Network groups for black and Hispanic employees had been
an unqualified success. Now a Christian group was forming -
and Bill Thompson didn’t know what to think about it.

by Ray Friedman TLL THOMPSON, a general manager at GenCorp, lis-
tened again to the voice-mail message Alice Lawrence
had just left him.

“Bill, something’s come up in the New Orleans plant
that I want your input on. Some of the folks down here
arc setting up a Christian network group. Is that...?” Alice
paused; she sounded unsurc of what to say next. “I don't
even know if company policy allows that. But I have to
say it’s got me nervous. Call me when you can, okay?”

One of the company’s most experienced accountants,
Alice had been temporarily assigned to the newly ac-
quired Louisiana plant to bring its accounting system in
line with GenCorp’s. Bill was overseeing the acquisition
and integration of plants in Georgia and Louisiana, and
was temporarily based in Atlanta, setting up a regional
headquarters there.

Alice was hard to ruffle, but she sounded really upset.
Normally, Bill would have done his homework before re-
turning a call like this. He would have tried to figure out
what a Christian network group was, and what the com-
pany’s policy on such a thing might be. But he didn’t
want to leave his longtime colleague hanging, so he
picked up the phone and dialed.

“So Alice, this is news to me. What’s going on?”

“ All T really know is that a group is being formed,” she
said. “And of course I know that the company —and you
especially — have strongly supported network groups in

Ray Friedman is a professor of management at Vanderbilt University’s
Owen Graduate School of Management in Nashville, Tennessee.

To discuss this case, join HBR authors and readers in the HBR Forum
at hiip://www.kbr.org/forum.
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the past, but this one concerns me.
Russell Kramer appears to be one of
the organizers.”

Bill knew that Russell was an ef-
fective plant manager. “Why’s Rus-
sell a problem?” he asked Alice.

“I'm afraid [ have to back up a cou-
ple of years,” Alice replied. She ex-
plained that several gay employees
had approached her- knowing that
she was openly gay-and shown her
a letter Russell had written two
years earlier, before GenCorp had
acquired the plant. The letter,
which had gone out to everyone
in the plant, talked about how
sinful homosexuality was, based
on quotes from the Bible. Alice
read a passage from the letter:
“Listen to this, Bill- "We should
treat homosexuals, like all living
creatures, with compassion. But the
homosexual lifestyle is an abomina-
tion.”” Apparently, other managers
at the plant were not startled by the
letter, but gay employees were angry
and frustrated. They said nothing,
however, not wanting to reveal that
they were gay.

“T know that happened a long time
ago-beforc GenCorp was in the pic-
ture —but it does show that folks like
me have a hard row to hoe already,”
Alice added. “They don’t need a full-
blown group opposed to them. You've
got to find a way to stop it, Bill.”

“But Alice, you're assuming this
group has a particular agenda. You
don’t know that, do you?” Bill asked.

Alice admitted that she didn’t. Bill
pointed out that they could be mcet-
ing simply to pray together or to pro-
vide community service. Still, he
acknowledged that he, too, felt un-
casy about the situation. “I hear your
concerns, Alice, but let’s not jump to
conclusions,” he said. “I'll get back
to you as soon as I can-and keep me
informed in the meantime.”

GenCorp and Network
Groups

Bill had been with GenCorp for more
than three decades. He had scen it
grow from a large, regional paper-
goods company to a national one.
Like most senior managers at the
company, Bill was proud that Gen-
Corp had a good record of recruiting
minorities and supporting their ca-
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reers. Indeed, Black Enterprise Mag-
azine listed GenCorp as one of the
20 best places for blacks to work.
That success was due in part to the
creation of self-organized social sup-
port groups for minority employees,
called “network” groups.

Network groups emerged at Gen-
Corp in the late 1970s, when African-
Americans were first being hired for
sales and management jobs. Many

“But Alice, you re assuming
this group hasa p ticular
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felt isolated. White colleagues always
seemed to have more information
than they did, they felt, and many
weren’t surc how they could move
up the ladder. In response to these
problems, several African-American
engineers and salespeople started
meeting at night to talk about work
and ways to enhance their careers.

