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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
Race, Gender, and Representational Democracy:  

Perceptions of African American Women in the Federal Bureaucracy 
 

The government of the United States was established as a representative 

democracy, requiring both popular sovereignty and a representative bureaucracy charged 

with managing the government and establishing the focus and priorities of the collective 

existence of its citizens.  Diverse government leadership is seen as contributing to the 

perception and reality of shared social responsibility, and the belief that policies that are 

developed and promulgated by a representative federal workforce take into consideration 

diverse opinions and perspectives: a critical factor in government “of the people.”   

African American women are underrepresented in executive positions where 

decisions regarding the planning, management, and evaluation of government initiatives 

and programs are made.  Although they represent more than 15% of the Federal 

workforce (proportionate to their numbers in the civilian labor force), among the senior 

government decision makers they number approximately 2.5%, showing a decline since 

the mid 1990s.  Most studies that address the representational distribution of workers 

lumps all women together or segregates all minority women, without regard for their 

racial and cultural backgrounds. The result of this assumed homogeneity provides a 

distorted view of the differential impediments encountered, and limits consideration of 

group specific influences on their careers.   

This research study explores the experiences of a group of African American 

women who have achieved executive, decision making status in the Federal workforce.  
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It examines their perceptions regarding the influence of race and gender on their careers.  

The manifestation of these factors is presented as analogous to their social identity and 

their individual and collective workplace histories.   Bandura’s social cognitive theory is 

explored to acknowledge the influence of evolved factors in human adaptation and 

change, and how early life gender role identity and socialization influences career 

decisions.  Hackett’s social cognitive career theory is applied to examine the interactions 

between the individual, their behavior and the influences and barriers encountered in their 

workplace environments.  Findings revealed that views of their heritage, birthright, and 

presumptions of their responsibilities to carry forward a legacy of responsibility and 

forbearance provided successfully alternatives that were applied to address the obstacles 

imposed by negative presumptions concerning their race, gender and career potential. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 
Overview 

“The principal justification for policy determination by administrative officials in 

a democratic system is completely destroyed when its personnel are not representative of 

the heterogeneous American community” (Levitan, 1946).  African American women are 

one segment of the population that is significantly underrepresented in the top levels of 

the hierarchy throughout the federal workforce.  Although they represent approximately 

14% of all Federal job holders, (proportionate to their participation in the labor force) 

they occupy only 2.9% of top policy making positions.   

In an era of global competitive economies and ever increasing standards for 

increased efficiency and performance by government, one must question if current levels 

of participation by African American women fully maximize the capabilities and 

contributions of this segment of the workforce, adding their voice and perspective to the 

myriad policy issues facing our nation.  

The government of the United States is viewed as a representative democracy, 

requiring both popular sovereignty (Gonzalez, 2003; DeHart, 2004) and a representative 

federal labor force or bureaucracy (Held, 1996), that is charged with managing the 

government and establishing the focus and priorities that benefit our collective existence 

as a nation (Krantz, 1975).  Although our government structure initially was not 

established or described as a true democracy, granting equal justice to all members of the 

society under the law,  it is viewed as the first liberal democracy on the basis of its 



 

2 
 

founder’s shared commitment to the principle of “natural freedom” and presumed 

equality (Nielson & Wolf, 2001).   

The structure of our government provides for shared responsibility among the 

legislative, judiciary and executive branches.  While the establishment of democratic 

representation is clearly outlined in the electoral process that selects the legislative branch 

and the key executive, the President, there was less clarity regarding the equitable 

representation within the executive departments (Naff, 2001; Dehart, 2004).  

Mills, (1951) speaks of the expressed concerns of founding father James Madison 

(Federalist Papers #10) regarding how to eliminate the negative effects of factionalism 

among the state populations.  In an effort to avoid the establishment of a fractionalized 

government, where competing judiciary, legislative, and executive branches would 

struggle over how day to day organizational responsibilities would be assigned, he 

suggested that the administration of government be “refined to enlarge the public views, 

passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens” that possessed the 

necessary knowledge and skills of management.  This approach moved the responsibility 

of governance from the general public and elected officials to a government run 

organizational structure, the federal bureaucracy.    

In his presentation of British civil service and the role in representation by the 

ruling class, Kingsley (1944), argued that the bureaucracy, or civil service, should mirror 

the demographics of the population served.  Long (1952) and Mosher (1982) expanded 

that argument when applying it to the United States and included more egalitarian 

notions.  In their view, the bureaucracy fills the gap left by the political institutions (the 
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House of Representatives and the Senate), which may be elected by majority vote, thus 

limiting or excluding representation by minority populations.  A representative 

bureaucracy also provides continuity as elected leaders transition as a result of the 

electoral process (Dahl, 1989), assigning responsibility to trained managers who oversee 

government operations while attempting to mitigate the ever changing influence of 

politically motivated preferences and changes in operational processes.  Meir and Winkle 

(1999) advocate for a diverse government leadership that is capable of contributing to the 

understanding of shared social responsibility.  This in turn supports a greater likelihood 

of the acceptance of the policies that are developed and promulgated by a representative 

bureaucratic workforce: a critical factor in a democracy “of the people”.  

 
Passive and Active Representation 

The responsibilities assigned to the bureaucracy fulfill two types of 

representation: passive and active (Robinson, 1986; Naff, 1994).  Passive or descriptive 

sociological representativeness concerns the origin and specific demographics of 

individuals working within the bureaucratic structure and the degree to which they mirror 

the society that is served.  It requires accounting for the number of individuals that 

participate in governing and assigning rates of participation on the basis of political, 

social and economic determinates.  In contrast, active or responsible representativeness 

looks beyond that numeric description of the individuals included in the bureaucracy and 

their percentages within the general population.  It focuses on the extent to which 

bureaucrats seek to provide or allocate benefits to the segments of society that they 

represent and the subsequent results of the participation of a selected group on the 
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democratic process.  This reflection examines the results derived from their presence and 

how that presence directs and influences the policies that govern the larger society.  

Building a bureaucracy that ensures the equitable participation among decision makers 

“benefits a democratic, representative society by providing a broader spectrum of 

deliberation, as national policies are promulgated (Dahl 1989, pg. 30).   

The obvious question then becomes; are America’s diverse populations 

adequately represented within the bureaucratic structure, and what is the result of their 

levels of representation on themselves and the functions of government?  Examination of 

the participation of African American women is needed to determine how the level of 

their representation helps to ensure that both representational standards: passive, numeric 

representation and active participation influences the principles, policies, and practices of 

government operations.  

Lim (2006) argues that passive/descriptive representation is much more than a 

numerical assessment.  It also allows for three non numerical levels of impact:  (1) 

unintentional changes in the behavior of minority bureaucrats; (2) changes in the 

behavior of non-minority bureaucrats; and (3) changes in the behavior of clients – the 

American populace.  Thus for this study, passive representation - the discussion of the 

numbers and descriptions of the senior level African American female incumbents - seeks 

to understand how they perceive the influence of their rates of participation on their 

personal actions and career decisions, the interaction and responses of their presence on 

their coworkers, the organization, and the management and delivery of the services to the 

American public provided through their federal agency.   Or said another way, this study 
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seeks to explore if and how the lack of equitable numerical representation influences their 

behavior and how that factor influences their approach to their job responsibilities and 

interaction with their coworkers.  

Examples of the third level of consideration of the results of passive and active 

representation on client and recipient perceptions of services is found in Meier and 

Nicholson-Crotty’s (2006) report of female client victims of sexual assault.  They found 

that as the number of female police officers in the local community increased, clients 

were more likely to report incidences of assault.  The clients noted the degree of comfort 

that existed when there was an “innate” awareness and empathy of the services needed by 

providers.  In an additional study Brown, Cervero and Johnson-Bailey’s (2000) review of 

African American female math teachers revealed that there were additional influences on 

the perceptions of those served by the presence or absence of proportionate 

representational numbers that also affected the level and quality of communication.   

Saltzetein (1979) presents the following as a model to link passive and active 

representation:  Social Origins > Values > Actions > Policy Outcomes.  The social 

origins and values are said to predict the values and attitudes of the incumbents and in 

turn influence the policy and decision making processes.  Thompson (1976) and Meir and 

Stewart (1992) present three conditions that link passive representation to active 

representation. (1) The bureaucrat’s discretion in the decision making process; (2) the 

existence of a salient link between the social group in question and the services that the 

bureaucracy provides; and (3) the ability to link bureaucrats to the decision that they 

make; i.e. who are the decision makers?  
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Applying Meir and Stewart’s conditional links of passive and active 

representation: in the Federal workforce, the decision making processes and discretion 

applied in directing broad goals and strategic decisions are managed by a well defined 

hierarchy that assigns key decisions to the highest ranked executives. The salient link of 

services delivered by the respondents of this study is worker support and services which 

incorporates both the study incumbents and their social group which has a long 

influential history within the American workforce.   

The response to Meir and Stewart’s third concern for the link of passive and 

active representation to the key decision makers, that responsibility rests generally resides 

with the Senior Executive Service (SES) and General Schedule (GS) 15 executives, 

including the participants of this research effort.  These positions are charged with 

directing and promoting the delivery of services provided by the government and 

constitutes the higher ranked, upper tier, and key policy and decision making employees.  

Career SES is the highest level of government employment that can be attained without 

political sponsorship (approximately 1 percent of all positions in the bureaucracy).  

Employees at the GS 15 level constitute the internal pipeline from which SES candidates 

are routinely chosen, and share the responsibilities of top level decision making and 

executive policy direction.  

In describing the dilemma of structuring a democratic bureaucracy, Naff (2001 

points to the contradiction between democratic principles of inclusion and bureaucratic 

management imperatives.  He notes that while the bureaucratic structure was devised to 

minimize the influence of politics: “great power belongs to those who carry out the 
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decisions of public policy” (pg. 10).  Bureaucrats have considerable latitude to determine 

how to carry out legislative mandates.  Describing the administrative responsibility given 

to these managers, Levitan (1946) suggests that to make the bureaucracy more 

responsible, it is essential that it be representative of American society and act as a 

“funnel” for divergent points of view and diverse skills and talents.  By expanding the 

participation of previously excluded groups within the society, both the effectiveness and 

“legitimacy” of government actions are expanded.   

 
Intersectionality of Race and Gender 

Intersectionality is a term applied to explain the connective relationship of our 

lives.  It provides a way to examine the multiple ways that social and cultural categories 

and designations used to describe us converge and are manifested in our perceptions of 

self (Collins 1990, 1998; Riley 2004).  The inequalities imposed by social and cultural 

perceptions do not act independent of one another; but instead form interrelated systems 

of oppression which act to discriminate against racial and cultural minorities (Crenshaw 

1971; Collins 2000; Mann & Huffman 2005; Ritzer 2007).    

An intersectional approach to analyzing the disempowerment of 
marginalized women attempts to capture the consequences of the 
interaction between two or more forms of subordination.  It addresses the 
manner in which racism, patriarchy, class oppression and other 
discriminatory systems create inequities that structure the relative 
positions of women, races, ethnicities, class or the like  ….racially 
subordinated women are often positions in the space where racism or 
xenophobia, class and gender meet.  They are consequently subjected to 
injury by the heavy flow of traffic traveling along these roads” (United 
Nations 2001).   
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This study explores the career experiences of a group of African American 

women who have risen to the highest echelons of the federal government job structure.  It 

searches how they view the experience of their ascent and how they identify the results of 

the influence of their presence as members of the Federal bureaucracy.  It is an 

exploration of their perceptions of the primary intrinsic and extrinsic issues that have 

influenced their careers.  Of particular interest is if and how they view the intersection of 

their gender and race on those experiences. 

Kingsley’s (1944) espousal of the importance of representative bureaucracy from 

the reflection of the class origins of the nation has expanded to recognition that 

consideration must also be given to representation that includes the inclusion of women 

and minority groups.  In their assessment of the status of human resource management 

efforts that support enhanced opportunities for women and people of color within the 

Federal bureaucracy, the National Performance Review (1993) noted that the “federal 

government has not been successful at eradicating discriminatory barriers, and attracting, 

retaining and advancing members of all segments of society at all grade levels.”  Further, 

appraising the impact of passive and active representation, the Review suggested that one 

must first ask if people of color and women have the same opportunities to have their 

voices heard, and if not what impediments have muted their influence.  Examination of 

the their perceptions of the structures and/or policies that may limit their advancement 

into higher level, policy making positions that impact the electorate and broader 

communities is obligatory.  Or, as Naff (2001) suggests, limitations imposed by gender 
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and race will remain as barriers limiting their full inclusion and influence in a 

representative bureaucracy.   

At no other time in our nation’s history has the intersection of race and gender 

been more to the forefront of both private and public discussion and analysis.  

Exploration of the feasibility of this study began at a time when the country is engaged in 

discussion of not only the usual political and policy considerations that emerge as we 

elect candidates for the highest office in the land, but at a time when the influence of the 

gender and race of the leading candidates was a open and ongoing dialog.  What does it 

mean to be a woman?  What does it mean to be an African American, and how do these 

self and societal definitions and social identifiers define who the candidates were, what 

they stand for, and who and what they represented?   

Supreme Court Justice Sotomeyer spent much of her nomination hearing 

explaining her previous declaration concerning how the influences of being a Latina 

woman should receive appropriate consideration in the selection of local and national 

judges.  Rightly or wrongly, the factors of race and gender are presented as shortcuts to 

understanding who one is and what one stands for or represents.  The question of how 

those identifiers influence beliefs and decision making processes continues to be under 

scrutiny.  The examination of how these factors determine what individuals with these 

identifiers stand for, how they will govern, and what will be the results of their passive 

and active representation is paramount in the decisions made by the electorate.  What is 

occurring in the electoral process mirrors the continuing deliberation of the affect of 
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gender and race on ones’ individual and professional accomplishments.  More than ever 

before, recognition, contemplation and consideration of these factors are unavoidable.  

 
Statement of the Problem 

The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 officially sanctioned the establishment and 

importance of a representative bureaucracy.  5 U.S.C.2301 [b] [1] authorized the 

establishment of a federal workforce reflecting the demographic makeup of the nation 

and manifesting the values of the citizenry.  The theory of representative bureaucracy 

emerged as an antidote to bureaucratic power, including the growing concern for insuring 

that women and people of color were included in all levels of the bureaucracy. 

The U. S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) issued informal 

guidelines that allows, but does not require agencies to set numerical goals where there is 

a “manifest imbalance or conspicuous absence of a particular group” (EEOC, 1987).  

Support for these efforts within specific agencies has been mixed over the past two 

decades.  Although most observers agree that the kind of overt discrimination that led to 

the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is gone, (Pettigrew, 1979; Collin, 1983; 

Wosmley, 1990), hiring audits and other tests to ensure that applicants are given equal 

consideration continue to be utilized, indicating that there is ongoing concern regarding 

compliance with established non discrimination laws, and less obvious practices that limit 

or inhibit minorities and women from reaching the highest levels and making their 

contributions within the decision making process.   

Throughout the twentieth century the federal government used different strategies 

to promote more equitable representation among all segments of the workforce.  Shipler 
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(1997) suggests that implementation of affirmative action programs and policies that 

promote the inclusion of women and minorities “raises objections because it 

acknowledges the mythical quality of the American dream”; the belief that anyone with a 

brain, who works hard can get ahead and make it to the top.  The result of this 

incongruity is mixed analysis of the benefits of these efforts to promote equal 

accessibility to jobs, and fair promotion practices.  Even when the results are increased 

numerical representation, the question remains; does that translate into changes in the 

perceptions of the incumbents, their coworkers and the people served? 

Of equal importance as actual circumstances that limit career growth are the 

perceptions of discriminatory treatment that women and minorities articulate.  Kanter 

(1977) was the first to suggest that limited opportunity in hiring and promotion leads to 

lower expectations of levels of achievement, in both the individual and the group to 

which they belong.  The result is that often a self perpetuating cycle of lower levels of 

achievement is established.  Hopkins (1990) uses the terms objective discrimination and 

subjective discrimination to note the differences in perception.  Objective discrimination 

is seen as differences in treatment that can be detected by an outside observer applying 

previously defined criteria, e.g. disparate treatment.  Subjective discrimination is said to 

exist when an individual or group on the basis of their own personal, individual, perhaps 

slanted and skewed discernment, define their situation or encounter as discriminatory.  

The extent to which those perceptions impact or contribute to their overall career 

expectations and levels of achievement are not known.   
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There is very limited research on how women and minorities perceive their career 

advancement opportunities in the federal government.  With the exception of the 

mandatory reports from compliance organizations such as the EEOC or Merit System 

Protection Board (MSPB), few studies are available to assess the success of programs 

designed to expand participation of all demographic segments of the workforce beyond 

the numerical changes that may occur.  If perceptions of discrimination are found, under 

what circumstances do the incumbents report it occurs?  Nearly half of the non White 

employees reported in a MSPB study in 1996 stated that they had been treated unfairly 

with regard to promotions, although there was little data available to support these 

perceptions.   

During the last decade, African American women have made the smallest gains in 

employment into higher-level positions in the federal government employment.  They fall 

below their base levels of representation as officials, managers, professionals, and 

technicians (OPM 1997, 2002).  The federal government has been successful in recruiting 

and retaining minorities, particularly, minority women, but they occupy a high percentage 

of clerical and technical jobs.  African American women are not represented 

proportionately in professional and higher level administrative jobs that have a greater 

likelihood of leading to higher graded positions with greater leadership responsibilities 

and higher pay (MSPB, 1999).  Finding employment in the federal government appears 

to be a lesser hurdle than ensuring that additional disparities, including gaining access to 

meaningful assignments, training, and other initiatives that have the potential of 



 

13 
 

advancing and broadening their career options (Jones, 1986; Cotter, DeFlore, Hermsen & 

Kowalewski, 1995).   

The numerical facts are clear; in 2000, there were over 6100 members in the 

career SES in all government agencies (GAO, 2003).  African American women 

represent 2.9% of the total.  The SES pipeline, GS 15 positions had one thousand five 

hundred African American females on board in October 2000, roughly 2.5% of the total 

number of GS 15s in all agencies and four thousand and sixty seven, or 4.9% at the GS 

14 level.  Applying current hiring trends, the proportion of minorities in the SES corps 

will decrease in approximately half of the twenty-four agencies surveyed by the General 

Accounting Office study, and will not significantly increase in the remaining agencies 

(FEW, 2005).  Projections for the Department of Labor (the agency reviewed in this 

research) forecast that of the one hundred and thirty two career SES incumbents, eight or 

6.1% were African American females, and of that number only four remained on board 

post 2007 (General Accounting Office, 2002).    

Kerr’s 2000 exploration of the representational distribution of workers reports that 

most research lumps all women together, without regard for their racial and cultural 

background.  The result of this assumed homogeneity provides a distorted view of the 

differential impediments encountered by subgroups.  While a substantial body of 

literature examines the advancement of women in management (e.g. Blum, Field, & 

Goodman, 1994; Powell, 1993; Powell & Butterfield, 1994) less attention has been given 

to the advancement of specific subgroups of women who are racial and ethnic minorities 

(Cox & Nkomo, 1990).  While attention has been given to minority women’s access to 
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the workplace, far less empirical research has addressed their treatment as employees, 

tracking their career development and promotion into top management positions (Powell 

and Butterfield, 1994).   

If the federal government is to find applicable solutions to the dearth of women, 

particularly African American women, at the executive levels of government, there is a 

need to explore the route to success of those who have made it to the top, not just those 

who fell short of their desired positions as the result of multiple institutional factors 

and/or discrimination (Lyness and Thompson, 2000).  Despite laws against 

discrimination and policies that have opened doors for women and minorities, less visible 

barriers appear to still remain.  These factors must be identified, understood and/or 

dismantled if African American women are to expand their representation and influence 

as government leaders.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore and explicate the experiences of African 

American women who have successfully risen to the executive level within the federal 

bureaucratic structure in order to understand how they assign meaning to their 

experiences and representation within the bureaucracy.  It will examine how women who 

manage to circumvent the federal employment system and reach top management 

positions view those experiences and what, if anything do their experiences foretell 

concerning those who follow in their footsteps?  What might forestall their continuing 

under representation and are there efforts that can be made on an individual or collective 
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basis that will ameliorate the dirge that their current numbers predict about future 

opportunities for career advancement?   

This research examines the factors which form common threads to their 

experiences.  It is hoped that this research will contribute to the understanding of the 

personal and institutional factors that advance or inhibit African American women’s 

contribution to the larger society.  The study seeks to share perceptions of their 

experiences and explore how this group of individuals confronted and/or overcame any 

internal and external hurdles to their progress.   

 
Research Questions 

The primary descriptive question to be addressed in this effort is: How do African 

American women in executive positions in the federal bureaucracy make meaning of 

their career experiences?   Secondary to that exploration is concern for the analysis of the 

following issues:  

1. How are the experiences of African American women influenced by their social 

identity and collective work history?   

2. Do they perceive race and gender as definitive factors in their career progression, 

and if so, how do these considerations affect their career choice, work experiences 

and career development?  

3. How do African American women executives negotiate their workplace in light of 

their race and gender?   

4. What do African American women see as their passive and active roles in a 

representative government?   
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Statement of the Potential Significance 

 
For each of us has the right and responsibility to assess the roads which lie 
ahead and those over which we have traveled, and if the future road looms 
ominous or unpromising, the roads back uninviting; then we need to 
gather our resolve and step off that road into another direction (Angelou, 
1993).  

  
This study challenges those currently concerned with the progression of African 

American women into executive positions to assume the right and the responsibility to 

seek new ways of assessing barriers which impede progress, and to explore additional 

considerations that may yet remain unknown or unexplored.  In her essay, How Long? 

How Long? Robnett (1998) writes that when addressing equality, “one cannot just add 

women and stir.” (pg. 36)  Thought must be given to who they (women) are and what 

could contribute to increased levels of their success.  Hackett and Byers (1996) declare 

that no comprehensive model of career development of racial and ethnic minority women 

has been developed.  Studies of the “glass ceiling”, the artificial barriers that limit the 

advancement of women and minorities, generally focuses on the barriers and 

accomplishments of women employed in the private sector; information on government 

employment is unavailable, or understudied.   

While the specific responsibilities of government departments vary, unlike the 

private sector, all agencies operate under an umbrella of uniform laws and governing 

personnel rules.  Standardized job classification and promotion practices are also in place.  

This might imply the belief in the likelihood consistent approaches to the selection of 

qualified candidates and a more equitable playing field.  Why then the disproportionately 
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low number of executive level African American women? This study attempts to uncover 

what else may be contributing to the imbalance.   

Ellligan (1997) explored how gender roles and racial identity mediate the 

occupational choice process of African American women, noting that research has often 

focused on the institutional barriers to full and open career choice.  Other research 

focuses on either gender or race/ethnic representation, rarely on both factors.  Bullard & 

White (1993), Naff (1994), and Reid & Miller (2000) each note that women in the public 

sector lag behind in their levels of participation at the senior, executive policy making 

levels, despite their relative inclusions at the entry and mid levels of government 

operations.  The majority of the limited number of studies that focus on the career of 

African American women present pictures of poor or disadvantaged women seeking to 

gain a foothold into the workplace and the institutional or educational barriers they 

encounter (Parker, 1997).  This study seeks to transcend that viewpoint and offer a view 

of a few executive women who have obtained some level of achievement, exploring the 

personal qualities and attributes they have that have helped them to surpass the 

accomplishments of their counterparts.  

 But finding answers to these questions is not the solitary goal of this effort.  Van 

Manen (1990) asks why we need to collect data of other people’s experience.  In response 

he suggests that we gather other people’s experiences because they allow us to become 

more experienced ourselves.  We are not only interested in the subjective experiences of 

those we encounter in order to report how something is seen from their viewpoint; we 

also want to achieve a deeper goal: answering the question of what is the nature of this 
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phenomenon (career representation of executive African American women) as an 

essential human experience.  This research seeks to define what it is like to be that 

African American woman, engaged in the career in the federal workplace and how those 

individuals identify and define themselves and their experiences.  This effort will attempt 

to contribute to the limited body of work that explores the specific attributes and attitudes 

of a group of African American women and the intersection of their gender and race on 

their careers.  The omni-relevance and inseparability of those issues influence the 

cognitive emergence of their knowledge that impacts the full spectrum of their vocational 

lives.   

Yet another purpose defines the aspiration of this research.  When Marie Stewart 

wrote of her experiences as a domestic servant in 1831, she asked a compelling question 

that has yet to be answered.  Her query: “How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be 

compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of pots and kettles.” (pg. 22)  

Presenting her early view of Black feminist thought and the critical social theory of the 

oppression of power, Stewart challenged African American women to reject the negative 

images of Black womanhood and to reject the sources of oppression.  She urged them to 

“forge self definition of self reliance and independence”.  The goal was not simply to 

address the sources of that oppression, but also to create a greater understanding within 

the women themselves of who they are and what their existence means. This study is yet 

another endeavor to contribute to that understanding; giving voice to the participants in 

the “struggle” as they define their experiences in seeking representational equity within 
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the federal workforce, and lending that voice to the growing chorus of those who wish to 

better understand what it is to be an African American woman.   

 
Conceptual Framework   

This descriptive study is informed principally by the social cognitive theories 

outlined by Bandura; Erickson’s beliefs in psychosocial identity development; 

Edmonson-Bell & Nkomo’s concepts of identity development; and Lent, Brown and 

Hackett‘s social cognitive career theory.  This work, to give voice to the African 

American women included in the study, must also give reference Collins and Bell’s 

construction of black feminist epistemology and Delgado & Stafenic and Bell’s 

references to critical race theory as undercurrents which belie overt efforts to understand 

the social framework of the generic existence of the African American experience and the 

intersection of government efforts to overcome discrimination within the bureaucracy.   

 
Social Cognitive Theory 

Social cognitive theory (Bandura 1976, 1986) defines human behavior as a 

triadic, dynamic and reciprocal interaction of personal factors, behavior and the 

environment. The human mind actively constructs what is one’s reality, taking into 

account the role of cognitive, vicarious, self regulatory and self reflective processes that 

are part of human adaptation and change.  Rather than reactive organisms that are shaped 

and driven by environmental forces, the individual is seen as self organizing, proactive, 

and self reflective.  Human functioning in all aspects of life, including the development 
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of careers, consists of a dynamic interplay of personal, behavioral and environmental 

influences.                                             

  Behavior  

 

            Personal Factors                  Environmental Factors 

   

 
Figure 1: Overview of social cognitive theory and self efficacy. Source Pajares, F. 
(2002). 12-8-04. Retrieved from http://www.emory.edu/Education/mfp/eff.html. 

 

Social cognitive theory grew out of the behaviorist theories of the 1960’s that 

omitted the importance of individual observation and how those factors impacted what 

was learned.  Bandura suggested that it was important to not only consider environmental 

factors, but also the internal perceptions that influenced one’s actions.  Bandura’s 

conception of reciprocal determination separates cognition, affect and biological factors 

from behavior and environmental influences that drive personal response, presenting 

human behavior as dynamic, and often presenting unequal influences that are not always 

responded to immediately or in a synchronized, deliberate manner.  Perhaps most 

important to the understanding of how this theoretical frame explains career 

development, is recognition that the interaction between the factors differ based on the 

individual, the behavior being examined, and the specifics of the situation in which the 

behavior occurs.   

The complexity of these dynamics, when applied to the workplace, presents an 

introspective view.  It is by examining their own conscious mind that individuals make 
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sense of their world: thoughts can regulate action.  From the view of human agency (the 

ability to act or take action), “individuals are proactively engaged in their own 

development” (Bandura, pg. 25). Human behavior is affected not simply by economic 

conditions, socioeconomic status, and educational and familial structure, but rather by the 

effect that these influences have on aspirations, self efficacy, personal standards, 

emotional states and other self regulating considerations.   

 
Identity Development: Erikson 

The concept of psychosocial identity emerges from Erikson’s clinical studies 

throughout the 1950s and 60s.  As Erikson characterizes it, psychosocial identity is the 

partially conscious, but largely unconscious sense of who we are and our sense of who 

we are in the larger society in which we operate.  Erickson (1994) defines identity as the 

ability to experience one’s self as something that has continuity and sameness and to act 

accordingly  He asserts that in addition to gaining a sense of who we are; identity also 

defines our understanding of who we are not.  As an outward expression of our ego, our 

identity emerges over a lifetime in developmental stages, framed by the domains of our 

physical being, social roles and the internal construction of our understanding of these 

factors.  Presenting the environment as a contributor to our sense of self, our self 

prescribed identities are linked to our ability to assign meaning to our personal and social 

capacity.    

Presenting Young Martin Luther (1958) and Gandhi’s Truth, (1969) Erikson, as 

presented by Hoare (2006), outlines the experiences of youth and middle adulthood 

elaborating that “identity develops and evolves at the intersection of the person and 
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social, cultural world” (pg. 347).  Hoare further references Edgar Allen Poe’s 1847 work 

Domain of Amheim on the four conditions for happiness to present identity as the “object 

of unceasing pursuit”.  It is seen as a “life force”, and object of unceasing pursuit that is 

never harnessed, achieved or never fully understood.  Identity “channels” through the 

work that we do and thus defines who we are as persons (within the work environment).  

Identity development continues throughout adult years, through the development of 

learning and functioning in various work situations.   

