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1. Executive summary 
There are more than 1.2 million Black and mixed-race women of Black heritage in 

England; almost 73,000 of them live in the North West (Office for National Statistics, 

2011). Many Black women perform paid work, contributing their time and efforts to 

organisations in diverse sectors and of varying types and sizes. However, despite their 

valuable contributions to these organisations, they encounter several barriers that 

negatively impact their professional trajectories and hinder their progression to 

leadership positions. Many of these barriers can be explained by the fact that they live 

at the intersection of sexism and racism (at the very least), in a system of 

discrimination that perpetuates gender and race inequalities, which prevents their 

career advancement (TUC, 2020). 

However, little is known about the barriers that Black Professional Women (BPW) 

have to overcome to reach leadership positions. Our Comprehensive Literature 

Review (see section 3.1) of 758 publications that address gender-based inequalities in 

career progression, found that only 19 (2.5%) focus on BPW experiences. More 

interestingly, none of the research employs a mixed-methods design.  

Thus, this research report aims to address this gap by presenting a detailed mixed-

methods study on the complex and unique barriers faced by BPW to advance their 

careers. Drawing from a rich set of qualitative and quantitative data, this research 

examines the experiences of 75 BPW who participated in an online survey (see section 

3.2) and nine BPW who were interviewed (see section 3.3). By analysing these primary 

data and making connections with the findings reported by the scholarship on this 

topic, we sought to identify not only the barriers imposed on BPW in the workplace 

but also to examine how BPW have defied and overcome those barriers. As part of 

this process, we actively listened to these women and tried to capture their 
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experiences and translate them into action points that promote gender and race 

equity within organisations. Therefore, our main contribution lies in the 

recommendations we make to the Partner, organisations and allies to support BPW's 

career progression (see section 4.2). 

Key messages  

Overall, the data demonstrate that racism, lack of social capital and lack of 

transparency in promotion and salary raises are the most prevalent barriers to BPW 

in England. However, we recognise that these barriers represent only a small 

fraction of what BPW face daily in their workplaces and do not comprehend the 

complexity of the multiple intersections to which this group is subject. Thus, we 

recommend that future research consider the perspectives of an even more diverse 

group of BPW. 

 

While it is well-known that Black women face unique barriers to advancing to 

leadership positions, the complexity of these barriers makes it difficult to unpack. 

(Ï× ÔÈÅÓÅ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× "ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ 

(i.e. age, class, sexuality, class, abilities, etc.) impact their career progression remain 

under-researched. The existing body of literature on the topic has identified some 

of the social, organisational and individual barriers for BPW, but it has not yet 

explored the complexity of such intersectionalities in depth. This gap reflects the 

wider lack of academic interest in this topic, something that our research seeks to 

challenge and address. 
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This research provides a snapshot of the experiences faced by BPW during unique 

historical moments. The COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the repercussions of the 

Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and the recently published Sewell Report,1 

marked the social context of the study. Such context has both shaped the research 

design and approach and also has influenced the participants' perceptions. 

 

  

                                                        

 

1  A controversial government report severely criticized by several UK-based scholars 
and by the United Nations Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent 
for undermining racial disparity in the UK. 
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2. Objectives and approach 
This study aims to contribute to the existing literature as well as to practitioners 

interested in designing relevant strategies to help overcome these barriers and give 

visibility to BPW. This research is focused on BPW working in England, at least 18 

years old, in all ranges of age, sectors, across the entirety of career lifespan and at 

different career stages (leaders/non-leaders). Considering the longstanding 

complexities of the phenomenon, a list of key concepts is presented in section 6.1. 

Additionally, the following qualitative and quantitative methods were employed:  

1) Comprehensive Literature Review (CLR): A total of 1,806 keywords and abstracts 

were retrieved from academic databases; of these, 758 publications addressing 

gender-based inequalities in career progression were screened and 19 articles were 

selected to be fully evaluated given their focus on the barriers that BPW face to 

progress into leadership positions.  

2) One-to-one semi-structured interviews with BPW: A total of nine in-depth 

interviews were conducted from 7 to 19 May 2021. The interviews were held online 

via Zoom due to the current COVID-19 restrictions. The interviews took 

approximately 45 to 75 minutes and were conducted online. Details of the 

participants are presented in Table 1. 

3) Online survey with BPW: An anonymous online survey was conducted from 29 

March to 25 May 2021. In total, the survey received 88 responses that met the 

inclusion criteria. Of the 88 BPW that accessed the survey, 13 did not fully complete 

the questionnaire, resulting in a total of 75 completed responses (quantitative data). 

Of 75, 21 participants answered the open-ended question (qualitative data). The 
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survey consisted of 17 questions and the average completion time was seven minutes. 

For a detailed summary of the demographic distribution of participants see Table 2. 

Both the survey and the interview employed a self-selection sampling (or volunteer 

sampling), that is, a non-probability sampling technique and therefore the results 

presented in this study lack generalizability. Participants were recruited online (see 

Table 3) and did not receive any compensation; however, as an incentive for their 

participation, a prize draw was held among those participants who disclosed their 

email addresses.  

Table 1. Demographic portrait of interview participants 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Professional  
Title  

Field Region of 
England 

Anna Non-manager Local Government North West 

Carla Manager Higher Education North West 

Danielle Non-manager Not-for-Profit Sector North West 

Elizabeth Non-manager Social work and Care Midlands 

Florence Non-manager Civil Service and Higher 
Education 

North West 

Natalie Senior Manager Health and Local 
Government 

Midlands 

Beth Non-manager Higher Education and 
Not-for-Profit Sector 

North West 

Sarah Non-manager Customer Service / IT South East 

Jo Manager Banking North West 

Note: Own elaboration. 
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3. Findings 
To advance the understanding of the main barriers faced by BPW in their career 

progression, this section presents the main findings of the data collected and 

analysed. Accordingly, this has been organised as follows: Section 3.1 introduces the 

findings of the Comprehensive Literature Review. Then, section 3.2 discusses the 

findings of the survey. This is followed by section 3.3 which is dedicated to presenting 

the main results of the interviews. 

3.1 Comprehensive Literature Review  

The results from the CLR conducted in this study unveil interesting findings in terms 

of trends in the scientific literature. They are organised as follows: 1) major 

publication trends (see section 3.1.1) and 2) an overview of the literature available on 

BPW (see section 3.1.2). 

3.1.1 Major trends  

Using descriptive statistics, this subsection identifies the main trends in the relevant 

academic literature about BPW. Thus, numbers of publications, trends per year, 

country, sector, and methodology are analysed. 

BPW publications 

Regarding the publications about BPW, Figure 1 shows that after removing duplicates 

and assessing the abstracts and keywords, only 2.5% of the retrieved documents 

(n=19) examined the barriers that BPW face in their career progression, indicating a 

clear gap in the literature about the topic. 
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Most of the articles analysed (97.5%) discuss gender-based barriers, without focusing 

on the intersection of gender and race. 

 Figure 1. Comparison Women versus BPW articles in WoS 

 

Note: Own elaboration. N= 758 

Publication trends per year 

Concerning publication trends per year, the analysis of the 19 articles shows growing 

interest in the topic since 2006, with only one article dedicated to the issue before 

that date. During the following decade (2006-2017), the number of articles remained 

steadily scarce, averaging a total of 1 article per year. 

