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Abstract

Purpose –Black people, asmembers of a historically underrepresented andmarginalized racial identity group
in the workplace, are often confronted with identity references – face-to-face encounters in which their race is
referenced by a White colleague in a comment, question or joke. Identity references can be interpreted by a
Black colleague in a variety of ways (e.g. as hostile and insulting or well-intentioned, even flattering). Identity
references can derail the building of relationships across difference, but under certain conditions may open the
door for deeper understanding and connection. The conceptual framework in this article delineates conditions
underwhich an identity referencemay elicit an initial negative reaction, yet, when engaged directly,may lead to
generative experiences and promote higher connection and learning in relationships across difference.
Design/methodology/approach – This article builds theory on identity references by incorporating
relevant research on race, identity, diversity, attribution and interpersonal relationships at work.
Findings – The framework identifies a common precursor to identity references and three factors that are
likely to influence the attribution a Black person makes for a White colleague’s identity reference. It then
describes how, based on that attribution, a Black person is likely to respond to the White referencer, and how
that response is likely to affect their interpersonal relationship over time.
Originality/value – By explicating how a single identity reference can have significant implications for
relationships across difference, the framework deepens understanding of how race affects the development of
interpersonal relationships between Black and White colleagues at work. In doing so, this article advances
research on race, diversity, workplace relationships and positive organizational scholarship.
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Paper type Viewpoint

Organizations are notoriously ignorant with respect to race and its sociohistorical impact on
the nature of work and the peoplewho perform it.Whether passively or actively, most leaders
and members avoid naming, interrogating and learning about racial differences. In contrast
to diversity and inclusion, which are often characterized as “happy talk,” people typically
express discomfort, fear and anxiety around racial discourse (Bell and Hartmann, 2007). Yet,
in recent months, a floodgate of thoughts, feelings and experiences of race in the workplace
have opened: leaders have proclaimed that “Black Lives Matter” and rejected brutality
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toward and police killings of Black people; work organizations have espoused anti-racist
aspirations; allies have championed new initiatives for racial justice and equity; and Black
people have brought their experiences of systemic and interpersonal racism from themargins
to the center of organization-wide forums and media channels. The long-standing silence
about race in the workplace has been broken, at least for now.

In the wake of this moment, many Black workers are bracing themselves for the wave of
missteps that are inevitable when White colleagues begin to inquire or comment about race.
What do you do when somebody “fumbles the ball” in a conversation about race –when they
say something that may be well-intentioned rather than malicious, but that nonetheless
rankles, offends or deeply upsets you? What factors differentiate the outcomes of these
conversations?

In our research on race, we have been struck by how often Black people experience identity
references: face-to-face encounters in which their racial identity is referenced by a White
colleague (the referencer), such as in a comment, question or joke about race. To illustrate, in
our research on journalists, an African American journalist described how colleagues asked,
“Do Black people tan?” These types of comments can derail the building of relationships
across difference, but under certain conditions, may open the door for deeper understanding
and connection. Recently, White people have increasingly made identity references related to
news events, such as police brutality, racial harassment in parks, neighborhoods, schools and
workplaces, and Black Lives Matter protests. For example, White people have said to Black
colleagues, “I can’t believe what happened to George Floyd. Are you okay?”

In this article, we articulate how identity references can trigger both negative and positive
relationship trajectories depending on characteristics of the Black person in question, their
relationship with the White referencer, and their attribution for and behavioral response to
the identity reference. Though characteristics of theWhite referencer also affect relationship
formation, we chose to center the experiences of Blackworkers during identity references.We
do so because Black employees, who are most often the targets rather than initiators of
identity references, can respond to a White colleague’s identity reference in very different
ways, and the way inwhich they respond strongly impacts the relationship. This observation
goes against a dominant framing in the public discourse of Black people as disempowered in
the workplace. Our critical perspective emphasizes greater agency for Black people. At the
same time, we acknowledge that Black employees can face an arduous choice in deciding how
to respond to a White colleague’s identity reference. Responding in a way that meets the
needs of both relational partners is delicate and effortful, and it imposes a disproportionate
“relational tax” on Black employees.

Black workers can respond to an identity reference in three different ways (disaffirming,
going along or mindful correcting). Of the three potential responses, we propose that mindful
correcting is themost likely to spiral into increased relational closeness over time. This article
offers insight into how identity references, which may initially be experienced negatively by
Black workers as a type of microaggression, can ultimately lead to generative experiences
and promote higher levels of positivity in relationships across difference when viewed as a
well-intended relational fumble. Mindful correcting can help to strengthen relationships
through the deeper learning that occurs for both parties.