Erikson (1968) speaks specifically to the importance of self identity to women 

and purports that women have distinctive relational traits that can be reprogrammed into 

strengths.  In turn, these traits can lead to enriched life satisfaction and increased 

contributions to society that are different from men; in addition to increased potential for 

self empowerment.  He notes that maybe if women would only gain the determination to 

represent publically what they have always stood for privately in evolution and in history, 

they might well add to ethically restraining super natural power in politics and inthe 

larger society.   

 
Identity Development: Edmonson-Bell & Nkomo 

As a result of their epoch, eight year study of the struggle for professional identity 

that women encounter, Edmonson-Bell and Nkomo (date) posit that all women, but 

specifically Black women, encounter complex factors that shape their lives and career 

experiences.  Their personal identities are interwoven by the intersection of race, gender 

and social class that are driven by their cultural surroundings and common history.   
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Figure 2: A Framework for African American Women’s Life and Career 
From Our Separate Ways: Black and White Women and the Struggle for Professional 
identity, Bell, E.L. & Nkomo, S.M (2001), Boston: Harvard Business School Press (pg 
16). 
 

Gender is presented as more than a physical classification that is different from 

men.  Gender is seen as a “set of assumptions that are derived about the individual and 

group that affects the thoughts, feelings, behaviors, resources, treatment and beliefs” of 

who they are (pg. 16).  The second interlocking element in the framework is race.  It is 

presented as more than a concept used to classify groups of people based on physical 

traits (i.e. skin color). It provides both a physical and social definition.  Social class the 

third interlocking circle references the degree of access one has to the resources of power, 

defined by the culture in which one lives.  The first concentric circle is culture, including 

ethnicity, society and civilization.  The final concentric circle is history, presented by 

Bell-Edmonson & Nkomo as recalling Ericson’s argument that, “human life is 

inextricably interwoven with history” (1975, pg. 20).  It is in consideration of this 

theoretical concept and intersectionality (Crenshaw1991) that this research begins.   
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Career Development Theory: Lent, Brown and Hackett  

Social cognitive career theory is an outgrowth of Bandura’s social cognitive 

theory.  Savickas & Lent (1994) address how culture, gender, genetic endowment, social 

context and unpredicted life events interact with the career related choice and 

accomplishments.  Career choice is presented as directly connected to how one develops 

a career applying four major sources of input: (1) the accomplishment of personal 

performance; (2) social persuasion and interaction, (3) learning through vicarious means, 

and (4) physiological status and the reaction of physical stimulus.   

Stitt-Gordes (1997) conjectures that as individuals, we develop expectations for 

future success, based in part on the successes or failures we previously encountered. As 

we develop competencies over a lifetime, our beliefs in our ability to continue those 

positive rates of accomplishment are reinforced if the result is favorable and corresponds 

with our assessment of a viable and valued compensation that coincides with the task 

accomplishment. Correspondingly, a perception of significant or insurmountable barriers 

weakens interest and stymies efforts to attempt new career options.  Departing from 

existing career theories, which explore the environmental conditions and skills 

development, focus is given to the self regulation of the individual and their beliefs that is 

drawn from the social and economic environment that exists as they pursue their careers.   

Hackett & Betz (1981) further suggest that understanding how to promote self 

efficacy is an important consideration when finding ways to understand or predict 

successful career outcomes.  They argue that absent the existence of higher levels of self 

promotion, underestimation and under utilization of talent often results in the lower 
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standards of behavior and diminished belief in one’s personal ability to successful 

circumvent impediments to career mobility and growth.     

 
Critical Race Theory and Career Development 

Critical race theory (CRT) offers an additional conceptual framework considered 

in the development of this research.  The philosophical approach of CRT presents that 

just as race is endemic within American society, the social construction and reality of 

race and discrimination are inseparable and foreshadow the experiences of these 

participants. The use of narrative discourse to explore the experiences of the participants, 

and exploration of the ways in which institutional structures, practices and policies 

perpetuate racial (and gender) inequalities supports the premise that day to day 

experiences are not separated from the beliefs of the incumbents (Ladison-Billings, 200; 

Collins, 1994).  Consideration of the underpinnings of CRT also places emphasis on the 

historical and cultural context of their career experiences, and provides for consideration 

of how race is interwoven into the structure of government employment.   

Critical race theory grew out of the discourse of civil rights, presenting arguments 

against the slow pace of racial reform in the United States.  Its functional premise is that 

racism is normal in American society, and through storytelling and relating personal 

experiences, it critiques how citizenship and race interact.  As Laurie Balfour notes, “it is 

the evidence of things not said.”  In their collection of essays and cutting edge 

anthropology of critical race essays Delgado and Stefancic (1999) explore the challenges 

faced by a diverse, liberal, and proclaimed “inclusive” society.   
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In the 1970s Derrick Bell expanded the dialog on CRT and challenged the 

dominant liberal and conservative positions on civil rights.  He argued that three factors 

influenced the lack of clear understanding of how race impacts American society: 

(1) Constitutional contradictions,  

(2) Interest convergence on principle, and the 

(3) Price of racial remedies.   

Describing the constitutional impediments, Bell argues that the framers of that 

document chose the rewards of property over justice.  He defines the issue of interest 

convergence noting that American history has shown that Whites will support civil rights 

policies only when they also promote white self interest.  Finally he espouses those 

remedies to resolve racial differences are only fully considered when White social status 

is not affected.  He believes that changes to the existing structure can only be made when 

attention is focused on the individual, and the existing social structure.  CRT also 

expresses skepticism toward dominant legal claims of neutrality, objectivity, 

colorblindness and meritocracy.  It insists on recognition of the experiential knowledge of 

people of color and their communities of origin in analyzing law and society.  Emphasis 

is shifted from the deficit view often presented about minorities and focus is placed on 

the array of cultural knowledge, skill, abilities and contacts possessed by socially 

marginalized groups that are often unrecognized and unacknowledged (Yosso, 2005).    

Current critical race scholarship focuses on human rights, race and poverty and 

criminal justice issues or, as is the focus of this research effort – an analysis of the system 

of ideas and categories by which American society understands race and racism.  
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Research in this arena focuses on identity, intersectionality and “unconscious” 

discrimination.  Intersectionality seems particularly germane, since it addresses the 

impact of multiple policies and practices to create disempowerment.  Race, gender, class 

etc, are presented as separate spheres of experience which set social and economic 

limitations.  However, the processes are interlocking and complex, and often less visible 

in the workplace.   

As Collins (2000) notes, education, experience and skill assessment does not fully 

explain the significant differences in career outcomes.   These multidimensional 

conceptualizations provide insights into how limitation of race, gender, or other factors 

actually shape, and are shaped by one another.  To more fully understand the impact of 

race on oppressed or marginalized subgroups, she suggests that one must accept that race 

limiting structures, social processes and exchanges are formed and intersect in our lives.  

Accepting critical race theory as an undercurrent of American society allows this research 

to focus on the impact of race and gender as seen by the individual incumbents in this 

study without overshadowing the issues with description or over emphasis on other 

manifestations of race in their life experiences.   

 
Black Feminist Thought 

While the term intersectionality was first coined by Crenshaw (1970), Collins 

(1991) created renewed interest in its application in her research of Black feminism.   

Black feminist thought consists of ideas produced by Black women that clarify a 

standpoint of and for black women.  First the definition suggests that it is impossible to 

separate the structure and thematic content of thought from the historical and material 
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conditions shaping the lives of its producers.  The concept also assumes that black 

women possess a unique standpoint on or perspective of the experience, and that there 

will be certain commonalities of perception shared by black women as a group that 

should be explored.   

Collins and Ritzer (2007, pg. 204) address the social inequality faced by Black 

women as a “matrix of domination.”  Differences among members of society - race, 

gender, age, etc. – form a “construct of dichotomous oppositional differences” (Collins, 

1989, pg 20).  Differences, rather than similarities become the focus.  For Black women, 

Black/White, male/female places them in two categories that are typically viewed an 

inferior.  The internalization of these designations further marginalizes their influence 

and increases perceptions of oppression. Both Collins (1991) and Hooks (1981) urge 

African American women to find their own “voice”, since when applying the “standpoint 

theory”, an individuals’ unique world perspective is the best source for viewing 

knowledge that is both distinctly unique and subjective.  The stand point theory posits 

that the place from which one views the world determines what we focus on as well as 

what is obscured from us.  

Collins (1986) refers a particular standpoint that includes self, family and society 

termed “the outsider within”.  She notes that as a Black woman become more influential, 

and moves out of the mainstream of their racial and cultural background, they often feel 

as though they do not belong.  The required modifications in behavior and culture often 

overshadow their true sense of who they are.  Continuing self evaluation and self 

definition are two ways she suggests to moderate feelings that isolate them from both 
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cultures in which they must operate. The women in this study were asked to share 

whether they have corresponding experiences during their climb up the career ladder.   

Lastly, the concept of Black feminist thought assumes that while a black woman’s 

standpoint exists, its contours may not be clear to black women themselves.  Therefore, 

the “role for black female intellectuals is to produce facts and theories about the black 

female experience that will clarify . . . from the standpoint of black women”, primarily 

for the edification of black women themselves (pg. 37).   

The identification of Black feminist thought is presented as important, since little 

consideration of race, or other dimensions of structural oppression was given to the initial 

theoretical analysis presented by White feminists.  Hooks (1984) notes, “Like Freidan 

before them, White women who dominate feminist discourse today rarely question 

whether or not their perspective on women’s reality is true to the lived experience of 

women as a collective group.  Nor are they aware of the extent to which their 

perspectives reflect race and class biases” (pg. 25).   In Teaching to Transgress, Hooks 

(1994) argues that efforts of women of color to challenge and deconstruct the category 

“women” with the insistence of recognition that gender is not the sole factor determining 

constructions of femaleness, was a critical intervention.  It leads to what she describes as 

a profound revolution in feminist thought, and disrupts traditional hegemonic feminist 

theories.  African American women must give voice to their own messages without filter 

or interpretation by others.   

This research attempts to address the recommendation made by Robnett (1998) to 

consider multiple factors in the existence of African American women when attempting 
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to define them or present their story, not simply to just add African American women to 

the bureaucracy and stir.  The same principle must be applied in finding solutions and 

options to increase their representation at the senior levels of government.  The 

adaptation of new methods and adjusted theories must also be considered.  Existing 

paradigms fail to incorporate the scope and impact of race, gender and culture.  

 
Summary of the Methodology 

Creswell (2003) points to three elements to be considered in determining the 

appropriate methodology applied to research: the philosophical assumptions of what 

constitutes knowledge claims; strategies of inquiry (i.e. what procedures will be 

followed), and the methods or procedures used to collect date and analyze the results.  

This qualitative, descriptive study applied the knowledge claim of constructivism to 

garner an understanding of multiple participant meanings of the role of gender and race in 

the work lives of African American women.  This research approach presents that 

meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with the many facets of their 

world; correspondingly multiple constructions/interpretations emerge.   

Phenomenology, a school of philosophical thought and a methodology applied in 

exploration is applied.  Research with this orientation focuses on the “essence” of the 

structure of an experience (Patton, 1990): in the case of this study, the experience of 

being an African American female in an executive position in the federal workforce.  The 

essence of the shared experience will be bracketed, analyzed, and compared to identify 

how their career development in a representative democracy, is perceived.   
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In The Duquesne Studies of Phenomenological Psychology (Giorgi, Fischer & 

Von Eckartsberg, 1971, 1979) outline the procedures applied in conducting this effort.  

Giorgi’s (1985) outline of descriptive levels of empirical phenomenological approach 

will be followed; first, compiling narrative descriptions obtained through open ended 

questions and dialogue and subsequently preparing descriptions of the structures of the 

experience based on reflective analysis and interpretation of the participants storied 

accounts.   

Participants were selected from a purposeful sample of African American women 

who occupied GS 15 or SES executive level positions and whose period of employment 

spanned at least two years between the years of 1995 and 2005.  Moustakes’ (1994) 

modification of Van Kaam’s (1959, 1966) method of analysis was applied utilizing the 

complete transcription of each participant to (1) list relevant expressions, (2) determine 

horizontal responses, (3) cluster themes (4) validate the responses (5) develop a 

description of each respondent, and (6) develop a composite description of the meaning 

and essences of the experience for the group as a whole.   

 
Limitations of the Study 

The obvious limitation imposed on this study is the utilization of a single sample 

organization.  While most agencies in the federal structure have uniform procedures for 

hiring and recruitment, each agency has separate missions and program mandates which 

impact the structure, culture and assignment of the work performed.  Consequently, the 

structure and deployment of the workforce differs from agency to agency despite these 

standardized processes.  It is not possible to determine how the job experiences of this 
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population might differ under another organizational structure.  However, it is anticipated 

that including both single case and cross case analysis of the responses will yield stronger 

links and understanding of the data provided, showing more complex meaning from this 

single data source.    

Definitions 

African American/Black – these terms are used interchangeably throughout the study; 

they are applied to refer to generally accepted designation of racial or ethnic 

classification.  

Career – An ever evolving, self directed progression of similarly related positions that is 

affected by  both objective societal norms, demonstrated by observable behaviors and 

one’s subjective thoughts and feelings about oneself and the work one does (Hall, 2002). 

Career Development  - the “total constellation of psychological, sociological, 

educational, physical, economic, and chance factors that combine to shape the career of 

an individual over the lifespan” (Sears, 1982, pg. 139).  A successive and systematic 

sequence of attitudes and behaviors associated with work related experiences, which 

acknowledges the individual’s personal life, over the entire span of the life cycle (Fay & 

Frese, 2000).  

Class Ceiling - An invisible barrier which exists within organizations that limits the 

progression of women and minorities into higher level and executive positions.  

Popular Sovereignty – denotes rule by the people; based on the concept that the ultimate 

political authority resides not in the government or elected officials, but in the people.  

The nature of any society is a contractual arrangement among its members. The 
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legitimacy of the state (government) therefore is created by the will and consent of the 

people, who are the source of power. The idea dates back to the mid 1600s, and was 

promoted by Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau.    

Representative democracy – government structures and operations which provide for the 

consideration of the desires of it citizens on an equitable basis; supports maxim of 

government by the people.         

Chapter Summary 

This introductory chapter presents the frame and theoretical underpinning of this 

study of the perceptions of African American females who occupy executive positions in 

our representative government and how race and gender impact their lived experiences 

and career paths.  The presentations of the issues which define the need for the inquiry 

are presented, to outline the parameters and anticipated focus of this research effort. The 

intention is to offer a summary of the issues that lie beneath the exploration of the 

literature, and to provide for the establishment of a framework thru which this 

examination will progress.  A determination regarding whether the current literary 

underpinnings are analogous with the experiences of the incumbents in this research will 

be presented.  
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 CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW   

 
Introduction 

This research of African American women working in executive positions in the 

federal employment structure explores their perceptions of how gender and race influence 

their career development and the result of that intersection on their passive and active 

representation as members of federal bureaucracy.  The research is informed principally 

by the conceptual framework of social cognitive development and identity theories, 

including those of Bandura, Erikson, Edmonson-Bell & Nkomo, and Lent, Brown & 

Hackett’s social cognitive career theory.  

 Considering these conceptual frames, how we see ourselves and situate ourselves 

in the universe (our identity) is viewed as a changing dynamic that is developed 

throughout our lifetimes (Erikson, 1956, 1970; Hoare, 2006; Smedley, 1999).  Who and 

what we are is constructed through the interaction of our conscious and unconscious 

observation of our world, and our position within that world (Super, 1957; Brown-Collins 

& Sussewell, 1986); Forrest & Gainor, (1991).  What is known as truth is learned through 

interaction, both real and perceived, in view of both current and historical contexts 

(Berger & Luckman, 1966).  The perceptions of these women’s lives in the workplace is 

presented as one manifestation of how African American women view their lives as 

“products of and producers of” the social system in which they are defined and function 

(Weathers, 1994).   

This chapter presents a review of the limited available research literature related 

to the social cognitive development and self identity of African American women and the 
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relatedness of those considerations to their career development processes.  The chapter 

begins with an overview of work as a defining factor in the structure and development of 

personal identity.  Next the social cognitive influences that define their role and identity 

in the workplace is outlined, and the history of African American women as members of 

the United States labor force is surveyed, noting how that work history and the jobs they 

occupied defined and were defined by their role in the larger society.  A discussion of the 

operational emergence and viability of modern career development approaches is 

presented, examining the limitations of current models and emerging approaches that 

coincided with the career development needs of African American women.    

 
Work and Identity 

“Work is seldom, if ever, only a means by which an individual 
sustains life.  Work has many other functions of equal or sometimes 
greater importance to both society and the individual.  It is one way in 
which the individual relates to society.  Work provides the person, 
and often the family as well, with status, recognition, affirmation, and 
similar psychological and sociological products essential for 
participation in a complex society”, (Brown, 2003, pg. 9). 
 
For the African American women, work and identity are also closely linked, and 

their roles in the labor force closely parallel their roles within the family structure and in 

the larger society.   Thus, as presented in this effort, work is the vehicle through which 

we will examine the identity and self perceptions of the subjects of this research; fully 

realizing that it is but one arena of their lives to be explored to better understand their 

existence.   

In his book, The Reinvention of Work, Fox (1994) espouses that “work comes 

from inside out; work is the expression of our soul, our inner being” (pg. 5).  He goes on 
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to say that work is about the “role we play in the unfolding drama of the universe” (pg. 

6).  If this is the case, then the work paradigm mandates inclusion and consideration of 

how the individual is impacted by engaging in the work process, and how the 

surrounding environment and circumstances of a worker’s existence influences their 

interaction within the workplace.  Work is presented as a catalyst of reciprocal adult 

development and learning, coinciding with increased understanding of the worker’s self 

identity and personality development (Erikson, 1950; Levenson, 1986).  The result of 

participation as a member of the workforce is not just the acquisition of skills, but the 

formulation of a link between the development of the individual and a process of how we 

learn to function that transcends that environment and permeates the remainder of our 

lives, and our perceptions of self (Krumboltz, 1976; Weathers, Thompson, Robert, & 

Rodriquez, 1994; Hayes, 2008).  

The question then becomes; how have the roles assigned to African American 

women by virtue of their race and gender influenced their position in the workforce, and 

how have those identifiers forged their personal perceptions of those roles?  Warren’s 

2004 study of the Patterns of Self Perceived Work and Family Roles and Racial and 

Gender Identities in Communities of African American Women, found two defined 

approaches that provided distinct insights into how African American women identify 

themselves and view their work and non work roles.  He references them as: “integrated 

roles” and “within group complexity.”   The integrated role perspective presents race and 

gender socialization as an intertwined, inseparable function to which African American 

women apply the basic survival techniques of tenacity (hard work, persistence, frugality, 
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toughness and emotional strength)  and self reliance (surviving with limited support) to 

mitigate negative influences as they move between their social and work environments.  

Viewing the impact of race, gender and role identification from another perspective, 

Warren purports that within group complexity points to differences of how individual 

women respond to racism, sexism and classism, by developing the capacity to integrate 

both their work and other roles simultaneously. The focus becomes which demographic 

identity characteristic is receiving the most focus in their immediate personal 

environment.  As Warren prescribes, some African American women see themselves as 

having an adaptive pattern, which allows them to more fully apply both their racial and 

gender self conceptions/identities, while others identify a racial or gender based focused 

as their primary lens.  These considerations will be explores in this research effort. 

 
Social Cognitive Perspective  

This research is informed by Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1986).  His view 

of human functioning provides for recognition of the role of cognitive, vicarious, self 

regulatory and self reflective processes that are part of human adaptation and change.  

Rather than reactive organisms that are shaped and driven by environmental forces, the 

individual is seen as self organizing, proactive, and self reflective.  Human functioning in 

all aspects of life, including the development of our careers, consists of a dynamic 

interplay of personal, behavioral and environmental influences.   From its roots in social 

psychology social cognitive theory attempts to “understand and explain how the thoughts, 

feelings, and behavior are influenced by the actual imagined or implied presence of 

others” (Allport 1985, pg. 3); e.g. how one is situated in the world.  For this research 
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effort, it means trying to identify and understand how the social, economic and political 

influences of the federal workplace frame how they view their careers.    

Bandura (2001) presents social cognitive development in an “agentic perspective” 

(pg. 2), noting that through functional consciousness, forethought, self regulation and self 

reflectiveness, we become both agent/producers and products of the social systems in 

which we function.  In his definition, the core features of agency is that, “thoughts are not 

disembodied, immaterial entities that exist apart from the events we encounter.”  

Applying the analogy of water, he notes that the properties displayed (fluidity, viscosity, 

and transparency) are not the result of the subparts of hydrogen and oxygen, but the 

“interactive effects they transform into” (pg. 4).  Correspondingly, how the African 

American women in this study see themselves is not defined by the properties of the 

existence of their race, gender and other personal descriptors, but by how these 

descriptors interact to influence how they are transformed and respond to their 

environment.  Further the interactivity of their race and gender help to frame how they fit 

and are perceived within the fabric of American society.     

Applying that perspective, this research seeks to explore what meaning is affixed 

to being African American and female from the vantage point of what descriptors are 

assigned by external, environmental limitations.  Correspondingly how do those 

descriptors influence the self perceptions and responses to those perceived influences 

inhibit and/or expand the subject’s perceptions and expectations of themselves?   If one 

accepts Bandura’s assessment that to be an agent is to intentionally make things happen 

by one’s action and interaction, then the questions posed by this research asks how has 
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this group of African American women applied their perceptions of what it is to be 

African American and of the female gender to the development of their careers?  Bandura 

suggests that from the view of human agency, “individuals are proactively engaged in 

their own development” (Bandura, pg. 25). Individual behavior and response to the 

complex influences they encounter in the workplace is affected not only by economic 

conditions, socioeconomic status, and educational and familial structure, but also by the 

effect that these influences have on their aspirations, self efficacy, personal standards, 

emotional states and other self regulating considerations.   

Bandura’s (1986) triangular model of reciprocal determination attempts to further 

clarify the interactive bidirectional pressures of behavior, cognitive and personal factors 

and environmental influences that impact behavior. Reciprocal determination provides 

for a separation of cognition, affect and biological factors from behavior and 

environmental influences that drive personal response (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  It 

presents human behavior as dynamic; often presenting unequal influences that may not be 

encountered simultaneously.  The complexity of these dynamics, when applied to the 

workplace, presents new areas of exploration for this under reviewed population.   

Pajares (1997) points to yet another implication for social cognitive influences, 

the human capacity to “symbolize”. The ability to extract meaning from the environment 

and develop ways to solve problems cognitively, plan actions, and set an acceptable 

course of action to reach our goals.  These symbols provide structure, meaning and 

continuity to the experiences that we encounter and guide future encounters that may be 

similar to those previously observed.   
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In addition to this symbolic learning, vicarious, observational learning - that 

which is concluded based on what others encounter - drives our responses.  Observational 

learning requires attention, retention, production and the motivation for action (Bandura, 

1986; Gibson, 2004).  Through the selective observation of models, we learn to recall 

similar circumstances and form an appropriate desired response after evaluating the likely 

results and expectations.  Self reflection is presented as the “capability that is most 

distinctly human” (pg. 21). Through that process individuals analyze and evaluate their 

experiences and either reinforce or expand their beliefs about how to best encounter the 

issues at hand.  Thus, this research will explore what lessons about their role in the 

workforce were learned through vicarious or observable processes. What did they see or 

observe that helped to shape perceptions of their career goals and accomplishments? 

 
Career Development Paradigms 

Career development, the “successive and systematic sequence of attitudes and 

behaviors associated with work related experiences” (White, Cox & Cooper, 1992, pg. 

13) provides for consideration of how adults learn about themselves and how they 

manage their work environment.  Career development for all members of the American 

workplace has undergone a transitional process over the past 30 years (Hynes, 2008).  

The evolution from the classical organizational management theories first sought to 

provide support for the organization’s ability to control the career development planning 

process; (Arthur, 1984); however the impact of the changes in objective and applied 

human resource initiatives has impacted segments of the workforce differently.    
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The primary initial goal of career development interventions was to ensure that 

there were individuals trained and available to meet the changing needs of the 

organization as technology and globalization expanded.  The human potential career 

development movement of the 1960s refocused attention on the assumptions of 

humanistic psychology and the desire to tap into the potential that each individual might 

possess.  This effort aimed at “unleashing” individual capability for the good of the 

organization.  The vocation guidance movement is presented in the next stage of the 

career development continuum, focusing on the need to develop “models” which 

considered both the individual work preferences linked to specific job categories 

(Holland, 1973, Strong & Campbell, 1974, 1981).  As the number of women and 

minorities entered the workforce in the 1960s and 1970s attention was given to career 

development with a focus on assuring that legal rights were not violated.  This era 

highlighted strategies on how to increase recruitment, retention and promotion of 

underrepresented groups, primarily to avoid charges of discrimination.  Most recent 

initiatives bring attention to the life/career stages movement (Arthur, 1984: Super, 1957). 

Super presents career development as a continuous, lifelong process in a life stage 

framework that includes career growth, exploration, establishment, maintenance and 

decline, all of which can be “recycled” as personal considerations and the workplace 

changes.  Of particular interest to this study is his indication that the processes are not 

simply vocational, but involve all aspects of living.   

However, despite the progression of focus toward the needs of the individual, the 

focus of most studies on how to expand careers examined the needs of the majority 
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population, White males (Carter & Cook, 1992; Parham & Austin, 1994).  Minorities and 

women were generally not considered in designing or implementing the career 

development models.  While there are a number of studies reviewing how the growth of 

women in the workforce has changed the dynamic of the workplace (Zytowski, 1968; 

Bert & Fitzgerald, 1987), other reviews highlight factors to be considered as efforts were 

made to provide more equitable assignment of desirable jobs to minority employees 

(Bell, 1990; Brown, 1995). Studies examining the impact of the intersection of race and 

gender on a desirable career development framework are not readily available.  Catalyst 

(2000) provides a striking review of the landscape, noting that of 8,403 studies on career 

development conducted between 1971 and 1997, only 101 focused on the career 

advancement among African Americans; and of these very few were about experiences of 

African American females.   Little has changed since that review.     

The phenomenon of career development is presented as part of one’s whole life, 

not just occupation (Wolf & Kolb, 1980; Neff, 1985).  Neff notes that “ Career 

development and personal development converge [to become] self and circumstances – 

evolving, changing, and unfolding in mutual interaction . . . “(pg. 1- 2).  Viewing career 

development as both an integral component of adaptive functioning and embedded within 

multiple life roles and contexts has been presented by Super (1980) and Holland (1997).  

Holland presents a focus on interests and environment, while Super, points to the process 

of self definition through career choice.  As he presents the career process of women, 

their relational orientation, work and family roles, drive their career decisions.  As a 

vocational psychologist, Holland adjusted his career theories after recognizing the 
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inadequacies inherent in failing to take gender role socialization into account when 

defining vocational interests.   Changes in the workplace have raised a new set of 

questions, beyond the concern for traditional occupations and discriminatory practices 

that may inhibit performance and advancement.    

A few examples of theories that are applied to specifically review the career 

experiences and workplace development of women are presented here.  These theories 

frame the discussion and need to further explore this phenomenon: Astin’s (1884) socio-

psychological theory suggested that personal and socio-cultural considerations are 

experienced differently by men and women, demanding that consideration be given to the 

differences in their motivation, expectations and gender role socialization and how these 

factors reshape occupational decision making.  Farmer, (1976, 1985) hypothesized that 

the career progress of women was an intersection of background, psychological and 

environmental variables, including gender, race/ethnicity, social class and age.  Levinson 

(1986) focuses attention on the interplay between one’s career and adult life.  As one 

develops a life structure, one’s career emerges as a reflection of the seasons of life; 

therefore, any exploration of the current status of one’s career had to take into 

consideration the developmental perspective of the past and its reflection on future 

encounters.  As a developmental psychologist, Levinson foresaw career development as a 

series of dynamic interrelated, transitional stages where life values are pursued and the 

status quo is continuously questioned.  His explorations appear particularly suitable for 

consideration in the career development of women, since their more recent entry into the 

workforce left them generally less accepting of existing career protocols.    
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The need to expand the theories of career development to add the concerns and 

voices of African American women is echoed in Alfred’s (1999) study of African 

American Women in the White Academy.  She recalls exploring the similarities and 

differences of her experience, as compared to her White female counterparts as members 

of a cohort examining career theory during her doctoral studies.  Startled by the absence 

of consideration of factors of her life that were not reflected in the dialogue of career 

theories, she challenged the discussion asking why her race, sex, ethnicity, and cultural 

experiences were not seen as important considerations that shaped her career readiness 

and/or impacted her ability to successfully circumvent the encumbrances found in the 

work environment.  The necessity to “give voice” to the experiences that were shaped in 

part by these considerations have been given only limited attention (Betz &Fitzgerald, 

1987; Brown & Brooks, 1996).   Examining expanding opportunities for women in the 

accounting industry, Catalyst (2001) posits that their workplace experiences are 

significantly different from the encounters of White women, White men, or men of color, 

and these aspects of their lives must be recognized in order to better engage them in 

meaningful career development experiences that are critical to ensure greater access to 

advancement opportunities.  

While emerging theories are being tested, there appears to be no consensus on the 

variables that should be applied to measure their effectiveness (Barry-Oliver, 1999).  

Generally, the focus is given to two considerations: the individual or the organization.  A 

person centered approach considers how to develop trait variables (achievement, self 

assurance, cognition, behaviors, attitudes, leadership styles, and skills; while an 
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organizational centered approach places emphasis on how the organizational environment 

defines behavior, including the impact of representation in a minority group. and gender 

stereotypes as well.   

