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For Chase and Maeve








AUTHOR’S NOTE

Thank you for being here with this book. I look forward to your reactions and reflections on the concepts posed.


Before we begin, I have a quick note on language. As the book’s title indicates, we explore the power and contributions of historically underrep-resented leaders. You’ll quickly notice that, in the text, I use the term “marginalized” predominantly. Although the leaders included in this book may also be considered underrepresented in leadership, underrepresentation is the symptom rather than a cause. Marginalization is often at the root of that underrepresentation and therefore felt like the more accurate term when discussing leadership. To approach this discussion head-on, I am challenging us to build comfort in naming things clearly and with more specificity, even if it is tougher to say or to hear.


The text also uses terms like BIPOC and leaders of color interchangeably, and I acknowledge the challenges with this terminology. An accidental erasure occurs when we condense Black, Indigenous, Latinx/a/o, Asian, South Asian, and Middle East and North Africa experiences together. The groups within these racial identities are not monolithic but lumping them together under one term inadvertently suggests otherwise. For the purpose of this book, however, I am speaking about a collective that emerges specifically through racial marginalization in leadership. As a result, I’ve used these terms to support readability and clarity throughout the text.


There is much more work that can and should be done to explore the specific leadership contributions of distinct groups. Although racial diversity is at the core of this book, underrepresented leadership also exists among those who are marginalized because of their sexual orientation, gender identity, physical abilities, religion, neurodiversity, and other identities. There is also a particular leadership expertise that exists when individuals experience their careers at the intersection of these identities.


As we explore the pages to come, there are aspects of all of us that are marginalized in leadership as a result of how we have come to define and practice it. It is my hope that Untapped Leadership is merely the first step in uncovering those overlooked elements, which we can do by following the lead of racially underrepresented leaders.







INTRODUCTION

What to Expect in This Book


When searching for the top leadership books of today, it doesn’t take long to notice that white men predominantly write these books: more than 90 percent of the authors are white and male. Words like war, laws, and power stare us down from their covers. They confidently purport that the secrets to leadership exist, often very neatly, within the bounds of their pages, a dominance on leadership development that has run unchecked and unquestioned. Notably, the handful of books written by women edges toward candor, introversion, and vulnerability—these authors seemingly tiptoe into the conversation, suggesting that another way to lead may exist. Finding titles written by BIPOC authors requires considerably more digging.


If we pause to examine the foundations of leadership theory, we should not be surprised that the limited perspectives fueling leadership frameworks are rooted therein. Our ground-floor use of the word leadership in the United States begins with the nineteenth-century “great man theory,” aptly named by and for those who would benefit tremendously from coining themselves as a “great man.” Great man theory relied heavily on the now-debated concept that leaders are born with attributes that set them apart from others. It studied the characteristics of heroes—but of course, only certain ones—which was the perfect setup to exclude women; Black, Indigenous, and other people of color; and anyone else who didn’t fit the bill. In so doing, it created the theoretical structure to centralize power within a dominant group.


Although scholarship ultimately rejected great man theory, nearly all proposed leadership frameworks since have originated from white male researchers and executives. Coupling this with the persistent reality that white men are significantly overrepresented in executive positions, it seems great man theory lost steam in name but remains alive and well in practice.


In her TED talk, author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie talks about the Igbo word nkali, which translates to English as “to be greater than another,” and its role in how stories communicate power. She explains, “Like our economic and political worlds, stories too are defined by the principle of nkali: how they are told, who tells them, when they’re told, how many stories are told are really dependent on power.”1


From the nineteenth century until present day, a select group of storytellers have been shaping and communicating leadership from perspectives that excluded others. Given its membership within the dominant group in our society, it is no coincidence that it emerged as the “authority” on the subject. By commanding the bookshelves and airtime on leadership’s story, this group continues to reinforce the foundation that great man theory established two centuries ago, ultimately preserving power for those who hold it. It is a systemically sound design.