Interestingly, since 2018, the number of publications has increased, a phenomenon 

that could be associated with the growing interest in examining the barriers that 

Black Women face in general, with barriers related to BPW career advancement being 

among the most researched. Thus, social movements such as "Black Lives Matter" 

and "Me too", which gained significant public attention in the last few years, probably 

have impacted the interest of academic research in exploring the phenomenon. 
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The results of this section are presented in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Publication trends per year 

 

Note: Own elaboration. N=19.  

Publication trends per country 

Most of the studies analysed were conducted in the United States (n= 8), followed by 

the United Kingdom (n = 5) Canada and South Africa (n= 2). These results are 

presented in Figures 3 and 4. 



 

 

 

11 

    Figure 3. Publication trends per country 

 

              Note: Own elaboration. N=19. 

Figure 4. Map of publication trends 

 

Note: Own elaboration. N=19. 

 



 

 

 

12 

Publication trends per sector 

Concerning the sectors explored in the selected studies, this aspect unveils a greater 

variety than the other dimensions analysed in this section. Indeed, the most studied 

sector is health (26.3%, n= 5), followed by the public sector (n= 3), studies focused on 

multiple industries (n= 3) and education (n= 3). Additionally, two studies were found 

analysing barriers in the private sector (n= 2), and one study focuses on the IT sector 

(n= 1). Despite this variety, there is a lack of studies focused on other areas and 

industries, such as STEM careers. Figure 5 illustrates these findings. 

 Figure 5. Publication trends per sector 

 

 Note: Own elaboration. N=19.  
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Publication trends per methodology 

The analysis of methodologies conducted in the studies contributes to information 

that shed light on what has been done on the subject and the methodological, 

allowing incumbent parties to outline strategies to deliver future innovative research.  

Thus, the analysis of trends per methodology unveils that 76.5% of the studies were 

qualitative (n= 13), and 17.5% of the studies were quantitative (n= 3). Interestingly, 

none of the studies found was conducted using a mixed-methods design. In this 

regard, the current study emerges as an unprecedented contribution to the 

knowledge of the barriers that BPW face in their career progression to leadership 

positions. Details of these results are presented in Figure 6. 

 Figure 6. Publication trends per methodology 

 

Note: Own elaboration. 
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The following section presents a comprehensive analysis of each of the analysed 

articles, identifying barriers and facilitators to BPW career progression. 

3.1.2 Characterisation of the literature available about 

BPW 

This subsection presents the results of the comprehensive analysis of the retrieved 

articles. The analysis was developed based on the main categories identified in the 

revision of relevant literature: social, organisational, individual/personal, and racial 

(McCullough, 2020; Rijal & Wasti, 2018; Xie & Zhu, 2016). Also, Table 4 identifies and 

summarises the barriers identified in each dimension. 

Social factors 

In terms of barriers, the revised articles identify social expectations and spread racist 

and sexist prejudices, gender explicit and implicit bias and stereotypes regarding 

BPW across society (Lugar et al., 2020; McGee, 2018; Mogadime, 2008; Reynolds-

Dobbs et al., 2008; Sales et al., 2019; Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung-King et al., 2018). 

For instance, Jefferies et al. (2018) and Mogadime (2008) recognise as key factors the 

perpetuation of historical, societal hegemonic discourses and racial oppression. Also, 

Reynolds-Dobbs et al. (2008) add to these barriers the phenomenon of colourism, 

referring to the differences of treatment based on skin tone. 

Following this, in terms of social facilitators, the main topics highlighted in the 

academic literature were issues related to the existence of legislation attempting to 

protect individuals from any type of discrimination based on personal characteristics, 

such as the Equality Act 2010 in the United Kingdom (Bhopal, 2020; Bogg et al., 2007; 

Wyatt & Silvester, 2015) or the Employment Equity Act in South Africa (Motaung et 

al., 2017). 
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Institutional/ organisational factors 

Barriers at the organisational or institutional level identified in the literature unveil 

organisational practices and values that foster a detrimental culture for BPW (Bogg 

et al., 2007; Jefferies et al., 2018; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). For instance, Bhopal 

(2020) explains that BPW feel organisational pressures after returning from maternity 

leaves. Moreover, Erskine et al. (2021) specify that institutional patriarchal logic and 

white supremacy are perpetuated at the organisational level, employing the concept 

of "misogynoir". Other authors propose that the organisations are predominantly 

"male's domains" (Lugar et al., 2020; McGee, 2018). Indeed, in a study developed in 

the education sector, Mogadime (2008) identified that decision-making boards or 

committees were predominantly white. When having any Black employee, these 

workers felt that these were chosen as an act of tokenism. 

Also, in terms of stereotypes perpetuated at the organisational level, BPW suffer a 

series of prejudices, such as being seen as the "angry black woman" (McGee, 2018). 

Also, Reynolds-Dobbs et al. (2008) provide a comprehensive review of the most 

common stereotypes that BPW face, including "the supportive mammy", "the 

unqualified Jezebel", "the feisty sapphire", "the unstable crazy black bitch", and "the 

overachieving superwoman". 

Interestingly, the findings of Bloch et al. (2021) propose that participants had more 

possibilities to occupy senior management positions in headquarters than branches 

ÏÆÆÉÃÅÓȢ #ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ ÈÅÁÄÑÕÁÒÔÅÒÓ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ 

in capital or important cities across countries, it can be suggested that the 

geographical location plays an important role in BPW career progression. 

Other organisational barriers identified by the authors were related to the lack of 

formal and informal network opportunities (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Wyatt & 
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Silvester, 2015), lack of role models and mentorship within the organisation 

(Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung- King et al., 2018), and sponsorship (Wyatt & Silvester, 

2015). Following these lines, the same factors (i.e., informal and formal networks, role 

models, sponsorship, coaching and formal mentoring opportunities) were identified 

as facilitators for the progression of BPW in other articles (Allen, 2020; Cirincione-

Ulezi, 2020; Hoover, 2006; Motaung et al., 2017; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; 

Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung-King et al., 2018; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015). 

Table 4. Summary of the main barriers and facilitators identified in the literature  
Article Barriers Facilitators 

 Social Institutional/ 
Org. 

Personal/ 
Individual 

Racial Social Institutional/ 
Org. 

Personal/ 
Individual 

Racial 

1  X X X  X X  

2  X X X X X X X 

3  X  X     

4  X  X X X  X 

5  X X X  X   

6 X X X X  X X  

7  X X   X   

8  X X   X   

9 X X X X  X X X 

10 X X  X  X X  

11 X     X X  

12 X X  X  X X  

13 X X  X  X X  

14 X X X  X X X X 

15 X X X X  X   

16  X  X   X  

17 X X  X   X  

18 X X  X  X X  

19 X X  X X X X X 

Note: Own elaboration. N=19. 

In addition, Shung-King et al. (2018), in a study conducted in the South African health 

sector, highlighted the positive contribution of supportive and collaborative teams 

(encouragement among team members). Finally, Bhopal (2020), Erskine et al. (2021), 
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Lugar et al. (2020), McGee (2018), Mogadime (2008), and Motaung et al. (2017) 

explain the relevance of organisational strategies to support this issue.  

