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Dedicating this book to my whole entire heart and soul, my granny Mary, who is no longer with me. I wouldn’t have been able to write this book without her lifelong love, support, and belief in me.

 

Granny – I did it!! I hope I have made you proud.
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Introduction

 

Black and Great. Where do I begin?

Growing up as an only child in a West Indian household, I was blessed to have a family that believed in me and encouraged me. No dream was seen as too big. No limits were placed on what I could or couldn’t be. It didn’t seem like much at the time but now as a twenty-nine-year-old in a world that can sometimes feel stifling for me as a Black woman, it’s everything. Neither my parents nor anyone in my immediate family attended university but despite this (and probably because of this), excelling in my education was important to them. So, I studied hard, securing the top grades and simultaneously, I threw myself into just about every after school extra-curricular activity you can think of, from debating club to basketball, to trampolining, to drama club and more (I was doing the most). Throughout school, it was common amongst my peers and teachers to speculate on what I would be when I grew up.

‘Rene’s going to become the first Black Prime Minister,’ some of them said, because of my passion for evoking change in my roles as the head girl, head of school council and the winner of the regional public speaking competition.

‘She’s going to become a famous actress or singer.’ This came from singing the lead in the school choir, securing the lead roles in the school plays and going on to perform in theatres. Shakespeare was my speciality.

Other potential careers included being a journalist or a historian, which came from my love of writing and passion for history, where I academically excelled the most.

It was great that my teachers and peers thought so highly of me but internally, I was in turmoil. I didn’t know what I wanted to be when I grew up. I know that it was the same for a lot of people growing up, but for me and maybe for other Black kids, it came from not really having a blueprint, not seeing visible role models and more importantly, not knowing how to pursue certain avenues. How could I pursue a career in politics, let alone aspire to become Prime Minister, when I hardly saw any Black people, especially from my socio-economic background, in Parliament or as decision makers in my local community? Sure, I saw lighter Black actresses and singers doing their thing; as a young teenager, I knew the dances and lyrics to Christina Milian, Amerie, Ashanti and Samantha Mumba songs (this is really showing my age here, *cries*), but, as for Black British women of my darker skin complexion – I didn’t see them anywhere on screen. The same goes for every other career suggestion. I couldn’t see me. I couldn’t see us.

As I moved through sixth form and then university, I decided upon financial services, specifically banking, as the industry I wanted to start my career in – although this is another space where I saw few Black people. I interned at European and American investment banks and quickly realised how much more informed and ahead my white counterparts were. Many of them were on their third internship whilst I was on my first, they already knew people high up in the banks we were interning at, were invited to private lunches and after-work events. They spoke so clearly and confidently about their career aspirations, who they wanted to emulate. Everything came so naturally to them, like they had been doing it all since birth, whilst I overanalysed my every action, overthought my every move, feeling that everything I did would be perceived as reflective of all Black people. It was more than just race. It was class too; most of them came from money, attended the best schools and had access to resources I didn’t. I was starting from zero, working my way up while they were already at ten. Because of this, when I did see Black people in those higher up positions, I desperately wanted to know how they got there. What was their story, their career journey? But for years successful Black people were never afforded the opportunity or platform to speak on their career experiences. They didn’t feature on the major lists, weren’t invited to talk on panels, they weren’t being interviewed by the big publications. It was like we didn’t matter. Thankfully, this has changed.

Fast forward to 2018, when I was in my second job post-graduation, and the realisation came yet again that I was in another job that I didn’t want to pursue for much longer. Although I managed to stick it out for another year, there were two things that really kept me going during this time:

 

1. My ability to write about and share my career experiences, the things I had learnt, the challenges I faced and how I overcame them, so that it would help other Black students and graduates. My first ever post was on learning to be my authentic self in the workplace for my friend’s blog and it got such a great response. I continued to write on other topics, such as how to stand out during your summer internship, how to navigate workplace politics and using LinkedIn to secure your ideal job. I would receive loads of private messages on Twitter and LinkedIn with people following up for more advice based on what I had written about. I started to realise that there was a gap in careers and workplace guidance from and for people that looked like us.