The group turned out to be a very
positive experience for black em-
ployees, who developed better net-
works, found mentors, and gained
peer support. As time went on, the
group sponsorcd programs on sales
techniques and new technologics, as
well as personal financial planning
seminars that drew many white par-
ticipants. Initially, the company was
wary, but soon it became clear that
the network group helped the com-
pany retain top talent, meet its EEQ
goals, and gain favorable publicity.

GenCorp hadn’t placed a lot of
restrictions on the network groups.
They were welcome as long as they
met after hours and were open to all
employeces. They were allowed to
use the company’s copy machincs,
e-mail, and conference rooms. Over
the years, Asian, Native-American,
and Hispanic groups had formed-and
most recently, groups made up of gay
and lesbian employees.

Searching for Advice

After hanging up the phone, Bill
walked down the hall to Cliff Brook’s
office. Cliff was director of logistics

for the South. He’d been extremely
helpful to Bill over the past five
months, and Bill had come to trust
his judgment. Indeed, after the tran-
sition period, Cliff was slated to run
the regional office. Cliff had grown
up in a small town outside of Indi-
anapolis but had spent most of his
working life in Georgia and Louisi-
ana, including several years at the
New Orleans plant.

Bill cxplained the situation to
Cliff, who didn’t sce what the
problem was. “Russell is a great
guy, and he’s one of the best plant
managers we have. That letter
didn’t show great judgment, but
the fact is, that’s what a lot of
churches teach about homosex-
uality. Besides, Russell doesn'’t
have a hating bone in his body.

He was honestly concerned about
his fellow employees’ well-being.

“The gay thing is just a red her-
ring. Alice Lawrence is blowing
something that happened two years
ago way out of proportion. I think a
Christian network group is a great
idea. I'm sure they’d do community
service work, which would be great
for the company.”

Bill felt even more confused after
his talk with Cliff. The next day he
asked Mike Turall, the head of HR
for the new region, to stop by his of-
fice. He asked Mike how he thought
the company should respond to the
idea of a Christian network group.

Standing in Bill’s doorway, Mike
rocked back and forth on his heels as
he contemplated the question. “The
purpose of the groups is to help mi-
norities feel less isolated, right?” he
said. “Yet Christians are certainly
not minorities in the company. As a
matter of fact, non-Christians have
a problem sometimes. One Jewish
employee from New York told me
he feels strange knowing that most
members of his team meet for a
Bible study group once a week-and
they seem to be close friends as a re-
sult. It’s even stranger for Christians
who don’t want to participate in that
kind of thing. Imagine how they fecl
when their boss asks them to partici-
pate. It’s hard to say no to your boss.”

Mikc wondered out loud: Since a
Christian network group could not,
by definition, be trying to overcome
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social isolation, what was it trying
to accomplish? Would it become a
vehicle for proselytizing?

From a policy perspective, though,
he didn’t see much choice. “The
company’s policy is to allow network
groups to form wherever employees
want them. We got out of the busi-
ness of deciding which groups to ac-
cept and reject a long time ago. To
tell you the truth, we never antici-
pated something like this.”

“So should we change our poli-
cies, Mike?”

“Perhaps,” Mike responded, “but
I'm not sure how to write a policy
that would preclude religious groups
but protect the others. And at this
point, wouldn’t it be obvious what
we were doing? I think we had better
talk with corporate HR to see what
they think.”

Bill wondered if they could find a
way for all network groups to coex-
ist peacefully. “What if we were to
have a policy that network groups
couldn’t cngage in proselytizing or
any activity that’s disrespectful to
other employees?”

Mike scratched his head. “That
sounds good, but how would you en-
force that policy? I'm certainly not
going to attend every meeting. And
besides, someone like Alice is going
to feel uncomfortable just knowing

have no business within GenCorp,
and neither do Jewish or Muslim or
Buddhist groups. Religion is a pri-
vate matter.” Nonetheless, she cau-
tioned, the company should respond
slowly and carefully.

“Remember when the first black
group formed? We got way ahead of
ourselves worrying about it. I guess
we assumed its members had a mili-
tant agenda before we even knew
what they were trying to do. That
got us into more trouble
than anything else. We
don’t want to overreact.”
Bill agreed with Becky’s
last remark but pointed
out that in the South, reli-
gion was not at all private.
“People talk about church,
prayer, God, and Jesus all
the time. There is no way
to keep religion private
down here.”

