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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Trailblazers in Hospitality: 

Career Advancement Experiences of Women of Color Executives 

 

 This qualitative study sought to explore the career advancement experiences of 

women of color (WOC) executives in the lodging sector (e.g., hotels, motels, resorts, and 

bed and breakfasts) of the U.S. hospitality industry through the lens of career motivation 

theory and intersectionality theory. Twenty WOC executives participated in individual, 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews to address the study’s central research question, 

What are the career advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging 

sector of U.S. hospitality industry?” and sub-questions: “What are the organizational factors 

that helped or hindered the career advancement experiences of women of color executives in 

the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry?” , “What are the personal factors that 

helped or hindered the career advancement experiences of women of color executives in the 

lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry?”, “What role, if any, did race and gender 

play in the career advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging 

sector of the U.S. hospitality industry?” 

Study participants, WOC who self-identified as a WOC as defined by this study 

(e.g., a term used in the U.S. and Canada to denote women who are not white) and held a 

range of leadership positions (e.g., Director, Vice President, Executive Vice President, 

Senior Vice President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, President, CEO), 

reflected on their career advancement experiences. The data collected through the 

participants’ interviews tell a collective story of the factors that facilitated or hindered their 

advancement.  
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Four main themes and five sub-themes emerged from a comprehensive thematic 

data analysis: 1) Facilitators to career advancement (sub-themes include obtaining diverse 

work experiences, leveraging professional network, and family member support); 2) 

Barriers to career advancement (sub-themes include overcoming hospitality work culture 

and managing self-doubt: imposter syndrome); 3) Participants’ race and gender’s impact 

on career advancement: The perception of otherness and 4) Being a trailblazer. 

Findings from the study revealed that the career advancement journey for WOC 

executives within the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry is a complex and at 

times challenging experience, however, WOC executives have successfully navigated the 

terrain by remaining focused on learning all aspects of the business while receiving 

support from members of their family and professional networks.  

Several recommendations are identified for future research, including but not 

limited to: exploring how WOC executives cultivate their professional networks; 

examining the career advancement experiences of different generations of WOC; and 

exploring the influence of family members on the career advancement of WOC 

executives. Recommendations for practice highlighted the programs, trainings, and 

strategies human resource development (HRD) professionals in the lodging organizations 

of U.S. hospitality industry could employ to improve the hospitality work culture and 

create a workplace that provides WOC with the skills, opportunities, and tools they need 

to reach their potential and advance to executive positions. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The hospitality industry is a cultural and economic force around the world. 

Throughout history, the hospitality industry has provided lodging (e.g., hotels, motels, 

resorts, bed and breakfasts) and foodservice (e.g., full, quick, and casual service restaurants, 

bar and beverage management, private clubs, catering, and event management) to travelers 

around the globe. In addition, the industry plays an important role in bringing people 

together in a global community and enables people to experience other cultures and see the 

world beyond their national borders (Yu, Byun, & Lee, 2014).  By enabling cross-cultural 

encounters and interactions between people of “diverse ages, ethnic backgrounds, cultural 

heritages, spiritual traditions, ability and educational levels, and interests”, the industry 

allows individuals to consider things/events from different perspectives and helps to foster 

harmonious relations between individuals and communities (Moufakkir & Kelly, 2010, 

p.13). 

In the United States (U.S.), the hospitality industry has been a lucrative industry 

where travelers spend more than $500 billion annually on lodging and foodservices (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2019). In addition, the hospitality industry is one of the largest 

employers of women and people of color in the U.S. For the purpose of this study, the term 

people of color was defined as non-White racial and ethnic groups (American Psychological 

Association, 2020). To be specific, 51.2 % of hospitality employees are women, 24 % are 

Hispanic/Latino American, 13.1 % are Black/African American, and 6.9 % are Asian 

American (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).  However, research has found that people 

of color in the hospitality industry primarily occupy lower skilled and paid positions (e.g. 

customer-facing, housekeeping, and clerical positions) and are underrepresented in 
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leadership positions such as Director, Vice President, Executive Vice President, Senior Vice 

President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, President, CEO (Costen, Cliath, & 

Woods, 2002; Grant, 2019; Hornsby & Scott-Halsell, 2015; National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, 2019). 

Considering that the hospitality industry’s internal staff and customers are both 

culturally and ethnically diverse; that there is a high turnover rate of entry-level 

employees in the industry; and that racial discrimination and inequities are still prevalent 

throughout the United States, it is of concern that the number of people of color leaders 

within the industry does not mirror the ethnic diversity found in the industry (Hornsby & 

Scott-Halsell, 2015). Research has found that people of color in leadership positions are 

effective leaders who serve as role models for employees of color; improve 

communication and cooperation between leadership and diverse employees; enhance 

career development and succession planning processes; and support the development of 

better business solutions based on their various cultural lenses (Alire, 2001; Jones, 2018; 

Parker, 1976).  

These behaviors and mindsets are greatly needed in leaders in the hospitality 

industry, especially leaders within the lodging sector of the industry where women of 

color comprise a large portion of the sector’s labor workforce; however, they are 

frequently hired into positions with little or no chance for career advancement into 

executive positions within the sector; and face workplace discrimination (Center for 

American Progress, 2020; Costen, Cliath, & Woods, 2002). For this study, the term 

women of color (WOC) was defined as a term used in the US and Canada to denote women 

who are not white (Griffin, 2017).   
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Considering the number of challenges WOC employees experience within the 

lodging sector, it is imperative that there are more WOC leaders within the lodging sector 

who are able to successfully lead WOC employees by protecting them from 

discrimination; providing them career advancement opportunities; and increasing their 

understanding of their guests’ worldviews and cultural-specific needs so that they are 

able to provide their guests with exceptional service while also providing their 

organizations with profitable results (Grobelna, 2015).  

Problem Statement 

Women have made significant progress in obtaining executive positions within the 

hospitality industry. This increase in the number of women executives has been facilitated 

by the hospitality industry’s increased focus on the management and development of its 

female talent pool to enhance profitability and value creation (Wood & Viehland, 2000). 

Research has shown that women on management teams and corporate boards have a 

positive impact on a company’s financial performance (CastellProject, 2020, Woods & 

Viehland, 2000). However, despite the industry’s efforts women are still underrepresented 

in executive positions.  

Currently, women hold only 12% of the U.S. lodging sector’s executive positions 

(CastellProject, 2020). This leadership gap is even wider for WOC within the sector; very 

few women of color have advanced to executive positions within the sector even though 

they make up 53.8% of the workforce (Center for American Progress, 2020). This issue was 

first explored, in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) 2012 Opportunity and Diversity Report Card which found that in 2009, WOC 

made up only 9.4% of all people of color executives in the sector. Since the publication of 
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the report, there has been a dearth of studies which have reported on the percentage of WOC 

executives in the sector.  The only other study found which reported on the percentage of 

WOC executives in the sector was the Castell Project’s Black Representation in Hospitality 

Industry Leadership 2020 report. The results of the report revealed that Black women make 

up only 2.8% of all women executives in the U.S. hospitality industry. There were no other 

studies found which addressed the percentage of executives who were WOC in the other 

racial/ethnic groups (i.e., African American, Asian American, and Hispanic/Latina 

American).  

In addition, few studies have examined the factors which predict or improve the 

career advancement experiences of WOC in corporate America (Sanchez-Hucles & 

Davis, 2010) and there is a lack of research highlighting the career advancement 

experiences of WOC in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry (Costen, Cliath, 

& Woods, 2002). While WOC are one of the fastest growing populations within the U.S., 

make up the majority of women in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry, and 

are underrepresented in executive positions in the sector, scholarly literature continues to 

lack studies focused on their successful career advancement experiences and the 

strategies that they have used to advance in their careers. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the career advancement 

experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. The 

central research question, “What are the career advancement experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of U.S. hospitality industry?”, was examined from a social 
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constructivist ontology and epistemology. This question was addressed by exploring the 

following sub-questions: 

1. What are the organizational factors that helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

2. What are the personal factors that helped or hindered the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

3. What role, if any, did race and gender play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

Theoretical Frameworks  

Intersectionality theory and career motivation theory as described below, 

informed this research study.  

Intersectionality Theory. Within her 1989 landmark study, “Demarginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 

Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics” Crenshaw, a legal scholar and critical race 

theorist, used the term, intersectionality, to describe the marginalization of Black women 

within antidiscrimination law and feminist and antiracist theory and politics. Within her 

study, Crenshaw also highlights how judicial, political, and social systems, structures, 

and practices “have treated Black women in ways that deny both the unique 

compoundedness of their situation and the centrality of their experiences to the larger 

classes of women and Blacks” (p.150). Crenshaw (1991) further elaborated on her 
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concept of intersectionality to describe the “various ways in which race and gender 

interact to shape the multiple dimensions of Black women's employment experience” (p. 

1244). As a result of Crenshaw’s publications, intersectionality has become the 

commonly adopted term in the business and management literature “to capture thinking 

around interfaces, multiple oppressions, and mutual constitutions that can be located in 

legal, political, and sociological academic scholarship” (Atewologun, 2018, p. 5). In 

addition, intersectionality is also used within the literature as a term used to focus on the 

systemic disparities in the workplace related to power and control of organizational 

processes and procedures.  

For this study, intersectionality will be utilized as a critical theory. As a critical 

theory, intersectionality theory posits that “people live multiple, layered identities derived 

from social relations, history, and the operation of structured power” (Richardson & 

Loubier, 2008, p.143). Intersectionality theory explains how individual’s multiple 

identities (gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, class) intersect to contribute to 

experiences of oppression (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010).  

According to Sanchez-Hulces et al. (2010), identity “is the aspect of self that 

stands in relationship to social groups or categories of which an individual is a member” 

(p. 175). Intersectionality theory provides a useful framework for examining the multiple 

identities of WOC since this study will explore the career advancement experience of 

WOC executives within the U.S. hospitality industry. In addition, intersectionality theory 

may offer explanations of how WOC executives might experience the workplace 

differently depending on their race, gender, or other social categories (Atewologum, 

2018).  
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Career Motivation Theory. Career motivation theory was developed by London 

(1983) who viewed career motivation as a multidimensional construct which is “internal 

to the individual, influenced by the situation, and reflected in the individual’s decisions 

and behaviors” (p. 620). London’s theory (1983) consisted of three domains: 1. Career 

resilience - the ability to adapt to changing circumstances, even when the circumstances 

are discouraging or disruptive; 2. Career insight - the ability to be realistic about oneself 

and one’s career and to put these perceptions to use in establishing goals; and 3. Career 

identity - the extent to which one defines oneself by work. Each domain is comprised of 

individual characteristic dimensions. These dimensions are “needs, interests, and personality 

variables potentially relevant to a person’s career” (London, 1983, p. 620).  

In addition, each domain is influenced by specific situational characteristics. The 

situational characteristics which influence career identity are leadership opportunities, 

potential for monetary gain, encouragement of professionalism, advancement opportunities, 

and potential for recognition. Situational characteristics that affect career resilience include 

support for learning and development, encouragement of autonomy, support for creativity, 

positive reinforcement and constructive performance feedback, opportunities to demonstrate 

achievement, organizational change, and opportunities for individual control and discretion. 

Situational characteristics which influence career insight include visibility of organizational 

processes, structure for goal setting, and organizational flexibility.  

The relationships between the domains are based on prospective and retrospective 

rationality processes which describe how “individual characteristics, situational 

characteristics, and their interaction affect behaviors” (London, 1983, p. 625).  London 

and Noe (1997) provided the following definitions for each rationality process: 
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1. Prospective rationality is a process where a situation influences the individual 

characteristic dimensions, which in turn affect an individual’s career decisions 

and behaviors.  

 

2. Retrospective rationality is a process where behaviors influence feelings of 

career motivation and perceptions of the situation  

 

Career motivation theory emphasizes that an individual’s career resilience, 

insight, and identity form a pattern that describes an individual’s career motivation. This 

theory provides a framework for understanding the career advancement experiences of 

WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry, including but not 

limited to understanding the individual characteristics, situational characteristics, and 

associated career decisions and behaviors that reflect their career identity, insights into 

factors which affected their career advancement, and strategies of resilience they 

employed during unfavorable career conditions. Therefore, Career motivation theory was 

selected to inform this study because it lends itself to the understanding of career 

advancement of women. 

Significance 

Exploring the career advancement experiences of WOC within the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry, has the potential to assist lodging organizations as they develop 

and evaluate programs designed to assist WOC with their career advancement. This study 

offered WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry, the rare 

opportunity to share their personal stories of their career advancement and discuss how their 

career motivation dimensions and race/ethnicity and/or gender influenced their 

advancement. The findings of this study provide a roadmap for WOC employed in the 

lodging sector who are interested in becoming executives. In addition, this study contributes 
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to the career advancement literature by adding insights of WOC executives from the lodging 

sector of the hospitality industry.  

Summary of Methodology 

A social constructivist qualitative research methodology was determined to be the 

most appropriate methodology for this study.  Qualitative research based on a social 

constructivist theoretical perspective explores, “how individuals experience and interact 

with their social world, and the meaning it has for them” (Merriam & Grenier, 2019).  

Therefore, by using a qualitative approach, a greater understanding of the participants’ 

experiences was obtained. In-depth interviews were used to understand the career 

advancement experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality 

industry.  

Participants in this study were selected based on the following criteria: 

1. The participant must self-identify as a woman of color as defined by this study 

(e.g. a term used in the U.S. and Canada to denote women who are not white). 

2. The participant must be in a leadership position in the lodging sector (e.g. hotels, 

motels, resorts, and bed and breakfasts) of the U.S. hospitality industry as defined 

by this study (e.g. Director, Vice President, Executive Vice President, Senior Vice 

President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, President, CEO). 

Study participants were recruited from U.S. hospitality and lodging sector women 

executive groups and professional organizations (i.e., American Hotel and Lodging 

Association, Hotel Industry Professionals Worldwide, Castell Project, The Hotel Group, 

Hotel and Resort Professionals Worldwide, National Association of Black Hotel Owners, 

Operators, and Developers, Asian American Hotel Owners Association, and Blacks in 
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Hospitality Network) using invitation emails sent out to membership coordinators of the 

professional associations to be distributed to their members and invitations sent on 

LinkedIn (Appendix A). In addition, snowball sampling technique was employed by 

asking WOC executives who agreed to be part of the study to refer other participants who 

meet the participants’ selection criteria (Berg & Lune, 2012, p. 52). 

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Interviews were 

conducted virtually using media which allowed for video and audio interaction. 

Interviews lasted between 60 to 90 minutes. Interviews were recorded with the 

permission of the participant and transcribed verbatim immediately after the interview 

was concluded. 

Constant comparative analysis was used as the data analysis approach for this 

study. Constant comparative analysis is a reflective process which unfolds at the same 

time with the data collection process. During the constant comparative analysis process, 

the researcher identified similarities and differences in the data and grouped together data 

that were similar into categories. Throughout the constant comparative analysis process, 

the researcher continuously reviewed each new piece of data and sorted the data into the 

most relevant category. The researcher then reviewed each category for patterns or 

themes in the data (Merriam, 1998). 

 The strategies that were used to strengthening trustworthiness included, 

conducting member checks, providing thick rich descriptions of the participants’ stories 

and maintaining an audit trail of raw data, field notes, memos, coding and analysis 

processes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher obtained approval from the George 

Washington University (GWU) Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to recruiting 
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participants for the study. The researcher ensured the study’s participants confidentiality 

and protection of all research documents. Upon IRB approval the researcher conducted 

the study ensuring that all participants names were replaced with pseudonyms, all data 

collected were electronically encrypted, stored on a password protected computer and 

presented in aggregate form. 

Limitations & Delimitations 

This study was limited by the perspectives and information shared by each 

participant through self-reporting. Self-reports “can be especially responsive to perceived 

gender roles and desires to respond in a socially appropriate manner” (Eagly & Wood, 

2011, p. 763).  In order to mitigate this occurrence, the researcher built a trusting 

relationship with the participants. This research was delimited by the examination of the 

career advancement experience of only WOC executives in lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Career Advancement: Promotion of an individual into a higher managerial level rank 

and pay (Tharenou, 1997). 

Career Identity:  The extent to which one defines oneself by work (London & 

Noe, 1997). 

Career Insight:  The ability to be realistic about oneself and one’s career and to 

put these perceptions to use in establishing goals (London & Noe, 1997). 

Career Resilience: The ability to adapt to changing circumstances, even when the 

circumstances are discouraging or disruptive (London & Noe, 1997). 
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Hospitality Industry: Organizations that provide food services and 

accommodation (Stringam & Partlow 2016).  

Lodging Industry: A term used in North America to describe the accommodation 

industry (Beaver, 2012). 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People: Civil Rights 

Organization whose mission is “to secure the political, educational, social, and economic 

equality of rights in order to eliminate race-based discrimination and ensure the health and 

well-being of all persons” (NAACP, 2020) 

People of Color: Non-White racial and ethnic groups (American Psychological 

Association, 2020). 

 

Women of Color (WOC): A term used in the US and Canada to denote women who 

are not white (Griffin, 2017).  

https://www.naacp.org/about-us/
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this study was to understand the career advancement experiences 

of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. This chapter 

begins by describing the methodology used to conduct this literature review and continues 

with the description of the literature found focusing on the career advancement experiences 

of, 1. Women of color in organizations, 2. Women in the hospitality industry, and 3. People 

of color in the hospitality industry and concludes with a summary section.  

Literature Review Methodology 

The George Washington University Gelman Library research databases were used to 

conduct this literature review. The research databases used to search for literature relevant to 

the research topic included, Leisure Tourism Database; World Tourism Organization; 

Business Source Ultimate; Taylor & Francis Journals Complete; EBSCOhost SocINDEX 

with Full Text; DOAJ Directory of Open Access Journals; Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals; 

ProQuest ABI/INFORM Collection; ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global; EBSCOhost 

Business Source Complete; EBSCOhost PsycARTICLES; SAGE Premier 2007; SAGE 

Premier 2014; and EBSCOhost Education Source.  

First, articles focused on the career advancement experiences of WOC executives in 

the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry were searched. Using a Boolean search 

strategy in the databases mentioned above, the following combination of search terms were 

used in the titles and abstracts sections of the sources: “wom* of color” or “female of color” 

or “African American wom*”or “African American female” or “Black American wom*” or 

“Black American female” or “Hispanic American wom*” or “Hispanic American female” 

or “Latin* American wom*” or “Latin* American female” or “Asian American wom*” or 
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“Asian American female” or “Minori* wom*” or “Minori* female” AND “career 

advancement” or “career progression” or “glass ceiling” AND “executive” or “leader” or 

“manag*” AND “lodging” or “hotel” or “hospitality”. The search did not yield any articles. 

To expand the search, the terms “executive”, “manag*”, and “lead*” were removed. No 

results were found with this search either.  

The next search focused on finding articles concentrating on the career advancement 

experiences of people of color in the U.S. hospitality industry. The terms “wom of color*”, 

“female of color”, “wom*”, and “female” were removed for the search. This search yielded 

no studies. For the next search round, the term “American” was removed. This round 

resulted in six articles. Three out of the six articles were excluded after review of the 

abstracts because the articles were focused on activities within the hospitality industry not 

focused on career advancement of people of color. The remaining three articles were 

reviewed. To identify additional articles and documents, a search was also conducted using 

Google Scholar’s in the title of the article advance search option. No results were found with 

this search.   

After completing the search for relevant articles focused on the career advancement 

experiences of people of color in the U.S. hospitality industry, another search was conducted 

using the same process outlined above and removing the terms “African”, “Black”, 

“Hispanic”, “Latin*”, “Asian”, “Minori*” and adding the terms “wom*” or “female” to 

identify articles focused on the career advancement experiences of women in the U.S. 

hospitality industry. The search yielded 49 documents. Seven articles were selected as the 

other 42 documents did not explore the career advancement experiences of women 



15 
 

executives in the hospitality industry and did not have study participants who were women 

executives in the industry.  

The search was then expanded again to search for articles focused on career 

advancement of women of color in organizations by adding the terms “African American” 

or “Black American” or “Hispanic American”, or “Latin* American” or “Asian American” 

and removing the terms “lodging” or “hotel” or “hospitality” from the search. The search 

resulted in 61 documents. 21 articles were selected. The review of the articles’ reference 

sections also yielded 15 articles, totaling 46 articles in the final data set. 

Most of the studies used qualitative methodology (57%), which was primarily done 

through in-depth interviews. Twenty-nine percent of the studies used quantitative 

methodology that included the use of a survey or questionnaire. Fourteen percent of the 

studies also employed mixed methods using a combination of qualitative, quantitative, 

and/or secondary data sources. Ten percent of the studies used secondary data sources.  

Three themes emerged from articles in the final data set, 1. Career advancement of WOC in 

organizations, 2. Career advancement of women within the hospitality industry; and 3. 

