keep the same ethnic profile it had in the nineteenth.

American culture evolved in its first three centuries. We added pizza to our diets, French cuffs to our shirts, and polkas to our dance music. And a people who didn’t even come here under their own steam made some of the most significant, enduring contributions to American culture. Nearly every branch of American music owes a deep debt to the rhythmic and harmonic contributions of African-American jazz, blues, gospel, and most recently, rap.

But none of this fundamentally changed the character of the American population, which remained in numerical terms largely white, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant. That didn’t begin to happen until Congress passed a new immigration law in 1965. President Lyndon Johnson traveled from the White House to Liberty Island in New York Harbor so that he could sign the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 at the foot of the Statue of Liberty.

That single law probably did more to transform American life than any other legislation in an era known for social change—even more than the Voting Rights Act and the bill establishing Medicare. Within a decade, the number of immigrants entering the United States every year reached levels not seen since the beginning of the twentieth century and, by the 1990s, it even surpassed the peak of immigration in the mid-nineteenth century. The benefits of this immigration boom were equally stunning. Immigrants have founded more than half of the Silicon Valley start-ups since 1995, including such successful high-tech companies as Google, Intel, Yahoo, and eBay. In fact, more than 40 percent of Fortune 500 companies were founded by immigrants or their children. More than two-thirds of U.S. scientists and engineers with a doctorate are immigrants. In fact, immigrant inventors accounted for more than a quarter of all U.S. patent applications in recent years, filing at a rate twice that of native-born Americans. The products and services they invented changed our lives, created new jobs, and turbo-charged our economy.

But eliminating immigration quotas had another effect. It literally changed the complexion of the country, altering the demographic course America had been on for nearly 300 years. In 1960, 85 percent of the U.S. foreign-born population came from Europe or Canada; by 2007, 80 percent were from Latin America or Asia. When the 1965 Act was passed, only about 15 percent of the U.S. population was Asian, Hispanic, or black; today, more than one-third are. And Americans of those backgrounds will almost certainly be in the majority by 2042.

That’s precisely what bothers a lot of people. Some groups are openly racist, warning that what is at stake is “the ethnic cleansing of the founding European people” through “competitive breeding.” They blame immigrants for everything from poverty and urban blight to crime and environmental ruin—not to mention an alleged Mexican plot to annex the American Southwest. Immigrants have been blamed for all sorts of social ills since the founding of the republic, but when a cable news anchor implores his viewers to “make more babies” because “half of the kids in this country under five years old are minorities,” one has to wonder if the country’s complexion isn’t what’s really bothering him. Of course, most people opposed to unbridled immigration are not racists. They are not concerned about the dilution of the country’s racial pool or the loss of territory to our southern neighbor. They honestly worry that American “culture” and “values” will be watered down—or maybe even replaced.

For much of its history, the dominant American culture almost always seemed to win out in the pull and tug with immigrants over manners, customs, and even language. America was described as the great “melting pot,” where immigrants happily shed their cultural differences and blended into the majority’s lifestyle. It might take two or three generations, but assimilation was believed to be certain and irreversible. We now know that was a gross oversimplification and a misreading of history. Ironically, it was the son of immigrants, a proudly Irish pol—Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan—who helped blow up the venerable myth of America as the great melting pot.


4
Bouillabaisse or Consommé?

The most celebrated tourist to ever visit America was probably a young French aristocrat, Alexis de Tocqueville, who came here in 1831 ostensibly to study America’s prisons.

What resulted was not only a report on penology but Democracy in America, a well-received book that explored what Tocqueville called “American exceptionalism.”

Tocqueville was struck that the American idea of “nationality” was different from Europe’s. It was based less on common history or ethnicity than on common ideals. And those ideals were fairly unique for the time: Americans were distrustful of public authority, self-reliant, inclusive, egalitarian, and democratic. The other belief that Americans shared was the lively expectation that they could somehow make their lives better if they only worked hard enough.

Sociologist Peter Salins suggests that this “American Idea” constituted the core terms of a relatively straightforward social contract with new arrivals. As long as immigrants learned English, identified with their new homeland, and accepted what Salins calls the “American Idea” of equality, opportunity, individualism, and hard work, they were welcome to bring as much cultural baggage with them as they liked. “Time and again,” he writes, “Americans learned to accept, socialize with, and eventually marry their immigrant neighbors because the American Idea made it the natural thing to do.” Immigrants who bought into the contract were eventually assimilated into mainstream American culture. It might take a couple of generations, but all those foreigners would eventually learn English, largely abandon the ways of the old country, and become just like the Northern European offspring around them. That was the “melting pot” theory—America was a blended consommé of every nationality.

