THE MULTICULTURAL WORKFORCE:

THE ROLE OF EMPLOYERS AS
GATEKEEPERS

* PAUL SPOONLEY

ABSTRACT

Most firms in Auckland are characterised by a structure which has
a broad, largely Polynesian base with a smaller totally white executive
peak. Employers, as the principal gatekeepers controlling access to the

resource of employment,

have contributed to this
the job opportunities available to the Pacific Islander.

imbalance by limiting
In relation to this,

manmagement needs to reassess its attitudes and practices, and the new
Human Rights Commission Act may be a suitable incentive.

INTRODUCTION

The Human Rights Commission Act which
was enacted on the 21 November 1977 has
major implications for employers when it
eventually comes into force. It identifies
certain types of discrimination as being
illegal and provides a procedure whereby
these practices may be altered. In parti-
cular, it extends the definition of racial
discrimination to areas not covered by the
Race Relations Act 1971. Given the import-
ance of the Polynesian! workforce to firms
in areas like South Auckland and Lower
Hutt, it is useful to examine the current
practices of employers to see whether they
contravene the new Act The present study
focusses on the attitudes and behaviour of
Auckland employers towards their Pacific
Islander workforce.!

A number of studies? have shown that
there are inequalities, as measured by tra-
ditional socio-economic indicators, between
the Pakeha and Polynesian populations of
New Zealand. The Polynesian groups can
be described as occupying a position of
relative deprivation in comparison with the
European majority group, due in no small
part to the fact that their access to certain
resources and services is limited and con-

1—Pacific Islander refers to Polynesians from the
, Niueans and Tokelauans The

2—C. Macpherson “‘Polynesians in New Zealand
New Zealand (Auckland: Longman Paul 77
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trolled by factors external to the group
Even the traditional channels of redistribu-
tion in New Zealand, such as the welfare
state and trade union bargaining, have only
been of limited benefit to the Polynesian
In this sense, he can be described as occu-
pying a position of underprivilege

This position of underprivilege Is com-
mon to all migrants who are relatively poo!
and lack the necessary economic and social
abilities deemed essential in an industrial-
ised society. The Maori migrant from a
rural area and the Pacific Island migrants
share these characteristics with other
migrants. But once established in New
Zealand, white immigrant groups, such as
the Irish or Dutch, have achieved integra-
tion in areas like employment fairly rapidly.
They are to be found in all echelons of the
employment hierarchy including skilled
and professional jobs and positions of
authority. In contrast, the Polynesian mig-
rant has tended to remain at the bottom of
the structure in the semi- and unskilled
jobs. The question arises as to what extent
the employers, as a gatekeeper group, are
responsible for this situation?

Gatekeepers are those individuals who
in some way control the distribution of
goods and services, and particularly the

Islan Samoans, Cook Island_Maorl

» groups plus the New Zealand
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allocation of resources such as employ-
ment. The migrant is confronted by a num-
ber of gatekeeper groups when seeking a
job, and each of these groups has the
power to affect his employment opportun-
Ities. The applicant will Initially be con-
fronted by the primary gatekeeper, the
employment officer or a member of an
employment agency. Either of these groups
can be selective about the type of job
they offer to the Pacific Islander, if in fact
they offer a job at all. Once employed, the
Individual is faced Wwith a myriad of secon-
dary gatekeepers, ranging from the leading
hand or shopfloor supervisor to middle and
upper management. Al| these people are
able to affect, in varying degrees and ways,
the employment possibilities  of the
migrant.

If these various gatekeeper groups hold
negative beliefs and attitudes about the
migrant group with whom they are dealing,
and discriminate in accordance with these
beliefs and attitudes, then the opportunities
for integration by the migrant are greatly
- In the New Zealand context, this
would explain why the Polynesian has
failed to disperse through the employment
hierarchy. 1t also suggests that an essential
diff e  bet the ment of
migrant groups is the presence of racial
features, A cycle or sequence of Intergroup
relations s recognisable,

