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Abstract

1. Purpose. This paper’s purpose is to offer perspectives to the theory and practice of inclusive leadership by illustrating the dynamics that result from the inequities in the U.S. society around race, and what is brought into the workplace as a result. 

2. Design/methodology/approach.  The paper summarizes two studies, both conducted in the Southeastern U.S.  One used grounded theory methods to gather data from women who are working across race for social justice in the not-for profit and public sectors and one used biographical inquiry with 12 Black women executives in the corporate sector to identify methods of resistance to exclusive practices inside corporations.

3. Findings if paper is empirical. The findings of these studies offer metaphors to capture dynamics of privilege and marginalization in workplace relationships, ways to overcome them, and powerful motifs of resistance which can inform inclusive leadership methods. 

4. Research limitations/implications. Limitations of this paper focus on the geographic location of the samples in the Southeastern United States which has a unique and painful history of race relations.  This has been acknowledged throughout the studies as context but may limit their applicability to other regions. The qualitative methods present possible limitations in generalizability, plausibility and researcher situating which were mitigated intentionally but applicability of findings can be replicated in other geographic locations using differing methods.  

5. Originality/value of the paper. This paper informs theory about inclusive leadership with the realities of practicing it. 

Introduction 

 The context of leadership has evolved to incorporate greater social identity differences, and the need for inclusive leadership has emerged as a way to attend to the interests and needs of followers, connecting to group and organizational well-being and success (Ferdman & Davidson, 2002; MOR Barak, 2011). The effect of societal power differences on social identity complicate the elements of inclusion, defined in this context as  

· valuing and utilizing individual and intergroup differences within its workforce

· cooperating with, and contributing to, its surrounding community

· alleviating the needs of disadvantaged groups in its wider environment

· Collaborating with individuals, groups, and organizations across national and cultural boundaries (Mor Barak, 2011, p. 8). 

The goal of diversity management is included in this perspective, which is “…to transform the organizational culture from a majority-oriented to a heterogeneous-pluralistic culture in which different value systems are heard and thus equally affect the work environment” (Mor Barak, 2011, p. 248). This paper attempts to enrich this goal to describe the values and beliefs about race that U.S. women employees bring with them from the wider environment which must be factored into workplace relationships. And because exclusion is one of the most significant problems faced by today’s diverse workforce where some  perceive that they are not regarded as an integral part of the organization (Hitland et al, 2006), this paper will also illustrates the strategies used by employees who experience exclusion both inside and outside of corporate life. It will also offer the complicated navigation of social identity both in oneself and in others which becomes part of the work of inclusive leadership.   In order to work toward inclusion, the realities of one’s place in systems of privilege and marginalization must be surfaced and managed so the intentions of full inclusion, authenticity and uniqueness can be accomplished given the received lessons of privilege and marginalization (hooks, 1981; Kendall, 2006; Scott, 1990).
We will offer the findings of two recent studies both focused on the interactions of gender and race in the workplace. The first describes the experience of privilege and marginalization among 24 women working toward social justice in Charlotte, NC in the not-for-profit and public sectors, and what they had to face in themselves and understand in others as they worked toward socially just relationships. The second study reveals data from participants currently in corporate private industry settings and the ways dynamics of privilege and marginalization were resisted and overcome so that inclusion can become a realistic possibility rather than simply an ideal. Together, they will offer the reader a picture of what must be understood in order to be truly inclusive, what most leaders begin with and must face in both themselves and others as they work toward the goal of inclusive leadership. 
The Bubble and the Shell: Metaphors Capturing Social Identity Differences

Research Question


Given that race is a socio-politically constructed identity, cross-race relationships become an important context where meanings are formed, negotiated and resisted; and introduce us avenues to inclusive behavior (Ely & Roberts, 2008; Mor Barak, 2011; Schiff & O’Neill, 2007).  While inequities based on race are put in place on a systemic level, those systems can be challenged at the meso level of working relationships where inclusion can be more fully realized.  This study explored the question of what happens when women engage in cross-race relationships as they work together as peers to cause change toward social justice.

Methodology

   
 Participants. In this grounded theory study, 12 Black African American and 12 White European American women in Charlotte, NC were interviewed to learn how they navigated race in their cross-race work relationships. A purposeful sampling strategy (Maxwell, 2005) was used to access participants who self-identified as BAA or WEA, were in a positive cross-race work relationship for at least one year and within the past five years, and whose work incorporated social justice as defined by Goodman (2001).  The age range was 31-84, and most two-thirds of participants were born and raised in the Southeast U.S. and most participants worked in the non-profit arena. 

Social justice work was specified because resulting participants were likely to have high motivation to participate as well as a high degree of consciousness around race. 


Further references to racial identity in this paper will be BAA (Black African American) and WEA (White European American). 

  
Method. The researcher, a WEA woman, worked to mitigate cross-race interviewing risks (Foldy, 2005) by using a modified snowball technique to identify participants. Interviews, from 35-90 minutes each, were held between January and May 2010 in locations of participants’ choosing. BAA women who knew and trusted the researcher were interviewed first and afterward were invited to name potential WEA participants, assuming that “the most credible and authentic naming of social justice allies is done by members of the oppressed group” (Brod et al, 2005, p. 54).  This was intended to increase the likelihood of identifying WEA women who contributed to positive cross-race relationships. Matched pairs were not chosen to avoid intervening in those relationships.  

Participants confirmed their involvement by signing a document verifying the following: (a) self-identification as either BAA or WEA, (b) having been in a working relationship of at least one year with a woman of the other race, (c) any phase of that working relationship existing within the last five years, (d) that working relationship considered to be positive, and (e) acknowledgment that their work focused on social justice as defined by Goodman (2001). 

