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Foreword



WhenIwasaskedbymydearfriend,Dr.TristenJohnson,towritetheforwardtothisbook,Iwasim-
mediatelyhonoredandexcitedtobeapartofthismuch-neededconversation.Mynextthoughtwas,
“Black women gotta go through so much,”whichmysisterfriend,Dr.ChristaPlatt,coinedandnow
hasmesayingwheneverWhitesupremacyslithersitswayintoourpersonalandprofessionalspace.As
twoBlackwomenworkingwithinDEI,wehavefoundwaystolaughourwaythrough.Everytimewe
lookatoneanotherandsay,“Black women gotta go through so much,”wegetoutagoodbellylaugh,
regroup,andgetbacktowork.

Althoughwelaugh,smile,anddothishardworkgracefully,likemanyBlackwomenpractitioners,
weconstantlystandinfrontofburningbuildingsflailingourarms,tryingtogetpeopletonoticethe
fire.Aswestandbetweentheburningbuildingandminoritizedpeople,weareleftwiththird-degree
burnsthatwecleanandredress,ignoringhowdeepthewoundsare.Westayandcontinuetofightfor
otherswhileslowlybeingpoisonedbydisrespect,disregard,dishonor,andbeinguninvitedtothevery
tableswehelpedtobuild.Westillfindwaystokeepgoinganddoingthenecessaryworkwhilefighting
systemsthatarereluctantandresistanttochange.“Black women gotta go through so much.”

ThisbookispowerfulbecauseofthespaceitprovidesforBlackwomen’svoices,theautonomythey
havetospeakintheirchosendialect,thewaysithighlightsthefactthatBlackwomenhavealwaysbeen
leadersofchange,andthegapthisliteraturehelpstofill.TheBlackwomenwhohaveauthoredthese
chaptersareallowingyouintovulnerableandintimatespaces—undressingtheirwoundstosharetheir
traumaticexperiencesofracism,sexism,classism,anddiscrimination.Mosthonorably,theyalsopro-
videtools,techniques,andadviceonmovingbeyondlow-hangingfruitandcreatingsustainablechange.

IfyouareaBlackwomanreadingthis,preparetobeaffirmed,empowered,andequippedwithmore
armortohelpyounavigatetheDEIworkyouareofficiallyandunofficiallydoingwithinyourinstitu-
tions.IsawmyselfwithinthepagesofeachchapterandreflectedonthelastfourteenyearsIhavespent
workingatahistoricallyWhiteinstitution.AsaDEIconsultant,Iconnectedtosharedchallengesand
wasremindedthatIamnotoutheredoingthisworkalone.

IfyouarenotaBlackwoman,bepreparedtolisten,learn,andbelievewhatiswrittenineachchap-
ter.Understandandrespectthatthesewomenareexpertsintheirfieldsandhavespenttheircareers
supporting,protecting,andhelpingeveryonewithlittlerewardbeyondknowingthattheyarechanging
environmentsforothers.Studyeachchapter,usetheinformationtochallengeyourinstitutions,andask
thehardquestions.AssesshowyourinstitutionsupportsBlackwomenpractitioners.Equipyourselfwith
theknowledgeandexperienceneededtobeconsideredanally.

Institutionalleaders,Iurgeyoutoassignthisbooktoyourstaffanduseitasaresourceasyoubuild
yourDEIstrategicplansandgoals.Usethesechapterstoreassesshowyoutreat,pay,andincludeBlack

xii



Foreword

womenatyourinstitutions.Letitinspireyoutoaddressthepractices,policies,andbehaviorshindering
necessarychange.MakesurethatBlackwomenarefillingmultipleseatsatthetableandbeingtreated
asconsultants,notsimplytheretomeetadiversecommitteequota.RememberthatwhenBlackwomen
fight,theyfightforchangethatwillimprovethelivesofeveryone.Letthisbookbethechargeyouneed
toalwaysfightforthem.

Angell Howard
Illinois State University, USA
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Preface



Diversity,equity,andinclusion(DEI)intheworkplacearenotnewconcepts.Organizationsacrossthe
UnitedStatesthathavesometypeofDEIcomponentsorDEIprogrammingeffortscorrelatethemwith
advancedinnovationandbetterbusinesspractices.WhiletheimportanceofincreasingDEIcontinues
togrowwithinvarioussectors(e.g.highereducation,corporateinstitutions)therearestillpersistent
concernsaboutsystemicracismandongoingdiscriminatorypracticesattheseorganizations,specifi-
callyhistoricallyWhiteinstitutions(HWIs).ManyBlackwomenattheseinstitutionswhosemainjob
responsibilitiesarecenteredoneducating,increasing,andsustainingDEIprogrammingeffortsareand
havebeenonthefrontlinesofthiswork.TheseBlackwomenareandwillcontinuetobededicated
championsofDEI.

However,inthewakeofthedualpandemicsof2020,COVID-19andtheon-goingsystemicand
institutionalizedracialinjustice,manyorganizationsheightenedtheirresponsesandinitiativessurround-
ingdiversity,equity,andinclusionandBlackwomenDEIpractitionerswereagain,onthefrontlines.
AsDEIeffortscontinuetoexpandinvariousorganizationsacrossmultiplesectors,scholarlyattention
shouldbepaidtothecareerexperiencesofBlackwomenindiversitypractitionerrolesbefore,during,
andafterthetransformativestressesofthedualpandemicsof2020andhowtheseintersectingfactors
affectedtheirabilitytobesuccessfulintheirDEIroles.Recognizingtheirprofessionalexperiencesis
importanttoourdiscipline’sacknowledgementthatwhilemanyinstitutionspublicly(re-)pledgedtheir
commitmenttoDEIeffortsin2020,Blackwomendiversityworkersandothermembersoftheseinstitu-
tionscontinuedtofacevariousformsofdiscrimination,similartothediscriminationtheyexperienced
priortoinstitutionalcelebrationsofculturalandpolicychanges.

A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

In theprefaceofhergroundbreakingbook,Black Feminist Thought (BFT),BlackFeminist scholar,
PatriciaHillCollins(2000)said,“IremainlesspreoccupiedwithcomingtovoicebecauseIknowhow
quicklyvoicecanbetakenaway.Myconcernnowliesinfindingeffectivewaystousethevoicethat
IhaveclaimedwhileIhaveit”(p.xiii).Thisstatementisreflectedineachwomanwhocontributedto
thisbook.Theytelltheirstoriesuniquelyandusetheirvoicesastoolstoadvocateforthemselves,DEI
work,andalsotopushbackontheeverydayoppressiontheyandothersfacewithinthepervasivesocially
constructedenvironmentsofHWIs.ThisbookdedicatesacollectivevoicetogroundandrootBlack
FeministThoughtasatheoreticalperspectivewithinDEIdialogueandscholar-practitionerresearch.
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Preface

BFTcentersBlackwomenasintellectualsandcuratorsoftheirownknowledge,especiallywhentheir
voiceshavebeensuppressedundertheconfinesofWhitedominance.BlackwomenDEIworkers,like
thewomenCollins(2000)highlightsinherbook,“usetheirvoicestoraiseimportantissuesthataffect
BlackAfricanwomen”(p.3)andissuesthataffectothermembersofvarioussocialidentitygroupsin
theirworkspaces.Blackwomenhavebeenattheforefrontofmarginalizationandsubjugationthroughout
historyinvariousinstitutionslikepolitics,corporateAmerica,andeducation.Itisinthesearenaswhere
theyhavebeensilencedandoftenignored.

Intermsofacademiaoracademicliterature,thispowerfulsocialarenahaspreviouslybeendominated
byWhite,primarilymale,scholarship.TheacademicscholarshipofJohnson(2021)builtonthepremise
ofEvans-Winters’(2019)researchofhow“BlackfeminismhasbeenoverlookedanddevaluedbyWhite
scholars”(p.45).Inthecontextofthiscollaborativebook,Blackwomenwereaskedtoexpresstheir
experienceswithinthecurrentboundariesoflongestablishedEurocentricviewsofwhat“scholarship”
or“scholarlywriting”issupposedtolooklike.Theserestrictionslimitthecreativityanduniquevoices
ofcompetentBlackwomen.Collins(2000)identifiesthisaspartofa“largersystemofoppression[that]
workstosuppresstheideasofBlackwomenintellectualsandprotectWhitemaleinterestsandworld-
views”(p.5).Topresentanoppositionalgaze(hooks,1992)backatthestrictrulesofthisacademic
system,eachauthorwasencouragedtowritefromherownpositionalityasaBlackwomandiversity
practitioner.Theywriteintheirowndialecttogivetheirchapterapersonaltouch,“recognizingBlack
FeministperspectivesareessentialtotellingthestoriesofBlackwomen...indiversityroles”(Johnson,
2021)andbydoingso,helptoestablishfoundationandprecedentforthosethatfollow.

IMPORTANCE OF TOPIC AND TARGET AUDIENCE

TherelativeabsenceofexistingliteratureaboutBlackwomenintheseparticularprofessionalrolesshows
thefertileneedformoreongoingresearchaboutbestpracticesforDEIpractitionersandorganizations,
andstrategiestosupportandupliftBlackwomenintheseroles.Providinginsightsandcommentaryon
oftenoverlookedtensionsoftheirintersectionalidentitiesatoddswiththeactuallivedexperiencesof
theirpositionsasDEIpractitionersisacentralandsignificantaimofthiswork.Theauthorsofthisbook
providepracticalstrategies,evidence-basedandexperiential-basedapproachestoDEI,andtangibletips
forHWIsandotherinstitutionstolookinwardatthecultureandpracticesoftheirorganizationsthat
indirectlycontradicttheirDEIvaluesinwaysthatdirectlyaffectBlackwomendiversitypractitioners.
Finally,thisbookisanintentionallystructuredandfirstofitskindresourceforhighereducationstaff
andadministration,Blackwomendiversitypractitioners,administration,leadersinbusiness,hospital
administration,libraries,studentsandeducatorsofhighereducation,researchers,andacademicians.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

This book is comprised of 13 chapters authored and/co-authored by Black women DEI leaders in
highereducation,corporateAmerica,orworkingas independentconsultants.Theydiscuss research
andexperience-basedbestpracticesforBlackwomenintheDEIfield;personalandlivedexperiences
with racism, sexism, and classism invariousHWIs asDEIpractitioners; and successfulways they
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implementedDEIstrategiesintheirorganizationsbefore,during,orafterCOVID-19andtheheighted
racialinjusticeof2020.

Chapter1isafoundationalchapterthatsetsthetoneaboutvariousexperienceswithracism,sexism,
andclassismthatBlackwomenfaceinWhiteinstitutionsingeneral.Itisamockconversationfrom
amothertoherdaughterwithstrategiesonhowtoovercomethesecontrollingimagesinhistorically
oppressivespaces.TheauthorsalsoofferadviceonhowtothriveatpredominatelyWhiteinstitutions.

InChapter2,theauthorsbeginwithahistoricallensontheracialupliftoftheBlackcommunityby
highlightingtheworkof“race”womenandtheirconnectionstoBlackculturalcenters.Theythenexamine
theracialupliftof21stcenturyBlackwomenor“race”womenwhoserveasdirectorsofBlackcultural
centersatHWIs.Theyexplorewaysinwhichthesedirectorsadvancetheircareerswhileexperiencing
discriminationandwhileworkingtohelpeducatethenextgenerationofBlackstudents.

ThethirdchapterexploresDEIworkthroughthelensofthefirstBlackwomanChiefDiversityOf-
ficer(CDO)atasouthernpredominatelyWhiteInstitution.Usingcriticalracetheoryandcriticalrace
feminismastheoreticalframeworks,theauthorpositsthewaysinwhichshemademeaningofherex-
perienceswhileleadingastrategicplanningprocessinthesouth.Theauthorthenprovidessignificant
practicalrecommendationstosupportBlackwomenCDOs.

Chapter4takesadifferentapproachbyexploringthecollaborationbetweenaBlackwomanInaugu-
ralFellowforDiversity,Equity,andInclusivityandaWhitemaleseniorexecutive.Theyexplorehow
allyshipplaysakeyroleintransformativechangeatacommunitycollege.TheBlackwomanprovides
informationonthechallengesshefacedinthisnewadministrativeroleandtheWhitemandiscusseshow
hehadtorecognizehisprivilegeandshifthismindsettotransformationalchangetoservehistorically
minoritizedcommunitiesoncampus.Theyusedthispartnershiptoadvancethecollege’sDEIagenda
andproviderecommendationsforpracticeonhowtomovefromaspirationaltooperational.

InChapter5,theauthorintroducesportraiture,amethodologyofinquirythatcapturesvariousaspects
ofthehumanexperience.Inthiscase,theauthorusesthismethodtoexplaintheexperiencesoftwo
BlackwomenDEIpractitionersduringthedualpandemicsofCOVID-19andthepervasiveenvironment
ofsystemicracismbroughtintonationalcrisisin2020afterthemurderforGeorgeFloyd.Thesestories
offerrecommendationsforBlackwomenDEIpractitionerstocenterself-careinthefaceofadversity
duringtimesofcrisis.

Chapter6’sauthorreportsfromtheUnitedStates’epicenteroftheracialreckoningof2020,Min-
neapolis,Minnesota.Thischaptervisitstheconceptof“Whiteurgency.”Whiteurgencyistheideaof
addressingDEIcrisisquicklyinsteadofwithintention.Theauthordiscussesherexperienceworkingat
aHWIintheaftermathofthemurderofGeorgeFloydandindisruptingWhiteurgencyattheinstitution.

TraininginDiversity,Inclusion,andEquitableMindfulness(TDIEM)isthetopicofChapter7.The
authorsoutlinethewaysinwhichtheycombinedtheirskillsinDEIandEquitableMindfulnessintoa
research-basedtrainingcurriculumforinstitutionsasindependentconsultants.Thispartnershipdevel-
opedtoteachorganizationshowtoincorporatemindfulnesspracticeswithinDEIapplicationstoassist
inremovingpersonalandsystemicbarriers.Thechapterconcludeswithrecommendationsforpractice
forBlackwomenDEIpractitionerswhoaspiretousethesetoolsforfuturetrainings.

InChapter8,theauthorsoutlinehoworganizationscanuseemotionalintelligence(EI).EIisleveraged
asakeyskillforinstitutionsiftheydesiretohavesuccessfulDEIinitiatives.Thechapterconcludeswith
recommendationsonhowtouseEItobuildbetterrelationshipswithBlackwomenDEIpractitioners.

Chapter9encouragesBlackwomenandinstitutionstodeconstructtraditionalstandardsofWhiteness
inorganizations.TheauthorsexaminehowBlackwomenhavehistoricallyhadtoconformtoEurocentric
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ideasofprofessionalismandbehaviorsthataredetrimentaltoBlackwomen.Thechaptersuggeststhat
standardsofWhitenessmustbedismantledtosupportBlackwomenandforinstitutionstotrulythrive
ininclusion.

Thetenthchapterhighlightsthetrialsofracism,sexism,andimplicitbiasfacedbyaBlackwoman
DEIpractitionerattwopredominantlyWhiteprivateuniversities.Whileexperiencingdiscrimination,
theauthorsimultaneouslyworkedtodemolishdiscriminationinherrole.Shebringsinthevoicesof
otherBlackwomenDEIworkerswhosharesimilarstoriesattheirinstitutions.Thechapterconcludes
withsuggestionsonhowWhiteuniversitiescanimprovetheirDEIeffortsontheircampusesbeginning
withsupportforBlackwomenDEIpractitioners.

Chapter11 isanextensive literature reviewon theoriessurrounding the intersectionof raceand
genderforBlackwomenastheynavigatethepathtoleadershiproles.TheexperiencesofBlackwomen
DEIpractitioners throughthis intersectional lensarepresented.Theauthorprovidesfutureresearch
directionstopropeltheresearchinthisarea.

InChapter12,theauthorsleveragetheir20yearsofexperienceintheDEIfieldtoofferstrategies
toBlackwomenwhoaspiretoworkinthefield.Theyprovideexperienced-basedsuggestionsandtools
tobesuccessfulintheroles.Thechapterconcludeswiththeauthorsprovidingpersonalresourcesto
sharewithnewDEIofficers.

Chapter13introducestheDEIIndustrialComplex.ThiscomplexsuggeststhatHWIsonlyaddress
the“low-hangingfruit”withinthediversity,equity,andinclusionissuesattheirinstitutionsandignore
theneedfororganizationalchangetoaddressissuesofsystemicoppression.BlackwomenDEIprofes-
sionalsexperiencethenegativeeffectsofthismindset.Thechapterendswithbestpracticestoendthe
DEIIndustrialComplexininstitutions.

Tristen Brenaé Johnson
Moffitt Cancer Center, USA
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ABSTRACT

The goal of this chapter is to elucidate on how socio-cultural practices and systems within private and 
public institutions of higher learning influence and regulate Black women’s attitudes, behaviors, and 
agency utilizing a womanist/feminist lens. Historically, Black women’s bodies have been a topic of 
discussions relating to body images. These bodies have been undermined, disrespected, and shamed, 
portrayed in the media as angry, ugly, hypersexualized. Theses tropes and more have a bearing on how 
Black women are received or deemed invisible daily in various spaces i.e., PWI. A Black woman’s po-
sitionality, femininity, hair, and identity politics, coupled with other unique identities, affect the social 
and political context impacting how systems are navigated at PWIs. The ability or inability to endure 
assumptions, stereotypes, and aggressions can confuse those that cross the line thinking that behaviors 
of disrespect are acceptable. Suggestions/advice are offered for success and keys for thriving, not simply 
surviving, at PWIs.

INTRODUCTION

In December 1922 Crisis magazine, Langston Hughes published ‘Mother to Son’, a poem conveying a 
mother’s warning to her son utilizing the analogy about the stairs one’s forced to climb called life. This 
analogy speaks to the determination necessary to make it up the proverbial stairs of life. The imagery 
of stairs is the mother’s attempt to explain how arduous life will be. She admonishes her son about how 
the journey will be difficult with obstacles, but for him not to give up.

Hughes, a product of the Harlem Renaissance, wrote comprehensively on racism and oppression 
that Black Americans endured. Understanding his background, the poem depicts the struggles a young 

An Ode to My Daughter:
Navigating PWIs in the 21st Century

Andriette Jordan Fields
University of Denver, USA

Alana D. Fields
University of Pittsburgh, USA



2

An Ode to My Daughter
 

Black man will encounter as he grows up. The extended metaphor of the staircase represents the adversi-
ties of life, and the mention of it not being a “crystal” referencing that the stairs would not be smooth, 
but dangerous, torn up, filled with “tacks” and “splinters.” Hughes’ twenty-line free verse inspired the 
conversation with my daughter who is working as a postdoctoral researcher at a Predominately White 
Institution (PWI). She had constant questions on how to navigate the institution and processes, and these 
inquiries prompted a conversation about how Black women survive these spaces, without losing their 
integrity and their minds. This chapter focuses on lessons learned from one Sistah to another, in this case 
from mother to a daughter, utilizing Hughes’ poem as a guide for providing advice. We will briefly ex-
amine the historical positioning of African American/Black women and discuss three pertinent concepts: 
femininity, hair politics, and identity politics. Utilizing a Womanist/Feminist approach, we will elucidate 
on a Womanist social justice perspective, transitioning into a conversation with Black women at PWIs 
and briefly analyzing their experiences while cultivating strategies to thrive and not simply survive.

Mother to Daughter
Well daughter, Here’s the word
Life at a PWI Ain’t been no Ivory tower
It’s had microaggressions,
And microinsults,
And mircroassaults.
And places where no one looks like you are present, Lonely!
But, every day,
We keep going back,
We keep trying, standing, believing
And sometimes that Imposter Syndrome sneaks in,
We doubt ourselves, and second guess our thoughts.
So, girl don’t you question, don’t you doubt, that Black girl magic.
You are strong, intelligent, and powerful
Cause if you weren’t, they wouldn’t be working
So hard to keep you feeling unwanted 
out of place, and down and out!
And, when you find it kind of hard,
don’t forget we’ve been here before,
So, girl don’t you question, don’t you doubt, that Black girl magic!

BACKGROUND

Historically, Black women’s bodies have been the topic of negative discussion, whether relating to body 
images or reproductive issues. These bodies have been undermined, shamed, and portrayed in film and 
media platforms as distracting, ugly, fat, big-boned, and/or hypersexualized. Cooper (2018) summarizes 
the negative discussions with “We are told we are irrational, crazy, out of touch, entitled, disrupted, 
and not a team player” (p.2). Black women are often slated as the “angry Black women” when they 
are passionate or simply defending their point of view or perspective. These tropes have a bearing on 
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how Black women are received or not received on a daily basis, in various spaces (i.e., boardrooms, 
classrooms, churches, and PWIs).

Black women’s intersecting identities play differently from other bodies. Black women, historically, 
have graciously moved through society from hush harbors to the big house, to cleaning houses, to the 
board room, the Ivory Towers, and most recently the White House. These women have made profound 
contributions despite the violent and oppressive conditions surrounding them. They have remained 
standing strong regardless of the disparaging language used against them, the stereotypes affixed to their 
character, and the physical harm frequently levied on their Black bodies. Black woman must know, and 
remember, whose shoulders they are standing on - that they are descendants of powerful, resilient, and 
resourceful women. Black women come from women who have made a way out of no way, women who 
have stood against the odds and beat them, women who have endured identity labels placed on them 
promulgating stereotypes.

A Black woman’s positionality - in addition to other unique identities - affect the context impacting how 
she navigates the social and political systems at PWIs. Whether she’s Democratic, Republican, Atheist, 
Christian, Muslim, or Jew, gay or straight, her political, social, or religious standing in the community 
does not and should not dictate who she is and how she’s received and perceived by various communities. 
Her ability and inability to withstand the assumptions, stereotypes, and aggressions can confuse others 
who cross the line in thinking that behaviors of disrespect are acceptable. In Beyond Respectability, 
Cooper reminded us that we must take seriously, acknowledge, appreciate, and trust Black women. The 
environments in which we work are not always life-giving. Cooper (2017) also revisits respectability 
politics which was a tool of survival and thriving in harsh conditions. Black women had to survive and 
find ways to endure through those labels placed on them. These Black women were doing diversity work 
as race women, working to uplift their race. Ironically, this notion of surviving and thriving still exists 
today in the twenty-first century. As a Black woman working at a private PWI I find that it is taboo to 
question inequities in white spaces out loud for my survival and thriving, regardless of how apparent it 
is those inequities must be addressed to properly execute my responsibilities as diversity worker.

Spillers (2000), offered timeless words which provide a sampling of the various identities constructed 
for African American women:

I am a marked woman, but not everybody knows my name, “Peaches” and “Brown Sugar,” “Sapphire” 
and “Earth Mother,” “Aunty,” “Granny,” “God’s Holy Foot,” a “Miss Ebony First,” or “Black Woman 
at the Podium”: I have described a locus of confounded identities, a meeting ground of investments and 
privations in the national treasury of rhetorical wealth. My country needs me, and if I were not here, 
they would have to invent me. (p. 257)

These stereotyped notions of identity challenge the identity of African American/Black women. These 
identities force upon us, often fall into three basic categories: the help (mammy), the vixen (jezebel) or 
the gladiator (strong Black Woman) and have proven complicated (Yancy, 2008).

The historical assumptions about Black bodies are what Butler (2006) might call racist phantasmatic 
productions that are projections from the white imaginary. When one thinks of the “the help” (mammy) 
it evokes the vision of her domesticity, whose sole purpose appears to be to serve whiteness. In fact, in 
“Black Women’s Identity: Stereotypes, Respectability, and Passionlessness (1890-1930)” Mgadmi (2022) 
discussed the pervasive conversations about how Black women are depicted in society and how their 
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femininity was juxtaposed against white womanhood. Mgadmi (2022) provided insight on the tropes 
that have followed Black women for centuries:

(t)he old slave mammy or “Aunt Jemima” figure pervaded a body of work about Black womanhood. 
She was generally dark-skinned, strong-bodied, thick-lipped, obese, and ugly, often being the favorite 
servant, skilled cook, and the most devoted housekeeper, she incarnated the perfect mother in the house 
capable of nurturing White children and at the same time looking after her children and sustaining her 
family. She was “the all-mother figure” and “mother earth,” a “superwoman” stronger than her man 
and less feminine than other women. (p. 41)

Any observation, be it verbal or visual messaging, shared about African American/Black women by 
popular culture, requires a critical eye and ear. The ideas of knowing and staying in your place, being 
subservient, and other concepts for Black women have been recognized by several authors/scholars. 
hooks (1981) addressed these and similar issues in Ain’t I a Woman?: Black Women and Feminism. 
Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2009) argued that the idea of strength undermines its real function: to defend and 
maintain a stratified social order obscuring Black women’s experiences of suffering, acts of despera-
tion, and anger. Beauboeuf-Lafontant traced the historical and social influences of prescriptive Black 
femininity, looking at how concepts of self-image and strength generate an interruption from broader 
forces of discrimination and power. Jordan-Zachery (2009) provided insight into the gendering process 
of policy making, explaining how relations of power and forms of inequality are circuitously constructed 
impacting the lives of Black women.

The socio-cultural practices within private and public institutions of higher learning influence and 
regulate Black women’s attitudes, behaviors, and agency... similarly to how white dominated spaces 
influenced them throughout history. Delpit (2006), stated:

We do not really see through our eyes or hear through our ears, but through our beliefs. To put our beliefs 
on hold is to cease to exist as ourselves for a moment - and that is not easy. It is painful as well, because 
it means turning yourself inside out, giving up your own sense of who you are, and being willing to see 
yourself in the unflattering light of another’s angry gaze. (pg. 47)

Delpit’s poignant statement speaks to the how stereotypical labels become the truths by which people 
govern themselves - creating their philosophies, and modes of operation - which can be found in homes, 
places of worship and the workplace. As a Black woman in the academy, there are two places and/or 
personality types we find ourselves designated/labeled as, either the mammy or the bitch. One is known 
for being the mothering figured, always attempting to accommodate and take care of the needs of oth-
ers, sometimes to the detriment of oneself. Conversely, the latter is any Black women that’s confident, 
outspoken, who speaks truth to power; she is seen as confrontational and lacks the ability to be a team 
player. This binary dichotomy proves stifling and restrictive, limiting the talents, skills, and potential 
of Black women.

The Triple Threats to Black Women’s in PWIs

This chapter has as its aim the enlightenment of those on the journey of Black women on the margins, 
and how they historically have navigated hair and identity politics and the questioning of their femininity. 
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It is an effort to engage justice work as it relates to ethnic, racial, and gender inequities. Black women’s 
hair, identity, and femininity have come into question for centuries becoming the triple threat to her 
positionality in the world and especially in PWIs. These three factors have been utilized as strategies of 
containment, which are concerted efforts of keeping them out of spaces of leadership, power, and the 
denial of respect. Through the lens of Womanist ethics, the African American woman’s predicament will 
be examined. Black women’s race, gender, and hair place them in marginalized and often disenfranchised 
positions. Sitting at these intersections of systems of power, which greatly influence their access to hap-
piness, and the resources to maintain their pursuit of happiness, wholeness, and radical acceptance in 
these institutions (Crenshaw, 1990; Hill Collins, 2008; William, 2015). The labels have been applied in 
explicit and surreptitious manners, often rendering the recipient of the labels powerless.

According to Floyd-Thomas (2019):

A womanist is radical because she claims her agency and has a subjective view of the world where she 
is not a victim of circumstances, but rather responsible, serious, and in-charge. Therefore, the intergen-
erational lesson of radical subjectivity is to recover one’s sense of identity, out of the hold of hegemonic 
normativity. (p. 33)

Here we will critically observe and examine the verbal and visual messages that are continually shared 
about African American women. Utilizing the media as a window to view African American women in 
order to understand the forced constructed identities established for them, it is essential to analyze three 
salient concepts: hair politics, femininity, and identity politics. It is believed that hair politics have been 
constructed in such a way that this concept provides a window into femininity, which in turn constructs 
identity politics. Prince (2009) elucidated challenges of forced identities placed on African American 
women in mass media, and within institutions of higher learning, are often portrayed and received in 
various manners. Within this analysis, we are reminded of three, salient tropes - Mammy, Jezebel, and 
the Strong Black Woman - examining racial and gendered stereotypes and the ramifications of being 
labelled. By examining how Black women are depicted in the media - and how their social identities 
are constructed without their input - we can see how vital it is to speak truth to power, reconstruct his-
tory, and expose the myths and socially constructed concepts surrounding femininity, hair politics, and 
identity politics, which in turn often dictate our feminine status within society. These concepts dictate 
the positionality of Black women and encompass areas from the court room to the classroom, to church 
(the pulpit to the pews), to the “Ivory towers - PWIs”. Work within the DEI arena requires one to have 
thick skin and the ability to navigate white fragility and the institutional complicity of these inequities 
with grace and candor. Unfortunately, a Black woman with such keen abilities as myself will find them-
selves dealing with leadership that is either threatened or fearful of presence and concerned that you are 
rocking the boat of collusion and comfort with systems of white supremacy.

The Spaces We Live In (Femininity, Hair Politics, and Identity Politics)

Femininity

Femininity is defined as having qualities traditionally ascribed to women, such as sensitivity, softness, 
weakness, or gentleness. This is a problematic definition on many levels. Black feminists are a unique 
group, distingué because of subordination within intersecting oppressions such as race, class, gender, 



6

An Ode to My Daughter
 

sexuality, socioeconomic status; regrettably, effects of institutionalized racism in the twenty-first century 
remain visible and palpable. We encounter racism in everyday workplaces such as PWIs, stores, second-
ary school, housing, and daily social interactions.

Black women have had their femininity called into question for centuries – from Sojourner Truth to 
Serena Williams. These limiting and often disempowering gender labels will be utilized as model ex-
amples of the experiences of Black/African American women in contemporary contexts, as we explore 
hair and identity politics.

Hair Politics

Dr. Althea Prince, writer and sociologist, deals with Black cultural life by sensitively charting Black 
women’s journeys with their hair: how it is perceived, judged, and graded on the yardstick of mainstream 
society’s standards of beauty. Prince (2009) posited: “hair is at the heart of many Black women’s senses 
of who they are in the wider world that they navigate daily” (p.16). Prince provided enlightenment on the 
misreading of a person’s hair as a signifier, and how the misreading can have repercussions that could be 
trivial in a social situation, or far-reaching in the worst-case scenario, leading many to be judged with a 
social or political interpretation of who they are, solely based on their hairstyle. Prior to the Crown Act 
of 2019, hair politics have been operationalized to both prohibit and judge African American women 
from excelling in professional settings due to what was often deemed as “unprofessional” hair.

Historically, the conversation about the texture of hair follows Black people, specifically those of 
African descent, from century to century. This conversation has been the topic of discussion as it relates 
to beauty and acceptability and continues to determine Black women’s standing. These discriminatory 
and intersecting forms of oppression directed at Black women influences how they look, live, work, 
interact with other and even view their bodies and identities (Donahoo, 2021). Donahoo (2021) provides 
insight into the interconnections of identity politics, hair politics and femininity, through her article “Why 
We Need a National CROWN Act”, where she elucidates on how black hair has been and remains one 
of the foci of discrimination and repression, establishing white beauty as the norm. The CROWN Act 
SB-188 2019 (Creating a Respectful and Open World for Natural Hair) provides legislative intervention 
and was written to protect Black women and men from discrimination at work, school, and as they go 
about their daily lives.

As of January 2022, twelve states have passed the CROWN Act: California, New York, New Jersey, 
Virginia, Colorado, Washington, Maryland, Connecticut, New Mexico, Delaware, Nebraska, and Illinois. 
Two other states have passed a similar bill. The passing of this bill is vital to protect individuals from the 
act of weaponizing Black hair, which spans from early childhood to the workplace. These discriminatory 
standards for Black hair that Black women continue to encounter when embracing their natural hair must 
be challenged until we have a national CROWN Act.

Additionally, Higginbotham (1993) stated,

… that race serves, as a “global sign,” a “metalanguage,” since it speaks about and lends meaning to a 
host of terms and expressions, to myriad aspects of life that would otherwise fall outside the referential 
domain of race. Race impregnates the simplest meanings we take for granted. It makes hair “good” or 
“bad,” speech patterns “correct” or “incorrect.” It is, in fact, the apparent overdeterminancy of race 
in Western culture, and particularly in the United States, that has permitted it to function as a metalan-
guage in its discursive representation and construction of social relations. (p. 6)
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Most African American women have some personal story as it relates to their hair, often a determinant 
of one’s standing in society. As a Black woman with natural hair working in DEI at a PWI, there have 
been occasions where complimentary comments about my hair are given, along with my professional 
apparel. My grandmother instilled in me the fact that “you don’t dress for where you are but for where 
you aspire to be.” These unsolicited compliments/conversations and obsession about Black women hair 
in the workplace are also portrayed in the media and have prevented qualified Black women from mov-
ing up at their respective institutions and cost others their jobs.

Spike Lee’s 1988 musical comedy-drama School Daze was a portrayal about undergraduates in 
fraternity/sorority life clashing with classmates at an HBCU during homecoming weekend. The movie 
addresses colorism, elitism, classism, political activism, hazing, self-esteem, social mobility, and hair 
texture bias within the African American community. This satirical film provides examples, and sheds 
light on the relational conflict constructed because of hair (color, length, and texture) which creates a 
fracture between women of the same race, socio economic status; women who have bigger issues to 
fight, like the oppression of misogynoir they are experiencing. Moya Bailey coined the term “misogy-
noir” as the ways anti-Black and misogynistic representation shape broader ideas about Black women, 
particularly in visual culture and digital spaces. In short, Bailey (2021) posits, where racism and sexism 
meet—an understanding of anti-Black misogyny.

In 2006, R&B singer India Arie wrote the song I Am Not My Hair - the refrain is: “Hey (hey) I am 
not my hair, I am not this skin, I am not your expectations, no (hey) I am not my hair, I am not this skin, 
I am the soul that lives within.” Then she asks a couple of questions: “Does the way I wear my hair make 
me a better person? Does the way I wear my hair make me a better friend? Does the way I wear my hair 
determine my integrity? I am expressing my creativity.” As Arie so gracefully shared, your hair does 
not and should not determine your standing in society, in the board room, or the ivory tower. We must 
shed these oppressive, socially constructed constraints if we want to thrive in PWIs, preventing identity 
politics from having a strong hold on our lives.

Identity Politics

Identity politics is a heavy-laden phrase and has come to signify a wide range of political activities 
and theorizing founded by the shared experiences of injustice of members of particular social groups. 
The Combahee River Collective (CRC) Black feminist statement is a key document confirming Black 
women and identity politics. Our identities are part of every political element of this country. CRCs 
statement of politics was actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class 
oppression, and see (Taylor, 2017). Particularly, Black women assert or reclaim ways of understanding 
their distinctiveness that challenge dominant oppressive characterizations, with the goal of greater self-
determination (Heyes, 2014). Martin (1993) wrote:

The heart of Black women’s identity politics points toward the necessary cultural and political activity, 
in and for African American women’s moral agency – an agency that is marked by both critical decon-
struction of difference as domination and, the critical action of difference as creative power. (p. 43)

The concepts of identity politics, hair politics, and femininity - and their interconnectedness - have 
significant influences on how the forms of embodiment of African American women are represented, 
understood, and approached in society as we know it.
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Negative messages are frequently heard by African American/Black women and faced on PWI cam-
puses daily. While racism experienced at PWIs are behaviors that are offensive and harmful; interestingly, 
routinely microaggressions (both conscious and unconscious acts) are also experienced daily by Black 
people and continue to be problematic, harmful, and offensive. Microaggressions are akin to constant 
razor cuts on one’s body, mind, and soul. There are three forms of microaggression: microinsults, micro-
invalidations and mircroassaults. Dr. Sue reminded us in his article that racial microaggressions are brief 
commonplace, daily verbal, behavioral, and/or environmental indignities, intentional or unintentional, 
that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults toward people of color, and 
are unfortunately normalized (Sue et al, 2007, p. 271).

The racial inequities experienced by African American women are so deeply ingrained in the fabric 
of American society that they are nearly unobtrusive. This type of racism is disguised and covert, it is 
a more ambiguous and nebulous practice, often difficult to identify and acknowledge. Practices sup-
porting ongoing racial inequities, lack of inclusion, and other acts of disrespect and oppression are the 
ethos of many PWIs in their inability to welcome and accept those of other cultures, especially African 
American women who are faculty, staff, or students (Sue et al, 2007, p. 271). African American women 
have struggled for their full humanity to be recognized since the time of enslavement and if we are hon-
est, they remain in a space of bondage even in the 21st century. Feminist activist Pearl Cleage affirmed: 
“the belief that women are full human beings capable of participation and leadership in the full range 
of human activities – intellectually, politically, socially, sexually, spiritually and economically” (Col-
lins, 2000, p. 28), and this gives us reason to pause and realize and recognize Black women’s humanity.

Attending and working at a PWI affords me the opportunity to have first-hand experience of navigating 
these spaces. As a PhD student, I remember participating in a library orientation where one of the head 
librarians opening statements were, “this orientation is only for PhD students” while she looked in my 
direction. She repeated the statement again looking eye to eye at me. Now I was the only Black person 
in that session, it was clear that this message was directed to me. This message of, are you in the right 
place, or do you belong here are subtle messages sent and received around PWI campus. These perva-
sive aggressions must be addressed and confronted; how I navigated this space not only affect me but 
those following me. I decided that working at the institution in DEI was where I hopefully might make 
a difference. As a Womanist ethicist the lens which I view my work provides insight from experiences 
which allows one to glean these microaggressions that other students, faculty, and staff with whom I 
identify may also be experiencing such slights.

A Womanist/Feminist Approach

This chapter utilizes a Womanist/feminist perspective. Womanism is a social justice perspective rooted 
in Black women’s and other women of color’s daily experiences and daily methods of problem solving 
in everyday spaces, extended to the problems of:

1.  ending all forms of oppression for all people,
2.  restoring the balance between people and the environment/nature, and
3.  reconciling human life with the spiritual dimension.

Floyd-Thomas (2019) suggested that a womanist sociologist ethical analysis enables the womanist 
ethicist to interpret and transform the world of Black people. Black feminists and womanist researchers 
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use a mixed methodologies approach to excavate the experiences of being a Black woman, like gaining 
insight into their experiences at PWIs. A womanist sociologist analysis and womanist ethicist approach 
are applied here to mine the stories of Black women’s lived experiences, with suggestions of how to 
develop strategies of resistance which will empower women to aspire for leadership rolls, fight against 
imposter syndrome, and replace the systemic structures originally devised for cisgender white males.

Womanist sociological ethical analysis is an approach that seeks to empower and liberate Black 
women through examining their lived experiences using both quantitative and qualitative analysis to 
understand how interlocking systems of oppression create inequalities and social stratifications. From 
those experiences, the womanist ethicist and researcher can then formulate the social tasks needed to 
dismantle those oppressions for Black women to realize liberation. Using a multi-disciplinary approach 
of ethical analysis and sociology, the womanist ethicist can see the social world through the eyes of Black 
women to gain a full understanding of the material realities that must be examined to achieve justice and 
liberation for Black women, their families, and the communities where they live.

Within this section we will examine strategies of containment utilized to keep Black women out of 
higher leadership roles.

Despite the pain and trauma often experienced, Black women’s ongoing commitment to PWIs is a 
manifestation of the utopian imagination of a world where Black people are treated justly and humanely 
and where generation Z– Alpha and the unchurch (those who have no interest or interaction with formalized 
religion) lead the way towards the liberation of all Black people from patriarchy and white supremacy.

Using a womanist analysis enables us the ability to provide a copious description of how PWIs have 
used respectability norms to police and control Black women’s behaviors and their reactions to microag-
gressions, microinsults and mircroassaults through labelling “good’ and “bad” Black woman. One can 
make the case for why the PWIs need to recognize Black women’s lives and spirituality as coetaneous 
experiences that must not be separated. The use of narratives from Black women working at two PWIs 
will provide a depiction of how Black women arrive at and make decisions, determine meaning, and 
examine the ethical values they use to determine their actions in spaces where they are often the only 
Black woman.

Finally, the womanist sociological analysis is used to examine the pain and trauma Black women 
experience as a starting point to explore creative possibilities for dismantling the outsider/within culture 
that shames and excludes Black women because of their ability to withstand trauma while making it 
look easy and painless. As a Black woman, it is impossible to listen to the herstories of other women and 
remain unaffected by those stories. Moreover, ethical positionality has been and continues to be contested 
terrain; the Black church, family, intimate partners, and lawmakers all seek control over Black women’s 
bodies. How do we make sure that Black women are empowered to navigate PWIs, while keeping their 
righteous mind intact? What is at stake if we choose to leave or stay in these spaces? The reclamation 
of agency is the Black Girl Magic (Jones, 2019) required to remain sane in these often-volatile spaces, 
known as PWIs.

Collins (2000), stated “Publicly articulating RAGE typically constitutes less a revelation about OP-
PRESSION than a discovery of VOICE” (p.50). Egbuonu (2021) featured Hill-Collins’ revised state-
ment on Rage as defining the power of finding your voice to express the full spectrum of emotions as 
a Black woman. Hill-Collins stated, “speaking your own truth, claiming your own truth, and claiming 
all parts of yourself, including your rage. Claiming the full range of voice is claiming the full range of 
self.” Collins asked,
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(W)hy would we reject anger when there is so much to be angry about? That affects us, that affects our 
children, that affect our communities, that affects our loved ones. Why would we want to tamp that down 
to become a good girl?” (Egbuonu, 2021)

Unfortunately, Black women find themselves in a quandary: if we assert ourselves, or we stand in our 
own truth, we are considered aggressive, angry, violent, and out of control. The trope of “angry Black 
woman” is over-utilized when Black women request/demand simply to be treated with respect.

Cooper (2017) had two cardinal commitments: seeing the Black female body as a form of possibility 
and not a burden and centering the Black female body as a means to cathect Black social thought. How-
ever, in the 21st century, the politics of respectability no longer works. Millennials lead the way in lacking 
interest in the insistence on proper behavior and comportment. For years Black women have applied the 
politics of respectability as an approach to navigating hostile public spheres, and to avoid other forms 
of bodily harm customarily imposed on Black women. Black women perfected the art of performing the 
politics of respectability in an effort of protection, given the attempts to make Black women’s bodies 
as inconspicuous and sexually innocuous as possible due to the constant surveillance of Black bodies.

The concept of the politics of respectability is connected to a history of subjugation and stigmatization, 
and the notion among many members of the community that consequences for “bad” behavior were not 
simply inflicted on individual Black people but had implications for the entire community. Conversely, 
Higginbotham introduced the concept of the politics of respectability. Higginbotham (1993) described 
the role Black women played in the struggle for racial equality, as a strategy employed to challenge 
the subordinate position Blacks occupied throughout much of the United States. In the Black Baptist 
women’s movement, Higginbotham (1993) noted that “the politics of respectability emphasized reform 
of individual behavior and attitudes both as a goal in and of itself and as strategy for reform of the entire 
structural system of American race relations” (p. 187). Interestingly, those who followed the politics of 
respectability thought it important for group members “to counter racist images and structures” by adher-
ing to “dominant society’s norms of manners and morals” according to Higginbotham (Higginbotham, 
1993, p. 187), believing that if group members behaved better, they would be treated better by society. 
The politics of respectability, Higginbotham argued, did not eschew, or ignore political aims, nor did it 
give in to a system of racial inequality and White supremacy. To the contrary, the politics of respectability 
was inherently political, providing supporters with what they believed to be a reliable opportunity to 
upend the racial order of the day. This ideological positioning of the politics of respectability centered 
the problem of racial inequality, not simply in the hearts, minds, and systems of white Americans, but 
also in the predilections and behaviors of Black folks.

BLACK WOMEN’S SURVIVAL IN PWIs

Navigating the challenges associated with working at a PWI requires deliberate communication, strength, 
tenacity, and resoluteness. Regardless of one’s tenure status - be it one year, ten years, or twenty years 
- the experiences and the stories of Black women in PWIs are the same; whether staff or students, mid-
level administration, or a part of senior leadership, Black women are managing campus politics, multiple 
service responsibilities (such as being a faculty member, advisor, and director of a programming all 
while working toward tenure), the stories are all the same. We are often undervalued, underpaid, and 
underestimated. Breeden (2021) concurs with this assessment of the experiences of Black women at 
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PWIs. Breeden verifies specific strategies used and barriers faced when navigating racism and sexism 
for Black women in senior - level administrative positions in student affairs is fraught are fraught with 
micro/macro and blatant racialized aggressions. Breeden’s qualitative analysis utilizes a Black feminist 
thought theoretical framework and narrative inquiry to amplify the voices and experiences of Black 
women in senior-level positions in student affairs at PWIs.

Higher education institutions advertise equal opportunities and advancement for all and these state-
ments are often tied to their avowed commitment to their Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion plans and/
or departments. However, Black women fight against the harmful tropes such as the Help (Mammy), 
Vixen (Jezebel) or the Gladiator (Strong Black Woman) within institutions of higher education. These 
reductive depictions of Black women rooted in the slave trade live on today and unfortunately even in 
the academy. These harmful tropes deliberately situate Black women in a place of subordination, often 
rendering them powerless despite their skill, ability, and knowledge levels. Black women are given 
the largest and most difficult task to accomplish with little or no support, be it staff or resources and 
expected to make miracles happen. Barriers for Black women at work and in society cannot be broken 
until institutions sanction structural changes and address the prevalent systems of oppression: racism, 
sexism, and other isms.

Joy James (1997) examined African American intellectual responses to racism and the role of elitism, 
sexism, and anti-radicalism in Black leadership and politics throughout history. James’s analysis found:

whether as a depraved or an elevated mulatto, a mammy or a Jezebel, a bondswoman or a free woman, 
the image of the Black woman was conditioned by Whites’ patriarchal values. More strikingly, while 
trying to display the dehumanizing legacy of slavery and to mitigate the blemishes of Blacks in order to 
advance their own people, many Black scholars (such as Edward Franklin Frazier, Booker T. Washing-
ton, members of The American Negro Academy or “The Talented Tenth”, DuBois, Alexander Crummcil, 
Bess Beatty, William Wells Brown, Alexander Crummell, and George Washington Williams) too often 
enhanced negative stereotypes about Black women. (p. 40) 

James and others established a historical foundation that identifies the sources for the negative tropes 
and conversations about Black women as licentious Jezebels, mammies, etc. as tropes rooted in envi-
ronmental and cultural differences between whites, Africans, and bonded by enslavement conditions. 
Unfortunately, these socially constructed concepts are embedded in the American ethos. For centuries, 
Black women have fought against the generational memory of disrespect and degradation, only to find 
themselves in similar - if not the same - situations of their ancestors, whether they are in the classroom 
or the boardroom. The ultimate goal of the Black woman is to move from surviving to thriving. Thriving 
in every place, space, and circumstances they find themselves.

SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

How We Got Over

It is important to note that Black women are not a monolith, yet there are shared collective perspectives 
that can inform polices, and practices. Black women don’t worship the same, don’t talk or dress the same 
nor do they share the same idiosyncrasy. These institutional roadblocks of questioning competences, 
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integrity, intellectual and emotional capabilities, temperament and if all else fails their “fit” for the 
organization are the hallmark of PWIs; however, as the tides change, institutions must contemplate on 
several practices: recruitment, promotion, and retention of Black women in significant areas and positions 
of power. Black women should also be honored and rewarded for the contributions they bring to their 
various institutions of higher learning. Black women must be celebrated via university wide efforts not 
only in diversity and equity spaces, and also with financial rewards and promotions. The Cornell Univer-
sity Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion certificate program suggests that scholars have begun to deliberate 
about inclusion as encompassing two sets of experiences or states. The first is experiencing a sense of 
belonging, where the work environments are spaces where people feel they are a valued member in the 
work group. The second important factor is the feeling that one’s uniqueness or difference is valued and 
integrated. These are the first steps toward fostering an inclusive climate and community

Before we attempt to tackle the situation in PWIs in the 21st Century, Black women might want to 
consider visiting or revisiting the sage wisdom from our progenitors such as Anna Julia Cooper, Maya 
Angelou, Patricia Hill-Collins, Toni Morrison, Maxine Waters, Stacey Abrams, and many others, that 
have navigated tumultuous terrain/spaces and have opened doors that we have the privilege of walking 
through. Giddings (1984) developed a thoughtful testimonial to the profound influences of African 
American women on race and women’s movements throughout American history, sharing how Black 
women have transcended racist and sexist attitudes by confronting white feminists and Black male lead-
ers alike and initiating social and political transformations. Anna Julia Cooper (1988) posited, “Only 
the Black woman can say “when and where I enter in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, 
without violence and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole race enters with me 
(p.13).” For centuries Black women have traversed unfriendly terrain, navigating the intersection of 
racism, sexism, classism, and heterosexism.

While we as Black women stand on the principles of justice and equality, we often fail to seek and 
demand justice for ourselves. We are guilty of selling ourselves short and overworking because we are and 
have always been expected to endure. We must have a mindset not of surviving but of thriving. Morrison 
(1971) poignantly stated “she had nothing to fall back on; no maleness, not whiteness, not ladyhood, not 
anything. And out of the profound desolation of her reality she may have well invented herself (para. 
9).” Shakur (2001) firmly advises Black women: “It our duty to fight for our freedom. It is our duty to 
win. We must love each other and support each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains (p. 52).”

As an African American woman working in the office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion at a PWI, 
I must first remember that many have paved the way for us and as we enter these spaces of higher learn-
ing. I found that specifically at PWIs, the subliminal messages of “this is not your place,” and “you 
don’t belong” are pervasive, often making people want to run or leave. Maybe I am wired differently 
because these messages reminded me of our ancestors who fought for us to be in these very spaces. 
These messages fueled my determination to stand in the mist of adversity and disrespect, refusing to 
relinquish my space and I am keenly aware that I am not only standing for myself but for my children 
and my children’s children.

I find it important to speak up and remind those in leadership that representation is not equitable. 
When we are having conversations about students, staff, and or faculty, I notice that people of color, 
specifically Black people, are not considered in the conversation. Working in the Office of Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion at a PWI, where wealth and privilege run rampant, it is so easy for meetings to 
happen and without considering or centering those who do not fit into the image of “wealth” and “privi-
lege”. Having the ability and stamina to withstand adverse and blatant disregard and disrespect proves 
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exhausting, yet we must remember that the struggle and battle is paving the way for those coming behind 
us. This work is not for the faint of heart.

Over the last 400 years, Black women have battled sexism, racism, and classism, to achieve significant 
gains in higher education. While women, specifically white women have made progress, Black women 
repeatedly experience of neglect regarding advancement, professional development, salary, and men-
torship opportunities, especially in senior-level positions. Despite years of systemic oppression, Black 
women excel in various capacities as authors, athletes, teachers, professors, lawyers, deans, staff, and 
students and other careers; unfortunately, these experiences are taking a toll on Black women’s mental, 
physical, and spiritual health.

Black women are no longer tolerating disrespect and neglect. They are choosing to speak up and 
demand their place at the table, they are vocal about inequities, and they are learning the importance of 
self-care. I’ve decided that I have lived on this earth too long to tolerate certain behaviors, so I constantly 
look for ways to resist and still be heard.

Breeden’s (2021) article Our Presence is Resistance: Stories of Black Women in Senior - Level Student 
Affairs Positions at Predominately White Institutions, discovered three emerging themes:

1.  “We are better than they are because we have to be”: Tales of Black women as chronic overachievers.
2.  “You don’t need a mentor; you need an advisory board”: Find multiple streams of support.
3.  “What do I do next?” (p.31)

Breeden (2021) posited that even when these Black women navigated the intersections of racism and 
sexism, gained years of experience, degrees and certifications which made them more qualified for their 
roles, they still carried the additional labor (both physical and emotional) of advocating for all students, 
especially students of color. This notion of “being better” emerged in two ways: the personification of 
the “superwoman syndrome,” which results in workplace burnout and the notion of “killing ourselves” 
by taking care of everything for everyone. The superwoman syndrome manifests itself when a Black 
woman plays the roles – of mom, grandma, auntie, counselor, and teacher - while believing they must 
attend all events and need to know all the names of the students of color. The idea that the Black woman 
must take care of everything is outdated and overwhelming. Unfortunately, all the overextending of time, 
money, and self, along with the lack of acknowledgement of services provided, often leads to burnout 
and eventually quitting the field completely. Self-care is priority. I have found if I don’t manage taking 
care of myself no one else will, in fact, if allowed, additional work will be given without extra compen-
sation or consideration.

I manage to persist in this often-hostile environment by first understanding and studying the barriers 
encountered. One must become familiar with the structures, systems, and policies that are embedded in 
the cultural and ethos of your various institutions. Second, I had to develop the skill of speaking my truth, 
with the understanding that there is a strong possibility that there might be discipline or consequences for 
speaking my truth. However, I speak my truth anyway. You must show up. Do not allow or participate 
in your silence. Third, I believe in authenticity. I know that when I show up, as a Black woman, I will 
shift the atmosphere. Therefore, it is vital that I am relentless in my walk and speech, understanding 
that after everything is said and done, I must look at myself in the mirror and my children in their face 
knowing that I attempted to make this world a better place for them and their children.
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CONVERSATIONS WITH BLACK WOMEN

Conversations with Black women in PWIs can be cathartic for all associated, affording them an oppor-
tunity to release pressures mentally, physically, and spiritually. We surveyed eight Black women that 
were our colleagues and friends. The eight Black women’s educational degree levels included Master’s 
degrees (n=4) and PhDs (n=4). All are currently employed at PWIs. An anonymous survey link was 
sent out to five colleagues of the co-authors. Additional recruitment was completed through snowball 
sampling, where research participants invite other participants to participate in the study. Six respondents 
have worked at their PWI for five years or less, one has worked at their institution between six and ten 
years, on one has worked at their institution between ten and twenty years. We asked these women three 
open-ended questions to allow respondents free-form responses regarding their experiences at PWIs.

We asked these eight women what their most rewarding experience at their institution had been. 
Interestingly, one respondent shared that quarantining during this pandemic has allowed them to work 
remotely. She shared, “The limited small talk and in-person activities have greatly reduced the amount 
of microaggressions and discriminatory experiences” (Respondent response). A common response 
about a rewarding experience was connecting with other Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) 
researchers, colleagues, and students and “…the ability to teach students the true narrative about the 
systems of oppressions that exist and impact it has on the work they do…” (Respondent response). The 
opportunity to connect with other people of similar identity politics and speak openly and honestly about 
those shared lived experiences is and always has been a source of refuge for Black women, from con-
vening in the kitchen to the secret Black girl meetings in the office for venting about microaggressions. 
When navigating a PWI as Black women, we must often find sanctuary in communing with one another 
and supporting our Black students along the way. We asked these women about their most rewarding 
experiences first because we must next acknowledge the challenges they’ve experienced.

When asked what daily challenges and barriers they have experienced at their PWIs, the responses 
were enraging and, unfortunately, expected. Respondents commonly experienced microaggressions, dis-
respect along with feeling overworked, being underpaid, and feeling underappreciated. One respondent 
shared frustration with the “assumption that passion equals anger,” and was constantly “being referred 
to as overly critical/intimidating” (Respondent response). Another respondent shared that the lack of 
diversity in the field of international education results in bias towards Black women in the field. Sev-
eral respondents who referred to disrespect as a consistent challenge shared experiences of disrespect 
from both colleagues and students. This is a constant experience which has caused one respondent to, 
“always have to second guess people’s intentions and meaning.” These are frustrating experiences that 
some would consider paranoia, however Black women in academia have found a critique is considered 
aggression, passion equals anger, and they are presumed uneducated or undereducated. This is simply 
righteous pessimism.

So how do we overcome these daily challenges and cultivate more rewarding experiences for Black 
women in academia? The consistent otherizing of Black women in America must stop. There is a great 
need to reclaim and dismantle the false opinions of the present-day realities and misperceptions of Black 
women’s personas. We must transform the perception of Black women and commence the celebration 
of the extraordinary heritage of exceptional Black women that exist, while igniting hope for the next 
generation.

We asked the women, what are the best practices to navigate PWIs and create a nurturing environ-
ment for Black women in academia? The overwhelming response was finding community with other 
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Black women (and women of color) in your institution because, “…they can relate to what I’m going 
through and give great advice and support” (Respondent response). Creating relationships with other 
Black women provides, “a safe space to share concerns, use as a sounding board and not feel isolated” 
(Respondent response). The resounding sentiment was the desire for a safe space within the institution 
to share their stories and strategize tactics to navigate these supremely white spaces. One respondent 
suggested they only found solace in leaving PWIs all together and contracting work from the institu-
tion so as not to be beholden to them for basic salary – therefore allowing them to “…speak my truth 
with discernment.” It is notable that none of the respondents ventured to offer institutional or systemic 
fixes necessary. This fact is solely due to their stated belief that these institutions must do the work for 
themselves – institutions have the capability to research and organize institutional resources to make 
appropriate changes if they are committed to changing/transforming their environments. It’s been said 
that the “the burden of the brutalized is not to comfort the bystander”. Although they are aware those 
are the very mechanisms through which the challenges and barriers of microaggressions, microinsults, 
and mircroassaults are made possible. Rather, these Black women chose to focus on what emboldens 
and empowers them, the creation of safe spaces to hold each other in tenderness and understanding. 
And that is Black Girl Magic.

These women experiences range from those that work directly in DEI spaces, to those that are affected 
by their institutional policies, processes, or the lack thereof. Their faces have various levels of melanin; 
however, their stories are similar, if not the same as they shared their journeys at a PWIs. We must share 
these stories to support and protect those presently in these spaces and to prepare those stepping into these 
treacherous places, assisting them as they navigate the PWI halls. A salient example of the experiences 
of Black women is the confirmation process for Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson, which created visceral 
reactions in many Black women around the world, many unable to watch the confirmation proceedings, 
including myself. This hearing was a public display of disrespect despite the achievements, skills, ca-
pabilities, and credentials of Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson. Similarly, in PWIs these spaces are not safe 
for Black women to bring their authentic selves, they cannot express themselves, sharing passion, joy, 
disappointments, and more. These spaces often underestimate Black women’s power and resiliency. My 
strength and ability to stand in the face of adversity and questioning is always on display. Black women 
that have strong, stern demeanors often find their positionality located in two places: the angry black 
woman or the strong black woman to be feared. I find this prevalent when I failed to smile or make my 
white colleagues feel comfortable during uncomfortable conversations or situations. My responses, de-
meanor and attention to details appear to be suspect, when questioning motives and processes that are 
exclusive continuing to leave many on the margins.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Black women have made incredible progress in the world and in higher education. They have held posi-
tions such as presidents of colleges and universities, lawyers, attorney generals, doctors, and surgeon 
generals, and we have a growing number of PhDs. However, despite these accomplishments, there is 
very little research on Black women’s experiences in senior- level positions in the academy in gen-
eral and student affairs specifically at PWIs. Additionally, there is a need for more research on Black 
women in senior leadership positions at PWIs, along with a burgeoning issue of how Black women are 
navigating the dual medical and humanitarian pandemic. Future research possibilities to enhance the 
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understanding of the experiences Black women in PWIs after the COVID-19 surge: 1) Exploring the 
experiences of Black Women who report to Black male supervisors, 2) understanding the dynamics 
and accommodations provided after remote working is proven viable 3) exploring the approaches for 
training opportunities post COVID-19 constraints 4) finally gain an understanding of the mental health 
support and accommodations.

CONCLUSION

Black women must learn how not to internalize the white gaze, the destructive norms, values, and the 
symbolism of whiteness which can wreak havoc on the Black mind, body, and soul. Therefore, there is 
the need for something supernatural like Black Girl Magic.

Black Girl Magic is a movement that was popularized by CaShawn Thompson in 2013 (Olayinka, 
2021). The concept was born as a way to “celebrate the beauty, power and resilience of Black women,” 
and to congratulate Black women on their accomplishments. In her final speech as First Lady, Michelle 
Obama provided a powerful statement that can be a mantra for all Black women:

“When you are struggling and you start thinking about giving up, remember the power of hope. The 
belief that something better is always possible, if you’re willing to work for it and fight for it. Our hope 
is if we work hard enough and believe in ourselves; then we can be whatever we dream, regardless of the 
limitation that others may place on us. The hope that when people see us for who we truly are; maybe, 
just maybe they too will be inspired to rise to their best possibilities.” (Reilly, 2017)

Obama’s encouragement to believe in oneself, understanding that if you work and fight for that which 
you are working towards despite limitations and obstacles, dreams and goals can be achieved and therein 
lies the magic. Black Girl Magic is more than a hashtag, it is a movement, it is a term that is connected 
to deeply rooted pain and unspoken historical events of oppression, discrimination, and dehumanization 
(Workneh, 2016). Black women must remember that this ancestorial gift is within us, not in some of us, 
but within each and every one of us.

One suggestion for healing from the experiences in the academy is to tap into that Black Girl magic. 
This is a must for Black women to move beyond those things that limit them. The priority of Black Girl 
Magic is to consider and practice self-care like deep breathing or another activity that promotes rest, 
recovery, and reflection.

In order to achieve longevity, a second important factor is required: one must walk, talk, and live into 
one’s authentic self. She must be cognizant of herself appreciating every curve, curl, perfection, and 
imperfection, knowing that she is one of a kind.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Black Woman: A woman with African diasporic ancestry, with historical connections to the en-
slaved people brought across the Atlantic; known to have strong will and tenacious attitudes for survival, 
pertaining deep spiritual beliefs.

Femininity: A socially constructed understanding of qualities/attributes of being, associated with 
women.

Hair Politics: An identifier utilized to associate one with a particular group or utilized to discriminate 
against a group of people based on texture, length, style, and social group association. A way of subvert-
ing the system to reject patriarchal objectification and conformity to standards of beauty.

Herstories: A term applied to history written by women, providing a woman’s opinion, acknowledg-
ing her story, from her perspective.
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Identity Politics: A political approach where groups of specific gender, sexuality, race, religion, and 
social backgrounds approach their political motives - often to attain justice and equality.

Intersectionality: A lens through which you can see where power comes and collides, where it 
interlocks and intersects. It is a lens, a prism, for seeing the way in which various forms of inequality 
often operate together and exacerbate each other. -Kimberle Crenshaw

Mircroassaults: The use of overtly derogatory expressions to shame, disrespect, and put down 
people of color.

Microinsults: Those acts of rudeness, intentional and unintentional, that are insensitive and humiliat-
ing to a person’s culture, race, heritage and/or identity.

Microinvalidations: Conscious and unconscious verbal statements or actions utilized to ignore, 
negate, and/or dismiss people of color in an effort to deem them invisible or insignificant.

Womanist: The acknowledgement of Black women’s and women of color’s views, beliefs, and contri-
butions to society all from the lens of a Black women’s perspective. A type of feminism on a deeper and 
richer level, i.e., Alice Walker’s definition of womanist, “…Womanist to feminist as purple is to lavender”
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ABSTRACT

This chapter will chart Black women’s historical and continued commitment to education and racial uplift 
by examining 21st century Black women directors of Black cultural centers (BCCs). Their contributions 
to the education of Black college students on predominantly white campuses as a form of liberation and 
racial uplift echo the race work undertaken by Black women throughout history. While historical and 
21st century Black women educators share a spirit of persistence, resilience, passion, and commitment 
for racial uplift in the Black community, despite the compounding racism and sexism they face while 
helping to educate and uplift the next generation of Black students and leaders, 21st century Black women 
educators are seeking to advance their personal and professional lives as well.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter researches the historical and contemporary perspectives of Black women’s professional 
careers in cultural centers at predominantly White institutions (PWIs). While the chapter provides his-
torical context for Black women in cultural centers and their contributions to higher education, it also 
incorporates the authors’ lived experiences in these roles, and how they came to this research. Dr. Vernese 
Edghill-Walden, lead author, and Dr. Raja Staggers-Hakim are both former directors of cultural centers 
at predominately White institutions. Below they share their accounts of their experiences in those roles. 
Dr. Anne Edwards is currently the director of a Black Cultural Center. She shares her current experience 
under the section “Black Women and Race-Specific Positions: Transforming the Next Generation” and 
discusses the implications for next generation cultural center leaders.
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Dr. Vernese Edghill-Walden’s Reflection

I started working in higher education in the late 1980s. I was eager to begin my professional career in, 
what was called at that time, Minority Affairs or Multicultural Affairs. I fell in love with this work as an 
undergraduate student and knew that my career in higher education would focus on supporting Black 
students. As a young professional, I was a Black Cultural Center director for twelve years. It was one of 
the most rewarding professional experiences while also being one of the most complex and challeng-
ing. I loved nurturing, advising, and mentoring young Black student leaders. To see their transforma-
tion from freshman year to senior year was and still is priceless. However, this transformational work 
required advocacy, a commitment to uplift the Black community, and a skilled interpreter between the 
institution and the students. These responsibilities did not come with resources or equitable salary and 
the position was often marginalized and undervalued. Often this work challenged my work-life balance. 
Despite the feelings of marginalization, lack of resources and salary inequity, it did not stop my fervent 
commitment to support and help Black students succeed in these White spaces. Often negotiating from 
the margins, this role required my knowledge, relationships and understanding of the predominantly 
White college or university’s political landscape. These skills assisted my students in finding their voices 
of resistance, power and resilience while navigating predominately White spaces. As director, I felt the 
sense of obligation to nurture and teach my students their own history, identity, culture and to impart a 
sense of responsibility for giving back to the Black community. This work often felt more like my life’s 
work and passion than a job to me.

After twelve years, I left higher education and pursued other career and educational opportunities and 
educational advancement. It was at that time I began to reflect on my experience as director. I began to 
read more about historical Black women race workers and their role in advancing the Black community 
and promotion of racial uplift and education. Their narratives were powerful and resonated with my 
own experiences. It became apparent that the parallels of their lived experiences and that of 21st century 
Black women race workers in Black cultural centers (BCCs) was a generational trend of race work that 
should not remain at the margins of research. The historical and present day understanding of race work 
and racial uplift in this chapter provides a window into generations of brilliant Black women who share 
a common passion for racial uplift throughout history to present day.

This research was birthed out of my own personal experience as a Black Cultural Center Director. 
The chapter affirms the importance of Black women’s professional voices, experiences, and advocacy 
as Black Cultural Center Directors. Our lived experiences are complex, grounded in historical experi-
ence, and remain relevant and vitally important in today’s predominantly White spaces. It is clear this 
common thread was not a coincidence, but rather part of a strong legacy that must be researched and 
studied. The voices you hear in this chapter honor this legacy.

Dr. Raja Staggers-Hakim’s Reflection

My interest in the health and well-being of black women in higher education—of cultural center direc-
tors particularly—began over 14 years ago. Then, I became the first permanent director of the women’s 
center at a small public university in Connecticut. I was one of few women of color in the state in that 
role at the time, and while I was proud of the position I held and excited about the potential of the role, I 
was limited by administration and the broader campus community. I found that I was constantly required 
to perform in the capacity of caretaker, a role that I understood was consistent with western notions and 
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comforts of how Black women were expected to show-up and work in professional situations, as servants, 
domestics, caretakers of others, etc. My closest colleague ran the multicultural center next door. We 
were overqualified for the roles we had. She had earned her doctorate years prior, and I was finishing 
my dissertation and was expected to pass my defense that coming spring.

We respectively had a plethora of knowledge and capacity within our centers and across campus. We 
relished the work because it was important and gratifying and the minoritized students on the predomi-
nantly White college campus sought us out. As such, we were tasked with developing and facilitating 
conversation spaces that acknowledged the needs and concerns of both students and faculty. The issue 
became, however, that we had to frame the conversations in a way that was palatable to the administra-
tion. We were constantly assessing if a topic was too controversial or if White fragility would show up 
and threaten our jobs, cause us to have to defend ourselves, or worse, use our already earmarked energies 
to restore the status quo and nurture a White person back to a certain level of comfort to the detriment 
of a legitimate concern of a student or staff of color.

The greatest contradiction that I acknowledged in the role of women center director, is that while being 
tasked to advocate for the most vulnerable populations on campus, students of color, women, LGBTQ 
students, I was simultaneously targeted for speaking up for and standing with the groups I was hired 
to support. I was cognizant that I was attacked because of my race and gender. Many felt that I should 
not have been seated in the position and they watched for the slightest mistake to prove why a more 
appropriate candidate, code for White, would be more fitting to lead the center. I was often attacked for 
not being responsive enough to individualized needs of everyone, on campus, in the greater community, 
etc., who wanted access to me. What stood out to me most during my time as women center director 
was the specific role black women were expected to fulfill on predominantly White college campuses. 
Black women at PWIs were often expected to present and to serve in “traditional” maternal roles which 
limited their capacity to nurturers, servants, and domestics.

Like the mammy archetype, Black women were expected to caretake for the campus. While it ap-
peared that we were to look after the students of color, the administrative expectation was that we serve 
all students. This was not required of my male and White colleagues. As a new professional completing 
my doctoral studies in social inequality and medical sociology, I rejected the idea that I was to be avail-
able to serve anyone and everyone except myself. That year, I recall talking to my doctor, also a Black 
woman who resided in the town where I worked and lived. The stress of the workload and the resulting 
inability to engage in self-care while caretaking for the campus led me to gain 35-pounds in under a year. 
When I tried to engage in self-care, taking a break, eating lunch with the door closed, not responding to 
emails after 5 p.m. or on weekends, I was “called out” for not being responsive enough. I was labeled 
unapproachable, distant, or unavailable.

The role of Cultural Center directors, for the Black women who occupied them, was distinct and dif-
ferent from that of White women or male counterparts who were allowed to be creative and innovative 
due to more time flexibility, less demands, and no expectation of caretaking for the campus. Years later, 
when I began teaching full-time, my work as the women center director led me to consider the range 
of health implications of Black women on college campuses in all capacities and to consider the toll of 
our silent labor on our health.

This chapter is an endeavor to address the racism and sexism experienced by Black women in higher 
education. It describes the invisible labor that we perform and the impact of this labor on our well-being. 
The work is satisfying, and yet the impact it has on supporting and advocating for the most marginalized 
students is taxing and often underappreciated by administration and the campus community overall. It is 
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our hope that this shines a light on the invisible labor of Black women in higher education and creates a 
precedent for accurately reviewing the job description, the expectations, and the total labor involved in 
the work as a cultural center director. In doing so, we can ensure that staff, regardless of race and gender, 
are provided with adequate support, accommodations, and equitable compensation that demonstrates 
that our time, labor, and love for our communities are truly valued.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The accomplishments and lived experiences of Black women cultural center directors may be understood 
as advocacy for racial uplift – especially on predominantly White college campuses. Racial uplift can 
be described as “a group struggle for freedom and social advancement” (Gaines, 1996, p. 1). According 
to Gaines (1996), the history of racial uplift, “suggests that African Americans have, with an almost 
religious fervor, regarded education as a key to liberation” (p. 1). Historical links, from Black women 
post-slavery to contemporary Black women, provide important contextualization for their continued 
commitment to professions in Black cultural centers. The distinguishing characteristic of historical racial 
uplift continues to be a significant part of 21st century Black women’s rationale for pursuing long and 
meaningful careers in Black cultural centers.

As advocates for racial uplift, Black women have been architects and organizers, calling for equality 
and social justice on behalf of the larger Black community, even while they are frequent targets of the 
same institutional and structural discrimination that they are fighting against. This persistent and impas-
sioned commitment to the Black community provides the first parallel between historical Black women 
educators and the important work of Black women in Black cultural centers today: their unique and 
fervent dedication to race work and racial uplift. Their avid commitment to racial uplift and liberation is 
not a new phenomenon; it is rooted in a long tradition of strong Black women who have dedicated their 
lives to racial uplift, social justice and Black liberation.

Theoretical Framework

Black women’s historical commitment to race work must be examined from the unique intersection of 
racial and gender discrimination experienced by Black women educators in the past and present. Developed 
by Patricia Hill Collins, “Black Feminist Thought acknowledges African-American women as women, 
as people of color, and as a group that has been marginalized economically, socially, and politically” 
(Staggers-Hakim, 2009, p. 56). Moreover, “Black Feminist Thought is an activist response to race, class, 
and gender oppression experienced by African-American women,” applying a ‘matrix of domination’ 
to their experiences and orienting them “relative to power structures” (Staggers-Hakim, 2009, p. 55).

Black Feminist Thought argues that “as a historically oppressed group, U.S. Black women have pro-
duced social thought designed to oppose oppression” (P. Collins, 2000, p. 9). This chapter is oriented in 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s Intersectionality lens, daughter to Black Feminist Thought, which can illuminate 
the factors that influence Black women’s’ professional experiences through an exploration of the social, 
political, and economic conditions of Black women. Inherent to the Intersectionality framework is an 
examination of the specific experiences deriving from the oppression created from the intersections of 
race, class, and gender, knowledge imparted by Black Feminist Thought (Staggers-Hakim, 2009, p. 56). 
This framework provides an understanding of the intersection of race and gender created by structural 
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oppression within the roles played by Black women committed to racial uplift and liberation of the 
Black community.

Black Women in HBCUs in Late 1890s

In 1896, legalized segregation was confronted when the Plessy vs. Ferguson case was successfully presented 
to the Supreme Court. This case set the precedent for “separate but equal” and laid the ground- work for 
Blacks to be entitled to segregated, but equal accommodations. This victory in the courts, additionally, 
created an essential shift in the strategies Blacks used to move toward equality in the United States. As 
a result, many more Blacks, under The Plessy vs. Ferguson ruling, took advantage of this new access to 
education and enrollment in HBCUs in the South increased. However, Blacks remained keenly aware of 
how inherently unequal legalized “separate but equal” policies were. Consequently, after 1896, Blacks 
continued to fight for access to equal and equitable facilities and accommodations (i.e. public facilities 
and schools). Because of the access to HBCUs undergraduate education, much of the legal litigation 
against segregation focused on the demand for Blacks to be admitted to White graduate and professional 
schools. However, to avoid integration, many White institutions fought to maintain stringent segregation 
laws by sustaining the Plessy vs. Ferguson ruling. Despite the outcomes, Blacks continued their struggle 
with limited success. To illustrate this point, Blacks challenged the University of Kentucky’s segrega-
tion policies. This case was decided on the basis of The Plessy vs. Ferguson ruling and as a result, the 
state was required to build a separate School of Engineering at Kentucky State University, the state’s 
first Black institution.

The continual establishment of HBCUs provided Blacks with institutions that could broaden their 
intellect and continue to help them to defy odds in unprecedented ways. By 1900, career choices for 
Black males had expanded, and more Black men were able to pursue careers in religion, medicine, 
teaching, journalism, law and government. However, as reported by Collier-Thomas (1982), according 
to the 1900 United States Census, the number of Black women outgrew the number of Black men in 
the field of primary and secondary education. By 1910, under the ruling of “separate but equal”, Black 
women were teaching primarily in schools for Blacks exclusively. Due to the White philanthropic inter-
est, coupled with the Morrill Act and the need for Blacks to educate other Blacks for the workforce, by 
1912, there were, according to Amott & Matthaei, (1996), approximately 14 Black women’s colleges. 
Many of the graduates taught in schools that did not go beyond the seventh grade and poor resources. 
Also many of the Black women teachers viewed their work as a form of social activism. As a result, 
some opened their own schools or became principals of Black private schools, including Fannie Jackson 
Coppin, Nannie Helen Burroughs, Lucy Laney, Mary McLeod-Bethune, Charlotte Hawkins Brown, and 
Fannie Barrier Williams.

The growth in the teaching profession, for Black women, was not insulated from racism and sexism. 
As late as 1920, individual states created racist and sexist policies which legally restricted married women 
(Black and White) from teaching. These policies impacted Black and White women’s employment in 
education. Moreover, a high proportion of Black institutions of higher education had White presidents 
and faculty alike which also influenced sexist hiring practices. These policies further impacted Black 
women’s employment in these institutions as well. Black women were not given teaching jobs in large 
urban schools. In fact, if they were able to teach on the college level they were employed in rural schools 
and paid less than White and Black male teachers. More importantly, even though there were more Black 
women in the labor market, they were paid lower than White women. This would indicate how much 
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race and gender, simultaneously, were used to exploit and divide Black women in the labor market. 
Therefore, Black women’s productive labor, even in the field of education was routinely devalued and 
viewed as the cheapest form of labor. As the cheapest form of labor, it was used to educate Blacks whose 
labor would also further be exploited.

Education and Racial Uplift: A Historical Framework

Historically, Black women and men have been the co-architects in establishing the foundation and mission 
of social justice as well as carrying out its work (P. Collins, 2000). According to Rufus Clement (1966), 
“…during the long period of American Negro slavery (1619-1865) little or no efforts were made to 
educate Negroes, even to the simple extent of teaching them to read or write” (p. 299). White prohibition 
of Blacks’ access to formal education, during and post slavery, did not stop Black women from pursuing 
formal education and community organizing for racial uplift and advancement. These women believed 
that the pursuit of education would bring freedom and social justice for themselves, their families and 
their communities. Historically, Black women’s struggle for freedom, social advancement, and justice 
through education for themselves and the larger Black community was preserved as a form of racial uplift.

