 CONNECTING WITH CUSTOMERS
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According to 1990 census
data, 14% of the U.S.
population speak a language
other than English at Home.?
Services and products are
being tailored to their needs.

obal community

The U.S. has become one of the world’s most multi-

cultural societies. According to the Hudson Institute’s

landmark Workforce 2000 report, by the year
2000 roughly 85 percent of new entrants into
the nation’s workforce will be women,

immigrants and persons of color.’

This shift in the labor market
reflects a general change in national
demographics. One in every four
Adnericans-i5-—Asian, -Black=—or
Hispanic, and the percentage is
increasing. This means that customers
will be as diverse, if not more, than
the employees who serve them.

How does this influence business?
Ask Larry Vines, general manager for
a Sears store in a mostly Hispanic
section of Los Angeles, and he’ll tell
you how diversity can impact the
bottom line. The store, opened in
1927, was on the verge of closing
because of dismal sales. Mr. Vines
realized that the store’s products were
not satisfying the tastes of its
customers, Mexican-Americans,
who had become the primary patrons
in the area. After a little research, he
restocked the shelves: tortilla presses
instead of bread makers, one-piece
instead of two-piece bathing suits,
and black and white instead
of patterned garments. He also
introduced multilingual signage and
new advertising. The result? Mr.
Vines doubled sales in one year,
making the store one of the most
profitable in the region. As this

CaXa--p-l-c

illustrates, it

wasn’t only
right to fulfill
the consumer
needs of this
community -1t
was also good
business.

The question facing
Harvard Pilgrim Health Care
(HPHC) was whether health care
services could also be tailored to |
become more responsive to its diverse =2
customers’ needs. Lisa, a 32-year-old
software developer who has been a sy
member of HPHC for two years,
speaks frankly about her needs as a
lesbian patient. She had changed
physicians several times because she
felt they were insensitive about her '
relationship with her partner and the |
couple’s desire to have a child
through alternative insemination.
But an HPHC directory that was |
developed to include physicians with =
an expressed interest in gay and
lesbian health issues helped Lisa find |
a physician who was right for her.
Now, she’s very satisfied with her
health care.
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In 1996 there were 24.6 million people living in the U.S. who
were born in another country. Communities have developed
that reflect their cultural norms.

Boston, one
of the major
N g ke ts
served by
HPHC, has
the third largest

communities. In addition, the orga-
nization began striving to improve its
skills in providing services that
would satisfy the cultural needs of
customers who may not have been
attracted to -HPHG n the past

gay and lesbian
population in the
country.’ So just
as Mre  Vines s
catering to-the
prominent cultural
group patronizing his store,
HPHC is developing services,
like the gay/lesbian directory, to
better meet the needs of its
diverse community.

To meet the cultural expectations of
consumers is not always an easy task.
While Mr. Vines was able to easily
identify the changes that were
necessary — stocking shelves with
different products, for example —
that task can be more complex in the
health care industry. Despite the
difficulty, it’s clear that businesses in
all industries must meet a certain
level of cultural competence to satisfy

The organization’s goal

is - te

offer culturally competent products
and services that will continue to
attract and retain mainstream and

underserved cultural groups.

As HPHC moves into its
fifth year of a large-scale
diversity initiative, the orga-
nization is in the process of
transformation. Each step
has brought numerous
lessons and unanticipated
challenges, all of which have
better prepared the organiza-
tion to serve its diverse
customers.

This report will share some
of these lessons, from
HPHC’s initial efforts to
increase the diversity of its
staff to its current cultural
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«
COhere are enough people in the world
who don'’t understand what it’s like to be gay or lesbian.
Your doctor shouldn't be one of them.
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diverse and global customers. competence strategies. HPHC ad directed to the gay/lesbian ot
community. To serve this community, a 7 |
D

Realizing this, four years ago HPHC
began strategically assembling a
staff that would better reflect its

directory of clinicians who identify
themselves as being knowledgeable and
perceptive to the health needs of gay and
lesbian patients is made available.
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