2. My ‘Blk & Great’ website (now solely an Instagram page). I interviewed upcoming Black entrepreneurs, filmmakers, designers, authors and more because I felt like all this great work was happening in our community, but it wasn’t being shouted about. I also wanted to document how these individuals were able to achieve these amazing things in the hope it would help and inspire those within our community with similar ambitions. ‘Blk & Great’ is an informative platform which celebrates the very best of us.

 

Let’s go back to that period where I didn’t enjoy my job – ughhh. Amid working, careers blogging and interviewing for my website, I reflected a lot. I reflected on how different my career path might’ve been if I had been exposed to the stories of Black people who had achieved success in a variety of spaces when I was growing up. I reflected on my daily experiences in the workplace, the career decisions I was making and how different things might’ve been if there was a resource which gave context to the things I was going through as a Black person in a majorly white environment and provided some sort of advice. These reflections and thoughts were the foundation for what you have in your hands now, the Black and Great book.

Black and Great. Be inspired.

I have always loved writing. In primary school, I used to write these super imaginative stories and when I started secondary school, history fast became my favourite subject. In addition to the set homework, I would make up my own essay questions on Black historical figures such as Marcus Garvey, Martin Luther King Jr and write critical analyses of them. In more recent years, I’ve written about careers through a personal lens and as much as I hoped for this book to happen, at times it felt like a distant dream. If you’re wondering what any of this has to do with the book, I hope it encourages you to persevere with your goals, especially the ones that may not materialise straight away. Don’t give up. As the saying goes, the race is not for the swift, but for those that can endure it.

It’s been a journey and I’ll be honest, not always an easy one. Some days I felt super confident writing this book and other days self-doubt crept in. Who am I to be writing this book? were my thoughts. I’m not a prominent careers or self-development guru, I’m just me, Rene, six years out of university, still figuring all this stuff out too. Also, in sharing my experiences and providing advice on what has worked for me, I’d never want that to be interpreted as representing the experiences of all Black people in the workplace. We are such a diverse community and I hope that in reading Black and Great, it encourages more of us to shed light on our unique experiences.

Black and Great. The contributors.

Black and Great features contributions from Black innovators, trailblazers and history makers from a variety of industries including law, music, technology, medicine, tv, academia and more. I felt that mass media representation of Black people succeeding was limited to only two or three industries and that’s just not accurate. Our talents and capabilities know no bounds.

Black and Great. ‘This is the book I wish I had when I was starting out in the workplace.’

Joelle, the brilliant commissioning editor for this book, said this during our first conversation, and since then, so many others have echoed those words to me. It means everything because this is why I wrote Black and Great. My fellow Black people – students, professionals like me, and those who decided not to pursue higher education – this book is for us. I’ve grown tired of reading career guidance that is devoid of the Black workplace experience. I know we aren’t the majority in many workplaces, but we exist. The blanket ‘one size fits all’ advice that some writers have provided their predominantly white audiences can’t be as easily applied by us. There is no recognition of the challenges that underrepresented communities in the workplace face, that racism, classism and other forms of discrimination mean that the playing field isn’t equal and we aren’t all starting at the same place. Therefore, when I was writing my chapters for Black and Great, it was important for me to bring a Black context to topics such as salary negotiation, overcoming imposter syndrome, building your personal brand, networking and more. I hope that regardless of the career path you take or are currently on, Black and Great provides you with insight, guidance, comfort, and truly inspires you.

 

Black and Great. The Essential Workplace Toolkit.

Unapologetically for us, by us.

Let’s go!





 ‘Don’t give up. I was studying art and trying to do film at the same time. I made my first film at 28 whilst others made films when they were 23. Your story is important, your ideas are important. If one route isn’t available, there will be another.’ - Sir Steve McQueen





Overcoming Imposte r Syndrome

When I received a phone call from the HR personnel of a European investment bank congratulating me on securing a place on their internship programme, I must admit I thought the lady was having a laugh. Seriously, I thought this was one big mistake and that the following day she would call me and say there had been a mix up. Sure, I applied for the programme (due to encouragement from a friend), but did I think I would get on to it? Hell no. I believed that only smart people secured those opportunities, those that studied maths and science, not vocational subjects like international business like I had done. Despite all my academic and extra-curricular achievements, I couldn’t understand why I had been selected. Even when the internship started, I felt uneasy. Listening to some of my peers talk passionately about bonds and stocks, knowing the ins and outs of everything happening within the world of finance, whilst I just awkwardly laughed (praying they wouldn’t ask for my opinion) made me question why I was on the programme. It never dawned on me that maybe I was selected for other qualities that I possessed. I remember thinking to myself – do I really deserve to be there?

