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Category Frequency 

Items relating to the behavior of participants who chose 5 
to leave the organization: issues around race, gender, 
and class. 

Items relating to the behavior of participants who choose 
not to switch career tracks: political nature of job. 

Items relating to the behavior of participants who chose 
not to advance their careers in the organization because 
of a change in the perspective of the individual's life¬ 
style. 

Question 9: What is the racial composition of the workplace? 

Items indicating a lack of equal representation in 
comparison to other ethnic groups in the workplace. 
Response to the question reflected the participant's 
Being the only Black woman in the designated position 
for her division. 

Question 9B: How does this composition make you feel? 

Items indicating the description of the participant's 
feelings toward the racial composition of the workplace: 

Feelings of defensiveness. 
Feelings of anger. 
Feelings of indifference. 
Feelings of ambivalence. 
Feelings of frustration. 
Feelings of guilt. 
Feelings of comfort. 

3 

3 

3 

5 
3 
1 
1 
3 
1 
1 

Discussion and Conclusion 

It is not the intent of this researcher nor this study to make 

sweeping statements of fact about all professional Black women relative 

to their external barriers. However, it does appear feasible to select 

certain recurring themes which were found here and which were echoed in 

other research by which cautious generalizations can be made. Moreover, 

these themes can, in turn, guide individuals to consider the appropriate 
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channels that best serve to communicate this information to other Black 

women. 

One major area, InGroup/OutGroup, was determined to be critical in 

understanding external barriers to Black women's occupational 

achievement. InGroup/OutGroup refers to the exclusionary experiences of 

Black women brought about by members of the larger society, that 

exclusion being based on the former's race and gender. 

Belonging to the InGroup acts as a form of entitlement because 

individuals seeking membership can do so only through the "rites of 

passage." This process ensures that only certain members are allowed to 

gain access to the goods and power of the organization in the form of 

jobs, promotions, and salary increments. The socialization to these 

rites is designed to ensure the inclusion of the "right type" or those 

that will fit into the organization. 

The core value of an organization involves mirroring a reflection of 

what the organization wants one to look like. The Black woman who 

carries the dual stigma of being both Black and female in a society that 

devalues both is an unlikely candidate to fit into that index. By not 

not fitting into that index, Black women are denied the opportunity to 

define the terms of their occupational achievements. 

In conclusion, the external barriers to Black women's occupational 

achievements are part of a complex interplay between the individual and 

the organization. Efforts to help Black women realize their full 

occupational potential can be met only through a systematic approach to 

training and education, both on the part of members of the organization 
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and Black women. It is only through this kind of dual effort that 

occupational achievements of Black women will improve. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study generated a number of ideas and insights for 

investigation into future studies. Due to the preliminary nature of 

this study, many of the findings summarized in the previous section 

require further testing with a larger population gleaned from different 

occupational levels and social backgrounds. For example, this study 

speaks only to professional Black women. Clearly, a more in-depth and 

systematic analysis of differences among Black women from varying 

occupational backgrounds needs to be conducted. In addition, studies 

must be conducted to examine the external barriers of other ethnic 

groups to determine their similarities to and differences from Black 

women. Studies might also examine whether certain external barriers are 

more characteristic of certain major work categories, e.g., private, 

public health care, education, and the media. In addition, studies 

could be conducted to examine the firm intentions of organizations 

around policies for recruitment, selection, and succession of 

positions. Other potential avenues of research are outlined below. 

This study found a number of factors that contributed to the 

external barriers of Black women. Examples include rites of passage, 

lack of support, manipulation of information, and issues of 

containment. Future research may seek to examine whether these factors 

affected the occupational achievement of other successful Black women, 

and if so, the strategies they developed to overcome these barriers. 



173 

Also problematized by this study was the whole notion of success. 

Different participants defined it in terms of their title, salary, level 

of education, association with the organization, the ability to survive 

in the organization, or the ability to be promoted. Because success 

meant so many different things for so many of the participants, their 

perceptions should be examined as should their early experience 

associated with success, achievement, and competence and the role the 

Black family played in the process. 

One prevalent theme to emerge in this study was the participants' 

sense of self. Along with all the other issues, sense of self was 

considered a salient factor to guide, direct, and influence their 

ethical and moral decisions-making process of the Black women but often 

conflicted with the overall ways job-related decisions were made. This 

observation suggests that further examination of Black women's concept 

of decision-making would be useful in determining the additional ways 

this process may have an impact on them and, as employees, the goals of 

the organization, both positively and negatively. 

This study also underscored the unique cultural position of Blacks 

in America. That is, through their responses, the participants revealed 

the tension of trying to form a cultural identification in a society 

particularly prejudiced against their race. In an attempt to maintain 

membership in both European and African-American cultures, conflict 

ensues as to which culture will dominate their life-style (Miller, 

1978). It was found that some participants did not feel comfortable 

when they engaged in social activities with other Black colleagues for 

fear of being subjected to insensitive remarks. Given that this study 
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discovered rather than tested for this phenomenon, a fruitful avenue of 

research would be to examine additional ways this limit on social 

interaction affects Black women, both positively and negatively. 