The cycle begins with a migrant who is
unskilled or semiskilled being placed in
employment that suits his Qualifications and
for which there is often no local supply
of labour. In fulfilling this role, the migrant
is clearly not marginal to the economy but
is performing * an Important and in-
dispensable function in the productive pro-
cess."3  White migrant
Zealand oceupy this position for g tran-

the lack of occupational mobility by the
Polynesian meang that he becomes asso-
clated by the employment gatekeeper with

3—A. Godula and S, Castles “Immigrant Wor

kers and the Class Structure, Race, v

certain industries and low status jobs.
Images based on this distribution come to
be the:
2 - predominant mode of identi-
fying individuals in connection with
Socio-economic relationships, praducing
a factor which then tends to be detri-
mental to the mobility chances of
minorities, "4
In this way, racial ascription by employ-
ers takes the place of achievement by the
employee. The group is allocated a specific
role by the gatekeeper, and this invokes
the notion of unsuitability for other roles
While this restriction of occupational mobil-
itv and ascriptive role allocation are not
peculiar to race relations situations,s the
visibility of racial features provides an easy
means of identification for categorisation
and ascription. |t s the argument of this
Paper that this description applies to the
employment situation in New Zealand and
IS one of the factors that has produced
the Inequality between Polynesian and
Pakeha. To Support this contention, the
research examined the beliefs, attitudes
and behaviour of a group of employers
towards their Pacific Islander employees
METHODOLOGY

Fifty-one Aucklandg firms who were known
to employ Polynesians were approached to
see if their management would agree to
being interviewed. In the end, 49 individ-
uals representing 44 firms were interviewad.
Most of the respondents were personne|
mangers although |n the smaller compan-
18s, managers and firms* secrelaries who
were responsible for personnel were also
included in the survey. Of the 44 firms, 7

rest as service companies including two
retail and five wholesale firms, and 10 in
a category of ‘other.’ This latter category
consisted primarily of public Services such
as hospitals and transport. In terms of size,
22 companijes had less than 100 employees,
10 had between 100 and 800, and 12 had
ovar 800 employees. The interviews were
based on ap open-ended

sending matched written applications to
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collar jobs in the
The two applicants
five variables

firms advertising white
Auckland newspapers.
were matched in terms of

only differed on country of primary

ondary schooling, and the ethnic
) of the licant o test was de-
d to see if the employer differentiated

signe f
pbetween ethnic groups in the granting of

interviews to candidates. Seventy-five
were applied for in all, and for 25 of
these, a Niuean (representing Pacific

and a New Zealand born
with equal qualifications

Islander groups)
European plied

another 2 saw the Niuean applying with
higher qualific either in terms of
e ience or ademic qualifications)
than the European 'd as a control group
the final 25 ed for by
equal quali-
GENERAL ATTITUDES TOWARDS
PACIFIC ISLANDER MIGRANTS
The inter ving beg at a general level
in n att | 3s the employer's
attitude towar employment of Pacific
Islanders. It w vered that there was
a commo: ie that the Pacific
Islanders were necessary although un-
art of the our force. Nearly
2% ) of t aspondents stated
€ mployment ¢ acific Islanders
was one of the less at ve alternative
in the labour market 0 er, they a
given n of full employment
wa a th employ
Island labour. Three o interviewed
stated that although t were under
staffed, they preferred to remain that way
rather than increase the proportion of
Pacific nders employed in their com-
panies They cited difficulti associated

with training, language and client relation-
ships as the main reasons for this policy
It is significant that of the 31 respondents
his In firms of less
contrast, the larger

19 were
100 employees. Ir

gory,

companies were much happier about
mploying Pacific Islanders. They particu-
larly commented on the fact t the Pacific
a better employee than the
vere available the same

e of New Zealander who is
likely to walk in off the street and stay
here is generally a low calibre quy

7—W. W. Daniel Racial Discrimination in England (Penguin 1968)

the sort of guy who is fairly
itinerant, his absenteeism is bad, his
work is poor. The Islander, on the
other hand, is generally very good. He
is a much better worker . . . "

But even the majority of these respond-
ents admitted that in the event of having
to dispense with labour, the Pacific
|slander would be the first to go. Clearly,
the nature of the jobs in which they are
located are those most affected by econ-
omic fluctuations.