Relationships across difference: building and fumbling
Relationships constitute the connective tissue and fabric of work organizations (Dutton and
Ragins, 2007); they are conduits through which tasks are coordinated (Gittell, 2001, 2002,
2011), resources are generated or exchanged (Creary et al., 2015; Cropanzano and Mitchell,
2005; Ragins and Dutton, 2007) and engagement is heightened or diminished (Kahn, 1990).
In an increasingly global society, organizations are employing more workers from diverse
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backgrounds. By 2040, over half of the US working-age population will consist of traditionally
underrepresented racial/ethnic minorities (Broughton, 2008). Given this trend, workers will
have to becomemore astute at building high quality “relationships across difference” (hereafter
referred to as RADs) – interpersonal relationships with coworkers whose social identities differ
from their own – in order to promote positive work, career, developmental and organizational
outcomes.

According to Davidson and James (2007), the characteristics of high quality RADs include
positive affect and rapport, ongoing learning, resilience, longevity, engagement, challenge
and support. Despite the importance of developing high quality RADs, it can be tough to
embody these characteristics across social identity-based differences. People are typically
attracted to “similar” others in workplaces, such as people who belong to the same social
identity group(s) and/or display similar cultural characteristics (Harrison et al., 1998; Ibarra,
1995; Pfeffer and Fong, 2005). Although people from different identity groups are required to
interact at work, such intergroup encounters are often seedbeds for conflict due to limited
exposure, misunderstanding, implicit bias and overt discrimination (Blake-Beard and
Roberts, 2004; Brewer and Brown, 1998; Dumas et al., 2013; Dumas et al., 2008; Phillips et al.,
2009; Ragins, 2008). This leaves an open question regarding how high quality RADs can
develop in the face of such challenges.

This paper seeks to understand dynamics that affect the development of high quality
RADs at work. Specifically, we develop a conceptual framework of identity references (see
Figure 1 below). Our framework identifies a common precursor to identity references and
three factors that are likely to influence the attribution a Black person makes for a White
colleague’s identity reference. It then describes how, based on that attribution, a Black person
is likely to respond to the referencer, and how that response is likely to affect their
interpersonal relationship over time. By explicating how a single identity reference can have
significant implications for RADs, our framework deepens understanding of how race affects
the development of interpersonal relationships at work.

Black Colleague's 
Attribution

• Microaggression

• Relational fumble

Black Colleague's 
Behavioral Response
• Disaffirming

• Affirming: Going 
along

• Affirming: 
Mindful correcting

Identity 
Reference

Structural 
Closeness

Past Hurt 
Linked to 
Identity

Dominant 
Identity 

Foundation

Psychosocial 
ClosenessFigure 1.

Conceptual framework
of identity references
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Identity references and microaggressions
The identity reference construct focuses on an observable behavior (making a verbal
statement referencing a Black colleague’s racial identity) on the part of a dominant racial
group member. It does not limit its scope to only identity references that are interpreted in a
negative light by a Black colleague. An identity reference could be interpreted by a Black
colleague in a variety of ways (e.g. as hostile and insulting or well-intentioned, even
flattering). As our framework reveals, a Black colleague’s interpretation of (attribution for)
the identity reference is likely to have a profound effect on the trajectory of a RAD.
Conceptually, this is crucial; the identity reference construct enables us to explore variations
in how Black workers interpret and respond to the incident, and to better understand the
conditions under which wemight see positive and/or negative outcomes, helping to develop a
more comprehensive understanding of Black employees’ experiences at work.

We do acknowledge that many identity references could initially trigger a negative
reaction in Black workers – who may feel offended or concerned that they are being
stereotyped or viewed solely through the lens of their racial identity by the referencer. This
negative reaction aligns with experiencing racial microaggressions – defined as “brief and
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or
unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory or negative racial slights and insults
toward people of color” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 271). The microaggressions construct focuses on
communications by dominant groupmembers that have been interpreted by racial minorities
as communicating “hostile, derogatory or negative racial slights and insults toward people of
color” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 271) and that increase stress and negative affect (Lui and
Quezada, 2019).