This reality elicits the need to explore another approach. What are the other stories of leadership? What do they teach us? How can we expand the picture beyond what has been traditionally authored? Specifically, what strategies do leaders of color employ that reimagine how impactful leadership looks?


When leadership exists in an uneventful cockpit, no one pays much attention to the pilot who lands a plane in perfect weather. What would be celebrated, studied, and considered exemplary is the pilot who successfully lands a plane when the conditions are fraught with difficulties. With this model in mind, What would it look like to study the leadership of those who lead under challenging conditions?


When the environment is not ideal?


When decisions are riskier?


When they carry more significant societal burdens as they lead?


What does leadership look like when operating in systems that are not built for your success?


Those we have traditionally deemed as leadership authorities have been flying their planes in clear skies, providing the rest of us with often oversimplified lists and laws on how to make our ascent. Though the advice is well intended, these leaders seem completely unaware that our environmental forecast is much less conducive for flying.


Through the leadership experiences of leaders of color, Untapped Leadership explores what other realities exist—the undercurrents, the subtle strategies, and the unmired commitment to lead amid risky environments. Our experiences are not the same as those written about in those leadership books. We cannot access some of those touted behaviors, decision-making models, and approaches and be received in the same manner as the writers of those books. This book examines the unspoken realities of leadership as a person of color—leadership that exists across all levels of organizations, flexing and contorting to survive and thrive. As a result, BIPOC leaders are positioned to be the twenty-first-century leadership so desperately needed.


In Part I: Leadership in Context, I offer a critical examination of the popular leadership frameworks that have underpinned publications and rhetoric on the subject yet systematically have excluded the majority of the population during their creation. In the 1840s, great man theory and trait theory produced the first studies of leadership, basing their analysis on the personal attributes of men with charisma, intelligence, and wisdom. Slavery existed until 1865, effectively omitting Black men and women from consideration. In the 1940s, a shift in research resulted in task-oriented versus people-oriented leadership frameworks. Recall that Jim Crow laws would not end for another twenty-five years, and women’s suffrage passed just two decades prior (except for Black women, who were not able to vote until 1965). In the early 2000s, situational leadership theories emerged, indicating that what makes a leader great depends on the situation. Around the same time, the first two Black Fortune 500 CEOs ever were hired, with white men holding 96 percent of CEO roles.2


Given the contexts within which these frameworks were developed—by homogenous groups studying similarly homogenous leaders—the theoretical picture of leadership is at best incomplete and at worst deeply flawed.


In Part II: The Capacities of Underrepresented Leaders, I fill in the picture with the experiences and expertise of leaders of color. Given their unique standpoint as marginalized leaders navigating within a dominant culture, leaders of color tap into highly skilled and effective strategies yet are undermined and overlooked. To survive and thrive, BIPOC leaders deploy unique approaches that until now have not been studied and named. Throughout Untapped Voices, you learn stories about leaders of color sharing their unique perspectives and expertise. What results is an exploration of leadership that challenges our traditional notions of what it looks like and who exercises it.


You’ll also find reflection prompts to “tap in” and spark your own ideas about how to reimagine leadership from overlooked perspectives. Change happens in micro-moments, and the “tap in” prompts offer you micro-opportunities for leadership shifts. Each chapter also breaks down specific actions you can take whether you identify as a marginalized leader or not. Given how much is overlooked in traditional definitions of leadership, I hypothesize that some aspect of your leadership is also unrecognized or pushed aside. I offer ways for you to access those underused areas and invite others to do the same.


In the final section, Part III: Leadership Lessons from an Essential Standpoint, I offer frameworks for individuals and organizations to employ that are built on the lessons gained from an increased understanding of the valuable expertise of leaders of color. Until now, our leadership models have not represented the vastness and diversity of other existing approaches, leaving us with a limited and limiting perception of what is possible. Our world exists in a permanent state of crisis needing reimagining and renewal. We need a new way to lead—one that is nuanced, contextual, dynamic, purpose driven, and connected. It is time to listen and learn from the leadership authority of people of color.