Racial factors  

Racial factors were identified in most of the articles analysed, describing racism and 

bias in the organisations (Allen, 2020; Bogg et al., 2007; Erskine et al., 2021; Lugar et 

al., 2020; Maume, 1999; Mogadime, 2008; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Showunmi et 

al., 2016; Shung-King et al., 2018). Specifically, Bloch et al. (2020) developed a study 

in Higher Education (HE) institutions in the United Kingdom describing the presence 

of marginalized groups based on race and gender. Similar findings were presented in 

the work of Sales et al. (2019) developed in the United States.  

Moreover, the research conducted in an educational institution in the United States 

by Cirincione-Ulezi (2020) described that working under racist conditions is 

characterised by constant exposure to microaggressions and stereotypes causing 

what the participants called "racial battle fatigue".  

&ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÏÒÓ ÁÓ ȰÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÅÄ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ 

highlights the existence of legislation that aims to protect workers from 

discrimination in the workplace (Bhopal, 2020; Bogg et al., 2007; Wyatt & Silvester, 

2015) such as the Employment Equity Act in South Africa (Motaung et al., 2017). 

Although most authors recognise that such legislation is not enough by itself, to 

overcome discrimination, it does provide an important baseline in the issue. Finally, 

the details of the reviewed articles are presented in Table 5.  
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3.2 Survey 

This section presents the results of the online survey conducted with BPW. The main 

findings arising from the survey data can be grouped into three categories: 1) issues 

of race and gender presented in section 3.2.1; 2) barriers that BPW face to advance 

into leadership positions discussed in section 3ȢΨȢΩȠ ΩɊ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ 

detailed in section 3.2.3. Additionally, Table 2 presents a demographic portrait of the 

participants. 

Race and Gender 

The survey findings indicate that BPW perceive the barriers they face to progress in 

their careers are more associated with their race than with their gender. A significant 

number of participants (94.7%) agreed that Black women face unique barriers to 

advancing to positions of leadership when compared to non-Black women. In the 

same vein, 73.3% affirmed that they feel that the fact of being Black has affected their 

career growth. In comparison, when asked to compare the barriers that women face 

with male professionals (both Black and non-Black), although 90.7% agree that 

women face unique barriers, only 56% of them stated that their career progression 

was affected by being women. In this sense, participants seem to agree that the glass 

ceiling for women exists, but only about half of them are able to identify this as a 

barrier that has prevented them from being promoted to leadership positions; on the 

other hand, almost three-quarters of participants stated that being Black has 

impacted their career progression (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Career growth and its relationship with being Black and a woman (% of 

respondents) 

 
Note: Own elaboration 

The perception that being Black has influenced their career progression is more 

evident among participants with greater professional experience. Although the data 

show that there is no statistically significant relationship between the age of the 

participants and the impact of being Black on their career progression, there is a 

relationship between the number of years worked and the impact of being Black: 90% 

of those who have worked between 10 and 19 years agree that being Black has 

affected their career growth, a rate that drops to 44.4% among those with less than 

five years of professional experience. These findings reflect the fact that those who 

have been working for fewer years (and, consequently, have had fewer career 

advancement opportunities) are less likely to associate the impact of being Black with 

their career progression. However, the data also indicate that race is perceived as a 

potential barrier among respondents with more professional experience compared to 
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the less experienced ones.  While all respondents who have between 5 and 19 years 

ÏÆ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÇÒÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÆÁÃÅ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÍÐared 

to non-"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎȱȟ έέȢήϻ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ 

agree with this statement (Figure 8). 

Figure 8. Comparison between the barriers faced by Black women, non-Black 

women and men (% of respondents) 

 

Note: Own elaboration 

Barriers  

2ÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ "07 ÆÁÃÅȟ ȰÒÁÃÉÓÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȱ ɉέάϻɊȟ ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ɉέΪȢέϻɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ ÉÎ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÙ ÒÉÓÅÓȱ ɉέΩȢΩϻɊ ×ÅÒÅ 

ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱȢ )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ȰÔÒÁÖÅÌ 

ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔÓȱ ɉΩάϻɊȟ ȰÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ #/6)$-Χίȱ ɉΩΨϻɊȟ ȰÈÅÁÖÙ ×ÏÒËÌÏÁÄȱ ɉΨΦϻɊ 

ÁÎÄ ȰÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓȱ ɉΨΦϻɊ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÎÏÔ 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱȢ )Î ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÒÁÃÉÓÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÓÔÁÔÉÓÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ 

89.3%

94.7%

90.7%

4.0%

2.7%

2.7%

5.3%

2.7%

5.3%

70.0% 75.0% 80.0% 85.0% 90.0% 95.0% 100.0%

Black women face unique barriers to advancing to
positions of leadership when compared to men (both

Black and non-Black)

Black women face unique barriers to advancing to
positions of leadership when compared to non-Black

women

Women face unique barriers to advancing to positions
of leadership when compared to men

Agree Neutral Disagree Prefer  not to say
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relationship with age. For instance, while 93.3% of respondents between 30 and 39 

ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÁÇÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÒÁÃÉÓÍ ÁÓ Á ȰÖÅÒÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒȟ ÏÎÌÙ άΧȢΫϻ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

between 18 and 29 years agree; at the other end, 23.1% of participants aged 18 to 29 

considered raciÓÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ȰÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒȢ ,ÉËÅ×ÉÓÅȟ ÄÁÔÁ ÓÈÏ×Ó Á ÓÔÒÏÎÇ 

ÓÔÁÔÉÓÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÙ ÔÏ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȱ 

ÁÎÄ ÁÇÅ ɉ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÒÁÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÔ Á ȰÖÅÒÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒ ɀ 

60% ɀ among those aged between 40 and 49 years old). Conversely, no significant 

relationship was found between this barrier and caring responsibilities.  

Participants also had the option of adding a barrier that was not listed. The responses 

ÖÁÒÉÅÄ ×ÉÄÅÌÙȠ ȰÍÅÎÏÐÁÕÓÅȱ ɉÃÉÔÅÄ ÂÙ Ô×Ï ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓɊȟ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÁÒÅÎÔȱȟ 

ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÎÇȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅȱ ɉÅÁÃÈ 

one cited by a different participant) are some of the barriers identified. A respondent 

ÁÌÓÏ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ ȰÎÅÖÅÒ witnessed any barriers for any women, in fact, the 

ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÉÓ ÔÒÕÅȠ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÅÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÂÁÃË×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÅ ÕÓȱȢ  

When asked to rank the five main barriers they have faced throughout their careers, 

the barriers most selected as the most important were ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ "ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÍÅÎÔÏÒÓ 

ÁÎÄ ÒÏÌÅ ÍÏÄÅÌÓȱ ɉΨΧȢΩϻɊȟ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÒÁÃÉÓÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȱ ɉΧΪȢέϻɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ 

ÍÅÎÔÏÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒÓÈÉÐȱ ɉΧΨϻɊȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÈÏÓÅÎ 

