Profiling Successful Diversity work-

The Los Angeles County Public Defender’s office
Introduction

Michael P. Judge, Chief Public Defender of the Los Angeles Public Defender’s office, was aware that the racial and cultural demographics of the community his office serves were evolving rapidly, and that the clientele his office represented continued to reflect that change.  He found that the composition of his clientele was over 30% African-American and 40% Latino, (comprised of numerous subsets) with the balance consisting of white, Asian-American - Pacific Islander, and other clients of different ethnic backgrounds.  Likewise, the membership of the Bar was changing at a brisk pace.  For example, the gender data indicated that women had become over 30% of the entire State Bar, and in some cases, more women than men were graduating from law schools.  However, at the same time, there was a significant decline in the number of African American and Latino enrollments in California’s public law schools, largely attributed to the passage of anti-affirmative action legislation.  Accordingly, acknowledging this period of growth/decline and change in the demographics of the community, the client base, and the law schools, Mr. Judge sought to identify, engage, and manage both the dynamics of change and the opportunities and challenges presented by these complex issues.  

From a recruitment perspective, one issue that presented itself was how to increase the opportunities for lawyers of color and women in the Public Defender’s office, and to interest them in Public Defender work, with the obvious benefit of developing a Public Defender workforce within the office that matched up more closely with societal and client demographic changes.   Mr. Judge saw the value in recruiting even earlier than at the law school graduate level.  Greater emphasis was placed on law school, college, and even high school students, and to expand the recruitment ambit beyond the local level, to a regional and even national level.  One goal of such recruitment was to increase the interest of younger people, who otherwise might not pursue law school, or the Public Defender’s office, in order to benefit from a larger pool of more diverse, highly qualified, candidates from which to select.  In his recruitment efforts, Mr. Judge sought to include those who would grasp the value of understanding gender relations and comprehend how different ethnic and socio-economic communities operate.

Mr. Judge made additional and related efforts in a number of areas, including outreach to law schools on issues such as the availability of loan forgiveness at that level, and to pass legislation in California authorizing loan forgiveness for attorneys in the Public Defender’s office.  These efforts were made to ensure that law school graduates were not deterred from pursuing their desired employment in government work like the Public Defender’s office due to economic factors and large student loan debt.   

By broadening and intensifying recruitment and other efforts, Mr. Judge was successful in hiring exceptionally well-qualified attorneys and staff members from an increasingly diverse pool.  As the demographics of the office continued to grow and change, opportunities for advancement within the office likewise materialized for a diverse group of candidates.  The make-up of those being promoted into management changed as well.  From a retention perspective, another goal became how to continue to manage and maintain that change by improving employee satisfaction and employee relations in a climate of cooperation and mutual appreciation.


Mr. Judge wanted to assist the members of his office to embrace these crucial issues and consequently instill a satisfaction from working in the public defender’s office.  He believed that one of the ways this could be accomplished was to begin exploring the dynamics of race and gender and how those issues manifested themselves in the office setting, by conducting interactive seminars on racial and gender bias.

Realizing that the first step was to address what the office environment was really like, Mr. Judge knew that it was essential to obtain candid feedback from his employees.  Exploring issues of race or gender as separate undertakings was considered truly ambitious.  A fortiori addressing both components simultaneously ran a significant risk of not achieving the necessary depth as to each.  Mr. Judge decided to initiate the program with the race module first and follow with the gender portion thereafter.  

Los Angeles County Public Defender

Elimination of Racial Bias Program

Preparation and Development

The planning period for the racial bias portion was approximately two years.  Mr. Judge assembled a team of Public Defender employees, who were diverse ethnically, gender-wise, and in terms of job categories (managers, lawyers, investigators, and support staff), to help him design a confidential survey.  He further secured the assistance of outside experts to help formulate the survey questions.  The result was a broad, comprehensive, and detailed survey, consisting of over 80 questions.  These questions were divided into 8 categories, “Racial Bias”, “Retaliation”, “Resolution of Racial Bias Grievances”, “Supervision”, “Training”, “Organizational Issues”, “The Workplace”, and “Client Impact”.  These subdivisions were utilized to ensure that the survey identified and allowed participants to address pertinent issues in the office as they related to race.   

