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THE  BLACK  WOMEN

LEADERS  OF  ESSENCE

LEARNING  

For  a  week ,  I  video  chatted  with  6  of  the

Black  women  who  make  up  our  workplace .

We  span  two  cities ,  four  generations ,  and

experience  in  countless  industries .  I

always  started  by  asking  about  what

generation  they  identif ied  with  and  their

previous  work  experiences .  Their  thoughts

about  their  previous  workplaces  ranged

from  glowing  to  quite  dim .  Most  of  us  had

our  f irst  Black  female  boss  in  Valerie

Wilson ,  the  founder ,  and  CEO  of  Essence

Learning .  She  founded  Essence  Learning

in  2018 ,  after  having  long  careers  in  retai l

and  f inance .  Valerie  is  in  good  company  as

an  entrepreneur ,  with  rates  of  Black

women  owned  businesses  growing  by  50%

in  2019 .  

As  a  Gen  Z  Black  woman  who  just  graduated  from  college  amidst  the  chaos  of  2020 ,  I 've  had

many  questions  this  year .  More  specif ically ,  I ’ve  had  a  lot  of  questions  about  the  kinds  of

companies  and  work  environments  would  be  best  for  me .  I  was  fortunate  enough  to  f ind  a

posit ion  at  Essence  Learning ,  which ,  in  addition  to  helping  individuals  and  organizations  create

inclusive  and  equitable  workplace  environments ,  has  surrounded  me  with  supportive ,

hardworking ,  and  passionate  Black  women .  This  kind  of  community  in  a  professional

environment  is  entirely  new  to  me .  I  didn 't  have  a  Black  teacher  until  I  was  a  junior  in  college ,

and  in  most  formal  and  professional  settings ,  I  was  one  of  a  few ,  i f  not  the  only ,  Black  woman .

So ,  with  a  treasure  trove  of  Black  women  to  learn  from ,  I  decided  to  interview  them .  I f  Essence

Learning  seems  to  do  everything  r ight  with  regards  to  inclusion ,  what  does  i t  take  to  make  the

essence  of  Essence  Learning  more  widely  available  in  professional  environments?
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Still, even though Black women make up most of the

Black workforce (53% to be exact), in corporate

spaces, we get a fraction of the promotions despite

asking at the same rate as men. Of course, this only

becomes more egregious the higher that you get on

an org chart. Only 1.4% of C-Suite roles are Black

women, and there are currently no Black women

CEOs for Fortune 500 companies. Our Marketing

Director, Tiffanie, who has been at the executive level

before, explained that this happens when "space is

not made for us" at the senior level. She expands that

in rooms where white men are in charge, they have

something in common with white women and Black

men, but not Black women. This can make it hard for

them to let us in. Research shows that she's right.

Many managers fall into the trap of looking for

someone that is a clone of themselves. Of course,

ignoring race and gender, this is an issue because any

team needs various people to play different parts.

However, the challenge of implicit bias makes this

especially difficult for people of color to fit the bill.

 

wh a t  m a k e s  a  g o o d

l e a d e r?

My  youngest  interviewee ,  our  Digital  Marketing

Special ist  Tierra ,  told  me  she  considers  a  good

leader  to  be  one  that  "takes  accountabil ity ,

supports  newcomers  and  their  interests ,  and  [ is]

open  to  new  ideas . "  It 's  also  important  for  leaders

to  be  " forward-thinking… and  strength- f inding , "

says  Data  Analyst  Jeanie .  She  describes  leaders

as  being  "the  quarterback  that  calls  the  audibles "

and  directs  the  team .  Good  leaders  know  how  to

assess  everyone 's  skil ls  on  a  team  and  use  that

knowledge  to  produce  desired  results .  The

choices  that  leaders  make  affect  the  culture  of

the  entire  off ice .  Charisse ,  Human  Resources

Director  for  Essence  Learning ,  expands ,  saying

that  everyone  holds  some  responsibil ity  for

culture ,  but  i t  must  start  with  the  senior

leadership  l ike  presidents  and  CEOs .

When we do make it to leadership positions, we strive

to make a difference. A study on the state of Black

women in corporate America showed that more than

any other group, we value the opportunity to

influence a workplace's culture and be role models for

people like us. My co-workers communicated the

same sentiment. Kanetra, our Program Director and

eLearning Consultant, explains that it is crucial for

older generations to "teach [younger generations]

how to get in and deal with the problems we face" so

that they more effectively bring their passion and

creativity into the workplace. She says that innovation

and openness to new ideas are necessary for a

workplace that is beneficial to employees of all ages.