×ÅÒÅ ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȱ ɉΧάϻɊȟ ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ɉΧΦȢέϻɊ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÍÅÎÔÏÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒÓÈÉÐȱ ɉίȢΩϻɊȢ !ÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÃÈÏÓÅ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅ ÁÎ 

ÕÎÌÉÓÔÅÄ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÁÄÄÅÄ ȰÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÍÙ ÌÏÏËȱȟ 

ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌȾ0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÄÊÕÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ Ǫ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÂÒÏÁÄȱȟ ȰÐoor attitude, 

ÌÁÚÉÎÅÓÓȟ ÄÒÕÇÓȟ ÁÌÃÏÈÏÌȟ ÏÂÅÓÉÔÙȟ ÐÏÏÒ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÃÕÉÔÙȱȟ ÁÍÏÎÇ 

others. 
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 Other Topics Discussed by the Participants 

In the open-ended question in which participants were invited to comment, one 

participant took the opportunity to express her concerns about the survey, affirming 

ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇȡ Ȱ) ÔÈÁÎË ÇÏÄ ɍsic], I am not a white male as they 

face open hostility. If women and coloured men were treated the way that white men 

are now, it would be called racÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÍÉÓÁÎÄÒÙȱȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ 

ÁÆÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÅÖÅÒÙ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÕÓȠ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÕÓȠ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓ 

are lowered for us; we get the same pay, despite not performing to the required 

standard; we cry racism when there is none; we are allowed to be overweight/obese; 

ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒȱȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÒȟ ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

at the bottom of the food chain are white working-ÃÌÁÓÓ ÍÅÎȱȢ   

However, most of the participants expressed strong views that Black women face 

bias, prejudice and discrimination at the workplace as a result of the intersection of 

ÒÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÅØ ÆÏÒ 

women of colour means that we often work harder to get into leadership positions 

and if we do get there it is far from plane sailing compared with other groups. Racism 

ÁÎÄ ÓÅØÉÓÍ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÅÃÈÏÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ×ÈÏ 

ÁÆÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÃËÌÅ ÒÁÃÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ÖÉÅ×Ó alongside 

gender discrimination. Therefore tackling multiple disadvantage [sicɎȱȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

×ÁÙȟ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ )ÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÃÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ Á 

barrier for black women because they share neither race or [sic] gender with the 

dominant groups - ×ÈÉÔÅ ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȱȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ 

especially true in sectors such as law, librarianship, social work, health, and education. 

Another recurring theme was the lack of equal opportunities at the workplace. 

AccoÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȟ ȰÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱȢ )Î ÔÈÅ 

ÓÁÍÅ ÖÅÉÎȟ Á ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÉÎ 
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ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ×ÏÒËȱȢ !ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÔÏÐÉÃ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ "ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÒÏÌÅ 

models. A participant, for instance, reported that after finally finding a Black women 

ÒÏÌÅ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ȰÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȟ 

ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ×Å ÆÁÃÅ ÁÓ ×Å ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȱȢ 3ÔÉÌÌ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

subject, one participant stated that, after having benefited from the guidance of 

Black women throughout her career, she is currently committed to mentoring young 

"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎȠ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÒÅÓÉÓÔ ÁÎÙ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÅÍȢ 

They tend to pretend that everything is fine until a very serious moment of crisis. 

However, black men, White and Asian men/women have been very open and even 

actively sought ought mentorship [sicɎȱȢ  

&ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÍÅÅËÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ 

challenge aÎÄ ÐÕÓÈ ÂÁÃËȱȟ ȰÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÁÌÅÃÔȱȟ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ ! ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ 

that she feels that wearing her natural hair does not appear professional to others. 

Another respondeÎÔ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ"ÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÅÎ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ 

[sic] and risks with their jobs as they often don't have the luxury or the option not to 

×ÏÒË ÏÒ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÈÏÕÒÓ ɉȣɊ ,ÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÉÓËÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÏÆÆ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ 

when there is ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÌÅÅ×ÁÙ ÆÏÒ ΄ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ΄Ȣȱ   

3.3 Interviews 

The following analysis is broadly grouped under three overarching groupings: 

Personal/Individual, Social and Organisational Factors. Whilst this is a helpful means 

of presenting our data, and concentrating thought, it also seems important to 

highlight the intersecting nature of these subdivisions within the life of a BPW: 

evidently, some features may stretch across all three areas (as do race and gender), 

with others sitting more compactly beneath one tag. As was hoped, despite the 
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differences in the sector, current point in career lifespan, and location, clear themes 

emerged throughout the interviews, as did some illuminating differences. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the most factors ɀ by far ɀ were those connected to organisational 

concerns; whilst those originÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ 

least numerous. 

The analysis is shaped around particular concepts which emerged from both the 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÖÉÅ×ÅÄȢ 3ÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÂÙ Á 

womanist intention, ideas such as misogynoir, bias, stereotyping, otherness and the 

ÃÏÎÃÒÅÔÅ ÃÅÉÌÉÎÇ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

experiences and the literature. 

3.3.1 Personal/Individual Factors 
Background, Class and Social Capital 

Whilst not all women explicitly discussed their 

personal background in response to questions 

regarding personal circumstances, some did; 

others did so less directly. In addition to the 

evident commonality of having been 

racialized as Black and being women, at least 

four interviewees highlighted the fact that 

they grew up in working-class families, being 

the first to enter higher education. As such, 

the impact of being doubly ɀ or commonly triply ɀ marginalized at the intersection of 

race, gender, and class (Mitchem 2002), these women were keenly aware of what is 

commonly assumed in middle-class professional environments, and the reality from 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÉÎÇȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ "ÅÔÈ ÓÐÏËÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ȰÁ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ-

 

Having to network as a black 
woman, it's that much more 

difficult  
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class woman . . . a first-generatÉÏÎȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÏÎ 

her in the professional context. 

As with several other women interviewed, there was a strong sense of a consequent 

alienation experienced in the work environment as she had to learn to navigate the 

language, culture and social mores of the space, its norms (as in Kumra & Manfredi, 

2012; Rijal and Wasti, 2018; Xie and Zhu, 2016). Beth and Natalie spoke, with triumph, 

ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ȰÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȱ ɉ"ÅÔÈɊ - the language of the prevailing majority 

and culture, much like a pioneer exploring a new land. Whilst such versatility is an 

undoubted skill, the daily exercise of it for decades is costly ɀ ÔÈÅ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ 

expended by Black women (Mitchem 2002), as Beth expressed it. 

Participant responses also emphasised that the bi- or tri-dimensional alienation with 

which they live is also expressed in their consequent lack of insider knowledge and 

experience within their personal peer group or family context, rendering them also 

isolated within that space to some degree. Natalie (working at a very senior position 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎɊ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ Á ȰÖÅÒÙ ÓÍÁÌÌȱ 

ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÃÉÒÃÌÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÆÅÌÌÏ× "ÌÁÃË ȰÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔÌÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȱ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ɀ others 

who understand the particular experiences of challenges of her daily working lives. 

Another interviewee was instrumental in building a network for Black staff in her 

organisation. In this way, the women are seeking to establish safe supported spaces 

for themselves, and others, within which to process their experiences. 