After Bill hung up the phone, he
knew that he had to talk directly
with Russell Kramer. He called
Russell at home that night, saying
that he had heard about the Chris-
tian group. He also mentioncd Rus-
sell’s letter from several years ago.
“T don’t want to bring up old busi-
ness, but employees at the plant
still have copies of that letter, and
they’re forming ideas about what

the Christian group’s
agenda would be on the

113 ' )
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ago. zﬁw never antici pa ted

something like this.”

that a conservative Christian group
got any endorsement at all from the
company. And frankly, I bet Russell
feels the same way about the gay and
lesbian group.”

Once again, Bill came away from
the meeting with more questions
than answers. Next he called Becky
O’Connor, his boss in Connecticut.
Becky immediately expressed her
concern about religion in the work-
place. “The office is not the place to
practice religion. Christian groups
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“Bill, you and Mike Tu-
rall are the ones who told
us that network groups
were such a great part of
GenCorp’s culture. How

can it be a bad thing for people who
share a religious point of view to
gather together?” Russell admitted
that he had strong beliefs about ho-
mosexuality but said that was not
in any way the focus of the group.
“The group is there to let us share
our spiritual lives and learn from
one another.”

Bill thanked Russell and quickly
got off the phone. He found, on re-
flection, that he still wasn’t sure

! where he stood on the matter. He

was uncomfortable about having
religious activities endorsed by the
company, but if all the Christian
group wanted to do was have after-
hours prayers, would that be a prob-
lem? He also wondered whether
he’d feel more comfortable with the
group if it were organized by people
from nonevangelical denominations,
like his own.

To make matters even more com-
plicated, Mike Turall stopped by the

“How can it be a bad thing for
people who share a religious
viewpoint to gather together?
The group is there to let us
share our spiritual lives.”

next morning to report that one em-
ployee had telephoned to ask him
whether people were entitled to
“Christian rights” in the workplace.
Apparently, this idea was being dis-
cussed widely on radio talk shows,
and several books on the topic had
recently been published. The em-
ployee who had called was not part
of the network group, but Mike won-
dered what legal challenges might
be raised if GenCorp prohibited a
Christian network group.

Bill wondered what to do next. It

was true that network groups had
enhanced the company’s relation-
ship with minority employees. But
his intuition told him that the Chris-
tian group was different in important
ways. Was he overreacting? Should
the company accept Christian net-
work groups or try to stop them?
And from a practical perspective,
how could he block them without
undermining the company’s existing
network groups?
HBR’s cases present common man-
agerial dilemmas and offer concrete
solutions from experts. As written,
they are hypothetical, and the
names used are fictitious. We invite
you to write to Case Suggestions,
Harvard Business Review, 6o Har-
vard Way, Boston, MA 02163, and
describe the issues you would Iike
to see addressed.
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LAURA NASH
is the director of the Institute for
Values-Centered Leadership at Har-
vard Divinity School in Cambridge,
Massachusetts.

Ten years ago, no one would have
predicted the explosion of spiritual
interests among the supposedly sec-
ular business community. But in to-
day’s corporate America, the forma-
tion of Christian network groups is
one of many ways businesspeople
are trying to regain a sense of bal-
ance and dircction in their lives.

Are we surprised? Popular em-
ployee-development programs -
from Steven Covey’s secular spiritu-
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ality to Peter Senge’s holistic learn-
ing - established a beachhead for a
new corporate mind-set. Expressing
the typically American fascination
with the exotic, a wide variety of
programs followed: African man-
hood rituals, Native-American fire
walking, Buddhist meditation tech-
niques, transcendental visualiza-
tions. Despite the secular, therapeu-
tic packaging, those practices pushed
the envelope on religious tolerance.
It was only a matter of time before
more mainstream faiths demanded
airtime.

As a result of this religious
reemergence, old fears of an intoler-
ant religious establishment have
resurfaced. People have begun to
worry that any religious congrega-
tion of workers will lead to undesir-
able outcomes such as intolerance of
differences and subtle pressures to
conform. Those concerns are valid.
One need only remember the com-
pany housing projects that required
Christian pictures on the walls, or
the formal exclusion of Jews and
African-Americans from many a cor-
porate-sponsored country club event.