Mr. Judge and his team consulted with the L.A. County Director of the Human Relations Commission and the L.A. County Affirmative Action Compliance Officer and together they formulated a meaningful content and format for the Program based upon the issues presented by the survey.  The survey results revealed that the 62% of the workforce believed that supervisors should receive training in racial bias prevention and that 78% felt a personal responsibility to prevent racial bias in the workplace.  Furthermore, 64% believed that training in racial and ethnic diversity would benefit their clients and over 75% believed that racial bias should be treated as a serious problem.  

Although the majority of the survey results indicated that most did not feel that the office’s promotion process was discriminatory, amongst the results that indicated belief that the promotion process was discriminatory, there was a disparity between the results from Caucasian participants and non-Caucasian participants.  For example, more Caucasians than non-Caucasians felt that the public defender’s promotion process was discriminatory in favor of members of minority groups and against white males.  However, more non-Caucasian than Caucasian participants felt that the promotion process was discriminatory against members of minority groups and in favor of white males.  

From their analysis of the survey results, Mr. Judge’s team identified the racial issues, “flash points,” that would serve as foci during the seminar.  Mr. Judge’s overall goal for the Program was to improve internal relations among all staff.  Likewise, Mr. Judge’s goal for the training was to develop his office into a forum for a variety and multiplicity of experience, with the purpose of generating a more rich collective wisdom. Achievement of such goals would necessarily result in better representation of clients who come from various racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds. 

Because the target participants were members of 41 different offices, which were spread over a 4,000 square mile area, the team moved everyone from their respective regularly assigned individual job locations to a centrally located venue.  Mr. Judge considers the site and setting of a seminar to be a significant factor, because of the importance of fostering a safe environment conducive to candid discussion and individual growth.  The physical plant for the racial bias seminar included large auditoriums and small classrooms, which facilitated the large lectures and small group discussions that made up the days’ agenda.  As a whole, the training seminar lasted 4 days, with 250 different participants each day.

The Program

Mr. Judge personally commenced the training, setting the tone for the Program by clearly communicating his commitment to the Program and its underlying principles.  He presented a short lecture about the demographic changes that were occurring in the community and offices and his view of the business need for the program.  Human Relations Director Ron Wakabayashi then spoke about LA’s changing demographics and how they directly affected the Public Defender’s office.  He discussed the concept of lenses, explaining that people of diverse backgrounds with variant experiences see things differently, and he attempted to assist participants to understand the importance of the ability to observe through these different lenses.   Following that, the large group broke up into a number of small groups in order to participate  in the first small group discussion.  Facilitators from outside the office drew participants out into having honest discussions about significant issues that were predetermined by the committee based upon the survey.   

After lunch, everyone reassembled for another presentation, given by Affirmative Action Compliance Officer John Hill, which focused on the elements of bias, racism, stereotypes, and affirmative action.  He spoke of different histories and cultures, and presented the information in a way designed to allow all participants to understand that everyone has bias.  Following that, there was another small group discussion regarding the issues raised during Mr. Hill’s presentation.

For the participants, the day ended with a question and answer session.  Without any preparation or prior knowledge of the questions to be posed, Mr. Judge answered the participants’ questions, presented anonymously on cards, regarding the racial bias theme or the seminar.  After the daily seminar ended, the facilitators and committee members met for a debriefing session during which they discussed the day’s events and attempted to fix any problems that had occurred in time for the next day’s session.  This was to ensure that the next day’s seminar would be an even greater success.

Many topics were addressed as a result of this seminar.  For example, as a result of the seminar, Mr. Judge and his team learned that one area where employees wanted assistance was in providing resources to enable them to communicate more effectively with their clients and client’s families, where such communication might be hampered due to language barriers.  Accordingly, Mr. Judge and his team instituted an immersion program to assist the attorneys and staff to learn Spanish.  Furthermore, in conjunction with the Mexican Counsel General, the team crafted a 5 segment program that educated the attorneys and staff about immigrants from Mexico and the Mexican culture, including understanding how Mexicans perceive the police, how to show proper respect for Mexican family members, and how to use these tools to approach and pursue other cultures and languages.  As a further example of their success, they also established a bi-lingual Miranda program.  
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Gender Bias Symposium: “Respecting Gender”

Preparation and Development

The gender bias seminar began similarly to the racial bias portion.  A planning committee of diverse Public Defender employees conferred on a variety of gender issues to determine methods for raising these issues most effectively amongst the staff.  A smaller sub-committee was then formed to design and disseminate an anonymous office-wide survey to determine how the staff and attorneys felt regarding these issues.  Using the feedback from the Committee as well as external sources, including a number of surveys such as a California Judicial Council survey on gender bias as a guide, the subcommittee generated a comprehensive survey of over 100 questions on topics such as hiring and promotions, sexual harassment, courtroom interactions, staff interactions, and leave and childcare issues.  The committee received an extraordinary response rate, which was over 60%, including hundreds of pages of narrative responses.