The timeframes were indicated to provide enough time in relationship to increase the likelihood of depth, but not so long ago that the participants would be relying on their memories for data.  The word “positive” was used so they would focus on what works and because this term is being used to frame similar issues in the positive organizational scholarship field (Dutton and Ragins, 2007; Roberts and Dutton, 2009).  


Other significant design elements were a BAA Research Partner who coded and interpreted the data,  a mixed-race coding team who triangulated perspectives on emerging codes, a post-interview feedback survey sent to each participant, and preliminary findings presented to participant focus groups (67% attendance) in June 2010 in order to test “face credibility” of the results and the emerging model. Interviews were coded separately by race.

Findings



Context and conditions. Most participants placed their experience of race relations in the context of the Southeastern U.S. and which part of the Southeast they were in.  A link was reported between childhood location  one’s level of racial awareness, and a concern of Southern WEA women about not appearing racist, and Southern hospitality which included not revealing one’s thoughts. 

Generative Metaphors. Socialization around racism and resulting beliefs and assumptions are in part a function of human cognition, the thought processes of racism can be viewed as schemas, “processes heavily influenced by one’s organized prior knowledge, as opposed to processes that are more bottom-up or data driven” (Fiske & Taylor, 1991, p. 98).  These schemas produce negative stereotypes, self-perpetuating attributions, emotions and defensive routines (Barrett & Cooperrider, 1990); persevering despite discrediting information (Anderson, Lepper, & Ross, 1980). 


To release groups from their defensive routines, Barrett and Cooperrider (1990) introduced “generative metaphors” (Schon, 1993) as “a way of supporting the cultivation of fresh perceptions and the acquisition of new schemas” (Barrett & Cooperrider, p. 222).  These principles can be useful in the social deconstruction of racial privilege and working toward inclusive leadership.


Metaphor invites us to see the world in a new way and produce new knowledge.  Playful experimentation can expand cognitive frames and while racism is certainly not playful, metaphors can distance people, particularly those with privilege, from the defensiveness and impression management that often surface as the subject is raised.  Metaphors also provide “a steering function for future actions and perceptions” (Barrett & Cooperrider, p. 223), helping us to re-imagine social constructions.  A fourth function is to “invite active experimentation in areas of rigidity and help people overcome self-defeating defenses” (Barrett & Cooperrider, p. 223).  This provides an indirect way to face issues around racism, without confronting sensitivities directly.  Metaphors can therefore be useful to the study and practice of inclusive leadership. 

The Insular Bubble of Privilege. An organizing metaphor that emerged from this study was an “Insular Bubble,” representing the experience of systemic race privilege according as seen both outside and within it.  Socialization and life experience produce the Bubble along with a struggle to be open-minded, aiming to be less racist than one’s parents or community, avoiding labels related to physical characteristics, and speaking respectfully.  These lessons ironically result in subsequent handicaps when navigating cross-race relationships.  


The primary properties of the Insular Bubble of privilege were that it is polarizing, socially constructed and perpetuated, tenacious, and powerful when burst (Figure 1).
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Figure 1.  Properties of the insular bubble.  

Properties of the Insular Bubble


Polarizing. Power and entitlement are perceived to be inside the Insular Bubble, where authority is assumed, deference is given, and qualifications for success for everyone are designed.  

All the White people need to get out of the way and not feel like they need to be in charge of everything. If White people have most of the power, which they still do, and they don't think it's a problem, then it's not going to be a problem.  (WEA participant) 

What I see frequently is a group that’s trying to work together and the White women are liberal prima donnas. They think they’re in this environment and working on this cause, but the Black women around the table are devalued.  It seems in some way that their contribution or their presence is not valued at the same level. (BAA participant)


Socially constructed and perpetuated. The Insular Bubble is supported by society’s ongoing programming, and all races collude in perpetuating it. Participants saw its boundaries fueled by beliefs, ignorance, attitudes, misinformation, choices, and cultural values that mask inequities.  

I don’t think anybody’s living in a vacuum, but I don’t always think that a White person is prejudiced because they behave a certain way.  It’s just the way that they have been socialized.  (BAA participant)  

 
Tenacious. Participants noted the Bubble’s resistance to change, and observed people inside unwilling and/or unable to dissipate it.  

Down to the smallest/ least influential person, if they had to make a choice between you and somebody else, you [White woman interviewer] and Barack Obama, guess what they’d choose, you.  That’s still operating. (BAA participant) 

What it would really mean [for our workplace] to be a truly integrated and comfortable place for people of different backgrounds are not things that we’re willing to do or it would just be such a tremendous amount of work.  We’d serve people better but it would take a lot of broken relationships. It would take a lot of hurtful things being said and heard.  And so we ask people of Color to assimilate.  (WEA participant)  

Powerful when burst. “Bursting the bubble” captures the experience of having one's privilege made explicit, or when the larger system of dominance and marginalization of which they are a part becomes apparent.  The stakes for having one’s Bubble burst were reported as high, with both positive and challenging outcomes.  


Positive outcomes were increases in willingness to invite people to call them on behavior, determination to surface race issues with other Whites, interest in knowing and organizing with those outside the Bubble, ability to own what Whites have historically done to Black people, and capacity to acknowledge one’s privilege.

As hard as you try, you cannot ever get out of your White self.  You hope you are in grace-filled places where people will accept that OK, but you need to just say “OK this is the White lady speaking; you can call me on it if you need to.” (WEA participant)  

Whenever [the Bubble] even tried to reappear she would seek out opportunities to really keep it real and burst it. She was one of the only White women that I know who was willing to go through that.  (BAA participant)  


Challenging outcomes included horror, shame, sadness, anger, helplessness and questioning one’s closely held beliefs.   

