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Some of you may remember the
1985 hit song, "We are the World,"
produced by Quincy Jones and

an inspiring cast of musicians who
sang about working
together, past our dif-
ferences. Or perhaps
you remember the
tremendously suc-
cessful United Colors
of Benetton ad cam-
paign back in the
1980s, celebrating
young faces of every
color, signaling the
look and feel of a
world without bor-
ders. Media images
like these showed us
the world and nation,
as we wanted our-
selves to be -- pictures
and soundbites of
many races cooperat-
ing, communicating,
and sharing opportu-
nity and fortune.

If only it were that
simple. Almost 25
years later, we are
still struggling to
make that vision real
-- in our business
practices, in the run-
ning of our cities,
and, now, in the con-
text of great cultural,
demographic, and
economic changes
brought on by global-
ization.

As 21st century
leaders, you know
that building, guid-
ing, and sustaining
truly diverse commu-
nities is tremendous-
ly difficult work. Over
the last decade, city
populations and
workforces have
changed faster than
at any point in histo-
ry -- job relocation,
mobile commerce
and ease of travel
have changed our
cities' demographics
quickly and often.
Immigrant and new
communities contin-
ue to influence and
change the culture of
our cities. Young fam-
ilies and children sup-
plant the aging baby
boomer generation,
again, changing the
character and priori-
ties of a community.

At the same time as
we become a more
diverse, more pros-
perous nation, our
cities have also
become more segre-
gated. In fact, studies
from SUNY Albany,
UCLA, and the
Harvard Graduate
School of Education
have reported that
segregation of our
children has wors-
ened over the last
decade, even as we live
in more integrated
areas. As newcomer
groups grow in criti-
cal mass, so does the
tendency to organize
along racial, ethnic, or
other group-affiliated
lines. Changing demo-
graphics and the
growth of ethnic
enclaves have made
race awareness and
identity politics an
effective means of
voicing the needs of
some of our cities' oth-
erwise marginalized
groups.

Amid all of this,
civic and corporate
leaders are confronted
with difficult choices
every day. Worthy
projects from different
community sectors
must compete for lim-
ited resources.
Appointments and
commissions must be
assigned in ways that
satisfy all the interests
represented in our
constituency groups,
assuring each of them
adequate representa-

tion. From time to time, leaders also
face crisis-fueled change, forcing
them to guide their communities
quickly through controversies.

Does this sound stressful? Indeed,
scenes of a diverse community can be
those of chaos, fiefdoms, even balka-
nizing, as some futurists and scholars
predict. Alternatively, some see these
times as momentous, opening the

door to the grandest and most inspir-
ing of challenges.

How does one lead a community,
whether local or global team, in the
midst of huge demographic and eco-
nomic shifts? How do leaders create
communities where all constituents
feel included, counted and equally
receiving of the opportunities offered
by a community? And how do we have

difficult conversations that turn
our best intentions into action and
accountability, not only from our
leaders, but from ourselves? 

The answers to these questions

are certainly many and varied,
depending on a community's spe-
cific composition and the issues it
faces. Nevertheless, one of the
most important skills of a leader

through changing times will be a
skill set of cultural fluency. This is
not necessarily language fluency,
as that term is usually used.
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