Valerie also emphasized the importance of being

a mentor. "We didn't have that kind of support," she

says, "it was hard to be a mentee because you don't

feel like you can be vulnerable. So, we have to give

back now so that younger people have a better

experience." This focus on supporting younger

employees is essential to creating workplaces

where younger people and people of color feel

included.
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These  values  that  emphasize

encouragement ,  care ,  and

invention  are  methods  for

transit ioning  from  just  diversity

to  diversity ,  equity ,  and

inclusion .  Diversity  is  normal  for

younger  generations ;  we  were

born  into  a  world  that ,  for  some

older  people ,  seemed  far  away .

Especially  for  those  who

remember  a  t ime  of

segregation  and /or  integration ,

our  current  society  is  an

entirely  new  one .  Regardless  of

age ,  race ,  or  gender ,  "people

work  harder  for  you  when  they

know  that  you  care , "  says

Tiffanie .  Commitment  to

cultivating  talent  has  been

proven  to  impact  organization

performance  posit ively  and  is

reflected  beautifully  at  Essence

Learning .  My  t ime  at  Essence

Learning  has  been  enhanced  by

support  in  learn  new  skil ls  and

encouragement  to  submit  input

and  ideas  freely .  When  you

create  an  environment  that

meets  people  where  they  are ,

develops  trust ,  and  emphasizes

continuous  learning ,  as  Valerie

says  is  her  goal ,  you  empower

people  to  do  great  work .  

Knowledge  of  how  to  navigate

existing  predisposit ions  and

demographic  differences  is

another  vital  skil l  for  existing

leaders .  A  study  conducted  by

Deloitte  in  multiple  countries

found  that  Cognizance  of  Bias

and  Cultural  Intell igence  are

two  of  the  six  most  important

inclusive  leadership

characterist ics .  

There  has  been  a  recent  push

for  recognizing  inequality  and

generational  differences  in  the

workplace .  Charisse  shared  that

younger  generations  "are  more

open  to  a  l iberal  society ,  and

[value] acceptance , "  but  there

is  sti l l  "so  much  division ,  hate ,

and  racism  even  within

generations . "  Everyone  I

interviewed  agreed  that  even

within  generations ,  race  and

culture  play  a  big  part  in  how

people  interact  with  the  world .

Jeanie  talked  about  how

identity  building  "starts  at

home , "  so  people  of  color  may

not  have  all  of  the  same

generational  differences  as

white  people .  "We  l ive  in  the

history  of  past  generations , "

asserts  Kanetra .  She  goes  on  to

explain  that  generational

differences  are  signif icant ,  but

they  are  not  clearly  defined

enough ,  so  we  end  up  focusing

on  weaknesses  rather  than

maximizing  strengths .  This

often  causes  intimidating  and

judgmental  environments ,

prompting  some ,  l ike  Tierra ,  to

create  a  sort  of  "professional

identity "  as  a  buffer .  Of  course ,

in  the  ideal  inclusive

environment ,  people  can  show

up  as  their  whole  selves

without  fear  of  being  evaluated

on  anything  but  their  work .  At

Essence  Learning ,  the  Black

women  leaders  who  run  the

show  appreciate  employees  as

full  people  and  not  just

workers .



BLACK  WOMEN  DESERVE  OPPORTUNITES  TO  LEAD

Being  both  Black  and  female  in  the  workplace  gives  you  a  unique  understanding  of  what  i t

means  to  be  genuinely  supported .  Often ,  we  feel  l ike  we  must  be  infal l ible  to  avoid  negative

stereotypes  and  be  considered  for  praise  and  promotion .  Thus ,  as  leaders ,  most  Black  women

strive  to  be  better  and  make  our  workplaces  and  the  world  better .  We  dedicate  ourselves  to

pull ing  others  up  with  us  and  being  posit ive  forces  for  change .  