In the post-slavery south, states resisted the creation of schools for Blacks, thus continuing to prohibit 
or build barriers to Blacks’ access to formal education. In fact, only three southern states allocated fund-
ing for the establishment of land-grant institutions specifically for Blacks: South Carolina, Virginia, and 
Kentucky. Though many small schools were established by Blacks throughout the South, twenty years 
would pass before there was a further consideration of provisions for formalized Black education after 
the abolition of slavery by the U.S. government. In 1887 the federal Hatch Act passed, making funding 
available for the establishment of state agricultural experimental stations at colleges and universities. 
This legislation was intended to allocate funds equally between Black and White institutions, unless 
state legislatures said otherwise. Three years later in 1890, the Second Morrill Act was passed, which 
specifically guaranteed funds for Black educational institutions. The Second Morrill Act provided a more 
reliable source of funding for Black institutions and set in motion the establishment of many Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). These Black institutions developed as state normal or training 
schools in agricultural and mechanical fields designed to provide necessary training for Negroes. They 
were supposed to assist in providing Blacks the skills needed for the new economic growth in agricultural 
industries. By unintended consequence, they legitimized segregated educational institutions (Preer, 1982).

While capitalist Whites saw Black education and training as a way of creating a useful labor pool, 
Blacks saw this access to education as a source of advancement and freedom from the dehumanizing 
and exploitative systems of oppression carried over after slavery. However, access to education was not 
transformed until the 1890 Second Morrill Act. Though the economy demanded trained Black men and 
women for skilled labor and domestic work, Blacks maintained a relentless determination to pursue 
education for freedom and liberation from the racist and exploitative American capitalist system. Many 
college-educated Blacks pursued teaching as a path to their own liberation within this capitalist system 
as well as a path for the liberation of the larger Black community.

The establishment of Black college initiatives in the south allowed Blacks, especially Black women, 
to pursue higher education despite racial segregation and the need for productive labor. By 1890, 30 
Black women had earned college degrees and “more than 300 Black men” (Perkins, 1993, p. 272). 
More importantly, Black daughters were encouraged to pursue teaching because it was a respectable 
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and service-oriented profession. Black families perceived teaching jobs as good preparation for self-
sufficiency and a path to higher social status and class (Wolfman, 1997).

Despite de facto segregation in the north, free Black men and women were able to pursue higher 
education. In 1862, in the face of this de facto segregation, and the same year the first Morrill Act was 
passed, a Black woman by the name of Mary Patterson graduated from Oberlin College in Ohio. Patterson’s 
determination for education was not unique. Many Blacks in both the north and south were committed to 
this same objective. According to Wolfman (1997), “Many of the formerly enslaved teachers were joined 
by educated Northern free Black women who went south to teach the newly freed men and women there” 
(p. 158). This sense of obligation spurred many Black women to teach foundational academic skills by 
opening and operating Black private schools or seeking employment at Black co-educational institutions.

The actual number of Black female founders of institutions is not well documented, and their efforts 
have gone largely unrecognized. “Historical records indicate, however, that Haines Normal School in 
Atlanta (founded 1866), Bethune-Cookman College in Daytona Beach (founded 1904), and Frelinghuy-
sen University in Washington D.C. (1906) were founded by Black women” (Wolfman, 1997, p. 159). 
Lucy Laney, Mary McLeod-Bethune, and Anna Julia Cooper/Rossetta Lawson founded these schools 
respectively, and they were created, according to Audrey McClusky (1991), because the women shared 
a “historical framework and sense of mission to their race and gender” (p. 403).

All the women, except for Laney, were born in the post-reconstruction south. They shared similar 
views on racial uplift and believed their schools would advance the Black community and Black women’s 
leadership. These women created schools at the margins of society because of their commitment to em-
powering the Black community and Black women’s leadership and struggled to keep them functional 
during a period of violent attacks against Blacks when Black women were doubly impacted by gender 
discrimination received from Black and White men and racism from White men and women.

As a result, Laney, McLeod-Bethune, Cooper and Lawson emerged as a group dubbed by historian 
Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham as “the female talented tenth” in fulfillment of the rallying call by W.E.B. 
DuBois (McClusky, 1997, p. 404). Lucy Laney firmly believed that Black women must “accept the burden 
of uplifting the Black masses,” and “that schools should provide service to their communities beyond 
academic training” (McClusky, 1997, p. 406). Despite facing immense racial and gender discrimination, 
these educators and activists continued to maintain Black educational institutions that contributed to the 
community and helped to educate and uplift the race from the margins.

In 1925, according to Pero G. Dagbovie (2004), 66-year-old Anna Julia Cooper was the first Black 
woman to earn a doctoral degree in History from the University of Paris (p. 241). In 1940, Marion 
Thompson Wright became the first African American to earn a Ph.D. in History from Columbia Uni-
versity – choosing to write her dissertation on “The Education of Negroes in New Jersey” (Dagbovie, 
2004, p. 252). Similar patterns of commitment to education, freedom and racial uplift from the margins 
are evident in the roles of 21st century Black women who serve as Black cultural center directors.

Like the historical Black women educators, Black women leaders of BCCs in the 21st century share 
a passion for racial uplift despite gender and racial discrimination. The groundbreaking 1954 Brown vs. 
The Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas decision and the following 1964 Civil Rights Act strength-
ened desegregation by opening access to all educational institutions regardless of race, class and gen-
der. Both pieces of legislation provided a chance for White institutions to change their discriminatory 
policies and practices. Consequently, Blacks sought to gain access to White formal education centers 
as well as employment in White institutions. Anderson suggests that “White colleges and universities 
began to adopt and display such slogans and clichés as ‘equal educational opportunity’ and ‘equal op-
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portunity employer’” (1968, p. 262). But legal mandates, new admissions policies, and employment 
practices alone did not provide adequate access to equal employment opportunities. Despite the social 
and political policies that supposedly granted access, Black people, women in particular, were still met 
with resistance when seeking formal education and employment at predominantly White institutions.

The History of Black Cultural Centers

In the 1960s, a complex duality of both opportunities for access and exclusionary practices manifested 
itself repeatedly when White institutions of higher learning enrolled Black students while still sustaining 
discriminatory practices of not hiring Black faculty and administrators. However, this form of institutional 
racism was the impetus for the newly enrolled Black students to lead protests against repressive campus 
climates, thus challenging these institutions to act in order to reduce the level of hostility on campuses. 
Students demanded social and cultural programming, Black studies programs, Black cultural centers, 
and a visible presence of Black administrators and faculty on White campuses (Anderson, 1968, p. 265). 
These movements and subsequent policy changes allowed Blacks to enter the White higher education 
labor market but typically only offered race-specific, marginalized positions – including Black cultural 
center directors.

The push for race-specific positions assisted colleges and universities in the recruitment and reten-
tion of Black students, staff, and faculty. More specifically, according to Gamson and Arce (1978), 
Blacks recruited as administrators were, often, sought to fill supportive programs for Black students 
or for positions with a broad range of responsibilities concerning the affairs of minorities. Over time, 
the responsibilities of professionals in race-specific positions increased to include not just social and 
cultural support to students but also to offer additional support that gauged and measured the well-being 
of students (Gamson et. al., 1980). While a case for inclusion could be made by predominantly White 
institutions, Drummond (1995) argued that these were junior-level positions with limited resources and 
limited institutional authority.

Furthermore, researchers (Moore & Wagstaff, 1974; Poussaint, 1974) found that 1970s equal op-
portunity affirmative action laws forced White colleges and universities to create and staff, “assistant 
and associate positions,” giving only the perception of inclusionary practices of Blacks in administrative 
hierarchies. Minority affairs offices that were intended to provide support for students of color contin-
ued to be junior level race-specific positions with little or no opportunity for advancement toward a 
higher level of administrative authority. Despite the ancillary position of the opportunities created and 
earmarked for Blacks and the sacrifices inherent in race-based work, Black men and women fervently 
pursued educational efforts as a form of racial uplift.

Transforming the Next Generation: Dr. Anne Edwards’ Reflection

I first worked in a cultural center as a graduate student, and while I enjoyed my experience, academi-
cally I was on a different career trajectory. I had accepted a position to work in the hospitality industry 
post-graduation and even went so far as to say in my earlier career that I did not want to work in diver-
sity-focused spaces. In 2010 I began working in higher education and by 2012, I was working in career 
development. Six years later, I was propositioned to be an acting director of a Black cultural center. I 
realized quickly that this position was a natural calling. I reflected on my earlier career predictions and 
laughed because not only was I doing the work, but I felt passionate about the work. This section will 



29

Lifting as We Climb
 

include my thoughts on generational leadership, the learning and tools required to be successful, and 
what is necessary to keep future generations interested and equipped to continue the work.

To fully connect the work of historical Black women pursuing education and racial uplift to the work 
of 21st century Black women in BCCs, an examination of the social, political, and professional evolution 
of race-based work is needed. There has been a changing of the guard or a shift in race-based leadership 
focus between the generations of Black women leaders. Currently, several generations are represented 
in cultural center leadership: Baby Boomers, those born between 1946-1964; Generation X those born 
between 1965-1979; and Millennials or Generation Y born between 1980-2001 (Berkup, 2014). Those 
leaders who are Baby Boomers retired or are close to retirement. Millennials are becoming the new 
directors on the front lines. They are quickly accepting responsibilities for Black cultural center spaces, 
facilities, staff, and students. They are also facilitating the establishment of new Black cultural center 
spaces that were born out of modern-day movements such as Black Lives Matter.

Today, the next generations of Black women cultural center leadership will require a comprehensive 
understanding of the work of previous generations to begin contemplating how to forge ahead. Black 
women leaders today in cultural center spaces at the forefront of developing support for the intersec-
tional identities of Black people now also desire to pursue personal and professional development for 
themselves as well. In order for Black women who are in cultural center leadership to truly be success-
ful, they must look for ways not only to lift as they climb, but they must also look for ways to climb as 
they lift. Historical Black women leaders often made sacrifices in their lives to elevate the needs of the 
larger Black community.

Historically, the task of educating newly freed Blacks was in large part facilitated by Black women 
due to society’s intimidation by Black maleness (Cooper, 1892). Post-slavery, the focus for newly freed 
Black people became the construction of a new life, which included education and other societal rights 
such as voting (Woodson, 1933). At the same time, during the early 19th century, the concept of “true 
womanhood” emphasized innocence, modesty, piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity. Black 
women were ironically expected to present these characteristics while societally not being perceived 
as women in the same sense as their White counterparts (Perkins, 1983). Black women directed efforts 
within their civic, educational, and religious organizations in the Northern United States to emphasize 
the fact that they encompassed the same attributes often attached only to White women.

Over time, while Blacks espoused education as a means of racial uplift, there was an intra-race con-
flict on the role of the Black woman. Black women were seen more as nurturers rather than rigorous 
academicians. In essence, Black women were neither accepted in spaces that advocated for womanhood 
centered on White women nor was it acceptable that they elevate the interests of themselves above the 
interests of their race (Cooper, 1982). The idea of racial uplift had been ingrained in Black women since 
slavery. The issues of the race far outweighed the issues of even gender. This is in addition to the fact that 
the voices of Black women were left out of mainstream women’s suffrage movements. Black women’s 
values have historically been more closely aligned with race (Perkins, 1983).

Contemporarily, my peer colleagues and I represent the next generation of cultural center leadership. 
Our backgrounds and knowledge bases are varied and represent a variety of work fields-from business, 
to education on all levels, sociology, Black studies, ethnic studies, and American studies. How we got to 
this work is varied, but one connecting link is our desire to see uplift in the Black community especially 
in predominant and historical White spaces. Our career lives might be different from our predecessors. 
We desire our version of work-life balance which includes a more than decent income, autonomy, and 
the ability to see our impact. It is often said that millennials don’t value loyalty to an institution and that 
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is in many ways true. We instead value a commitment to the work, and there is work to be done in vari-
ous spaces. Our individual values often guide the roles that we accept, and how we feel the institution 
supports our values is the reason we stay or leave.

The next generation of cultural center leaders need an understanding of the historical underpinnings 
of these spaces to keep them grounded and present in race work. Millennials and Gen Z leadership must 
remember to be receptive to learning and create a balance between their own visions of what they want to 
accomplish and the perspectives and trajectories of the leaders who came before. As such, it is important 
that transition takes place before a leadership change to ensure that there is a transfer of information and 
lessons from the previous generation that are invaluable. Knowing what allies and challenges exist in 
the institution will assist in the continuation of the work. Likewise, Baby Boomers must fully pass the 
baton and trust the next generations to continue the work.

Additionally, current and future Millennial and Gen Z leaders must understand that many Black cul-
tural center spaces were developed without solid strategic planning, complete institutional support, and 
in some cases without a basic understanding of the purpose of the space. These spaces were historically 
developed with multi-functional purposes in mind. Some universities, for example, have interwoven 
admissions and enrollment components into their Black cultural center spaces. Black women directors of 
Black cultural centers are then inherently expected to forgo personal goals and aspirations and sacrifice 
for the greater good. The question that emerges as this generational shift occurs is what skills, competen-
cies, and foci will current and future cultural center directors need to be successful both professionally 
and personally while still doing the work of racial uplift?

The answer is to elevate research on how to support Black women leaders in Black cultural center 
spaces. This is critical for the progression of 21st century Black women leaders who are often charged 
with preparing the next generation of educators, activists, community organizers, and leaders with the 
unspoken pre-text that the work must come before them. These discussions are becoming as much of an 
increasing necessity as the conversation needed about how to preserve as well as advance historical race 
work in current and future Black cultural center environments. Proof of this shift in thinking is evident 
in a series of interviews with Black women BCC directors located at large, predominantly White four-
year universities in the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic Region of the United States.

A STUDY ON BLACK WOMEN IN BLACK CULTURAL CENTERS

A 2016 series of interviews gauging the effect of race-based work on Black Women directors of Black 
cultural centers revealed that dedicating a consistent and continued level of commitment can be as reward-
ing as it is devastating. Previous studies have captured Black women’s contributions to higher education 
and the effect of racism and sexism on their professional advancement. This study extended the existing 
body of research to explore how Black women in racialized positions negotiated and advocated on behalf 
of Black students and staff as well as themselves while experiencing oppression based on their own racial 
and gender identities. The study sought to shed light on Black women’s continued desire to contribute to 
the uplift of Black students from marginalized administrative positions with limited autonomy or sup-
port. In-depth interviews were used to capture the unique lived experiences of Black women employed 
in race-specific positions and allowed them to express their experiences in their own words.

Race-specific positions are defined here as professionals whose main responsibility is to lead Black/
African American Cultural Centers in predominantly White academic institutions. Participants interviewed 
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for this study were three Black women directors of Black cultural centers. On average, the participants 
had 15-26 years of experience in this field. One participant was married, one was divorced, and one 
woman never married but was in a relationship. Two of the three participants had children between the 
ages of 10-40 years old.

Directors were interviewed about their roles as directors of BCCs as well as their perceived commitment 
to the historical mission of BCC’s and asked to comment on their institutions’ support of their positions 
and/or centers. Topics explored during the interviews included demographics, institutional and personal 
support, job responsibilities and expectations, personal effects, race and gender discrimination, and career 
mobility. These questions explored their perceptions of the racial and gender climate on campus and 
how the quality of their personal and professional lives might be affected by this work. Their responses 
spoke to their personal and professional support systems as well as their plans for career advancement.

Black Women and Race-Specific Positions: We Are Lifting

Like the historical Black women activists and educators who believed in lifting as they climbed, Black 
women BCC directors provide leadership training and serve as advisors to Black students and Black 
student organizations. They remain committed to racial uplift through teaching and leadership training 
of collective work and responsibility in complement to their students’ academic training. The Black 
female cultural center directors interviewed for the study were also responsible for planning campus-
wide cultural programs to promote African and African American history and culture. They each serve 
on several committees and task forces that promote cultural diversity on campus and in the surrounding 
community, allocate resources, plan institutional programming for Black Alumni, fundraise and grant 
scholarships, and play a major role in faculty, staff and student recruitment and retention efforts.

In addition, these professionals manage facilities, budgets, and resources while supervising center 
professionals, clerical staff, and graduate/undergraduate staff assistants. In the past 15-25 years, each 
center in the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic region has undergone facility renovations without an increase 
in facility budgets or resources. Like the early Black women educators who maintained their institu-
tions on limited resources, these 21st century BCC women leaders are expected to, as one respondent 
explains, “do more with less.” Despite the limited resources, directors acknowledge that, historically, 
their centers have been sustained and have larger budgets than the women’s, Latino, Asian or Native 
American centers on their campuses.

These 21st century directors became interested in pursuing careers in cultural centers early in their 
academic life. As undergraduate students, they were either engaged in a cultural center, an active student 
leader, or worked in residence life. When respondents were asked about what keeps them in this type 
of work, they said that they see it as “their life’s work” and “that they have always wanted to help Black 
students and the larger Black community to move forward and to achieve their goals.” Each director had 
a long-standing interest in helping the Black community and has always been involved in community 
work. They saw themselves as advocates, “community activists” and “moving the Black community 
forward” or having a “passion for students, and “giv[ing] back to the community [by impacting] the 
educational experience of Black students.”

An emerging theme linking the early Black women committed to race work and 21st century Black 
women leaders was the tremendous personal and professional sacrifices that were made to carry out 
their laudable work. Twenty-first century Black women BCC leaders, when asked if their work affects 
their personal lives and health, responded “Yes, Yes, Yes,” “Definitely,” and “It is hard for it not to.” 
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Directors indicated that their work, often entailing 60–70-hour weeks, negatively affected their overall 
health and resulted in weight gain and other stress-related illnesses. They were keenly aware of the need 
to create boundaries between work and home, but they found it difficult, especially early on in their 
careers. They viewed the extremely long hours and impact on their health as a necessary price of their 
work in “moving the community forward.”

These BCC directors took pride in their work; they wanted to both excel in their professional careers 
and continue fighting for the community, and so “some things suffer” and “it wears on” them. Dur-
ing interviews, respondents said that their work is a contributing factor in challenges facing their love 
relationships as well as their health. Each director had missed major family events due to their role or 
responsibilities as director and admitted that many family members and friends did not understand the 
work they did or the long hours they spent at work. One respondent suggested that this position, especially 
when held by a woman, required a very supportive spouse/partner who was willing to take on more of 
the child-rearing responsibilities to achieve a family/work balance in a home with children.

Recounting her life as a single parent, one respondent described her children’s early years as spend-
ing long hours and weekends on campus at programs; her “children were raised in the cultural center.” 
She would bring her children to events, and college students would help them with their homework. 
At the time, she thought that her children were lucky to have opportunities to meet prestigious people 
and attend cultural programs. However, in retrospect, she feels that she sacrificed quality time with her 
family because of her responsibilities as a director. The historical accounts of early Black women edu-
cators reflected similar sacrifices in their personal lives for the greater good of the Black community 
and racial uplift. These women held lives of service, in part, to demonstrate the capabilities of Black 
women (McClusky, 1997, p. 406).

During the interviews, each director confirmed that major professional sacrifices were required in their 
professionals well. One such sacrifice involved turning down more lucrative job offers and opportunities. 
When asked why they did not leave, each director expressed concern with the difficulty of recreating the 
imperative familial support structure in a new place, without which, they could not meet the exacting 
workload required of their position. Each director discussed their commitment to the maintenance and/or 
expansion of its important historical legacy. The directors also acknowledged concerns about leaving the 
institution – questioning the universities’ commitment to maintaining the cultural centers’ programs and 
services for Black students. They were unsettled by the idea that, after many years of developing quality 
programs and services, the institution might change or eliminate cultural center resources, program-
ming, and services. Two of the three directors interviewed were concerned that the program and center 
would fail and be eliminated entirely if they were to leave the institution. These women’s commitment 
to their work went beyond their professional work-ethic. It echoed the lives and tenacious dedication of 
the early Black women educators and activists. The early women school founders were respected in their 
communities, and the institutions they led were considered centers of social transformation; bearing a 
parallel with the roles Black women play in Black Cultural Centers on predominantly White college 
campuses in the 21st century.

Race and Gender Discrimination

Black women leading these transformational centers and institutions experienced significant racial and 
gender discrimination and intolerance. The post-slavery experiences of racism and sexism were de-
moralizing, and these Black women were met repeatedly with challenges that impacted their visibility 
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as scholars and leaders in society and, at times, in their own communities. In the 21st century, women 
directors experienced similar racism and discrimination as, according to one director, the “great racial 
divide” remained on university campuses. Two of the three respondents said that the recruitment and 
retention of students, faculty, and staff of color was still a major concern. The participants indicated 
that their help was often commissioned when their institutions faced racial issues. Each 21st century 
director had a wealth of personal stories at their institution regarding the racial and gender discrimina-
tion that they faced. Each discussed how they had to cope with unrealistic job expectations, insulting 
comments about their race from White colleagues and students as well as degrading remarks about their 
gender from Black and White male faculty, staff, and students. Each recounted stories about how their 
competency was challenged and/or misinterpreted. One respondent shared that she was perceived as 
confrontational and adversarial when she advocated for Black students and the center, and that she was 
viewed as a “nag” or “whiner.”

Black Women and Race-Specific Positions: Are We Climbing?

Black women cultural center directors are committed to racial uplift in their current positions despite the 
challenges, but they also express an interest in career mobility, job satisfaction, and their ultimate career 
goals. The 21st century directors interviewed stated their jobs brought them fulfillment because they 
have an opportunity to be catalysts for change and to help Black students achieve their goals. However, 
when asked about their next professional steps, none of the respondents saw viable career ladders in 
their positions. In fact, they mentioned that their positions were unlike other positions in their institu-
tions such as residence life, admissions, or student activities. Those positions had clear career ladders 
and offered career mobility. Instead, all three directors said that their positions pigeon-holed them; they 
did not feel that their campuses offered opportunities for career mobility from their current positions.

They believed that their administrative leadership skills were transferable to other positions, but that 
it was apparent that their administration does not agree. The institutions’ limited views of their skills 
hindered these women’s abilities to seek promotions and immobilized their careers. Earlier Black women 
leaders experienced similar struggles because of the traditional racialized and gendered roles White 
society reinforced for Black women such as domestics, uneducated laborers, and lower-level teachers in 
under-resourced rural schools (Cortez, 2009, p. 2; McClusky, 1991, p. 1907). Black women in higher 
education, past and present, experience limited career mobility due to the political and social policies 
and practices that perpetuate Black women as less competent than their White and/or male counterparts.

Directors interviewed for this research saw the BCC Director position as leading only to two other 
positions: Director or Vice President of Multicultural Programs. When asked about their ultimate goals, 
each respondent acknowledged that they would need to leave their positions if they remained in higher 
education. Moreover, all the respondents expressed some reluctance for remaining in higher education. 
While these 21st century BCC women directors have more equitable access to diverse career choices 
due to polices that limit overt discrimination, each respondent recognized their earning potential and 
subsequent career options are limited without a Ph.D. Like earlier leaders, these 21st century women 
have remained committed to uplifting the black community. They each see themselves, even after leaving 
these positions in the future, working in the community, leading community-based organizations, and 
empowering Black people. Their passion for empowering and uplifting Black students and the Black 
community overall has kept them engaged in their work, regardless of the challenges they have faced.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The study of Black women in race-specific positions in higher education must continue to document their 
experiences further and to describe the significance of their work to both students and college campuses. 
This study suggests that their contributions are valuable to Black students, faculty, and staff and their 
sense of belonging on college campuses, especially on PWIs. Additionally, Black women’s relentless 
work, prior to and after the murder of George Floyd advanced diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts 
on campuses. This labor should be acknowledged, valued, and appropriately compensated provided the 
significant impact it holds for American educational institutions.

Black women cultural center directors serve as advocates, interpreters, and administrative bridges that 
support Black student recruitment, retention, and graduation. These positions play a pivotal role in the 
education and socio-emotional development of Black students in and out of the classroom. Despite their 
significance, the labor of Black women cultural center directors continues to be devalued, marginalized, 
and misunderstood. Many institutions still fail to understand the vast and complex amount of service, 
advocacy, mentoring, counseling, and cultural education these roles provide. These roles work across 
all divisions and academic units to support and advocate for Black students and to address barriers to 
their success. Not only is the labor of Black women cultural center director’s invisibilized, the extent 
of responsibilities this position entails are not adequately acknowledged or quantified in standard job 
descriptions. Hence, the compensation is not equitable to the invisible labor performed. To account for 
this inequity, we recommend that colleges and universities commission a higher education compensa-
tion and classification study to address position level or grade, including for cultural center directors, 
and a salary equity audit by position, gender, and race. These positions should not be aggregated with 
other director-level positions.

The second recommendation is to create a Black Cultural Center Leadership and Legacy Institute. 
The next generation of center directors must understand the legacy and historical tradition of this work. 
As a result, there is a need to pass down the social, political, and economic conditions by which these 
critical roles were established. The institute would provide historical context for the work, explain the 
importance of social movements, and describe the importance of these roles in advancing institutional 
support for Black students. New professionals would not only learn the history but develop a network 
for the next generation of cultural center leaders. Black Cultural Center Leadership and Legacy Institute 
would serve as a think tank for leaders to develop and share new and innovative strategies that add to the 
body of knowledge and research on the history of cultural centers and the Black women professionals 
who lead them. Additionally, the institute would provide participants with an understanding of budget, 
finance, and strategic management, critical elements to cultural center leadership. The space will allow 
for the converging of generations, with both their knowledge and experience.

CONCLUSION

It is evident that: 1). Past and present Black women leaders in racial uplift share a fervent commitment 
to education as a tool of liberation and advancement of the Black community 2). Black women experi-
ence the duality and intersection of structural oppression based on racial and gender discrimination. 
This intersectional experience can limit their professional success, but their inherent perseverance and 
determination helps them to overcome and achieve from the margins of society and the margins of pre-
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dominantly White institutions, 3). The complex circumstances of both early and present women leaders 
place them in the position of what Nana Helen Burroughs, founder of the National Training School for 
Women and Girls in Washington DC, coined as “specializing in the wholly impossible” (McClusky, 
1997, pp. 423-424) past and present black women leaders are advocates for and educators in the Black 
community fighting against the same racism and sexism that they cannot always protect themselves 
against, and 5). the uniquely complex race and gender discrimination locates their work for racial uplift 
at the margins and impacts their professional career mobility, health, and lifestyle. In the 21st century, 
female BCC directors continue to have limited potential for career advancement, salary, or position titles 
when working at predominately White institutions; these women acknowledged discrimination as a real 
factor associated with the ceiling placed on the advancement of women in these positions.

The 21st century Black women BCC directors understand they may not advance professionally in 
academia if they maintain their positions while these posts are not valued at their institutions. Given 
this limited career mobility, these women continue to develop strategies that strive to support their own 
career ladders and promote their career mobility. These strategies generally require changing careers or 
leaving higher education which indicates the lack of a structured career ladder for racialized and gendered 
positions like BCC directors.

BCC Black women leaders remain committed to the work of racial uplift and the development of 
Black students motivates them to continue fighting for the center’s resources, programs, and services. 
These women are routinely asked to provide rationale for the centers’ existence and to justify its value; 
this has prompted the participants to question the institutions’ support of their center and their work. 
Despite this complex relationship to the institution, cultural center directors are committed to ensuring the 
success of the centers and were considered transformational influences on the Black students they serve.

These unique experiences require Black women to acquire and maintain effective coping strategies 
and networks of support. Keenly aware of the impact of these positions on their lives and health, these 
women remain committed to this work while experiencing significant role strain related to the demands 
of the work and family. Women spoke of having social support systems outside of work, although they 
felt that many people do not understand the demands of their work. Some women rely on “sister friends;” 
others rely on supportive husbands, and faith, religion, and spirituality play an important role in each of 
these women’s lives. For historical Black women leaders, they found strength and support from other 
Black women leaders and as a result formed national Black women organizations to provide national 
support for their efforts in racial uplift and social service work.

According to Edghill (2007), Black women have historically pursued education to address issues of 
social justice and racial uplift for themselves and the larger Black community. Based on this compara-
tive analysis of historical Black women’s leadership in education and the 21st Century Black women 
BCC directors, Black women share a continued passion for racial uplift and strive for the continued 
advancement of the Black community and Black youth. Even from the fringes of colleges and com-
munities, the efforts of 21st Century Black women BCC directors reflect a long legacy of Black women 
committed to racial uplift; despite the challenges of gender and racial discrimination in the 21st century, 
these women strive to find ways of climbing career ladder while they are educating the next generation 
of Black student leaders and to advance the Black community. These Black women carry the legacy of 
the earlier pioneers of racial uplift and share with them the same commitment to freedom and liberation. 
Continuing to assist and facilitate the education and leadership development of Black college students, 
these women make great sacrifices to improve and empower the Black community. These contemporary 
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Black women must find ways, according to Nana Helen Burroughs, to see themselves as “competent 
women who claim authority over our own lives and destinies” (McClusky, 1997, p. 423).
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Black Cultural Center: Spaces primarily focused on the preservation of Black culture and in sup-
porting various communities of practice in learning and understanding histories and cultures of the 
African diaspora.

Black Feminist Thought: A theoretical lens that first seeks to situate Black women as 1). women, 
2). people of color, and 3). a group that has been marginalized economically, socially, and politically 
and further functions as an activist response to compounding oppression relative to power structures.

Generational Leadership: A network within a company, organization or institution where an aware-
ness of generational differences exist and the respective roles and contributions of intergenerational 
leaders are clearly defined and mutually respected.

Hatch Act: A federal mandate passed in 1887 created to ensure state Black and white land-grant 
colleges received equal amounts of earmarked funds in order to create a series of agricultural experi-
ment stations.

Intersectionality Theory: A theoretical lens developed by Kimberle Crenshaw that focuses on the 
political, social, cultural, and gender intersections of marginalized individuals within the context of 
larger power structures.

Matrix of Domination: Prior to the introduction of intersectionality as a way to define compound-
ing oppression, this term, developed by Black feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins, was used to refer to 
interlocking system of race, class, and gender oppression.

Millennials: Born between the 1980s and early 2000s, Millennials, now in their 30 and 40s, are 
transitioning into advanced positions of leadership in companies and institutions as Generation X and 
Baby Boomers retire.

Race-Specific Positions: Employment opportunities created specifically to increase the visibility, 
inclusion, development, and advancement of a race in one or more personal, social, educational, or 
professional areas.

Racial Uplift: Racial uplift is a term referring to Black people’s ability to develop a Black conscious-
ness in uplifting the entire race.

Second Morrill Act: Meant to correct the racially discriminatory inadequacies and inconsistencies 
of the 1862 Morrill Act, this federal mandate targeted former Confederate states, requiring them to es-
tablish separate land-grant institutions for Black students and/or demonstrate that admission to already 
established public universities was not racially based.



40

Copyright © 2023, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Chapter  3

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-6684-3564-9.ch003

ABSTRACT

Although extant literature on chief diversity officers in higher education has provided insight into their 
roles, priorities, and standards of practice, few studies have exclusively explored the perspectives and 
experiences of Black women CDOs. This qualitative study draws on theories of organizational change, 
critical race theory, and critical race feminism to make meaning of and interpret the experience as an 
inaugural Black woman chief diversity officer at a public regional institution in the South, with a focus 
on the author’s experience leading the strategic planning process. This study advances the research on 
Black women in higher education, spotlighting the distinctive, layered, and intersectional journey of one 
Black woman CDO working in a predominately White institution in the South.

INTRODUCTION

As institutions of higher learning grapple with social, economic, and political issues of the twenty-first 
century, a key challenge has been to elevate, integrate, and centralize diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) functions in colleges and universities (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013). Microcosms of the larger 
systemic inequalities reflected in society; institutions of higher education often reproduce social inequities 
(Worthington 2020). Institutions established Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) positions to centralize DEI 
work, with a focus on improving inclusion and integrating this work more fully around the entire campus 
(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013). When institutions are sincere in improving the diversity climate and 
advancing their focus on DEI practices within the institution, CDOs can serve as change agents within 
the institution, developing sustainable diversity-focused initiatives, addressing systemic inequities, and 
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guide efforts to engage in proactive, inclusive approaches that support cultural and institutional change 
(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013; Worthington et al., 2014).

The extant literature on CDOs has provided insight into the roles, priorities, and standards of prac-
tice for CDOs. Decades of research highlight the challenges and barriers CDOs face when engaging 
in the work of shifting culture and building infrastructure that integrates diversity at the core of the 
educational experience. Recent studies sought to better understand the experiences of women of color 
CDOs and how their social identities influence how they enact their professional responsibilities. In 
her 2016 study about the experiences of women of color (Black and Latina) serving as college and uni-
versity CDOs, Nixon found that “social identities affected how they experienced their lived reality as 
extreme tokens, and they had to manage their own expectations, in addition to the impressions of others 
regarding behavior, competency and status, in order to fulfill their functional and symbolic roles” (314). 
While motivated to advance the institution beyond a focus on compositional diversity and serve as role 
models for others, her study highlights shared feelings of pain, isolation, doubt, and frustration. In her 
2016 dissertation exploring the experienced women of color (Black, Latina and Asian) CDOs, Maraña 
found similar results, highlighting a shared sense of responsibility and pride in serving in their role and 
feelings of isolation and discrimination.

Fewer studies have exclusively explored the perspectives and experiences of Black women CDOs. 
Johnson (2021) explored the experiences of Black women in diversity roles (including the CDO position) 
at four year predominately White institutions and identified several themes including the belief that Black 
women in these positions have to “bend” and “shift” (Harris-Perry, 2011) to navigate their predomi-
nantly White environments and often have to explore coping mechanisms to navigate their professional 
environments. Even less is known about the experiences of Black women who serve as the institution’s 
inaugural CDO. In their study of one institution’s approach to prepare, hire and support an inaugural 
CDO, Arnold and Kowalski-Braun (2012) highlight the importance of politics, structures and culture 
in the planning and implementation process. Yet, there is little to no discussion of how the CDOs social 
identities influenced the institution’s decisions and actions, particularly at historically White institutions. 
Acknowledging these gaps in the literature, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
How do inaugural Black women CDOs at historically White institutions experience their identities as 
women and people of color? How do their experiences influence efforts to develop and implement the 
institution’s first diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic plan? To investigate these research questions, 
I engaged in an autoethnographic study, making meaning of and interpret my own experience as an 
inaugural Black woman chief diversity officer at a public regional institution in the South, with a focus 
on my experience leading the strategic planning process. In following sections, I offer a review of the 
literature on Black women CDOs and use theories of organizational change, critical race theory, and 
critical race feminism to focus the inquiry and guide this research. A discussion of the methodology is 
then followed by a discussion of the dominant themes that emerged from the study. This study advances 
the research on Black women in higher education, spotlighting the distinctive, layered, and intersectional 
journey of one Black woman CDO working in predominately White institution in the South.
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BACKGROUND

Black Women CDO Experiences in Higher Education

The emergence of the CDO position in higher education positions colleges and universities to advance 
their diversity, equity, and inclusion capacity focus on curriculum, climate and policy making (Stuart, 
2010). As senior-level leaders, CDOs responsibilities broadly include leadership of strategic diversity 
planning and building institutional diversity infrastructure (Stuart, 2010; Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007). 
The majority of CDOs are people of color and women (Jaschik, 2008; Williams & Wade-Golden 2013). 
While all CDOs potentially face some form of marginalization to the degree that their role is viewed as a 
tokenized specialist peripheral to the institution’s core functions (Nixon, 2017), extant research suggests 
that women of color in higher education also experience marginalization based on the intersection of 
their race and gender (Nixon 2017; Turner, 2002; Turner et. al., 2011). As both racial and gender mi-
norities, women of color CDOs are likely to be “extreme tokens” (Turner et al., 2011, p. 9; Williams & 
Wade-Golden, 2008), thus influencing “capacity with which CDOs can affect transformational diversity 
change in their institutions” (Nixon, 2017, p. 303).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Critical Race Theory and Critical Race Feminism

An analysis of the experiences of Black women CDOs in predominately White institutions requires a 
conceptual framework that reflects potential conditions of marginalization, tokenism and isolation and 
the intersections of race and gender. Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Race Feminism (CRF) 
provide avenues to explore nuances between and the intersectional nature of racialized and gendered 
experiences, offering a roadmap to better understand the challenges faced by women of color leaders in 
higher education. CRT examines the legacy and lasting impact of race and racism in American society. 
Developed to address the nation’s slow progress and new subtle forms of racism following the Civil 
Rights Movement (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017; Yosso, 2005), CRT rests on the premise that race is so-
cially constructed and racism is constant and normalized in U.S. society (Creswell, 2007). CRT provides 
scholars a critical avenue to centralize the voice of marginalized, non-dominant racial identity groups, 
creating opportunities to explore how lived experiences of racism and sexism might affect women of 
color (Nixon, 2017; Tate, 1997).

Critical Race Feminism (CRF) further highlights the interconnectedness of race and gender, centering 
the intersectional identity and experiences of women of color (Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Ngwainmbi, 
2004; Wing, 1997). Stories and storytelling are elevated as valued measure of making meaning of and 
communicating experiences (Vaught, 2008). These theories rest firmly on Crenshaw’s (1991) foundational 
research on intersectionality which highlighted how multiple forms of oppression are experiences when 
various social identities intersect. These frameworks have been particularly useful when examining the 
underrepresentation, isolation, and marginalization of Black women in academia (Collins, 2000; 1986; 
Lloyd-Jones, 2009) as they assume executive-level positions in predominately White institutions.

The efforts of CDOs to effectively address equity, diversity, and social justice issues and facilitate 
the development and implementation of a strategic diversity, equity, and inclusion plan are greatly in-
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fluenced by the organizational culture and overall climate at the institution. Transformative leaders like 
CDOs “work within their organizational cultures following existing rules, procedures and norms” (Bass 
& Avolio, 1993, p. 112) to create a strong institution-wide coordination of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
efforts and subsequently more consistent and sustained DEI engagement (Milem et al., 2005). This level 
of transformation reflects a desire to see institutions of higher learning as enlightened spaces that actively 
seek to disrupt the reproduction of the broader culture’s stratifications rather than replicate and reinforce. 
Organizational change efforts are influenced by a myriad of factors including institutional history and 
campus climate; the community; local, state, and national issues; and key institutional stakeholders (stu-
dents, staff, faculty, alumni, and board members). CDOs often face resistance as “they attempt to modify 
change-resistant institutional cultures” (Harvey, 2014, p. 92) and their efforts met with fear, protection 
of current practices, and conflict (Kezar & Eckel, 2000; Kotter, 1995; Stanley, 2016; Tierney, 1997).

These theories collectively contributed to the research questions by highlighting intersections between 
race, gender, and the challenges of organizational change around DEI. Thus, they serve as an important 
lens to center and make meaning of my experience as an inaugural Black woman chief diversity officer 
at a public regional institution in the South guiding organizational change efforts.

METHOD

Autoethnography is the methodology used to explore my experiences shaping the development and imple-
mentation of the university’s first diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic plan. Autoethnography is an 
approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze personal experience 
in order to understand cultural experience (Ellis et al., 2010). Combining autobiography and ethnogra-
phy, this methodological approach affords the research the opportunity to connect self-exploration and 
self-awareness with cultural description with the goal of better understanding themselves and others 
(Bhattacharya, 2017; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; McGowan, 2022). This form of academic writing is com-
monly used to explore racialized and gender experiences within higher education (Espino et al., 2010; 
Hernandez et al., 2015; McGowan, 2022; Reddick & Sáenz, 2012). Ellis et al. (2010) state that:

When researchers write autoethnographies, they seek to produce aesthetic and evocative thick descrip-
tions of personal and interpersonal experience. They accomplish this by first discerning patterns of 
cultural experience evidenced by field notes, interviews, and/or artifacts, and then describing these 
patterns using facets of storytelling (e.g., character and plot development), showing and telling, and 
alterations of authorial voice. Thus, the autoethnographer not only tries to make personal experience 
meaningful and cultural experience engaging, but also, by producing accessible texts, she or he may 
be able to reach wider and more diverse mass audiences that traditional research usually disregards, a 
move that can make personal and social change possible for more people (Bochner, 1997; Ellis, 1995; 
Goodall, 2006; hooks, 1994). 

Observations, documents, conversations with key institutional stakeholders serve as the primary 
sources of data in this study.
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INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

CDOs work within a university culture is born from the institution’s history and values and these char-
acteristics impact the experiences of Black women faculty and administrators at predominately White 
institutions (Evans & Chun, 2007). This study took place over a two-year period (Fall 2018 – Fall 2020) 
at a southern midsize public liberal arts university founded in 1954 as a junior college and become in-
dependent in 1993. The institution enrolls nearly 11,000 students, offering 100 undergraduate and over 
30 graduate-level (doctoral educational specialist, masters) major fields of study including specialized 
concentrations across six academic colleges. The demographic profile is such that a predominately White 
faculty and staff serve a predominately White student population.

As institutions of higher learning increasingly establish CDO positions (Nixon, 2017; Williams & 
Wade-Golden, 2013;), each institution tends to have a unique journey that leads toward the creation of 
that position (Arnold & Kowalski-Braun, 2012). In alignment with the university’s strategic plan adopted 
in 2015, the university set out to hire an inaugural CDO “and develop a Diversity Council that advances 
a campus-wide diversity, equity and inclusion plan to assess visible and invisible barriers and establish 
a system to enable the University to operate as an inclusive institution by December 2017” (2016-2021 
CCU Strategic Plan). The university initially launched a search for a Vice President for Diversity and 
Inclusion in December 2016. According to the Fiscal Year 2016-17 Accountability Report, re-alignment 
of roles at the University resulted in the search being aborted. The position was revised and a search 
for an Assistant Vice President (AVP) for Diversity and Inclusion was launched in July 2017. I began 
my tenure as AVP for Diversity and Inclusion and Chief Diversity Officer in August 2018, reporting 
directing the Vice President for Executive Initiatives/Chief of Staff. In this role I served on Executive 
Council, a group of functional administrators representing all areas of the university. Serving in an ad-
visory capacity and meeting bi-monthly, the mission of the Executive Council is to regularly review the 
operations of the University, review policies that filter up through various departments throughout the 
University to be presented for final approval from the President and Board of Trustees, and advise the 
President’s Cabinet on matters affecting the University at large. For approximately one year during the 
time period examined in this study, I was one of two Black women on this council. The remaining time 
I was the only Black woman on this council.

In July 2019, as part of a re-alignment of roles at the institution, the CDO position was elevated to 
Vice President for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, with the Vice President for Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion reporting directly to the University President and serving on Executive Council and President’s 
Cabinet. President’s Cabinet is comprised of senior-level administrators representing all areas university 
who serve as executive-level support to the University president. For the year I served on President’s 
Cabinet examined in this study, I was one of two women on this cabinet – one Black and one White. This 
realignment also established a Division of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, with the Office of Diversity 
and Inclusion, Intercultural and Inclusion Student Services, and Accessibility and Disability Services 
as part of the newly created division. Accessibility and Disability Services had previously been housed 
in Student Affairs.

As outlined in the university’s five-year strategic plan, developing a diversity council that advances 
a campus-wide diversity, equity, and inclusion plan was a key deliverable for institutional stakeholders. 
In Fall 2018, an existing council was renamed and its charge was expanded. The Access, Inclusion, and 
Diversity Council (AIDC) was created to be an advisory and leadership team responsible for developing, 
overseeing, and monitoring University-wide efforts to achieve itss commitment to diversity and inclu-
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sion as central to the vision, mission, and values. A broad group of institutional members were invited 
to participate in order to ensure a campus-wide grassroots approach to identifying tactics and strategies. 
Co-chaired by the CDO and Director of Accessibility and Disability Services, a White woman, this 
Council had the power to create a strategic plan; oversee the implementation of the diversity, equity, 
and inclusion strategic plan; assess, monitor, and report on progress toward achieving strategic diver-
sity goals; and review and revise (as needed) the university’s diversity, equity, and inclusion goals and 
strategies. The purpose of the strategic plan was to create structural and institution wide commitment 
(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007).

In January 2019, students, staff, and faculty were invited to participate in the first All-Campus Climate 
Survey to help the university better understand student, staff, and faculty perspectives and experiences 
related to their work and study. Four main themes emerged from various diversity, equity, and inclusion 
efforts including the Climate Report (released January 2020), from which goals and objectives and strate-
gies were developed: 1. Representation, Equity, and Access; 2. Campus Climate; 3. Inclusive Teaching 
and Professional Development; and 4. Institutional Leadership and Accountability. These themes were 
used to develop an initial draft of the diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic plan.

Subsequently, in February 2020 all members of the campus community were invited to participate 
in strategic engagement sessions to discuss the report’s findings, identify key areas of strength, solicit 
community input about specific actions needed to address areas of opportunity, engage in conversations 
about the initial draft of the plan, and provide comment and feedback. The sessions were held over a two-
week period and were available via Live Stream for those unable to attend in person. After a designated 
comment period and meetings with numerous constituent groups, the CDO incorporated the majority 
of recommended changes and submitted the final plan to student, staff, and faculty governance com-
mittees for approval. The final plan was formally approved by all three committees in November 2020.

DATA ANALYSIS, TRUSTWORTHINESS, AND POSITIONALITY

Data Analysis

The themes that emerge from the data analysis were generated and analyzed over a two-year period 
(Fall 2018 – Fall 2020). The entire process involved gathering great deal of data from multiple sources, 
including feedback from the strategic engagement sessions, notes from formal and informal conversations 
with institutional stakeholders, notes from regular debriefing conversations with Division of Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion staff and members of the Access, Inclusion, and Diversity Council, and personal 
narratives about my experience leading this institutional effort. After several initial readings of data, 
themes were identified using a deductive coding process to identify codes in each data source. The codes 
were organized into two high-level themes.

Trustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness and credibility, I communicated regularly with peer debriefers, current and 
former CDOs at other institutions, and faculty/staff diversity allies to clarify and make meaning of my 
unique experience as the first chief diversity officer and first Black woman chief diversity officer to lead 
at the institution. These conversations informed the coding processes and the development of the themes.
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Positionality

As a Black woman who has worked at multiple predominately White institutions in the northern and 
southern regions of the country, I recognize that my identities were essential to the conceptualization of 
this study, as well as the analysis. Furthermore, being a first-generation college graduate, a tenured full 
professor, and being a Northerner hired from outside of the institution with no previous affiliation (i.e. 
graduate or parent/relative of a graduate) afforded me a unique perspective.

FINDINGS

The objective of this study is to illuminate the experiences of an inaugural Black woman chief diversity 
officer at a public regional institution in the South, with a focus on my experience leading the strategic 
planning process. Two themes were identified from a deductive analysis of the data: “Can You Be Trusted? 
You Aren’t One of Us,” and “Is This Your Job? You Aren’t My Boss?” Each theme is presented below.

Can You Be Trusted? You Aren’t One of Us

Identifying potential challenges to success and learning about the history of the diversity, equity, and 
inclusion work at a given institution is critical for CDOs as they begin to develop a strategic plan (Arnold 
& Kowalski-Braun 2012). During formal and information conversations and meetings with various offices 
and departments, I came to understand quickly that the campus culture, particularly for faculty and staff, 
was characterized by a lack of trust in the leadership. Known for low levels of attrition, many stakeholders 
had been at the institution long enough to experience the relatively fast growth of the institution; worked 
through numerous reorganizations; and expressed a belief that with this growth came a growing lack of 
transparency about the inner working of the institution and decision-making processes. As a result, many 
faculty and staff were predisposed to meet new initiatives or strategic directions from a representative of 
the administration, particularly ‘another new administrator’ with skepticism and suspicion.

In an effort to build support for the campus climate survey (which would serve as the foundation for 
the strategic plan), I spent a significant portion of my first few months in the position meeting with as 
many people and groups as possible, speaking specifically about the ways in which my CDO position 
(as a change agent), my faculty roots and sensibilities, and the intentionally collaborative process being 
used to develop the strategic plan (starting with the survey) could help usher in a new era of transparency 
with the goal of building trust (Bolman & Deal, 2003). The climate survey instrument was developed in 
consultation with faculty, staff, and students. Subject matter experts from the campus community, the 
university’s institutional research office, and survey research experts from external consulting firms also 
collaborated on the development of the survey. In addition, the survey was anonymous, meaning that the 
project did not collect identifying information of individual subjects (e.g., names, address, email, etc.) 
to ensure that individual responses would not be linked with participants’ identities. Working with the 
Access, Inclusion, and Diversity Council, I also assured students, staff, and faculty that the results of the 
survey would be made available to the campus, as there was a strong fear that the results be locked away 
for no one to see again, particularly if the results were not positive. CDOs can serve as change agents 
but they are most effective when their positions operate within an organizational structure that ensures 
and promotes among many things, effective communication, honesty, trustworthiness, and openness 
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to change (Stanley, 2016). The preexisting climate and organizational culture undoubtedly affected my 
experience leading the strategic planning process.

The idea of trust, specifically trust in my ability to do my job effectively, was also rooted in assump-
tions about race, gender and the nature of diversity work. In her study of the experiences of five women 
of color serving as college and university CDOs, Nixon (2017) found

If a CDO’s social identities aligned with the those of groups for whom she advocated, she risked al-
legations that she was acting in her own self-interest…The assumption is that women and people of 
color care about diversity in some sort of knee-jerk capacity and that they raise alarm bells even when 
concerns are not warranted. (p. 312)

In three distinct journal entries, I reflected on conversations with campus stakeholders where my 
objectivity and motives for engaging in this work were explicitly questioned. Talking specifically about 
aspects of the strategic plan framed around inclusive teaching and diversity, equity, and inclusion pro-
fessional development, a White male staff member wrote in an email to a White female staff member 
that he would never support any diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts on campus because as a Black 
woman, I was clearly biased. The White female staff member, a staff diversity ally, shared the email 
with me and was one of two people I debriefed with about the message. Debriefing with this colleague 
was useful but somewhat unusual, as I took to heart the advice that women of color “should be careful 
about whom they trust and what information they share” (Mitchell & Miller, 2011, p. 203).

Perceived lack of trust can fuel feelings of marginalization and the sense of being the perpetual out-
sider. Speaking with one CDO, Nixon (2017, p. 306) highlights a similar experience, noting that one 
of the participants in her study expressed her belief that “CDO-ing is seen as a ‘colored thing,’ result-
ing in ‘double-triple marginalization, by gender, by ethnicity, and by virtue of one’s work.” Similarly, 
Niemann (2012) further point out that diversity work further isolates women of color CDOs because of 
the implicit assumption that diversity work is feminine work and best performed by those with margin-
alized identities. Women in male dominated environments find it harder to gain credibility and facing 
misperceptions about their identity (Kanter, 1977; Turner et al. 2011). This is especially true for women 
of color, when maleness and Whiteness are the invisible unquestioned standards of unbiased expertise 
(Turner et al., 2011).

Finally, I also recognized that for some campus stakeholders, trust was also rooted in assumptions 
about my connection to the institution. In her study of women of color CDOs, Nixon (2017) notes that 
several participants felt they were insiders by virtue of their positions in the organization and seat at the 
leadership table, yet outsiders as women of color, often times the only women of color in senior leadership 
at their institutions. While I too experienced this sense of marginalization because of my race, gender, 
and leadership status, my journal entries also highlighted a sense of isolation and marginalization because 
I was a Northerner (or Yankee) hired from outside of the institution with no previous affiliation (i.e. a 
graduate or parent/relative of a graduate). Interestingly, while I was hired as the first CDO, the work of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion had rested primarily on the shoulders of a Black woman, native South 
Carolinian, who had been part of the institution for almost 40 years, first as a student then a staff mem-
ber and educator. One of her last roles was the director of Intercultural and Inclusion Student Services. 
In some interactions with key stakeholders during the strategic planning process, I recall feeling there 
was an unspoken expectation that I would resemble, in attributes and approach, the former director. A 
similar desire to clone is often identified as cognitive shortcut that leads to bias in hiring (Moody, 2015). 



48

Leading Transformative Change as the “First”
 

In one feedback meeting focused on progress metrics to assess our ability to retain a diverse faculty and 
staff (theme - Representation, Equity and Access), it was suggested by a White female faculty member 
that by supporting and promoting the creation of faculty and staff affinity/employee resource groups, 
I was bringing a ‘Northern sensibility’ to this work rather than promoting a best practice, despite the 
growing body of literature highlighting the importance of these groups to create inclusive environments 
and minimize turnover (Onyeador et al., 2021). As we moved through the strategic planning process, I 
intentionally spent time communicating my (distant) family ties to the South and my appreciation for 
the contributions of my predecessor in an effort to build relationship and trust.

“Is This Your Job? You Aren’t My Boss”

From my first day in the CDO role, much of my time was spent meeting as many campus stakeholders as 
possible to build relationships, establish credibility, and promote guiding principles to assign with aligning 
institution-wide DEI efforts (Arnold & Kowalski-Braun, 2012). This included sharing an institutional 
model of DEI where the responsibility for this specific work falls on everyone within the community 
as opposed to one unit, department, or office and openly talking about CDO duties and responsibilities 
which include leading, implementing, and making changes to DEI initiatives, programming, and educa-
tion in an effort to recruit and retain a diverse campus community and cultivate an inclusive environment 
(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013). As the campus moved deeper into the strategic planning process and 
discussed issues like institutional accountability and holding collaborators responsible for making prog-
ress, questions would occasionally arise about the role of the CDO and the CDO’s authority to create a 
strategic plan that would impact all aspects of campus.

Extant research suggests that as CDOs advocate and guide efforts designed to transform existing 
policies, processes, and practices, questioning the authority of the CDO as a form of resistance is com-
mon. Executive positioning is presumed to aid against this (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007). During the 
time period of this study, the reporting structure for the CDO position changed and by the time we began 
strategic engagement sessions on campus, my title changed from Assistant Vice President (reporting to a 
Vice President) to Vice President (reporting directly to the President). The reorganization also gave me 
responsibility for multiple reporting units and the ability to hire a program manager to lead faculty and 
staff DEI education and training programs I created and led in my role as CDO. This structure, called 
the portfolio divisional model, is the most comprehensive and integrated model for implementing DEI 
goals (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007). The CDO title suggests the power and authority to enforce 
the policies created to guide the institution toward its DEI goals. Yet, having the CDO positioned at the 
executive level during the later portion of the strategic planning process gave me direct access to the 
President and the ability over time to establish relationships with other Vice Presidents in a way that 
I had not experienced when I was reporting to a Vice President and served on the Executive Council 
only. The ability to forge relationships with other senior-level leaders, promote shared responsibility 
and encourage them to validate the collective work of diversity, equity, and inclusion with their staffs 
and team members was the biggest long-term benefit of this structural change – but it was a benefit that 
I did not immediately receive when the restructuring occurred. Thus, the change in positioning was not 
an immediate source of influence (Williams & Wade-Golden 2007) and did not create greater visibility 
and legitimacy given link to president (Gravley-Stack et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2005) during the 
strategic planning process.
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Despite title change, I also understood that, for some stakeholders, the perception (and reality) that 
the CDO lacked the power to ultimately hold campus partners accountable for diversity, equity, and 
inclusion efforts embedded in the strategic plan influenced their willingness to commit themselves and 
their units to this work. As noted above, moving toward to the portfolio divisional model would eventu-
ally afford me the opportunity to build deeper relationships with senior-level administrators. As these 
relationships solidified, the idea that the CDO (as a senior-level colleague) would provide leadership 
consistent with the functioning of other high-ranking, senior level administrators was taken more seri-
ously (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007), opening the door for deeper and at times difficult dialogues 
about shared responsibility and a culture of accountability.

As evidenced in the strategic engagement sessions, the lack of authority and perceived credibility 
mattered for some stakeholders. One participant expressed concern that some of the proposed objectives 
and progress metrics should be designed exclusively by their office/department and “the diversity folks 
should stay in their lane.” Others were open to working toward various diversity, equity, and inclusion 
goals but only if their supervisor told them to or if it was part of their formal job description. Coinci-
dently, this comment was made around the time that, in partnership with Human Resources, I worked 
to integrate performance characteristic specific to diversity, equity and inclusion in the Employee Per-
formance Management process. The changes were implemented in Fall 2020, around the time that the 
strategic plan was approved by the governance bodies.

Changing an institution’s diversity culture is a collective undertaking that requires among other things, 
accountability (Stanley, 2016). Without the ability to penalize or reward individuals and units based on 
their degree of progress with the diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic plan, some stakeholders made 
it clear that even if the strategic plan were approved, they were unwilling to abide by and comply with 
initiatives generated out the strategic planning process.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

While each institution will take a unique path for successfully creating and implementing a CDO posi-
tion and developing a strategic plan, I believe that my experience highlights the critical importance of 
committing to the development of the inaugural CDO position utilizing the portfolio divisional model. 
CDOs have an incredibly difficult role, one that is often misunderstood by other institutional actors or 
viewed as non-essential. Given the marginalization women of color often experience in academia based 
on the intersection of their race and gender and the reality that women and people of color mostly take 
on these roles, taking the time to develop the position using the most comprehensive and integrated 
design for implementing DEI goals can help set a CDO up for success. Simply put, being a CDO is a 
difficult job where challenge and resistance is to be expected, but doing this work as a Black woman at 
a predominately White institution in the South makes the work even more challenging. To support inau-
gural Black women CDOs, institutions should not underestimate the significance of positional power and 
create a structure that enhances the development and integration of strategic DEI plans. I acknowledge 
that having this organizational model in place at the beginning of my tenure would not made some of 
the issues regarding trust mentioned earlier simply disappear, but I strongly believe that it would have 
created a solid foundation for me, as an inaugural CDO, to build upon; signaled a stronger institutional 
commitment to DEI; and highlighted the significance of the CDO position and the work.



50

Leading Transformative Change as the “First”
 

A key component of the portfolio divisional model is the creation of a team within the division to 
guarantee that the responsibility for advancing DEI as critical components of the organization’s culture 
is broadly shared and model the core value that responsibility for DEI falls on everyone within the 
community as opposed to one unit, department, or office. Prior to the reorganization that occurred in 
the second year of this study, I worked alone in the newly created Office of Diversity and Inclusion 
with minimal administrative support from a colleague in another division. While the strategic plan was 
eventually adopted and implemented, accomplishing this task with no central administrative support 
and operations staff was extremely challenging and minimized my ability to meet as often as I desired 
with students, staff and faculty members. To support inaugural Black women CDOs, institutions should 
provide the resources and staff necessary to make the work of the CDO possible.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BLACK WOMEN CDOs

My experience leading the strategic planning process as the inaugural CDO was generally positive, yet, 
in hindsight, I now recognize some choices I made (good and not so good) that impacted me greatly and 
wish to share them with other Black women pursuing CDO positions at predominately White institu-
tions in the South.

First, I ultimately chose not to use my voice and advocate for what I knew was needed to successfully 
implement a CDO position at the university. I accepted this position knowing that the job would be chal-
lenging given the organizational structure. Yet, once in the position, fully experiencing the weight of the 
work and existing climate, I could have sat down with the leadership to advocate for additional resources 
and explicitly renegotiate the timeline to create and implement the climate survey and strategic plan. 
In an environment where trust was an issue and I clearly lacked authority, taking more time to develop 
relationships and build alliances with stakeholders (including faculty, staff, students, board members, and 
community members) that exert influence over the strategic direction of the institution would have been 
beneficial. As the newly minted CDO, I was charged with developing and implementing a campus climate 
survey in my first 6 months in the role. The climate survey report would then serve as the foundation for 
the strategic planning process. There simply was not enough time to dive into frequent conversations with 
the community and through conversations, identify and pursue smaller but symbolically important wins 
that could have strengthen ties between the CDO and various constituency groups. Coincidently, I too 
like the inaugural CDO at GVSU, believed it useful and important to address in my first year in the role 
crippling issues impacting the LGBTQIA+ community (Arnold & Kowalski-Braun, 2011). However, 
it was quickly apparent that without real support, delivering what was identified as the key deliverables 
(the climate survey and report, the development of the council, the strategic plan, and the creation of a 
DEI training program) would leave less time to have those conversation and make those connections.

As for why I did not use my voice, I can honestly share that I was afraid to say anything and resigned 
myself to push through with the available resources because the CDO position was subject to state regula-
tions which included a 12- month probationary period. In that window of time, the University reserved 
the right to terminate my employment at any time without cause, and with or without notice. Also, in 
accepting the position, I learned that I would have to wait 12 months before going up for tenure. Simply 
knowing that I could lose the position and employment for any reason with no tenured professorship to 
go back to, I made the decision to put my head down and do my best. As I continued to engage in this 
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process, I also found myself increasingly concerned that any failure on my part, with or without the nec-
essary resources, would somehow confirm and validate the lack of trust I felt from some stakeholders.

It was also during this time that I realized that the only way I was going to successfully navigate this 
challenge was to take time to care for myself emotionally, spiritually, and physically. Even the best CDO 
position is challenging and requires practitioners to take time to engage in restorative practices that bring 
balance and joy. I took some time to seriously consider what I needed to feel healthy and strong. Fortu-
nately, my family quickly found a church home, so it did not take long for us to start building community 
in the church and develop supportive relationships through bible study and life groups. I connected with 
a therapist who helped me process work and life challenges. I also found it essential to move my body 
and made it a habit to use my lunch time to do some form of exercise. Together, these activities kept 
me grounded, positive in spirit, and efficacious while leading the strategic planning process. Thus, my 
experience very closely aligns with previous research which found that Black women in diversity roles 
often explore coping mechanisms to navigate their professional environment (Johnson 2021).

CONCLUSION

The hiring of a chief diversity officer in universities and colleges across the nation signals a greater 
commitment to addressing -isms and -phobias and doing the challenging yet critically important work of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Drawing on theories of organizational change, critical race theory, and 
critical race feminism to make meaning of and interpret my experience as an inaugural Black woman 
chief diversity officer at a public regional institution in the South, this chapter highlights the ways in 
which identity, specifically race and gender, directly impacts one’s social reality (Wing, 1997; Wing, 
2003) and relate deeply to the subjective experience.

Findings from this study illustrate that institutional culture and identity shaped perceptions about 
the CDO as an outsider not to be trusted, despite my efforts to be as transparent and communicative 
as possible. The findings also highlight the critical importance of organizational structure, including 
the positioning of the CDO, to support the success of the CDO in the strategic planning process. The 
limited scope of this study narrows the generalizability of these findings. Future studies should move 
beyond this single institution to explore the experiences of numerous inaugural Black women CDOs in 
the South, as well as other regions. Despite these limitations, this study advances the research on Black 
women in higher education, spotlighting the distinctive, layered and intersectional journey of one Black 
woman CDO working in predominately White institution in the South.
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Leading Transformative Change as the “First”
 

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Black: A term used to describe members of the African diaspora, regardless of national origin.
Chief Diversity Officer: A senior leader who develops and implements DEI initiatives within an 

organization and advances DEI as core values and critical components of the organization’s culture.
Diversity: Identity in its various forms and expressions, including, but not limited to, race, ethnicity, 

gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, sex, socioeconomic status, language, national 
origin, religion, age, (dis)ability status and political perspective.

Equity: Promoting justice within procedures and processes and the removal of barriers that prevent 
full participation, as well as the provision of information and resources that empower individuals to fully 
engage in all aspects of community life.

Inclusion: The involvement and empowerment of all people to create a climate where differences 
are welcomed and all supported, respected, valued, and heard.

Strategic Planning: A process in which an organization’s leaders define their vision for the future 
and identify their organization’s goals and objectives.
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ABSTRACT

The discussion in this chapter affirms the intentional and collaborative partnership built between the 
Inaugural Faculty Fellow for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusivity (FFDEI), a Black, middle-aged, immigrant 
woman, who is a tenured member of the faculty, and a senior executive, a White, middle-aged man at a 
community college. The chapter engages reflection as analysis, situating the experience of a Black woman 
in a quasi-administrative DEI role and that of a White male senior executive in the context of historical 
and contemporary allyship and accompliceship. Coupled with historical references to emphasize the 
significance of transformational leadership, the partnership leads to the development of a values-centered 
model for DEI work at an urban community college in one of the country’s largest university systems.

INTRODUCTION

The authors work at a community college located in the most diverse county in the United States. While 
the institution is designated as a Hispanice Serving Institution (HSI), its faculty and senior leadership are 
primarily White people. Community colleges are sites for innovation and transformation in all aspects 
of the academy. Pedagogy and leadership have the potential to blossom and bloom and, in the case of 
the institution discussed in this chapter, create outcomes that can shift and change conversations around 
diversity, equity, and inclusivity (DEI) when done intentionally.

The discussion in this chapter delineates the intentional and collaborative partnership built between 
the Inaugural Faculty Fellow for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusivity (FFDEI), a Black, middle-aged, 
immigrant woman, who is a tenured member of the faculty, and the former interim president and now 
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provost and senior vice president of the college, a White, middle-aged man. Central to the discussion 
are the perspectives, observations, and reflections of the Black woman, sharing the challenges and ben-
efits of approaching a quasi-administrative role from a Black feminist perspective. The conversation 
includes the reflections of a White male senior administrator who was challenged to shift his lens from 
transactional to transformational to better serve the minoritized members of the campus community. At 
the intersection of their multiple identities and experiences, they find a collaborative synergy that situ-
ates their work in a context to advance the college’s academic diversity, equity, and inclusivity agenda 
from aspirational to operational. Their reflections, coupled with historical references to allyship and 
accompliceship, emphasize the significance of transformational leadership, through a Values-Centered 
model for DEI work at an urban community college.

BACKGROUND

Black women have led revolutions in the quest for liberation for Black people for centuries. History ac-
counts for the arduous, intellectual, emotional, and physical labor undertaken by Black women. Leaders 
such as Nanny of the Maroons, the Ghanaian-Jamaican matriarch, who famously led the First Maroon 
War against the British (McLean, 2017; Tuelon, 1973) moved the dial toward liberation for Black people. 
Later on, journalists Ida B. Wells, who cofounded the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP), and Claudia Jones, the radical feminist whose work centered Black people 
across the globe (Boyce-Davies, 2016) challenged patriarchy and racism simulatenously. In later years, 
Anna Julia Cooper and Mary Church Terrell, Black women intellectuals who were instrumental to the 
suffrage movement and to Black liberation (Guy-Sheftall, 2009) and Black Panthers, Elaine Brown, As-
sata Shakur, Angela Davis, and Kathleen Neal Cleaver, joined in the collective action against oppression 
in the struggle for Black liberation (Cleaver, 1999). Contemporary women such as Tarana Burke, who 
founded the 2006 #MeToo movement in fierce defense of women’s rights, and the founding of Black 
Lives Matter by Alicia Garza, Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors, in 2013, have championed the current 
movement toward the liberation of Blacks in the United States of America and across the globe (BBC).

The aforementioned are members of a small corpus of myriad Black women who sacrificed comfort 
and convenience for the sake of radical liberation with the understanding that “the master’s tools will 
never dismantle the master’s house” (Lorde, 1984). Indubitably, these women had concerns and fears that 
were transmuted by their courage and determination to affect change, thus they persisted despite adver-
sity to advance the work of justice. The same is true for Black women in higher education, particularly 
at institutions where White leadership predominates. At its inception, higher education in the United 
States was designed to cater to the needs of White men (Oluo, 2020). When Mary Jane Patterson, earned 
her bachelors degree in 1862, she became the first known Black American woman to achieve this goal 
(Journal of Blacks in Higher Education). It wasn’t until 1921 that Georgianna Simpson became the first 
Black woman to earn a Ph.D. in the United States (Witynsky, 2021). Today, the complexity of being 
both woman and Black in higher education spaces continues to simultaneously render Black women 
invisible yet hypervisible and tokenized (Smith, Alves, Weathersby and Yi, 2019). Existing research 
shows that Black women are least represented at the highest rank of professor (Davis and Brown, 2017) 
and in senior administrative ranks in academic affairs. Invariably, underrepresentation leads to cultural 
taxation, disproportionate emotional labor, abject isolation, and an overbearing and inequitable service 
demands (Ahmed, 2012; Matthew, 2016; Padilla, 1994).
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Allies and Accomplices

Although Black women have led and supported many movements to address oppression in the United 
States, there have been White allies who have contributed to these efforts through their service. Abo-
litionists such as John Brown and Benjamin Lay in the early 19th century, Cynthia Dunn and Herbert 
Kohl during the Civil Rights Movement (Brown, 2002), and contemporary antiracist scholars such as 
Tim Wise have joined arms with Black people to organize against White supremacy. These allies and 
accomplices acknowledge and leverage what Peggy McIntosh (1988) names their “White privilege” in 
support of Black liberation. McIntosh specifically highlights the qualities of both White and male privi-
lege, stating that men rarely “go beyond acknowledging that women are disadvantaged to acknowledging 
that men have an unearned advantage” (p. 2) and goes on to name 46 ways in which White privilege 
presents in everyday life.

Oluo (2020) calls for a rejection of White male privilege as the status quo and advises that “those of 
us with privilege of race or status divorce ourselves from the lure of proximity to White male power,” 
a path that has been deleterious for Black people throughout history (p. 276). Oluo illuminates what 
McIntosh’s work failed to acknowledge—that there is an underlying assumption that the term “male” is 
based on Whiteness and proximity thereto, and the examples of male privilege noted in McIntosh’s work 
may not be congruous with the historical positioning of Black men, who are not automatically assigned 
the same “unearned” privileges as White men. McIntosh (2010) posits, however, that acknowledging 
White or male privilege requires reflection and a commitment to using “unearned privilege” to enact 
change or to “weaken systems of unearned advantage” to dismantle systemic oppression (p. 7).

Concerning allyship, Erskine and Bilimoria (2019) suggest the use of “allyship” as a “verb that in-
volves an active, lifelong, and consistent practice of unlearning beliefs and actions” (p. 321) and actively 
building relationships that leverage the power of the more dominant group in support of people of color, 
particularly Afro-diasporic women. Like McIntosh, Erskine and Bilimoria suggest that reflection and 
action, particularly around covert and overt power and privilege are tantamount to antiracist White al-
lyship. They propose a few approaches for supporting Black women, in particular, such as “engaging in 
prosocial behaviors,” “providing sponsorship, mentorship, and protection from adverse organizational 
dynamics,” and “engaging in positive deviance and demonstrating the courage to interrupt the status 
quo” (p. 325-326) and affirm the positive outcomes of allyship for Black women in work spaces. The 
researchers also present a 2018 study conducted by LeanIn.Org and a subsequent Pew Research Center 
survey, acknowledging the complexity of gender-specific dynamics between White men/women and Black 
women, noting that White men face and fear critiques such as performative allyship, virtue signaling, 
opportunistic alignment, and might hesitate to mentor junior-level women because of #metoo consid-
erations. According to the study, these concerns might deter White men in senior leadership positions 
from serving as allies to Black women, for fear of offending others or making themselves vulnerable to 
criticism from the outside.

Some scholars have registered opposition to the term ‘ally,’ stating that it functions more as a noun 
rather than a verb as allyship often lacks advocacy (Jackson et al., 2020; Powell & Kelly, 2017; Suyemoto 
et al., 2021). This opposition influenced their use of “accomplice” as a more apposite term for partner-
ship dismantling systemic oppression. According to these scholars, White accomplices can effectively 
promote liberation for Black people by advocating for and even creating access to resources and power, 
particularly in spaces rooted in the White supremacy culture of exclusion, particularly when in leader-
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ship roles. The dimensions of transformational leadership theory provide a lens through which allyship 
and accompliceship can be analyzed in predominantly White higher educational spaces.

Transformational Leadership Theory

Transforming (Burns,1978) or transformational leadership (Bass,1985) theory is characterized by a 
leader’s ability to strategically motivate, elevate, and empower to achieve organizational goals. Transfor-
mational leadership influences morality, values, and culture (Korejan & Shahbazi, 2016; Stewart, 2006). 
Conversely, transactional leadership is a form of management in which a leader enters an agreement 
with employees, and “the two parties (in principle) engage in a respectful exchange of valuables…so 
that the organization receives the benefits of the labor” (Reid & Dold, 2018, p. 94). In transformational 
leadership, morals and values influence outcomes based on the humanity of those involved in the orga-
nization, while in transactional leadership, valuables are central to performance measures and outcomes.

According to Burns (1978), the transformational leader is one whose vision awakens the conscious-
ness of employees and who recognizes that “change occurs when the mutual interests are realized by 
action” (cited in Reid & Dold, 2018, p.94). Bass, on the other hand, asserts that change occurs when a 
leader facilitates the convergence of the fundamental goals, needs, beliefs, and values of people with a 
collective purpose that results in effective change. Stewart (2006) explains that Bass’ research led to the 
belief that leaders are made and that an “optimal leader” (p.13) will engage the following dimenstions 
of transformational leadership:

1.  idealized influence, characterized by modeling high ethical behaviors to earn respect and trust,
2.  inspirational motivation, articulating a clear vision that inspires high standards and optimism,
3.  intellectual stimulation, a community approach to planning while developing leaders who think 

independently to foster innovation,
4.  personal consideration, which is characterized by mentorship and guidance that is intentionally 

designed to celebrate and build future leaders.

The dimensions of transformational leadership, coupled with accompliceship through shared power 
and access, can buttress the efforts of DEI practitioners, especially in today’s dynamic, diverse, and rap-
idly evolving world. This chapter will explore how a DEI practitioner and a provost engage in practices 
associated with transformational leadership to achieve their goals.

MAIN FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER

When Trayvon Martin was murdered in 2012, the world met Rachel Jeantel, Martin’s friend whose 
testimony became crucial to the case against his murdered, George Zimmerman. When Michael Brown 
was murdered by police officer Darren Wilson two years later, the world saw an image of an intrepid 
Ieshia Evans facing police officers in riot gear in the middle of a Baton Rouge, LA street at a #Black-
LivesMatter protest. Two years following Brown’s death, the world met Philando Castile’s girlfriend, 
Diamond Reynolds, who bravely broadcast Castile’s brutal murder at the hands of a police officer Je-
ronimo Yanez via Facebook Live, for the entire world to see. Black women have been key influencers in 
contemporary revolutionary change, at the risk of their own comfort. These contemporary changemakers 
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echo the intrepid spirits of ancestors such as Mamie Till, the mother of Emmitt Till who insisted on an 
open casket at her son’s funeral to display the brutality he suffered at the hands of White racists, and of 
revolutionary women such as Nanny of the Maroons and Harriet Tubman.

On May 25, 2020, in a deliberate act of courage, 17-year-old Darnella Frazier recorded the murder of 
George Floyd by police officer Derek Chauvin. Her 9:29 recording changed the way the United States 
and many of its institutions viewed police violence and advanced the ongoing fight for justice surround-
ing the deaths of Philando Castile, Jordan Davis, Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Walter Scott, Tamir 
Rice, Breonna Taylor, Attatiana Jefferson, Sandra Bland, and countless others towards accountability 
and justice. Frazier recorded with a purpose and with the understanding that her testimony would not 
be enough–that she needed evidence to show the world how injustice was heaped as a bag of hot coals 
on the neck of George Floyd. In a moment of violence and abject racism, Frazier knew she had a duty 
and obligation to Floyd and to our justice system (Frazier, 2021). Her video single-handedly ignited the 
quest toward justice for George Floyd in the form of a guilty conviction for his murderer, Derek Chauvin.

Frazier chose in a split second to be the help Floyd needed, even in death. At 17 years old, she knew 
that her voice was not enough–that she had to hold in her hand both the memory and the evidence to 
stare justice in the face and win as a Black woman. That decision changed the course of her life, and of 
history in the U.S., and of that experience, Frazier (2021) notes in an Instagram post, “even though this 
was a traumatic life-changing experience for me, I am proud of myself. If it weren’t for my video, the 
world wouldn’t have known the truth. I own that.” Frazier’s decision was both sacrificial and revolution-
ary. She was the catalyst for a global movement at the expense of her mental health, peace, safety, and 
comfort without knowing whether it would be worth the cause.

When the proliferation of Frazier’s video catapulted the United States of America into an urgent state 
of radical racial reckoning, businesses, colleges, and universities everywhere were compelled to openly 
acknowledge and confront race and racism on a global scale and within their walls. A 2021 NASPA 
report notes that college presidents and marketing departments expediently drafted solidarity statements 
and convened task forces and committees to do fact-finding on the state of race and racism on their 
campuses. Faculty and staff of color began to reject feelings of isolation, tokenization, and rejection, 
subsequently challenging the status quo and holding institutions accountable. At the institution at which 
both authors of this article work, this incident became a catalyst for change that had been long overdue 
(NASPA, 2021).

Two Sides of the Story: Personal Narratives

Dr. Kerri-Ann M. Smith

At the time of George Floyd’s murder, I was serving as a member of the president’s advisory council 
for DEI and had spent almost seven years offering advice, suggestions, and resources to help move the 
college’s diversity agenda forward. Our then interim president, a White man, requested that the Chief 
Diversity Officer (CDO), a White woman, send our committee (with high priority) an invitation to 
participate in a town hall for our college. Prior to the request, there had been a charged email exchange 
on our campus’ community dialogue amongst White faculty members that was both unnerving and 
triggering. Faculty were sharing opinions with racially-charged undertones, all while remaining silent 
about the possible feelings of their Black and Brown colleagues during a season of racial unrest. At the 
same time, we were now being asked to help draft a statement to the campus, as other campuses had 
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done, that would demonstrate that the college somehow cared about the Black members of our com-
munity–quintessential virtue signaling and transactional leadership.

