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To my mother, Victoria Motley Washington.

Thank you for your unwavering support and unconditional love.

You are my inspiration.
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INTRODUCTION


My mother often complained about her job.


It wasn’t that she hated it because being a nurse had always been her childhood dream. Ever since she was burned in a fire at the age of four and had skin grafts as part of her treatment, she was fascinated with the way the nurses at the hospital cared for her. This sparked something inside, and she knew from that moment that nursing would be her career path. She pursued it passionately and was a nurse from the start of her career until retirement. She loved the work of nursing. Yet, at times, she hated her job.


She hated being treated differently than some of her colleagues. She hated how the goalposts for measuring her performance kept moving. Today, we would call these “workplace stressors” or “microaggressions,” but back then, we didn’t have specific terminology beyond some version of “my job sucks.” Even though my mother loved her work, aspects of her job did suck, not because of her patients or even the bureaucratic system she had to deal with, but because the human side of her work environment was failing her.


This conflict still holds true for many working people today. Even when we’re blessed to be doing work we’re passionate about, many of us are like my mom. We work in environments that do not set us up for success or create the conditions that enable us to thrive.


My mission is to fix this. I want to make the workplace better for people like me, people like my mom, and anyone who has been marginalized in any way. The fact is most of us have to work for a living. And because we spend a solid third of our lives doing that work, I’m taking the radical position that work does not have to break our souls. At this moment, unfortunately, the data paints a different picture. According to Gallup’s 2023 State of the Workplace Report:


• 77 percent of employees are unhappy (meaning not engaged or actively disengaged) at work,


• 51 percent of currently employed workers state that they are watching for or actively seeking a new job,


• 44 percent of global employees report experiencing significant daily stress, and


• 52 percent of employees in the United States and Canada report being worried, sad, and/or angry at work.1


So many of us go through life automatically assuming that work will always be hard and stressful, and will always suck. We assume we will never find happiness within the confines of our job. And when we assume work is oppressive, we sometimes feed into the narrative that creates that oppression. Unfortunately, that assumption does apply to some work environments, but I think most of them can deliver a better experience for all of us if we change the dynamics of the workplace and maybe even our expectations. Bringing that kind of progress to our working lives became my mission when I started this career almost twenty years ago. It’s also why I wrote this book.


Before we go any further, allow me to introduce myself.


I’m Dr. Ella F. Washington, an organizational psychologist who operates at the intersection of business, diversity, and leadership. My mission is to elevate humanity in the workplace. I’m the founder and CEO of DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) consulting firm Ellavate Solutions and a professor of practice at Georgetown University’s McDonough School of Business. I’m also the author of The Necessary Journey: Making Real Progress on Equity and Inclusion.


Throughout my career exploring the psychology of the corporate world, I have consistently noticed this pervasive sense of IYKYK (if you know, you know). I often felt left out in certain situations, like not being invited to meetings or missing out on important communication that others seemed to receive. It was even more frustrating when I realized that those who didn’t fit in the typical mold were the ones experiencing these moments more often. I wanted to ask if I was missing something or if there were certain rules I should be aware of.


I wrote this book to help people feel seen and know that they are not crazy; there are unspoken rules to the corporate world. And, most importantly, I wrote it to help demystify some of these rules through the tactics I provide. I come to you with nearly twenty years of experience helping shape a fairer, more equitable, and ultimately more successful workplace, so I understand the experience of those who have been marginalized. In addition, I conducted over one hundred hours of interviews with people from all walks of life to gather their experiences facing and dealing with these unspoken rules. Finally, I bring my own lived experience to this book, moments I thought I might never share publicly, hoping that others might see part of themselves in me and gain some insight or inspiration for their own journey.


This book is not specifically a “DEI book,” but rather, this is a knowledge book. Whether or not your workplace was made with people like you or me in mind, most of us enter the corporate world with some gaps in the IYKYK arena. But that does not mean success in these spaces is not possible. IYKYK holds less value as an exclusionary practice when you do know. Knowledge is power, and applied knowledge is liberation from systems of exclusion.2


Creating a Better Workplace


My first book, The Necessary Journey, was very much a DEI book. I wrote it in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, as a guide to help corporate leaders, fresh off the slew of corporate pledges to DEI initiatives, make real, meaningful changes within their organizations. The response was overwhelmingly positive. However, the pendulum continues to swing back and forth regarding support for DEI, as well as the commitment of budget and resources to its implementation.