It might be a vivid metaphor, but Daniel Patrick Moynihan, observing the street life outside his New York City apartment, became convinced that the melting pot didn’t hold water. Passing from one Manhattan neighborhood to another in the 1960s was like international travel. A single subway line could take you from Yorkville’s mini-Germany on the Upper East Side to downtown’s Little Italy, Chinatown, and something closely approximating Tel Aviv. Transfer to another line and the sights and sounds of Puerto Rico would surround you. Walk a few blocks, and you could wander into an Irish pub, as authentic as anything in Dublin. Blacks had their own neighborhood, too—a sprawl of tenements in the northern reaches of Manhattan above Central Park and between the Hudson and East Rivers.

Moynihan was a Harvard-pedigreed sociologist who spent much of his time in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations trying to figure out why African Americans were still struggling to integrate into mainstream society 100 years after the end of slavery. When his friend Nathan Glazer suggested they compile and expand a series of articles he had written about New York City’s ethnic groups into a book, Moynihan saw an opportunity to turn over a few academic apple carts. Glazer did most of the heavy lifting; Moynihan wrote one chapter (on the Irish, naturally) and much of the conclusion. But they shared authorship for what became one of the most influential books of the 1960s, Beyond the Melting Pot.

A decades-old metaphor doesn’t unravel easily, but twenty years after publication of Beyond the Melting Pot, Moynihan could tell the New York Times, ‘’Empirical evidence has come along that proves us right. In the 1980 national census, for the first time they asked people what ancestral group they came from. Eighty-three percent of persons interviewed identified with at least one ancestor group. Only 6 percent claimed their ancestry was American. People in Tennessee still think of themselves as English, Irish, or Scottish, and they’ve been in those hills for centuries.” What replaced the melting pot model of assimilation, he thought, was “multiculturalism,” the idea that, in America, multiple ethnic communities live side-by-side, celebrating their heritage and choosing how deeply they would assimilate into mainstream culture, if at all.

Moynihan and Glazer saw this happening not only in New York City, but also in every other major city. The 1965 Immigration Act helped it along by bringing even more non-Europeans into the country. And each successive group established its own beachhead in one or another corner of the nation. Furthermore, the publication of Beyond the Melting Pot coincided with the heightened racial awareness of the civil rights movement. Black Americans were reconnecting with their African heritage, where they found a new level of validation and, in the process, appeared to confirm Moynihan and Glazer’s thesis.

But then in 1993, Glazer began to have second thoughts about their book’s premise. He wrote an essay for a scholarly publication in which he asked, “Is assimilation dead?” The answer, he concluded, was no, not by a long shot, despite what he and Moynihan had predicted nearly three decades earlier. Assimilation was real, but a number of social roadblocks—such as racial discrimination—made its progress uneven. It wasn’t so much that immigrants didn’t want to assimilate; the big problem was that some in the majority population threw obstacles in their path. The situation of blacks in America was an especially difficult case, owing to “the fundamental refusal of other Americans to accept blacks, despite their eagerness, as suitable candidates for assimilation.” No wonder blacks were the most insistent of all ethnic groups on multicultural school programs. They separated themselves from mainstream society out of sheer frustration.

Glazer, who was age 73 at the time, may have been working from limited field data in suggesting that African Americans were ardent multicultural separatists. The sociologist Alan Wolfe interviewed dozens of black middle-class parents for his book One Nation, After All and found that few of them wanted their kids to be exposed to the kind of ethnocentrism that would put them in a parallel society; most thought that spending “five minutes on everyone,” and encouraging a form of multicultural education that gave everyone a turn, was sufficient.

At about the same time, two other sociologists came out with a new, more nuanced theory that reflected the complexity of American society and the diversity of its immigrant populations. Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou suggested that assimilation is not an inexorable force that moves uniformly in only one direction. Nor does it occur in a vacuum. Portes and Zhou suggested that immigrants integrate at different rates, depending on such factors as their ability to speak English, educational levels, economic resources, support from family and friends, and how different the host society’s culture is from what they are used to. For example, a German would probably find American culture more familiar than someone from Bangladesh would. And immigrants whose poverty forces them to live in substandard housing and to send their children to underperforming schools are obviously not going to assimilate into middle-class American society as easily as well-educated, English-speaking professionals from Asia. In fact, children of heavily disadvantaged immigrants sometimes reject their new homeland altogether.