One example of a plausible framework to apply in the study of the career 

development of women is Bell & Nkomo’s research and the framework of interlocking 

factors that shape the career development of African American women.  Previously 

described as one of the conceptual foundations of this research effort, the career 

development framework model takes into account accounts specific life and career 

experiences that were not explored in previous career exploration studies.  

Race is presented as “the most hotly controversial and highly complex issue in 

our society” (pg. 17); presenting more than the physiological description of color or 

biological facts, but additionally as a social and politically defined descriptor that denotes 

power and position.  Gender, while principally biological, creates a classification that 

distinguishes presumptive beliefs, feelings, resources, and treatment.   The third 

interlocking circle, social class, is referenced by the degree of access to resources and 

power – political power and education, all key considerations when examining the 

development and progression of careers.  The first of the two concentric circles are 

presented as the cultural environment in which the women experience shared norms, 

values and world views. This consideration is encompassed in the broader concentric 

circle of history; and as Mills (1959) interjects, is inseparable from understanding both 

the individual and the society in which they function.   
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Key to the value of Bell and Nkomo research findings is the acknowledgement 

that past research of women in management focused primarily on their careers without 

giving adequate consideration to the other dimensions of their lives; what they refer to as 

the “parachute approach”: the assumption that simply dropping women into the hierarchy 

of the corporate/governmental structure is sufficient to ensure their success.  

Understanding more about their backgrounds, and what it means to be female, and in the 

case of this study, both female and African American through their lens is likely to yield 

information that benefits both the individual and the organization if their numbers are to 

increase and their influence expanded.  Bell and Nkomo’s (2001) interpretation of a 

theoretical underpinnings of career development of women explores the uniqueness of 

the female experience and struggle for professional identity.  However, of greater concern 

for this study, it focuses attention on the inseparability of examining both individual and 

environmental factors in exploring the needs of women in the workplace. The framework 

that they constructed provided a starting point for this research effort.       

 
Social Cognitive Career Development Theory 

Social cognitive career theory, (SCCT) as presented by Brown & Lent (1996, 

1996), Brown & Hackett (1987, 1994, 1996, and 2000) provides a framework through 

which to study how gender and race are encountered in the pursuit of career selection and 

advancement.  An outgrowth of Bandura’s social cognitive framework, SCCT explores 

the contextual factors that influence career choice, goals, and decision making (including 

the historical circumstances that influence ones’ position in the workplace).  It frames the 

exploration of individual perceptions of how careers are developed, considering both 



 

47 
 

intrinsic and extrinsic considerations (Hartund, 2002; Hill-Collins, 1998; Hayes & Way, 

2003).  SCCT recognizes the mutual interaction influences between individuals, their 

behaviors and the environment.  The cognitive factors of thinking, reasoning or 

remembering, central to human functioning occur even without direct reinforcement 

through observation of models. Personal attributes, such as internal cognitive and 

affective states, physical attributes, external environmental factors and overt behavior 

interlock to affect one another bidirectional.  Correspondingly, career interests, choice, 

aspirations are impacted by the influences of the environment (Savickas & Lent, 1994).   

Walker’s 2008 study of African American Women Athletic Administrators 

provides some insights about how the pattern of social development is linked to career 

theories.  SCCT perspectives are applied to explore the precursors of outcome 

expectations and personal goals on the decision to enter this occupation that is largely 

devoid of African American women in leadership positions, Walker notes that 

exploration of “background” factors, including educational and familial history, role 

models and mentors revealed little about the career decision making process.  The 

essential information needed to determine their “success” lay in understanding the 

complexity of the influences that impact their individual careers.  Walker suggests that 

open discussion of the impact of race, ethnicity, and gender must be incorporated into any 

meaningful discussion of how to improve opportunities for this population’s odds for 

traversing the organizational ladder.    

Wicker (2008) also explored women entering the field of NCAA athletic 

administration, applying  SCCT to not only as a frame for the discussion of barriers or 
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negative influences on their career decisions and advancement, but also to frame and 

supported the examination of the coping skills and strategies they employed to overcome 

those barriers and obstacles.  The ability of individual women to plan effective strategies 

to manage the negative factors that they may encounter is emphasized.  Wicker suggests 

that in occupational areas that lack substantial numbers of African American women, 

structuring the discussion of how to apply and expanding career theories to consider the 

entirety of their backgrounds and personal and collective needs is essential.  The study 

also notes that the inclusion of these factors has the potential to provide descriptions that 

may be mutually beneficial to both the incumbents and the institutions as they seek to 

find ways to expand career opportunities to additional segments of the population.   

Hayes & Way (2003) also suggest that cultural models must be applied in any 

meaningful exploration of occupational choice and career decision making. Cultural 

models are described as structural influences about work related beliefs and behaviors 

often held by the population under study.  Are the same models of behavior acceptable, 

realistic or applicable to diverse populations or do the concepts espoused reflect middle 

class, majority populations’ values that may not apply?  Too often the presumptions are 

made that all workplace entrants have a similar set of values.  The researchers provide a 

striking example. The example they explore is the widely held goal to “get a college 

education”, linking the possibility of that accomplishment to expanded opportunities or 

the women with limited resources that were included in their study.  They present that 

considerations other than the innate value of education influences career pursuits and 

decisions.  They espouse that career development theories that do not take into account 
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the structural forces that influence individual perceptions of work and work related 

model/goals limit the ability to identify and understand the connections or contradictions 

that develop among the individual or groups working together toward common 

workplace goals.    

Merriam & Clark (1991) provides further support for the integration of the 

learning that occurs in the workplace and the influence of individual development.  They 

note that this is particularly true when studying how women learn and develop in their 

careers.  In order to enhance the learning process, they suggest that thought must also be 

given to how to incorporate a more comprehensive understanding of women’s lives – 

what it means to be female.  Since the existence of a workplace provides the individual 

with a source of identity, ego gratification, and feedback on the value assigned by the 

investment of our time and talents, work, performed with or through interaction with 

other workers, work is also a key barometer of how we see ourselves, and how we are 

viewed and valued by others in our society.    

Examining the decision making of African American women concerning careers 

in the information and technology field, Lynne-Daniels (2007) applies two types of 

career theories (structural and development) to determine how career choices were made.  

Structural theories focus on individual characteristics and occupational tasks, while 

developmental theories focus on human development across a life span. The study 

findings suggest that O’Neil, Meeker and Borger’s (1978) career decision making model 

remained relevant.  That model identifies individual, familial, societal, socioeconomic, 

situational and psycho social/emotional factors as primary influences in the career 
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exploration process. Taking this wider view that considered the sequence of women’s 

work, and non work experiences provides greater opportunity for consideration of a 

wider range of occupational choices.  Lynne-Daniels further suggests that the world of 

view of African American women influences their career decisions.  The lack of 

opportunity, exposure, and positive support leads to the avoidance of certain occupations 

and work environments.  As positive presentations of career opportunities are presented, 

as in the case of this research effort, stereotypical occupational work views may change 

for this population.    

The fundamental SCCT model has been explored and expanded to examine career 

planning, outcome expectations, career aspirations, perceived barriers and strategies to 

overcome barriers (Bierma, 1999; Gates, 2002), Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Hynes, 2008; 

Hayes, 2008. Yet the empirical research that directly addresses the affect on African 

American women and the intersectionality of their race and gender remains grossly under 

explored.   As Luzzo and McWhirter suggest (2001) “gender and race are socially 

constructed aspects of identity which influence ways that human beings interact with 

each other” (pg. 7), as in the work environment.  Thus the intersection of gender and race 

are significant in the everyday professional lives of African American women.   

 
Workplace History of African American Women 

African American women have an extensive history in the American workplace.  

Long before white women entered the workforce in large numbers, most African 

American women worked outside of the home.  Angela Davis suggests in her book 

Women, Race and Class (1981 that the “starting point for any exploration of Black 
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women’s lives . . . would be an appraisal of their role as workers.” (p.5)  Exploring their 

place in American history mirrors their continuing role as worker both inside and outside 

of the home. In Changing Women: A History of Racial Ethnic Women in Modern 

America, (Anderson, 2001) suggests that in planning for change, we consider what has 

been the experience of African American women in the labor force in order to better 

understand how their social position, ensconced in the history of the American society 

has formed who they are, and their self perceptions of their roles in the work 

environment.   

Enslaved African women brought with them from their homelands in Africa, 

socialized lives that promoted their independence, self reliance and resourcefulness 

(Bambara, 1970). Their experiences during slavery and after emancipation produced an 

almost universal understanding of who they were in American society – denigrated 

women of African heritage. Bambara (1970) presents what she calls a “legacy” issues: a 

legacy of struggle, a legacy of a search for voice; the interdependence of thought and 

action; and the legacy of striving for significance of empowerment in everyday life.  

Jones (1985) describes the period of 1880 -1915 following slavery as a “period of bent 

backs and laboring muscles”.  The work of African American women differed only 

slightly from that of their male counterparts, and placed them in jobs that did not parallel 

the few White women who were engaged in the civilian labor force. His depiction notes  

how black women in the rural south migrated northward to escape the vestiges of slave 

like conditions that existed in that geographic location, only to find themselves in 

northern ghettos, engaging in the same work – scrubbing floors, sewing, ironing, washing 
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dishes and cooking in jobs as domestic servants to northern homeowners.  Those that 

remained in the south worked the fields of southern farms that closely resembled the 

plantations of the slave era.   

The fledgling beginnings of factory labor provided few changes to the availability 

of new work and new workplace identities for African American women.  Labor 

organizations like Richmond, Virginia’s Knights of Labor were segregated by race and 

gender, leaving few opportunities for African American women to learn skills or gain 

apprenticeships (United States Department of Labor, 1922).   Inroads to northern factory 

jobs made in the 1920, quickly disappeared during the Great Depression (Learner, 1972).  

In 1920 7% of black female workers were classified as manufacturing and mechanical 

employees, followed by a decline to 5.5% in 1930 and minuscule advance by 1940 to 6%. 

These limited opportunities are in part attributed to the segregation of the labor force in 

specific geographic areas where certain jobs were earmarked for black women, devoid of 

career mobility or upward mobility.  Fast forward to World War II and the image of 

“Rosie the Riveter”, a portrait of the significant contributions made by women as men 

left the factories to go to war.  The portrait pictures a White woman happily embracing 

the opportunity to serve in place of her man, who had been called to greater service.  This 

was not the story of the typical African American female who had long had a workplace 

history, but may have seen new opportunities in factory work, away from domestic 

service jobs.  While all working women had to fight for fair and equal seniority, 

promotion, and wages, black and white women had different perspectives on the issues 

related to gainful employment.  
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Working outside of the home became “optional” for many white women 

following World War II, as they returned to their roles as housewives.  In 1944 three out 

of ten white women and five out of ten black women worked outside of the home (Jones, 

1985).  By 1960, 60% of all black women in the labor force were working in institutional 

and private household service jobs (only 16% of working white women occupied these 

positions).  Exploring the personal perceptions and identity of black domestic workers, 

Dill (1979) revealed their struggle to reconcile their work with their own feeling of 

dignity and self worth.  She describes them as “locked behind a racial caste barrier which 

offered no immediate escape – and so they relied on their own individual wit to devise 

workplace strategies of survival and resistance” (pg. 82). 

Giddings (1984) offers additional explanations of the historical dimension that 

shaped the persona of African American women in the work environment.  In her book, 

Where and When I Enter, she promotes the view that African American women have 

transcended racist and sexist attitudes, seeking a safe, nurturing environment as they 

shape their role in American culture.  She defines that legacy as continuing to shape 

thinking today, a century and a half after slavery, and she acknowledges the existence of 

dual discrimination based on their race and sex.  However, Giddings displays it as a 

banner, not a hurdle, to be used to promote understanding of the collective experiences 

that shape what is to be an African American female.   

As in the past, African American women continue to increase in number as 

members of the labor force.  By 2007 African American women comprised over 

9,244,000 members in the workforce; approximately 7.5 % of those employed.  More 
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than 61.1 percent of all age eligible African American women were engaged in paid 

employment, most occupying full time positions (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008).  

These numbers show a continuing increase over the last three decades and are projected 

to continue to grow to the level of 7.5% by 2016, resulting in an increase in the rates of 

participation of African American women from 1996 thru 2016 of nearly 36% (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2008).     

African American women also have an extensive history in the federal workforce 

beginning in the 20th century, and expanding following World War II.  The federal 

government has long been an employer of choice, in metropolitan areas, offering a 

standardized salary structure, clearly defined job skill requirements, career longevity and 

adequate retirement benefits which attracted women and minorities.   

There has been limited research on how women and minorities perceive their 

opportunities in federal government.  The passage of the Civil Service Reform Act (1978) 

called for a “Federal workforce reflective of the nations diversity” (5U.S.C. (2301) [B] 

[1].  This was the first official acknowledgement of the importance of a “representative 

bureaucracy” that reflected the demographic makeup of the nation; manifested the values 

of the citizenry and promised that judgments made by the government reflected the 

general populous. Yet, Naff’s (2001) study of the dismantling of the barriers for women 

and minorities employed in federal jobs reveals that the perception continues that their 

opportunities are limited, that non job related factors affect their chances for promotion, 

and that these factors have an impact on the career choice and mobility.   
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Subjective discrimination influences the mobility and promotional opportunities 

of marginalized workers.  Subjective discrimination posits that perceptions of 

discrimination can be as harmful as the objective legislative and policy barriers that cause 

disparate treatment and limit advancement.  If an individual perceives that they will not 

be treated fairly, through their observation of others or personal experiences, they often 

self limit their progress into careers and circumstances where they feel they will not be 

welcomed.  This research seeks to explore those perceptions and the personal and 

environmental factors that contribute to this view.  How did racial, gender and group 

identity influence their discernment of their career in federal employment; how they are 

treated; and how their advancement has been influenced by these factors?   

 
Social, Racial, and Gender Identity—Influences on Workplace Experience 

Identity is not already there; it is in production, emergent, in process.  It is 
situational – it shifts from context to context . . . meaning is essential to 
this whole process of identification, but is always an open wound to be 
reinflicted ” (Yon, 2000, pg. xi).   
 
This study explores the social, racial and gender identity of African American 

women, how they perceive themselves and adjudicate what they view as the influence of 

race and gender on their careers.  Josselson (1996) presents that “identity is how we 

interpret our own existence [and how] we understand who we are in our world.  I am 

women, but my identity as a woman is my unique way of being a woman in the culture in 

which I live” (pg. 30).  

References to personal identity often recount individual characteristics: 

age, gender, sexual orientation, and other physical characteristics (Cross, 1971, 
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1991).   The presentation of identity arising from within the person as a fixed, 

stable structure, does not allow that adequate consideration is given to the shifts in 

the context of our life situations; nor does the assumption that cultural influences 

are static, unitary, essentialist, and all encompassing.  Definitions of both identity 

and culture are often presented applying inaccurate  core suppositions that they 

are fixed phenomena without giving consideration to the fact that they are socially 

constructed, arising from our individual and group understanding of what it is to 

be  - female, white, black, underprivileged, etc. (Alfred, 1999).  

 Erikson’s description of identity as “the ability to experience one’s self as 

something that has continuity and sameness and to act accordingly”, has a converse 

assumption that in addition to defining who we are, identity tells us who we are not 

(1964, pg. 42).  His application of a linear process of development thru eight 

psychosocial stages provides for a cumulative relation throughout one’s lifetime.  In his 

work Life History and the Historical Moment (1973) Erikson also notes that identity must 

be considered in the context of the community in which one exists.  Our psychosocial 

identity is what he calls psycho-historical; individual stories of life histories are 

inextricably interwoven with the history of the larger society, and personal identity forges 

the individual’s role and integration in his/her group, images of self, and the ideologies of 

the time. 

Social Identity 

Social identity theory seeks to explain how social structure informs the meaning 

people attach to their membership in identity groups.  In turn, this identification 
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shapes their social interactions with members of their own group and their view of 

other identity groups (Ely, 1994).  Social identity defines the individuals’ 

knowledge that he/she belongs to a certain social group(s) and conjectures that 

there are some emotional and value significance of that association (Abrams and 

Hogg, 1990).  While Collins (1991) and James & Busia (1995) acknowledge that 

gender, race, religion and social class are parts of the overarching structure of 

human experience, these characteristics are presented as social constructs of the 

super ordinate or subordinate positions we receive and hold in society.  Thus, our 

identity and social-cultural experiences cannot be separated from our definition of 

self (Nkomo, 1988; Cox & Nkomo 1990).   

Brewer & Gardner (1996) conjecture that self concept (personal identity of 

self) is comprised of three components: personal, interpersonal, and collective 

identities.  The first subscribes to the very personal characteristics of the 

individual (intelligence, attractiveness), the second relates to self identity as 

outgrowths of interactions between and among social groups (gender, race) and 

the third, collective identity, relates to the development of global self concepts - 

the norms and characteristics of important reference groups with which we wish 

to identify.  The interaction and representation of various identity groups is seen 

as an important factor in the social structure of the work environment (Wharton, 

1992). 

  Tajfel, (1982), and Abrams & Hogg (1990) point to research that concludes that 

people prefer to interact with members of their own identity group.  From their view, 
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identity has two components, a personal component derived from personality and 

physical and intellectual tracts and a social component, derived from salient group 

memberships, including sex, race, class and nationality.  It is important to note that the 

social component involves processes of self categorization and the value given to being a 

part of a particular social group.  There is an assumption that individuals have a need for 

and are motivated to achieve and maintain a favorable self image.  In the workplace, 

where there are often clear differences of power, value and authority assigned to specific 

subgroups, members of low status groups may encounter  difficulties maintaining 

positive in-group images.  In response to this negative feedback, individuals either 

attempt to disassociate themselves from their subgroup or attempt to distinguish 

themselves from other members of their group.  In a workplace setting, the result may be 

isolation leaving the individual without the benefits of intra or inter group support as they 

negotiate the career ladder.  

 
Racial Identity 

Racial identity refers to the beliefs that one holds about their race, and the 

subsequent acknowledgement of membership in a specific racial group (Helms, 1990).  In 

a society in which race has historically been a factor in job acquisition and promotion 

one’s racial identity is often a defining criteria, not only at the entry point of one’s career, 

but throughout the day to day encounters that define one’s relationships with coworkers 

and the organization as a whole (McCowan & Alston, 1998).  McCowan and Alston‘s 

exploration of the racial identity of college students assigned to both historically Black 

colleges and predominantly White campuses found that racial identity was neither 
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enhanced nor diminished by the number of like others in either  environment.  Their 

study results supported the belief that the degree of racial identity is based on personal 

perceptions rather than number of like individuals one encounters.      

Cross, (1978) presents a model of racial/ethnic identity (Model of Psychological 

Nigrescence) that examines the development of self discovery of race for African 

Americans.  Racial identity is presented as a four stage developmental process in which 

African Americans move from an unhealthy frame to a positive image of their blackness. 

Individuals assume one of four described stages:   

1. At Stage 1 – pre-encounter; individuals devalue their own blackness and 
possess a strong desire to assimilate into White society devoid of their 
differences.   
 

2. At Stage 2 – encounter; highlights two processes: individual experience of a 
profound crisis or event that challenges his/her previous world view, and 
the initiation of a search for their black identity.   
 

3. At Stage 3 - immersion-emersion stage; black pride develops and the 
individual becomes immersed in African American culture and values, 
often completely rejecting white culture.  At this stage the awareness of 
black culture, does not translate to positive feeling about their ethnic 
identity internally.   
 

4. In the final stage - internalization; the individual begins to internalize what 
it is to be black is characterized by a feeling of inner security and 
satisfaction in being African American with a corresponding acceptance of 
other cultures as well. 
 
Where one positions or sees oneself in relationship to Cross’s model effects not 

only self perception, but also influences how one responds to external encounters that 

present race as a defining factor or consideration.    

African American women are most often described by their race primarily, rather 

than their gender (Jackson, 1998).  Jackson points to both personal and professional 
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experiences where Black/African Americans must remind majority decision makers of 

their equally influential qualities as women.  She uses the 1851 speech by Sojourner 

Truth before a women’s rights gathering to reinforce the point.  Truth highlights her 

gender as a integral part of her existence and seeks to convince White women that 

African American women have a dual struggle that transcends their race and fully 

incorporates their gender.  Not surprisingly, her plea for recognition of her dual identity 

incorporates her role in the workplace. 

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages and 
lifted over ditches, to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps 
me into carriages or over mud puddles, or gives me any best place! And, 
ain’t I a woman? Look at my arm!  I have ploughed and planted, and 
gathered into barns, and no man could head me!  And, ain’t I a women? 
[emphasis added] 

 
 
Gender Identity 

Gender identity (for women) is an aspect of social identity that is applied to the 

meaning that attach to their female status.  For women, self identity is organized and 

developed to a significant degree through her relationships with others (Jordan, 1997, 

Surrey, 1991).  Presented in tandem with identity is self concept – one’s overall sense of 

self serves as a cognitive appraisal that integrates the various dimensions that one assigns 

to self.  In a male dominated society, the conjecture is that women construct their gender 

identity by making comparisons between themselves and men.  These comparisons 

strengthen their identification with women by reinforcing the perception of their own 

individual destinies as dependent on the destiny of the entire subgroup (Weber & Foschi, 

1988).  In a work environment where women perceive their selves as having a favorable 
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outcome relative to men, being female is viewed as a positive experience and strengthens 

the relationships among them.  These favorable outcomes include the proportionate 

number of promotions, acceptance into higher level management positions, equal pay and 

other perks associated with high achievement.  Correspondingly, where less favorable 

comparisons are made, they view their sex as a liability their identity with other women 

will be perceived as a negative experience and may actually interfere with the 

development of constructive relations among them.   

While research has focused on inter gender responses, Kanter (1977) analyzed 

women who excelled in the workplace beyond the normal boundaries usually imposed by 

their gender, working in male dominated positions.  He presents a theoretical link 

between an organization’s demographic structure and the nature of work relationships 

between members of the same group.  He labels the women who transcend the usual 

levels of career attainment “Queen Bees”; token women who are rewarded for being 

more aggressive, and demonstrating what are perceived as “male like” qualities and 

characteristics.  Not surprisingly, in these instances, women at lower levels of the 

organization view the possibility of success as available only to women who shed their 

feminine identity.  In contrast, for women who see top level positions as reachable, 

gender identity is less likely to create problems as they do not see their sex as 

incompatible with success and promotion.  What does all this mean?  Simply stated, if an 

organization desires to attain full advantage of the talents of its employees, it serves the 

organization well to build instances where members of selected sub groups can see 

themselves achieving success within the work environment because they also formulate 
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and secure their identity by observing the success of others in their identity group 

(Linderbaum, 1987).  Organizations that have a well integrated workforce with regard to 

sex, racial and cultural identity provide their employees with support hierarchically and 

in peer relationships, fostering constructive competition for top level positions. 

Wharton (1992) also describes organizational demography, the race, sex 

segregation, and group comparisons that occur in the workplace, as a series of additional 

factors that shape the meaning people attach to their identity.  Organizational 

demographics take into consideration the nature and quality of the work relationships 

among members of the same identity group and other work group identities as well.  

Taub and McEwen’s (1992) study of the experiences of African American females found 

that there is a continuous pull by psychosocial forces of autonomy and the desire for 

more effectively managing their interpersonal relationships in the wider society.  Their 

finding revealed that two distinct developmental processes existed for African American 

women in predominantly white institutions, forcing them to focus on both survival 

strategies as well as their desire to socially identify with the majority population.    

Walker (1976) coined the term womanist to provide for a self definition by 

African American women according to their lived reality.  The epistemological 

knowledge claim presents knowledge from and of African American women as a source 

of what is truth.  As Williams (2006) presents it , womanism is a world view and identity 

that centralizes women’s strengths and experiences and acknowledges the 

interconnection of race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexual orientation and other dimensions 

of women’s  identity.  It provides for a separation of differences with regard to the 
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desired workplace preferences and priorities of African American women that were not 

initially addressed by the feminist movement of the 1970s.  As she notes the right not to 

have to work as hard as a man and have their femininity and humanity acknowledged 

equally are significant desires.  Taking the approach of womanist theory, understanding 

African American women mandates understanding their culture race, gender, and the 

social influences that shape who they are (Hooks, 1981; Banks, 2000; Cannon, 2002, 

Collins, 2000). 

Further, as Bell Hooks (1981) advocates, the individuals examined in this study 

are never just African American, or just women; they are inextricably both without 

capacity to separate the inherent differences of each consideration.  Much of what little is 

known about their experiences in the workplace exists in the popular literature of 

business publications and magazines, pointing either to the barriers and/or limitation of 

their accomplishments or highlighting the accomplishments of the few who serve as 

examples of what it looks like to “overcome” the established stereotype of their role in 

the work force.  Germane specifically to this study, no empirical analysis was found of 

how the career progression of this population within the federal bureaucratic job structure 

is linked to their unique position as both female and minority members of the workforce 

(Hackett & Byars, 1996).   

Chapter Summary 

 “The more I can see, the wiser, more timely, more systematic and informed my 

actions and decisions are likely to be because more of the relevant information, 

connections, and dynamic relationships become more visible (Cook-Greuter, (2004), pg. 
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27).  In her exploration of African American women and how they make sense of their 

experiences ascending the career ladder in corporate American, Levenstein (2008) 

presents a study that closely parallels the objectives to this planned research.  She 

describes their experiences as “navigating beyond the barriers” (pg 12).  Her intention 

was to explore and begin to understand more about the structure of how African 

American women perceive the potential connections between the structure of their 

thoughts and how those thoughts are shaped by their personal and workplace experiences.  

Levenstein presents Kegan’s constructive development theory of adult development 

(1983, 1994, and 2000), contending that all individuals operate and make meaning along 

a developmental continuum that occurs as one’s understanding of a subject/phenomenon 

is exposed.  She also advocates that the higher the developmental ladder one is on, the 

broader the vision of the territory, and the potential to more fully understand the myriad 

influences is enhanced.   

This research explores whether that vision of the territory as seen by the few 

African American female executives in the federal workplace provides an understanding 

of their unique experience as African American, female executives managing the 

county’s bureaucratic representational structure.  It is hoped that as the incumbents share 

their life and work experiences; how those encounters were defined by their position in 

the world; and how work place experiences were influenced by how they individually 

identify their roles in the larger context of their lives, a clearer understanding of their 

lives will emerge.  The aspiration is to gain an understanding of what ways the 
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perceptions of themselves and their work environment are aligned and influenced by their 

race and gender is explored.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

 
Introduction  

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study is to explore the 

perceptions of African American women who have achieved executive status in their 

careers in federal employment, concerning how race and gender have affected their 

careers and subsequent passive and active representation as members of democratic 

bureaucracy.  The intent is to give voice to their individual and collective experiences as 

an underrepresented segment of the policy and decision making management structure.  It 

is hoped that this research will add to the limited body of knowledge that exists or 

enhance understanding of how the limitations of their participation impacts both their 

individual discernment and the collective achievement of the goals of a representative 

government.   

This chapter presents the methods and procedures that were applied to the study.  

It starts with a restatement of the research questions, and the underlying paradigms and 

concepts which define the research design. A description of target population and the 

basis for the selection of study participants is included, along with the proposed data 

collection procedures.  The delineation of the process and procedures applied to analyze 

the data that was collected and a summary of the research methodology includes a 

discussion of ethical concerns and the potential bias of the researcher.   

Research Questions 

Maxwell (2005) suggests that the function of research questions is to explain 

specifically what the study will attempt to discern or understand. Correspondingly, as part 
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of the research design, the questions serve two additional functions: (1) to help focus the 

study (by framing a relationship of the goals and the conceptual framework), and (2) to 

provide guidance on how to conduct the study (the methods and soundness of the 

approach applied).   Maxwell also notes that there are three specific distinctions among 

the kinds of research questions that should be considered: “whether the inquiry is generic 

or particularistic, instrumentalist or realist, and differences between variance and process 

related questions” (pg. 70).  Each of these factors influence the methodological approach 

applied to any research.   

Generic questions generally push the proposal into a quantitative direction with a 

concern for the selection of the sample and generalizability of the findings.  

Particularistic questions present the “case” of those individuals that are included in the 

study in the context of their participation in a specific community or their experience with 

a specific phenomenon.  Focus is placed on presenting an adequate description, 

interpretation and explanation of the “case” vs. the generalization of the potential 

findings.   

In Maxwell’s second concern, instrumentalist vs. realist questions, he presents the 

contrast between questions that result in observable or measurable data vs. questions that 

do not require a reframing or reduction of feeling, beliefs, or intentions.  The later 

approach treats the unobserved responses to the phenomena as “real” (Campbell, 1998), 

and the data that are provided become evidence of their existence and the nature of the 

phenomena.  As is the case with other qualitative research, in this effort, the emphasis is 

on how participants make sense of what is happening/or has happened and how this 
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perspective informs their actions. The relative truth or validity of their statements takes a 

back seat to how they organize and communicate their experience with the phenomenon 

(Jackson, 1987, Linde, 1993).   

The final distinction presented by Maxwell in the formulation of appropriate 

research questions is the distinction between variance and processing questions.  

Variance concerns address how much, to what extent, or the relationship between 

variables (what may vary among the findings), while process questions focus on how 

things happen, including the meaning of events and activities, the influence of the 

physical and social context on events, and activities and concerns about the process by 

which the events or activities occur.  Applying the criteria suggested by Maxwell, this 

proposed research poses the following particularistic, realist, process questions, which 

explore the cases of a community of African American women and their experiences, 

framing their beliefs and intentions, and addressing how they assign meaning to the 

activities encountered during their careers.  