Lastly, this study found that even though many Black women spent a 

considerable amount of time and energy focusing their attention on their 

treatment in the workplace, they also tended, perhaps ironically, to 

shift their attention away from the concerns of the organization and 

toward other events and activities. Research in this area could focus 

on a tool to measure the loss of production to the organization whenever 

all of its employees are not fully employed in the activities or events 

operating in the workplace. 

Implications for Professional Black Women 

The overall aim of this study is to provide professional Black women 

with accurate information that not only allows but prepares them to 

understand the nature of the workplace. It is also intended to provide 

information designed to assist them in making informed decisions, 

increasing their effectiveness, expanding their range of options, and 

reflecting on the type of skills, techniques, and strategies needed to 

be satisfactorily employed. 

Although this study tends to center around the vulnerability of 

professional Black women, it was also an opportunity to witness their 

strengths and validate their perseverance in the face of overwhelming 

adversity. 
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Implications for Organizations 

By the year 2000, 80 percent of the entering labor force will be 

comprised of immigrants, women, and people of color (Barringer, 1991). 

This simple fact will cause turmoil for some organizations because of 

their failure to create a cultural arrangement that speaks to the 

inclusion and linkages of all its diverse members. 

The challenge to organizations is how to include all of their 

members fully and completely in their activities. Organizations will 

need to take a radical approach in designing programs that speak to an 

organizational culture that is not gender- or race-biased. These 

programs should highlight information that speaks less about 

organizations and more toward accomplishing change. The success of the 

organization should be defined by its ability to value both its own 

internal priorities and the needs of its employees. One approach could 

develop programs designed to create project teams composed of different 

ethnic groups from a variety of organizational levels. This would 

provide each group with insight into the performances of the other and, 

at the same time, would help to break down perceived stereotypes. 

Of course, this approach leads some Whites to feel disenfranchised 

or less entitled to the same privileges prior to the inclusion of other 

ethnic groups. Therefore, organizations have to continue to engage in 

the process of breaking down racial and social barriers and building an 

inclusive community. 
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Conclusion 

Overall, the conclusions to the study indicate that organizations 

headed by White males lack policies geared toward being congruent with 

the abilities of Black women in terms of recruitment, selection and 

promotion. Salaries do not equate with career satisfaction or equity 

within the system. Educational credentials such as a B.S., M.S. or 

Ph.D. are not linked to signal abilities in promotional decisions. 

The absence of promotions tends to signal the denial of Black 

women's ability to compete in the system. Lastly, Black women do not 

perceive organizations as being fair or equitable, and Black women have 

difficulty forming interpersonal relationships. 

In addition, this research support the assumptions that the cultural 

ideologies and social values of the larger society contribute to the 

external barriers of professional Black women's occupational achievement 

in the workplace. The findings are consistent with Goldenberg's 1978 

conclusions that social institutions validate and perpetuate the belief 

and attitudes of the larger society by determining the ease or 

difficulty with which individuals negotiate their passage through the 

system. Lastly, the findings also corroborate the observations of 

Fernandez (1983) and Pettigrew (1987) that the current structure of 

social institutions continues to have an impact on the occupational 

achievement of professional Black women by determining their roles in 

the workplace. 



APPENDIX A 

HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH SUMMARY 

The intent of this research study is to conduct interviews with 

fifteen Black women, who occupy a managerial position in organizations 

that are predominately white. This will be a single study to examine 

the perceptions Black women have of the workplace and to begin to 

address the nature of their situation by explicitly focusing on their 

experiences. My premise is that in sharing their experiences from their 

own personal perspective, these Black women will provide evidence from a 

common experience that will define their perceptions. 

The approach of this study is to examine the perceptions of these 

Black women representing five major work categories; i.e., health care, 

private and public industry, the media, and education. The setting for 

the study will take place in the homes of the participants located in 

the greater New England area and Washington, D.C. 

The categories and locations were selected in order to provide a 

diversity of views from which to gain insight into the cultural and 

social experiences of the workplace. 

The study study objective for this research project is to examine 

the perceptions that Black women have of the workplace, how these 

perceptions are articulated in their own terms and language thereby 

creating a pluralistic approach to the methods, theories and concepts of 

scientific research. 

Qualitative research is an integral part of the study using an 

interview guide as its instrument. The initial contact with the 

participant will be by telephone in order to set the stage. 
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Explanations as to the expectations of the research and participants are 

deemed appropriate. 