As a result of reading this book, you will:



	develop a more critical lens through which to examine the sources of our current leadership rhetoric;

	name and understand the experiences of leaders of color, offering a more comprehensive and realistic understanding of leadership; and

	access expanded leadership strategies for your career, regardless of your identity.



You may see yourself within these pages. Or you may deepen your awareness, realizing you haven’t had the complete picture all this time. You may shed some interpretations of leadership that do not serve you. You may adopt new ones that do. Ultimately, we will begin building a new foundation from which to inclusively learn and lead.








PART I


LEADERSHIP IN CONTEXT


When I saw my leadership questioned, I sought guidance from a couple of leadership books, but none of them resonated.

—Victoria, research and evaluation consultant in higher education, Latinx
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THE SHAKY FOUNDATION OF LEADERSHIP

A common sight in metropolitan cities are deep excavations in the ground signaling the beginnings of future apartment buildings, skyscrapers, and other real estate projects. Once built, we admire their architecture, engage within the buildings’ walls, and navigate around them with little thought to their roots. Yet to sustain what we see, construction teams must meticulously and thoroughly develop a strong, stable foundation below ground that can hold the building’s weight. Without this, a building is susceptible to cracking, sinking, or shifting, endangering everything within. Environmental elements can cause subtle erosion that, if unnoticed for too long, deteriorates the building to the point of being uninhabitable. In other words, any structure is only as solid as its foundation.

Similar to the buildings we see, our current definitions and frameworks of leadership began with a foundation; the vocabulary we use to discuss it and our perceptions of what leadership entails all started somewhere. Before we can properly examine current structures—or what we see now—we need to begin with the foundation and what has been built since leadership research and rhetoric began two centuries ago. As we note cracks, weak walls, and sinking corners in the leadership house we have built, understanding what is actually happening requires us to go underground to observe what we have not considered. We need to explore the base, which has informed whose leadership we value in our society, for no matter the distance between where we started and where we are now, the foundation stays the same. That subterranean construction and engineering created the parameters within which we have defined what—and who—leadership looks and sounds like, so any serious discussion of such things must start here.

As we dig into the foundation of fundamental leadership theories in our history, we begin with the inception of the modern-day use of the word leadership, which emerged in the English language in the nineteenth century. In the 1840s, the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle began writing about the leadership contributions of society’s greatest heroes and thus emerged the base of our foundation and the first leadership theory—the great man theory. Carlyle arrived at the great man theory, noting that “the history of the world is but the biography of great men.”1 According to Carlyle, these great men possessed the wisdom and charisma needed to lead. Great man theory goes as far as to suggest that these men also were favored with divine influence, emphasizing that one needed to be born with this favor. As can be imagined, this interpretation was incredibly convenient for those who fit the bill for greatness, offering them a bit of divine untouchability.

Of course, great man theory didn’t apply to all men, and it definitely did not include women. The men who fit the parameters often had the opportunity to be “great” due to aristocratic benefits connected to their membership within white society. For historical context, when Carlyle’s work took hold, slavery in the United States had persisted for centuries, women could not vote, and the poor of any color or gender had minimal influence in society. As we delve into the subsurface levels of current leadership structures, we find that great man theory was designed through and for exclusion. Only some could be considered great, and the guise of divine intervention and inherent traits protected that greatness. Illiterate, poor, and those with disabilities were excluded, even among white men. Great man theory preserved the positions of the elite, assigning benign but potent language to their manufactured and problematic status at the top of societal hierarchies by calling it “leadership.” In doing so, those with proximity to those great men—either through connection or by extension based on similar race and gender identity (as long as they did not also hold other undesirable identities)—could benefit from the potential of being considered a leader. They had a chance whereas those enslaved by those great men were tacitly omitted from consideration. Carlyle’s foundational work made the embedded hierarchy palpable yet indiscernible; it helped to make it make sense.

