

[image: Cover Image: Millennial Black by Sophie Williams]










[image: Title Image: Millennial Black by Sophie Williams, HQ logo]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2021

Copyright © Sophie Williams 2021

Sophie Williams asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Ebook Edition © April 2022 ISBN: 9780008401900

Version 2022-03-31




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008401924








For young Black girls everywhere.

I hope that by the time you grow up there’s no need for this book.

Until then, just remember – it’s not you. You are magic.
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INTRODUCTION


‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.’

TONI MORRISON



Welcome! It’s so good to have you here, we’re going to have such a good time together! But it’s important that I’m honest with you from the start – we’re also going to have a really hard time together, because understanding the deep-rooted structures that have kept Black women out of top positions and limited their career and earning potential can be pretty heavy. We’re going to get into the weeds of how things are and have been for Black women in the workplace, and look at what needs to happen for things to improve. But it’s not all doom and gloom, in fact, far from it. Along the way we get to talk about Oprah, make new professional networks based on Lizzo lyrics, and have conversations with really phenomenal Black women who are bossing it in every way. I was going to say bossing it every day, but no one is superhuman, and the ‘rise and grind’ daily hustle mentality is, well, a lot.

Please hear me loud and clear when I say this book is not just for Black women. It is for Black women, but it’s also for supporters, employers, and anyone who runs a business that they’re hoping will continue to be successful and relevant. The book does not say, ‘Black women, here are the things about yourself that you have to do, or change, or be, in order to be successful.’ Black women no longer expect to work for organisations where they are forced to fold themselves in half, underline one part of their identities and erase another, or contort themselves to fit into workplaces and structures that never had them in mind when they were built.

Within many business sectors there is a lot of talk about diversity (though not enough about inclusion or representation), especially in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement that galvanised so many in 2020. But all too often, when it comes down to it, the pressure to make any real headway is put back onto the shoulders of marginalised groups, who are expected to pull themselves up by their bootstraps (more on that later) and find their own ways out of problems that they didn’t make, and that they’re not in positions empowered enough to change. That is not only not fair, it’s not possible. As a doubly marginalised group, we don’t, for the most part, have the resources to single-handedly fix the system and educate the world whilst doing our day jobs, being a part of our communities, and trying to stay sane.

I wanted to write Millennial Black to highlight the workplace issues that disproportionately impact on Black women’s careers, and offer methods and solutions to overcome them. In a lot of ways these overlap with the barriers women of all races and backgrounds face, and in other ways they overlap with the roadblocks that come up in the careers of Black people of all genders, but they are never just that. They are always only the starting point for Black women. Their struggles are the struggles of all women, compounded by anti-Black racism. Their struggle is also that of the anti-Black racism that Black men face compounded by sexism, which come together to make the unique misogynoir experience (a term originated by queer Black feminist Moya Bailey) – a combination of racist and sexist prejudices faced by Black women on a daily basis in and out of the workplace.

In 2020 many have become more familiar with intersectional feminism1 – the recognition that the layers and tones of people’s overlapping identities impact on their lived experiences, and that one area of marginalisation doesn’t cancel out another. Instead, they pile on top of one another, creating a reinforcement of both facets. But we have yet to acknowledge that this is also true of people’s experiences of work.

Black women are centred in this conversation and so are their experiences. But this book also includes advice and strategies that would be useful for those from any background facing the frustrations of feeling invisible, being overlooked for promotions, and relentlessly hitting their heads against a concrete ceiling, all whilst being told they should be grateful for even having been allowed in the building.

Pointing out the barriers is not enough, Millennial Black is a part of finding solutions. Sometimes the solutions are for us to action as Black women, but most of the time they are for business leaders, senior managers, gatekeepers and allies to action, because this is all of our problem, and we’re all going to need to take active, and regular, steps in order to be a part of the solution. Even when it feels risky. Especially those of us who haven’t suffered generations and centuries of discrimination.