But the fear of all public expres-
sion of religion is itself a disturb-
ing sign of intolerance. Our society
seems more comfortable with pub-
lic displays of scxual preference than
of religious devotion. As the case
notes, networks based on race, gen-
der, and scxual preference are fully
encouraged in most progressive cor-
porations and schools. Religious
networks are not. Categorical intol-
erance only begets intolerance.
Knee-jerk intolerance of religious
networks could invite an attack on

Copyright © 1999. All rights reserved.

gender and minority affiliations
without ever addressing the underly-
ing problems inherent in all exclu-
sive networks.

Can corporations promote toler-
ance and diversity and still support
religious affiliations? The United
States is a particularly religious and
religiously diverse culture. Employ-
ees who hold strong religious con-
victions can help companies uphold
cthical standards and otherwise sup-
port the higher purposes that legiti-
mate capitalism. Rather than sup-
press religion, companies should
create conditions that will help peo-
ple express religious convictions
productively in their work lives.
Several guidelines for all network
groups can help companies like Gen-
Corp achieve a balance between sup-
porting employees’ individual spiri-
tual lives and protecting core values
such as tolerance and inclusiveness.

Gather more information about
why the group is forming. Some rcli-
gious networks are formed as a mili-
tant cultural counteroffensive. But
that’s no reason to assume that every
religious group is militant. Get the
facts: Is the group trying to create a
visible symbol of power and entitle-
ment, one that might seem threaten-
ing to other groups? Or are its pur-
poses benign, privately directed, and,
in fact, likely to benefit the organiza-
tion? These questions of intent must
be answered not only by the organi-
zation but also by potential mem-
bers of the group.

Consider whether the group’s in-
tent could contradict its own values
and the corporation’s social contract.
In many cases, the use of an affil-
iation to gain an unfair advantage
begins as an unintended conse-
quence that is later pursued with
abandon. Take the executive who
quietly adopted the practice of wear-
ing a bracelet with the letters WWJD
{(What would Jesus do?). She did it to
remind herself of her faith. But when
she discovered that the bracelet
earned her special treatment from
like-minded employees at airline
counters and elsewhere, she began
ostentatiously waving her arm when-
ever she got in a bind.

Ask if the network is promoting or

i silencing honest expression. Does
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VTHE CASE CF THE RELIGICUS NETWORK GROUP

the religious group seem to think it
has ali the answers and none of the
questions? One executive told me he
had been openly critical in his prayer
group of a business partner who be-
haved dishonorably. The entire group
then berated the cxecutive for feel-
ing competitive and unloving to-
ward the business partner. He never
shared his feelings again, and at
church and in his prayer group he
made sure he put on a “good face” re-
gardless of the circumstances. If a
group is suppressing truthfulness, it
has no place in the corporation.

Pay attention to appearances.
When religion is practiced in public,
group members need to recognize
that their actions may be viewed
with suspicion. To ignore outsiders’
suspicions is to cnecourage even
greater hostility. Take the high
school group that formed a prayer
circle every day in the middle of the
halls, with their backs to the rest of
the students. Their posture signaled
a very visible exclusion of others.
The circle seemed unintentionally
to have touched off a shooting spree
by a disturbed student who had long
resented being left out of social
groups in general. Although it's true
that most employees won't express
hostility so destructively, this exam-
ple shows that exclusive behavior
can be corrosive over time.

Consider opportunities for forging
new connections inside the corpora-
tion. One of the best ways to counter
potential misunderstandings and
suspicions is to deliberately create
new links within the company. Why
couldn’t the religious network group
and the African-American network
group sponsor meetings on common
problems, such as work-family con-
cerns or ethical questions in the
workplace? At BankBoston, for ex-
ample, the Gay and Lesbian Re-
source group combined its giving
with the African-American group
and the Parents’ Resource to help a
youth program and a local AIDS pre-
vention group. Working together to
identify mutual charitable intcrests
is a great way to establish common-
ality among diverse groups. The key
to tolerance in the workplace is
communication, shared values, and
shared activity.

The recovery of religion in our
public life could lead to a new vision
of what it means for pcople to be pro-
foundly engaged with their work.
Achieving new levels of commit-
ment is increasingly important in a
global economy. But the religious
presence must be rooted in tolerance
and self-critiquing humility. The
corporation must walk a fine line-
allowing an outlet for religious ex-
pression while not permitting reli-
gious groups to create or perpetuate
intelerance.