The email request made me angry and resentful. Over the course of my then eight years at this institu-
tion, our campus leadership created what McNair et al (2020) call equity obstacles, as there was a strong 
and deliberate avoidance of race and racialized consequences (p. 25), and the leadership had seemingly 
committed to “the pervasiveness of White Privilege and Institutionalized Racism” (p. 34), along with a 
strong proclivity for “evasive reactions to racist incidents” (p. 37) on our campus. I was angry that the 
CDO had not reached out to the committee to share empathy or support prior to this moment but was 
now hastily invoking our intellectual labor without acknowledging our humanity. I was angry with the 
interim president for not having a relationship with what should have been his advisory committee and 
for conveniently soliciting support for what seemed like a vapid, disingenuous display of entitlement, 
privilege, and virtue signaling at the committee’s expense. I did not know the interim president and had 
only interacted with him once in his entire time at the college. I did not know his position on DEI, but his 
intentions felt contrived, considering he had never shown interest in us as a group prior to this incident.

The dual agony of enduring a pandemic where Black people were dying at alarming rates, the de-
spondency of watching a police officer take yet another Black life, and the gloom of feeling ignored as 
colleagues sent harmful emails all surfaced in anger as I stared at a request for labor during my summer 
vacation. To make matters worse, the request started with an excuse, not an apology, for not having 
reached out to us before. In the next sentence of the CDO’s email, we were patronized with thanks for 
all of the things we [I] had said and been saying for years that had gone undone. The request for our 
labor, during our annual leave, and as we processed the pain of Floyd’s death felt like anvils on my 
head, especially since neither the interim president nor his designee had attempted to intervene when 
racially-charged debates ensued on the virtual campus listserv, for the preservation of the mental health 
of our Black community members.

My response was to reply-all to the email, fiercely declaring that I would do no such duty and that 
if the president wanted my labor, he would need a different approach. I had just earned tenure a few 
months prior and was aware that my dossier for promotion to Associate Professor would have been on 
Dr. Lynch’s desk within days or moments after my response, but I felt compelled to reject this audacious 
request and intrusion on my time and intelligence with what felt like zero concern for what my heart 
was enduring/grappling with, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. It felt like tokenization and an 
assault on my time, brain, and energy, and I came out defensively swinging. Again, I interpreted this 
as emotional bludgeoning, rejection, and invisibility all at the same time, and we knew that given the 
momentum of the protests surrounding the death of George Floyd, this time had to be different.

Dr. Timothy G. Lynch

I was appointed Interim President of the college in late summer 2018, just 18 months following my ap-
pointment as provost, and served in that capacity for 23 months. During my time in office, the campus 
weathered the usual storms associated with reaccreditation, crumbling infrastructure, contract negotia-
tions, and budgetary, fiscal, and enrollment challenges. We were also beset by a global pandemic, national 
and international racial unrest, and a deeply divided campus community.

Following the murder of George Floyd and subsequent protests which occurred in the waning days of 
my presidency, the cabinet felt that a heartfelt message of sympathy and support was warranted. Other 
campuses had done so, and it was only right that ours—located in the most racially diverse county in the 



63

The Fierce Urgency of No
 

United States and with a heterogeneous student population that was more than a quarter each of Black, 
Latinx, and Asian—did the same. Many of our sister colleges within the network issued poignant state-
ments, with the most profound coming from a Black woman president of a College of Criminal Justice. 
I was struck by the juxtaposition of how this leader could reconcile her feelings as a Black woman, 
alongside her position as president of a “cop college.” On the other hand, I struggled with what to say 
and how to say it. As a straight, White, middle-aged, able-bodied, American-born, English-speaking, 
Christian male, I internalized fear (Erskine & Bilimoria, 2019; McIntosh,1988) and wondered if any 
words of support or sympathy to the Black members of our campus community would seem inauthentic 
or hollow.

In an effort to have a meaningful statement, I thought it pertinent and impactful to engage select fac-
ulty governance leaders (Department Chairpersons, members of the Senate Steering Committee, Faculty 
Executive Committee, and the Faculty Diversity Strategic Plan Committee) in the drafting process. My 
effort to include diverse voices in a matter of concern to the entire community was sincere and rooted in 
the best of intentions, but it was perceived as a request to absolve myself of responsibility by burdening 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) colleagues with my responsibilities.

What came next was revelatory: An extended exchange of candid emails that triggered frustration, 
embitterment, and above all else, fatigue on the part of my colleagues. I heard that they were tired of 
being asked to do more and of being expected to answer for the crimes of White people with assertions 
that “it’s alright, we know not all of you are like this” and with stories of countless hostile interactions 
with law enforcement officers, ignorant colleagues, and passive, indifferent administrators. It was eye-
opening and, frankly, embarrassing to learn that such a situation existed on a 21st-century campus, and 
while unaware, I –as interim president—was both culpable and complicit. The buck stopped with me, 
and I was passing fake currency in this transaction.

It was clear that the time for vapid town halls, open forums, and the like had passed: what was needed 
was to move from talk to task and from aspirational to operational. Although I felt that the status of 
interim meant I should “do no harm” by not committing my successor to anything controversial (or 
expensive), I also recognized that no meaningful change would occur without, well, transformational 
change. The incident led me to a deep exploration of materials that would allow insight into the feelings 
my colleagues were expressing. My actions toward the colleagues on the DEI team were transactional, 
but what my campus deserved from me was a leader who was transformational. I committed to learn-
ing, growing, listening intently, and advocating for change using my power and positionality and by 
equipping my team with a person whose expertise could move the agenda forward with my support. 
Thus, I created the inaugural position of Faculty Fellow for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusivity (FFDEI).

Pivoting From Aspirational to Operational

Dr. Timothy G. Lynch

There is an axiom in the corporate world that “you change the person, or you change the person,” mean-
ing that you get folks to agree with your way of thinking, or you find others that do, and I knew that no 
reasonable person would look at a plan for achieving racial and social justice and think “no, that’s too 
costly and controversial.” In the first meeting of the Division of Academic Affairs with our newly ap-
pointed FFDEI, in January 2021, I affirmed our commitment to transform the college’s diversity efforts 
from aspirational to operational.
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Korejan and Shahbazi (2016) affirm that a transformational leader “constantly looks for potential 
motives in followers and aims to draw followers’ attention to superior needs and conversion of individual 
interests into collective interests” (p. 454). I acknowledge that in the case of DEI and as a White male 
leader, the concept of interest convergence, an idea in Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1992) that suggests 
that Black people only achieve racial justice when their interests also benefit White people, could be 
used as a critique of my decision to pivot from transactional to transformational around these issues. The 
institution for which I worked, desperately needed to emerge from a culture of silence and marginaliza-
tion to cater to our Black and Brown colleagues. I was compelled to discard the fake currency and move 
our college from aspirational to operational. My Black colleagues had shared their thoughts and feelings 
around isolation and marginalization and I considered those my marching orders to effect change that 
would create a more welcoming environment for them. I also shared these thoughts and ideas with the 
incoming president, who had just been appointed, and we forged forward to ensure that their ideas did 
not go unaddressed.

Dr. Kerri-Ann M. Smith

In his National Public Radio (NPR) article, David Shih (2017) notes that “interest convergence is the 
most sobering and viable approach for the contentious issues around diversity, equity, and inclusion” 
(para. 20) and that weak diversity policies “trade binding commitment for symbolism and good inten-
tions” (para.16). Perhaps using my expertise in this role was the pivot the college needed to move from 
good intentions (aspirational) to binding commitment (operational) but I was not sure of how doing this 
work would be beneficial to me or my career.

The faculty fellow position was designed to be temporary and would count as service to the college, an 
area that would not necessarily serve me professionally, as I have rendered more than enough service to 
the college in my ten years there. There was no additional financial compensation with the position (but 
a full course release with a 9-5 schedule, which is less flexible than my faculty schedule), no measurable 
power or influence to make final decisions, and would last a short 18 months. Newkirk (2019) refers to 
these limited and limiting practices in DEI work as “ephemeral,” and “finite,” (p.215). I consider them 
the exploitative three horsemen (uncompensated service, no power, and temporary) of DEI work, and 
Black women are often at the helm of justice and change, shouldering the burden at their own risk (Col-
lins, 2000). As Bleweis et al (2021) report, Black women are already at the margins of income inequality, 
despite their high participation in the labor force, earning a mere 64 cents to every $1 compared to White 
non-Hispanic males in 2020. A 2017 report by the American Council on Education (ACE) shows that 
men, on average, outearn women in higher education by $13,874 at public institutions and $18,201 and 
that income, promotion and tenure, and leadership gaps are all exacerbated for women of color.

Nixon (2017) cites a 2008 national study by Jaschik indicating that Black women represent 12.3% 
of Executive Vice Presidents in higher education but 59% of all Chief Diversity Officers. This would 
suggest then, that Black women are more responsible for managing diversity programming, compliance, 
research, and planning than their peers from other races. The critical agency (Baez, 2000) and cultural 
capital (Yosso, 2005) that Black women accord to higher education results in advocacy for people of color 
(and often themselves) and serves to effect systemic change, often at their own expense. Yet, a recent 
survey (Eddy et al, 2022) of over 700 community college leaders across the United States indicates that 
women of color are less likely to find safe spaces for authentic dialogue around race and racism at their 
institutions. The concurrent struggle to convince predominately white institutions to acknowledge the 
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impacts of sytemic racism, while advocating for immediate change to retain a diverse faculty and staff 
can prove daunting. Among survey respondents, women held the majority of lower and mid-level ranks 
such as Director (66%) and Dean (64%), but are dismally represented at the more senior levels such as 
Vice President (55%) and President (38%). Overall, the respondents of color account for 41% of those 
at the position of director, while only 24% at the position of president (Eddy et al, 2022), indicating that 
people of color are less represented among the respondents in the positions of power, where budget and 
policy decisions are made.

Understanding that DEI work is often under or unfunded, powerless, and temporary, and while firmly 
believing that we needed the academic component to the DEI work we do at our institution, the reality of 
sitting in such a liminal space seemed performative and contrary to good sense, for me as I considered 
my professional goals. The fear of being silenced resided in the depths of my soul but the fear of not 
having a say was far more palpable, so I applied and was appointed the Inaugural FFDEI.

Operationalizing Diversity, Equity, And Inclusivity

Dr. Kerri-Ann M. Smith

I began serving as the FFDEI January 2021, and the provost ensured the position was not only supported 
theoretically but was assigned a budget for programming, professional development, and research. This 
unprecedented fellowship was designed to improve curriculum and pedagogy. It also provided more 
opportunities for mentoring junior faculty of color and support for campus-wide DEI programming. 
Additionally, the position provided access to a wealth of resources allowing me to learn critical admin-
istrative skills that are not normally part of faculty duties.

Before the fellowship was announced, I had joined forces with colleagues from around the college, 
similar to other colleges mentioned in a 2021 NASPA report, to form the first Black Faculty and Staff 
Association (BFSA) for the college. For me, the fellowship would be both a conduit to decision-making 
processes and an obstacle to organizing and developing new accountability measures for the administra-
tion. My role in the BFSA caused me much consternation around respectability (Cooper, 2017) since 
joining the administration would mean functioning under the exigencies of tone-policing, body awareness 
(a skill I have yet to perfect because my facial muscles are averse to foolishness), and secrecy guised as 
confidentiality, at the expense of others. This involvement was my concept of the obscurity of upper-level 
leadership, where everyone maintained silence and operated in secrecy for the good of the institution.

I accepted the role as the Inaugural FFDEI, despite my apprehensions, with the awareness that his-
torically, diversity roles function as “paradoxes of simultaneous visibility and invisibility, high rank and 
low resources, and recognition and tokenism” (Nixon, 2017, p. 302), and I was hesitant to bear the cost. 
Newkirk (2019) acknowledges that functioning in a space as the only person of color (for me, Black and 
woman) can feel isolating and alienating. I had only been to the fifth floor, where our senior administra-
tors sit, a handful of times and had never seen my reflection in anyone there. I was also viscerally aware 
of being tokenized as “the diversity person,” as I had been labeled early in my career at this institution. 
I anticipated becoming emotionally drained, physically tired, and overwhelmed by an expectation for 
making monumental shifts for which I had no responsibility in the first place (Lomax, 2021). I also must 
admit that the idea of devoting eight hours a day to sitting in front of a computer screen was contrary 
to why I joined the academy. It was contrary to my family values of spending as much time raising my 
Black daughters and building them up to face the world, and contrary to my idea of existing outside 
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of the exploitative superwoman trope often assigned to Black women who society unfairly expects to 
simultaneously exhibit strength and vulnerability. This was not “soft life,” as Tálábí (2022) describes in 
her Instagram poem of the same title. In my first discussion with the provost about my new role, I was 
honest about my apprehensions. The college was moving into unchartered territory, and I was stepping 
in, unarmored but ready to take up space.

The provost shared his own apprehensions, which were similar to those Erskine and Bilimora (2019) 
notes for White men in leadership roles. This partnership, however, allowed him to offer reassurance that 
as an accomplice and ally, he would do the necessary work to immerse himself in learning and engag-
ing in anti-racist practices to support the process of interrupting bias (Davis, 2018; Naulty, 2016; Oluo, 
2020; Prutzman & Johnson,1997). One key strategy the provost utilized was to strategically make me 
his direct report, thus removing barriers to leadership that might have otherwise impeded the immediate 
implementation of the vision I outlined for the position, as FFDEI.

We both participated, along with other colleagues, in two training programs: the NYU Metropolitan 
Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of Schools Center for Strategic Solutions and the 
USC Equity Institute. We also had frequent (and sometimes uncomfortable) conversations about race 
and racism. The provost advocated for a budget for my work--an unprecedented shift in DEI operations 
at our institution. The funding supported a summer stipend, allowing for the work to be continuous dur-
ing faculty annual leave and access to resources for program planning and professional development. 
Additionally, the Dean of Academic Initiatives, a member of the Office of Academic Affairs leadership 
team, designated a portion of his budget to support my work on curriculum design, thus extending the 
reach beyond what my assigned budget could accommodate. The additional funding allowed me access 
to a wider range of faculty members and students, who could be paid for their contributions and time 
as they helped restructure the college’s curriculum. The idea to move from aspirational to operational 
became more than just talk; the college was, indeed, walking the walkthrough allyship and transforma-
tional leadership practices.

In the fall of 2020, a newly appointed president declared that the college’s central focus would be on 
advancing equity and building a culture of care. She appointed a cabinet-level Executive Advisor for 
Equity, whose focus was to analyze data to identify equity gaps and make recommendations for solutions. 
The Executive Advisor, along with the Chief Diversity Officer, and I, the FFDEI, created an alliance 
that addressed DEI as a team rather than in silos.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Transformational leadership requires action that is intentional and engaging. As a new administrator, I 
required mentorship, training, and support. The senior vice president worked as an accomplice for the 
DEI projects and plans I implemented, and I have been able to thrive and enact impactful change within 
the division of academic affairs partly due to his deliberate use of transformational leadership methods. 
Following are examples of how Bass’ dimensions of transformational leadership theory have been em-
ployed to create a symbiotic relationship in support of my work and the overall DEI mission of the college:

1.  Honoring Time: A major component of my fellowship is the full release from my academic duties. 
This release allows me to focus on the projects and research associated with my role. This time also 
allows me to stay up-to-date with research and to attend and participate in relevant conferences and 
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seminars for professional development and intellectual growth. By honoring time, there is a model 
of idealized influence, which allows room for me to cultivate a sense of pride in supporting others 
while equipping myself with the necessary tools to succeed in making a difference in our division.

2.  A Joint Commitment to Integrity: Central to my work and our partnership was an unwavering 
commitment on both Dr. Lynch and my part to uphold the integrity and to persist beyond aspi-
rational plans to operationalize DEI efforts in the Office of Academic Affairs. The commitment 
involved participating in training programs (NYU Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and 
the Transformation of Schools Center for Strategic Solutions training and the USC Equity Institute), 
establishing bi-weekly check-ins, and engaging in spirited and courageous conversations where we 
grappled with issues, ideas, and implementation plans. We were charting new territory by using 
terms such as “anti-racist” and “culturally responsive pedagogy” and demanding that our campus 
moves from “talk to task” to ensure belonging for all members of our community. This joint com-
mitment to integrity through courageous inquiry is an example of how intellectual stimulation can 
support the work of a Black woman DEI practitioner.

3.  Mutual Trust: Dr. Lynch’s expertise with administrative functions and mine with DEI and social 
justice allowed for effective and impactful partnership in enhancing the infrastructure for DEI work 
in the Office of Academic Affairs. An important component of our work was the establishing of 
implicit trust based on mutual respect. Implicit trust removes a barrier where the partner needs to 
first work to “prove” themselves worthy in order to gain the trust of the other. Offering implicit 
trust eradicates a function of white supremacy that often permeates higher education, in which 
information is withheld and only disseminated on a need-to-know basis until someone joins the 
proverbial ‘inner circle.’ Dedication to operationalizing diversity, equity, and inclusivity requires 
implicit mutual trust and a commitment to information-sharing.

In our reciprocal partnership, Dr. Lynch apprised me of details that would help to support my work, 
and I kept him aware of DEI ‘mines’ or potentially negative experiences our faculty and staff could be 
experiencing. Our commitment to mutual respect and trust also included an understanding that mistakes 
were inevitable and welcomed. This was my first administrative role, so there was much to learn about 
processes, systems, and operational planning. This required support from the provost and other experi-
enced colleagues, which indubitably added to their workload. The establishment of mutual trust is an 
example of both idealized influence and inspirational motivation because it was the trust that allowed 
me to take bold chances and think creatively without the fear of judgment from senior leadership.

4.  Mentorship: Without the support of committed administrators, DEI work becomes ornamental. 
There must be an unwavering commitment to both teaching and learning, which both require time. 
In order for me to thrive in my role, I needed mentorship and guidance from experienced adminis-
trators such as my boss and other colleagues in the division. The provost opened his virtual doors 
to unlimited questions and anticipate roadblocks and assuaged any

Inclusion in processes and conversations with senior leadership is also paramount to the role of a 
DEI professional. In some cases, the DEI representative might only be tapped for problem-solving, and 
their experiences as lone advocates (in my case, the only Black woman on the entire executive floor in 
this role) can sometimes go overlooked. Therefore, the working model we adopted was for the provost 
to include me, the FFDEI, in conversations, provide me with mentorship and guidance in administra-
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tive processes, and develop my professional standing. In 1:1 meetings, he encouraged me to articulate 
my accomplishments on my curriculum vita and résumé, and supported me with contextualizing and 
delivering presentations from an administrative perspective, and with analyzing data to help the admin-
istration make key decisions on faculty recruitment and retention. This form of support and guidance 
exemplifies individualized consideration, where the motivation becomes intrinsic and beneficial to a 
Black woman DEI practitioner.

Honoring Sacrifice

As the Inaugural FFDEI, participating in the process of culture-shifting has been challenging but most 
rewarding because of the collaborative nature of the work and the impact of the transformational lead-
ership model. Great things can be accomplished when leaders understand the positionality of power, 
function as accomplices, and intentionally provide access to innovation and creativity that might not fit 
the status quo. That is, essentially, a key aspect of diversity is that excellence requires diversity. Direct 
access to the senior vice president/provost and a shared understanding of our values and commitment 
to DEI has made working in a temporary inaugural role less procedurally challenging. It is, however, 
emotionally taxing and mentally strenuous yet rewarding work. However, having allies and accomplices 
has been instrumental to my success in the role.

Furthermore, the role requires sacrifice, and there is no comfort and convenience in uprooting years 
of underlying and untouched White supremacist practices. There are days that feel burdensome, but 
most of the days, I understand the gravity of my work and honor and lean on the sacrifices of Nanny of 
the Maroons, Ida B. Wells, Anna Julia Cooper, Dorothy Irene Height, my mentors, my mother, and my 
intrepid ancestors who never “winced or cried aloud” (Henley, 1888, line 6).

Outcomes

While the initial appointment for FFDEI was 18-months, it remains a priority of the Office of Academic 
Affairs to implement further changes. Thus, the term has been extended to 2 years, to allow for opera-
tionalizing and implementation of plans, particularly around curriculum development and training. In 
one and a half year, that was compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic and a primarily virtual modality, 
I have supported the implementation of a few key changes at the college:

1.  Promulgation of Tenure and Promotion Guidelines--Diversity work often assumes that there is 
a magical antidote for the poison of systemic racism that has pervaded academe since its inception 
(Bell, 1992; Oluo, 2020; Stein, 2018). That assumption tends to derail meaningful, operational 
change that can be made possible when more structural changes are implemented, and the college’s 
operational plan incorporates diversity efforts in all divisions, thus making diversity part of the 
college’s imperative rather than just the job of one person or division. In order to operationalize 
anti-racist practices in the scope of my position as the FFDEI, we set out to promulgate tenure and 
promotion guidelines, by which faculty have long regarded as obscure and nebulous. The provost 
requested that departmental chairs collaborate with their constituents to create detailed guidelines 
for tenure and promotion within their departments. These guidelines were then submitted to the 
college’s Publications Committee and will now be posted publicly for all to access. Demistifying 
the tenure and promotion process allows faculty to have access to the guidelines that individual 
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departments use for personnel and budget committee decisions, thus providing a department-created 
rubric for how they operate, even in the absence of a faculty mentor.

2.  Targeted Mentoring Program: Mentoring for junior faculty is a dynamic process that requires 
deep commitment and training for both mentors and mentees. Our college often hires entry-level 
professors on the tenure track and, in most cases, new graduates from doctoral programs or post-
doctoral fellowships. For most who graduate doctoral programs, there are few courses in that focus 
specifically on “how to be a professor.” Graduate students often focus on their coursework and 
research and, if given an opportunity, the course they have been assigned to teach or the research 
assistantships they’ve been offered. Thus, walking into the academy as a first-timer or even at a 
new institution having worked elsewhere can become daunting. My position helps to allay fears 
and build bridges for such members of our faculty and I created an opt-in email list-serv for junor 
faculty of color who are interested in mentoring.

In my role as FFDEI, I have found that faculty members of color with whom I work are affirmed 
and reassured by the presence of an advocate in the Office of Academic Affairs, so I have devoted spe-
cific office hours to accommodate their need for conversation and connection. I created and distribute 
a monthly newsletter for the group, that features tips for tenure and promotion, kudos and recognition 
for faculty achievements, and professional development opportunities available to faculty. In addition to 
mentoring, the provost and I along with two other colleagues secured funding to make our college the 
first community college with membership in the National Center for Faculty Development and Diversity, 
a robust resource of webinars, and activities focusing on faculty development. I also designed a series 
of informal discussions called FaculTEA (Tenure Enrichment Activities) where junior faculty gather to 
learn about publishing or other topics related to tenure and promotion.

3.  Relevant Programming: My first effort in supporting the campus as FFDEI was to implement a 
lecture series that deliberately focused on relevant issues for faculty of color as they work toward 
tenure and for staff of color seeking professional development and support. With encouragement 
and support from Dr. Lynch, I designed and implemented a six-part lecture series primarily featur-
ing nationally-recognized faculty and administrators of color. Topics for the lecture series included 
work/life balance, finding grant funding, balancing service obligations with research requirements, 
overcoming imposter syndrome, navigating racism in the academy, and moving from academic 
to the executive in the academy. A major feature of our lecture series was a targeted “backstage” 
component where junior faculty of color met with our speakers in a more intimate setting to ask 
questions that they might not have felt comfortable asking in a large group and to grow their net-
work. An initial analysis of the exit surveys from the attendees indicate that they felt a strong sense 
of belonging and a strong connection to the experiences articulated by the presenters.

4.  Curriculum Guidelines: To help develop guidelines for curriculum revision, I convened the Taskforce 
for Anti-Racist Curriculum (TARC). Members of TARC created discipline-specific guidelines 
that support anti-racist practices and center critical pedagogy. The main component of this task 
force was the presence of students as equal stakeholders in the process. The task force defined and 
delineated terms that would guide the college’s curricular plan. I participated in processes to train 
and equip the task force with tools to center antiracism and build curricular guidelines that would 
center antiracism and culturally responsive methodology in the curriculum. Members of TARC 
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will serve as discipline-specific liaisons for college’s operational plan for advancing antii-racism 
in the college’s curriculum.

Looking Ahead

As I develop my agenda to continue as FFDEI, particularly as it relates to curriculum and develop-
ment, I am using what I have learned so far to develop and test a Values-Centered Praxis for DEI work. 
The Values-Centered Praxis approach situates the DEI goals in the context of a well-defined common 
language, using existing theoretical frameworks and practice or praxis. To move from aspirational to 
operational, our goals and values must be inextricably linked to measurable outcomes, vis-a-vis shared 
values and expectations. In other words, the Office of Academic Affairs, as the academic leadership body 
of the college, must define its core values using an equitable, inclusive, socially just framework that is 
understood by all its members. The Values-Centered Praxis is predicated on five influential concentric 
domains, with the core values at the center:

1.  Core Values: A shared understanding and clear definition of 1) who the organization/group is, 2) 
who they want to be, and 3) how they will get to that goal.

2.  Institutional Culture: The core values drive all the work, conversations, and practices of the 
institution. The environment is designed and shaped to fit its core values, and all members and all 
output and input espouse these values. Goals and practices are clear, and all members have a clear 
understanding of how they can participate in the culture.

3.  Faculty Satisfaction/Investment: The institution has engaged faculty members who use the core 
values to drive their research, pedagogy, and service. They engage in values-based practices such 
as high-impact practices, culturally relevant pedagogy, engaging and impactful research, etc. Ample 
mentoring and support systems are in place, and retention practices are equitable. There are op-
portunities for collaboration and community-building, and affinity spaces are part of the college’s 
culture.

4.  Academic and Social Practices: Student-centered curricula focus on meeting students through 
an asset-based lens with the expectation that students are given a chance at optimal achievement. 
With this approach, students are active and equal partners in all aspects of their experience. Affinity 
spaces are intentional and targeted to ensure student satisfaction. Students have ownership of the 
shared values and are partners in their development. They invest in their own experience and feel 
the college is also mutually invested in their growth, as indicated through culturally relevant prac-
tices, policies, and programming.

5.  Leadership/Stakeholders Values: Encircling the inner core are those who lead the institution and 
make final decisions regarding budgets and mission. Leaders and stakeholders are investing in the 
inner circles, and the inner circles are driving their investment decisions through critical reflection 
and feedback. The arrows denote the symbiotic relationship between the inner circles and the outer, 
all-encompassing sphere of leadership. The institution’s leadership pours resources (financial and 
human) into each concentric circle, thus allowing the institution to function at its highest potential. 
They engage in critical reflection practices to see how systems can be shifted, changed, or adapted 
to fit the needs of the inner circle.
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The principles are demonstrated in Figure 1, where there is a symbiotic relationship between the vari-
ous aspects of the institution, with the core values at the center. The model holds institutional divisions 
and leaders responsible for defining and shaping culture and makes room for student partnership and 
participation in the process. Figure 2 exemplifies the way the model can be used in a specific context.

CONCLUSION

When merged with the deliberate efforts of transformational leaders in the academy, effective planning, 
and engagement strategies such as a values-centered praxis can save professionals, particularly Black 
women, in DEI positions from emotional and physical fatigue that results in “setting themselves on fire 
to keep the academy warm” (Smith, Alves, Weathersby & Yi, 2020, p. 134).

Much like the Darnella Fraziers, Rachel Jeantels, Diamond Reynoldses, and Ieshia Evanses of the 
world who have taken a stand, Black women in DEI roles in higher education know that there is much on 
the line when they dare to occupy them, particularly in academic spaces that are fraught with contention 
over the true meaning of Critical Race Theory.

Sometimes, the impetus behind true organizational transformation lies in the unwillingness of Black 
women to continue struggling without meaningful outcomes (Collins, 2000). Sometimes, the fierce 
‘no’ creates an urgency that the administration cannot ignore. In this case, it made room for intentional 
change in a system that had, for too long, silenced and marginalized Black people at our institution. 
Sometimes the urgency of the ‘no’ opens the door to lasting change through allyship and accomplice-
ship. It is worth noting that just shy of a year into my appointment, the provost was selected to serve as 
interim president at another institution on short notice. This sudden shift in support created challenges, 
particularly because of the partnership we had established with the work, but I have persevered with the 
initiatives, with the support of the president and interim provost.

Like Frazier, Black women in diversity roles persist and persevere with the hope that our contributions 
to the field will someday lead to liberation for ourselves and our colleagues at our respective institu-
tions. To lighten the load, carefully curated transformational leadership models that are operational and 
not simply aspirational can affirm and support these ‘women on fire,’ who represent more than half of 
diversity officers in higher education and who can lead institutions through these pivotal, crucial, and 
transformational periods of racial, social, and cultural growth and critical development.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Allyship: volunteering support on behalf of the values and experiences of marginalized groups 
through words and deeds that show a clear understanding of their needs.

Black Liberation: the quest for freedom of Black people from White supremacist cultural norms 
and systems.

Equity: The deliberate practice of creating conditions that meet the needs of all constituents in order 
to promote success and achievement for all.

Faculty Fellow: an opportunity for members of the faculty to assume a leadership role in the admin-
istrative ranks to learn and study leadership in specific areas. Fellows often work on specific topics or 
projects for a set amount of time, while conducting research and developing programs specific to their 
expertise and leadership commitments.

Marginalization: forcably pushing specific racial or ethnic groups into sub-standard systems or 
second-class citizenship because of systemic racism.

Service: community hours and leadership provided by faculty members at higher educational insti-
tutions as part of their commitment to the greater good of the institution. This may include committee 
work, curriculum development, faculty governance work, and affinity group leadership.

Tokenization: the use of marginalized persons for the benefit of the majority at an institution, without 
adequate consideration for the needs of the individuals involved. Tokenization removes individuality 
and exists on the premise that one person’s thoughts, behaviors, actions, and desires may represent an 
entire racial or ethnic group.
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White Privilege: a societal phenomenon that renders Whitness as the standard, thus putting those who 
are of any White ethnic group at an advantage over others. This deleterious system of thought limits the 
success of Black, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Hispanic people and ingratiates White people into power, 
simply based on the color of their skin.
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APPENDIX 1

Figure 1. Values-Centered Praxis for Institutions
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APPENDIX 2

Figure 2. Values-Centered Praxis for DEI Curriculum Design
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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the perceptions and experiences of Black female diversity prac-
titioners during the dual pandemics of COVID-19 and the racial reckoning of 2020. Using portraiture as 
a methodology and Black feminist thought (BFT) as a framework, this chapter gives voice to two Black 
women who worked at Ivy League institutions as diversity practitioners from March 2020 through June 
2021. This chapter places the portraits of Black female diversity practitioners at Ivy League institutions 
within the larger discourse about the impact that the dual pandemics of COVID-19 and the racial reck-
oning of 2020 had on higher education administrators.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter provides Black women a place and space where they can tell their stories, which contain 
the truth of their human experience. The portraits in this chapter can be used as a vehicle for reimag-
ining the best practices organizations can use to support, retain, and improve work environments and 
cultures. In addition, these stories can provide guidance and tools of the trade to new practitioners in 
the field. Delgado (1989) stated, “stories can provide a way of uprooting unjustified exclusion, allow-
ing individuals to rethink and reconstruct institutions” (pg. 24). Stories challenge our assumptions and 
can shift our core beliefs. Personal narratives have shaped the ways in which Black women have found 
solace and community.

Several studies that center the experiences of Black women in predominately white institutions reveal 
that they often spend much of their time and energy planning for and responding to the expectations oth-
ers project upon them (Collins, 2001; Wallace et al., 2012; Whitaker, 2018). The intersections of race, 
gender, and class are always present as they navigate the academy. The multiplicity of identities that 
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they hold contribute to the multiplicity of oppression that can and do impact their emotional, physical, 
psychological, and social well-being (Willis, 2019).

This chapter is situated in the framework of Black feminist thought (BFT), which is an authentic form 
of liberation (Collins, 2001). BFT allows Black women to be the producers of knowledge; it provides 
them the opportunity to tell their stories on their own terms. These stories are written in the form of 
portraits. Portraiture, a methodology developed by Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot, is a form of writing that 
allows the investigator’s voice to be purposefully woven into the portrait, which is created as a result of 
the writer’s interactions with the actors in the story (Hackmann, 2002).

Portraiture captures the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of the human experience. Portraitists 
seek to record and interpret the perspectives and experiences of the people they are documenting by il-
luminating their voices; their visions; and their authority, knowledge, and wisdom (Lawrence-Lightfoot 
& Hoffman-Davis, 1997). The portraits in this chapter can be used as a vehicle for reimagining best 
practices for supporting and retaining Black female diversity practitioners and improving their work 
environments. In addition, these stories can provide guidance to Black women who are new to the field.

REFLECTIONS ON THE DOUBLE PANDEMIC

I have a duty to speak the truth as I see it and share not just my triumphs, not just the things that felt 
good, but the pain, the intense, often unmitigated pain. It is important to share how I know survival is 
survival and not just a walk through the rain. ―Audre Lorde, The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle 
the Master’s House

A Portrait of Zora

It was a Friday, and as usual I had back-to-back meetings with no break in between. I purposely scheduled 
Zora as my last meeting of the day so I wouldn’t have to rush our conversation. I was grateful that she 
agreed to be interviewed, considering that she was a senior administrator who had a highly visible role 
at her institution. I wanted few or no distractions, so I could be respectful of her time and fully engaged 
in our conversation.

As I signed into Zoom, I tried to gather my composure, fix the loose strands of curls that had been 
going rogue all day, and skim through my notes. As I popped into Zoom, I could see Zora was patiently 
waiting for me. Her smile gave me permission to relax. I felt my shoulders droop and took a deep breath. 
It was the first time today that I’d taken the time to just breathe. I felt the tension melt away from my 
body, and I smiled back and said, “Sorry, I’m late. It’s just been one of those days.”

“No need to apologize,” she said. “It’s good to see you!” Once again, Zora had centered and human-
ized me. I felt a sense of calm rush over me. I put my screen on speaker view, and her image came into 
focus. Her almond-colored skin glistened as if it had just been kissed by the sun, and her locks loosely 
framed her face and cascaded down her back. She was fully present.

We started the conversation by checking in and sharing stories about our week. Ten minutes in, I 
realized we hadn’t even discussed why we were meeting. Pivoting the conversation, I asked her for 
permission to record. The red recording light showed up in the corner of my screen, and that was my 
signal to begin: “I’m looking to explore the perceptions and experience of Black women who are di-
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versity practitioners at an Ivy League institution during the dual pandemic of COVID-19 and the racial 
reckoning of 2020 and 2021.”

After I spoke, I realized how stiff and robotic I sounded. I relaxed my shoulders, leaned back in my 
chair, and reminded myself this was a conversation with one of my sisters. The voice in my head said, 
“I’ve got this!” And suddenly, I did. “To get us started,” I said, “could you share how would you describe 
the dual pandemic?” Zora leaned back as she processed my question. I could tell that she was giving it 
serious consideration. Then she said:

The reason why I’m pausing is because I used to describe it as a dual pandemic up until last summer, 
when my best friend introduced me to this scholar…this sister, Subini Ancy Annamma, who goes by 
Septima Snark on Twitter. She challenged people around that framing of dual pandemic. She challenged 
us to stop calling the racial reckoning the dual pandemic. Because the pandemic is something that we 
can’t control. Racism is something that we can. I no longer refer to this as a racial reckoning, the pan-
demic, dual pandemic. I think like everyone has understood that COVID has just highlighted what we’re 
experiencing which is racial challenges. Racism in the pandemic is something that has ultimately tried 
to call us to our better selves, our higher selves, because it’s awakened so many of us to the things that 
either we never saw or didn’t want to see. 

The question sparked something inside of Zora. As she continued to speak, I felt her energy shift, 
and that awakened something inside of me. All the emotions that I had been suppressing began to well 
up, and for the first time I just let myself go, mentally and physically. No false pretense, no mask: I just 
listened. My movements were subtle. I’m not sure Zora even noticed. I could tell she was pulling from 
her well of remembrance as she continued:

For those of us who saw, and knew, and talked specifically about systems of oppression. The other aspects 
of our lives, like we were talking about before we started down this path, our well-being, our mental 
health, our quality of life, really prioritizing our humanity. When you are forced to be in shelter, locked 
in place with your family, just not be able to move about freely, all the things that you take for granted. 
You quiet yourself and you reexamine what you thought were things that you needed to have, what you 
thought were priorities that you have now gone without, and you realize “I don’t need all those things 
to be happy.”

The pandemic has really just amplified my awareness, what’s important: my family, my relationship to 
God, my friends, my relationship to myself, joy. It’s being intentional about practices of care and love 
and the connection to human relationships and all those things that we take for granted. But it’s been 
powerful to see, particularly at the height of it, how it impacted people’s perspectives and intentions 
around addressing racism and oppression. That was really, really powerful. I say that because I think 
we all knew that was a moment.... The heightened awareness around this moment that wasn’t...it just 
wasn’t going to last long.

I think I just sustained elements of that, but we’re also seeing a shifting back into the norms. But it was 
really powerful to see how people globally responded to the murder of George Floyd and the murder of 
Breonna Taylor and the murders of all the people during that particular time. Just what the world was 
seeing or saying was really, really powerful.
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She paused for a moment, and I could tell she was deep in thought processing what she had just said. 
Taking advantage of the silence, I asked her, “How did the death of George Floyd and the number of 
people that you named and the protest impact your life personally and professionally?” Slowly lifting 
her gaze, she focused on me. She took her time before responding:

I think when you’re steeped in the work already, you’re already managing the level of stress and trauma 
that comes with this awareness and with the engagement. The awareness and the engagement and the 
work of trying to dismantle these systems of oppression, racism so forth.

Her voice trailed off for a minute, but she came right back. I could tell she was tying the threads of 
her thoughts together as the melodious sound of her voice picked up:

Because my work is so directly tied to it, I rarely get a break from it. Then you add George Floyd’s mur-
der, and it’s another layer added on to the existing trauma. I think what was different, adding that to the 
experience of COVID and being confined and not having access to the same types of supports, seeing 
people and being in community in the same ways, things that helped nourish me, not having these things 
made it even more challenging to be able to move through.

I nodded my head in agreement, realizing that I had also not been able to take a break from the trauma. 
I was still swimming in the cesspool of stress, trauma, and all the emotions that I’d buried. It was affirm-
ing to know that I wasn’t alone in my feelings. While I was in my head, Zora continued:

Those spheres of trauma. The challenges living in a predominantly White environment, and then par-
ticularly during that time, seeing the emergence of the Black Lives Matter signs on the lawns, in the 
windows of folks’ homes.... It really was harder to quite frankly be around people who are not people 
of color because it was just painful to have to try to either hold back your pain or try to talk about your 
pain or try to help other people who are not people of color to process your pain. Because it was in the 
context of the pandemic, and I’m dealing with all the stress around that, I had less of a tolerance for the 
capacity for engagement in the world, even with friends who were close in a way.

It was like, I don’t have time. I can’t do that. I can’t do it. It was something that was…. It was a period that 
was even more difficult than normal because of the harshness of...the enormity of the tragedy and then 
coupled with the elements of the pandemic. I had less of an ability to exist…. Grief, anger…all of that. 

The feelings that we negotiate every day, but aren’t as heightened and amplified every day, they were 
all brought to bear during this period. I had less of the ability to manage and to resist. I had to just do 
what I had to do to take care of myself and just stay close to family and people I didn’t have to explain 
myself to, and people who could relate in the same way.

Her words resonated with me. I wanted to know more, so I asked, “How did that impact you profes-
sionally then? With all that you were dealing with, was there an expectation?” Zora replied:

Professionally, one of the first things I expressed early on when I started my work was something I’ve 
actually realized a long time ago, which is the importance of being vulnerable and transparent in this 
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work. It became even more of a priority during that time. By that, I mean.... because I’m committed to 
my own feeling and feelings, I try not to push away things as they come up. As I am feeling things, I 
may tear up. I may get emotional. When we’re in certain environments, our society does not encourage 
people to feel. Doesn’t encourage people to show emotions. For me, that’s a major...showing emotions 
and being authentic is a major antiracist principle.

I was committed to just being transparent of the fact that I might tear up in a meeting. I might get emo-
tional. There were moments...there were times when I did get emotional. That was probably the biggest 
thing: To just really feel...allow myself to feel the feelings particularly during that period, because the 
stress was so heavy with all that happening in the world. From George Floyd’s murder and all the other 
murders and then the trial and then January 6th. I mean, it was nonstop pressure. Just allowing myself 
to be human and feel my emotions and display emotions and not worry about holding back was a huge 
impact on me professionally.

A comfortable silence fell between us. I was processing her words and reflecting on my own prac-
tices. Was I humanizing myself, did I allow for vulnerability? Zora’s words triggered something inside 
of me, yet I continued with my script:

As a higher educator administrator, doing diversity work, how did these two situations, like you said, 
ongoing racism and COVID, impact the way in which you did your work and what people expected you 
to do because of your work? 

Zora replied:

I think it connects with what I was just saying. I came to the work even more deeply rooted in a com-
mitment to heal and to be authentic and to help other people understand the importance of connecting 
to their feelings and being human and connecting to each other as human beings and prioritizing our 
humanity. That commitment was amplified even more. It’s more than just reading books about racism, 
oppression, and taking workshops…. It’s really understanding what is happening here as a result of 
our disconnection from ourselves and each other. I’m fortunate to be [in] an environment where people 
appreciate that understanding of the work.

I’m fortunate that I didn’t feel burdened by unrealistic expectations. I didn’t feel I was coming into a work 
where people were expecting me to walk on water and do back flips. People were really realistic.... Not 
that they had the answers and I didn’t have all the answers, but they knew that one person can’t solve 
this problem. It’s work that…has to be spread out.

I followed up: “I’m going to…ask you about being at an Ivy League institution. Do you think that 
being a part of an Ivy League helped or hindered your work?” Zora replied:

I think immediately, I mean, you understand the level of privilege that comes along with being in an 
Ivy League. You connect that to an increased capacity to do more and to have a broader reach, and to 
harness the resources that the institution has to have an impact.
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You know that no institution is perfect, and that there are challenges with every institution, and there’s 
so much that you don’t know. But the motivation, one of the motivations is how can you work within an 
institution and try to help the institution commit to a cultural change and shift and so forth, and then 
utilize resources to do that work, and then to hopefully have impact that’s beyond the institution. I think 
with Ivy Leagues in particular, there’s a responsibility because of the status and resources that come 
along with it to think not just about just the institution and the insular work, but then how can we benefit 
the broader world. 

I began to steer our conversation in a different direction:

I’m going to shift a little because this chapter is about Black women who are diversity practitioners. You 
know there’s research that says there are subtle and not-so-subtle ways that race and gender stereotypes 
can combine to create double obstacles for Black women in higher education. This can lead to enormous 
stress. Even before the pandemic and this exacerbation of racial trauma, did you experience any of that 
during this timeframe?

Zora replied:

Absolutely. Because I mean, like you said, if the pandemic weren’t at play, COVID 19, when you come 
to the work as a Black woman who’s awake, and aware, and actively engaged in the work of dismantling 
racism, oppression, like I said earlier, it’s a lot. It’s always in you, and you’re always working at it one 
shape or form or another. That stress that you experience, there’s no compartmentalizing it and there’s 
no real separation from it. I didn’t experience any direct overt racism in my work experience.

But the simple fact that I am a Black person, a Black woman, and all that comes along with holding the 
position in that space, and what I have to manage and navigate as a result of my positionality, and being 
the minority in the spaces that I’m holding, it’s hugely stressful…hugely stressful.

You’re assigned to be engaged with groups, and you’re in the minority and.... So, you’re talking to 
predominantly White people about racism, oppression, and diversity, and trying to grapple with these 
really hard themes with the majority of people who don’t look like you…. That’s hard. That’s some hard 
maneuvering. That’s some hard stuff. And then you add to that being at an Ivy League.... All the stress 
that goes along with just being…at an institution and then being in an academic environment, and then 
you add…being an Ivy League, this stress is built into it.

Every situation, every meeting, every gathering, whatever, I’m always like, “We can do this.” Take my 
deep breaths and doing all the work that I have to do to prepare myself mentally, spiritually, physically 
before entering the room, every room. Hugely stressful.

While she was speaking, I remembered a picture I had seen of Michelle Obama, taken right before 
she was entering a room. I envisioned Michelle experiencing what Zora had just said. I asked her:

If you were talking to a larger group of senior administrators who hire people to do this work, what 
would you want them to understand about your positionality and the way in which you do this work? 
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And what would you want them to know about what support systems might look like to help Black women 
in these roles?

Without hesitation, Zora said:

I want them to know about Black women and the history of Black women in this country. I’d want them 
to have a deep understanding of the historical origins of this nation, the role of Black women…literally 
going way back to the plantation. I mean, really have a consciousness around who we are, and who we 
have been and how we have been.... What our role has been in helping to really develop this nation. The 
challenges we have experienced, the challenges that have impacted the way we see ourselves and the 
way others in the world see us, and have a deep appreciation for that.

Go beyond the stereotypes, go beyond what you see on the news, the commercials, the sound bites, and 
really do a deep dive and get an understanding of what we have experienced. How all of that, we carry 
with us and bring into the room, bring into these roles. It’s in our cellular memories, it’s in the bodies, 
it’s been passed down. All of that, at some level we are resisting to open our mouths. To have a sensitivity 
and appreciation for the extra layer of work that goes along with this work that we do. That’s number 
one. A deep understanding and awareness of the experience of the Black woman in this nation. 

In terms of supports, always keeping that at the helm, always being mindful of that, and making sure 
that woman is not an island, on her own. Making sure that woman has support, has administrative sup-
port, has resources, and is able to connect and build relationships, is set up well to be able to do that. 
Whatever institutionally can be provided to make sure that the work is supported, and that she knows 
that she is not alone.

I was deeply feeling what she was saying, but I realized I wanted to discuss her professional back-
ground. So, I said:

I’m going to ask another question that I should have asked first. You did not do a traditional student 
affairs pathway. In fact, your doctorate is not in higher ed or student affairs. Can you share how you 
came to this work, and why you chose to do it?

Zora replied:

I come to this work rooted in the consciousness that is committed to managing racism and oppression 
through a healing framework, and I have a multidisciplinary background. I didn’t set out to become a 
diversity practitioner, but my journey led me to this role. I accept this assignment because of this capac-
ity to have an impact on the work of dismantling racism in the world and healing and liberation. And I 
think the work...the root of diversity is...I think…I know the root of diversity and getting us into a place 
where we are living into the fullness of our diversity, which is a place of wholeness, there isn’t just one 
path, there isn’t just one way. It’s really helpful to have a variety of experiences to help you understand 
the multiple dimensions of humanity and systems of oppression.
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My background is in law, my background is in the social sciences, and I’m rooted in spirituality and 
faith. Ultimately, this work is an expression of my ministry and my commitment to, number one, being a 
better human myself and supporting the work of building humanity and others and spaces that I inhabit. 
That’s my approach to the work. That’s what led me to this role.

“Awesome.” I couldn’t believe that was my response. I was in my head. I had to remind myself, “She’s 
in this conversation with you. Stop judging yourself.” With that self-affirmation out of the way, I gave 
myself permission to continue:

One last question. For Black women who are thinking about entering this field, especially those who are 
early in their career, considering everything that’s happened over the past 2 years, what advice would 
you give them before stepping into one of these roles?

Zora took some time before responding and slowly but confidently said:

Know that there is not one way. Only step into the role if you feel called to step into the role. You will 
know if you’re called. Because there’s so much interest now in this work. We’re being called from all 
corners of the universe to be diversity officers. Well, there are requirements. I’m not just talking about 
whatever someone might carve out as a traditional path. There’s a certain level of sustainability that is 
required. To do the work right and well, you have to be called and committed. You have to know how to 
take care of yourself as you do the work so that you can remain rooted and grounded. If you’re a person 
of faith, I would suggest that you rely on your faith and really engage in practices that help you to stay 
connected to God.

If you don’t claim a faith, I would recommend that you engage in practices that help sustain you and 
stay connected to yourself and to energy and a source that.... If you can claim a source that’s greater 
than yourself, that will help you to be in this world, as the Word says, “Be not of this world.” Because 
the work is taxing and laborious, challenging. You can feel hopeless. It’s vast. I’m doing my best to be 
in the line of the folks who came before me who’ve done movement work to move us forward. I think 
about all the civil rights pioneers and people who labored in the fields. Do whatever you need to do if 
you are called to this work to sustain yourself and to keep yourself rooted in love.

Because that is the foundation for keeping yourself whole, keeping yourself healthy, and for actually 
doing work that is transformative and sustainable. It’s not work that you can do in your own strength. 
You have to be able to find those sustaining practices that are going to help you stay grounded along 
the way and keep you from burning out and giving up.

There was power in her words. In my head I was answering the questions. Zora had me reflecting on 
how and why I chose to do this work. I asked her: “Before we wrap up, do you have any parting words?” 
Without hesitation, she said:

What just came to me is a scripture that says, “To whom much is given, much is required.” If you find 
yourself in this place, it is a result of what you have been given along the way. However, you may feel 
about yourself in the role, you’re in it. You’ve been given a lot. You have a lot that’s expected of you. But 
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that doesn’t mean you’ve got to work yourself to death. It means working from a place of gratitude and 
groundedness and discerning what it is you have been called there to do.

That takes a commitment to carving out time to be mindful, to be prayerful, intentional, to be quiet 
and still so that you can discern your direction and your approach to the work. You are staying in an 
alignment with what you’ve been called there to do. So: how to be in the world, but not of the world. 
Remembering that you have been given much, so much is required of you to give.

A Portrait of Dhabia

I’d been looking forward to my conversation with Dhabia, both to interview her about her experience 
during the double pandemic and also to finally have dinner at this pan fusion seafood restaurant I’d been 
desperately wanting to try. Dhabia was my brunch buddy, restaurant hopper, and part of my COVID 
pod squad.

We arrived at the same time. As usual, Dhabia looked like she’d stepped off the page of Vogue and 
danced over to the cover of Essence. Her dress accentuated her curves. Her Chanel bag dangled from 
her right shoulder and swayed with the rhythm of her steps. The sun was slowly setting. However, there 
was enough light to showcase the deep blonde highlights that enhanced her shoulder-length dark brown 
hair, which gracefully moved with the wind. Her chestnut-colored skin glowed as if she’d just returned 
from a Caribbean vacation. I thought, “I’ve got to ask her what foundation she’s wearing,” and then 
I noticed that Dhabia didn’t have a mask on. I gently grabbed her elbow to stop her from entering the 
restaurant and asked, “Do you have a mask?” The smile on her face disappeared and she furrowed her 
brow and pursed her lips. She quickly rummaged through her bag, looked up and muttered an expletive. 
I reassured her, “No worries. I have more in my car. Take my keys and grab one. They’re in the back 
seat. I’ll let them know we’re here and meet you inside.”

The restaurant had just opened, and it was empty. The dark wood of the furniture, the tea lights on 
each table, and the fireplace along the back wall created a cozy feeling. My mood immediately lightened 
as I settled myself into the booth and waited for Dhabia. Slightly frazzled, she approached the table 
and handed me my keys. As she sat down across from me, she said, “I can’t believe that I still forget to 
grab a mask when I’m leaving the house.” Our server suddenly appeared with menus in hand and said, 
“Looks like you need a drink. Can I get you something to get you started?” The spicy margarita was 
beckoning me to indulge.

We put in our drink order, and I skipped the pleasantries and moved right into the conversation: 
“Before we get started, do you mind if I record our conversation?” While asking the question, I removed 
my cell phone from my bag and put it between us on the table. Dhabia looked up from the menu and 
nodded her head in assent. I hit record and began the interview:

As you know, I’m looking to explore the perceptions and experience of Black women who are diversity 
practitioners at an Ivy League institution during the dual pandemic of COVID-19 and the racial reck-
oning of 2020 and 2021. You’re one of the two women I’m interviewing for this project. We can stop 
to order and eat as needed. So, to get us started: Can you tell me in your own words how would you 
describe the dual pandemic?

Dhabia leaned back in her chair. I could tell she was thinking about what I just asked her. She replied:
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I’m sure folks have said these words before, so I’m going to keep going until I find a word that really 
captures what I’m feeling. I guess I’ll start by saying draining and in some ways, cathartic. It clarified 
things for a lot of folks. Like storms that come to clear the path. I think that might be a great way of 
describing what that was, because it was truly a storm. And it cleared up some things too, even as it 
complicated some things. I can elaborate if you want me to.

I did, so I asked her, “Can you elaborate on the word cathartic?” She replied:

Yeah, I think we all needed a break, and the break came at the expense of racial injustice. So, we traded 
in one thing for another, not that it ever was not around, but we got to be home, we got to rest a little 
bit. Even amidst worry, there was some peace. I think we all got to think about our homes in a way that 
we haven’t in a long time. Things were sold out. Everyone’s on the same train of thought, stocking up 
on food and I’m like, “I’m going to garden!” Seeds are sold out. I’m like, “Oh, so we are all on the 
same page?” Everyone started thinking about same things at the same time to keep themselves sane. 
Hammocks were sold out. People started redoing their backyards. So, I’m thinking, everyone’s starting 
to think about their homes and their spaces and then making it comfortable. But at the same time, we’re 
also dealing with racial injustice with that peace that you may find being at home and working from 
home: It grinds to a halt.

Once she got started, the words began to flow. Our server patiently waited behind her chair and, 
when Dhabia paused to take a break, inserted herself and took our order. Once she was gone, Dhabia 
immediately picked up where she left off: “You know, just trying to navigate it all I think was a difficult 
experience. So, while there were many gains in the process, I think you realize then what matters to 
you.... Right?” She looked at me intently, leaning her head to the side looking for me to affirm her. I 
nodded my head in agreement, and she continued:

Like, how do you feel not having to deal with your coworkers every single day, at least in person? And 
the peace, and how you can focus on just the work, and then you ask yourself how much of your day to 
day was just politics, and not the work? It’s over. And who are you when you can just get the work done? 

It was a rhetorical question, because she continued speaking without waiting for an answer: “You 
know now that with the absence of the toxicity of the workplace, you reflect on how you actually feel 
about your job. So, I think that was interesting for me.”

She was still thinking about it, and I took advantage of the deep sigh that escaped her lips to ask 
another question: “Can you expound on the toxicity of the workplace?” Upon hearing that question, she 
perked up:

Oh yeah, yeah. So, I mean…can I say this? I’m lucky. I feel like I’m at a place that’s not as toxic as it 
could be. Even though I literally am in a place where I’m the only self-identified Black person within my 
department. But I’ve always been a person that wants to just get the work done, so this was a dream for 
me. I can literally just do my meetings and carry on. And my meetings are of a nature where I don’t have 
to even deal with my coworkers in those meetings, so it was just doing the work and leaving Zoom. And 
even though that was heavy too, it took away all the posturing, the performance that comes with having 
to be a Black woman in the workplace on a day-to-day basis. And that in itself was a relief.
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Nodding in agreement, I intently waited for her to continue her train of thought.

I think that Black women don’t care for themselves as much. And we know this, with the research. But I 
think it’s important that we were in our homes for a little bit, and we got to figure out, do you like how 
you’re living? We barely see our spaces. We didn’t have time to really think about “I don’t like my bed, 
it’s uncomfortable,” or “I need a desk in here,” or “I want a candle for that corner of the room.” No 
one knew that until, or at least as acutely, until we were home so much. So, I think it’s important for us 
to have had that moment away from the workplace to kind of assess how we felt. Holistic wellness was 
being dealt with in a way that I don’t think we’ve been able to otherwise.

Her words resonated with me, and I leaned back into the leather of the booth and let it embrace me: 
“Holistic wellness, I like that.” Not wanting to dwell on that thought and needing to move the conversation 
along, I asked, “How did the death of George Floyd and the ensuing protest impact your life, personally 
and professionally?” Dhabia took a sip of her drink and laughed:

Oh, Jesus. I’m a compartmentalizer. So, as much as I deeply felt it, I didn’t think I would really feel it…
and suddenly I started feeling. And I was like, “This is odd.” We’ve been through this before…. I grew 
up close to where Sean Bell was murdered in Queens. I’ve been through all this. The police outside of 
Jamaica Avenue Courtroom…when the day of the verdict came in.

Dhabia stopped talking, took a deep breath, and continued:

I knew these things, so why am I feeling this way? I thought I would be able to have a handle on it this 
time. And what exacerbated it for me is that I was living in a house with three people—my South Asian 
roommate and her boyfriend and my Croatian roommate. We would hang out all the time. And as I’m 
deeply grappling with this content, they’re carrying on with their lives. And that really upset me because 
I’m like, “Oh, this is it. So, we’re really in different worlds.” They weren’t callous, and I do think that 
they kind of listened in on it, but they were not experiencing it the same way I was. And that took a toll 
on me, that I really felt alone in this. And that I couldn’t really even express my frustrations in my own 
home, because as nice as the candles were and all of that, I still couldn’t even speak freely [and] be 
like, “This is bullshit.” Because I don’t even know where they stood…honestly. So that, personally, was 
hard. I followed the whole thing. I was glued to CNN the entire time. If I’m honest, I was happy when 
the looting started. 

Dhabia looked me in the eyes and said:

And you can quote me on that. I was delighted. I stayed up all night. And I was like, “Get all the shit 
you can.” And this is weird for me, as a politically correct Black girl in White spaces, but I was excited 
for everyone out there. I’m looking at who was getting a purse, a handbag. I think I even posted about 
it saying, “I would like a handbag, or my shoe size is...” I was joking about it, but I wanted people to 
know that I was in support of the looting that was going on. Because I think that sometimes that’s the 
most freedom that we will ever see. And I was happy for them to get that.
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I slowly nodded, affirming her statement, and said, “Wow, that’s deep.” Dhabia waited to see whether 
I was finished with my thought, and when she realized I wasn’t going to say anything else, she continued:

One thing I’ll add to this—which was personal—is about my little sister who I didn’t know was justice 
oriented. We ended up having a conversation. We never had these types of conversations...because I don’t 
hold back, so I don’t talk to my family about race. She shocked me, because she did a Black Lives Matter 
blueprint for protesting on our block. She drew the street! She said, “First, we’ll protest.” Then what I 
did is I put her on Instagram, because I was shocked, and people were commenting, “Yeah!” They were 
supporting her. I didn’t know she was so aware. It was shocking to me that she was ready to...protest 
with this agenda, “Plans for Black Lives Matter.” And she goes to school, acts very nicely, and then 
comes home to this plan. So, I’m like, “How is she processing all of this?” So yeah, that’s the personal. 

And then professionally…. Oh yeah, I got in a little row, now that I’m thinking about it. There was con-
versation about, “We should do something at work, blah, blah, blah.” And there was not resistance per 
se, but there was a conversation around supporting a group of folks who wanted to close down the office 
for a day to support the Black Lives Matter movement. And they were like, “Can we just put a message 
up or something on our website instead?” And I remember them saying this directly to me.... I was very 
angry, and clearly I was raw and emotional, but I was like, “Y’all making it complicated. It’s really not 
that complicated.” And everyone was kind of like, “Ooh.” Because people wanted to hear from me as 
the party-line Black woman. And I didn’t know what to say to them. Everyone’s just trying to share but 
trying to be as PC as possible. My institution is good at that. But I was questioning how many people 
really cared. Some said like, “Oh, yeah. I heard a Black guy has a sign up in my neighborhood. Someone 
engaged me in a conversation about it when I was walking.” So, once again it was very performative. 
And I still don’t know where people really stand. I don’t trust any of them.

But they at least tried. Some offices I know, departments and places of business, didn’t even bother. 
So, I don’t know which one’s worse. Pretending that you care, or actually not even trying to pretend? 
I guess I could give them credit for trying their best in that moment. One of my colleagues’ daughters 
was writing letters at home as some sort of a project.

Sure, there were some microaggressions, and I blocked them out of my mind to survive this. But I was 
just really actually happy to be, even though I was in a weird space, in my home. I was just happy not to 
see these people every day. I really didn’t care where they were at. Because I was just like, “I’m in my 
bubble and I don’t have to see anybody.” Even amidst all of the trauma...it still was better than having 
to go to work and deal with this at the same time.

Dhabia said it with resolve, but the heaviness of that statement permeated the space. I asked, “What 
about COVID? How did it impact you personally and professionally?” Dhabia replied:

Oh, well, so my mom had COVID because she kept taking public transportation to work. She worked at 
a homeless shelter through the New York City Police Department. And I was like, “This is not a good 
idea. Don’t take the train to work.” She wasn’t listening, so there was that. Until about March or April, 
she was just focused on her God. And I was like, “Whatever.” I actually decided, this is probably capital-
ism at work, or maybe...what’s the word for it? Maybe I’ve been a product of this environment too long.
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After she made that statement, she frowned and continued:

But there were these COVID funds where you could get extra money for writing a letter. And I was like, 
“Oh, my mother has COVID.” So, I’m going to write the city that I live in and my institution around 
this topic. And, I needed it, it wasn’t like I was faking, but I knew strategically...this is a good time do 
it. And I was like, “Wow.” Even amidst pain and frustration, I was still typing away, playing the game. 

I thought I knew what she was saying but I checked for clarification: “Do you think the institution 
prepared you to do that?” She looked up at me confidently and said:

Well, yeah! I don’t know where else I would have learned that, but I know that we’re good at com-
modifying our pain. We’ve been taught to do that. In fact, I was just meeting with a student the other 
day about the Rhodes Scholarship, and I was like, “I hate to commodify your pain, but if there’s ever a 
time to, this is the moment.” So, we know when and where to do it. And it feels icky...but I’m like, if it 
means that my little sister and I would be okay, and she can get extra money for after school, whatever 
the situation is, yeah, I’ll do it.

I could tell she had unlocked a vault in one of her compartments, so I just sat back and listened as 
she said: “I’m going to go back to the professional if you don’t mind?” I didn’t think Dhabia was asking 
for permission, so I just let her continue her train of thought:

I encountered a situation at the very beginning of the pandemic. It’s not part of my work, but I’m really 
close to the first-gen, low-income [FGLI] students on my campus. In the spring of 2020, they got to 
work quickly, because they felt that they were displaced, and I didn’t even think about it. Honestly, even 
as someone who was a FGLI college student, I didn’t think, “Oh my God, what are they going to do.” 
I thought about every other historically marginalized student, but I didn’t think, “Wow, there’s some 
students who are going back into toxic environments.” That was not the first thing on my mind when 
they said, “You all have to go.” All of that kind of washed over me and days later, I’m like, “Wow, there 
are people who are going back to places that they never thought they would ever have to see again and 
have to live there again.” And now I’m realizing this is a place where they experience more freedom, 
and how hard that must be for the soul having to leave so abruptly. 

We were rallying with alumni groups. I wasn’t on the FGLI alumni board yet at that point, but I was 
liaising with our first-gen alumni groups and students on how we could raise money. And they raised a 
lot of money through the alumni, because that was a group of folks who could understand what it could 
be like at my institution during the COVID shutdown. So, whether they’re here or not, they were like, 
“Look what you did to these kids.” So, a lot of money started rolling in to help FGLI students. I was 
speaking to two students in our last few days of meeting before we had to shut down, and they were talk-
ing about their ranch that they’re going back to, their 10-bedroom ranch in Texas. And then there was 
another student who was talking about, “I’m going back to a two-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. And 
my brother already took over my room.” There was a stark difference between the two experiences. One 
is going back to a mansion, and another is going back to a hovel. And what does that mean for how you 
conduct your work in an academic setting in these two residences?
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That was a powerful question. I knew it was rhetorical and she wasn’t looking for the answer, so I took 
advantage of the silence and asked, “Do you think there was a difference? Do you think your positionality 
had you respond to the students in a way that your other coworkers could not?” Dhabia didn’t skip a beat:

Oh, yeah. No one was probably reaching out to them while they were crying, all through the pandemic. 
I had many crying Zoom calls. I cried myself. One of my Asian American students was like, “We keep 
moving. My family was in the sticks of Indiana, but we had to move because my father keeps trying to find 
a job in different places. We keep changing states.” This was the situation for so many of my students. 
And it was like, “What the hell?”

So, yeah, I definitely shouldered a burden that was different from my peers. They were chilling at home; 
they were in their lake houses. And I was here trying to carry a population of students on my shoulders. 
And I had no.... I was not equipped to do so, but the best I could do was listen and cry with them, as we 
cried together about the situation.

And I will say, I did advocate. For example, one of the things that came up was the students who didn’t 
stay on campus and were able to leave and get away were going to get an extra two summer classes 
when we returned to campus, but the people who stayed wouldn’t? So, I’m asking, “Are we furthering 
the inequalities and inequities that are built into the system already, with the students who probably need 
the extra two classes, but because they stayed, they’ll be two classes behind those who could afford to 
leave campus?” I kept raising that issue. I’m asking, “This is not bizarre to anybody?” And they’re like, 
“That’s a good point!” Because no one was thinking of this as a problem in terms of pipelines, in terms 
of the overlap between potentially some of our students who are from lower [socioeconomic status], and 
them being the least academically prepared in the first place. And then you’re going to give a bonus two 
classes to people who could afford to leave?

What the heck? Who thought of this? I don’t want to blame anyone. I’m sure people didn’t intentionally 
set out to marginalize a subset of students.... You could think about so many different lenses of students. 
And I think that as I grow as a professional, if something like this ever happens again, in a boardroom 
meeting, I would say, “Let’s talk about every demographic of students that we have in this community, 
and let’s go through one by one, and tell me how this decision will impact them. Individuals, LGBTQIA+, 
Black, White, Hispanic, South Asian, Indigenous, etc. It becomes something with so much weight. Let’s 
go through everybody we’ve got to see how this would actually impact them.” Because I think that was 
missed with this conversation. People didn’t think about, “Oh, how does this make sense for everybody 
on campus?” So, that was a professional challenge.

I wanted to get in more questions. As she stopped to take a bite of her food, I asked, “During COVID, 
do you think there were ways in which your work and positionality were impacted because you were at 
an Ivy League institution?” Dhabia replied:

Yeah, we weren’t furloughed, and that was something on my mind. I heard a lot of people saying that they 
were. And I had to kind of navigate telling my friends I wasn’t, when they were. I’m like, “Shit, I’m still 
getting my check every week.” And there were people who were like, “I’m only working 3 days a week 
for the next 4 months to make X.” And my institution didn’t have that problem. And that’s a blessing, 
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in a way that I don’t know what I would’ve done if that situation happened to me. Even now, when you 
think about our testing. My best friend asked me, “Do you think we’ll ever have to pay for COVID tests? 
What do you think?” I’m like, “I don’t know, because I get as many tests as I want every day.” I can get 
tested three times a day if I want to, five times a day. And they’re around the campus, like candy, and 
that is a privilege that is unbelievable. And when you’re in the bubble, you don’t realize how privileged 
you are. I’ve never had to pay for a COVID test.

Even information and the news. I knew some shit before CNN News knew some shit. I don’t mean it 
in an espionage way, but I mean my entire department had parents that were doctors, or spouses that 
were doctors, or were doctors themselves at the medical school and our affiliated hospitals. They were 
reading the research papers in their spare time and finding out the cutting-edge research on what was 
working. Even my best friend said, “Y’all left campus before anyone knew what was going on.” So, we 
were way ahead of the ball.

And if anything, I now know that if an asteroid’s coming, my institution will know first, maybe even 
before NASA, so it’s great. And I can translate that to my people, but it’s also troublesome. Something’s 
happening worldwide, and the information is piecemeal. One would say, I’m sure there are people who 
would say, “These people don’t read and that’s why they don’t know. The information’s accessible.” But 
I don’t feel it’s just that. I think that there are some nuances.

Dhabia finished her sentence, and our server took advantage of the lull in our conversation to ask 
if we wanted more drinks. We both said “Yes” at the same time, and that sparked a fit of giggles. The 
server said, “I’m going to assume you want the same thing.” We both vigorously nodded our heads, and 
when she left, I continued with my questions: “What would you say the impact of the dual pandemics 
of COVID-19 and the racial reckoning of 2020 had on your work as a diversity administrator?” Dhabia 
replied:

Yeah, yeah. We all know that there’s a disproportionate burden on Black women to be the nannies and the 
mammies of campus, and I don’t know how to escape that. I wonder if there’s a way. I wonder if there’s 
a model for those who don’t know how to escape it. I would love to hear a case study on a woman who 
knew about it and chose not to do it. But I don’t know anyone who doesn’t. I have to say I’m thankful for 
the women who shepherded me through my journey, but this is a burden you shouldn’t have to handle 
as a Black woman.

I think about the Black women who saved me through my own grad student experience. I couldn’t have 
gotten through without them, and I feel bad that I dumped my shit on them on a day-to-day basis. So 
yeah, that’s what I think about. And I think about the students who come into my office, and sometimes 
it’s a lot. Sometimes I’m like, “Fuck. I really want to just have lunch,” and I’m getting a text about a 
panic attack. 

Even when I’m like, “I do not want to do this right now,” but I know that there were people who did it for 
me, and this is my way of paying it forward. And I will never say no, even if I want to. And I don’t know 
how to reconcile that, I don’t know what to do with that information, but I’m thankful that the people 
that I went to didn’t say no to me, because I don’t know where I would be without them. 
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She seemed sullen after making that statement, which made me interject: “You know there are subtle 
and not subtle ways that race and gender create double obstacles for Black women in our field, which 
leads to enormous stress. Did you experience that phenomenon?” Dhabia let out a chuckle:

This is always my soapbox, my bone to pick. I know that a lot of Black women were living by themselves. 
And I say, “Great that you can afford to live in a major urban city by yourself,” which is a triumph in 
one light, but a tragedy in another, because why the hell are you alone during the pandemic? There’s 
research on that, days and nights by yourself isn’t good, what the hell? It’s horrible.

And I would imagine that first, we’d want to have Black men with us, and they were nowhere to be found. 
I don’t know if that means anything to anybody. And I’m thankful for the ones that were around, because 
they were needed, just to even play cards, or take a walk, or go to a grocery store. I would say, even the 
raggedy ones I know.... I ran out of bottled water in my house one day. And I was terrified to go back to 
the grocery store. A male friend was at my house earlier that day. And that afternoon he called me and 
said, “I’m outside.” And I said, “Oh, did you forget something? Because I already set up my meetings 
for the afternoon.” And he said, “No, I just dropped off a case of water at the stairs and a bacon, egg, 
and cheese sandwich.”

And I was so blown away by that act of kindness, because I didn’t say I needed water, I didn’t.... He just, 
I guess, noticed. It was just nice for him to double back and do that. And I wish that one act wasn’t a 
big deal to me, because...I haven’t seen it since, and I don’t know many Black women that had that. And 
even that little crumb of care was more than we ever get. And I hold it at a premium in a way that I can.

I could tell a lot was coming up for her, so I just let her continue talking.

I actually got closer to people. There are people who I had no time for during the day. But during the 
pandemic, I had plenty of time to talk to people. Become one with nature. It reminded me...of when I 
lived abroad. And now I’m realizing I really don’t want to do this shit anymore. And however, I need 
to find a way to get off this treadmill come hell or high water, by land or by sea, I’m not doing this the 
rest of my life. And that doesn’t mean I’m not doing it in terms of the work. I will do the work forever, 
but not under the duress, the stress.

If I have to marry rich.... I hope I wouldn’t have to go that far. But I don’t care what I have to do, but 
I’m not interested in back-breaking labor for 60 years. You get a watch and a plaque. I refuse to do it, 
and I’m going to find a way out of it one way or another, or I’m just going to leave the country.

Either way, I now know that this is not normal. I think we all know that it’s not normal, what we are 
doing, and it shouldn’t ever be normal again, even as capitalism pushes us to make it normal again. It 
should never be normal. The burden and the load you are taking on every single day as Black female 
diversity administrators, hell, Black women who are professionals. I think that Black females have to put 
on…armor...and it’s hard to take it off, and we’re constantly fighting against it.

For example, some people when they completely let go, they have a hard time getting back on track. And 
then there were people who couldn’t let go, and thought it was business as usual. And I find...I don’t 
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know, I would like to research the percentage of Black women who fell into the business as usual. For 
those of us who wanted to let go, it took a while for us to really drop the armor. I recognize that this is 
a different terrain, and we need to try something different in this moment.

I thought about myself and decided to be vulnerable in the moment:

It did take a while for me to put down the armor. And I’ll admit I never let it out of my sight. I was pre-
pared to put it back on in a moment’s notice to protect myself. I don’t know if that’s good or bad. 

Trailing off, I realized that this conversation wasn’t about me, so I said:

You talked about doing research. We are the research. We are living the research in real time, as Black 
women who are diversity practitioners in higher education. With that in mind, what would you say to a 
woman who’s going to come into this work, based on your experience pre-COVID, COVID, right now? 

Dhabia replied:

You know, I said this as a whisper before COVID, but now it’s turned into a roar. Don’t let the opportu-
nity slip by you. It’s great work, you get to help a lot of people. But the greatest work is getting yourself 
through it, through your life at home. And you can’t do that if you make this thing your entire identity. 
You have to constantly be asking yourself, “Who am I without this job?” Like, “Who are you without 
your admin experience? Who are you without being this prominent symbolic person on campus?” And 
figure that out so that you can let go and be free. Because if you’re letting your job define you, you’re 
already in a world of trouble, because they will use that, and they will run with it, and they will make 
sure that you feel that way, and underscore it. But you got to make sure that you can walk away at any 
point, and that’s hard.

And the hardest part is probably not the institution, it’s the students. And that’s something I haven’t fully 
clarified just yet because I know they can still find me on campus or off. I know, sadly, there’ll always 
be another Black woman who will give up her life and body to service them. But I recognize now that 
it’s just powerful to show them that I can walk away, and that they can walk away too.

So that’s what they need to see, they need to see me being like, “I’m not doing this shit anymore. I’m 
actually taking a day off.” And they need to see that so that they have the permission to do so themselves. 
So, show your vulnerability, show that things are rough. I think that Black women as a collective, we need 
to let down our armor, because people have gotten very, very comfortable, too comfortable with us being 
superwomen. And we need to make sure that we humanize ourselves again, because no one else will.

Her words moved me to say:

Man, you dropped a gem. So, you’re saying to the woman who just accepted the role, she got the offer 
letter, she’s going to the top Ivy League institution and the word diversity is somewhere in her job title. 
What do you say to her? What are you telling her to do?
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Dhabia replied, “I’ll tell her...what my White supervisor told me: ‘Once your 90 days are over, start 
scheduling your vacation.’”

CONCLUSION

Thomas and Jackson (2007) posited that Black women in predominately white institutions lack the neces-
sary support to navigate the burden of role overload as it relates to their racial and gender identity. The 
portraits of Zora and Dhabia reveal “the subtle and not-so-subtle ways that race and gender stereotypes 
combined can create double obstacles for Black women in higher education, which in turn can lead to 
a sense of hopelessness and stress” (Thomas and Jackson, 2007).

Despite the mental and physical taxation on their bodies, the women in this chapter had found pockets 
of peace and joy amid the turmoil caused by COVID-19 and the amplified racism within the United 
States. Leaning in to spiritual practices, a commitment to well-being, and different modalities of self-
care, the two women in this chapter exemplify what it means to be resilient in the face of uncertainty 
and recurring trauma.

Diversity work is not for the faint of heart, yet it is a calling for many. For Black women in the field, 
entering the field, or contemplating the field, remember the advice given by Zora: “Be mindful, be 
prayerful, be intentional, be quiet, and be still so that you can discern your direction and your approach 
to the work.” And in the words of Dhabia: “Start scheduling that vacation!”
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Authenticity: The ability to be true to oneself.
Black Women: Women who self-identify as has having a heritage within the African diaspora.
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Faith: Trust or confidence in a higher being.
Liberation: To be free from physical, psychological, and emotional encumbrances.
Resilience: The ability to overcome, bounce back, and recover.
Self-Care: Doing things to take care of the mind, body, and spirit—activities that support a healthy 

lifestyle.
Spirituality: A belief or connection to a higher power or something beyond oneself.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter glances into the experience of leading diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) work while 
living in Minneapolis before, during, and after the murder of George Floyd, the subsequent uprisings, 
and racial reckoning of 2020. Ironically, the progressive state of Minnesota has been the site of multiple 
state-involved murders while also consistently voting Democrats into the White House and U.S. congress. 
This Minnesota paradox creates a unique place for DEI work. The author explores theories of white 
guilt and white saviorism, provides context about the racial and social environment of Minnesota, and 
provides recommendations for Black women DEI practitioners and those that employ them.

INTRODUCTION

The events of summer 2020 changed significantly for the diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) field and 
those who work in it. In this chapter, I revisit the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent events. In 
recalling my experiences since moving to Minnesota, I introduce important contextual information about 
the Twin Cities and Minnesota that have contributed to today’s sociopolitical environment. This chapter 
will explore tenets of whiteness that make DEI work uniquely difficult in liberal communities and ways 
that I have worked with and against those norms. I talk about my challenges as a Black woman, how I 
have grown, and how I have seen the industry change since 2020. Finally, I offer recommendations for 
Black women who work in DEI as well as the organizations that employ them. While my work is within 
the higher education setting, many of these lessons are widely applicable to different types of organiza-
tions. This is a critical chapter for people trying to make sense of the last couple of years and how they 
can move forward with a more grounded approach to racial and social justice work.
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BACKGROUND

On May 25th, 2020, police were dispatched to Cup Foods, a convenience store on Minneapolis’ south 
side, regarding a counterfeit $20 bill. At the scene, police apprehended and handcuffed George Floyd, a 
46-year-old Black man who had moved to Minnesota in 2014. While Floyd was handcuffed, face down 
on the ground, Derek Chauvin, a 19-year veteran officer, forced his knee into Floyd’s neck and kept it 
there for over nine minutes. Floyd repeatedly yelled that he was not able to breathe and was in pain. An 
ambulance would eventually respond, but Chauvin kept his knee in Floyd’s neck a whole minute after 
they arrived. Floyd had lost consciousness and would be pronounced dead approximately one hour later 
(BBC, 2020).