The election of a black president did not eliminate race as an impediment to assimilation in America. The physical differences of Asian, black, mulatto, and mestizo immigrants still represent a barrier to upward mobility and social acceptance. They can’t simply blend into the majority population. And many of them don’t feel it is necessary. For example, unlike earlier generations, few of today’s immigrants change their name to facilitate assimilation. Bernard Schwartz changed his name to Tony Curtis, and few people knew he was Jewish. But Yo-Yo Ma, by any other name, would still be Asian. Furthermore, inexpensive air travel and easy international communications allow immigrants to have much closer ties to their home countries than they might have had in the past. Finally, recent immigrants have come in such large numbers that they can get along just fine in relatively self-sufficient communities. For example, both the Hispanic and Asian communities have easy access to an even broader choice of American and foreign-based in-language media than previous immigrant groups.

Nevertheless, many sociologists believe that eventually all these new immigrant groups will fully assimilate just as previous groups have. “We’re basically a Northern European, Protestant culture,” sociologist Claude Fischer told me, “and I haven’t seen anything that will change that in the long run.” He has a point. Adding pizza to our diets isn’t quite as consequential as adopting the Italian form of government or social mores. And many fourth- or fifth-generation Italian-American families are just as likely to count Irish, German, or even Asian hyphenates within them. So maybe this new, “segmented” model of assimilation, in which immigrants retain some elements of their home culture, really is a “light form of multiculturalism,” as Fischer terms it.

Indeed, although America’s racial and ethnic mix is radically changing, the increasing rate of interracial and interethnic marriage suggests an eventual homogenization of our genetic pool. Eight out of ten Americans have no problem with whites and blacks dating each other, which is nearly twice the rate of approval in 1987. In fact, more than a third of adults (35 percent) say that they already have a family member who is married to someone of a different race. About 15 percent of new marriages in 2010 were between Hispanics and non-Hispanics or between people of different races—more than double the rate in 1980. As a result, people of multiracial or multiethnic backgrounds are one of the fastest-growing demographic groups in the United States. Some 9 million people, about 3 percent of the population, said they were multiracial on the 2010 census, an increase of about a third since 2000.

America’s mainstream culture is not static, either. It is constantly incorporating elements from the cultures of its newest arrivals, as well as from those who have not yet fully assimilated themselves. So rap music influences mainstream media, and Asian foods show up in nouveau American cuisine. We may not be changing our fundamental political values and social mores, but the majority culture into which second- or third-generation immigrants assimilate is very different from the one in which their parents or grandparents lived. And when the third of the U.S. population that is black, Asian, or Hispanic accounts for almost all of the country’s growth, it is not all that clear how much longer America will remain basically “Northern European, Protestant.” America is no longer a consommé of cultures, but kind of a stew—lumpy at times, but always flavorful.

Such cultural exchanges have enriched the American experience, but they also irritate or even scare many people. In fact, according to the Pew Research Center, about two-thirds of Americans believe that their “way of life needs to be protected against foreign influence.” Having to punch a button to continue listening to a telephone recording in English suggests to many that the country’s very language is under attack. In reality, though, immigrants are learning English at an even faster rate today than 100 years ago. According to census data, there were four and a half times more non-English speakers in the country in 1890 than in 1990. Nine out of ten Asian and Hispanic Americans have at least “some facility” in English; seven out of ten speak it “well” or “very well.” There’s a difference between not speaking English and being bilingual, which accurately describes many recent immigrants. The increasing number of non-English-speaking immigrants may require short-term accommodations, such as language training and bilingual signage, but it does not portend the demise of English as the nation’s unofficial language. On the contrary, it could make the typical American something we’ve never been before: bilingual.

The historic reality is that American culture has always been relatively porous. In the beginning, American culture reflected the values and the beliefs of the Anglo Americans who founded and ran the place. That made it essentially English and Protestant, with several ideals—like equality, free speech, individualism, and the separation of church and state—that sharply distinguished it from the “old country.” American culture evolved with every new wave of immigrants, while staying true to those founding values. And that stands in sharp contrast to the European models, which, at best, gave immigrants a binary choice of total assimilation or wary coexistence.