A further consequence of being from a non-traditional background is the lack of 

existing social capital into which the women can connect and from which they can 

draw (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Wyatt and Silvester, 2015). The resulting need for 

professional network building is rendered a further challenge due to the disconnect 

which can occur between the BPW and her surroundings. Elizabeth directly stated 

ÔÈÁÔ ȰÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÁÓ Á ÂÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÁÎȟ ÉÔ΄Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÄÉÆficult simply 
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ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÓÏÍÅÂÏÄÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÓ ÙÏÕȱ ÙÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÁ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ 

ÂÉÔ ÁÇÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓȟ ÏÒ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÔȢ /Ò ÁÌÓÏȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȟ Á ÔÈÒÅÁÔȱȢ 4ÈÅ "07ȭÓ 

implicit reference to the well-worn stereotype of the angry Black woman (McGee, 

2018) neatly demonstrates misogynoir (Bailey, 2018), the unique coincidence of anti-

Black racism and misogyny encountered by Black women and the psychological 

impact it can have. 

Psychological Effects of Misogynoir 

Several respondents shared candidly about their battle with Imposter Syndrome. 

Whilst this phenomenon is not unique to the Black woman, the accounts relayed by 

participants highlighted that their experience of misogynoir and, potentially, 

classism, left them labouring under the particular self-doubts which characterise this 

ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÂÁÔÔÌÅȢ "ÅÔÈ ÓÁ× ÈÅÒ ÁÔÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á 0È$ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÏÇÙÎÙ 

and racism and classism and all of the -ÉÓÍÓ ÁÎÄȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ .ÏÒÔÈȱ 

because, upon reflection, she realised she had undertaken the higher degree in order 

to be accepted and validated in White professional spaces. The experiences which 

paved her route were characterised by a common practice of being professionally 

undermined, ignored and silenced ɀ systemically by White male environments and 

structures (Miller, 2016; Britton and Logan, 2008), not necessarily always by White 

men (some of whom have shown themselves to be great allies, full of intentional 

action).  

Natalie expressed the sense of constantly questioning why she was in the room and 

whether she deserved to be there, giving an insight into the psychological and 

emotional onslaught with which these women live as a consequence of (often 

unintentionally) violent structures and practices encountered in the workplace, a 

product of its systemic context (Czarniawska, 2017; Luhmann, 1986; Seidl, 2004). 
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Counteracting that, Beth stated that she was aware of the strong prevailing sense 

that she should be grateful to be there but, in response, her assertion is that she has 

worked hard, deserves to be there, and the organisation should be grateful that she 

is there, enriching them. 

The other face of misogynoir and its effects were referenced by one woman, who 

detailed a compulsion to work exceptionally hard (which she believed she had 

observed in the majority of other BPW) due to feeling a sense of responsibility to 

everyone racialized as Black: a responsibility to excel and to thereby not prejudice 

ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÈÅÒȢ 4ÈÉÓ Ȱ×ÈÏÌÅ ÈÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 

ɉ"ÅÔÈȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÁÌÓÏ .ÁÔÁÌÉÅȭÓ ÓÅÎÔÉÍÅÎÔɊ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ Ô×Ï ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ 

reveals a further emotional weight under which the BPW may be living: both women 

identified the sense of the fragility of the moment, of the opportunity to be in the 

room and at the table; the huge responsibility of needing to overperform so that racial 

prejudices, stereotypes and negative expectations may not be fulfilled and exclusion 

ɉÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÄÅÍÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅÓÅÌÆɊ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÅÄȢ ɉ3ÅÅ ,ÕÇÁÒ ÅÔ 

al., 2020; McGee, 2018; Mogadime, 2008; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Sales et al., 

2019; Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung-King et al., 2018 on the impact of social 

expectation and stereotyping). 

Motherhood and Family Life 

In common with women more generally, interviewees expressed a belief that 

motherhood (or the desire to be a mother in the near future) impacts their 

professional opportunities and makes them more concerned about the balance 

between their personal life and work. Some interviewees with children were not 

actively seeking to advance professionally at the time of the interview, prioritising 

their child, or acknowledged a potential conflict between career and family for them. 
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!ÎÎÁ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄ΄Ó ÖÅÒÙ ÙÏÕÎÇȟ ÓÈÅ΄Ó ÏÎÌÙ ÓÉØ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÁÇÅ ɉȢȢȢɊ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ 

a work-life balance, so I'm not seeking anything higher at the moment. My job is very 

ÁÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ  

Danielle shared that she is not currently seeking a management position because she 

wants to start a family in the near future and sÈÅ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÅËÅÎÄÓȱ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÂÅ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÏÒ 

her, alongside a family.  The tone of inner conflict connected to this is worth noting, 

ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÁÌÓÏ )΄Í ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÓÔÕÃË ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢȱ %ÑÕÁÌÌÙȟ Á 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ɉ%ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈɊ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅÎ΄Ô ÈÁÄ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÔ ΩήȠ ÔÈÁÔ΄Ó 

important and I think that probably would be a barrier in terms of me progressing to 

management. I don't think that it will be looked at favourably if they probably knew 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢȱ %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÅÃÈÏ "ÈÏÐÁÌȭÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ 

(2020) that women feel organisation pressure after returning from maternity leave.  

Equally, whilst speaking about her own rise to the upper echelons of leadership in 

several organisations, Natalie referenced the benefit of her having been flexible 

regarding location: she had lived and worked in Birmingham, London, Canada, and 

was now back in England; she regarded her ability to move to wherever the job was 

as a major strength and support in her ability to progress. Natalie also highlighted her 

ÄÅÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ȰÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒȱ Ï×Î Á ÈÏÕÓÅȟ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÌÏÃÁÔÅ 

with ease. In contrast, women with children felt a significant weight of responsibility 

to provide stability for the wellbeing of their children. 

Age 

Four interviewees highlighted age as a relevant factor. Interestingly, the women who 

did so focused on opposing ends of the spectrum. 
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Danielle reflected on the challenge of frequently being perceived as younger than she 

is (a problem she considers common for BPW), and thus less competent and 

experienced than she is. Highlighting an example from general life, she referenced 

her mother, who was asked to show her ID card until she was forty, and her cousin, a 

35-year-old doctor who believes that patients do not take her seriously because she 

looks younger than she really is. Danielle stated that she is afraid clients will not take 

her advice seriously, as they may think she looks very young (she is 28 years old). She 

believes this because she knows that as a Black woman, people tend to perceive her 

to be younger than she is. Arguably, these assumptions to which the BPW are subject 

ÃÁÒÒÙ ÏÖÅÒÔÏÎÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ ÕÎÑÕÁÌÉÆÉÅÄ *ÅÚÅÂÅÌȱ Édentified by Reynolds-Dobbs et al. 

(2008). 

Other respondents used part of their interview to explore their struggle with Imposter 

Syndrome due to age, as opposed to gender, race or class. For example, Florence 

reported that being young, in addition to being Black, is not only a barrier to 

leadership positions but also impairs her self-confidence. She is the youngest on her 

team and believes that because she does not have as much experience as her 

colleagues; she cannot contribute to the discussions. Florence, alongside Carla, also 

felt unready for leadership due to age. Danielle reported (alongside the two already 

referenced) believing that people perceive her as too young to be in leadership. 