As I write this book, there’s a lot of political commentary about how “D-E-I must die.” People are focused on the acronym instead of the work being done. This has led some practitioners to shy away from the term or the words used in the term and try to turn the conversation to what they are actually doing—which is trying to increase representation and respect for everyone. And that work, whatever you call it, is not new. It’s been going on since before the American civil rights movement and will continue to be done, whatever people might choose to call it, regardless of where the political pendulum may swing. It’s all part of the continuum of people trying to make this world a more equitable place. I have no idea what we’ll be calling this work in ten years, but I know the work will still be being done.


Meanwhile, I continue to hear from The Necessary Journey readers sharing their personal struggles to find their sense of place and purpose in corporate spaces. They’re asking questions like the following: What about me? How do I make sense of and navigate my workplace? How do I show up authentically when I’m the only person who looks like me? Do I even belong here? Is it OK to negotiate for more? Is this all in my head?


To be honest, most people experience this kind of uncertainty in the workplace at one time or another. It’s not like there’s a “playbook” for corporate spaces. Well, actually, there is, but it was written long ago for a very specific group of people—white, cisgender men. People with nondominant identities3 (meaning everyone else), based on factors like race and gender, which is the work I know best, as well as socioeconomic status, sexuality, ability, neurodiversity, and more, typically lack access to this playbook. Even a cisgender white man who’s, say, a first-generation student, or first generation in the corporate world, may not have anyone in their life who can help them understand the unspoken rules that govern these spaces.


For example, my parents both had graduate degrees. My mother was a nurse, and my father was an engineer. He had a long career in the military, which gave him some degree of experience navigating workplace politics. Working his way up to become a colonel as a Black man was a big deal at the time. But there was still only so much he could offer me in terms of understanding the unspoken rules of the corporate world. As for my mother, most of these rules didn’t show up in nursing. They also didn’t show up in education, where I started, and where I now work (although there are unspoken rules in academia, too, just different ones).


Keep in mind, I’m not talking about those basic rules everyone should be aware of going into any workplace, which include:


• show up to work on time,


• do what you say you’re going to do,


• act with integrity,


• respect the people around you, and


• take ownership of the work that you do.


Those things are your responsibility. It’s also your responsibility to learn your organization’s culture, which you will learn largely through experience. This book is not intended to be a substitute for any of that. It can’t be. However, especially if you’re from a nondominant identity, there are likely to be some gaps between the rules you know and the rules you don’t know, especially when it comes to developing power and influence in your workplace.


If you google the term “power and influence” right now, the number one book that would likely come up is The 48 Laws of Power by Robert Greene. The book is popular because it has a lot of useful advice. However, many of Greene’s tips, even things I consider good advice, fail to take identity into account. It’s power and influence but through a white, cisgender, male lens. When it comes to anyone else, many of those “laws” don’t apply.


For example, one of Greene’s tips is to “be aggressive and take no prisoners.” Well, if you happen to be a Black man, there is already a stereotype of you being aggressive.4 And, while it’s only a stereotype, research has shown that it has actual consequences in certain contexts. Inasmuch as Black men are commonly stereotyped as frightening, scary, and menacing, Black men in mostly white environments find themselves managing this image to minimize its resonance with white peers. Thus, they may face pressure to avoid behaving in ways that reflect this stereotype. So, being aggressive and taking no prisoners is not going to work the same way for a Black man.5


Similarly, if you’re a Black female, there is also an “angry Black woman” stereotype you need to contend with.6,7 My previous research has explored these stereotypes and penalties against Black female leaders.8 There are also stereotypes around anger if you are a woman in general. Research on gender, anger expression, and status revealed that in a professional setting, men who showed anger were seen as having higher status compared to men who showed sadness. Interestingly, both male and female evaluators tended to give lower status to angry female professionals compared to angry male professionals.9


Beyond the issue of anger, research is quite clear that the perceptions and expectations of individuals in the workplace have a lot to do with their identity.10 From research on the assumptions of competence, shifting performance standards, backlash for acting counter to stereotypes,11 and situational power,12 there are decades of research findings in organizational behavior literature that demonstrate identity plays a role in how people experience the workplace. People from nondominant identities need an enlightened set of strategies to grow their power and influence in corporate spaces.