On the other hand, many identity references could be viewed as “relational fumbles” –
well-intentioned yet clumsy attempts to strengthen a work relationship by acknowledging,
affirming or inquiring into salient identity differences. Below, we develop a process model
and explore positive and negative trajectories that can ensue from a single identity reference
in the workplace.

A common precursor to identity references: structural closeness
Structural closeness refers to the extent to which a relationship between two people involves
physical proximity, frequent interactions and multiplexity (Kelley et al., 1983). Proximity
refers to both an objective physical distance and a subjective sense of distance between
people (Kiesler and Cummings, 2002; Wilson et al., 2008). Frequency of interaction refers to
the rate at which people connect within a given period of time (Berscheid et al., 1989; Kelley
et al., 1983). Finally, multiplexity refers to the diversity of interactions between people (Hinde,
1997). Multiplex relationships are those in which individuals in a relationship engage in a
diversity of behavior in the same context (Brajkovich, 1994; Hinde, 1997), such as the same
organization or department, or across different contexts, such as personal and work domains
(e.g. Methot et al., 2015).

As shown in Figure 1, our model proposes that high structural closeness in a RAD
increases the likelihood of an identity reference. Individuals who see and interact with one
another more frequently are likely to view the other person as more familiar and their
behavior as more predictable. As a result, they are likely to feel more comfortable and
psychologically safe around one another (Jain et al., 2016; O’Donovan and McAuliffe, 2020).
Psychological safety – the belief that an individual can be open, authentic and direct in a
particular setting or role (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard and Edmondson, 2011) – causes
individuals to communicate more openly (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006). As such, a
White coworker in a structurally close relationship with a Black coworker may feel
comfortable making identity references such as, “What do you think about those [Black Lives
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Matter] protestors? It’s a good thing we don’t have those kinds of problems in our
organization.”

Factors that predict a Black person’s attribution for an identity reference
Our model also identifies three factors that are likely to have a strong impact on a Black
person’s attribution for an identity reference. Two factors (past hurt linked to the identity and
dominant identity foundation) are characteristics of the Black person’s racial identity. The
third factor (psychosocial closeness with the referencer) is a characteristic of the relationship
between the Black and White colleagues.

First, we propose that when a Black person has a history of experiencing hurt – facing
negative stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination – as a result of their race, the identity
reference is more likely to trigger identity threat (Petriglieri, 2011) by calling into question the
extent to which their Black identity is infused with virtuous qualities, regarded favorably,
regarded as capable of progress and adaptation, and/or integrated and balanced (Dutton et al.,
2010). Identity threat may increase the salience of the white referencer’s potentially hostile
intentions (Kramer, 1998) and make the Black colleague more likely to attribute the identity
reference to the referencer’s underlying negative dispositions (e.g. racism, unlikability,
intention to harm) (Coleman, 2013; Ely and Roberts, 2008; Pettigrew, 2001), thereby
experiencing the racial identity reference as a microaggression.

Second, we propose that a Black person who has a strong foundation of experiencing their
race as a dominant identity in a different context will experience less identity threat and be
less likely to make a negative dispositional attribution for the identity reference (i.e. to
interpret it as a microaggression). For instance, a Nigerian male who grew up as a dominant
groupmember in Nigeria and nowworks in the USmay experience little identity threat when
coworkers ask him about Africa or about AfricanAmericans. Dominant groupmembersmay
not think much about their dominant group as a social category, or they may associate that
identity with primarily/mostly positive feelings such as pride. As a result, an identity
reference is unlikely to trigger concerns about other people’s evaluation of that identity, and
they may be less likely to experience an identity reference as a microaggression.

Third, we propose that psychosocial closeness – the extent to which a relationship
involves high positive affect, low negative affect, high trust and low distrust (Ashforth et al.,
2016; Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Dumas et al., 2013; Hinde, 1997; Rusbult and Buunk, 1993)
– is also likely to promote a more generous (rather than a negative dispositional) attribution
for an identity reference. When a Black person and a White referencer are psychosocially
close, the Black person likes and holds more positive views of the referencer. As a result, the
White referencer’s behavior is likely to be interpreted in a similarly positive light due to
confirmation bias – the human tendency to pay more attention to information in the world
that confirms one’s pre-existing views (Robinson, 1996; Fiske andTaylor, 2008). In this case, a
Black person may be more likely to interpret the identity reference as being a relational
fumble rather than a microaggression.