This study is guided by the following overarching question: How do African 

American women in executive positions in the federal bureaucracy make meaning of 

their career experiences?   Secondary to that exploration is concern for the analysis of the 

following issues:  

1. How are the experiences of African American women in the workforce influenced 

by their social identity and their collective work history?   
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2. Do African American women perceive gender and race as definitive factors in their 

career progression; and it so, how do these considerations affect their career 

choice, work experience, and career development?  

3. How do African American women executives negotiate their workplace in light of 

their gender and race?   

4. What do African American women see as their passive and active roles in a 

representative government?   

 
Framework of the Research Design  

Creswell (2003) notes that prior to developing a study design, the researcher 

needs to; (1) consider the underlying philosophical assumptions about what constitutes 

knowledge claims; (2) determine the general procedures or strategies of inquiry; and (3) 

select detailed procedures of data collection and data analysis methods that will be 

applied to the research.  The qualitative approach applied to this study is framed by each 

of these considerations.   

The underlying philosophical underpinnings of this study are grounded in the 

epistemological belief of the social construction of knowledge (Creswell, 2003). Both 

social construction and constructivism posit that our ontology, how we give meaning to 

our world, is developed through our interaction in a social context with the phenomena 

we encounter in our everyday lives.  The multiple meanings of our individual 

experiences, that are socially and historically constructed, guide our beliefs of “what is” 

and “what it is to be” (Creswell, pg 18).  The social constructs that we encounter are what 

Bandura (1977) refers to as byproducts of unintended and unconscious human choice, 
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rather than results determined by nature or divine will.  Individually, or as members of 

the group to which we belong, we create our perception of social reality.  Further, social 

construction is not a static occurrence, but an ongoing, dynamic process that Berger and 

Luckman (1966) present as the foundation of all knowledge that stems from social 

interaction.  “We never just look at one thing: we are always looking at the relationship 

between things and ourselves” (Berger, 1972, pg. 9).   

The procedures applied to this research are qualitative. Qualitative research, 

broadly defined, refers to “any kind of research that produces a finding that is not arrived 

at by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990, pg. 17).  While quantitative researchers seek causal determination, prediction, and 

generalization of findings, qualitative researchers seek illumination, understanding, and 

the potential to extrapolate to similar situations.  This qualitative research seeks to better 

understand a concept or phenomenon (career development in the federal bureaucracy) by 

exploring the experiences of those having engaged in the phenomenon (African 

American female executives).  This approach requires a description of the incumbent/co-

researcher’s, presentation of the setting in which the phenomenon occurs, analysis of the 

themes or categories of inquiry and an explanation of findings (Creswell, 2003).  Both the 

descriptions, presented by the participants in the findings segment, and theoretical 

conclusions gleaned from the incumbents are considered as the researcher attempted to 

filter the conclusions and findings.   

Qualitative research has been described as multi-method in focus, (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1994), and involves a naturalistic, interpretive approach to the subject under 
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study.  The research does not separate the incumbent from the natural setting under which 

the phenomena is experienced; but instead, attempts to make sense of the meaning people 

bring to the experience(s) they encounter.  Any meaningful qualitative inquiry endeavors 

to understand a social or human problem as the researcher “builds a holistic picture of 

what has occurred” providing detailed descriptions and analysis (Creswell, 1998).   

Stubblefield & Murray (2002) warn that a problem with most qualitative studies is 

the failure to link the method applied with the philosophical underpinnings, which leads 

to a lack of clarity of how the knowledge and information explored can be evaluated and 

utilized.  Hein and Austin (2001) suggest further that there is no one way to design 

phenomenological research since the specific method used depends on the research 

purpose, the specific skill level of the researcher and the nature of the questions and data 

that will be explored.  In this effort managing the underpinnings of constructivism will 

require that the research utilize open ended questions that allow for the presentation of 

information that may emerge from the dialogue.  As each individual interviewed is 

provided ample opportunity to present their story without influence or direction from the 

research, it is believed that the opportunity for emerging themes maximized.   

 
Research Design: Phenomenology 

Phenomenology, the tradition applied to this proposed research study, presents the 

shared meanings of experiencing phenomena as described in the context of a particular 

situation – career development in a representative, democratic governmental structure.  

Phenomenology has been conceptualized as a philosophy, a research method, and an 

overarching perspective and source from which all qualitative research emerges (Koch, 
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1996; Wimpenny & Gass, 2000). As a philosophy, phenomenology merges as a reaction 

against the dominant scientific, positivistic, views of philosophy and psychology 

espoused in Europe in the early 20th century. Truth is found in the eyes (perceptions) of 

the beholder, filtered through their connection to and understanding of the occurrences 

that shape their knowledge.  The findings of phenomenological research evolve through 

inductive reasoning; generalizations are drawn from the presentation of individual 

observations or experiences. 

The focus of any phenomenological study is to present the lived experience, 

which it is hoped will increase understanding of the phenomenon from the perspective of 

the informants (Giorgi, 1997).  Phenomenology reduces data gathered from lengthy 

interviews with a number of informants and seeks to identify a central meaning or 

“essence” of the experience.  McCaslin and Scott (2003) pose that the central question to 

be addressed in phenomenology is “If I could discover the shared lived experience of one 

quality or phenomenon in others, I would want to know . . . . “ In this research the 

question posed is: “What does it mean to be an African American women executive 

working in the federal government and representing the American public by virtue of 

your gender and race in an passive and active manner?”  

That said, however, it is important to note that there is not one approach that is 

subscribed by all phenomenological researchers.  To more fully understand the concepts 

surrounding and supporting phenomenology, a review of its origin and the philosophy of 

its founders is warranted.  Early supporters of phenomenology resisted the position that 

reality exists independent of our consciousness, and that objective science is superior to 
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experience.  Phenomenologists argue in favor of pointing to experience as a central 

feature of life and our understanding of what constitutes truth.   

Crotty (1996) traces the origins of “classical” phenomenology, associated with the 

work of German philosopher Husserl, who is generally credited as its founding father.  

He attempted to separate truth found in matter from that which is perceived in the mind: 

what is truth is truth because it is “seen” as truth in our consciousness.  Husserl’s 

educational background, as a mathematician, influenced his contrasting interest in 

philosophy, and the merging of the epistemological differences moved him toward the 

goal of developing a way of experiencing and interpreting the world that was as rigorous 

as the mathematical models of his primary education (Hunter, 2004).  Husserl contrasted 

the “natural world in which I find myself or the natural world about me, which is always 

present,” with the arithmetic world that exists “only when and as long as I occupy the 

arithmetical standpoint”.  He took note of the fact that man did not exist alone in the 

world, and so the experiences of one individual naturally impacted those of his neighbors.  

Husserl’s philosophical approach focused on descriptive phenomenology – experience as 

perceived by human consciousness – valued and objectively studied.  He accepted that 

subjective information was relevant in seeking understanding.   

This shared world formed what Husserl described as the “inter-subjective natural 

world about me.”  His search for “pure consciousness” or “transcendental consciousness” 

requires that the researcher bracket his/her personal experiences.  While Husserl’s goal of 

pure consciousness may be impossible, given the structure and operation of the human 

mind, he provided a basis of the recognition that seeking focus on the nature of a 
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phenomenon unfettered by preconceived interpretations could result in new insights and 

levels of consciousness concerning what has occurred.  This ability to transcend the 

distortion of one’s history, culture and society was seen as a way to provide for an 

authentic exploration of the true nature or essence of the experience of the individuals 

being studied.   

Husserl’s transcendental (descriptive) phenomenology forms the primary 

approach applied to this research effort. Spielberg (1982) identifies four constants which 

foreshadow the use this philosophical approach to research:  

(1)  The drive for rigorous science that Husserl believed phenomenology 
would provide by clarifying the searcher’s fundamental concepts and 
assumptions; 
 
(2) The desire to provide meaning structure to the human experience 
through increased understanding of the essential, piori or self evident 
structures;  
 
(3)  The belief and a philosophy of radical autonomy that addresses people 
as free agents who are responsible for influencing their culture, and  
 
(4) The belief in man’s responsibility to be aware of one’s own being and 
that of others that surround us.   
 
Researchers Heidegger (1962), Schultz (1967), Merleau-Ponte (1962), Giorgi 

(1983), and others contributed to the expansion of the phenomenological theories as it 

transitioned from a philosophical position to its expanded use as a research method.  

Qualitative phenomenological research does not mandate the application of specific 

techniques and processes that must be applied, and does not implore a single 

methodology, since “the approach employed is directly tied to the experience under 

observation (Tesch, 1980, pg. 27)”. As Tesch defines it, the goal of phenomenological 
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research is to make explicit that which is implicit in behavior as it manifests itself.  The 

objective is to present a detailed description of the behavior itself, and an analysis or 

summary of how a number of individuals view the experience.   

The goals of this research, to examine the perceptions of African American 

women in their role as government executives, warrants consideration of a number of 

approaches to the phenomenological research paradigm espoused by theorists since its 

inception. No singular approach pre assigned, and consideration was given to a number 

of recommended approaches utilized to explore the phenomenon.  One is able to view 

Husserl’s transcendental descriptive phenomenology as centered on the belief that the 

true example of what a particular phenomenon is can most accurately be examined by 

viewing both the issue under study, and the experience of those who are engaged in it.  In 

the case of this research, the issue under study is the exploration of working within a 

representative bureaucracy in the context of equality of employment opportunity and the 

experiences encountered which result from the gender and race of the incumbents.   

This study was constructed to identify the experiences and provide an “analysis of 

consciousness and its objects” (Magee, 1987, pg. 254).  This effort to shred 

preconceptions to view phenomena in their original state was described by Husserl as 

epoch or bracketing of the natural world of the researcher (Van Manen, 1990).  Husserl 

viewed common daily experiences as part of the “life world”, the pre-reflective 

experiences that shape our knowledge.  These “lived experiences”, unbiased by analysis 

or conscious forethought, are the starting point and end point of phenomenological 

research (Van Manen, 1990; Lopez & Willis, 2004).  The aim is to transform lived 
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experience into textual expression of its essence in such a way that “the effort is at once a 

reflexive reliving and reflective appropriation of something meaningful” (Van Manen pg. 

36).  One’s view and relationship with the world frames the experience of the 

phenomenon and the individual understanding of what that phenomenon means.   

Another view of phenomenology is presented by Alfred Schultz (1932 – reissued 

1967) who envisioned its value as “the way that ordinary members of society attend to 

their everyday lives.”  He urged research to include focus on the linkages between the 

structure and functioning of consciousness and the structure and functioning of the social 

environment.  Germane to this research effort was his quest to understand how, in 

recognition of our “individualness”, we achieve a common experience of the world and a 

shared framework of meaning.  It is hoped that this research effort will provide insights 

into how women who have be excluded from participation in the executive ranks view 

their role in a representative democracy as a common experience.  Exploration of their 

perceptions of the truth of a democratic representative government as an egalitarian, ideal 

are explored.   

Schultz’s work and awareness of the social reality of truth in a social political 

setting influenced the work of Berger and Luckman (1966) in their pursuit of the social 

reality.  They note that the institutions of our society, e.g. families, even government, 

present an objective reality that antedates the individual’s “biological recollection.”  The 

existence and influence of these institutions on the individual’s life is not diminished 

simply because the individual is not aware of their existence or the impact on their being.  
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Learning about how they influence us as individuals becomes a challenge that is closely 

related to learning more about ourselves.   

Heidegger, Husserl’s protégé, presents an expansion of the descriptive 

phenomenological approach.  While Heidegger also viewed the relationship between 

subject/individual and the object/phenomenon as linked, he envisioned that the link 

between the two could not be explored through conscious awareness alone.  Arguing that 

the world of existence was inseparable from our “everydayness”, Heidegger (1962) 

placed our “lived experience” as existence in the world, rather than Husserl’s belief that 

human reality was consciousness of the natural world. For Heidegger self and the world 

are one, and the role of the researcher is to explore the essential relatedness of being in 

the world. Questions for the phenomenological researcher following Heidegger view 

answer “what does it mean to be”, in comparison to “what does it mean to know or how 

do we know what we know”? (Stanford Encyclopedia, 2003)   

Focused on the “everydayness” of experience, Heidegger held that how we relate 

to others, how we establish our goals, and the intentionality of our efforts define the way 

we live out our hopes and values.  Our reality or truth is existence in the world, rather 

than the belief that human reality is consciousness of the natural world in which we live 

(Dryfus, 1987).  “Dasein” is the term Heidegger applies to define our existence – our 

being in the world; with the world and self presented as inseparable.  Our existence in the 

world positions us to be both observer and the observed objects to be considered in 

defining truth.  Applied to the direction and intention of this research, African American 

women in this study are presented as both the influence and result of influence of what 
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they encounter in their careers.  The goal was to unlock and expose the conscious 

structures that govern their existence.    

In addition, according to Heidegger (1962) human experience is three 

dimensional, encompassing the past, present and future.  Current understanding and 

beliefs are born from past beliefs and experiences and concepts of what the future is 

likely to be.  Pre-understanding of one’s social, historical, and cultural background and 

way of being in the world influences the interpretation of what is seen as occurring within 

the current phenomena. 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty presents additional considerations for the 

phenomenological researcher.  As a phenomenologist and an essentialist, he posits that 

individuals define both themselves and the world that they experience. According to 

Merleau-Ponte, “we are condemned to meaning”; since we are only able to know 

ourselves based on the input of others.  Correspondingly, since human nature never 

ceases to change, philosophically, we are always “bringing truth into being.” as both 

bodies and subjects of thought.  The essence of our existence is presented as “situated” in 

our environments, set by both physical and cultural limits choice.  Accepting Merleau-

Ponte’s premises means that our truth and perceptions of the truth are driven by the world 

in which we live.   

The methodology applied to this research is the use of a descriptive approach to 

inform the current dialog and understanding concerning the perceptions of African 

American women, seeking to bring to the forefront of consciousness their perspective for 

those interested in examining them and their representational role in the federal 
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bureaucracy.  The context of their descriptive recollection of what has and is occurring 

will be examined.   Husserl’s descriptive methodological approach is best suited for this 

study as the goal of this effort is in part to explore and identify the commonalities of 

experiences so a generalized description can be provided.   

Mouton and Marais (1990, pg. 43) define an exploratory, descriptive study as 

“appropriate when examining a relatively unknown research area”.  Much of the limited 

research on the career development of African American women fails to separate them 

from the other minority women or fails to separate them from African American men 

(Peterson, 2000; Brown, 2002; Fisher, 1999; Coleman (2000).  The Glass Ceiling Report 

(1995) provided the most extensive study of women and minorities in the work place, but 

it provides only limited information on their Federal career development.  What is 

explored focuses on private sector accomplishments, and is devoid of their role in the 

government workforce.   

In this study, finding the commonalities of responses provides the opportunity for 

new insights into an area that previously has not been explored in depth.  Previous 

research, (Hackett, 1996) considered the impact of race on career development and 

gender (Gillian, 1982; Costello, 2004) representative government (Komisky, 2007), yet 

there has been limited research which takes each of these influences into account 

presented as overlapping concerns.  Little is known about how African American women 

view their experiences, and the findings of this effort may provide for reassessment of 

how to better understand both their active and passive representational influence.  What is 

the experience of being an African American women executive working in a federal 
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agency where you see few if any faces similar to yours; and where you know that by your 

very number, or lack thereof, you stand out and may be viewed as an enigma?  Is that role 

defined by the uniqueness of individual circumstances, or a collective work history in the 

labor force, or are there other defining considerations?  

Neuman (1999) suggests that the researcher’s aim is to produce an account of the 

phenomenon or group within the context of the unique setting of the domain in order to 

present a new perspective and an understanding of the structure of the experience.  In 

order to accomplish this, the researcher notes what comes before and what surrounds the 

focus of the study; in this instance – government structure and representative 

government, must also be reviewed.  Neuman also suggests that the same events or 

behaviors may have different meanings in different cultures or historical arenas.  This 

research aspires to test understandings to obtain a fuller meaning of what has occurred – 

with the goal of providing plausible insights and discerning patterns which may formulate 

understanding of what is truth (deMarrais & Roulston, 2001).   

 
Sample Selection 

Maxwell (2005) conjectures that the word “sampling “is problematic for 

qualitative research because it implies that the purpose of the selection is to represent a 

particular population.  He suggests the use of “purposeful selection” (pg. 88) or “criterion 

based selection.” Weiss ((1994, pg. 17) refers to the selection of participants as “panels”, 

“people who are uniquely able to be informative because they are expert in an area or 

were privileged witnesses to an event.”   
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As ascribed by Merriam (1998), a purposeful sample, requires the establishment 

of selection criteria that is consistent with the goals of the study and the selection of 

individuals who can provide specific and substantial detail regarding the phenomenon 

under study.  Whichever term is applied to the participant selection process, this study 

included individuals who have experienced being in a clear minority status, by virtue of 

their gender and race, as career federal executives.  No limitations are set regarding their 

tenure, age, or occupational choice.  The use of purposeful sampling is appropriate when 

there is a need to select participants that meet the needs of the study (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), and when there are a limited number of participants who have undergone the 

experience being investigated  who can provide textual richness of information  (Moore, 

1991).  Maxwell (pg. 89) justifies the use of purposeful sampling when the following four 

research goals exist: 

1. The goal of achieving representativeness or typicality of the setting, 
individuals or activities selected; deliberately selecting individuals that are 
known to be typical provides confidence that the conclusions adequately 
represent the population as a whole; 
 

2. The goal is to capture the heterogeneity of the population. While seemingly 
opposite the first goal, this approach speaks to the desire to represent the 
entire range of variation of the members of the population – “maximum 
variation sampling” (Guba and Lincoln, 1989, pg. 178); 
 

3. When the goal is to deliberately include critical cases that support the 
theoretical frame of the study; and 
 

4. The goal is to establish particular comparisons to illustrate differences 
among individuals. 
 
The purposeful sample of participants in this study will be drawn from the 

African American women who occupy General Schedule 15 or Senior Executive Service 
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jobs within one federal agency between the years 1997 and 2007.  This time period 

overlaps two presidential administrations allowing for consideration of the influence 

imposed by differences in political agendas, which may affect management hiring and 

staffing priorities and personnel operations.  This time frame also significantly broadens 

the number of General Schedule (GS) 15 level employees who meet the sample criteria: 

serving in senior level decision making positions for more than two years during the 

established timeline. 

In this study, the limited number of individuals who have achieved the status of 

senior executive will result in asking each of the eleven members of the Senior Executive 

Service who served during the selected time period to participate in the research.  A 

simple random sampling of the General Schedule 15 employees were chosen in 

consideration of the requirements presented by Maxwell, with specific consideration 

given to maximize the variation in the sample discussed in #2 above.   

 
Site Selection 

The inclusion of a single federal department was chosen to narrow the focus of 

occupational areas in which the co-researchers are employed, and to standardize the 

organizational cultural influences that would exist across a more heterogeneous 

population selected from several federal departments.  The Department of Labor consists 

of 8 primary sub agencies, which will provide a mix of occupational specialties, without 

the encumbrance of defining the cultural variations which may otherwise influence the 

findings if a multi department approach was attempted.  In addition, as Maxwell suggests, 

selection decisions also take into account the feasibility of access and data collection.  
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Gaining access to the records of other federal departments concerning members of the 

workforce who constitute the population of minority, female senior executives, and 

securing permission to conduct interviews would have required overcoming the 

encumbrances imposed by privacy restrictions and limited accessibility.   

 
Data Collection Method 

The evidence/data derived from this research comes from first person reports of 

the participants’ life experiences.  Phenomenological interviews are informal and 

interactive and will utilize both open ended and semi structured questions.  Preliminary 

interview questions will be prepared and shared with the co-researchers.  However, these 

questions were slightly adjusted based on the general progression of the interview and 

how participants share her experiences (Moustakes, 1994).  Semi-structured interview 

questions included pre determined topic areas and general questions designed to provide 

for storytelling and the presentation of antidotes that exemplify the co-researchers’ 

recollection of important key issues that were reflective of their perceptions of their 

careers. 

While the incumbents/co-researchers  are viewed as the best source of 

information regarding the phenomena under review, Maxwell (2005) cautions that the 

researcher must exercise caution when considering  how to frame the inquiry, since there 

may not be a logical deduction from the research questions to the interview questions.  

He provides an exemplary example of the importance of this relationship in his depiction 

of Kirk and Miller’s (1986) research of the harvesting and sale of coca leaves in Peru.  

The direct tie that they initially made to the research questions – open ended inquiries 
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about coca use – resulted in uniform, almost verbatim responses that provided very 

limited insights about the farmer’s true beliefs about their role in the drug trade.  But, 

when the questions were refocused to less directive inquires, the respondents were more 

forthcoming in presenting their own experiences and their perceptions of their role.  This 

research was conducted demonstrating awareness of these considerations and the 

personal and potential sensitive nature of the questions for women who are currently 

incumbents of executive positions.  A truncated pilot interview was conducted with an 

individual who was not part of the final research sample, and post interview follow up 

with that individual specifically explored whether any of the initial interview questions 

caused anxiety or concern.  Minor modifications were made to two questions to guard 

against directing the interview responses. 

This researcher was aware that the interview process itself may present additional 

challenges that required a continuing awareness not only of the purpose of the research, 

but also the role and responsibility that such an effort mandates.  The process of 

conducting an interview presents a “microcosm of consciousness (Vgotsky, 1987), 

providing what Seidman (2006, pg. 7) describes as “an opportunity to gain access to the 

most complicated social and educational issues abstracted from their experience”.   

Presenting Stutz’s (1967) example of encountering a woodchopper, the interview is 

symbolized as the difference between “observational understanding” and the “subjective 

understanding” that is provided when the encounter includes dialog and access to the 

context of the persons behavior and the meaning they ascribe to what occurs.  

Correspondingly, the opportunity to conduct an in-depth one on one interview provides 
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an enhanced opportunity to gain understanding of a larger segment of the sphere of 

encounters that shape and influence perception.  

Seidman’s technique of combining two approaches to interviewing was applied in 

this study: life history interviews (Bertaux, 1981) and focused in-depth interviewing 

(Schultz, 1967).  In consideration of the time limitations that are likely given the work 

schedule of the participants, a consolidation of the three interview series designed by 

Dolbeare and Schuman (1982) was applied.  Interview one provided a focused live 

history discussion where the co-researcher was encouraged to reconstruct their early 

experiences. The focus on “how” this phenomenon was influenced by their early family, 

school and work experiences provided context to their additional descriptions.  Some of 

the information required for background was obtained utilizing a short pre interview 

questionnaire, requesting information about their job title, occupational series, education, 

previous geographic location, etc.  

The second interview, chronologically combined with the first focused on the 

details of the co-researchers’ present lived experience as an African American executive 

working within the federal job structure.  The goal was to forego the immediate 

recollection of their opinions and focus instead on the details of those experiences.  It was 

anticipated that perhaps this approach would stimulate discussions that would reveal less 

conscious nuances about their encounters.  The final interview segment required that co-

researchers reflect on the meaning of their experiences as executive level African 

American women, and the intellectual connection of their positions within the 

phenomenon, primarily how they view their representative role(s).    
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All prospective participants were given an outline of the research protocol that 

explained the general purpose of the study and what is expected of them (anticipated 

timeline, ethical considerations, etc.). Once they agree to participate, and sign the 

required release forms, individual interviews will be scheduled.  As anticipated, given the 

anticipated length of the interviews, some were conducted away from the worksite at a 

mutually agreeable location.  All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed as soon 

as possible following their completion.  Each interview lasted at least 90 minutes; the 

longest lasted 130 minutes.  The interviews were scheduled with two to three day 

intervals between them to allow the researcher time to prepare the recorded information 

for the transcription process and to review and complete field notes.   

Field notes were utilized, to record the details of the interview setting, and non-

verbal nuances and gestures.  They also served to assess the overall response of the 

interviewees to questions and the initial, post interview impressions of the researcher as 

well.  Any suggested changes for subsequent interviews were also noted.  Both the field 

notes and the transcriptions were reviewed by the researcher to insure that the 

information is accurately captured.  In addition each study participant was contacted 

again, and key statements were reviewed.  They were asked to verify terms or accounts 

that required further exploration.  For example, terms including “shape shifter” and “end 

game” were discussed to ensure that the researcher had an accurate depiction of what was 

intended.  Each participant was specifically asked if there were additional questions or 

items that they wanted to discuss further.  Each declined to provide further elucidation.  

Several respondents noted that they felt that their unaltered, original statements would 
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present the most accurate, unfiltered reflection of their positions on the issues included in 

the inquiry.     

Interview Protocol 

Kvale, (1983) presents an interview as an interaction between two people who 

react in relationship to each other and reciprocally influence each other.  Clark (2007) 

cautions that there are two primary considerations that should be considered in 

interviewing women in general, and minority women in particular.  She points to the 

perceptions of patriarchal power espoused by feminists and the often held presumptions 

and self perceptions that women’s voices are marginalized and undervalued.  For this 

reason, the requirement to insure a two way, open dialog will be a key focus.  This should 

minimizes the potential for the “baggage” of both interviewee and interviewer to shape 

and influence questions.  This researcher is aware that feminism is a perspective, not a 

research method, and that there is diversity among its proponents (Reinhartz, 1992).  

However, the intension is to present this social inquiry from the perspective that 

acknowledges that the ontological claim that reality of the female experience, as depicted 

in many search efforts is distorted and or incomplete given the absence or exclusion of 

the first person voice of this segment of the population.  Every effort will be made to 

acknowledge and identify questions that may distort or improperly present an andocentric 

frame: avoiding the practice, conscious or otherwise, of placing male or the masculine 

point of view at the center of one's view of the world and its culture and history.   

Clark also warns against the interviewer’s assumption that a Black woman 

interviewing other Black women provides an automatic linkage or commonality.  She 
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presents Merton’s (1972) concept of “outsider-insiders or outsiders-within” to explore 

what occurs.  African American women who interview other Black women are seen as 

non members, although they may have similar life experiences and social roles.  This is 

particularly true when the research occurs with individuals who view their circumstances 

as members of marginalized group, as may be the case of the women in this research 

effort.  Their separateness, despite the higher level positions that they occupy may serve 

to isolate them from others who may initially be viewed as being of like stature and 

circumstance.  Prior to the interview careful attention will be given to clarifying the 

purpose and intent of the research - to elucidate their voice and perceptions.  Remaining 

conscious of the need to minimize the “voice” of the researcher will be continue 

throughout the overall interview and any subsequent clarifying discussions.  This should 

help to ameliorate some of these concerns.   

 
Data Analysis 

Phenomenological research has a duel focus of not only reporting findings 

regarding the phenomena under review, but also to give focus to the potential readers 

prospective  as well.  “If you want people to understand better than they otherwise might, 

provide them information in a form in which they usually experience it”, (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, pg. 10.)  The approach to data analysis used in this research will consider the 

requirement that a rich, detailed insight into the experiences of the co-researchers is 

desirable, and may serves to match the “epistemological positions that are in harmony 

with the potential readers’ experiences; thus rendering it more meaningful to them.” 

(Stake, 1978, pg. 5)  
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Just as the methods for collecting qualitative data vary, based in part on the goals 

of the research, the processes that are applied to the analysis allow for similar 

considerations.  Creswell (1998) presents a generic, five step approach that was be 

employed in the data analysis of this research:  Reading and memoing through text, 

making margin notes and forming initial codes: 

1. Data managing – creating and organizing files for data; 

2.   Describing the meaning of the experience for the research; 

3.   Classifying data by finding and listing statements of meaning for individuals;  

4. Interpreting, by developing textual description of what has happened, developing 

a structural description of how the phenomenon was experienced; and  

5. Representing a narration of the essence of the experience, using tables, or other 

representations of meaning units. 

Other researchers, (Huberman and Miles ,1994; Dey (1993); Wolcott (1994) each 

present options for separating the exploration of retrieved data into formats that allow for 

description, analysis and interpretation.  Wolcott suggests that data is “transformed” in 

the analysis process to provide an account of the information that is being shared and to 

answer the question: “what is going on?”  His approach also acknowledges that there is 

no such thing as pure description, since a human observer will prepare the summary that 

becomes the description 

Separating the interviewing and analysis will be challenging; although some, 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Huberman & Miles, 1984) suggest that each process informs the 

other, guiding the interviewer to reconsider the questions and interview protocol based on 
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what transpires in each preceding exchange.  Coffey and Atkinson (1996), present three 

sub-processes to be applied to data analysis: data reduction, data display, and conclusion 

drawing and verification.  Each of these considerations leads to a comparison of 

contrasting cases, exploration of themes, patterns and regularities among responses 

provided from various data sources.  Similarly, Dey (1993) suggests the use of a process 

of analysis that is geared toward resolving data into components to reveal characteristic 

themes and patterns.  Application of pre themes and category designation was initially 

considered in this study.  These choices closely parallel the theoretical framework 

outlined addressed in the research questions and theoretical underpinning.  At the start of 

the research process they included the following considerations: 

 

Table 1 
 
Initial/Anticipated Themes 
 
Theme To Include Reflective Of  
Identity Social  

Work place  
Race  
Gender  

Cultural norms  
Values 
Self perceptions 

Career Development Career Selection/Choice 
Social/familial Influence  
Collective history 

Promotion/advancement 
Career expectations 

Diversity Affirmative action 
Equal Opportunity 

Workplace support 
Encouragement 
Aspirations 

Representation Social responsibility 
Support systems 

Influence 

 

The following steps were taken to attempt to minimize the possibility of the loss 

of relevant information, and to address the challenges that arise from arraying what may 
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be large amounts of information gathered during the hour interview process (Tesch, 

1990).  In an effort to gain a clear sense of the totality of the information available, all 

transcripts were read and ideas concerning emerging issues was recorded.  One interview 

was selected for the initial screening and efforts were made to capture the underlying 

themes that may not have been considered in the initial coding. The subsequent 

interviews will be reviewed and the list of emerging issues will be developed.  After 

completing this process based on the replies of several co-researchers, a list of all of the 

topics will be compiled and similar topics will be clustered to form the final topical 

analysis.  Bogdan and Biklin, (1992), suggest that codes be aligned to provide the 

following sub-analytical categories:  those that were anticipated to be found, 

emerging/unanticipated focus areas, and those that address the primary theoretical 

perspectives of this research.   