MAUREEN A, SCULLY
is a professor of management at
Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy’s Sioan School of Management
in Cambridge.

To understand Bill Thompson's
dilemma, we need to think about
the nature and purpose of network
groups. The first groups to come
onto corporate radar comprised peo-
ple who have been historically un-
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derrepresented: African-Americans
and women. Other racial and ethnic
groups followed their lead. Most
recently, and most provocatively,
GLBT - gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender ~networks have formed.
Christians are now contending that
if all those people have a case for
a group, so do they.

The past and ongoing purpose of
network groups is to help their
members contribute their full tal-
ents to an organization. They help
individuals turn away from sclf-
doubt and toward collective engage-
ment. They let employees see the
patterns in their experiences. When
stories are told at group meetings, a
recurring refrain is, “That happens
to you, too? So it isn’t just me.” And
when the patterns are recognized,
positive results can follow. A woman
reflecting on why her comments are
not heard in meetings might stop
thinking, “I should take an assertive-
ness course” and realize instead that
“we need a better way to run meet-
ings here.” Network groups can gen-
erate changes that redound to the
benefit of all cmployees, such as job-
posting systems, on-site child care,
and more inclusive health benefits.
They can also help the organization
learn from employees’ differences.

So network groups make sense
when they exist to remove obstacles
to performance. Do Christians face
such obstacles? In the Northeast,
where religious conviction is often
suspect, the answer might be yes.
Subtle insults along these lines
might be a problem: “As scon as I
mention attending church on Sun-
day, my colleagues scem to snicker
and ask how I can be a hardheaded
economist with such superstitious
beliefs.” Christian groups might un-
cover — and help eliminate ~ com-
ments that make it difficult for peo-
ple to concentrate and do their work.
They might also, for example, make
it possible for employees of all reli-
gions to turn down business trips
during their religious holidays. And
that outcome, which would likely
boost morale, would benefit the
company as a whole.

But a Christian minority is less
likely in the South, where the as-
sumption is that most people are
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THE CASE OF THE RELIGIOUS NETWORK GROUP

churchgoers. In those circum-
stances, the employees who should
be forming a network group are
those who cannot answer “Which
church do you belong to?” with
“Well, none” without feeling that
their opportunities at work are in
jeopardy.

And that’s why any blanket rule
either allowing or not allowing net-
work groups is not a good idea. In
trying to come up with such a rule,
we are left without an answer to the
common retort, “Why can’t whites
or men form groups?” When man-
agers think about adhering strictly
to the letter of the law, any identity
group seems to have a basis for exis-
tence. But when they consider the
spirit of a diversity policy, they arc
forced to answer thorny questions
about why some groups are different
from others, even if they lock alike.

Although the proposed Christian
group in this case does not meet the

|

criteria for a netwoerk group, that
doesn’t mean that the Christians
shouldn’t organize. The key issue is
whether they want to meet to pray
and to study the Bible as a shared
interest or to discuss workplace in-
equalitics as part of a shared com-
mitment to valuing diversity. If the
real point of the group is to share
a common interest rather than to
overcome discrimination, the status
of the Christian group should be on
the level of other shared-interest
groups, including community vol-
unteers and the softball team. Thosc
groups — more informal than net-
work groups - connect people from
all parts of the organization and
make the workplace much more en-
joyable. And they do so in an inclu-
sive manner and with relatively lit-
tle risk of raising controversy. That
looks like a better fit for the Chris-
tian group that is being proposed at
GenCorp.

GREGORY POOLE, JR.
is the retired chairman and CEO of
Gregory Poole Equipment Company,
a dealer for construction and materi-
als-handling equipment, in Raleigh,
North Carolina.

GenCorp acquired the New Orleans
plant for strategic reasons, and man-
agement needs to understand the
work ethic and culture of the people
who work there before integrating
them into the company. The onus is
on the acquiring company’s man-
agers to be sensitive to customs long
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honored and permitted in this south-
ern town, That’s the only way the
organization can maintain people’s
commitment and ensure a smooth
transition.