I was horrified.  I felt a lot of things.  I was angry, but I felt shame at the same time.  I got angry about the racial remark.  (WEA participant)

Most of [the White women] were quite shocked at the results, specifically the results around trust.  They wanted to do something about it, or know more about it, but when we pulled the Advisory Board together and they sat together right in this living room, the White women said “We understand that this is a problem, but we don’t have a clue of what to do about it.”  (BAA participant)  


Another set of properties described the interior of the Insular Bubble.  From both perspectives the inside is well-insulated and comfortable, reveals limited race fluency, and is infused with guilt (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2.  Inside the insular bubble.  

Well-insulated and comfortable. Because in WEAs’ childhoods race was not discussed openly and they perceived a freedom to associate almost exclusively with other WEAs; the inside of the Bubble became well insulated, not challenging their perception of reality.  Both subgroups also observed that while diversity is claimed as a goal or value, there is little accountability for it inside the Bubble.

I think that’s the privilege of being White, is that you don’t think about race. (WEA participant)  

I cannot tell you how many events I go to where I’m the only person of Color in the room.  I cannot tell you how many jobs I’ve had where I’m the only person of Color at the table. I’m expected to be okay with that.  But nobody’s pushing anybody else.  Nobody’s pushing White women, that’s assumed to be okay.  (BAA participant)

Limited race fluency. 
Both subgroups recognized a lack of comfort and familiarity on WEA’s part with discussing race issues because they were seldom a minority in groups and infrequently notice their own race.

It’s a Black woman’s point of view that when working on issues of race, a certain awareness and depth and fluency occurs that really is beyond most White people’s capacity. (BAA participant)  


Infused with guilt. 
Whites’ guilt for collective wrongs to others has been acknowledged by many scholars (King, 1969; Spanierman and Heppner, 2004) and was reflected here.  Both subgroups observed that guilt prevents race from being fully discussed, prevents self-examination, but can become a motivator for change.  

Any amount of programmed guilt which White women hold a lot of gets heightened, so they cannot hear anything that’s happening.  (BAA participant)

Maybe White guilt the rest of my life, I want to just do my one little piece to make sure that I don’t add one more thing to the pile of judging and stereotypes that’s taken place over the last how many years.  (WEA participant)


The Bubble’s membrane is significant because it is seen from the outside, and for insiders, key to bursting their own Bubble.  Properties included semi-permeability, mirrored on the inside only, a polite façade, and amorphousness (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3.  The membrane of the Insular Bubble.

Semi-permeable. The semi-permeability of the membrane describes information not getting in, resulting in limited perceptions and confusing the inside with the whole of reality.  

I don’t think they see me as being all that different, versus being a gift to me, which is how a lot of privileged people view it. It’s just that they don’t see that it’s not as wide a circle as they think they perhaps have.  (BAA participant)  

It never would have occurred to me that somebody would think the [community leader situation] had anything to do with race.  So what that says to me is that there’s a sensitivity that I’m lacking for not recognizing that somebody might think that.  (WEA participant)
Mirrored on the inside. The membrane is constructed of one-way reflective glass.  Insiders cannot see out clearly, but outsiders have a clear view in.  This results in limited vision for insiders and privilege blindness. 

The African-American women that I was working with had a very deep understanding of White women, much deeper than I would have of African-American women.  (WEA participant)  

And there’s disbelief when you’ve been in those groups where White women go “What are you talking about?”  And African-American women go “Where have you been?”(laughs)” (BAA participant)
Amorphous. 
The membrane’s boundaries appear and disappear arbitrarily.  Marginalization in overt and subtle ways was noted by the BAA participants.

We were held back in subtle ways and blatant ways and you saw the tables turn. It was just such a double standard. (BAA participant)

Polite façade. 
Impression management as non-racist and polite by WEA women was noted by BAAs, appearing as superficiality, formality, or caution.  

A lot of Black women feel that when you are at a party or social gathering, White women want to be proper, that the deal is to smile and give you all these positive kinds of accolades, but maybe they don’t really feel that way about you.  (BAA participant)


The existence of the Insular Bubble and the effect it has on those outside it was captured in a second metaphor, the Protective Shell of Marginalization. 

The Protective Shell of Marginalization.  
 The “Protective Shell” represents the experience of systemic race-based marginalization according to perspectives both in and outside of it.  Socialization and life experience produce the Shell so that the person inside it can navigate a world in which they need protection. This metaphor extends the term armoring, which emerged from the racial socialization literature (Faulkner, 1983; Greene, 1994; Peters, 1985) but some members of the BAA group expressed a preference for the Shell because it better expressed their efforts inside these more constructive relationships. 

Properties of the Protective Shell. 


Properties of the Shell were that it is also socially constructed and perpetuated and serves to create self-protection and exclusivity (See Figure 4 below).
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Archerd Shell Collection, c.B.E. Vaughan, 2001, http://shells.tricity.wsu.edu

Reprinted by permission

Figure 4. Properties of the protective shell

Socially constructed and perpetuated.BAA women noted that as a result of beliefs passed on by families as well as ongoing societal programming, energy is put into this protection and is reinforced by experience.  One BAA woman described how the Shell has to be examined closely to see if there is always a need for it.  