On the question of the desirability of the
Pacific Islander as an employee, there were
two discernable groups. The larger com-
panies were, on the whole, very willing
to employ Pacific Islanders whereas the
smallar firms showed more reluctance and
often admitted that if there was an alterna-
tive source of labour, then they would
hire fewer Pacific Islanders.

BELIEFS ABOUT THE PACIFIC
ISLANDER

The employer's beliefs and knowledge
of the Pacific Islander are examined in
this section. The characteristics attributed
to the Pacific Islander by the employer
were classified into two categories: per-
sonal and occupational.? Occupational
characteristics refer to the effectiveness (as
seen by the employer) of the employees in
their jobs, while personal characteristics
relate to personality, character or physical
qualities which the respondent may find
attractive or unattractive
(a) Personal

The most dominant comment in this
category was the claim that the Pacific
Islander continued to practise his tradi-
tional lifestyle in New Zealand, and this
seen as detrimental to both the
employer and the community. Thirty-one
(62%) of those interviewed voiced this
belief, and the majority stressed that the
New Zealand Government must ensure that
every Pacific Islander entering New Zea-
land is told that they are expected to
adopt the local lifestyle. To continue a
traditional lifestyle that was culturally dif-
ferent was seen by many of the employers
as an abuse of the privileges granted to
a migrant

Related to this was the alleged problem
of language. Nearly everyone interviewed
saw language as a serious problem in

was
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relation to Pacific Islanders, and the follow-
ing statement Is representative of the
general feeling:

“If only they (Pacific Islanders) spoke
better English, we would have few
problems. If they are going to be
accepted here, then they must be able
to speak better English than they do
now."

Other than these two characteristics,
there was little else that attracted general
comment The only other attributes to
receive mention were the poor hygiene of
the Pacific Islander, which was noted by
24 per cent of the respondents, and a
smaller number (12%) viewed him as de-
ceitful. Most of the comments were in a
negative vein, and this was also true for
the occupational characteristics mentioned
by the employers
(b) Occupational

The employers saw the lack of any
appreciation of quality as one of the prin-
cipal difficulties arising from the employ-
ment of Pacific Islanders. Fifty-five per cent
of the respondents referred to this, and a
further ten per cent agreed with this view
when It was put to them by the Interviewer.
As one employer put it:

“Our major problem is not to turn
the machines faster but to turn out
quality work."

This belief was seen as justification for
excluding Pacific anders from those jobs
that require any understanding of quality
production, and it was freely admitted by
a number of employers that they felt that
Pacific Islanders were best suited to jobs
which required little skill

The other major occupational character-
Istic attributed to the Pacific Islander was
their tendency to introduce conflict into
the work situation. Fifty-three per cent of
the respondents regarded the Pacific
Islander as responsible for the antagonism
between both Pacific Islander and Pakeha,
and Pacific Islander and Maori. It was felt
that the reluctance of the Pacific Islander
to use English and to mix with other ethnic
groups produced ill-feeling. Also, the fact
that particular Pacific Islander groups
tended to muscle into certain departments
to the exclusion of other groups was seen
as detrimental to cordial work relations
One respondent commented

“In the lunchroom, it is noticeable
how quick the minority (the Pakeha)
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moved out because they were over-

whelmed with too many Polynesians

(Pacific Islanders). They talk in their

own language and sit together."

There were, however, some positive
characteristics mentioned. Five (10%) of
the sample observed that they found the
Pacific Islander to be punctual. The Maori
was described as a 'holiday taker' in com-
parison with the Pacific Islanders’ 'business-
like’ manner, and the Tongans were singled
out as having a 100 per cent attendance
record. But generally, comments focused
on the problems presented by the Pacific
Islander employee.