If there’s anything that I’ve learned it’s that we can only fix this world together. We can’t do it divided – I cannot emphasise that enough. We can’t let the desensitivity seep in – the ‘If it’s your problem, then it’s not mine.’ ‘It’s a woman’s problem.’ ‘It’s a Black people problem.’ ‘It’s a poor people problem.’ I mean, how many of us in this room have colleagues and partners and friends from other races, sexes, religions? … Well then, you know – they want to break bread with you, right? They like you? Well then, this is their problem too. So when we’re marching and protesting and posting about the Michael Brown Jrs and the Atatiana Jeffersons of the world, tell your friends to pull up … We have been denied opportunities since the beginning of time, and still, we prevail. Just imagine what we could do together.

– Rihanna, acceptance speech for the President’s Award at the 2020 NAACP Image Award



After brief stints as an events planner in Leeds, and an English teacher in Paris, my career has been spent working in advertising agencies in London – a traditionally very white and male industry. I started as a runner, before becoming a project manager, producer, head of production and then taking the position of chief operating officer, all at breakneck speed. At the start of my career I thought the burden was on me to work out how to position myself for success – to be as non-threatening and compliant as possible, to keep my head down, work hard and hope for the best. Now that I’ve become more senior, I’ve learned that a lot of responsibility lies firmly in the hands of those who shape the businesses, who define their culture and values, and create the systems that everyone else works within.

I have spent several years having public and private conversations about the experiences of Black women at work, and what needed to change. During that time, I have learned that if racial inequality isn’t something people have deliberately sought out to self-educate around, talking about it makes them feel pretty uncomfortable. Particularly white people. Most Black and global majority people talk and think about race daily, it’s a part of our everyday experience and our personal identity. It’s part of the essential fabric of our lives. But this is a burden unique to racially marginalised people. I can’t count the number of times that I’ve been warned off talking about these ‘uncomfortable’ topics with ‘advice’ about the negative impact ‘pushing an agenda’ would have on my career. Every time someone tried to dissuade me, or scare me into making my voice smaller, it only made me more determined to have more of these conversations – have them louder, and with more people, and to turn those conversations into actions.

I first envisioned Millennial Black as a toolkit for working whilst Black and female, and in the under-represented groups, in a business context, of Millennials and Gen Z (anyone born between 1981–2014, ish). Born in 1987, I’m a Millennial and I didn’t feel that the shape of my career, or the way I saw things progressing in my industry, was reflected in the more traditional books aimed at female success. I read tips about using my voice and advocating for myself, and knew that the way Black women are perceived when they take those steps is not always, or even usually, in a sympathetic light. I couldn’t find the book that I needed which recognised the differences in our experiences that our intersectional identities afford us.

The more I spoke to powerful, inspirational Black women – both in my own life and in interviews for Millennial Black – the more I realised that offering a series of ‘tips and tricks’ for Black women to succeed would repeat the same well-intentioned mistakes that so many people before me had made. I would be reinforcing the idea that Black women, as a group, needed extra help and support because on their own they weren’t enough.

We are so much more than enough.

Growing and established businesses need to become the types of environments where a wider variety of people can succeed than ever have done before. More and more clients and consumers are demanding diversity and a range of authentic voices in the teams and companies they work with and buy from, and businesses need to be able to fulfil that need in order to remain relevant. Attracting a diverse range of talent isn’t enough, much stronger provision needs to be put in place to grow and retain that talent. That is the key to success.

As they age into the workforce, organisations are employing an increasing number of Millennial and Gen Z team members. Both are generations who repeatedly report that they expect diversity and representation from the companies they work with as a matter of course. 72 per cent of Gen Z2, when asked about their workplaces, say that they believe ‘race equality is the most important issue today’. That’s huge, and businesses are going to have to make some wide-reaching, long-term changes in order to meet that expectation.

