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)African American women are disproportionately underrepresented in senior-level 

leadership positions in United States corporations. While women make up 21% of C-Suite 

positions, only 4% are African American. To date, there are only three African American women 

who have attained CEO status in Fortune 500 corporations. This white paper aims to understand 

what is missing from Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives to successfully promote 

more African American women into senior-level positions. The concept of racial 

microaggressions is a significant negative contributor to this disparity. 
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their biased remarks are hurtful and damaging and can stifle an African American women's 

success.  

Microaggressions create dual standards in the organization with unspoken rules that 

African American women must act a specific way to fit in. An example, when African American 

women strive to get ahead, they are stereotyped as aggressive, too assertive, or angry. While 

describing Caucasian women exhibiting the same characteristics as confident and friendly, this 

microinsult paves a different path for African American
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difficult for experienced and talented African American women to feel like they belong 

(Hamilton, 2021; Melaku, 2019; Townsend et al., 2021). 

Gebhardt (2022), in partnership with Fortune, asked 4,275 people, including women, 

people of color, and individuals with 

with

 

 

7&0

A

f

r

i

l

l

,



 6 

Leanin and McKinsey and Company's 2020 annual Women in the Workplace Study 

found that 49% of black women felt their race and ethnicity made it more difficult for them to 

get ahead or promoted compared to 3% of white women and 11% of women overall (p. 6). These 

statistics support Langford's (2017) assertion that race disparity and gender biases exist in the 

workplace, which makes it more difficult for experienced and talented African American women 

to feel like they belong (Hamilton, 2021; Melaku, 2019; Townsend et al., 2021).  

While we have made strides with three African American women reaching the pinnacle 

of CEOs in Fortune 500 companies, these are baby steps compared to other races that are 

Fortune 500 executives. Numerous organizations have committed to changing the narrative since 

the death of George Floyd; however, the inequities of African American women in C-Suite 

leadership roles persist. Practical leadership training, development, and access to mentorships 

and sponsorships will begin to build a pathway to success and establish mutually beneficial 

relationships that could close the gap by promoting more African American women to senior-
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with a mentor allows African American women to access information and influential people who 

can help advance their careers. 

Instead of minimizing the contributions of African American women, organizational 

leaders should be encouraged to become mentors and accept these women in the organization 

and share information with them while capitalizing on how their qualities can be beneficial to the 

organization (Brown, 2021; Carter, 2022; Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Ingraham et al., 2021; Jones, 

2006; Shepherd, 2015). Positive mentorship programs can promote the inclusion and acceptance 

of African American women as part of the organization and not as outsiders. Inclusion and 

equity are beneficial financially and in knowledge transfer. Establishing inclusive values and 

what it means to African American women, organizations, and the shared commitment to the 

vision and mission set the direction and framework for sustainable change and growth. 

Mentorships at the senior levels equate to navigating the corporate waters. The lack of African 

American women representation is not a secret. Resolving the practice of exclusion is a mystery. 

Mentorships and managing the black ceiling have been at the forefront, although getting the 
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diversity, equity, inclusion, and leadership initiatives to broaden the roles, perspectives, and 

enhanced perceptions of emerging global leadership—some considerations for program 

creations. 

African American women possess various talents, skills, and abilities not identified and 

recognized as strengths as promotable candidates for senior leadership positions. African 

American women face many barriers when striving to attain leadership roles, such as being over-

credentialed, underrepresented, experienced, and overly qualified in some respects. Many other 

combinations pose barriers to upward movement. Organizations should be intent on internally 

filling the gaps by determining the organization's needs and training these women to meet the 

current and potential future obligations, as well as hiring from within and compensating them 

instead of recruiting from outside.  

)
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Whether subtle or direct, microaggressions can negatively impact the success of African 

American women seeking to move into C-Suite leadership roles. Addressing microaggressions 

directly, openly, and honestly to establish transparency and viability (Bond et al., 2022) is the 

first step to embracing diversity, equity, and inclusion and creating a culture of belonging. In 

addition, directly addressing microaggressions also make the person using them aware that their 

biased remarks are harmful, damaging, and can stifle an African American women's success. 

