The Focus Incident

A drawing intended to depict telephone calling around the world showed stereotypical figures including a man in a beret in Europe - and a monkey on the phone in Africa.
The cartoon's appearance resulted from bad luck, miscommunication, and insensitivity. It happened like this: An article for the publication had been killed just before press time; an innocuous quiz on AT&T's international operations was quickly substituted; an outside design studio inserted cartoons into a hastily prepared layout. The AT&T production manager back in New Jersey (who happened to be a young black woman) received a blurry fax of the art and signed off on the piece; and 250,000 copies were printed.  As soon as the first copies arrived in our offices, the editor knew we had a problem. Ashen-faced, she brought it to her boss’s attention. The full run was already on its way to people’s homes so we did what the textbooks say you’re supposed to do. Admit the mistake before someone else makes a big deal of it. Accept responsibility and apologize—which we did in our daily electronic newsletter within 24 hours, before the issue reached most people’s mailboxes.   Once people had seen the cartoon, the first apology was deemed insufficient. So the CEO issued another one, but many AT&T employees—African-American or not—were by now embarrassed or, in many cases, enraged. The cartoon became a lightening rod for every diversity grievance employees currently harbored. These grievances were shared with outsiders ranging from the NAACP to Jesse Jackson.

In a final stroke of bad luck, all of this broke on the front page of the Washington Post just as the Congressional Black Caucus' annual Legislative Weekend was getting underway at the Washington Convention Center.  More than 2,000 public officials and African American leaders, ranging from members of the Nation of Islam to the NAACP were in town to discuss race relations. Speaker after speaker used the cartoon as an example of corporate America's sorry diversity record. AT&T’s CEO was called to testify before the Congressional Black Caucus, whose Chairman dismissed all of his explanations and apologies with an expletive.

 “Deserving” public approval clearly arises not from what you say but from what you do. And your actions have to be meaningful, designed to do more than cosmetically gild your company’s image. In one sense, this was our problem as we tried to deal with the uproar prompted by the cartoon. AT&T was (and still is) one of the most generous corporate donors to African-American organizations, including the NAACP, the Rainbow/PUSH Coalition, and the Urban League. At one point, 25 percent of all African-Americans with PhD’s in electrical engineering had received financial support and mentoring from AT&T. The company was a pioneer in minority purchasing and spends more than $1 billion a year with firms owned by people of color or women. Furthermore, even during the extensive downsizing or recent years, AT&T took pains to ensure that the company’s diversity profile wasn’t adversely affected. In fact, it actually improved.  But, despite the company’s good efforts, there were still few black executives in top positions. Consequently, our pool of goodwill with African-Americans was broad but not deep, and it evaporated in the heat of the controversy. Leaders at the organizations we supported did little more than express surprise and sorrow at what had happened. Among our own employees of color, the incident had ignited fumes of discontent that so few of them were moving into higher ranks of management.   The furor did not die down until the company enacted a new diversity program with specific goals for promoting people of color, and only after we stopped publishing the employee magazine entirely and transferred the editors to other jobs. 

An interesting corollary to this incident showed that the controversy was about more than a thoughtless cartoon, that it was the result of our failure to address the legitimate needs of one of our most critical groups of stakeholders. At about the same time that the cartoon ran in our employee magazine, a similar drawing appeared in the alumni magazine of Rutgers University,
 illustrating a story about graduates working around the world.  France was represented by a man in a beret, and Nigeria was shown with a pennant-waving monkey (though there was a human in Africa too - Kenya was represented by a marathon runner). There was no public outcry. Indeed, as far as I know, no one even complained."

�   “Alumni Facts, Feats, Phenomena,” Rutgers Magazine, Summer, 1993, page 41.