It can be tempting to want to dispel the problematic components of great man theory and shove it into a corner of unfortunate yet antiquated ideas from which we have moved on. But have we moved on? The leader-as-hero concept is still present in current interpretations of leadership. We look to those in such positions to save others and to save us. We celebrate heroic efforts, pull out shiny pedestals, and place our leader-heroes on top. We are influenced by the charisma of presidential candidates, at times even more than by their policies, and more often than not, these leader-heroes are predominantly white men. Although we may not explicitly deem this as great man theory in practice, its tenets subversively play out right before our eyes. As antiracist activist and author Ibram X. Kendi notes, “the very heartbeat of racism is denial”;2 the heartbeat of great man theory persists through the unnoticed interplay between its theoretical and rhetorical dismissal and its unchecked existence in our elected offices, boardrooms, and C-suites.

Great man theory paved the way for researchers like Francis Galton to study the traits of eminent men and their relatives to prove that leaders were born with hereditary gifts, not made. In Hereditary Genius, published in 1869, Galton attempted to scientifically connect lineages of “eminent men,” essentially proving that eminence is inherited.3 A known eugenicist, Galton further cemented this trait approach to defining leadership in the American psyche as his rhetoric continued to bore down on the hypothesis that the genetically predisposed qualities of a certain few connect to greatness. Arguing for the inherent nature of leadership qualities yet ignoring the structural and societal confines that prevented most of the population from living out those qualities was research negligence, an intentional design, or both. This approach also secured the “leader” title for those genetically tied to these eminent men, cultivating a lineage of perceived prominence by virtue of the mere accomplishment of being born.

Eugenics research and approaches have long been discredited as unscientific; however, it is worth contemplating how much of this foundational idea has permeated our subconscious sentiments about leadership. Once a path has been set, imagining what we have never seen or breaking away in a wildly different direction is generally difficult. An apple may fall far from a tree, but it still sprouts from those branches. With great man theory and the subsequent misleading research of Galton and others, we are pinned to a problematic starting point that is rarely acknowledged in present-day leadership dialogue. The answer to this inherited underpinning is not to disregard and minimize it with a veiled denial of its impact but to explicitly name it and critically examine the resulting permeations. Within that examination are opportunities for reimagination and new approaches in which we can more intelligently determine where we need to diverge or expand. That apple originated from its foundational tree, but its seeds can be cultivated in fresh soil with new, more sustainable and more fruitful techniques, which hopefully yields a better crop in the future.


BEHAVIORAL THEORIES

Great man theory and its offshoots maintained its popularity in the United States until the 1940s, when behavioral theories gained popularity. As implied by the name, behavioral theories attributed leadership to one’s behaviors rather than inherent traits. One of the most commonly cited behavioral theory studies emerged from the Ohio State University (OSU). University researchers reduced leadership behaviors into two categories, task focused and people focused, ultimately concluding that influential leaders were those who ranked high in both. Present-day OSU officials consider this behavioral theory as having “revolutionized the way leadership is measured, studied and developed.”4

Yet as this revolutionary research was taking place, the few Black students attending OSU were not allowed to live on campus.5 If Black people were not allowed to reside on campus, they surely were not considered for a study on leadership, and it can be assumed that others from marginalized communities were similarly excluded. With a commitment to leadership research of a white male-dominant study population, OSU’s work falls quite short of a revolution and essentially builds an additional shaky floor atop of the weak foundation established by Carlyle.

This familiar glossing over of exclusionary practices in leadership research has allowed what should have been considered a limited study to flex and broaden itself into seminal work deemed “revolutionary” and spawn a plethora of descendants. Behavioral theories and attending publications have not only proliferated since, but they have also contributed to a dominant narrative that stems from a source not fully representative. Without pinpointing the context within which the work at OSU emerged, we are caught glancing at a seemingly well-designed building with cracks in its load-bearing walls. We are accepting a framework at face value and have built extensively upon it without questioning whether certain behaviors equated with “leadership” are also tied to fitting in within dominant culture or if such behaviors are inhibited in leaders of color given existing hierarchical societal structures.




