White Women Supervisor/Manager Personas CULTUR’CONNECNG

Each of these represent different patterns we have observed in white

women supervisors. Take your time as you read through them and reflect
on the following questions.

1. Which of these personas reminds you of yourself or a white woman supervisor you have
worked with?
Underline or highlight words that describe your own patterns or leadership approach.

2. Why do you believe you (or they) behave this way?

3. What prevents you (or them) from combining leadership and supervisory skills with an
anti-racist approach?

4. How will you address this in yourself and/or in your workplace?

Peers

The first two personas are white women who work with People of Color who hold similar
positional leadership in the organization.

Amy

Amy wants you to know she is sorry about racism and she’s a good person. When People of
Color suggest ideas, she is either silent or verbally agrees. She doesn’t ask many questions, even
when she is uncertain about what they are suggesting. Although she may have one other
person she confides in when she feels frustrated about a decision she didn’t agree with, she will
never voice this in front of the whole group. She believes following the lead of People of Color
(PoC) means not engaging in critical conversations, much less challenging or offering a different
perspective from her “white lens.” At the same time, Amy will tell you it is not PoC’s job to
educate white people.

This may result in...

e Missed opportunities for deeper thinking and better decision making.

e Alack of authentic collaboration.

e Misunderstandings about what was agreed to.

e Hidden resentments when she doesn’t agree with the decisions made but doesn’t say so
out loud, and then feels put upon to have to do something she didn’t want to do.

e Undermining decisions made by PoC later because she didn’t agree.

e Blaming People of Color when the decisions made don’t lead to the outcomes they had
hoped for. “It was their idea, not mine.”

Dena

Dena wants you to get back to her by EOD, preferably sooner, and she hates wasting time if she
has to explain that stands for “End of Day”. She always shows up to meetings with a packed
agenda (that may or may not be shared ahead of time). She is very busy, the work she is doing is
very important, and the way she talks about it includes jargon she expects you to understand.
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She is quick to make decisions, direct in the way she communicates these decisions, and certain
she knows the best way to do things. Dena often works through her break time and will still
show up for a virtual meeting with her camera off if she is sick. She expects the same.

She compartmentalizes work and shares very little about her personal life, demonstrating little
empathy when others share challenges they are facing outside of work. Work is a place for
professional relationships, not friendships. Dena believes vulnerability, especially tears, are a
sign of weakness.

This may result in...

e Missed opportunities for deeper thinking and better decision making.

e People of Color feeling tokenized, as their perspectives are rarely included in decision
making.

e The assumption people are being overly sensitive when they name microaggressions
because she has learned to, “tough it out and they should, too.” Also, “We don’t have
time to get into all of that right now, there’s work to do.”

e PoC not feeling psychologically safe and not enjoying going to work.

e Unaddressed concerns about projects which may result in less efficiency later.

Supervisors or Managers

The next three personas highlight patterns in supervision of staff and/or management of
programs.

Veronica

Veronica doesn’t want you to think of her as your supervisor. When she is orienting People of
Color in a new position or project, she often doesn’t provide detailed instructions, because in
her mind that would bely a racist assumption that they don’t know how to do their job, and it
could interfere with them bringing in a different perspective on how to work. She’s worried that
if she provides direct feedback to People of Color or takes corrective action, she’ll be acting out
her unconscious bias or privilege. Instead of redirecting them, she will more often ask a
qguestion about something they are doing to try to coach them in the right direction. In doing so,
she sees herself as helpful and nice.

She often names her whiteness, the role she knows her privilege is playing, and/or wanting to
counter white supremacy culture in the workplace. She’s quick to make excuses for PoC who, for
example, consistently show up late to meetings, because they have “different cultural norms
about time.” If her staff of color get negative feedback from clients or others in the organization,
Veronica acts surprised or sad, and then blames the PoC for the poor performance explaining,
“They probably have a lot going on right now.”

This may result in...

e Unclear job expectations and poor training for PoC.
e “The soft bigotry of low expectations,” as coined by Michael Gerson.
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e Alack of authentic collaboration that could lead to the best decisions, as Veronica is
unlikely to disagree with a perspective her staff of color share.

e A Person of Color eventually being fired for not performing the job they were hired for
but never instructed on how to do.

e A Person of Color not developing skills to be able to better navigate workplace culture
and advance in this or another organization.

e The white supervisor feeling frustrated over time, but not communicating this until it
comes to an explosive tipping point.

Lindsey

Lindsey wants to know what you were just laughing about. “What are you talking about in the
middle of the workday?” she laughs as she walks by two PoC in conversation. She wants
everyone to speak English in the workplace to make sure they aren’t having private
conversations about her in another language. Lindsey would prefer everyone work with their
door open all the time because, she says, “It creates a more welcoming environment,” even
though her door may be closed regularly due to confidential conversations.

She expects regular updates on the work PoC are doing and would like to be cc’ed in emails as
well as have access to their calendars. She will review and revise all client-facing work before it
is shared with the client. Every project is accompanied by detailed and specific instructions on
how to complete it in the right way. Although she may carefully oversee everyone’s work, she is
more likely to double-check People of Color. Lindsey may frame something as a question that
comes from a place of caring, “Are you doing okay?” however, there is often a hidden message,
“Why aren’t you getting your work done?”

This may result in...

e The supervisor feeling exhausted and unable to keep up with both her workload and
that of her staff.

e People of Color feeling tokenized, as their ideas are rarely included.

e People of Color seeing and feeling the different and racist treatment they are receiving.

e Alack of investment by staff in the work they do, because it will never be good enough
anyway.

e White staff receiving more attention and believing that they deserve it because they are
doing better work.

e Missed opportunities for collaboration and creativity.

Jennifer

Jennifer paused to help you think through a challenging situation, even though she was on her
way to a meeting. She understands the dynamics of privilege and power in the workplace, is
transparent in owning her positional power, and recognizes how this shows up in her
interactions with staff of color. She engages critically with feedback around her biases, doesn’t
respond defensively, discerns if and when she needs to make a change, and is committed to
continual learning. She might anger a Person of Color by providing direct supervision and
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constructive feedback, because she prioritizes their job security over her desire to be seen as

nice.

She sets high expectations for herself and her team and provides the tools necessary for staff to
meet them. Recognizing cultural differences, she is nuanced in the ways she supervises
individuals. She communicates the unwritten expectations and cultural norms of the
organization, making clear when someone must adapt their personal style to be successful in
the workplace. She actively seeks out the ideas and expertise of her staff to collaborate on
projects and decisions.

This may result in...

More genuine relationships with people on her team.

Long-term retention and advancement of staff of color.

A less stressful work environment, as responsibilities are more equitably shared.
More creativity and engagement in generating new ideas and solving problems.
Greater sense of efficacy for both the supervisor and staff.

Greater sense of alignment with values for supervisor/manager and staff.
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