If not for a number of key circumstances, the incident may not have been more than a blip on the 
radar. First, the time of year meant that there was enough light to see at night and warm enough that 
people could watch and, later, protest. Second, the pandemic meant that many people were at or near 
home while on lockdown. Third, it was the latest in a string of racist incidents that year that ended 
with innocent Black people dying. In February 2020, Ahmaud Arbery was jogging in a neighborhood 
in Glynn County, Georgia. Three white men would later be convicted of his murder, largely because it 
was caught on video. The following month, Breonna Taylor was fatally shot in her own apartment in a 
botched police raid in Louisville, KY. No charges were initially filed against the officer, causing unrest 
and anger across the world. By the time George Floyd was murdered, everything seemed to come to a 
head. By May 26, 2020, local protestors were already in the streets. Their anger was further provoked 
by the militarized police presence. Journalists and civilians were injured in the chaos. Many businesses 
and some residences were damaged or burned to the ground. The protests would spread across the world 
and last weeks. By June 3rd, over 200 US cities had imposed curfews, and over 62,000 national guard 
personnel had been deployed (Sternlicht, 2020; Warren and Hadden, 2020). Professional athletes and 
celebrities joined protests. Major media outlets provided round-the-clock coverage. And the biggest 
corporations in the world vowed to stamp out racism in their organizations. It was the wildest summer 
I had ever experienced.

Minnesota, an American Paradox

Minnesota is, as many here will say, interesting. Often, Minneapolis, St. Paul, and the surrounding 
suburbs are named as top places to live, work, or raise children (U.S. News & World Report, 2022). 
There is some truth in these declarations. There are what seem to be endless outdoor activities, cultural 
events, and Fortune 500 companies in the metro area. But there are also other truths, those that led to 
the murders of George Floyd, Daunte Wright, and Philando Castile. This is part of what University of 
Minnesota economist Dr. Samuel Myers, Jr. calls “the Minnesota Paradox”: it is the best state for some 
but also has some of the worst social and economic racial gaps in the country (Myers, n.d.). While White 
citizens enjoy the lakes, fresh air, and abundant employment opportunities, Black and other citizens of 
color contend with food deserts (Jackson, 2020), racial covenants (Mapping Prejudice, n.d.), and high 
incarceration rates (Minnesota Department of Corrections, 2020).

Recognizing the vast disparities, The Mapping Prejudice project has worked since 2016 to identify 
one source of the structural racism here: housing. The initiative, led by historians, librarians, geogra-
phers, digital humanists, and community activists, has worked to expose racial covenants, which real 
estate developers used in the early 20th century to keep people of color out of neighborhoods (Mapping 
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Prejudice, n.d.). One such covenant read that the particular “premises shall not at any time be conveyed, 
mortgaged or leased to any person or persons of Chinese, Japanese, Moorish, Turkish, Negro, Mongolian 
or African blood or descent” (Mapping Prejudice, n.d.). As a result, the most desirable neighborhoods 
were kept all white, allowing white Minnesotans to accumulate and inherit wealth over generations.

Meanwhile, Black residents were excluded, harassed, and displaced. In Minneapolis, the City Council 
argued for years over whether they should pass an open housing law, which would finally allow Black 
and other residents of color to live wherever they wanted, whether as renters or owners. In 1958, instead 
of passing housing equity legislation, an Interim Commission on Housing Discrimination in Minnesota 
proclaimed that an education campaign focused on tolerance was needed and that “the Negro people can 
recognize the need for and actually practice patience, great patience” (Montrie, 2022, pg. 137). When 
an anti-discrimination law finally was passed in 1962, it was met with much resistance. Opponents took 
the teeth out of the law by adding exceptions, and local realtor groups argued that the law was designed 
for race-mixing, effectively lobbying to limit the budget of the agency in charge of enforcing the law 
(Montrie, 2022). The racist real estate, rental, and loan practices, along with federal redlining, were effec-
tive in restricting Black Minneapolitans to areas that would be deemed as “blighted.” This classification 
made these areas subject to redevelopment projects, including new highways.

Like many American cities, Minneapolis and St. Paul built major highways through former Black 
communities, displacing hundreds of families and diminishing much of the wealth they had accumulated 
via homeownership (Montrie, 2022; Restorative Rondo, 2020). In St. Paul, the Rondo neighborhood was 
home to about 80% of that city’s Black population by the 1950s, in addition to many residents of other 
races. The community thrived, establishing the St. Paul NAACP, multiple Black newspapers, and several 
important social clubs. The construction of I-94 from 1956-1968 led to the demolition of more than 700 
Black owned homes, and 300 Black owned businesses, in addition to churches, schools, and community 
centers. The community was irreparably fractured (Montrie, 2022). While white Rondo residents were 
able to find new homes easily, Black and mixed families encountered discrimination. Many of those 
displaced as well as their children are still wont to tell stories about their losses and former community. 
In 1983, an annual celebration known as Rondo Days was initiated to celebrate the history and ongoing 
legacy of the community (Montrie, 2022; McClure, 2022).

In Minneapolis, the construction of interstate 35W disrupted the lives of Black residents in the Central 
community on the city’s south side. There, Black businesses dominated the 38th street corridor, where 
the Minnesota Spokesman-Recorder, Minnesota’s first Black-owned newspaper, is still headquartered 
(Onile-Ere, 2021). It is one of the few neighborhoods where Blacks were permitted to live in the city 
and the area includes the corner where George Floyd was murdered, 38th and Chicago Avenue. Donofrio 
(2020) lays out a stunning set of historical facts and oral history about the planning and construction of 
the highway and how it points to a logic based on racism. For example, interviews indicate that Black 
residents from the neighborhood perceived 35W as a dividing line between White and Black residents. 
Maps from the federal government that highlight redlined districts, as well as appraisers’ descriptions 
of the neighborhood confirm their beliefs: the Federal Housing Administration encouraged the build-
ing of high-speed traffic arteries to shield desirable neighborhoods from “inharmonious racial groups” 
(Federal Housing Administration as cited in Donofrio, para. 11).

George Floyd was murdered in this area, right on the border of two neighborhoods, Central and 
Powderhorn. Today, Central is 36% Hispanic, 31% White and 27% Black. Powderhorn is currently 48% 
White, 30% Hispanic, and 13% Black, and (City of Minneapolis, 2022). In a beautiful essay in Vanity Fair, 
Safy-Hallan Farah (2020) details her experience growing up in this area. She points out the anti-Blackness 
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she saw and felt from Whites and non-Black people of color, and even within her own community, the 
Somalis. This same racism and anti-Blackness are deeply connected to the murder of George Floyd. As 
a Black person in this city, I experience this every day, in the food desert of North Minneapolis, and in a 
historically White institution that is grappling with shifting attitudes and demographics. These histories 
and current day realities make my work both incredibly difficult and incredibly meaningful. The Twin 
Cities, liberal bastion of the north, is, in many ways, a perfect microcosm of American race relations.

White Americans relationship to race and racism has always been fraught. After the election of Donald 
Trump, White liberals seemed to struggle to reconcile what they were seeing with what they thought 
America was. On MSNBC, for example, a reliably liberal news source, pundits repeatedly decried to 
viewers that “this is not who we are” and “we’re better than this” (Bell, 2019). After the two-term election 
of Barack Obama, they deemed racism as a fringe belief, one confined to rural and Southern America. 
The stories of coming from Black America, however, have never corroborated this. We have continued 
to navigate systemic racism since our arrival to this country. There has seemingly always been a gap 
between our reality and the stories that White America believes about itself. In his recent book, sociolo-
gist Victor E. Ray (2022) addresses this phenomenon by explaining the hierarchies of credibility. Ray 
(2022) says, “those in power are deemed purveyors of truth, while marginalized people are disbelieved, 
even about their own experiences” (pg. 86). Critical race theory posits that Black Americans are experts 
on the racism we see, feel, and experience each day (Ray, 2022), even in places that are considered pro-
gressive. As Malcolm X proclaimed, the U.S. South begins at the Canadian border.

GOOD WHITE INTENTIONS

The aforementioned difficult social realities have been catnip for the culture of civic engagement and 
philanthropy in the Minneapolis-St. Paul metro. Dozens of nonprofits and governmental programs exist 
with the goal of creating equity between White and non-White residents. Organizations like the Facilitating 
Racial Equity Collaborative, Voices for Racial Justice, and Black Visions exist solely to support racial 
justice and equity in the area. Other organizations such as the Bush Foundation, Wilder Foundation, and 
the local YWCA have broader missions but contribute massive resources to combat racial disparities. 
Several of these organizations received millions in donations after the murder of George Floyd (Bui, 2020).

One of the state’s largest nonprofits is Lutheran Social Services (LSS), which serves 1 in 65 Minne-
sotans with their $208m annual budget (Lutheran Social Service, n.d.). The Lutheran influence is deep. 
Minnesota has the largest Lutheran presence in the country, with just under 700K members in the state. 
Stemming from the immigration waves from Scandinavia and Germany, Minnesota boasts five private 
Lutheran colleges, one of the world’s largest Lutheran seminaries, the National Lutheran Choir, and the 
publishing house of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (Hopfensperger, 2016). The Lutheran 
ideals of dignity and justice represent social services in Minnesota, and, to a large extent, exemplify 
what Minnesotans think of themselves AKA Good White Intentions. Unfortunately, the desire to do and 
appear good have not led to better conditions for Black residents in Minnesota.

The state consistently votes for democratic presidents and senators, especially in the metro area, 
and most of the officers involved in killing unarmed citizens in the last few years have been convicted. 
And yet, the inequities persist. The Good White Intentions are simply not enough, or are perhaps, just 
a façade. Mere months after George Floyd, Daunte Wright was killed by an officer in Brooklyn Center, 
several miles north of my home in North Minneapolis. These are such difficult realities to reconcile.
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Black people from places like Chicago, Detroit, and Gary moved to the Twin Cities and Minnesota 
over the last four decades (Biewen, 1997) because the jobs were plentiful and because, in case they fell 
on hard times, the social safety net was strong. Between 2010 and 2020, the Black/African American 
population in Minnesota grew by almost 55% (Minnesota Employment and Economic Development, 
2022). This includes recent immigrants from African countries such as Somalia, Ethiopia, and Liberia. 
While we represent only about 6% of the state, Black people are 19% of the population of Minneapolis 
and nearly 16% of those in St. Paul (U.S. Census, 2021).

The high voter turnout (U.S. Census, 2020), low unemployment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2022), strong culture of volunteerism (AmeriCorps, n.d.), high education rates (Federal Reserve of St. 
Louis, 2021), and generous government support structures would seem to point to a state that is commit-
ted to values like racial justice. However, as history shows, it points to a culture of White guilt, White 
urgency, and White saviorism (all which I define shortly). These three phenomena, while not unique to 
Minnesota, have contributed to a difficult yet compelling place to be a DEI practitioner.

RACE AND RACISM IN MINNESOTA

There is a high a high turnover rate for professionals of color in the Twin Cities area (Schubert, 2018). 
In 2016, the Star Tribune showed that sixty percent of professionals of color surveyed were planning 
to leave the state in three to five years (p. 01A). The focus group participants cited having an outsider 
status and the pressure to assimilate [to White dominant culture] as reasons that they leave.

Another reason why professionals of color leave the profession in Minneapolis is the less than warm 
reception they get from Minnesotans who were born/raised here is what is often called “Minnesota 
Nice.” Minnesota Nice is defined conversely as both polite to a fault and overly passive-aggressive; 
it includes being non-confrontational and socially guarded, making it hard to form relationships and 
discuss hard topics such as racism (Moen, 2019). People who move to the area from out of state find 
this phenomenon difficult to navigate, especially professionals of color who have multiple challenges 
to overcome. Instead of trying to conquer it, many simply gain their professional experience, then leave. 
This culture of transience makes it difficult to sustain a strong Black middle class or create meaningful 
policy change. The cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul have created initiatives to address the transience 
issue, but no data is yet available to determine whether they are working.

As I consider whether I will stay here for the long haul, I think about how this particular brand of 
racism will impact me, my career, my household, and my relationships. I suspect I will move away in a 
few years, but only time will tell. One thing I know for sure, is that to be a Black person immersed in a 
culture of White Guilt is exhausting.

White Guilt

In Helms’ (1995) White identity development model, she identified six identity statuses (formerly 
called stages) of how White people respond to racial situations in their environment. The second status, 
known as disintegration, is where the White person learns about race-based privilege and oppression, 
experiences dissonance about our realities, and may encounter more people of color. The fourth status is 
pseudo-independence, wherein the White individual begins to understand race and racism intellectually 
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and often attempts to form relationships with people of color. Both of these statuses can lead to complex 
feelings, including guilt (Helms, 1995).

Guilt is the emotion of responsibility or remorse for some offense, real or imagined (Dictionary.com, 
2022). White guilt is the result of the cognitive dissonance Whites experience when learning about the 
incongruencies of race and racism. Seeing the murders of innocent Black people happen in your own 
state that you believed was progressive and “not racist” is certainly difficult to reconcile. Tatum (1996) 
theorized that the lack of White role models who champion racial justice could contribute to feelings 
of White guilt (as cited in Arminio, 2001). In Minnesota, there are many organizations, classrooms, 
and programs being led by well-intentioned but poorly equipped White people. However, the key social 
indicators for racial equity have barely moved.

White Savior Complex

Dr. Amy C. Finnegan (2022) defines the White Savior Complex (WSC) as a network of relationships and 
resources guided by an ideology that centers White bodies as essential helpers in responding to social 
problems. Generally, privileged White people (unconsciously) utilize the WSC to conciliate their White 
guilt. In Minnesota, the average White family is doing better than White families across the country, 
while the average Black household is doing worse. This includes data about income, poverty, and educa-
tion. For example, the median household income for Black people in the seven-county metro area was 
$38,822, while for Whites, it was $86,783 (O’Neill, 2020). Additionally, the high school graduation 
rate for Black students stands at 67%, while for Whites, it is 88% (Morrissette, 2021). Many other data 
points support the Minnesota Paradox theory. The relative privilege of Whites in the state, along with a 
strong democratic base and Lutheran values, seems to have led to the complex system of nonprofits and 
government-sponsored programs designed to alleviate racial disparities.

Finnegan (2022) names this part of the WSC as a pursuit to find purpose. It is about being right and 
good—and it is about reaching out to assist others while avoiding examination of oneself and the condi-
tions that enable suffering in the first place. But charity is no substitute for justice. Funneling money and 
resources into organizations without changing policies and shifting power is a futile exercise of pride.

White Urgency

After George Floyd’s murder went viral, the panic seemed to set in. Minnesota was, once again, on the 
world stage as a place where racism was allowed to flourish. How could we, the reliable liberal state, be 
both good and also racist? As Robin DiAngelo points out in her book, White Fragility,:

“Racists were those white people in the South, smiling and picnicking at the base of lynching trees, store 
owners posting Whites Only signs over drinking fountains and good ol’ boys beating innocent children 
such as Emmitt Till to death” (p. 72-73)

White Minnesotans were in a panic. Donations poured in to organizations that promised to help. 
Narratives were constructed (or re-published) about how the state and metro area were full of racial 
inconsistencies. I was part of many conversations with White colleagues who, once they moved past 
their shock and anger, jumped into action mode. But there was often a lack of substantive processing, 
organizing, or intention. In their place was instead an intense feeling of urgency.
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One of the tenets of White supremacy culture is urgency. This can be defined as the intense desire 
and need White people have for quick action and resolution to racial injustice, often asked of people of 
color. Instead of taking time to reflect, build relationships, and come to a consensus, White supremacy 
urges us to make quick decisions and create visible results. This kind of approach has many drawbacks. 
Among other things, it privileges those who process information quickly, utilizes shame, guilt, and self-
righteousness to manipulate quick decisions, and leads to mental, physical, and spiritual burnout (Okun, 
2022). White urgency is particularly painful for folks who have been experiencing and talking about 
racism for decades. Berila (2020) notes that this urgent energy stems from Whites not having the ability 
to sit with their pain and ignorance. It is a stark reminder that those who are coded as White can enter 
or exit the fight for racial justice whenever it pleases them (Berila, 2020). Many of us have experienced 
the disengagement of our White colleagues when the topic of racial justice becomes overwhelming or 
is no longer in the headlines.

White Urgency in Action

While racial justice is important and urgent, we cannot expect to dismantle a 400+-year-old problem 
with a 3-year strategic plan. This is not how DEI works (or rather, it shouldn’t). In many meetings at my 
institution, I often say that we will lead this work with intention because doing something right is better 
than doing it fast. Resisting White urgency has been an important touchstone for me in this work. I have 
made it a point to center equity, liberation, and community healing in my work. These take significant 
time and collaboration. I have had to contend with white urgency a couple of times in my career.

In the immediate wake of George Floyd’s murder, the inboxes I had on social media, text messages, 
and my email exploded. The requests were diverse, examples include asking me to:

• Facilitate processing spaces with students
• Expand the scope of our climate assessment to include alumni
• Help craft several messages that would go out to the entire school community
• Advise a statistics student about how he could professionally contribute to justice work

Truth be told I wasn’t mad about most of these requests, they were part of my job anyway. However, 
the speed and volume at which they were coming was unfamiliar and overwhelming. In addition, open 
letters were being posted from multiple groups of students and faculty. The letters were primarily directed 
to the dean but also to other members of the leadership team, which I was not a part of at the time. But 
many of the demands included actions that would fall under my purview. Direct or indirect, the pressure 
was on me and other DEI leaders to create major changes.

The second meeting of the DEI strategic planning committee was held about two weeks after the 
murder of George Floyd. There was a lot of emotion in the room. While it was a very mixed group, the 
most fervor came from the white women in the Zoom room. They expressed frustration about us having 
a White consultant facilitating the meetings, asked how we would respond to the flurry of demands from 
the school community, and called for clarity about how we would be using our time. I worked hard to 
maintain my composure in one of the most intense meetings of my life. As a Black woman in a White 
institution, I simply do not have the privilege to be that emotional in public. Even if it is my community 
that is the one most impacted. We forged ahead, through tension and disagreements. Throughout the 
following year, I repeatedly had to remind the committee that we would focus on intention over speed in 
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our planning. Eventually, with skillful and patient facilitation, through many uncomfortable conversa-
tions, we were able to focus and create a strong strategic plan that centers antiracism.

MY MINNESOTA STORY

I had moved to Minnesota in July 2017 to work at the University of Minnesota and, ironically, to heal. 
I had spent the six years prior in the Deep South. I officially began doing DEI work in 2014 at a small 
university in South Carolina. I was overworked and underpaid, but like most young student affairs profes-
sionals, I was focused on the work and the difference I could make for students. I helped organize free HIV 
testing, taught leadership courses, and managed mentorship programs, among other responsibilities. And 
I made a salary of $34,000 per year. There was no route to a higher salary in that role. The state of South 
Carolina (along with several other states) was suing the federal government over proposed changes to the 
Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), which would have brought my salary up to the minimum of $47,000.

This all came to a head in 2016 when, amidst the political chaos of the year, I was forced to have emer-
gency surgery. I spent several days in the hospital and six weeks in bed recovering. The doctors told me 
I would need regular check-ins and more surgeries in the future. Even with insurance, my salary was not 
enough to cover the ongoing costs. It felt like I was being betrayed by my body, my institution, the state, 
and the country. I spent much of that spring in tears. My body was healing, but my heart was breaking.

More hot angry tears came after the 2016 election. I couldn’t believe it. What had felt like a yearlong 
joke had become all too real. The murders of Walter Scott and the nine parishioners in the Charleston mas-
sacre hadn’t made a bit of difference to White voters in South Carolina. They could not bring themselves 
to vote for a democrat, let alone a woman named Clinton. I no longer felt safe in rural South Carolina. 
I had become used to seeing confederate flags and memorials every day, but after the 2016 election, I 
felt downright targeted for trying to dismantle racism, sexism, and homophobia in this state. Besides, I 
was broke, and there were no opportunities for advancement. I applied for jobs back in the Midwest, so 
I could be closer to my family and continue my convalescence. I spent about six months applying for 
jobs and interviewing while the country continued to devolve into chaos. When I was finally offered a 
DEI role in Minneapolis, I took it almost immediately. I was excited but cautious.

At that point, I had never spent more than a summer in Minnesota, visiting family and working retail 
as a teen. My experiences had been mixed. By 2017 Minnesota was already being put on the map for its 
racism. Philando Castile was killed in summer 2016, and the officer responsible, another man of color, 
was acquitted in June 2017. This was on my mind as I contemplated my next steps. Still, it seemed that 
Minnesota had to be an improvement over my life in South Carolina.

Spring 2020

I began my life as a staff member at the University of Minnesota in summer of 2017, where I am also 
working on my Ph.D. The University of Minnesota Twin-Cities is located in Minneapolis and St. Paul, 
on both sides of the Mississippi River in Minnesota. It is the flagship of the University of Minnesota 
system, a land-grant institution that is part of the Big 10 conference. Boasting over 50,000 students and 
20,000 employees, the university is one of five universities in the nation with an engineering school, 
medical school, law school, veterinary medicine school, and agricultural school all on one campus 
(University of Minnesota, n.d.).
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Up until 2020, my work was in student services, mostly focused on supporting students of color and 
educating people within the school on DEI topics. I was on vacation when George Floyd was murdered. 
I had just finished the planning and implementation of our first virtual commencement. Managing the 
speakers, graduates, and regalia for the event had been a monumental task, and I was completely spent. 
But it felt so good to be done, and I needed this time away to recoup.

My now husband and I had driven several hours north to the Duluth, Minnesota area to an Airbnb on 
a lake. By that evening, I was reading stories about a man dying in the custody of the Minnesota Police 
Department. “Shit,” I thought. Not another one. By this time in 2020, in addition to the pandemic, there 
had been multiple stories of innocent Black lives being stolen. Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery 
were now names and hashtags I heard and read daily. And now I had learned a new name and hashtag: 
George Floyd. We watched our social media feeds fill up with news from back home. Behind moments 
of joy and respite, we worried about what we might return to. As it turned out, it would be so much 
worse than we could have imagined. But somehow, eventually, also, so much better.

Two weeks before Derek Chauvin forced his knee into George Floyd’s neck, I had hosted the first 
DEI strategic planning meeting for our college. I contracted with an external consultant to facilitate the 
meetings. She had previously worked at the university and was well respected. I worked strategically, 
knowing that some people in our school would trust this White woman with a Ph.D. more than me, a 
young, Black, student affairs professional. Rosette and Livingston (2012) found that White people were 
perceived as more effective leaders and that Black men and White women benefitted from the dominant 
aspects of their identities, in comparison to Black women. I knew my identities were not in my favor. I 
also recognized that I wasn’t willing to expend the emotional labor needed to facilitate the project. It was 
a strategic compromise that I was willing to make for long-term progress. The meeting went on without 
incident: we got to know each other, set some guidelines for our work together, and scheduled the next 
meeting. Before we could gather a second time, the ground beneath us would shift.

Floyd’s murder prompted confusion and fervor among White people. I was getting emails, calls, 
texts, and meeting requests from everywhere, from former co-workers and classmates, but also people 
I barely knew. “Are you okay?” “I’m here for you.” “What do you need?” “What books should I be 
reading?!” Minneapolis had always had an ethos of White guilt to me. That energy had turned into a 
desperate cry for affirmation from Black Americans. “Aren’t we the good ones? We’re not racist!!” it 
seemed to scream. In her book But I’m not racist! Obear (2017) writes about Whites’ tendency to get 
caught in a swirl of unproductive emotions and concern about being a good or bad person. As DiAngelo 
(2018) points out, when faced with the realities of racism, White people can demonstrate a multitude 
of reactions, including anger, emotional incapacitation, guilt, and cognitive dissonance (p. 101). I saw 
all of these in a very short span of time. Their intensity matched what was happening in the city. As the 
city burned, brave multiracial coalitions of organizers convened to create change.

The one demand from protestors here that was perhaps the loudest and most shocking was to defund 
the police. But it was not surprising to anyone here. The movement for abolition and police account-
ability was already well underway by 2020. In December 2017, months after Jeronimo Yanez was 
acquitted for the killing of Philando Castile, a group of organizers, artists, activists, and scholars called 
MPD150 released a report called “Enough is Enough.” The document provided a history lesson as 
well as a performance review of the Minneapolis Police Department (MPD) on the 150th anniversary 
of its founding. Their stated purpose is to help dissolve the MPD (MPD150, n.d.). Reclaim the Block, 
established in 2018, has a similar mission around divestment from policing and redirecting resources to 
community-led health and safety efforts (Reclaim the Block, 2019). Having organizations already doing 
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this work made it easier to mobilize and support a strong united message in 2020. “Defund the police” 
messaging was heard around the world. Within our individual organizations in the area, however, our 
concerns were different.

Within the college where I worked, we were managing multiple crises. Inside the metaphorical house, 
open letters signed by faculty and students called for change and accountability, up to the resignation of 
our dean. They asked for changes to our hiring and student recruitment strategies, more scholarship funds 
for Black students, and culture change. Externally, we received critiques from alumni of color who had 
experienced racism during their time in the school. At the university level, Black students were also fed 
up. The student body, led by a Black woman for the first time that year, demanded that the university 
cut ties with MPD. They cited both a misalignment with university values as well as specific incidents 
that had left Black students feeling targeted (Chang, 2020).

As a Black woman, I was scared, angry, and so incredibly tired. As a DEI practitioner, I was being 
asked what we, as a school, should be doing. It was frantic, chaotic, and non-stop for months. I had a 
hard time processing it all.

I had previously asked for a graduate assistant to support the work I was doing. I was told that it 
was not in the budget. Suddenly, after the murder of George Floyd, I was approved to hire a full-time 
coordinator. We posted a job description and kept working on our strategic plan. What had been perhaps 
thought of as a side project suddenly became the critical proof the school needed to shield us (them) from 
critique. I was three years into the job, I had already spent plenty of time agonizing over how I might be 
being tokenized. Token hires uphold systems of oppression by distorting the discriminatory nature of 
an organization and contributing to the myth of meritocracy (Danaher and Branscombe, 2010). In ret-
rospect, I do think my initial hire was based in Good White Intentions. I also recognize how I have been 
empowered to lead change since 2020. Holding that tension, I see how under the right circumstances, 
transformation is possible.

At any rate, I am profoundly introverted, and I was anxious about the new spotlight. I also found 
myself excited about the flood of support I was receiving. What might this mean for the DEI strategic 
plan? For our school and university? For my career? I struggled to reconcile what felt like very conflict-
ing thoughts. The difficult truth is that White guilt, saviorism, and urgency all played key parts in what 
was happening to me and my work.

DOING DEI WORK IN MINNESOTA

All the above circumstances have led to a strong job market in Minnesota for DEI practitioners. Whether 
in K-12, higher education, healthcare, nonprofits, consulting, or corporate settings, the DEI jobs are 
abundant. They come with great pay and benefits and usually job security. What they do not have, 
however, is strong supervision. The ethos of White guilt seems to make White supervisors incapable of 
providing sincere feedback to employees of color. Instead of receiving specific feedback on how they 
can improve their work, employees of color who report to progressive White supervisors may hear all 
positive reviews. They probably fear being called or thought of as racist and may feel unequipped for 
DEI work. They therefore offer very little critique to Black employees. This is problematic for several 
reasons, two of which I will name.

First, while having lived experiences of oppression does provide some level of expertise, it is not 
enough to prepare one for working full-time as a DEI practitioner. Those of us who do this work pro-
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fessionally recognize the time and energy it takes to learn the theories, history, and skills needed to be 
competent while simultaneously deconstructing internalized oppression. This is a huge commitment that 
requires constant learning and support from both peers and mentors.

Secondly, while positive feedback can be good for individual morale, it does not help the practitioner 
to learn and grow. Instead, many of us have come to rely on our professional networks for learning and 
development. Attending conferences, informal lunches, and on-campus collectives have been critical to 
my growth, especially in disciplines that were new to me, such as tribal relations. I have connected with 
dozens of scholars and practitioners digitally and in person across the metropolitan area. They have all 
kinds of specializations, from disability justice to assessment to raising anti-racist children. The Min-
neapolis area has become a nucleus of learning and practice for social justice and organizing.

MOVING FORWARD SINCE 2020

In fall 2020, I was able to add a team member to my office, and in Spring of 2022, I hired a third. The 
work that we are doing centers antiracism and, more broadly, anti-oppression. By and large, the col-
lege has enthusiastically embraced this shift. Our community of faculty, staff, and students have had 
many difficult conversations and workshops about White supremacy, racism, and systemic oppression. 
These were not words most of us were comfortable uttering out loud prior to 2020. More importantly, 
these conversations have led to measurable impacts in Human Resources processes, communications, 
fundraising, classrooms, and events. We still have much work to do, but the atmosphere has shifted in 
the school, and I am excited to be a part of it.

At the university level, more support has been put in place to hire and retain faculty of color and to 
help students of color succeed. For example, in the fall of 2020, the Gopher Equity Project was launched 
with the goal of improving campus climate. The training modules include topics such as power, privi-
lege, and oppression and are required for first-year students, but all students and employees have access 
(Machtig, 2020). In February 2021, the University system introduced a program to cover tuition costs 
for students coming from households making less than $50,000 per year (Nietzel, 2021). In November 
2021, the University announced that it would provide tuition coverage for Native students who belonged 
to one of the state’s 11 federally recognized tribes (Kraker, 2021). Additional efforts include new DEI 
staff in many areas, the renaming of buildings, and new scholarships.

I recognize that change happens very slowly in higher education, but I would like to see more support 
specifically for Black students and employees. However, considering the recent pushback we have seen 
against Critical Race Theory and affirmative action, it seems unlikely. Just this month, the Vice Chair 
of our University Board of Regents asked one of the system chancellors if “too much diversity” was 
the reason for declining enrollment on her campus. After much backlash, he has stepped down from his 
Vice Chair role but will complete his term on the board (KSTP, 2022).

In Minneapolis, one of the most noticeable changes is the overall operations of MPD since 2020. In 
my neighborhood, I saw significantly less police presence and response. Hundreds of officers resigned, 
and the City has compensated at least 60 of them for claims of PTSD due to the uprising (CBS News, 
2021). A measure that was placed on the 2022 ballot to dismantle the MPD narrowly failed. Instead, 
city leaders are supporting a new Office of Community Safety, under which MPD will fall, along with 
the fire department and emergency management (Goyette, 2022). Based on the actions of the new Com-
missioner, I am not hopeful about the new direction.
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Chauvin, the primary officer responsible for Floyd’s murder, has been convicted on state murder 
charges and plead guilty to federal charges. He is currently serving a 22 ½ years in prison for the state 
charges and awaiting sentencing for the federal charges. The other three were also convicted earlier this 
year at the federal level and will serve between 2 ½ and 3 ½ years for the federal charge of violating 
Floyd’s civil rights. Two of the other officers, Thomas Lane and J. Alexander Kueng have plead guilty 
to the state charge aiding and abetting second degree manslaughter and the final officer, Tou Thao is 
still in legal proceedings at the state level. (Forliti, 2022). Minneapolis leadership seems determined to 
pour more resources into policing (Ibrahim, 2022), even after the state’s Department of Human Rights 
found a pattern of racial discrimination (Simon, 2022).

Personally, I have been stretched in multiple ways over the last two and a half years. Politically and 
intellectually, I have had to hold and reconcile competing truths: there are criminals who may enact 
harm AND policing and prisons are not and cannot be sustainable or antiracist solutions. Before, I was 
only learning about abolition and how we could use it to address structural harm. As I watched the city 
burn and the MPD and mayor fail us, I understood that we simply could not reform our way out of this. 
I have been learning about and advocating for the abolition of prisons and policing since then. Believe it 
or not, this is still an unpopular opinion in the state and even much of the Twin Cities metropolitan area. 
In November 2021 for example, a ballot initiative to disband the Minneapolis Police Department failed, 
with 56% of voters voting against it. The plan was to create a new Department of Public Safety that was 
“public-health oriented” (Kaste, 2021). The outcome was difficult to process, but it is also important to 
recognize that 44% of voters asked for something different and better. I am cautiously optimistic about 
what the next fifteen years will bring in the city and state.

On the professional side, I learned about strategic planning, budgeting, supervision, and change 
management which was accelerated because of the murder of George Floyd. So many of us were asked 
to show up in new ways in response to the uprisings. For example, I had been talking about race in 
my work, but rarely racism. In the fall of 2020, at our new student orientation, I did a presentation for 
our new students about race and racism in Minnesota. I had been taught that orientation was supposed 
to have an energetic and positive tone, so this was very much out of my element. At the same time, it 
was a huge elephant in the room, one that we could not ignore. I was also asked to present at a national 
conference about our work and response to the uprisings.

I held multiple spaces for our Black community members, something that would have been difficult 
to justify under different circumstances. And this all happened while I was processing my own anger, 
grief, and confusion. I was overwhelmed but kept going. The doors that have opened for me since have 
been difficult to reconcile but also affirming. I wish that George Floyd hadn’t died. But his murder 
sparked critical change that was way overdue. I now use my opportunities to talk about collective care, 
abolition, and public health, in addition to the standard DEI topics.

Because my politic has shifted over the last several years, I found myself spending a significant 
amount of time thinking about my future in the field. It is becoming increasingly clear that I will not feel 
comfortable in White institutions for much longer. There are things that I believe simply will never align 
with White power structures. I made the decision early in 2022 to form my own LLC, under which I have 
been consulting with higher education institutions, nonprofits, and government offices. I am close to 
completing my Ph.D. and will explore my options when that time comes. More than anything, the last two 
years have taught me that our time here is limited, and we need the freedom to be ourselves all the time.
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Changes in the Field

The industry has changed significantly since 2020 as well. Between March and May of 2020, as a result 
of the pandemic, organizations had been pulling back on DEI investment, with DEI job postings falling 
at twice the rate of overall openings. By August, DEI openings had risen by 55 percent (Glassdoor, as 
cited in Maurer, 2020). After demands for racial justice, it seemed that every industry wanted DEI prac-
titioner expertise or, at least, wanted to appear as if they did. Many people from different fields declared 
themselves DEI speakers and consultants and were (are) paid very well. Books by Ibram X. Kendi, How 
to be an Anti-Racist and Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility, flew off the shelves. There were a number of 
webinars, articles, and tv segments attempted to explain race, racism, and how to be antiracist.

I found myself frustrated by this rapid expansion of DEI work. In my opinion, this was a form of 
urgency. My concern is people who are not qualified going into organizations to “fix” racism. In the 
worst-case scenario, they do more harm and leave people with the impression that DEI work is rhetorical 
when in fact it is based in deep knowledge about systems and organizational change. Again, White guilt 
and urgency cause leaders to employ the right identities instead of the right skill set. This has made me 
think and work harder to prove that we can produce outcomes instead of just book clubs and speeches. 
I am disappointed in some of what I have seen but also, I made it a priority to look deeper into theories, 
strategic partnerships, and leadership development. I realized that our entire organization must be on 
board for us to see real transformation. Big-name consultants or guest lecturers cannot repair an institu-
tion. We must do it ourselves, day-by-day, one person, process, and policy at a time.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BLACK WOMEN DEI PRACTITIONERS

The events since 2020 have six key implications for Black women as DEI practitioners, as well as those 
in broader leadership positions. The first implication is of my own wellness and the ability to work from 
home. I am a huge proponent of remote work for Black women. Working from home alleviated stress 
for me. Prior to the pandemic, I experienced anxiety around driving in Minneapolis due to both regular 
inclement weather and the threat of the police. I also hated the small talk and microaggressions and feel-
ing isolated as the only Black person in the office. The quarantine order due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
allowed me more control over my time and the freedom to be Black all day in my Black household. I felt 
a weight leave my body. Studies indicate that Black people are more interested in working remotely but 
less likely to have the option (Gould & Kandra, 2021; Future Forum, 2022). Organizations that want to 
support and retain Black women, especially those in emotionally taxing jobs like DEI, should be sure 
to offer remote or hybrid work options.

A second implication is that as DEI practitioners, we should think broader than our own organiza-
tions. Our work is situated in multiple layered contexts that deeply impact our work. We live and work in 
cities with long and complicated histories, within states and regions that are also complex and dynamic. 
Communities, especially those that are oppressed, often have long memories. I knew some of that context 
before George Floyd was murdered, but not all of it. Spend time learning about the city, state, and region 
in which you are working. What is the history of oppression and how have local communities responded? 
What organizations are doing grassroots work to stabilize the marginalized communities? Tapping into 
those networks personally and professionally will better equip the organization and its stakeholders to 
mobilize in a crisis. For example, healthcare organizations that understand the community will have 
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translators, clergy, and prayer spaces ready for patients with a variety of language and faith needs. A 
school that is in relationship with the community can facilitate internships, host guest speakers, and 
advocate for policy change with the legislature. A school that is not connected to the surrounding com-
munity will only perpetuate more harm and inequities.

Next, practitioners should not assume that positions in liberal enclaves will be easier, better, or more 
developmental. While jobs in conservative locations can prove to be politically constraining, the pro-
gressive ones have many unseen challenges. The emotional labor of trying to navigate White guilt and 
passive aggression can be overwhelming. Instead, we must fortify ourselves for this work, no matter the 
location. I have grounded myself by constantly learning and by building a strong community around me.

Another implication is that practitioners must be intentional about creating networks of other DEI 
professionals. Prior to 2020, I found myself craving the company and consult of other experienced DEI 
professionals. I needed to process events, talk through my ideas, and get honest feedback. Thankfully, 
my student affairs network helped me to connect even before I arrived on campus. We all need others 
in the field to serve as confidantes, thought partners, and cheerleaders. For those of us who are single, 
new to the area, and/or doing the work as a single-person team, this is even more important.

In conjunction with support, practitioners should help our White supervisors, many of whom have 
a less in-depth understanding of privilege, power, and oppression, to supervise us. Managing up is a 
skill I have had to learn, and I think it is absolutely necessary for Black women in this field. We need to 
learn to set expectations as well as boundaries for our success and well-being. For example, early on in 
a supervising relationship, we can advise our supervisors about our work and learning styles, how we 
best receive feedback, and long-term career goals. This should set the supervisor up well to advise, sup-
port, and challenge you throughout the relationship. Of course, a supervising relationship does require 
boundaries, and we will have professional needs that cannot be met by them or even our larger networks. 
This is where sister circles become important.

A final implication for Black women practitioners is the use of sister circles. Sister circles are one 
way that Black women have been able to support each other’s success. Scholars in industries such as 
psychology and higher education have used sister circles as a retention tool (Palmer, 2021; Linnaberry, 
et al, 2004). Black womanhood is a very specific experience that only we can fully understand. It is 
critical that we are in deep community with each other. It can be through book clubs, writing groups, or 
sororities, but we absolutely need each other, especially in DEI work. I have used my doctoral classes, 
Greek life, and MeetUp groups to meet other Black women in the area. We share tips about hair stylists, 
school districts, and places of worship. We show up for each other in times of distress and challenge 
each other when we need an extra push. “We all we got” is not only a fact of life for Black women but 
a war cry. We need each other in this hostile and violent world.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONS

As public health practitioners will tell you, the way to fix a problem is by going upstream to find the 
source (Shah, 2021). Racism and oppression are perpetuated primarily not by individuals but through 
policies and practices. There are three key ways organizations can support Black women who are doing 
DEI work. One of the most important steps is to invest in this work. The nature of DEI work means that 
many of us become burnt out within a few years. One Wall Street Journal article indicated that chief 
diversity officers’ average tenure in the job is about three years (Cutter & Webber, 2021). Anything 
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that we want to last requires investment. Organizations need to invest in Black women and in DEI work 
via professional development, support staff, technology, and equitable compensation. Having a single 
person doing DEI work sends the signal that the organization is performative and disinterested. Instead, 
fully staffed units should be able to provide assessment, training, employee/community engagement, 
and real change. This requires commitment from leaders, a sustained budget, and dedicated time from 
everyone in the organization.

Another recommendation is that we move on from the basics of DEI. Racial justice is something we 
have waited and asked for far too long. Instead of implicit bias trainings, organizations should boldly 
address systemic oppression. Systemic oppression can include racial aggression, wage disparities, and 
all White leadership teams. DEI leaders are change agents: we want to do that work but need the freedom 
and organizational power to do it. While the political climate may not be ideal, the time is now. Recruit 
DEI professionals who are courageous and intelligent enough to address root problems instead of those 
who want to collect a paycheck for showing up.

Finally, I would advocate for more flexible work options, especially for Black women. Bloomberg 
reports that in 2021, 26% more of Black knowledge workers reported feeling that they were treated fairly 
at work as compared to 2020 (Boyle, 2021). This may be because many of us were working from home 
and free from daily microaggressions. Bloomberg also noted that a higher proportion of Black employees 
wanted mostly or fully remote work going forward, as compared to their White peers (Boyle, 2021). 
Professional Black women wanted the freedom to be ourselves, to grieve with other Black people, and 
not be forced to perform friendliness or look “presentable” for the office (Onwuamaegbu, 2021). Code-
switching, or shifting speech and behavior patterns to fit in with dominant norms, has been shown to 
contribute to burnout (McCluney et al., 2019) and emotional exhaustion and attrition (Hewlin, 2009). 
This data, of course, does not even account for those of us doing DEI work and the emotional labor that 
we expend. For me, the benefits of the work have outweighed the costs, and my team has been incredibly 
productive and successful while working from home.

CONCLUSION

George Floyd’s story shook the world. The millions of people who took to the streets in the wake of his 
murder were unified in their anger and cries for justice. The protests and the pandemic also transformed 
the profession of DEI profoundly. It is no longer enough to recruit Black people into your organization 
and urge them to join employee resource groups for support. Working people are organizing for equitable 
compensation, paid leave, hybrid options, and more.

The DEI space is incredibly en vogue at the moment, but too many of us are focused on individual 
success. If your cousins, grandmas, and aunties cannot understand and benefit from your work, is it 
really making a difference? Going forward, DEI should refrain from making “the business case” for 
diversity. The mission, at least for healthcare, education, government, and nonprofits, should be around 
equity, justice, and liberation. This means including different ways of knowing, working with and within 
marginalized communities, and looking for sustainable solutions. It means accessible systems, long-term 
commitments, and giving everyone an opportunity to thrive. Ultimately, I believe we should be working 
ourselves out of a job. What might you have been if not for oppression?
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

White Guilt: the emotional response White individuals and groups can experience after learning 
about the historical and contemporary impacts of racism on people of color

White Urgency: the intense desire and need White people have for quick action and resolution to 
racial injustice, often asked of people of color

White Savior Complex: the systems and structures that white liberals use to alleviate White guilt, 
including the charities, mission trips, and organizations that operate primarily in communities of color. 
Often solutions are made without community input, do not address policies or systemic oppression, and 
lack sustainability.

Minnesota Paradox: the phenomenon in Minnesota of having a thriving White populace but mas-
sive inequities for people of color who live in the same state. Particularly looks at gaps in employment 
income, education, home ownership, wealth, health, and incarceration
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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores how two Black women working as diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) indepen-
dent consultants teamed up to create the Training in Diversity, Inclusion, and Equitable Mindfulness 
(TDIEM) workshop series. TDIEM workshops are interactive educational sessions that teach DEI 
concepts through the lens of Equitable Mindfulness. Equitable Mindfulness utilizes the application of 
mindfulness (present moment experience) for everyone– removing personal and systematic barriers that 
work against inclusivity and transformative change within themselves and within the communities they 
work within (Cash et al., 2021). Here the authors discuss Black women’s positions as DEI workers as 
well as the history of mindfulness, outline the TDIEM workshop series, present challenges to collaborat-
ing and facilitating this curriculum in White spaces, and offer recommendations for practice for other 
Black women DEI practitioners to use for future work in White spaces.

INTRODUCTION

Our current contemporary ideas about diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) work have long been her-
alded by the prior efforts and labor of Black women or people of color (Edgehill, 2007). These efforts 
and labor range from Ida B. Wells-Barnett, (a journalist in the late nineteenth to the early twentieth 
centuries who led a national anti-lynching crusade and founded a Black women’s suffrage organization 
in Chicago, Illinois), to Tamika Mallory, (a twenty-first century civil rights activist who was one of the 
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leading voices in the nation-wide protest of the murder of George Floyd, the co-founder of the 2017 
Women’s March, and co-founder of the non-profit organization Until Freedom). The fight for diversity 
and inclusion is far from over.

This work - while extremely rewarding - can also be equally taxing. While shedding light on experi-
ences, concepts, and theories surrounding the current and historical underpinnings of oppression within 
the western world, the pressuring weight of educating and expression usually falls on the diversity and 
inclusion facilitators, especially if they are Black women. Importantly, the work itself is also taxing on 
the participants. Holding space - inviting an individual into one’s own mindfulness practice by seeing, 
hearing, and holding what they need to express, and using mindful listening and heartfelt compassion 
without giving advice or attempting to solve problems (Cash et al., 2021, pg. 13) - for critically examin-
ing long-standing concepts of colonialism, colorism, and capitalism can feel burdensome. Imagine then 
if there were a tool to support both DEI facilitators and participants while investigating these hot-button 
concepts.

The Training in Diversity, Inclusion, & Equitable Mindfulness Series (TDIEM) workshops are 
interactive diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) educational sessions that teach DEI concepts while 
grounding in the framework of Equitable Mindfulness (EM) (Cash et al., 2021). Conceptualizing DEI 
topics, especially difficult ones, can be enhanced with the practice of Equitable Mindfulness, as this 
framework presents the concept of mindfulness (present moment experience) to everyone, while be-
ing active to remove personal and systematic barriers that work against inclusivity and transformative 
change within a respective community. TDIEM is a collaborative effort between Dr. Tristen Johnson 
and Tiara Cash. The Tristen Johnson, LLC is a business dedicated to education and training centered 
on DEI. Crowned Vitta LLC is a company focused on concepts of mindfulness, meta-awareness, and 
meaningful self-relationships and relationships with others. For the purposes of the chapter, we will 
use “we” when speaking about our work together as a partnership. We have worked together to create 
curriculum for a number of non-profit, corporate, and higher education institutions by coaching them 
on how to hold space for each other in equitable ways while utilizing the educational and theoretical 
expertise of the authors’ backgrounds.

This chapter aims to inform the literature through three main pillars: background diversity and in-
clusion and the TDIEM program, narrative and challenges of the authors’ experiences with TDIEM, 
and recommendations for further practice. The background section, or literature review, begins with a 
discussion about diversity and inclusion and the need for organizations to have both to be successful. 
It then provides a historical overview of mindfulness and finishes with a conversation about Equitable 
Mindfulness and how it relates to DEI, especially in group facilitation settings. Then, the background 
transitions into a general overview of the conceptual framework, Black feminism to showcase that our 
experiences navigating the world as Black women give us the skills needed to not only be diversity 
practitioners but to facilitate difficult conversations about DEI. Following the conceptual framework 
is the narrative section centering the authors’ experiences working together as business partners and 
providing the TDIEM curriculum to employees of historically White non-profit organizations or student 
groups at historically White institutions (HWIs) of higher education. Finally, the authors will provide 
recommendations for practice for Black Women DEI practitioners who are looking for new ways to both 
center themselves and to engage participants in HWIs.
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BACKGROUND

This literature review begins with a discussion around the difference between diversity and inclusion, two 
of the key components of the TDIEM series. Then, a historical perspective of mindfulness is presented 
and following that is an overview of the creation of the Equitable Mindfulness Framework. Finally, 
Black feminism is briefly introduced as a conceptual framework to explain the importance of Black 
women’s ways of knowing. Understanding Black women’s positionality in how we make meaning of 
our lives, how we share our stories, and how we use our experiences as a mechanism of survival in any 
White dominated space is key to understanding why we, the authors, intentionally designed the TDIEM 
curriculum the way we did.

What Is Diversity?

The COVID-19 Pandemic exacerbated the health inequities that disproportionately negatively impact 
the Black, Hispanic/Latino, and Indigenous communities. At the onset, these communities died at higher 
rates of the virus than other racial/ethnic groups in the United States (Center for Disease Control, 2020). 
As COVID-19 rapidly took the lives of communities of color, another pandemic was taking the lives of 
Black people, the racial pandemic in the criminal justice system. The world watched the eight minutes 
and forty-two second video of former Minneapolis, Minnesota police officer kneeling on the neck of 
George Floyd, a Black man, killing him in May of 2020. The video of Floyd’s murder circulated around 
the globe sparking worldwide protests for police reform, the arrest of the officer who killed Floyd, and 
for the saving of Black lives (CNN, 2020). Floyd’s murder came two weeks after the video was released 
of three men in Georgia shooting another Black man, Ahmaud Arbery, who was jogging down the street. 
Arbery was killed in February of 2020. The national attention of Floyd and Arbery’s murders helped bring 
to light another wrongful police killing of a Black woman, Breonna Taylor that happened in March 2020.

In the wake of these murders, corporate America, higher education institutions, and healthcare sys-
tems pledged new commitments and held listening sessions for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in 
their organizations. These new commitments included donating money to Black organizations or racial 
equity initiatives, hiring a specific number of Black employees into leadership roles, and increased 
spending with Black diverse suppliers (Feiner, 2021; Ngyuen, 2021). Newkirk (2020) noted that because 
the COVID-19 pandemic caused the country to quarantine or “shelter in place,” people had no choice 
but to reckon with the harsh realities of racial injustice. Although these situations were not the first 
time unarmed Black people have been murdered by law enforcement or vigilantes, it was these highly 
publicized deaths that set the course for the radical change in addressing DEI concerns in institutions. 
Their response to the racial pandemic of 2020 - swift publications of diversity statements, hiring more 
Black staff, and the intense focus on DEI issues - is also not the first time organizations recommitted 
to increasing DEI measures after a major event. Newkirk (2020) noted that elite organizations “main-
tain racial custom and tradition in their hiring until they are publicly shamed or otherwise coerced into 
widening access to people of color” (p. 18). This portion of the literature review will provide a brief 
high-level overview of the push for diversity across the U.S. beginning in the 1960s until now. Follow-
ing the discussion around diversity comes a conversation about inclusion, the shift from more than just 
representation in organizations.
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Diversity Origins

According to Johnson (2021b), “diversity has been difficult to define” (p. 242). For the purposes of 
this review, we will follow Merriam-Webster’s definition of diversity, “the quality or state of having 
many different forms, types, ideas, etc... the state of having people who are different races or who have 
different cultures in a group or organization” (para. 1). National conversations around diversity began 
in the 1950s and 1960s in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement (CRM). Black Americans across 
the country fought against their second-class citizenship and demanded equal rights within a number 
of social organization structures such as voting, employment access, education, healthcare and more 
(Anti-defamation League, n.d.). While former President John F. Kennedy began the call for “affirma-
tive action” in 1961 requiring federal contractors to “treat applicants fairly without regard to race, color, 
religion, sex, or national origin” (AAAED, 2021, para. 1), President Lyndon B. Johnson expanded this 
call with the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination in all 
sectors - including but not limited to employment and voting rights - paving the way for more Black 
Americans to join the work force and enroll in institutions of higher education. Then in 1967, President 
Johnson developed the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders to address the racial unrest 
happening in major U.S. cities which acknowledged that racism was the impetus for the issues affecting 
Black people in the U.S. (Center for Homeland Security Digital Library, n.d.; Newkirk, 2020). According 
to Newkirk (2020), the Commission “recommended the inclusion of African Americans in institutions 
that had historically excluded them...it highlighted the need to address the shameful legacy of slavery 
and Jim Crow” (p. 3). This move inadvertently excluded other groups of color (Newkirk, 2020). Under 
the Reagan Administration, however, these newly formed programs to help Black Americans advance 
were immediately cut off (Newkirk, 2020).

Diversity Today

Today, the conversation about diversity has expanded to other racial/ethnic minority groups and other 
social identity groups like the LGBTQIA+ community and people with disabilities. According to Marquis 
et al. (2008), diversity is crucial for organizations because it provides opportunities to tap into the unique 
perspectives and skills of employees from culturally diverse backgrounds and requires “fundamental 
organizational change” (p. 1). Although diversity is a hot word across various industries, there are still 
major discrepancies in leadership organization, especially in HWIs. For example, corporate America 
ties diversity to their business goals and spends millions of dollars annually on diversity initiatives, 
consultants, and trainings (Flory et al., 2021; Newkirk, 2019), but Black and other people of color are 
still underrepresented in senior leadership roles and underpaid compared to their White counterparts 
(Miller, 2020; Newkirk, 2019; Newkirk, 2020). In higher education, administrators and faculty of color 
remain underrepresented and some find it hard to climb the proverbial ladder to leadership (Johnson, 
2021a; Newkirk, 2020; Smith, 2020).

When companies and institutions lack diversity, members from historically marginalized groups are 
often singular or one of few from their social identity groups (Johnson, 2021a; Smith, 2020). Being the 
only one can lead to tokenism (Sobers, 2014). Tokenism is when an organization hires one or a small 
number of members of an underrepresented group to give the appearance that their organization is di-
verse. When employees feel tokenized, it can impact their overall self-worth and their performance in 
their positions (Nathoo, 2021). People who are underrepresented in the workplace may feel a level of 
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increased scrutiny from the dominant group (Phelps, 2016). Tokenism can also restrict the mobility of 
members from historically marginalized communities in work environments because they are expected 
to perform stereotypical job responsibilities that have historically been assigned to that social identity 
group (Phelps, 2016). Institutions must ensure that their workforce is infused with people from multiple 
visible and invisible social identity groups to ensure the success of their organizations.

Some companies compete to prove themselves in the area of diversity and inclusion and submit 
their institutional data for third-party review. DiversityInc, founded in 1998, is “the “dominant ‘diver-
sity’ publication” that collects diversity and inclusion data from thousands of organizations across the 
country. They partner with corporate entities to conduct a “metrics driven” diversity assessment of the 
environment of that institution (DiversityInc, n.d.). Every year, the results of a competitive assessment 
are published in: “Top 50 Companies for Diversity List” with each participating company receiving a free 
“report card” on their status in six key areas of diversity and inclusion management. DiversityInc uses 
survey data from “companies with at least 750 employees in the U.S.” where “[c]ompanies are evaluated 
within the context of their own industries.” DiversityInc provides a Top 50 List for Corporate America 
but also evaluates other industries such as healthcare with the Top Hospitals and Health Systems list. 
This assessment measures six areas: human capital diversity metrics, leadership accountability, talent 
programs, workplace practices, supplier diversity, and philanthropy. Companies use their data to “keep 
up with quickly evolving best practices” and for continued growth in the area of diversity.

Diversity is just one facet of what organizations need to be successful. Grievances of “diverse” em-
ployees stem from not feeling included at their institutions (Johnson, 2021a; Mcgirt, 2016; Smith, 2020; 
Nzinga, 2020). It is not enough to just have diversity in companies. Institutions must foster an inclusive 
environment. It is important to note that diversity and inclusion are not synonymous and both are needed. 
The following section will cover inclusion and how organizations can benefit from fostering a sense of 
belonging for team members to be successful.

From Diversity to Inclusion

While diversity is one component of what organizations need to be successful, it alone will not suffice. 
Institutions must also practice inclusion (Ferdman & Deane, 2014). It is at the intersection of diversity 
and inclusion where the business benefits of inclusive environments come into play: innovation, produc-
tivity, revenue, and creativity (Cole, 2020; Ferdman & Deane, 2014). Inclusion is defined as “the act of 
including; the state of being included” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d., para. 1). Ferdman (2014) said 
that inclusion is unique to an individual’s experience and influenced by the interactions they have with 
those around them. Winters (2014) defined inclusion as fostering an environment “that acknowledges, 
welcomes, and accepts different approaches, styles, perspectives, and experiences, so as to allow all to 
reach their potential and results in enhanced organizational success” (p. 206). Inclusion being an ‘act’ is 
what all three definitions have in common. It is an intentional act that works synergistically with diversity.

Diversity and inclusion are often used interchangeably. However, it is important to distinguish the 
two (Winters, 2014). Diversity allows for a variety of identities and perspectives to come to the table and 
inclusion is the value and appreciation of differences that help elevate organizations (Ferdman, 2014; 
Winters, 2014). Creating inclusive workplace environments has been difficult. HWI’s cultural norms, 
for example, have practiced exclusionary behaviors towards members from underrepresented groups 
(Winter, 2014). The way to rid institutions of exclusionary practices is by “removing obstacles that 
cause exclusion and marginalization” through inclusive leadership (Booysen, 2014, p. 298). Establish-
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ing inclusion in institutional or corporate cultural norms begins with a top-down approach through the 
organization (Newkirk, 2020).

Engaging in inclusive conversations is important and has come to the forefront of workplace priorities 
after the heightened racial pandemic of summer 2020. One way leaders can begin to develop inclusive 
environments and cultural norms is by “being open to and valuing new ways of thinking generated by 
diverse talent” (Newkirk, 2020, p. 224). This can be done by creating a space for inclusive conversations. 
Inclusive conversations are opportunities for members of different social identities and backgrounds to 
discuss a range of topics with the goal of equitable outcomes (Winters, 2020a). The key components of 
inclusive conversations are as follows:

•	 Consider power dynamics and systems of inequity;
•	 Require the courage to critically self-reflect;
•	 Acknowledge what you don’t know; and
•	 Embrace a willingness to learn. (Winters, 2020a, p. 5).

If institutions are unwilling to have inclusive conversations in the workplace, Winters (2020a) posited 
that achieving equity, inclusion, and belonging is unattainable. The Training in Diversity, Inclusion, & 
Equitable Mindfulness (TDIEM) series incorporates inclusive conversations into the curriculum for 
organizations. More about this will be covered in the narrative section of this chapter.

It’s widely recognized that both diversity and inclusion are needed for organizations to succeed, but 
there is still more work to be done to achieve the goals of inclusion. The TDIEM series allows for the 
removal of barriers to inclusive practice and allows us to hold space in unbiased ways using the Equi-
table Mindfulness Framework. The following section will explore the concepts of mindfulness and the 
history behind it and then highlight Equitable Mindfulness and how it is used as a tool for more open 
and inclusive conversations in educational training sessions.

Why Mindfulness? A Brief Introduction

Mindfulness, the practice of present moment experience, is an ancient concept shared by many cultures 
and wisdom traditions globally. This universal practice has been described as “inherent to the fabric of 
human existence” (Cash et al., 2021). There are many ways to practice mindfulness, both formally and 
informally. These practices include: breath awareness, meditation, yoga, and being mindful of the pres-
ent moment through focusing practices. Research has long shown that these practices can be utilized to 
improve balance, mood, and equanimity (Rogers, 2016); self-compassion and kindness towards others 
(Pipe & Bortz, 2009); and, increased resilience, increased positive affect, and decreased negative affect 
(Montero-Marin et al., 2015). Yet, the monetizing and popularity of this work in the west has centered 
mainly on White/Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) populations. As 
such, mindfulness has been popularized as a tool for self-enhancement specific to personal healing and 
wellness. Although these personal gains are important, how have and can these practices be used at the 
macro-level (i.e., societal, collective, and institutional levels)?

Recent research and conversations on the practices of mindfulness have circled these concepts back to 
the parts of their original understandings: grounded in a broader societal perspective with inherent rela-
tions to justice and equity. As practitioners and researchers have explored this intersection, the practices 
of mindfulness can be explicated as being used in personal, interpersonal, and institutional levels (Gueci 
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and Cash, 2020), while inherently principled as anti-oppressive and anti-racist (Cannon, 2016; Berila, 
2015; Cash et al., 2021). These concepts are being used in pedagogy, schools of law, and in social work 
to support teachers, lawyers, and practitioners (Gonzalez, 2017; Berilia, 2015; Wong, 2004).

Critically, the practice of mindfulness is also implemented in cultures spanning the globe - in East and 
South Asia, Africa, the African diaspora, current and ancient Indigenous cultures around the world, and 
in older civilizations in Europe (Hanson, McLeod, & Ross, 2017; Le & Shim 2014; Nussbaum, 2013; 
Phillips, 1990). Historically used in many global majority societies (i.e., the non-White majority of the 
globe - Henrich, J., Heine, S., & Norenzayan, A., 2010), mindfulness has been integral to the survival of 
people of color and systemically marginalized individuals. Specifically, for Black women, these practices 
have gone unrecognized by many scholars, but are often at the basis of daily functioning. For example, 
when Black women have been faced with situations of racial discrimination and microaggressions, there 
has been a long standing history of them “focusing on their breath” (Streeter, 2020). These non-formal 
practices have been passed down as coping mechanisms which have allowed us to survive. And yet, in 
these mindfulness spaces there has been a deficit of Black women practitioners, although we know that 
Black women have used these practices for centuries (Magee, 2016). The interchange of this theoretical 
background with the missing components of the Global majority within the current western, secular 
mindfulness applications conceptualizes the creation of the novel framework, Equitable Mindfulness.

Equitable Mindfulness

Equitable Mindfulness is defined as presenting the concept of mindfulness to everyone, while being 
active in our respective communities by removing personal and systematic barriers that work against 
inclusivity and transformative change (Cash et al., 2021). Created by Cash at the Center for Mindful-
ness, Compassion, and Resilience at Arizona State University, Equitable Mindfulness is functionalized 
by three pillars: Personal protection, mindful activation for systemic change and the sustainability of 
practice, and creating robust programming with the population in mind.

Personal protection is a key pillar dedicated to individuals and communities who have been historically 
and systematically marginalized. As mentioned in the brief introduction, mindfulness has been used by 
many global majority cultures, formally and informally. This pillar recognizes the oppressive systems 
and states of burden that those who are oppressed within these systems face. By utilizing the practices 
of mindfulness, individuals and communities who have been systematically marginalized and oppressed 
can decrease personal harm by making choices in how they would like to engage within these systems. 
This pillar is not built on passively numbing the realities of today’s world. Instead, it is dedicated to 
both acknowledging these realities and giving members of systematically marginalized communities 
tools to engage at their own discretion and to protect themselves mentally, emotionally, and spiritually 
if they choose to do so.

Mindful activation for systemic change and the sustainability of practice begins to move this concept 
from the personal to the interpersonal and institutional. By having a formal and routine mindfulness 
practice, individuals are better able to sustain the solidarity and justice work that go into anti-oppressive 
and anti-racist movements. The practice of mindfulness allows for an individual to re-charge and to rest, 
giving them better access to hold space (i.e., inviting an individual into one’s mindfulness practice by 
seeing, hearing, and holding what they need - Cash et al., 2021) and to engage in institutional move-
ments for systemic change.
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Finally, programming with the population in mind is specific to mindfulness practitioners who would 
like to utilize mindfulness to support organizations and communities. This pillar asks for practitioners 
themselves to be driven by DEI concepts, understanding that each demographic that they teach/practice 
mindfulness to/with are different and have their own experiences around these practices. For example, 
if a mindfulness practitioner were to go to the US South and talk about mindfulness, they would include 
practices of prayer or familial practices of mindfully cooking (picture grandma over the stove stirring the 
pot while humming). Alternatively, if they were to go to an indigenous group and talk about mindful-
ness they could use examples of ceremony or pow wows. These distinctions are important and are often 
overlooked in the current examples of mindfulness research and pedagogy.

Equitable Mindfulness also utilizes a model created for conversations around DEI concepts. This 
model includes four constructs: mindfulness practice; land (historical and ancestral acknowledgments); 
community agreements; and narrative sharing (Cash et al., 2021). This model’s importance centers on 
the concepts of individual participants within the conversation holding space and actively bridging *(i.e., 
Relating to other groups based on deep listening, empathetic space, and recognition of suffering. Rejects 
the concept of “them” while recognizing unique differences. An intentional rejection of othering (the 
act of making someone feel as if they are not a part of a group; (Hass Institute, 2019, Cash et al., 2021)), 
while the facilitator of the conversion creates a brave container (i.e. an action initiated by the facilitator 
and continued and managed by the participants to intentionally create a space of conversation and com-
munity while grounded in principles of mindfulness and bridging, Cash et al., 2021).

Implications

Currently, the Equitable Mindfulness Framework is being used independently with higher education 
institutions, non-profits, boards, and corporate businesses. The practices, in effect, teach the concept of 
mindfulness, talk about the origins of equity and inclusion within the practices, and then give experi-
ential space for individuals to practice mindfulness techniques of discovering their own implicit bias, 
relationship to “others”, and compassion towards collectives. The work has gained qualitative and nar-
rative based acceptance (Cash et al., 2021) and the Equitable Mindfulness model has been submitted 
for extensive peer review (Bautista et al., under review). With the experiential gains that Cash and the 
partnership of Cash and Johnson (i.e., the TDIEM series) have seen (e.g., a more concrete understanding 
of how someone’s personal, social and cultural lenses effect their relationship to DEI) we are excited 
about the potential that this work has in DEI spaces. The implications of Equitable Mindfulness for other 
DEI sources is a collaborative effort of mindfulness to support the personal awareness and learning that 
comes with DEI workshops, events, and trainings.

Conceptual Framework - A Black Feminist Perspective

In 1977, a group of self-proclaimed Black feminists wrote The Combahee River Collective Statement 
(CRC). The CRC was a statement that gave voice to Black women’s positionality as “other” in the 
United States. In the statement, the women spoke to the “interlocking oppression” that affects Black 
women (Taylor, 2017). Black women do not only experience racism, sexism, classism, or homophobia; 
the combinations of all of these systems of oppression can simultaneously impact Black women. The 
CRC “was crucial to understanding the particular experiences of Black women as compared to White 
women and Black men, and created entry points for Black women to engage in politics” (Taylor, 2017, 
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p. 92). The CRC wrote their own narratives from their unique positionality as people who held multiple 
marginalized identities. Although the CRC were not the first group to name Black women’s positions 
in the U.S., (authors like Collins (2000) have documented Black women who similarly described and 
named their own experiences since enslavement), they are the foundation that helps us as the authors 
understand our Black feminism and the importance of using our voice in the TDIEM training sessions.

Brittney Cooper (2018) eloquently described herself as a Black Feminist, “capital B, capital F” be-
cause she “learned her feminism from Black women” (p. 34). She goes on to define her “feminist theory 
and praxis” as “the particular ways Black women have understood, thought about, and written about the 
problems of racism and sexism across space and time” (p. 34). Black feminism is a practice rooted in 
the intellectual, political, and social spheres of dominance that have shaped Black women’s lived experi-
ences throughout history in the U.S. Black Feminists are activists for Black women’s advancement and 
freedom. Evans-Winters (2019) further explained this perspective by acknowledging that Black women 
know what they know from the shared stories told by other Black women, their own lived interactions 
with the world, and that the needs of Black women diverge from those of Black men and White women.

Every Black woman “does” feminism in her own way and not all Black women share the same 
experiences (Collins, 2000). However, one concept of Black feminism is for Black women to, in the 
words of Cooper (2018), “get free or die trying” (p. 35). Meaning, Black women should fight for their 
voices to be heard, fight for their rights, and fight to be free rather than not fight at all. Because Black 
women have been the most oppressed in society, their freedom is the key to freeing the entire society 
(Taylor, 2017). Black Feminists such as the women who wrote the CRC and Audre Lorde remind us 
that “the personal is political” (Lorde, 1984, p. 113) and that Black women’s positionality in the U.S. 
cannot be separated from the politics of the country. Black women’s social identities and their experi-
ences are wrapped in the political arena in areas such as criminal justice reform, healthcare, women’s 
rights, LGBTQIA+ rights, etc.

The development and curriculum design of the TDIEM series stems from a Black Feminist perspec-
tive. We, the authors, have the lived experiences as Black women that put us in a unique position to 
build a customized training series like TDIEM. Black feminism opens the doors for us to be “producers 
of knowledge” (Evans-Winters, 2019, p. 17) by using what we know about the interlocking systems of 
oppression (as well as our own lived experiences with oppression) to teach participants about power, 
subjugation, and the importance of dismantling those systems in order for their organizations to progress.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TDIEM

The Perfect (Brain)storm

TDIEM was built by two Black women who had gained expertise in their fields (DEI and mindfulness) 
and who wanted to utilize this expertise together to serve organizations that want outside help in the 
realm of DEI. Our partnership began over two years ago when, as friends, we discussed our journeys to 
exit the traditional corporate organizational systems and proceed into a personal small business setting 
where we could create curriculum that aims to give people the tools to try to begin pushing back against 
the ills of modern western society. After speaking about our work and our passions, we realized that 
we had complementing interests! This initial conversation grew to be the blueprint or a brainstorming 
session for the TDIEM series. We both had experience of people incorporating mindfulness activities in 
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past DEI training sessions that we attended. We knew this component was important. As Hayles (2014) 
pointed out, mindfulness is an integral component of managing contentious conversations. In retrospect, 
we believed the activities we participated in were missing a lens of equity and anti-oppression, two criti-
cal aspects that the Equitable Mindfulness Framework now provides.

After this initial brainstorm, we received our first TDIEM commission. We were asked to go to Ar-
kansas to present a diversity training for a non-profit organization that employed Head Start educators 
and case management service employees. The two of us put our brains and hearts together, created a 
curriculum, flew to Arkansas, and presented to a room of more than one-hundred participants of multi-
ethnicities and backgrounds. The response was astounding. Participants came up to us following the 
presentation asking for more advice and how we thought of creating this work together. At that moment, 
we realized we had created something special.

Curriculum Design

Dr. Johnson researches, writes, and develops the diversity and inclusion portion of the curriculum, and 
Cash respectively does the same for the Equitable Mindfulness (EM) components. Johnson outlines and 
scripts the DEI portion and then sends it to Cash for review. Cash then develops the EM activities to 
emphasize concepts in the DEI curriculum or sets up a new section of the DEI curriculum. The train-
ings are built on the concept and framework of Equitable Mindfulness, which roots the participants in 
mindful practices while engaging deeply in the curriculum. As such, our “training” is really education 
for life. The participants receive a customized curriculum rooted in research and practice that encour-
ages a larger picture perspective from mindfulness regarding the importance of the DEI topics covered 
to support participants’ engagement in ongoing life-long learning. Below, we briefly outline the DEI 
and EM development process.

Diversity and Inclusion Curriculum - Johnson’s Narrative

During the initial meeting, potential clients provide us with an overview of the DEI educational needs 
of their organization. I (Dr. Johnson) then conduct extensive research on that particular topic to use as I 
build a customized curriculum for their group. For example, TDIEM offers a two-part session on anti-
racism lasting two and a half hours. Anti-racism means to actively work against racism in one’s everyday 
life, organizational cultures, healthcare, or any system that has historically upheld racist practices and 
policies (Kendi, 2019). In order for me to build that education, I had to read a number of articles, books, 
and news articles centered around capitalism, the social construction of race, slavery, scientific racism, 
colonialism, anti-racism, and more. I then take the knowledge I gained from my research, the knowledge 
of my own life experiences with misogynoir (Bailey, 2021) (anti-Black misogyny towards Black women), 
and my skills in content development for adult learners, and build a customized training. Because the 
TDIEM anti-racism education is one of our most requested sessions, I keep the original core content and 
then develop additions to the training that best fit the needs of each company’s culture.

We discussed diversity being an essential component of organizations. We have also outlined how 
inclusion is a practice that is interconnected with the culture of the organization. The TDIEM series not 
only encourages diversity and the creation of an open space for inclusion, it also encourages our partici-
pants to use DEI to reflect on the way they interact with people from culturally different backgrounds 
and the cultural norms of their organizations. I build specific discussion questions and activities to help 
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them do this and that gives participants ownership and agency in their own learning. I found that dis-
cussions and small group activities work best for some historically White organizations that Cash and 
I worked with previously. I speak more to this in the challenges section of this chapter under the topic, 
“White fragility” (DiAngelo, 2018). So, I design trainings like anti-racism that often stir controversial 
conversation topics, in a way that members of different social identity groups can find relatable. After 
they learn those core pieces, I conclude the curriculum with action steps. Each participant is then re-
sponsible for creating action plans and accountability plans using the information they learned to begin 
to make changes derived from the action plans in their organization.

Equitable Mindfulness Curriculum - Cash’s Narrative

One of the most notable novel aspects of our TDIEM curriculum is the addition of an explicit Equitable 
Mindfulness component. These mindfulness practices are built directly into the TDIEM curriculum 
concurrent to the DEI work and centered on the foundations of the Equitable Mindfulness Framework 
previously described. These intentionally designed components include an exploration of implicit 
bias through self-introspective practices, relating to one another’s differences and similarities through 
meditation, grounding in marginalism through mindfulness, and many other ways of contemplating 
DEI principals through mindful awareness. These moments of reflection are also known as “intentional 
pauses.” By incorporating intentional pauses during contentious conversations and practice, we found 
that participants have a chance to engage with the material more fully and with more respect for the 
container (which includes the facilitators and the participants). Mindfulness, the practice of present 
moment experience, also gives our participants the opportunity to look inward when they feel they have 
been triggered instead of reacting to the trigger by expressing that emotion outward to another person. 
This has been a game-changer in this work.

It is important to note a few points for those who might be considering adding a mindfulness com-
ponent into their DEI curriculum. First, the practices of mindfulness should not be used as a Band-Aid. 
These practices are included to support and uplift participants in their self-discovery and relationship 
to justice, equity, and inclusion. This means that when incorporating these mindfulness practices, they 
should come from a facilitator who has a mindfulness practice of their own, and that the focus of the 
inclusion of mindfulness should only be “planting a seed.” By the facilitator having personal experience 
with a mindfulness practice, the work of sharing these concepts as an experiential process is more clear. 
As mindfulness is a personal practice, the understanding passed from the facilitator should additionally, 
and importantly, incorporate how to approach these practices without the cultural baggage of colonial, 
oppressive, or misogynistic orientations. Planting a seed of mindfulness means that a facilitator shares 
the tools and practices for their own sake, without being attached to the specific outcome of those prac-
tices. As most colonial, oppressive education tools have shown us, there is usually a direct relationship 
between the teacher/facilitator/practitioner’s success and the participant’s success – meaning there is 
more focus on the outcome instead of the process. Here, the focus is not on personal gain, but instead 
what the student’s might experience during the process as a successful outcome. The goal is to share 
mindfulness with the understanding, unequivocally, that the participants will utilize these tools as they 
see fit when they need to - both during their time within the container and when they leave back into 
the “real world.” With this understanding, the facilitator, too, is practicing mindfulness of the present 
moment and not attached to a future outcome.
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We, Cash and Johnson, utilize these practices as intentional pauses, which means that we pre-plan 
inclusions of mindfulness into our curriculum, and we are constantly aware of maintaining the container 
during our sessions so that when the participants need the chance to pause, we can respond mindfully. It is 
important to have this open awareness and to maintain a compassionate relationship with the participants 
and the container so that the response can be authentic. We have found that the work of understanding 
DEI concepts from participant’s lenses has been enhanced with these inclusions and opportunities.

Radical Empathy

Merriam-Webster defines empathy as “the action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, 
and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience of another of either the past or pres-
ent without having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an objectively explicit 
manner” (para. 1). Winters (2020a) posited that empathy is essential to building trust among culturally 
diverse groups of people and is key to inclusion. Meaning, the art of putting yourself in someone else’s 
position or seeing their experience from their perspective. However, we incorporate radical empathy into 
our curriculum which is an extension of the traditional empathy mentioned. Radical empathy moves this 
a bit further to understand the cultural, social, and dynamic nuances of these experiences - realizing that 
although we can attempt to put ourselves in another’s shoes, we will never truly understand how they 
operate within the world or their perspective. This also takes into account that although we can respond 
to possible actions through the perspective of the person that we are providing empathy for, there will 
be circumstances where our own lived experiences do not, and cannot, conceptualize the other person’s 
lived experiences. This is radical in the sense that we are attempting to both understand the person’s 
perspective from within a solidarity-oriented stance to provide true empathy to the person whose per-
spective we are taking. Empathy in action in a training, workshop, or educational session can look like:

•	 “acknowledge the situation” that happened;
•	 “share how you feel”;
•	 “show gratitude that the person trusted you enough to share” their experience or perspective; and
•	 “show genuine interest and concern” (Winters, 2020a, p. 103).

In the TDIEM curriculum, radical empathy is a core concept woven into the fabric of every session.
In addition, we encourage participants to lean into the words and feelings that we both share as 

facilitators and the words of their team members who are in the session with them. We do this by thank-
ing participants for sharing their perspectives, asking follow up questions about their experiences, and 
holding a mindful space for them. If the conversation is triggering, we take a moment to pause, sit, and 
reflect on that person’s story as a way to practice radical empathy. If a participant shares something 
emotional or personal, often the person might leave the session feeling that sharing caused more harm. 
As such, by incorporating the moment of silence, we acknowledge the statement again within the body 
of the group, we connect it to others’ experiences, we ask other participants how the comments shared 
personally impacted them, and then provide space for others to share. This engages everyone in under-
standing how to move through a sensitive moment.
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CHALLENGES

Building the curriculum is one component of our experience as Black women DEI practitioners. As with 
any partnership there are challenges, and this narrative style discussion that follows explores the top 
challenges we’ve faced in delivering this curriculum. It is important that while we explain, uplift, and 
expand on the impacts that the TDIEM partnership has created, we are also transparent about challenges 
that have risen over the past couple of years. Those challenges include: the facilitation process, White 
fragility in training spaces, and budget.