Career advancement of people of color within the hospitality industry.  

Career Advancement of Women of Color in Organizations 

Within the career advancement literature, there are few empirical studies which 

have explored the career advancement of WOC in U.S. organizations in occupational 

fields such as education, government, law, medicine, and engineering. Despite the 

diversity of fields studied, findings within the research have indicated that the career 

advancement journey for WOC is a slower, more challenging and complex journey than 

the journey White women experience.  
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The literature focused on women’s career advancement often uses the term glass 

ceiling to characterize the slow advancement of women to executive positions or the 

terms concrete wall (Bell & Nkomo, 2001) or concrete ceiling (Heery & Noon, 2017) or 

sticky floor (Berheide, 2013). Researchers have found that the advancement of WOC is a 

slower and more difficult process due to barriers they experience as a result of “gendered 

racism” (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Betters-Reed & Moore, 1995; Sanchez-Hulces & Davis, 

2010; Wingfield, 2007).   

Wingfield (2007) describes “gendered racism” as a “concept which posits that 

racism exists at both the institutional and individual levels but is a phenomenon that is 

experienced differently by men and women” (p. 197). Sanchez-Hulces & Davis (2010) 

argued that WOC who experience “gendered racism” are unclear of which aspect of their 

identity is causing others to discriminate against them. This lack of clarity makes it 

difficult for the WOC to identify and appropriately address the discrimination they 

experience. The formal, interpersonal, and institutional discrimination WOC experience 

in the workplace serve as major barriers to their career advancement. 

Formal discrimination is discrimination that is “characterized by behaviors that 

explicitly exclude or subordinate members of a particular social group” (Marchiondo, 

Ran, & Cortina, 2018, p. 2). Examples provided by Marchiondo, Ran, & Cortina (2018) 

include racial slurs or denying a candidate a job because of her sex or race. Considering 

that formal discrimination is illegal within the workforce, few studies indicated that 

WOC experienced formal discrimination during their career advancement journey 

(Burlew & Johnson, 1992; Dade, Tartakov, Hargrave, & Leigh, 2015; Martinez, Rivera, 

& Marquez, 2019). The studies which revealed that the WOC experienced formal 
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discriminatory acts against them, expressed that the acts were hurtful and shocking but 

did not deter them from their goals.  

For example, Martinez, Rivera, & Marquez’s (2019) qualitative study used 

testimonios as a methodological tool “to transmit and learn from the cultural knowledge, 

experiences, and stories of marginalized communities that have and continue to be 

silenced” (p.478). The authors explored how the intersectionality of the “personal 

identities (i.e., primarily race, gender, and linguistic abilities)” (p. 481) of four Latina 

school leaders influenced their professional and career advancement experiences. They 

found that the participants experienced a number of injustices and inequities related to 

their gender as they pursued leadership roles within their school districts (i.e., being told 

that they were not being considered for an Assistant Principal position because the role 

needed a “strong man”).  

 Unlike formal discrimination, interpersonal discrimination is not as blatant. 

Interpersonal discrimination occurs during social interactions with others and is marked 

by subtle “nonverbal, verbal, and paraverbal expressions, such as being ruder, asking 

fewer questions of, giving shortened responses to, or using an unfriendly tone of voice 

with stigmatized targets” (Madera & Hebl, 2013, p. 2). Researchers who studied the 

career advancement experience of WOC within higher education found that WOC often 

experienced interpersonal discrimination from their supervisors, peers, and colleagues 

(Corneille, Lee, Allen, Cannady, & Guess, 2019; Dade, Tartakov, Hargrave, & Leigh, 

2015; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & 

Rosser, 2020; Griffin, Bennett, & Harris, 2013; Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; 

Turner, 2007; Turner, Gonzalez, & Wong, 2011). For example, Turner et al. (2011) 
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conducted focus groups with 51 WOC faculty who were employed in predominately 

White, public research institutions from all regions of the United States. The sample 

consisted of WOC faculty from a variety of academic fields and disciplines who occupied 

tenured/tenure track ranks (assistant, associate, and full professors). The researchers 

found that the interpersonal discrimination WOC faculty encountered included, not being 

informed by their supervisors or peers about available resources to support their research, 

their peers and students questioning them about their competency, students treating them 

differently than other faculty (i.e. rudeness and disrespect), and being held to unfair and 

different standards than their male counterparts (i.e. WOC faculty being denied extension 

on their tenure clock while their male counterparts are granted extensions).  

Interpersonal discrimination was also found in Dade, Tartakov, Hargrave, & 

Leigh’s (2015) qualitative phenomenological study which explored the challenges of four 

African American women faculty members who served on the same campus, college, and 

department at a predominately White institution of higher education. The participant who 

experienced interpersonal discrimination described a time early in her career where a 

senior male faculty member informed her that she was an affirmative action hire. The 

participant felt that the sharing of this information “had more to do with the senior faculty 

member’s resentment of her presence and his racist attitude than any need she had for this 

information” (p. 138). 

Interpersonal discrimination was experienced by WOC who did not work within 

the field of higher education. Giscombe & Mattis’ (2002) study which examined the 

career advancement experiences of African American, Hispanic American, and Asian 

American women in 30 Fortune 1000 companies, companies which are identified as the 
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largest U.S. companies, using a multi-phase research design including a survey, an 

analysis of national census data and diversity policies, focus groups, and interviews found 

that the WOC were excluded from informal networks and information about career 

opportunities by their White managers who had preconceptions and stereotypical views 

about WOC (i.e. African-American women are aggressive, Hispanic-American women 

are unintelligent and emotional, and Asian-American women are passive and reserved).  

Sanchez-Hulces and Davis (2010) posited that stereotyping is a significant barrier 

to WOC and argued that “pop culture and the media perpetuate stereotypes of WOC that 

make it difficult for them to be perceived as effective leaders” (p. 173). Sanchez-Hulces 

and Sanchez (2007) stated that WOC experience “triple jeopardy” because of the multiple 

stereotypes associated with gender, race, and ethnicity they trigger in others.  This “triple 

jeopardy” may cause WOC to doubt themselves and their abilities, experience stereotype 

threat by conforming to stereotypes of their social groups or assimilate to institutional 

behaviors based on White American standards.  

Numerous studies indicated that WOC feel pressured to assimilate to White 

American standards in the workplace to advance in their careers (Corneille, Lee, Allen, 

Cannady, & Guess, 2019; Dade, Tartakov, Hargrave, & Leigh, 2015; Davis & 

Maldonado, 2015; Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & Rosser, 2020; 

Griffin, Bennett, & Harris, 2013; Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; Turner, 2007; 

Turner, Gonzalez, & Wong, 2011).  For example, Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante’s (2015) 

phenomenological study which used face to face interviews to explore the lived 

experiences of five African American women professors who successfully navigated the 

tenure and promotion process at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) found that in 
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order to “fit in” into the PWI culture, the African American women professors employed 

the concept of shifting by altering their behaviors or attitudes to reflect those of the White 

patriarchal culture. 

Research has shown that many African American women chose to “shift in PWIs 

to dispel historical stereotypes depicting them as lazy, angry, and emasculating savages, 

or hypersexual beings” (Jones et al., 2015, p. 136). Research has also indicated that there 

are times when Black women are involuntarily required to shift their behaviors or 

attitudes to abide by the White American culture of the organization. For example, 

Wingfield’s (2007) study which explored the ways that Black professionals experience 

racism in the workplace as a gendered phenomenon found through interviews with 23 

Black professional workers, that Black women were at times pressured by institutional 

procedures used to resolve disputes to conform to the image of the modern Mammy.  The 

author described the image of the modern Mammy as a Black woman who is “expected 

to sacrifice all vestiges of a personal life in order to demonstrate unshakeable loyalty to 

the (usually White) boss or institution” (p. 202). These institutional procedures are an 

example of the institutional discrimination WOC experience as the try to advance within 

their careers.  

 Institutional discrimination occurs “when negative or unfair treatment takes place 

at or is performed by an institution as a result not of individual belief but as a result of the 

structure, organization, or practices of that institution” (Sampson, 2008, p. 727). 

Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & Rosser (2020) mixed methods 3-

year study which examined the role of institutional barriers to career advancement for 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) women and WOC tenure 
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and tenure track faculty members at a large public comprehensive minority-serving 

university found that there were gender and racial inequities of institutional service. For 

example, WOC faculty were asked to participate in more institutional services activities 

than other faculty. These activities, such as serving on numerous committees, advising 

large number of students, and serving as a “departmental expert” for a particular racial 

group, placed a heavier burden on the WOC faculty and provided them with less time to 

focus on other work such as research which was important for their career advancement.  

In addition, the researchers identified three institutional service-related barriers to women 

and WOC faculty’s career advancement: “1. Inequitable distribution of service with no 

reward; 2. Lack of clarity and consistency about the role of service in retention, tenure, 

and promotion (RTP) processes; and 3. Devaluing of service by the university with an 

increased burden of hidden service for women faculty” (p. 6).  

Other studies found that WOC in organizations experienced double 

marginalization due to their gender and race as they tried to advance within their careers. 

For example, Giscombe & Mattis’ (2002) study found that the institutional discrimination 

WOC experienced as they tried to advance in their careers was different than that of 

white women in that WOC had to negotiate work environments in which negative 

stereotypes exist of members of their ethnic group as well as their gender. In addition, 

WOC participating in Giscombe & Mattis study argued that the organizational policies 

created to support their development and advancement within their organizational 

environments were ineffective in eradicating the sexism and racism the WOC 

experienced from their white managers in the workplace. For example, WOC within the 

study reported that their white male managers excluded “them from networks and 
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information about career opportunities which, in turn, negatively impact their 

advancement (Giscombe & Mattis, 2002, p. 118).  

The literature shows that despite the formal, interpersonal, and institutional 

discrimination WOC experience within in their work environments there are WOC who 

are able to overcome obstacles and advance within their careers as a result of external 

support systems and personal coping mechanisms. Within their organizations, WOC have 

expressed that relationships that they have developed with their mentors and sponsors 

have been instrumental to helping them advance in their careers. For example, Henry-

Brown and Campbell-Lewis’(2005) study which used secondary data from the U.S. Merit 

Systems Protection Board to analyze the factors which influenced the career 

advancement experiences of WOC in the federal government found that mentoring was 

an essential factor in upward mobility.  

Researchers have found that the support WOC received from friends and family 

have a profound effect on their ability to persevere and accomplish their advancement 

goals. For example, one of the main facilitators provided by the five African American 

women executive leaders in academia in Davis and Maldonado’s (2015) 

phenomenological study, was having a strong family support system in childhood as well 

as adulthood. It is through these personal relationships that the WOC learned coping 

mechanisms to handle the challenges they experience throughout their career 

advancement journeys.  

The literature found that the personal coping mechanisms the WOC employed 

makes them more resilient and enabled them to stay focused on their goals. For example, 

Jones et al.’s (2015) study found that internal coping mechanisms (i.e., persistence, 
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spiritual/religious practices, workload/time management, and personal integrity) in 

conjunction to external support provided participants with the strength to overcome 

obstacles to their advancement. Turner’s (2007) qualitative study which examined the 

career paths of three WOC (i.e., Mexican American, American Indian, and Asian 

Pacific/Asian American) college and university presidents also found that in addition to 

external support and personal coping mechanisms, the WOC in the study employed 

career advancement strategies such as goal setting and reading about the lives of other 

WOC who have succeeded in their careers as additional facilitators which supported their 

advancement.  

The majority of the studies in the literature on the career advancement of WOC in 

the U.S. were conducted in the context of public sector organizations such as educational 

institutions and government agencies with very few studies conducted in the context of 

the private sector organizations. The studies which were conducted in the context of the 

private sector focused on the career advancement experiences of WOC who worked in 

for profit organizations such as Fortune 1000 companies (i.e., Walmart, Amazon, Apple). 

However, there were no studies which focused on the experiences of WOC as they 

advanced in their careers within the U.S. hospitality industry. 

Career Advancement of Women in the Hospitality Industry 

The studies which focus on the career advancement of women in the U.S. 

hospitality industry do not identify women based on their race or ethnicity but do 

concentrate on the facilitators and barriers women in the industry experienced as well as 

the strategies they employed as they advanced in their careers. Unlike the studies which 

explore the career advancement experiences of WOC in organizations, none of the 
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studies which focus on career advancement of women in the hospitality industry 

identified racial discrimination as a barrier to career advancement. However, a few 

studies identified gender discrimination as a barrier (Knutson & Scmidgall’s 2001; 

Walsh, Fleming, & Enz, 2014).  

Gender discrimination, also referred to as sex discrimination, is defined as 

“treating someone unfavorably because of that person's sex” (Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission, 2020). Gender discrimination was identified in Walsh, 

Fleming, and Enz’s (2014) qualitative study, in which twenty senior top-level female 

executives within the industry were interviewed about the challenges they faced at 

various stages of their career advancement, as one of the barriers the females experienced 

as they advanced in their careers. In addition, Knutson & Scmidgall’s (2001) quantitative 

study which explored career advancement challenges and opportunities for women in 

hospitality’s financial management field using a questionnaire found that gender 

discrimination such as men patronizing their women colleagues, men excluding women 

from their informal networks, men not taking women seriously, and men fostering an 

inhospitable corporate culture for females, was a major challenge for the 234 women who 

participated in the study. In addition to gender discrimination, the literature showed that 

another barrier most frequently mentioned was work-life balance (Ho, 2013; Remington 

and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, Fleming, & Enz, 2014).  

Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch (2018) investigated the career advancement 

experiences of eight successful women in the hospitality, travel, and tourism industry by 

using Delphi methodology. They found that work-life balance was the greatest career 

advancement issue experienced by the participants and defined work-life balance as 



25 
 

“finding a balance between working life and private life” (p. 29).  The women reported 

that trying to achieve or maintain work-life balance was stressful due to their 

“responsibility for caring for the home, combined with the additional responsibilities in 

the workplace, as well as a greater expectation placed on women to balance work and 

family” (p. 29).  

The literature shows that the challenge of balancing both work and life led to high 

rates of individuals, especially women, leaving the hospitality industry.  For example, Ho 

(2013) in her study, which explored the career progression of six female hotel managers 

through semi-structured interviews, found that her participants believed that there was a 

“direct relationship between the demanding nature of hotel work and departure of people 

from the industry” (p.34). The women within Ho’s study (2013) expressed that they had 

experienced points in their career where they had to choose between their family or 

career advancement.   

The stress women experienced of managing work and home as they tried to 

advance in their careers was also revealed in Walsh et al.’s (2014) study. The researchers 

found that many of their participants had experienced “the inevitable tension between 

excelling at a demanding job and meeting personal and social expectations to serve as a 

parent to children or caregiver to aging parents” (p.12). The tension women experience is 

attributed to lack of or inadequate support systems at home or at work in several studies 

(Brownell, 1993; Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, Fleming, & Enz, 2014). 

The participants in Walsh et al.’s study (2014) indicated that they would not have been 

able to progress in their career without the support from a “spouse or partner acting as the 

primary—or at a minimum, equal—parent to their children, excellent full-time childcare, 
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or a combination of both” (p.15).  In addition to having support at home, the women also 

expressed the importance of having a support system within the workplace.  

Research has shown that workplace support for the women came in the form of 

mentors, sponsors, or personal/professional networks (Brownell, 1993; Remington and 

Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, Fleming, & Enz, 2014; Weber, 1998). For example, 

Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch’s (2018) study revealed that lack of mentors was one of 

the top five issues women experienced during their career advancement journey within 

the industry. By not having mentors, the women were unable to receive adequate career 

support and sponsorship. Walsh et. al’s (2014) participants stressed the importance of 

having a sponsor who promoted them within and beyond their organizations as well as 

having personal and professional networks. Inadequate access to personal and 

professional networks was found to be a significant constraint to the career progression of 

women in the industry (Brownell, 1993, Weber, 1998).  

The results of Weber’s (1998) quantitative study which used a self-administered 

questionnaire to assess 160 female senior executives’ perceptions of the factors that 

influenced their career advancement to top management positions in the Las Vegas 

casino industry showed that lack of access to professional networks hindered women’s 

career progression to top management positions within the industry. Weber (1998) also 

concluded that women’s inability to gain access to professional networks was due to their 

lack of assertiveness. The author argued that by being more assertive the participants 

were able to overcome the constraints to their career advancement.  

Similar to Weber’s (1998) study, a few studies revealed behaviors women could 

employ to advance in their careers (Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, 
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Fleming, & Enz, 2014). For example, Walsh et al.’s (2014) study stressed the importance 

of women taking thoughtful and intelligent risks to experience new opportunities that 

may become the “foundation for significant and meaningful career shifts” (p.8). In 

addition, Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch (2018) study recommended that women should 

take a “proactive approach to manage their career and obtain promotions, rather than 

taking the passive approach of simply waiting for their work and accomplishments to be 

recognized with promotion” (p. 32).  

 Overall, the studies which focus on the career advancement of women in the U.S. 

hospitality industry provide insight into personal and professional facilitators and barriers 

which influence the career advancement experiences of the women. None of the studies 

reviewed identified the racial and ethnic background of the participants or directly 

discuss the career advancement experiences of WOC executives, specifically African 

American, Black American,  Hispanic American, Latina American, and Asian American, in 

the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. 

Career Advancement of People of Color in the Hospitality Industry 

Within the career advancement literature, there is a dearth of research regarding the 

career advancement journeys of people of color in the hospitality industry. Only two studies 

were found which explored the experiences of racial and ethnic groups in the industry and 

no studies of the career advancement experiences of WOC in the industry were found. 

Costen, Claith, and Woods’ (2002) quantitative study identified the ethnic minority 

representation in key hotel management positions and examine whether ethnic minorities 

were clustered in particular positions in hotel management by examining the demographic 

and career history data from 5549 hotel managers in 552 properties.  
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This data was provided by members of the American Hotel & Motel Association 

(AH&MA) Diversity Council and Human Resource Committee. The results of the study 

revealed that hotel managers were predominately white and that ethnic minorities are 

underrepresented in management positions. The findings also showed that the department 

which had the most ethnic minority managers was Housekeeping. In addition, the study 

found that ethnic minorities were placed into positions which did not lead to leadership 

positions that would enable them to make key decisions or have financial authority.  

Grant’s (2019) study interviewed 16 participants associated with the hotel industry 

in Washington, D.C. about their perceptions regarding the career advancement experiences 

of African Americans and Hispanic Americans with the U.S. hotel sector in Washington, 

D.C. The results of the research revealed that the participants perceived that despite African 

Americans and Hispanic Americans performance in the workplace being equal to their non-

minority peers, the career advancement journey for African Americans and Hispanic 

Americans was a long and complex journey due to exclusion from informal networks, lack 

of education, language challenges, and lack of mentoring and sponsorship opportunities.  

Summary of Literature Review 

The studies found in the literature review highlighted the barriers and facilitators 

which influence the career advancement of their participants. Although the participants were 

women, not all studies identified the participants by race or their ethnicity. Gender 

discrimination was the main barrier found in most studies, but racial discrimination was only 

indicated as a barrier in studies which specifically identified their participants as WOC or 

people of color. The main facilitator identified in the literature was external support systems, 

such as spousal or partner assistance within the home and mentor or sponsor guidance 
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within the workplace, which enabled the studies’ participants to manage work and life 

responsibilities as well as obtain adequate career support and sponsorship. The dearth of 

literature focused on the career advancement experiences of people of color in the U.S. 

hospitality industry and the lack of studies exploring the career advancement experiences of 

WOC in the U.S. hospitality industry highlight the need to further examine the career 

advancement experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector in the U.S. hospitality 

industry.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to understand the career advancement experiences 

of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. The central 

research question, “What are the career advancement experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of U.S. hospitality industry?”, was examined from a social 

constructivist ontology and epistemology. This question was addressed by exploring the 

following sub-questions: 

1. What are the organizational factors that helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

2. What are the personal factors that helped or hindered the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

3. What role, if any, did race and gender play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

This chapter describes the ontology, epistemology, methodology, study 

participants, and the methods employed for data collection and analysis for this study. It 

begins by presenting the philosophical orientations that informed this study. It then 

describes the qualitative research design selected for this study as well as the methods 

used for sample selection, data collection, and analysis. This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of study’s trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and researcher’s 

subjectivity. 
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Ontology and Epistemology 

A social constructivist ontology and epistemology guided this study to examine 

the career advancement experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry. Ontology is defined as “the study of being” and is a concept which 

questions the nature of reality and the nature of individuals in our world (Crotty, 1998, 

p.10). Epistemology is a study of knowledge which explains how individuals make 

meaningful sense of our world (Levers, 2013). Together, ontologies and epistemologies 

describe a “general philosophical orientation about the world and the nature of research 

that a researcher brings to a study” (Creswell, 2014, p. 6). 