It’s not always easy. Companies have realised that having a team that looks and thinks like a representative cross-section of the population is essential, but what can they do to make it happen? What is a hiring manager supposed to do if the entirety of their recruitment pipeline looks the same? Does it mean that good and diverse talent just isn’t out there, or does it mean that companies need to understand how to look in new places and reach out in new ways? What is an HR manager meant to do if the turnover of marginalised staff is much higher than other team members? Does that mean some groups of people are less committed to their professional development, or does it mean that there are cultural and structural roadblocks within their own business that they don’t see but which are disproportionately impacting on those team members, effectively forcing them out of the business? Millennial Black is a resource for first recognising these issues, and then developing the tools to overcome them.

It’s impossible to talk about the struggles Black women face without talking about the struggles endured by all women, but to ignore the additional layer race plays is to do a disservice to those hitting not just a glass but a concrete ceiling. A glass ceiling is invisible, most of the time you don’t even know it’s there until you hit up against it. Being able to see through without the ability to reach out and touch what’s on the other side is frustrating, so is hitting your head against it time and time again, but at least it lets the light through. Concrete ceilings are anything but invisible. They are dark, thick, oppressive – and they limit your vision from the very start.

When we, as Black women, ask for more, we do it with the knowledge that our mothers and grandmothers had to fight tooth and nail for every opportunity they got, and succeed as best they could in a world of overt racism. They toiled in workplaces, usually in menial, poorly paid roles where the message ‘this is the best you’ll ever get’ wasn’t simply implied through coded language behind closed doors, it was said outright by people with power who knew that nothing could or would be done about it.

I’m happy to live in a time where we don’t have to face the same levels of overt discrimination, but that is not to say that the beliefs that once allowed that discrimination to thrive are a thing of the past. These beliefs and behaviours still exist, but in more subtle, slippery, harder to pin down, harder to take to HR ways. They’re baked into the expectations that people have of Black women, and those that we have for ourselves. They are enshrined in the recruitment pipeline and the office dress code, the investment process.

I believe that we as a society have come a long way in understanding that the case for race and gender diversity throughout organisations, and especially at senior levels, is not only a moral necessity but an essential consideration for companies who want to remain both profitable and relevant to their consumers. This change is being driven by the next generation of workers and consumers who will become increasingly important as they age into senior positions in the workplace, and take over more and more spending power.

Companies that have made a real commitment to diversity and inclusion have more engaged, productive workers. And they’re more profitable. Companies with just 10 per cent greater gender and racial diversity on their boards and in their management made 5.8 per cent higher EBITs (Earnings Before Interest and Taxes) in the UK, and 1.1 per cent higher in the US. And the companies in the top 25 per cent for racial and ethnic diversity are 35 per cent more likely to have financial returns above their industry’s national median.3

Knowing the benefits of racial and gender diversity at a senior level, it is disheartening to see the lack of Black women in these positions. This gap is not through a lack of ambition: one study found that Black women are 175 per cent more likely to aspire to a powerful position with a prestigious title, and more likely to actually believe that they would be successful in that position.4 However, despite the ambition and belief, they are not succeeding in reaching these roles in any great numbers. Despite diversity initiatives, women from racially marginalised backgrounds face an incredibly steep drop-off at senior levels. Only one in five C-suite leaders is a woman, and fewer than one in thirty is a ‘woman of colour’.5 So initiatives focusing on simply getting Black women in the door aren’t enough. The structures, understanding and desire must be in place to retain, grow and develop these women into senior and leadership positions.

I hope that Millennial Black shows businesses the outdated methods and practices which are not only alienating them from a new generation of emerging talent but also limiting their success and profitability. I hope that companies, and those responsible for running them, feel informed and equipped to make the changes necessary to be open and receptive to growing teams from increasingly diverse backgrounds. I hope they understand that diversity isn’t enough: inclusion and equity are the essential goals.

In the 1930s the first Green Book was published, written by Victor Hugo Green as a guide to help Black motorists in the US travel safely across the country where they were so rarely welcome. Millennial Black does the same for Black women trying to find their way through what can be an unwelcoming work landscape in the 2020s, and for companies who want to benefit from what they have to offer and add their value to their business.

When we understand the whole picture we can work together to make it better. We’ve all already come so far, but there’s still a long way to go, and in the words of Oprah Winfrey – the godmother of inspirational Black women – ‘I want you to succeed.’