SITUATIONAL THEORIES

Along with the civil rights movement, the 1960s brought us situational theories of leadership. Moving beyond behavioral predictors, researchers like Fred Fiedler, Paul Hersey, and Ken Blanchard theorized that a leader’s success depended on the situation. At first glance, situational theories seem to incorporate more contextual factors that inform leadership, a promising development to connect theory to reality, but we soon find their limitations.

For example, Fiedler’s contingency model examined elements such as how much trust and confidence a leader could garner from followers, which correlated to the degree of power and influence the leader has over consequential decisions such as hiring, firing, and salaries.6 The model also involves a least preferred coworker (LPC) scale, illuminating the ideal situational factors for those low and high on the scale, including assessment choices such as pleasant versus unpleasant and friendly versus unfriendly. With racial discrimination and violence as the societal backdrop, race and other factors would undoubtedly (if tacitly) play an influential role in LPC scale results and in a marginalized leader’s ability to garner the trust and confidence of those in a workplace. The methodical exclusion of people of color likely persisted in Fiedler’s research: many were fighting for basic civil rights, let alone the chance to exhibit workplace leadership. In learning that situational theories stopped woefully short of describing deeper contextual factors that influenced the nature of those situations, we must now consider the imperceptible ways that work such as Fielder’s perpetuated definitions of leadership that solidified a dominant culture’s authority.

It is important to note that many of these studies arrived at such leadership models through rigorous research processes governed by academic standards. Thus, it is equally important to question how “rigor” is defined. Because these researchers excluded groups that were not white and male, the extent to which present-day researchers and practitioners lean on behavioral and situational theories as part of the seminal body of work on leadership begs us to question the reliability of that scholarship. Yet the work remains largely untouched in that respect. Some components may have validity, but the overall picture does not capture the full scope of leadership and therefore is flawed.

On the heels of contingency theory came leader-member exchange (LMX) theory in the 1970s. Originally developed by George B. Graen within the situational theory camp, LMX theory describes a leader’s relationship with his team members. What’s most troubling about the framework is that it proposes (or, interpreted another way, accurately describes) that leaders will filter their staff into in-groups and out-groups based on workplace exchanges within the leader-member relationship. Those in the in-group are looked upon more favorably and, as a result, are trusted more, receive more meaningful work, and undoubtedly are considered for promotion, raises, and continued professional success within the team. Those in the out-group are just that—out. Due to what is described as incompetence, disagreeableness, or loss of trust, those in a leader’s out-group rarely receive the same professional considerations as those in the in-group.

LMX theorists do not shy away from stating that in-group team members can benefit from perceived similarities, positive affect, a likeness in interests, values, or attitudes, and the ability to integrate into a leader’s preferences.7 Based on what we know about those in leadership roles in the 1970s, we can guess that similarity and integration into white professional culture was essential to being part of an in-group. In fact, “negative affect” and neuroticism are two of seven characteristics within this model to have a negative impact on LMX relationships with a supervisor. With plenty of research highlighting how we interpret affect differently in white and Black faces, we should question how many team members of color have been placed in an out-group based purely on bias cloaked in the term “negative affect.”

Similarly, when interpreting racial contexts, the negative influence of neuroticism in leader-member exchange also warrants deeper analysis. Neuroticism has been defined as a “trait disposition to experience negative effects, including anger, anxiety, self‐consciousness, irritability, emotional instability, and depression” with an increased likelihood of reacting poorly to environmental stress.8 In professional spaces and in connection to LMX, we must question how much environment contributes to neuroticism, particularly if one is part of an out-group at work and also a person of color. Those external stressors undoubtedly will be exacerbated for those navigating spaces with a thin sense of belonging, especially when those spaces have a significant impact on one’s livelihood, finances, and sense of self-worth. For those not facing such experiences, there is less opportunity for that neuroticism to emerge. In considering this, we discover how a cycle is created, reinforced, misdiagnosed, and justified with research such as LMX theory.