HowBlack people’s attributions affect their behavioral responses and relational
trajectories
How does a Black person’s interpretation of an identity reference as a microaggression vs a
relational fumble shape their behavioral response, and thereby alter the relational trajectory
of psychosocial closeness? We propose, based on Wrzesniewski et al. (2003) model of
affirmation and disaffirmation that occurs through interpersonal interactions at work, that
Black people’s reactions to a single identity reference can impact their relationships with
White colleagues.
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When experienced as a racial microaggression, the identity reference will likely result in a
disaffirming response such as criticizing or complaining in a way that conveys “disregard,
lack of caring or value, incompetence, or some other derogatory attribute” (Wrzesniewski
et al., 2003, p. 108). Disaffirming responses are often intended to save one’s own face, by
countering stigmatization and publicly claiming a positive identity (e.g. Ely and Roberts,
2008). For example, the Black employee described earlier could respond to his White
coworker’s question about Black Lives Matter protestors and claim of no racism in their
organization by saying, “Wow, you really don’t get it” in a cold tone, while not smiling,
avoiding direct eye contact and leaning away from his coworker – nonverbal behaviors that
communicate dislike (Burgoon and Le Poire, 1999; Palmer and Simmons, 1995). The focus in
this response is on protecting or rebuilding the Black employee’s own identity as a forthright
individual whose extensive experience of systemic racism in organizations has been
disrespected or maligned.

However, disaffirming responses can threaten the referencer’s positive identity as moral,
unprejudiced and likable (Bergsieker et al., 2010; Ely et al., 2006; Fiske et al., 2002), and are
likely to be experienced by the referencer as shaming (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). A Black
person’s disaffirming response thus increases negative affect in the relationship, thwarting
the referencer’s desire for social validation and resulting in lower trust that the relationship
will fulfill each person’s needs for social validation going forward. As such, the relationship
becomes a less secure base of attachment for both relationship partners (Bowlby, 1973, 1980),
who may then wish to interact less frequently or not at all. Less interaction may reduce
feelings of familiarity and liking, resulting in a negative spiral of decreasing relational
closeness (both psychosocial and structural) over time.

By contrast, viewing an identity reference as a relational fumble constitutes a less
negative attribution, which may result in a more affirming response that “communicates
regard, care, competence, worth or any attribute that implies that the act confirms the
employee’s existence and endows the employee with some form of significance”
(Wrzesniewski et al., 2003, p. 108). Specifically, an affirming response includes nonverbal
behaviors that convey a Black colleague’s positive regard for the White referencer as likable
and competent (Lim and Bowers, 1991) and may take one of two forms: going along
(nonverbal behaviors andminimal verbal responses that endorse the referencer’s remarks) or
mindful correcting (nonverbal behaviors and a careful verbal statement in which the Black
person seeks to correct the referencer’s erroneous or stereotypical views related to their racial
identity).

As an example of going along, the Black employee described earlier could respond to his
White coworker’s identity reference by saying, “It’s great to see so many people supporting
Black Lives Matter” in a warm tone while also smiling, making eye contact and leaning
toward his coworker. The focus in this response is on addressing his coworker’s need to be
perceived as likeable and competent through behaviors that communicate liking and respect.
The Black employee’s response, however, does not challenge his coworker’s erroneous
assumption that systemic racism does not exist in their organization. Further, although going
along may smooth over an awkward relational fumble in the moment, it can result in the
Black person privately experiencing resentment, which could ultimately decrease closeness
over time.

Importantly, we note that a Black person may “go along”with affirming behaviors even if
they experience the identity reference as a racial microaggression, if they feel it is necessary to
maintain job security or social and political capital and want to avoid the relational costs of
disaffirming responses. The costs of a disaffirming response may be of particular concern
when the referencer is one’s supervisor or other powerful individual in the organization.
Members of marginalized groups are often more constrained than their dominant group
colleagues when it comes to authenticity in the workplace. They are often penalized when
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they fully express their authentic selves – from wearing an Afrocentric hairstyle to wearing
the hijab (Muslim headscarf) to raising their race-related concerns – in terms of their
professional image and work opportunities (Cha and Roberts, 2019a; Cha et al., 2019).