A social constructivist philosophy is employed by researchers who recognize that 

individuals develop a variety of subjective meanings of their world experiences. These 

subjective meanings are “formed through interaction with others and through historical 

and cultural norms that operate in individual’s lives” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). Thus, 

researchers with a social constructivist philosophical lens, rely on the participant’s 

perspective and seek to understand how the participant interprets her world and her 

experiences in it, by focusing on the specific contexts in which participant lives and 

works in.   

Therefore, the ontology guiding this study, is that the nature of reality is socially 

constructed – “existing within our consciousness and only through experience” (Levers, 

2013, p. 2) and the epistemology guiding this study is that knowledge is subjective and is 

“always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 21). In addition, researchers who are social constructivists 
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acknowledge their position in the research and are aware that their personal, social, 

historical, and cultural experiences may influence the interpretation of participant data.  

Basic Qualitative Methodology 

Considering that the goal of social constructivist research is to “rely as much as 

possible on the participant’s views of the situation being studied” (Creswell, 2014, p. 8), 

a qualitative research methodology was used to explore the career advancement 

experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry and 

how their experiences impacted their career progression. Creswell (2007) describes 

qualitative research as the “study of research problems inquiring into the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 37).  

The qualitative research approach which was used for this study is basic 

qualitative methodology since it is designed to understand the relatively unexplored 

phenomenon of how WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality 

industry interpret their career advancement experiences.  Merriam and Tisdell (2015) 

describe a basic qualitative study as a study where researchers are interested in: 

1. How people interpret their experiences,  

2. How they construct their worlds, and  

3. What meaning they attribute to their experiences (p. 24) 

 

Based on this explanation, basic qualitative methodology was the best 

methodology for this research, in that it allowed the researcher to understand the 

participants’ interpretation of their career advancement experiences. 

Study Participants 

Participants in this study were selected based on the following criteria: 
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1. The participant must self-identify as a woman of color (WOC) as defined by this 

study (i.e., a term used in the U.S. and Canada to denote women who are not white). 

2. The participant must be in a leadership position in the lodging sector (i.e., hotels, 

motels, resorts, and bed and breakfasts) of the U.S. hospitality industry as defined 

by this study (e.g., Director, Vice President, Executive Vice President, Senior Vice 

President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, President, CEO). 

Study participants were recruited from U.S. hospitality and lodging sector executive 

groups and professional organizations (i.e., American Hotel and Lodging Association, 

Hotel Industry Professionals Worldwide, Castell Project, The Hotel Group, Hotel and 

Resort Professionals Worldwide, National Association of Black Hotel Owners, 

Operators, and Developers, Asian American Hotel Owners Association, and Blacks in 

Hospitality Network) using invitation emails sent out to membership coordinators of the 

professional associations to be distributed to their members and invitations sent on 

LinkedIn (Appendix A).  

In addition, a snowball sampling technique was employed by asking WOC 

executives who agreed to be part of the study to refer other participants who meet the 

study’s participant criteria to the researcher. Individuals who responded to the invitations 

were contacted via email to arrange a virtual video meeting to discuss the study. During 

the virtual video meeting, the researcher verified that the individual met the study’s 

criteria, provided an overview of the study, answered any questions the individual had 

about the study, and confirmed whether the individual would like to participate in the 

study. Once the individual had committed to the study, the researcher emailed the 

informed consent form (Appendix B) to the individual and coordinated a time with the 
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individual for the interview as well as the video-based media which will be used for the 

interview. At the start of interview, the researcher reviewed again the consent form with 

the participant and asked for oral consent which was recorded.  

Regarding the sample size, the literature varies concerning the appropriate sample 

size for qualitative studies. Creswell and Creswell (2018) noted that qualitative studies 

can range from 1-30 participants depending on the design of the study and that saturation 

is also a viable approach to determine sample size in qualitative studies. Sims, Saunders, 

Waterfield, and Kingstone (2018) define saturation as an approach which “guides data 

collection and/or analysis either in terms of informational redundancy or in relation to the 

theoretical insights that develop as data accrue” (p. 620). Guest, Bunce, and Johnson’s 

(2006) study, which examined data saturation in qualitative research studies found that 

saturation in the reviewed studies occurred within the first 12 interviews. In order to 

ensure that WOC of different races and ethnicity participated in the study, 20 interviews 

were conducted in the study.  

Data Collection Methods and Processes 

This study used the qualitative data collection method of interviewing to obtain 

data from the research participants. In-depth, semi-structured one-on-one interviews were 

conducted using an interview guide based on Patton’s (2002) approach to conducting 

qualitative research interviews. Interviewees were encouraged to provide narrative 

accounts of their experiences through answering semi-structured open-ended interview 

questions related to their career advancement.  The interview guide (Appendix C) was 

developed based on the literature and theoretical frameworks of the study. Interviews 

lasted between 60-90 minutes. Interviews were digitally recorded with the permission of 
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the participant using the video-based media. The permissions were taken orally at the 

start of the interview. Immediately after each interview, the researcher took time to 

reflect on the interview process and wrote memos to capture the researcher’s thoughts, 

feelings, and observations about the participants throughout the interview. After each 

interview, the researcher also saved the recording and submitted audio recording of the 

interview to a professional transcription service.  

Once the researcher received the interview text file from the professional 

transcription service, the researcher stored and organized the text file. The text file was 

then password protected, stored on her personal computer, and backed up on her 

computer’s One Drive cloud storage to prevent data from being lost. Hard copies of 

interview transcripts were saved in a locked file cabinet. To ensure the confidentiality of 

the participants, each participant was given a pseudonym-based on the first names of 

women of color who have been recognized to have made a positive difference in our 

world. The researcher also stored the participant list and the Excel spreadsheet, which 

was used to organize and make sense of the data on the same computer and cloud storage 

software. In addition, the researcher stored hard copies of interview transcripts, interview 

notes and participant materials in her home within a secure filing cabinet. The researcher 

then checked each transcription against her notes captured during the interview and the 

digital recording for accuracy and completeness. The transcripts were shared with the 

participants to obtain their feedback and corrections and ensure the transcript captured 

their perceptions, thoughts, and experiences adequately.  
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred by the researcher preparing and organizing the data she 

collected. The study’s interview transcripts served as the primary data source for the 

analysis. Creswell and Creswell’s (2018) five-step data analysis process was used as a 

framework to conduct data analysis for this study and facilitated the thematic analysis. 

The process included organizing and preparing the data for analysis, reading and looking 

at the data, coding the data, generating descriptions and themes, and representing the 

description and themes.  

 During the first step, the researcher reviewed, sorted, and arranged the data and 

typed up handwritten field notes. As part of the second step, the researcher listened to the 

interview and read the transcript and her memos immediately after each interview. The 

researcher asked questions such as, “What general ideas are the participants’ saying? 

What is the tone of the ideas? What is the impression of the overall depth, credibility, and 

use of the information?” while reflecting on the data (Creswell 2014, p.197).  The 

researcher recorded and dated additional thoughts, phrases, and ideas about the data on a 

notepad. The researcher followed an iterative process of reviewing notes, reflecting on 

the data, and jotting down notes or recording ideas/thoughts about the data to help derive 

meaning from the data.  

During the third step, the researcher used the cyclical process of coding 

throughout data analysis to organize, sort, and synthesize the data. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) describe coding as “the process of organizing data by bracketing chunks (or text 

or image segments) and writing a word representing a category in the margins” (p. 193). 

For this study, the researcher employed Saldana’s (2013) two cycle coding approach.  
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First Cycle Coding. During the first cycle, the researcher organized and identified 

categories in the data by reviewing each interview transcript and listening to interviews 

several times. As the researcher reviewed the transcript and listened to the interviews, she 

wrote notes in the margins of the transcript and highlighted text. The researcher also 

wrote additional notes on a note pad that capture her thoughts and reflections about the 

data as well as ideas about codes and emerging themes and sub-themes. This process 

helped the researcher derive meaning from the data.   

The researcher then manually coded the data using a deductive as well as 

inductive coding approach. Using a deductive approach, the researcher used a priori 

codes informed by the study’s research questions and theoretical framework to code the 

data (See Table 3.1).  
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Table 3.1 

 

A priori Coding 

 
A priori Code  Theoretical framework  Research Question 

Support Systems  Career Motivation Theory (career 

resilience) 

What are the organizational factors that 

helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of 

color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

 

What are the personal factors that helped 

or hindered the career advancement 

experiences women of color executives 

in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

Coping mechanisms Career Motivation Theory (career 

resilience) 

What are the personal factors that helped 

or hindered the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of the 

U.S. hospitality industry? 

Work Experiences Career Motivation Theory (career 

insight) 

What are the organizational factors that 

helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of 

color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

 

Hard Work Career Motivation Theory (career 

identity) 

What are the personal factors that helped 

or hindered the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of the 

U.S. hospitality industry? 

Networks Career Motivation Theory (career 

resilience) 

What are the organizational factors that 

helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of 

color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

 

Marginalized  Intersectionality Theory What role, if any, did race and gender 

play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of the 

U.S. hospitality industry? 

Discrimination  Intersectionality Theory What role, if any, did race and gender 

play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of the 

U.S. hospitality industry? 

 

Cultural assimilation  Intersectionality Theory  What role, if any, did race and gender 

play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector of the 

U.S. hospitality industry? 
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The a priori codes selected based on career motivation theory were aligned to the three 

dimensions, career identity, career insight, and career resilience while the a priori codes 

informed by intersectionality theory were related to the impact of gender and race on 

career advancement. The researcher then used an inductive coding approach, to recode 

the data using in vivo coding to identified codes that emerged from the data (See Table 

3.2).  

Table 3.2  

 

In Vivo Coding  

 
A priori code In vivo code 

Support systems  

 

Husband  

Mother 

Father  

Parents  

Supervisors 

Mentors 

Coping mechanisms 

 

Talk to parents and spouses 

Coached by mentors and supervisors  

Variety of Experiences    Volunteer for opportunities  

Travel for opportunities  

Obtain a variety of roles 

Learning everything about the business 

Exclusion from networks Male dominated  

White men as leaders 

Lack of community  

Marginalized  WOC promotion not prioritized  

Salary discrepancies  

Ignored 

Typecasted 

Underestimated  

Concrete Ceiling  

 Uncertainty about experience  

Lack of confidence regarding skills and knowledge  

  

Discrimination   

 

Promotion of less quality white colleagues 

Being harassed by colleagues due to racial characteristics 

Being female and being discredited   

 

Cultural Assimilation Being the only POC or WOC 

Work Harder  

 

Serving as a mentor to other POC or WOC  

Influencing inclusion, diversity, and equity policies and procedures 
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Second Cycle Coding. During the second cycle coding process, the researcher 

used Saldana’s (2013) Pattern coding, to reorganize and reanalyze the data coded in the 

first cycle coding process into a “smaller and more select list of broader categories, 

themes, concepts, and/or assertions” (Saldana, 2013, p. 234). Through Pattern coding, the 

researcher grouped the summaries of data constructed during the first cycle coding 

process into a smaller number of themes.  

During the fourth step, the researcher used the codes discovered in the coding 

process to generate, four themes, five sub-themes, and detailed descriptions for the 

research study. The descriptions provided a detailed overview of the study participants, 

and their career advancement experiences. The themes and sub-themes appeared as major 

findings within the study and display multiple perspectives from study participants. Table 

3.3 provides a sample of codes, sub-themes, and themes generated through data analysis 

for this study.  In the fifth and final step, the researcher used a narrative passage to 

convey the findings of the analysis.  
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Table 3.3  

Themes and Sub-Themes 

A priori code In vivo code Themes Sub-themes 

Support systems  

 

Husband  

Mother 

Father  

Parents  

Supervisors 

Mentors 

Facilitators to career 

advancement  

Family Member 

Support 

 

Coping mechanisms 

 

Talk to parents and 

spouses 

Coached by mentors and 

supervisors  

Leveraging 

Professional 

Network  

 

Variety of Experiences    Volunteer for 

opportunities  

Travel for opportunities  

Obtain a variety of roles 

Learning everything 

about the business 

Obtaining Diverse 

Work Experiences 

Exclusion from networks Male dominated  

White men as leaders 

Lack of community  

Barriers to career 

advancement 

Overcoming 

Hospitality Work 

Culture 

Marginalized  WOC promotion not 

prioritized  

Salary discrepancies  

Ignored 

Typecasted 

Underestimated  

Concrete Ceiling  

Uncertainty about 

experience  

Lack of confidence 

regarding skills and 

knowledge  

  

Managing Self-

doubt: Imposter 

Syndrome 

Discrimination   

 

Promotion of less quality 

white colleagues 

Being harassed by 

colleagues due to racial 

characteristics 

Being female and being 

discredited   

 

Participants’ race 

and gender’s impact 

on career 

advancement: The 

Perception of 

Otherness 

N/A 

Cultural Assimilation Being the only POC or 

WOC 

 

Work Harder  

 

Serving as a mentor to 

other POC or WOC  

Influencing inclusion, 

diversity, and equity 

policies and procedures 

 

 

Being a trailblazer N/A 
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Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that trustworthiness is one-way researchers can 

persuade themselves and readers that their research findings are worthy of attention. In 

other words, trustworthiness determines how much trust can be given that the researcher 

did everything possible to ensure that the study’s findings are accurate.  To increase 

trustworthiness in this study, the researcher employed strategies to fulfill Lincoln & 

Guba’s (1985) four criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research, 1. Credibility, 2. 

Transferability, 3. Dependability, 4. Confirmability.  

Credibility 

Credibility is a factor that refers to how truthful the findings are, it is considered 

one of the most important factors in establishing trustworthiness in a qualitative study 

(Phillimore & Goodson, 2004; Shenton, 2004). To establish credibility in this study, the 

researcher conducted member checks with the study participants. During the member 

checking process, participants were “invited to read their transcripts and/or summary of 

analysis provided by the researcher,” and confirmed or corrected the accuracy of the 

information (Phillimore & Goodson, 2004, p.160). The researcher conducted member 

checking by providing the participants with the transcription text files via email to 

review, comment on, and provide input to ensure the accuracy of the content. The 

participants were given a week to review their transcripts. Only one of the twenty 

participants (Wilma) provided additional edits to her transcript via email. Her edits 

included additional details regarding her work hours, aspirations to succeed, and 

interactions with supervisors and colleagues, and provided greater insight into her career 

advancement experiences.  
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Transferability 

Transferability in qualitative research, is a process by which a researcher writes 

rich and thick descriptions of the data and compiles them in an orderly way to provide a 

framework for readers to understand the phenomenon and give other researchers the 

opportunity to appraise the findings and determine the extent to which findings could be 

transferred to other settings (Phillimore & Goodson, 2004). The researcher strived to 

ensure that the rich and thick descriptions which were generated by this study reflected 

the participants’ voices thereby contributing to the authenticity of the study’s findings 

and interpretations.  

Dependability  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the criteria of credibility is closely related to 

the criteria of dependability as the demonstration of the former leads to the existence of 

the other. To ensure dependability, the researcher maintained an audit trail which 

captures all steps in the process of conducting this research study.  

Confirmability  

The confirmability criteria is focused on ensuring that the study’s findings are the 

result of the experiences and ideas of the participants, “rather than the characteristics and 

preferences of the researcher” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). The subjectivity statement 

presented later in this chapter discusses the researcher’s past experiences, biases, 

prejudices, orientations that shaped the interpretation and approach to this study. Memos 

which documented the researcher’s perspective were also used to enhance confirmability 

by aiding the researcher to address and challenge her own beliefs and acknowledge the 

degree to which her thoughts, decisions and actions shaped her view of the data.  
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Ethical Considerations 

To account for the ethical consideration inherent in qualitative research, approval 

for this study was sought from the George Washington University (GWU) Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The researcher informed the participants about the process used to 

ensure confidentiality including that the participants could withdraw their participation at 

any time during the study. The informed consent form shared with each participant 

included the steps that were taken to ensure the participants’ confidentiality.  

Researcher Subjectivity Statement  

As a social constructivist researcher, I am aware that my personal, social, 

historical, and cultural experiences may affect every level of the research process 

including my interpretation of the data. It was important that I consider my subjectivity, 

and acknowledge and self-disclose assumptions, biases, and beliefs throughout the 

research process. This section describes my background and experiences related to my 

positionality in the study.  

As a WOC, who grew up primarily in a small town in Southern New Jersey and 

was raised by parents who were born and raised in Freetown, Sierra Leone, West Africa, 

I am highly aware of the cultural differences between the United States and other 

countries. My upbringing and interactions have provided me with insights into other 

cultures. Because of these experiences, I am sensitive to the experiences of others who 

are categorized as people of color.  

I am not a WOC executive in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry nor do 

I have family members and friends who hold executive positions within the sector or 

industry. However, I am fascinated with the industry’s ability to be a catalyst for peace in 
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the world. Considering that service to others is the essence of the industry, I believe that 

the industry can help individuals from different backgrounds positively interact with one 

another and provide opportunities which allow individuals to understand and learn from 

one another. I believe that peace can only be achieved through understanding and that the 

hospitality industry, which brings people from all walks of life together, could be a 

facilitator for world peace.  

I was introduced to the sector and industry through leisurely and work 

experiences related to my business travels and observations where I stayed as a 

Management Consulting Executive. During my domestic and international travels staying 

at various hotels, the hospitality service staff (housekeepers, bellhops, concierge, etc.) 

who I interacted with and observed working at the hotels were people of color but the 

hotel property level leaders, such as, general managers, were primarily Caucasian men. 

Based on my observations, I became curious about the career advancement journeys of 

the people of color within the industry especially WOC because they held most of the 

service positions but not hotel property level leadership positions.  

I was perplexed by the discrepancy between WOC being employed in services 

positions but not being employed in hotel property level leadership positions. Therefore, I 

began having discussions with colleagues and clients working and consulting in the 

lodging sector and reviewing publicly available information about the lodging sector to 

learn more about the racial and gender backgrounds of leaders within the lodging sector 

of the hospitality industry. Based on my observations, discussions, and review of publicly 

available information, I found that there were few WOC in hotel property level leadership 

positions and even fewer WOC in executive leadership positions within the lodging 
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sector of the hospitality industry but no information from WOC in the lodging sector as 

to why this was the case which enhanced my curiosity to learn more. 

My career background in Management Consulting consists of supporting private 

sector clients with the following: 1. Improving their employees’ experiences; 2. 

Positioning their organization, leadership, and culture to drive their company’s values 

and purpose; 3. Enhancing their employees’ skills and capabilities based on the needs of 

the business; and 4. Using technology to drive transformation change to achieve business 

outcomes. In my role as a Management Consulting Executive, I have had various 

experiences supporting private sector organizations in accomplishing their goals. Out of 

all my experiences, the experiences which I cherish most are the experiences where I get 

to work on projects that focus on growing organization’s talent pipelines especially in 

regard to increasing the number of senior leaders of color. This research study is my way 

of providing future leaders of color, especially those within the lodging sector of the 

hospitality industry, with insight on ways to advance in their careers. 

As a researcher, I approached the study with the following assumptions about the 

career advancement of WOC in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry based 

on my years of work experience, observations of WOC within the sector, and review of 

the literature: 1.WOC employees who are not executives aspire to be executives in the 

sector; 2. WOC employees experience career advancement challenges in the workforce 

due to implicit biases and discrimination based on their race and/or gender; 3. WOC 

employees who advance into executive positions in the sector actively seek out support 

from senior mentors/sponsors and participate in their organization’s leadership 

development programs; and 4. WOC employees who advance to executive positions in 
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the sector are motivated to advance in their careers due to family/friend support and their 

spirituality.  

As a WOC executive within corporate America, I also assumed that my life and 

career advancement experiences may be similar to those of my study participants. 

Therefore, throughout the research process, I took notes in a journal to examine my 

personal assumptions and reflect on the participants’ experiences. These notes supported 

me in confronting and challenging my own assumptions to ensure that my interpretation 

of the data was based on the participants’ experiences and not of my own.    
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the career advancement 

experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. The 

central research question of the study was: “What are the career advancement experiences of 

women of color executives in the lodging sector of U.S. hospitality industry?” This question 

was addressed by exploring the following sub-questions: 

1. What are the organizational factors that helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of 

the U.S. hospitality industry? 

2. What are the personal factors that helped or hindered the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

3. What role, if any, did race and gender play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

The chapter starts with the description of the participants. The chapter continues with the 

presentation of the following four themes and their corresponding sub-themes: 1) 

Facilitators to career advancement (sub-themes include obtaining diverse work 

experiences, leveraging professional network, and family member support); 2) Barriers to 

career advancement (sub-themes include overcoming hospitality work culture and 

managing self-doubt: imposter syndrome); 3) Participants’ race and gender’s impact on 
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career advancement: The perception of otherness; and 4) Being a trailblazer. The chapter 

concludes with the summary of the findings. 