Particularly striking is the admission that these accumulated microaggressions and 

stereotypical expectations lead to self-censorship and silencing in the professional 

ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇȟ ÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÂÁÔÔÌÅ ÆÁÔÉÇÕÅȱ ÁÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ #ÉÒÉÎÃÉÏÎÅ-Ulezi 

(2020). 

&ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ "ÅÔÈ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÁÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÁÎ ÏÌÄÅÒ ×ÏÍÁÎȱ ÁÎÄ considered too old 

when in professional competition with twenty-one-year-olds only a few years behind 

her professionally in her current field; however, these self-doubts overlook the 
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decades of field-relevant experience she brings to her current professional context ɀ 

an experience which she knows her colleagues respect and envy. Some aspects of the 

formerly mentioned misogynoir- and classism-based Imposter Syndrome echo here 

also. 

3.3.2 Social Factors 
Racism, Unconscious Bias, Stereotyping 

The atmospheric elements of racism, unconscious 

bias and the psychological strain of negotiating 

stereotypes are, unfortunately, long-established and 

enduring social factors for Black women (McGee, 

2018; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008; Cirincione-Ulezi, 

2020), and the professional context seems to be no 

different. 

Sarah, Elizabeth and Carla explicitly raise the issue of 

stereotyping and its effect on them. There are 

historically and contemporarily a range of negative 

stereotypes applied to Black women (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). One stereotype, 

in particular, was highlighted by all three of the women who addressed this problem 

directly: the angry Black woman (McGee, 2018). All three participants spoke about 

ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȰÁÇÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅȱ ÏÒ ÓÅÌÆ-editing in order to avoid the easy 

misapplication of that label. For example, Carla stated that, because she believes that 

people see her as an intimidating person, she is more self-conscious about the way 

ÓÈÅ ÂÅÈÁÖÅÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÐÅÅÒÓȡ Ȱ) ÁÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÍÉÎÄÆÕÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ) ÃÏÍÅ 

ÁÃÒÏÓÓȢȱ !Ó Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ ÓÈÅ ÔÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÍÉÌÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÁÂÌÅȢ 

 

I would never dream of 
going into an interview 

with braids or my natural 
curly hair . . . So, I strip 

my culture away as much 
as possible  
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Anna explained: "We talk about subconscious bias and all these, you know, fluff. I call 

them fluffy terms for racism. And so, yeah, before I even crossed the threshold, I know 

that I'm different. I have to think about how I have my hair. How I speak, what I'm 

wearing, obviously, but that's, you know, but I wouldn't say that's a racial thing. And 

when I attend interviews, I have straight hair. I would never dream of going into an 

interview with braids or my natural curly hair . . . So, I strip my culture away as much 

as possible.ȱ 3ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÄÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÎÁÍÅȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÎÁÍÅ ȰÓÏÕÎÄÓ 

%ÎÇÌÉÓÈ΅Ȣ !ÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȟ .ÁÔÁÌÉÅȭÓ 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÅÃÈÏÅÄ !ÎÎÁȭÓ ÁÄÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȢ 3ÈÅ ÓÐÏËÅ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ "ÌÁÃË ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ 

encountered who feel they need to do everything they can to strip themselves of their 

Blackness ɀ whether in terms of elocution lessons, choice of clothing, or even 

association with other Black professionals. Whilst Anna spoke from a position of 

having accepted this practice of assimilation and erasure of expressed identity or 

ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÓÐÏËÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ 

positively.   

The following are all contemporary social factors, which exemplify enduring social 

factors around race: Black Lives Matter, Covid-19, the Sewell Report (2021). 

Black Lives Matter 

Only Sarah stated that her organisation had responded to the event of summer 2020 

following the death of George Floyd and the resurgence of the BLM movement and 

the global cry for racial justice. All other participants stated that there was no 

response from their organisation, and no indication of it having had an impact in any 

×ÁÙȢ 3ÁÒÁÈȭÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄȟ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ Á $ÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ )ÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ 

Group, composed of interested employees from across the company. Although at its 

early stages, Sarah felt hopeful about it because of the person-centred culture which 
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undergirds the organisation's modus operandi. Whilst only Sarah was proactively 

offered support in light of the acknowledged emotional effects she may be 

experiencing, Natalie was able to access support because of the person-centred 

approach of her manager.  

These were exceptions, though, and respondents felt that the general response 

reflected a general irrelevance of BLM to the organisation for which they work, 

perhaps best exemplified by Beth who directly asked for a response from her 

organisation. According to Beth, whilst there was a meeting, there was little 

engagement during the meeting and no outcome from it.  

Covid-19 

In considering the impact of the pandemic on them as 

BPW, there were mixed responses. Whilst several 

participants said that they had been able to continue 

working remotely, which came with benefits, three 

participants (Beth, Natalie and Elizabeth) stated that 

they found the isolation created by the lockdown 

scenario had come at a high cost to their social well-

being and their professional networking capability. Beth 

focused on the intense emotional tax of the pandemic: 

Ȱ4ÈÅ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ) ÃÁÌÌ ÉÔȡ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÁÎÄÅÍÉÃȟ ÔÈÅ 

experience of Black Lives Matter and COVID has just been emotionally draining. 

Yeah, I'm trying to manage that and children home-schooling and people dying in the 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ  

Natalie highlighted the effect of attending streams of virtual meetings and being the 

only non-White face on the screen. Additionally, she highlighted the impact of losing 

 

For me it's worse now 
because when I'm 
looking up on the 

screen, I'm seeing all 
White faces every 

single day  

 
 



 

 

 

33 

those incidental, small connections made through the working day in the office 

ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȡ Ȱ7ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ÈÁÓÎ΄Ô ÂÅÅÎ ÓÏ ÇÏÏÄ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÇÅÔ 

face-to-face. (...) I don't do tea, but if I go to get water or I'm literally just walking down 

the coÒÒÉÄÏÒ ÁÎÄ ) ÓÅÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȢȱ !Ó Á ÖÅÒÙ ÓÅÎÉÏÒ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÍÅÍÂÅÒȟ .ÁÔÁÌÉÅ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÄ 

how deeply she valued the human-to-human interactions she may have had with 

colleagues of varying levels, with some of whom she shares cultural connections. 

