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Imagine a room full of 200 women: African Americans, Latinas, Asians and Caucasians,
working in the fields of banking, health, academia and electronics ... It is 10:30 am and
after the opening remarks by the organizers of the event, an instant polling exercise
provides a picture of the women in the room — their professional background, their
levels of income, their race and ethnic identification...  Three speakers — a Latina, an
African American and an Asian, and a multicultural panel present throughout the day,
but the highlight of the meeting is the same-race and mixed-race/ethnic groups where
women engage in candid dialogue prompted by the following questions:

"To advance in the workplace, what are the differences within our racial-ethnic group 
that we need to explore more deeply?"
"What specific issues/barriers face our racial/ethnic group in the workplace?"
"A difficult question we want to ask of one other group, but are afraid to is..."

The small group discussions culminate in a 45-minute "town hall" meeting moderated by 
a well-known African American TV anchor woman. And a reception at the end of the day
provides a fitting closure for networking and celebrating the day's hard work.

In the last three months we have actively 
participated and been invited to several major 
conferences that bring women of color together to 
dialogue, network and develop skills and strategies 
to enhance their advancement and organizational 
contributions.1 These conferences respond to a
pressing need for working women to come together 
in new forums. They also represent an important
trend towards cross-race and ethnic dialogue in the 
workplace that warrants encouragement and further 
discussion. As Sunita Chaudhuri, a JP Morgan 
Chase attendee in New York said, "I came out so 
energized because I understood how much we are 
in this together and how much synergy and energy you can create when you interact with 
others outside your own racial-ethnic group."

What is the purpose of meetings such as these and why are we seeing more of these 
events organized and filled to capacity throughout the country? As a Latina and an
African-American woman, we were instrumental in organizing one of these conferences: 
"Professional Women of Color: Patterns in the Tapestry of Difference," co-sponsored by 

Working Mother Media, the Center for Gender in Organizations and the Simmons School of Management at 
Simmons College in Boston.2 In this article, we share our experiences and learning by providing an
overview of what these conferences are about, discussing why they are needed, noting important dynamics 
that affect the discussions at these conferences and identifying some of the conditions that support their 
success.
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"However, these statistics
are misleading. When we
differentiate ‘the generic
woman' from women of
varying racial and ethnic
backgrounds, we see a very
different view of women's
lives in today's
organizations. The latest
data on the economic
status of women reveals
some of these differences."

An Overview
In the last 50 years women have and have not come a long way in the U.S. workplace. Women now make 76
cents to the dollar of men and their participation in professional managerial roles has increased from four 
percent in the early 1970s to almost 50 percent today. Women have entered occupations that were
previously closed to them and though women CEOs of Fortune 500 corporations can still be counted on one 
hand, women now occupy 12 percent of board room seats and make up 16 percent of corporate officers.

However, these statistics are misleading. When we differentiate "the generic woman" from women of
varying racial and ethnic backgrounds, we see a very different view of women's lives in today's
organizations. The latest data on the economic status of women reveals some of these differences. In 1999,
white women earned 70 cents to the dollar of white men; African American women — 62 cents; Native
American women — 57 cents; and Latinas — 52 cents. Only Asian American women earned more than
white women — 75 cents to the dollar.3 While white women represent 39 percent of the professional and
managerial ranks, African-American women represent 30 percent and Latinas only 23 percent. The
percentage of Latina corporate officers in the Fortune 500 is a minuscule .24 percent (25 out of a total of 
more than 10,000).4 Only 21 Latinas serve on boards of Fortune 1,000 companies. It is not such a hushed
comment in many circles that the gains of "women" are really the gains of white women — the "whitewash
dilemma."5

Scholars now acknowledge that the search for a unified woman's 
agenda or "a woman's voice" is elusive. Instead, there are many
voices, because race and ethnicity, sexual orientation and class, do 
make a difference in terms of which women advance and how far they 
advance in or out of the corporation. While white women talk of the 
"glass ceiling," African-American women experience the "concrete 
ceiling," and Latinas the "sticky floor."

There are other and more subtle examples of how differences among
women make a difference in the daily practices at work and why we
need to address these differences in order to better accomplish our
jobs and make more gains for all women in organizations. For
example, a Latina team leader confronts her white superior with her
lack of responsiveness to an important communication. The boss closes the door to her office in anger and
cautions the Latina "to not get too uppity." An "up and coming," young African-American woman wonders
if older African Americans in the organization resent her success and whether they will want to mentor her
— will the strong community value "lifting as you climb" be upheld? An Asian-American woman puzzles
over the informal feedback she has received from her manager. He praises her technical competence, but
questions whether she is ready to take on a more visible leadership role because she is often perceived by
her colleagues as "too quiet."

A Native-American woman notes that "it is a challenge to integrate our strong traditional values and balance 
that with the corporate culture...  values that are very different. I have to ensure that my Native-American
values, such as respect for our elders and children, are maintained."6 A white woman wonders "what to say
to connect to my women of color sisters that isn't stereotypical, that does not presume something about 
them, but doesn't make me look like a jackass, to be quite frank."

These differences, based on our membership in different racial-ethnic groups, impact us in two major ways: 
1) in our life and work opportunities as the data on differential economic compensations points out; and 2) 
in our self-image. By this we mean that many times women of color react to those stereotypes or internalize 
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