This  year  has  been  monumental  for  diversity ,  equity ,  and  inclusion  init iatives ,  and  we  must

keep  this  same  energy  as  we  advance .  In  addition  to  promoting  good  leaders  committed  to

diversity ,  equity ,  and  inclusion ,  we  must  address  inequity  in  the  recruitment  and  hiring

processes  and  amplify  the  voices  of  those  who  have  been  most  marginalized  by  current

systems .  I f  we  can  keep  the  f ire  l i t ,  boardrooms  will  better  reflect  our  increasingly  diverse

society .  Employees  will  enjoy  work  environments  that  allow  them  to  focus  on  the  work  they

were  hired  to  do  rather  than  inequities  in  treatment .  As  I  begin  my  career ,  I  am  more

convinced  than  ever  that  Black  women  are  uniquely  posit ioned  to  exemplify  the  kind  of

leadership  necessary  to  get  us  there .

Valerie 's  commitment  to  continuous  learning  and  development  shows  me  what  i t  looks  l ike  to

make  a  wide  range  of  strengths  in  one  team  work  together .  Charisse 's  dedication  to

promoting  diversity ,  equity ,  and  inclusion  teach  me  to  be  patient  because  progress  is  slow

but  worth  the  wait .  Tiffanie 's  philosophy  of  mutual  respect  and  care  demonstrates  that  grace

and  encouragement  are  necessary  for  will ingness  to  improve .  Kanetra 's  commitment  to

innovation  and  forward-thinking  push  me  to  look  for  opportunities  rather  than  harp  on

diff iculties .  Jeanie 's  f lexibil ity  and  understanding  remind  me  to  take  things  one  step  at  a

time .  Tierra 's  openness  and  ingenuity  remind  me  to  be  bold  and  share  my  ideas .

Because  of  Essence  Learning ,  I  have  hope  that  with  the  increase  in  diversity ,  equity ,  and

inclusion  init iatives ,  future  generations  will  f ind  inclusive  workplace  environments .  We  have

come  a  long  way ,  and  the  future  is  bright ,  but  we  have  a  long  road  ahead .  Work  environments

wil l  f lourish  when  leadership  can  identify  and  leverage  the  strengths  in  diverse  talent  pools .

Essence  Learning  is  there ,  and  we  are  ready  and  will ing  to  help  your  organization  get  there

too .
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C I TAT I O N S

U .S .  Bureau  of  Labor  Sta t i s t i c s ,  Black  women  made  up  53  percent  of

the  Black  l abor  fo rce  i n  2018 .  February  26 ,  2019 .

https : / /www.b l s .gov /opub/ ted /2019 /b lack-women-made-up-53 -
percent -o f - the-b lack- labor - fo rce- in -2018 .h tm?v iew_ fu l l
Lean In .Org  and  McKinsey  &  Company ,  The  Sta te  of  Black  Women  i n

Corpora te  Amer ica :  Sect ion  7 .  2020 .

https : / / l ean in .o rg / research /s tate -o f -b lack-women- in -corporate -
amer ica / sect ion-7 -c reate -an- inc lus i ve -workp lace
Whitney  Johnson ,  3  Common  Hi r ing  Mis takes  New  Managers  Shou ld

Avo id .  Ju l y  4 ,  2018 .  https : / /hbr .o rg /2018 /07 /3 -common-h i r ing-
mis takes -new-managers - shou ld-avo id
Lean In .Org  and  McKinsey  &  Company ,  The  Sta te  of  Black  Women  i n

Corpora te  Amer ica :  Sect ion  4 .  2020 .

https : / / l ean in .o rg / research /s tate -o f -b lack-women- in -corporate -
amer ica / sect ion-4-ambi t ion
Drew  Hansen ,  5  Keys  For  Deve lop ing  Ta lent  In  Your  Organ iza t ion .

December  2 ,  201 1 .

https : / /www. fo rbes . com/s i tes /drewhansen/201 1 / 1 2 /02 /5 -keys -
deve lop ing- ta lent - in -your -o rgan izat ion /?sh=d6bb1 f629a86
Ju l i e t  Bourke ,  S ix  s ignature  t ra i t s  of  i nc lus i ve  l eadersh ip  |  Delo i t te

Ins ights .  Apr i l  14 ,  2016 .

https : / /www2 .de lo i t te . com/us /en / ins ights / top ics / ta lent / s i x -
s ignature - t ra i t s -o f - inc lus i ve - leadersh ip .h tml
The  Economis t ,  Soc ia l  unres t  has  fue l l ed  a  boom  fo r  the  dive r s i t y

indus t r y  |  Bus iness  |  The  Economis t .  November  26 ,  2020 .

https : / /www.economis t . com/bus iness /2020/ 1 1 / 26 / soc ia l -unres t -has -
fue l led-a-boom-for - the-d ive rs i t y - indust ry
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