Description of the Participants  

 The 20 WOC participants who took part in the study ranged in age from 30-59, 

had between 5 and 20 years of professional experience, and held a range of leadership 

positions in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry (See Table 4.1). To ensure the 

confidentiality of the study, each participant was given a pseudonym-based on the first 

name of women of color who have been recognized to have made a positive difference in 

our world (See Appendix D). The participants’ profiles are presented in Appendix E.  
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Table 4.1  

Participant Demographics  

 
Participant 

Pseudonym 

Age Ethnic 

Background/Race 

Type of 

Lodging 

Current Title Years of 

Professional  

Experience 

Tammy 50-

59 

African 

American/Black  

Hotel  Executive 

Director  

20+ Years 

Kalpana 50-

59 

African 

American/Black 

Tourism Vice President 15+ Years 

Donyale 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Resorts Executive 

Director  

15+ Years 

Mahalia 50-

59 

Asian American  Hotel  Vice President  16+ Years 

Amelia 40-

49 

Middle Eastern 

American  

Hotel Vice President 20+ Years 

Sonia  50-

59 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel General 

Manager 

20+ Years 

Raye 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel  Vice President 20+ Years 

Patsy 50-

59 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel  Vice President  20+ Years 

Lynda 40-

49 

Hispanic American  Hotel Senior Vice 

President  

15+ Years 

Althea 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel Senior Manager 20+ Years 

Hattie 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel Director 10+ Years 

Florence  60-

69 

African 

American/Black 

Tourism President  15+ Years 

Ida 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel General 

Manager  

20+ Years  

Sylvia  40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel Vice President  9+ Years 

Wilma  40-

49 

Asian American  Hotel Chief Operating 

Officer  

20+ Years 

Mildred 30-

39 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel  Director  9+ Years 

Constance  40-

49 

Asian American Hotel Vice President 15+ Years 

Ileana 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel Vice President 5+ Years 

Hazel 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel  Senior Vice 

President 

20+ Years 

Raven 40-

49 

African 

American/Black 

Hotel  Director  5+ Years 

 

Theme 1: Facilitators of Career Advancement 

The first theme that emerged from the participants’ interviews presents the factors 

that supported their advancement to executive positions. As part of this theme, three sub-
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themes emerged: obtaining diverse work experiences, leveraging professional networks, 

and family member support.  

Obtaining Diverse Work Experiences  

 The majority of participants credited the act of obtaining diverse work 

experiences within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry as one of the main 

facilitators for their career advancement. The participants were able to obtain diverse 

work experiences in several ways. For example, Amelia’s hotel organization instituted 

procedures which limited the duration individuals stayed within certain roles to ensure 

that individuals obtain the variety of experiences necessary to advance in their careers:  

There is a career advancement structure for individuals in lower-level roles. They 

are required to stay in the role for 12 months and then as they go up it expands to 

18 months then, 24 months being the maximum as the required amount of time 

before they are posted into a new role. I will tell you that I have been strongly 

encouraged [by my leaders] to find something new and to do something different 

as I hit my timelines. 

 

Mildred’s first role in the sector provided her with the opportunity to learn about a 

variety 

of hotels, giving her insights to understanding the hotel business and opportunities for 

advancement.  

In my first role, I supported a portfolio of 50 hotels in Tennessee, Mississippi, and 

Alabama. I didn’t necessarily have a major market at the time, but it was good 

because it allowed me to learn and understand the business.  

 

Sonia held a variety of roles within in the industry (i.e., telephone operator, 

reservation agent, front office agent, front office supervisor, telephone operator 

supervisor, housekeeping supervisor, associate executive housekeeper, assistance 

reservations manager, telecommunications manager, front office manager, rooms 

manager, executive housekeeper, and director of rooms). These roles aided her in 
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becoming knowledgeable about the business aspects of the lodging sector and provided 

her with the necessary business skills and experience to advance in her career.  

My journey has been tougher than some others who have gotten in this very same 

role.  For an African American woman who wants to become a general manager 

or a director, hopefully that individual is in school or becoming educated in the 

business itself, not just this business, but business in general, because they're 

going to need to have a working knowledge of how business works.  

 

Hazel attributed her passion for learning about the business as the main driving 

force behind her acquisition of diverse work experiences to advance.  

I think the main motivation for me was just the learning prospect of all of it. So, 

learning as much as you can and doing different things. Not necessarily being 

siloed into just one thing all the time. And so that was kind of motivating for me. 

And I think that's what you need to move into these higher-level positions because 

you need to be able to see the big picture when you get to a certain level. So, the 

motivating factor for me is always to be constantly learning and figuring things 

out.  

 

Like Hazel, Hattie’s desire to learn everything she could about the lodging sector 

supported her career advancement.   

So, it's been an interesting journey. I think for me, I was just trying to learn 

everything that I could in each role, because each hotel has a different personality, 

brand, management company, and ownership group, there are a lot of different 

facets. At each hotel I have learned something different about the market. So, I 

have just tried to absorb everything in from each of the hotels and determined 

how I could apply what I have learned to the next role.  

 

Constance’s took part in diverse work experiences through unexpected 

opportunities she was given as she progressed to become the Vice President of Legal for 

her hotel organization.  

I wanted to get into the hospitality industry, so I applied for a position called the 

director of contracts at a hotel organization. It wasn’t an attorney position, and I 

was an attorney and still am. So, I said you know what, I am going to go ahead 

and apply for it and once I get in and get the interview, they are going to make it 

an attorney position because they will understand what they need and that is 

exactly what happened. That was my entry into the sector. I started doing 
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procurement agreements but shortly thereafter, I was thrown into other things 

such as real estate transactions and employment law, because I proved myself.  

 

Ida also gained diverse work experiences unexpectedly when one of her General 

Managers, who is an African American female, abruptly left her hotel. Upon her General 

Manager’s departure, Ida was given the opportunity to lead the hotel and gain managerial 

and leadership skills which supported her future promotions. 

I ended up going to Maryland, as an operations manager, which was 45 minutes 

from my house…and so I did that for probably a year and a half. And then the 

GM at that property ended up leaving abruptly…so as I was an operations 

manager, I was given the opportunity to lead a hotel without a GM for maybe six 

months. I would then transition into an AGM role, which was over two 

departments.  

 

To acquire diverse work experiences which would provide her with more 

knowledge about hotel operations to help her advance, Mahalia, who was serving in a 

finance position within a hotel organization, had to apply to work in areas she was 

unfamiliar with to advance.  

I really did enjoy working for [hotel organization] and thought I would make a 

career of it. So, I wanted to try to get a job in operations. I really wanted to step 

out of my comfort zone and finance area, but it was difficult because I had never 

worked in a hotel before…so it was a little tough, but I found a corporate level 

operations position in a group called global operations services. 

 

Donyale gained diverse work experiences through volunteer opportunities which 

would allow her to gain more knowledge about the hospitality industry and lodging 

sector and introduce her to leaders who supported her as she advanced in her career.  

I worked at the [hotel organization] for two years. During those two years, I was 

always raising my hand to say, I was interested in hotel openings, closings, 

acquisitions, anything within the region. And I ended up serving on multiple 

cadres. I was just moving and shaking, because the opportunities allow you to 

raise your hand and be present, and that presence allowed my reputation to grow 

and my knowledge and my skillset to grow.  
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Similar to Donyale, Raven also volunteered for opportunities to learn about the 

various areas of the business.  

I'd mentioned being a student of the business earlier. You don't have to be an 

expert in everything, but you should know enough to be dangerous, extend 

yourself, say yes to opportunities that give you cross-functional exposure to learn 

about other areas of the business and talk about any areas of the business.  

 

Based on her diverse work experiences, Raye advanced in her career from 

positions in the field to corporate positions and acquired an assortment of transferable 

skills which she believed were instrumental in helping her to fulfill the responsibilities of 

her positions.  

Everything that I had learned between [hotel organization 1] and [hotel 

organization 2] at every single opportunity from learning how to make a bed 

properly, to learning how to plate properly, to learning how to plan an event 

properly, to my time working at corporate level working on a brand repositioning 

or activating wifi from an owner, all of that cumulation of experience, prepared 

me for the area director of ops role. And it was like, oh, this is why I needed all of 

those jobs. So, I felt like there wasn't a day that went  by that I didn't use a skill or 

something that I had previously learned.  

 

Through Patsy’s diverse work experiences, she was able to strengthen her 

leadership skills to lead a hotel operations team of over 500 individuals by learning all 

aspects of the lodging sector business.  

I went first to a smaller hotel and had opportunities to learn about different areas 

of hotel operations including oversight of the front desk, operations, and 

housekeeping. I then moved to a bigger hotel where I was able to learn about food 

and beverage, sales and other hotel functions and components. I became the 

department head of housekeeping overseeing approximately 150 men and women. 

That was my steppingstone into being a full-fledged leader in operations. And 

from there I got recruited to another high-end hotel and ran an operations team of 

over 500 employees.  

 

Florence, who is President of her own company, was the only participant who did 

not credit having diverse work experience within the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry as a facilitator to her advancement. Florence entered the lodging sector and 
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started her own business based on her event planning experience and became educated 

about working in the sector through her professional networks and the individuals she 

hired who had the knowledge and skills related to working in the sector.  

My skills have gone from trying to do something to now knowing how to do 

things because of all of the smart people that I surrounded myself with. I made 

sure that anybody that I brought to my table had to know more than I in a 

particular area.  

 

In summary, the participants obtained diverse work experiences by volunteering 

for opportunities to learn about different business roles, by participating in rotational 

programs, and by applying to positions that allowed them to learn more about the 

hospitality business. These experiences provided them with knowledge, skills, and 

abilities and contributed to the advancement of the careers to executive positions. 

Leveraging Professional Networks 

 

Many participants indicated that individuals within their internal professional 

networks at work served as informal mentors, sponsors, supervisors, and colleagues and 

were essential facilitators for their career advancement. The feedback Constance received 

from supervisors and colleagues in her professional network reassured her that she had 

the skills and experiences to advance within her career.   

I knew I could do the stuff. I just wasn't confident that other people felt like I 

did…Once I started to get good feedback from other executives and my peers 

about my performance, I was more motivated to keep riding that wave.  

 

Throughout her career, Ida worked with several General Managers but considered 

only a few of them as mentors within her professional network. One of her General 

Managers she considered a mentor was an African American male who provided her with 

advice on ways to strengthen her mindset for advancement.  
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My next GM was an African American male, who I would ask his advice about 

my career progression. He would always tell me, don’t be scared to think outside 

of the box. Don’t be afraid to go outside of that box.  

 

Amelia’s professional network which consisted of both men and female mentors 

and sponsors (influential individuals who opens career opportunities for others) also 

supported her in navigating personal and professional aspects of the hospitality work 

culture. Certain members of her network supported her in navigating the responsibilities 

of her job while other members helped her navigate how to manage being a mom and a 

woman of color in the industry.  

I have mentors that I use from a finance perspective. And then I have mentors that 

I have used that look more like me, that are moms, women of color that are 

juggling and navigating within [hotel organization]. They know the kind of 

unspoken rules, they understand the code. They can provide you with context that 

men can't. You have to have mentors who understand your various roles.  

 

Florence’s professional network of female and male mentors from various racial 

groups (e.g., Hispanic, Caucasian, Black), supported her in navigating the hospitality 

work culture and staying focused when experiencing professional challenges in the 

industry.  

I could not have gotten to where I am today without having several mentors, men 

and women who helped me, chart the course and stay focused when I am down 

and out in the dumpster.  

 

Donyale described individuals in her professional network as captains who 

assisted her in navigating the hospitality work culture. Through informal mentoring with 

male and female leaders in her company, she was able to learn how to thrive within the 

industry.  

When I joined, it was just easy for me to have a conversation with the VP of 

diversity or with the VP of human resources or with anyone at all, and talk to 

them about what was burning in my belly or talk to them about what I was 

interested in. And then all of a sudden I was not the lone navigator on this 
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journey; I had a captain helping me to navigate those waters and telling me what 

to do.  

 

Patsy’s professional network of primarily white and black women and men who 

served as supervisors, sponsors, and mentors assisted her in advancing in her career by 

supporting her in understanding the fundamentals of her responsibilities and hospitality 

culture.  

When I started getting promoted and when I got to my first executive level, I 

remember noting that there were discussions and meetings that I was in, that I 

really didn't understand. When we were having revenue management meetings 

and we were talking about strategy and forecasting, all of those things were just 

new to me. And I remember meeting with the executives who led those 

discussions and saying this is new, why don't you talk me through this, just the 

small stuff, let me just get the fundamentals and then as I build on the 

fundamentals, then we'll go back and add more. And so I really made sure that I 

made notes of the things that I didn't understand in meetings so that I could go 

back to the people who were the experts and say, walk me through this. Or I took 

really copious notes when they were having those discussions so after the 

meetings, I could take the reports, take the notes and put the two together and say, 

okay, how do I make this make sense.  

 

The participants’ professional networks also supported them in finding career 

advancement opportunities. Raye’s performance and values were factors which 

influenced her professional network made up primarily of Caucasian male supervisors 

and mentors who encouraged her to apply for career advancement opportunities. 

I think early in one's career, you are easily impressionable. There were a few 

leaders in the [hotel organization] that had an interest in me just based on our 

ability to connect, we probably had very similar values. And they appreciated my 

work performance at that time and would nudge me to consider opportunities as 

they became available.  

 

In addition to the participants’ professional network encouraging them to apply 

for roles, they also supported the participants in acquiring positions by either speaking on 

their behalf or recruiting them for positions or introducing them to individuals who could 

support their advancement. When Mahalia was interested in pursuing a Vice President 
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role within the operations function of her hotel company, members of her professional 

network who were her colleagues and sponsors spoke on her behalf which supported her 

promotion to the role.  

So, I wanted to try to get a job in operations. It was difficult because I had never 

worked in a hotel before and I was already at the VP level. And so, it was a little 

tough, but I found a position that I thought might be a great one. It was a 

corporate level operations position. And I applied for the position, and I had some 

executives who really helped me get there. For example, I had the chief financial 

officer speak out on my behalf and, the chief accounting officer and other 

executives who I'd worked with, who really recommended me for this position. I 

was fortunate to have the support of many senior executives in finance who 

wanted to help me, broaden my experience. 

 

Unlike Mahalia, Kalpana was not looking to be promoted but was promoted after 

one of her female Caucasian sponsors in her professional network observed how she 

managed a difficult situation.  

We were in a staff meeting and I told my manager, who was a white man, that 

I’ve done this work. All I want is a chance in this industry. I wanted an 

opportunity to grow. After the meeting, he was so close to me that he was 

basically spitting in my face and said to me, “you will never be nothing but a 

receptionist. How do you have the audacity to ask for a promotion. You're going 

to be nothing but a receptionist the rest of your life.”…I was quite upset, but one 

of the sales directors, who was moving over to be the vice president of sales and 

marketing for another hotel said to me, “I was so impressed how you handled 

him. I want you to put in your resignation and I'm going to bring you over here as 

my first sales manager position.”  

 

Like Kalpana, Tammy was recruited by a Caucasian female colleague in her 

professional network who was leaving the company and wanted her to leave with her.  

When I left that company, I left with a lady that had been with the company with 

me who had gotten a position as the VP of another company. She courted me until 

I left with her. So I left, the first company and went with her and was with that 

company for nine years.  
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Sylvia’s professional network of mentors who were primarily white men provided 

her with opportunities to display her leadership capabilities to senior leaders who made 

career advancement decisions.  

I've formed some of my closest professional relationships with old white men. 

And, you know, there are some people that I work with that were younger and 

older than me, that I view as mentors. And it's just turned out that some of the 

older white men have been much more supportive and encouraging. And they 

have been fine putting me front and center and talking to other senior people and 

having me as the face of things because I was doing the work.  

 

Althea’s two Caucasian female sponsors within her professional network also 

supported her in gaining exposure to leaders who influenced career advancement 

decisions.  

I’ve had some managers and some leaders within my department who have been 

very supportive of giving me stretch assignments as well as assignments that gave 

me exposure to other leaders within the organization.  

 

The two participants (Hattie and Ileana) who did not credit their professional 

networks at work as facilitators to their advancement, did not feel that they received 

support from individuals at work; instead, the participants proclaimed that it was their 

leadership skills which served as facilitators for their advancement. Ileana believed that 

by socializing her leadership skills and capacity she was able to advance in her career.  

After the big transformation was done, I believe that I was able to advance 

because I put myself out there and took responsibility for the socialization of my 

leadership capacity. I promoted my benefits and informed individuals about what 

I bring to the table as a leader within the organization.  

 

While Hattie believed that her desire to lead others since a child led to her career 

advancement in the lodging sector. 

I feel like I'm a leader at heart. When I was growing up as a child, I sought out 

leadership roles. I've always been that kind of person, who had a passion for 

leading others. I think that's what has kept me moving forward. 
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In summary, the participants’ professional networks were instrumental in 

supporting their advancement throughout their careers. Through mentorship and 

sponsorship their professional networks helped to strengthen the participants’ self-

confidence, enhance the participants’ understanding of the business and provide 

opportunities for advancement.  

Family Member Support 

 

Many participants credited their family members support (i.e., father, mother, 

husband, extended family members) as a factor which enabled them to overcome 

personal challenges and sacrifices (e.g., frequent relocations, long work hours, limited 

time spent with family, difficulty finding partners who supported their careers, and 

finding childcare) to advance within their careers. Ileana describes her family as her 

cheerleaders who have supported her advancement by supporting her with managing the 

demands of her work.  

I've always felt like my family has been my cheerleaders leaning in supporting 

me, whether that be understanding what the work demands are and how to 

coordinate the work since I have kids.  

 

Hattie’s experiences interacting with her family strengthened her ability to 

cultivate relationships with individuals who have a variety of personalities.  

When you're in the hospitality industry, you're managing people from the 

employment side but then you're also managing people from the consumer side. 

So there is a lot going on. I think growing up in a big family and knowing how to 

navigate a lot of different personalities has played a part in who I am and how I 

might respond to certain things, even in a corporate environment.  

 

Throughout her career advancement journey Raven’s self-confidence to be an 

executive within the lodging sector was nurtured by her family.  
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My family is there whenever I am down on myself, they are the ones there to lift 

me up who say, you can do this, you got this, you're a capable, who build my 

confidence.  

 

The main person in Wilma’s family who supported her pursuing her dream of 

working 

in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry was her mother.  

I have to give credit to my mom because she was very forward-thinking in her 

own mind saying I want to support my daughter to achieve her dream and her 

dream is hospitality, so I want to support that.  Even though, I know she must 

have been worried every morning or night when I was taking that train home and 

back, and she would stay up and just wait for me. But she knew that it was 

important for me to have her support to pursue my dream and she didn't want to 

direct me to an industry where my heart wasn't at.  

 

While the main person in Sonia’s family who influenced her ability to advance in 

her career was her father. Based on his professional experience being a leader within 

corporate America, he was able to provide her with advice regarding how to conduct 

herself in the industry to be taken seriously as an executive.  

So, I got a lot of advice from my dad on the corporate world…I remember my dad 

telling me that in your career you are going to have people who are going to tell 

you that your style of management is not the right style of management but that's 

not true. It's just not their style of management but don't change to try to mimic 

theirs because you will fail because that's not who you are, so continue just doing 

what you're doing. And I know that had a huge influence on me.  

 

Donyale believed that her ability to lead and take care of others was based on the 

love that both of her parents provided her throughout her life. Her compassion for others 

served as one of the main factors which aided her in advancing in her career.  

I attest so much to my parents whom I love so much; I was over poured with love. 

I think when your cup runneth over with love as a child, you can't help to do that 

as an adult. And so for me, human resources, I was already human resources. I 

was already embracing and motivating and encouraging people in my 

neighborhood, if there was any dispute, I was always the peacemaker. So, I was 

always conflict management because it was about love for me...when you're filled 

with love that gives you support for your interpersonal skills that you can 
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naturally display. You know, navigating through change, being open-minded, 

listening, that's all born from love. And so I have to attest personally that to my 

parents because they did so much and poured so much in all of us that it just kind 

of runneth over.  

 

 Tammy’s parents and husband supported her career advancement by encouraging 

her to travel to obtain diverse work experiences. Her husband was especially instrumental 

to her success as an executive in that he provided continuous support throughout her 

career advancement journey.  

I believe in my heart of hearts that I have one of the best husbands. Even before 

this role and in my other roles when I was traveling, my husband has always said 

to me, “go do whatever it is that you want to do and need to do to be whatever it 

is you want to be”. So getting here I did not have difficulty in balancing work and 

my family because my husband didn't make me choose between the two of them.  

 

Like Tammy, Patsy’s husband also provided her with the support she needed to 

accept opportunities that facilitated her advancement.   