And I think it has to happen one-on-one, until you think, “Oh! Well you know what? I’ve got these 10 friends who are White that aren’t like that so maybe all White women aren’t like that”.  (BAA participant)  

Protective. The WEA participants noted guardedness (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Collins, 2000; Lorde, 1984) in their interactions with BAA women which came across to them as caution and hesitance to claim their own power. 

When someone at a meeting says something to the effect of “Well what I’m hearing in my community is such-and-such, and what concerns me about this is such-and-such, and I’m not saying it, mind you, but other people are saying it”, it usually means that’s what that person thinks.  And that they’re kind of deflecting their own opinion from behind what others are saying in the community.  (WEA participant)

[BAA female colleague] is one of those brilliant African-American women who is so smart and has so much ambition, and still does not want to take the number one spot.  She wants to lead, but she doesn’t want the mantle of responsibility on her. (WEA participant)  

Exclusive. Regardless of their own race, participants recognize a comfort level inside the Protective Shell and a closer bond between BAAs.  One BAA woman referred to the freedom to bring up race when in a group of exclusively BAA women.  

And she was saying, “Everybody knows that there are conversations that Black women have among themselves and then there’s conversations that Black women have with White women.”  (WEA participant)  

We talk about our jobs; we talk about our families; we talk about our husbands, or boyfriends; or we talk about some issue that’s been on the front page of the paper.  What may be a little bit different is the acknowledgement of race when it’s all African-American women.  That you can say things, if you’re talking about foster children or something like that. If I were in one group, we’d be talking about foster care, and we’d solve the world’s problems, but when you talk about it in my group, it’s clearly an acknowledgment that 80 percent of these kids are African-American, and how do you have to deal with that as an African-American?  (BAA participant)  

The Surface of the Protective Shell. Like the Insular Bubble, the Protective Shell also has a surface which can be described as impervious, prickly, tenacious, transparent, having a filtered lens and shiny (see Figure 5 below).  
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Figure 5. The surface of the protective shell. 

Prickly.WEA participants described interactions with BAA female colleagues where they observed defensiveness, frequent contrariness, and distrust. 

 [BAA colleague] is just pricklier.  With her I’m not sure if her reaction to something I say is race, class, or [her name].  Is it me or is it just that your first response to anything is just, “No, we cannot do that”?  (WEA participant)

Having that information makes me feel in some ways just more guarded when dealing with women of Color.  It gets back to this slight feeling of distrust.  Like do they really trust me?  And how can they if they suspect that I may treat them differently because they’re Black?  (WEA participant)

Tenacious. BAA participants noted that given their experience and the tenacity of racism (Tilly, 1998), this Protective Shell is likely to be necessary as long as racism exists.  

There are many situations where you’re not going to be treated fairly.  So here’s what I have to do to make sure that I’m treated fairly.  Some of it is real and some of it’s not, but the real part for me is that I have had to prove myself frequently as I came up the line in my career and I had to work doubly hard to get the promotions and the accomplishments that I got because many people were moving in directions because they were part of the good old boy network.  (BAA participant)  

Impervious. Both BAA and WEA participants noted that BAA women put a distance between themselves and WEA women resulting in some interactions staying professional, more formal and less personal.  

So, I don’t think that the casual nature of relationships is as easily shared among Whites and Blacks, because of some of those tensions around, “Will I be respected?  Will I be trusted?  Can I be myself?  Can I say what I want to say?  (BAA participant)  

She’s a very guarded woman, particularly when it comes to White people and White people of means.  (WEA participant)  

Transparent.WEA participants see a comfort on BAA women’s part to surface race issues, and to acknowledge race openly.  

She talks a lot about race.  I mean, she’s not scared to talk about race.  And talk a lot about what it is to work with [White male supervisor] and how he is a White man and how she feels.  She talks a lot in racial terms.  She identifies herself as a Black woman and what it feels like, deeper than the general questions that you might get.  (WEA participant)  

Filtered Lens. Those on the outside of the Protective Shell see its surface as having a filter of race that causes those behind it to interpret circumstances as race related rather than power or performance related.  One WEA woman discussed her view of recent events that involved BAA leaders: 

There were people questioning whether or not it was because she was a woman of Color that the community, or the [organization] Board, behaved in the way they did.  And recently there was an article in the paper where the Chamber publicly stated that they were not in agreement with the way the [other organization] was executing their duties, and [its leader] is a Black man running that, and race came up with that.  It’s interesting and I don’t know the answer to the question.  My gut would say absolutely it’s got nothing to do with that.  Why cannot we, or anyone, question somebody’s professional decisions without it resorting to a racial question?  (WEA participant)

Because of the assumption of authority and lack of race fluency on the part of Insular Bubble residents, this is likely a property that will raise controversy but would provide the basis for a valuable discussion.  

Shiny. Both sets of participants noted the pride BAA women have in their racial identity. 

I think it helped me that I had a solid grounding in my Dad’s family that has been there for generations.  He had a strong family unit, an extended family unit, so you felt a very strong sense of who you were.  (BAA participant)  

The most common ways those inside the Shell reported reinforcing this pride included getting support from and being responsible for like others and resisting WEA leadership and their definitions of the other.  

Nurturing The Ecosystem. If one considers that our social world is shared by everyone, consists of diverse social identities, and is dynamic; the metaphor of an ecosystem as the space between all of us can help to capture the elements of a sustainable inclusive environment (Ashford, LeCroy & Lortie, 2009). 
Efforts to Lead Inclusively. In order to create a positive cross-race relationship, these participants felt it is important to fully engage using individual, intrapsychic work. This included a) setting one’s mental stage; including a constant learning orientation, acknowledging what you don’t know, persevering, being deliberate, patient and vulnerable, accepting different mental models, and seeing the other as a human being rather than a representative of their race; b) doing one’s own consciousness-raising work taking risk and practicing courage; c) being conscious of the equalization of power, and d) being conscious of the system of racism.