That question seemed to stick with me even when I had landed other internships, graduated from university and started working full time. People would congratulate me and ask me how I did it but instead of welcoming the praise with open arms, I was quick to deflect it and brush it off. The truth was, I felt like a fraud and didn’t think I was as smart as my peers. Being the only Black person in the room most of the time also seemed to validate my feeling that people who looked like me weren’t good enough.

What I didn’t know was that I was experiencing something called imposter syndrome. It’s actually very common, especially for women. The term was coined by psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes in 1978. They described it as a feeling of ‘phoniness in people who believe that they are not intelligent, capable or creative despite evidence of high achievement’. While these people ‘are highly motivated to achieve’, they also ‘live in fear of being “found out” or exposed as “frauds” ’. This hit the nail on the head for me.

Examples of some of my common feelings and thoughts:

Being scared to fail: when I’m given an opportunity, in my head I assume that person believes I know it all. As a result, I put a great amount of pressure on myself to not fail, make mistakes or let them down.

Luck: whenever I’ve been asked questions such as ‘how did you secure that role?’, I will never put it down to my abilities or hard work but more than likely say I was lucky. If I refer to a particular skill or talent that I have, I worry that people will question my competency if I’m then not seen to secure further opportunities.

“It’s not a big deal”: I’ve always downplayed my achievements and successes, never wanting to put them out there or accept any compliments. Imposter syndrome is based on the idea of us being good at something or achieving success in a particular area but discounting the value of this success. Why? Because we perceive that if something comes naturally to us, others won’t regard it as highly, so we create this flawed image of our successes before they can.

Imposter Syndrome whilst Black

For many of us, feeling like we weren’t good enough started way before entering the workplace, it started in school. Racial stereotyping and bias (conscious and unconscious) meant that from a young age through no fault of our own, our academic capabilities are massively underestimated. Although I was fortunate to have teachers throughout my years in school that encouraged and nurtured me, there was one incident that my mum reminded me of as I read this chapter to her. When I received my GCSE results (which were all A*s and As), we took the certificate to my college and a teacher there kept looking over them and then looking back at me. She did this a few times, until my mum asked what the issue was. She then responded, ‘no issues, these are just incredibly good results’, and she sounded surprised. I remember my mum being annoyed, because it seemed clear to her that the lady didn’t think I, a sixteen-year-old Black girl, was capable of those results. According to a 2011 research study by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, Black applicants had the lowest predicted grade accuracy, with only 39.1% of predicted grades accurate, while white applicants had the highest, at 53%. The study also found that Black students are most likely to have their grades underpredicted.FN1 In addition, the 2018–19 Department for Education exclusion statistics reveal that in some local communities in the UK, exclusion rates for Black Caribbean pupils are over five times higher than for white children.FN2 The above statistics show that as Black children, we are directly and indirectly told that we aren’t smart or capable and, in many ways are not deserving of an education.

That feeling of not being good enough, not belonging and otherness continues to fester as we enter and navigate the working world, being mistaken for employees in lower job levels, having our competency and skills scrutinised at every opportunity.

Growing up, our families tell us to keep our head down and ‘work twice as hard’ as our white counterparts, which many of us do, so much so that according to the Race in the Workplace: McGregor-Smith Review, all Black and minority ethnic groups are more likely to be overqualified than white employees.FN3 However white employees are more likely to be promoted and to be paid more. This is evident as The Colour of Power 2020 research project highlighted that of the 1,099 most powerful roles in the country, a total of just seventeen are held by Black men and womenFN4 and at the time of writing this book, there are currently no Black executives in the FTSE 100 top three roles.FN5 When we see few examples of people who look like us or share our background reaching the top of the industries we aspire to thrive in, we start to question whether we belong and deserve to be in those spaces.