I have a very supportive husband. I have been married now for 28 years. My 

husband has been with me on this journey the entire time. While raising our sons, 

my career was growing, and my husband decided he was only going to go so far 

in terms of growth in his career in order to support the fact that my career was just 

rapidly growing. My career also required me moving from city to city. So, I 

moved to Miami, he stayed with the kids until six months later, the kids came to 

stay with me. I moved to Boston, he came with the kids six months after that, he 

left the kids with me, and he moved back to New York. And then when I moved 

to DC for three years he kept the kids in New Jersey while I lived in DC and 

commuted back and forth from DC to New Jersey.  

 

Unlike Patsy and Tammy, Ida did not have a husband to support her in her 

advancement but did have other family members to provide her with support in managing 

the demanding work schedule of the lodging sector as a single mother.  

So then after that property in Maryland, I would then take an opportunity to move 

back to another hotel in Virginia. I thought I needed this opportunity to advance. 

At this time, I was a new mom and was very fortunate to have family in the area 

to help me with that transition of doing back-to-back shifts and staying late and 

getting phone calls in the middle of the night because my team needed me. So, all 

these factors are coming into play as my career is progressing.  
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The three participants (Mahalia, Mildred, and Constance) who did not mention 

family members support as a facilitator to their advancement referred to their families 

only in relation to their desire to find more balance between their work and family life. 

For example, Constance consciously took steps to ensure that she was able to balance 

work and family responsibilities.  

It's interesting because before kids, I probably would describe myself as a 

workaholic. Being a workaholic hampered my personal life with my husband and 

no one could understand why I was working that much, but the moment I had 

kids, I had to change the way that I was working.  I remember thinking as I was 

pregnant, how am I going to do this? How am I going to put out the work product 

I do now with kids? What am I going to do? And what happened was I learned 

how to work smarter. And I also worked for a company that's very understanding 

of families, which was great. I learned that I don't have to do half of the things I 

was doing. I evaluated what I was doing and figured out my priorities. Sometimes 

I'm, you know, 80% family and 20% work, sometimes that's flipped. But at the 

end of the day, I'm getting it all done. But I think people have to understand 

you're not going to have work-life in the way that people think of work-life 

balance. Some days work's going to be heavy and some days your personal life is 

going to be crazy and you just kind of take it in stride.  

 

In summary, the support provided by the participants’ family was essential for 

their career advancement. Family members enabled the participants to manage 

demanding work schedules, remain resilient during challenging times, and strengthen 

their professional and leadership skills.   

Theme 2: Barriers to Career Advancement 

  The second theme discusses the factors that have hindered the participants’ career 

advancement into executive positions. As part of this theme, two sub-themes emerged for 

the data: overcoming hospitality work culture and managing self-doubt: imposter 

syndrome. 
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Overcoming Hospitality Work Culture 

Most participants identified hospitality work culture as the main barrier, which 

hindered their career advancement. Participants described the hospitality work culture as 

a culture where there were few people of color in leadership positions to support their 

advancement and where most individuals who were promoted to leadership positions 

were white men. They also stated that the culture was a culture were women and 

minorities were overlooked for opportunities; experienced salary inequalities; and type 

casted into roles where advancement was difficult. 

Based on Althea’s experiences and observations, she believed that the hospitality 

work culture was a difficult culture for WOC to grow their careers. She believed that the 

culture’s old leadership mindset made it hard for women and WOC to succeed in the 

industry.  

I think it can be a very male dominated industry across the board. The challenge is, a 

lot of these hotel companies have old mindset, and it's hard to break out of that 

mindset. So, I think that is a challenge. There's not only a glass ceiling, but there is a 

color ceiling. They call it concrete ceiling.  

 

Tammy’s observations of the hospitality culture throughout her career led her to 

believe that the culture preferred white men as leaders and not people of color.  

The company’s culture was we are going to be all white men in leadership roles 

and other cultures in lower roles… there were people like me, but they were all in 

housekeeping, no one on the front desk, no one in banquets, just all housekeeping.  

 

Patsy believed that the hospitality culture’s mindset has lasted for such a long time 

due to white men, who were the decision makers, not believing that people of color, 

especially WOC could be leaders in the industry.  

I think there was this expectation that if someone was going to run a multi-

million-dollar business it sure as hell couldn't be a black woman because of their 

mindsets and how they saw the value that someone might bring to the table. It's 
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because I know they were just not willing to see that individuals that look like me, 

individuals of color, women, even women who are Caucasian, that we all can 

contribute. If only the room was not being monopolized by white men.  

 

While Lynda believed that the reason why there are so few women and women of 

color in leadership roles in the hospitality industry is because the culture has a history of 

overlooking women and minorities. 

The hospitality industry, I think is very tough. I think women are very much 

overlooked in the sector. I think that in the last 12 to 18 months, because of 

everything that's been happening in the world, you know, what's happening with 

George Floyd, what's happening with the “me too” movement, I think there has 

been a shift for people to make room for women and minorities and say, okay, 

you know what we actually do need to change our hiring practices. We need to 

change who we are inviting to speak at conferences. So, I think we're starting to 

see a shift, which is really a positive thing. But we've got a long way to go still. 

It's very difficult to be an executive in this industry.  

 

Being overlooked has deterred some women and women of color in the industry from 

pursuing leadership positions. For example, Amelia found that several women with 

whom she has worked chose not to pursue leadership positions in the industry due to the 

pay gap between women and their male counterparts for doing the same work.  

I know when I talk to women, those women are more ambivalent about dedicating 

the time and energy and money to continue. You know, when you think about the 

gender pay gap, I mean it's alive and well. So, you know, you're paying these 

women less. And I think minority women, although I have not necessarily seen 

enough examples of it to say with certainty, minority women probably make less 

than white women. And you're asking someone to dedicate time, energy, and 

money.  

 

In addition to experiencing salary discrepancies, all participants believed that WOC 

within the industry experienced more challenges to promotion than white women. Raven 

believed that the challenges stemmed from the industry not prioritizing the promotion of 

WOC.  

I will say, however, that I feel like across the board, every company that I've been 

in, the prioritization of promotions of women of color fall lower than our 
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counterparts. I have seen people who were at a lower level than me coming into a 

company advance beyond me at the same amount of time that I've been at the 

company.  

 

Ida witnessed that the career growth of people of color was limited and that they were 

not encouraged or supported to pursue executive positions outside of the property level.  

Also, when people look at the company, they don’t see growth potential. It looks 

like growth for people of color stops at the property level. Like this is as far as 

you are going to get.  

 

Hattie’s career experience exposed her to many moments when she observed that 

WOC were being type casted into positions and not given diverse opportunities to 

enhance their skills for promotion.  

A lot of times with the social, military education, religion, and fraternal (SMERF) 

market when the sales department is thinking about managers that they're going to 

place in these roles for SMERF government conventions, I feel like they always 

put the black person. And I get it to a certain degree because people buy from 

who they like. But then as you try to move up to senior manager or associate 

director of sales role, it's like, they want to keep you in the SMERF market. But 

when it comes down to the corporate market or the association market, it is as if 

you have to pass an act of Congress to say, “Hey, I can do this marketing”. Yes, 

so that was one hurdle, I would see. Then another hurdle I would see is that in the 

directors of sales and general managers leadership roles, not many of the people 

were people of color. You see people of color in HR, I see people of color, of 

course, in housekeeping engineering, banquets and things like that. But not in 

sales and marketing or revenue management.  

 

Mahalia recalled a time when she was typecast and was amazed that one of her board 

members who typecast her did not think she was able to contribute to conversations and 

initiatives outside of her direct responsibilities.  

For example, in some meetings you do speak up about your technical area, but 

they might not expect you to speak up about bigger issues. I had heard recently in 

my current role, someone said to me, he heard from one of our board members 

that they didn’t know that I was that smart. I don't know what it was that I said in 

the meeting that made him think oh, she's actually bright. I was just blown away.  
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As a result of being underestimated for their contributions, the participants stated that 

they have missed out on opportunities for advancement and have had to work twice as 

hard to get promoted. For example, Sylvia’s experiences have taught her that for a black 

woman to be promoted within the hospitality culture, she has to work twice as hard than 

her counterparts. “I think, black women have to work twice as hard and be twice as good 

to succeed. And you're sort of in that mindset of you have to do great work.”  

Considering that there are so few WOC in leadership positions within the industry, to 

develop relationships for advancement, WOC must find ways to connect with individuals 

who look different from themselves. For Ileana, at times this has been a difficult process 

and a factor that she considers when making decisions about where and who she wants to 

work with.  

I feel like it's just a lack of community if that makes any sense. There are 115 

presidents, vice presidents, at my organization but if all of us are put in the room 

there would only be four people who are people of color. And so, that doesn't feel 

like my community, and I don't want to necessarily be a part of something that's 

not of my community and spending so much time with these people. I cannot 

really develop deep connections with them.  

 

Ileana’s need for community with those who are similar to her is a challenge for a 

number of WOC in the industry as there are fewer WOC or people of color in leadership 

positions to mentor WOC as they advance within their careers. For example, during most 

of Hattie’s career, she had difficulty finding mentors to support her advancement and had 

to navigate the hospitality culture on her own. 

I think the one thing that I've always talked about is that there is a lack of 

mentorship in the hospitality industry, when it comes down to the people of color. 

The story could be different for someone else, but for me, there is definitely a lack 

of mentorship. I can't say that there's been this one person that was really a great 

mentor to show me the ropes or anything. It has been trial and error.  
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To improve the hospitality culture and increase the number of WOC who are in 

leadership positions in the lodging sector, Sonia believes that the stories of WOC who 

have successfully navigated the industry and have acquired leadership positions should 

be shared with WOC inside and outside of the industry.  

If stories of other women of color success got out there, I honestly think that there 

would be more women who would want to get into the industry and become 

leaders, as opposed to thinking that all we do in this industry is clean rooms and 

wait tables.  

 

The five participants (Donyale, Raye, Florence, Constance, and Hazel) who did 

not reference the hospitality work culture as a barrier to their career advancement all 

expressed that their professional networks at work were instrumental in helping them to 

navigate the hospitality work culture.  For example, Hazel’s mentors within her 

professional network helped her understand the work cultures at the various lodging 

organizations she worked at.  

At different companies, I had different mentors because the cultures within 

companies were different. My mentors helped me understand how to fit in and 

navigate through the various company systems.  

 

In summary, the participants described the hospitality work culture as a challenging 

culture for WOC to navigate and advance in due to the culture’s old leadership mindset. 

The participants also noted that the hospitality work culture was a culture where there 

were few people of color in leadership positions to support their advancement.  

Managing Self-Doubt: Imposter Syndrome  

Many participants indicated that their self-doubt was a main factor in limiting or 

preventing their advancement throughout their career. The participants shared that their 

self-doubt focused mainly on their skills and knowledge. The participants explained that 

there were times during their career advancement journeys that they did not believe that 
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they had the skills or knowledge necessary to fulfill the responsibilities on their roles. 

The participants’ self-doubt about their skills sets impacted how they performed in their 

jobs and their approach to applying for future positions. Amelia’s thoughts about her skill 

sets caused her to have daily self-doubts about her ability to complete the responsibilities 

of her position.  

I would be lying to you if I said I've never had doubts. Every day that I wake up, I 

have a doubt can I do this? It is the impostor syndrome that many women deal 

with. Do I deserve to be here? Do I deserve to be in this job? Yes, I have had 

doubts. Yes, I continue to have doubts.  

 

Like Amelia, Lynda also had daily self-doubts about her capabilities and was 

constantly working on reminding herself that she has the skills to effectively do her job.  

I have doubts every day. I doubt myself all the time. It is a constant battle to 

remind myself that I know what I'm talking about. I’ve done the work, I put in the 

hours and what I'm saying is accurate and correct. When I get on the stage and I'm 

the only woman, and I'm the only minority on that stage, I have to remind myself 

that I have a voice and I should be heard. So it's that constant pep talk. And when 

I sit in a boardroom, you better believe I'm the only non-white person in there. 

Not just the only female, but the only non-white person in that board room. And I 

have to remind myself not to go sit at the end of the table where I'm out of sight or 

people can’t see me. I'm there for a reason and I have value to add. So I'm 

constantly having to remind myself of that. Talk myself off the ledge and be my 

biggest cheerleader.  

 

Wilma’s self-doubt made her question her ability to lead others.  

Yeah. I have had doubts and sometimes I still do. It is like wow, should I be the 

person to be leading this board meeting? It's like this internal voice that has got to 

be reminding you that you can do this.  

 

Mahalia self-doubt about her negotiation skills prevented her from applying for 

positions because she believed that her skills are not strong enough for the positions 

requiring that skill set.  

I told you I shy away from applying for things that I didn’t like feel a hundred 

percent qualified. So there were some positions I can think of, one in particular 

where, it would have been a stretch. It was a development position. So really 
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negotiating with potential hotel developers. And that was a position where, I think 

they and I felt myself that I didn't have the skillset to do it. Almost all the 

developers were men who were just like tough negotiators.  

 

Donyale’s doubts about her technological skills initially prevented her from 

applying for advanced positions, but she was able to conquer her doubts by taking 

courses to enhance her skills.  

I think in the beginning when I first started with the company there were doubts. I 

always desired being an executive but I didn’t see myself in the role. When you 

don’t see women of color executives around you, it is hard for you to see it for 

yourself.  

 

Sonia’s doubts of her capabilities prevented her from speaking up about a position 

that she was interested in therefore it cost her the promotion.  

A white gentleman was brought up from housekeeping to fill a role that I had 

been hoping to get. I spoke to the Director of HR about it and the Director of HR 

just looked at me and said, did you ask for it? From that experience, I learned 

early on that if you really want something. You need to open your mouth. People 

need to understand that's what you're gunning for so that they can prepare you 

properly for it.  

 

Participants suggested that their self-doubt about their skills and knowledge 

stemmed from their need to be perfect before acquiring executive roles.  For example, 

Patsy believed that her need to be perfect prevented her from advancing in her career.  

There were times when I held myself back - you stay in a room long enough 

where everyone around the table who is making decisions looks different than 

you, you start to believe you need to get a bit closer to who they are before you 

are worthy of being in the room. So, this sense of waiting to be perfect in 

understanding P&L, and perfect in understanding marketing, PR, business models 

and all the other different nuisances that came along with that, certainly made me 

say I am not ready yet. And I said that to myself I think for at least two years, too 

long.  

 

While Hattie’s doubt of her skills and knowledge was based on how supervisors 

evaluated her performance.  
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Earlier in my career, I would hear people say, oh, this person's a rockstar. And 

unfortunately, those references were never about a person of color. Interestingly 

enough, some of those very people who were deemed rock stars were the very 

people who left the industry. And so I'm saying to myself, what does that mean 

for me?  

 

The six participants (Kalpana, Raye, Althea, Florence, Mildred, and Hazel) who 

did not mention that self-doubt limited or prevented their career advancement stressed 

that their self-awareness and understanding of their strengths and weaknesses, which they 

obtained from self-talk or feedback from family, friends, or members of their professional 

networks, enable them to remain confident throughout their career advancement journeys. 

For example, when receiving feedback about her performance, Mildred self-awareness 

aided her in enhancing her skill sets and remaining confident. 

I am an incredibly self-aware person. I think there are instances where some of 

the feedback I was given, I knew that those were the areas I needed to work on 

and that there were other instances where my counterparts would either reaffirm 

who I was as a person or give me confidence in sticking with the path that I was 

on while also bringing my full self to work.  

 

 In summary, participants’ self-doubt mainly stemmed from their lack of belief in 

their skills and capabilities. They also attributed their self-doubt to the interactions they 

had with others in the workplace that left them feeling like they were not qualified to 

serve in their positions.  

Theme 3: Participants’ race and gender’s impact on career advancement: The 

Perception of Otherness 

 

The third theme discusses participants’ beliefs of how their race and gender 

impacted their career advancement into executive positions. Many participants shared 

how their race and gender gave them a perception of otherness as they advanced 

throughout their career. Otherness is defined “as feelings of negative distinction, 

isolation, or lack of fit within a given social context based on one or more aspects of 
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one’s identity in relation to other group members and group norms” (Pifer, & Baker, 

2014, p. 15). Donyale’s perception of otherness came from her observations of her white 

counterparts who were less experienced being promoted before her and other people of 

color who were more qualified.  

It also causes you to reflect on maybe some of those things and those 

opportunities that you did not get. And then you wonder what was the root of not 

being selected for those things. And with other women of color in the industry, 

you apply to new positions that, you were qualified for - overqualified for, and 

then you didn't get it. And then you would see someone else who wasn't of color, 

who received that position. And then you read their bio, or you had lunch with 

them. And you're like, really.  

 

Observing white colleagues who were not as qualified get promoted over people of 

color who were more qualified was also a circumstance that led to Tammy’s perception 

of otherness.  Instead of getting promoted, Tammy was asked to train those who had 

gotten promoted over her on their roles and responsibilities.  

I had in my head, you stay here, you prove your work, you prove your worth. You 

will eventually go up. Cause that's what I saw. That's what I saw with the white men 

that they hired that I reluctantly would train. They'd bring them in and I train them 

and they were promoted up and I'm like how did that just happen?  

 

Kalpana’s perception of otherness occurred when her colleagues ridiculed or made fun of 

the type of work that she was interested in.  

I had a gift that others didn’t have. They didn't know how to manage the multicultural 

market because travel had been mostly for white people. So, I got something that you 

all don’t have and you could never manage it because you don't know how to manage 

that market.  

Even in my office now, the white girls used to say, don't nobody want her clients. 

Don't nobody like her clients. I don't ever want to do her job.  

 

Hattie’s perception of otherness was based on the way her colleagues treated her 

compared to her other counterparts.  

Now we're seeing more women in C-suite roles. I think it, you know, it's getting to be 

more comfortable if that makes sense. But I do feel like there are still times where 
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things may happen and you wonder, did they say that because I’m a woman or I think 

that there is a double consciousness of being black in corporate America, sometimes I 

think, would they have done that or said that if I were not a black woman. I think 

people challenge your authority. I think people challenge your creativity and 

sometimes that can be frustrating. At the same time, you don't want your response to 

deem the title of the angry black woman. So, a lot of things you may not talk about, 

you may not address. You may not feel comfortable because you want the respect and 

you are not necessarily going along to get along, but you don't want it to seem like 

you're a person that no one can work with.  

 

Mildred’s perception of otherness stemmed from there not being anyone else who 

looked like her as well as not receiving career advancement guidance and advice from her 

leaders within her department.  

In addition, to my department not having females of color or females of minority 

status, no one was giving me the direct feedback to say, here's why you're not 

ready for this role and let's figure out the steps to take to better prepare you. One 

of the things that I have noticed when talking to people about my career journey 

in the past is that no one was grooming me for the next level. No one was saying 

here's opportunity.  

 

Tammy’s perception of otherness came about because there were times when she 

was the only person of color working at a hotel property.  

My experience at that property was an all-white staff, all white guests and just me 

the only African American and my little white, fluffy poodle dog. And I would be 

the only person of color until my husband would come on the weekends and then 

there would be two of us. So that's the last property that I worked on for the 

company. I had to fight way too hard to remodel it and I didn't get any support 

from the corporate office. 

Constance’s perception of otherness occurred when she was only WOC at professional 

events such as meetings and conferences.  

I will say externally and in general that the executive leadership in the hospitality 

sector favor white males just kind of visually looking at it, especially in the real 

estate portion. And I do spend a lot of my time in the real estate world. So, for 

example, I am sometimes the only woman and the only person of color in the 

room. And, you know, that sometimes does feel intimidating. And I questioned 

like, why is it like this? And I wonder, okay, what are they thinking about me? 

Like, are they wondering why I'm here?  
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Althea’s perception of otherness was based on interactions with one of the 

supervisors who would make comments about her racial characteristics which made her 

question whether she was working in an industry that respected her as an individual.  

During a whole transitional phase, there was a vice-president of my team that I 

had some significant issues based on race and age. It got to a point where I started 

documenting her discriminatory behaviors towards me. Luckily it wasn't just me, 

but she was particularly hard with me. It was the hardest year of my time being 

there. She had issues like she would talk about my hair, she would talk about my 

skin color, like all that kind of stuff happened. And it was when I was new in my 

role as a director in my first year. She came from outside of the company. It was a 

daily thing with her. So, she only lasted a year, and she was basically fired by our 

chief human resources officer. But if she had stayed, I would have left because I 

was looking for jobs, I could not stay in it.  

In addition to participants having a perception of otherness due to their race, the 

participants also shared that there were experiences throughout their career advancement 

journeys where their perception of otherness was related to them being a woman.  

For example, Lynda believed that being a female had been a roadblock 

throughout her career because based on her experiences and observations, she believed 

that women are discredited in the industry.  