KNOWLEDGE OF PACIFIC
ISLANDER GROUPS

The attitudes and beliefs described
above tend in the main to dwell on nega-
tive features and were often stereotypical
in form, This can be related to the fact
that actual knowledge of Pacific Islanders
amongst the respondents was often mini-
mal. Of the sixty-two per cent who did
speak in predominantly negative terms
about the Pacific Islander, fifty-three per
cent admitted that their knowledge about
the different migrant groups was limited
When asked to differentiate between the
ethnic groups from the Pacific Islands, ten
per cent declined to say anything because
they were simply not aware of the differ-
ences. In these cases, it Is hardly surpris-
ing that opinions were expressed in the
form of stereotypes. Other respondents
were confused (in varying degrees) when
talking about the groups in question. For
instance, Rarotongans and Cook Islanders
were spoken of as though they were sep-
arate groups; some had not heard of
Niueans; others confused Melanesian and
Polynesian groups; and many were not sure
on technicalities such as which Pacific
Islanders were New Zealand citizens

Significantly, nearly all of those who
were vague or had little understanding of
the various Pacific Island groups were
found in the smaller (less than 100
employees) firms. Of the fifty-three per cent
of the respondents whose knowledge of
Pacific Islanders was judged to be non-
existent or minimal, seventeen were from
organisations of less than 100 employees.
and six from firms of less than 800.

In comparison with the above group,
there was another smaller group who were
able to identify and discuss the cultural




and social differences between the Pacific
Islander groups. The respondents who
demonstrated this awareness were nearly
all from the larger companies These firms

clearly had the resources and inclination
to tackle the problems associated with the
employment of Pacific Islanders. This was

apparent in the presence of personnel who
were qualified in some way to deal with
a multi-cultural workforce, and in the
policies adopted by the companies, such
as the use of multilingual notices or the
recognition of cultural practices when
agreeing to time off from work. A number

of these respondents plored the lack of
awareness amongst some of their fellow
amployers of the problems ed by Pacific
Islanders, and they argued that manage-
ment practices must be more in keeping
with the multicultural nature of the work-
force. However, cven with this group’s
ynderstanding, there remains the question
as to whether their actions reflect their

attitudes

DISCRIMINATION

Positive attitudes are meaningless in the
face of behaviour which works to the dis-
advantage of the migrant. It therefore is
important to examine the degree to which
opportunities are available to the migrant
An initial indicator is the degree to which
Pacific Islanders are to be found at all
levels of the company Of the firms
approached in this research, only eight of
the forty-four had Pacific Islanders in
supervisory positions or white collar jobs
At the time of the survey, there were no
Pacific Islanders in middle or senior
management positions. The reasons given
for this situation were varied. One reason
offered was that other people would
object,’ the ‘other people’ being clients
customers and fellow workers. Some of
the companies thought that it was too
risky to put Pacific Islanders in areas where
they had contact with the public

We deliberately do not

Islanders in certain departments be-

cause we suspect public reaction

would not be too favourable

Other companies stated that Pacific
Islanders in authority or management posi-
tions were not part of the company ‘image’
or to promote them would produce conflict
with fellow workers who were Pakeha or
Maori. Forty per cent of the respondents

employ

noted a reluctance by employers to put a
Pacific Islander in charge of Maori or
Pakeha workers. It was mentioned above
that some employers had said that there
was antagonism between these groups,
and they felt that this would be ‘brought
to a head' if a Pacific Islander was placed
in a position of authority

A further reason offered in explanation
of why Pacific Islanders were not given
supervisorv roles was that they were seen
as incapable of handling divergent respon-

bilities. As one respondent stated:

In supervisory roles, the Polynesian
becomes a split personality. He wants
to be accepted by the group much
more so than a European in a similar
position. On the other hand, he must
be loyal to management. And this is
where they fail. The Polynesian reverts
to his group as a normal worker be-
cause he can't handle split loyalties."

Even those large companies that had
expressed sympathy for the situation faced
by the Pacific Islander had to admit that
there were few migrants in supervisory or
white collar positions. Most attributed this
to the fact that there were no suitably
qualified Pacific Islanders, or that they did
not apply when jobs were advertised.

There was, however, a small group of
companies who had made it a policy to
see that Pacific Islanders received special
consideration in terms of training and pro-
motion, Six of the forty-four companies
acted in this way, and the following quota-
tion is one example of this type of
approach

Our policy has been to keep a ratio
of one Polynesian worker to every
three Europeans. We haven't been so
successful in the office staff but with
our tradesmen we have kept this quota,
and in our apprentices, we've been
successful in a ratio of one to five.”