NVivo 8 qualitative analysis software was utilized to array the data in formats to 

facilitate further analysis of the findings.  The concluding analysis includes a 

determination of the categories derived from the descriptive data and reduction of that list 

after determining if/how they are interrelated.   Analyze/interpret summaries of responses 

in light of the research questions (how do the findings match current theories?); and a 

determination was made whether additional questions or areas of exploration have 

emerged that warrant further research. 

As a final step in the process, the findings were reviewed and a determination will 

be made whether the findings accurately reflected the transcript dialog.  Creswell & 

Miller (2000) suggest that the preliminary research must be measured to determine 



 

92 
 

trustworthiness, authenticity and credibility.  Of the eight strategies presented by 

Creswell (2003) to strengthen these concerns, six were applied to this research effort:   

(1) triangulation of information from different data sources, multiple interviews and any 

data about the population that supports the research; (2) member checking asking 

participants to review the data post interview to ensure that their information is presented 

accurately; (3) using rich thick description to convey findings including quotations, 

antidotes and specific examples of responses that match the findings; (4) presenting 

discrepant information that is not aligned with the primary themes that may give an 

alternative perspective; (5) the use of a peer debriefing to test and query the researcher 

about the study; and (6) the use of the “external auditor”, the dissertation committee, to 

review the entire effort.    

Researcher Subjectivity Statement  

A legitimate concern of any reviewer of this research is the potential preconceived 

notions of the researcher who is an African American female, working at the same 

management level, at the same federal department as the co-researchers.  With more than 

twenty years of experience in both the private and public sectors, pursuing leadership 

positions, I am what Clark (2007) and Meyerson (2007) define as a “tempered radical” 

(someone with strong feelings or opinions who chooses to work within a social structure 

to promote change).    

In this study of the perceptions of African American women executives employed 

by the United States federal government, the ontology of social reality will be explored 

with a nominalist lens, where reality is constructed by the names and concepts that 
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individuals apply to create their social world in recognition of the fact that this may lead 

to the potential for multiple realities.  The epistemology or construction of knowledge is 

subjective, derived from the interpretations of the “knower”, the individual involved and 

what is known.  The values or axiological under pinning assumes that the values of the 

participants and the researcher mediate and shape what is seen as truth.  Smith and 

Hershusius (1986, pg. 9) suggest that this type of research can only present “an 

interpretation of the interpretation of others”.  While this limitation is acknowledged, the 

absence of similar efforts to explain what is occurring with the incumbents of these 

positions promotes the need to provide some level of insight as sought through this 

research effort.   

While the overall goal of the study is to provide a constructed reality of the co-

researchers experiences that reflects their thoughts at a particular point in time in their 

careers, personal prejudices will, no doubt show in the presentation of data and findings. 

The detail of the proposal design and methodology is presented to show the research 

process and decision trail in hopes of providing clarity to the vigor to this effort.   

 
Chapter Summary 

This phenomenological research seeks to survey the presenting issue:  The under 

representation of African American women in federal executive positions and the results 

of that under representation on the individuals under study and a representative 

democratic government.  The intent is to increase familiarity and understanding of their 

perceptions of what it means to be Afro American and female working in 

disproportionately limited numbers in higher level executive positions, and how those 
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factors impact them individually and collectively.  This researcher’s ability to isolate 

conventional filters and presuppositions will directly impact the identification of new 

insights regarding how this limited group of women achieved the levels of executive 

status that has been closed to others of equal educational, social, and cultural background.   

While the United States federal workforce is typically believed to epitomize equal 

opportunity and diversity, analysis of the current workforce data reveals substantial under 

representation. Selden, Brudney and Kellough (1998) write that efforts made toward the 

development of a bureaucracy as a representative institution must first recognize that 

reconciliation is needed between the structure and the processes of government and the 

application of democratic theory.  This research seeks to provide insights that the two 

objectives need not be independent. 
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CHAPTER IV:  SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

 
Introduction 

The primary purpose of this research study was to explore the lived experiences 

of a group of African American female executives and their perceptions of how their race 

and gender influenced their personal identity and the progression of their careers into 

higher level executive positions.  Of particular focus was how those circumstances 

contributed to their active and passive representational roles in a democratic government 

structure.   

This chapter presents a presentation, discussion and analysis of the finding 

gleaned from the research data. Section 1 presents a summary of the demographic profile 

of the participant sample and their self descriptions of their familial and cultural 

backgrounds.  Section 2 contains a brief review of the phenomenological data collection 

and analytical processes applied to separate and examine their responses.  Section 3 

presents the narrative descriptions of participant expressions and the themes that emerged 

from the review and analysis of the information provided through their responses to the 

research questions.  The final section of the chapter summarizes the cross case and 

collective findings of the study, including a review and interpretation of those findings in 

relationship to the initial research purpose and questions.   

 
Section I: Participant Demographic Profile  

Participation in this study was restricted to African American women who served 

in top level managerial and/or executive positions in the federal workforce for a period of 
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time that exceeded at least one year between the years of 1997 and 2007.  This period 

was chosen to encompass two political administrations and the resulting changes in a 

political agenda that might impact programmatic emphasis or effect executive decision 

making.  The participants worked at the headquarters of a single federal agency.  This 

limited the impact of potential organizational cultural differences that might occur if a 

cross section of government departments was examined.  It also unified the potential 

career paths and equalized the potential for exposure and participation in career 

development programs that might impact career growth.  A total of seven women were 

interviewed, each selected a pseudonym to be used throughout the study. 

 
Table 2 
 
Participant Demographic Profiles 
 
Name  Family 

information  
Initial Career 
Preference  
 
1st Federal Job 

Final 
Occupation  

Education  

Vasti 
 

Mom-nurse, 
anesthetist, 
midwife  
Some formal 
medical training  
Father – carpenter 
Only child 

Career choice: 
Studied premed- 
considered 
becoming a 
doctor  
 
Law student 
intern 

SES* 
 
Departmental 
Center 
Director  
Attorney 

BS Business  
Jurist Doctorate  

LaVonne 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mother-
teacher/principal  
Father – farmer 
and carpenter  
Only child  

Career choice: 
 Home 
economics-no 
specific career  
  
Entry level 
career ladder 
position  

SES 
Administrative 
Director - 
major agency 

BS Home 
Economics 
Graduate: 
Masters degree: 
Urban and 
Community 
Development  
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Table 2 Continued 
Jayne  
 

Mother – federal 
support worker 
Father – blue collar   
Parents did not 
attend college   
Only child  

Career choice: 
Teacher 
 
Postal carrier 
 

PAS**Preside
ntial Appointee 
 
Consultant  

BS in Business  
Administration   

Lee 
  

Mother  - police 
officer 
Father - 
businessman 
Both parents 
graduated from 
college   
Oldest of 3 
children 

Career choice: 
uncertain, 
considered being 
an economist 
 
 

Deputy 
Associate 
Solicitor; 
Union Official 
Administrative 
Exec. 

BS Economics 
 
Jurist Doctorate 

Ada Father finished 
high school, Mom 
did not; education 
stressed among 
siblings 
4 siblings 

Career choice: 
Goal; Foreign 
Service officer 
 
Clerk typist  

GS 15  
 
Departmental 
Program 
Director  

BA French and 
German 
 

Edna 
 

Both parents were 
lower to mid level 
federal employees; 
neither finished 
college;  
3 siblings 

Career choice: 
Teacher- 
elementary 
education  
 
Clerk Typist  

GS 15  
 
Agency 
Director 

BS Elementary 
Education  
 
Graduate work 
business 

Frances Mother and father 
were blue collar 
workers; Neither 
attended college; 
entrepreneurial 
Grandmother was a 
big influence  
 

Career choice: 
No particular 
early career 
goal; housewife 
and entrepreneur 
for 20 years  
 
Political 
appointee  
GS 14 

Agency Office 
Director 

2 years college; 
no degree; Self 
taught 
entrepreneur; 
publisher 
 

* Senior Executive Service 
* * Presidential Advice with Senate Confirmation – SES  
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As reflected in Table 2, study participants shared information that reflected the 

multiplicity of their backgrounds and family circumstances. The respondents were raised 

in different socio economic conditions, in both rural and urban locations, and as offspring 

of both formally and less educated parents.  Their childhoods were spent in cities, on 

farms, in towns in the southern part of the United States, and in the Caribbean.  Three are 

only children; one was the oldest of three and two had substantial age gaps of more than 

10 years between them and their siblings.   Four have been married for most of their 

career, two are divorced and one is separated.  They have raised a total of 7 children, and 

they range in age from 49 to age 64.   

Six of the seven respondents have completed undergraduate studies, and three 

hold graduate degrees.  In total, they have over 211 collective years of federal 

employment and have been employed at a total of 8 different federal agencies. Two left 

the Department of Labor and later returned to higher level positions.  Two are currently 

retired from federal employment, but have returned to work in the private sector.   

 
Participant Self Descriptions 

To provide backdrop and add context to their interview responses, each study 

subject were asked to describe their family environment, the value systems developed 

during their childhood and what led them to a position in the federal government.  That 

information is presented here to provide the reader with a sense of how, when given the 

opportunity to describe themselves, they chose to outline the contributing influences from 

their early lives.  Their individual responses follow: 
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Subject #1 - Jayne  

Jayne was the only child of what she described as “a rising middle class” parents 

who used their limited resources to provide a platform for their child to explore and move 

to higher economic and social status. They believed that working in federal service 

provided an opportunity to have job security, steady income, reasonable raises and a 

better than average chance at fairer treatment in the workplace.   

Educated to become a teacher, Jayne soon learned that teachers made less money 

than some lower level federal employees, so she found a job with the postal service.  As 

she describes it, “timing is everything”, and her tenure on the mailroom floor was short 

lived when the postal service was “instructed” to integrate its corporate personal.  As a 

result of that mandate, any Black employee who could type or who had some college 

courses was reassigned to the administrative units.  In an instant, Jayne went from a mail 

clerk/carrier to executive secretary assigned to the Director of Employee and Labor 

Relations.  If they needed minorities and were willing to pay for her continuing college 

education, she was willing to make the move.  Her parents encouraged her to “take 

advantage of the opportunity”.   

Jayne “grew up” in the Department of Labor and served as a Labor Relations 

Specialist, Director of Human Resource Policy and Standards, Personnel Officer, 

Regional Administrator, Director of a major administrative center, Deputy Assistant 

Secretary, and at the end of her tenure, Assistant Secretary.  She had achieved both the 

highest level of permanent federal executive job, and in addition, had the distinction of 

becoming a PAS – Presidential Appointee, requiring Senate confirmation.   
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Subject # 2 – Ada  

Ada is the youngest of 4 siblings and is the only respondent that always planned 

to work in the federal sector, although her planned occupation of becoming a Foreign 

Service Officer never came to fruition.  While neither of her parents attended college, she 

and her three siblings were encouraged by them to pursue an education to broaden their 

career opportunities.   

As a young child, I was inspired by a magazine article about an African 
American female United Nations tour guide, and after graduating from a 
state university in the southeast, I came to Washington, having ignored the 
admonition of high school teachers and college counselors that a young 
African American female should take home economics and was not likely 
to find meaningful employment with a degree in French and German.   
 
Armed only with a desire to apply her education, she admitted that arriving in 

Washington, “I did not even know where the State Department, my prospective 

employer, was located.”  She had heard about the Civil Service Department recruitment 

process, applied for any available job, and entered federal service as a GS 3 clerk typist; 

because she did not know what else she qualified for.  The following year she applied for 

the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) Intern Program for college graduates and 

began her 37 year professional career.   

 
Subject #3 –LaVonne 

LaVonne described her childhood recalling how she grew up on a farm in North 

Carolina, borne to older parents who she describes as “independent and educated”.  They 

demonstrated and instilled those same values in their only child. The family raised most 

of their food and provided for their day to day provisions with limited external interaction 
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or assistance. Surrounded mostly by adults until she went to school, “no whining and 

crying was allowed”.  She attributes much of her adult professional demeanor to these 

early life expectations.  

The sense of the importance of independence and self reliance was reinforced by 

her chosen college major – home economics – that she described as “preparation for life”, 

with the inclusion of math, science, education, life skills, child development, health, food 

preparation, and nutrition in the curriculum. Her mother was a teacher and later principal 

of the two room school house she attended starting at age four.  LaVonne’s childhood 

experience at school was directly impacted by the 1954 Brown vs. the Board of 

Education decision when her two room school house was closed when Whites in the 

county refused to desegregate and instead built new schools for Black children to attend 

that combined some rural schools.  She recalls this change as her first direct, conscious 

awareness of the impact of race on her life. 

Always the youngest student in her class, LaVonne’s rural home life and strict 

parental guidance provided a clear path of expectations for her education and career 

pursuits.  She would go to high school, always rank at the top of her class, be class 

valedictorian, and when she graduated, she would go to college, just as all of her eleven 

cousins would at least attend college and uphold the “family’s expectations”.  She chose 

Hampton University in Virginia because she “did not want to be a trailblazer” at some 

large White southern university, and Hampton, a historical black college, offered a 

supportive, protective environment for her as a barely 16 year old freshman.   
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LaVonne is the only one of participants in this study that completed the formal 

Senior Executive Service Candidate Program, a yearlong training and development 

program required for promotion into the top level management positions.  She also has 

the distinction of coming to the candidate program from another federal agency, an 

unusual occurrence, since 98% of SES candidates are promoted within the agency where 

they have worked for years in pipeline positions.     

 
Subject #4 – Vasti 
 

Vasti describes herself as a “sheltered, protected; only child” who at first 

attempted to follow the wishes of her parents and become a doctor, but quickly found that 

she “did not have a stomach for it”.   Academically capable, her first foray from the 

Caribbean island where she was raised proved “disastrous” and forced her to reassess the 

priority of meeting family expectations versus finding and pursuing personal dreams.   

Her mother was a particularly accomplished woman, who worked as a nurse/midwife, 

and was trained by the U. S. Navy to perform medical procedures normally assigned to 

individuals with higher pay and more formal education.   

Despite the tremendous disappointment she and her parents suffered as a result of 

her substandard performance in her first year in college, Vasti did not doubt her inherent 

capability.  She knew that she had a responsibility to repay her parents for the expenses 

they had incurred sending her to a well known, private, expensive university.  Her return 

to her island home and the limited choice of available jobs convinced her that she needed 

to rededicate herself to completing her undergraduate education.  She enrolled in another 

university where classes were taught in Spanish (not her native language), and completed 
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24 credit hours per semester to “make up for the time lost”, receiving a scholarship and 

completing a dual major of economics and business administration in less than three 

years.   

 
Subject # 5 – Lee 

The oldest child of professional parents, Lee’s completion of a college education 

and pursuit of a career was “a given.” Both parents had graduated from college, and she 

and her two younger siblings were expected to do the same.  After graduating from D.C. 

public schools, she bypassed the “family tradition” of attending Howard University, and 

selected a small, highly ranked liberal arts college in a small town in Vermont that had an 

enrollment that barely exceeded 1600.  As she describes it:  

The exposure to this new environment did much to shape the priorities that 
formulated my future career pursuits.  I can vividly recall being a disc 
jockey, student organizer, “tempered” protester, and catalyst for new 
student programs and community initiatives.  
  
This flurry of activity is presented as a direct outgrowth of her parent’s 

determination to expose their children a wide variety of developmental opportunities 

including ballet, museums, and cultural events, since “these things catch people on 

standardized tests.”  Her parents wanted their children to easily blend socially and to be 

prepared to encounter experiences that African Americans were not traditionally viewed 

as having engaged in.  Her description of the decision to apply to law school is presented 

as emerging from the exposure that she had experienced at the college and occasions that 

allowed her to formulate a desire to both challenge and change the status quo, when 

warranted.  She presented her parent’s response to her request for funds for the Law 
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School Entrance Examination and school application fee as exemplifying both their 

confidence and expectations for her career.   

My request was first met with silence, no questions were asked about why 
or how I had made that initial decision. I had been raised to always 
question and challenge, then to apply the facts to make key decisions.  The 
funds for the applications were sent immediately.     

 
 
Subject #6 – Edna 

 Edna volunteered little about her early childhood, except to mention that she had always 

planned to attend college.  She came into federal service because she viewed it as the 

“employer of last resort”.  After completing college and planning on a career in teaching 

she found that the District of Columbia school system was not hiring and her only other 

option was to teach in Charles County, Maryland, which seemed too far away at the time.  

Since both parents and one grandparent had worked in federal jobs, she was aware of the 

benefits of at least having a “secure federal job”.  While she was “not groomed for 

federal service”, she quickly saw the challenges and demands as avenues to promote the 

principals of equality and fair treatment that she viewed as missing from the careers of 

most Black women at the time she entered federal service.   

Edna worked her way up the career ladder starting as a clerk typist – GS 3.  Along 

her career path, there were repeated instances where she was not considered for 

promotion, until she “pushed the envelope” and often “demanding” more responsibility 

and opportunity to advance.  As a GS 15 Departmental Program Manager, she views her 

current status as reflective of the same challenges – pushing for recognition and 

additional levels of responsibility in which to demonstrate her skills.    
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Subject # 7 Frances 

 Frances has the shortest tenure in federal service among the study participants with just 

over 13 years of service.   Her childhood in the southeast was followed by 2 years in 

college, an adventuresome move to the west coast, and a return move to the mid-west 

where she met her future husband who was already engaged in an emerging political 

career.   

Married at age 21, Frances spent the first 20 years of her adult life as a housewife 

and author.  She melded raising her children with working out of her home, beginning the 

design, and publication of an “encyclopedia” type reference book on African American 

life.  The publication made its way into libraries, museums, and schools across the county 

offering a potpourri of information on African American culture and economic and the 

political changes that were taking place in the nation.  The product became her “informal, 

but extensive education” and was the training ground for her future federal career.  This 

entrepreneurial undertaking and the knowledge she gained through interaction with the 

book’s source providers combined with her organizational skills and her ability to 

multitask merged when she accepted her first federal job in a highly charged office as a 

political appointee and confidential assistant to the staff director of the Commission on 

Civil Rights, in a GS 14 senior level position.  Honing both her programmatic and 

political skills, she moved to the Department of Labor, where she encountered “a new set 

of challenges, including having to learn how to operate in a more traditional bureaucratic 

environment where grades and promotional opportunities and the qualifications for 
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promotion were fixed and more dependent on an individual’s assessment of your skills 

and potential.”   

Section 2: Data Collection and Analysis  

This research encompassed more than 16 hours of in depth one on one, in person 

interviews at either an office of home location, based on the participant’s choice.  Each 

individual was asked to answer a series of 21 questions about their family background, 

personal identity, their career experiences, and how they view their role in a 

representative, democratic government.   The interviews were then sent out for 

professional verbatim transcription, resulting in 299 pages of written text.  The research 

interpretation of the findings is based on the direct input gathered from the narratives 

presented by the respondents during the interviews.  

The resulting data was analyzed applying a modification of the method of 

reduction and description prescribed by Moustakes. This required presentation of the 

textual narrative of the responses, horizontalization of the data presented, reduction and 

categorization of the content of participant responses, identification of the commonality 

of responses, and identification of emergent themes.  A presentation of both the 

individual and collective results of interview responses is outlined, and an attempt was 

made to bring into consciousness what was and is occurring in their lives as they 

negotiate their ascension up the career ladder into executive positions in the Federal 

employment structure; an exploration of their “life world”.   

The researcher listened to each interview at least three times and reviewed field 

notes to attempt to capture not only the words of the responses, but the essence or spirit 



 

107 
 

of the interviewee’s presentation of facts.  The analysis of the data was completed using 

Microsoft Word to create files to separate and explore the responses of each participant 

and later to combine those responses that reflected cohesive or unified replies.  NVivo 8 

was used to supplement portions of the analytical process.   

Horizontalization of the Responses  

Careful and deliberate review of the reply and reaction to the interview questions 

resulted in the development of the following list of common/key words, topic, ideas and 

patterns of responses.  Equal consideration was given to each reply and the number of 

instances when the term or theme was presented during the interview is displayed.   

As Table 3 depicts, the horizontalization of initial participant responses to the 

research questions provided focus of the influence of the familial value systems that were 

apparent and paramount during their childhoods.  All participants recalled family 

expectations as significantly influencing their preconceptions of what their workplace 

encounters would entail.  Key word patterns, such as family expectations, family role 

models, recalling history, and bred and groomed, permeated their expressions recalling 

how they identified themselves in the social fabric of their upbringing.  Further, they 

spoke in terms of changing women’s roles, finding balance, preparation, experience vs. 

capabilities, building blocks and workforce diversity in articulating the factors that 

impacted the early stages of their careers.  As their careers progressed, career mobility 

challenges, self promotion, managing obstacles, encountering racism and sexism, and 

negotiating barriers were the terms that were applied.  All of the co researchers 



 

108 
 

commented on their representational responsibilities, expressing varying understanding 

of their roles, as supporters and champions in the cause for equality.    

 

Table 3  
 
Horizontalized Responses 

Key words. terms, word patterns S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 

Family expectations x x x x x x x 

Independence x x x  x x  

Self sufficient x x x x  x x 

Family role models  x x x  x x 

Changing women’s roles   x x x x   

Uncertain career path  x x x x   x 

Recalling history x x x x x x x 

Bred and groomed   x  x  x  

Finding balance   x  x   x 

Encountering racism x x x x x x x 

Encountering sexism x x x x x x x 

Preparation   x x  x x  

Experience vs capabilities x  x  x x  

Building blocks x x x x x x x 

Personal physical interferences  x  x  x  

Workforce diversity  x x x x   

Career mobility- challenges  x x  x   

Self promotion  x x  x   

End game  x   x x  

Managing the obstacles x x x  x  x 

Negotiating barriers x x x x x x  

Representation – role  x x  x x  

Representation –responsibility x x x x x x x 

Support – Champions  x x  x x  

Overcoming opinions x x  x  x  

Aspirations  x x x  x x 
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Section 3: Emerging Themes 

As is the case in most empirical phenomenology, this study required the 

classification of the statements that are relevant to the identification of the meaning 

structures assigned by the participants to their experiences.  These constructs form the 

basis for analyzing the collective responses to inquires about the phenomena.  Schultz 

(1962) distinguishes between the “first order constructs”, those generated by the study 

participants, and the “second order constructs” or themes developed by the researcher, 

which flow from a careful evaluation and assessment of what is first articulated by the 

subjects. 

The thought objects constructed by the social scientist . . . to grasp the 
social reality, have to be founded upon the thought objects constructed by 
the common sense thinking of men [women] living their lives within a 
social world.  Thus, the constructs of the social scientist are constructs of 
the second degree; that is constructs of constructs made by those on the 
social scene (Schultz, pg. 59). 
 
Correspondingly, the goal of this research was to connect the world as 

experienced by the individual participants and then formulate a composite description of 

what has occurred in their lives with regard to their race, gender and career progression.   

As a result of the review of the dialog from the participants in this study, the following 

themes and sub themes converged about the lives and experiences of this sample of 

African American women who have obtained executive level, decision making positions 

within the federal workforce:  
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Table 4 
 
Emergent Themes 

Themes Sub Themes 
 

Legacy and Birthright Social and Cultural Identity 
Workplace/Workforce Heritage  

Negotiating the Labyrinth 
 

Recruitment Phase 
Upward Mobility 
Balancing Roles 

Happenstance vs. Planned Career 
Strategies 

Unplanned “Favor” 
Building Blocks/Preparing for the 
Unknown 
Personal Development and Career Support 

Strategic Awareness and Taking Control Protecting Your Flank 
Action Required 
Stepping Away 
 

Encountering Overt Racism and Sexism Facing  ‘Isms 
Exercising Personal Restraint 

Collective Responsibility Being Counted 
My Opinion Matters: Giving Voice 
Setting The Example 

 
 

 
 Theme: Legacy and Birthright 

The theme of legacy is presented to explore the inheritance and heritage issues 

assigned to African American women by virtue of their historical social and economic 

position in American society.  The legacy issues addressed by the women in this study 

are analogous to that of other African American women in the American society.  Their 

dialogue presents a description of a legacy steeped in the values, customs and beliefs 

derived from an ancestry borne from slavery and a long history of inclusion in the 

workforce at the lowest and often most underpaid positions; yet grounded in the pride 

that was instilled; to do any job from ironing shirts (Jane’s mother’s part time occupation) 
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to taking on responsibility for completing medical procedures that transcended the 

licensing and formal training that Vasti’s mother performed.  Each of the subjects 

described their career journey in close association to their social identity, family 

expectations and personal pre-workforce socio economic status.   

The assignment of the premise of the birthright recalls the impact of what the 

participants identified as the denial of the rightful privileges of citizenship.  The vestiges 

of process of the acquisition of citizenship that reflects the constitutional rights that did 

not emerge for this segment of the population as a right prima facie, from the moment of 

birth, but rather as a result of the specific congressional act; the Civil Rights Act of 1866, 

and the adoption of the 14th amendment.  Lee suggests that “if you're lucky you can find 

somebody who sees beyond [those circumstances of birth] and decides to invest in you as 

a full and worthy citizen.”   

 
Social and Cultural Identity 

While some respondents view the development of their personal identities as a 

direct outgrowth of what was their birthright, others voiced concern that too often their 

identity is “disfigured” through the eyes of others.  Each respondent openly expressed 

that their sense of their individual identity; who they were, and what they would become, 

was closely tied to the expectations afforded their starting position in American society.  

They acknowledged that their birthright or presumed entitlements granted at birth, did not 

offer access to social privilege, nor would it provide a clear path to a prosperous and 

meaningful career with upward mobility.   
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The formative life, pre employment experiences that they encountered provided 

both positive and negative reinforcement of what they were taught to believe about whom 

and what they were.  Yet each espoused that they grew up with an optimistic, if murky, 

vision of what they had the potential to accomplish.  “If you hear something [who and 

what you are] from the time you were a child, you get it, and it never occurs to you that it 

could be anything else.”  

For example, for research subject LaVonne, her personal and professional 

identities were largely influenced by the potency of her family background and the 

lessons learned about her role in American society in childhood.  She noted:  

For the first twelve years of my life, my family was primarily self sufficient.  
In fact, my father grew or raised what we ate; you know, we raised hogs, 
cows, did all the vegetables.  My mother canned all those [things]. He 
probably did grain, took them to the mill and ground it up.  So, my early 
childhood focused on survival, overcoming established perceptions and 
independently establishing life goals.  
 

Lavonne also recalled early lessons not to expect ongoing support from those 

outside of her familial circle.  Who she was, and who she  was expected to become in the 

external world was clear; her identity would be defined by both her personal attributes 

and her perceptions of whether she believed she could meld those attributes and her value 

system within the wider society in order to obtain her goal.   

  She now presents herself as the family “historian”, responsible for maintaining 

an accounting of long held family values, recollections of family history, coordination of 

family reunions, and responsibility for ensuring that the family’s legacy is not forgotten 

among younger generations. 
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Workplace/Workforce Heritage 

Despite the differences of their upbringing, each of the participants linked their 

desire to have meaningful careers to expectations formed by their understanding of what 

African American women were capable of achieving, versus the set of restrictive 

circumstances under which they lived.  As Jayne describes it:  

After all, the history of African women in the American labor force did 
much to structure those beliefs.  They were decedents of women who were 
capable of giving birth to babies and working the field, all in one day.  

 
The following linkage is also suggested: 

I think that women in general, especially Black women have been bred or 
groomed to be able to do more than one thing at a time [to manage work 
life and home], and I think that we take that with us wherever we go.  We 
don’t get overwhelmed because the activity says you have to think in five 
frames versus one frame.  Multitasking is part of our legacy – if not, the 
slave children would never have had a meal given the volume of work that 
was required of their mothers at the slave owner’s ketchen. 
 
Edna’s identity is similarly closely aligned with her perceptions of African 

American women’s roles in history.  She suggests that in the eyes of White males, being 

a Black woman has historically been preferential to being a Black man.  She attributes 

some to the consideration that she was given for early jobs to a historical comfort level 

between White men and Black females.   

I have to say this; something that I instantly just thought about slavery, I 
thought about how as long as that biscuit was on the table and you were 
there, Black women received additional considerations. The whole thing 
about making the White man feel comfortable; being more comfortable; it 
all goes back to that mentality, the plantation mentality. You know, Black 
women have learned to get along and adapt to the ways and styles of slave 
owner. Some have used that knowledge, you know, stupidly or 
intelligently. Stupidly when they become the slave, intelligently when they 
get all they can out of them [the slave owner] and move on [toward their 
own purpose]. 
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For each of the study subjects, the duties and the experiences shared by their 

immediate and former family members helped define what they could and what they 

wanted not to do with their own careers.  They all came from households where their 

mothers worked outside of the home.  As a result, they all grew up expecting to be part of 

the labor force. They were raised to believe that the jobs that they would occupy would 

be determined by both the level of education they would achieve and the opportunities 

that were forthcoming despite issues of race and gender discrimination.   