Facilitation

In the discussion about the creation of our partnership, we mentioned that our first session was in-person 
in front of more than one hundred participants. That initial workshop was in February 2020, one month 
before the world shut down due to the COVID-19 pandemic. During the COVID-19 pandemic closures, 
Cash moved to Canada to begin her doctoral work. We were now limited to facilitating for teams virtu-
ally via the Zoom platform. Although the COVID-19 pandemic showed the world that communication 
could happen instantaneously and still is done well through video means, Zoom created challenges for 
us. We found that because these sessions with certain groups were not in person, university students, for 
example, felt they had a choice to attend or not to attend. This made it difficult when the teams that had 
major conflicts surrounding diversity and inclusion were not all in the training sessions to work on the 
conflicts the company hired us to help them navigate through. With Zoom, individuals are also allowed 
to keep their cameras off. While this is great for the choice of comfort and inclusivity - when dealing 
with difficult topics such as DEI concepts - there is a need to see one’s face and reactions to help hold 
space for what is coming through at the time.

Additionally, facilitating while Black and a woman takes a toll on us. We often have to hold conver-
sations in these White spaces about racism and the horrors of the systemic violence that plagues Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous bodies. This connects back to our conceptual framework of Black feminism. Our 
identities are political. Our identities are tied to the work that we do. There is a form of Black fatigue 
that comes with this. Winters (2020b) defined Black fatigue as “repeated variations of stress that result 
in extreme exhaustion and cause mental, physical, and spiritual maladies that are passed down from 
generation to generation” (p. 1). Not only is facilitating our content triggering for us, it is even more 
triggering when events like the killing of unarmed Black people by police continue to happen around us 
nationally. One way we experienced Black fatigue outside of facilitating for historically White spaces 
was after George Floyd’s murder. We created a fundraiser workshop session titled “Black, Breathe, 
Repeat” (BBR) specifically for Black people to participate in mindfulness meditation exercises while 
simultaneously processing the national outrage of Floyd’s murder. Even in situations like BBR where 
we knew Black fatigue would show up, we still showed up as support for those who joined us. As we 
will mention later in our recommendations, one way to navigate these challenges is to practice what we 
preach. Meaning, we make sure to have our own mindfulness practice and to engage in Black joy to help 
mitigate some of the stressors that come with being Black women DEI facilitators.
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White Fear/White Fragility

In our experience as individual consultants, we have learned that training sessions do not always work 
for everyone. During our time as partners facilitating TDIEM, we found that some White participants 
were defensive or silent during conversations that particularly centered on race and racism. DiAngelo 
(2018) named these actions as parts of a larger concept called “White fragility.” White fragility is the 
emotional and physical (usually defensive) response that White people get when in conversations about 
race and racism (DiAngelo, 2018). White fragility helps White people “repel the challenge [of being 
confronted about their race], return to [their] racial comfort, and maintain dominance within the [socially 
constructed] racial hierarchy” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 2). While DiAngelo (2018) is not the first to “call 
out” White folks for their disengagement with their racial identity and race issues - Black people and 
Black women in particular have done this for centuries - her term “White fragility” gave Cash and I a 
blanket term to use when we facilitate sessions where this behavior is presented.

There were moments during a few of our sessions where White fragility was at play. Some White par-
ticipants would use the art of silence - which we teach them to do as a practice of Equitable Mindfulness 
- but they would utilize silence as a tool instead to avoid the DEI work rather than a tool to hold space. 
One particular participant, a White male, in a session we developed for a non-profit organization in the 
Midwest did not participate or speak during the entire workshop. Even when we sent the participants to 
Zoom break-out rooms for group work, many of his teammates after the session informed us that he did 
not contribute to any of the discussion or to the creation of action plans. They noticed him rolling his 
eyes and he eventually turned his camera off. These actions distract from the learning and development 
of other participants and from their own personal development.

Budget

In the diversity portion of the literature review, we presented a short discussion on the millions of dollars 
companies spend annually on DEI initiatives and staff positions. During our time as partners, we learned 
that all budgets are not created equal, meaning, small non-profits or institutions of higher education do 
not have the same revenue flow as large corporations. Usually non-profits’ and higher education institu-
tions’ (depending on the size of the school) budgets are smaller. We understand budget constraints but 
we also recognize that our consulting work is what helps sustain us. The time investment it requires to 
research and then design curriculum to facilitate is how we determine our consulting fees. Sometimes, 
an organization has a complex request for the work they want us to do but can only afford to pay us for 
a fraction of it. That puts us in a difficult position to either negotiate or respectfully decline the offer.

As Black women DEI practitioners, we learned quickly that a few things were going to be important in 
our journey with this work. Negotiating fees and finding the best price range with clients is one of them. 
However, one of the main challenges with facilitating as Black women accompanied by our “younger-
looking” faces is the attempt of White-owned businesses to devalue our work. We experienced a time 
when a potential White male client blatantly offered us a rate that was disrespectful to us as “younger” 
Black women but also to the work of DEI. He came to us (from a word-of-mouth recommendation) and 
asked if we could do two full-day training sessions for minimal pay. We were shocked but not surprised. 
As soon as the Zoom call began, his tone changed when he saw us. Cash showed up with braids in her 
hair and Dr. Johnson was on with her locs and shirt that read “Sandra Bland” on it. He spoke conde-
scendingly to us and questioned our expertise in the field. However, we remembered how the system 
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plays into our role as facilitators. One important aspect of utilizing Equitable Mindfulness for ourselves 
and in our own work is understanding oppressive systems for what they are and using our breath to take 
the time needed to respond instead of react. Using the technique of the breath we were able to remind 
ourselves of our important role in this work. We kindly declined the offer and chose to utilize that time 
for someone who was willing to support their own company with payment that showed they cared about 
the work we were producing. We also did not want to work with someone who showed that he was not 
really ready for the type of conversations we were going to bring to his team.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Our commitment to DEI work is life-long. The challenges we presented in the previous section are 
only a glimpse of what we have had to navigate in this facilitation partnership. Those challenges helped 
us grow in this work and have been the catalyst for the following recommendations to assist others in 
persevering within any situation. These recommendations include: remedying facilitation challenges 
virtually, managing White fragility, negotiating fees, and Equitable Mindfulness advice for participants 
and also specifically for Black women DEI practitioners.

Recommendation 1 - Remedying Virtual Facilitation Challenges

Navigating DEI workshops in a virtual space is not easy. You lose the in-person community building 
that groups experience when we are all together in one room. Virtually, participants can actively or pas-
sively disengage with the facilitator and group thus disrupting the community building process. Equitable 
Mindfulness allows us to build that community from the opening of each session. Cash leads an opening 
meditation followed by a land, historical and ancestral acknowledgement called “Three Breaths, Three 
Thank Yous” practice that honors the land and its people, those who have traditionally not been honored 
in these spaces (i.e., enslaved and indentured), and ancestors/ourselves. As she opens the container for 
learning, we are ultimately challenging the participants right from the beginning to lean into the session 
and into any potential discomfort. Dr. Johnson designs the curriculum in a way where the participants 
have buy-in in for their learning and different opportunities for engagement like poll questions, writ-
ing activities, breakout rooms with activities and discussions, Google Jamboard collaboration working 
groups, and more. Our take-away: research on effective ways to engage different types of learners works 
best when planning trainings virtually.

Recommendation 2 - Managing White Fear/Fragility in Training Space

The next recommendation is to manage White fear/fragility in a training space. We recognize that his-
torically, Black women have been at the center of managing White fear, and here are a couple examples: 
Black women were excluded from the suffrage movement in the 19th and 20th centuries and Sojourner 
Truth, a former enslaved woman, used her voice as an activist to call out that exclusion from White 
women who were leading the movement. Stacey Abrams and her team in Atlanta, Georgia flipped the 
state of Georgia blue in the 2020 presidential election. Black women have proven to be change makers 
in the face of White fragility and supremacy. We are no different. As Black women, we learned from 
an early age how to manage fear (Cooper, 2018) because of our own life experiences in a world where 
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we had to make hard choices out of fear. Cooper (2018) calls this “surviving and thriving” (p. 207). In 
training sessions, we acknowledge that fear might be present in the space. We never run from or alter 
our curriculum because of it, though. Instead, we embrace our fears and help participants work through 
their own discomforts, especially if their fear is holding the rest of the group back from their learning.

Normalize Fear

As mentioned above, Black women have been at the forefront of holding spaces and managing White 
fear. Because of this, we have been the ones who usually carry the burden in spaces where participants 
are challenged by concepts around DEI. One way of managing this is to normalize it for everyone by 
letting participants know at the forefront that fear, anger, etc. is a part of the process. One thing that we 
also make sure to incorporate is the idea that many of us have been dealing with fear and anger most 
of our lives (i.e, BIPOC individuals). As such, it is important to share that burden and to normalize the 
fact that this is a part of the collective healing process.

Ask Participants to Hold Fear

One of the benefits of having mindfulness practices as a part of our curriculum is the opportunity to 
utilize them when participants have emotions that they tend to run from. Here, we make it a point to 
ask participants to not run from emotions, but to “sit with them.” In summary, by asking participants to 
hold their own fear, we give them the opportunity to learn from the emotion and to see what cognitive 
appraisals (i.e., a person’s interpretation of the situation) arise.

Recommendation 3 - Negotiating Fees

Negotiating salary or fees for Black women is challenging. Historically, Black women have been offered 
the lowest paying jobs or no money at all for their labor (Davis, 1981). Racial biases play a role in the 
low salary offers Black people receive in the workforce (Oliver, 2020). Black people are least likely to 
negotiate their salaries or will negotiate a lower payment than a White counterpart (Hernadez, et al., 
2019). As mentioned in the budget challenge, we experienced racial bias first-hand in our interaction 
with the White male who offered to pay us only a small fee for our services. We respectfully declined his 
offer but that situation prompted us to see the value in who we are as people and the value in the intel-
lectual knowledge that we possess. We encourage other Black women to map out the amount of time it 
is going to take-to prepare a full-training session. This includes the amount of time it takes to research 
and analyze the literature, develop curriculum, create activities, facilitate, and to determine whether the 
session will be virtual or in-person. Also consider the number of people who will attend your session 
because the more people, the more difficult it will be to manage.

We recommend that Black women set fees for their trainings prior to meeting with potential clients. 
As mentioned above, consider setting a price for the time needed to research and build the curriculum, 
as well as the length of the scheduled training sessions. Let clients know your fees and then, determine if 
negotiation is necessary. Do not be afraid to respectfully decline an invitation to work with the potential 
client if the money or the task is not a good fit.
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Recommendation 4 - Equitable Mindfulness

The final recommendation centers on Equitable Mindfulness and how to utilize this framework in facili-
tation and in survival as Black Women DEI practitioners. The first set of recommendations are specific 
to using these practices in HWIs and demographic-specific spaces (i.e. spaces that are created for a spe-
cific demographic such as BIPOC), and the second set are specific for Black Women DEI practitioners.

EM Specific for incorporating Into HWIs and in Demographic-specific Groups

Have a practice of your own - The most important thing you can do to be the best advocate and service 
provider of this information is to have a practice of mindfulness yourself! As mentioned before in the 
narrative section, sharing these practices can be an oppressive activity in vulnerable populations if you 
do not model the practices yourself.

Find a cultural connection - Culturally, many people have a connection to something they can 
relate to with mindfulness, such as prayer, cooking rituals, ceremonies, and practices of silence. Aim to 
be demographic-specific by utilizing ways to connect using words, phrases, and symbols that a person 
might already recognize.

Plant the seed - As mentioned, if you choose to share this framework with others, your only job is 
to plant the seed. It’s the other person’s job to water it and cultivate its growth. In other words, however 
your participants/students/community come to this practice, you meet them there. Expectations of how 
they are supposed to receive this information will only result in disappointment for you or resistance 
from them. Their outcome is not tied to you. Your role is only to share your tools and your practice-
based informed perspectives.

EM Specific for Black Women DEI Practitioners Looking to Use EM as a Tool

Have a personal practice - This is being mentioned again here because of its importance. However, here, 
it is not for the sake of the participants, but for the sake of you - the Black Woman DEI practitioner. As 
mentioned, one of the pillars of Equitable Mindfulness is Personal protection. We implore you to utilize 
mindfulness as a practice for your own survival. By having a safe space within your own consciousness 
to come back to in silence or in mindful action, you give yourself an opportunity to heal. This part of 
our recommendation is pivotal as we recognize the sheer weight and burden that we as Black Women 
carry. As such, it is important to have spaces of healing and joy. If you do not already have a practice, 
find one that fits and use it!

Say no - One of the challenges that we receive as Black Women is the idea that we are constantly 
available for the needs of others. This simply isn’t true. For many reasons - budgetary, time, or simply 
because we don’t want to - we need to be comfortable saying “no.” As much as we consider this a tool 
of self-care it is also an Equitable Mindfulness practice. Saying “no” is being mindful of your present 
capacity while giving yourself the opportunity of choice - which is a huge component to mindfulness 
practice.

Not compromising our positions - We come with knowledge and know what we are doing. Do not 
second guess your abilities simply because someone tells you your fees are too high or you experience 
push-back in your sessions. Stand firm and facilitate a space where productive and equitable dialogue 
can occur.
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Embrace the collaboration between Black women doing DEI work - The more of us we have to 
lean on, the more opportunity for support and networking. Support each other outside of DEI space. 
When life is happening in the world, we call each other. We HOLD space for each other. Oftentimes, 
we do not recognize this as a mindfulness technique.

Find JOY - Last, but certainly not least, is the recommendation to constantly find joy! This joy may 
be individual like dancing, singing, cooking, etc. Or, the joy you find may be communal. Studies have 
shown that our relationship to our identity groups are a direct path to well-being (Branscombe, Schmitt, 
& Harvey, 1999). As such, as much as you can, check in with your Black friends. Laugh with them! 
Find joy in spaces together and be present in these moments while doing it.

CONCLUSION

The TDIEM partnership has provided us the opportunity to hone our skills as DEI practitioners in a 
robust field that continues to grow. Our identities as Black women place us in a unique position to facili-
tate difficult conversations around diversity and inclusion. We encourage our clients to use the tools we 
have provided them in sessions and to incorporate them into their daily practices. Organizations must be 
willing to not only promote diversity by ensuring representation of multiple visible and invisible social 
identities but to practice the art of inclusion, using Equitable Mindfulness as the anchor.

We want to leave you with a simple mantra that Cash created for us, by us! A mantra is a mindfulness 
tool that can be repeated silently or aloud to help ground us and focus on an intention. We challenge 
you to use this mantra when you are in need of some good, Black joy and a reminder of just how much 
melanin magic you provide as a Black Woman DEI practitioner.

My Black Is Beautiful Mantra

Created By: Tiara Cash

I am a product of strength and love.

My Black is beautiful.

I am deserving of all good things.

My Black is worthy.

I am an instrument of truth and prosperity.

My Black is a changemaker.

I am, just that, and don’t need to be anything other than what I am.

My Black is divine, cosmic, and universal. ©
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Anti-Racism: The act of working against the institution of racism in all facets of society.
Black Fatigue: The emotional stress that impacts the overall health of Black people caused by racism.
Black Feminism: Centers the experiences of Black women and their positionality in the social and 

political context as they have historically been ostracized from conversations surrounding feminism.
Brave Container: An action initiated by the facilitator and continued and managed by the participants 

to intentionally create a space of conversation and community. Grounded in principles of mindfulness 
and bridging (see below), this is a departure from the traditional role of the facilitator and the associated 
power gradient in workshops

Bridging: Relating to other groups based on deep listening, empathetic space, and recognition of 
suffering. Rejects the concept of “them” while recognizing unique differences. An intentional rejection 
of othering.

https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/social-determinants-health
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Equitable Mindfulness: Presenting the concept of mindfulness to everyone, while being active in 
our respective communities, removing personal and systemic barriers that work against inclusivity and 
transformative change

Global Majority: An attempt to move away from the term ‘minority’, Global Majority includes the 
non-White majority of the world.

Holding Space: Inviting an individual into one’s own mindfulness practice by seeing, hearing, and 
holding what they need to express, and using mindful listening and heartfelt compassion without giving 
advice or attempting to solve problems

Tokenism: The practice of making only symbolic gestures in order to give the appearance of equality.
White Fragility: The way in which White people deflect or become defensive when confronted with 

uncomfortable conversations surrounding race and racism.
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ABSTRACT

Since the end of 2019, the world has been trying to identify ways to deal with the dual pandemics of 
COVID-19 and the racial reckoning that arose during the summer of 2020. Organizations have scrambled 
to re-energize diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. The questions to be asked are why are 
organizations focusing their efforts on DEI initiatives, and how can they be successful? This chapter 
introduces and examines emotional intelligence as a vehicle leveraged by both authors and many other 
Black women, including Black diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) practitioners, as a means for advance-
ment within their organizations. The authors further offer that in order for organizations to achieve equity 
and inclusion, emotional intelligence is a required baseline, and the support of DEI practitioners in this 
arena will create an array of positive effects, such as a harmonious work environment, self-actualized 
individuals including Black women, and thus personal, community, and organizational success.

“The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.”— Alice Walker

Energized by the process of improving, we find passion in learning new facts, exploring new ideas, and 
applying what we have learned in various environments. Dr. Jiménez, a true people-enthusiast, and Dr. 
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Moore, an advocate for women’s and girls’ rights, approach writing this piece with the same curiosity and 
expectation that it will drive change for those who generously take the time to experience this learning.

As two Black women, the authors, one a Black Hispanic and the other an African American, have 
both experienced the intersectionality of being a woman and being Black and the undermining that takes 
place at both levels. The concept of intersectionality speaks about the double burden Black women often 
experience when discriminated against based on race and gender (Crenshaw, 1989). Black women’s 
experiences are not merely one or the other; they are both Black and female. Regrettably, a framework 
does not exist to address the meeting of these two dimensions, creating an environment that obscures 
their existence and ends with them feeling isolated. Thus, having to succeed within norms established 
without consideration for their needs and experiences often creates personal, professional, and emotional 
challenges.

INTRODUCTION

A significant emotional event (SEE) is an experience that disrupts one’s emotional, spiritual, and physical 
being (Massey, 2014). In essence, such an event causes one to ‘see,’ that is, to consider, examine, and 
possibly change behaviors and even value systems. A SEE disrupts one’s patterns, causing changes in 
thought processes and behaviors.

For the last two and a half years, the world has been trying to identify ways to deal with the signifi-
cant emotional events of COVID-19 and the racial reckoning spurred on by the killing of George Floyd 
in the summer of 2020. We refer to both of these events as pandemics. This dual pandemic has pushed 
us to alter our behaviors and, in some cases, our value systems to address the environmental, economic, 
and social impact of both. For Black women (BW), this dual pandemic exacerbates the already tenuous 
environments in which they live and operate, adding more landmines to already complicated minefields. 
Although not literal, these minefields, especially the ones encountered in their work environments, con-
tain landmines that are as dangerous and deadly as those in the war zone.

Due to the so-called ‘awakening’ caused by this dual pandemic, organizations have scrambled to 
re-energize initiatives in hopes of addressing diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) challenges with the 
underlay of COVID-19 (Middaugh, 2021; Talan, 2022). The challenge remains in just that: organiza-
tions have decided to re-energize initiatives instead of rebuilding or developing initiatives with the new 
information provided by the current times. This is a challenge not only because it can be argued that orga-
nizations never fully honed or developed adequate infrastructures to support initiatives that address DEI 
but also because re-energizing initiatives would require organizations to develop avenues for discourse, 
learning, and reflection. It is the experience of many BW that although organizations have engaged in 
these DEI initiatives, even hiring numbers of DEI practitioners, BW are still waiting to see and feel im-
provement in this realm (Jackson, 2022). Many DEI hires experience issues because they are relegated 
to developing, communicating, and enforcing diversity-related initiatives in an environment that does 
not grant them the power to operate (Drake-Clark, 2009). Sadly, this speaks to the organizational culture 
manifested through company messaging, leadership behaviors, and employee interactions. Through this 
chapter, we explore the current state of emotional intelligence (EI) within organizations, the experience 
of BW within these organizations, and also provide recommendations for organizations to close the gap.
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THE IMPACT OF THE DUAL PANDEMIC ON BLACK WOMEN

The word pandemic originates from a combination of the Greek words’ pan + demos,’ which means 
‘all + people.’ Indeed, we, ‘all people,’ have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and the social 
unrest due to the murder of George Floyd, the dual pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic has directly or 
indirectly affected some family members, friends, and even those we may not have known personally, 
thus affecting our psyche. There have been other outbreaks in the last 100 years, such as six cholera 
outbreaks (1899-1923); Spanish and Asian flu (1918-1959); and most recently, SARS; Swine Flu; and 
MERS. However, because of global integration and the ease of travel, COVID-19 has spread rapidly, 
wreaking havoc around the world.

Although, as humans, we are reluctant to change, the COVID-19 pandemic has forced us to do just 
that, to change and change rapidly. COVID-19 has interrupted our routines, causing us to look at our lives 
to determine what is truly important. Families have had to make financial adjustments that have notice-
ably impacted their lifestyles. Some parents have had to change their work routines (start, stop, breaks, 
etc.) to take care of their children, which in many cases even meant becoming teachers. Others have had 
to change jobs and even start new businesses to meet their family’s needs. In addition, individuals have 
been experiencing high levels of stress, anxiety, frustration, and anger, due to the uncertainty of their 
current environment, the constant barrage of news related to the virus, and the fear related to the risk of 
contagion (Abdel-Fattah, 2020; Duan & Zhu, 2020).

For BW, the COVID-19 pandemic, in some instances, rather than creating inequalities, highlighted 
them (Hammonds, 2021). For example, in early 2022, the CDC reported that deaths in the Black com-
munity related to COVID-19 accounted for a higher share when compared to the overall Black popula-
tion (13.9% versus 12.5%). Other factors to consider are the statistics related to health insurance, which 
indicate that as of 2021, 11.2% of Black Americans had no health insurance when compared to only 
7.8% of Whites and are therefore less able to address the higher incidences of obesity, diabetes, hyper-
tension, and other comorbidities (Wiley et al., 2022). Furthermore, Black Americans are more likely 
to work as essential workers, holding jobs in sanitation, transportation, and warehouses, and operating 
as delivery workers, residential facility workers, and community-based services workers, all of which 
expose them more to COVID-19 (Banks, 2019; McNicholas & Poydock, 2020). In fact, Black workers 
make up 17% of essential workers, including Black mothers who are, in most cases, 80% of the time, 
the primary breadwinners for their families (Banks, 2019; Gould & Wilson, 2020) but who earn 70% 
less than White households (Carrazana, 2020).

Two issues emerge from this dynamic: first, the reality and effect of these statistics added extreme 
stress to the lives of BW, who had to continue working while managing all the emotions associated with 
the pandemic. Sun et al. (2021) remind us that behaviors drive job performance and that emotions under-
pin those behaviors. Second, while most of America adjusted to stay-at-home orders, essential workers, 
often BW, continued working their regular schedules, creating a greater risk of exposure for themselves 
and their families. The increased risks of exposure to COVID-19, lower prevalence of health insurance 
coverage, higher comorbidities and death rates, and our country’s response to it further highlighted, as 
posited by Carrazana (2020), the structural and institutional racism that exists and reinforced social, 
economic, and health inequities.

In the mists of grappling with COVID-19, the cruel death of George Floyd took place. The way the 
police officer involved showed no regard for another human being, by placing his knee on the neck of 
George Floyd until he could no longer breathe, sent shock waves throughout the world. This act caused 
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another pandemic to rise. Throughout the streets in the US and the world, individuals protested and de-
manded that race no longer be treated as divisive but unifying. This opposing view would only take foot 
if the population in power were willing to confront the racism in our environment and within themselves 
and if they began to see, appreciate, and celebrate the contributions of people of color, including BW.

So, the question becomes: where do we go from here? A survey titled “Black Women Thriving 
(BWT)” indicated that 88% of BW experience burnout on the job, especially when they do not have 
supportive environments (Hines & Fitts, 2022). To answer this question, organizations have decided to 
institute several DEI initiatives. These organizations must determine, however, the fundamental driv-
ers or reasons for these initiatives. The authors believe there to be three potential reasons. The first 
reason may be that they follow a trend seen throughout corporate America in response to an uprise that 
demanded racial justice. A second reason may be because organizations with diverse teams have (1) 
22% greater productivity and lower turnover, (2) are twice as likely to meet or exceed financial targets 
as those without, (3) are six times more likely to be innovative and agile, and (4) are eight times more 
likely to achieve better business outcomes (Deloitte, 2018). Finally, the third reason may be because 
they see themselves as living organisms or teal organizations (Laloux, 2014), always ready to learn and 
adapt. Laloux (2014) posited that teal organizations create environments where harmony within oneself, 
the immediate community, the organization, and the world is the goal. Teal organizations invite all their 
stakeholders, including BW, to share their whole selves, their authentic selves, with the expectation that 
their uniqueness will be celebrated. However, the question remains: Why are organizations focusing on 
DEI initiatives? It is essential to identify the underlining reason, for it sets the stage for how much these 
organizations would be willing to invest and how far they would be willing to go to achieve true harmony.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

Mayer et al. (2011) said that EI is “the mental ability that lurks amidst the emotions” (p. 544) and is 
defined by Verma et al. (2017) and Boyatzis and Sala (2004) as the capability of an individual to adapt 
to his environment by recognizing and discriminating between their own emotions and those of others 
to achieve superior performance in life and work. Therefore, we posit that EI is a necessary foundation 
for those organizations that see themselves as teal organizations.

When emotions are addressed in a healthy and safe environment where EI is the norm, individuals 
grow and improve their social lives, work, and, ultimately, the organization’s output. Taking an active 
approach to comprehending one another’s emotions and concerns will draw people together. This new 
collaborative and caring environment will develop trust amongst the team, resulting in efficiency, better 
decision-making, and, ultimately, better job performance.

Daniel Goleman greatly popularized EI in a book he wrote n 1995 entitled Emotional Intelligence- 
Why it can matter more than IQ. Goleman (2005) defines EI as a set of skills and competencies that 
enhances managerial performance and leadership. Two distinct areas emerge when studying EI. The 
first, says Goleman (2005), is self-management, further defined by the dimensions of self-awareness, 
self-regulation, and self-motivation. The second is social management, further defined by empathy and 
social skills dimensions. We define each one of these five dimensions of EI below.
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Self-Awareness

Self-awareness is the ability to truthfully identify one’s emotions as they occur, looking inwardly as 
opposed to focusing on one’s surroundings, and is crucial in alerting a person to their strengths and op-
portunities for growth (Carver, 2012; Goleman, 2005; Schutte et al., 1998; Serrat, 2017; Yahaya et al., 
2012). Nevertheless, so often, people go through life without checking for blind spots, that area around a 
car that a driver cannot see by looking in the rearview or side mirrors (the usual and expected), without 
turning their head and therefore taking their eye off the road (look inwardly). Blind spots can therefore 
be dangerous. So, self-aware individuals work to mitigate that danger by constantly checking inwardly, 
seeking feedback, and having a realistic understanding of themselves.

Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is the ability to manage and take responsibility for one’s actions in every situation (Gole-
man, 2005). It is not about suppressing emotions; on the contrary, it is about honoring them while not 
allowing them to overwhelm one. This process happens by suspending judgment, becoming comfortable 
with ambiguity, redirecting impulses and moods, and taking responsibility for the outcome of one’s ac-
tions. Self-regulation is about how we act instead of react in response to the emotions we experience. 
White (1890) wrote that the real greatness of a person is measured by the power of the emotions that 
they control and not by the power of those that control them.

Self-Motivation

Self-motivation is the ability to doggedly pursue an objective despite the challenges that one may en-
counter (Goleman, 2005). In the case of leaders, their intense drive for achievement and organizational 
commitment originates in intrinsic versus extrinsic values and rewards. Self-motivated individuals set 
challenging goals and take calculated risks while remaining focused on their goals. In addition, they have 
an internal curiosity that pushes them to learn what drives them to accomplish their goals.

Empathy

Empathy is a careful mix of cognitive empathy (understanding someone else’s viewpoint), emotional 
empathy (feeling with another), and empathic concern (being able to capture what someone else needs 
of them at the moment), as posited by Goleman (2013). Simply put, empathy is being able to understand 
the emotions that others are experiencing by picking up on the subtle signals expressed by them and 
then being willing to experience those emotions alongside them. In addition, a hallmark of empathy is 
a sincere inquisitive interest in others with the goal to serve. Finally, empathy leads to an appreciation 
of all differences, including gender, race, and cultural differences.

Social Skills

Social skill is the ability to use effective communication to negotiate and resolve conflicts to guide people 
toward achieving their goals (Goleman, 2005). Developing social skills requires individuals to form 
networking groups beyond their immediate comfort zone, which leads to identifying and being willing 
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to remove any barriers that would not support a harmonious environment. Individuals with high social 
skills emerge as natural leaders drawing others into active participation in task completion.

IMPORTANCE OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE IN ORGANIZATIONS

Research has shown that EI, which is the way individuals recognize, understand, and manage their 
emotions, is a variable that significantly affects organizational behaviors and outcomes (Ashkanasy & 
Daus, 2005; Cote & Miners, 2006; Mohamad & Jais, 2016; Newman et al., 2010). An example of such 
is a study whose objective was to examine whether training in this area would improve the EI levels 
of project managers in an organization in the UK. The study’s results indicated a positive effect on the 
managers regarding emotional ability, understanding of emotions, teamwork, and conflict management. 
Moreover, this was the case six months after the training was completed (Clarke, 2010). Therefore, hav-
ing high levels of EI in an organization’s workforce is even more critical during pandemic times since it 
assists in understanding how stress and anxiety can be better managed (Extremera, 2020). Abdel-Fattah 
(2020) agrees, stating that EI is essential when dealing with a crisis. He goes on to say that individuals 
with high EI can assess a situation and move forward to address and solve the issue at hand.

Organizations must ensure that EI training takes place to improve leaders’ self-management and so-
cial management skills, suggest Sadovyy et al. (2021) and Sellie-Dosunmu (2016). We offer that those 
organizations with high EI leaders will indeed create an array of positive effects, such as a harmonious 
work environment, self-actualized individuals (including BW), and thus personal, community, and or-
ganizational success.

As Lencioni (2020) suggested, these leaders will be motivated by responsibility-centered leadership 
or a deontological approach that shows their decision-making is based on duty and strong ethics. Alter-
natively, reward-centered leaders, who take on a teleological approach to leadership, take the attitude 
that others should serve them. Therefore, they avoid unpleasant tasks to the detriment of employees and 
the organization. Much like responsibility-centered leaders, teal organizations do the right thing for the 
right reasons, following a deontological approach.

BLACK WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE

An immigrant from Cape Verde originally wrote the following words. However, they reflect the senti-
ments of BW in every environment: “being present and yet not visible, being visible and yet not present” 
(Freire, 2005, p. 11). This statement is substantiated by the results of the BWT survey, which indicated 
that 75% of BW say that their organization does not take full advantage of their skills. They are simply 
hired to meet the diversity count in many cases (“being present, yet not visible”) but are not being ap-
preciated (“being visible and yet not present.”) BW experience this every day, and yet they perform their 
jobs. They juggle others’ expectations while remaining true to themselves.

While juggling the challenges that arise from not being seen or appreciated, they can still tap into 
their empathy muscle in the hopes of establishing good relationships. The BWT survey findings suggest 
that though BW do not have equal access to opportunities, power, and organizational resources, they 
still seek to feel connected to their team, managers, and leadership. For example, one respondent to the 
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BWT survey stated it this way “I [want] an opportunity to be included in certain conversations… New 
relationships are being built. I just want to be in the mix.” (Hines & Fitts, 2022).

Just as in military operations, where the object is to rapidly clear a path through a minefield, we 
propose that EI can be the tool to clear that path in organizations. Organizations seeking change using 
EI as the guide will look within and address the issues identified, specifically concerning BW. As a 
result, these organizations will be motivated to do the right thing arriving at a place of empathy, leading 
ultimately to harmonious relationships and environments.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EI, ORGANIZATIONS, AND BLACK WOMEN

Becoming emotionally intelligent is a cyclical process that starts with understanding the different layers 
that affect us and how this impacts others (see Figure 1). It is furthermore the capacity to be vulnerable 
enough to share or explain to others what one is experiencing and the source of our mood. Individuals 
will aid this process by engaging in effective communications that will assist in resolving conflicts and 
thus enhancing relationships.

The good news is that, unlike IQ, which measures a person’s ability to use information and logic 
to answer questions and does not show much improvement past adolescence, EI can be improved by 
practicing behaviors that then become second nature (Bradberry & Greaves, 2015; Cotruș et al., 2012). 
So, should organizations set the environment for EI to flourish? Research supports this approach. The 
improvement of EI competencies of senior leaders results in the creation of inspiring, nurturing, and 
empathetic environments for their mid-level leaders, who in turn influence front-line workers, therefore 

Figure 1. Cyclical Nature of Emotional Intelligence
(Jiménez, 2021)
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contributing to an enhanced job and organizational performance (Alonazi, 2020; Amina et al., 2021; 
Heckemann et al., 2015; Prezerakos, 2018; Webb, 2009). In addition, EI, focusing on empathy and so-
cial skills, can assist organizations in bridging cultural divides and lessen the stress created by the same 
(Laloux, 2014 & Sellie-Dosunmu, 2016).

In the case of BW, this stress is heightened by the necessity to navigate in mostly White spaces. The 
BWT survey revealed that the burnout experienced by BW is driven primarily by the microaggressions 
they experience daily (Hines & Fitts, 2022). Additionally, BW report feeling as though they are always 
in a fish tank, where their every gesture is scrutinized, every word is analyzed and every move criticized. 
BW have had to compartmentalize their experiences to prevent negative assertions about their actions 
(loud, aggressive, bossy) from tarnishing their true identity (Motro et al., 2022). BW are always on stage, 
acting the part that the dominant culture has relegated them to play, and they must do so to succeed.

The problem with this approach is that although BW may succeed in the role they have been as-
signed, dimming their light does not set them up to thrive, and neither does the organization (Cheeks, 
2018). Organizations are being derelict in their duties to produce the highest return on their investment 
by hiring BW but not setting the stage for them to thrive. What are organizations willing to do to ad-
dress this problem?

There are two schools of thought; one espouses that it is not the responsibility of Black people, in-
deed BW, to educate the majority about the issues and possible solutions. The other is that collaboration 
between Black people, and the majority is the only way to improve the current conditions. We agree that 
it is not the duty of BW to educate, especially since BW have no actual control over what the majority 
does. However, we suggest that collaboration is the only way to improve the current environment. We 
are not naïve enough to believe such a transformation could take place without dismantling the current 
power structure. Ultimately, as identified by Freire (2005), “only power that springs from the weakness 
of the oppressed will be sufficiently strong to free both” (p. 44).

Dancing alone can allow one to have a good time, but when done with someone else, although one 
is not able to select all of the songs or moves, the experience is richer. When those two individuals who 
took the opportunity to dance meet again, a smile looms over their faces. No, one individual cannot force 
another to dance, but BW keep inviting others to dance because they know the joy it brings. Therefore, 
we invite these organizations that have loudly proclaimed their interest in true diversity, equity, and 
inclusion to accept the invitation to dance and effectuate change that will bring joy and a harmonious 
environment for all.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ADDRESSING THE INCLUSION GAP WITH BW

Organizations, as we stated earlier, have engaged in hiring several BW to have a diverse workforce, but 
they have fallen short of the inclusion goal. This section explores how BW currently see themselves in 
the workplace and how organizations interact with them. Then, based on our experience, we offer rec-
ommendations on how organizations should interact and effectively include BW in the organizational 
culture using the EI framework.
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Self-Awareness Model

Self-awareness is the first dimension of EI (see Table 1). Ask any BW in your organization how she is 
perceived in the workplace, and you will find that she feels seen but not heard. BW expend so much 
energy managing how others see them that it often creates isolation. A survey commissioned by Cigna 
reported that African American workers, including BW, feel 5% more isolated than their White coun-
terparts (Hunter-Gadsden, 2020). The majority group sees this as BW being antagonistic and separatist 
when they are just trying to protect themselves. This focus on protection, rather than simply being a 
contributing team member, creates an energy drain.

So, how can organizations leverage EI to ensure they are aware of their impact on BW and provide 
benefits to the organization? Suppose an organization is looking to start a new chapter. In that case, it 
must abandon the mindset that hiring a DEI leader or holding a focus group on improving racial dialogue 
is the answer to the problem. Hiring a DEI practitioner without active and thoughtful engagement and 
commitment by executive leadership is not only a recipe for disaster but also further perpetuates the 
issue that this chapter and book look to overcome: hostile environments that do not acknowledge and 
appreciate BW holistically. Instead, your organizations should look at where their workforce is today. 
What are your demographics? How do the BW in your organization share their thoughts, ideas, and 
opinions? What resources are available to BW and how many and how often do they use those resources? 
Understanding the answer to these questions will help identify your potential first steps in incorporating 

Table 1. Self-awareness, closing the gap

Self-awareness

Desired Outcome How Black Women See 
Themselves

How Organizations 
Threaten Black Women Closing the Gap

Conscious awareness 
of one’s internal state

A low point for BW 
who have been taught 
to ignore their internal 
feelings.

Limited understanding of 
implicit bias against BW.

Creating safe structures for appropriate expression 
and dialogue around the work experiences of BW.

Getting to know and 
appreciate oneself

BW have learned to 
appreciate themselves 
despite the lack of 
frequency of external 
reassurance.

The belief is that the 
organization’s majority is the 
norm and standard.

Incorporate BW work experiences in DEI programs/
initiatives and foster a better sense of community.

Awareness of how 
others see you

Keenly aware of how 
others view them.

Not aware or interested in 
the way others see them, 
especially BW, because they 
believe they are the norm. So, 
they speak without awareness 
of how their statements affect 
BW (e.g., commenting on 
their hair and fashion).

Leverage tools/resources to initiate feedback & 
dialogue with BW on how they view leadership and 
the organization.

Self-confident Self-confidence leads 
BW to be ambitious.

Although they benefit from 
hiring self-confident BW, 
they stifle their growth, 
believing that BW are 
advancing too quickly.

Creating opportunities for advancement will lead to 
more confident, diverse, and productive teams and 
work culture.
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EI in your organization. Communicate your desire to learn and build EI while sharing that you are not 
the expert but are committed to improvement. Following this approach will go a long way in initiating 
dialogue and becoming self-aware of the areas for improvement. Once you have received BW’s feed-
back, work towards creating those resources and structures for them to utilize. Be transparent with your 
intentions and frequently reassess to determine effectiveness. Checking in with BW to say, “how is that 
new resource we added?”, actively listening to the feedback, and readjusting as needed will enhance the 
organization’s self-awareness. Without taking stalk of all of the workforce, organizations are inevitably 
leaving valuable information on the table.

As Black women who have worked in primarily white organizations, both authors have experienced 
organizations that embraced self-awareness and others that did not. For example, author Moore previ-
ously worked in an organization that showed commitment to diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging 
by implementing an annual diversity program with a new cohort established each year that met monthly 
to explore complex topics. The program gathered staff and leaders from all departments and positions 
to cultivate understanding and empathy amongst the organization’s employees. Thus, participants ben-
efited from group dialogue with others who differ from them based on race or gender, allowing them to 
contribute their own experiences and truth and hear and appreciate the experiences of others.

In contrast, author Jiménez’s experiences include working in an organization with no established 
DEI efforts to allow organizations and its employees to learn from or share their own experiences and 
truth. The lack of a safe space for expression and learning led many BW employees to form groups and 
circles amongst themselves to find comradery and support. The authors purport that organizations that 
actively engage employees in DEI efforts have less frustration expressed by BW employees. In contrast, 
organizations with no DEI efforts often have BW complaining within their safe circles.

Self-Regulation Model

The next dimension in the EI framework is self-regulation (see Table 2). This dimension of EI is the 
dimension that most closely aligns with the responsible actions needed to make a behavior change. 
For BW, the constant negative stimuli must be met with self-regulation: resisting the impulse to react 
but rather to act. In cases where statements such as You are so eloquent and well-prepared; You are 
too animated when speaking; You lean into the camera when on ZOOM, are directed at BW, they must 
refrain from responding. While you may just now be considering the impact behind the aforementioned 
statements, most BW in your organization hear them daily, albeit every moment and interaction. BW 
refrain from responding with the same level of disrespect as they recognize these statements as code for 
diminishing their presence.

This constant assault on BW often leads them to experience imposter syndrome, which is when a 
woman starts to question her talents and accomplishments and lives in constant fear of being exposed as 
a fraud. So, despite this constant assault, BW must choose to act instead of reacting to these assaults, put 
on a brave face and show up. Every. Single. Workday. What can be an effective approach for BW is to do 
your best on every project. Once BW have done their best, they should remind themselves that while the 
group may perceive them differently, it is just their thought and opinion, which is not based on reality.
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Organizations can self-regulate by acknowledging that they have the power to act and change their 
own culture. Self-regulation begins with the willingness to reframe your thoughts. Reframing one’s 
thoughts consists of questioning every thought, recognizing that thoughts are just a mental event and 
that having one does not equate to the truth. Every thought is not the truth, including the maxims often 
voiced about BW. So, consider new ways to interact with and respond to BW in your organization. 
Nothing will change by denying differences or being intimidated to have dialogue. If your organization 
is to become emotionally intelligent, it must consider the experiences of BW and create safe spaces for 
discourse, learning, and improvement.

Self-Motivation Model

The third dimension of EI is self-motivation (see Table 3). This dimension centers around remaining 
focused on a goal regardless of the present perils, distractions, and challenges. Organizations must then 
be willing to dismantle, if necessary, their legacy approaches in addressing DEI issues. New approaches 
to meet new needs must be developed. Therein lies the challenge. Zippia (2022) reports that 81.3% 
of chief diversity officers identify as White, leading to the creation of DEI initiatives, says Brownlee 
(2022), without the input of the population it seeks to involve and expect this minority population to 
just rubber-stamp the initiatives.

Table 2. Self-regulation, closing the gap

Self-regulation

Desired Outcomes How Black Women See 
Themselves

How Organizations Threaten 
Black Women Closing the Gap

Responsible

High standards and 
personal accountability to 
the point of suffering from 
imposter syndrome.

No personal accountability for 
the work environment that does 
not elevate BW.

Awareness that there is no opportunity for 
an emotionally intelligent organization 
without acknowledging and taking 
responsibility for all workforce members, 
recognizing that all are critical to its overall 
success and culture.

No knee-jerk reaction; 
instead, thoughtful 
action

Assess their environment 
quickly and engage in 
behavioral adjustments 
to fit in, as with code-
switching.

Because the majority is not BW, 
they take no time to process 
information and therefore react 
instead of act.

Organizations must engage in deep thought 
and develop goals and action plans that 
show inclusivity to all.

Successful amid change 
and ambiguity

Adaptability comes as 
second nature to BW as 
they must be ready to 
fulfill others’ whims from 
moment to moment.

There is little to no consideration 
to adapt due to organizations 
holding systemic power. They set 
the tone rather than adapt to it.

Organizations must constantly reassess 
themselves and adapt to the changing 
workforce.

Acting with integrity
It is unreasonable to 
expect BW to leave parts 
of themselves at the door.

Even though the mission 
statement states it, strong morals 
are not usually viewed from the 
perspective of BW.

Authentically consider the best ways 
to improve your organizational culture, 
keeping in mind that acting with integrity 
should leave BW feeling safer in the 
workplace.
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One example of BW having self-motivation is a consistent theme that Moore has seen in organizations 
where she has worked and schools where she has attended. BW often come together to form a circle of 
support for themselves and others. This circle is not a physical one often seen by the organization but 
is more frequently a collection of BW gathering together outside the organization to share knowledge, 
experiences, and tips for maneuvering through and advancing. Organizations may ask why BW form 
these circles. The answer is simple; no other support structures are in place to offer clear feedback, 
mentorship, or guidance for BW. These structures mainly exist for other groups. Therefore, it is clear 
that the power resides with the majority group. Unless this group moves away from this form of false 
generosity (saying it is ‘acting’ like it but not actually relinquishing power), progress will never go 
beyond an attempt (Freire, 2005).

Our recommendation for organizations concerning self-motivation is to create programs in partner-
ship with their workforce. While these programs will help BW, they will also improve your organiza-
tion’s culture by including their perspectives. All teams and staff benefit from coaching, mentorship, 
and feedback, but sadly BW are less likely to receive such investment even though they significantly 
contribute to the organization (Lean In, 2022). It is also essential to keep in mind that EI starts with the 
individual. Therefore, investing time, energy, and money in personal development is of great value to 
leaders (Scazzero, 2015). Steps taken by leaders to become emotionally intelligent will serve as motiva-
tion for everyone in the organization. Suppose leaders and staff find that the organization has emphasized 
EI development and can articulate and experience the benefits of staying focused on a goal despite the 

Table 3. Self-motivation, closing the gap

Self-motivation

Desired Outcome How Black Women See 
Themselves

How Organizations Threaten 
Black Women Closing the Gap

Focused on 
destination

BW show high levels 
of resilience. They are 
determined to succeed despite 
having worse experiences at 
work than any other group.

Lack of concern and no 
acknowledgment of how or 
why BW succeed in their roles. 
Instead, hard work is rewarded 
with more responsibility and no 
advancement.

Organizations to focus on BW by 
acknowledging when work has met and 
exceeded expectations, not only via one-
on-one dialogue but also among peers and 
leadership teams.

Steady aim

BW are not often derailed from 
their goals or responsibilities. 
Instead, they are known to stay 
the course even while facing 
opposition and setbacks.

Organizations have historically 
created dialogue around DEI 
efforts but often lose focus.

Organizations should fully commit to 
DEI once they have announced it as an 
important part of their culture. 
A shift in priorities should not necessitate a 
reduction in DEI efforts.

Internal curiosity

High investment by BW to 
identify their genuine interest 
since they usually do not find 
true mentors. BW value being 
around people they can learn 
from – a growth mindset.

Lack of interest in identifying 
BW’s motivators and career 
goals.

Organizations should lean into identifying 
the motivators and goals of BW and provide 
cross-training opportunities that will lead to 
agile and thriving organizations.

Focus on hope 
instead of fear

BW operate by giving the 
organization the benefit of the 
doubt when they encounter 
negative situations.

Organizations are quick to label 
BW with personal adjectives 
such as aggressive, combative, 
and angry, which colors their 
appreciation for BW’s job 
output. As a result, the feedback 
becomes personal.

Commitment should be made to identify 
opportunities for the mentoring, coaching, 
and feedback of BW related to job function. 
This approach instills hope in BW, 
lessening the chance for turnover.
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challenges. In that case, this will motivate the entire organization to push through the challenges such 
a realization brings. When the entire organization leads in a way that shows intention and direction, in 
this instance, acknowledging and mentoring BW, it will become the norm.

Empathy Model

The fourth dimension of EI is empathy (see Table 4), which is vastly different from sympathy. Empathy 
is more than just being sorry about another person’s issues; it is being able to understand by feeling. 
Therefore, please do not expect BW to give their all to an organization that shows no concern for them 
during challenging times. For example, since COVID-19, there have been countless news stories of racial 
injustices experienced by Black Americans. Although these stories may seem unrelated to BW in your 
organizations, that is likely not the case. Most people hear these news stories and continue to go about 
the rest of their day. However, for BW, these stories put the spotlight on the structural racism that is in 
place in society and can be debilitating for BW. Let us look at an example. In March 2020, Breonna Taylor 
was asleep in her home in the middle of the night when Louisville police officers conducted a no-knock 
warrant and forcibly entered her home, resulting in her death without any responsibility being born by 
the police officers. While this may seem like a situation not worthy of organizational empathy, for BW 
it is another reminder that their home could be invaded without cause, that they could be murdered, and 
that no one would be brought to justice. This leaves BW feeling vulnerable and uncertain of their place 
in the organization, especially in an organization that has done little to show that BW are valuable to its 
culture and community.

While some organizations pledged to become social justice advocates and develop DEI programs, 
others did very little in the wake of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor’s murders. These organizations that 
did nothing likely had BW and Black employees talking not only about the social injustices in the world 
but also about the lack of dialogue and effort put forth by their organization. Both authors know this to 
be true because they engaged in these conversations in different settings. The lack of commitment to DEI 
work and, more importantly, to BW and Black employees speaks volumes and does not go unnoticed.

Table 4. Empathy, closing the gap

Empathy

Desired Outcome How Black Women See 
Themselves

How Organizations Threaten 
Black Women Closing the Gap

See the individual and 
hear the individual

Assign bias and 
microaggressions to 
ignorance and are still able 
to establish productive 
relationships with 
coworkers.

BW are frequently associated 
with negative stereotypes. 
For example, they are four 
times more likely to receive 
comments about their speech 
than White women.

Acknowledge and leverage the different lives, 
experiences, and perspectives that BW bring 
to solving the various challenges that arise 
within an organization.

Listen with the aim to 
serve

Often absorb information to 
improve their performance 
and that of others.

Not listening to BW and their 
needs. Although more than 
80% call themselves allies, 
people of color do not believe 
these “allies” actually help 
when they should.

Create measurable goals and objectives to 
assist BW in meeting their personal and 
professional goals

Inquisitive interest in 
others

Must create meaningful 
relationships with peers and 
leaders to succeed in their 
roles.

Unaware of microaggressions 
and biases against BW.

Take an active interest in the personal and 
professional growth of BW. This leads 
BW to feel confident of their fit within the 
organization.
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We challenge organizations to be empathetic and to develop active listening skills. In doing so, the 
organization will be able to feel the pain through the voices and lives of BW. Thus, creating opportuni-
ties for genuine connection and dialogue, ultimately leading to excellent job performance. This is not to 
say that all BW will want to dialogue on these matters, but creating a forum for it to take place would 
go a long way.

During the Breonna Taylor and George Floyd trials, many organizations came forward with either 
internal or external communications that showed their support for grieving communities and populations. 
In contrast, others continued or initiated DEI programs. For example, some organizations implemented 
rest days to allow staff to be home and not focus on work demands while the nation was grappling with 
race relations. Other organizations added additional resources to their Employee Assistance Program, 
which offers tools to assist in dealing with everyday struggles through counseling. These and other 
initiatives can show an organization’s empathy.

Social Skills Model

The final dimension of EI is social skill (see Table 5), which requires the organization to form bonds 
with BW, which will assist in changing the organization’s culture to be more inclusive. It is important to 
note that the only dimension that focuses solely on effective communication is social skill. Most of us 
are familiar with the verbal and non-verbal model of the 7-38-55% communication rule, which purports 
that only seven percent of communication is verbal. In comparison, the other 93% is non-verbal, 38% is 
related to tone, and 55% is related to facial cues (Mehrabian, 1967). This communication formula has 
become a maxim, although Mehrabian (1967) advised against it. Moreover, in becoming a maxim, all 
are judged by it even though it did not consider race, culture, or gender. BW communicate differently, 
their tone is different from that of the majority, and their facial expressions are also different when they 
communicate. So, although they may be using the exact words as those of their White colleagues, because 
93% of communication has been assigned to tone and facial cues, BW are viewed as hostile, illogical, 
and aggressive (Motro, 2022). This setting forces BW to have to choose between ‘acting the White role’ 
if they want to have successful relationships within that space or being courageous and their authentic 
selves while recognizing that doing so may stunt their growth within the organization. Code-switching 
in the workplace is a relevant example of acting in the white role. Jiménez shares that, to be honest, 
she has had to do this daily within organizations where she has worked to be viewed as a professional. 
Meanwhile, her white male coworkers have used profanity and shown their disagreement through tone, 
facial expression, or crossed arms. As BW, we know that if we showed just one of those traits, it could 
significantly jeopardize our career.
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What does this mean? Organizations must take on the responsibility of learning and opening up the 
norms for what is effective communication. In other words, they must engage in cultural competency 
training, which calls for valuing diversity, a willingness to engage in a cultural self-assessment, the 
consciousness of the dynamics of cultural interaction, institutionalization of cultural knowledge, and 
the development of adaptations to diversity (Cross et al., 1989). By widening this norm, BW will be 
considered partners in all facets of the organization and would be brought to the table not solely to so-
licit feedback on DEI initiatives but also to develop and plan strategic growth. Incorporating this level 
of social skill will lead to a change in the organization’s culture, where this approach will no longer be 
a part of a DEI objective but of the organization as a whole.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The authors acknowledge that DEI initiatives, closing gaps between the organization and BW, and 
changing organizational culture can be challenging. However, it is essential for organizational growth 
and the inclusion of perspectives from BW. Future research should focus on those organizations that 
have committed themselves to genuine DEI initiatives and programs, and improvement of their culture 
to share best practices. The objective of this future research should be to identify areas of growth while 
also identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. A SWOT analysis can paint a vivid 
picture of how far organizations have come and where they should set goals. As a secondary objective, 

Table 5. Social skills, closing the gap

Social Skills

Desired Outcome How Black Women See 
Themselves

How Organizations Threaten 
Black Women Closing the Gap

Influence other’s 
emotions

Serve as a sounding board 
for their peers and provide 
feedback and reinforcement.

Organizations often lack 
structures that support positive 
reinforcement and feedback to 
BW.

Organizations have the opportunity to 
lead in providing positive reinforcement 
to BW. Black women (and all staff) 
should be commended in public and 
corrected in private. This helps to 
influence the emotions, ideas, and 
opinions of others concerning BW.

Everyone contributes and 
is heard

Black women create safe 
spaces to participate with 
their peers.

Organizations have a history of 
acknowledging the voices and 
perspectives of most staff while 
diminishing the perspectives of 
BW.

Ensure structures and executive (HR) 
leaders are in place that recognize and 
can practice the importance of hearing 
and seeing BW.

Effective negotiation 
skills

BW negotiate by ensuring 
that the majority group 
does not experience much 
discomfort.

Organizations deem themselves 
great in this area because again, 
the needs of BW are not given 
the same value as their White 
female counterparts.

Conflict resolution tools are essential 
when instituting EI and will serve to 
address and elevate all, including BW.

Strong lasting 
relationships

Black women often 
look to develop working 
relationships but are 
often overlooked when 
opportunities are created for 
bonding.

Organizations typically lack 
lasting solid relationships with 
BW as their time together is more 
surface-level and transactional.

Organizations must take the time 
to invest in developing authentic 
relationships with BW. Such 
relationships can often lead to a sense of 
belonging, community, and connectivity 
to an organization and its teams.
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future research should also look to assess the perspectives of BW. The BWT survey has proven to be an 
exceptional piece of research that also offers a valuable research tool. Future researchers should utilize 
the same survey tool to identify if and how the perspectives of BW have changed over time. The results 
of this cyclical process could lead to large-scale improvements within organizations.

CONCLUSION

Again, we ask the question, why is your organization focusing efforts on DEI initiatives and increasing or 
hiring DEI practitioners? Are they simply following the trend seen throughout corporate America? Are 
they looking to achieve better business outcomes? Or are they wanting to do the right thing for the right 
reasons? Earlier, we established the concept of organizations being living organisms or Teal organiza-
tions. This concept does not allow organizations to move like the Titanic, unable to steer away quickly 
from an iceberg but instead to take in information as it happens and adjust the course of action to avoid 
the iceberg, which in this instance is the dual pandemics and the treatment of BW.

Moreover, these teal organizations ensure that the work environment is one where every individual, 
including BW and DEI practitioners, feel appreciated for their uniqueness and experiences. Sadly, BW 
continue to feel isolated, are granted fewer opportunities to be mentored by senior leaders, and are more 
likely to experience prejudice and microaggressions. Therefore, there is a need for even more support 
networks and positive racial socialization (Coqual, 2019; Terhune, 2008). The case is even direr for BW 
who must operate in an environment that does not see their uniqueness and does not account for the 
effects of their social, racial, and economic challenges (Ashley, 2014).

EI, with its aim of long-lasting, fruitful relationships, is the vehicle we offer to assist in building better 
relationships with BW. EI is a learned ability, as evidenced by a two-sample study by Sala (2002). The 
first sample found an 11% increase in EI scores of Brazilian managers and HR consultants after eight 
months of training. The second sample, a large US government accounting organization, found a 24% 
increase in EI scores after 14 months of training.

The development of EI is a process that requires a commitment to looking internally to identify the 
blind spots in your sphere of control, whether personal or professional. Once identified, not reacting to 
the information but pausing to develop a thoughtful action to address the issues. Once self-management 
is in place, the dimensions of social management, empathy, and social skill, will ensure lasting rela-
tionships. Organizations must sign up for this same process, for once they do, they will be able to see 
everyone in their organization. There is a pervasive thought that “not seeing race or color” signifies an 
unbiased person or organization. We challenge that concept and suggest that seeing a BW’s race and 
acknowledging her lived experience is essential to the EI of the organization and its overall success.

Earlier, we shared the quote from Freire (2005) that indicated that the oppressed must utilize their 
power if a change is to occur. So, DEI practitioners can continue to move forward even while working 
within an environment that does not fully understand or care to understand the challenges that are before 
them. BW and BW DEI practitioners can develop programs that are informed by their own shared experi-
ences of being a woman and Black to assist other BW and those who may care to increase their cultural 
knowledge (Drake-Clark, 2009). This does not provide a pass to organizations’ responsibility to bridge 
the gap between how BW see themselves and how organizations threaten their uniqueness. Instead, it 
is an opportunity for BW and DEI practitioners to remain focused on a goal and not be demotivated. 
Remember that EI is the bridge to close that gap. It calls for organizations to provide a safe space for 
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BW to show up as authentic, unique individuals, ensuring that their differences are celebrated instead 
of seeking a monolithic environment. EI and its five dimensions of self-awareness, self-regulation, self-
motivation, empathy, and social skill are your tools to manage, incorporate, and uplift your organization. 
Be sincere in your efforts, and let EI lead you.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-
profit sectors.

REFERENCES

Abdel-Fattah. (2020). Emotional intelligence and emotional stability in crises. Journal of Psychiatry 
and Psychiatric Disorders, 4(2), 56–52. doi:10.26502/jppd. 2572-519X0090

Alonazi, W. B. (2020). The impact of emotional intelligence on job performance during covid-19 crisis: 
A cross-sectional analysis. Psychology Research and Behavior Management, 13, 749–757. doi:10.2147/
PRBM.S263656

Amina, A., Hadi, N. U., Waheed, A., & Fayyaz, H. (2021). The effect of leader mindfulness on employee 
job performance: Investigating the mediating and moderating role of leader-member exchange and or-
ganization culture. Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 31(2), 138–165.

Ashkanasy, N., & Daus, C. (2005). Rumors of the death of emotional intelligence in organizational be-
havior are vastly exaggerated. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 26(4), 441–452. doi:10.1002/job.320

Ashley, W. (2014). The angry black woman: The impact of pejorative stereotypes on psychotherapy 
with black women. Social Work in Public Health, 29(1), 27–34. doi:10.1080/19371918.2011.619449

Banks, N. (2019, February 19). Black women’s labor market history reveals deep-seated race and gender 
discrimination. Economic policy institute. https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-r
eveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/

Boyatzis, R., & Sala, F. (2004). Assessing emotional intelligence competencies. In Glenn Geher (Ed.), The 
measurement of emotional intelligence. https://www.eiconsortium.org/pdf/Assessing_Emotional_Intelli
gence_Competencies.pdf

Bradberry, T., & Greaves, J. (2015). Analysis & review of emotional intelligence 2.0. Eureka Books.

Brownlee,  D. (2022, August 11).  DEI tragically fails  many black profession-
a l s .  Fo r b e s .  h t t p s : / / w w w. fo r b e s . c o m / s i t e s / d a n a b r ow n l e e / 2 0 2 2 / 0 8 / 1 1 / t h i s - i s
-why-corporate-dei-tragically-fails-many-black-professionals 
/?sh=a3549e7efbcc

https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.eiconsortium.org/pdf/Assessing_Emotional_Intelligence_Competencies.pdf
https://www.eiconsortium.org/pdf/Assessing_Emotional_Intelligence_Competencies.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danabrownlee/2022/08/11/this-is-why-corporate-dei-tragically-fails-many-black-professionals/?sh=a3549e7efbcc
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danabrownlee/2022/08/11/this-is-why-corporate-dei-tragically-fails-many-black-professionals/?sh=a3549e7efbcc
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danabrownlee/2022/08/11/this-is-why-corporate-dei-tragically-fails-many-black-professionals/?sh=a3549e7efbcc


162

Black Women, Emotional Intelligence, and Organizational Opportunities for Growth
 

Carrazana, C. (2020, August 10). When systemic racism meets the coronavirus, Black women suffer 
economically. The 19th News(letter). https://19thnews.org/2020/08/black-women-economy-coronavirus
-systemic-racism/

Carver, C. S. (2012). Self-awareness. In M. R. Leary, & J. P. Tangney (Eds.), Handbook of self and iden-
tity (pp. 50–68). The Guilford Press. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. COVID Data Tracker. 
Atlanta, GA: US Department of Health and Human Services. https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker

Cheeks, M. (2018). How Black Women Describe Navigating Race and Gender in the Workplace. Har-
vard Business Review.

Clarke, N. (2010). The impact of a training program designed to target the emotional intelligence abili-
ties of project managers. International Journal of Project Management, 28(5), 461–468. doi:10.1016/j.
ijproman.2009.08.004

Coqual, (2019). Being black in corporate America: an intersectional exploration. Coqual. https://coqual.
org/reports/being-black-in-corporate-america-an-intersectional-exploration/

Cote, S., & Miners, C. T. (2006). Emotional intelligence, cognitive intelligence, and job performance. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 51(1), 1–28. doi:10.2189/ asqu.51.1.1

Cotruș, A., Stanciu, C., & Bulborea, A. (2012). EQ vs. IQ which is most important in the success or 
failure of a student? Social and Behavioral Sciences, 46, 5211–5213. doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.411

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique 
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics. University of Chicago Legal 
Forum, 1(8).

Cross, T., Bazron, B., Dennis, K., & Isaacs, M. (1989). Towards a culturally competent system of care: 
A monograph on effective services for minority children who are severely emotionally disturbed. https://
eric.ed.gov/?id=ED330171

Deloite (2018). Inclusive Mobility: How Mobilizing a Diverse Workforce Can Drive 
Business Performance .  https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/tax/ar ticles/inclusive
-mobility-diverse-workforce-drive-business-performance.html

Drake-Clark, D. (2009). Discrimination happens without effort: How Balck Women Human Resources 
Managers Negotiate Diversity in a Corporation. [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. The University 
of Georgia, USA.

Duan, L., & Zhu, G. (2020). Psychological interventions for people affected by the COVID-19 epidemic. 
The Lancet. Psychiatry, 7, 300–302. doi:10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30073-0

Extremera, N. (2020). Coping with the stress caused by the COVID-19 pandemic: Future research 
agenda based on emotional intelligence. International Journal of Social Psychology, 35(3), 631–638. 
doi:10.1080/02134748.2020. 1783857

Freire, P. (2005). The pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum International Publishing Group.

Goleman, D. (2005). Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ, (3rd ed.). Bantam.

https://19thnews.org/2020/08/black-women-economy-coronavirus-systemic-racism/
https://19thnews.org/2020/08/black-women-economy-coronavirus-systemic-racism/
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED330171
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED330171
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/tax/articles/inclusive-mobility-diverse-workforce-drive-business-performance.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/tax/articles/inclusive-mobility-diverse-workforce-drive-business-performance.html


163

Black Women, Emotional Intelligence, and Organizational Opportunities for Growth
 

Goleman, D. (2013). The focused leader. Harvard Business Review, 91(12), 50–60.

Gould, E., & Wilson, V. (2020, June 1). Black workers face two of the most lethal preexisting condi-
tions for coronavirus—racism and economic inequality. Economic policy institute. https://www.epi.org/
publication/black-workers-covid/

Hammonds, E. (2021). A Moment or a Movement? The Pandemic, Political Upheaval, and Racial Reck-
oning. Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 47(1).

Heckemann, B., Schols, J., & Halfens, R. (2015). A reflective framework to foster emotionally intel-
ligent leadership in nursing. Journal of Nursing Management, 23(6), 744–753. doi:10.1111/jonm.12204

Hines, E., & Fitts, M. (2022). Black Women Thriving. Every Level Leadership. https://everylevelleads.
com/bwt/

Hunter-Gadsden, L. (2020). Why People Of Color Feel The Loneliest At Work. Forbes 
m a ga z i n e .  h t t p s : / / w w w. fo r b e s . c o m / s i t e s / n e x t ave n u e / 2 0 2 0 / 0 5 / 1 9 / w h y - p e o p l
e-of-color-feel-the-loneliest-at-work/?sh=632797281ad8

I n ,  L .  ( 2 0 2 2 ) .  T h e  s t a t e  o f  b l a c k  w o m e n  i n  c o r p o r a t e  A m e r i -
c a .  h t t p s : / / l e a n i n . o r g / r e s e a r c h / s t a t e - o f - b l a c k - w o m e n - i n - c o r p o r a t
e-america/introduction#!

Jackson, A. (2022). Black women are in ‘survival mode’ at work—and company diver-
sity efforts’ fall short’. https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/company-diversity-efforts-to
-support-black-women-fall-short.html

Laloux, F. (2014). Reinventing organizations: A guide to creating organizations inspired by the next 
stage of human consciousness. Nelson Parker.

Lencioni, P. (2020). The motive. John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Massey, M. (2014, June 27). [EnterpriseMediaVideo]. What You Are Is Where You Were When... AGAIN! 
[Video]. YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6rPiehHQu8

Mayer, J., Salovey, P., Caruso, D., & Cherkasskiy, L. (2011). Emotional intelligence. In R. Sternberg & 
S. Kaufman (Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of intelligence, Cambridge handbooks in psychology (pp. 
528–549). Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511977244.027

M c K i n s e y  &  C o m p a n y.  ( 2 0 2 1 ) .  W o m e n  i n  t h e  W o r k p l a c e  2 0 2 1 . 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inc 
lusion/women-in-the-workplace?cid=eml-web

McNicholas, C., & Poydock, M. (2020). Who are Essential Workers: A Comprehen-
sive Look at  Their  Wages,  Demographics ,  and Unionizat ion Rates .  Econom-
ic Policy Institute.  https://www.epi.org/blog/who-are-essential-workers-a-compreh
ensive-look-at-their-wages-demographics-and-unionization-rat 
es/

https://www.epi.org/publication/black-workers-covid/
https://www.epi.org/publication/black-workers-covid/
https://everylevelleads.com/bwt/
https://everylevelleads.com/bwt/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2020/05/19/why-people-of-color-feel-the-loneliest-at-work/?sh=632797281ad8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2020/05/19/why-people-of-color-feel-the-loneliest-at-work/?sh=632797281ad8
https://leanin.org/research/state-of-black-women-in-corporate-america/introduction#
https://leanin.org/research/state-of-black-women-in-corporate-america/introduction#
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/company-diversity-efforts-to-support-black-women-fall-short.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/company-diversity-efforts-to-support-black-women-fall-short.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6rPiehHQu8
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace?cid=eml-web
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace?cid=eml-web
https://www.epi.org/blog/who-are-essential-workers-a-comprehensive-look-at-their-wages-demographics-and-unionization-rates/
https://www.epi.org/blog/who-are-essential-workers-a-comprehensive-look-at-their-wages-demographics-and-unionization-rates/
https://www.epi.org/blog/who-are-essential-workers-a-comprehensive-look-at-their-wages-demographics-and-unionization-rates/


164

Black Women, Emotional Intelligence, and Organizational Opportunities for Growth
 

Mehrabian, A. (1967). Mehrabian’s Communication Theory: Verbal, Non-Verbal, Body Language. 
https://www.bl.uk/people/albert-mehrabian

Middaugh, D. (2021). Leading the Pack in Tough Times. Medsurg Nursing, 30(3), 212–215.

Mohamad, M., & Jais, J. (2016). Emotional intelligence and job performance: A study among Malaysian 
teachers. Procedia Economics and Finance, 35, 674–682. doi:10.1016/S2212-5671(16)00083-6

Motro, D., Evans, J., Ellis, A., & Beson, L. (2022). The “Angry Black Woman” Stereotype at Work. 
Harvard Business Review.

Newman, D., Joseph, D., & MacCann, C. (2010). Emotional intelligence and job performance: The im-
portance of emotion regulation and emotional labor context. Industrial and Organizational Psychology: 
Perspectives on Science and Practice, 3(2), 159–164. doi:10. 1111/j.1754-9434.2010.01218.x

Prezerakos, P. E. (2018). Nurse managers’ emotional intelligence and effective leadership: A review of 
the current evidence. The Open Nursing Journal, 12, 86–92. doi:10.2174/1874434601812010086

Sadovyy, M., Sánchez-Gómez, M., & Bresó, E. (2021). COVID-19: How the stress generated by the 
pandemic may affect work performance through the moderating role of emotional intelligence: Cor-
rigendum. Personality and Individual Differences, 182, 1–9. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2021.111092

S a l a ,  F.  ( 2 0 0 2 ) .  D o  p ro gra m s  d e s i g n e d  t o  i n c re a s e  e m o t i o n a l  i n t e l -
ligence at work-work? https://www.eiconsortium.org/reports/do_ei_programs_work.htm
l

Scazzero, P. (2015). The emotionally healthy leader. Zondervan.

Schutte, N., Malouff, J., Hall, L., Haggerty, D., Cooper, J., Golden, C., & Dornheim, L. (1998). Devel-
opment and validation of a measure of emotional intelligence. Personality and Individual Differences, 
25(2), 67–177. doi:10.1016/ S0191-8869(98)00001

Sellie-Dosunmu, M. (2016). Using emotional intelligence in the workplace. Association For Talent 
Development, 33, 1612. doi:10.1080/09669582.2020.1758708

Serrat, O. (2017). Understanding and developing emotional intelligence. Knowledge solutions. Springer. 
doi:10.1007/978-981-10-0983-9_37

Statistica (2022). Percentage of people without health insurance in the United States from 
2010 to 2021 by ethnicity. https://www.statista.com/statistics/200970/percentage-of-ame 
ricans-without-health-insurance-by-race-ethnicity/

Sun, H., Wang, S., Wang, W., Han, G., Liu, Z., Wu, Q., & Pang, X. (2021). Correlation between emotional 
intelligence and negative emotions of front‐line nurses during the COVID‐19 epidemic: A cross‐sectional 
study. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 30(3-4), 385–396. doi:10.1111/jocn.15548

Talan, T. (2022, August 9). Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: When values become actions. McCormick 
Center For Early Childhood Leadership, At National Louis University. https://mccormickcenter.nl.edu/
library/dei-iposter-080922/

https://www.bl.uk/people/albert-mehrabian
https://www.eiconsortium.org/reports/do_ei_programs_work.html
https://www.statista.com/statistics/200970/percentage-of-americans-without-health-insurance-by-race-ethnicity/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/200970/percentage-of-americans-without-health-insurance-by-race-ethnicity/
https://mccormickcenter.nl.edu/library/dei-iposter-080922/
https://mccormickcenter.nl.edu/library/dei-iposter-080922/


165

Black Women, Emotional Intelligence, and Organizational Opportunities for Growth
 

Terhune, C. P. (2008). Coping in Isolation: The Experiences of Black Women in White Communities. 
Journal of Black Studies, 38(4), 547–564. doi:10.1177/0021934706288144

Verma, S., Aggarwal, A., & Bansal, H. (2017). The Relationship between Emotional Intelligence (EQ) and 
adversity quotient (AQ). Journal of Business and Management, 19, 49–53. doi:10.9790/487X-1901024953

Webb, K. S. (2009). Why emotional intelligence should matter to management: A survey of the literature. 
Advanced Management Journal, 74(2), 32–41.

White, E. (1890). Patriarchs and Prophets. Review and Herald Publishing Association.

Wiley, Z., Kubes, J., Cobb, J., Jacob, J., Franks, N., Plantinga, L., & Lea, J. (2022). Age, Comorbid 
Conditions, and Racial Disparities in COVID-19 Outcomes. Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health Dis-
parities, (9), 117–123.

Zippia (2022). Chief diversity officer demographics and statistics in the US. Zippa. https://www.zippia.
com/chief-diversity-officer-jobs/demographics/

ADDITIONAL READING

Bradberry, T., & Greaves, J. (2009). Emotional Intelligence 2.0. TalenSmart.

Erkayiran, O., & Demirkiran, F. (2018). The impact of improving emotional intelligence skills training 
on nursing students’ interpersonal relationship styles: A quasi-experimental study. International Journal 
of Caring Sciences, 11(3), 1–12.

Goleman, D., McKee, A., & Achor, S. (2018). Everyday Emotional Intelligence. Harvard Business 
Review Press.

Ioannidou, F., & Konstantikaki, V. (2008). Empathy and emotional intelligence: What is it really about? 
International Journal of Caring Sciences, 1(3), 118–127.

Karimi, J. (2014). Effects of emotional intelligence on employee performance in the hotel industry in 
Kenya. International Journal of Business and Management, 2(12), 6–14.

Munir, M., & Azam, R. (2019). Emotional Intelligence and Employee Performance: An Intervention 
Based Experimental Study. Journal of Business & Economics, 9(2), 1–19.

Wilkinson, B. (2021). The diversity gap: where good intentions meet true cultural change. HarperCol-
lins Leadership.

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Active Listening: Capturing not only the words but also the thoughts and feelings that come from 
communicating in order to understand rather than to respond.
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Black Women (BW): Individuals who self-identify as Black and female regardless of race, ethnic-
ity, and gender.

Code-Switching: Alteration of one’s true self through the use of different vernacular, body language, 
or tone to suit the majority.

Conflict Resolution: The process that two or more individuals engage in to address and resolve an 
issue.

Emotional Intelligence: Capacity to recognize, understand and manage the emotions behind facial, 
voice, and physical cues of oneself and others.

Emotional Intelligence in Organizations: Ability to self-reflect and be appreciative and inclusive 
of diversity.

Essential Workers: Employees who are deemed necessary for the continuation of community ser-
vices, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Inclusion: A setting where marginalized or individuals in the minority are and feel appreciated and 
free to participate and thrive in all activities.

Organizational Culture: Values, beliefs, and actions of an organization that drives employee inter-
actions, workplace ethics, and organizational effectiveness.

Safe Spaces: Physical and social environments that allow individuals to express themselves without 
fear of retaliation or isolation.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter will examine standards of whiteness that are embedded in current organizational cultures 
and how these standards impact Black women (BW) in the workplace; particularly after the dual pan-
demics of COVID-19 and the racial reckoning of 2020. The authors widen the perspective beyond the 
confines of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) as a role, to discuss cultural issues that universally 
diminish the power of BW, and that DEI practitioners should inherently be charged to recognize, name, 
and be empowered to eradicate. The work introduces microdevaluation as a construct encompassing an 
array of racial aggressions often experienced by BW in public settings. The authors further examine the 
effects on innovation caused by the lack of inclusion of the voice of the BW within organizations. The 
chapter ends by providing recommendations that organizations and institutions must adapt in order to 
transform and achieve equity for BW and reap the benefits afforded by diversity and inclusion.
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It’s not about supplication; it’s about power. It’s not about asking, it’s about demanding. It’s not about 
convincing those who are currently in power, it’s about changing the very face of power itself. - Kimberlé 
Williams Crenshaw (1991)

INTRODUCTION

In the aftermath of the public murder of Mr. George Floyd and the racial reckoning of the Summer of 
2020, many companies sought to appoint diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) leaders. The primary 
role of these DEI leaders is to ensure that the companies’ DEI strategies are being followed. They have 
also been tasked with changing organizational cultures while serving top leadership, employees, and 
even external partners. Many companies have since appointed Black women (BW) to DEI roles. As an 
example, in the inaugural Elite 100 Black Women leaders list by Diversity Woman Media more than 
35% of the BW listed were in DEI roles (Sykes, 2021). Built on their race and gender identity, BW DEI 
leaders offer the institution the benefit of credibility to their commitment to diversity and inclusion. 
However, it is that same racial and gender identity that puts them at peril within organizational cultures 
that have not done the necessary work to support their leadership. Therefore, the BW DEI leaders are left 
to walk a tightrope, balancing what’s best for the company’s profile and brand, while supporting people 
within their ranks, at the exclusion of themselves. Many have felt the burden to fix a system where they 
are themselves the victims and to do so in a manner that is acceptable to their offenders. This burden 
shows up in many ways, such as in having to educate on matters related to appropriate and inclusive 
behaviors, as well as historical factors that make certain language and behaviors inappropriate or non-
supportive of inclusion. To be effective the BW DEI leaders must be empowered to call out problematic 
and systemic behaviors. But when raising her voice, she runs the risk of being seen as militant or of being 
ascribed negative stereotypes. The authors include a historical view of the ways in which BW have been 
diminished through tropes as well as the effects that these have had in achieving parity of representa-
tion. The authors then challenge the notion that BW are guests at “the table” and offer a new construct 
of micro-devaluation. Lastly, the authors discuss the lost opportunities to institutions that do not have 
diverse work cultures and offer recommendations to elevate the voice and power of all BW within the 
workforce, especially of BW DEI practitioners.

The authors choose to define BW’s power as fearlessness in the face of obstacles, having the cour-
age and willingness to confront any adversary to achieve an intended goal that will break barriers. Poet 
Audre Lorde (1984) has referred to Black womanhood as “dark, ancient, and deep” (p. 37). The authors 
believe that this ancestral power is the immense capacity that BW have displayed, for centuries, to defy 
the odds against all prognostications. This power is enveloped in ancestral knowledge and will, gleaned 
from our ancestors - our grandmothers, mothers, and aunts - to overcome obstacles. We carry a “legacy 
that resists and ensures our survival” (Harris, 2020, para. 6). It is this capacity that corporations, institu-
tions, and governments need to harness as a vital resource.