Such encounters offer ÒÅÆÒÅÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ 7ÈÉÔÅȡ Ȱ)Ô΄Ó ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

we're very social creatures and we need to see a face that looks like us. (...) And for 

me it's worse now because when I'm looking up on the screen, I'm seeing all White 

faces every single day.ȱ  

Consequently, Natalie has had to respond by creating her own access points for such 

refreshment during the pandemic. Both she and two other participants (Elizabeth and 

Beth) commented that whilst it can be challenging for BPW to network anyway, the 

pandemic had made it more difficult because remote meetings make fostering 

relationships more difficult generally, which may be further magnified by the 

presence of invisible barriers of stereotyping and unconscious bias. Elizabeth stated 

ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÎÏ× ÉÔ΄s even more difficult simply because we work from home, so it is 

difficult. Anyway, as a black woman trying to move up within local authorities is very 

hard. Even go work for a multicultural local authority, it's very difficult, but I think this 

is going tÏ ÂÅ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ #/6)$Ȣȱ  

The Sewell Report 

All interviewees, but one, were aware of the Sewell Report. Without exception, those 

×ÏÍÅÎ ×ÈÏ ×ÅÒÅ Á×ÁÒÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÄÉÓÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÆÕÌȱ ɉ#ÁÒÌÁɊȟ ȰÈÁÒÍÉÎÇȱ ɉ!ÎÎÁɊȢ 

%ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÖery much one-sided (...) a bit of a slap in the face (...) that 

we're ourselves within the world of where there was a lot of institutional racism, and 
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ÔÈÅÒÅ΄Ó ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȟ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÄÁÙ ÉÎ ÌÉÆÅȢȱ #ÁÒÌÁ ÓÁÉÄ ÓÈÅ ÆÅÌÔ ȰÄÅÍÏÒÁÌÉÓÅÄȱ ÁÎÄ 

hopeless of change, whilst Florence highlighted her sense of voicelessness and 

ÉÎÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÔ΄Ó ÊÕÓÔȟ ÉÔ΄Ó ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅÎ΄Ô ÌÉÓÔÅÎÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ×ÏÒÄ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÁÉÄȢȱ 

4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÒÅÖÅÁÌ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ +ÕÍÒÁ Ǫ -ÁÎÆÒÅÄÉȭÓ 

(2012) conclusion that particular power dynamics, values, practices, bias and 

stereotypes remain untouched at all levels across modern societies is accurate. From 

this perspective, the Sewell Report certainly seems to highlight a system, where its 

different parts produce and reproduce themselves, impacting and influencing each 

other - in this instance - to the harm and further marginalization of the already 

minoritized.  

3.3.3. Organisational Factors  

Organisational Culture 

The impact of the prevailing organisational culture was 

highlighted by interviewee responses to questions on 

this topic. Whilst Sarah felt that her organisation had a 

much more nurturing culture than her previous 

workplace (of 20 years), other respondents who 

engaged with this question tended to characterise their 

organisational culture as White, middle-class and male 

(Acker, 1990; Miller, 2016; Britton and Logan 2008), 

despite the presence of women in healthy numbers. 

"ÅÔÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÈÅÒ ×ÏÒËÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÓ ȰÅÌÉÔÉÓÔȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ 

such an atmosphere is that the othering experienced by these women in other areas 

 

The lower level, the 
more the lower the 

level, the more you see 
more diversity; the 

higher, the less level of 
diversity 
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of life continues in the workplace, intensifying effects such as Imposter Syndrome, 

voicelessness and marginalization.  

Natalie highlighted the difference between a transactional culture and a 

transformative culture; whilst she is the only non-White person in her current 

organisation, she has found their person-centred culture, as practised by her line 

manager, supportive and empowering (Shung-King et al., 2018). An example given 

was related to the aftermath of the death of George Floyd and its coincidence with 

the pandemic. Whilst her manager did not instigate the offer of this specific support, 

ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÁÓË ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÏ ȰÅÎÓÕÒÅȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ "07 ×ÁÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄȢ )Î 

response, the participant was able to briefly outline the impact of these current world 

events and to discuss the exploration of appropriate support for her well-being and, 

ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙȟ ×ÏÒËȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÔÏ .ÁÔÁÌÉÅȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ 

Sarah, whose company established a Diversity and Inclusion Group in response to the 

events of Summer 2020. 

Demographic Profile of Senior Leaders 

Participants perceived that the organisational culture is 

evidently set by those who lead and steer it. Without 

exception, the senior leadership of the organisations for 

which the interviewees work was shown to be entirely 

White and, commonly male. This was true even in 

organisations where interviewees described the 

composition of the workforce as equitably split 

between men and women. For example, Elizabeth 

described her organisatiÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÕÌÔÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

. . . there's a lot of blacks and a lot of Asians . . . but once you get to high-level 

 

You tend to find that 
ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ×ÈÉÔÅÓ in 

management, female 
and male  
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management, it's very few and far between. . . ÙÏÕ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ×ÈÉÔÅÓ ÉÎ 

ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÌÅȢȱ *Ï ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ Ìower the level, the more you see 

ÍÏÒÅ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȠ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÓÓ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȢȱ 3ÕÃÈ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÅ 

very real existence of a concrete ceiling (Erskine et al., 2021; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015). 

The lack of diversity at senior levels impacts the decisions taken and the direction, 

tone and culture of the organisation, all of which affect the lives of employees. Carla 

ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ȰÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ×Å΄ÒÅ ×ÅÌÌ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÅÎÉÏÒ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ 

the organisation. And I've always felt ÌÉËÅ ÍÙ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÉÓÎ΄Ô ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÈÅÁÒÄȢȱ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ 

&ÌÏÒÅÎÃÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÈÁÒÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÌÏÏË ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ΄Ó Á ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕȢȱ "ÅÔÈȭÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ Ô×Ï ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒÓȟ 

but neither of them was responsible for matters connected with race. In fact, in 

response to staff calls for a Race Equality Officer, the entirely White senior leadership 

ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ×ÏÒËÐÌÁÃÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÏ ÏÎÅ΄Ó ÅÖÅÒ ÁÓËÅÄ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÒÁÃÅȟ ÓÏ ×Å΄ÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ 

looked at race in the last 10 yÅÁÒÓȢȱ !Ó ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÙÏÐÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ 

vision which results from non-inclusive leadership has demonstrable negative 

consequences for both organisation and workforce (Truss et al., 2012). 

Mechanisms for Progression 

As already referenced, professional networking (internally and externally) can be a 

challenge for BPWs for several reasons, which do not need to be repeated; however, 

if personal recommendation and nepotism are the chief means of advancement, one 

can immediately see how this disadvantages those lacking social capital. Similarly, 

where the mechanisms and pathways for progression are more opaque than 

transparent, BPW are disadvantaged again and subject to the concrete ceiling 

(Erskine et al., 2021; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015).  
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Even tÈÏÕÇÈ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÎ Á ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÐÁÔÈ×ÁÙȟ "ÅÔÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÖÅÒÙ 

ÏÐÁÑÕÅȱ ÁÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȢȱ 

Her highlighting the opacity of progression pathways and so forth accords well with 

the conÃÒÅÔÅ ÃÅÉÌÉÎÇ ÉÍÁÇÅÒÙȢ %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÏÆ ȰÌÉÔÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕÒ ÊÏÂ ×ÈÅÎ 

you know that you are more than capable to do it. But there are other people that will 

get the job simply because they're friends with another manager or friends with a 

director or just because they probably look at them favourably. It becomes a battle." 

Similarly, Beth also emphasized the importance of discretionary decisions made by 

those to whom she is exposed and connected. Whilst this is a standard feature of 

progression, this context does raise the question of how those without such 

connection and exposure progress: concrete is not only opaque, it is very difficult to 

ÂÒÅÁÃÈȢ 4ÁËÅÎ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÒÍ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ Á 

lack of role models, mentorship and sponsorship (Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung- King 

et al., 2018; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015).  