That’s what this book’s “cheat codes” are all about. They’re designed to speed up the learning curve and reveal these unspoken rules so that you don’t have to spend years and years figuring them out.


To be clear, you will still have your own experiences—but hopefully, if we can plant the right seeds now through the information provided in this book, those hidden “rules of the road” will be visible earlier, and you will get up to speed in dealing with them effectively more quickly. The universal cheat codes in this book will help you navigate these spaces successfully as who you are and develop power and influence skills to be successful.


No matter where you are in your career and life, you may eventually find yourself in a space where you feel unseen. And you need the right tools to take control of the situation. If your company isn’t providing them, this book will and will help you get to where you want to go through your own power. If you’re blessed to work for a company that is providing them, this book will help you maximize those opportunities.


The Unspoken Rules


Who comes into the workplace knowing these unspoken rules? Typically, it’s people who have been exposed to the language of business from an early age—generally, people who have parents or close family members in those kinds of circles. Then, again, we can’t make assumptions. I had a student in my undergraduate class, a junior in business school for years, tell me he didn’t know what “IB” meant. As a first-generation American from a Southeast Asian background, no one he knew growing up had ever talked about investment banking. Exposure only comes from experience, especially early on. You can get that exposure once you’re into your career, but gaining it prior to that can be enormously helpful.


There are other ways to learn these unspoken rules, such as mentorship and, eventually, sponsorship. However, not all mentorships are equal. If you don’t have a mentor who has navigated the same or similar experiences to what you are going through, or one who is willing to be honest about how identity plays a role in these experiences, they may not be able to help much when it comes to grasping the unspoken rules. Half of the battle is finding a mentor who’s had a lived experience of navigating identity in the workplace.13


The second half of the battle is that person must be willing to share those cheat codes with you. Not everyone is. The famous 1973 “Queen Bee Phenomenon”14 provided a theory explaining women’s reluctance to help other women. This theory pertains to a woman in a position of power who is more critical of female subordinates than male subordinates. Over fifty years later, studies show the phenomenon still exists,15 characterizing the “queen bee” as a woman who rises to a top management position and then behaves in a way that is unhelpful or even purposely thwarts the efforts of other women to advance their careers.16


Even when they don’t rise (or sink) to the level of actual sabotage, for a certain type of woman, the extent of their “mentoring” might be to say, “I made it so you can make it too. Why are you complaining about being a woman?” as opposed to “Here’s how I handled it. This might work for you.” Black or Latin people may say, “You need to just work harder,” as opposed to, “I’m going to help you through this because I experienced it.” This kind of ritualized suffering for newbies is called hazing, and it’s still very much a thing in corporate America, depending on the organization.17 If your work environment encourages hazing, “mentorship” may amount to advice like, “I had to stay up all night and do all these annoying things, so you do too.” They don’t give their mentees the real talk, the download, the information—the things you definitely won’t find in the HR handbook.


Why I Wrote This Book


Ultimately, I wrote this book for anyone who has ever felt lost in the workplace, especially if that feeling limits their power, influence, and ability to grow the career they want. Even white, cisgender, heterosexual men can feel lost in corporate spaces—especially now, in a world where cancel culture is rampant, and they may feel threatened by the workplace evolution and feelings of Where do I fit in? (Not that they should feel this way, as these spaces and the rules that govern them were largely designed for them. However, they may.18)


I wrote it for every professional who’s asked these questions, who’s battled imposter syndrome and systemic exclusion, who’s wondered how to expand their power and influence and even whether it’s OK to do so. It’s really for anyone looking for a way to make work suck less.