Once the intrapsychic work is done, there are opportunities to demonstrate this work and inclusivity is modeled. This category of interpersonal work included a) frequent, honest and direct feedback and challenging assumptions; b) getting to know each other personally and expressing compassion for each other; c) equalizing power of voice, air time, resources, recognition, effort, and authority;  d) educating and learning from each other considering the awareness of the other and allowing inquiry into one’s racial perspective, e) setting and facilitating ground rules; f)  integrating into the relationship what is going on outside, and e) creating a safe container (Isaacs, 1999) including safety, comfort and respect. As conflicts occur, participants suggested that both parties (a) recognize explicitly that the relationship is going to remain intact, (b) make space to articulate felt pain, (c) offer support, (d) allow anger to be expressed, (e) stay engaged even when uncomfortable, and (f) signal upcoming conflict when possible.  

Because racial dynamics are embedded in societal systems as well as relationship dynamics, participants suggested that additional actions be taken that strengthen these relationships, broaden awareness outside of the relationship, and affect greater change. These include a) cross-race mentoring and networking, b) seeking support, c) becoming a lifelong race learner and discussant, d) modeling the ability to talk about race across race; d) and for Bubble residents, work to dissipate it from the inside. 

The next study also acknowledges the context of societal racism as it interacts with internal organizational goals of inclusion. It focuses on Black women as sources of information, ideas re structure, new ways of looking at things, naturally inclusive in helping each other. 

Stories of Resistance: Black Women Corporate Executives Opposing Gendered (Every Day) Racism
Research Purpose and Question
African-American women continue to see limited advancement to senior levels within the corporate organization and find themselves excluded from important networks, even though diversity programs abound  (E. Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Catalyst, 2004; Catalyst, 2009). For example, Affirmative Action programs in the late 1960s and the early 1970s opened the door for Black women to enter corporations.  However, movement into corporate jobs was slow for women in general.  Managerial and administrative positions in 1970 reflected White women representing 3.9% and Black women representing 1.4% of those positions.  The major percentage of Black women worked in the public sector (E. Bell & Nkomo, 2001).  A 79% increase of Black women into corporate manager and professional jobs occurred between 1986 and 1996, just 20 to 25 years ago.  These statistics confirm that the movement of Black women into corporate management and professional positions is a recent phenomenon.

Given that U.S. Black women were raised in a society in which they have a social orientation to the institution of U.S. slavery, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights Movement; it is likely that these participants grew up hearing stories about U. S. Black community resistance, saw images or witnessed acts of resistance and protest related to Black community uplift in the media, and heard about and/or lived during a time of segregation. It is also likely that the influences of these movements shaped and influenced their life experiences as Black women. 

          The primary research question for this study was “How do U.S. Black women senior leaders in the corporation resist gendered (everyday) racism?”. Gendered racism can occur as insidious actions to include combined racist and sexist acts.  Everyday racism is the integration of racist behaviors and cognitions in the everyday world (Essed, 1991).  It identifies specific experiences of Black women senior leaders in the workplace attributed to race and gender and details tactics Black women leaders employed to battle, avoid, deny, or handle these assumptions. It answered the additional questions: “What did they do to achieve a level of seniority in a system, against the odds of marginalization?” and: “What actions did they take against assumptions that were possibly detrimental to their careers and what was the learning from this situation?”

Method


The method of inquiry included biographical inquiry in semi-structured interviews of 12 Black women executives in various corporations who were in leadership positions that affect change and were responsible for leading major organizational efforts and initiatives in their corporation. They were no fewer than four levels below the CEO and were responsible for a functional area, led employee teams, and participated in the development of strategy and visioning for the functional area or division in which they worked. A content comparative analysis was used.   

Roberts (2002) wrote about biographical inquiry:

The appeal of biographical research is that it explores, in diverse methodological and interpretive ways, how individual accounts of life experiences can be understood within the contemporary cultural and structural settings and is thereby helping to chart the major societal changes that are underway, but not merely at some broad social level. (p. 5)

Critical race theory, Black feminist principles, and constructivism informed the method of inquiry.  Critical race theory was foundational to the objective of this research, which was to reveal oppressive actions in the corporation related to gendered (everyday) racism.  Black feminist principles reinforce the need to go directly to Black women to hear their stories about resistance and to provide a platform for Black women to contribute to self-definition.  The researcher for this study participated in co-constructing knowledge about resistance strategies related to gendered (everyday) racism with the women interviewed.  The researcher began with primary interview questions, but at the same time, remained cognizant that knowledge creation is occurring in real time, in the moment, which meant that additional questions evolved during the interview to provoke additional stories.  

 Findings

Resistance. Resistance is defined as “an exercise of power in reaction to an act of control” (Langhout, 2005, p. 125) in cultural psychology literature. It may be overt, covert, and initiated on a large or small scale (McLaren, 1989), and may involve collective action or individual acts. Leaders may lead resistance efforts as well as employees. Feminists link resistance often to self-definition and identity (P. Collins, 1998). Resistance for this study referred to public and disguised actions by Black women leaders to oppose gender and racial barriers and regulations discouraging or preventing them from pursuing their career goals or having a dignified working life. This definition of resistance was flexible enough to include intentional and unintentional acts of resistance to gendered (everyday) racism. In other words, oppositional actions could take the form of well planned out strategic action or Black women’s acts of resistance may be reactionary.