Mindful correcting may have a more positive outcome in select circumstances. We
conceptualize mindful correcting as a type of heedful interrelating (Weick and Roberts, 1993),
in which Black people attend to identity references and the myriad of reactions they invoke,
and communicate in a way that is responsive to themselves as well as to White referencers
(Stephens and Lyddy, 2016). By correcting an erroneous perception related to their identity, a
Black person is responsive to their own need for self-verification (Swann, 1983), and by
conveying continued liking and respect for the White referencer, they are responsive to the
referencer’s need to be perceived as likeable and competent (Bergsieker et al., 2010). If these
needs aremet through the affirming response, the relationship becomes amore secure base of
attachment for both relational partners (Bowlby, 1973, 1980), who may then wish to interact
more frequently, in different ways, and in various settings. More interaction may increase
feelings of familiarity and liking, resulting in a positive spiral of increasing relational
closeness (both psychosocial and structural) over time.

Illustrating mindful correcting, the Black employee above could respond to his White
coworker’s identity reference by saying, “It’s great to see so many people supporting Black
Lives Matter. We are starting to see that systemic racism is everywhere – even in
organizations with good intentions like ours. And I think we can all work together to make
our organization even stronger” in a warm tone while also smiling, making eye contact and
leaning toward his coworker. The Black employee would thus correct his White coworker’s
erroneous assumption that their organization is devoid of systemic racism, addressing his
own need for self-verification – to be perceived by others as he perceives himself (a forthright
individual with extensive experience of systemic racism in organizations). His nonverbal
behaviors would also communicate liking and respect (Burgoon and Le Poire, 1999; Palmer
and Simmons, 1995). This response reveals the Black colleague’s vulnerability while
demonstrating understanding and compassion for the White referencer’s positive motives to
show acceptance and engage in learning. In this respect, the affirming response can not only
enhance the level of trust in the relationship but also signal to both partners that the
relationship can serve as a secure base of attachment in spite of the relational fumble.

Contributions
Our paper makes several major contributions to organizational research. First, our
framework draws attention to how a single identity reference can be highly significant,
affecting the subsequent trajectory of a workplace RAD. We thus contribute to research on
work relationships, which has tended to adopt a more static perspective and examine the
overall characteristics of a work relationship, averaged across interactions, rather than
attending to important dynamics, transitions and meaningful single interactions (Ferris
et al., 2009).

Second, our framework describes how the valence of interactions in a relationship can
transition over time: pathways through which identity references, which may often elicit initial
negative reactions, can lead to generative experiences and ultimately promote higher levels of
positivity in relationships (cf., Frederickson, 2001, 2003). For example, one of the affirming
responses we describe (mindful correcting) increases theWhite referencer’s understanding of the
Black colleague’s identity-related experiences, thereby supporting mutual growth-in-connection
from social interactions (Jordan et al., 1991; Miller and Stiver, 1997). This nuanced analysis, along
with our theorizing of dynamics related to positive spirals of closeness inRADs, contributes to the
literature onpositive relationships atwork (e.g. Creary et al., 2015;Dutton andRagins, 2007;Graen
and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Ragins and Kram, 2007; Sparrowe and Liden, 1997).
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Relatedly, our framework contributes to the literature on microaggressions (e.g. Lui and
Quezada, 2019; Offermann et al., 2013; Sue et al., 2007) by examining positive in addition to
negative outcomes in work settings when identity references are viewed as well-intended
relational fumbles rather than attacks. We emphasize that identity references are inevitable
and that how Black employees respond can have an enormous impact on relational quality
and dynamics thereafter. Our framework highlights conditions that increase the likelihood of
negative vs ultimately positive trajectories. That being said, we are especially interested in
understanding and increasing the frequency of ultimately positive trajectories that can and
do occur. In that sense, we seek to shed light on effective recovery from, rather than total
prevention of, relational fumbles. Our work uses the lens of positive organizational
scholarship, which assumes that the potential for good exists, that nontraditional indicators
of organizational performance (such as positive relationships) matter, and that the negative is
still important (e.g. that good intentions can lead to bad outcomes and that bad incidents can
be overcome) (Spreitzer et al., 2019). Accordingly, we acknowledge the negative aspects of
identity references but also move beyond criticism to focus on finding a way to construct a
more positive outcome.

Next, our frameworkmakes evident the simultaneous power and disproportionate burden
that Black workers carry in shaping the trajectory of relationships across difference,
although they are often the target, rather than the initiator, of identity references. Dominant
group members are often less aware of the impact of their actions on minorities (Fiske, 1993),
such as the discomfort that a well-intended identity reference can cause. Thus, Black people
must decide whether or not to call a relational fumble to the attention of the referencer. When
presuming positive intent, and then leaning into the discomfort to “catch” the awkward
identity reference that was fumbled in their direction, Black people may increase the
possibility for deepening understanding and strengthening relationships across difference.
However, the ambiguity of these identity references invokes taxingwork of sensemaking and
emotional regulation.