There are opportunities available, at least
in these firms, and this augurs well for the
future of some Pacific Islanders, but for
the majority of channels for vertical
mobility in the workplace appear limited
The employers are reluctant to place the
Pacific Islander in a number of positions,
and this conclusion is supported by the
following exercise designed to test the
opportunities for Pacific Islanders in white
collar employment.
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JOB TEST

The test involved sending matched
applications for a particular job from
applicants of different groups. The respons-
es Indicated the willingness of employers
to treat candidates from various ethnic
groups In a similar fashion. Two aspects
of this test should be noted. Firstly, there is
an important difference between granting
an interview and actually employing a per-
son. This test was concerned only with the
former, Secondly, it was necessary to invent
suitably qualified applicants, and in the
case of the Maori and Pacific Islander,
these applicants may have been atypical
of the migrant group and thus, a possible
source of bias.

The results of the test are given in Tables
1 to 4. The degree of negative discrimina-
tion (that is, one applicant is granted an
interview while the other is not) against
the Niuean when both applicants had the
same quallfications and experience amount-
ed to nearly one-third (82%) of the appli-
cations in Table 1. However, in Table 2
where the Niuean had higher qualifications
than his European co-applicant, the
Nluean was still discriminated against in
24 per cent of the applications. For pur-
poses of a comparison, a Maori applicant
was paired with a Pakeha (Table 3), and
here the Maori met negative discrimination
In 20 per cent of his applications, The
significant point here is that the Maori
suffered less discrimination than the
Niuean, even when the latter had better
qualifications than his Pakeha counterpart
It was noted above that the employer com-
mented on Maori absenteeism, and yet
even In the light of such criticisms, it
appears that the Maori is preferable to the
Pacific Islander as an employee for white
collar jobs.

RESULTS OF THE MATCHED
APPLICATIONS

TABLE 1
Same Qualifications - Niuean/Pakeha
No. %
Both applicants invited for an
interview 12 48
Both refused interviews 3 12
Both recelved no reply 2 8
(i) No discrimination 17 68

Pak. interview, Niuean noreply 2 g
Pak. interview, Niuean refused 6 24
(1) Discrimination against migrant 8 32
Niuean interview, Pakeha
refused 0 o

68

marizes all
cations were equal,
success rate of 48
80 per cent,

the Niuean had

Niuean  Pakeha
% %
Table 1 48 80
Table 2 52 64
Maori Pakeha
% %
Table 3 60 68

(il) Discrimination in favour of
migrant 0 0
TOTAL 25 100

TABLE 2

Higher Qualifications - Niuean/Pakeha
Both applicants invited for an
Interview 10 40
Both refused 5 20
Both received no reply 1 4

() No discrimination 16 64
Pak. interview, Niuean no reply 1 4
Pak. interview, Niuean refused 5 20

(i) Discrimination against Niuean 6 24
Niuean interview, Pak. refused 3 12
Niuean Interview, Pak noreply 0 o

(ili) Discrimination in favour of
migrant 3 12
TOTAL 25 100

TABLE 3

Same Qualifications - Maori/Pakeha
Both applicants invited for an
interview 13 52
Both refused 3 12
Both received no reply 1 4

(1) No discrimination 17 68
Pak. interview, Maori no reply 2 8
Pak. interview, Maori refused 3 1

(i) Discrimination against Maori 5 20
Maori interview, Pak. refused 2 g
Maori interview, Pak no reply 0 1]

(itl) Discrimination in favour of
Maori 2

This is apparent in Table 4 which sum-

the test results When qualifi-

a

per cent and the Pakeha
a difference of 32 per cent
Under similar conditions, the Maori had
success rate of 60 per cent to the P.
68 per cent,
When the Niuean was bet
the Pakeha, his success rate rose only
minimally from 48 per cent
and although in comparison, the Pakeha
rate declined from 80 per cen
cent, he was still more successf
cent of the applications