Seventeen Motifs of Resistance. Resistance was a clear theme in these interviews and a content analysis produced a total of 17 motifs of resistance  from the 253 stories or comments about resistance.  The focus of resistance varied depending on the circumstances.  A summary description of these resistance motifs is listed below: 

1. Advocating: Supporting and promoting Black women and other Black employees.

2. Coaching and educating others: Coaching Black women on how to deal with issues related to gendered (everyday) racism in the organization.  Enhancing colleagues’ understanding of and/or their ability to tackle issues related to gendered (everyday) racism.

3. Confronting for self: Openly challenging issues related to gendered (everyday) racism.

4. Confronting for others: On issues related to gendered (everyday) racism.

5. Performing: Focusing on delivery and quality results.

6. Promoting and creating identity: Demonstrating acts relating to personal identity, image, and self-efficacy.

7. Memorializing and emulating others: Remembering those who paved the path for contemporary Black women leaders and enacting behaviors from role models.

8. Using positional power: Using role and level to effect organizational change.

9. Practicing: Developing expertise in addressing race/gender issues based on past experiences.

10. Protecting: Protecting other Black women in the organization from gendered (everyday) racism. 

11. Reconstructing or reshaping reality: Bi-culturalism immunity to gendered (everyday) racism.

12. Relating: Developing supportive relationships (sponsors, mentors, peers, sisterhood, and colleagues).

13. Self-advocating: Promoting self for advancement.

14. Leading servantly: Humbling self to help other Black women and men in the organization regardless of consequences.

15. Spiritualizing: Relying on faith, belief, and purpose as affirmation of their current status and state in the organization and for their ability dismiss or diminish gendered (everyday) racist barriers.

16. Strategizing: Being tactical, navigating, plotting, and planful to get what you want in the organization and to circumvent gendered (everyday) racism.

17. Structure/system/culture: Changing policy, procedures, and introducing or creating organizational initiatives related to race, culture, gender, and ethnicity.

Four Foci of Resistance. In order to simplify and organize these motifs, four areas of classification were used which included external, internal, trans-momental, and structural acts. This framework helped clarify the directionality, nature, and impact of resistance by Black women executives.  The resistance classifications are: 

External acts: These are acts of resistance that are external to the storyteller.  These are acts in which the storyteller’s focus was on the interest of another employee in the organization.  This category includes advocating for others, coaching, educating, confronting for others, and protecting.  Even though the women were not always the recipient of inclusive leadership, in many cases they focused on helping and supporting other Black men and women in the organization. In other words, they demonstrated many of the characteristics of inclusive leadership and added an important dimension to it – a new directionality to the concept of inclusiveness. 

The executives self-reported advocating or confronting for or protecting other Black women in the corporation and advocating for other Black professionals by showcasing their accomplishments in meetings, by coaching employees to be their successors, and by having an open door for individuals needing advice to make it in the corporation. Several of the executives spoke of educating and coaching their immediate manager and colleagues on negative race and gender related discourse in the organization, which made the development of trust with their manager or co-workers stronger. They enhanced the awareness of their colleagues and managers regarding race- and gender-related issues. The storytellers tried to reshape the views and perceptions that corporate leaders have about the abilities and capabilities of Black women in the organization.  For example, one of the storytellers spoke of challenging a White female colleague when she made statements insinuating one standard for White colleagues and another for Black colleagues:

I feel like it’s my duty to call it out in a way that makes it, makes a person stop and think, not make them feel defensive, or feel like they have to tread lightly with me.  You know, I don’t want to be the mad Black woman walking around, but I try to bring it up in a way that makes it more of a pensive type discussion.  This one girl, we would play golf together, and any time we’d travel, we’d make sure we hung out and had dinner.  And, you know, she was a pretty straightforward person, too, so during the time that we were working together, I would take off in September for a Black Enterprise golf and tennis event.  She says, “So, what are you doing this weekend?”  I said, “Well, I’m going to a Black Enterprise golf and tennis event.”  She said, “Well, when are they going to have a White Enterprise?”  I said in February.  They call it “[company] Pebble Beach.”  [Laughter]  She was like, “Okay, got it.”

            Inward acts. These are acts of resistance that are internal to the storyteller and focus on the storyteller’s own immediate interest.  This category includes confronting for self; performing; promoting and creating identity; practicing, reconstructing or reshaping reality; relating; self-advocating; and strategizing. 

Internal focus does not necessarily stand alone; it can also provoke an external alteration to the organizational structure. The study revealed that the reason the storytellers resist is to open the door for personal career advancement and edification. The executives take ownership for who they are and where they would like to go from a career perspective.  The women invest in themselves by securing the assistance of mentors and sponsors.  They promote their capabilities by demonstrating exceptional levels of execution and high achievement.  This accelerated level of high-quality execution builds their credibility in the organization.

An internal focus also equips Black women with gaining knowledge as observers.  Collins’ (1986) concept of “outsider within” (p. 514) supports the thought that as an outsider, the women are learning the tricks, trades, and tools of the other.  They are absorbing information about what they need to do to get special assignments, how to build a relationship with the executive next door, or how to position themselves to receive an invitation to have a seat at the proverbial table of Whiteness.  Therefore, their position and place in the organization becomes a site for building knowledge and personal power.  As an insider-outsider they become astute on how to play the game as defined by the corporation’s culture.  McLaren (1989) explained the oppressed may resist docilely, passively, and subtly when hegemony exists. Many of the stories and comments about resistance include this sort of covert resistance.  For example, women in this research frequently used the strategizing motif.  All of the executives had to process how they were going to push forward in their careers despite racial and gender boundaries. One executive shrugged her shoulders almost apologetically while describing some of her behaviors as manipulative however, these Black women, regardless of their level, saw the need to be tactical and calculating to survive:

I think there’s still tactics for survival though, no matter where you are within that kind of level of the organizational hierarchy.  Manipulative, tactical are really just a point of view.  Well-placed comments, all of those things, I’ve used. . . . Now, and dealing with them is, you know, there are different ways to deal with it.  I have done the very subtle let them come to the conclusion I came to based on the facts.  You know?  If I can just sense that somehow they’re going to be open to that, you know?  So, I just kind of let them deal with the facts, and let them come to the same conclusion. . . . And so in a lot of situations, how do you set up the situation, or manipulate the situation to get the results that you want?