Imposter syndrome hits Black people hard because our abilities, achievements and wins are constantly under attack and being questioned. We are often treated like imposters, like frauds. Even when we’re great, we’re still not considered good enough.

Tennis player Serena Williams (winner of twenty-three Grand Slam singles titles, the most of any tennis player in the Open Era and the second most of all time) hit out at anti-doping authorities due to the increased frequency of random drug testing which singled her out, explaining she thought it was discriminatory.FN6 This followed a report from Deadspin which revealed that according to the data in the USADA database, Serena had been tested five times in 2018 when other players had not been tested at all.FN7 It was more than twice as often as other top American women players. Following Sir Lewis Hamilton winning his seventh Formula 1 championship, there was debate around whether he deserved his knighthood. Even though he has achieved the same number of championships as the Formula 1 legend Michael Schumacher, and currently holds the record for the most wins, pole positions and podium finishes (making him arguably the best Formula 1 driver of all time), there are many who attribute his success to having a good car, name other people who are more deserving of a knighthood and find fault with his tax status. In a YouGov poll of over 3000 respondents, only 21% believed he deserved his knighthood.FN8 Sorry, but no one had this energy for Sir Andy Murray when he was awarded his knighthood (no shade, but his accomplishments pale in comparison if we want to get into it).

Whilst I can’t speak for the imposter syndrome that some of those people may or may not have experienced in the above examples, you can see how easy it would be for those feelings to arise.

 

 

Tokenism and Imposter Syndrome

The assumption of tokenism, when it’s theorised that you are only awarded certain opportunities because you are Black to tick off a ‘diversity’ box, can further heighten feelings of being an imposter. This was a prominent view in the midst of the most recent Black Lives Matter movement.

Former England and Manchester City star turned pundit Micah Richards hit back at claims that he and fellow football pundit Alex Scott were only given on-air opportunities because of the Black Lives Matter movement, having to justify all the hard work he put in to get to that position.FN9 Similarly, when the news broke that Alison Hammond (who has been a presenter on This Morning since 2003) alongside Dermot O’Leary would be taking over from Ruth Langsford and Eamonn Holmes, she received a large amount of social media trolling to the extent that it was reported she was having ‘duty of care’ meetings with ITV to protect her wellbeing.FN10 Some of the tweets I came across said ‘she is only there for obvious reasons’, clearly referring to the fact she’s Black and ‘this is what happens when you make decisions based on ticking boxes’.

 

The Impact of Imposter Syndrome

Imposter Syndrome makes you feel stuck, because even when you want to move forward and do great things, you don’t feel capable, even when you are. We undermine our expertise and all we have to offer and therefore are less likely to put ourselves forward for promotion, less likely to negotiate our salary and more likely to change jobs. Looking back on the first two years of my career, I really should have put myself forward for promotion, and when I changed jobs, I didn’t even negotiate my salary, starting on a salary significantly less than what I was paid on my graduate scheme – all because I didn’t feel worthy. I would see Black employees slightly more senior than me consistently killing it, and they didn’t seem to get the promotion they deserved. Observing from afar, I used to think if they can’t move up, I don’t stand a chance. When I’d make mistakes, I’d beat myself up about it and carry those feelings home and back to work the following day and the day after that. There are some days when I’d feel amazing. I might complete a piece of work that received great feedback and praise and I’d feel on top of the world, and in that moment, remember who the f*ck I am. But all it takes is one thing for the self-doubt to creep back in; being interrupted or spoken over in a meeting, asked if it was really me that did the work, and indirectly having my intelligence questioned. Then I’d start to question myself all over. Imposter syndrome is exhausting because you constantly view yourself through this frame of being less than; it’s further exacerbated by the daily microaggressions and other forms of discrimination Black people encounter at work, which serve as a constant reminder that the workplace as an institution wasn’t built as a place for us to be able to thrive in. As explained in a Harvard Business Review article, ‘In truth we don’t belong, because we were never supposed to belong. Our presence in most of these spaces is a result of decades of grassroots activism and begrudgingly developed activism.FN11

The WORST thing about imposter syndrome is having to undertake the physical and emotional hard work on ourselves to fix an issue that we didn’t self-inflict. We’re not imposters. We weren’t born with imposter syndrome; we were born into a society where systemic racism, classism, misogyny, and xenophobia, amongst other biases are rife and then we enter workplaces where our identities are marginalised and discriminated against. Whilst the onus should be on organisations to create inclusive cultures and a workplace experience where everyone can thrive, in the meantime, we still need to find ways to cope with and overcome these feelings.