Equality for Whom? 

7ÈÉÌÓÔ *Ï ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÂÉÇ ÄÒÉÖÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎ 

ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎȱ positions of leadership in her organisation, and 

several others highlighted that there are healthy 

numbers of women leaders in their workplace, the 

same is not true of people of colour, whether 

considering men or women. Indeed, Beth works at an 

organisation within which the most senior leader is a 

White woman; however, this company is the same institution which did not look at 

race for ten years because nobody had asked them to do so. Such an example reflects 

the disparity in equality-focused activity and ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȡ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÉÎÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

rights seem to be evident to the women interviewed. What seems to be much more 

 

Your presence is 
challenging for some, it 

makes them 
uncomfortable 
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elusive is the fruit of equality-focused action around race and, going further, 

awareness that action focused on those marginalized on account of both race and 

gender is needed seems to be absent. This reality, as outlined by the participants 

concretizes the gap highlighted by our literature review: who is aware of the at least 

double-equality challenge faced by BPWs? As these instances suggest, a lack of 

awareness produces an absence of action and change. 

Such lack of awareness, combined with the other elements such as culture, 

transparency, stereotyping and accompanying microaggressions, can work to create 

a workplace which is essentially experienced as an unsafe space (Cirincione-Ulezi, 

ΨΦΨΦɊȢ %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÚÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȟ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅȟ ÉÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅÍ ÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅȢȱ 3ÈÅ ×ÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÄÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ 

ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅÍ ÆÅÅÌ ÖÅÒÙ ÍÕÃÈ ÉÎÔÉÍÉÄÁÔÅÄȢ 3ÏÍÅ ÐÅÏple don't understand this simply 

because they don't want to understand you as a person, and some people don't want 

ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÐÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÂÌÁÃË ×ÏÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȢȱ 

As outlined in this comment, BPW are caught in the maws of an unenviable trap: 

endure the corrosive violence of microaggressions imposed on you because of the 

biases of others or dare to speak up about it and be silenced. Neither situation offers 

either hope or life to the BPW. 
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Voicelessness 

As already established, the facing of biases and 

stereotypes by BPW, and their efforts to neutralize 

them, has led to participants engaging in psychological 

or cultural self-mutilation (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 

2008). One expression of these practices has been the 

silencing or self-editing of the BPW: whilst Sarah 

explicitly described adopting a position of silence at 

times in her efforts to navigate the waters of bias and 

stereotype, others highlighted the experience of not 

being heard and, thereby, being robbed of their voice in 

that way. Beth spoke vividly of her experience of not 

being heard. She recounted her frequent experience of being in a meeting, saying 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÅÄȟ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ȰÓÏÍÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÇÕÙ ÔÕÒÎ ÕÐȟ 

possibly even a student ɀ which has happened to me ɀ a student comes and repeats 

the exact same thing I said and theýÒÅ Ȭ/Èȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÁÍÁÚÉÎÇȦ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÆÁÎÔÁÓÔÉÃȦ 7Å ÎÅÅÄ 

ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȡ ÔÈÁÔ΄Ó ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÉÄÅÁ ÅÖÅÒȦȭȱ 4ÈÅ ÓÕÒÒÅÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÒÅÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ 

commonly reported among women and other minoritized groups to the extent that 

the feminist practice of hearing into speech emerged in response and as a means of 

countering the effects of this muting (Morton, 1985). 

Beth also shared her journey of reflection and horrified revelation of the depths to 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÕÂÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÄ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅȡ Ȱ7ÈÅÎ ) 

discovered that that was really actually subconsciously part of the reason why I did 

my PhD I felt so depressed (...) I actually did a lot of that just because white men 

mostly ignore what I say (...) Why do I have to have all these things in order for 

someÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÅ Ï×ÎÅÒȭÓ ÇÏÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÈÅÒÅȩ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ×Å 

 

Some White guy turn 
up, possibly even a 
student ɀ which has 
happened to me ɀ a 
student comes and 

repeats the exact same 
thing I said and they're 
Ȭ/Èȟ ÔÈÉÓ is amazing!  
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ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÌÉÓÔÅÎȢ )Ô΄Ó Á ÖÁÌÕÅȢ )Ô΄Ó ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢȱ )Ô ÉÓ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ 

undertaking her successful PhD research, this respondent had over 20 years of sector-

relevant experience, including work at high-level positions, but she still found her 

contribution frequently ignored or side-ÌÉÎÅÄȢ "ÅÔÈȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÅÃÈÏÅÄ ÂÙ .ÁÔÁÌÉÅȟ 

who has years of experience in senior leadership, and who is currently an assistant 

director; despite this, Natalie still considers that she does not have a voice at work, 

raising the question of whether the voices of BPW will ever become valid. 

A final way in which two interviewees experienced voicelessness was coming to a 

point where they had had to undertake grievances against past employers. Sarah 

described having the aggressive, angry Black woman stereotype (McGee, 2018)) 

levelled against her when she sought to lead strongly (as directed) or when she made 

integrity calls on projects. Similarly, Natalie explained that she had been an advocate 

for (and thereby challenger on behalf of) diversity and inclusion, specifically in terms 

of the ethnic weighting of redundancies during restructuring. Although unable to 

speak about their experiences in detail (due to both companies having settled out of 

court), both women felt they were rendered voiceless by the process, which carries 

on now as part of the settlement terms. 
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"ÅÔÈ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ ÕÎÆÏÒÔÕÎÁÔÅ 

ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅȱ ɀ the only Black person 

ɀ in an organisation or section. For reasons already 

explored, participants related that it can be an isolating 

experience to be a BPW. Every respondent expressed a 

clear perception of value in having a mentor, which 

accords with findings in the literature. Seven of the nine 

interviewed have a mentoring or coaching relationship, 

whilst another had a coaching-like relationship with her manager, another had 

curated her own peer support group and the final participant did not have a mentor. 

The nature and origins of the mentoring relationships varied widely: some companies 

have a clear and established practice of mentorship; others do not and the impetus ɀ 

and sourcing ɀ of the mentors came from the BPW herself; still others use line 

managers as mentors, where others do not. In the latter distinction, it was 

ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÍÅÎÔÏÒ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÎÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ȰÁ 

safe ÓÐÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÆÒÅÅÌÙȟȱ ɉ$ÁÎÉÅÌÌÅɊ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÎÔÏÒÉÎÇ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ 

emotional support.  

Other views on the value of a mentor were strongly connected to progression (Allen, 

2020; Cirincione-Ulezi, 2020; Hoover, 2006; Motaung et al., 2017; Reynolds-Dobbs et 

al., 2008; Showunmi et al., 2016; Shung-King et al., 2018; Wyatt & Silvester, 2015): 

having identified and secured them herself, Beth has two mentors, deliberately 

chosen for their wisdom and experience in different aspects of her career trajectory. 

Additionally, she knows one to be a long-time advocate of her work, embracing her 

difference, whilst seeing her value. The mentor referenced here is a White middle-

class man, a detail worth highlighting because three interviewees (Natalie, Beth and 

 

The unfortunate 
privilege of being the 

only one  

 
 
























































