Strategies For Maintaining Your Authentic Minority
Self While Simultaneously Succeeding

This article offers some thoughts on strategies for being your authentic
minority self while simultaneously succeeding in a predominantly white male
organizational culture. Each of us must undertake to find our own path to
achieve a successful balance between our minority self and the self that the
organization requires. What this article offers is my approach, in general, and
some specific strategies important to me and my approach.

e Discovering Your Authentic Minority Self

As an initial matter, | had to figure out what being my authentic self
means? As a young lawyer starting out, | had not given much thought to this
question and | simply did not know. More than twenty years later, and many
jobs later, |1 have a much better idea about what being “authentic” means for
me—especially in the context of a predominantly white male organizational
structure. One thing | know for certain is that | cannot be “authentic” (i.e. true
to myself”) and fail to acknowledge my racial identity and all that flows from that
identifying fact. | encourage you to spend time thinking about whether your
racial identity is essential to your “authentic self” as well as other issues
important to your authenticity.

For example, dress and hair style from an ethnocentric point of view were
not important to me. | had assimilated on those issues long ago and | did not
feel any internal tension requiring me to want to express my African American
self through hair style and dress. But what if that matters to you? What do you
do need to do? How much does it matter to you? Can you gradually intersperse
ethnocentric dress with the dress of the predominant culture? Are you willing to
live with the consequences of being viewed as “different”, “eccentric” or “not
fitting in”?

Similarly, in terms of behavior, there were aspects of my behavior which
were consistent with the white culture in which I worked. For example, | speak
with no accent (other than Midwestern) and I like to travel for vacation to a
variety of different places, but there was nothing associated with that which
made me different in a racial sense from my co-workers. So in those areas, my
authentic self was not out of step with the culture in which | was operating.

However, some things were important to my authentic African American
self. For example, although | worked in a predominantly white organizational



culture in a predominantly white suburb, I chose to live many miles away in an
integrated neighborhood which required me to face many long hours commuting.
My co-workers would often inquire why | would live so far away when everyone
else who worked there lived near by. | replied that | did not want to live in a
racially homogeneous neighborhood. | was never challenged on this, but I felt |
wanted to explain why | chose to commute instead of living nearby. Wanting to
live in an integrated neighborhood was a large part of my story. But the other
part, that | chose not to talk about, was the fact that | needed to be around
African Americans to maintain my authenticity after so many hours in my non-
diverse work culture. If your choice of neighborhood makes you appear
“different” in your work culture, you have to decide how important your choice is
versus are you willing to be “different” in this area? You also have to decide
whether you want to offer any explanation for this difference.

Another example is how | choose to pursue my free time and spend some
of my discretionary income. | like to collect art and to view art and among the
types of art | like to view, | spend a lot of time at African American art exhibits.
Similarly, I only collect African American art. For my authenticity, | need to
financially support art created by African Americans---that feeds my soul. | feel
perfectly comfortable talking about that in a work context, recognizing that many
people may be unfamiliar with African American artists. For that matter, many
people are unfamiliar with white artists—so | feel no real tension there.

e Strategies for Maintaining Your Authentic Minority Self

The area where | have felt the greatest tension is when | take positions
that are essential to my African American soul but unfamiliar or inconsistent with
the positions or apparent interests of the white male culture within which 1
operate. For example, | have always been actively involved in increasing the
diversity of the predominantly white male organizations in which I have worked.
I have done so even in circumstances where the organization has not been
interested in increasing diversity. | have done so because that is important to
my authentic self. | have an internal belief system that requires me to continue
to provide opportunities for other minorities and which believes in the value of
the excellent work product which comes from teams comprised of diverse
individuals. That is a fundamental belief of mine. | will always promote that
belief regardless of the environmental feedback which would suggest otherwise.
There are many ways to do so—both high profile ways and low profile ways. If
the environment is hostile to the high profile strategies, then | use the low profile
strategies—both types are effective and helped me to maintain my authenticity
while still succeeding within the organization. | have recognized that this area of
advancing the diversity agenda is so important to me that | cannot compromise
or assimilate to the predominant cultural position in this area. Success in a non-
diverse organization where | feel |1 can not advance a diversity agenda is not



within my definition of success. At the end of this article, | have identified some
specific strategies which you can use to advance the diversity agenda if that is
essential to your authentic minority self.