We all need support and skills in navigating an ever-changing corporate landscape, especially now. And while this book is not intended to be a “leadership book,” leaders need these skills too. As we all work toward more inclusive workspaces where everyone’s contributions are welcomed, valued, and celebrated, my hope is that these skills become as universal as possible so that they can be applied not just on a national but also on a global scale. Living in a global economy means more moments of connection between people from different cultures and countries. The skills I will teach in this book are, ultimately, universal because they are all about accessing and operating as your authentic self.


We will explore the unspoken rules that determine success in corporate settings, coaching you in the tactics that will empower you to shape a successful career anchored in meaningful experiences. I’ll share practical strategies you can use to own your story and build your strengths, leverage your skills, and identify opportunities to excel and advance. You’ll learn from the experiences of others who’ve successfully navigated these spaces, explore fascinating research, and build your capacity to move forward more confidently.


My intention is for you to walk away with everything you need to uncover and manage the unspoken rules in any workplace, even those that may be uncomfortable, unfamiliar, or where you may be “the only one.” You’ll learn you’re not paranoid or crazy when you run into invisible walls, and you’ll be able to use this book’s practical, actionable content to overcome them, allowing you to thrive in corporate environments, develop leadership skills, and achieve your career goals. You’ll also discover how to negotiate from a position of power, building your situational awareness and your capacity for effective, results-oriented action. Finally, you’ll be able to identify the conversations and experiences that will deliver opportunities for excellence.


This is especially important for professionals from nondominant identities as the political pendulum continues to swing. In 2020, after the George Floyd murder, $66 billion19 were committed to social justice and DEI. As I write this book, in 2024, things appear to be shifting. There is a gap between public sentiment and what the data shows. Some reports say companies are not pulling back, while others say the opposite. Verbally, organizations may be saying, “We still have the same values and mission, and we’re still committed,” but they may not be putting money or internal resources behind that commitment. What is clear is that there has been a shift in the fervor and explicit support for DEI that we saw in 2020. For example:


• In 2023, attrition rates for DEI roles outpaced those of non-DEI roles at more than six hundred US companies that laid off workers.20


• SCOTUS 2023 ruling on affirmative action has increased the attention and polarization of DEI topics, with some employers pulling back from their efforts.21


• More than thirty bills have been introduced across the United States to ban DEI. Some have passed in states including Florida, Tennessee, North Dakota, North Carolina, Texas, and Oklahoma.22


At the same time, according to a 2023 Pew Research study,23 most US workers say focusing on DEI at work is a good thing, but a relatively small share places great importance on diversity in their workplace. Overall, opinions about DEI vary considerably along demographic and political lines. Meanwhile, the workplace demographics will continue to become more diverse in the United States24 and globally25—generationally, racially, and regarding gender identity.26 Wherever your organization might stand on the DEI issues at a given moment in time, this book is designed to give you the tools to advance your career, whoever you are.


How to Use This Book


My previous book, The Necessary Journey, explored strategies that leading global organizations were implementing to achieve progress in equity and inclusion. This book aims to continue the ongoing discussion on valuable knowledge, insights, and means to achieve success. It will not only benefit the readers but also provide resources for corporate teams and employee resource groups (ERGs) to retain and develop future leaders more effectively.
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The book is divided into three main sections. The first three chapters will help you look internally to understand who you are, both in the workplace and as a human being. The second three chapters will focus on how you are showing up in the workplace and strategies to make the most of your experience there. The book’s final part will look forward by helping you move beyond what’s right in front of you and thinking outside the box to build a career and a life that fits and nourishes the person you are. In each chapter, I’ll call your attention to the unspoken rules that govern that particular area, along with strategies, or “cheat codes,” to help you tackle challenges and come out ahead.


Think of this book as your guide through your own necessary journey. I hope you feel seen and see yourself represented in ways that maybe you’ve never seen yourself represented before. And I hope you ultimately understand that you do belong, that there’s a place for you, and it’s not a place where you must accept whatever you’re given or twist yourself into a pretzel shape to fit in. The stories and strategies I share in this book are designed for professionals of different identities, fields, and stages of their careers because I believe everyone deserves a circle of inclusion and influence.