I definitely think being a female has been a huge roadblock. I think that I am 

immediately discredited, in a world just for being a woman. I have two white guys 

that work for me. They're very tall. They're like six foot four inches. So, the 

second they walk in the room, you're looking at them already. Time and time 

again, I would go on hotel tours with them, the broker or the general manager, 

whoever, will go up to them and start having a conversation with them and they 

will turn to me and tell the people, “She’s our boss. You should ask her the 

question. You know she's the one that actually knows what's going on.” I've had 

that happen to me so many times. I think I may have told you the story about 

being at a conference and standing in a circle of men. And just completely 

disregarded. So that just being a woman has definitely not propelled me forward. I 

feel like I've had to fight harder, be the loudest person in the room, make sure I'm 

always saying something that's a value.  

 

The six participants (Sonia, Patsy, Florence, Sylvia, Hazel, and Raven) who did 

not mention that their race and/or gender caused them to have a perception of otherness, 



75 
 

all had strong internal professional networks whose members supported their career 

advancement.  They believed that they were promoted based on their experiences and 

performance and that their colleagues treated them fairly and without judgement of 

prejudice. For example, Patsy’s professional network supported her because of the 

quality of work she did and her level of commitment to the industry.  

I would say that I feel that I've been very fortunate in being exposed to a variety 

of very different and talented individuals from men and women across the 

industry. They have given me their time, advice, exposure, and opportunities to 

get to where I am today. But I will say it was easy for them to support me because 

I worked so hard…I made a lot of sacrifices to get here so that my professional 

network could feel that when they were putting their faith in me it was because I 

had already demonstrated a level of commitment that was unquestionable.  

 

In summary, the participants’ perception of otherness emerged from their reflections 

on the impact of their race and gender on their career advancement. They described 

vividly situations when they were treated badly based on their racial/gender 

characteristics, when they were the only woman and/or person of color in an environment 

or when others who did not look like them obtained more opportunities to advance.   

Theme 4: Being a Trailblazer 

The fourth theme discusses how the participants served as trailblazers as they 

advanced in their careers. Many participants identified serving as a trailblazer for 

advancement of other WOC and people of color in the lodging sector as an unexpected 

role they obtained by being promoted.  As trailblazers, the participants, in addition to 

their role responsibilities, spent time helping and guiding other WOC and people of color 

in growing and developing in their careers; facilitating program and policy changes to 

support the advancement of WOC; and serving as a role model. 
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Based on their career advancement experiences, once participants advanced to 

leadership positions within their organizations, they became focused on supporting WOC 

and people of color who aspired to be in leadership roles in strengthening their skills and 

experiences. Once Mildred became a director, she had individuals coming up to her 

letting her know that they were happy to see a person of color in a leadership position and 

WOC at levels below her asking her for guidance in navigating their careers.  

When I became a director, it was actually really interesting, the response that we 

had from our team and women of color on our team. At the first in-person 

meeting, it's funny because I had met some people before but not many. So many 

people came up to me and were like, we're so happy to see a person of color at 

this level, because there are so few. They would then ask me “can we have a 

mentor relationship? ” And so within months of me taking on the director role, I 

had six regular meetings on my calendar with other women of color at levels 

below me. It felt very heavy, but I also saw the importance of it. 

 

While Wilma’s desire to be a mentor motivated her to help WOC and people of 

color grow in their careers.  

I feel pride in what I've accomplished for sure. It's fulfilling. It's gratifying that all 

of the hard work has paid off and I now want to give back. I want to give back in 

that mentorship way and help others, particularly others of color, to be able to 

follow their dreams and give them the support they need and encouragement they 

need to pursue that.  

 

Ileana felt that it was her responsibility to pave the path forward for others. She 

paved the path forward by empowering WOC and people of color and helping them 

understand their strengths. 

Even more so than before, I felt like there were definitely eyes on me. Because 

even at the senior director role, I was like the only black senior director in my 

location. When I started in my role, people reached out to me to find out how I 

did it. I feel a huge sense of responsibility, to help people really identify their 

strengths and how they can leverage them to do whatever they are trying to do in 

their own regard not necessarily my path. Empowering people and giving people 

their own voices and even taking chances on people.  
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In addition to supporting the development of WOC and people of color in the 

industry, the participants also felt that their race and gender impacted their ability to 

promote and implement program and policy changes to support the advancement of 

WOC and people of color. Tammy used her voice and encouraged others to use their 

voice during meetings and at events to speak up and support the advancement of other 

WOC and people of color.  

What I do say to them, is that you can't come to the table and be quiet. If your 

objective is to make things better so that you can reach down and pull another one 

of us up with you, you can't be quiet because if you are then basically now you 

are the check box and if you don't have a problem with being the only one, they 

don’t have a problem with you being the only one.   

 

Once promoted, Patsy also spoke up during meetings and events to provide her 

insights regarding decisions which would impact people of color’s well-being or 

advancement.  

Representation matters. I think that came home to me very loudly once I was 

promoted. I also recognize the importance of being in that room, where we make 

very sound decisions for people and be able to speak for people who are not in our 

room but being able to give voice to things that would have been on my mind 

when I wasn't in the room, but now I can speak to it because I am there. And I 

remember we started having these very open, transparent conversations in the 

company about diversity, belonging, and inclusion. And I remember getting 

phone calls and being asked in my thoughts about how we're doing with diversity. 

I can say a year later, there is the commitment to be better, to be more inclusive, 

to really make sure everyone feels that they have a place of value in the company. 

And that they've asked me to be a part of that process which I have found to be 

very humbling.  

 

While Raven used her executive position to make changes to her organization’s 

talent pipeline. 

So all we can do is continue to kill it in our roles and continue to grow and affect 

change and pull people up with us. We must play an active role in diversifying 

pipelines for the companies that we're in. I have been extremely intentional about 

when I have hiring opportunities, making sure that my slates are super diverse. 

And the young black women or young women of color who are on my slate are 
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the strongest candidates possible. So that my peers who are on the interview panel 

with me, see how strong they are. I was responsible for the hiring of three black 

women within a year on my team. Diversifying our teams contribute to the 

diversification of our company. 

 

As trailblazers, the participants have served as role models to several WOC and 

people of color within the lodging sector. The participants provided other WOC and 

people of color with hope that they too could be an executive in the sector. During her 

work assignments in the United States and internationally, Donyale found that people of 

color employees were excited to see a black woman in an executive role. She was aware 

that her presence provided them with a sense of pride and happiness and confirmed that 

people of color could be leaders within the sector. 

I served as a face of, a woman of color in a leadership position. A lot of the ex-

pats that were coming in were not of color. So, it was a different reception. When 

I walked into the room, you saw the smile, you saw the happiness that they have 

never had. And now, you know, for me to have the heritage as well, it was a dual 

blessing.  So much pride and passion. That I worked with that hotel organization, 

and we kept dropping the five diamonds on them. I helped two people push 

themselves to a level to attain the level of leadership that maybe they didn't see in 

themselves or didn't have the confidence in themselves or just didn't have the right 

mentor.  

 

Ida’s career advancement experience also enabled her to serve as a role model 

especially for WOC and people of color who had unconventional career journeys.  

I bring the aspect of a person who didn't go to college a get a degree, then find a 

significant other and career and then everything falls into place. When people 

hear my story, it humanizes me, and it shows people that it is okay to do things in 

reverse and still succeed.  

 

Mahalia, the only female, and non-white executive on her team, served as a role 

model by making sure to be present and engaged at all meetings. She felt responsible for 

ensuring that all members of the organization knew it was possible for a person of color 

and/or female to hold an executive position at her organization.  
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I'm the only non-white woman on our executive team and when we started 

working from home more during the pandemic, I was on zoom while many of the 

executives were in-person. And it was all men in the office. So, I felt like on 

certain days, when we have these big meetings, I have to go in person so that the 

people on the screen see a person of color in the room and not only white men.  

 

Sonia was proud to serve as a role model and believed like Mahalia that it was 

essential for WOC executives to be seen and heard to encourage other WOC and people 

of color to advance in their careers.  

So, it's going to have to be storytelling and it's going to have to be parading us 

around. We're going to have to be little tokens for a while so everybody can 

understand that, yes, we do exist. And let me tell you how I did it or let me help 

you along your way. 

I think that as far as diversity is concerned and the unconscious bias that you 

might find with others it's very true that you are going to feel more comfortable 

with someone who looks like you, or looks like your brother or your roommate, 

and so those are the people that you take under your wing.  

 

Lynda has served as a role model and paved the path for other WOC by being 

what she calls a “domino”.  

I think that as a woman of color in this industry, it's easy to lose your voice or it's 

easy to rely on other people to be your voice. I think that it's important to have 

your own voice. I always say to women of color in this industry, be the domino 

that falls first, have the loudest voice in the room, sell yourself, market yourself, 

figure out what your brand is and really, really market that brand well and do it 

excellently. And I promise you, you will make way for all the other women to 

follow behind you.  

 

The five participants (Kalpana, Raye, Sylvia, Constance, and Hazel) who did not 

indicate that they acquired the role of a trailblazer did not directly speak about helping 

and guiding other WOC and people of color in growing and developing in their careers; 

facilitating program and policy changes to support the advancement of WOC; and serving 

as a role model. The participants focused more on details regarding how they advanced 

into executive positions within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry.  
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In summary, participants found that as they advanced in their careers, they felt a 

responsibility to be role models for other people of color and serve as their mentors. 

While they supported the development and advancement of other people of color, they 

also influenced the development of more inclusive workplaces.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presents the following four themes with their associated sub-themes 

that emerged from the data: 1) Facilitators to career advancement (sub-themes include 

obtaining diverse work experiences, leveraging professional network, and family member 

support); 2) Barriers to career advancement (sub-themes include overcoming hospitality 

work culture and managing self-doubt: imposter syndrome); 3) Participants’ race and 

gender’s impact on career advancement: The perception of otherness; and 4) Being a 

trailblazer. Most participants in this study persevered and obtained executive positions in 

the lodging sector by pursuing diverse work experiences in the lodging sector which 

strengthened their knowledge of the lodging sector and hospitality industry. Florence, the 

only participant who did not identify diverse work experiences within the lodging sector 

as a facilitator which supported her advancement, credited the courses that she took to 

learn about the industry and the experts she hired to support her businesses as the factors 

which helped her to advance and succeed.  

In addition, most participants also stated that their internal professional networks 

at work and family members were facilitators to their advancement. Their professional 

networks reinforced the participants’ belief in themselves, and their skills sets while also 

aiding the participants in navigating the hospitality industry and finding advancement 

opportunities. The participants (Hattie, and Ileana) who did not identify their professional 
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networks as career advancement facilitators were able to advance due to their leadership 

skills.  

The support provided by family members enabled the participants to manage 

demanding work schedules, remain resilient during challenging times, and strengthen 

their professional and leadership skills.  The participants (Mahalia, Mildred, and 

Constance) who did not identify family member support as a facilitator only mentioned 

family members in relation to finding ways to enhance their balance between work and 

family life.  

The barriers which the participants described to hindering their career 

advancement in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry were the hospitality work 

culture and self-doubt. Most participants viewed the hospitality work culture as a difficult 

culture for WOC to navigate and grow in due to its old leadership mindset of only white 

men as leaders, few people of color in leadership positions to support their advancement; 

and women and minorities were overlooked for opportunities; experienced salary 

inequalities; and typecasted into roles where advancement was difficult. The participants 

(Donyale, Raye, Florence, Constance, and Hazel) who did not highlight the hospitality 

work culture as a barrier to career advancement had positive experiences working and 

developing in the industry due to their internal professional networks. 

In addition, self-doubt was identified by most participants as another career 

advancement barrier. The participants’ self-doubt was focused primarily on their 

knowledge and their skills. The participants (Kalpana, Raye, Althea, Florence, Mildred, 

and Hazel) who did not mention that self-doubt was a barrier to their career advancement 

indicated that their self-awareness and understanding of their capabilities which they 
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obtained from self-talk or feedback from family, friends, or members of their professional 

networks, suppressed their self-doubt and supported their advancement.   

In relation to how the participants’ race and/or gender impacted their career 

advancement, most participants indicated that their race and/or gender led them to having 

a perception of otherness when it came to promotions, recognition, and performance. The 

participants (Sonia, Patsy, Florence, Sylvia, Hazel, and Raven) who did not mention that 

their race and/or gender impacted their career advancement indicated that their 

advancement was due to their internal professional networks.  

Once promoted, most participants in the study indicated that they informally 

acquired the role of a trailblazer in that they became role models and mentors for other 

WOC within the industry and spokespeople to enhance policies and procedures to support 

the advancement of WOC. The participants (Kalpana, Raye, Sylvia, Constance, and 

Hazel) who did not reference serving as a trailblazer primarily focused on discussing 

their career advancement experiences instead of the experiences of other WOC.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings and Recommendations 

This chapter begins with the discussion of the findings organized by the study’s 

research questions and concludes with recommendations for research and practice.  

Discussion of the Findings  

The career advancement process for participants in this study was described as a 

relationship-dependent, experienced-based, educational, and rewarding experience.  This 

section discusses the research questions through the integration of the main themes that 

emerged from the data by embedding them into the current landscape of the literature, and 

the theoretical frameworks of career motivation theory and intersectionality theory that 

informed the study. Themes that emerged in the data analysis in this study provided an 

understanding of the participants perceptions of their experiences related to the factors 

which helped and hindered their career advancement as well as the impact their race and/or 

gender had on their career advancement. Table 5.1 provides an overview of the research 

questions, connecting themes and subthemes, and theories used for this discussion.  
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Table 5.1 

Research Questions, connecting themes and subthemes, and theories 

 
Research Question Themes and Subthemes  Associated Theory  

1. What are the organizational 

factors that helped or hindered 

the career advancement 

experiences of women of color 

executives in the lodging sector 

of the U.S. hospitality industry? 

Facilitators to Career Advancement 

• Obtaining Diverse Work 

Experiences  

• Leveraging Professional 

Networks  

 

Barriers to Career Advancement  

 

• Overcoming Hospitality 

Work Culture  

 

Career Motivation 

Theory  

2. What are the personal factors that 

helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of 

women of color executives in the 

lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry?   

Facilitators to Career Advancement 

• Family Member Support 

 

Barriers to Career Advancement  

• Managing Self-Doubt: 

Imposter Syndrome  

 

Career Motivation 

Theory  

  

3. What role, if any, did race and 

gender play in the career 

advancement experiences of 

women of color executives in the 

lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

Participants’ race and gender’s 

impact on career advancement: The 

Perception of Otherness 

 

Being a Trailblazer  

 

Intersectionality 

Theory 

 

RQ1. What are the organizational factors that helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of color executives in lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry? 

 

Obtaining Diverse Work Experiences  

In this study, the WOC executives indicated that the main organizational factors 

which helped most participants advance within their career were diverse work experiences 

and professional networks. Diverse work experiences were described as work experiences at 

a variety of lodging sector locations which provided the participants with a greater 

understanding of the business and strengthened their commitment and engagement in the 

sector. Nineteen (95%) of the WOC executives in this study described the benefits of 
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diverse work experiences; the ways in which they obtained the experiences; and the 

personality characteristics which supported them in acquiring and managing the 

experiences. These findings were consistent with Walsh, Fleming, & Enz’s (2014) 

findings that a variety of work experiences of women executives in the hospitality 

industry increased their chances for advancement. However, the findings of this study 

provide insights into the types of experiences (i.e., front desk, operations, housekeeping, 

finance) which support the advancement of WOC executives in the hospitality industry.  

These descriptions are reflected in career motivation theory, one of the theoretical 

frameworks that guided this study. London (1988) states that “the work environment can 

reinforce career resilience and provide information to support career insight and identity” (p. 

24).  According to the author,  

career resilience is the foundation for career insight in that people who are high in 

resilience are receptive to information about themselves and the organization, and 

they incorporate that information in formulating a career identity that is meaningful 

for them.(p. 24).  

 

By having diverse work experiences, participants were exposed to a variety of work 

environments which aided them in strengthening their career resilience and thereby defining 

and refining their career insight and identity.  

Leveraging Professional Networks  

Although participants expressed that their career advancement would not have 

occurred without having diverse work experience, the participants acknowledged that 

pursuing and acquiring diverse work experiences came with personal challenges and 

sacrifices such as frequent relocation for themselves and their families, long hours, 

limited time with their families, inability to find a partner who supports their lifestyle, or 

finding childcare. These findings were consistent with findings in the literature that show 
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that trying to balance one’s work life and private life was challenging for women who 

worked in the hospitality industry. However, the WOC executives in this study explained 

that they were able to overcome this challenge and advance in their careers due their 

support systems (Ho, 2013; Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, Fleming, & 

Enz, 2014). 

Eighteen (90%) of the WOC executives in this study indicated that the support 

systems that were most instrumental to their advancement were their professional 

networks. Professional networks are defined as social networks which entail 

“relationships to colleagues or other departments and can provide relevant and timely 

information or resources required for advancement on tasks and objectives” (Barthauer & 

Kauffeld, p. 50, 2018). Participants credited their professional networks which consisted of 

supervisors, mentors, colleagues, and sponsors within their organizations with aiding them 

in advancing in their careers by providing them with guidance and advice, supporting them 

in finding opportunities for advancement, and helping them navigate the hospitality work 

culture. These findings are consistent with the findings in the literature that show that 

professional networks are essential facilitators to the career advancement of women within 

the industry (Brownell, 1993; Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Walsh, Fleming, & 

Enz, 2014; Weber, 1998).   

However, the study’s findings also contribute to the literature in that they provide 

insights about the racial and gender composition of professional network members who 

supported WOC in advancing in their careers within the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. The majority of the professional network members who aided the WOC 

executives in advancing in their careers did not look like the WOC executives in terms of 
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race and gender because at the time of their career advancement there were no WOC at 

executive levels to support them.  Most WOC executives indicated that the professional 

networks members who provided them with support were Caucasian men and women 

within their professional networks. This finding is unique in that previous research has 

indicated that the career advancement of WOC is hindered or limited due to how they are 

treated by their Caucasian leaders or peers (Khosroshahi, 2021).  The findings of this study 

show that despite findings in the literature which indicate that WOC in predominately 

white organizations are not supported by their white counterparts, the WOC executives in 

this study benefited primarily from Caucasian men and women in their professional 

networks at work who believed in the WOC and supported their advancement.  

The importance of professional networks are reflected in London’s career 

motivation theory (1983), one of the theoretical frameworks that guided this study. The 

participants’ professional networks were related to the three components of career 

motivation (i.e., career resilience, career insight, and career identity).  Members of the 

participants professional networks reinforced the participants’ career resilience by providing 

the participants with positive reinforcement to reduce their self-doubt, increase their self-

confidence, provide opportunities for achievement, and create an environment for risk 

taking. The professional networks also enhanced the participants career insight by 

supporting their career development, providing information about organization, and 

providing feedback about their performance. In addition, participants professional networks 

contributed to the participants career identity by providing them with opportunities for 

leadership and advancement.  
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In today’s workplace, where organizations are encouraged to have diverse leadership 

teams and individuals are encouraged to interact with others who are different than 

themselves, the participants’ professional networks are more diverse and willing to provide 

them with career advancement opportunities (Gajjar & Okumus, 2018). However, the 

opportunities which the participants are now able to obtain through professional networks 

where not easily acquired at the time London (1983) developed his theory (Rosen, 

Templeton, & Kichline, 1982; Brass, 1985; DeLuca, 1988). Though WOC at that time, may 

have had high levels of career resilience and career insight, their career identities may not 

have been fulfilled as they were less likely to have individuals within their professional 

networks who would help them to understand their organization’s business operations and 

provide them with opportunities for advancement, factors which were necessary to have a 

high career identity.   

Overcoming the Hospitality Work Culture 

Fifteen (75%) of the WOC executives in this study perceived the hospitality work 

culture as an organizational factor which slowed their advancement to executive 

positions. The participants described the hospitality work culture as a complex culture 

where very few people of color were in leadership positions to support their advancement 

and where most individuals who were promoted to leadership positions were white men. 

They also stated that the culture was a culture where women and minorities were 

overlooked for opportunities; experienced salary inequalities; and typecasted into roles 

where advancement was difficult. These findings were consistent with the literature 

focused on the career advancement of women and people of color in that the hospitality 

work culture limited career advancement of women and people of color due to the culture 
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favoring white men as leaders, providing limited career growth opportunities to women 

and people of color and failing to acknowledge and reward the contributions of women 

and people of color (Knutson & Scmidgall, 2001; Walsh, Fleming, & Enz 2014, Costen, 

Claith, &Woods, 2002; Grant, 2019; Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & 

Rosser, 2020; Giscombe & Mattis, 2002). However, the WOC executives in this study 

developed networks in which Caucasian women and men who believed in the 

participants’ skills and talents aided the participants in overcoming the challenges of the 

hospitality work culture to advance into executive positions in the lodging sector.  

