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Women of Colour
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Barriers, Strengths, and
Pathways to Equity
This white paper explores the obstacles, strengths, and
strategies for increasing the representation of Women
of colour in leadership, with academic research
supporting best practices for fostering inclusive
leadership environments.
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Women of colour (WOC) in leadership positions face
unique challenges shaped by the intersection of race,
gender, and systemic biases. Despite significant
contributions to industries and communities worldwide,
they remain underrepresented in leadership roles due to
structural barriers, discrimination, and cultural biases.

This white paper explores the obstacles, strengths, and
strategies for increasing the representation of WOC in
leadership, with academic research supporting best
practices for fostering inclusive leadership environments.

Women of Colour in Leadership –
Barriers, Strengths, and Pathways to
Equity

1. Executive Summary
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Leadership structures in many industries remain
dominated by white men, with women—particularly
women of colour—facing compounded barriers to
advancement (Eagly & Carli, 2007, Through the
Labyrinth: The Truth About How Women Become
Leaders). The historical exclusion of WOC from
leadership roles is a result of systemic inequalities that
persist in hiring, promotion, and workplace culture. 

This paper examines these challenges and highlights the
strengths and resilience that WOC bring to leadership,
alongside strategies to foster equitable opportunities.

Women of Colour in Leadership –
Barriers, Strengths, and Pathways to
Equity

2. Introduction
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3.1 Systemic Bias and Discrimination

Women of colour often face double jeopardy, experiencing
discrimination based on both race and gender (Crenshaw,
1989, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex).

Implicit biases in hiring and promotion processes
disadvantage WOC, particularly in executive leadership roles
(Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004, American Economic
Review).

3. Barriers to Leadership for Women of Colour

3.2 Lack of Mentorship and Sponsorship

Professional networks tend to exclude women of colour from
high-level mentorship opportunities (Ibarra, Carter, & Silva,
2010, Harvard Business Review).

Access to influential sponsors who can advocate for career
progression is limited (Chin, 2011, Journal of Business Ethics).

3.3 Cultural Stereotypes and Leadership Perceptions

Stereotypes such as the “angry Black woman” or the “docile
Asian woman” influence how WOC are perceived in
leadership roles (Rosette & Livingston, 2012, Research in
Organizational Behavior).

These biases often lead to harsher performance evaluations
and exclusion from leadership pipelines (Eagly & Chin, 2010,
Psychology of Women Quarterly).
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3.4 Workplace Microaggressions and Exclusion

Daily experiences of microaggressions can erode confidence
and mental well-being (Sue et al., 2007, American
Psychologist).

Women of colour report higher levels of workplace isolation
and feelings of being “the only one” in leadership settings
(Catalyst, 2020, Women of Color in the Workplace).

3. Barriers to Leadership for Women of Colour

4.1 Resilience and Adaptability

WOC develop strong adaptability and problem-solving skills
due to navigating systemic barriers (Sims, 2018, The Resilient
Leader).

Their leadership styles often emphasize inclusivity,
collaboration, and transformational leadership (Chin, 2011,
Diversity and Leadership).

4. Strengths and Contributions of Women of
Colour in Leadership
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4.2 Community-Oriented and Inclusive Leadership

Studies show that WOC prioritize equity and community
engagement in leadership (Mor Barak, 2017, Managing
Diversity).

Their leadership often fosters more inclusive workplace
cultures, benefiting diverse teams (Roberson, 2019, Annual
Review of Organizational Psychology).

4. Strengths and Contributions of Women of
Colour in Leadership

4.3 Innovative and Cross-Cultural Competence

As individuals who often bridge multiple cultural identities,
WOC excel in global leadership contexts (Ng & Sears, 2015,
Journal of Business Ethics).

Their ability to navigate different cultural expectations
enhances their effectiveness in multinational organizations
(Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011, Harvard Business Review).
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5.1 Equitable Hiring and Promotion Practices

Organizations must implement structured processes to
mitigate bias in recruitment and promotions (Kalev, Dobbin,
& Kelly, 2006, American Sociological Review).

Increasing transparency in leadership selection criteria can
create fairer pathways for advancement (Williams, Kilanski, &
Muller, 2014, Gender & Society).

5. Strategies for Advancing Women of Colour in
Leadership

5.2 Mentorship and Sponsorship Programs

Establishing mentorship initiatives specifically for WOC can
help close the leadership gap (Ragins & Cotton, 1999, Journal
of Applied Psychology).

Corporate sponsorship programs should actively advocate for
WOC’s career progression (Thomas, 2001, Harvard Business
Review).

5.3 Addressing Workplace Microaggressions

Organizations should implement bias training programs to
educate employees about microaggressions (Sue, 2010,
Microaggressions in Everyday Life).

Creating safe spaces and affinity groups can provide support
networks for WOC in leadership (Purdie-Vaughns et al., 2008,
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology).
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5.4 Leadership Development and Training

Offering targeted leadership training programs for WOC can
help bridge confidence gaps and prepare them for executive
roles (Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011, Harvard Business Review).

Encouraging self-advocacy and assertiveness in leadership
training can counteract stereotypes (Bell & Nkomo, 2001, Our
Separate Ways: Black and White Women and the Struggle
for Professional Identity).

5. Strategies for Advancing Women of Colour in
Leadership

6.1 Diversity and Inclusion Policies

Companies must commit to measurable DEI (Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion) goals to ensure long-term change
(Dobbin & Kalev, 2020, Annual Review of Sociology).

Holding leadership accountable for diversity initiatives leads
to meaningful progress (Eagly & Carli, 2007, Through the
Labyrinth).

6. The Role of Organizations and Policy in
Promoting Change
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6.2 Representation in Leadership Pipelines

Developing leadership pipelines that prioritize WOC ensures
sustainable representation (Cook & Glass, 2014, Gender &
Society).

Creating policies that address pay equity and equal access to
leadership roles is essential (Bishu & Alkadry, 2017, Review of
Public Personnel Administration).

6. The Role of Organizations and Policy in
Promoting Change

The leadership journey for women of colour is marked by
resilience, unique strengths, and systemic challenges. To break
barriers and foster equity, institutions must commit to structural
changes in hiring, mentorship, and leadership development.
Recognizing and amplifying the leadership potential of WOC
benefits not only individuals but also organizations and society as
a whole.

7. Conclusion

To advance the representation of WOC in leadership,
businesses, policymakers, and educational institutions must
collaborate on sustainable DEI strategies. Organizations
should take proactive steps to support WOC through
inclusive policies, leadership development, and equitable
advancement opportunities.
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For further inquiries or collaboration on research related to
women of colour in leadership, please contact us at
ngoc.tran@equestasia.com.au or fill out the contact form on
our website: https://www.equestasia.com.au/contact-us
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