Though not its intention, leader-member exchange theory may explain why white male-dominated in-groups continue to dominate the top positions across all industries; however, the research overlooks the glaring societal factors that likely contributed to those results. Consequentially, LMX theory joins a body of research that neutralizes the impact of these phenomena in general human behavior frameworks, thus embedding such concepts more deeply and subtly into our ingrained assumptions about leadership.




THE REEMERGENCE OF TRAIT THEORIES

In more recent decades, trait theories have reemerged, exposing their extended roots in great man theory and the trait theories from the early twentieth century. A flurry of leadership trait models emerged during the early 2000s, the most frequently cited being the work of Stephen J. Zaccaro. Zaccaro’s trait-leadership model includes a non-exhaustive list of traits that leaders should have, including characteristics like agreeableness, extraversion, openness, and creativity.9 The central hypothesis within trait theory is that leaders innately have these traits, which have been “programmed” since birth. Nature not only supersedes nurture in this case, but nurture is not even considered. For leaders of color navigating challenging work environments, the opportunity to showcase some of these traits can be limited. Expressing innate traits such as creativity and extraversion is not as easy in spaces in which you are the only person of color and do not experience a sense of belonging. We can interpret the agreeableness of marginalized leaders, for example, to the extent that they can “grin and bear it” when they experience a microaggression or learn, as statistics show, that a white male colleague earns more than they do. Similarly, often on the receiving end of damaging conscious and unconscious biases, leaders of color may exhibit these traits, yet others do not perceive or acknowledge them. They could possess a great deal of creativity, yet if it does not align with what a professional culture considers creative or if it goes too far against the established grain, then that trait is missed or misinterpreted. We must remain within professional lines when leading, and the leadership identified by trait theories sets the margins of those lines.

For those outside academia or generally uninterested in reviewing complex statistics and complicated literature regarding trait theories, the takeaway is that leaders are born, not made, and you’d better hope you were born with the right traits. The environments within which leaders thrive as well as the external realities that reward or demote certain traits remain unexamined.




THE PROLIFERATION OF MYERS-BRIGGS TYPE INDICATOR

Although trait theories continue to be the most debated body of leadership research, they persist and permeate. A prime example of their extended and indirect reach is the widely adopted Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, or MBTI. MBTI has been utilized by the vast majority of Fortune 500 companies and beyond. MBTI was created as a personality type assessment, aiming to inform one of his or her innate, unchangeable traits across sixteen types. Although academic researchers have claimed that MBTI does not hold up scientifically, companies, academic institutions, and even general internet culture gravitate to the assessment, making it one of the most widely known, particularly in connection to work. Even though one of MBTI’s creators, Isabel Briggs Myers, has documented sentiments with eugenic themes, her pseudoscientific assessment has been used to make hiring decisions and to sort people into roles that most align with their results.10

I have taken MBTI at a few junctures in my life, both academically and in professional settings. My result has remained consistent as INTJ—introverted, intuitive, thinking, and judging. Admittedly, the outcomes always seemed to resonate for the most part, confirming, in a way, the creators’ claim that the indicator assesses innate, immovable elements of ourselves. In my most recent MBTI training at a prior workplace, the MBTI-certified facilitator also emphasized the unchangeable nature of what the results indicate and provided me with a one-page summary about INTJ personalities. The handout included some of the usual language regarding my inherent preferences, but it also included a bullet point near the bottom noting that African Americans are more likely to have this result. With race being a socially constructed classification system, that bullet point ran counter to the trait narrative the work espouses and made me question how much of my lived experiences informed my “innate” traits. Would I be less introverted if I hadn’t been the only woman of color in many of my academic classes throughout graduate school, for example? Given that we are recalling lived experiences when responding to an assessment like MBTI, how can we completely disentangle our inherent traits from learned behaviors? If in fact that statement was true and the INTJ type was most common for Black people, then the MBTI interpretation of that result would not include an environmental explanation: Black people’s results would have nothing to do with the way they perceive the world but would be due entirely to what they inherited through genetics. It feels like a bit of residue from Briggs Myers’s eugenic sentiments.