Each respondent presented direct examples of how their view of their personal 

identity reflected the identity of the women in their immediate families. The workplace 

experiences and history of those women helped to form both positive and less desirable 

expectations for the study sample. For Frances, a maternal grandmother set the standard 

for entrepreneurial spirit.  For Jane, the humble beginning of her mother’s federal career 

in the janitorial service sent a clear message that the job title mattered less than your 

willingness to perform and make the sacrifices necessary to move up the career and socio 

economic ladder.  Both Vasti and LaVonne embraced and echoed expectations of 

successful performance that was set by their mothers’ careers, and for Edna, her mother’s 

federal job and her girlfriend’s mother working for a law firm, attributed to her belief in 

her ability to also be successful.  She expected to become a working mother, a dual role 

that most African American women that she encountered had long held.  She noted that, 

“All of the women in my life were working women.  I believed that everybody has to 

work to go places, to do things, to buy things, to more fully live life.”   
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Theme: Negotiating the Career Labyrinth 

Negotiating the career labyrinth presents the summary of how the women in this 

study found their way through the career maze encountered by all employees and 

entanglements by the often subconscious and conscious application of race and gender 

biases.  Finding ways to address and potentially overcome both the overt and often covert 

vestiges of gender and racial bias and or discrimination was a reoccurring theme in the 

career stories of the study participants.  While their career paths varied, each was able to 

recall specific times when the course of their careers was impacted by their race and or 

gender.  Finding way to negotiate around the barriers was a key factor in throughout their 

careers.  Perceptions of the impact of race and/or gender on their career were influenced 

significantly by where they were in their career ascendancy.   

 
Recruitment Phase 

At the point of their entrance and recruitment into federal employment all but one 

of the study participants thought that being Black and female did not specifically 

negatively affect their eligibility or selection.  This was particularly true for those 

individuals who entered into the workforce through lower level clerical positions.  They 

performed those jobs with little consideration being given to their long term career 

aspirations.  However, the fact that they also met the eligibility criteria for recruitment 

into entry level professional positions was not discussed, resulting in their entry as the 

lowest clerical ranks or as interns, when they were also eligible for career entry level 

professional positions.   
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All but one of the study respondents entered federal employment during the 1960s 

or 1970s, a time when the federal government was beginning to recognize the lack of 

diversity in its labor force, and began taking steps to diversify recruitment efforts, or at 

least to acknowledge the existence of an educated minority population that could meet 

the growing and more diversified careers in the emerging in the federal workforce. 

Significant changes in the composition of the workforce were taking place.  Women of 

all races were entering in greater numbers, and a limited number of minorities were 

beginning to be selected for paraprofessional and administrative positions.   

Jayne’s view that the emphasis on minority hiring made race a positive factor in 

her recruitment is echoed in the following:  

Well, I think race definitely played a factor in at least one early 
opportunity that I was given, because I was picked solely because I was 
Black, to participate in a new training program on diversity. Other factors 
helped decide which of the Black people were going to get paid; but 
initially the goal was to get some Black people, because [the organization] 
didn’t have any.      
 
Not every study subject entered full time federal employment on equal footing 

without encountering discrimination in hiring.  Vasti presents an overt and blatant 

example of racial discrimination in hiring.  In her third year of law school she landed a 

summer internship working at the Department of Labor in the Employment and Training 

Administration in the contract closeout unit.  An Office of the Solicitor recruiter made a 

titular appearance at the university she attended to “recruit interns”; but made the 

following statement directly to her: 

I want to be perfectly honest with you, we are recruiting at Howard 
University, but the reality is that we are not going to make any offers.  We 
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are basically – checking the box, because we are expected to interview at 
Black universities; but it is highly unlikely that we will make any offers.    
 
That interviewer did, however, refer Vasti to someone in Office of the Solicitor 

who could provide additional suggestions on how to ensure that she was considered for 

available vacancies in the future.  Following that lead, arrangements were finally made 

for her to interview with a lead attorney who was responsible for hiring decisions.  She 

notes the following exchange: 

He was impressed and he said that he would be very interested in making 
me an offer, but I have to pass the bar exam first.  Little did I know that 
for most people, who were not minorities, you were made an offer and you 
had two years to pass the bar [exam].  So you would be taken on board, 
hired, with two years to study and pass. I took the bar and passed, but I 
had returned to my home having been denied equal access to work at the 
Department of Labor. 
 
Vasti’s intervener, who originally arranged for the interview, continued to support 

her interest and eventually went back to the interviewer and said, “You know, she passed 

the bar, so what is the excuse now?” An offer was made and Vasti official joined the full 

time ranks as an attorney in 1978, rising through a series of increasing responsible 

positions to become a Senior Executive Service Director in 1989 and remaining there 

until her retirement in 2008.   

 
Upward Mobility 

The generally welcoming experiences at the time of their recruitment were 

sometimes replaced by outright hostility as their careers began to move into higher 

echelon positions beyond the entry level.   Moving up the career ladder presented a 

different set of challenges, and both race and gender were reported as inhibiting factors in 
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their career development.  Each respondent recalled specific instances where their race or 

gender was used to limit their potential for promotion, often combined with overt 

statements from their supervisors and/or selecting officials who questioned their capacity 

or capability to perform higher level jobs.   

Edna recalled working with a group that had been given responsibility to relocate 

a major bureau from four outlying building to one facility.  Her supervisor decided that 

one way to move the project forward would be to create a workgroup that he named “the 

cream of the crop”; the folks most likely to attain success for the project.  One problem, 

the “cream of the crop” was all White, sending a clear message to her that the manager 

did not consider other staff persons worthy of that designation and driving a wedge along 

racial lines within the office.    

So I confronted him; asked what this “cream of the crop” thing meant, and 
how could he blatantly offend the rest of the staff.  After all, that group’s 
success was directly tied to the support that my team provided. The award 
plaque given to the selected group was removed from the outer office, but 
the damage had already been done. I took that as the first clear sign that I 
would have to fight for every opportunity to be recognized throughout my 
career.    
 
Lee recalls that from 1978 until 2003, one division in the Office of the Solicitor 

never had a women or an African American as a supervisor for that entire time period. 

The atmosphere and expectations of opportunities for consideration and 
advancement into higher level positions were virtually nonexistent.  
Recommendations for consideration for promotion and placement on the 
list of eligible candidates were heavily weighted in the selection process.  
In one instance, one manager had not offered any minority or female 
names for consideration over several years.  It was only when he was 
questioned directly regarding whether he and his subordinate supervisors 
had failed to properly prepare any individuals for promotion that he 
reluctantly found a list of eligible African Americans and females to refer; 
including Lee herself.  
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Negotiating the labyrinth translated to understanding and accepting that one’s race 

and gender may impact one’s career, not based on ability or skill, but the perceptions that 

others had about your ability or potential.  It involved having the ability to stand as a lone 

representative one’s race and/or gender, or being prepared to accept the fact that how you 

were viewed would be less dependent on one’s personal attributes and capabilities and 

more likely someone else’s view of what you represented as an African American 

women.  Yet it meant continuing to seek and find a way around the prejudice and 

limitations that those biases imposed.  

 
Balancing Roles 

Edna posits that making her way up the career ladder meant revisiting her identity – 

and deciding the roles she was willing to play to advance.  She was “continuously in 

motion in order to conform” to what surrounded her.  Having an identity that was driven 

from the inside out was not possible; so for her, and other study subjects, her view of 

herself was primarily seen as conforming to external expectations and the identity 

imposed by their social surroundings.  She notes: 

In the positions that I've held I was surrounded by White males. Usually I 
was the only Black person period, not only Black female participating in 
collaborative meetings and conferences. So I thought I just had to be 
somebody else kind of.  I’ve never thought of it that way; I had to be 
somebody else. I don't know, looking back on some of my early 
experiences, I had to put on my different hat; put on my executive hat. I'm 
not a mean or deliberate person; I'm a friendly person, I'm a 
compassionate person. . . . but I had to please somebody else. I had to be 
firm in those meetings.  I had to step out of myself and be what I 
perceived from those around me. I had to be like ‘a shape shifter’, I had to 
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shift myself into what I saw sitting around me; a shape shifter.1 It's a term 
where an entity would take on the shape of or the composition of whatever 
is around it. I did that, I became what was required, no matter how foreign 
that was to my basic demeanor. 
 
Finding and negotiating the balance between home and work is a source of 

concern, although not unique to the experiences of African American women.  In fact, the 

study participants argued that they have an advantage given the fact that they have a long 

history of working outside of the home, being a breadwinner and/or caring for their 

family’s needs.  The balance between social and work identity presented a different set of 

challenges for Vasti.  Her Caribbean island background placed a slightly different set of 

considerations on her emerging legal career.  Her new husband, whose father was a 

judge, was very supportive of her starting law school, but as she puts it;  

He was also very Caribbean-oriented male person with views of a 
women’s role in the home. However, there were certain things that were a 
women’s role. Being successful meant juxtaposing those roles and having 
to walk the role of a very female task oriented existence as a homemaker. 
He would remind me; ‘you know, you need to leave that aggressiveness at 
the door, when you come home, because when you enter that door, you are 
my wife, and there are certain things that I expect.’  And so, I had to walk 
between those roles, trying to build a career and yet wanting to maintain 
my family and my role as a wife – trying to bend, mesh those things.  And 
sometimes I forgot, because it was not always that easy to take one hat off 
and juggle.  Over the years things changed, and he grew to understand and 
support the time and effort needed to traverse a federal career successfully.  
He was very supportive – he wanted me to succeed, and did what was 
necessary to help me to achieve my goals. 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 The shape shifter is a game where different shapes come across the board and you have 
to pick them up and put them where they belong in the appropriate hole, circles, whatever 
shape might be. 
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Theme: Happenstance vs. Planned Career Strategies 

The women in this study, who have achieved a level of career success, negotiated 

their way through the workplace applying both the skills and abilities that relate to the 

jobs they occupy and their inherent beliefs in their own ability to successfully perform the 

work assigned.   They characteristically present examples of preparation for assignments 

that reach far beyond the development and application of technical knowledge.    

They attribute their success and substantial list of accomplishments, equally to 

being prepared for unanticipated new opportunities as they occurred and strategically 

planning their career moves.  The supporting descriptions indicate (1) an awareness of 

unplanned and anticipated “favor”, (2) the need/value of being prepared, and (3) the need 

for career building blocks.  

 
Unplanned “Favor”  

“The stars were aligned, and it worked to my advantage.”  The notion of 

happenstance (unplanned circumstances) as an aspect of how the subjects negotiated the 

workplace to attain executive level positions, is presented as a combination of (1) being 

aware of one’s surroundings beyond the requirements of one’s assigned responsibility, 

(2) responding to opportunities that test and expand knowledge without benefit of their 

relative seen or unseen value, and (3) being open to engage in opportunities that were not 

predicted or anticipated as they might come.   

For most of the women in this study, their careers lacked deliberate, well thought 

out vocational paths and ladders that merged with specific educational achievements.  In 

fact, only two individuals, the attorneys, worked in a specific field that directly related to 
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their college degree, pointing to the variability of the steps that led to the position they 

ultimately held.  Several respondents seem to have adopted the idea that there are often 

unanticipated opportunities that move a career forward, which cannot be forecasted.  

It may be a little thing here, a little thing there, but all of those I think, are 
movements toward your future career.  You have to plan to expand, not 
knowing what may follow or how things will eventually fit together.   
 
Is this any different for African American women than any group?  Three of the 

subjects argued that it is, in part because opportunities for African American women were 

so few, and often difficult to predict or anticipate.  Ada believes that: 

One must be positioned to engage in every opportunity what may come, 
even if it is unplanned, immediately unrewarded, and may not seem to fit 
with your current responsibilities or the projected, known  areas of growth 
within the organization.   
 
 

Building Blocks/Preparing for the Unknown  

For all of the study participants, career progression took the form of a series of 

stepping stones or building blocks that positioned them to take on increased unanticipated 

responsibilities that arose unexpectedly.  For Ada, opportunity to promote her abilities 

came in the form of work she embraced in a new technical took arena that was not part of 

her job assignment.  When a new, more technical personnel system was introduced to 

replace a manual possessing system, she had not been trained in how it operated.  In order 

to support a co-worker who did have the technical knowledge required, she taught herself 

the human resource assignment codes, and when that individual was moved to another 

office, she was given the opportunity to oversee that function.   

So a lot of the time I’m saying the assignments and things came as a result 
of people recognizing my knowledge of a particular subject or my 
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capabilities that I was not assigned to, and I was able to move forward into 
my career to the next level.   
 
[On my] career path, there have been a lot of things that were done behind 
the scenes that I was not even aware of until I asked a question.  That’s 
when I found out what was coming next or where my next set of 
responsibilities would be.   
 
As noted above, absent external support or concern for their career advancement 

or clearly defined career ladders, opportunities for advancement do not predictably follow 

established pathways.  Therefore the more the incumbents could learn, the broader their 

understanding of the inter relationships of operations throughout the Department, and the 

more valuable an employee they became.  This helped to open new opportunities.   

For Vasti, it meant taking a lateral assignment in a small organization to get 

litigation experience; reluctantly being given one case after she “pleaded for the 

opportunity”; and bringing what was a very difficult case for the Department to a 

successful conclusion.  No one wanted that work, but she knew that it was an opportunity 

to cover new ground, and be known outside of the job she was officially assigned to.  

That opportunity became the launching pad for her involvement in international women’s 

conference that eventually solidified acknowledgement of her expertise with individuals 

external to her immediate organization. 

Vasti conjectures: 

Being ready, being prepared, and being willing to seek out opportunities:  
I think many times we are only moved by what the ultimate is – what am I 
going to get out of it.  If I do X what is the immediate result that I’m going 
to gain? We limit ourselves because the results are not always obvious. 
Had I not stepped out there and taken [legal] cases on . . . . I didn’t know it 
was going to lead me to developing an expertise that ultimately resulted in 
by being eligible to be considered for a Council for Labor Relations; and 
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then ultimately because I developed an expertise in civil rights law that 
was going to lead to my getting an SES position. 
 

 
Personal Development and Career Support 

As previously mentioned, only two of the participants were formally trained in the 

occupations they eventually occupied.  Training and career preparation came in the form 

of both scheduled and unplanned developmental assignments. Ada specifically notes that 

in her 30 plus years of federal employment, she attended only one formal management 

training course.  For her, and most of the study participants getting the “right 

assignments” helped to develop their expertise and helped to acquaint others with their 

talents.   

Past the mid levels of their careers, formal, structured training and development 

opportunities were limited.  Ada specifically recalled: 

As an aspiring executive, I was not given opportunities to take training, 
and there were areas where I knew that I needed some knowledge or 
enhancement of my skills.”  
 
Although she has more than 38 years of federal employment and two decades as a 

team leader, supervisor and manager, Ada has only attended one formal training session 

to advance her general knowledge beyond what is needed for the assignment she was in 

at the time.   

  Whether the excuse for not offering the opportunity was workload or funding, 

the result of the absence of development left her with a feeling of being disadvantaged 

and with deficit knowledge areas that she had to find ways to compensate for.  “Having 
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adequate training and developmental opportunities could have made the journey easier, 

especially since I saw others getting those opportunities.”       

Based on her experience of being selected for a special assignment by someone 

outside of her chain of command, Vasti suggests the following strategy to move through 

the career maze: 

Look for opportunities to improve yourself; to get visible . . . demonstrate 
your abilities without really knowing or feeling or calculating that it is 
going to result in anything right away.  The person to whom you may be 
demonstrating your skills and capabilities may not be the person who you 
think it is.  It may be a casual observer, not directly responsible for the 
assignment you are working on. 
 
Lee’s uncompensated role as a union official helped to build trust and credibility 

among the top level managers that she would not have encountered in her routine 

assignments.   

It helped me to gain insight about how people think . . . and I think all of 
these things are pieces of information that can be put together immediately 
or at another time.  For example, as a result of my union work, I really did 
believe in non adversarial depute resolution.  I think people can resolve 
things and come away from it all much better than if you beat someone up.  
Then there is resentment for a long time.   
 
It sometimes took time and the development of trust relationships, but 
common sense eventually prevailed. You have to figure out what do you 
need to do to stay at the top and try to attract people [who will hear your 
point] over time.  I give lots of credit to a manager who was a forward 
thinker with flexibility [to let relationships grow]. 
 
The study subjects did not suggest a plethora of specific programs or interventions 

that could possibly impact the number of African American women in line for executive 

level positions.  While some developmental programs were viewed as having real merit 

and rendering significant results, generally there was no “magic bullet” or easy solution 
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that could be applied to provide an easy or quick remedy to the abysmal percentages of 

African American women current occupying executive decision making positions.    

However, some programs were cited as having previously provided a stepping 

stone from clerical positions to career ladder administrative jobs.  The Clerical Support 

Program, launched in the 1980s at the Department of Labor was cited for its efforts to 

formally train support staff and equip them for interpersonal skills that were instrumental 

in forging positive relationships among staff and moving the incumbents into the career 

pipeline.  

Jayne noted that other efforts, including the college intern or Cooperative 

Education Program. 

It provided not only experience that would later qualify individuals for 
career ladder jobs, but also helped to recruit a large cadre of African 
Americans and Hispanics who entered full time government employment 
immediately following their college graduation, with a guaranteed position 
with promotional potential.  Equal to the benefit derived from the work 
experience, the individual recruited through this program learned about the 
structure and operational procedures of the organizations they served in 
and the government in general.   
 
The Career Enhancement Program was yet another effort that was acknowledged 

for its efforts to move employees from lower level administrative positions into career 

jobs that went to the journeyman level (GS 11 and 12) and occasionally into GS 13 

positions.  Two of the study participants were participants in the Department of Labor 

Management Intern Program early in their career, and they credited that program effort 

with providing exposure to an array of administrative operations where they were 

employed later in their careers.   
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Theme: Strategic Awareness: Taking Control 

Strategic awareness was described as actions that were needed to mitigate current 

unfavorable circumstances.  For all of the study subjects this meant maintaining an 

awareness of whom or what were the likely stumbling blocks and what one was up 

against and then formulating strategies to  address the encumbrances to move their 

careers forward.  Being fully aware of the options and the pitfalls they faced was critical 

in making a clear decision about how to address the barriers they faced.  In some 

instances that meant (1) building reinforcements to protect your self; at other times the 

result was to (2) take specific control of the situation; and often it was necessary to (3) 

make the decision to move “out of the game” rather then endure a continuing lack of 

opportunity for advancement.  Being able to acknowledge the nature and extent of the 

impediment came first.  

 
Protecting Your Flank 

No matter how deliberate the subjects were in negotiating their careers, they each 

encountered difficulties that at first appeared to be disastrous.  They offered a variety of 

suggestions on how they minimized the impact of the negative circumstances that were 

inflicted on them because of their race and gender or which they caused themselves.  

Whether they were anticipating their responses to expected barriers or acting 

spontaneously in response to actions that were taken, they found ways to protect their 

flank and mitigate the impact of negative occurrences.   

For LaVonne the self protective strategy was to document what was occurring 

that appeared to be unfair.  Facing one supervisor that she feels had no respect for Black 
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people and their capabilities, she decided to follow up on his verbal instructions with 

written verification of what was to be done next.  

He liked to do things verbally, and used that approach to force the issues.  
He would lead with verbal conversations, and I would confirm them in 
writing, laying out the facts of the situation and then giving him the choice 
to confirm my understanding or to repudiate it.  No matter what response 
he chose, my back was covered.  The minute you do that, you raise some 
level of concern on their part and provide some level of protection for 
yourself should they later refute your understanding.  This approach 
worked particularly well when used in performance discussions and when 
new tasks were being assigned.   
 
While knowing how to avoid negative consequences of bad decisions is 

preferable, Jayne contends that “when disaster looms”, because of a bad decision you 

made or your failure to take appropriate action, it is essential to “Go tell on yourself, 

armed with a plausible explanation of what has happened and one or more proposed 

remedies.  The remedies at least buy time so you can minimize the amount of fall out.”  

For her, this approach is particularly important for women, to thwart the belief that 

women can not assume leadership roles without compromise of the organizational roles 

and responsibilities being adjusted.  “Taking ownership for both negative and positive 

occurrences strengthens confidence in our overall ability to lead both into and out of the 

storm.”   

 
Action Required  

Both Francis and Jayne concluded that there are times when you have 

encountered individuals who were unequivocal obstacles to your career advancement;  

You simply have to beat them at their own game.  You have to get to 
know the playing field quickly and plan how you will address the 
formidable barriers.    
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Most time when I am able to out think or out maneuver my White male 
counterparts, it was because I could put the picture on the wall [of] how to 
get from A to D faster than they could, and explain it in a manner that they 
couldn’t do.  While they were looking at column A and column B, I could 
get the continuum on the wall first and do it in such a manner that I could 
address their questions, and my process was irrefutable - then I could drive 
the train.  Early on [in my career] I figured out that while they were 
talking, I was drawing boxes.  By the time they got around to wanting or 
letting me speak up, I was ready to put the parts on the wall.  Yes, it’s 
been cynical and smart ass, but it put me in control and often in charge. 
 
Lee chose a slightly different approach to control the discussion and outcome.  

She chose to openly address what she perceived to be the reluctance of one manager to 

accept her legal advice after she has relinquished her union affiliation and was being 

considered for a position as a manager.  She approached the reluctant official noting:  

You’ve known me a long time, and you may not have liked what I said . . . 
but I think that I was always honest and I haven’t changed.  I’m just going 
to be giving advice on the other side. My job now is to represent you . . . 
and that’s what I am here to do.  I’m a pretty straight forward, honest 
person; I’m going to tell you what I think, and you may not like it.  It is 
your choice, but don’t hire me if you want somebody to tell you only what 
you want to hear.    
 
Removing oneself from the limiting circumstance that restricts advancement was 

often a difficult, but occasionally a necessary step to take.  For Vasti, a key decision point 

came when she had to decide whether to apply for a position outside of the Office of the 

Solicitor, and retool her legal skills in an office that had enforcement and oversight, 

rather than direct litigation responsibilities.  She was 35 years of age, at the GS 15 level 

and facing many more years at the same level awaiting an opportunity to become an 

associate solicitor and facing stiff competition from the more than ten colleagues who 

were also in line for promotion.   
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There were some positions that appeared to have incumbents who had life 
tenure; who stayed there for life, and if they moved, there were so many 
other White males waiting that realistically . . .  I was probably going to 
have to wait for eternity [to get a chance at a promotion]. 

 
Jayne further espouses that:  

You have to become your own public relations person, sometimes taking 
on assignments that most people run away from.  Sometimes you 
volunteer to do the additional work.  Too often African American women 
look at themselves too narrowly, and only focus on an area they are 
familiar with.   

 
She further recommends:  

Do not narrow yourself. Avoid the jobs that isolate you – accountants and 
typists, for example, unless you are the accountant or clerk typist that 
interfaces with folks outside of your office. You don’t want to be the one 
who sits in the backroom and just crunches the numbers and slides the 
paper under the door for someone else to present.  Pick things that give 
you exposure to other people.  Get expose to a larger management group – 
do not allow your immediate supervisor to put your talents under a shade.  
That’s all part of the racial and gender inequity.  That way, you have more 
hiring officials that can remember and consider you for new openings 
when they come. 

 
 
Stepping Away 

Jayne, LaVonne, Lee and Vasti, each made conscious decisions to step away from 

positions that offered little opportunity to pursue work that was of interest or likely to 

move them toward higher level responsibilities or from or managers who “undervalued 

their capacity to perform.” They each chose to take time to carefully reflect on the 

circumstance that they were working under, and then moved toward unknown and 

uncertain futures in a new organization.   

Jayne was facing a third year of having her performance rated below what she 

believed she deserved.  As she recalled: 
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It was a surprisingly easy decision once I carefully reviewed the facts.  I 
did not know what I was headed to, but it was clear that I could not allow 
myself to be in this situation any longer. Sometimes you just have to walk 
away when the circumstances are oppressive or when the job does not 
mesh with some of your underlying principles.   
 
Lee opted out of a job when she realized that the leadership was not progressive 

and open to innovations in the workplace that accommodated the specific needs of 

women, such as flexi place and job rotation.  For LaVonne it meant taking a short 

sabbatical to see what new avenues of employment she would explore next.  In each 

instance, the possible outcomes were not necessarily clear, but the choice to migrate from 

where they were, was overwhelming.  Vasti recalls that several times she “just had to bite 

my tongue.  Then I would search for a way to make it all work; to try to find ways to help 

them to change.”  For her it was important to diffuse the immediate situation in order to 

be able to “fight [for her causes] another day.”   

 
Theme: Encountering ‘Isms  

The study participants often found themselves as the only African American or 

female in meetings where policies or decisions were being made.  Even when they were 

given opportunity to apply for managerial positions, they frequently encountered both 

subtle and overt racial and gender barriers, if not outright discrimination.  Subtle ‘isms 

are presented as restrained and undermining jesters, such as not asking for or dismissing 

the incumbents’ expressions in an open discussion.  These actions deflated the 

participants belief that their opinions were being given equitable consideration in the 

decision making process.  Overt ‘isms were presented as forms of obvious and 

unconcealed efforts to thwart the attempts of the incumbents to play on an even playing 
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field with White and/or male counterparts of equal skill, grade, or presumed stature 

within the organization.     

Racial and Gender Bias 

Jayne describes her first days on the job as a regional director of a major agency 

in Atlanta: 

I was in a hostile situation, surrounded by individuals who were constantly 
trying to question my authority or who offered little in the way of support 
for my leadership position.  I was there all alone, and both my mostly 
White male peers and the subordinate staff found ways to defuse my every 
effort.      

 
When a key management decision regarding staffing and a planned reduction in 

force had to be made, her judgment was constantly questioned, without the benefit of 

constructive dialogue or alternative suggestions on how the unpopular task could be 

accomplished.   

For Lee, the good old boys network was and remains in existence to stifle 

opportunities for individuals who are not seen as part of the network. 

We were never on anybody’s “A list”; you just have to keep working hard 
until the stars aligned or you find someone who says “I want you” You get 
work, but they wouldn’t give you the big, key cases or big assignments - 
those were the ones that were going to get you promoted, and you were 
not on anyone’s priority list of promotion eligible employees.   

 
Aida recalls being “actually scared” by the racial undertones and responses 

presented by one white supervisor when assessing her performance.  As Aida describes it: 

Her criticism was constant and unrelenting, despite my meticulous efforts 
to conform to the rules and requirements demanded by the work.  In 
frustration and on the verge of erupting in the office I asked a higher level 
supervisor to intervene.  The result was the supervisor’s presentation of a 
litany of non performance related issues.  It was not until her accusations 
were questioned that she admitted that she had never directly talked to me 
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about what needed to be done differently.  Aida reluctantly agreed to 
attend a writing class outside of the Department, only to have the 
instructor write the training coordinator stating that “she does not need this 
writing class; why would the Department waste her time, my time, or the 
money sending this person to this class 

 

Exercising Personal Restraint 

The study participants found that negotiating the pitfalls, prejudices and barriers 

encountered in the workplace sometimes calls for less strategy or planned action and 

more personal restraint.  Each of the subjects mentioned making conscious decisions 

when to take action against instances of discrimination or choosing not to directly 

confront the inequity with an immediate response.  Knowing when to hold off and let the 

circumstances play out was an important mechanism employed to keep focus on their 

longer term goals.    

Lee tells of one episode when she was sent to Greenville, Mississippi to handle a 

trial.  Arriving in Mississippi the first question from the local official was “where is our 

government attorney?”  Lee knew right away that it was going to be “that kind of day” – 

a day when one had to be prepared to not only face the issues at hand, but the underlying 

racial and gender prejudice that permeated the environment.  Later the next day the 

presiding judge commented “I see we have a (pause) lady lawyer from the federal 

government all the way from Washington.”  Somehow mention of her gender was 

acceptable, but not her race.  By the end of the first day they appeared to have accepted 

her abilities. 

I wanted to remind them that the federal government would not have sent 
me down if they thought that I could not win the case, but I bit my tongue 
– how stupid would that be.  It’s just that race (or gender) plays such an 



 

134 
 

important part and there were so few African Americans in that 
courthouse.  By the end of the second day, [their attitudes] had changed 
like night to day.  I called my parents to tell them the story, and just said: 
‘Please be careful that you get out of Mississippi alive’.  There was no 
need for a confrontation, no need to rebuke the treatment and obvious 
biases that were displayed.  That would have done little to change things 
in the long run.  I had let my legal abilities speak for me.   
 
She was hoping that the next time the presence of someone who looked like her 

was in that position of responsibility it would not be a shock, would not cause 

apprehension, distress or alarm; but in time would be accepted as a natural possibility or 

occurrence. 

Even when faced with instances of racism or sexism that were not easily avoided 

or controlled, the women in this study often reverted to their fundamental beliefs about 

race and gender prejudices about how best to manage racial encounters in their lives.  

They often followed the tenets that they learned in childhood.   

LaVonne:  I grew up knowing that I had to excel, and I was going to have 
to do better in order to survive.  That is a lesson I learned early in life.  
You don’t assume that if you did this or that you would automatically get 
whatever that they get as a matter of their existence.”   
 
Edna:  They think that they know you; White people underestimate Black 
people. We have spent more time anticipating and figuring out where 
White people were coming from, just to survive.    
 