It is important to Black women to demonstrate internal resistance strategies; however, there is a strong need for Black women to participate in creating an organizational reality dedicated to acceptance, inclusion, and deconstructing negative corporate discourse about Black women in general.

 Trans-momental acts. Trans-momental acts are acts of resistance that are faith based, spiritual in nature, or resistance related to past memories regarding others.  This classification includes emulating and memorializing others, leading servantly, and spiritualizing. 

These actions include stories and comments grounded in spirituality and remembrance. Even though this is a separate categorization, the acts of resistance were internally or externally focused.  For example, in some cases the women were purposeful about giving back to others in the organization, but there were times when this focus was internal. P. Collins (1998) discussed how African-American women use spirituality as a critical social critique—a catalyst for eradicating societal ills and creating societal parity.  One of the executives speaks of spirituality: 

Another thing I haven’t mentioned, but I think it became stronger for me, and this is probably where my boss and I have bridged our differences, is around faith.  Really being led, supported, finding wisdom and strength in the messages in the sermon at church, in the stories of others, and that has supported me, that doing it on my own, I am bound not to be successful, but for me, having a higher power, having an inner reserve that comes from those – all that’s been instilled in me by my parents and my upbringing and my educational training, and all those experiences, with them by my faith,

Memorializing others was a catalyst for Black women executives to build personal power and a belief that if the Black men and women preceding them could make it and opened the door of opportunity for other African-Americans, they could also rise to high levels of accomplishment.


Structural acts. Acts of resistance that focus on and influence corporate structure.  This category includes influencing infrastructure and using positional power. 
R. Thomas and Davies (2005b) classified additional studies of resistance as politics for reform.  The data in the current study revealed that the majority of the storytellers opposed inequitable systems in the organization by introducing policies and procedures and monitoring system processes related to race and gender to create an inclusive environment.  They used their position power to make recommendations or to challenge these systems and mobilize resources to build collective resistance efforts within the organization.  As leaders they resist to facilitate change and an inclusive culture (Zoller & Fairhurst, 2007). The impact of these acts of resistance creates change in the corporate culture by affecting corporate guidelines, procedures, and messaging that can create inequality. 

Black women executives in these roles save the corporation fees associated with race and gender lawsuits by reducing the number of Equal Employment Opportunity claims.  One woman participated on a corporate task team designed to reshape the image of a company after a major lawsuit and to educate other corporate executives about human resources decisions that are detrimental to the organization. She worked as a part of an alliance to make structural and systemic changes in the organization to mitigate discriminatory practices.  The alliance developed a plan that included the development of a supplier diversity program and a review of HR practices related to creating an inclusive culture:

It was a mistake, but we’re not, like the problem was we didn’t have enough other stuff to show that it was a mistake.  But we put into place a supplier and diversity program to spend.  I mean, the stuff we did after that, they started looking at promotions, and what the diversity profile looked like, so I was here when that happened.  In fact, I had just gotten a promotion, and I was kind of ticked, I said, because if I had just waited, I could have probably got two.  [Laughter].
Table 1 aligns the 17 resistance motifs with each focus area and highlights the frequency of stories related to each motif.

Table 1. Focus, Type, and Frequency of Resistance



	Focus of Resistance
	Motifs of Resistance
	Frequency

	External Focus
	Advocating for others

Confronting for others

Coaching and Educating

Protecting

(4)
	8%

7%

4%

1%

	Internal Focus
	Strategizing

Relating

Performing

Reconstructing or Reshaping Reality

Confronting for Self

Promoting and Creating Identity

Advocating for Self

Practicing

(8)
	18%

17%

8%

7%

7%

6%

3%

1%



	Spiritual Focus
	Leading Servantly

Spiritualizing

Memorializing/Emulating

(3)
	2%

2%

1%

	Organizational Infrastructure Focus
	Influencing Organizational Structure/

Using Positional Power

(2)
	5%

2%



	
	17 TOTAL
	


          Top 10 Motifs of Resistance. 
The majority of the stories or comments of resistance fell into one of 10 motifs.  The top seven were strategizing (18%), relating (17%), performing (8%), advocating for others (8%), reconstructing reality (7%), confronting for self (7%), and confronting for others (7%).  The remaining seven were maintaining and promoting identity (6%), influencing organizational infrastructure (5%), coaching and educating (4%), advocating for self (3%), using positional power (2%), spiritualizing (2%), and leading servantly (2%).  The remaining motifs out of the 17 motifs were memorializing and emulating others (1%), practicing (1%), and protecting (1%).

Limitations of these Studies

As qualitative studies,  the quality of these findings has more to do with accuracy, confirmability, trustworthiness and credibility than with more positivist criteria of reliability, validity and generalizability.  Maxwell (2005) presents a concept called a “validity threat” that is relevant to these studies, and they will be referred to as credibility threats.  As he states, “a key concept for validity is thus the validity threat: a way you might be wrong…Validity, as a component of your research design, consists of the strategies you use to identify and try to rule out these threats” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 106).  