What is most troublesome about the massive adoption of MBTI as a professional tool is that it proliferated this personality test widely across work-places, popularizing elements of trait theories in ways that have unchecked and sometimes unnoticed consequences. MBTI and other assessments like it have been used to make hiring decisions and to assess the type of roles or work one can get. The impact could be professionally consequential as labels and boxes are built for people to fit within. If you choose to explore more about MBTI online, you’ll surely come across articles claiming what styles are most likely to be CEOs or to make more money (typically one of the extroverted combinations), reinforcing that only certain types of people are inherently built for leadership. If this sounds familiar, it is because we can trace the dawn of personality trait tests back to Francis Galton, the


UNTAPPED VOICES

What I have learned about leadership that I haven’t read about or heard from others is that there is more than one way to lead. Leadership comes in different forms. Some of the best leaders are the ones that are grounded in themselves. As a BIPOC-identifying individual, a lesson that I have learned in leadership that I would want to share with my younger self is that you and your experiences and points of view are enough. A lesson that I would want to share with someone who is not BIPOC is… to be open to different points of view that you may not be familiar with or know. Research and learn about other points of view.

—Casey, senior finance and operations adviser in international development, Black



eugenics researcher determined to scientifically prove genetic and divine sources of leadership. Galton is attributed as the first to create these types of assessments. In fact, if we widen our lens to also examine the commonly used professional assessments such as Big 5, Strengthsfinder, and Ennea-gram, we see that they and their associated theories have all been developed by white men. The questions asked, the labels and descriptions of the results, the intended uses, and the unintended consequences of the assessments have emerged from a singular, dominant perspective. This is not to say that none of the results from these indicators are useful. The misstep has been our inappropriate reliance on the outcomes, consciously and subconsciously, mislabeling them as an ultimate truth when they are just a sliver of reality and of what we are capable of as diverse beings. These assessments have made ubiquitous the tendency to equate certain traits with leadership.




OUR LIMITED UNDERSTANDING OF LEADERSHIP

What is missing in leadership research is the acknowledgment and awareness of the role that social dynamics like race can play in the workplace. These frameworks have served as the canon in classrooms, management programs, and executive suites, yet they don’t provide the complete picture. Without the inclusion of more voices, the story is flawed, narrated from the incomplete perspective of the dominant leadership class, exclusivity that has been embedded since the beginning. Although these leadership perspectives do not need to be dismissed altogether, it is important to note that other perspectives—from people of color, women, and others with marginalized identities—have been discounted through centuries of research, authorship, and dialogue. If we are to truly understand leadership through rigorous scholarship and practice, then those discounted perspectives must be included on equal footing in studies, syllabi, bookshelves, and keynotes. In those perspectives live unnamed and underrecognized leadership strategies for how to lead under glass ceilings and within glass walls designed from those limited frameworks of our leadership history.

A building is only as solid as its foundation. If the foundation is unstable or otherwise faulty, whatever you construct on top of it will be always problematic. The same goes for leadership research. We can dispel and debate specific theories, as we have with the great man theory and trait theory, but the faulty foundation limits how far we can adjust and evolve from this particular base. Our framework conceptualizes leaders as heroes, leadership requiring followers who are either behind or below, and leading capabilities determined by behaviors, traits, and/or situations. Beyond those parameters, not much has been explored or attempted.

We don’t need to add on to the incomplete and wobbly structure that past and current leadership frameworks have created—we need to tear down the house, gut the foundation, and reimagine a new structure (or maybe an environmentally friendly green space) in its place. Without doing so, we cannot move beyond what we know and into the realm of what we need. We will never truly understand the nature of our most pervasive and persistent challenges unless we examine the roots of the types of leadership for which we seek solutions.