Part of the cheat code is understanding that, unless you are a white, cisgender, heterosexual male, the corporate environment was likely not made for you (and if you are, you may face other issues of belonging). You can decide to do something else, like entrepreneurship, which has its own barriers. Or you can say, “OK, I want to be in this corporate space because I’m passionate about this job. I like the company,” or whatever your reason is, “And I’m going to navigate it against all odds, even though it’s not made for me.” Of course, the organization must do their part to change some of these structural barriers. But this book is about the things you can do and control to navigate your own path.


My hope is that this book will provide guidance and motivation, no matter who you are or where you are working because we all deserve that opportunity. And make no mistake, it benefits all of humanity when that opportunity is available for all. As Martin Luther King Jr. famously said, “Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.” This is an effort to unlock everyone’s potential. I hope it makes whatever work you do a better, more rewarding experience.
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ASSESSMENT


How Strong Is Your Career Playbook?


Before you dive into creating your own playbook, take this assessment so you can evaluate when you’re starting.


You can also take this live at https://ellafwashington.com/assessment/ for a full analysis of your responses.


1. I know how to navigate the unspoken or unwritten rules for career advancement in my workplace.
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2. When someone asks me to tell them about myself, my answer is brief, relatable, and memorable.
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3. I can articulate my unique strengths at work.
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4. I hold myself to a personal standard of excellence that applies to everything I seek to accomplish.
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5. I use the same standard of excellence at work as I do at home and in other areas of my life.
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6. During negotiations, I understand how to align my expectations with those of others to achieve my goals.
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7. Mentors and other trusted advisors help guide my career-based decisions.


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Strongly Agree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Agree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Neutral


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Disagree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Strongly Disagree


8. I can clearly describe my desired career path over the next five years.
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9. I feel confident in my ability to navigate power dynamics in my workplace.
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10. I regularly attend classes, workshops, and other formal learning opportunities to support my career growth.
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11. I add unique value to my organization using my talents and passion.
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12. My professional priorities are aligned with my personal priorities over the next five years.
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13. I have the skills to influence others to support my goals at work.


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Strongly Agree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Agree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Neutral


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Disagree


[image: imgbox.jpg]  Strongly Disagree




[image: img20.jpg]


 


SECTION 
ONE



[image: img22.jpg]


 

CHAPTER ONE

Own Your Story


To know thyself is the beginning of wisdom.

—SOCRATES



I had a client who felt like he didn’t belong in his workplace—a workplace that happened to be a finance company in Boston. This wasn’t because of his skills on the job or even where he went to school. It was because of vacations. Every Monday all summer long, this client’s coworkers would come back to the office filled with stories about what they did that weekend on Nantucket, which, for those who don’t know, is an island off Massachusetts frequented by the well-to-do. It felt like almost everyone in this workplace “vacationed” on Nantucket. Everyone but my client. He had never even used “vacation” as a verb.

His frequent traveling colleagues had no idea they were causing my client any discomfort. Because they all worked together at the same firm and were in the same socioeconomic cohort, they assumed he knew exactly what they were talking about when they reminisced about who they bumped into and where they ate. They didn’t know my client had never been to Nantucket because he didn’t come from a background where anyone in his family would ever go to a place like that for just a weekend.

They didn’t know because my client didn’t tell them. He never felt comfortable saying, “I’ve never been there before” or “Tell me about it.” He didn’t want to call attention to this thing that made him different.

This sort of thing happens in workplaces all the time. There’s an aspect of the culture that’s significant but that some people feel is not for them. The same thing happens with golf. For decades, a certain type of business has been done on the golf course. But not everyone plays golf. And not everyone feels comfortable saying, “Not only do I not know how to play golf, but I actually prefer to play basketball on the weekend.” Especially if they happen to be a Black male.

That discomfort is what you feel when you’re breaking an unspoken rule. If the unspoken rule is that everybody plays golf, or the unspoken rule is that we all go to Nantucket, and you don’t, you feel different. You feel “other.”
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Who you are outside of work impacts who you are inside of work.





So, what are you supposed to do about it?

As with most things in life, you have a few choices. You can learn to play golf, especially if the deals are conducted on the golf course. But areas like this, where your story differs from most of your peers, are also opportunities to get comfortable sharing some of the things that make you you. In order to be able to do that, you have to own your story.