Information regarding the length of time and the fact of the 

interview to be audio-taped will be included. It will be articulated 

that the research study is for a doctoral dissertation, that 

participation is voluntary, and that the study is endorsed by a 

committee representing the School of Education. Participants will be 

mailed a description of the research, the appropriate human subject 

consent form and a short questionnaire. Participants will be requested 

to return the signed consent form and the completed questionnaire two 

weeks from the date received. Once these are received, telephone calls 

will be made to arrange interviews. 
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APPENDIX B 

WRITTEN CONSENT FORM 

I agree to participate in a study about the perceptions of Black 

women in the workplace conducted by Edith Gonsal, a doctoral candidate 

in the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts in 

Amherst. I understand that the University of Massachusetts requires 

that people who participate in any research must first give written 

"informed consent." 

I understand that the information generated from my participation in 

this study will be used primarily for doctoral research but may also be 

used in presentations for graduate school classes, professional 

conferences and written publications. In all written materials and oral 

presentations, pseudonyms will be substituted for the purpose of 

anonymity. If any materials are to be used in ways previously not 

described, prior consent will be used. 

I will participate in one 60 minute in-depth audio-taped interview, 

after which complete transcripts will be made. In signing this form, I 

am assuring you that I will make no financial claims on you for the use 

of the material in my interview. Although there is no risk of physical, 

emotional, or mental injury from participating in this interview, the 

University guidelines specifies that no medical treatment will be given 

by the University of Massachusetts should any physical injury result 

from participating in this project. I understand that I am free to 

withdraw my consent and discontinue participation in this project at any 

time. 
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I, _ have read this statement 

carefully and thoroughly and agree to participate as an interviewee 

under all the conditions stated above. 

Participant's Signature Edith B. Gonsal 

Cance Hall 

University of Massachusetts 



APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

The questions are summarized as follows: 

A. Section I. General Question 

1. Professional Background 

2. Self Description 

B. Section II. Organizational Environment 

C. Section III. Recommendations 



A. General Question 

1. Professional Background 

What is the nature of your job? (What do you do?) 

2. Self Description 

If you were to describe yourself, what would be important for 

people to know about you? 

Purpose: These questions will act as an introduction to the interview, 

thereby providing an opportunity for the interviewer and participant to 

get acquainted. This process should function as an ice breaker in a 

non-threatening manner. The question is also intended to address 

career-related experiences of career satisfaction. 

B. Organizational Environment. 

1. How would you describe your experience working for this 

organization? 

2. If you wanted to advance your career in this organization, are 

there major hurdles that may limit your gaining access to these 

advanced positions? If so, what are they? 

3. What would be some of the ways you would address these hurdles? 

Purpose: Question #1 begins to frame the context of the interview from 

a general standpoint while Questions #2 and #3 proceed with more 

specific questions as seen as subsets of the general one. Questions #1, 

#2, and #3 are directly related to Research Question #1, i.e., what are 

the perceptions of Black women regarding external barriers to their 

occupational achievement? 

4. In terms of recruitment, selection, and promotion, describe the 
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process that got you to your present position. 

5. Does your current position match your qualifications in terms of 

your education and experience? What additional aspirations do 

you have for your career in this organization? 

Purpose: Questions #4 and #5 are directly related to Research Question 

#1 and continue to be subsets of the general question under Section 

B.l. It also addresses the concerns for limited upward mobility. 

6. What contributions has the organization made toward your 

advancement? 

7. When positions or promotions become available in the 

organization, how are these positions communicated throughout 

the organization? 

Purpose: Questions #6 and #7 provide opportunities to analyze the role 

of the organization in terms of individual development and career 

support. These questions also directly relate to Research Question #2, 

i.e., how are these external barriers manifested in the workplace? 

8. What opportunities for advancement does your present position 

provide? 

Purpose: This question provides the opportunity to discuss the 

prospects for advancement in terms of access to positions of 

opportunities and power. It also relates directly to Research Question 

#2, i.e., how are these barriers manifested in the workplace? 

9. What is the racial composition of the workplace? How does this 

composition make you feel? 

Purpose: This question provides the opportunity to discuss issues of 

exclusion and isolation from informal social networks. This question 



also relates directly to Research Question #2, i.e., how are these 

barriers manifested in the workplace? 
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10. What role does your performance appraisal play in becoming 

eligible for promotion? 

Purpose: This question provides an opportunity to provide discussions 

around being rated and the impact it has on advancement and future 

performance. This question is also directly related to Research 

Question #2. 

11. Do you feel that discrimination plays a role in the 

organization? If so, in what ways? 

Purpose: This question provides an opportunity to discuss with the 

individual their overall perceptions of external barriers and how it 

manifests itself in the workplace. 

C. Recommendations 

1. Looking back over the past five years, if you were to do it all 

over again, what suggestions would you offer for other young 

Black women following in your footsteps? 

2. What coping strategies have you developed as you have worked in 

this organization? 

Purpose: These questions underscore the common characteristics for 

coping and provide an opportunity to identify a prescription for other 

Black women. 
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