  Another sub-committee of Public Defender employees was formed, the Program Committee, which used the survey results to design a training seminar.  The Committee found that while 86% of respondents believed that their responsibilities in the office had never or rarely been limited because of gender, there was a disparity in the male and female responses.  91% of men answered never/rarely and 81% of women answered never/rarely.  Similarly, although 80% of respondents had never/rarely experienced an employee making a gender based comment that make them uncomfortable or that they felt was inappropriate, the same disparity existed in the results.  90% of men responded that they had never/rarely experienced this while only 64% of women so responded.

When asked about the court environment, only 24% of respondents thought there were no differences in the way women are treated in court while 53% perceived such a difference.  Interestingly, only 8% thought males often get undeserved promotions while only 6% thought women often get undeserved promotions.   

The Committee set forth to plan the seminar based on the issues that were apparent from the survey results.  They interviewed speakers and formulated topics and focal points for the training.  In addition, using feedback from the Racial Bias seminar, they chose to conduct a shorter initial seminar, with the possibility for additional follow-up at a later date.  Thus, the Program Committee designed a mandatory ½ day training consisting of three hours in the morning or afternoon, with a capacity of about 500 staff members for each session.  (In fact, approximately 400 attended each session for a total participation rate in excess of 800.  Those who missed will do makeup sessions.) 

The Seminar

The first component of the seminar consisted of the keynote speaker, State University of New York sociology professor Michael Kimmel, who spoke about gender issues and interpersonal relationships within the office, as framed by gender issues in society.  Kimmel used specific examples and issues from our office that he had derived from the survey results as a means of instruction on gender bias issues.

In as much as the Public Defender had just recently revised the office sexual harassment policy, Nancy Solomon, a lawyer from the California Women’s Law Center, reviewed the policy and discussed it within the context of an informative lecture on  sexual harassment law in general.  Additionally, the speaker spoke specifically about their office’s policy and what is considered appropriate and inappropriate behavior under that specific policy. 

The last component of the Gender Program was a panel discussion with 5 different experts from different fields, all of whom are deeply involved in different facets of gender issues.  These experts occupy positions in the academic, government, and human resources fields.  Along with a moderator from our office, an informative discussion occurred which was based upon hypothetical scenarios fashioned from the survey responses and the gender bias issues that had been identified during the planning stages.  

Conclusion

The two seminars were videotaped to ensure that others, including those absent from the actual seminar, could learn from it.  Furthermore, this will provide newly hired  employees with the opportunity to watch these videos as an orientation to this office’s impressive efforts to address racial and gender bias issues.  The gender bias committee is still in the process of creating recommendations to follow up on what was learned about Public Defender employees’ perceptions regarding gender.  Aspects the committee is considering include family and childcare as possible enterprises for future action.  One concrete result may be a permanent advisory board.  Mr. Judge believes it could serve as a sounding board on issues of both race and gender and assist the Public Defender to anticipate as well as address the various issues that may surface in the future.  

During his tenure as Public Defender, Mr. Judge has hired approximately 440 lawyers, which make up about 2/3 of the lawyers in the department.  Over ½ of these attorneys are women and over ½ are members of racial minority groups, all of whom are extremely qualified.  The promotions that occurred within his office represented this same, positive pattern.  One of Mr. Judge’s motivations for planning the Respecting Race and Gender seminars was to create a better environment in which employees develop a greater understanding of each other’s differences, are able to communicate more effectively with each other and with clients of different races and genders, together with their families and witnesses, and to empower staff by encouraging communication about differing perspectives and fostering leadership potential.   Mr. Judge saw the enormous amount of talent that existed within diverse groups of people and did not want to squander it.  As a result, he conducted these seminars as an attempt to harness and maximize this talent through an understanding and appreciation of differences while simultaneously successfully ensuring that his organization remained cohesive throughout the change.  
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