Jayne: Life is not fair, I was not taught that life would be fair, that was one 
of my early lessons.  I was taught that life was not going to be fair and you 
have to make it work for you. And I have always known that.  I have had 
people who have taken me under their wing and mentored me and you 
know, made opportunities. But I didn’t grow up thinking that that was 
necessarily an entitlement, or a guaranteed result of what I did right.  If it 
happens, then that is like a bonus.    
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From Jayne’s vantage point it means self acknowledgement that: 

The rules are never going to be the same for you and White boys. You 
need to ensure that as you work and do whatever else, you don’t lapse into 
their behaviors or think that you can do what they do, the way that they do 
it.  They will not accept that of you.”  If you defend too hard, you are 
aggressive, if you hold back from forcing issues; you are too weak to be in 
charge.   
 
Who you are and how you are seen will only be defined by a filtered 
image, borne from their preconceived notion of who and what a Black 
woman is, or is supposed to be.  So you are better off just being yourself, 
and letting the chips fall as they may. 

  
 The study subjects noted an additional element of their personal restraint.  

Embedded in the tempered responses to racism and sexism that they endured during their 

careers was the recurring theme of their desire to display a deportment of dignity and self 

assurance.  It was their desire to present a poised demeanor and to build a reputation for 

the accurate presentation of facts that would advance the cause of all African American 

women.  Expressing concern that “ African American women are still the unknown”, 

Vasti suggests that the issue of representation is not one of numbers, but a more basic 

question.  “Who are we and how do we fit in the ever changing patterns of power that 

define the American workforce?  There is fear of the unknown.”  

  
Theme: Collective Responsibility 

The study participants sighted a close link between how they see themselves and 

how they view their representative roles.  They were generally not able to distinguish 

how they have responded to the issues of race and gender on a personal level from what 

principles they promote or pursue and decisions they make in their professional lives.  

Universally, they presented a sense of responsibility for preparing current and future 
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generations of African American female federal employees for higher level positions.  

“My real job, said Frances is to bring others along behind me.”   

 
My Opinion Matters: Giving Voice 

Jayne espouses that the idea and importance of taking on a collective 

responsibility is not always a planned intervention of specific decision.  She points to the 

recent Supreme Court appointment and the controversy that erupted over judge 

Sotomayer’s remarks concerning the wisdom of a Latina to make a more sound 

judgment:   

I don’t think that being one [African American and female] makes me or 
my decisions better, and I don’t think that is what Judge Sotomayor was 
saying.  But I do think that you see things through a broader lens or 
perspective and issues of equity and fairness and a level playing field 
come to mind because you have been down that road and know the impact 
of the inequities.  When you make a decision, almost subconsciously you 
want to make sure that is not going to automatically exclude any particular 
group.   

 
For Edna the key to making the “right decision” is to “do it with integrity and 

come to the table with creditable arguments to support your position.  Expressing concern 

that there is an expectation that decisions made by executive level African American 

women would come down on the side of folks that looked like them, she suggests: 

“Sometimes you earn begrudging respect if you made decisions that fit theirs.  They learn 

that they could trust your judgment based on the clarity and concise presentation of how 

you arrived at the conclusion.”  

LaVonne presents a more obvious example of how being present and represented 

is important as part of the decision making process; not for your own benefit, but for 
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others who may not be considered when decisions are being made.  Her example is 

current.  Recently a memorandum was recently sent out to from the Director of Human 

Resources for the Department of Labor to all senior managers regarding volunteering to 

visit colleges and universities to promote the benefits of Federal employment and to 

recruit future leaders.  That memorandum provided an unambiguous justification of the 

importance of being part of the decision making process. The memorandum listed 

schools to be visited.  Not one of the one hundred and five historically black colleges or 

universities was listed.  LaVonne notes: 

You say that you are concerned about having a diverse workforce, and 
then you send out something that clearly does not show your commitment. 
This was an opportunity – not only to open up the recruitment pool, but it 
also sends a clear message to those that are already inside. Is having more 
people that look like them less important? Who is making or reviewing the 
list? Will we be represented if we are not there to remind others to 
consider all of the options?    

 
 
Expanding the Legacy  

  The respondents recognize that they had become role models for other African 

American women.  They viewed their responsibilities as not only including being part of 

a number that accounts for the representation of African American women in the federal 

workforce, but equally as individuals who could provide direct guidance for individuals 

who aspired to obtain their positions, and those who simply wanted to see similar faces in 

positions of leadership.   

For Jayne, a person who considers herself to have been “blessed with 

opportunities”, the responsibilities of representation are undeniable: 
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I think I would be less than human to not share my knowledge and know 
how with others.  I would never start a mentoring organization; I probably 
would never hang out a shingle saying – ‘all ye who aspire to do better 
come to me’ – but I certainly would make it a point to try to help.  I am 
aware because I have been there, and the distance from the time when I 
came through the same passages is not that long.    

 
Lee moves forward the argument of who makes the decisions matters, and she 

makes a direct inference that having all of the points of reference on the table is key. 

Recalling how her Mom was forced to leave her family early Christmas morning to report 

to her police officer detail she notes: 

I think that all of those experiences have an impact on your life.  I try not 
to always assume that something is happening because I am African 
American.  A lot happens because you are women.  They make 
assumptions that you should not be here [at work] because women 
shouldn’t be doing this; she should be home having babies and taking care 
of children.  I think that part of what has driven me to want fairness and to 
give people real equal opportunity, not just on paper, is my belief that had 
more women been in different places earlier, the world would be a 
different place.  Someone may have come up with a way not to have 
everyone on the street patrolling on Christmas morning. 
 
The women in this study looked to their family members for guidance and 

direction, and found encouragement and fortitude as they examined the lives of African 

American women in history.  They mentioned leaders such as Dorothy Irene Height, 

pioneers that included diverse contributions, including Lena Horne, Fannie Lou Hammer, 

and Sojourner Truth; all the while recognizing that they were now the subjects of “the 

legacy”.  Perhaps Vasti summed up the representational role and responsibilities of 

representation best.  Speaking of the need for more African American women to be at the 

table she remarked:  

[The issue is] not necessarily more for numerical reasons.  Seeing more 
women of color helps to strengthen, you know, to be supportive.  And this 
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is why I think sometimes we don’t stop to think, you know. . . .  You’re 
making a difference, you’re moving up.  So being visible, having the 
visible numbers there makes a difference.  If we retreat from that posture - 
which is something that unfortunately is happening - I’m not sure that we 
aren’t losing the ability to really help move our race and gender forward.   
But while our numbers may be few, we are influencing someone, one way 
or the other.  And we need to make that influence positive.  We need to be 
mindful that there is an influence; we have the capacity to influence 
others; not just in our decision making, but just by our presence.   

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presents the primary individual and collective responses to questions 

that probed to explore the lived experiences of a sample of African American women 

who ascended the federal employment structure and gained entry into executive level 

positions.  From this vantage point they were asked to share their perceptions of the 

phenomena of their career endeavors and representational roles.  The chapter includes a 

summary their demographic data/profiles and self descriptions, composite summaries of 

the narrative descriptions of their experiences, the resulting streams of compound themes 

that emerged, and preliminary data analysis of those results.   

The interview protocol sought to address primary research questions.  The 

resulting exploration of their responses addresses the supporting inquiries concerning: 

1. How their workplace and career experiences are influenced by their social identity 

and their perceptions of the collective work history of African American women; 

2. If and how they perceive race and gender as definitive factors in their career 

choice, work experiences and overall career development; 
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3. How they have negotiated their way up the career ladder to obtain executive 

ranking, in light of their perceptions of the influences and impact of their race and 

gender; and  

4. How they view their passive and active roles in a government base on the theories 

that undermine a representative democracy?  

The resulting interpretive analyses of the emergent themes presented the 

following key considerations regarding their experiences:  

• Their assignment of the forces of legacy and birthright as reflective of 

their social and cultural identity and workplace heritage;  

• Expressions of how they negotiated the labyrinth of their careers from the 

entry level recruitment stages and thru upward mobility opportunities and 

found balance between home and family responsibilities;  

• Their view of happenstance vs. planned career strategies as critical factors 

in their career growth and the importance of being able to respond to 

either manifestation;  

• Their view of the importance of being strategically aware and knowing 

when to take control, worked to protect their flank and how to overcome 

intervening fringes that threatened their careers, helping them to identify 

when action or a change in venue was required;  

•  Their response to encounters of overt racism and sexism and exercised 

personal restraint; and  
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• Their view of the continuance of a collective responsibility to ensure that 

their opinions are counted as they set an example for future generations.     

The overarching frame of their responses to the research inquiry presents a 

summary of the multi level, complex influences of their heritage, values and 

beliefs of who they are and how they are present in the federal employment 

structure.   While their individual experiences differ, their responses present a 

theme that exemplifies the impact and influence of race and gender on their career 

experiences.  These experiences both shape who they are and their self 

perceptions, but also affect how they “play out” their roles as members of the 

federal bureaucracy.     

Chapter V pursues these themes and further expands and interprets the 

research findings.  Implications of the research result which may influence future 

career development initiatives for this segment of the workforce and 

recommendations for future research are presented.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS, INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Introduction 

The purpose of this research study was to explore the lived experiences of a group 

of African American female executives who achieved entrance into the highest levels of 

the federal career hierarchy and their perceptions of how their race and gender influenced 

the development and progression of their careers.  Of particular focus were views of how 

they see themselves and their active and passive representational roles and 

responsibilities as part of a democratic government structure.   

This phenomenological inquiry sought to provide insights into how they made 

meaning of their experiences and how they assessed the influence of their race and 

gender as they reflected upon encounters along their career journey.  That methodological 

underpinning provided a means to gather rich descriptive summaries of those experiences 

and brought to focus emergent themes that more succinctly described their discernment 

of those encounters.  This chapter outlines (1) interpretation of the findings and 

conclusions; (2) discussion of implications of those results; (3) an assessment of the 

findings based on the initial query; (4) recommendations for practice; (5) 

recommendations for future study; and (5) a purposeful summary drawn from the overall 

research endeavor.   

Interpretations and Conclusions 

Fundamentally, the findings of this research study provide support for the 

authenticity of the conceptual framework of social cognitive theory and social cognitive 

career development.  The respondents were not reactive organisms, shaped and driven 
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solely by environmental occurrences of the federal workplace.  Instead, they were 

proactive and self reflective, choosing to apply forethought, and self regulation to become 

agent/producers as well as products of the social systems they encounter.  As noted in the 

literature (Bandura 2001; Pajares & Schunk, 2001; Miller & Dolland, 1941), their 

identity is not solely defined by the properties of their race, gender and other descriptors, 

but rather by how these factors interact to influence how they respond to the issues they 

encounter in their environment.  The application of strategies utilized to propel their 

careers upward, reflect the complexity of the interrelatedness of their socio-economic 

status, familial value structures, education, and other influences.  Their success is 

attributable as well to their personal aspirations; professional standards and the degree to 

which they believe in their capacity to successfully circumvent the overt and subtle acts 

of discrimination.    

Four principle conclusions are presented: (1) evidence of the impact of the 

intersectionality of race and gender; (2) personal identity and self perceptions that are 

closely tied to their familial view of Black womanhood and views of collective historical 

expectations; (3) indication and confirmation of continuous readjustment, compromise 

and conciliation merged with stubborn determination; and (4) variances in the display of 

obligatory representational responsibility.  

 
Intersectionality 

The primary conclusion drawn from the results of this study is that the 

intersectionality of race and gender appears to form a multi faceted barrier that has a 

visible impact on the individual self perceptions of African American women seeking the 
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full measure of responsibility and reward that can be gained by pursing a federal 

executive career.  This finding coincides with what Crenshaw (1989), Hill-Collins 

(2000), and McCall (2008), found when they viewed cultural patterns of oppression as 

interrelated and bound by the intersectional restrictive systems imposed by society, 

including those founded on limitations imposed in consideration of one’s race and 

gender.  Socially and culturally constructed forms of discrimination coincide; forming 

biases about race/ethnicity and gender as well as societal class designations.  Or as Ritzer 

(2007) suggests, these “women experience oppression in varying configurations and in 

varying degrees of intensity.”  That intersectionality of multiple, simultaneous socially 

constructed forms of discrimination are demonstrated through the interconnected systems 

of social inequity that they encounter throughout their careers. Their education, previous 

work experience, and levels of occupational skill do not correspond with the significant 

differences and limitations of their levels of attainment in the labor force vs. that of other 

similarly situated individuals based on education, skill level attainment and other job 

related factors.   

The study participants posited that race or gender biases could be identified at any 

given point of their career development and that the impact on these biases did not 

diminish as they ascended the career ladder.  One focus of racial or gender bias or 

discrimination was seldom witnessed without close association being given to the fact 

that those forms of oppression did not act independently.  From the standpoint of their 

personal identity, the respondents viewed their lives as bound and influenced by the 

existence of both measurements of their circumstance.  As Ada recalled: 
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Growing up in the South I was always aware that being Black meant that 
for some folks, I was not as important and should be expected to do less. 
Being female meant that my focus would be on home economics or 
teaching, not the Foreign Service job that I wanted to pursue.  But my 
parents and family never allowed me to think that those facts had to hold 
me back.  I just would have to learn that [both factors] made a difference 
to others.    
 

Or Vasti’s capitulation: 

“We are the unknown”.  [We are] undefined by the standards of feminism 
applied to White women; misunderstood and mysterious in other’s 
perceptions of our sexuality, exploited in slavery, yet revered as primary 
caretakers of the children and families that question the very nature of our 
existence.     
 
The study results also help to sustain the associated findings of previous research 

on the results of intersectionality that has shown that people who fall into the bottom of 

the social hierarchy based on their race and/or gender are more likely to receive lower 

wages, be subjected to stereotypes and discriminated against, or be exploited in the 

workforce (Hill-Collins, 2000); Crenshaw (1991); and Brown and Misra (2003).  

Personal Identity and Self Perceptions 

The women in this study recalled the consistent and continuing build up or 

“deposits” of discriminatory actions and how these instances framed their thinking.  This 

coincides with what Gadamer (1975) explains as follows: “What they personally 

experienced for themselves, apart from all hearsay, supposition, or imaginative 

constructions, is that which once discovered, yields lasting residue" (pg. 56).  The fact 

that some form of residue exists is shown in their responses to questions about their 

childhood that repeatedly pointed to examples of the prior histories of African American 
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women that they personally encountered or read or heard about.  Jayne seems keenly 

aware of the fallout and longer term impact of the residue that remains: 

It’s all connected.  There is something that I do need to share but I didn't; 
it’s that I think that our experiences, our work lives shake and shape more 
than just us? My example is my daughter, [who] has some traits that have 
grown from my experiences and how I have shared my thoughts about my 
work with her.  Some of her work traits and how she sees her role in the 
workplace are the direct result of my experiences; just as my mother’s 
statements about her work life influenced how I saw my role when I 
entered the workforce.  Our jobs and assignments were certainly different, 
but each generation approached things much the same, knowing that some 
folks did not want us to succeed.   
 
For Lee the result may appear to be less direct: 

It goes back to the time when my mother was a police women, and she 
was the only mother who they made work on Christmas morning.  I 
wonder if those remembrances influenced my becoming an advocate for 
flexible work schedule and other considerations that benefited women 
during my legal career.   
 
The residue of the embedded images and their personal experiences influenced 

the widespread expectations of what they would encounter and what would be expected 

of them in the workplace.  From another vantage point, these images were steeped in 

tradition and their view of their roles founded on a history of perseverance and 

determination.  As one study subject recalled; “My grandmother and mother endured 

much more than I did; they cooked and cleaned the homes of White women, only to be 

told that they themselves were not clean enough to use the same bathrooms.”   

 
Readjustment, Compromise and Conciliation, Merged with Personal Tenacity 

Participant responses corroborate that they see their rise up the career ladder as 

having been made more difficult by the need to “stay the course, while at the same time 
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pushing for opportunities to advance their careers.  Often this meant taking a “back door’ 

approach to gain recognition and/or skills that were not readily available given the 

limitation of their job assignments.  They symbolize what Meyerson (2001) calls 

tempered radicals: individuals who are socially conscious, and who assumed the role of 

catalyst for the introduction and expression of new ideas in the workplace. Despite the 

limitations of their numbers and lack of support within the organization they are 

continuously exploring ways to make the ideal of a representative democratic 

bureaucracy work.  As Meyerson explains, “they are people who want to succeed in their 

organizations yet want to live by their values or identities, even if they are somehow at 

odds with the dominant culture of their organizations” (pg. 38).  Meyerson presents 

examples of strategies used by tempered radicals to make a difference.  In a chapter 

titled, Resisting Quietly and Staying True to One’s Self, she explores how these 

individuals “set the stage” for bolder acts of defiance.   

By way of example, consider study participant Vasti’s decision to pursue 

unpopular and less traditional areas outside of her work arena in an effort to not be denied 

access to a promotion; or Lee’s questioning of a senior manager who had never 

recommended a minority or a woman for promotion, asking what that said about his 

management abilities to plan for the future.  Tempered radicals want both to fit in and 

they want to retain what makes them unique; just as these women appeared to hold tight 

to the principles espoused by their forbearers.  Other participants amended that direct 

approach.  Study participant Edna summarized; “My mother always told me; hard work 

and personal integrity and tenacity pays off.”  She relied less on a direct confrontation, 
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and chose instead to “keep at it’ in hopes that someone would eventually see her 

considerable contributions.   For Jayne, the continuous pursuit of the “end game” became 

both a strategy and method for success; finding a way to demonstrate compliance, while 

seeking to move toward the values and goals that she personally established for herself 

and those she represented.  “In my head, I had to get clear what was the stated challenge, 

versus what I really wanted to achieve.”    

 
Redefining Representation 

These research study participant’s view of their representational role and 

responsibilities transcended both the active and passive definitions and findings presented 

in the literature (Selden, Brudney, & Kellough; 1998; Mooney, 2007; Taylor 2004).  

They were aware of their passive, descriptive representational numbers and the 

precipitous retreat from the higher rates experienced the mid 1990s.  Correspondingly, 

they appear to be continuously in search of their individual and collective “voice”; how to 

best articulate the message that expresses the needs of those they represent by way of 

their social and personal identity.  They also appear to understand and endorse the belief 

that if they were not at the table where decisions are made, their concerns would not be 

fully considered, thus limiting their active representation and their ability to affect 

program policy and social change.   

Their responses support what Taylor (2004) presents in his pictorial linear 

illustration; that the effect of a representative bureaucracy are cumulative.  Passive 

representation (being physically present) provides for active representation (presenting a 

view that encompasses wider consideration in decision making); and thus affecting the 
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outcome of policy and program decisions based on the needs a wider segment of the 

populous.  Multiple experiences and success enhance the opportunity to be heard. 

Discussion: Making Meaning 

The principle question addressed in this descriptive research was: How do African 

American women in executive positions in the federal bureaucracy make meaning of 

their career experiences?   Secondary to that exploration is concern for the analysis of the 

following issues:  

(1)  How are the experiences of African American women influenced by their social 

identity and collective work history?   

(2)  Do they perceive race and gender as definitive factors in their career progression, 

and if so, how do these considerations affect their career choice, work experiences 

and career development;  

(3)  How do African American women executives negotiate their workplace in light of 

their race and gender; and  

(4) How do they perceive their active and passive representational roles?    

 
Primary Question  

How do African American women in executive positions in the federal bureaucracy make 

meaning of their career experiences?  

The African American female executives in this study make meaning of their 

career experiences through the filter of their individual and collective understanding of 

life truths found in the experiences they encountered throughout their lives.  The 

traditions of their heritage and their understanding of their respective roles appear to be 
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deeply rooted in the values and beliefs that they were taught as youngsters, and what was 

reinforced in their early workplace experiences.    

Their beliefs and recollections of the nature and consequences of their 

experiences are supported by the underpinnings their epistemological beliefs; how they 

know what they believe they know. What they present as truth is a combination of both 

priori (before) understanding and posteriori expressions (what they believe as a result of 

their own encounters/experiences).   

The beliefs instilled in their childhood are presented as concepts of truth: “African 

American women are capable of achieving, despite the odds”; “We are reliving the lives 

of our foremothers, different times and new set of circumstances; “Life is not fair, you 

have to overcome the barriers.”  Their interaction with the reality of being African 

American and female in the workplace provides observable truth of those realities.  Their 

priori understanding is reinforced, brought into question, or refuted.  Truth is presented as 

their understanding of what has occurred in their own lives, what they encountered, and 

how they understood what was occurring as they circumvented their career paths.  Their 

perceptions are an integration of their sensory stimuli, what they saw, felt, sensed, and 

absorbed in the daily experiences throughout their lives. They individually construct truth 

as they attempt to find coherence among the pieces of knowledge that they encounter, 

integrating what has previously been seen as truth with what is currently encountered.  

Heylighen (1993) speaks to what he calls “evolutionary epistemology”, 

knowledge constructed by a group on different levels, biological, psychological and/or 

social, in order to adapt to their environment.  Evolutionary truth is developed over time 
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as a group undergoes and expressed the essence of their experiences.  It evolves as the 

individual experiences of group members are amalgamated and molded into collective 

beliefs.  Perhaps there are implications of evolutionary truth among the women in this 

study.  Questions concerning the validity of their perceptions are only questionable in the 

context of how they interpreted what they perceived.  While one may question how they 

arrived at their truth, what they saw, felt, sensed and absorbed individually or as 

collective knowledge is presented in this research as “their truth”.  

 
Sub-Question 1 

How are the experiences of African American women influenced by their social identity 

and collective work history?  

The facts that permeate the long history of African American women in the 

American workforce frame their social and workplace identity and is presented as serving 

to structure their perceptions of their position and status in that environment.   Social 

identity, as focused on race and gender is defined by Weathers, Thompson, Sheri, and 

Rodriquez (1994) as the process thru which individuals proceed in developing racial and 

gender consciousness.  In a society in which race is a key consideration in the social 

fabric of the nation, these considerations form the basis of self assessment or identity.   

Shaped by vastly different social historical conditions, the views of the African 

American women in this study reflect the innate differences of their experiences as 

compared to those of other ethnic women or men.   Regardless of the social status of their 

birth or the socio economic environment of their upbringing, they each espoused a similar 

understanding of their “birthright” as descendants of slave women.  Just as that era 
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fostered the creation of socially constructed images of African American women, that 

history appears to have formed the foundation for independence and a commitment to 

survival of the race, that each of the study participants embraced as their legacy.   W. E. 

B. DeBois (1903) applied the term “double consciousness” to describe both the external 

internal world that is shaped and imposed by society and an internal world driven by 

assessment of beliefs and value systems drawn from one’s history and individual and 

group awareness of what and who one is within society.  Consequently it seems fair to 

assume that one’s view within the workplace is developed in large measure in alignment 

with how one sees/views oneself in the larger world as well as within that more restricted 

environment.   

 Levinson (1978) further suggests that “life structures”, the basic patterns or 

design of a person’s life at a given time, is a way to look at their engagement in society 

(pg. 42).  Just as the women in this study appeared not to be able to separate their 

collective life legacy from their perceived role in the workplace, as seen by outsiders, 

they correspondingly could not separate their beliefs in themselves from the women that 

preceded them.     

Said differently, as Bell (1990) relates Giles’ (1982) declaration; African 

American women are a metaphorical “web” that is far more complex than simply being 

professional, being a woman, and being black.  As Bell (1990) suggests, the women in 

this study have a bicultural experience.  They have been socialized into two different 

cultural systems – Euro American and African American and must negotiate between 

them in order to gain support for the often dichotomous structures and beliefs that form 
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their history and values.  They have to establish the “end game” and view themselves in 

new arenas as they negotiate frustrations and disappointment in their careers.   

 
Sub-Question 2 

 Do they perceive race and gender as definitive factors in their career progression, and if 

so, how do these considerations affect their career choice, work experiences and career 

development?  

The research data revealed that the respondents are keenly aware of their race and 

gender and how it has shaped their career expectations and defined the parameters of 

their accomplishments and perceive those factors as having dominant influences on their 

careers.  They adapted to the condition that their race and gender directly influenced how 

they were treated or accepted in the workplace. Overwhelmingly each study participant 

perceived that their race and gender were definitive factors in their career progression and 

upward mobility.  While there were instances where being female or African American 

“worked in their favor”; usually instances when the organization had been chastised for 

failing to more fully integrate women or minorities; universally they experienced race 

and gender as negative considerations that inhibited their pursuit of career advancement.   

With one exception, their career choice was most often driven by the expectations 

and desires of their parents and family members.  Once they entered the workforce, there 

were lessening expectations from this source, except that they perform dutifully and “go 

as far as they could.”  A substantial number of examples of the negative impact of gender 

was articulated, however most respondents expressed the belief that if they could 

overcome racial bias, being a women would somehow be less of a hurdle.   
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This finding may be reflective of the time in history when they entered the labor 

force; a time when women were becoming a larger percentage of the government and 

private labor force.  Or it might reflect their repeated statements expressing confidence in 

the abilities of African American women to meet and overcome the continuing workplace 

barriers that they have faced throughout their history in the American labor force.  

Whether slave or office director, the incumbent’s acceptance of that “legacy” appeared to 

provide impetus to keep moving forward, often without credible understanding of what 

barrier may be imposed next.    

 
Sub-Question 3 

How do African American women executives negotiate their workplace in light of their 

race and gender?  

While the career choice and approaches to negotiating the workplace obstacles 

differed, each of the respondents noted that making their way toward top level jobs, 

required continuing readjustments, compromise and conciliation.  What was required of 

the study participants changed throughout the stages of their careers?  The requirements 

of the early stages often included compromise, accepting positions below their skill level 

to “get a foot in the door”, despite the fact that they may have been qualified for higher 

level positions.  For several subjects it meant adjusting to the novelty of their presence, 

and taking “advantage” of the fact that being African American or being female was a 

temporarily desirable characteristic to meet the organization quota, or to give the 

appearance of integration of the workforce.   



 

155 
 

Negotiating for advancement often meant confronting overt racism and/or sexism 

and not accepting being among the last persons recognized or promoted; pushing back.  

All of the study participants spoke of the continuing need to acclimatize to the 

circumstances that indicated that bias or outright discrimination was effecting their 

promotional opportunities, deciding to be an adaptable “shape shifter” to minimize the 

visibility of their obvious physical and positional differences in order to fit into the 

environment they encountered that did not necessarily mirror or support their personal 

values.   

 Much of the progress that the participants made in negotiating their careers was not 

presented as the fulfillment of specific career plans, but rather as unplanned and unearned 

“favor” granted as a blessing, based on their cultural and/or religious beliefs about their 

destiny.  Their career progress often hinged on having prepared for new opportunities by 

stepping outside of the work required for their established position of record and taking 

on new and challenging assignments that expanded their knowledge and heightened their 

visibility.       

Paramount to their “success” was what appeared to be their individual and 

collective ability to reinforce their career position by maintaining a modicum of control 

of their workplace options, and perhaps more important, and more often, themselves.  

They somehow sensed when to abandon a hopeless situation and how to negotiate toward 

a new environment and a new set of circumstances.   When all else failed, the 

respondents resorted to “waiting for the tide to change;” sometimes openly voicing their 
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dissatisfaction with the status quo, and in some instances retreating to allow time for the 

situation to defuse.  

The objective of their negotiations was focused on the “end game”, what Jayne 

described as looking beyond the immediate frustration or dissatisfactions with how one 

was being treated and seeing possibilities for the future if current impediments could be 

overcome.   No secret formula emerged, no one approach was suggested, accept having 

an awareness of where one was in the career game and where one wanted to be.    

 
Sub-Question 4 

What do African American women see as their passive and active roles in a 

representative government?   

The women in this study appeared to have been in preparation for their roles as 

executive leaders all of their lives.  Perhaps surprisingly this preparation had less to do 

with planned opportunities to advance African American women into the pipeline or 

higher level positions, and more to do with their perceptions of their responsibilities “to 

carry out the legacy”, sharing their stories and helping younger women to “catch and 

define the dream for themselves.”   They see the transition as generational – building on 

the accomplishment of the women who preceded them in the workforce.   As Vasti 

ascribed: 

We don’t speak with one voice, and don’t want to be seen that way.  We 
want others to see our differences and yet know and accept who we are.  It 
is part of the richness of our collective heritage. 
 

They looked to one another for less tangible support, building relationships 

external to the work environment where they could commiserate over policy issues or 
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openly discuss instances of gender or racial bias and how to ameliorate the likely impact.  

They see themselves as having responsibility to those that follow in their footsteps.  

“Maybe it’s because I know firsthand how difficult it can be that I feel an obligation to do 

my part.  I don’t have to wait for a new set of champions; I can assume that role myself”    

Additional Themes Emerged 

Two additional constructs became evident as a result of the development of the 

analysis of the outcomes of the study that were previously unassigned:  (1) the evidence 

of the conceptualization of self efficacy and (2) the formation of the consideration of the 

relevance of critical race theory to the application of a democratic government 

bureaucracy.   

Self Efficacy 

The continuing summary of the responses indicated that the conception of self 

efficacy played an important role in the outcome of the participant’s careers.  While not 

part of the original line of inquiry, the results suggest that key to the ability of the 

subjects to successfully achieve the status of senior level executive, was their individual 

belief in themselves and their ability to accomplish their career goals; the extent of their 

personal self efficacy.  Self efficacy as defined (Bandura, 1995, pg. 2) is the “belief in 

one’s capability to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage 

perspective situations.  One can therefore produce designated levels of performance that 

exercise influences over events that impacts one’s life.   