TABLE 4
Percentage Successful in their
Applications

a

akeha's
a difference of 8 per cent
ter qualified than

to 52 per cent

t to 64 per
ul in 12 per




i Affai and the technical institutes,

The resulls upport t

white collar job opportuni F name two organisations, have provided
Niuean in particular, and the Pacific Island variety of courses that help the migrant
er in general, are limited in mparison jjust to his new surroundings. And
both Pakeha and ri. There i { course ers, such e Institute of Management
the possibility that additional discrimination the Voca 1l Training Council, have
may be experienced in the | rvi 5 prominent in promoting discussion or
ation further cutting the avenue pen 1 156 v on the Polynesian in the work-
the Pacific Islander re But there is still a lot to be done
articularly the employers themselves
CONCLUSIONS
Employers pay a centr role in the f . nce, the pre hows
jression of a m A up: I A ition t many employers w £assess
of underprivilege t Jrou ¥ nte spproach ar such
JIANG, Jiue TS he host 1 ruitr and promotion so
society. From the evidence presented here, th better able to utilize the
iiis clear tht iy d e inhibit Pac worker, and use it
X 4 fic pears that, at present, they itravene
t F the new Human Rights Commission Act
)| ne the ¢ | or The identif t of discrimina-
he pe tion ) t d ers to the
on the pecific denial or c to
not nefits. ‘Indirect discriminati crib
alit b K ed a jiscrimin n by subt ge' (Sec
¥ roble ! n 27) and cov ction which has the
) o B - effect of giving preferential treatment
me f er Nae thouaqt t d 1 r ar to vene
i .” E of the specific cultural back the Act. And finally, Section 28 and 29
At el i % AR ds allow for and encourage positive discrimin-
‘:“" ““ i il s “"' pele “ ‘J ’ n which r to any programme or
3 3 2 m of a tance ich seeks to achieve
4 g oA P ORI i € ity betwe u ups. Obviously
1k eive ; : 2 =
her Jdie The end y bt " ) ven :[‘w \‘I,‘
o i know 2 i
P S i s i g i e A rac
! - eemingly based on obje
cular r n the
i agtior tark i b hic have the sot of
apparent | within the
gru tr
tr tuation nging jiscri uninte
! es that a number of their en, are the reasonable steps available to
es and practic re not suitable for employer?
ilti-cultural workfor . o o
gir ] itize 1 bot i nt er
tho n au ity an tr U t t ire th n {u or
t fficulties f by th y . B term { iob
jan f the u tior hieve nt All ¢ oy must
4 Itie € f m v on thi
t ay F been | 5 ) iy A ecificall
! ie The D artment of t th | n ‘,;,




the discriminatory act is committed by an
employee without the employer's knowledge
or approval. Even if racial considerations
are minimized, however, it is clear that
some groups are still unfairly treated be-
cause they are restricted or hampered by
their ethnic background and upbringing
and this may require the employer to accept
responsibility to remedy these handicaps
For example, language training should be
an essential part of job training for those
who are deficient In this area. After all,
such a deficiency is an artificial restraint
on job mobility because it can be elimin-
ated or minimized. And the effort required
by the company can just as easily be
justified in terms of economic self-interest
as for ethical or legal reasons. Another
major strategy must be an atiempt to raise
the consciousness of both management and
worker of the cultural values and behaviour
of the appropriate ethnic groups in order
to negate the stereotypes and prejudice
which are often the basis for discriminatory
acts. There Is clearly a lot of ignorance
about Pacific Islander traditions, and ways

of coping with racial and ethnic problems
in the factory. There is room here for
management training and there are agen-
cies, some of which are mentioned above,
which are in existence to help In this field.
There are a number of other strategles that
could also be used by companies. These
might include written job specifications and
the wider publicizing of vacancies; the
recording of ethnic origin so that it is
possible to monitor the work performance
and relative position of members of each
ethnic group as this information is an
essential pre-requi for the introduction
of equal opportunities; and the recognition
of different cultural behavioural patterns in
the organisation of the firm so that (to cite
one example) it becomes possible to antici-
pate and plan for absences arising from
ethnic group activity. And fundamentally,
there must be an acceptance by everyone
of multiculturalism as such, in place of the
expectation that all groups must conform
to a monocultural system either in the
workplace or in society as a whole. (O]
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