CHAPTER 1

WHY MILLENNIAL BLACK?


‘There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle, because we do not live single-issue lives.’

AUDRE LORDE



I’m aware that both of the words that make up the title of this book will be seen by some as jarring. They’re both words that can make people feel a little uncomfortable, for different reasons. Millennials are a group that have so often been the butt of the joke, parodied and analysed in both pop culture and news, to the extent that even identifying as a Millennial is something that some feel is an association they don’t want to make. Black can be an uncomfortable word too, loaded because of the stigma that has been associated with it for so long, especially for many who have been brought up to try to avoid using it all together as a descriptor of people. We could avoid talking about these words, and why I’ve chosen to put them so very front and centre, or we could dive right in. I’m not one for avoiding a tricky conversation, so off we go! First let’s start with why Black, and then we’ll talk about why Millennial.

Why Black?

If you’re a Black woman, are you Black first, or woman first? All too often in my life, as a Black woman, I’ve felt the push from others to quantify and order myself in those terms. More Black or more woman? Feminist first or Black activist first? White women and men are not asked to tear themselves in two in this way. They don’t have to rip themselves down the middle and then weigh the pieces to see which they were really made of more. Because whiteness is seen as a neutral, their race is seen as the baseline by Western society, and so it’s negligible, unremarkable in a way that Blackness isn’t. It’s a blank canvas.

Black women, like all people with multiple intersections to their identities, are not more one thing or the other. We can’t choose for the world to treat us as just a woman one day, and just Black the next. We’re both, full-time, for all of the good, and all of the bad.


What I would say for Black women is that I think we should never forget that we have such a unique perspective in life, in the sense that we understand gender discrimination, and we understand racial discrimination. And for sure, racial discrimination is way worse. I think if anyone needs that question answered, ask a Black woman. Because only a Black woman can tell you definitively what the two feel like.

– June Sarpong



The feminist movement, which was never built with the advancement of Black women in mind, has nonetheless always relied on support from Black women. In return, they have always asked that we sacrifice our Blackness in favour of our womanness, pushing for the advancement of women overall, which has always seen white women as the primary beneficiaries, with Black women left as little more than an afterthought once the battles that we have fought shoulder to shoulder in have been won. The long tail of this is that all too often, in a business context, ‘diversity’ has meant the advancement of (cis, straight) white women, and movements such as the push for greater representation of women in boardrooms, or the publishing of gender pay gap stats, have failed to take into account the narrowness of the group to benefit from them. This legacy is not lost on Black women today.


I’m in a space right now where I’m kind of reluctant to call myself a feminist, which is crazy because actually, yes I am a feminist, but a lot of the feminists I see have made a constant effort to erase me and my Black sisters and women of colour in general from the conversation – so to loop myself into something that I see so many potholes in, in order to appease the wider audience, doesn’t feel authentic to me. I’m far more of an intersectional feminist, and if anything I’m a Black feminist – because all of our realities are different, and the more we start going under one umbrella and saying, ‘we’re all for all’ without looking at the structure of how power works [the more] we’re always going to uphold that same structure unconsciously.

– Naomi Ackie



We are Black, and we are women, simultaneously and forever. It is our identity, it is how we see ourselves, and – just as importantly – it’s how the world sees and reacts to us.

I know a light-skinned, mixed-race woman might not be the person you’d imagined writing this book, or occupying this space. Honestly, I know. I know that being mixed-race gives me the privilege of proximity to whiteness, and I know that my experiences aren’t always going to be representative of all other Black women’s experiences. No one can, or should, try to represent a whole group. All too often Black women are treated as a monolith, denied individuality or nuance, denied texture and shade; we must be as one – we must feel all of the same joys, and our bodies must ache and crack in all of the same ways. Because we are one, one voice can represent us all, since we only have one story to tell, and so to understand one of us is to understand us all. That’s simply not true, we are as varied and colourful and beautifully individual as any other group, and we need to be celebrated for our individuality, rather than being forced into the same broad-stroked, wide-lens view that has been our lot up until now.