When our manufacturer opened
a plant in eastern North Carolina, it
requested the assistance of a local
company to help managers under-
stand what makes people down here
tick. They found differences in the
way people treat one another and in
how they expect to be treated. To
come south and try to impose Ili-
nois culture on North Carolina peo-
ple would have been a big mistake.

When U.S. managers and their
families accept assignments in for-
eign countries, they quickly learn to
adjust to the way things are done in

their new environment. You do it
out of respect if you're smart; other-
wise, you won't be accepted and you
won't succeed. There are similar is-
sues when a northern company ac-
quires a southern company.

Clearly, GenCorp needs to develop
a policy on all special-interest
groups. It would be a mistake to iso-
fate one group and treat it differently
from others. One of the key ques-
tions then becomes, What are the
pros and cons of permitting groups —
whether they’re made up of African-
Americans, ethnic groups, Chris-
tians, or women - to meet and use
the company’s facilities?

To answer that question, I'd do
two things: First, I'd figure out who
knows the most about these special-
interest groups in the newly ac-
quired company. I’d ask them to re-
late their experiences with such
groups. When have we succeeded?
When have we run inte problems?
What can we project will be the ben-
efits and risks that come from such
groups?

Second, I'd want to hear from the
people who would be most affected
by the policy. To get everything out
into the open, I'd organize focus
groups in the plants. The policies
will be a lot easicr to implement if
people feel they’ve had their input.
Management will be much less likely
to run into protests from employces —
or even litigation— if the process is
open and fair,

At our company - a family-run
business with about 500 cmployees —
issues around diversity, if they arise
at all, seem to get resolved without
dispute. We had a security guard
here who was an evangelical, Bible-
carrying, very committed Christian.
If you visited him in the guard gate,
his Bible was there. But he knew he
wasn’t there to preach. He brought
his religious orientation to the work-
place in the most effective way possi-
ble. He lived his faith and commit-
ment by example.

My life and the lives of others
have been enriched by attending vol-
untary Christian fellowship meet-
ings on company property. We've ad-
dressed the challenges of living a
Christian life and prayed for personal
guidance and a decpening faith. My
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experience has taught me that Chris-

GenCorp would face several chal-

tian groups, when abiding by the ‘ lenges if it decided to sponsor the

same guidelines for other special-
interest groups, provide spiritual en-
couragement and a deeper faith —and
can benefit the company as a result.

GenCorp should not
adopt a specific policy
on religion-based
network groups. It should,
however, have very
clear reguirements for
alt network groups.

L

JACQUELYN GATES
is the vice president of the Office of
Ethics, Compliance, and Diversity
at Bell Atlantic in New York City.

If GenCorp’s predominant employee
population is Christian, the compa-
ny’s sponsorship of a Christian net-
work group is likely to be perceived
as ominous by its non-Christian em-
ployees. To avoid the appearance of
bias, GenCorp would have to spon-
sor other religiously based network
groups. Failure to do so would leave
the company exposed to lawsuits
based on claims of a hostile work en-
vironment or religious discrimina-
tion. And how would the company
decide which religious groups to
sponsor? Would it exclude white su-
premacists or Satanists or other such
extremists?
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Christian group. First, it would have
to prevent the group from spreading
ideology that might disrupt the
work routine, constitute religious
harassment, or create a hostile work
environment for employees who do
not share the same beliefs. As a re-
sult, it would have to devote an in-
ordinate amount of time to moni-
toring materials generated by the
group. It would also have to ensure
that managers who belonged to the
group did not favor Christians when
hiring or promoting pecople. The
company would have to go out of its
way to emphasize that participation
was voluntary and not a require-
ment for success. Accordingly, it
would have to monitor whether
Christians were being dispropor-
tionately promoted, and it would
have to track all employees who
identified themselves as being of a
particular faith.

GenCorp has determined that net-
work groups can be a positive force
for its employees and for the com-
pany as a whole. It should continue
to capitalize on the strength of net-
work groups while redefining their
role. The groups’ missions, goals,
and activities must adhere to Gen-
Corp’s policy of valuing diversity.