The authors choose to define DEI as the inclusivity, representation, and contribution of all voices. 
Inclusivity is centered on equitable investments in all human capital. The authors also believe that in the 
21st Century, companies, institutions, and governments will lack the ability to thrive without the level 
of innovation that only inclusivity can bring. Thus, harnessing diverse talent is critical to organizational, 
institutional, and global survival and success.
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The authors, a higher education administrator, an engineering consulting executive, and an associ-
ate professor in healthcare, come to this work as BW whose Blackness predates their given names and 
their professional achievements. Their perspectives are informed by decades of professional labor and 
barrier-breaking DEI participation in predominantly White institutions and corporations. Within these 
spaces, they have observed, experienced, and endured the White standard (WS). The authors define the 
WS as the Eurocentric ideology where cultural norms, views, and esthetics are considered to be above 
reproach, superior, and thus imposed on others, particularly on BW. The totality of the WS is born out 
of imperialism, colonialism, and the enduring White supremacy that is prevalent and persists to this day. 
White standards (WSs) and the dominance of Whiteness have been established as norms (beauty, man-
nerisms, expressions) and socialized and normalized as the status quo, which enables White ideologies 
to remain the neutral, universal, and preferred practice (Ray, 2019).

As BW born in Latin America, specifically the country of Panama, all three authors reaffirm the 
words of the Black Panamanian poet, Dash Harris, “I am Negra. Black, wherever I go” (Harris, 2020). 
As members of a minoritized ethnic group, the authors have endured colorism, texturism, and featurism, 
and recognize these as manifestations of the same structural and systemic racism endured by our sisters 
in the global African Diaspora.

BACKGROUND

“Black women have on one hand always been highly visible, and so, on the other hand, have been ren-
dered invisible through the depersonalization of racism” - Audre Lorde (1984)

Stereotypes and Tropes

For centuries BW have had to endure racialized labels, tropes, and derogatory terms stemming from a 
legacy of racism and sexism (Mgadmi, 2009). These labels are founded in stereotypical images of Black 
womanhood that seek to minimize their humanity and devalue their contributions. Black women have 
often been depicted as “the nurturing mammies” according to Kayembe (2021), who highlights that, 
“the ‘mammy’ trope frames BW as subordinate, gentle, sage advisors; warm maternal-like figures the 
ever-vigilant caretaker of the children of her White employers” (para. 1). Black women living in poverty 
and needing the help of the state to survive have been called, “welfare mothers”...depicted by society 
as lazy, promiscuous women who are unable to socialize their children adequately…bad mothers who 
do not provide an appropriate role model for their children because of their unemployment” (Sparks, 
1998, p.2). Assertive BW, who dare to question the status quo or who would not accept silencing, have 
been called the “angry Black woman,” which as described by Ashley (2014) “presumes all BW to be 
irate, irrational, hostile, and negative despite the circumstances.” Black women have also been burdened 
by the unhealthy stereotype of the “strong Black woman”, defined by Donovan and West (2015) as the 
“perception that Black women are naturally strong, resilient, self-contained, and self-sacrificing” (p. 4) 
which when internalized, limits their ability to ask for and accept help, but instead, feel solely responsible 
for carrying the world on their shoulders.

In addition to these stereotypes, BW have also endured the rejection of their physical characteristics. 
Black women have endured colorism, which entails skin tone gradations and preferences, “ordered from 
light to dark or white to black, that in the Western world, are also based on ideas of racial or color hierar-
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chy” (Dixon & Telles, 2017). Furthermore, BW have endured texturism, which Shepherd (2018) defines 
as, “texture discrimination by the prejudicial or preferential treatment of people with afro-textured hair 
based solely on the texture of their curls.” Black women have similarly endured featurism, which Faal 
(2021) describes as, a “preference for Eurocentric features.” The world insists on wanting to degrade 
and “fix” BW’s bodies to fit WSs, yet White women are celebrated when they imitate BW’s hairstyles 
and undergo surgery to enhance physical features (lips, hips, butt, breasts) to look like BW. They take 
from us to erase us and render us invisible. This “fixing” is also present in professional settings and 
further manifested when BW prove themselves to be over-, or best qualified. It is the confluence of 
these stereotypes and tropes that have diminished the voices and contributions of BW in the labor force. 
These stereotypes are also at play in the failure to experience economic equity for those who surmount 
the barriers.

Pay Inequities

The 2020 United States (U.S.) Census Bureau reports that women in the U.S. make up 50.5% of the 
population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). While women of color comprised 20.3% of the people of that 
segment, BW comprises 12.9% percent of that population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). While BW make 
up a significant portion of the population of women of color, the U.S. Department of Labor also reports 
that BW’s earnings are 63.0% of that of White, non-Hispanic men. In comparison, White, non-Hispanic 
women earn 78.7% of White, non-Hispanic men’s earnings, and Asian women earn 87.1%. However, this 
earning gap is not due to lower or less advanced professional degrees on the part of BW. The Department 
of Labor reported that even with advanced degrees BW’s median weekly earnings are less than those 
of White men with bachelor’s degrees (Roux, 2021). Furthermore, studies show that BW as a group 
are currently the most educated demographic in the U.S. (Thompson, 2019). The Institute for Women 
Policy Research (2017) reports that BW are also the most active participants in the labor force. Yet, at 
our current pace, pay equity will not be achieved for BW or other women of color, until centuries later. 
Pay equity is expected to arrive for White women in 2059, while for BW -- the currently most educated 
and participatory group in the labor force -- it is projected that they will not see equity in pay until 2124.

The stark reality is that the above equity pay gaps are reflective of the depths of structural and sys-
temic racism. The educational achievements and professional contributions of BW as a group are still not 
enough to land them in a place of equity. In addition, this adds to the racialized emotional, psychologi-
cal, and social harm Black people, and in particular BW, continue to endure in the workplace, in public 
arenas, and even on platforms of power.

Micro-Colonialism

Black women are positioned to be invisible and excluded from the conversation that speaks to their 
unique experiences of being unable to be their authentic selves because they get absorbed into other 
significant movements such as feminism and antiracism. This invisibility becomes actualized because the 
people in power consider the prototypical woman as a White woman and a prototypical Black person as 
a Black man (Coles & Pasek, 2020). Coles and Pasek (2020) argue that this under-differentiation erases 
the recognition of the unique forms of oppression experienced by BW. As a result, we are unrecognized 
as women and as humans, confirming our invisibility and exclusion.
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United Kingdom based psychologist, Guilaine Kinouani (2021) uses the term “micro-colonialism” 
to define the “everyday intrusions and breaches of boundaries, physical or psychological, such as inva-
sions of privacy or personal space Black people continue to experience within White spaces’’ (p.111). 
Workplaces, including platforms of power, have become “micro-colonies’’, where invasions of privacy 
and personal space continue to target BW. Proof of this is that structural injustices seem to have also 
worsened, as Jameel & Yerardi (2019) pointed out that while workplace discrimination is illegal it 
continues to be a problem. Perhaps injustice is now more visible, or we are more willing to call it out 
because of our collective and increased conscious awareness of it, but it has always existed.

The authors acknowledge that many BW - even some in roles as DEI practitioners - have internalized 
the WS because Whiteness has always been imposed as the rule and expectation (Rabelo et al., 2021). 
They also acknowledge that this internalization is often a mechanism of survival to gain access to and 
secure resources and opportunities. As a DEI practitioner leading a higher education opportunity pro-
gram that serves equity-needing students, author Blackman-Richards often has to advocate for resources. 
She has encountered some of her greatest allies and co-conspirators in women of all ethnicities. These 
allies and co-conspirators are brilliant, have done the internal work, and have become adept at making 
a system filled with structural barriers work to the advantage of the disadvantaged. On the other hand, 
pushback, and reluctance to create pathways of equity sometimes comes from the least expected places, 
other women of color who in their DEI roles have the power to allocate resources. These women often 
see themselves as “protectors” of the institution; they become gatekeepers. They do not understand that 
their role includes repairing harm. Blackman-Richards has come to understand this behavior as a mis-
guided form of professional survival that translates as co-signing to the WS. By keeping resources away 
from the same people they are hired to represent and advocate for, women of color who have internal-
ized the WS believe they can secure their jobs and positions of power by upholding the status quo. Toni 
Morrison often reminded her students of the following, “When you get these jobs that you have been so 
brilliantly trained for, just remember that your real job is that if you are free, you need to free someone 
else. This is not just a grab-bag candy game” (Houston, 2003, para.11). At the same time, this lack of 
ability to see the DEI role as an opportunity to liberate others, can be linked to “the colonized sense of 
self [that leads] to the internalization of racial myths and constructions such as the inferiority of Black 
and Brown people” (Kinouani, 2021 p. 68). The most dangerous effect of the WS is that it seeks to 
disempower. It disempowers some BW by making them feel that while at the table they must continue 
to uphold oppressive norms as a form of gratitude, keeping them off the table altogether, or when at the 
table treating them as guests and not as owners and full participants. What we now know is that although 
the DEI Industry was created in an effort to address structural inequities and its multi-million-dollar 
obsessive focus on implicit bias (Zelevansky, 2019), it has been incapable of making workplaces more 
equitable or inclusive of all voices.

WE ARE NOT GUESTS

“Guests are invited to distract attention from the real aim of parties” ― Noha Alaa El-Din, Norina 
Luciano

Does requesting a place at the majoritized table perpetuate the notion that we are guests in their spaces 
and bound to remain within the WS’s creative and innovative boundaries? When we are invited to tables 
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and treated as guests, it creates a sense of unbelonging. When we work at institutions where we under-
stand that our positions/roles are contingent upon us complying with the WS, we are limited to playing 
within the confines of the set sandbox. Black women DEI practitioners are brought to the table to give 
the appearance of diversity and inclusion without having a voice or say.

In their professional experiences, the authors have been invited to tables to be the face and repre-
sentation of DEI. However, at these tables, their contributions are not sought after or even welcomed. 
They realized that the agendas were already set, and the institution or organization benefited from their 
presence to add to its credibility but not because there was intent for real change to take place. During a 
speech at Spelman College, the CEO of the drugstore chain Walgreens Boots Alliance, Rosalind “Roz” 
Brewer, shared that she was once invited as the keynote speaker at an exclusive CEO roundtable in New 
York City. During the reception, she recalled introducing herself as the CEO of Sam’s Club, yet a fellow 
CEO proceeded to ask her if she was there as the lead for marketing. Brewer’s experience speaks to the 
shared experience of many BW that are treated as a guest at the table of the organizations, institutions, 
and corporations where they are leaders. They are continuously led to feel as if they do not belong at 
the table or in those spaces (Connley, 2021). The need placed on BW by the WS to consistently prove 
that they are ready, worthy, trained, etc., is a sign of unbelonging. Many feel that as BW, they are on a 
treadmill that is constantly moving to force them to belong, comply, or code-switch (McCluney et al., 
2019) in order to navigate spaces that might not be able or fully willing to receive their authentic selves.

We are keenly aware of how BW are scrutinized and punished for showing up in any form of their 
authentic selves and how this interferes with their contributions because it is inextricably linked to how 
others view them (Rabelo et al., 2021; Ray, 2019). These imposed standards on BW are deeply rooted in 
White supremacy and have become a functioning part of a power dynamic used to constrain contributions 
and potential (Byrd, 2012; Coles & Pasek, 2020). In this system of power, Whiteness ends up dictating 
how BW’s bodies are evaluated, recognized and scrutinized. Power dynamics enable White people to 
maintain their structures and privileges at the expense of BW’s agency and dignity (Rabelo et al., 2021).

A Black woman herself, Melonie Parker (2022), Chief Diversity Officer for Google, stated in her 
white paper that for many people, their jobs are more than a source of income. It is a place of commu-
nity, meaning, and purpose. Companies, institutions, and organizations are claiming to understand the 
importance of a healthy workplace and creating a sense of belonging, but this has not become a reality 
for Black employees, and trust continues to be eroded (Parker, 2022). Black Women experience feeling 
unseen. This is inextricably linked to a lack of belonging, feeling that they do not matter, or a lack of 
social connections within those spaces.

The perpetual state of feeling like a guest in our workplaces, while sitting at the table deprives us of 
that fundamental human need for belonging, which is an essential resource for health and well-being 
(Carr et al., 2019; Caxaj & Berman, 2010). This lack of a sense of belonging can lead to feelings of 
isolation, which negatively impacts people’s work commitment, performance, engagement, and turnover 
(Carr et al., 2019).

Black women are not easily discouraged. Their tendency is to believe in their ability to grow and to 
make decisions that reflect their convictions, capabilities, worth, and potential. They possess unique 
strengths that are assets to their relationships and workspaces (Bradley Smith, 2021). They should hold 
firm to the unnegotiable principle of “Nothing about Us without Us’’. They need to be present to pro-
vide insights into particular inequities that will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the 
complexities faced, and the bringing about of equity and access-based solutions.
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THE MICRO-DEVALUATION OF BLACK WOMEN

“The Black female is assaulted in her tender years by all those joint forces of nature at the same time 
she is caught in the tripartite crossfire of masculine prejudice, White illogical hate, and Black lack of 
power. The fact that the adult American Negro female emerges as a formidable character is often met 
with amazement, distaste, and even belligerence. It is seldom accepted as an inevitable outcome of the 
struggle won by survivors and deserves respect if not enthusiastic admiration,” —Maya Angelou, I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings, (1969)

The public murder of George Floyd reignited and globally extended the Black Lives Matter movement 
and also sparked the resurgence of the DEI Industry with a $50 Billion investment (Jan et al., 2021). 
After making public anti-racist statements, institutions and corporations renewed their commitment to 
DEI. Sadly, these commitments amounted to largely ineffective diversity training, and the openings of 
spaces for one or two DEI positions to sit at executive tables, but there have been very few significant 
changes in our systemic culture of racism, exclusion, and anti-Blackness. The WSs of deservedness still 
prevail. Proof of this is that Black people [especially women] continue to experience hostile workplaces 
(Jameel et al., 2019). These workplaces are steeped in traditional notions that reinforce standards for 
which some bodies, intellects, and identities are more desirable and capable (i.e., White, heterosexual, 
able-bodied men) than others. These standards put pressure on BW to perform in order to fit those 
identities (McCluney & Rabelo 2019). Working daily under WSs forces BW to constantly negotiate the 
intersectionality of being female and Black to prove worth, desirability, and deservedness, while often 
being overqualified. As a result, BW must consistently recreate and rewrite these notions, “become self-
defined and self-determining within intersecting oppressions” (Collins 2002).

INTERSECTIONALITY AND BLACK WOMEN

“There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives” - Audre Lorde

Racialization is an exclusionary colonizing phenomenon that seeks to further oppress BW across 
intersectionalized conditions of gender, race, and class. Black women, at their intersections, bear the 
additional burdens of living in and navigating the societies that oppress them (Crenshaw, 1991). But 
many professional BW must also work for corporations and institutions that perpetuate oppression by not 
recognizing their humanity and the self-agency and power that comes with it. Instead, BW are continually 
measured by the established WSs, and demands are placed upon them to acquiesce to these standards 
in order to succeed. The outcome of this measurement to meet the demands of WS is that it ultimately 
excludes BW from places of power.

Regardless of their position or platform of power, BW in predominantly White spaces are chal-
lenged to adapt to the WS. Congresswoman Maxine Waters, a public servant for over 45 years in the 
U.S. House of Representatives, is one of the most powerful Black politicians in America, but she has 
also experienced the devaluation and microaggressions frequently experienced by BW in White spaces 
(Mena & Vaccaro, 2017). On March 28, 2017, Waters was thrust against the sharp White gaze when she 
was disrespected by TV commentator Bill O’Reilly who stated after a news clip of her: “I didn’t hear a 
word she said, I was looking at the James Brown wig” (Edes & Taylor, 2017, para. 3). Black women’s 
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bodies (how we look and dress), hair, mannerism (how we talk and move), and racial imagery do not 
blend easily within the larger power structures of the WS, and we are continuously filtered through the 
lenses of sexism and racism.

In this new era of racial reckoning, BW are not conforming or internalizing, but choosing to operate 
within their own standards and values in White spaces. Black women are choosing not to conform to the 
Eurocentric standard imposed through White rules (control of our demeanor and expression that makes 
folks uncomfortable) and White beauty standards (colorism, texturism, and featurism). Black women are 
amplifying their collective voice to elevate their individual and shared experiences into a larger public 
discourse (Rabelo et al., 2021; Ray, 2019). Not all states in the U.S have laws that ban race-related hair 
discrimination. As practitioners we sometimes find ourselves addressing these issues and advocating 
on behalf of Black staff or students.

On June 21, 2022, Francia Márquez Mina, a dark-skinned Afro-descendant woman with naturally 
textured hair who dresses in colorful Afro-representative attire, was elected as the first Black woman 
Vice-president of the country of Colombia, and the second Black woman in Latin America to ascend to 
that position. Marquez’ language has been intentionally inclusive of gender, ethnicities, and LGBTQI+, 
a fact that baffles and bothers her opponents (Morales, 2022). Marquez, the winner of the 2018 Gold-
man Environmental Award, is also a lawyer, a feminist, and human rights activist. During her campaign, 
Marquez had to navigate the contentious and often dangerous political waters of Colombia. Besides death 
threats, she also had to deal with publicly racialized assaults (Daniels, 2022). One incident, in particular, 
occurred when a White-presenting female singer, whose artistic name is Marbelle -- known for generat-
ing political controversy with her online tweets -- crossed the line of opinion to racialized assaults on 
Twitter. Marbelle referred to Márquez as “King Kong”. Marbelle’s tweet was retweeted by a member of 
Márquez’ own political party, further validating the racist assault. The public outcry on Twitter and in 
the media forced the singer to delete her post, but by then the screen shot of the tweet had become viral.

Márquez responded to the tweet:

“Racism not only hurts, it also kills. Racism doesn’t only hurt us, but it also damages those who express 
it because it doesn’t allow us to construct from a place of love and difference. Sending an ancestral 
hug for healing to Marbelle, let’s begin to construct from a place of difference.” (@FranciaMarquezM, 
March 30th, 2022)

Marbelle responded to Márquez’ tweet:

“Keep your ancestral hug! I do not trust you nor do you represent me in any way (all caps)…” (@
Marbelle, 30th, 2022)

Three lawsuits were lodged against the singer in the office of the Attorney General of Colombia, 
sponsors removed their financial backing from a major concert that was later canceled. The incident 
also opened a months-long first-ever national debate in Colombia, about race, racism, and inclusivity.

Another example of the difficulties that BW must traverse as a result of the intersectionality of their 
race and gender was displayed following the announcement of the retirement of Justice Stephen Breyer, 
on January 28th, 2022. The U.S. President Joseph Biden announced to the world that his Supreme Court 
nominee would be a Black woman (Shear & Savage, 2022). Because his announcement would upset the 
traditional order of things, in other words, WSs, it was met with widespread criticism and skepticism. 
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Was female and Black the only qualifications for the highest judicial seat in the land? many dared to 
ask. This nomination would break the 233 years-old order of White men comprising the majority of the 
Supreme Court. The announcement should have served to debunk standards of Whiteness surrounding 
who was deserving of the role, Adeniran (2022) states, “Black women are frequently the last racial and/or 
gender demographic segment of the population to achieve representation in places of honor and power, 
even when they are equally or more qualified” (p.189). In the New York Times, Shear and Savage (2022) 
reported that Brown Jackson belonged to a pool of elite BW judges, “a rarefied group of well-credentialed 
Black women who have elite educations and experience on the bench” (para. 3).

When compared to the current supreme justices, President Biden’s nominee, Judge Ketanji Brown 
Jackson was over-credentialed, and her professional experience rendered her over-qualified. In March 
2022, The Washington Post published a diagram comparing and contrasting the education and profes-
sional experiences of Brown Jackson with all other supreme justices. Justice Brown Jackson, with a 
Harvard degree, outranked her justice peers in court experience, with Justice Amy Barret, one of two 
White female justices, ranking as the least experienced of the group (Blanco & Tan, 2022). To many in 
Black Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) Communities, Judge Brown Jackson was not an anomaly; they 
themselves represent or know of Black female professionals who are over-credentialed and over-qualified. 
In truth, there was unreadiness for the sight of Judge Brown Jackson, a dark-skinned African American 
woman showing up at her confirmation senate hearings with her tightly coiled sister locks (McGrady, 
2022). With this act, Justice Brown Jackson, whose Swahili name Ketanji Oyika, means “lovely one”, 
challenged the WS. This was evidenced as the world watched Judge Brown Jackson experience every 
level of racial aggression on the taxonomy of microaggressions proposed by Sue et al. (2008).

Microaggressions, as defined and originally coined by Pierce are “subtle, innocuous, preconscious, or 
unconscious degradations and putdowns, often kinetic but capable of being verbal and/or kinetic (1970). 
In the book Microaggressions in Everyday Life, Sue (2010), proposes a taxonomy of microaggressions 
that can be manifested in verbal, nonverbal, and environmental ways via microinsults, microassaults, 
and microinvalidations (see figure 1).

Figure 1. Microaggressions Taxonomy
(Sue 2010, p. 30).
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The line of questioning Justice Brown Jackson endured during her three-day public hearings was not 
only driven by differences in political ideology but also deeply held racial misconceptions and percep-
tions, fueled by the construct that Whiteness -- regardless of qualifications -- is the only standard for 
access to places of power like the U.S. Supreme Court. Using verbal attacks riddled with manifestations 
of microinsults, microassaults, and microinvalidations, a majority of White, male legislators attempted 
to discredit Brown Jackson’s rulings and professional experience, achievement, and contributions.

The public devaluations of Congresswoman Maxine Waters, Vice-president Francia Marquez Mina, 
and Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson are representative of what too many BW experience throughout 
their careers in professional settings. More than political theater, Water, Marquez, and Brown Jackson 
experienced “microdevaluations” of their humanity and professional achievements.

The authors posit that the public experiences of microaggression against women, BW in particular, in 
professional and power arenas are “microdevaluations.” They define microdevaluations as the sum total 
of microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations; a concerted effort to consciously make a public 
case to try to prove professional inferiority, undesirability, and unworthiness (see figure 2). As BW DEI 
practitioners, when facing microaggression in the workplace the authors sometimes find themselves 
having limited capacity to respond. Their limitation is due to the dual roles of representing both the 
organization and advocating for staff. The conflict for many DEI practitioners is that they can become 
gatekeepers for the institution while fully aware of the need to address a culture of microaggression. It 
should not be the burden of the minority to educate the majority but in these cases, the authors make 
a conscious choice to help create safe and brave spaces for further exploration. This has come at the 
cost of having to deal with human resources operatives or direct supervisors who prefer that they just 
“manage passively” and not create any waves. However, the author’s experience has taught them that 
brave spaces especially allow for difficult but needed conversations to confront insults/aggressions and 
devaluations. The authors believe that the breaking of cycles and the beginning of healing begins with 
each and every one of us.

Figure 2. Microdevaluation within the Microaggressions Taxonomy
(Blackman-Richards, Jiménez & Pusey-Reid)
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KILLING OUR ENERGIES

“You need a lot of ideas in the room, and you need a lot of perspectives in the room. Perspectives are 
born from experiences. Experiences are born from a lot of different people in the room… Innovation is 
the dominant competitive parameter around all markets” – Carla Harris (Lewis, 2021)

Fueled by technology and driven by data, the digital era in which we live always calls for two things: 
“better” and “more” (Oberholzer-Gee). Better products, better services, better decisions, and more sales, 
more revenues, and more profitability. Technological advances are happening at such great speeds that 
they are continually pushing the boundaries of what is possible. While this is an era full of promise, it 
also is a time of increased pressure on companies who want to establish or maintain a competitive ad-
vantage. To survive within the global economy, these companies must continue to reinvent themselves, 
ever revamping their service offerings to meet growing client expectations. It is this need for reinvention 
that has made innovation a key pillar in most companies’ strategic plans. While the concept of innova-
tion is clear, embedding innovation into a company’s culture is not. Who teaches us to innovate? Isn’t 
innovation reserved for the Einstein types? There are lots of new products led by the intellectual elites, 
but this is not the only type of innovation that companies are yearning for. What they seek is a team that 
will innovate their processes day in and day out, always making small improvements that make their 
delivery and operations more efficient. New delivery models, new services, and new processes – are all 
geared toward the achievement of better business results (Boston Consulting Group, 2021).

Long before the COVID-19 pandemic or the murder of George Floyd, there was overwhelming 
evidence of a strong correlation between innovation, improved financial performance, and diversity. A 
McKinsey & Company study found that companies within the top 25% of gender and ethnic diversity 
produced better financial results. Gender diversity produced a 25% improvement, while ethnic/racial 
diversity produced an even greater improvement: 36% (Dixon-Fyle, et.al. 2020). This and several other 
studies have observed benefits to cognitive thinking and innovation spurred on by the diversity within 
groups. Conversely, when there are lower levels of diversity, employees of historically excluded groups 
are creatively inhibited (University of North Carolina Pembroke, 2021). But diversity alone is not suf-
ficient to produce the desired results. Rather, it is achieving inclusion within diverse teams that spurs on 
the desired thought diversity that leads to innovation. Without a sense of inclusion or belonging, people 
of color (Steele & Aronson, 1995) and women (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000) operate under the fear of 
confirming negative stereotypes about their groups. Inclusion and belonging, however, have been as-
sociated with higher levels of performance and even improved health metrics (Walton & Cohen, 2011).

Knowing that diversity was linked to better business performance, in and of itself was not good enough 
to move the needle. The viewing of Mr. Floyd’s public execution horrified company executives, but also 
provided what some would hope to be the catalyst for moving towards the key objective of growing the 
diversity of their teams; and thus, reaping the desired business results. So, in the weeks that followed, 
companies worked hard and fast at producing DEI statements, setting new diversity targets, and even 
making financial contributions to DEI causes. But the speed of the results in no wise has matched the 
speed of the published statements, especially as it relates to BW.
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Why Aren’t We Seeing the Results of DEI Targets for Black Women?

After billions of dollars invested within the DEI industry since 2020, the intended results have not fol-
lowed because there is inconsistency in target setting and measurement of DEI results, and because in 
certain cases this work has been relegated to volunteer groups within institutions. For instance, of the 
three dimensions of DEI – Diversity offers the clearest set of actions necessary to achieve targets and 
the simplest way of measuring achievements. When employee demographic data indicates a lack of di-
versity, a company can concentrate its energies on hiring diverse talent. In that sense, diversity is simply 
a numbers game; representation is either present or not. Given the clear path to increasing diversity, 
during the 2020 Summer of Racial Reckoning, corporations and organizations adopted specific targets 
for racial/ethnic and gender diversity. Some set goals like doubling Black representation at the level of 
partners and managing directors (KPMG, 2021) or increasing representation of women in global lead-
ership roles to 45% to reach gender parity in leadership roles by the end of 2030 (McDonald’s, 2022).

Since 2020 women gained ground in representation at all levels within the corporate pipeline, and 
this is what the industry wants to achieve. However, this trend does not extend to women of color, who 
saw a decline in representation at every level (Burns et. al., 2021). Fifty-four percent of BW still report 
being the “only” within their groups and are significantly underrepresented in senior leadership posi-
tions. While BW represents 7.4% of the US population, the Lean In study found that they held just 1.6% 
and 1.4% of the Vice-president and C-Suite roles; respectively. This is in stark difference to White men, 
who represent 35% of the U.S. population and hold 57%, and 68% of the Vice-president and C-Suite 
roles; respectively (Lean In, 2020). When setting diversity goals, few companies adopted diversity targets 
specific to BW. Hence, it is plausible to meet both – African American/Black and gender goals without 
increasing the representation of BW. Improving the representation of BW in the workforce will require 
specific goals around this specific demographic.

Unlike diversity, the paths and measurements necessary to achieve equity and inclusion are far more 
nuanced. Sample inclusion goals within the workforce are statements like “Engaging everyone in our 
firm to foster an environment of … inclusion” (KPMG, 2021, p. 5). But, without a clear path and metric, 
these types of goals are far more difficult to achieve. A common approach to foster inclusion is Implicit 
Bias Training. Since 2020, the amount of implicit bias training has increased substantially (Thomas et 
al., 2021), but there is mixed evidence around the effectiveness of this type of training. A recent panel 
of experts assembled by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) reported that mandatory and one-time 
training sessions were not effective at dismantling implicit bias and could produce negative consequences 
(NIH, 2021). They noted that these types of training could give the impression that mere participation 
in the training renders participants no longer vulnerable to the influences of said bias.

Another widely adopted inclusion approach is the creation of employee networks. As such, African 
American/Black and Women networks have become frequent within workplaces. But individually or 
combined, these are not equipped to focus on the matters affecting the inclusion of the double “only” 
status of BW. Therefore, it is not surprising that since 2020, BW report having the worst experiences 
of any other group within the workplace, with the highest and the widest level of microaggressions and 
the lowest level of support and advocacy from their managers (Lean In, 2020).

Most of the metrics of inclusion and belonging rely on employee survey data. Employers ask employ-
ees to report their individual feelings of inclusion and belonging during interactions and relationships 
within their team. And while the data does a good job of reporting the individual’s sentiments, it only 
offers one side of inclusion. Inclusion, however, is a two-sided coin. There is a component to inclusion 
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that relies on the group and not just the individual. If a group decides to exclude an individual, there is 
little that the individual can do to penetrate and change that decision. This is a significant factor for BW, 
who report that they operate in an “outsider within” status at greater proportions than any other group, 
leaving them more vulnerable while navigating matters of office politics alone (Collins, 2019).

A frequent tactic that groups employ to exclude and ultimately justify the action is the use of labels. 
Labels have the effect of devaluing and dehumanizing an individual (Brown, 2018); thus, they reduce 
them to tropes that can be eliminated or excluded. This scenario is particularly effective in cases where 
BW are in positions of power where they may be called on to challenge their teams to move past their 
comfort zone. When it comes to BW, telltale signs of this kind of group elimination and exclusion tactics 
are references to her speaking abilities (e.g. articulate, eloquent) coupled with negative emotions (e.g. 
aggressive); which are evocative of the “Angry BW” trope. In these cases, BW leaders are “othered” by 
their teams, and unless they rely on good support from their leaders and Human Resources departments, 
it puts their leadership at stake (Burns et al., 2021). Therefore, groups must also be accountable for their 
responsibilities towards inclusion. Leaders must also be held accountable, especially as it relates to the 
inclusion of new members and BW in their teams. Carla Harris, Vice Chairman and Managing Director 
at Morgan Stanley, says, “When you bring new people into your organization, you need to over-index 
to ensure their inclusion” (Dodd, 2018).

Equity, on the other hand, is a measure of power dynamics. It is widely known that both men and 
women respond negatively to women in leadership positions (St. Catherine University, 2021). This fac-
tor is heightened even further for BW, who report not experiencing the same treatment as White women 
when engaging in similar conduct.

The work flexibility provided by the pandemic and the heightened calls for DEI after the 2020 Summer 
of racial reckoning have not produced the expected results, particularly as it relates to BW. In fact, BW’s 
representation has decreased at all levels, and they are having the worst experiences at work (Lean In, 
2020). No surprise that BW are pessimistic about their companies’ commitment to DEI (Thomas, 2021).

THE EFFECTS OF INNOVATION

“Diversity further enables nonlinear novel thinking and adaptability that innovation requires,” -Stuart 
R. Levine

When working within environments where they are underrepresented, not supported, microaggressed, 
and microdevaluated, BW seek security and psychological safety as their most pressing needs. Chasing 
safety is antithetical to innovation. To innovate, to propose something that has never been done before, 
something that may be criticized, and may even be shot down, requires a combination of courage and 
vulnerability. This cannot happen within a place where the greatest pressing need is for safety. When 
there is a need for safety and the protection of their identities, some BW rely on “code switching” or WS 
adaptations – activities and practices geared at fitting in. Fitting in becomes the objective, not because 
they do not like who they are, but because they feel that downplaying who they are is necessary to surviv-
ing within the space. But fitting in depletes energy. It is energy that conjures constant second-guessing 
of how their thoughts or comments will be perceived. While trying to focus an inordinate amount of 
time on figuring out how to slip the idea into the conversation so that it is evaluated on its merit and not 
undervalued because of whom it is coming from.



180

Deconstructing Standards of Whiteness to Establish the Power of Black Women
 

Expending their energies trying to fit in leaves less – if any – energy for higher-level functions such as 
innovation. The Maslow Hierarchy of Needs has been reinterpreted for several areas including employ-
ment. As seen in figure 3, after pay/financial reward, safety is the next level on the pyramid. Without 
safety, most BW are not empowered to operate at the belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization levels 
where they can contribute to the innovation paradigm.

Even in the absence of safety, some BW tend to push past their own feelings of belonging and self-
esteem to contribute to the innovation paradigm. These women draw from their internal resources the 
courage to share their thoughts. This courage is sometimes rewarded; however, the effectiveness of 
their contributions is held hostage by the group’s level of inclusion of the BW. When a group chooses to 
withhold the inclusion of an individual, they withhold positive intent and do not offer the benefit of the 
doubt. In these settings, despite the Black Woman’s efforts in posturing her comments, they tend to be 
misunderstood, and in some cases, this even leaves the Black woman in a worse position within the team 
than if she had remained silent. As long as BW do not feel such psychological and identity safety, or that 
their jobs and positions are secure, it is unlikely that the industry will benefit from the power of their 
contributions, and the full diversity of thought that generates innovation and improved business results.

The lack of safety felt by BW in their places of work is probably confirmed by the disparities in 
the number of employees wanting to return to the office. A recent survey found that only 3% of Black 
knowledge workers wanted to return to full-time office work, in comparison to 21% of White workers 
(Subramanian & Gilbert, 2021).

Why Black Women Don’t Want to Go Back

As previously mentioned, more than half of BW are still the “only” within their teams (Lean In, 2020). 
When the “only” BW work under an enormous amount of pressure, they tend to feel that they are overly 
scrutinized (Lean In, 2020). This scrutiny goes far beyond the elements of their work to include their 

Figure 3. Hierarchy of needs
(Adapted from Columbus Chamber of Commerce, 2021)
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person and things, such as their hair, their clothing, their mannerisms, and even the foods they eat for 
lunch. Working from home provides some cover. It allows BW mental space to concentrate on those 
areas of their work they can control without having to concentrate on the parts they cannot control, such 
as the bias associated with their gender and racial identities.

Frequently cited reasons BW do not want to return to full-time in-person work are: cannot be them-
selves, physical appearance, and White centering. The authors discuss each of these below.

Cannot Be Themselves

Many BW feel that they cannot express emotions or be themselves at work because they are held bound 
within the “guests construct.” Differences in expression are typically viewed as threatening. So, fear-
ing being labeled angry or aggressive – they adopt other personas throughout the day at work. This is 
mentally and emotionally exhausting.

Although BW are no more prone to experiencing anger than any other population, they are frequently 
described as angry; especially by White women (Williams, 2022) - a description seldom used to describe 
women from other racial/ethnic backgrounds. Studies show that anger is an emotion frequently expressed 
in the workplace, but when BW express anger, non-Black people are more likely to attribute the anger 
to their personality rather than the situation inciting the emotion (Motro, 2022). This stereotype poses 
career limitations on BW. To flee the “angry” label, BW feel the burden of always pretending to be 
friendly and content. Other women reported that the fear of being labeled as angry left them having to 
frequently conceal their emotions. This led to their supervisors or teams describing them as disengaged 
or too passive.

Moreover, BW’s “body language” and “tone” are frequently evaluated, especially by White women, 
categorizing their tone of voice, known as Tone Policing (Barratt, 2020). Such unwelcome evaluations 
are also accompanied by frequent comments about their language and speech dexterity. McKinsey’s 
(2021) study found that 25% of BW have heard someone in their workplace express surprise at their 
language skill in comparison to ten percent of White women (Burns et al., 2021). Working from home 
lessens exposure to these types of insensitivities.

Prior to the pandemic, a lot of companies were adapting open-concept office spaces. Moving away 
from even cubicles, spaces were designed to be wide open and intended to foster collaboration. However, 
in an environment that operates under the construct of “Micro-colonialism” posited by Kinouani (2021), 
where BW’s identities were not secure, these spaces proved to be an even greater challenge for BW; 
forcing them to spend their entire day in an environment prone to microaggression that felt like being 
under a microscope. But there is nothing “micro” about microaggressions. As Madia Logan, founder 
of Logan PR puts it “we shouldn’t even call them microaggressions. We should think of them as paper 
cuts.” She goes on to liken each slight to a cut that “hurt like hell” yet “you’re bleeding just a lil” (Logan 
2022, para. 1, 3 & 5) and leaves you protecting and readjusting natural movements because of your need 
to protect yourself against the ongoing pain.

Working from home has afforded BW more opportunities to be themselves throughout the day while 
lessening their exposure to microaggressions; creating a significant reason why BW do not want to go 
back to the office.
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Physical Appearance

A recent Harvard Business Review study found that 79% of women of color reported having to alter 
their appearance or demeanor to fit in work (Williams, 2022). Prior to remote working, BW spent a lot 
of time and resources on their appearance as a way to address the established WSs that corporate and 
academic settings have established. As previously mentioned, these visual standards of “professionalism” 
are antithetical to the ethnic and racial preferences of many BW.

One of the authors, Jiménez, attended a recent National Transportation Conference, where a CEO of 
a large metropolitan transit agency recounted an experience that gave her greater insights into the burden 
of physical appearance that Black people face. Several hundred employees were on a virtual call when 
one of her reports - an older White male - noticed a peculiar difference between the attendees. He said, 
“Have you noticed that all the Black people are wearing professional attire, while none of the White 
people are?” At first, she did not believe the observation, so she swiped through several screens, only 
to confirm that it was true. The attire of all the Black people was noticeably professional in comparison 
to all the White people, who as she described, were mostly wearing sweat suits and loungewear. The 
official went on to describe her surprise and confessed that she had not realized the pressures that Black 
people face around their appearance – pressure that is manifested even when attending virtual meetings.

White Centering

A working manifestation of the WS, White Centering refers to a phenomenon of White people judging 
situations through their own feelings. Even the recent racial reckonings of the Summer of 2020 were 
largely White centered in some media outlets, through White people’s feelings, emotions, and even 
their own guilt over those of Black people or People of Color (POC) who are directly affected by racial 
discrimination (Barkataki, 2019). White centering also extends to describe what POC feel is a burden 
to have to craft their comments and messages around the feelings of their White colleagues. Some POC 
noted they would not mind “White Centering” their messages if in fact, White people took the same 
amount of thought to carefully consider their speech before ventilating them. Yet this type of sensitivity 
was rarely experienced.

At the same Transportation conference, Jiménez attended a panel discussion of a diverse group of 
prominent women leaders within the Transportation Industry. All of these women led large organizations 
and/or carried the title of CEO. After a robust discussion on gender roles, and the advancement of women 
and underrepresented groups within the industry, the moderator announced a quick-fire round, where she 
would ask seemingly easy and light-hearted questions of the panelists. The moderator, a high-ranking, 
politically appointed BW, asked a White woman panelist to share the preferred decade she would like 
to go back to. After thinking about it briefly, the panelist responded, “I’d like to go back to the 1940s.” 
When asked the reason behind her selection, she stated her love for the music and the fashion, and that 
“overall, the 1940s were so cool.” The audience of roughly 400 attendees was silent. No quips, no “oh 
yeah” were heard. Jiménez secretly wondered if the responder had noticed the irony of her response, 
given the prior discussion around the advancement of women, an underrepresented group within the 
industry. Had she even considered the impact of her wish on the Black female moderator? In the 1940s, 
Jim Crow laws ruled the day in America. Segregation was so prevalent, that the chances of a BW being 
able to sit next to her or moderate a session was highly unlikely. Jiménez chalked the experience up to 
another time when a White person did not consider their words or their thoughts before speaking.
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THERE IS HOPE

“Keep hope alive!” - Jesse Jackson (1988)

Unbeknownst to Jiménez, at the same event, seated across from her at the same table, were two staff 
members of the official who wanted to go back to the 1940s. Both were White. As the session concluded, 
she overheard them commenting about their leader’s response to the quick-fire question. One of them 
said “I like her, but I wish someone were to grab her and coach her. How could it be that her response 
was from the 1940s? Did she think of what she was saying? What was happening in the 1940s?” The 
other woman agreed, and they went on to discuss the insensitivity of the response, noting the difficul-
ties that the moderator, and many members of her team, would have felt if they had to go back to the 
1940s. This discussion gave Jiménez hope. The efforts towards raising the consciousness of bias and 
discrimination are beginning to provide positive returns. Some White people are “getting it.” But getting 
it is not the same as doing something about it. More than 80% of White people consider themselves to 
be “Allies” to POC at work, yet just slightly over one-quarter of BW feel they have strong allies in the 
workplace (Lean In, 2020).

The pace of innovation is tied to inclusion. As companies seek to re-introduce workers into the of-
fice and to re-ignite collaboration, one voice must not be left behind – the voice of the BW. Getting full 
advantage of the unique perspectives and contributions that the BW brings to the team will require the 
dismantling of institutional norms and WS that undergird the negative experiences that BW currently 
face within their organizations. This effort is an invitation for institutions and organizations to embrace 
and include the contributions and perspectives of BW.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Institutional and Cultural Shifts Needed to Make DEI Relevant

“The best way to get the best out of people is to not force them to be something other than they naturally 
are. Now, what do they have to be? They have to be respectful.” – Ursula Burns (Strategies for Influence)

While the concept of DEI is not new, the work of deconstructing WS is just beginning. The neces-
sary cultural shifts require higher levels of awareness and education within the majoritized population. 
The Black woman DEI leader, as an individual, is not by herself able to fix inequities and transform 
cultures. This work requires a partnership that the authors are actively seeking to establish within their 
institutions. There are several actions that institutions can take to create a culture that is respectful and 
supportive of BW and move away from the WS. Some of these are listed below.

1.  Empower and strengthen the role of DEI Practitioners: DEI practitioners need not only be 
granted titles and paraded as institutional panaceas. Sadly, this type of performative showcasing only 
translates into DEI leaders re-enacting exclusionary and gatekeeping practices for the organization 
or institution. They also cannot be attached to Human Resources departments and have no power 
of their own to accomplish change. Their roles must be elevated, prioritized, and given a budget 
commensurate to accomplishing organizational goals. The role of DEI should also not begin and 
end with an annual conference on bias training; there is a need for work that is intentional and 
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strategic in order to center DEI and solidify it as part of institutional culture. The voices, expertise, 
and roles of DEI Practitioners must be empowered, elevated, and respected for real organizational 
and institutional shifts to begin to take place.

2.  Confront the Issue: Bias and discrimination against BW in the workforce can only be eradicated if 
it is confronted. Spaces for truthful conversations for people to hold each other accountable, learn, 
and heal should never be avoided but instead created, appreciated, and honored.

3.  Interrogate the Norm: Companies must challenge the existing standards that hold White prefer-
ences or ways of doing things as “the norm”. BW, should not be treated as up-and-comers within the 
team that need to be coached till they achieve the appropriate level of WS. Often, they are expected 
to strip their natural and cultural identities as a bar they must cross prior to being recognized for 
their brilliance.

4.  Amplify BW’s Voices: Carla Harris makes the distinction between mentoring and sponsoring. A 
mentor shows the way and serves as a guide - a sounding board for reflection and strategizing the 
next steps. A sponsor goes into the room and when the opportunity arises mentions your name 
as the woman for the job. He or she knows your qualifications and can stand by your record. BW 
need both mentors and sponsors. Training and mentoring will not achieve diversity if we do not 
sponsor BW and create opportunities to include them. A recent McKinsey study found that more 
than 67% of Black employees report they do not have a sponsor at their organization, even though 
87% of companies report having a sponsorship program in place (Hancock, 2021).

5.  Protect BW: Companies must plan and protect the investments made towards increasing the 
leadership of BW. Allowing them to serve in certain roles without providing cover and support is 
ineffective. Human Resources departments, institutional and corporate leaders must learn to as-
sess and deal with discriminatory treatment towards BW. Equality of protection is not the same as 
equity of protection. Equity demands additional treatments and protections for BW.

6.  Acknowledge that White ignorance is no longer acceptable or justifiable: Often, when called 
out for using insensitive language around People of Color (POC), White people sight ignorance, 
not knowing that the language was offensive. But considering all the body of evidence available 
around discrimination of POC and especially BW in the workforce, ignorance is no longer a justi-
fiable response for individuals, institutions and organizations. Institutions and organizations must 
be accountable for working to increase the cultural awareness of all their staff. White employees 
must receive ongoing sensitivity and cultural awareness and learn to think about the impact of their 
comments before ventilating them. To perpetuate harsh and inhospitable conditions for BW should 
no longer be accepted or tolerated. If adopted, this recommendation will produce discomfort for the 
majority classes, however, discomfort is the first step towards progress. Additionally, companies 
should enact zero tolerance policies for microaggressions. Perpetuating the “Angry Black Woman” 
trope, which is a chief microaggression against BW, should not be allowed within workplaces or 
teams.

CONCLUSION

This chapter examined the impact of White standards and norms that are embedded in current organi-
zational cultures and how these standards impact BW. It widens the perspective beyond the confines 
of DEI roles, and discusses microdevaluation, as a new construct frequently experienced by BW in 
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leadership roles. Examples are provided to explicate the complexities experienced by BW in DEI roles 
and data is used to underscore inequities that exist despite all the huge investments in DEI. The chapter 
further examines the effects on innovation caused by the lack of inclusion of the voices of BW within 
organizations. Finally, it offers recommendations to organizations and institutions that genuinely seek 
to change cultural norms and practices to achieve their stated DEI objectives. The adoption of these 
recommendations would allow institutions the ability to derive the full benefits of BW DEI practitioners 
beyond the credibility of their race and gender.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Black Women’s Power: Behavior exemplified by BW when demonstrating fearlessness in the face 
of obstacles; having the courage and willingness to confront any adversary to achieve an intended goal 
that will break barriers.

Code Switching: The adaptation of behavior, language or appearance to fit the White standard or norm.
DEI: Inclusivity, representation and contributions of all voices. Inclusivity is centered on equitable 

investments of all human capital.
Innovation: Continual micro and macro improvements in products or processes.
Microdevaluations: The sum total of microassaults, microinsults and microinvalidations that con-

stitute a concerted effort to try to publicly prove professional inferiority.
Microinvalidation: Communications that exclude, negate or nullify the psychological thoughts, 

feelings or experiences of a person of color.
White Standard: The Eurocentric ideology where cultural norms, views, and aesthetics are consid-

ered to be above reproach, superior, and thus imposed on people of color.
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ABSTRACT

With this chapter, the author sheds light on the experiences of a Black woman hired to create, administer, 
and manage the day-to-day needs of diversity offices at two small, white private liberal arts universities. 
The chapter will include insights on the very racism and implicit bias the author experienced, reported, 
and helped diminish. The chapter also describes the seemingly impossible task of managing change and 
transformation on private institutions rooted in white supremacist traditions and built upon a history of 
exclusion. To do this, the author shares personal narratives from colleagues collected via online surveys. 
The author describes the personal angst experienced while collecting, reporting, and managing the 
many micro-aggressions, experiences with racism, transphobia, and other reported biases. The author 
considers the mental gymnastics necessary to serve the needs of the institution and attempt to protect 
personal integrity and sanity.

INTRODUCTION

“An educator in a system of oppression is either a revolutionary, or an oppressor.” – Lerone Bennett, Jr.

This quote explicitly expresses what I experienced and struggled to name during my career, as a Black 
woman who leads diversity, equity and inclusion efforts in higher education. It is not, however, how I felt 
when I began my career. Starting a career in higher education (HE) as a young, Black professional at a 
large, Division 1, predominantly White institution (PWI) was exhilarating for me. As a proud alumna of 
a historically Black college/university (HBCU) with a master’s degree in higher education, working at a 
flagship PWI was an intentional decision. I wanted to serve students of color (SOC) and first-generation 
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students who “missed out” on the supportive and loving environment offered at an HBCU. While I 
worked in an unrelated role, I was asked to assist with diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives.

I worked collaboratively with other departments on university DEI initiatives, which is how I gained 
experience in diversity work in higher education. As a young, Black woman and new professional, I felt 
marginalized as an employee of the institution. Research suggests that Black faculty and staff “...discuss 
disparate treatment in workloads, in expectations regarding how they express themselves, and in the need 
to establish their position as a part of the team” (Turner & Grauerholz, 2017, p. 217). However, young 
professionals who seek a sense of community can often foster it when working with Black faculty and 
staff members, as well as when serving SOC through volunteer DEI experiences.

Nonetheless, after serving at an institution with few Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) 
administrative leaders for mentorship and support, a young, Black professional might experience wan-
ing motivation. In my professional journey as a Black woman DEI administrator, unfortunately, I often 
resigned from positions shortly after my motivation decreased while in the role. Thereafter, my decisions 
to resign were accompanied by feelings of guilt, which I learned was a feeling often shared with other 
Black higher education professionals, after discussions regarding their trepidations about leaving roles.

One of my sentiments frequently expressed in conversations with other Black higher education pro-
fessionals was regarding leaving the Black students I, so intently, cared to serve and support. Therefore, 
I contemplated continuing my career at an HBCU, instead, given the consideration that HBCUs, report-
edly, have a strong sense of community infused into the culture of the campus, to ensure student success. 
There is a presumption that working at an HBCU is more manageable for BIPOC HE professionals than 
working at a PWI. There has also been research to suggest that Black women, who work on HBCU 
campuses, have more support among colleagues (Becks-Moody, 2004). In a study of African American 
women administrators in higher education, Becks-Moody (2004) stated, “[t]he women at the HBCUs 
did not experience racism from their counterparts. However, they reported being treated differently by 
counterparts from other universities and the governing board” (p. 267). Black women DEI profession-
als in HE are likely unable to find reprieve if they seek new work on an HBCU campus. Perhaps they 
would simply be trading one set of challenges for another if they sought new work on HBCU campuses.

Another sentiment expressed in my debates and discussions with other Black HE professionals, 
and more specifically, with other Black women DEI administrators, was the sentiment expressed in the 
opening quote. In his dissertation research on racial socialization and anti-Blackness in post-secondary 
educators, Damon Lamont Dees, Jr. (2019) referred to Lerone Bennett, Jr.’s famous quote, “An educator 
in a system of oppression is either a revolutionary, or an oppressor” (p. 4). Dees, Jr.’s dissertation, like 
the sentiments expressed in this quote, discussed the dichotomous feelings of Black educators in higher 
education when faced with the racism that is prevalent in higher education.

One common, all too frequent student incident report, I often handled as a DEI professional, was the 
pejorative use of racial epithets, most frequently from student to another student. Greta Anderson (2020) 
described one such case in an article titled The Emotional Toll of Racism. Anderson (2020) summarized 
the incident and said,

Lofton, who is Black, asked her macroeconomics professor a question during class and heard someone 
sitting behind her say, ‘I guess n****rs don’t understand.’ Lofton, ‘completely shocked’ to hear a racial 
slur used so casually, said nothing, and neither did her professor, who Lofton said paused and appeared 
to have heard the comment (p. 15).
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This type of incident periodically occurred on each PWI campus where I served as the DEI Direc-
tor. In each role I held, these incidents required an investigation, intervention, advocacy, education, and 
support from my department. Managing and investigating these incidents, as a member of a marginal-
ized community, while supporting the involved student and faculty member was emotionally draining. 
Consequently, I felt unsupported when doing this work on each PWI campus and could not mitigate the 
subsequent conflicting feelings, particularly when these and other incidents commonly occurred. Thus, 
even as I changed campus locations in my career as a DEI professional, I experienced burnout in each 
DEI role and strongly considered resigning from my post.

As a result of burnout, Black higher education professionals often reflect about the congruency 
between their work and their personal values, without the support of a mentor who could empathize 
with their experiences. Findings from a study by Davis & Maldonado (2015) regarding the leadership 
development of African American women in higher education, supports this assertion by stating that, 
“women faced exclusion from social networks…” (p. 59). Research from West (2021) similarly states, 
“…lack of access to culturally similar and/or conscious mentors, colleagues, and supervisors, which 
leads to feelings of loneliness and unsupportive work environments” (p. 1). As a Black woman DEI 
professional on PWI campuses, my experience aligns with what this research has found. In my many 
years as a DEI administrator on PWI campuses, I never had a Black woman in a leadership role on my 
campus to provide guidance or mentorship.

Overall, this chapter examines the professional experiences of a DEI mid-level professional within 
several private PWIs. The personal narratives of colleagues and my professional challenges, which ulti-
mately led to my exit from HE, are the focal point of this manuscript. With this, we explore experiences 
regarding managing diversity work at a PWI, which includes receiving, managing, and investigating 
reports of bias and racism, as a Black DEI professional. For the remainder of the chapter, my experiences 
as a Black, cisgender, and female-identifying DEI practitioner are explored. Also, the personal narratives 
of other Black HE professionals who work in private, White liberal arts universities are included. The 
objectives of this chapter include the following:

• Offer insights and reflections regarding the difficulties faced by Black DEI professionals working 
in private liberal arts colleges and universities.

• Describe the inherent duplicity in a Black woman being charged to affect change and provide 
transformative DEI leadership on PWI campuses.

• Call attention to the experiences of Black and HE professionals of other marginalized identi-
ties who received coded and biased feedback and lacked the necessary supports to advocate for 
themselves.

BACKGROUND

During the 1960s and 1970s, The Black Campus Movement made a plethora of inroads for DEI work, 
in its purposeful and powerful activism (Rogers, 2009). In its early period, diversity work in HE had a 
central focus on nondiscrimination, affirmative action, and increasing access to post-secondary educa-
tion, particularly for federally protected groups. It slowly expanded out of the Black Campus Movement, 
through an emergence of Black Student Unions and, eventually, to include LGBTQ+ education. A focus 
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on multicultural competence and culturally relevant course content is evidence of universities linking 
diversity work to individual student outcomes, as well as institutional and societal benefits (Nixon, 2013).

Over time, diversity work—currently known as DEI work—has developed into a robust and complex 
industry. Presently, the DEI industry encompasses a broader focus and has taken a more wholistic and 
multidimensional approach to the work. The National Association of Chief Diversity Officers in Higher 
Education (Worthington et al., 2020) released a report which outlines standards of professional prac-
tice. In this report, they offer a Three-Dimensional Model of Higher Education Diversity, adapted from 
Worthington et al. (2012) to illustrate, in their words, “the multitude of dimensions of social identity 
characteristics inherent to the work of diversity in higher education” (p. 7). I also experienced my work 
evolve to include data-driven program development, strategic planning, institution-wide commitments 
to equity in the curriculum and co-curricular programmatic goals and outcomes, bias reporting and bias 
response teams, inclusive excellence leadership models, and more. Authors of the NADOHE (2020) 
stated, “when current missions and historical contexts reflect exclusionary practices, CDOs declare 
their commitment to...work from comprehensive definitions of equity, diversity & inclusion…towards 
organizational change” (p. 8). As such, DEI work has had to expand, and become more interdisciplinary 
in nature. The management and functions of DEI work varies, based on the size and types of institutions. 
It has been argued that institutional commitment to DEI work and diversity, as a value, is evidenced in 
how resources are allocated to support and operationalize the work (Greene & Paul, 2021).

Considering the complexity of DEI work, the professionals who occupy these roles must possess 
specialized knowledge and skills (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Amid the steady growth of the DEI industry, 
women, higher education DEI professionals face numerous challenges in their work. Most recently, West 
(2021) stated, “Black women postsecondary administrators and faculty continue to face a wide array of 
significant workplace challenges…” (p. 1). As aforementioned, working as a Black DEI professional 
presents a particular set of challenges. One of the challenges specific to Black DEI professionals in 
higher education is the constant struggle to maintain psychological safety when conducting DEI work 
and in their work environments. Many Black women HE professionals, including those who work as DEI 
administrators on White campuses, must navigate White supremacy culture. In Okun and Jones’ (2000) 
research, they identified several characteristics of White supremacy culture, one of which is the “right 
to comfort” (p. 25). Research from Dr. Wilma J. Henry and Nicole M. Glenn (2009) describes the op-
pressive conditions on PWI campuses coupled with the lack of critical mass as creating an interlocking 
system of barriers that Black women HE leaders navigate.

As Black HE professionals persevere through and navigate the trials and tribulations of toxic work 
environments, they are often met with disparate opportunities for promotion and tenure, as both faculty 
and administrative staff. When they can ascend to a senior-level position, and the complexity of the work 
increases, the network of support becomes smaller (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2021). Simultane-
ously, stress and imposter syndrome, coupled with a devaluing and disrespect of Black HE professionals’ 
knowledge, credentials, experience, and scholarly work, are constantly present in the classroom and in 
senior-level positions (Harris, 2020). For instance, the most senior role in HE DEI work is the Chief 
Diversity Officer (CDO). In the 2020 report from NADOHE, task force members and authors outlined 
the Standards of Professional Practice for Chief Diversity Officers in Higher Education and stated, “…
the work of CDOs can be inherently fraught with challenges, threats, incongruities, and conflicts…” (p. 
6). Thus even at the highest administrative level of DEI work in HE, when the administrator has earned 
some power and influence, they are still met with these difficulties.
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Much of the research on Black women professionals in HE on PWI campuses details the hostile, iso-
lating, and systemically racist environments through case studies and dissertation research (Lloyd-Jones, 
2009; Maraña, 2016). One of the most striking examples of the systemic racist treatment of Black women 
in HE is that of the tenure saga of Dr. Nikole Hannah Jones. What should have been an internal, common, 
institutional process, played out, nationally, as televised history for the world to scrutinize. Dr. Hannah 
Jones was not granted tenure when she was offered a prestigious faculty chair position at her alma mater, 
a PWI, whereas all the preceding appointees were provided tenure with this appointment. Ultimately, Dr. 
Hannah Jones declined the coveted position for another faculty appointment—with tenure—at Howard 
University, an HBCU. Unfortunately, given the media frenzy surrounding this tenure case, it is more 
widely known that there are countless other examples, such as this of the renowned scholar, Dr. Hannah 
Jones. It should be no surprise that non-White people of multiple marginalized intersectional identities 
are exasperated by toxic and harmful HE environments.

The most challenging things about being a Black HE professional working on the campus of a PWI, 
for me, have been the invisible labor, (which can be understood to mean unrecognized work that BIPOC 
educators must do to support BIPOC students), feelings of guilt, despondency, and resentment. These 
feelings are associated with the countless times Black faculty and staff must witness the marginalization, 
persistent microaggressions, gaslighting, and racist experiences imposed upon students who are BIPOC, 
LGBTQ+ and, otherwise, minoritized. Furthermore, it is considerably more challenging to serve as the 
DEI administrator who is responsible for managing the reports of microaggressions, bias incidents, racial 
tensions, and campus climate, especially while also serving as a support person to the aforementioned 
student populations. In a book titled Dismantling Race in Higher Education, contributing author, Sara 
Ahmed (2018), described the idea that in HE, women of color become symbols of diversity who must 
“do diversity” and “be diversity” (p. 338). This statement encapsulates how Black women are tokenized, 
propped up, counted as double minorities, how they nurture and support other minorities, teach diversity, 
and model inclusion, while we hope for our own!

MAIN FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER

Being a DEI professional at a majority and historically White, private institution can be both challenging 
and frustrating. The following sections of this chapter encompass personal narratives and brief testimonies 
that detail the challenging work of Black DEI higher education professionals, my lived experiences, and 
accounts of other Black HE professionals. These stories detail experiences concerning anti-Blackness, 
othering, and systems of White supremacist frameworks used to judge the merits of Black women as well 
as other faculty, staff, and administrators of color. These experiences are framed within the larger context 
of the history, traditions, and ethos of campuses founded upon institutionalized White supremacy culture.

Thus, the central focus of this chapter is to critically examine my lived experiences in the DEI realm 
of HE. Specifically, I explore my journey while considering the challenging circumstances discussed 
throughout the chapter and the overwhelming feelings associated with navigating these happenings. Also, 
by including parts of my own story in parallel to other Black women in HE, I further demonstrate how 
the issues described have both socially persisted over time and how my experiences have been shared 
by other Black women in the field.

A Google form was created to circulate a brief survey to former colleagues to collect personal nar-
ratives, using social media platforms to reach them. Each narrative was examined, considering issues 
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that compound Black HE professionals at White institutions and lead to feelings of isolation, exhaustion 
from invisible labor, and negotiation of their racial identities while navigating microaggressions and 
instances of bias.

Issues, Controversies, and Problems

I provide insight, as a Black DEI practitioner, through my personal reflections on the complicated struggles 
to collect, report, and manage campus reports of ongoing microaggressions, bias in the curricula, teaching 
practices, and persistent marginalization of both my Black colleagues and many marginalized students. 
Additionally, I describe the challenge to maintain the mental fortitude necessary to process my feelings 
and synthesize this data for use in institutional policy and practice. Furthermore, to provide examples of 
the microinvalidations, biased feedback, and disparate treatment Black women face and report, personal 
narratives from other Black women in higher education are also shared.

Some of the issues discussed in this section include:

• Biased and coded feedback about Black HE professionals regarding their professionalism and 
work performance.

• Being a Black DEI administrator who works to disrupt and remove bias, racism, and White su-
premacist culture from university and college campuses while also being subject to the same bias, 
racism, etc.

• The contradictions between the expectation to fully devote oneself to their work and the harsh 
experiences of working as a Black DEI professional on these campuses.

With approximately thirteen years of professional experience in HE, ten of which were worked as a 
director of two DEI offices, I was able to consider the challenges discussed in this chapter. Also, after 
careful reflection and consideration of the literature regarding this subject, I found my assertions were 
supported. Through the lens of an African American woman, who graduated from an HBCU, I have 
personal consternations and made many observations about the issues discussed. Out of these conster-
nations and observations, arises a complicated perspective and position; my perception of the DEI HE 
industry is that these problems and controversial matters are ingrained into the culture of PWI campuses. 
They are, however, more saliently felt and experienced by Black DEI professionals as well as BIPOC 
higher education faculty and staff members in a variety of other roles. Reflecting on my 13 years of 
higher education and DEI experience was also done, considering the evolving frames and models that 
have undergirded DEI work overtime. Recognizing the persistence of the stated issues in DEI higher 
education work has led to a desire to deepen my understanding of the lived experiences of other Black 
women who function as DEI administrators.

I was a graduate student preparing to enter the HE profession during the emergence of the theoretical 
frameworks known as Multiculturalism and Multicultural Competence. At that time, much of the literature 
regarding multicultural competence in student affairs theory was being authored by one of my graduate 
school professors, Dr. John A. Mueller. In his book, Multicultural Competence in Student Affairs, the 
authors defined multicultural competence as “a necessary prerequisite to efficacious and multiculturally 
relevant practices at colleges and universities” (Pope et al., 2019, p. 2). It was refreshing and exciting to 
learn directly from a scholar who contributed significant work to the field of higher education.
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Shortly after finishing graduate school, I entered the HE field armed with the knowledge of multi-
cultural counseling theory. The philosophies, therein, fueled my confidence and reassured me of my 
value and usefulness, to all students, for the first few years I worked. Not long after starting, however, 
my rose-colored glasses were quickly removed when I observed how Black students segregated for 
self-preservation at institutions for which I worked. As career transitions moved me to different college 
campuses, which eventually landed me in the world of diversity work, I realized that Black faculty and 
staff’s experiences mirrored that of the Black students.

Over time, I understood that learning about the theories from graduate school did not prepare me to 
fight the racialized battles happening around me every day. Those battles helped me exercise my agency 
as the DEI leader on these PWI campuses, and ultimately helped improve the academic and campus 
experiences of BIPOC as well as other underrepresented students. These battles also involved White 
faculty and all White senior level administrators who managed institutional traditions, policies, and 
practices, which often cause BIPOC faculty, staff, and students to experience hostile and racist learning 
and work environments.

Higher education DEI work is evolving with the sociocultural and sociopolitical tides. However, 
one thing has remained as an undercurrent throughout its evolution: the persistence and centrality of 
Whiteness in the historical practices of higher education. Thus, while higher education shifted its DEI 
focus from the Black Campus Movements to access and inclusion, universities have slowly led social 
change. Further, the work regarding issues of gender, religion, sexual orientation, and other identity 
groups emerged to the forefront (Nixon 2013; Rogers, 2010). The trials, challenges, and struggles of 
Black DEI professionals in higher education can be characterized by a passage from the foreword of the 
book Dismantling Race in Higher Education (Arday & Mirza, 2018). The foreword, written by Paul 
Warmington, describes the evolving shift in DEI in higher education by stating,” For it is no longer pos-
sible to slap on a dash of paint or plaster to disguise the stratification of our higher education system…
And it is no longer possible to gloss over the racialised disparities in undergraduate attainment or the 
blocked pipelines to work…” (Arday & Mirza, 2018, p. ix).

Warmington highlighted the need for DEI work in higher education to stop “covering up” its racist 
practices and differential treatment of its BIPOC faculty, staff, and students. He further described the 
need for DEI work in HE to shift away from “glossing over” and towards actually doing the work to 
address and resolve the disparities.

More Issues, Controversies, and Problems

To illuminate how the problems stated in the existing literature show up on PWI campuses and in the lived 
experiences of Black women, I share personal narratives from three Black women survey respondents. 
I highlight these three Black women because, of the survey respondents, their feedback most closely 
aligned with the book’s intent to amplify Black women who work as DEI professionals in higher educa-
tion. Upon receiving and examining responses to the social media survey, some trends emerged. Five 
themes are used to share the personal narratives of three Black women survey respondents, in tandem 
with the details of my lived experiences as a Black woman and DEI professional. In coordination with 
the stated objectives of the chapter, the themes have been organized into the following five categories:

1.  Fake Love
2.  Under the Guise of Constructive Criticism
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3.  Tokenized, Villainized and Weaponized
4.  Faculty Distinction
5.  Bring your Full Self to Work

Fake Love

This section discusses the warm welcome I received when I was first employed as a DEI practitioner. 
On the campus of each PWI, where I served as the DEI Director and sole DEI professional on the cam-
pus, their communities were described as close-knit, collaborative, and inclusive. On each campus, the 
organizational structure or, more specifically, the placement of departments on the organizational chart, 
was integral to how people interacted with one another across the organization. Early in my career, there 
were intentional efforts made by a variety of campus partners, including staff and faculty units, to engage 
with my department and express both interest and gratitude.

Over time, my White colleagues made an effort to get to know me. They often spoke to me about 
their appreciation of the work I was doing on campus. As the DEI work evolved and the impacts of that 
work reached across the organizational structures, divisions, or silos, their “love” for me and my work 
dissipated. The deterioration of the “love” can be characterized by the faculty’s multiple attempts to 
intimidate me. Some instances included reaching out to my boss to complain about our interactions, 
scheduling unnecessary meetings to interrogate me about my work, and the constant scrutiny and polic-
ing of my communication style. What I learned was that this love was not genuine from many of the 
faculty and staff, and if it was, the love was conditional. Although faculty members loved the work I 
was doing with students regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion, they were uninterested in doing that 
work in their academic departments.

What stood out about these circumstances was that my work often involved many departments, both 
academic and student services, and when that work required a conversation or intervention with a stu-
dent services department, the department’s administrators were more receptive to the experience. For 
example, I spoke on a student run podcast one year when I oversaw a DEI office at one of my former 
private PWIs. I was asked to describe my role as the DEI administrator on campus, to which I replied 
that most of my work is done behind-the-scenes. I mentioned that some of my behind-the-scenes work 
included advocating for students to university leadership. I discussed how class attendance policies 
might serve as a barrier to student success for underrepresented students because, for instance, we knew 
that our underrepresented student populations worked close to 30 hours a week. The podcast circulated 
among faculty, because there were a few faculty members who were uncomfortable and unhappy with 
my tone and reference to “their” attendance policy.

Not long after, I received a scolding email from an academic administrator. In the following weeks, 
I met with several faculty members, along with my supervisor where a space was created for faculty to 
air their grievances regarding the podcast. During this incident, the feelings and thoughts of all faculty 
members involved, all of whom were White, were centered in all communications. Interestingly, there 
was a Black faculty member present for the sit-down meeting, and they expressed a sentiment opposite 
from the White faculty. The Black faculty member articulately and carefully expressed that when they 
listened to the podcast (even after being prompted to do so by an upset White academic colleague), 
they interpreted my use of absence policies as an example and not a critique of our institution’s actual 
policy. This is also what I communicated when the issue was initially raised by faculty. This explana-
tion (from me) and perception of the situation (from the Black faculty member) was disregarded and 
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deemed insufficient, given how I spoke on the podcast and my word choice made them uncomfortable. 
I was asked to be more careful when speaking on a public forum. Further, I was told, in the meeting, by 
the Vice President for Academic Affairs, that our attendance policy would never change and I should 
refrain from speaking on it to avoid giving the impression that it might.

It was clear to me that, regarding this matter, the perspectives and feelings of their DEI leader (me) 
and their Black colleague were not valued. Considering this situation, the overarching sentiment was 
clear: I was not to question or speak on an academic matter when I was not an academic. Their right to 
comfort overrode any ideas, thoughts, and levels of comfort I might have had. This is an example of how 
the characteristics of White supremacy culture (Okun, 2000) is exhibited, particularly when the DEI 
leader involved is a Black woman. Several of the faculty members involved in this example also happened 
to be the same faculty members who lauded my work in the past and expressed “fake love” towards me.

Even when the work history of Black women HE professionals is highly regarded and they ascend to 
more senior-level roles within PWIs, they are continually lambasted and confronted with microaggres-
sions and overtly harsh critiques of their work. Lloyd-Jones’ (2009) case study regarding senior level 
African American women in PWIs discusses a similar story. The following is a personal narrative from 
a survey participant, who self-identifies as Black or African American. When asked how frequently 
they believed, felt, or perceived that the feedback they received, from White colleagues and White direct 
reports, was coded or biased, the participant responded they often felt this way. The following Black 
female DEI professional has a long tenure in HE diversity work and transitioned from Director of Mul-
ticultural Affairs to Assistant Dean for Multicultural Affairs to Associate Dean of Institutional Diversity. 
The advancements in her career were coupled with a long history of micro aggressive encounters, the 
questioning of her knowledge and expertise, and other biased and oppressive experiences. She said,

…a student asked to meet with me regarding a program that she and others were planning, in recogni-
tion of Holocaust Remembrance Day. Upon meeting, the student shared the plan for the program and 
that, through study, that she was very knowledgeable of the Holocaust. I engaged in the conversation, 
sharing what I’d been learning and just off the top of my head, and with no ill intent, wondered aloud 
of just what would make Hitler and his cronies commit such atrocities?! 

The question really wasn’t one for the student to address or explain, and she didn’t offer any response; 
it was really a rhetorical question like one would ask (wonder) of any senselessness. The student left say-
ing she would share the flyer and information about the program. A day or so later, I was contacted by 
the head of Human Resources (HR) informing that a complaint had been filed against me by the student! 
The student shared our conversation with a faculty advisor who found my “query” to be anti-Semitic 
and encouraged the student to file a complaint with the provost (to whom I reported) and to HR. Other 
faculty of Jewish ancestry also either met with or shared their outrage and support of the complaint with 
the head of HR via emails. HR proceeded with an investigation that lasted about two or three weeks, 
meeting with and interviewing/questioning me on at least two occasions about the conversations that I 
had with the student, and I shared that the student never indicated to me that she was upset by our con-
versation. Irrespective of this fact, the head of HR wrote me up! To make matters worse, the university’s 
General Council and the head of HR agreed that this “offense” didn’t rise to a level requiring the Civility 
Flag to be lowered, several Jewish members of the university community INSISTED that it be lowered 
and threatened to call in the ADL, an organization dedicated to “stop[ing] the defamation of the Jewish 
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people, and to secure justice and fair treatment to all” (ADL, n.d., para. 1). The VP of EM[enrollment 
management] gave in to the pressure and did as they wanted [lowering the civility flag].

Needless to say, but I was PISSED and angry at the whole damned process. What did they mean 
by lower[ing] “the flag” on the head of Diversity?! I was the one who truly supported all folks on that 
campus, including Jewish students. I, a Black woman, the institution’s head DEI professional, endured 
a process that was originally designed to foster inclusion, by holding people accountable and creating 
space for carefully facilitated dialogue, when it was decided to “lower the civility flag” with no institu-
tional support. In this instance, I was alleged to have enacted the incivility and, for me, going through 
this process was highly stressful, arduous, and emotionally challenging.”

In these types of cases, the DEI professional is usually the one to provide support and advocacy for 
all parties involved, especially when the “civility flag” is lowered on campus. Therefore, who advocates 
for the needs of the DEI professional when that flag is lowered on us? Are we not also valued members 
of the community, whose thoughts and lived experiences should be affirmed and included in the same 
ways that other campus community members are?

Under the Guise of Constructive Criticism

Another emergent theme from the survey responses developed because several respondents expressed 
having difficulty processing and reacting to feedback from White colleagues and, more specifically, 
White managers or supervisors. The expressed difficulty in explicitly naming the feedback as either 
racist, biased, or based in White supremist frames of understanding professionalism was due to the 
feedback being delivered using formal feedback or evaluation processes. As such, Black HE professional 
experienced these moments as a “guise” for giving a colleague or direct report “constructive criticism” 
but they were received by the recipients as coded or racist. Next, I outline and describe some of the 
feedback received by BIPOC faculty or staff at the PWIs where I served as the lead DEI administrator. 
Also included are personal narratives from several BIPOC HE professionals, in addition to my own, 
which detail our experiences regarding coded and biased feedback we have received.

Early in my career, there was a situation during which I received coded feedback from a direct report. 
The feedback included comments regarding how I presented myself in meetings as “Steph, the Philly 
girl” and “Miss Stephanie Reed, the DEI Director” at other times. I interpreted this as a comparison 
between my intersecting identities and as a judgment of how I expressed myself in meetings. During 
staff or committee meetings, my supervisor often remarked about who he “observed in the meeting”, 
based on what discussed and how I spoke. In other words, he examined my speech, body language, and 
expressions to determine and take note of when I switched my style of speech and demeanor between the 
more professional Ms. Reed and “less professional” Steph Reed. This is an example of coded feedback. 
It demonstrated the hypocrisy of being told to be my full self while at work and then having my iden-
tity used against me. This feedback was code for the “unprofessionalism” in my Blackness, versus my 
work persona. This feedback could also be interpreted or understood as an assertion of male privilege 
and misogynoir, considering my supervisor was a male. Further, a colleague who observed and directly 
heard the feedback given to me by my supervisor shared with me that they were profoundly disturbed 
by the exchanges.

Comparatively, the experiences of other BIPOC HE professionals, who work specifically on private 
and predominantly White campuses, was explored. A six-question survey was distributed to collect the 
experiences of other BIPOC HE professionals. One question asked participants to use a Likert scale 
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to rate how frequently they felt or believed they received coded or biased feedback. The choices were 
on a scale of 1-5, with1 being “Hardly Ever” and 5 indicating that they “Always” felt or believed they 
received coded or biased feedback. The responses to the social media survey gathered a variety of ex-
periences and allowed for a comparison to my experiences. With the personal narratives of others, I 
can offer multiple perspectives as well as explore and analyze the experiences of colleagues on other 
campuses alongside my own.

Below is the personal narrative of a HE professional who identifies as Hispanic/Latinx. When asked 
on the survey about coded feedback, their response was “3”—they sometimes felt or believed that they 
received coded or biased feedback. They said,

I have found that when reporting to, specifically, cis, heterosexual White men, there was a disregard for 
considering my identities in how they provided and delivered feedback. It felt like they forgot and feel 
this likely was informed by me being White passing…

I also find when interacting with or presenting ideas to coworkers of privileged identities (mostly cis 
White men and women) informed by research or experience of marginalized communities, there is an 
immediate resistance and a questioning of why the idea is relevant or necessary. I was often asked how 
this idea/project/program was inclusive versus exclusive because it seemed to only benefit one group. 
We neglect that there is opportunity for all to learn, whether they hold the identities or not. Just because 
you have not experienced it, does not make it less valid… 

Below is another example and personal narrative provided by a survey respondent, who identifies as 
Black/African American. When asked on the survey about coded feedback, their response was “4”—they 
often felt or believed that they received coded or biased feedback. They said,

When it came time for my annual review, I was scored a 2/3 for most of the sections because a 3 means 
that you’re perfect without room for improvement, according to my chair and director. They, essentially, 
told me that they needed to critique me now because it would seem out of place for them to do this in my 
third year. They emphasized that it had also been done to them. There were areas that they scored me 
that they had no real knowledge of because they were not present. There was no discussion about the 
section but they scored me under the maximum of 3 because they could. Those scores were tied to my 
merit increase, which I earned. Fast forward a few months, my director attempted to reduce my merit 
increase by 50%, because a colleague would not receive hers (department rules) and for the purposes 
of equity, based on gender and race, he wanted to keep our salaries exactly the same. Our director is a 
Black man who operates as an agent of White supremacy. He makes intentional strides to sabotage the 
work that we do in order to minimize our impact and effort.