In alignment with London’s (1983) career motivation theory, participants who 

experienced challenges within the hospitality work culture were motivated to continue 

pursuing executive positions due to support that they received from members of their 

professional networks. Members of their professional networks provided the participants 

with the support they needed to overcome challenges which affected their career resilience, 

career insight, and career identity. In addition, the industry’s focus on enhancing inclusion 

and diversity work culture practices and policies since the development of London’s (1983) 

theory has provided the foundation from which WOC employees have grown their 

professional networks to include diverse members who have the experience and influence to 

assist and support the WOC in advancing in their careers (Manoharan, & Singal, 2017). 

However, despite the increased focus on inclusion and diversity in the industry, none of 

the participants indicated that their organization’s inclusion and diversity processes, 

procedures or talent management and development programs influenced their 

advancement in the sector.  
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RQ2. What are the personal factors that helped or hindered the career 

advancement experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry?   

 

Family Member Support 

Seventeen (85%) WOC executives in this study indicated that the main personal 

factor which facilitated their career advancement was their family. Research has shown that 

“the structure of family may vary around the world, and yet, the value of family endures.” 

(DeFrain & Asay, 2007, p. 2). Participants’ family members provided them with emotional, 

mental, and physical support which strengthened their belief in themselves and allowed 

them to pursue diverse work opportunities which were instrumental for advancement.  The 

support provided by families was discussed in previous research studies which have 

examined the factors that facilitate career advancement of women (Davis & Maldonado, 

2015; Remington and Kitterlin-Lynch, 2018; Ho, 2013; Walsh, Fleming, & Enz, 2014). 

The results from the studies are consistent with this study in that the participants family 

members supported them by instilling leadership qualities in them, teaching them coping 

mechanisms, and providing them with support such as child care, so that they would be 

able to fulfill the responsibilities of their positions.  

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the career advancement of WOC 

executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry requires support from family 

members, either immediate or extended to advance in their career. This conclusion is 

closely aligned and consistent to the three components of London’s (1983) career 

motivation theory, career insight, career identity, and career resilience. The participants’ 

family members, either immediate or extended, provided the participants with the support 

that they needed to define their career goals based on realistic perceptions (career 
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insight), engage fully in the responsibilities of their positions (career identity), and 

overcome career obstacles (career resilience).  

Managing Self Doubt: Imposter Syndrome  

In addition, fourteen (70%) of the WOC executives in this study indicated that the 

main personal factor that hindered their career advancement was their self-doubt. The 

American Psychological Association (n.d.) defines doubt as a “lack of confidence or an 

uncertainty about something or someone, including the self.” Participants reported that 

their self-doubt was based on lack of self-confidence and fear of being treated and/or 

evaluated negatively by others. The findings were consistent with Chen, Shin, and 

DiPietro (2021) study which found that the career advancement of women in the 

hospitality industry may be hindered by women’s lack of self-confidence which stemmed 

from their self-doubt and/or perception that others were not supportive of their 

advancement. In alignment with London’s (1983) career motivation theory, participants 

who experienced self-doubt were motivated to continue advancing in their careers 

because of self-talk or feedback from family, friends, or members of their professional 

networks which encouraged and supported the participants in enhancing their career 

resilience, identity, and insight. 

RQ3. What role, if any, did race and gender play in the career advancement 

experiences of women of color executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality 

industry? 

 

Perception of Otherness 

In this study, the WOC executives’ perception of otherness due to their race and 

gender negatively impacted their career advancement. Otherness is defined “as feelings 

of negative distinction, isolation, or lack of fit within a given social context based on one 
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or more aspects of one’s identity in relation to other group members and group norms” 

(Pifer, & Baker, 2014, p. 15). Fourteen (70%) of the WOC in this study described having 

a perception of otherness by being seen negatively when compared to others based on 

their gender and/or race; feeling lonely working in environments where there were no 

other people of color on their teams or as their leaders; and feeling as if they did not fit 

within their organization due to their race and gender. These findings are consistent with 

assertions by previous researchers that WOC based on their race and gender face 

discrimination in the workplace which has a negative impact on their career advancement 

(Burlew & Johnson, 1992; Dade, Tartakov, Hargrave, & Leigh, 2015; Martinez, Rivera, 

& Marquez, 2019; Corneille, Lee, Allen, Cannady, & Guess, 2019; Davis & Maldonado, 

2015; Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & Rosser, 2020; Griffin, 

Bennett, & Harris, 2013; Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; Turner, 2007; Turner, 

Gonzalez, & Wong, 2011; Giscombe & Mattis, 2002). 

The study’s findings did not indicate that the WOC conformed to stereotypes of 

their social groups or assimilate to institutional behaviors based on White American 

standards as previous studies have found (Corneille, Lee, Allen, Cannady, & Guess, 

2019; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, Rebanal, & 

Rosser, 2020; Griffin, Bennett, & Harris, 2013; Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; 

Turner, 2007; Turner, Gonzalez, & Wong, 2011). Instead of employing identity shifting 

behaviors (i.e., code switching) or mindsets (i.e., stereotype threat) to overcome their 

perceptions of otherness, the WOC in this study overcame their perceptions of otherness 

by following the advice and guidance they received from their professional networks and 

family members. For example, one participant whose father also worked in corporate 
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America, explicitly told her to be her authentic self and not to change her management 

style to fit in or be like others.  

In addition, the experiences the participants described which led to their 

perception of otherness demonstrated the tenets of intersectionality theory. The 

oppressive experiences that the participants’ encountered as a result of the intersection of 

their race and gender led the participants to have feelings of negative distinction, 

isolation, and lack of fit. At times, these feelings prevented the participants from pursuing 

leadership positions or caused them to leave their organization to obtain advancement in 

other lodging sector organization.  

Being a Trailblazer  

Fifteen (75%) of the WOC executives in this study reported that their race and 

gender enabled them to be trailblazers within the lodging sector. The Oxford Learner’s 

Dictionary defines trailblazer as “a person who is the first to do or discover something 

and so makes it possible for others to follow” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, n.d.). As 

trailblazers the participants were able to help and guide other WOC and people of color 

with their careers; facilitate program and policy changes to support the advancement of 

WOC and people of color and serve as a role model. In addition, all participants 

described their experiences of being frequently approached by other WOC to mentor 

them.  These findings were consistent with Domingo, Gerber, Harris, Mamo, Pasion, 

Rebanal, & Rosser (2020) findings which stated that WOC leaders frequently served as 

mentors and role models to other people of color within their organizations.  

In summary, the following conclusions emerged from the discussion of the findings: 
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1. WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry proactively 

sought out diverse opportunities within the different departments of the sector 

which provided them with hands on experience to understand business operations 

and strengthen their leadership skills.  

2. Career advancement for WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry was not a solo activity. In the absence of WOC leaders, they were 

supported by Caucasian men and women leaders. 

3. WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry advanced in their 

careers despite working in a hospitality work culture which marginalized WOC 

and people of color and offered limited opportunities for WOC promotions into 

leadership positions. 

4. WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry were supported in 

their career advancement by immediate (i.e., mothers, fathers, and husbands) and 

extended family members. 

5. WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry career advancement 

was hindered by their self-doubt. 

6. WOC executives’ perception of otherness due to their race and gender hindered their 

career advancement in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

7. WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry served as role 

models and mentors for other WOC as they advanced in their careers.  

Recommendation for Theory, Research, and Practice 

Findings from the study provide several recommendations for theory, research, and 

practice.  
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Recommendations for Theory 

This research sought to explore the career advancement experience of WOC 

executives within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry through the lens of career 

motivation theory and intersectionality theory. 

Career Motivation Theory  

 This study extends the research on London’s (1983) career motivation theory. This 

theory was originally applied to studies within the business and management field to 

understand career plans, behaviors, and decisions of employees. There have been a limited 

number of studies which have incorporated career motivation theory as part of their 

theoretical framework (Akkan & Reiche, 2022; Alnıaçık, Alnıaçık, Akçin, & Erat, 2012; 

Day & Allen, 2004). Considering that there is limited research on examining career 

motivation theory in the general, the literature does not provide any research on the 

implications of career motivation theory and the lodging sector of the hospitality industry.  

 This study adds to literature on career motivation by extending the research to 

include the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. It also explored the career 

advancement experiences of 10 WOC executives in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry, and the findings from this study add to existing research on career motivation 

theory. Results from the study reveal that all three aspect of career motivation theory play a 

significant role in motivating WOC executives to advance within the sector.  

 Those who are associated with the lodging sector of the hospitality industry must 

understand the importance of the three dimensions of career motivation theory, career 

identity, career insight, and career resilience. Leaders within the hospitality industry must 

understand that employees with higher levels of the dimensions of career motivation theory 
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are more motivated to accomplish their professional goals thereby helping their 

organizations succeed. Therefore, it is recommended that additional qualitative, quantitative, 

and mixed-methods studies be conducted to extend both the career motivation and 

hospitality industry literatures.  

Intersectionality Theory  

In this study the WOC executives encountered issues of race and gender throughout 

their career advancement journeys. This research findings are consistent with the literature 

pertaining to WOC career experiences and support the key element of intersectionality 

theory that “people live multiple, layered identities derived from social relations, history, 

and the operation of structured power” (Richardson & Loubier, 2008, p.143). 

Intersectionality theory was useful in analyzing and making sense of the data collected in 

this study in that it helped to create possible explanation for why WOC experience 

difficulties advancing within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. This study 

provided additional insights into the factors based on race and gender which influence the 

career advancement experiences of WOC.  This theory should be extended to include further 

exploration of bias and oppression WOC and other marginalized groups experience within 

the hospitality industry.  

In addition to career motivation theory and intersectionality theory, future research 

may benefit from using additional theories to understand and explore the career 

advancement experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality 

industry. Based on the findings within this study, the additional theories which could be 

utilized include, Bowen’s (1966) Family Systems Theory, Garland, Farb, Goldin, & 

Fredrickson’s (2015) Mindfulness-to-meaning theory, Rotter’s (1954) Social Learning 
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Theory, Katz’s (1955) Skills Leadership Theory and Mannheim’s (1952) Generational 

Theory.  

Family Systems Theory 

 Being that family member support was identified as one of the main facilitators of 

WOC executives career advancement, future research should consider exploring the 

influence the WOC executives’ families had on their career advancement by using family 

systems theory. Family system theory, developed by Bowen (1966) is based on two basic 

assumptions:  

1. Family is the primary and, except in rare instances, the most powerful emotional 

system we ever belong to, which shapes and continues to determine the course and 

outcome of our lives; and  

2. Family relationships tend to be highly reciprocal, patterned, and repetitive, and to 

have circular rather than linear motion. (Bratcher, 1982, p.88) 

 

Using family systems theory to explore the career advancement experiences of WOC 

executives may reveal unexplored factors regarding how the WOC executives’ family 

dynamics and relationships influence their career advancement.  

Mindfulness-to-Meaning Theory  

Considering that WOC executives indicated that their self-doubt was a main 

factor in limiting or preventing their advancement throughout their career, future research 

may benefit from using a theory to explore practices or methods the WOC executives use 

to minimize their self-doubt to advance in their career. One theory which could be used is 

Mindfulness-to-Meaning theory (2015) to explore how the practice of mindfulness 

influences the WOC executives’ self-doubt. Garland, Farb, Goldin, & Fredrickson’s 

(2015) mindfulness-to-meaning theory promotes well-being by facilitating positive 

reappraisal. The reappraisal process allows an individual to “decenter from stress 
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appraisals into a metacognitive state of awareness, resulting in broadened attention to 

novel information that accommodates a reappraisal of life circumstances” (Garland et. al, 

2015, p. 377). Using the theory to examine how WOC manage their self-doubt may 

uncover additional factors which influence the career advancement of WOC executives.   

Social Learning Theory 

 Since WOC executives did not indicate that they employed identity shifting 

behaviors, such as code switching, to be accepted in the social environment of the 

workplace and advance in their careers, future research should use a theory such as 

Rotter’s social learning theory (1954) to further examine the behaviors WOC executives 

employ to be accepted in the social environment of the workplace and advance in their 

careers. The theory posits that the behavior individuals exhibit in their daily lives is based 

on their social experiences. The theory consists of three constructs 1. locus of control – 

one’s perception of the degree to which one’s behavioral outcomes are due to internal or 

external control; 2. reinforcement value – rewards following behavior, and 3. social 

context – specific situation (Houts & Kassab, 1997). Rotter’s (1954) theory could inform 

a closer examination of the WOC executives’ perceptions regarding their locus of 

control, anticipated rewards, and social experiences which influence their behaviors as 

they advance in their careers.   

Skills Leadership Theory  

 One theory which can be used to further explore the finding that some WOC 

executives credited their leadership skills instead of their professional networks as 

facilitators to their advancement, is Katz’s (1955) skills leadership theory. The theory 

posits that there are three skills executives should possess to effectively become leaders and 
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lead their teams at any management level, 1. Human skill – the ability to effectively develop 

a collaborative team while working effectively as a group member, 2. Conceptual skill – the 

ability to understand all functions of an organization and how each function interacts and 

depends on one another and 3. Technical skill – ability to understand the processes, 

procedures, and techniques of the executives’ area of specialization. A theory, such as 

Katz’s (1955) skills leadership theory, that more closely examines the skills that executives 

possess may reveal how WOC executives develop, strengthen and utilized their skills to 

advance in their careers. 

Generational Theory  

In addition, future research could use Mannheim’s Generational Theory (1952) to 

understand the differences and similarities of the career advancement experiences 

between the WOC executives and the other WOC they mentor who may be of a different 

generation then themselves. Generational theory (1952) posits that age groups within a 

population experience historical events and societal developments in their formative 

years which influence their individual behavior and cause shared behavioral 

characteristics and core values across boundaries of gender and socio-economic 

background. Based on the theory, “the distinctive and unique pattern of values, attitudes 

and behaviors that each generation possesses has important implications for how a 

generation responds to both public and social arenas” (Li, Li, & Hudson, 2013). Using 

generational theory to explore the career advancement of WOC from different 

generations may provide additional insights to the factors which influence WOC 

executives career advancement within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry.  

Recommendations for Future Research 
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The findings from this study suggest the need for research to continue in examining 

the career advancement experiences of WOC within the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. Questions which are generated based on the findings include, how do WOC 

executives cultivate their professional networks with individuals from different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds? How do WOC executives’ relationships with their family members 

influence their career advancement? How does mindfulness enable WOC executives to 

reduce their self-doubt and advance in their careers? What behaviors do WOC executives 

employ to advance in their careers? How do WOC executives develop, strengthen, and 

utilize skills to advance in their careers? What are the similarities and differences between 

different generations of WOC executives’ career advancement experiences? 

The following recommendations are made for future research based on the findings 

and generated questions: 

1. Explore how WOC executives cultivate their professional networks. In this study, 

WOC executives’ professional networks were comprised of primarily Caucasian 

men and women since there were few WOC executives. As more people of color are 

emerging in this industry, it would be important for future research to explore how 

WOC cultivate their networks both inside and outside of the organization.  

2. Explore the influence of family members on the career advancement of WOC 

executives. The findings of this study highlighted that family support is an essential 

career advancement facilitator for WOC executives in the lodging sector of the 

hospitality industry. Future research should be conducted to provide more insight 

into how family members influence WOC executives in advancing in their careers. 
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3. Explore the role of mindfulness in addressing WOC executives’ self-doubt as they 

advance in their careers. The findings of this study highlighted that participants’ 

self-doubt hindered their career advancement. Future research could be conducted to 

explore the role of mindfulness, a meditative practice used to overcome self-doubt, 

in the career advancement of WOC executives (Schiraldi, 2007). 

4. Examine the influence of an organization’s inclusion and diversity processes, 

procedures or talent management and development programs in supporting WOC 

executives in developing the skills needed to advance in their careers. The WOC 

executives in this study did not indicate that their career advancement experiences 

were influenced by their organization’s inclusion and diversity processes, 

procedures or talent management and development programs. Future research is 

needed to understand how an organizations inclusion and diversity processes, 

procedures, and programs support WOC executives in developing, strengthening, 

and utilizing skills that support their career advancement.  

5. Explore the career advancement similarities and differences between WOC and 

Men of Color (MOC) executives. It would be beneficial to assess how WOC 

executives perceived career advancement experiences compared to MOC 

executives. If the study results indicated that these populations differ in their 

perception of their career advancement experiences, the research may provide 

significant insight into potential practices within the sector and industry which 

may be causing the discrepancy.  

6. Examine the career advancement experiences of different generations of WOC.  

The findings of the study provided perspectives from Generation X WOC 
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executives, born after the baby boomers generation in the early 1960s to the late 

1970s, regarding the ways that they support other WOC’s career advancement. 

Future research is needed to understand the similarities and differences between 

the different generations (e.g., Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials) as 

they advance in their careers.  

7. Explore a more diverse WOC executive population. The ethnic and racial 

background of women in the study is noticeably unbalanced; 15 of the 

participants self-identified as African American/Black; 3 as Asian American; 1 as 

Middle Eastern, and 1 as Hispanic American. A larger and more evenly 

distributed sample could lead to new perspectives about factors which help and/or 

hinder the WOC career advancement experiences with the lodging sector of the 

hospitality industry as well as provide an increased understanding about the role 

participants race and gender may place in their career advancement journey. In 

addition, by having an equal representation from different racial groups, the 

research may provide insights between different groups of WOC executives 

regarding their career advancement experiences, such as how specific racial 

groups of women advance in their careers or the common beliefs or values shared 

by all WOC in different racial groups.  

Recommendations for Practice 

The need for more WOC executives within the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry who are able to lead diverse employees, develop and implement inclusive 

policies and practices, and provide exceptional services to guests from a variety of 

backgrounds is apparent. The present study yields practical implications for improving 
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the career advancement experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the 

hospitality industry.  

The WOC executives in this study discussed the importance of participating in 

diverse work experiences to advance into executive positions. To assist WOC in 

acquiring diverse work experiences, human resource development (HRD) professionals 

in the lodging organizations should develop and implement rotational programs. By 

offering rotational programs, individuals will be given the opportunity to learn about the 

various business functions, develop new skills, and participate in diverse activities which 

will give them the experience needed to be considered for future leadership roles. HRD 

professionals could also incorporate performance management systems which could help 

employees record, track, and monitor their various work experiences and chart their 

progress for promotion.  

In addition to obtaining diverse work experiences, the WOC executives also 

indicated that their professional networks were instrumental in supporting their career 

advancement. To assist WOC in developing professional networks, HRD professionals 

should develop leadership development training, mentoring, and coaching programs 

which will assist WOC and all employees in improving their communication and social 

interaction skills (e.g., increasing self-awareness, eliminating microaggressions, and 

reducing unconscious bias) to aid them in nurturing their professional networks. These 

programs should also incorporate activities and initiatives to decrease WOC’s self- doubt 

and perception of otherness, increase WOC’s self-confidence, and improve WOC’s 

mindfulness, as well as sense of belonging within the workplace. 
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HRD professionals should also implement tools that will aid WOC and all 

employees in tracking and managing their professional relationships. In addition, HRD 

professionals should also develop informal and formal programs that will introduce WOC 

to leaders from diverse departments within the organization as well as other WOC 

throughout the organization. This programming should be interactive and allow time for 

individuals to get to know each other on a one-on-one basis while also providing WOC 

executives with the opportunity to share their career advancement stories to educate 

others about the strategies they employed and challenges they overcame to advance in 

their careers. HRD professionals should also increase their on-the-job contact between 

leaders and WOC employees and take measures to hold leaders accountable for their 

behaviors by setting clear expectations and consequences, giving constructive feedback 

on their performance, and providing coaching.  

HRD professionals should also develop programs and policies to support WOC in 

managing the demands of their career and family life. The programs and policies should 

allow flexible work options, family and parental leave, and childcare support which 

would allow WOC to focus on the responsibilities of their positions while also fulfilling 

their familial duties and reducing the amount of stress on their own family members. 

HRD professionals should also develop and enhance their relocation programs to ensure 

that the policies and procedures are family-friendly and provide helpful services such as 

relocation counseling, home selling and purchasing support, and spouse career services to 

minimize the stress of relocating with a family. 

In addition, HRD professionals should collaborate with their organizational 

leaders to develop, modify and implement processes to eliminate institutional biases and 
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build a more inclusive and equitable work culture by creating systems that address the 

needs of all employees, infusing diversity and inclusion in business strategies, holding 

leaders accountable for driving inclusion and diversity outcomes, and refining talent 

management and development policies and processes (Cox, & Lancefield, 2021).   

By incorporating these initiatives into organizations within the lodging sector of 

the hospitality industry, HRD professionals will be taking steps to improve the hospitality 

work culture and create a more inclusive, fair, and equitable work culture that provides 

WOC with the skills, opportunities, and tools they need to reach their potential and 

advance to executive positions within the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

Finally, the findings from this study may offer insights and implications for WOC in other 

industries who would like to advance to executive positions.  

Conclusion 

This basic qualitative study sought to understand the career advancement 

experiences of WOC executives in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry. 