In addition, although our article centers the experiences of Black people, identity
references are commonly experienced by other marginalized cultural identity groups in
the workplace (e.g. women and other racial/ethnic group members). For instance, White
people may reference the ethnic identity of their Asian American colleagues through
comments such as “You’re Indian, right? I love Indian food” (Cha and Roberts, 2019b),
placing the onus on the Asian Americans to catch the fumble and stabilize the
relationship across difference. We hope that future research will explore the extent to
which our framework broadly explains the identity reference phenomenon.

Finally, our work builds on and enriches critical race theory. Dominant group
members may not realize that when the first, only or rare thing they say to a cultural
minority colleague is an identity reference, the meta-message is that the minority
colleague is viewed only in light of that minority identity (and its associated stereotypes),
rather than being understood and appreciated as a unique and multifaceted individual.
For this reason, an identity reference can represent a type of identity assault or abrasion
and “diminish [the minority colleague’s] sense of how much others value and respect
them” (Ely et al., 2006). The assumption that referencing a minority identity is an
appropriate way to make small talk reflects white normativity (Bell and Hartmann, 2007;
Bonilla-Silva, 2012) – a lack of awareness that manyminority identities are stigmatized in
ways that other identities (e.g. those associated with one’s hobbies or travels) are not.
When White people reference a colleague’s racial minority identity, based on the
assumption that identity references are simple and solely positive ways to connect with
and get to know colleagues, this ignores the fact that many racial minorities have a
lifetime of experiencing identity references in conjunction with stereotyping,
discrimination, threat and hurt.
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Practical implications
A host of studies over the past 20 years provides evidence that ignoring differences does not
help to strengthen work relationships or work outcomes (e.g. Creary et al., 2015; Ely and
Thomas, 2001; Polzer et al., 2002; Thomas, 1993). Instead, stronger relationships and more
positive work outcomes arise when people are motivated to learn about identity differences
(Davidson and James, 2007; Ely et al., 2006). The practice of building high quality RADs
renders identity references inevitable.

Our hope is that White people will become more vigilant about the significant work
imposed by identity references and relational fumbles, and carry their part of the load in
racially-conscious work interactions. White colleagues may feel shocked to learn that their
well-intentioned identity reference was experienced as offensive. To repair the relational
damage done, White colleagues would need to overcome the instinct to react defensively
(e.g. justifying their behavior and denying, dismissing or minimizing the Black colleague’s
experience). A different approach – consistent with restorative justice (Opie and Roberts,
2017) and involving empathy, apology and humility –may be important forWhite colleagues
to learn more about why a particular identity reference was upsetting and how to improve
their cross-race interactions going forward.

White colleagues should also take the time to get to knowBlack colleagues asmultifaceted
individuals, rather than making identity references the sole focus of their conversations.
Otherwise, identity references could make Black colleagues feel like “informal tour guides”
(Dhingra, 2007, p. 146) responsible for explaining “the Black experience” rather than feeling
valued as an individual. White colleagues sometimes treat racial minority coworkers like
informal tour guides (Dhingra, 2007), just as cultural objects associated with people of color
are seen as benefits of diversity for Whites’ cultural enrichment (Bell and Hartmann, 2007).

We also contend that organizations can create conditions that help employees rebound
from relational fumbles at work. Namely, leaders can promote effective approaches to
difficult conversations (Stone et al., 1999) and use organizational practices around hiring,
socialization and rewards (Chatman and Cha, 2003) to promote learning from mistakes,
including relational fumbles. Equippedwith a deeper understanding of the positive dynamics
that can result from identity references, organization members may learn how to use identity
references as triggers to engage in authentic conversations about difference. Such
conversations could lead to learning on both sides, such as when a Black coworker and a
White coworker learn about each other’s experiences and work together to strengthen their
organization for all employees. In this way, organizations and their members could draw on
our model to help transform identity references from relational “dead ends” to opportunities
for deeper – even if awkward or clumsy – learning and interpersonal engagement, thus
strengthening the interpersonal relationships through which organizations function and
thrive.
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