GenCorp, then, should not adopt
a specific policy on religion-based
network groups. It should, however,
have very clear requirements for all
network groups. Group membership
must, for instance, be more inclu-
sive than exclusive. Groups must
also be required to provide support
for members, to sponsor programs
and activities that can benefit all em-
ployees, and to assist the company in
meeting its goals. In addition, Gen-
Corp should develop written guide-
lines for all employees that state the
company’s core business values (such
as integrity and respect) and stan-
dards of conduct (such as account-
ability} with customers and within
the work environment. These guide-
lines, coupled with an enhanced net-
work-group policy, would help rein-
force individual responsibility and
would foster a workplace environ-
ment that values differences among
employees.

THE CASE OF THE RELIGICUS NETWORK GROUP?

Employees should not
be asked to check their
beliefs at the plant or
office door, but religion
cannot be allowed to
become a distraction or
a problem on the iohb.

KIM I. MILLS
is the education director at the Hu-
man Rights Campaign, a national
gay and lesbian political organiza-
tion in Washington, D.C.

GenCorp should adopt a policy that
would officially sanction employee
network groups only if they help
serve the company’s mission. With
that stipulation, it is unlikely that
this religious group would clear the
necessary hurdles for recognition.

That’s because Bill Thompson’s
intuition sounds correct: the Chris-
tian group would in all likelihood be
fundamentally different from other
groups. GenCorp’s black cmployee
group, for example, helps its mem-
bers network, find mentors, and gain
peer support. It also helps the com-
pany achieve its aims to retain tal-
ent, meet EEQ goals, and earn favor-
able publicity. The Christian group,
on the other hand, sounds like it
might be more about personal cama-
raderie — an opportunity for people
with the same religious beliefs to
identify one another, study the
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THE CASE OF THE RELIGIOQUS NETWORK GROUP

Bible, and pray together. There don't
appear to be any specific company
goals that would be met, even if
potential members feel the group
would have a positive effect on their
productivity or general well-being,.
As for “Christian rights” on the
job, those rights should end as soon
as a religious worker begins to create
a hostile workplace. In many offices
and plants, for example, evangelical
Christian workers are allowed to
ask coworkers if they have accepted
Jesus as their personal savior, but as
soon as a coworker says, “Idon't feel
| comfortable discussing this topic
with you,” the religious worker
must stop.

That does not mean that the
Christian group could not or should
not exist informally, with a lesser
degree of company support. Consider
how Hewlett-Packard handles this
situation. A number of informal
Christian groups exist at HP, accord-

1 ing to Kim Harris, program manager
i for corporate workforce diversity.
“They are not officially approved,
and we don’t even know how many
there are,” he says. Members meet to

pray and study the Bible but only on
their own time. They can use office
space if it’s available, but they usu-
ally cannot reserve it. They may use
¢-mail distribution lists but not com-
pany bulletin boards or newsletters
to advertise their existence or their
meetings.

By contrast, formally recognized
employee groups at HP receive com-
pany funding, staff support from the
human resources department, and
other assistance. In turn, they must
attempt to meet the company’s goals,
including employee retention and
foyalty, development of business
skills, awareness of diversity issues,
and good citizenship through com-
munity involvement.

Besides the fact that a religious
group is unlikely to focus on mecct-
ing company goals, there are other
reasons to question the wisdom of
sanctioning the group at GenCorp.
Gay and leshian employees at the
plant have good reason to be nervous

and no matter how well-meaning,
his “love the sinner, hate the sin”
rhetoric is patronizing and inappro-
priate in the workplace. Moreover,
he’s the plant manager. As Bill scems
to recognize, when a key manage-
ment fgure is the driving force be-
hind a religious group, employees
could feel compelled to join or to
keep quiet about their objections.
Employers do have a responsibility
to accommodate their employces’
religious practices within reason.
That might translate, for example,
into paid time off for employees ob-
serving religious holidays. Some
workplaces have designated spaces
for meditation and silent prayer.
Many workers are religious people,
and spirituality is often a central
part of their lives. The ultimate goal
at the workplace is respect and tol-
cration. Emplovees should not be
asked to check their beliefs at the
plant or office door, but religion can-
not be allowed to become a distrac-

about a network organized in part by tion or a problem on the job. v/
Russell Kramer, His letter of two o
years ago made clear how he usesthe  Reprint 99405

Bible to justify antigay attitudes— | Toorder reprints, sec the last page of this issue.

“Peterson, could vou send in a Iife preserver!”
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