A lot of people talk about oppression Olympics. When you bring up the subject of women’s rights as an issue in itself, everyone wants to be seen as a supporter of them. But the moment you mention Black people’s rights, that’s the moment you’re told to hush down. [I’m a woman,] I am also a Black person, and those two things, for me, aren’t separate. I come as a whole package. So, I’m looking for those networks that tell me it’s OK to be Black, and it’s OK to be a Black woman.

[I once] had someone tell me that they don’t see colour, and my automatic response, ‘Well, then you don’t see me.’

– Lopè Ariyo



I am Black. I see myself as Black, I identify as Black, and the first thing that the world sees about me is my Blackness. I will admit I had a choice in this, whilst many – most – don’t. For years I had relaxed hair, and that, combined with my light skin and eyes, meant that I could move through the world easily. More easily at least. People would think I was ‘interesting’ or ‘exotic’ – appealing in some way, rather than treating me with the disdain or dismissal that is so common in Black women’s daily interactions. As I reached my mid-twenties I realised that this wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t want an easy ride at the expense of other people. If I had this advantage of proximity to whiteness and white privilege, I wanted to use it, and use my voice to lift the voices of those who are too often overlooked and undervalued in conversations where they have the most skin in the game. So, I made the conscious choice to stop putting any distance between myself and Blackness. I stopped changing the texture of my hair, I stopped staying quiet, or trying to make myself smaller, and I started demanding more.

I want to use my privilege, my access and my voice to tell the stories of individual people, and to treat them as individuals.

I hope that in reading this, Black women find a place where they feel seen, safe and supported. I should be clear that when I say Black women I am referring to anyone who self-identifies as such, I am not here to judge your Blackness or womanness, and neither should anybody else.

The second part of ‘Why Black?’ is more specifically ‘Why Not All Racially Marginalised People?’ and my answer to that is – because we are not the same. Yes, all Black and global majority groups in Western countries are marginalised, and all suffer, in one way or another, from white supremacy. And, in fact, quite a lot of the ways that we suffer are the same. But there are some important nuances in the societal expectations of us, and our lived experiences, that are lost when we lump people into large, opaque groups. Millennial Black is deliberately focused on the professional working experiences of Black women. It will be the case that many of the themes and issues are more widely applicable, but Blackness and womanness (as defined by those who identify as much) are at the book’s very core.

There are (a lot of) instances where research about Black women as a standalone group is lacking. There is a lot of research about women, but often when we dig into the details we can see that the researchers are using the word women to mean only white, cis women. Similarly, there is a lot of research about Black people, but again when we dig into it we can see that it’s really Black men who have been the focus of their studies. In this way not much has changed since 1982 when the first edition of the seminal feminist anthology in Black women’s studies, All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave, co-edited by Akasha Gloria Hull, Patricia Bell-Scott and Barbara Smith, was published. In the instance where academic research about Black women as a specific, singular, standalone group is missing I have used research about the ‘BAME’ female experience overall (using the language that is used in the study, whether that is ‘BAME’, ‘BIPOC’, or ‘people/women of colour’), and where possible bolstered with testimonials and interviews from Black women about their personal stories and experiences.

The UK is far behind the US in terms of available research that focuses on Black women, with research instead nearly exclusively being focused solely on white cohorts, or all ‘BAME’ women, which ignores the difference in both history and lived experience between, for example, a Bangladeshi woman, a Chinese woman, and a Black woman. Where I have encountered these shortfalls I have opted to most often use US figures that are about Black women as an individual group, as UK stats don’t offer the same granularity.

Why Millennial?

Like millions of others, being a Millennial is part of my identity – who I am, and what I have experienced in my life to date. When I first started working on this book, I had a lot of discussions around the title. Was ‘Millennial’ a negative word? Would people self-identify with it in a positive enough way to want to buy the book, or had it been co-opted by news articles and think pieces about us being lazy and selfish beyond redemption?