First, as described by Schatzman and Strauss (1973), using a grounded theory interview technique in the first study and biographical inquiry in the second may have had some inherent limitations.  First, participants were likely to vary in their ability to remember, describe or relate their experiences. Second, the interview itself and the researcher’s presence there may have affected the data in that participants may have idealized the relationships they described in the first study or exaggerated in the second study.   And third, the researchers’ own positioning were likely to have an effect on the choices the participants may have made about what they were willing to share, especially regarding race or resistance.  
Critics of qualitative forms of inquiry discuss the limited generalizability of naturalistic forms of inquiry (Kvale, 1996; R. Miller & Brewer, 2003; Roberts, 2002). In addition, procedures such as validity and reliability typically associated with instrumentation and measurement in quantitative research may look different and be difficult to incorporate in qualitative research. Principles associated with quantitative research such as validity and reliability and associated with instrumentation are difficult to incorporate in qualitative research. For example, reliability, the ability of research instruments to measure consistently what the instrument is intended to measure is difficult to replicate in biographical inquiry. During a semi-structured interviewing approach, additional questions may evolve real time during the interview. The stories of each woman prompted different questions to understand resistance in that moment.

Generalizability is not a goal of qualitative inquiry. The intentions were, in the second study,  to identify the unique experiences of each Black woman executive. Each woman is not a representative research sample to identify one universal truth regarding, for example, resistance. Kvale (1996) discussed the concept validity more broadly, ”in a broader concept, validity pertains to the degree that a method investigates what it is intended to investigate” (p. 238). He stated there are no validity rules in qualitative research. 

This view of validity provides space for incorporating the requirement of validity into biographical research in a different way. In biographical research, validity may be achieved through the researcher’s accurate observation and documentation of the storyteller’s story during the interview. It includes frequently checking the findings of the information disclosed during the interview. Validity involves the researcher questioning his or her personal influence on research outcomes. Validity

also includes sensitive interpretation of the stories of the storyteller and the craftsmanship of the research and the trustworthiness of the researcher (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).


Therefore, while both studies were affected by the questions associated with qualitative research in general, they both provide a basis for further examination through quantitative methods. 

Discussion of both studies’ contribution to the field of inclusive leadership

These studies introduce powerful methods to accomplish inclusivity given the realities of social identity differences. The intrapsychic work for leaders either in the Shell or Bubble can set the stage for what it takes to lead inclusively and could be modeled, discussed, and set as a standard in the organization’s culture.  Setting one’s mental stage; doing one’s own consciousness-raising work, taking risk and practicing courage; being conscious of the equalization of power, and  being conscious of the system of racism will cause leaders with privilege to become aware of how they use the privilege they have been born into, and how they can create new ways of demonstrating it and for those without privilege can surface these issues in a safe environment.
In order to model inclusivity in interpersonal relationships, the first study offers specific behaviors such as frequent, honest and direct feedback and challenging assumptions; getting to know each other personally and expressing compassion for each other; equalizing power of voice, air time, resources, recognition, effort, and authority;  educating and learning from each other considering the awareness of the other and allowing inquiry into one’s racial perspective, setting and facilitating ground rules;   integrating into the relationship what is going on outside, and  creating a safe container (Isaacs, 1999) including safety, comfort and respect. As conflicts occur, participants can recognize explicitly that the relationship is going to remain intact, make space to articulate felt pain, offer support, allow anger to be expressed, stay engaged even when uncomfortable, and signal upcoming conflict when possible.  These standards can also be set as norms of an inclusive corporate culture. 

And to support Mor Barak’s (2011) definition of inclusion as incorporating “cooperating with and contributing to the workplace’s surrounding community” (p. 253), the first study suggests ways for leaders to do this by initiating and participating in cross-race mentoring and networking, seeking support, becoming a lifelong race learner and discussant, modeling the ability to talk about race across race; and for Bubble residents, work to dissipate it from the inside. These can be ways the organization can affect the outside world and systems that must be challenged. 

The second study is instructional in several ways.  First, it situates and contextualizes resistance methods used to oppose inequality in the corporation.  Secondly, it illuminates the real life experiences of Black women corporate executives, a subject that is not widely or frequently discussed in previous research or corporate cultures.  In some cases, the women in this study report directly to corporate suite executives or the chief executive officer.  Consequently, this research provides a different view of Black women leadership by hearing the stories of women at executive levels—women responsible for shaping and influencing organizational strategy, but living in some cases in corporate isolation.  This study provokes a need to explore and develop additional knowledge about how Black women executives can use their experiences in non-inclusive environments to model inclusivity in a way that makes the leader someone from the marginalized group rather than from privilege, which is often how inclusivity is framed. Furthermore, identifying career life histories of resistance is illuminating and informational for corporate leaders, regardless of race or gender.  Corporate leaders can enhance their understanding of what Black women executives encounter to get to where they are and the energy they expend to get there. Transitioning away from exclusivity also releases energy that can be spent on corporate goals instead of surviving and strategizing, which should be a top interest of all corporations. This study describes the realities for Black women in an exclusive environment, emphasizing the fact that inclusivity is a long way from the realities of exclusivity experienced by them. 

The reality of the context for inclusivity is that there are groups that have been historically marginalized and privileged by society and by the organization. Therefore, there are habits that have been practiced that are contrary to the philosophy of inclusion. These habits must be surfaced, acknowledged and questioned so they can either be models that can be retained or rejected so that the organization can shift fully to inclusion. 
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