I vividly remember my AP history class in high school. It was my favorite class, and why wouldn’t it be? I loved history, and I was good at it. I might have become a historian if I hadn’t become a psychologist (my second favorite AP class). But that’s not the only reason I remember AP history so well. That class, the one I loved, was, unfortunately, one of the first places I remember the experience of feeling “othered”—being made to feel different in a negative way.

I grew up in the South, in Durham, North Carolina, where I attended a high school that was evenly mixed between Black and white students. When I was younger, the schools had been redistricted, which sparked many protests—because the white people didn’t want their kids to go to the historically Black high school. They all wanted their children to go to the traditionally white, nationally ranked public high school, which also happened to be my high school. Thanks to that redistricting, the school was split about fifty-fifty along racial lines—with one major exception. In my AP classes, which, in my case, made up most of my core classes, it looked like redistricting never happened. I was either the only Black student in the room or one of only two or three.

I lived a dual existence. In the AP classes, I had almost a different personality to match the room’s population. Then, when the bell rang, and I went out into the hallway to get to my next class, I saw all my friends and felt more relaxed and like, well, like me. In other words, I became a master at “code-switching,”27 even though I had no idea I was doing it—let alone what code-switching was. In class, I never talked about being Black, even though I was visibly Black, and everyone could see my Blackness. Then again, when people talked about their experiences, I never talked about my parents being divorced or anything that was genuinely personal. Like a lot of people of color, I grew up feeling that school, and by extension the workplace, was for other people. And you just don’t air your dirty laundry in a place that’s not for you.

I felt this way despite the fact I did well in high school. I got all A’s and graduated as one of the top students in my class. I was both student body president and homecoming queen. I was well respected, well liked, and well adjusted. But sitting in those AP classes, I still felt like I was inhabiting a space that was “not for me.” I also had no inkling that there was anything abnormal or wrong about feeling that way. I just accepted it as the way things were. What I didn’t realize was that, inside those classrooms, I was cutting off part of my humanity. Not that I expected anyone to create the kind of space that would tell me I was welcome as is. It was just not a thing.

So, when my AP history class was discussing the very real Black experiences of slavery and the civil rights movement, the class, teacher included, looked to me to share my experiences because I was one of the few Black students there. The teacher never explicitly asked me to share my experiences; it was more of a vibe. When we were discussing the horrors of slavery or discrimination, I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, like I was the designated ambassador of Black pain. To this day, I still don’t know exactly what they expected me to say or do.
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TAKE the "How Strong Is Your Career Playbook” Assessment

How strong is your career playbook? Do you carry purpose-driven values
from one workplace to another, or do you find yourself adopting the
values your employers and clients expect? Are you intentional about
developing your skills to align with your goals? Take this short quiz to find
out where you stand - www.ellafwashington.com/assessment

SUBSCRIBE to Workplace Utopia Newsletters

Ready to enhance your workplace experience? Subscribe to the Workplace
Utopia Newsletter and unlock a world of valuable insights, tips, and
resources tailored to empower your professional journey. Stay ahead of the
curve and elevate your career to new heights. Join our community today!
Subscribe now at www.ellawashington.com/news-archive/.

DOWNLOAD The Necessary Journey Resource Guide

(or Free Chapter)
Discover essential resources for your journey! Download "The Necessary
Journey Resource Guide™ and equip yourself with valuable insights to
navigate your path to success. Start your journey now! Get your free
chapter at www.ellafwashington.com/downloads.

BOOK Dr. Ella for Speaking Engagements

Ready to inspire your audience? Book Dr. Ella for your next event and
ignite meaningful conversations that drive change and growth. Elevate
your gatherings with expert insights and engaging presentations. Secure
your booking today! Contact us at www.ellawashington.com/speaking.

STAY CONNECTED with Dr. Ella on Linkedin

Expand your network and stay informed! Connect with Dr. Ella on LinkedIn
to access exclusive content, industry insights, and networking opportunities.
Join a community of like-minded professionals dedicated to continuous
growth and collaboration. Connect now at
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ellafwashington/.

SCAN ME
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