The countries of Europe tapped their former colonies and trading partners for cheap labor to aid in postwar reconstruction. They didn’t try to integrate those workers because they expected them to eventually go home. Instead, those workers stayed, and now their children and grandchildren have the same low-paying, often dirty, and difficult jobs they had with little prospect of improving their lot. They live in crowded enclaves, and while free to follow the cultural standards of their country of origin, they are less than full members of the mainstream society around them. So, if a Pakistani family in Brighton agreed to marry off an underage daughter to a wealthy widower, the state would look the other way. But her brother, who is put down as a “Paki” and unable to get a decent job, might feel more allegiance to the local imam than to the country in which he lives.

Part of the problem, of course, is the difficulty of defining what it means to be French, German, or Italian when ethnicity is removed from the equation. British Prime Minister David Cameron suggests such a clear definition requires what he calls “muscular liberalism.” “I believe a genuinely liberal country … believes in certain values and actively promotes them,” Cameron told the Munich Security Conference in 2011. “It says to its citizens, this is what defines us as a society: To belong here is to believe in these things.” True enough, but one of those “things” has to be a willingness to incorporate into the mainstream culture the best of immigrants’ compatible values and traditions.

On that score, at least, the United States has a head start on the rest of the West. If anything, we should be celebrating that openness, not bemoaning it. The bottom line is that America can’t afford to eliminate, or even dramatically limit, immigration. It is the primary driver of our population growth and the only source of the so-called prime age workforce of people ages 25 to 55.

The genius of America is that it has never really been a country in which different ethnic groups live side by side in varying degrees of harmony—although a snapshot at any one time may make it appear so. American culture is rooted in its own ‘hoods and hamlets, as well as in the ethnic and religious customs immigrants brought with them. It is multicultural by history and design, Multicultural America is the product of give and take on both sides—one culture, one people from many. Just like it says on a dollar bill—e pluribus unum.


5
A New America

Back in the 1980s, Peter Francese used to find himself sighing a lot whenever he went on the road to promote American Demographics, the magazine he founded. Inevitably, he would find himself in the conference room of some big-shot chief marketing officer (CMO), trying to get him interested in the demographic changes that were going to radically change the world as he knew it. And Francese could hear his audience’s brain slip into a daydreaming gear.

”He always seemed to be a guy in his early fifties, and the longer I talked to him, the more I realized that his only real skill was signing invoices,” Francese remembers. “He was probably good at negotiating contracts, but he knew nothing about the marketplace.” Undaunted, Francese would press on, throwing chart after chart on the screen showing how a tectonic shift in the market was about to upend the CMO’s carefully laid plans. “Eventually,” Francese says, “the guy would wave his hands and say, ‘I get all I need to know from watching my friends and neighbors.’ And that would be it.”

Francese may have been slightly ahead of his time, but his magazine attracted the readership of 22,000 more enlightened marketing executives, before he sold it in 2004 to Crain Communications, which folded it into its flagship trade publication Advertising Age. Francese currently writes an occasional white paper for Ad Age and is the chief demographic analyst for the Ogilvy & Mather ad agency. It seems that the new crop of CMOs has a livelier interest in demographic change, which Francese can satisfy nicely from his node on the information superhighway in New Hampshire. Still, when Francese speaks to a large group of marketing and advertising people, he often conducts the same brief survey.

“How many of you think the majority of adults in the United States graduated from college?” he asks. Most of the hands in the audience go up.

“How many of you have parents who graduated from college?” Again, most of the hands go up, perhaps explaining the answer to the first question.

But the correct answer is that barely a third of the adult population in the United States graduated from college. “You’re two generations away from working-class America,” he tells the audience. “You don’t have a clue how they live.”

Francese told me, with a hint of frustration, that “most CMOs carry around this mythology of mainstream America as married couples with kids. They just don’t get it. Married couples with kids are a niche market at best. They don’t even represent one out of five households,” he said. “Married couples without kids are another 28 percent. This is the first time in history that married couples account for less than half of American households.” In fact, according to the National Survey of Family Growth, nearly half (42 percent) of children under thirteen years of age live with unmarried parents, more than the 24 percent who live with a divorced parent.

To Francese, all the averages are meaningless. “There is no more average,” he says. “There’s hardly a majority anymore.” Indeed, the 2010 census showed that no racial or ethnic group—including non-Hispanic whites—represented a majority of the population in the country’s ten largest cities. The United States is becoming a truly multiracial, multicultural society. Not just a society in which different races and ethnicities live side by side, but where the world’s cultural heritages are blended with uniquely American traditions: literally a new people drawn from many.