Twenty WOC executives took part in in-depth interviews that required them to reflect on 

their career advancement experiences and the factors that supported or challenged their 

advancement.  

Regardless of the challenging experiences these WOC executives encountered, all 

participants were able to persevere and advance to executive positions with the support of 

their professional networks and family members. These support systems helped them to 

manage the demanding work environment while also providing emotional and mental 

support during times of doubt and loneliness.  
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In addition, they did not let their gender and/or race impede their success. They 

stayed focused on acquiring the experiences and knowledge they needed to advance and 

once giving the opportunity to lead, they exemplified as trailblazers, and leveraged their 

diverse backgrounds and experiences to create a path for other WOC to succeed. 
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Appendix A – Recruitment Email  

Hello,  

 

My name is Neenia Barlatt-Higgins and I am a doctoral candidate at the George 

Washington University (GWU) in Washington, D.C. I am conducting my dissertation 

research to explore the career advancement experiences of women of color (WOC) 

executives in the U.S. hospitality industry.  

 

I would like to invite you to participate in this research study if you meet the following 

criteria: 

1. Self-identify as a WOC as defined by this study based on definition below  

2. Serve in a leadership position (e.g., Director, Vice President, Executive Vice 

President, Senior Vice President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, 

President, CEO) in the lodging sector (i.e. hotels, motels, resorts, and bed and 

breakfasts) as defined by this study. 

 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions will be used: 

Women of Color: Women who self-identify as Black, African, African American, 

Hispanic, Latina, Asian, Asian American, Pacific Islander, American Indian, Native 

American, or Alaskan Native. Also included in this definition are women who may be 

biracial or multiracial and self-identify as belonging to one or more of the groups listed.  

 

Executive: One of the following leadership positions: Director, Vice President, Executive 

Vice President, Senior Vice President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, 

President, CEO. 

 

Hospitality Industry: Industry that consists of organizations which provide 

accommodations (e.g. hotels, motels, resorts, inns, bed and breakfasts, and casinos) and 

foodservice (e.g. full, quick, and casual service restaurants, bar and beverage 

management, private clubs, catering, and event management). 

 

Participation in the study will include one 60-90 minute interview conducted in a video 

audio media of your choice. If you meet the criteria and are interested in the participating 

in this study please contact me at nbaratt@gwu.edu and share with me your preferred 

way of communication. I will then contact you with more information and answer any 

questions you may have.  

 

Thank you for your time and consideration  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Neenia Barlatt-Higgins 

Doctoral Candidate  

Human and Organizational Learning  

The George Washington University 

mailto:nbaratt@gwu.edu
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Appendix B – Informed Consent Form  

Research Study Title: 

 

Trailblazers in Hospitality: 

Career Advancement Experiences of Women of Color Executives 

 

IRB#___________ 

Principal Investigator: Maria Cseh, Ph.D. 202-994-8649 

Co-Investigator: Neenia Barlatt-Higgins, M.Ed. 732-236-2811 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study conducted by Neenia Barlatt-Higgins, 

Human and Organizational Learning (HOL) doctoral candidate, under the supervision of 

Maria Cseh, Associate Professor of Human and Organizational Learning in the Graduate 

School of Education and Human Development (GSEHD) at the George Washington 

University (GWU).  

 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to understand the career advancement 

experiences of Women of Color (WOC) leaders in the lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality 

industry.  

 

Please note that your participation in this research project is voluntary. You may choose 

not to answer any questions or withdraw your participation at any time. Although there 

will be several benefits for research and practice to your participation as described in the 

benefits section below, you will not receive any monetary compensation for your 

participation and there will be no penalty for opting not to participate in this study. 

 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH AND PROJECT 

 

You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you indicated that you 

meet the following criteria: 

 

1. Self-identify as a WOC as defined by this study based on definition below  

2. Serve in a leadership position (e.g., Director, Vice President, Executive Vice 

President, Senior Vice President, Chief, Managing Director, Principal/Partner, 

President, CEO) in the lodging sector (i.e. hotels, motels, resorts, and bed and 

breakfasts) as defined by this study. 

 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions will be used: 

Women of Color: Women who self-identify as Black, African, African American, 

Hispanic, Latina, Asian, Asian American, Pacific Islander, American Indian, Native 

American, or Alaskan Native. Also included in this definition are women who may be 

biracial or multiracial and self-identify as belonging to one or more of the groups listed.  



124 
 

 

Executive:  One of the following leadership positions: Director, Vice President, 

Executive Vice President, Senior Vice President, Chief, Managing Director, 

Principal/Partner, President, CEO. 

 

Hospitality Industry: Industry that consists of organizations which provide 

accommodations (e.g. hotels, motels, resorts, inns, bed and breakfasts, and casinos) and 

foodservice (e.g. full, quick, and casual service restaurants, bar and beverage 

management, private clubs, catering, and event management). 

 

STUDY PROCEDURES 

 

The total amount of time you will spend on this study is 60-90 minutes. Apart from the 

time you will spend with me, there are no additional costs associated with the study 

participation. During this study you will be asked to: 

 

1. Reflect – prior to your initial interview, you will be asked to reflect on your career 

advancement experiences and the factors that supported or challenged your 

advancement.  

2. Participate in virtual digitally recorded interviews (60-90 minutes duration) 

3. Member Check (Individual) – You will be asked to review the interview transcript 

developed based on your interview and provide feedback/corrections  

 

RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY  

 

There are only minimal risks to this research. Every effort will be made to keep your 

information confidential. The following steps will be taken to preserve your 

confidentiality: 

 

1. Each participant will be given a pseudonym to preserve confidentiality of the data 

collected. 

2. All data collected will be electronically encrypted and stored on a password 

protected computer. 

3. Any identifiable information that is shared (e.g., employer, university attend, etc.) 

will be changed to a generic descriptor in the final transcription (e.g., works for a 

large hospitality organization; attended a private university in the Northeast). 

4. The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or 

presentations, the researcher will not include any information that will make it 

possible to identify you as a subject.  

5. All findings will be presented in aggregate form and any direct quotations that 

will be used will be selected in such a way that no participant, their organization, 

or any other names can be identified. If results of this research study are reported 

in journals or presentations, you and your affiliations will not be in any way 

identified. 
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BENEFITS 

 

There is no compensation for participating in this study; however, this study will 

contribute to existing knowledge regarding the career advancement experiences of 

women of color in the corporate sector.  

 

PROBLEMS OR QUESTIONS 

 

Research specific questions should be addressed to Neenia Barlatt-Higgins by telephone, 

732-236-2811 or email at nbarlatt@gwu.edu. You may also contact the principal 

investigator, Dr. Maria Cseh, at telephone at 202-994-8649 or by email at 

cseh@gwu.edu. The Office of Human Research of The George Washington University 

can provide further information about your rights as a research subject: 202-994-2715.  

 

To ensure confidentiality, your signature is not required on this document unless you 

prefer to sign it. Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied if you 

proceed. 

 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again.  
  

mailto:nbarlatt@gwu.edu
mailto:cseh@gwu.edu
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Appendix C – Interview Guide   

Thank you for participating in this research study. I greatly appreciate your time and 

support.  

 

You have been asked to participate in this interview because you identified yourself as a 

woman of color as defined by this study and you serve in a leadership position (e.g., 

Director, Vice President, Executive Vice President, Senior Vice President, Chief, 

Managing Director, Principal/Partner, President, CEO) in the lodging sector (i.e. hotels, 

motels, resorts, and bed and breakfasts) as defined by this study. 

 

Our conversation is scheduled to last approximately 60-90 minutes. Please know that 

confidentiality of our discussion today is of my utmost concern. Your name will not be 

used in my formal write-up; all data collected will be presented in aggregate form, and 

any reference to you will be presented with a pseudonym. Please note there are no right 

or wrong answers. If at any time, you feel uncomfortable answering a question, just let 

me know. We will skip it and move on.  

 

I would like to ask your permission to digitally record our conversation. By recording our 

session, I can focus on our conversation and not on taking notes. Please let me know if 

you agree with the recording.  

 

(Participant Agrees) Since you agree with the digital recording, I will start the recording 

now and record your agreement. I also want to let you know that all recordings will be 

destroyed once they have been transcribed. Please note it would be best for you not to 

mention any names of people in your organization. However, if you do happen to say any 

names, those names will be removed.  

 

Please let me know if you have any questions.   

 

Introductory Questions  

 

As we begin, I was wondering if you could tell me a little bit about your current role and 

the company where you currently work. 

Probing Questions: 

1. What are your responsibilities? 

2. What do you enjoy about the work you do? 

 

Main Questions 

 

I would like to continue our conversation with a few questions that will allow me to 

understand your career advancement experiences within the lodging sector of the U.S. 

hospitality industry.  

 

1. Please tell me about how you started working in the U.S. hospitality industry and 

how your career developed? 
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Probing Question: 

a. Do you have a hospitality degree?   

i. If yes, do you believe that a degree in hospitality is necessary for 

advancement in this industry?  

b. What was your first hospitality job? 

 

2. As you reflect on your career, can you share with me who or what helped you 

advance in your career?  

Probing Questions: 

a. What were the personal factors which helped you? 

b. What were the organizational factors (e.g., systems, structures) which 

helped you? 

 

3. Now that we have discussed the factors which helped you advance in your career, 

can you give an example for factors which hindered your career advancement and 

how you overcame them, if any?  

Probing Questions: 

a. What were the personal factors which hindered you? 

b. What were the organizational factors (e.g., systems, structures) which 

hindered you? 

 

I would like to now discuss your career motivation for becoming an executive in the 

lodging sector of the U.S. hospitality industry.  

 

1. How has being an executive defined you personally, if at all?  

Probing Questions: 

a. In what ways are you committed to your job as an executive? 

b. What kind of satisfaction do you receive from your work and how 

does that compare to other areas in your life? 

 

2. Can you please describe the relationship between your professional life goals 

and personal life goals? 

Probing Question: 

a. In what ways do you feel your personal life goals and your 

professional life goals are being met as an executive? 

 

3. When you think about your career advancement journey over the years, what 

ways did you improve your abilities as an executive? 

Probing Question: 

a. What do you believe are important abilities that a person should have 

to be an effective executive? 

b. How do you define being an effective executive? 

4. Have you ever had doubts of whether you should pursue an executive position 

within the sector?  If yes, how were you able to overcome those doubts? 

Probing Question: 
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a. Have you ever felt like leaving the hospitality industry? If yes, what 

influenced you to change your mind? 

 

I would now like to ask you a few questions about your experiences as a woman of color 

in an executive hospitality role.  

 

1. What is it like to be a woman of color in an executive hospitality role? 

Probing Questions: 

a. Are there benefits or advantages?  What are they? 

b. Are there challenges or disadvantages?  What are they? How have you 

overcome them? 

 

2. Please describe any experiences related to your career advancement where you 

believe gender, race, and/or ethnicity may have influenced the process of career 

advancement 

Probing Questions: 

a. Do you feel there are any upsides or downsides of being female when 

applying for executive jobs in the U.S. hospitality industry? If yes, why? If 

no, why not or why do you say? 

b. Do you feel there are any upsides or downsides of being a woman of color 

when applying for executive jobs in the U.S. hospitality industry? If yes, 

why? If no, why not or why do you say? 

c. Do you feel that your, gender, race, and/or ethnicity played a part in terms 

of how you were perceived –positively or negatively – as an executive 

candidate? If yes, why? If no, why not or why do you say? 

d. Why do you think that you did (or did not) perceive any bias – positive or 

negative – based on your expertise, gender, race and/or ethnicity 

throughout your career?  

Final Questions 

 

1. What advice would you give other women of color who want to advance to 

executive hospitality roles? 

2. Is there anything else that you would like to share with me about your experiences 

as an executive that I did not cover? 
 

Closing the Interview 
 

I want to thank you for taking the time to share your thoughts and feelings with me today.  
 

In closing the interview, I would like to ask you if you think of anything later that you 

wish you would have told me, please do not hesitate to let me know. 
 

Next Steps 
 

Once the interview transcript has been received, I will send you a copy of the 

transcription for your review. Because of the sensitive nature of your comments and to 
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ensure confidentiality, is it still okay to send the transcripts to xxxx@xxxx.com (or the 

email address you provided)? 
 

Also, as I read the transcription, I may have follow-up questions, are you ok with me 

reaching out to you to discuss questions I may have? 
 

Thank you again for your time and involvement in this study. 
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Appendix D – Women of Color Pseudonym Names and Background  

Participant 

Pseudonym* 

Full Name of  

Women of Color   

Ethnic Background/Race and Positive Difference Made 

Tammy Tammy Duckworth Asian American - First Senator 

Kalpana Kalpana Chawala  Indian American - First Astronaut 

Donyale Donyale Luna African American/Black - First Supermodel 

Mahalia Mahalia Jackson African American/Black, World Renowned Gospel 

Singer 

Amelia Amelia Boynton 

Robinson 

African American/Black - Civil Rights Pioneer 

Sonia  Sonia Maria Sotomyor Hispanic American/Latina American - First member of 

the Supreme Court 

Raye Raye Montague African American/Black, Navel engineer credited with 

revolutionizing the way the Navy's ships are designed 

Patsy Patsy Mink First woman of color elected to the U.S. House of 

Representatives and the first Asian-American woman to 

serve in Congress 

Lynda Lynda Blackmon Lowery  African American/Black, youngest participant to ever 

take part in the Selma Voting Rights March 

Althea Althea Gibson First African American/Black Professional Tennis player 

Hattie Hattie McDaniel First African American/Black Oscar winner 

Florence  Florence Beatrice (Smith) 

Price 

First African American/Black composer to have a 

symphony performed by a major American orchestra 

Ida Ida B. Wells African American/Black, Journalist, abolitionist and 

feminist 

Sylvia  Sylvia Rivera Venezuelan-Puerto Rican American, One of the original 

LGBTQ activists; 

Wilma  Wilma Mankiller First female Native American Chief of the Cherokee 

Nation 

Mildred Mildred Loving African American/Black, she and her white husband 

were an interracial couple whose historic Supreme Court 

case helped to erase segregation laws in the U.S., 

partners can now marry outside of their race 

Constance  Constance Baker Motley First African/Black elected to New York State Senate 

Ileana Ileana Ros-Lehtinen First Latina elected to the US Congress, and the first 

Republican in congress to publicly support the passage of 

the marriage equality act. 

Hazel Hazel B. Garland First African American/Black to serve as Editor-in-Chief 

on a national circulated newspaper chain 

Raven Raven Wilkinson First African American woman to dance for a major 

classical ballet company 
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Appendix E – Participant Profiles 

 Each of the WOC who participated in this study shared insightful stories that 

contributed to answering the study’s research questions. To provide context for their 

stories, their succinct profiles are presented below.  

 Tammy. Tammy is in her late 50s, married, with one adult child. She has more 

than 20 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

She started working in the lodging sector while in college to support herself and her 

parents. Working within the lodging sector was not a career she originally had any 

interest in, but she fell in love with the industry and has been working within the sector 

ever since and has held various hotel management and operations positions.  

 Kalpana. Kalpana is in her mid-50s, single, with two adult children. She has 

more than 15 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. She started working in the lodging sector right out of high school and loved it. 

She was drawn to the industry because she enjoyed working with people and believed 

that the industry was fun and provided a positive atmosphere to work in. Within the 

industry she specializes in sales and marketing.  

 Donyale. Donyale is in her late 40s, single, with one adult child. She has more 

than 15 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

She started working in the lodging sector as an intern while in college. She was not 

originally pursuing a career within the lodging sector, but her internship experience 

provided her with greater insight into the sector which served as a catalyst to her decision 

to stay within the sector and build her career within the human resources field of the 

sector. 



132 
 

 Mahalia. Mahalia is in her early 50s, married, with two young adults. She has 

more than 16 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. She started working in the lodging sector after graduate school. Her area of 

focus within the sector has been primarily finance, however, throughout her career she 

has taken steps to enhance her knowledge of the sector. For example, she also served as a 

VP of Operations where she was able to expand her understanding of hotel operations 

while leading a new and diverse team.    

Amelia. Amelia is in her mid-40s, married, with two young children. She has 

more than 20 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. She started working in the lodging sector before finishing her undergraduate 

degree and has been working in the industry ever since within the financial area of the 

sector. She has chosen to stay with the industry because it is a dynamic and people/team-

oriented environment.  

Sonia. Sonia is in her late 50s, divorced, with no children. She has more than 20 

years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. She 

started working in the lodging sector in college and fell in love with the industry because 

of the fun environment and the variety of opportunities to learn and travel. She has served 

in a variety of roles within the sector but is now primarily focused on hotel management 

and operations.  

 Raye. Raye is in her late 40s, single, with no children. She has more than 20 

years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. She 

started working in the lodging sector as a summer part-time job while she was a college 

student. She never intended to pursue the hospitality industry as her career field. 
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However, her experiences working in the sector left a lasting impression on her and 

motivated her to build her career in hotel operations within the industry.  

Patsy. Patsy is in her early 50s, married, with two adult children. She has more 

than 20 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

She started working in the lodging sector while she was getting her undergraduate and 

graduate degrees. Upon graduating with her master’s degree, she made the decision to 

stay in the lodging sector for at least 2 years to see if she could make a career in it. At the 

end of the 2 years, she decided that the lodging sector was a fun, interesting, and flexible 

industry where she could build her career focusing on hotel management and operations.  

Lynda. Lynda is in her early 40s, married, one young child. She has more than 15 

years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. After 

graduating from college and working in a job she did not like, she decided to take some 

time to figure out what she truly loved. She decided that she loved hotels and the 

hospitality industry but did not have a degree or experience in the industry. She stayed 

focused on her goal of obtaining a position in the industry and due to her perseverance 

and passion she has been in the industry ever since focused on assessment management. 

Althea. Althea is in her mid-40s, single, with no children. She entered the lodging 

sector after working in a variety of other industries. Based on her previous work 

experience she entered the sector in an executive position focusing on learning and 

development. However, to learn more about the sector and its operations, she went to 

hotel properties and participated in daily activities (e.g., making beds) and shadowed 

hotel staff and general managers.  
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 Hattie. Hattie is in her early 40s, single, one young child. She entered the lodging 

sector while she was getting her undergraduate degree in a field outside of hospitality. 

She decided to continue working within the industry upon graduation as the industry 

provided her with more job stability than positions aligned to her undergraduate degree. 

She has held a variety of leadership roles within the sector focused on sales and 

marketing.  

 Florence. Florence is in her early 60s, married, with two adult children. After 

working 20 years in corporate America, she left her job to start her own business focused 

on meeting and event planning within the lodging sector. She leveraged her community 

networks, personal experience and education in event planning to build her business.  

 Ida. Ida is in her late 40s, single, with one adult child. She entered the lodging 

sector as a career changer. Since obtaining a position in the sector over 20 years ago, she 

has held a variety of hotel operations positions which have provided her with a solid 

understanding of hotel management and operations procedures.  

Sylvia. Sylvia is in her mid-40s, married, with two young children. She entered 

the lodging sector after working on hotel cases at a global law firm. Her experience 

working on the cases sparked her interest in the lodging sector and led her to pursue an 

in-house counsel within a hotel company. Since joining the lodging sector over 9 years 

ago, she has held in-house counsel executive positions within the lodging sector.  

 Wilma. Wilma is in her early 40s, married, with two young children. As an 

immigrant, she worked in the lodging sector within her home country before coming to 

the United States to attend graduate school. Upon graduating with a master’s degree in 

hospitality management, she acquired a number of roles within hospitality organizations 
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that included asset and revenue management positions before becoming a Chief 

Operating Officer.  

Mildred. Mildred is in her early 30s, married, with no children. Though she had 

minored in hospitality in college, she did not intend to work directly in the field. 

Throughout her career she has held marketing roles within various industries and entered 

the lodging sector over 9 years ago leading marketing initiatives for a hotel company.  

 Constance. Constance is in her early 40s, married, with two young children. She 

has more than 15 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality 

industry. She entered the sector as an attorney and has worked on a variety of legal 

matters for hotels including procurement agreements, real estate transactions and 

employment law.  

Ileana. Ileana is in her early 40s, married, with two young children. She has more 

than 5 years of professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. 

She started her career within the technology field and has been able to transfer her 

knowledge and expertise in technology into the lodging sector where she leads projects 

focused on technological transformations.  

Hazel. Hazel is in her late 40s, single, no children. She has more than 20 years of 

professional experience in the lodging sector of the hospitality industry. She did not begin 

her career in the hospitality industry but began working for the industry 5 years after 

leaving college. Her roles within the lodging sector of the industry have primarily 

focused on investment analysis.  

 Raven. Raven is in her late 30s, single, no children. She entered the hospitality 

industry later in her career after working in a variety of industries as a marketing 
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specialist. For over 5 years she has served in leadership roles within the lodging sector 

focused on marketing and diversity and inclusion.   

 