This following example is from a BIPOC professional who identifies as Black/African American. 
When this respondent was asked on the survey about coded feedback, their response was “2”—they 
seldom felt or believed that they received coded or biased feedback. However, they discussed examples 
of when they did receive this feedback. They said,

I typically saw this around the amount of work that was placed on me (as a Black woman) and other Black 
women. When providing feedback about the amount of work being too much or inequitable, I was often 
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met with phrases like ‘you can do it! ‘If anyone can do it, you can,’ etc. This is harmful and often tied to 
the amount of labor Black women must do to be recognized and taken seriously on the job. This feedback 
came from my VP, who was a White man.…while not from a superior, I did receive coded feedback from 
colleagues around the creation of the Black Student Union and the Latin Student Union. I was met with 
coded language like ‘divisive’ and ‘exclusive’ when discussing these groups. There was also a clear lack 
of knowledge around why these types of groups were important for students, especially those at PWIs.

The final personal narrative is from a survey respondent who identifies as Black/African American. 
When asked on the survey about receiving coded feedback, their response was also “4”—they often felt 
or believed that they received coded or biased feedback. They said,

September 2017, I had been in the role of Academic Advisor for X University’s School of Professional 
Studies program (adult learners) for five years…had been promoted a few times, was well liked and 
respected by my peers, students, alumni, and board members. The SPS program was comprised of three 
staff members: myself as the Academic Advisor; an Admissions Counselor; and a White woman (who 
we’ll name Mandy) whose title, at that time, I cannot recall,...(but it was on the same level as my own). 
We, all three, worked together in the SPS program but each reported to different managers. A few days 
prior to Labor Day 2017, I had submitted a vacation request... My direct manager, a White woman, 
approved my vacation request with no questions or issues. However, once Mandy discovered that I was 
going to be on vacation for two days during the Add/Drop period of the SPS program, she came into my 
office and confronted me on the timing of my request. She very sternly told me that she did not think it 
was the best decision and that I should always be available to help the students. I sat there too stunned…. 
Mandy left my office, I immediately sent an email to my manager,… asking for her to intercede on my 
behalf with this issue. 

Once I had a few minutes to digest what had happened, I then went to Mandy’s office down the hall 
and expressed my discontent with her, telling her that I did not appreciate her stepping out of her role 
and speaking to me as though I reported to her. This interaction lasted no more than 2-3 minutes and I 
thought that it was over. I received no response from my manager… and I took my vacation, as was ap-
proved. Fast forward to two weeks later...still no response from my manager on this issue,… The situation 
was eventually escalated to the Vice President of Academic Affairs, a White male. In the meeting with 
the Vice President and my manager, they were both uninterested in hearing about Mandy coming into 
my office to confront me on my time-off request and they only focused on me circling back to Mandy 
with my own frustration.

My manager’s words to me were that she would have eventually spoken to Mandy on the situation 
and that I did not give her time. The Vice President’s words to me were that he was disappointed that 
I had not offered an apology for my actions in confronting Mandy. He said to me that I did not appear 
to be regretful and in my opinion, it was though he was trying to ‘break me down.’…both my manager 
and Vice President made statements to me that they were both doing me a favor by just keeping this as a 
chat... I felt belittled, ignored, and [singled] out, due to me being a Black woman and Mandy being White.

A common thread in the stories shared in this section is that each situation in which the bias or coded 
feedback was given, it was delivered by a supervisor.
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Tokenized, Villainized, and Weaponized

In this section, I discuss my own experiences with being tokenized, villainized, and weaponized by the 
universities where I worked as a DEI administrator. This chapter includes several accounts of each is-
sue, the effects of those incidents on me, and how they affected my ability to show up as my full self, 
maintain professionalism, as well as navigate my capacity to manage my productivity, performance, 
and professional development. I detailed this earlier in the document with an account of being villain-
ized, from the Black woman and DEI Associate Vice President, whose story was previously shared. 
While under investigation, she still had to manage all other instances of racism, hate, bias, etc. across 
the campus community. Additionally, while under the stress of the previous account, she also dealt with 
this potential case of retaliation and villainization. She said,

…a student of the Muslim faith and of Palestinian ancestry contacted me about the anti-Palestinian 
remarks made to him by a faculty member who identified himself to the student as being a Zionist. Of 
the most offensive remarks the faculty member made to the student,… was referring to the student as 
‘a Palestinian terrorist.’ I received the complaint, I wrote up and shared the complaint with the then 
President, all cabinet members, and the head of HR. An investigation was conducted, but I was never 
called…. later on campus …She then informed me that the faculty member who called the student a 
terrorist was among those complained about me.

My experience was similar, regarding dealing with backlash from exposing racism, interrupting it, 
and calling it out. I was teaching students how to do the same while helping all students find and am-
plify their voices. Essentially, doing the job I was hired to do, as the DEI Director, highlighted me as 
the “villain” in all too many tense situations on campus, involving students and faculty. As noted in the 
earlier podcast-related narrative, the faculty at one institution tended to, first, gain consensus among 
their faculty peers on any issue they had with the work of my department, particularly as it related to 
any academic policy or practice, before talking with me. I called this their attempt to “galvanize the 
troops” before “confronting me” with their objections. Often, these meetings or email exchanges did not 
encompass a sentiment of understanding but of interrogation and scolding. The communication lacked 
empathy and was rigid.

Faculty Distinction

There has been a wealth of research conducted regarding the overall experiences of faculty of color in 
academia. Research from Harris (2020) articulated that “faculty of color face pushback from White stu-
dents who challenge their authority and intelligence in the classroom because they do not fit a prototypi-
cal faculty norm, i.e., White cisgender man” (p. 229). While I may suggest that being a faculty member 
holds a particular distinction on a college campus, there is literature to document that BIPOC faculty are 
still subject to lack of support from other Black faculty due to lagging BIPOC representation, disregard 
of experience and knowledge, microaggressions and micro invalidations (Turner & Grauerholz, 2017).

There is limited literature regarding HE, as it relates to being both a DEI officer for a university and 
a full faculty member. In this section of the chapter, I explore the notion that it is most effective and 
impactful for DEI HE professionals to hold a faculty title and position in DEI work on a college campus. 
We explore this through research and my narratives, as a BIPOC woman and DEI practitioner without a 
faculty title. Being expected to introduce, manage, and sustain significant organizational transformation 
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within academic units of a university requires the support of faculty and access to the protected process 
of faculty governance.

There were several occurrences when I was met with strong faculty resistance. The aforementioned 
podcast narrative was one such time. The diversity and inclusion office was identified as the place 
where students could escape the traumas of inhabiting hostile learning environments. These hostile 
environments were often labeled as such, as the result of faculty being unprepared and under-trained to 
facilitate the difficult conversations around race in their course content. In these situations, which oc-
curred almost weekly, the students sought advice regarding how to fight their discontent through their 
participation in class discussions, but they would often return to my office diminished, exhausted, and 
sometimes tearful. Their feelings were less about the course content and dissenting opinions and more 
about not being seen or heard and their views not being accepted as valid. This, ultimately, meant their 
lived experiences were not affirmed. Meanwhile, their White student peers not only dominated the dis-
cussions, but their lived experiences and perspectives were often validated and accepted as truth. Most 
times, the BIPOC students just wanted the instructor to be better equipped to include all perspectives, 
equitably, in class discussions.

In the multiple conversations about what took place in the classrooms on every campus I worked, it 
was rare that students wanted to do anything about it, due to their fear of retribution from their professor. 
In the book Teaching About Race and Racism in the College Classroom, author Cyndi Kernahan (2019) 
reminded us of research by Sarah Cavanagh (2016) by pointing out that instructors have a lot of power. 
In the book, Kernahan outlined how power works by quoting Sarah Cavanagh’s research, which states, 
“we are the ones who decide on the content…and determine grades” (p. 85).

At one institution, I was asked to develop and implement a university-wide system to report and 
investigate incidents of bias. This new policy and bias reporting system also applied to the classroom, 
which meant faculty were expected to learn to use it as employees and refer students to it. However, 
friction arose when faculty realized they could be reported for bias.

At the request of the university president, I created this new policy and reporting system, in partner-
ship with the office of human resources, and sought the involvement of the faculty. I was rebuffed. Their 
responses were either that they did not have time to be involved or their course loads were all too heavy, 
and to compensate, they would send “faculty representation” to meetings when time allowed. My work 
moved forward, and I kept the faculty abreast of progress and decisions through a faculty liaison. How-
ever, I never received direct faculty response, nor did any faculty attend the multiple meetings convened 
to execute this endeavor.

One year later, a campus-wide soft launch event was held to educate the university’s community 
regarding the new policy and resource. In planning the soft launch, we distributed a flow chart, a hand-
out with talking points, and a frequently asked questions section (with answers); all of which had been 
fully vetted and approved by the senior leadership of the university. Suddenly, on launch day, there were 
emails sent from faculty to HR, voicing concerns, with attempts to interrupt the launch. HR’s response 
to faculty was that time had been allotted to them to submit their input, and it was ignored. Therefore, 
the launch proceeded. This created a new sense of urgency among the faculty, and a town hall meeting 
with the diversity office, faculty members, and human resources was called. It should be noted that on 
this campus, some staff administrators were asked to teach College 101 and career development required 
courses, because the faculty did not have the bandwidth to teach all the sections. I was one of those 
staff members, but this did not give me (or any other staff member) a faculty title or access to faculty 
governance. I contended that if my role held dual responsibility as a DEI administrator and a full- or 
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part-time professor of a particular discipline, the above process of launching this bias reporting system 
would have been executed differently.

Having a title and role positioned within an academic unit, college, or school, as a DEI administrator, 
provides more direct access to faculty governance. Faculty positionality within the institution and how 
faculty governance benefits and insulates the faculty body demonstrates that having faculty distinction 
in HE, matters when conducting DEI work. Research conducted by Jeffrey K. Grim et al. (2020) calls 
this “Legitimacy in Academic Context.” In a study of academic diversity officers (ADOs), Grim stated 
that “ADOs mentioned two types of legitimacy that garnered differential status for ADOs: disciplinary 
legitimacy and academic standing legitimacy”. The article further mentioned, “being able to provide 
the appropriate framing for faculty… gave DEI initiatives and the ADO legitimacy within the specific 
academic context” (p. 143).

Furthermore, the findings of this study maintained that what is referred to as “academic standing 
legitimacy” is achieved by being a faculty member. ADOs who had faculty roles recognized that they 
had an advantage in executing DEI initiatives.

In some cases, when a DEI officer has background and experience as a staff member and is a member 
of the faculty with teaching responsibilities, it lends itself to greater impact and success. The faculty 
distinction is vital to build faculty buy-in and necessary for lasting curricular changes. The distinction 
is also essential for being supported in efforts to develop or propose pedagogical training, which can 
introduce significant changes to the classroom experiences of students, particularly students of color.

Bring Your Full Self to Work; Except You, You Must Be Switzerland

Many colleges and universities still do not have a critical mass of diversity on their campuses. Given 
this, these institutions, even with some representation (including DEI administrator roles), will always be 
colonial and force assimilation. Thus, DEI work in HE is often exhausting for women of color and BIPOC 
HE professionals, at large. It has become standard policy and practice at every college and university 
across the country to encourage employees, at every level of the institution, to bring their full selves to 
work. Further, this has become part of the English lexicon and is now a social norm and expectation in 
almost all industries. However, Sarah Ahmed (2018) stated in her work that “when women of color enter 
the institutions of whiteness, we become symbols of diversity. And we have to do diversity as well as 
be diversity” (p. 338). Those of us who are DEI administrators on historically and predominantly White 
academic campuses must be armed with a specialized skillset and demonstrate neutrality, although we 
may be deeply triggered by our work.

As the DEI administrator on PWI campuses, I managed my struggles with faculty while also being 
a resource and providing support to faculty of color (who dealt with resistance within their departments 
and among their faculty colleagues). In the last section, I describe the difficulty of being able to be myself 
in the workplace as the DEI administrator. I discuss how I struggled to have a sense of belonging on a 
campus where I created it for so many others. I use examples to shed light on the unwritten expectations, 
acts of covering, and the exhausting efforts to remain a neutral party during very triggering and high 
intensity racially charged circumstances.

When I reported to the dean of students early in my DEI career, I handled many requests to be a me-
diator and facilitator between an all-White staff in the student leadership office and BIPOC students who 
felt they were treated with bias, when applying for leadership roles. When the BIPOC students were in 
those roles, they reported feeling as if they were marginalized and harshly judged, in comparison to their 
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White peers in the same roles. As time went on, a substantial percentage of the Black student popula-
tion planned a protest. These students sought me out during their planning to ensure their activism was 
aligned with the student code of conduct. As they were drafting a list of demands, I became painfully 
aware of all the issues the students were protesting. The protest focused on two issues:

1.  The academic deans and faculty making decisions for and about Black students, without involving 
Black students in the decision-making process.

2.  The lack of opportunity for student leadership among BIPOC students in student government and 
the student programming board.

What followed this series of events was an underlying sentiment of resentment from my more senior 
colleagues, including my supervisor, the dean of students. There were also contradictory sentiments from 
faculty colleagues, who reached out to express an appreciation for me in supporting the students in their 
activism; however, these exchanges felt more like inquisitions than they did innocuous conversations or 
compliments. There was not any inquiry from campus administrative leaders into my experience as a 
BIPOC person in the minutia of a highly sensitive racially tense situation. Even after the student news-
paper deemed the events a “racial uprising” on what was normally a very quiet campus, there had been 
no inquiry into how a potential “racial uprising” would affect the DEI professional, who identified as a 
member of the same race. I had already deeply considered leaving the institution because of the lack of 
support and growth afforded to me in my role, and I resigned from the university within a year, taking 
another DEI position at a better financially resourced university (though still not an HBCU). I should 
acknowledge that I thought the protest was incredibly well done, and I was extremely proud of the students.

Regarding all the issues and controversial situations on many PWI campuses, students are, unfortu-
nately, at the center. They are not highlighted in the beneficial way that centers the needs and experiences 
of students, however. Students were often caught in the middle of bureaucratic processes littered with 
the personal biases of faculty and staff. I conclude this section with one last personal narrative from a 
BIPOC woman and DEI administrator in HE. She declared,

I left that university in mid-August of 2020 after having served for 15-12 years in several capacities, 
including the initial Title IX Coordinator for 3 years when I was still but an office of one in the Diversity 
Office, feeling exhausted, unappreciated and ill-supported...I loved, served, supported, and advocated 
for the students and employees, especially those of color, and gave the best that I had. Since leaving, I 
must say that it was good to hear from friends and colleagues who shared that at least for the first year 
of my not being there that not a day went by that someone didn’t mention my name regarding all that I 
had done. As I have said…. Sometimes you have to be silent to be heard and absent to be seen.

SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Black women who conduct DEI work in HE face considerable challenges. I suggest that colleges and 
universities make efforts to provide supports for DEI practitioners. As an industry, HE must acknowledge 
that the professionals they hire to lead DEI efforts must take measures for self-preservation while doing 
this work. It would prove beneficial for universities to provide intentionally race-conscious institutional 
support through programming for their DEI professionals. This should also encompass training for the 
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faculty and staff, at large, to recognize how institutional racism, White supremacy culture, and bias are 
pervasive. Finally, institutions should operationalize practices to identify and mitigate these challenges. 
Some additional ways to deal with the issues and problems outlined throughout this chapter include:

• Engage BIPOC alumni, with intentional focus on creating support networks for current BIPOC 
students.

• Include BIPOC alumni in strategy sessions, to improve teaching practices and programming on 
campus.

• Build community partnerships that are intentionally collaborative within the local arts commu-
nity. Given community art tends to operate in very collaborative and co-creative ways, it serves as 
a potential model for university practice.

• Give attention to these sensitive and potentially controversial issues in HE graduate program 
coursework, using case studies that center race.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Knowing that universities still struggle with issues, such as achieving a critical mass of diversity in this 
more conscious post-George Floyd era, we can safely say there is room for more work. It is also a com-
mon phrase in DEI work that “the work is never finished”, and doing this work means we are ushering 
universities on a DEI journey. As such, there are many opportunities to conduct more research regarding 
the persistent and evolving barriers to the success of DEI work in higher education. More specifically, 
research should take a closer look at the experiences of BIPOC women who carry the majority of the 
work in HE. We suggest research such as:

• Exploring how effective leaders and inclusive institutions, who state they are committed to fur-
thering DEI on their campuses, respond to challenges and tensions that persist.

• Tracking and measuring any differences in the perceptions of DEI work in HE across lived experi-
ences and intersecting identities where the data is stratified across those differences.

• Examining if campus climate assessments and documented reports of bias from BIPOC faculty, 
staff, and students show disparate numbers.

• Conducting a study that examines if the stated DEI values of the institution match the experiences 
of BIPOC faculty and staff.

CONCLUSION

Leaders in HE must acknowledge the struggles and barriers that present themselves when engaging in 
this work as a staff member. Only then can the requisite interventions, such as professional develop-
ment trainings, organizational restructures, and division cross-trainings take place. The timing of this 
book, unfortunately, comes shortly after the loss of bell hooks, a pioneering writer on topics such as 
intersectional feminism and love, as well as the author of Teaching to Transgress. The imagery on her 
book cover and use of the term “La Escalera” deeply impacted me as an educator. This profound book 
was motivation for me during tough times in the academe. The symbolism in the image of a ladder on 
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the book cover, and the very essence of the book’s message, aligned with my “why”. The book tells the 
story of my purpose for working in HE, particularly for PWIs. Ironically, this also describes my reasons 
for leaving the field of HE. The system that is HE does not want to see the transgression that this book 
represented.

My work is now HE adjacent. I can freely “teach to transgress” as an independent writer and entre-
preneur. However, I cannot sit idly by, observing the oppression of students of color with little power, 
agency, and ability to advocate for their own needs. Therefore, I began this chapter with the quote from 
Mr. Lerone Bennett, Jr. I interpret the words of Mr. Bennett as a call to action and, thus, my work will 
always be to unashamedly pursue the fair treatment of BIPOC students. This quote compels me to show 
up each day armed to fight the oppressive, White supremist culture interwoven into the fabric and struc-
tures of higher education. I close with another quote from Sarah Ahmed whose sentiments reflect my 
own thoughts concerning DEI work in HE as a Black woman:

“On reflection it was my own experience of diversity work that led me to realize that working in house 
would not transform that masters house.”
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Bias: Prejudicial leaning, treatment, or action that is for, in favor of, or against a person or group based 
on their perceived membership in a particular group such as race or gender. It is perceived as negative 
and unfair treatment or judgement.

Coded Language: The replacement of language used to describe racial identity and the way society 
sees a group of people by using purportedly unbiased terms that conceal explicit or implicit racial acri-
mony. Fostering fear and anxiety by further dehumanizing and criminalizing a group of people, typically 
people of color, without the use of words that are overtly racist or biased.

Intersectional: related or referring to intersectionality, when using intersectionality as an approach, 
framework, or perspective.

Micro-Aggressive: When an environment or set of behaviors within the environment is characterized 
as having many or frequent micro-aggressions.

Personal Narrative: A story or testimony given by an individual about their lived experiences with 
a particular subject.

Racial Equity: The act of intentionally and systemically eliminating racial disparities through mea-
surable actions or strategies and outcomes by eradicating any practices, policies, or structures that act 
as persistent barriers to access and or success.

Racial Identity: How an individual defines their sense of self with respect to being a member of a 
specific racial group.

Tokenized: When a person, who is BIPOC, is inauthentically included or invited to participate in 
a group, process or activity, but at face value only. Also, when a BIPOC individual is spotlighted as an 
example of an oppressed segment of society by an individual or group, giving the false appearance of 
inclusion, fairness and/or equity.
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ABSTRACT

Due to their multiple identities, Black women navigate gendered and racialized pathways to leadership 
in the US education industry. The journey for Black women in and en route to positions of academic 
leadership is even more nuanced and multiplicative. Little, though, is known about the effects of their 
intersecting identities and the structural barriers they encounter in this sphere. To deepen our commu-
nal understanding of this phenomenon, this chapter highlights the existing theories and research on the 
race-gender dyad in the context of academic leadership. Examining the individual and layered effects 
of race and gender on the professional realities of Black women leaders in higher education, the author 
spotlights the unique experiences of Black women DEI practitioners and leaders in historically White 
academic institutions. Given the numerous components at play when Black women lead in predominantly 
White institutions and settings, this chapter concludes by discussing opportunities to advance relevant 
research and practice in this arena.

INTRODUCTION

In 2010, Andrew Sherrill, Director of Education, Workforce, and Income Security, United States Gov-
ernment Accountability Office (GAO), provided testimony before the Joint Economic Committee, US 
Congress, on women’s representation, pay, and characteristics in management positions. In his statement, 
he discussed “issues related to women in management. Although women’s representation in the workforce 
is growing, there remains a need for information about the challenges women face in advancing their 
careers” (Sherrill, 2010, p. 1). In their more comprehensive report, the Honorable Carolyn B. Maloney, 
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Chair of the Joint Economic Committee, United States Congress, and the Honorable John D. Dingell, 
House of Representatives, echoed similar sentiments. Based on their estimations,

Female managers earned 81 cents for every dollar earned by male managers in 2007, compared to 79 
cents in 2000. The estimated adjusted pay difference varied by industry sector, with female managers’ 
earnings ranging from 78 cents to 87 cents for every dollar earned by male managers in 2007, depend-
ing on the industry sector. (US Government Accountability Office, 2010, p. 3). 

According to the Center for American Progress, women constitute a majority, at 50.8 percent, of the 
US population, earning roughly 57 percent of all undergraduate and 59 percent of all graduate degrees 
(Warner et al., 2018). Yet, although American women hold about 52 percent of all management- and 
professional-level jobs, they lag considerably behind men in leadership positions across every sector 
(Dezső et al., 2016; Goethals & Hoyt, 2017; Warner et al., 2018).

What is absent from this body of literature is the consideration of context. Contextual factors, or in 
this case, the intersection of race, gender, and leadership in traditionally patriarchal spaces, speak to the 
multiple identities of Black women in varying US educational settings (Evans, 2008; Johnson, 2021, 
2022). Without accounting for context, a proper understanding of gender and racial inequities in educa-
tion leadership remains elusive. An example of this is the consideration of the ‘leadership divide.’ Burke 
and Collins (2001) found that despite the notions of political correctness prevalent in North American 
corporations, the old boy network continues to thrive. The authors also discovered that male employees 
purposefully generate institutional impediments to freeze women’s advancement. At a cultural level, the 
dominant male network fosters solidarity between males and sexualizes, threatens, marginalizes, controls, 
and divides females through organizational power structures (Burke & Collins, 2021). Specifically, Burke 
and Collins (2001) found that male managers tend to perceive the characteristics needed for managerial 
success as being associated with those generally attributed to men.

This leadership divide is particularly apparent in the field of education large-scale, a sphere in which 
women comprise a majority of the workforce (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986). For 
Black women in the United States of America, another layer of incongruity lies in the fact that despite 
their relatively heightened levels of educational attainment (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2010; Helm, 2016), 
they generally find themselves at the lower tiers of the organizational pecking order (Betters-Reed & 
Moore, 1995; Davidson & Burke, 2000; Eagly et al., 2007). This incongruence, coupled with Burke and 
Collins’ finding that male managers may not consider female characteristics essential for managerial 
success, can negatively influence institutional cultures, climates, and promotional decisions.

Historically, White institutions have worked on actively advancing their focus on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion practices in their respective organizations (El-Amin, 2022; Showunmi, 2021). Numerous 
organizations support and even feature diversity practitioners within their workforce. Despite this growing 
trend, still many traditionally White organizations and institutions still grapple with longstanding, systemic 
inequities stemming primarily from within. In the aftermath of the dual pandemics of COVID-19 and 
systemic racism (Johnson, 2023), it is vital for academic institutions to better understand Black women’s 
experiences in and en route to leadership so that they may implement the needed changes to promote 
more diverse, inclusive, and equitable environments (Johnson, 2023). In light of this, it is increasingly 
essential to center Black women’s paths large-scale – before, during, and after the noted pandemics – 
across all institutional sectors, public and private (e.g., academia, corporate America, healthcare, public 
service, etcetera). It is necessary to consider how these spaces converge and continue to impact their 



215

Intersectionality in Leadership
 

ability to perform in institutional settings. Additional research in this capacity offers a prime opportunity 
for institutional leaders to look inward at organizational cultures, policies, and practices that directly 
impact the unique journeys and experiences of Black women leaders.

With this piece, I highlight the paths of Black women leaders in historically White academic institu-
tions writ large, and more specifically, the experiences of Black women DEI practitioners in traditionally 
White institutions. In the sections below, I review the literature regarding the notions of identity and 
intersectionality manifested within the US higher educational leadership sphere. I argue that by consid-
ering the noted contextual dynamics (Hofstede, 2011), we can build upon what we know regarding the 
race-gender dyad and how it shapes and impacts the unique experiences of Black women in academic 
leadership (Johnson, 2021, 2022; Ryan et al., 2016; Sabharwal, 2013). Further, as underrepresented 
leaders, this piece advances the current knowledge base on intersectionality in academic leadership by 
spotlighting the journeys of Black women who lead in historically White institutional contexts (Breeden, 
2021; Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Patton, 2010; Patton & Catching, 2009; West, 2019; Yakaboski & 
Donahoo, 2011).

BACKGROUND: INTERSECTIONALITY, BLACK WOMEN, 
AND ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP IN CONTEXT

Intersectionality and Academic Leadership

At the root of intersectionality is the premise that people live layered identities derived from social 
relations, history, and the operation of structured power (Crenshaw, 2013). Anthias (2013) notes that 
intersectionality approaches:

Provide an important corrective to essentializing identity constructs that homogenize social categories. 
Although social divisions such as gender, ethnicity and class have been understood through the lens of 
intersectionality for at least two decades and have had a profound effect on feminist theories in par-
ticular, this approach has only recently acquired a more central place in academic and political life. 
Moreover, intersectionality has now become part of policy initiatives, which have begun to recognize 
multiple intersecting inequalities. (p. 3) 

In other words, “people are members of more than one category or social group and can simultane-
ously experience advantages and disadvantages related to those different social groups” (Richardson & 
Loubier, 2008, p. 143).

Despite the growing interest in the standing of Black women as higher educational leaders, there is 
a sparsity of literature focusing on their representation, notably at top leadership levels (e.g., academic 
professorships, faculty appointments, college deanships, and presidencies, to name a few). Instead, the 
research on Black women as administrators is primarily limited to the principalship (Peters, 2012; Reed, 
2012) or cloaked in studies on “women and minorities” (see Agosto & Roland, 2018). Since the expe-
riences of women or minority leaders are not homogeneous, we must consider all leaders’ distinctive, 
layered, and intersectional experiences. Various perspectives, including critical race theory (Capper, 
2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, 2017), feminist theory (Blackmore, 2013), critical spirituality (Dantley, 
2010), and multiculturalism (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2013), have been offered to expose the chal-
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lenges faced by non-White leaders in higher education. Nonetheless, the theory and research focusing 
explicitly on Black women’s atypical paths to leadership are still emergent. Unless scholars carefully 
examine the joint impacts of Black women’s intersecting identities and structural barriers, implementing 
“good” policies for equitable leadership opportunities will remain underdeveloped.

Although gains are currently being made in diversifying the demographic profile of academic lead-
ers in the United States of America, males, especially White males, continue to dominate this space 
(Kellerman et al., 2007; Kulik & Metz, 2015). Indeed, while inroads have been made in capturing and 
centering the experiences of women and minority leaders in education (Johnson, 2021, 2022), research 
on Black women in these positions remains grossly underrepresented in the literature. Attesting to the 
noted limits of extant research, Brown (2018) notes that the voices of many African American women 
academic leaders have been assigned to the voices of White women and African American men. Rarely 
are the voices of African American women leaders revealed to solely address the issues and challenges 
of recruitment and retention faced by African American women to higher-level academic ranks. Neither 
has credence nor validation been given to the impact of race, gender, and social politics on the recruit-
ment and retention process of African American women in and en route to academic leadership roles.

As such, the significance of identity and intersectionality in leadership should not be underappreci-
ated. As such, and with an emphasis on studies specific to Black women in senior academic leadership 
roles, this paper adds to the critical conversations around race, gender, and intersectionality, coalesced 
within the leadership sphere. Examining the individual and compounding effects of gender and race on 
Black women leaders in academia will undoubtedly lead to meaningful implications and recommenda-
tions for improving research, theory, law, policy, and practice in this arena.

Intersectionality, Black Women, and Academic Leadership

Gipson et al. (2017), in their study of women in leadership and leadership styles, asserted that more 
work must be done to guarantee that those in and promoted to positions of academic leadership are 
aptly reflective of the generally purported commitment to pluralism and diversity. Yet, the growth and 
progression of Black women into what has characteristically been a male-dominated realm (Kellerman 
et al., 2007; Kulik & Metz, 2015) are chief components of the work to increase diversity in leadership. 
Implications, in this context, include examining the impact of perceptions and evaluations of persons, 
in leadership roles, with multiple stigmatized identities (Richardson & Loubier, 2008; Rosette et al., 
2016; Sawyer et al., 2013).

Cho et al. (2009) conducted a study in which they utilized a critical democratic framework to analyze 
the perspectives of leaders from various academic institutions across North America. Three primary 
themes arose from participants’ views on the new leader induction program: (1) the role of the leader 
in streamlining collaborations and partnerships among stakeholders (including faculty, school boards, 
schools, and communities), (2) the role of the leader in being an effective communicator and imparter 
of knowledge, and (3) the role of the leader in establishing and maintaining the importance of equity, 
diversity, and understanding within the community (pp. 125-126). Overwhelmingly, according to Cho et 
al. (2009), in the ongoing work to improve program philosophy, policy, and practice, there is a need to 
critically examine the process and outcome of mentorship and induction programs for incoming higher 
educational leaders (i.e., role models).

Leadership for social justice, according to Whang (2018), “emphasizes that leaders can make efforts to 
pursue equitable relationships of gender, class, race, culture, etcetera. Therefore, it stresses understanding 
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the “‘intersectionality’ of multiple biases” (p. 1). Balancing intersectionality (i.e., race and gender) with 
leadership politics requires advocates for justice to be responsive and not merely reactive. As a result, 
strengthening social equity in the pursuit and development of leaders remains a deliberate and enduring 
effort on the part of the justice-based leader. Using control groups, Hogg et al. (2001) and Hogg and 
van Knippenberg (2003) conducted several experiments examining the interconnection between social 
identity, group dynamics, and leadership. The authors investigated the relationships between group 
membership and leader endorsement to connect demographic differences with the notion of the glass 
ceiling. Further, they concluded that demographic minorities, Black women included, tend to find lead-
ing difficult in groups whose prototypes represent the demographic majority.

Using intersectionality theory, Moorosi et al. (2018) presented an analysis of Black women leaders’ 
constructions of success, “shaped by overcoming barriers of their own racialized and gendered histories 
to being in a position where they can lead in providing an education for their Black communities” (p. 
152). Investigating successful leadership practices by three Black women, school principals in the United 
Kingdom, the United States, and South Africa, their work spotlighted “the overall shortage of literature 
on Black women in educational leadership, which leaves Black women’s experiences on the periphery 
even in contexts where they are in the majority” (p. 1). As such, the analyses suggested that:

Black women leaders’ constructions of success are shaped by overcoming barriers of their own racial-
ized and gendered histories to being in a position where they can lead in providing an education for 
their Black communities, where they are able to inspire a younger generation of women and to practice 
leadership that is inclusive, fair, and socially just. (Moorosi et al., 2018, p. 152) 

Reinforced here is the stance that in academia, closing the equity gap begins by acknowledging the 
increased qualifications of women, specifically women of color, to successfully serve in senior-level 
leadership roles and capacities (Gupton, 2009; Hill et al., 2016; Prime et al., 2009).

Intersectionality and Black Women Leaders in 
Historically White Academic Institutions

Interestingly and overwhelmingly, the following recurrent terms and themes emerged when making the 
direct connection between Black women, education, leadership, theory, and research: identity, intersec-
tionality, minorities in leadership, and women in leadership (Falagas et al., 2008, 2008; García‐Peñalvo 
et al., 2010). A large portion of the journal articles accessed through the second search – with Black 
women leading in academia as the primary area of focus – included terms such as ‘labyrinth,’ ‘com-
plexity,’ ‘identity,’ ‘intersectionality,’ ‘diversity,’ ‘advantage,’ ‘contextual’ moderators,’ ‘disadvantage,’ 
‘contradictions,’ and ‘underrepresented’ (Falagas et al., 2008, 2008; García‐Peñalvo et al., 2010). As 
noted at the outset of this piece, numerous scholars agree that research findings on women in leadership, 
while growing, have been slow-moving (Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; DeWitt, 2016; Reagle & 
Rhue, 2011; Slaughter, 2015). Moreover, research on Black women in academic leadership has been 
considerably less progressive (Harper, 2018; O’Meara et al., 2011; Reeves & Guyot, 2017; Sanchez-
Hucles & Davis, 2010).

Relevant to Black women leaders in historically White academic institutions is this: identity, equity, 
and intersectionality in leadership are all interconnected, identity directly impacts one’s social reality, 
which Wing (1997) refers to as the “multiplicative definition of self” (p. 31), and race, ethnicity, and 
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gender manifest as concurrent realities (Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Ngwainmbi, 2004). These factors – 
and their ensuing ramifications – are further exacerbated in academic leadership, a sphere in which the 
tenets of equity, diversity, and inclusion are purported. Ospina and Foldy (2009, 2010), in their studies 
examining the multiple dimensions of leadership, contended that advocacy, bridge-building, and leading 
for social change are all critical factors in reconstructing the scope of the leadership sphere. According to 
Day and Antonakis (2012), “issues regarding diversity and leadership have been highlighted as receiving 
relatively scarce attention in the literature... In particular, the diversity of leaders and followers in terms 
of culture, gender, race and ethnicity, or sexual orientation has been infrequently addressed” (p. 13). For 
Black women academic leaders, navigating these boundaries includes exploring the historical cultures, 
antecedents, and contexts of leadership from a social change perspective (Ospina & Foldy, 2009, 2010).

Wing (1997) and Wing (2003) posit that intersectionality is critical for thinking about how policies, 
practices, and discourses can be enhanced and transformed. The entrenched policy, legal, and social 
ramifications justify the need for the advancement of this and other relevant literature. This work begins 
with acknowledging the current disparities that subsist within the academic sphere. Identifying that this 
need exists at all (Dhamoon, 2011) is necessary to create new policies promoting equity, inclusion, and 
belonging in academic leadership. Current studies on the experiences of Black women leaders in higher 
education, in general, lack conceptual foci that would ultimately clarify matters informing academic 
policies, programs, practices, and procedures (Brock et al., 2019; Dreachslin & Hobby, 2008; Pratt-
Clarke, 2010). The ensuing discourse includes, but is not limited to, the journeys of Black women as 
they ascend the ladder and assume executive-level positions in academia, especially in primarily White 
institutions and contexts.

Expanded emphasis on the social aspects of education and the development of academic leaders has 
meant more attention devoted to investigating the relationships between the school and the community 
(Ayers et al., 1998). Similarly, more attention is also being paid to the role of academia as a fundamental 
characteristic of the larger society (i.e., a microcosm). Consequently, increasing emphasis is now being 
placed on preparing apt leaders capable of understanding and operating from a justice-based perspec-
tive. To better understand the path, progression, successes, and barriers of Black women who lead in 
academic settings, stakeholders must begin by exploring the intersection of race, gender, and equity in 
leadership. In line with this, Dr. Crenshaw (2013) reminds stakeholders and allies alike that:

Race, gender, and other identity categories are most often treated in mainstream liberal discourse as 
vestiges of bias or domination-that is, as intrinsically negative frameworks in which social power works 
to exclude or marginalize those who are different. According to this understanding, our liberatory ob-
jective should be to empty such categories of any social significance. Yet implicit in certain strands of 
feminist and racial liberation movements, for example, is the view that the social power in delineating 
difference need not be the power of domination; it can instead be the source of political empowerment 
and social reconstruction. (p. 1) 

Given the importance of contextual factors in the leadership sphere (Liden & Antonakis, 2009), the 
findings of studies of this nature can help increase the number and diversity of leaders in general, Black 
women leaders in particular.

Recognizing multiple identities and intersecting inequalities is a critical step toward improving equity- 
and equality-based policy initiatives relevant to Black women who lead in primarily White institutions 
(Belden, 2017). As such, leaders must establish and uphold cultures that are inclusive of all members of 
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the larger constituency. This charge is significant for those who do not reflect the single-track leadership 
standard. Infusing intersectionality methods provides stakeholders with the necessary tools to continue 
disentangling these categories (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010). To extend this conver-
sation, I spotlight the experiences of Black women leaders in historically White academic institutions 
across the four overarching themes below.

Highlighting the Experiences of Black Women Leaders 
in Historically White Academic Institutions

Theme #1: Negotiating Identity

Scholars are paying more attention to how identities are best conceived and studied, the discursive 
resources drawn from identity construction processes, and how identities are embedded into power rela-
tions. Yet, little is known about how notions of “leadership” and “identity” are connected conceptually, 
in policy, or in practice. This is, undoubtedly, a significant gap in the study of leadership and leadership 
identity. According to Eubanks et al. (2012), closing this gap allows us to gain a better understanding of 
the actors involved in “leading” and “following” and how identity impacts the style that a leader adopts, 
influences the strategies used, and ultimately, how it shapes the leader’s use of power. To this end, Lord 
and Hall (2003) speak to the dynamics of leadership and issues connected to power imbalances. Ac-
cording to the authors, understanding leadership and power from a psychological perspective can better 
inform identity-based research and group dynamics in various contexts. In recent years, leader-specific 
frames have been re-examined through social categorization approaches that focus on people’s social 
identity and roles and the processes that impact perceptions of and expectations about people and groups. 
For underrepresented leaders, Black women academic leaders, for example, “identity” and “leadership 
identity” are interconnected and inseparable, making their journeys all the more unique.

The experiences of Black women academic leaders are idiosyncratic, to say the least. Highlighted 
in Our presence is resistance: Stories of Black women in senior-level student affairs positions at pre-
dominantly White institutions (Breeden, 2021), Black women continue to make tremendous progress in 
higher education. Yet, despite current gains, research regarding Black women in senior-level academic 
positions remains limited. Amplified in this manner are the unique standpoints of Black women in lead-
ership positions at primarily White institutions (PWIs). Breeden (2021) furthers this work by revealing 
the many nuances of navigating sexism and racism for Black women in senior-level academic positions. 
Brock et al. (2019), in Journeys of social justice: Women of color presidents in the academy, bring the 
paths of underrepresented women college presidents to the forefront. The authors point to the fact that 
women of color remain under-represented in senior administrative positions within US academic institu-
tions. They noted that roughly “30% of US college and university presidents are women, and about 4% 
are women of color. This exclusion and symbolic annihilation represent broader entrenched issues of 
systemic racism and of institutional inequities” (Brock et al., 2019, p. 1). Study participants responded 
to this by discussing their experiences, offering guidance and insights, and “reflecting on what it means 
to create and hold space for self and others in the complex insular world of upper administration in 
postsecondary education” (Brock et al., 2019, p. 1).

In Leadership as identity construction: The act of leading people in organisations, Karp and Helgø 
(2009) challenge the concept of leadership by emphasizing leadership as identity construction. The rea-
son for this, state the authors, “is because leadership emerges in the interaction between people as the 
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act of recognising and being recognised” (Karp & Helgø, 2009, p. 880). Therefore, leaders’ images of 
themselves are social constructions, and the development of a leadership self (and, thereby, leadership 
itself) coalesces with the interaction between leaders and followers. Again, the totality of this experience 
for Black women leaders is neither separable nor mutually exclusive.

Theme #2: Rearticulating Black Women’s Academic Leadership Experiences

In Leading While Black, Horsford et al. (2021) explored leadership and urban education from a Black 
epistemological perspective, focusing on the paradox and prospects of Black education leadership in 
urban contexts. According to the authors, “researchers have written about other Black women educa-
tion leaders of this era in largely biographical terms, portraying the complexity of their lives and how 
education intersected with their personal missions” (p. 166). In this way, scholars continue to examine 
Black academic leadership independently, as race and racism are ubiquitous features of Western, White-
dominated societies, and academic institutions are not exempt. Leaders steer the ship and are responsible 
for implementing policies and mandates. They are also tasked with setting the desired direction, ethos, 
and culture of their respective universities. Connectedly, Clayborne and Hamrick’s (2007) qualitative 
study of Black women in student affairs administration uncovered “respondents’ experiences in light of 
controlling images of Black women, resistance strategies, and empowerment for activism” (p. 123). The 
authors’ recommendations for practice and future research include “further explorations of culturally 
informed meanings of leadership and leading, as well as coming to broader understandings of profes-
sionals’ myriad definitions and fulfillment of leadership” (p. 123).

In Counter-stories as representations of the racialized experiences of study participants, Hubain et al. 
(2016) employed counter-storytelling to construct narratives that “disrupt the master narrative…which 
often boast an espoused commitment to diversity and social justice” (p. 946). Participants’ rearticulated 
(aka, counter) stories, rooted in the endemic nature of racism in the academy, highlighted their responses 
to “tokenization, disappointment, feelings of frustration, anger, and racial battle fatigue” (p. 946). Given 
the little that is known about the experiences of Black women leading in the academy, Patton and Catch-
ing (2009) constructed narratives of African American student affairs faculty to focus on their stories 
through examination and utilization of their personal counter‐narratives. Noting the historical under-
representation of Black leaders within predominantly White institutions (PWIs), the authors spotlighted 
“the racial profiling that often shapes their experiences” (p. 713), including, but not limited to, dealing 
with “academic isolation, marginalization of their scholarship, and racial hostility” (p. 713). In response 
to extant frames that continue controlling the narrative regarding these lived experiences, there is a need 
to rearticulate Black women’s academic leadership journeys (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007) through 
counter-stories that serve to broaden collective understanding of this distinct and nuanced phenomenon.

Theme #3: Safe Spaces for Black Women and the Necessity of Community

Underscoring the need for community and safe spaces for Black women leaders in academia, Han and 
Leonard’s (2017) work sought to “challenge Whiteness and institutional racism to promote social justice, 
dismantle racism to promote better wellbeing for women faculty of color, and move educational com-
munities at large closer toward equitable education, which is a fundamental civil right” (p. 112). As such, 
they recommend stakeholders – university leaders included – to focus on safe spaces while working to 
“establish policies and practices to support (recruit, retain, and promote) faculty/leaders of color, not 
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just mainstream academics” (p. 112). Working toward equity, justice, and community implores Patton 
(2010), involves examining the existence of safe spaces on campus and exploring the impacts of campus 
culture and climate on faculty and leader retention.

West’s (2019) work, spotlighting the need for more knowledge around “the composition of profes-
sional counterspaces for Black women employed in higher education” (p. 543), interviewed Black women 
student affairs administrators who engaged in an annual professional counterspace. Participants described 
the space and the overall experience as culturally homogeneous, infused with various culturally respon-
sive resources, and using culturally intentional curricula (West, 2019). In this way, these administrators 
found alignment and unity in the company of their “sister-colleagues.” Connectedly, Clayborne and 
Hamrick’s (2007) study shed light on the “intensely relational qualities associated with leadership and 
leading, mentoring and supervising, and the off-campus nature of most sources for professional support 
and validation” (p. 123). Reinforced here is the need for community and safe spaces for underrepresented 
leaders within their institutions so they do not need to turn to external sources for professional support, 
community, and validation.

Theme #4: Empowering Black Women Leaders in Historically White 
Academic Institutions and the Role of the Academy as Ally

Despite women’s impressive gains in higher education and the workplace over the past 50 years, men 
vastly outnumber women in leadership, especially in the highest positions. From the halls of Congress to 
corporate boardrooms, universities to the courts, and religious institutions to philanthropic organizations, 
men are far more likely than women to be leaders (Hill et al., 2016). What can we do about it now? In 
academia, at least, empowering Black women leaders in historically White academic institutions begins 
with allyship. The role of the academy as an ally starts with acknowledging that gender parity does ex-
ist and that all shareholders have a role to play in identifying key issues and creating lasting change in 
this capacity.

Nicol and Yee (2017), authors of Reclaiming Our Time”: Women of Color Faculty and Radical Self-
Care in the Academy, spoke of time as the “currency of love” (p. 154). That is, how one spends one’s time 
indicates who and what that person loves. In academia, one is expected to spend considerable time being 
of service to others and learning and working so that all can benefit, progress, support themselves and 
others, and so on. For the underrepresented leader, Black women included, there is often an expectation 
that one is to allocate one’s time “to show commitment and productivity in the service of the university, 
often at the expense of [one’s] health and well-being” (p. 154). Allyship, then, includes being responsive 
to the need to “establish nonnegotiable habits of radical self-care to cherish [one’s] bodies, challenge 
[one’s] minds, and nourish [one’s] souls” (p. 154).

Empowering women in academia and student affairs administration (Pasque & Nicholson, 2011; Sax, 
2012; Yakaboski & Donahoo, 2011) means advancing extant research on women in academic leader-
ship to ensure social justice and equity are upheld for all constituency members. Pasque and Nicholson 
(2011), Sax (2012), and Yakaboski and Donahoo (2011) all contend that research on women in student 
affairs administration increases collective understanding of their experiences and improves college and 
university retention rates. The authors suggest that the available research on broader conceptualizations 
of gender has moved the field away from focusing on the experiences and needs of women across race 
and ethnicity. Thus, more research on Black women in this sphere and greater emphasis on empower-
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ment can aid the greater higher education community by lessening the marginalization of student affairs 
within and across college and university campuses.

NARRATIVES: FROM THE SOURCE: SPOTLIGHTING THE 
UNIQUE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN DEI LEADERS 
IN HISTORICALLY WHITE ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS

What remains absent from the emergent body of research and literature in this sphere are the voices of 
Black women leaders, generally, and more specifically, Black women DEI practitioners operating in his-
torically White academic institutions. What are the experiences of Black women who lead in historically 
White Institutions? What are the intersectional leadership experiences of Black women DEI practitioners 
and leaders in these spaces? How does being a DEI practitioner impact the way these women perceive 
and manifest their leadership roles? Finally, how does DEI leadership look differently for Black women 
large-scale? To operationalize the uniqueness of Black women’s DEI work in historically White spaces, 
I unpack these questions, spotlighting the voices and experiences of five Black women DEI practitioners 
in HWIs below.

What Are the Experiences of Black Women Leaders in HWIs?

Negotiating Identity: Racial equity has taken center stage within the last three years (2020-present). 
Although roughly $66 billion was pledged to promote racial equity initiatives in the wake of George 
Floyd’s murder, momentum is waning. One question corporate leaders continue to ask is how to tangi-
bly promote a more equitable workplace. A reason why equity continues to evade workplaces is a lack 
of prioritization on and for the most marginalized employees. Workplaces seeking to foster equitable 
environments might want to think about adopting new and innovative methods, as explained by Amira 
Barger in No, you are not ‘over-indexing on Black’: Advancing equity is the active process of looking at 
the systems we have today through the lens of those most disadvantaged by those systems. Executive VP 
on the Global Health Sector Team, DEI at Daniel J. Edelman, Amira is a consultant of diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and belonging (DEIB). In response to the notion of “over-indexing Black,” in the context 
of being employed while Black and what it means to be represented in DEIB spaces while Black, she 
shares (Barger, 2022):

• A June 2020 survey found that younger Americans were more likely to want an increase in racial 
representation in advertising, with 55 percent of respondents aged 18-34 in favor of more racial 
diversity in ads.

• According to 2020 data from SHRM’s The Journey to Equity and Inclusion, only 13% of White 
HR professionals agree that discrimination based on race or ethnicity exists in their workplace 
compared to 49% of Black HR professionals.

• US employment data reported by Statista notes that the Advertising and Promotion industry is 
78.7% White, 12.1% Black or African American, 5.2% Asian, and 6.2% Hispanic or Latino.

• McKinsey reports that almost half of Black workers are in three industries with a large frontline 
presence, with significant underrepresentation, especially in high-growth, high-wage sectors.
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• A December 2021 jobs report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics noted that the unemployment 
rate for Black people increased from 6.5% to 7.1% from November to December. (pp. 2-3)

In a nutshell, asserts Barger, the idea of “over-indexing Black” is a relic and direct consequence of 
the systemic racism and exclusion at the core of US culture, one built on the backs of Black Americans, 
yet continues to disenfranchise us in every way possible.

The triage method, for example, is a system adopted in healthcare and medicine. When resources 
are limited, i.e., during a natural disaster or warzone area, those providing medical care prioritize those 
with the most severe injuries. This method can also be applied to DEI efforts by concentrating interven-
tions and implementations on employees who serve to benefit the most. Black women experience some 
of the most serious forms of marginalization; as such, workplaces looking to foster equity must center 
their needs. Jessica Pharm, MBA, PHR, is an HR Professional; in 2020, she founded Blackness and 
the Workplace with a mission “to empower Black professionals by providing resources, guidance, and 
support within a safe place to speak truth to power about the uniqueness of our shared experiences and 
identities” (Pharm, 2022, p. 1). Pharm’s background in employee relations, recruitment, training, and 
employment law and policies speaks to her belief in advocating for and assisting Black professionals as 
they struggle to negotiate identity while navigating a complex and nuanced American workforce. See-
ing the importance of elevating conversations around Black professionals by centering and valuing our 
experiences in a safe and protected space, Pharm states, “It’s very important to me to work for a company 
who respects me both as an employee and as a person.” Going further, she continues:

I am also not dealing with the day-to-day toxicity and microaggressions one experiences as a Black 
woman in corporate America. I can focus on my job and do it well while protecting my energy and peace. 
Any company that refuses to acknowledge this truth is not one I wish to work for. (Asare, 2022, p. 2)

Negotiating identity, in this context, means understanding the importance of elevating conversations 
around the journeys of Black professionals. DEI practitioners and leaders understand the importance of 
centering and valuing our experiences. This provides all the more reason for institutions to provide safe 
and protected spaces for them to navigate accordingly.

What Are the Intersectional Leadership Experiences of Black 
Women DEI Practitioners and Leaders in HWIs?

Rearticulating the Leadership Experiences of Black Women DEI leaders

For Black women DEI practitioners in academia, many of us are in advanced leadership roles, yet we are 
still unable to fully lead and establish the changes we seek to make. My own experiences as a member 
of the academy are no different. Pay parity, for example, continues to be a persistent issue for Black 
women across all occupational spectra. No workplace can ever truly achieve equity or equality without 
addressing the widening pay gaps that exist. Netta Jenkins, MBA, a leading voice in DEI, was recently 
named one of the top seven anti-racism consultants in the world by Forbes. She was featured in “CIO 
Views publication as one of the Top 10 Most Influential Black Women in Business to Follow in 2021” 
(Jenkins, 2022, p. 1). Speaking to the importance of equity and rearticulating the experiences of Black 
women leading DEI efforts, she says:



224

Intersectionality in Leadership
 

Workplace equity for me means that at the moment I join an organization, my employer has assessed 
competitive industry data and advises on whether my salary is lower than it should be. It means not 
asking me to volunteer my precious time without compensation and an explanation of how additional 
tasks will impact my career. (Asare, 2022, pp. 2-3) 

Black women today, says Jenkins, must still demand equal pay for equal work because “unfortunately, 
we are getting way more work and way less pay” (Asare, 2022, p. 3).

DEI executive Yolanda Collins shares this same sentiment. Collins, a leader with Employee Resource 
Groups with over 20 years of experience, is an advocate for Black employees. Lending her voice to the 
conversation around parity and representation in the workforce, her stance is that “companies just ‘say-
ing’ they pay and treat employees equitably is no longer enough” (Collins, 2022, p. 1). Pertinent to the 
rearticulation of the experiences of Black women DEI leaders, Jenkins and Collins both contend that 60 
years later, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) policies are still just as essential and 
as needed today as they were in the 1960s.

How Does Being a DEI Practitioner and Leader Impact How These 
Women Perceive and Manifest Their Leadership Roles?

Safe Spaces and the Necessity of Community

Workplace affronts and slights continue to plague Black women’s workplace experiences. For example, 
a Black woman DEI leader in the academy who requested anonymity shared,

Black women experience micro and macro aggressions that are unfamiliar to their male and non-Black 
peers. Rather than attempt to sweep the transgressions under the rug, colleagues and supervisors should 
proactively speak out when they witness these events and offer support if a Black female employee con-
fides in them. (Anonymous, 2022, p. 3)

Thus, she concludes, ensuring that institutional policies and practices prioritize the safety and well-
being of Black women is vital. Mandy Bynum McLaughlin, creator of the Race Equ(al)ity Index with 
a focus on data insights, storytelling, strategy design, and venture capital, adds:

There is a felt responsibility to be the voice for everyone because they are a minority representation, 
which, when added to the emotions felt from simply being in a majority male and/or White room and 
holding our own, is a lot to take on. The pressure internally and externally to be high performing while 
navigating microaggressions, the perceptions of Black women’s ability to lead constantly being in ques-
tion, along with the inability to emote anything – let alone anger or frustration – without being labeled 
aggressive or threatening, are huge factors in what any Black woman might be facing in a leadership 
role. (Corbett, 2022, p. 2)

Evidencing the importance of safe spaces and the necessity of community via my own research, 
participants expressed the same feelings across the board. One study participant, in her transition from 
a K-12 leader to an academic leader in this capacity, revealed:
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Being in this position, being an African American female [connecting with] African American females, 
I think that has served me well because I relate to them, and I share my personal stories with them. And 
especially when they get to the point where they say, ‘I’m not meeting with them unless somebody from 
the board office comes.’ And if I show up to the meeting and they see an African American, oh, it’s a 
done deal. It’s resolved. The issue is going to be resolved. (Johnson & Fournillier, 2022, p. 182)

Essential to building community, she talked about the importance of visibility in the effort to create 
a spirit of collaboration within and beyond one’s constituency. DEI leaders must be able to connect with 
their communities because they need to know that their work is being supported in an inclusive environ-
ment – as opposed to “us versus them” cultures and climates.

Empowering Black Women DEI Leaders in HWIs: How 
Does DEI Leadership Look Differently for Black Women 
and What Is the Role of the Academy as an Ally?

Empowering Black Women Leaders in Historically White Academic 
Institutions and the Role of the Academy as Ally

“Diversity, equity, and inclusion are not just a checkmark for good business, it’s a way to transform the 
world (Forbes Media LLC, 2022, p. 1),” says Dr. Nika White, award-winning management and leader-
ship consultant and executive practitioner for DEI efforts across government, business, non-profit, and 
education, is an advocate for diversity, equity, and inclusion. She helps organizations break barriers and 
integrate diversity into their business frameworks, and her work has led to her designation by Forbes as 
a Top10 D&I Trailblazer and a Forbes Books Author. In response to the question regarding empowering 
Black women DEI leaders and the role of the academy as an ally, she had this to say:

When it comes to building a more inclusive workplace and world, the way forward can feel uncertain 
and overwhelmingly complex. In the DEI space…we need to know and understand and lay out concrete 
actions each of us can take to make our contribution, regardless of our place in the change equation. [It 
is important to be] welcoming and nonjudgmental…and provide a ton of encouragement and support 
for all of us on our journeys. (Forbes Media LLC, 2022, p. 2)

Activist and TV host Lisa Hurley, MA, asserts, “a rising tide lifts all boats. I firmly believe that if one 
‘solves for Blackness’...if issues that affect Black people, and especially Black women, are prioritized 
and addressed, then everyone benefits” (Asare, 2022, p. 3). Hurley, an Anthem Award-winning activist 
whose work focuses on racism, texturism, and destigmatizing introversion, is an advocate for equality, 
belonging, and neurodiversity. Speaking to the importance of empowering Black women DEI leaders 
and the role of allies, she adds:

Organizations need to proactively and appropriately sponsor, promote, protect, advocate for and com-
pensate Black women. The focus needs to move beyond mere inclusion. Inclusion is the minimum. As a 
Black woman, I feel supported and valued when all my abilities, degrees, idiosyncrasies, and intersec-
tionalities are seen and celebrated. (Asare, 2022, p. 3)
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Taking stock of this information, recommendations for practice and future research directions are 
outlined below.

RECOMMENDATION FOR PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

In How To Be An Ally For Black Women In The Workplace, author Holly Corbett offers the following 
six recommendations:

• Help Black women feel seen and safe. From the position of allyship, says Dr. LaNail R. Plummer, 
founder and CEO of Onyx Therapy Group, this can be achieved by:

Acknowledging what I state and how I state it while not wanting me to mince my words or use semantics 
that another person is more comfortable with, by not skipping over me during team meetings or allow-
ing another person to repeat my words and giving them credit as if it’s the first time the statements have 
been said, by allowing my lived experience to be held with the same reverence as textbook research, and 
by respecting my chronological time and work boundaries. (Corbett, 2022, p.3)

Through these simple behaviors, Black women DEI practitioners and leaders can feel valued in their 
workplace roles. In other words, many necessary changes can be rooted in character and behavioral 
shifts, not just in response to systemic changes and mandates. Allyship, says Dr. Plummer, “allows me 
to be me – not a version you want me to or wish I would be” (Corbett, 2022, p. 4).

• Center Black women. “Racism is a system that incentivizes and rewards,” says McLaughlin 
(Corbett, 2022, p. 4). “This system is so ingrained into our culture that we don’t even realize how 
often we are perpetuating the harm that we think we are actively trying to undo. It is unintention-
al” (Corbett, 2022, p. 4), which is why White people working to be allies must constantly learn, 
listen, and decenter their Whiteness.

Suppose White people are the ones deciding what the most critical allyship steps are to take instead 
of listening to and acting on the feedback provided by Black women in the academy. In that case, DEI 
efforts will remain thwarted, and the system will continue to fail those most in need.

• Be transparent about pay and benefit structures. “There was a social media post recently 
where a woman in HR flippantly shared that she gave a Black woman candidate the salary re-
quested, despite it being far less than what the company budgeted,” says Dr. Tsoi-A-Fatt Bryant. 
“Black women have lower salaries than their White counterparts because of issues like this; there 
aren’t allies in place who say, ‘No, that’s not right.’ Give that candidate what was budgeted for the 
role” (Corbett, 2022, pp. 4-5).

• Ask these two questions. “First, I think that every person should ask themselves this question, 
‘How would I feel if I were the only one in the room?’” (Corbett, 2022, p. 5) says Melva LaJoy 
Legrand, founder and CEO of LaJoy Plans. The point of this exercise “is that colleagues should 
actively strive not to engage in behavior that tokenizes the Black women or anyone else that ap-
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pears different from the majority because it minimizes what they can truly bring to the table.” 
Next, “it’s important to do a temperature check and ask the question [to Black women], ‘How are 
things going?’ and be prepared to a) hear the answer and b) thoughtfully follow up if there are 
areas that need to change.”

• Offer authentic mentorship. “I think one of the biggest obstacles is finding authentic men-
tors. Many people say they are willing to mentor but only share the basics,” says Dr. Tsoi-A-Fatt 
Bryant. “They won’t give a true peek behind the curtain to lay out what is needed to go higher 
professionally or what are the potential pitfalls to avoid. I have been in professional relationships 
as a mentee where I was treated like a charity case—not as a valued staff person with true growth 
potential” (Corbett, 2022, p. 5).

• Give DEI leaders the support and resources to create real change. “Our history has been a 
cycle of self-fulfilling prophecies. When slavery was outlawed in the US, enslaved people were 
given zero support to start their lives as free citizens, including even legitimate citizenship,” says 
Bynum McLaughlin. Despite the deeply ingrained and damaging impacts of the lack of support 
and infrastructure to support formerly enslaved people, Black people in the US still comprise a 
large percentage of low-income earners. Nevertheless, “our country prefers the narrative depicting 
Black people as lazy and the reason for their own demise instead of taking responsibility for the 
marginalizing impacts that resulted from generations of neglect and refusal to recognize African 
Americans as equal” (Corbett, 2022, pp. 5-6).

We remain hopeful that if allies continue to put in the work, coupled with what we know to be fair and 
just in the world, we can become the society we believe ourselves to be. Instead of having conversations 
about providing access or breaking barriers, it will simply be our natural way of conducting ourselves. 
That is the dream, and while we know it may not be actualized during our lifetimes, we can be heartened 
by the knowledge that these seeds have been planted. These seeds of equity exist in current and future 
generations, and we must continue to believe that these next generations can – and will – finally be able 
to get it right.

Bringing It All Together: Moving the Needle Forward

Connecting the four overarching themes: (1) Negotiating Identity, (2) Rearticulating Black Women’s 
Academic Leadership Experiences, (3) Safe Spaces for Black Women and the Necessity of Community, 
and (4) Empowering Black Women Leaders in Historically White Academic Institutions and the Role of 
the Academy as Ally, Iverson (2007), in Camouflaging Power and Privilege: A Critical Race Analysis of 
University Diversity Policies, reminds researchers and stakeholders alike of “four predominant discourses 
shaping images of people of color: access, disadvantage, marketplace, and democracy. These discourses 
construct images of people of color as outsiders, at-risk victims, commodities, and change agents” (p. 
586). In academia, discourses of this nature converge and “produce realities that situate people of color 
as outsiders to the institution, at risk before and during participation in education, and dependent on 
the university for success in higher education” (p. 586). In addition, Parker and Villalpando’s (2007) 
race(cialized) perspective on education leadership offers insight into the “color-blind interpretation 
of the law and legal policy has had a major ideological and substantive impact on the administrative 
organization of schools and postsecondary education” (p. 519). It is noteworthy that even in the best of 
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circumstances, well-intentioned attempts to create more inclusive campus environments often reinforce 
practices that support exclusion and inequity.

From a moral standpoint, academic researchers have been granted a prime opportunity to conduct 
and execute research that can improve leaders’ cultures, climates, performance, and ethics. On a more 
pragmatic note, “leadership scholars have always been involved in research that aims to contribute to 
effective leadership. Because ethical leadership and effective leadership are related, the topic of ethical 
leadership should appeal to scholars with diverse motivations and interests” (Brown & Treviño, 2006, p. 
613). Particularly relevant to and for Black women in America, again, is the incongruence, large-scale, 
that exists between their advanced levels of educational attainment as compared to their relatively low 
status within organizational leadership spheres (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Davidson & Burke, 2000; Eagly 
et al., 2007; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). This matter remains a prevalent and pervasive issue across 
all sectors, institutions, and organizational settings (Helm, 2016).

It is essential to recognize that while no unified theory of leadership currently exists, leadership 
theory generally emphasizes many outcomes, from how leaders are perceived to how leaders directly 
impact performance to the specific actions of group members (Day, 2000). For those in and aspiring 
towards formal positions of headship, “leadership theory has been applied to levels that include events, 
individuals, dyads, groups, organizations, and political systems; it has focused on immediate and delayed 
effects; and it often incorporates contextual differences” (Dinh et al., 2014, pp. 55-56). Thus, it is not 
surprising that leadership encompasses over 60 unique theoretical domains and a wide array of meth-
odological approaches (Dinh et al., 2014). In higher education, a space in which the tenets of equity, 
inclusion, and diversity are actively purported, the need to study the dynamics of power and privilege, 
social and critical theory, and how they connect to university policies and practices persists (Iverson, 
2007). Moreover, more research on the race-gender dyad, coupled with navigation in academic leader-
ship spaces – particularly those that are ‘majority-White’ – will lead to essential conversations around 
representation and inclusion in academic settings (Parker & Villalpando, 2007).

For Black women leaders in higher education, this matter includes addressing, at minimum, their 
racialized and gendered pathways to leadership. Rhode (2017) reminds relevant stakeholders that factors 
such as generational inequality, unconscious bias, in-group favoritism, and inhospitable cultures remain 
obstacles within many leadership spheres. Given Rhode’s (2014, 2017) position that confronting these 
factors is key to addressing the race-gender leadership gap, this piece emphasizes the tenets embedded 
within equitable, social justice leadership (i.e., identity, equity, and intersectionality) to better appreci-
ate the representation, journeys, and experiences of Black women leaders across all sectors, historically 
White academic institutions included.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has revealed that the tangible manifestations of justice-based leadership perspectives re-
main understudied (Berkovich, 2014; Lambert, 2002, 2003; Marshall & Oliva, 2006). Taken together, 
scholarship in this area illustrates the importance of considering all perspectives regarding matters of 
equity in leadership. Bogotch (2000) states, “social justice requires an ongoing struggle [i.e., to share 
power, knowledge, and resources equitably] and cannot be separated from how educational theories and 
practices are being [re]defined and practiced by professionals within schools, academic disciplines, and 
governmental circles” (p. 140). This connection between theory and practice, as they relate to the moral 
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use of power, reveals why equity and social justice, as educational frameworks, are relevant in every era 
(Banai et al., 2011; Dean et al., 2009; Hodges & Welch, 2018).

A testament to such considerations, Day and Antonakis (2012) assert that “there is a need for ad-
ditional theory building and empirical research directed at the numerous facets involved with diversity 
and leadership” (p. 13). Within the leadership sphere, there remains a need to provide fresh insights into 
the roles of race and gender in the experiences of academic leaders (Hodges & Welch, 2018). Scholars 
must examine Black academics in leadership more thoroughly, as race and racism are pervasive features 
of Western, White-dominated societies (Horsford et al., 2021). Again, educational institutions are no 
exception. Moving forward, leaders are responsible for establishing future directions by providing articu-
lable guidelines that are mindful of current issues within the community. This mission includes, but is 
not limited to, incorporating multicultural centers, strengthening relations with the outside community, 
and actively supporting inclusivity.

Following the lead of Crenshaw (2013) and others, I contend that advancing social justice leadership 
theory and research requires scholars and relevant stakeholders to, at minimum, critically examine the 
numerous foundational assumptions that have defined academic leadership and higher education research 
over the last 2000 years. The experiences of Black women leading in predominantly White institutions 
matter. With Black women serving as the primary focus of this piece, I attempt to extend the literature 
on the links between race, gender, equity, and inclusion within the realm of higher education leadership. 
Indeed, researchers have made strides in amassing an initial and veritable accounting of the ramifications 
and implications of being a Black woman leader in academia. In this context, the need for more research 
spotlighting intersectionality, inclusion, equitability, belonging, and justice is underscored (McCall, 2005; 
Pignatelli, 1993; Rawls, 2009). To reduce the equity gap in academic leadership, the work to advance 
research, theory, law, policy, and practice in this arena must continue.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Belonging: the sense of fitting in or feeling like one is an important member of a group. When one 
belongs, one is an official part of a group; there is a sense of compatibility and suiting with specific 
people and places. A feeling of belonging describes the sense of genuinely fitting or meshing (i.e., with 
friends, family members, or other sympathetic people).

Diversity: the presence of differences, including race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 
nationality, socioeconomic status, language, (dis)ability, age, religious commitment, or political per-
spective. Populations that have been – and remain – underrepresented and marginalized in the broader 
society benefit from increased diversity.

Equality: about ensuring all people have the same opportunity to make the most of their lives, abili-
ties, and talents. Equality is also the belief that no one should be viewed as inferior because of intrinsic 
factors, where they are from, their religious beliefs, or if they have a disability.

Equity: about promoting justice, impartiality, and fairness within institutions or systems’ procedures, 
processes, and distribution of resources. Tackling equity issues requires understanding the root causes 
of outcome disparities within our society.

Inclusion: an outcome to ensure that those who are diverse are and feel welcomed. Inclusion out-
comes are met when people, institutions, and programs are truly inviting to and for all. Inclusion exists 
when diverse individuals are able to participate fully in development opportunities and decision-making 
processes within an organization or group.

Inclusivity: the policy or practice of providing all people with equal access to opportunities and re-
sources, especially those who might otherwise be marginalized or excluded, such as people with physical 
or mental disabilities or those belonging to other minoritized groups.

Lived Experience: refers to personal knowledge about the world gained through direct, first-hand 
involvement in everyday events rather than through representations constructed by other people. Lived 
Experience also refers to knowledge of people gained from direct face-to-face interaction rather than 
through a technological medium.

Navigational Capital: refers to a person’s skills and abilities to navigate “social institutions,” includ-
ing, but not limited to, educational spaces large-scale, academic institutions in particular. Navigational 
capital empowers people – underrepresented people, in particular – to maneuver within unsupportive 
or hostile environments.
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INTRODUCTION

In the popular allegorical poem, “Footprints in the Sand” (Stevenson, n.d.), a person dreams that they 
are walking on the beach, reflecting on critical moments in their life. As each life event flashes before 
their eyes, the person notices two sets of footprints in the sand. One set is their own, and the other set 
of footprints belongs to a higher, spiritual power. The poem suggests that a spiritual guide is walking 
with them throughout life, and in the most dire moments, when only one set of footprints is visible, 
the higher power is actually carrying them. The poem, essentially, speaks to the power and importance 
of not walking alone in life. For many, within the context of a career, walking with “spiritual support” 
might involve leaning on a higher power. For others, a “spiritual support” might come in the form of 
colleagues, mentors, supervisors, friends, peers, or through the work of esteemed (but not personally 
known) scholars—anyone whose insights give them perspective, wisdom, energy, and the will to keep 
walking. The purpose of this chapter is to lay those proverbial footprints in the sand for Black women 
diversity practitioners. Throughout this chapter, we, the authors, provide a collection of reflective 
insights and wisdom, derived from our experiences as Black women officers at predominantly White 
institutions (PWI).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS

Our critical reflection is conceptually framed through Tara Yosso’s (2005) concept of community cul-
tural wealth and Patricia Hill-Collins’ (1993, 2002) concept of Black Feminist Thought. First, we use 
community cultural wealth to document the learned strategies, insights, and wisdom gained from the 
lived experience of Black women as valuable, assets-professional forms of wealth. We then use Black 
Feminist Thought as the foundation for constructing knowledge and social consciousness from these 
lived experiences. Our life stories are not only valuable cultural assets but also critical forms of profes-
sional knowledge.

In her work, Yosso (2005) centered the idea of community cultural wealth in “the experiences of 
people of color in critical historical context [that] reveals accumulated assets and resources in the histories 
and lives of communities of color” (p. 77). She identifies six forms of “cultural capital” possessed by 
communities of color that have been essential for their survival (Yosso, 2005). Because of our explicit 
purpose to help new Black women diversity officers successfully navigate their careers in a culturally 
meaningful way, we situate this chapter within the realm of navigational capital. Navigational capital 
represents the skills and abilities to navigate social institutions, particularly organizations not created 
for communities of color (Yosso, 2005).

Banks-Wallace (2000) asserted that across multiple disciplines, research, scholarship, and practice, 
aimed at serving Black women, must include more than simply sharing information and facts. Instead, 
she suggested that “providing a space for renewal or ‘breathing fire and life into ourselves’ is crucial 
to improving the health of African American women” (p. 34). For our work, we consider the word 
“health” to pertain to the totality of a woman’s life, including physical health, mental health, the health 
of a woman’s career, or the healthiness of her work environment. Black Feminism scholar, Patricia Hill-
Collins (1989) explained:
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African American women have many shared experiences and ideas that stem from living in a society that 
denigrates both women and people of African descent. These experiences provide a unique perspective 
or standpoint for examining self, community, and society. The commonality of experiences is reflected 
through the prominence of several characteristic themes within an African American woman’s standpoint. 
Core themes include a legacy of struggle against racism, classism, and sexism that is inextricably linked 
with a parallel struggle for independence, self-reliance, and self-definition. (p. 35)

Our commonalities, our shared experiences, and the lessons that we learn from them can help us walk 
confidently and purposefully through tough terrain. Telling these stories to each other (Black women 
talking to Black women) is also an act of cultural affirmation. We write, as a cultural tradition among 
Black women, to gather, talk, laugh, and testify as sisters, neighbors, friends, and family. We do this in 
the theoretical tradition of Black Feminist Thought (BFT), which placed a premium on creating a self-
defined lens through which Black women can be seen, heard, and understood (Hill-Collins, 1993). BFT 
focuses on truth seeking, knowledge construction, and change making, specifically through the lens of 
Black woman’s lived and told experiences. The broader philosophy of Black feminism, which dates 
back to the 1970’s, demands an acknowledgement of the intersectional and full experiences of Black 
women’s lives. Hill-Collins (1993) calls the oppressive intersecting external social forces the matrix of 
domination. So, to apply a BFT lens involves critically understanding “the ways in which Black women 
experience the injustices associated with intersecting oppression of race, class, gender, sexuality and 
nation” (p. 25). But what is most essential in a Black Feminist Thought perspective is the leveraging 
of the knowledge, strategies, and power that Black women develop, both individually and as a group, 
through their resistance to oppressive power structures.

This chapter is a collaboration between four Black women (Toby, Coretta, Michelle, and Shirly) who 
serve as diversity officers in higher education. Each author has worked in higher education for over 20 
years, and we each reflected on these lived experiences for important lessons and insights. We critically 
assess our lived experiences for essential strategies, perspectives, and practices that we believe to be 
valuable to professionals who might be new to the work. We focus primarily on making visible, not only 
the challenges often faced by Black women at predominantly White institutions but, also, the strategic, 
cultural, and creative power that Black women exercise in order to thrive in such spaces. Patterson et al. 
(2016) noted that creating spaces of affirmation is a critical component of BFT. By sharing our stories 
and the unique wisdom derived from a shared racial and cultural experience, as Black women, doing 
diversity work in White institutions, we make visible the feelings, frustrations, experiences, joys, tri-
umphs, and successes that other women have known. We hope that our stories might serve as a cultural 
mirror and offer other women to see reflections of their own experience in the stories we tell about ours.

FINDING YOUR FOOTING: TOBY’S REFLECTION

A mid-level diversity and inclusion position in student affairs taught me some critical lessons that have 
continued to guide my path as a DEI administrator. The first day I entered the campus of Penn State 
University, as Director of the Paul Robeson Cultural Center, I sensed that some people were not excited 
about me being there. The reception was difficult to digest. I left a campus, where I was a part of a 
beloved community, to accept this new opportunity. I moved from the extremely diverse Washington, 
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DC area to a town that was 98% White and located in a snowy valley, within the central Pennsylvania 
mountains. Here I was, in this place that felt physically, culturally, and psychologically cold to me.

I learned that there were several factors at play that influenced this cold reception. The first issue 
was a lack of institutional trust. I was hired by an executive leader that the campus did not trust, and I 
felt guilty by association. At that time, the cultural center director position had a reputation of being 
an influential and powerful role. There was not an assistant vice president who served as the primary 
diversity officer in Student Affairs. At the divisional level, the cultural center director was often called to 
address university-wide issues and policies. The cultural center was also a politically important campus 
space because of its relationship with student leaders and its role in supporting student activism, during 
some very high-profile past protests. Understanding that sensitive history was essential and fueled sup-
port for internal candidates rather than outside strangers.

Then, there were the age-old issues of ageism and sexism. Some folx on campus (BIPOC and White) 
couldn’t wrap their heads around my being their new colleague. The previous cultural center director, 
who was a man, was in the role for 25 years and was well-respected. I was a young woman in my twen-
ties. How could I be qualified? Many were convinced that the university administration hired a young 
professional to control. I stayed at Penn State for five years, and the campus came to not only embrace 
me, but they also developed a deep respect for my work and professional presence. When I left the uni-
versity to become a professor, my farewell far outweighed that shady, lackluster welcome. And, while 
many people’s recollections of my time there (including my own) are filled with positive, energetic, 
transformational memories, that first year felt very lonely.

I share this, because we often jump into discussions about strategies for success without acknowl-
edging that, before we get into budgets, resource allocation, staff, and strategic plans, we must first 
admit that we are human. We are real people who are excited to achieve a personal goal and earn an 
opportunity to do good work. However, there are times when we are greeted with suspicion, contempt, 
and a lack of love. It’s challenging to start a job this way, but many of us will have this experience. The 
field of higher education definitely has its share of cold and passive-aggressive colleagues (Buller & 
Mary Baldwin College, 2006; Crookston, 2012). This past experience helped me grow, professionally. 
I learned some valuable lessons, along the way, about finding your footing. I share five of those lessons 
in the discussion below.

Lesson One: Everything Is Negotiable

This insight came before accepting the job. While a major priority is to ensure that you are compensated 
adequately and have a full suite of personal benefits, many other agreements can and should be made 
before accepting the position. There is a well-known belief that many DEI positions are set up to fail, 
due to a lack of institutional investiture (Harper, 2015; Jenkins, 2016). Often, creating the position is 
when the institutional commitment ends (Ahmed, 2012). There is no further interest in building a viable 
department infrastructure with adequate budget, staffing, and institutional footprint, at some institutions. 
However, the department’s budget is often negotiable at the time of hire. In some instances, you might 
be able to request a permanent budget increase. Suppose financial resources are limited for a significant 
permanent increase. In that case, one might request a modest permanent bump in budget, combined with 
a one-time start-up fund to seed several new projects or enhancements.

Another point to remember is that people are a significant resource. As you review the organizational 
structure of your unit, make sure you have the human resources you will need to be successful. This 
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might require additional requests for full- and part-time staff, half-time graduate assistants, and student 
employees. Ensure that your office has what it needs to succeed and make a meaningful impact.

Lesson Two: Find Your People

I began this section describing how lonely it was for me as I entered a past position.I learned that students 
are loud and unapologetic with their love, so it was important that I allowed them to love me. As we 
move up to senior level-positions, we can lose touch with students, so we must make time to keep them 
in our inner soul circles. You need them close to ensure that you aren’t missing the mark in your work. 
You need them close, because if students don’t know who you are, your work doesn’t matter. You need 
them close, because they might be the only people on campus willing to yell and scream if the institution 
tries to get rid of you. Regardless of how many drinks you have with colleagues, they probably won’t 
protest, march, sit-in, or cause any ruckus to stand up for you, if you are pushed out. If you rock hard 
and stand firm for students, students will stand for you.