Another area important for my authentic minority self is I am active within
an African American bar association and other organizations which support or
promote African American interests. | have used my position within white male
organizations to financially support these interests of mine to the greatest extent
possible. If the organization will not support these interests financially, | still stay
actively involved, even if | have to use my vacation time to participate in events,
because it is important to my authenticity as an African American. In some
situations, | would tell my employer and co-workers how | am spending my
vacation time and in some situations | would not do so. It depends on the
hostility to the activity and how big of a “statement” | wanted to make. But I
always participated in the activity. It was often the best use of my vacation time
because it helped me get over feelings of isolation which often envelope you
when you are working in a predominantly white male culture where there are
few people like you within the culture. In addition to helping me with feelings of
isolation, participation in these types of affinity organizations also fed my soul
and helped me to stay within the majority culture organization.

As you can see from the brief discussion above, there are a variety of
approaches you can employ in trying to maintain your authenticity while working
in a predominantly white culture. The point of this article was not to say this is
the path for you, but to get you to think about what is the path for you which
will allow you to maintain your authenticity and be successful within the
dominant organization. Below, | have listed some specific strategies to promote
a diversity agenda within a predominantly white organization if that is important
to your authentic minority self.

Strategies to Advance A Diversity Agenda
There are numerous ways that we each can advance a diversity agenda (i.e., to
increase hiring, retention and promotion of minorities in to leadership roles). |
have identified below just a few ways to get you thinking.

For In-House Counsel

Hiring Process

1. Publicize job openings to minorities (through phone conversations, email
and newsletters/websites that reach a diverse audience);

2. Insist that a diverse pool of candidates be obtained before a hiring
decision is made;



Participate in the resume review process to ensure that diverse candidates
are not being subconsciously excluded (or receiving stricter scrutiny);
Participate in the interview process to make sure your views are heard
and to make sure the process is fair to diverse candidates;

Provide information during the interview process which would be helpful
to diverse candidates interviewing for a position (i.e., provide the “heads
up”);

If search firms are used, insist that minority search firms be used in the
hiring process in order to ensure that diverse candidates are in the pool.

Post-Hiring/Employment

1.
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Make a concerted effort to assist diverse employees in making a smooth
transition into the job. (Don’t wait for them to come to you---make the
first move);

Help diverse employees avoid a fatal mistake;

Talk positively to others about diverse employees (e.g.,” Bob is doing a
great job”; “We are lucky to have Sally on our team—she is a great
addition™);

When necessary and appropriate, use your credibility to vouch for diverse
employees;

Tell diverse employees about special assignments/training opportunities
so they know what to ask for or seek;

Make sure your organization has a meaningful diversity initiative. Meet
the Diversity Director and/or Vice President of Diversity and find out what
you can do to assist/support them.

If your company has an affinity organization (e.g., Women'’s Forum,
Hispanic Network, African-American Network), actively participate.

Relationship with Qutside Counsel

1.

2.

3.

Work to add minority outside counsel to your company’s “official list” or
“unofficial list” of outside attorneys;

Provide opportunities for minority outside counsel to shine (e.g., have
them speak to the Legal Department on a topic within their area of
expertise and that is important to the company);

When an outside counsel does an excellent job or makes an outstanding
effort, write a letter commending them to the partner/relationship
manager, etc. (bcc the outside lawyer you are commending). Also tell the
outside counsel that he or she did an excellent job.