Any micro-aggressive behaviors may counteract the focused intention on DEI efforts and 

initimericas

 





 11 

>,?,#,'7,2)

Afsharipour, A. & Rosenblum, D., (2022). Power and pay in the c-suite. 4%-5$(6&)7+4%5$&.78 
https://ssrn.com/abstract=4014809+



 12 

DuKach, D. (January-February 2022). DEI gets real. =(.G(.1+K$*&%-**+L-G&-E8+
https://hbr.org/2022/01/dei-gets-real+

Erskine, S. E., Archibold, E. E., & Bilimoria, D. (2021). Afro-diasporic women are navigating 
the black ceiling. Individual relational and organizational strategies. K$*&%-**+=".&P"%*, 
64(1), 37-50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2020.10.004 

Fernandes, P. (2021). Creating a diversity and inclusion training program. K$*&%-**+O-E*+Q(&67. 
https://www.businessnewsdaily.com/9782-diversity-training.html+

Gebhardt, J. (2022). Study: ,&'."(::.-**&"%+&%+)/-+E".R06('-. SurveyMonkey. 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/microaggressions-research 

Glauser, M. (2022, June 22). K-7"%1+1-&<+9/-+%-D)+*)-0+)"+'&G&6&)78+
https://cruciallearning.com/blog/beyond-dei-the-next-step-to-civility/+

Groves, M. (2021). Self-affirmations and the perception of micro-aggressions. A*7'/"6":7+
2)$1-%)+L-*-(.'/+2/"E'(*-J+SCJ+1-28+https://scholar.umw.edu/psychology-showcase/49.+

Hamilton, D. (2021, October 19). 3 ways executives hold black women back at work. !OO+
K$*&%-**+A-.*0-')&G-*. https://www/cnn.com 

Holder, A.M.B., Jackson, M.A., & Ponterolto, J. G (2015). Racial microaggression experiences 
and coping strategies of black women in corporate leadership. T$(6&)()&G-+A*7'/"6":7, 
2(2), 164-180. https://psycnet.apa.org/buy/2015-30581-001 

Hopper, E. (2019). What is a microaggression? Everyday insults with harmful effects. 
www.thoughtco.com/microaggression-definition-examples-4171853 

Ingraham, A., Fearn, K., Paz, M.T., Younger, V., Rogers, S.E., Cheng, M., Harvey, B. H., 
Beldona, S., Kwansa, F., Hooper, M., Jackson, L., & Williams-Bryant, D. (2021). 
Creating more opportunities and executive leadership positions for people of color in the 
hospitality industry.+9/-+!"%*".)&$#+@"$.%(6+";+="*0&)(6&)7+(%1+9"$.&*#J+39. 
https://www.hospitalityhbcu.org/uploads/articlelink/1643102325.pdf#page=418 

Iverson, A. (2019). Developing and executing a corporate mentorship program. @"$.%(6+";+
A-%*&"%+K-%-;&)*. 27(1), 1-4. https://pinnacle-plan.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/Amanda-Iverson-Article-Developing-and-Executing-a-
Corporate-Mentorship-Program.pdf+

Jones, C. (2006). Falling between the cracks: What diversity means to black women in higher 
education. A"6&'7+U$)$.-*+&%+>1$'()&"%J 4(2), 145-159. 
https://doi.org//10.2304/pfile.2006.4.2.145 

Langford, L. K. (2017). ?+%(..()&G-+&%5$&.7+-D06".&%:+)/-+*)".&-*+";+?;.&'(%F?#-.&'(%+E"#-%+&%+
6-(1-.*/&0+()+%"%0.";&)+".:(%&P()&"%*+(Publication No. 10637379).[Doctoral dissertation, 
University of Phoenix]. +



 13 

Leanin.Org & McKinsey & Company (2020). 9/-+*)()-+";+K6('R+E"#-%+&%+'".0".()-+?#-.&'(J 
https://leanin.org/research/state-of-black-women-in-corporate-america+

Leanin.Org & McKinsey & Company (2022). 