For example, when forced to make an unexpected mandate to accept a new 

position in another part of the country, study subject LaVonne noted the following: 
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My thing is that you cannot control necessarily what happens to you? But 
you can certainly control how you respond to it and what you do about it.  
That part is totally within you; and I don’t let anybody else manage my 
life in that respect.   
 
I cannot control [it all], but I am in charge of how I respond to it; you deal 
with the circumstances; you deal with the hand you’ve got. 
You can give me the new assignment, but you cannot tell me to take it or 
you cannot tell me to retire; that’s my choice.  And I will make that 
decision based on what is best for me.  I believe in myself, and I cannot 
think of a time when I took that approach, and it turned out badly. 
 
Self efficacy takes into account the mastery of past experiences and the 

individual’s conviction that they have the capacities to perform the required action 

needed to reach a successful conclusion.   

A strong sense of efficacy enhances human accomplishment and personal 
well-being in many ways.  People with high assurance of their capabilities 
approach difficult tasks as challenges to be mastered, rather than threats to 
be avoided.  Such an efficacious outlook fosters intrinsic interest and deep 
engrossment in activities. They set themselves challenging goals and 
maintain strong commitment to them. They heighten and sustain their 
efforts in the face of failure. They quickly recover their sense of efficacy 
after failures or setbacks.  They attribute failure to insufficient efforts or 
deficient knowledge and skills which are acquirable.  They approach 
threatening situations with assurance that they can exercise control over 
them.  Such an efficacious outlook produces personal accomplishment, 
reduces stress, and lowers vulnerability to depression (Bandera, 1994, pg 
1).   
 
As Bandura suggests, the sources of self efficacy are mastery experiences, 

vicarious experiences and social persuasion. The women engaged in this research effort 

exhibited high levels of those descriptors, recalling a plethora of occasions when their 

efficacious actions demonstrated the power to produce a desired result.  For participant 

Jayne it meant believing that she could outsmart the racist and sexist attitudes displayed 

by her new staff as she began a new position as director. “Dig in your heels and get the 
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job done, you can do this, I told myself.”  For Edna it was being “bound and determined” 

to continue to support a manager who openly acknowledged that her position was 

somehow less important or worthy of recognition then those held by her White 

counterparts.  Frances quietly set out to prove her coworker nemesis wrong, by “holding 

my head high and showing, not talking about my capabilities”.  

The development of their self efficacy was born from the value of their self worth 

taught in their childhood and the strengthening of those beliefs based upon the frequency 

of reinforcing experiences in their early adulthood lives. They observed the resilience of 

their parents and other adults as they overcame obstacles, and learned that setbacks and 

difficulties can often be surmounted by sustained effort and perseverance.  They 

envisioned themselves overcoming obstacles and, as Ada noted: “Finding ways around 

barriers by sheer will and determination”, often without a clear path through the 

encumbrances.   

Despite their limited number, as they rose though the career ranks they 

established relationships with one another and were able to observe others like 

themselves succeed as a result of their capabilities and continuous efforts.  They became 

one another’s social models; seeing others similarly situated succeed.  Finally, the 

cultivation of the high expectations and verbal comments persuaded and reinforced their 

belief that any personal deficiencies could be overcome.   

Critical Race Theory and a Democratic Bureaucracy 

As the women included in this study espouse the issue of race and racism did not 

emerge as they entered the workforce, it has been part of their lives as far back as they 



 

160 
 

can recall. They called to mind occasions in their lives when the school house was closed 

because of a desegregation order; or seeing “Whites Only” rest room signs when 

traveling South on a family vacation;  or not being informed of how to apply for entry 

level jobs; or perhaps it was not being referred to as “the cream of the crop”.  The 

expectation that equal consideration must be given to African American females raises an 

often underlying issue for White managers as presented by study participant Aida:  

Some prefer to keep the perception that you are not able to fully perform 
at my level.  If I dissuade myself from believing that somehow you are as 
able, I don’t have to put you on equal footing, there will not be less 
opportunity for me.  I think its self preservation.  Those that have don’t 
want to give it up.  It is not necessarily a Black thing; it can be applied to 
Indians, or Orientals.  There is a fear that if I am open and providing 
opportunity, you may somehow surpass me, so I hold on to what I have, 
and offer a pittance of equality to appease you - but it is all really for me.  
 
It appears that the underlying principle that supports the theories of critical race 

appears to have a direct application to the goals of a democratic bureaucracy that includes 

representative numbers of African American women.  The critical race movement seeks 

to broaden the exploration of conventional civil rights issues to consider the economic, 

historical, individual and group interests and impact of race, racism and power.  The 

incremental advancements of racial equity that grew out of the mid 1960s through 1970s 

laws and programs (key jobs held by the participants in this study) are discarded and 

replaced with an activist dimension that not only tries to understand our social situation, 

but to change it (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  Critical race exploration sets out not only 

to ascertain how society organizes itself along racial lines and hierarchies, but to 

transform those parameters.   
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In application to this research effort, the exploration is more than an examination 

of the prevailing laws, but rather the underlying vestiges of power that limit the 

integration of African American women from reaching executive level positions.  The 

question becomes, is it enough to make organizational and legal changes that have the 

potential to impact how the policies and procedures are implement to ensure equitable 

consideration and treatment?  Or is another consideration more appropriate – examination 

of the purposes of the laws and policies and whether they, in reality, support or inhibit the 

real changes that need to occur?  

 Whatever the incident, the women who participated in this research effort shared 

information that supports the following critical race propositions:   

• Racism is ordinary, not an aberrational occurrence in American society, and is an 

ever present factor in their careers;  

• There is limited incentive to eradicate it when considering the benefits to the 

majority population.  Demanding increases in number is not the solution; rather 

there is a need to understand the underpinnings and often unconscious impact 

that subtle bias and acts of discrimination impose;  

• The social construction of race, leads to non objective, unfixed, realities that are 

inventions used to manipulate the power paradigm.  

The stories told by the participants in this study are similar to Delgado and 

Stefancic’s message that the theories of critical race are best understood when described 

through everyday experiences told in narrative form, to describe both what is occurring, 

but equally as important,  the feeling generated as a result of the racial encounter.  
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Further, exploration of critical race dialog may help to expand an understanding of the 

issue of intersectionality by embracing and recognizing the fact that for African 

American women, the factors of both race and gender play a dual role in the form of 

discrimination that they encounter.  When movements to overcome racial or gender 

injustices prioritize concerns of particular subgroups, the needs of individuals who 

traverse more than one designation stand a greater chance of being overlooked or not 

considered at all; the circumstances faced by African American women. 

Consideration of the implications of critical race agenda could significantly shift 

the emphasis of those concerned with changing the experience of African American 

women in the federal bureaucracy.  Its focus away from the institution of laws and 

regulations and encourages a dialogue of what is occurring and providing a new way of 

examining the issues.  It appears to have  the potential to provide a better understanding 

of ideas and categories by which our society constructs and understands racism and may 

offer a new  prospective to lead toward meaningful long lasting change based on mutual 

concerns rather than arbitrary, artificial programs and interventions that do little to move 

the discussion forward.          

 
Recommendations for Practice  

The findings of this research suggest that there are areas of current practice that 

warrant review based on the summary of perceptions posited by the study respondents.  

They are presented here as recommendations for practice to address the concerns offered 

in the presenting problem: the under representation of African American women in 

decision and policy making executive positions in the federal workforce.  The need for 
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accurate statistical measurement to review the true status of their numbers, the need for 

“champions”, and targeted recruitment and development efforts are presented for 

consideration. 

Reporting Practices  

The study respondents expressed concern about the current statistics reflecting 

their diminishing numbers over the past ten years, although they seemed to “have a sense 

that things were changing.”  They offered only limited belief or hope that the tide toward 

lower numbers of African American women in executive positions could be stemmed in 

the immediate future.  As Lee expressed; “It will not happen by accident, and as long as 

the bulk of the people making the selection decisions are not held accountable for having 

diversity, nothing will happen”. The incumbents also questioned the reasons and the 

impact of the changes in statistical measurements that frequently groups all women or 

combines all minorities in reporting statistics. They viewed this practice of grouping all 

women and/or all minorities together when reporting their number as defusing the clarity 

of the issue of true representation.  “The overall numbers show improvement when in 

reality, certain groups are losing ground” reports Francis. 

Reestablishing Priorities: Identifying Champions 

The study respondents projected that the only way that there would be a chance to 

increase the number of African American women in decision making positions  

would increase significantly “if someone makes it a priority” and/or holds all managers 

accountable for the diversity of opportunity and advancement among their staffs.  The 
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goal would not be to prioritize African American women, but bring to the forefront the 

benefit of decision making that takes into considerations a wider range of participants.   

Throughout the interviews one particular senior manager, the Assistant 

Secretary for Administration and Management (and a few agency managers; some 

of whom were not in the same office as the subjects) were identified as “career 

champions”; individuals who were catalysts for change and who were 

instrumental in moving the careers of the participants ahead.  Jayne noted: 

He set the standard and rated his subordinate managers on their efforts to 
replicate his success.  By openly promoting diversity in the workplace at a 
time when there was few minority or female faces in the executive offices, 
this individual not only promoted change, but also demonstrated that it 
could happen with long range success for the individual and the 
organization.  He brought women and minorities into highly visible 
positions.  If they want it [equality in advancement] to happen, it will 
happen, if not the status quo will remain.  
 
In many ways the participants in this study were each other’s “champion”.  They 

individually told stories of how they encouraged, supported, and at times helped to 

complete the paperwork required to apply for particular jobs at the last minute.  When 

one applicant was uncertain whether to apply for a particular position, the other stayed 

with her in the office late into the night to help edit and finalize the application.   

Targeted Programs 

One area presented for consideration to overtly support the possibilities for career 

advancement is strengthening and expanding formal training and developmental 

opportunities.  Three study participants specifically noted the lack of mid career 

programs or initiatives aimed at retooling, redirecting and refocusing employees into 

emerging growth areas.  This void was seen as obviously not only affecting African 
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American women, but others “stuck in the pipeline” as well.  Mentoring initiatives are 

seen as neither formalized nor supported by work assignments.   They uniformly 

suggested that formalized mentoring and efforts to promote career advocates seems 

warranted and beneficial to both the individual recipients of these efforts and the 

organization as a whole.   

Opportunities to learn new technologies are seen as too often limited to those 

individuals with the need to immediately apply the technology.  The result is limited and 

unequal prospects to expand one’s knowledge base leading to broader opportunities.   

Perhaps of equal importance the absence of planned interventions leaves the decision 

regarding whose career potential will be expanded or promoted to the immediate 

supervisor or someone who chooses to assume that responsibility.  The results are too 

often inequitable consideration or opportunity.   

As Lee recalled: 

This approach provides no safeguards against discriminatory practices or 
favoritism.  Too often selections and developmental opportunities are 
provided only to individuals who present the characteristics as those 
making the selection. 
 

The challenge for the human and organizational learning community is to attempt 

to review and assess the options for aligning the findings from this study with current 

programs and initiatives established to promote workplace equity.   

 
Recommendations for Further Study 

The results of this phenomenological study contribute to the body of research that 

addresses understanding of the impact of race and gender and the perceptions of those 
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factors on African American women in the federal workforce.   It sought to examine how 

they identify with those issues when examining their careers.  The study sought to 

contribute to the very limited body of knowledge and research that exists about the 

intersection of race and gender on their career choice, and their career progression.  It 

further explored their beliefs regarding how those considerations influence their view of 

the responsibilities they have in a democratic, representative government structure. 

Analysis of the data revealed that there is a strong link between their assessments of their 

identity in the context of their societal status and how they perceive the discrimination 

they encounter in the workplace.    

One question included in the interview protocol specifically asked if the study 

participants identified any related concerns that they thought warranted additional study 

or further research.  They suggested exploration of Recommendation #1 and #2 below.    

Recommendation #1: Selection Criteria 

In order to explore the effectiveness and equity of the current recruitment 

practices for senior level positions, examine processes and procedures utilized by the 

Senior Executive Service Candidates Program, the vehicle utilized by agencies to identify 

potential executives.  Explore the rates of participation in the Program in order to 

determine if the criteria for selection and placement are gender and race neutral.  In 

addition to the statistical measure of their rates of participation, and eventual rise within 

the ranks of the Senior Executive service, investigate how population segments perceive 

that experience in comparison to individuals who were selected into SES jobs without 
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going through the program.  Are there significant differences in skill, personal 

characteristics and/or longer term career outcomes?   

Recommendation #2: Expanding the Pipeline 

 Building on the uncertain and often “happenstantial” career paths circumvented 

by the participants in this current study, there may be a need to research the executive 

selection process by exploring the occupational areas and “pipeline” series and position 

titles from which most senior executives are selected.  The relationship of prior 

occupations to the percentage of SES candidates and current SES members is also 

justified.  Are there specific mid level occupations that appear to develop the skills and 

competencies that are required for SES jobs?  Examination of the structure, duties and 

competencies required for, or expanded while occupying these positions is suggested.  

This approach may reveal how potential future executives can be most effectively 

“groomed” to meet Office of Personnel Management Competency requirements, and the 

traditional and nontraditional sequences of training and development that are most 

effective.    

Recommendation #3: Post Civil Rights Era Effects 

With the exception of one participant, the individuals in this research effort 

entered the workforce during or during or immediately following the civil right era, the 

1960s and early 1970s.  While this research did not specifically address the influence of  

that timeline on their career expectations, social cognitive theory would posit that the 

environment of that era influenced their self perceptions.  It is difficult to specifically 

assess how that era of dynamic social and racial change affected their attitudes and 
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expectations within the workplace.  Would young women who entered the workforce in a 

more modern era view their roles and responsibilities the same, or would the influences 

and achievement expectations that followed that timeframe be abated or replaced with a 

new set of expectations and ambitions derived from the changes in an evolving social and 

political environment? As social cognitive theory considers environmental influences, 

how might the perceptions of younger women differ based on their social identity and 

collective expectations?  

 
Recommendation #4: Expansion of the Study Sample 

The sample of participants for this research was drawn from a single federal 

agency to control the effect of a vast array of occupational and organizational procedures, 

process and cultural differences that would exist if a more heterogeneous sample was 

attempted.  It is recommended that an expansion of the universe of study would provide a 

government-wide summary to support or amend the general findings of this effort.  A 

survey of multiple jurisdictional and agency arenas would either substantiate these 

findings or provide emerging avenues for consideration.   

Recommendation #5: Expanding the Understanding of CRT to Career Development 

As a result of this research study, the following supplementary area appears to 

deserve further investigation.  Can a critical race agenda be applied to the study of career  

development, as it has to the educational arena, providing a way to examine the legal  

requirements imposed on the workplace and the exploration of the power paradigm?   

Are there discrepancies between stated vs. true intentions of diversity initiatives in the 

workplace, just as there were for the civil rights and educational agenda of the 1960s?  
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Do planned outcomes, method and approaches currently applied to expand diversity 

maximize the likelihood of successful outcomes?  Finally, are there distortions and 

omissions in the understanding of the structure of democratic governance that impact the 

viability of our current efforts to plan for a more representative bureaucracy?   

 
Summary 

The U.S. Merit System Protection Board titled its 2009 Report to the President 

and the Congress of the United States - Fair and Equitable Treatment: Progress Made 

and Challenges Remaining.   In that Report Chairperson Grundmann notes in her 

introductory letter that:  

Fairness is essential to recruit highly qualified employees and create an 
engaged, high performing workforce.  Accordingly, agencies must ensure 
that their human resources management policies and practices do not 
create barriers to merit based selection, advancement, recognition and 
retention.  
 
Acknowledging that progress has been made, the report supports some of the key 

findings of this research effort, admitting that the ideals of a fully representative 

workforce and fair treatment of all employees have not been wholly realized.  The issues 

requiring attention to foster improvement and progress toward less biased personnel 

system and practices closely mirror those identified in this study; and each of the 

suggested considerations came to the forefront in this research effort :  

• The need for career enhancing opportunities that augment program 

knowledge and increase the potentiality for promotion; 

• The demand for individual employee initiative to seek and successfully 

complete new and challenging assignments; 
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• The need to decrease the perception of favoritism that excludes the 

inclusion of minorities and women in key management decisions; and  

• Improvements in the reporting measurements that distort the realities of 

employee circumstance.    

Any response to the question of what set of circumstances ultimately allowed the 

women highlighted in this study to circumvent the obvious pitfalls and barriers to rise 

into executive level positions in the federal bureaucracy may be debated.  However the 

perceptions of the existence of barriers of race and gender to be overcome are undeniable 

based their perception of what is the “truth of their existence”.  What they have grown to 

believe is factual about their careers influences their behavior and interaction with others 

in the workplace.   

What people think, believe, and feel affects how they behave.  The natural 
and extrinsic effects of their actions in turn, partly determine their thought 
patterns and affective reaction” (Bandura, 1989, pg. 25). 
 
Despite their differences, the seven women who participated in this research study 

presented a set of core beliefs that are founded on the values and principles that were 

taught in their varied childhoods, cultivated in the early experiences that solidified their 

self discernment of their race and gender, and fueled in the work place experiences that 

they each encountered.   

In response to the core and primary question examined in this research; (How do 

African American women in executive positions in the federal bureaucracy make 

meaning of their career experiences?) the following response is presented to summarize 

the study results:  African American women in executive positions in the federal 
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bureaucracy make meaning of their career experiences as byproducts of their racial, 

gender and social positioning and identity within America’s democratic system of 

government.  Their experiences reflect their individual and collective beliefs of a legacy 

and birthright that has developed since the inception of their entrance into the workforce 

as slaves.  Despite the presenting encumbrances, they appear to view that “inheritance” as 

having shaped their resolve and purpose and having forged their self efficacious 

determination to aspire and represent those who do not achieve similar levels of career 

success.  The value ascribed to the truth of their perceptions is seen in the veracity of 

their commitment to mitigate the effects of the racial and gender biases they encounter, 

believing that their experiences are an additional step toward the equality espoused in the 

documents that established the democratic government that they represent and in which 

they serve.    

Perhaps their greatest accomplishment is not the achievement of executive level 

status in the federal bureaucracy.  Perhaps it was their ability to continue to connect to 

and expand the struggle for equality and not relinquish the tenacity of their convictions, 

long after their own careers have reached or more often exceeded any pre-established 

personal goals.  They espouse that while much has been accomplish, yet much remains to 

be done, not for themselves, but for the millions of women like themselves who have not 

had the opportunity to grow in their careers.     

Despite the successes, the pain and impact of the negative occasions 
remain. You don’t stick a knife in a man’s back nine inches and then pull 
it out six inches and say that’s progress.  [Even] if you pull it all of the 
way out, that’s not progress.  The progress is healing the wound that 
remains; but first acknowledging the blow was made (Malcolm, X, 1964). 
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While the recollection of the experiences of the women in this study recalled both 

triumphs and setbacks; pain and victory, perhaps what is paramount at this point in the 

development of our national democracy is the fact that by their very presence in the 

federal bureaucracy, the goals of a democratic representative government are advanced.
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Post Script 

 
If Malcolm X’s statement, presented at the close of Chapter V, about the 

declaration of what constitutes progress in the face of overt racism [and sexism] is 

correct, the stories told by the participants in this study recall the degree of healing that 

has occurred.  The reality remains that even if the knife may have been removed from the 

backs of some African American women to allow them to have “successful” careers, the 

process of healing from centuries of mistreatment remains, and must first be 

acknowledged.      

I approached this task (of completing my dissertation research) initially with 

excitement.  How stimulating it would be to explore the literature written about African 

American women (something I had not done extensively before), and to try to capture the 

thoughts and perceptions of a group of women that I admired, respected and in some 

cases, had had the pleasure to work with.  The opportunity to present what I hoped would 

be their forthright descriptions of how race and gender played a role in defining their 

careers was a challenge that I relished.  I would be the vehicle through which their stories 

would be told.  I felt humbled by the possibility of taking this journey with them. 

No need to be intimidated; after all, we share some common bonds that at least 

gave me some insight and understanding of their surroundings. While I knew that we had 

different geographic, familial and socio economic backgrounds, we were presumably in 

the same place, sharing the benefits of having risen to the top of the federal career 

structure.  We had all worked at the same department and in our respective positions had 
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attended to the political and programmatic changes within a government agency that had 

occurred over the ten year period that framed this study.  There was nothing to fear, just 

tell their stories as concisely and straight forward as possible.   

My initial excitement quickly changed to total trepidation half way through my 

very first interview with Ada.  This generally mild mannered woman, whom any of the 

participants would have described as not provocative nor aggressive, recalled instances in 

her career when her disappointment about being mistreated led to what she described as 

internal “rage”.  Although she had always exhibited a demeanor that caused most of the 

participants to call her “Sister Ada”, the arbitrary barriers and discriminatory actions that 

she experienced had affected the innocence and optimism that she brought to Washington 

DC thirty odd years ago.  I was surprised by the degree of antagonism that remained just 

below her calm exterior.  As I would come to learn, her anger was my anger.  I recalled 

immediately times when I had felt the same way. The pain that she recalled was my pain; 

borne from the agony of feeling the knife being plunged in yet again, or naïve beliefs that 

I, and other like me should be “grateful” that it had at least partially been withdrawn..  

My personal feeling of inadequacy began to surface.  Could I tell “their” stories, 

capture the nuances of their individual and collective experiences and do justice to the 

results of what they chose to reveal?  What started as an intellectual undertaking quickly 

became my personal responsibility, to present their unfiltered truths, and by the very 

process of doing so, be forced to explore and examine my own.  I would find on this 

journey that the most difficult part would not be finding tidbits as they recalled and 

reflected on their personal and professional experiences, but rather having the surprising 
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revelation that in telling their stories, I would be in fact telling my own; far from what I 

wanted to do and as uncomfortable as it immediately became. With every story that was 

told to me, it became clearer that their experiences, although told as different plots and 

circumstances, were eerily similar internal examinations of how they had been changed 

and molded and were still transforming as a result of the barriers and discrimination 

encountered striving to achieve their career goals. The knife may have been pulled, but 

the aftermath was more than the mere manifestation of an obvious scar.  In fact, not one 

of them expressed the belief that they had overcome the influence of race and gender on 

their careers, but rather, had found ways to work thru the pain and frustration and still 

maintain a sense of who they were and what they wanted their lives to stand for.   

As I had noted in the original introduction to the purpose and problem that fueled 

my interest in this research, the literature has generally failed to fully consider the 

historical and current social and cultural influences on the career development of African 

American women.  Perhaps Hackett & Betz were right; our socialization and 

occupational behaviors were mixed; our view of ourselves and our position in American 

society as African American women not only helped to define who we are, but also 

formulated our understanding of who we are expected to be.  The life patterns of the 

foremothers of the participants in this study had a significant influence on their career 

goals and expectation, just as my mother was highly influential in shaping my identity by 

insisting on “no excuses, no whining, and above all, center on building a life that focused 

beyond self.”  
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That became the true representational responsibility. Representing what we 

individually believed to be right, not simply fighting for the common understanding of 

the causes of equality and diversity as others might define it.  At this point in American 

history, issues of race and gender appear to be either overt or just beneath the surface, as 

if the full exposure and discussion of their existence might threaten our basic stability.  

For me, the issue appears to have morphed well beyond the civil rights issues of the 

1960s and 1970s to become an important and needed discussion about the fundamental 

principles of our democracy that are worthy of exploration.  I realize that by asking the 

study participants how they view their passive and active representational 

responsibilities, I am questioning my own ideals and commitments to the same.  

Who do I represent?  Am I Edwina Hunt’s baby daughter – born into a family that 

always strived to achieve, with a legacy of maternal perseverance,  and a commitment 

and sense of duty to do what had to be done; period.  I believed Cornell West when he 

espoused that “no democracy can survive, no matter how strong its markers without a 

public life and commitment to fairness and justice” (pg. xvii).   I had enter Federal 

employment because I believed that I had a responsibility to serve and I believed that 

employment there would be fair and provide a way for me to both provide for my family 

and contribute to the greater good.  I had set in the auditorium of the Kennedy Library, as 

a student in Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, Executive 

Leadership Program, and heard and believed the presentations and lectures advocating 

public service as a noble and worthy profession, where the voice of the most down 

trodden among us mattered.   
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Yet, I had faced similar experiences as those encountered by my study 

participants.  It has all led me to a point where I could be described as angry and 

sometimes irate, disappointed, hopeful, energized and determined.  Angry and sometimes 

irate because of too many instances and too many years of my life, and that of so many 

others like me, spent defending a position or promoting the cause of freedom and equity 

that should be my birthright as an American citizen.  I find myself disappointed that 

despite the efforts of individuals like the women in this study, African American women 

must continue to defend their position, espouse their equal rights and yet continue to be 

seen as somehow less then whole.  As I view the political climate, I am hopeful; hopeful 

that inroads will continue to be made as there are more “1st timers and 2nd only” African 

American women who blaze new frontiers and by the means that they find most 

effective, expand others understanding of our capabilities.  The women in this study and 

this experience has energized me to continue the fight, not for a particular right or 

freedom, but to ensure that others are able to paint their own portraits and tell their own 

stories that have for so long gone untold.  And finally, I am determined; determined  that 

I will do, what I must do, without fear or intimidation, knowing that if I do not contribute 

to giving African American women voice, I also limit the understanding of who and what 

we are for all others we might encounter.  I have a responsibility to do no less then that 

by the means that are at my personal disposal. 

So this journey has forced me to reexamine my own beliefs; what do I think my 

role should be?   

I think even when we possess a breathtaking sense of agency, when we 
have heroically resisted, when we have proven our worth and wealth of 
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the presence, we have seen ourselves primarily in the context of others – 
those who don’t know our history (Giddings, 1984, pg. 7).  We must ask 
then who are we as ourselves?  What would we say  .   .  . if given a voice 
to do so? 
 
Who are we when we are not someone’s mother, or daughter, or sister, or 
aunt, or the first black women to be this or that?  The faith in progress our 
forbears taught was not only in terms of our status in society, but in our 
ability to gain increasing control of our own lives (pg. 348).   
 
If I and my co researchers have made any headway in helping others to 

understand what it is to be an African American women serving in the federal workforce, 

recalling a history of inequity and discrimination based on our race and gender, then the 

hours of reflection and the recollection of painful experiences for each of us has value.  I 

would only hope that Giddings declaration is true: 

They converted the rock of double oppression into a stepping stone. They 
drew upon centuries of moral authority and determination  . . . they 
extended the meaning of [African American] womanhood and personified 
the central issues of race and feminism (pg. 157).        
 
Or perhaps Maya Angelou (1993) presents a more positive prediction for the 

future of those who follow in the footsteps of the women in this study: “History, despite 

its wrenching pain cannot be unlived, and if faced with courage, need not be lived again.” 
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Department of Counseling/ Human and Organizational Studies; Graduate School of Education and Human 
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. FW A00005945·  
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Interview Guide - IRB 100919 

1. Could you please reflect on your educational and family background and what led you 
to the career field that you are in and to a career in the federal government?  

2. If you were asked to identify yourself - what primary words come to mind? And why 
did you select those words as your self-description?  

3. You have already shared inforn1ation regarding your race, gender and the 
executive positions that you hold or have held on the Preliminary Data Sheet. 
Can you share how you see the intersection of those factors (race, gender and 
executive positions)? What do you perceive to have s influenced your career 
more, your race or gender, and why do you have that view.  

4. Can you share some of the experiences you have had where being an African 
American female specifically impacted your career path both positively or 
negatively?  

5. How has your career progressed and what were some of the key decision points or 
events in your journey?  

6. Do you view yourself as successful; and if so, how do you define that success?  

7. What does being an African American female executive mean to you/how does it 
define you?  

8. What organizational structures or individuals positively influenced your career?  

9. Correspondingly, what were the major hindrances or drawbacks?  

10. As an executive women, what challenged did you face personally? Where there 
specific professional challenges as well; and how did you overcome either or both?  

11. Do you have specific advice or recommendations that you would make to young 
African American women as they pursue federal employment and attempt move up 
the career ladder? Are there pitfalls they should avoid or steps they should take to 
better ensure their success?  

12. When you ret1ect on the work history of African American women, how do you 
see the experiences of those who have gone before you; and how do you think that 
your will influence the future?  

13. In your opinion how has the role and view of women in the workplace changed over 
the past 20 years? Is the change any different for African American women?  
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14. Why do you think that you have been successful in obtaining an executive position? How 
are you different from the thousands of women who aspire to achieve the same level of 
success?  

15. How do you think that they view you and your career success?  

16. Do you have any specific goals or responsibility towards them? If so, how do your plan to 
address those issues?  

17. What key personal beliefs drive your executive decisions?  

18. What has affected your career decisions more, your race or gender? Were those influences 
negative or positive, and how?  

19. Have your experiences racial or gender discrimination in the workplace? If so, please share 
your experience. How did you address the issues?  

20. Has the federal government as a whole been a positive source of employment and career 
opportunity for African American women? What specific programs, and suppo11 has been 
most beneficial - to you and in general?  

21. Among your executive peers, what has been the response to you as a woman and/or as an 
African American? What supp011 has been provided; what discrimination have you 
faced?  

22. Do you have any additional comments or questions that you want to share about your 
experiences or what needs to be done to increase the number of African American women 
who are executives in the federal workforce?  

23. To conclude, what is your response to this research and line of questioning? Do you have any 
specific suggestions regarding issues that were not addressed or another direction or focus 
that is worthy of further investigation. Are there other questions that you wish I had asked or 
not areas that should not be explored; and why?  

 
 

 

 
    