America has also become a more multigenerational country, with the character of each generation molded by very different events. Consider the following:

[image: image] The 80 million baby boomers, born between 1946 and 1964, came of age during the social change and controversy of the 1960s. Many of them protested the Vietnam War, marched for women’s liberation, helped African Americans win greater civil rights, and were enthusiastic participants in the sexual revolution. Boomers are optimistic and ambitious. They invented the concepts of the “workaholic” and the “superwoman who can have it all.”

[image: image] The 70 million members of Generation X, born between 1965 and 1984, were raised in an era of two-income families, rising divorce rates, and a faltering economy. They saw the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin Wall, but they also experienced runaway inflation, wage and price controls, gas lines, and the energy crisis of the 1970s. They are twice as well educated as the boomers, resourceful, and self-sufficient. Unlike their parents, they work to live rather than live to work.

[image: image] The 100 million members of Generation Y, born between 1985 and 2010, constitute the first high-tech generation. They take personal computers, the Internet, and cell phones for granted. They are natural multitaskers and expect everything to happen quickly. The meritocracy and openness of the Internet has made them very impatient with hierarchy and information hoarding. Most of them lived through the dot.com, stock market, and housing booms, as well as the busts. They grew up adapting to innovation and change. They don’t draw a sharp line between work and the rest of their life. They want to enjoy both.

In terms of buying power, for the first time in recent history, the oldest segment of the population is the fastest-growing, adding 3 million to 4 million people to its ranks every year. Baby boomers already account for half of U.S. consumer spending, and with longer life expectancies, that share is almost sure to increase. Many researchers also say that instead of passing their wealth on to future generations after they die, boomers are more likely to spend it now, on their children and grandchildren, as well as on themselves, as they pursue more active lifestyles than prior generations of “senior citizens.” Even the younger baby boomers aged 47 to 64 are more attractive to marketers than their kids are. They are much less likely to be unemployed than adults in their twenties and thirties. And they have the highest median weekly earnings of any other age segment in the United States.

The marketing implications of the developing boom in older consumers are just dawning of many marketers. Sales and service representatives are taking courses on how to avoid language and behavior that reminds baby boomers they are getting older. Medical alert systems of the “I’ve fallen and can’t get up” variety, marketed by companies like ADT Security Services, have been rechristened “companion services.” The typefaces in ads and brochures are getting quietly larger; store shelves are being lowered; and the lighting is being turned up. Some companies are even putting their product designers in spacesuit-looking outfits that simulate the mobility, balance, and dexterity challenges of advancing age. As a result, companies are redesigning everything from the grab bars in bathtubs to the caps on pill bottles to make them more usable by aging consumers. Kimberly-Clark redesigned its Depend adult diapers to look more like regular underwear. One consultant has even tried to rebrand the whole experience of getting old, calling it “middlescence.” It’s like adolescence without the acne, and with about $2.5 trillion to spend.

Employers also have to be prepared for the fact that it is not only households that are multigenerational. Baby boomers are healthier than people over age 65 used to be, and they are staying at work longer, partly because their retirement nest eggs took a beating during the 2007–2009 recession and partly because they like what they’re doing. But for the first time in history, three distinct generations share the same workplace: the baby boomers, Generation Xers, and “millennials” (as members of Generation Y are known). They are not only working side by side, but many members of the oldest generation are finding themselves in the uncomfortable position of reporting to people young enough to be their children or grandchildren.

Also for the first time in history, the majority of American householders (what used to be called “heads of household”) are women. Part of the reason is that a record number of unmarried women are having children. In 2008 alone, about 40 percent of all births were to unmarried women. A little more than 10 percent of households are single-parent families, most led by women. Many of those unmarried women depend on their own parents to help them financially and directly.

In fact, for that and other reasons, many of the nation’s 70 million grandparents are more actively involved in their kids’ and grandkids’ lives than ever before. About 10 percent of them actually live with their grandchildren. Combined with adult children who live with their parents because they can’t find a job, or are stuck in one that doesn’t pay enough for them to move out on their own, the 2010 census found a record number of three or more generation households—some 10 million. For the first time in a long time, major purchases like an automobile, a home, or a college education involve two generations of people.

Complicating matters further, the generations coming in behind the baby boomers are far more diverse racially. Less than one in five seniors belongs to a racial or ethnic minority, while nearly half of children under five do. And even within the same ethnic or racial groups, values differ markedly by generation. In the black community, for example, there is a sharp divide between the civil rights and hip-hop generations. Marketers who try to appeal to the entire African-American community through hip-hop culture are going to be speaking to a lot of deaf ears. Hispanic and Asian audiences are also divided by generation. Immigrant adults differ significantly from the younger U.S.–born generation in attitudes, values, and behavior. OtherWise marketers must either speak to each generation in its own voice or find messages that bridge the gap between generations.