In short, had a word that describes a cohort born between 1981–1996 (ish – depending on who you ask) been weaponised in such a way that no one wanted to associate themselves with it?

Personally, I think not. And here’s why.

The Millennial part of Millennial Black is important. It’s important that we recognise that not only do Millennials have different aspirations for their working lives than previous generations, and a different idea of what ‘success’ might look like – less corner office, more flexible working? Less a job for life, more hybrid skillsets and social purpose? – but that the challenges they (we) face are also very different.

Millennials came into the start of their working lives in what was at that time the worst economic recession there had been seen since the Great Depression. I graduated in 2008 – just as that recession truly bit, stepping out into my working life in an economy no one had any idea what to do with, or how to navigate. Now, in the middle of a global pandemic, Gen Z are experiencing something very similar – stepping out into a world that’s unpredictable and unrecognisable.

For those of us who started our working lives around that time, all of our expectations about climbing a professional ladder that resembled our parents’ were gone before they even started. And so, we had to adapt. We had to change what we wanted and how we were going to get it. And along the way we found some really great things – remote working, work-life balance, mission-driven enterprises, caring about our mental health. So now the old way of working needs to catch back up with us. Because we changed the game.


I think that Millennials in particular are doing really well at reframing what ‘effort’ is. It’s like, ‘Hold on, it’s so much more than hopping on a packed tube and sitting at a desk and lamenting your job.’ It’s so much more than that, it’s like, ‘What am I leaving behind to go to this job? If I’ve got kids, how am I making childcare work? How is my work-life balance?’ There’s just so much to consider now. And when you really break it down, more often than not, you’re not being paid fairly, if at all. You’re barely making ends meet if you really slice it down. But because, especially being Black and female, I know that my nan or a great-aunt would be like, ‘Oh, you should just hold on to that job – just be happy to be there, be happy to be employed. Don’t you go making no noise, don’t you go making a fuss. You know the rent or mortgage is due at that first of the month, so you put your head down, and you do a good job.’ And it’s like – no. People of my age are completely ripping up that rule book, because you are constantly reminded of how it could all just change in a blink, and I don’t want to be stuck working for someone who doesn’t respect me, or who doesn’t pay me well. And I know that those older than us have got into the habit of calling Millennials uptight or greedy – and it’s like, ‘Babe, you’re throwing these words around from your house where the mortgage has been paid off, because you bought it for what today wouldn’t even be a deposit.’ It doesn’t make sense, and I think those who don’t want to admit it doesn’t make sense just don’t want to admit that perhaps they’ve been looking at it wrong. It’s not like it was twenty–thirty years ago, it just isn’t now.

– Candice Brathwaite



The accusations most commonly levelled at Millennials are that we’re flighty, selfish and entitled. We expect the world handed to us but aren’t willing to do the work, so we just get bored and churn out of jobs. We have no stick-with-it-ness. This is simply not true; in fact, Millennials are just as likely to stick in a job, and with their employers, as their Gen X counterparts were when they were the same age. According to insights from Pew Research Center, a US-based organisation, 70 per cent of American Millennials interviewed in 2018, and 69 per cent of Gen X interviewed when they were the same age in 2002, said that they had worked for their employer for at least thirteen months, and 30 per cent of both groups had been with them for at least five years.1 In fact, college-educated Millennials actually stick with their employers for longer than their Gen X counterparts did at the same age.2 The image of Millennials as flighty seems to be little more than intergenerational projection, which we see every time one generation looks at the one coming up behind them, and worries that they’ll be the downfall of us all. But that doesn’t mean we’ll stick around long-term in businesses that don’t serve our best interests, as another study found that 38 per cent of Black Millennials are planning to leave their jobs to start their own business ventures, at some point.3

Though the gap in terms of years between Gen X and Millennials isn’t huge, the gap in our early working experiences and the way that’s impacted our values, working practices and early career opportunities are vast.