The moment demands we reframe leadership by answering those initial questions anew. If we embarked on a modern quest to study leadership, what (or whom) would we find? If more perspectives were included in our research, how would they shift, expand, or challenge those popular frameworks? I hypothesize that we would find nuanced definitions of leadership


UNTAPPED VOICES

To me, embodiment of leadership is driven from within and it’s very difficult to fake; that’s why it’s so effective and transcends formalities and it’s what makes it difficult to simply assign—it has to be acquired and integrated. In other words, it’s not enough to read a book or listen to a podcast about how to lead people, it has to be wired through a lived experience.

I assume what inhibits recognition of such leadership is lack of awareness, its intangible nature (how do you measure the degree of my embodied leadership and compare it with yours?), and I suspect it’s much easier to control and direct a conforming type of leadership rather than account for a nuanced, multilayered, eclectic expression of leadership that reflects more accurately our diverse humanity. Now, I love and appreciate clarity of vision, persistence, resilience, and assertiveness (my association with traditional forms of leadership). However, if you believe in the benefits of embracing human diversity, you have to wonder why we limit ourselves by only focusing on a narrow scope of our being, which is how we are at work. The last couple years have blended the line between home and office; I actually prefer to work with a full human being in all the messy glory than with a shell of a human polished for the office.

—Elena, executive, music licensing, Asian



that may complement traditional approaches and some that may conflict with them. We may discover effective leadership practices that move groups and organizations forward in ways we have not considered before. Ultimately, we would have a more robust body of work that better reflects the realities of all leaders today.

What if we built a new foundation of leadership on the heels of the COVID-19 pandemic and racial awakening of 2020? As we have witnessed the buckling of countless systems and the exposure of inequities across society since 2020, we should question what got us to this point; that is, where and to whom we have looked for leadership and what we have missed by using that familiar gaze. The marginalized in our society have borne the brunt of those crumbling systems across health care, education, housing, and employment, so we should first ask ourselves if having those untapped voices creating and managing those systems in the first place would have better prepared us for a sudden and disorienting pandemic. What if we now shifted the spotlight to the overlooked and undercounted perspectives and allow new voices to develop leadership language and frameworks?

If we were to build a new foundation, how would we change our organizations and repurpose our work? How could we inclusively, creatively, and


UNTAPPED VOICES

I believe leadership is modeling behavior that works to actively dismantle oppressive systems, centers the voices of those who are most impacted by systemic oppression, and is anti-patriarchal and anti-capitalist. This includes centering and exploring values of collectivism, power sharing, and collaborative work, avoiding “either/or” thinking, centering the sustainability of people in their work, vulnerability, and transformational relationship building that does not avoid conflict but rather welcomes it as a tool to get deeper. This is too often undervalued or not valued at all as most conventional conceptions of leadership are modeled on white-dominant cultural values and patriarchal value systems.

Leading with a holistic view of people and of oneself and a commitment to building leadership that centers on people of color, Black, and indigenous populations is needed now more than ever.

I believe that I possess a deep-rooted empathy for all persons I engage with and a commitment to fostering a sense of belonging, a commitment to building with people and not at the expense of people, and [the understanding] that this oftentimes means the process is messy, uncomfortable, and takes a lot longer than we are traditionally told is okay. I believe that this approach helps me to build strong relationships built on trust.

—Clara, director of philanthropy, Latinx



impactfully address our most persistent challenges? As we have learned by looking to the past and present, we are limited in how we have discussed leadership and to whom we look when defining those approaches. If we continue as is, those persistent challenges across our societal systems will continue. Having seen how damaging the result can be for all of us, we cannot allow more of the same. We need leadership frameworks that advance awareness of and accountability for the full context of reality and that innovatively respond to the needs of BIPOC and other underrepresented leaders because we are all better off as a result.

It is time for additional perspectives to lead the way, and we learn more about them in the pages to come.
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