Finally, marketers can no longer count on sheer population growth to fuel consumption. The baby boomers consumed more than preceding generations simply because there were so many more of them. But on a proportionate basis subsequent generations have been of smaller (Generation X) or similar (Generation Y) size. “What growth they see will have to come from product innovation and differentiated value,” Peter Francese warns.

But that value will come only from a better understanding of an increasingly complex market that is multicultural and multigenerational, with no “standard” household type. “More than anything,” Francese warns, “CMOs need to understand that their customers will never be like their friends and neighbors. They will not be like the people they see every day. Nothing like it.” To many marketers, they will be the Other. Times like this call for more than an adjustment in advertising techniques; they require a whole new definition of marketing—a radical reorientation from upstream activities like promotions to downstream functions like product conceptualization and development. Marketing must be more than selling. It must become the engine of discovery and focused on fulfilling customers’ deepest needs, values, and aspirations. And that, of course, must start by understanding who the customer is.

While a “market of one” is theoretically possible, the sweet spot is the break point between individual and culture, where needs, values, and aspirations coalesce. Ted Levitt, a professor at Harvard Business School, used to tell his students that no one needs a quarter-inch drill; they need a quarter-inch hole. People buy products to accomplish a job. That job may be functional (drilling a quarter-inch hole), social (fitting in on the job site), emotional (impressing your spouse), or aspirational (wanting to be a master carpenter like Norm Abram of This Old House). In most cases, it will be a combination. And in almost all cases, a person’s cultural heritage will contribute to shaping that need. For example, ethnographic research done by General Mills has revealed that many first- and second-generation Hispanic-American women consider the preparation of family meals a particularly big part of being a “good mom.” They invest a lot of time and energy in it because they believe that every mother should have her own individual recipes. This attitude is markedly different from the general American market, coming as it does from their country of origin where food was a magnet for gathering, managing, and nurturing multigenerational families.

As Mark Addicks, chief marketing officer for General Mills, told me, “To the general American market, a brand like Hamburger Helper is about convenience and great taste in minutes [and] on a budget. In marketing Hamburger Helper to newly arrived Hispanic-American mothers, we still emphasize the convenience, taste, and value, but position the brand as the first step to dinner where you add your own special ingredients and ideas.” To Hispanic-American mothers, Hamburger Helper is a recipe element, a base on which they can build a meal.

Expanding on insights like this, General Mills created a lifestyle brand for Hispanic Americans called Qué Rica Vida (“What a Rich Life”). “We realized that Hispanic-American women were very similar to the paradigm we saw in the 1940s and 1950s,” Addicks explained. “At that time, millions of women were moving from rural areas to the suburbs and into a world of different types of people, foods, and behaviors.” General Mills’ iconic “spokeswoman” Betty Crocker helped women of an earlier generation adjust to their new lives. Through her cookbooks and recipe-driven television and radio shows, Betty Crocker gave women menu ideas and cooking tips, and she explained social traditions that might be unfamiliar to them.

Similarly, Qué Rica Vida showcases food ideas and lifestyle information designed exclusively for Hispanic Americans through a magazine with a circulation of more than 500,000, as well as through Spanish-language television, digital media, and store displays. It’s as if a bilingual Betty Crocker decided to share recipes, time savers, and health tips with her Hispanic friends. More important, General Mills is celebrating the choice Hispanics made in coming to America, and it is showing them how they are going to have a better and richer life because of that very personal decision to live differently from their parents.

“What it takes to be a successful marketer today goes way beyond empathy,” Addicks says. “You have to understand who your customers are, what they want in life, what makes them happy, what bothers them, what moves them.”

In a sense, marketers may be the canary in the mine shaft for all businesspeople. Whatever our business card reads, we all need to take account of the breathtaking complexity of American society—multicultural and multigenerational, traditional and nontraditional, simultaneously in a state of being and of becoming. Whether recruiting or managing our own employees, or interacting with customers, suppliers, and communities, we need to be sensitive to the needs of sharply different segments within the overall population, addressing them separately when it is appropriate and productive to do so. Even more fundamentally, we need to understand how our individual cultures shape the needs, values, and aspirations that we all share—and how that may be giving birth to an entirely new culture.
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