Promote to other in-house attorneys that the outside minority lawyers are
excellent and describe their accomplishments. You will be creating a



positive buzz for them within the Legal Department so others may wish to
work with him or her;

5. Insist that diverse teams work on your matters. Expressly articulate the
reason to the partner involved and the relationship manager. (e.g., | want
a diverse trial team. In my experience you get the best results from a
diverse team. It is our policy to have diverse teams, etc.);

6. Use diversity considerations, both positively and negatively, in deciding
with whom you will work (e.g., reward firms with excellent diversity
records and punish those who have poor diversity records);

7. When firms/lawyers lose out on legal work (when applicable) expressly
articulate to them that diversity considerations played a role or were the
sole reason why they did not get the new assignment;

8. Create teams of lawyers which include minority law firms/majority law
firms to do your work, where appropriate;

9. Introduce excellent minority outside counsel to in-house counsel at other
companies;

10.Provide opportunities for minority outside counsel to shine at bar
association events/panels for which you have input on the speakers;

11.Provide information to outside counsel making “pitches” to the company
for business. Tell them about the players, the company and how to
successfully pitch for business.

12.Create a practice within the Legal Department where firms are required
regularly to provide information on minorities and women working on all
of your company’s matters.

13.Have your Legal Department sign the Bell South statement and send it out
to all of the firms which work with your company;

14.Set up meetings with the major firms with whom you work and the
General Counsel/Section Head to discuss diversity issues/efforts and set
some measurable objectives for future progress;

15.Follow the Sara Lee example and openly and publicly reward/punish firms
that are making progress and not making progress in this area;

16.Reach out to minority lawyers and tell them how to and where to get
business from your company;

17.Change the billing partner/relationship manager for your company to a
minority.

Outside Counsel

Hiring Process

1. Make sure a wide variety of law schools are used for recruiting purposes;
2. Insist that all candidate slates for lateral hires be diverse (both internally
and to search firms)
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Use minority search firms;

Participate on or talk to people on the Hiring Committee. Expressly
articulate the need for increased diversity in hiring;

Make sure there is diversity at all levels of the firm (e.g., paralegals,
assistants, lawyers, etc.);

Participate in the interview process and the recruiting process to make
sure that minorities are getting a fair chance for employment;

Insist that any search firms retained by the firm have a provision written
in their contract that a diverse slate of candidates must be provided for
every opening.

Post-Hiring/Employment
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Insist that all firm committees have diverse membership;

Insist that minorities head some practice groups/committees;

Mentor minorities-—both officially and unofficially;

Make a concerted effort to assist diverse employees in making a smooth
transition into the firm. (Don't wait for them to come to you—make the
first move);

Talk positively to other lawyers about diverse employees;

When necessary and appropriate, use your credibility to vouch for diverse
employees;

Tell diverse employees about special assignments/training opportunities
so they know what to ask for or seek;

If you have the ability to make assignments or other appointments, make
sure that minorities get the opportunity to work with the most important
clients/best matters.

Relationship with In-House Counsel

1.

2.

3.

4.

Provide opportunities for minority in-house counsel to shine, both within
your firm and on bar association panels;

When an in-house counsel has done an outstanding job on a particular
matter which was successfully resolved/concluded, be sure to mention it
to the Section Head/General Counsel and the business client, if you have
that type of contact;

Provide information about opportunities to develop substantive knowledge
in the in-house counsel’s area of expertise;

Pass on information about job opportunities to other minorities;

For Both In-House Counsel and Outside Counsel

1.

Be a mentor to another minority;



2. Serve on a Board of Directors for a not-for-profit organization that serves
or predominantly benefits minorities;

3. Have your firm or company establish educational scholarships for
underrepresented minority students;

4. Use your network to provide another minority with assistance to achieve

his/her goal. Do not wait for them to ask, offer to do so;

Use your legal skills to provide pro bono legal advice to minorities;

Financially support minority organizations and educational institutions;

Establish internships to provide opportunities to underrepresented

minorities;

8. Politically support minority candidates who share your goals (i.e., provide
both financial and organizational support)

9. Take advantage of your company'’s or firm’s “matching program” to
support minority organizations and double your charitable contribution;

10.Choose to support minority-owned businesses when you purchase goods
and services;

11.Work to have diversity objectives included in the job performance
measurements/evaluations;

12.Work to have diversity objectives included in compensation/bonus
decisions;

13.Work to increase the minority enrollment in your law school and college;
and

14.Be a mentor to elementary and high school students to encourage their
interests in a legal career.
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