Tips for Conquering Imposter Syndrome

Talk about it: Bottling up any type of negative feeling – especially imposter syndrome – is unhealthy and not good for our mental health. A study of some African American college students in the US found that they had higher levels of anxiety and depression when they experienced significant levels of impostorismFN12. When experiencing these feelings, it’s important that we acknowledge and discuss them. These conversations can be with friends, family or workplace mentors, who may have shared similar experiences to you. I have a group chat with some of my closest friends who, like me, are Black women in tech, and we discuss these types of issues between us which has been massively helpful. It’s great to know I’m not alone in how I feel and hear some of the coping mechanisms that have helped them.

Celebrate and record small wins: When you get things right, no matter how small or trivial they may seem, give yourself a pat on the back and accept the compliments. Be kind to yourself, you did that! Try to keep a document of them that you can look at every so often especially when the doubt starts to creep in. I have an Excel document which I update frequently with my achievements (I have a tab for workplace achievements and personal ones) and I also have a massive blue bag with all my school certificates from Reception all the way to Sixth Form, as well as artefacts of other achievements of mine over the years. Every so often I go through it because it reminds me of how far I’ve come and serves as a motivator for everything I still hope to accomplish.

Reframe your language: How you discuss your achievements is how they’ll be viewed, so stop using words like ‘only’, ‘merely’ or ‘simply’ to describe them.

Flip your mental script: Not knowing 100% of everything and making mistakes here and there doesn’t diminish your accomplishments and it certainly doesn’t mean someone is going to ‘find you out’. In our current form, we are not a ‘finished article’ and probably never will be, so give yourself that room to grow. We need to train ourselves to see the lessons in the losses when things don’t go to plan instead of mentally punishing ourselves for it.

 

 

Social media and Imposter Syndrome

Everyone is posting their wins and successes but never their failures and the things that didn’t go so well (something many of us are guilty of). People only want to share their failures when they can round it off with an announcement of something great (LinkedIn). You’ll be feeling good about yourself, where you’re at, your accomplishments, and then you’ll see a few announcements online and suddenly you’re questioning if you’re really doing as well as you thought. People announcing their promotions, new job with a massive salary increase, screenshots of the sales for their business – all these things which are amazing to see, can also make you feel like you’re an imposter. In the process of writing this book I felt like despite being blessed with this book deal and having written for multiple publications, I still struggle to call myself a writer. I remember having a conversation with my friends and I said something like ‘I’m not really a writer,’ and they all jumped on me like ‘yes you are, wth? You’ve written for . . .’. I’m not a full-time writer, I work in product management (which played into those feelings) and comparing myself to full time writers online made me reduce my own achievements and feel like I wasn’t a real writer, not like them. Comparison is truly the thief of joy and if your imposter syndrome stems from comparing yourself to others, you must remind yourself that everyone’s path is so different.

 

 

Be intentional about what you consume: Over the last year or so, I have realised that my feelings of imposter syndrome can be easily triggered by what I watch, read, listen to and by social media or any form of content I consume. Because of this, where possible, I try to be selective and intentional with regards to how I engage with certain platforms, taking social media breaks when necessary, and being conscious of the types of books I read and podcasts I listen to. We can’t control everything but let’s try to be mindful of the messages we feed our brain.

That voice in our head telling us we’re not good enough, we don’t belong, we’re frauds, it’s a LIE. We are more than good enough, we are GREAT. We are BRILLIANT. As hard as it can be to believe sometimes, especially when we live in a world where we’re constantly told the opposite, these are facts. We are here because we worked hard, we worked smart, we put in those hours, we gave it our all. Don’t let anyone take that away from you. We DESERVE.



OPF/cover.jpg
FOR US, BY US

\
\
\
\ |
1
A |
4 A
y
y
y

HE ESSENTIAL WORKPLACE TOOLKIT

RENE GERMAIN






OPF/coronet_logo1.jpg
CORONET