Also, having peers as your people is a necessity. So, hire them. In those new positions you negoti-
ated, build your village if one does not already exist. Establish a new mindset and energy on campus by 
hiring professionals who have dynamic visions, incredible skills, and an equal desire to build something 
incredible. Create a family in your unit where you and your staff feel valued, important, and affirmed.

Lesson Three: Do the Job They Hired You to Do

This lesson required me to understand the power of my voice. As a professional, I speak up in meetings. 
I, first, observe to know when to speak, whether it is to caution, to analyze a situation, or to teach. But, 
from my experience, most meetings on a college campus can benefit from DEI knowledge, wisdom, and 
criticality (Fenwick & Edwards, 2014). I encourage other Black women to contribute. The negative im-
plications of not speaking might affirm some dominant beliefs that just having a [Black woman] present 
is enough, and there is no need for you to be engaged in leading and changing the institution (Bradley 
et al., 2018; Parker, 2020). When I say speak up, I am not suggesting that you become confrontational. 
I mean that offering critical and insightful feedback, guiding and teaching colleagues to view and in-
terpret things differently, and not missing opportunities to step in to address microaggressions are all 
crucial roles of DEI officers. Developing manuals, trainings, and resources to educate the campus on 
these things are essential, but modeling it in practice, as a leader, is critical.

Speaking up also takes the shape of marketing and promotion. Give voice to the work of your de-
partment. Promote your initiatives widely and ensure that things aren’t so quiet that no one is aware of 
your productivity. The reality is that many will protest for the position to be created and celebrate your 
arrival. However, a campus can quickly turn on a diversity officer if they feel the work production is 
lacking (i.e., students become dissatisfied, faculty become critical, staff become cynical, etc.). Constant 
communication with your campus serves as essential proof of life and validation that the resources al-
located were firm investments.

Lesson Four: Conversations Are a Necessary Form of Assessment

Using formal assessment data is a valueable way to figure out the needs of your organization. Thoroughly 
read program reviews and external reviews for your department or reporting units. Take time to thought-
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fully review these units’ annual reports so you can appreciate and understand their self-evaluation and 
make plans to respond to the data. While formal surveys, data, and metrics are increasingly advanced as 
the most important elements of assessment and analysis, I believe that understanding the needs of any 
community can not be done without talking to people. Spend at least a semester meeting, talking to, 
listening to, and dreaming with students, faculty, staff members, and alumni. Ask for their feedback on 
strengths of your organization and areas of improvement. Encourage them to share their experiences, on 
campus, and listen to their stories about what relevant DEI issues shaped these experiences. Qualitative 
assessments give us more than metrics, and they give us a nuanced understanding of the people we serve.

Lesson Five: Establish Priorities Through a Viable Framework

Establishing your priorities requires you to honor the truth of what you hear when you talk to the 
campus community. First, don’t be afraid to stop doing what doesn’t work. That is the most radical and 
revolutionary thing that can happen on a college campus. Some people may even thank you for finally 
ending a stale program. So, ask the community what’s not working and channel those resources (fiscal 
and human) into something else.

While I use several formal frameworks (Chun & Evans, 2019; Chun & Feagin, 2019; Williams, 
2013) for my written plans and documents, I use a very informal approach to how I mentally organize 
and deal with the work, daily. I simply refer to my main focus areas as flavor, feel, and, flow. Whatever 
the circumstance, I can always do a quick check of flavor (Who am I being, and how am I acting in this 
moment?), feel (Does this issue concern the environment, curricula, or a need for professional training?), 
and flow (Is this a navigational issue? Is there a roadblock that prevents others from advancing? Who 
does this policy work for and who does this policy work against?)

Flavor is about you. It is about your mindset when approaching the work. Over the past few decades, 
we have been taught, in DEI, to decenter ourselves and start with data-driven decision-making (Kohl, 
2022; Smith, 2020; Williams, 2013). I’m not suggesting that we choose to go with our guts and discard 
data. I am not saying either you or data. Instead, I am saying both data and you. You will have to interpret 
the data and translate it into a solution, an initiative, program, or policy. So, it all starts with you. Unfor-
tunately, we don’t have enough conversations and aren’t given enough space to truly consider questions 
like, What is my unique contribution to this work? What’s special about how I move, professionally? 
Remembering who you are and bringing that whole person to the table is important.

Diversity officers and other cultural practitioners always have and must continue to embrace the art 
of giving yourself permission. Permit yourself to dream radical dreams. Sometimes, this radical dream-
ing may be permitting yourself to do the job they hired you to do. You were hired to help change the 
institutional climate. Don’t be afraid to jump in and take risks that will push the work forward. Do not 
let pressures of formality, cultures of quiet, or unrealistic ideas of objectivity stop you from what you 
set out to achieve.

The next area is “feel.” Feel is focused on how people live within your institution or organization. 
The quality of life there. How does it feel for minoritized communities? We have to be concerned about 
all of the spaces, because regardless of how “woke” the student union building feels, students will leave 
college if they are having a horrible experience and being demeaned in the classroom. The feel of your 
institution concerns the campus environment and the education there. We must attend to inclusive educa-
tion in both the curricular and co-curricular. This also includes how we prepare, support, and evaluate 
academic instructors and student services staff.
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Finally, flow concerns movement. Flow is focused on institutional policies. How are people (or how 
are they not) moving in and through your organization, department, or institution? When you examine 
your policies, consider how policies impact a student, faculty, or staff member’s ability to navigate the 
institution successfully. How do policies support or prevent everyone from achieving their aspirations 
and dreams? Because, at its core, a college campus is all about dreams and aspirations. Movement.

This is serious and important work, but a huge part involves making environments feel more joyful 
and lovely. Don’t forget that, and don’t just focus on countering the negative. Create something positive. 
Enliven the campus. Our jobs are not to simply add light to a dark path. Instead, we are there to guide 
the organization in a different direction and to walk towards justice and equity.

STANDING ON SOLID GROUND: CORETTA’S REFLECTION

“On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand;

All other ground is sinking sand.

All other ground is sinking sand.” 

The lines above are from the hymn “My Hope is Built” or “The Solid Rock,” by Edward Mote (1797-
1874). Although from a hymn, the words are quite applicable and reflect the importance of standing 
on solid ground, as an academic diversity officer (ADO). If you are not on the solid rock or a strong 
foundation, sinking might be an appropriate description of your time and effectiveness in the ADO role. 
I offer a sentinel experience, early in my appointment as an ADO, to set the stage for this discussion. 
Let me begin with my journey in academia that led me to become an ADO.

After receiving my Ph.D., I completed two postdoctoral fellowships and eventually received tenure 
at a research-intensive university. Four years later, I had the opportunity to return to my home state 
to make a difference. I had a history of working on diversity, equity, and inclusion issues, including a 
successful program of research with a minoritized population, and I was unanimously selected for this 
position. It was almost as if this position was written just for me. I transitioned to this new position, as 
a Full Professor and the inaugural Associate Dean of Diversity Equity and Inclusivity.

During, what I would call my “honeymoon phase,” I had a significant reality check. A student emailed 
me and stated that her instructor told her that she could make up a missed assignment. Then, shortly 
after that, the same instructor came back to the student and said she would no longer be able to make 
up the clinical assignment. Based on the incomplete assignment, the student would fail the course. The 
student was passing the course and clinical before this issue. Eventually, the student and her mother 
arrived at my office to discuss the matter after she could not resolve it with the course faculty. I invited 
the appropriate assistant dean to join the conversation in, what I thought, would be a joint information-
gathering session. This assistant dean was the individual who told the course faculty that the student 
could not make up the assignment. After hearing the student’s perspective, the assistant dean asked a 
few questions and then, to my surprise, stated her conclusions. Her conclusions were inappropriate and 
were delivered dismissively and demeaningly, to the student and her mother. I advocated on the student’s 
behalf, as I felt the student was denigrated. I knew the assistant dean was not happy with me, but I felt 
good about standing up for the student and attempting to help the student navigate the situation.
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After our meeting, I was sitting in my office, like the cat who swallowed the canary, when the dean 
decided to check in. I smiled and said I was doing fine and felt good about a situation where I had just 
advocated for a student. She, then, revealed that she heard about it and that was why she was there. The 
instructor, assistant dean, and another faculty member (with whom I had had no interaction) went to 
the dean about the situation with the student. I was described as a bully, and the assistant dean reported 
me for not supporting her in front of the student and parent. This conversation took place downstairs, 
while I was upstairs in my office. The dean burst my bubble of self-satisfaction, and I was in shock! 
The honeymoon, if there was one, was over. I told the dean that I was astonished and disappointed that 
she would listen to others talk about me, as a senior leadership team member, without inviting me to be 
a part of the conversation. There was a prompt apology, but the damage had already been done. I was 
deflated and disheartened. As an ADO, I was accused of bullying, because I advocated for a student 
being scolded, inappropriately, in front of her parent.

The student had to petition to remain in the program in the coming weeks. Her petition was approved, 
but she still needed to repeat the course. The student filed a grievance to have the course grade changed. 
My only role in the grievance was as the student’s witness. Based on policies at the time, I was not allowed 
to hear any of the case. The Associate Dean of Academics selected the chair of the grievance commit-
tee and all the committee members. The student’s grievance was not supported, and she had to repeat 
the course. This course repeat meant another semester of school and everything that went along with it.

The title and big corner office meant nothing. I had no power or influence, and I was distraught, 
disappointed, depressed, and felt like a failure. After being angry and shedding tears of frustration, I 
eventually met with myself. All my “Ds” turned into determination. I was determined to be a difference-
maker and fulfill the mission that led me to take this position. This situation taught, or retaught, me 
many powerful lessons. As stated by Maya Angelou, “When someone shows you who they are, believe 
them the first time.” To be successful as an ADO, I needed to garner support with resources and people, 
implement strategies to overcome pushback among colleagues, and navigate institutional resistance. 
Using a game analogy, I had little control over the players, but I could, perhaps, influence the game’s 
rules with the right strategies.

Resources and People

A national survey by Jimenez et al. (2019) supports that individuals engaged in diversity and inclusion 
activities often come from minoritized groups. In some cases, ADOs attain their positions due to their 
interest and not because they have the requisite support or resources to succeed. Coleman (2010) offered 
that exposure to people, resources, and opportunities is 60% of one’s potential to achieve career success. 
Given that minoritized faculty are often under-resourced, their overrepresentation in the role of ADO 
can contribute to a lack of success, despite their commitment and motivation.

For example, all of my degrees are in nursing, and my terminal degree is a Ph.D. in Nursing Science, 
which prepared me to conduct research. My postdoctoral fellowships were also in nursing research. 
Therefore, I arrived at the ADO role without formal diversity, equity, and inclusion training. I had my 
experiences as a first generation, minoritized faculty member and some limited experiences working 
with an ADO. I took on the ADO role, with more desire than resources to support my success. What did 
I do to improve my success and gain exposure to resources, people, and opportunities to develop a solid 
foundation for diversity, equity, and inclusion work? I provide examples in two exposure areas, resources 
and people, of things I did to build a more solid foundation to be an affective ADO.
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Resources

One of the most important resources I obtained was a certificate in diversity and inclusion. The areas 
covered in this certificate included improving engagement, counteracting unconscious bias, diversity, 
and inclusion in the work environment, and fostering an inclusive climate. Completing the certificate 
improved my knowledge about essential issues related to diversity and inclusion and provided resources 
I could use, immediately, to positively influence my unit’s climate. The course offered tools, such as 
checklists, to assess the environment and individuals. Exercises were well-suited to be implemented, 
such as developing an action plan to achieve a diversity and inclusion goal. Obtaining this resource was 
important, but it was not enough. I needed exposure to people.

People

As an ADO and a professor, I had a meaningful seat at the leadership table, to engage in critical conversa-
tions. I did not feel equipped to adequately exhibit the executive presence I knew I needed, to advocate 
for diversity, equity, and inclusion, especially as a minoritized ADO. Therefore, I sought out a leadership 
coach, and my coach has been very influential during my journey to improve my foundation. Coaching 
is a unique and distinct profession that borrows from consulting and therapy. My leadership coaching 
includes powerful questioning, leadership assessments, and reflection activities that guide the develop-
ment of leadership agility, self-awareness, and emotional intelligence (Capstone Performance Solutions, 
2019). My coach helps me solve problems, reach goals, design a plan of action, and make thoughtful 
decisions. She also provides psychological safety, so I can bring my authentic self to our sessions.

Because I desire to learn and grow in my position, coaching brings out the best in me and helps me 
create the best answers while attaining supporting. The leadership coach position is a resource that allows 
me to better use the certificate I obtained in diversity, equity, and inclusion. Because of my leadership 
training, I can communicate with peers more effectively and execute plans for inclusive excellence.

The other group of people who have been very important in my journey to build the foundation I 
need, to succeed as an ADO, are my fellow ADOs who comprise the Council of Academic Diversity 
Officers (CADO). Each ADO is responsible for developing and implementing unit-level strategic plans 
for diversity and inclusion. Still, we collectively work with the university’s chief diversity officer, as 
CADO, to support and advance university inclusive excellence efforts. Moreover, CADO serves as an 
essential source of social support to lessen the stress and pressure of the ADO role.

Overcoming Collegial Pushback

Naturally, people are creatures of habit and want to maintain their comfort levels. When it comes to 
diversity, equity, and inclusion issues, individuals need to be “comfortable being uncomfortable,” to 
enact change. Because individuals are resistant to being uncomfortable, they often push back and are 
reluctant to change, from the current state. There are several strategies that I have found helpful to over-
come collegial pushback.

As I aforementioned, my training has been as a researcher, so I am accustomed to collecting data and 
using that data to support a case. Paraphrasing the words of rapper, Jay-Z, people may lie, but numbers 
don’t. We know that not all data are in the form of numbers. We can use many forms of data to address 
collegial pushback. For example, colleagues may not believe that the climate is different from their 
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perception. The data from a climate survey could be one way to dispel falsehoods about a unit’s climate 
and illuminate a more accurate perspective. Once challenges and opportunities are identified with a 
climate survey, they can be addressed.

Another way to use data is to pull it from peer or aspirant institutions or the literature, to support a 
case around diversity, equity, and inclusion. When I arrived, principles of holistic admissions were not 
being used in some of the programs. Holistic admissions or using other criteria for admission decisions, 
beyond academic outcomes, can be challenging (Glazer et al., 2016). A decision was made to enact 
holistic admissions, but there was reluctance to give the holistic criteria much weight, compared to the 
student’s grade point average (GPA). In other words, the faculty were comfortable basing admissions 
on GPA but were uncomfortable including criteria that would help diversify the profession and giving 
those criteria a significant weight. To help alleviate concerns, I collected and provided exemplars of 
other schools’ holistic admissions criteria to support a more realistic first step in implementing holistic 
admissions criteria.

The last example of overcoming pushback lies in using the resources, access, and privileges to move 
toward inclusive excellence. Jana (2021) describes the differences between three groups of individuals 
that may be useful- allies, accomplices, and co-conspirators. Although each can be useful, Jana described 
them as a continuum, with allies being less engaged than accomplices and co-conspirators being the 
most active. Jana described an ally as supporting equal justice, in theory, but did little more than that. 
An accomplice does more than an ally in actively working to dismantle systems of oppression. Lastly, 
Jana described the co-conspirator as the most engaged individual who works alongside the communities 
and initiatives they support.

Regardless of the training and preparation of the ADO, the ADO may still need the support of allies, 
accomplices, and co-conspirators to elicit change. For this reason, it is essential to understand what role 
individuals can and are willing to play in supporting diversity and inclusion initiatives. For example, 
other unit leaders played essential roles in helping to establish holistic admissions in my unit. They 
helped make a case for the urgency, a critical step for change, to move to holistic admissions to support 
the unit’s mission and the university. Despite where they may be, on the allyship continuum, ADOs must 
meet people where they are, acknowledge their value, and use their contributions to overcome pushback.

Navigating Institutional Resistance

Many of the challenges of diversity, equity, and inclusion lie in historical resistance to change. Institu-
tions may have both written and unwritten policies, structures, and processes that negatively influence 
the pursuit of inclusive excellence. Some of the same strategies used to deal with pushback among col-
leagues can also help navigate institutional resistance. The first step is making sure you understand the 
institution and the context of the challenge. For example, if the goal is to change tenure and promotion, 
approaches could include becoming a tenure and promotion committee member. If that’s not a possibil-
ity, one could seek out allyship among members of the tenure and promotion committee to make the 
committee member aware of the necessity for change.

Revisiting My Story

The role of an ADO is challenging and requires constant adaptation to the academic environment and 
self-awareness. I am now better positioned to be an effective ADO, because I have intentionally strength-
ened my foundation. Although I stand on solid ground, I know I may need to reinforce the foundation, 
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as conditions change. I can be an ally, accomplice, or co-conspirator. I cannot change the players, but I 
will use my sphere of influence to change the game’s rules, with inclusive excellence as the goal.

CHANNELING HEALTHY SELF-DOUBT INTO POSITIVE 
MOTIVATION: CHELLE’S REFLECTION

Friends, congratulations are in order! I recently began my new role as Associate Vice President of 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. It is a huge step forward – the culmination of years of commitment 
to this work, no matter the role. Dare I say it’s “the dream job,” an opportunity to engage in strategic 
diversity leadership at the university level, while being mentored by a dynamic senior diversity officer 
who possesses deep knowledge and experience. And yet…this is not excitement on my face, not even 
close. In fact, it looks more like doubt and uncertainty. And what is perplexing is how familiar it feels.

Over the sixteen years, every time I have accepted a new role, I spent the weeks prior to assuming that 
role haunted by a peculiar fear that I would be “found out.” I feared that I would have somehow duped 
folks into thinking I am more talented than I actually am. The fear feels like your good friend from high 
school to whom you only speak sporadically, but when you do, you pick up your conversation as if no 
time has passed! I suppose it does help, however, to know this form of anxiety has a name, or at least I 
thought it did: imposter syndrome.

Quit Pathologizing

Having stayed up far too late the night before the interview for my first academic position, preparing for 
a job talk, I fell asleep at the desk in my hotel room. I woke up at approximately 4am, completely out of 
sorts. My pulse was racing, my breathing was labored, and I felt nauseous. But most of all, I felt hot… 
I mean, seriously hot. As a migraineur, I spent my fair share of days laid out on the cool tiles of a dark 
bathroom floor, waiting for an episode to pass. So, out of sheer force of habit, that is where I sought 
refuge from whatever had a hold of me.

I knew it was not a migraine because they are not accompanied by a nagging sense of pending doom, 
nor do they make me emotional. Yet, fat tears rolled down my cheeks, as I struggled to come to terms 
with the fact that, having spent the last five years performing smartness in my doctoral program, the 
jig would finally be up tomorrow. Laying on the cool tiles, I fell back asleep thinking through a good 
response to offer my beloved doctoral advisor, when he asked why I had failed him.

Two hours later, I hopped in the shower, fixed my face, donned my “killing it!” suit, and prepared 
to fake it till I made it. And, I did! In fact, I knocked the entire interview out the park. Driving home, I 
entertained the thought that I might be good, academically, after all. But, that quickly gave to figuring 
out how to never experience another panic attack like that again. So, when I got home, I searched the 
internet, stringing together terms like “academic,” “fear,” “fraud,” and “panic” and stumbled upon a 
concept I never heard before: impostor phenomenon. I spent three days at my computer, sliding down 
an impostor phenomenon rabbit-hole, until my attention was finally drawn away by the ringing of my 
cell phone. It was UofSC, the school with whom I interviewed – I had gotten the job.

Doubting your abilities and feeling like a fraud, or “imposter phenomenon,” is attributed to research 
psychologists, Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes, based on their 1978 study. Clance and Imes (1978) 
noted the phenomenon disproportionately affects “high achieving” women, who have trouble accepting 
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their gifts and accomplishments, oftentimes attributing them to luck or circumstances, rather than their 
own intelligence and talent. Unfortunately, Clance and Imes’ findings put the spotlight on women as 
the problem, which aided in its pathologizing into “imposter syndrome,” spawning “decades of thought 
leadership, programs, and initiatives to address imposter syndrome in women” (Tulshyan & Burey, 
2021, para. 7). Tulshyan & Burey’s (2021) recent Harvard Business Review article considered the role 
workplace systems play in both fostering and exacerbating women’s inclinations to distrust their suc-
cesses. They argued:

The impact of systemic racism, classism, xenophobia, and other biases was categorically absent when 
the concept of imposter syndrome was developed. Many groups were excluded from the study, namely 
women of color and people of various income levels, genders, and professional backgrounds. Even as 
we know it today, imposter syndrome puts the blame on individuals, without accounting for the histori-
cal and cultural contexts that are foundational to how it manifests in both women of color and White 
women. (para. 8).

In other words, rather than assuming that feelings of insecurity, doubtfulness, or not belonging are 
self-generated, women of color should focus their interrogation on the organization. What about this 
place makes me feel unwelcomed? What we interpret as imposter syndrome might be a very real and 
legitimate response to exclusion and professional disrespect. Tulshyan and Burey (2021) re-framed feel-
ings of uncertainty, discomfort, anxiety, and second guessing, particularly within the context of your 
workplace, as expected and normal aspects of a professional life. Moreover, they argued that women 
who experience these feelings don’t need to be diagnosed or fixed. Rather, organizational leaders are 
responsible for cultivating inclusive environments, free from systemic bias, discrimination, and abuse 
of power. Tulshyan and Burey (2021) argued that, only by doing so, can we “reduce the experiences that 
culminate in so-called imposter syndrome among employees from marginalized communities – or at 
the very least, help those employees channel healthy self-doubt into positive motivation, which is best 
fostered within a supportive work culture” (para. 13).

So, as it turns out, I am not an imposter and, if you share this feeling, neither are you! So, rather 
than engaging in old behaviors (like letting my anxiety settle in), I have decided to sit down and draft a 
few suggestions towards helping us, collectively, manifest what it might look like to “channel healthy 
self-doubt into positive motivation.”

As the number of topics encompassed under “diversity,” “equity,” and “inclusion” continues to grow, 
you may find yourself, as I did, feeling overwhelmed by all you need to learn. But, let me offer up some 
good news: it is my experience that roughly one-third of this work involves things you can learn “on the 
fly”. Another third involves understanding your roles and responsibilities as a leader, and the final third 
is about who you know, rather than what you know. Below, I offer up a few points of wisdom, related 
to those last two-thirds.

Lesson One: Know Your Role

It is no surprise that those who take on a diversity officer position describe themselves as “doers,” which 
often leads us to, mistakenly, believe diversity leadership is about more doing. While there is always work 
that needs doing, serving as a diversity officer is less about you doing and more about your capacity to 
set the conditions for others to engage in effective work. Indeed, no one can steward an organization’s 
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equity and inclusion efforts alone – you must have colleagues, collaborators, and partners who help carry 
out important projects and initiatives. Importantly, inviting others to join in this work comes with the 
responsibility of making it easy for them to participate. For example, the presence of diversity committees 
and councils on college campuses continues to grow; however, the individuals best suited for member-
ship on these committees are already over-burdened because they are doers, too. Consequently, getting 
the right people to come to the table shifts your role from doer to facilitator, advocate, and champion.

In my second year as a college diversity officer, I was asked to create a taskforce on international 
education. Internationalization was not my area of expertise; however, because I had made meeting our 
faculty and learning their research interests an early agenda item, I immediately knew who was best po-
sitioned to lead this group. I also knew this individual, a highly respected International and Comparative 
Education scholar, was inundated with committee work. So, I decided to speak with their department 
chair first.

I informed the chair about the taskforce, its importance to the college’s strategic plan, my desire to 
have one of their faculty members lead it, and I stressed the importance of not adding responsibilities to 
their plate without taking something else off. Together, we reviewed the department’s committee assign-
ments and were able to remove them from two obligations that were wasting their time and talents. As 
anticipated, when I informed the individual about the leadership opportunity, they were interested but 
reluctant (given their workload) and wanted to consult their chair, first. When I told them I had already 
spoken with the chair and explained what we had done, they enthusiastically agreed to serve.

As diversity leaders, our success depends on our capacity to differentiate between when something 
needs to be handled by us and when it is better served by a collective. Consequently, one of our primary 
responsibilities is identifying the right people to serve and ensuring the group’s leader(s) has the neces-
sary resources (in this case, time) to be successful. The good news, for the anxiety-ridden, is that most of 
what we do often requires a collective. Importantly, when the work is best approached, collaboratively, 
we must do all we can to set the conditions for others’ success.

Lesson 2: When in Doubt, Tap Your Human Resources

I envisioned spending the first week of my new position, as Associate Dean of Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion, getting a handle on my surroundings and analyzing my job description, to better understand 
what was expected of me. But, three days before I started, the Unite the Right Rally occurred in Charlot-
tesville, Virginia. I remember thinking I wasn’t even close to being ready to lead a college-wide debriefing 
session, despite feeling like that is what the moment called for.

As a Foundations of Education scholar, who taught Critical Race Theory for several years, facilitating 
discussions on racism and White supremacy wasn’t unfamiliar territory. But engaging a class of eager 
doctoral students is not the same thing as engaging an entire college in that conversation. Sticking to 
my personal mantra about “setting the conditions for others’ success,” which often includes providing 
others with opportunities to share their expertise, I realized the best way to rise to this occasion was to 
get the hell out of the way!

Later that week, as I sat in the back of the auditorium, learning from the five colleague-experts I 
invited to serve on a discussion panel to which the entire college had been invited, an important lesson 
settled in. As diversity leaders, we bring to our positions a set of experiences and understandings, as well 
as knowledge bases (both experiential and scholarly), that make us strong candidates for these positions. 
But, we often forget our single greatest asset is not what we know but who we know. It occurred to me 
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that, while I still hold responsibility for growing my understanding, particularly around topics not yet 
in my wheelhouse, I would never need to know everything about DEI - it’s simply not possible. Rather, 
those of us who assume a leadership role must continually grow our networks of colleagues, whose 
expertise can be called upon, in both good times and in crisis, by building meaningful relationships. 
As you grow your network, you will be able to make tapping your human resources a regular practice.

Lesson Three: Peer Mentoring Works

The literature I consumed in graduate school, on the experiences of women of color in the academy, made 
it clear I wasn’t going to survive on my own. Given Black women represent 2.1% of tenure track professors 
(June & O’Leary, 2021), our strength is not our numbers but our relationships with one another. I have 
yet to meet a sister academic who claims sole responsibility for her professional accomplishments. Most 
often, they reel off a list of mentors, collaborators, and friends who kept them on their path, kept their 
feet to the fire, kept them out of trouble, and kept their sanity intact throughout their professional journey.

I was lucky to begin my academic journey alongside two Black women on the tenure-track. Together, 
we stumbled our way through the first three years of our careers, mentoring ourselves, given the lack 
of tenured Black women in our college. We reveled in our good fortune of walking down the hall or up 
the stairs to one another’s offices to process, seek reassurance, and receive affirmation. That sisterhood 
saved me and my career, on occasions too numerous to count. Consequently, I continue to cultivate 
sisterhoods in every aspect of my professional life.

Currently, I have no fewer than four different professional sisterhoods that serve different purposes. 
The “Divas” are group of close friends with whom I gather for dinner and drinks, monthly. I also belong 
to two sisterhoods with Black women, committed to collectively accomplishing our professional goals. 
The first includes a group of associate professors and sistafriends, who aspire to write and publish our-
selves into full professors. The second consists of myself, another associate professor, and our friend 
and mentor - a full professor who helps us strategize, theorize, and navigate around the obstacles on our 
paths. The final sisterhood consists of the women who co-authored this article. As the few Black female 
academic diversity officers at our university, our need for support, while engaging in this work, goes far 
beyond our formal, monthly meetings and spills over into monthly dinner groups.

Some sisterhoods are inherited, others are found, while still others are built. Regardless, being in 
relationship with colleagues who can help you navigate the trials and tribulations associated with being a 
diversity officer is vital. The diversity officer role is relatively new, so those of us called to it often have 
few colleagues who truly understand what we do. So, it is incumbent upon us to create our own support 
circles and networks. Not in one yet? Don’t worry, we’re out there, and we’re only a Zoom call away!

MARKING THE PATH: SHIRLEY’S REFLECTION

This final section and story summarizes previous insights and discusses strategies that enable Black 
women in diversity, equity, and inclusion leadership roles to navigate the leadership path by (1) leav-
ing evidence of their existence, (2) promoting and publicizing themselves (the DEI work), (3) creating 
archives for the future, and (4) mentoring other potential leaders. Black women in DEI leadership roles 
in the academy face several barriers, many of which are analogous to what may be described as the 
“crooked room” by Harris-Perry (2009):
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When they confront race and gender stereotypes, Black women are standing in a crooked room, and 
they have to figure out which way is up. Bombarded with warped images of their humanity, some Black 
women tilt and bend themselves to fit the distortion. It can be hard to stand up in a crooked room (p.62). 

My own lived experience in launching a career trajectory in higher education leadership began with 
this “crooked room.” I had just been hired as chairperson of an academic department at a comprehensive 
university in the Southeast and became the first Black scholar to lead a department in my field, at a 
mainstream or predominantly White university. Armed with strong credentials that included a doctor-
ate in my field from a prestigious Midwestern university, previous administrative experience at two 
other universities, including an R1(high research activity) designated university in the Southeast, and 
an HBCU, I was excited about beginning this new administrative career trajectory. Yet, I also felt mild 
trepidation. My dissertation advisor and mentor, a White male, had strongly urged me not to take the 
position, because he felt that I was being set up to fail, as a Black woman. I was one of three finalists 
for the position. The other finalists included another Black woman, who had been the first woman of 
color to receive the doctorate from the same university as I, and coincidentally, a White male, who was 
a professor at the very same university. Because the White male was not offered the position, he felt he 
had been a victim of reverse discrimination. My advisor and mentor’s concerns gave me pause, and I 
pondered the consequences of my decision to take the position anyway. As I look back on my first aca-
demic leadership position, I relied on a survival technique that also worked for me in graduate school, 
where I was either the only one or one of three—assimilation. I didn’t back down, but I assimilated, to 
be visible in the role. As leadership scholars explain, Black women often feel compelled to assimilate, 
to attain career advancement, success, and legitimacy and embody the feminine traits of leadership—
empowering, networking, persuading, collaborating, contributing, and mentoring (Dean et al., 2000).

The assimilation leadership style marked my next role as department chair at another institution. Two 
ensuing directorships led me to my current position as an Associate Dean for DEI. I was appointed to 
the position after serving 15 years in the college. The first five years, I was the founding director of one 
of the college’s two academic units, and I spent ten more years as a professor and chair of the diversity 
committee. Moving from academic to DEI leadership has contributed to my navigational capital and 
authenticity. The authentic leadership style is a choice that allows you to show up and be real. It is a 
style consistent with the age old wisdom, “to know thyself, and to thine own self be true” (Shakespeare, 
1992). A proponent of authentic leadership theory (ALT), Johnson (2015) described authenticity as “the 
root construct or principle underlying all forms of positive leadership” (p.18). According to Gardner 
et al. (2011) the practice leads to sustainable (long term) and veritable (ethically sound) organizational 
performance. Authenticity has four components: self-awareness, balanced processing (remaining objec-
tive when receiving information), internalized moral perspective (regulating our behavior, according to 
our standards and values), and relational transparency, presenting the authentic self to others, openly 
expressing true thoughts and feelings appropriate for the situation.

Authenticity may be viewed as ethical leadership that guides our DEI work, as Johnson described as, 
“learning that ours is not the only act in town—learning the value of empowerment, sharing governance 
and that co-creation leaves us free to do only what we are called and able to do, and to trust the rest to 
others” (Johnson 2015, p. 242). The first step toward marking our path as Black women in the DEI space 
is to leave evidence of our existence. In doing so, my experience has been to be mindful of giving the 
best of me but saving the rest of me to be my true self. What we leave behind is important, but so is what 
we always keep within ourselves. When you give too much in a space where you aren’t always visible, 
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wanted, or expected to be, you can lose so much of yourself. Strive for leadership positions within your 
own groups, whether with a council such as CADO or committee. By doing so, we navigate our paths 
as authentic and transformational DEI leaders.

Evidence of our existence occurs when our voices are amplified, such as the establishment of a 
university-wide Council of Academic Diversity Officers, composed of Associate Deans of Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion, or similar titles, in every academic unit, plus admissions and athletics. This orga-
nizational structure develops a sustainable model for Black women DEI leaders in the academy to exist 
in an inviting yet inclusive environment. CADO becomes a powerful symbol of not only the existence of 
Black women leaders in DEI but of their power and impact, yielding power not out of privilege but out 
of purpose. Council leadership can also be used as a trajectory for higher-level visibility and leadership 
opportunities in central administration. Other markers of evidence that Black women DEI leaders have 
been seen and heard include collaborating with other university entities, such as a center for teaching 
excellence, to create a “Teaching Towards Inclusive Excellence,” certificate of completion—a sustain-
able archetype of effective DEI practice within the academy. The CADO members report directly to 
their respective deans and have reporting relationships to the Vice President for Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion and the University Provost, to advance the university’s Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion goals 
and objectives.

The second step is to promote and publicize ourselves, but to do that, we must successfully promote 
and publicize DEI in our own units, the campus, and in community, national, and global organizations. 
The need to promote DEI relates to a larger concern that we, Black women, are usually unseen. There-
fore, the work we do in this space would be unseen by most, thus the need to redouble promotional 
efforts. Shine your light in your unit by creating your web page on the unit’s Web site, showcase all 
the DEI work in that venue, on social media, and annually publish and disseminate a DEI scorecard 
to publicize your goals, objectives, metrics and progress you are making towards those goals, such as 
The Strategic Diversity Leadership Scorecard (Williams, 2013). Collaborate with your DEI colleagues 
throughout the university, invite others to conduct training and workshops, and publicize those efforts. 
Don’t shrink from the difficult work. A failed attempt to achieve a diverse faculty resulted in a success-
ful promotion and publicity effort that yielded tangible results. The experience led to a push for more 
diversity hires within the unit, a faculty search committee for diversity workshop, and a new search for 
four new faculty of color under the auspices of a cluster hire that resulted in three new Black faculty 
and one Latina. Antagonists became allies, many of whom now serve on the DEI Inclusive Excellence 
Advisory Council within the college.

Other opportunities to promote and publicize DEI are by using faculty, staff, and student diversity 
awards, to promote contributions to DEI, a DEI certificate program, DEI newsletters, partnerships with 
organizations and institutions with diverse students, to create pipeline and pathway programs, seminars, 
symposia, and museums. Incentivizing DEI participation can effectively achieve faculty, staff, and 
student buy-in.

The third step toward marking the DEI path involves archiving for the future. Partner with university 
libraries to donate your DEI historical records, to archive your important initiatives, such as “Docu-
menting Diversity at the University of Oregon,” which collects pertinent records and raises awareness 
of the importance of preserving historic diversity records, especially of underrepresented groups. Other 
prominent examples on my campus are the Museum of Education and the Center for the Education 
and Equity of African American Students. The university libraries at the University of South Carolina 
maintain selected readings, films, and other materials about diversity, equity, and inclusion. Another 
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example of diversity, equity, and inclusion archival programming is the biennial Media and Civil Rights 
History Symposium, co-sponsored by our University’s Civil Rights Center.

Mentoring is the fourth step toward marking the DEI path. National organizations are dynamic resources 
for mentoring potential future leaders in the academy, in general, and DEI. One of the most prominent 
national organizations for chief diversity officers is the National Association of Diversity Officers in 
Higher Education, which offers the NADOHE Chief Diversity Officer Fellows Program (CDOFP), a 
professional leadership program of mentorship for new and early career chief diversity officers. Ac-
cording to NADOHE, the purpose of the one academic year mentorship is to provide each Fellow with 
mentoring, from a senior level CDO, for guided professional development opportunities and experiences.

Most universities sponsor their own leadership mentoring programs and national academic and 
professional associations. Informal mentoring among professional colleagues is another effective tool. 
Networking in your institution and professional association meetings and conventions can be fertile 
ground for mentoring, nurturing, sponsoring, and coaching the next generation of Black women, as 
authentic transformational leaders in DEI.

CONCLUSION: WALKING PARTNERS

The goal of this chapter was to critically reflect on our personal experiences as DEI professionals, to 
mine our memories for insights, strategies, and perspectives that might be useful to new Black women 
DEI officers. Many key concepts of critical race, such as authentic voice, story exchange, and naming 
one’s reality, are essential to this work. As Delgado (1990) argued, people of color may speak from a 
very different experience. According to Banks-Wallace (2002), storytelling, the interactive process of 
sharing stories, is a vehicle of preserving culture and passing it on to future generations. Revisiting our 
Black Feminist Thought conceptual foundations for this chapter brings us back to the idea of African 
American women’s shared experiences and ways of knowing that stem from navigating exclusionary and 
oppressive environments. By sharing our four stories, we understand, even more fully, Collins’ (1989) 
assertion that these shared experience offer a powerful perspective to examine self, in relation to com-
munity or society. In this case, we examined our selves in relation to the challenges of doing activist 
work on predominantly white college campuses.

Just as from a broad, societal view, a BFT lens can help us to see “characteristic themes within an 
African American woman’s standpoint” (Collins, 1989, p.20). BFT can also help us to identify such 
themes within smaller, more defined communities (e.g., Black women diversity officers in higher educa-
tion). Core themes found in our shared stories include: (1) Work with purpose, (2) Work with confidence, 
(3) Work with friends, (4) Work with authenticity, and (5) Work with your resources. While each of our 
stories and our professional paths to the diversity officer position are very different, our experiences in 
the role parallel, intersect, and mirror each other. We have all found that a clear purpose for both why 
and how you work is essential to withstand the winds of resistance that you will face. Also, bringing your 
full, authentic self onto your campus is critical to helping you harness your power. This ties in with the 
importance of confidence to actually be the change agent, that is inherently the foundation of the job. 
Finally, through all of our stories, we share the value of resources—human resources, fiscal resources, 
and various other forms of support systems. As the poem “Footsteps” stressed, you can not walk alone.
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Our stories in this chapter come from the field and offer an honest “in the trenches” dialogue often 
had when Black women gather. This is our effort to walk with our sisters in the struggle, mark the path, 
shine a light, clear the way, and lift you up. To use an old expression, let each one (of us) reach one of us.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Assimilation: The pressure to conform as an acculturating option to overcome feelings of “other-
ness”, in the presence of the dominant culture.

Authentic Leadership: The root construct or principle underlying all forms of positive leadership 
that leads to sustainable (long term) and veritable (ethically sound) organizational performance.

Black Feminism: Black feminism centers the social and political identities of Black women with an 
explicit understanding of their experiences in relation to racism, sexism, and classism.

Black Feminist Thought (BFT): BFT is an interpretative framework that explores the rich ideas and 
perspectives of Black women intellectuals (both within and outside of the academe). The framework 
seeks to make known the rich intellectual tradition of Black women that is often ignored.

Crooked Room: A phenomenon that describes what Black women confront, as race and gender 
stereotypes and warped images of their humanity.

DEI Scorecard: The diversity or inclusive excellence tool that is scalable, fluid, and contextual to 
help an organization determine what it is doing well and what needs to be improved.

Executive Presence: Demonstrating confidence, control, and a willingness to lead that inspires oth-
ers to want to follow.

Intersectionality: Intesectionality concerns the inter-related nature of social categories such as race, 
class, and gender, and the ways in which they overlap to create interdependent systems of oppression 
and discrimination. The term was coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989.
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APPENDIX: RESOURCES TO EXPLORE

1.  Certificate in Diversity and Inclusion https://online.cornell.edu/diversity-and-inclusion
2.  Leadership Coaching https://www.capstonesolutionsinc.com/
3.  American Council on Education https://www.acenet.edu/Pages/default.aspx
4.  National Association of Diversity Officers in Higher Education Regional Chapters https://www.

nadohe.org/current-chapters
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ABSTRACT

The DEI initiative is a multi-year project to support campuses in shifting power to create an anti-racist and 
equity-based space through liberatory practices, grassroots organizing, and equity-centered education. 
In this paper, the authors reflect on their communal work to disrupt injustice through an intersectional 
framework. To frame this paper, the authors first outline the historical and present impact of DEI work 
within academia, highlighting anti-blackness and misogynoir. Next, the authors introduce the term DEI 
industrial complex and provide an overview of the framework. After providing this analytic framework, 
the authors further explore how incidents of undermining Black leadership manifest within the academy. 
Asserting agency over the DEI complex, the concluding section offers essential survival tools.

“I am, because we are” – The African Philosophy of Ubuntu

The work of transforming the state of racism and anti-Blackness does not happen in isolation but stands 
on the shoulders of foreparents in the work. The authors dedicate this writing to their mothers – Anita 
Torrence, Lucila Petrona Hines de Blackman, and Dorothy Louise McNeil Rodgers (1948-1986), who 
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limitlessly sacrificed, nurtured and prepared them for this work. This entry is also dedicated to DEI 
foremothers and pioneers upon whose shoulders we stand and contemporary comrades engaged in the 
daily fight for survival.

As Diversity Equity Inclusion (DEI) work continues to gain widespread funding within the academy, 
many Black and Indigenous DEI practitioners continue to see and experience the deep scars of racial 
harm within spaces of higher learning. Despite the proliferation of DEI initiatives post-summer 2020 
uprisings, between writing drafts of this work, the authors faced new and daily additions of macroaggres-
sions and racial undermining. Because there is deep love and dedication to the student-scholars, faculty, 
and staff the authors serve, the purpose of this writing aims to give voice to the perpetual dynamics and 
continued racialized harm faced within the era of DEI in higher education. In pushing back on the ways 
anti-Blackness in the traditional cannon can restrict Black voice, the authors chose to frame this work in 
ways that center their experience as Black changemakers. By employing essential tools, the practitioners 
can create new alternatives to address anti-Blackness in the academy at the root rather than the leaves.

INTRODUCTION

“Sometimes people try to destroy you, precisely because they recognize your power - not because they 
don’t see it, but because they see it and they don’t want it to exist.” – Bell Hooks 1994a, p. 59.

Almost three decades later, hooks’ quote resounds loudly for systemic oppression of Black practitioners 
engaging in Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) work. DEI is the umbrella term used to describe work 
that forwards self and community actualization for all beings while creating interventions to shift the 
historical and present ways some groups have been unfairly marginalized. Since the racial justice protests 
of 2020, the demand for DEI practitioners, trainers, and administrators —who are often Black women or 
people of color —has taken off. However, as Black, lesbian, warrior mother poet Audre Lorde reminds 
us, the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. Logan (2021) has shown that most of the 
DEI undertakings have offered the illusion of power to minoritized people and their comrades without 
providing the power needed to shift the structural systems. This dynamic leaves Black and minoritized 
people with little recourse against incessantly harmful environments, despite rhetoric claiming otherwise.

The objective of DEI work is to push the academy to redress oppressive harmful structures. However, 
it is unlikely that efforts funded by and accountable to an institution built on White, elitist, patriarchy, 
and ableist supremacy will be enough to overhaul inequities Black people and other minoritized groups 
confront. Claims of performative allyship that stand in solidarity against injustices often leave those who 
are both Black and women in double jeopardy and isolation (Beal, 2008). Performative allies observe 
harm but remain silent or identify as supporters and fail to use their voices in shared governance spaces 
and meetings to advocate radically against injustices experienced by all community members. Their ac-
tions, in turn, help sustain harm perpetrated against Black women and non-binary persons.

As DEI practitioners – a director of a multicultural center and co-director/co-founder of a university-
wide DEI initiative, a director of a Percy Ellis Sutton SEEK (Search for Education, Elevation, and 
Knowledge) program, and the social work department chair-elect, founding director and program chief 
administrator of a Master of Social Work (MSW) program – the authors attempt to reconcile truths 
through a multi-prong approach. First, they provide a brief historical overview of DEI. Next, they outline 
its evolution into what they coin “the DEI Industrial Complex” historical overview (see the appendix for 
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full description). Learnings from undermining leadership experience within the DEI Industrial Complex 
and the “Academic Anti-Racist Spaces” presentation at the CUNY 2021 Faculty Diversity & Inclusion 
Conference are discussed. The authors offer essential tools for surviving the DEI Industrial Complex to 
current and future research practitioners to close the discussion.

DEI has been increasingly recognized as a mechanism to encourage organizations to push systems, 
including institutions of higher education, to engage in critical conversations about inequity. Despite 
growing DEI leadership positions in academia, Black women and nonbinary persons remain marginalized 
in these spaces. From this perspective, the forthcoming section roots the backstory of the DEI narrative 
and affirms their vital leadership in the landscape of academia.

DEI INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX: HISTORICAL OVERVIEW AND FRAMEWORK

Before the 1964 Civil Rights Act, there was no formal work to address oppression within many institu-
tions (Schantz, 2019). When the grassroots organizing efforts of many dedicated people led to legal 
shifts towards BIPOC enfranchisement and later the introduction of DEI work, there was hope, perhaps 
naively, that these DEI positions would create a shift in the culture of white elitist patriarchy supremacy. 
Purposely under-resourced, DEI initiatives lack capital, staff, and time and reinforce long-standing bar-
riers to change. Unsupported, DEI practitioners are often accountable to administrations that continue 
to uphold the racism of the status quo.

When discussing the challenges and rewards of DEI work with practitioners from twelve campuses 
within the CUNY (City University of New York) system and with one-hundred and fifty (n=150) attend-
ees at the CUNY 2021 Faculty Diversity & Inclusion Conference (Blackman-Richards et al., 2021), it 
became apparent that there are many DEI practitioners dedicated to shifting the higher education climate. 
However, most of the campus’ DEI task forces widely ignored the recommendations of practitioners or 
produced sporadic workshops aimed at transforming the entire racial climate. Many practitioners felt 
that while the college emphasized DEI strategic plans, those most impacted by oppressive practices and 
policies continued to be disproportionately impacted (Ballard et al., 2020). These actions have converted 
DEI work into the DEI Industrial Complex.

While there are dedicated DEI practitioners creating shifts, currently, DEI work tends to experience 
short-lived gains that fail to lead to the systemic shifts necessary to change power dynamics that under-
gird systemic racism. After discussing white supremacy and DEI work in the academy with one-hundred 
and fifty staff and faculty from across the country, the authors landed on an expanded understanding 
of the DEI field, mainly as it shows up in Higher Education. The Appendix grounds in the ideologies, 
strategies, and actors associated with, what the authors have codified as, the DEI Industrial Complex.

Drawing from the Non-Profit Industrial Complex as popularized by INCITE (Smith, 2007), the DEI 
Industrial Complex (See the Appendix) is defined as the collusion of the state, non-profits, corporations, 
and higher education to use Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion work to restore social and financial gain to 
an institution, while consistently only addressing the lowest hanging fruit, and offering no shifts in the 
major and pervasive issues of systemic oppression, especially as they pertain to anti-Blackness. Within 
this model, this entry seeks to highlight the following concepts explored within the DEI industrial com-
plex (a) Weaponization, (b) Tokenism, and (c) Commodified Emotional Labor.
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Weaponization

“The most basic activism we can have in our lives is to live consciously in a nation living in fantasies. 
Living consciously is living with a core of healthy self-esteem. You will face reality; you will not delude 
yourself.” – Bell Hooks, 2014

A prolific author and academic, but also a student and philosopher of American society, bell hooks 
(2014) reminds us of the need to center healthy self-worth to navigate the systems used to weaponize 
and erase Black women and nonbinary people. The challenges within DEI work continue to abound, 
mainly related to the weaponization of DEI within the complex. When Black women align with Black 
and other minoritized people towards the transformation that DEI aims to deliver, support, and advocate 
for marginalized student-scholars, faculty or staff, there is often a weaponization of Black motherhood 
(Buckingham, 2018). Black women’s labor around support for student-scholars faculty and staff is often 
seen as an attack against the institution, and thus, DEI practitioners who choose to practice Black Mother-
hood in the institution can face erasure, ostracizing, and many other tools aimed to show contempt and 
impede the efficacy of Black women’s work (Patton et al., 2019).

Whether unintentionally or otherwise, DEI can feel weaponized within the Black and Indigenous Truth 
concept outlined in the DEI industrial complex framework. Black faculty, staff, and student-scholars 
are often courted to share candidly in task forces and classrooms about racialized issues on campus. 
Once they share, they can be targeted as overly aggressive, overly sensitive, and combative (Mwangi 
et al., 2018). These individuals often face retaliation and bullying after sharing Black and Indigenous 
Truths of intentional or unintentional ongoing anti-Blackness within the academy (Pyke, 2018). In ad-
dition, when minoritized faculty and staff in the academy speak up against the status quo of harm and 
discrimination they are often met with lowered evaluations, micromanagement and microaggressions 
by department chairs/direct managers, resistance to the promotion, and social isolation by BIPOC and 
others (Jordan-Zachery, 2019; Pyke, 2018). The psychological and spiritual impact of fighting against 
personal incidents of racial harm has been linked to higher rates of depression and anxiety and even 
lower life expectancy (Williams, 2018).

Black female leaders who experience racialized trauma in academia are made to feel that their ra-
cialized experiences and pain do not matter (Cooper, 2018; Duncan, 2014; Rodgers, 2015). Many are 
often made to feel as though they should be thankful that they have a job at a prestigious institution of 
higher learning. Internal trauma is deepened when Black female leaders have to put their heads down 
and overwork to keep up with the status quo’s racialized demands and disregard. In addition, institutions 
continue to perpetuate harm. Black women leaders who work in DEI can unlearn silence and should “hold 
institutions accountable for creating safe work environments for women of color; creating equitable work 
environments free from racialized aggression is 100 percent their problem to solve” (Harts, 2021, p.15).

In speaking racialized truths as outlined in the DEI Industrial Complex, there are additional ways 
practitioners face weaponization. There is a deep loneliness at times in DEI work; even the BIPOC–
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color– in one’s community may be complicit in upholding white, 
elitist, patriarchal supremacy by their silence. While we all share the fear of reprisal, the authors, as 
Black women and nonbinary people, have felt the profound loneliness of being the only one speaking 
up against intersectional harm at meetings with department chairs or administrators. It can be incredibly 
lonely when BIPOC and non-BIPOC colleagues text after the meeting to share their agreement privately 
after the moment has passed publicly. In the authors’ experience, weaponization occurs not only when 
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Black women and nonbinary people face backlash within the institution from non-allied factions but 
also face increased social isolation from allied factions.

With the passing of intersectional feminist bell hooks, we are reminded that universities courted bell 
hooks for her brilliance and status for speaking out against anti-Blackness and misogynoir but often 
faced backlash from administrators when speaking against its manifestation in higher education. In DEI, 
practitioners must be mindful of how we performatively ask for candor on racialized issues on campus 
but offer retaliation when given, as the spiritual toll can be energy that cannot be returned.

For instance, after being asked to speak in a meeting with the college administration on diversity, 
author Aysa Gray spoke openly about how the high amounts of diversity within their university did not 
equate to specific higher rates of Black student-scholars, faculty, or staff. Gray was later excluded from 
sitting on a planning committee. There are views about Black women and nonbinary people as being 
unprofessional, too angry, and outspoken, which can lead to continued centering of whiteness or people 
who are White elite adjacent and the ostracization of Black women and nonbinary staff, faculty, and 
student-scholars even within DEI work (Cooper, 2018).

Tokenization

“In the end, anti-black, anti-female, and all forms of discrimination are equivalent to the same thing: 
anti-humanism.” ― Shirley Chisholm, Unbought and Unbossed, 1970, p. 176.

Shirley Chisholm, often tokenized for her role in American politics and largely uncredited for being the 
brainchild of opportunity programs (Winslow 2012), reminds us that any conscious or unconscious act 
undervalues any part of our humanity is an effort to erase it. Tokenization in higher education extends to 
student-scholars, administrators, and programs. Within this text, tokenization is defined as the manage-
ment and control of dissent by elevating one individual or entity into a perceived role of limited power 
and support. Often the focus is mainly on hiring and admissions to demonstrate racial inclusivity, but 
administrative and financial support needed to sustain, keep safe and support are lacking.

SEEK (Search for Elevation Education and Knowledge) is a classic example of tokenism in the acad-
emy. Established in 1966, the SEEK Program provided access to the disenfranchised. It brought to the 
predominantly white “elitist” campuses of New York the pulsating energies of the Civil Rights and the 
Black Power Movements (Molloy, 2017). Initially, it was lauded as the tremendous multicultural (DEI) 
equalizer within CUNY for providing access to thousands of marginalized urban youths. To be admit-
ted into the SEEK Program, student-scholars’ family income must meet the federal poverty threshold. 
It remains one of the very few programs in CUNY with a holistic academic support component that has 
an attached income eligibility requirement. Yet, directors of these programs must endure the inequitable 
comparison of SEEK with newer programs.

According to Simien (2016), “Historic firsts cannot be assessed by traditional measures” (p. 129). As 
a historic first, SEEK student-scholars, faculty and staff paid heavy dues for forming part of a program 
that disrupted the status quo. In the ‘60s and ‘70s, they faced academic apartheid - they were physically 
isolated on some campuses, instructors faced unequal pay, student-scholars were racially targeted in the 
classroom and on campus. In the ‘90s, retrenchment brought University-wide layoffs and the demotion 
of SEEK from academic departments with SEEK-specific faculty lines to programs with quotas for 
student enrollment (Emerson, 2021). Programs have experienced significant downsizing, and most have 
since been unable to offer dedicated classes for SEEK student-scholars. SEEK and other opportunity 
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programs designed to help minoritized student-scholars are crucial examples of tokenization. While 
institutionally lauding SEEK for its strong outcomes, the program continues to be financially divested 
even in the era of DEI advancement.

Furthermore, its leaders, mostly BIPOC females, with all their skill and success, have stunted careers 
because of this token status (Ghosh, 2017). In addition to the disproportionate amount of work, including 
“emotional labor” that they must invest (Misra et al., 2011) to usher BIPOC student-scholars to success, 
these leaders are rarely considered for promotions, nor is their expertise valued. When retention of BI-
POC student-scholars remains an Achilles heel for many institutions (Banks et al., 2019), these BIPOC 
female leaders, who successfully work with the most vulnerable population of the entire University 
system, are not recognized, promoted, or their expertise sought after for innovative retention strategies.

Outside of opportunity programs like SEEK, tokenization continues to abound. Currently, there is a 
push for DEI administrators as a solution for addressing the cultural status quo of white supremacy on 
college campuses. Often the BIPOC DEI administrators who are hired are aligned with DEI initiatives 
but quickly can be used as chief antagonists to the systemic change becoming the Blackface/BIPOC 
face of white supremacy. In this position, these administrators are, at best, marginally supportive of 
advancing systemic shifts and, at worst, perpetually oppositional to advancing shifts they were hired to 
do (Cherry-Mcdaniel, 2019).

The push for a more diverse student body within DEI initiatives has been well documented. Often 
the push to diversify begins with the admissions process leading BIPOC student-scholars to feel courted 
by the institution to enroll (Collin, 2016). Upon enrollment, their numbers help create the optics of di-
versity. However, the necessary environment to foster support for BIPOC student-scholars’ belonging, 
inclusion, and timely graduation is nonexistent. Dated pictures and marketing material on one author’s 
university show a campus with a large community of joyful Black student-scholars; however, in actuality, 
the population of Black student-scholars is one of the smallest in the university system, under 6 percent 
in 2020. These actions translate as the tokenization of BIPOC student-scholars.

Lastly, along with gender marginalization, Black women faculty continue to face tokenization. While 
DEI initiatives often lead universities to court Black women faculty, there is documented sidelining of 
their tenure and promotion. Universities often view and treat Black women faculty as the proverbial 
“twofers” -they check both the gender and race boxes as faculty hires. However, these institutions tokenize 
Black women faculty by further dismissing their intellectual contributions and scholarly accomplish-
ments. In addition, Black women faculty are often pressured to participate as tokenized uncompensated 
laborers or modern-day mammies to fulfill undervalued service requirements (Collins, 2004; Rodgers, 
2015; et al., 2020).

Tokenization is of significant concern within the DEI industrial complex. When BIPOC programs, 
staff, faculty, or student-scholars are courted to address a persistent lack of diversity, the financial or 
systemic support needed to sustain their participation is lacking. Tokenization thus continues the trend of 
DEI initiatives being ineffective in ushering in changes in systemic racism and anti-Blackness in higher 
education. In the authors’ experience, when BIPOC individuals are tokenized and elevated within the 
academy, it often comes with the price of commodified emotional labor.
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Commodified Emotional Labor

  “I was humbled and excited to be First Lady, but not for one second did I think I’d be sliding into a 
glamorous, easy role. Nobody who has the words “first” and “[B]lack” attached to them ever would.” 
– Michelle Obama, Becoming, 2018, p 284.

Akin to Michelle Obama, the first African American First Lady of the United States, Black women and 
nonbinary people are expected to work twice as hard as their male and White counterparts. They are left 
to endure the intersectional weight of false tropes – “angry Black woman” “strong Black woman,” and 
“superwoman” (Harris-Perry, 2011; Rodgers, 2021). Concomitantly, they call for action to address the 
DEI industrial complex encircling commodified emotional labor. The painstaking laborious journey of 
DEI practitioners in the academy is premised on hierarchical white supremacy. As Zora Neale Hurston 
(1990) reminds us, Black women are treated as the mules of the higher education system. Nevertheless, 
few studies have examined its impact on Black women in academia.

Emotional Labor

Black women continue to labor in the substrate of America’s class hierarchy (Marable & Mullings, 2015). 
From the enforced wet-nursing that enslaved Black mothers performed, treated as mules for slave breed-
ing by their White male enslavers, and raped for social and economic reasons, Black women’s bodies 
have been exploited for their labor (Jones-Rogers, 2017; Rodgers, 2015; 2021).

Black Woman and Nonbinary Tax, like the Black Tax, the expected labor used to summarize the 
other duties that African American faculty and staff have to assume by skin color, is unique (Griffin 
et al., 2011). Black Woman and Nonbinary Tax is the intersection of the expected gendered and racial 
labor of Black Women and Nonbinary faculty and staff. It is the expectation of Black motherwork to 
advocate and support student-scholars, faculty, and staff who are Black women and beyond. However, 
the Black Woman and Nonbinary Tax cannot be explained by academic status alone. Even when they 
are highly sought after to share their expertise in the name of financial parity, they are prowess, and their 
mother work is invisible. The consequences for these Black women who carry hierarchical identities, 
such as those held by author Blackman-Richards, seem to reproduce white normative responses, even 
within DEI spaces.

After years of fighting the hard-earned attainment of academic accolades (which benefit the masses), 
Rodgers (2020; 2021) acknowledges the complicity of human hierarchy embedded within U.S. power 
culture (e.g., academic titles and positions), but warns against un-ranking and reduced compensation 
for DEI practitioners who are also Black women professors. Acknowledging their narratives provide 
the necessary grounding to honor mother work experiences that reinforce white supremacist practices 
embedded in the mythical mammy and the strong Black woman tropes (Harris-Perry, 2011, Rodgers, 
2021), PhD shaming, and alienation, thus, ultimately obstructing collective workspaces and liberatory 
practices asserted by Perlow et al (2018).

Black women spend an insurmountable effort challenging White hegemony in academia. Simultane-
ously they perform “motherwork,” a form of reproductive labor that involves Black women’s efforts to 
promote the survival of Black children, families, and communities despite white supremacist practices 
(Collins, 1994). They fearlessly advocate for resources to support scholars to reach their academic mile-
stones, provide critical academic mentorship and care, and carry the weight of oppressive univers[e]sity 



268

The DEI Industrial Complex
 

policies and practices meant to disrupt them from sustaining leadership positions (King, 2018, Rodgers, 
2021; Rodgers et al., 2020).

Black motherwork is evident in programs like Black and Africana Studies and SEEK. Every generation 
of its early BIPOC leadership has experienced and can recount some Racial Battle Fatigue (RBF) level. 
The program’s constant need to defend, protect, and react to racialized conditions, microaggressions, 
and threats (Smith, 2004) causes RBF. As a Black female leader standing at the intersections of race 
and gender, author Norka Blackman-Richards asserts that exhaustion from the subtle, targeted, layered, 
spoken. Unspoken policing, comparing, and criticizing SEEK, while the “White” academy continues 
to benefit from our labor (Smith et al., 2006), is great. According to Blackman-Richards, Black female 
leaders of opportunity programs, who hold administrative positionality as program directors, endure 
exhausting experiences of being “sandwiched” between two forces for which DEI is often performative.

At the same time as performing “othermothering” (Collins, 2000), how do Black DEI laborers de-
construct traditional quantitative methods while attempting to embody financial support parity values? 
How do Black women professors minimize harm to themselves as they support DEI movements? How 
do Black DEI practitioners build wealth to pay the Black tax to pass onto the next generation within an 
economically unjust system designed to disenfranchise financial stability?

This section acknowledged pioneering Black women and nonbinary persons and movements that 
have trailblazed DEI work. The below figure also frames autoethnographic reflections and learnings 
with overlapping learning from one-hundred and fifty attendees who attended (Blackman-Richards et 
al. 2021) Fighting Racism within Academic Anti-Racist Spaces presentation at the CUNY 2021 Faculty 
Diversity & Inclusion Conference, The Power of an Antiracist Academy: Reimagining Systems and 
Structures. Within their reflections on White supremacy within DEI spaces, there are recurring themes 
of tokenization, performative allyship, erasure, weaponizing, undervaluing, free (emotional) labor, etc., 
that are present.
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ESSENTIAL TOOLS FOR SURVIVING THE DEI INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

Black and minoritized people continue to experience grave visceral harm within institutions with proposed 
DEI values. People committed to this work must do as bell hooks (2014) describes in Sisters of the yam 
as to not delude themselves or be deluded by those who create memos on Black lives mattering while 
closing their ears, eyes and hearts to the real harms and demands of Black people in their organizations.

DEI practitioners, particularly Black women and non-binary persons, must fully realize the temptations 
of the DEI Industrial Complex and go beyond traditional approaches to create tangible and sustainable 
change for themselves, the system at large, and those who are comrades in this work. Upon reflection 
on the critical themes outlined earlier, the authors have compiled a list of knowledge to navigate the 
inequality in presumably progressive waters.

Figure 1. Learnings for Fighting Racism within Academic Anti-Racist Spaces
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If Black women and all co-conspirators in freedom and liberation are not careful, they will become 
complicit in that which seeks to oppress and destroy minoritized people. It is vital for our sista comrades 
in this work to use their third eyes and be evident in the ways DEI uses coded language to maintain the 
status quo of white elitist patriarchial ableist supremacy.

Within the DEI Industrial Complex, as DEI practitioners and academic leaders, the previously discussed 
racialized circumstances manifest as traumatic after-effects with lasting consequences that cause harm 
to Black women and non-binary lives in Higher Education. These after-effects present themselves as 
continuous experiences of dispossession and defunding from institutions and programs that are supposed 
to support BIPOC faculty, staff, and student-scholars.ongoing struggles for survival from historically 
Black studies and programs, the commodification of Black professionals used for their labor within un-
protected spaces where there is a lack of environments to thrive professionally, and the undermining of 
Black female leadership and experiences. These named conditions place Black Female and Nonbinary 
lives in Higher Education in racialized circumstances that generate under-sourcing, underfunding, and 
understaffing. These after-effects create the conditions and atmosphere that further render Black Female 
Lives in Higher Education invisible and increases their labor.

In response to the “the masters tools will not dismantle the master’s house” analogy (Lorde, 2003), 
the authors suggest the following essential tools for surviving the DEI Industrial Complex: knowledge 
and wisdom; village community care; and a call to action and unapologetic practices for survival. The 
authors developed these tools from their own experiences as Black women faculty, nonbinary persons, 
and DEI practitioners laboring in the university. After reviewing the tools, the authors are hopeful that 
other Black women and nonbinary DEI practitioners will add these tools to their toolbox and use them 
strategically as needed.

Knowledge and Wisdom

Drawing from the experiences of other Black women faculty and non-binary persons, we can create 
a foundation of awareness of our collective knowledge and wisdom. Establishing such a foundation is 
supported by: Awareness that Black History matters, understanding that initiatives and systems created 
by Black Power are not just historical occurrences, they are studies in Black survival. An awareness 
of why we are being hired is critical to understanding what we are up against and how we will need to 
strategize resistance. The possibility of Black persons being hired to keep white structures in place or 
forward harmful agendas is factual. Understanding the reason behind the power given to that position is 
critical to how work to elevate, re-imagine, build, or destroy structures will occur.

Wisdom and knowledge are necessary for decolonizing practices, policies, and curricula that center on 
white supremacy. Here are some ways to go about this: (a) Having an awareness of the academy’s coded 
terms and strategies to avoid changing and continuing to uphold white elitist patriarchal supremacy, (b) 
Collecting information from various parties/allies to understand dynamics and using this information to 
work towards changing the culture of racial harm, (c) Becoming strategic in our movements and organiz-
ing to re-address the internal, purposeful dismantling that is taking place even with the availability of 
funding or new hires, (d) Becoming aware of institutional trends that impact BIPOC Student-Scholars, 
such as (1) Quota enrollments and lack of strategic recruitment to address low enrollment of Black/
BIPOC student-scholars, (2) attrition or lack of holistic academic models for BIPOC low-income and 
first-generation student-scholars success, (3) the reduction of crucial staffing roles, resulting in increas-
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ing labor, the commodification of Black professionals, and further deterioration of program services to 
BIPOC student-scholars.

Village Community Care

To move beyond the DEI industrial complex, Black women and nonbinary DEI practitioners must find 
ways to create a community or village in their institution. The village must be a space where cultural 
authenticity and accountability for harm are welcomed beyond performativity. The following are ways 
to embrace village community care: 1) Using Grounding activities (e.g., healing circles, music, dance) is 
critical for repairing unseen and unbandaged wounds sustained by remedial interventions. It also may be 
appropriate to consider starting or ending meetings using these practices to disrupt the normative white 
elitist professional culture of meetings. 2) Safeguarding one’s energy. Black women and nonbinary DEI 
Practitioners must be clear that while fighting racism is the work, racism and white supremacy cannot 
consume all of one’s life energy and identity. In other words, Black women are more than the mules 
of white supremacy. It is essential to have additional projects and passions that spiritually sustain DEI 
practitioners and can be poured into outside of paid work. 3) Create a working group with other staff, 
faculty, and student-scholars, who are values-aligned, to co-lead a racial justice initiative to both help 
stakeholders in the group obtain their needs and collectively disrupt the racially harmful status quo. 
Consider whose identity and positionality would be disruptive to the first iteration and if they should 
be included at the beginning. Village space is where practitioners receive familial support; however, to 
create structural shifts, village care and ways to call to action are necessary.

Call to Action for Survival and Beyond

Often practices for engaging with inequity within DEI industrial complex framework are individual-
ized, which leads to burnout and limits the transformation aspirations of DEI to create structural change. 
Practitioners and the village that support them must go beyond individualized survival strategies and 
push for structural shifts. The following are ways calls to action that the authors have explored to push 
for structural shifts:

1) Interrogate the whiteness and classism within you as a practitioner and co-create an ongoing 
space that allows for staff, faculty, students, and administrators interrogation. Anti-blackness is deeply 
embedded in American institutions. Thus, racism pervasively impacts policies, funding, procedures, and 
practices and nurtures oppressive systems and structures. Unquestioning compliance or alliance with 
policies, systems, and structures that center the status quo are acquiescing to harmful anti-blackness 
and elitism. 2) Drawing from practices and strategies that are not always viewed as professional or tra-
ditional for academic space, like grassroots organizing (the collective creation of a counter-power led 
by those most impacted by harm) that is co-led by student-scholars, community members, staff, and 
faculty, as Angela Davis and Audre Lorde did. 3) Many practitioners, staff, faculty, and students are 
often unfamiliar with the skills necessary for grassroots organizing, identifying their own biases playing 
out on campus (beyond petitions), and maintaining organizational relationships within their workplace/
campus. Therefore it is necessary to find money to skill up to gain the social capital necessary to shift 
the racially oppressive culture while staying gainfully employed. 4) DEI practitioners and villages must 
encourage and create pushes for accountability beyond the formal channels (human resources departments 
and complaint systems) as they are limited in efficacy as they are controlled by an institution willing to 
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allow-long standing Black harm. It is crucial to find values-centered ways to independently document 
the incidence and show the prevalence of racial harm in strategic and collective ways such as research, 
anonymous social media pages, and art installations. The work involved in moving beyond succumbing 
to the DEI industrial complex involves wisdom and knowledge, creating the village, and a call to action 
is necessary to begin shifting the culture of harm the DEI industrial continues to foster.

UNDOING THE UNDERMINING BLACK WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP: CONCLUSION

“When we drop fear, we can draw nearer to people, we can draw nearer to the earth, we can draw nearer 
to all the heavenly creatures that surround us.” – Bell Hooks, 2012, p. 23.

bell hooks remind us of our birthright to own and possess all of the earth. It is our birthright to survive 
to transgress. The weaponization of Black women and non-binary persons has always existed. Since 
the inception of resistance movements in the academy, foremothers such as Audre Lorde, June Jordan, 
Toni Cade Bambara, Shirley Chisolm, and bell hooks have led efforts to transform oppression within 
higher education. The authors, endowed with their activist, educator, and leadership DNA, are organized 
under the CUNY DEI initiative and are organically positioned to lead radical efforts to dismantle the 
DEI Industrial Complex.

To deepen our understanding of the CUNY Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Incubator and lived 
experiences of diversity practitioners in academia, this chapter inextricably links equity and inclusion to 
existing diversity conversations. The introduction of the DEI industrial complex critiques performative 
measures of DEI that intentionally or unintentionally are superficial in approach. Motivated to relocate 
power and deconstruct racist and inequity-centered education, the authors provide examples describing 
ways Black woman leadership is undermined. The authors offer a window into the cascading effects of 
the DEI Industrial Complex. Together, they can forward DEI work to uplift Black people and humanity. 
Essential survival tools were provided to engage with the DEI Industrial Complex for solutions as envi-
sioned by the “First Lady of the Struggle,” Mary McLeod Bethune. While this discussion calls attention 
to a few experiences of Black women and nonbinary persons, concerns about present-day manifestations 
of the DEI Industrial Complex CUNY-wide and beyond are well-founded (Gray et al., 2021). Future study 
is needed to highlight different Black and POC narratives and to expand on skills essential for survival.

Anti-Blackness will try to deny and exclude Black humanity from the public sphere and position 
Blackness as a problem that requires solving instead of a people suffering from historical and systemic 
racism (Dumas, 2016). Within this pained history with continued challenging circumstances, Black 
women leaders are called to lead. It is critical to continue documenting Black women and non-binary 
persons’ contributions, barriers, and complexities to organizing and leading movements – Black Lives 
Matter, CUNY DEI, ‘MeToo’ (Blackman-Richards et al., 2021; Burke, 2021; Garza, 2020). Thus, this 
entry is a critical analysis of Black womens’ leadership undermining as they work to address intersec-
tional racism in academia and transform the culture that reinforces it. Strategically, the authors use tools 
to organize social power to disrupt white, elitist, patriarchal supremacy, break glass ceilings to vertical 
leadership and gain access to human rights.

Yet, amid joint anti-racism efforts, statements to eliminate racism proposed implicit and explicit 
curricula changes (e.g., CSWE, 2021; NASW, 2021), the psychological harm, and the swell of recent 
massacres BIPOC folk continues. Some minoritized persons have voiced such in[actions] as disingenu-
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ous. Congress has yet to vote on H.R. 40 to study reparations for slavery. Furthering anti-Blackness, 
systemic inequities, and oppressions against DEI practitioners. Macro-level system policy responses are 
also warranted. Even under professed DEi leaders, performativity must be recognized as a deflection 
to working to uproot antiblackness.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Anti-Blackness: Specific forms of racism that lead to the disenfranchisement of Black people.
BIPOC: Black Indigenous People of Color is a group of people of color that centers the experiences 

of Black and Indigenous people.
Black Tax: The expected labor used to summarize the other duties that African American faculty 

and staff have to assume by virtue of skin color (Griffin et al., 2011)
Black Woman and Nonbinary Tax: The gendered and racial labor expected of Black Women and 

Nonbinary faculty and staff. It’s the expectation of black motherwork to advocate and support student-
scholars faculty and staff who are black women and beyond.



279

The DEI Industrial Complex
 

Commodified Labor: The expectation of minoritized people (especially women and nonbinary 
people) to commit to DEI work with little to no compensation (committees/task-forces/councils/ affinity 
groups) (see the Appendix for further examples).

DEI: Diversity, Equity and Inclusion is the umbrella term used to describe work that forwards self 
and community actualization for all beings.

DEI Industrial Complex: The collusion of the state, non profits, corporations and higher education 
to use Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion work to restore social and financial gain to an institution, while 
consistently only addressing the lowest hanging fruit, and offering no shifts in the major and pervasive 
issues of systemic oppression, especially as they pertain to anti-Blackness.

Student-Scholars: Term used to describe students through a transformative lens as intellects, scholars, 
leaders, trailblazers, visionaries and the like.

Tokenization: The management and control dissent by elevating one individual into a perceived role 
of limited power (see the Appendix for further examples).

Weaponization: Using DEI rationale to undermine BIPOC leadership and contribution (see the 
Appendix for further examples).

White Supremacy: The explicit to subtle ways that the norms, preferences and fears of white European 
descended people overwhelmingly share how society organizes work and institutions, see individuals 
and makes decisions.
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APPENDIX

Table 1. DEI Industrial Complex

DEI Industrial Complex Definition: The collusion of the state, non-profits, corporations, and higher education to use Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
(DEI) work to restore social and financial gain to an institution, while consistently only addressing the lowest hanging fruit, and offering no shifts in the 
major and pervasive issues of systemic oppression, especially as they pertain to antiBlackness. 
(institutions use DEI work to):

1. Weaponize and Erasure
Using DEI rationale to undermine BIPOC leadership and contribution. 
Examples: Fear of Black and Indigenous Truth, Attack on Affinity 
A. Fear of Black and Indigenous Truth 
Opening up conversations/committees on DEI however when Black and Indigenous people speak up about serious racialized harm, they are punished with 
limitations on upward mobility or access to shared committee space in the future. 
B. Attack on affinity 
Using the need for equality to criticize and delegitimize the need/allowance of formal Black and Indigenous and other minoritized people-based affinity 
spaces.

2. Free/Undercompensated labor: (Lerma et al., 2019)
Underfunding DEI works within an institution, while simultaneously finding funding for other more politically pressing concerns (Ahmed, 2012). 
Examples: Free Emotional Labor, Devaluing Black and Minoritized Programs 
A. Free Emotional Labor 
The expectation of DEI work with low or no compensation for minoritized people, especially women and nonbinary people. Ex. The explicit or implicit push 
to be on identity-related committees/task-forces/councils/ affinity groups. 
B. Devaluing of Black and Minoritized Programs 
The strategic underfunding of projects that support the survival of minoritized peoples. 
Such as: Hiring a DEI practitioner but not giving them a budget or team to support them in creating change.

3. Tokenization
The management and control of dissent by elevating one individual or entity into a perceived role of limited power and support. (Mayorga-Gallo, 2019) 
Examples: Diversify the Status Quo and Cooptation 
A. Diversify the Status Quo 
Hiring a single minoritized person in a prominent position that will continue the status quo of exploitation and racism. These individuals frame themselves or 
are often framed as non-dangerous/sensible to the status-quo as compared to those BIPOC or allied people who are disruptive to the racist status-quo. AKA 
Becoming the Black/BIPOC Face of White Supremacy. 
B. Cooptation 
When stakeholders organize for meaningful and robust shifts in systemic racism and the response is to give the organizers a single administrator in DEI 
without addressing any of the other structural issues underpinning the harm and systemic discrimination experienced. Resulting in little shifts in the lived 
conditions of the BIPOC within the institution.

4. Performativity:
Allowing institutions to use “good intent” to mask their continued exploitative and racist work practices through lip service, while often only addressing the 
lowest-hanging fruit, and continuing to avoid the major and systemic shifts necessary (Thomas, 2020, Ahmed, 2012, Mayorga-Gallo, 2019, Boykin et al., 
2020). 
Examples: Lack of Accountability, Do As I Say 
A. Lack of Accountability 
Despite the longstanding institutionalization of complaint systems there is no effective accountability mechanism for holding the institution and its 
stakeholders accountable when oppression-related harm is committed. Therefore those within an institution feel as though they can uphold white supremacy 
by performing microaggressions, having racially exclusionary departments, performing racialized vandalism, and beyond with impunity. 
B. Do as I say 
DEI practitioners teach and facilitate work they are not doing individually or within their team that would be necessary for them to understand/ counter their 
own privilege and positionality.

5. The Master’s Tools will never dismantle the master’s house:
Encourage DEI projects to model themselves after racialized, capitalist, patriarchal and ableist structures rather than challenge them (Mayorga-Gallo, 2019). 
Examples: The Overseer and Diversity ONLY 
A. The Overseer 
Having DEI practitioners report to executives/chairs who have limited/no experience in DEI work but can veto the necessary work to create shifts in the 
culture of white elitist patriarchal supremacy (Thomas, 2018). 
B. Diversity ONLY (but no Equity or Inclusion) 
Encouraging the focus of collecting data, having task forces/DEI committees, and/or creating more strategic plans to prove improvements in diversity rather 
than changing the underlying causes of the lack of diversity that relate to equity and inclusion (Ahmed, 2012).
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