The 2008 financial recession had the biggest impact on the youngest workers, both in their personal and professional lives. Due to the disruption in our early careers, 31 per cent of Millennials delayed either getting married or starting a family, and 24 per cent had to move back in with their parents after having already lived alone.4 Professionally, 49 per cent of Millennials say they have taken a job that they didn’t want because they needed to pay the bills, 24 per cent have taken unpaid work to gain experience (in an economic landscape where experience is key) but investing in training and development for young workers became an expense that many employers could no longer afford.5

In 1998, 65 per cent of 18–34-year-old full- or part-time workers (the Gen X cohort) reported being very to extremely confident that if they lost their job they could find a new one. By 2009 that confidence had fallen to 29 per cent in those of the same ages.6

I believe these difficult early experiences of breaking into the job market changed the way that Millennials think, especially about work, and to overlook or diminish that is to ignore the way that the future of work is developing – and ultimately to be left behind.

So here we are. Millennial and Black, together at last. The intersectional experience of being a part of both of those groups can no longer be overlooked or downplayed, as we and Gen Z (the oldest of whom, in 2020, are 24 years old) cement ourselves into our working lives. It’s no longer good enough for businesses to overlook or undervalue our racial or generational experiences and identities. It’s time for us, and our experiences, and what we expect from workplaces that want to attract and retain our skills, to take centre stage, and for us, as Black Millennials, to make our mark.






Working Whilst Millennial Vanessa Sanyauke

Vanessa Sanyauke is an award-winning and globally recognised diversity, inclusion and innovation professional. She is also the Founder and CEO of Girls Talk London, a global community for Millennial women.

SW: Vanessa, it would be great to talk to you about Millennials. Through Girls Talk London you come into contact with women of all ages, and I’d love to hear if you think the career expectations and approaches of Millennials are different from previous generations.

VS: I think they’re completely different. We are more ambitious. We’re not trying to wait for thirty years to become a director or have senior roles, we know our skills, we know our worth, and there’s no limit. We don’t put limitations on ourselves, and I think that’s probably why people say, ‘Oh, you’re lazy, you want things now,’ but no, we’re ambitious, and we’ve got so many tools available to us, why should you have to wait until you’re 60 to get a role that you can do now? It doesn’t make sense to us, and we’re calling out that bullshit.

We’ve seen previous generations suffer with work-related stress, seen the deaths, seen the breakdown of marriages and families, seen the damage that it’s done, and we’re able to learn lessons from previous generations. So now we’re talking more about well-being and mental health and work-life balance, and it’s not because we’re lazy, I think it’s just because we’re able to see where things have gone wrong and we want to learn from that.

We’re the era of technology. We’re the era of Zooms and Facebook and Twitter and Slack and WhatsApp and all of these tools that make working from anywhere possible, in terms of collaborating and file-sharing and all of that, being able to access files from anywhere – all of that development has just happened when our generation entered the workforce. And that’s what makes us different – we are understanding more how we can work anywhere in the world and have more flexibility. I don’t necessarily think it’s us as a generation, it’s just what’s developed whilst we’ve entered the workplace, and I think that when we’re older, the next generations are going to have their own developments in terms of technology or things that matter to them, and they’ll have their own differences.

SW: I think the ‘Millennials are lazy’ narrative is really interesting, because it just doesn’t seem to ring true.

VS: It’s rubbish. We work hard, so many of us have two or three jobs. Get a group of ten Millennial women and I would say that at least a third have a side hustle. We’ve always got things going on. If anything, I’d say we’re probably the hardest-working, resourceful generation out there, rather than the laziest.






June Sarpong’s Favourite Thing About Being a Black Woman

June Sarpong, OBE, is one of the most recognisable British television presenters and broadcasters and a prominent activist, having co-founded the WIE Network (Women: Inspiration and Enterprise) and the Decide Act Now summit. In 2019, she was appointed the first-ever Director of Creative Diversity at the BBC.

Oh! My god, so many! I think the Black culture in itself lends itself – even with all of the discrimination and obstacles we have to face – to joy. I think by nature we are fun people! You know, when you go to a Black party, you know you’re at a Black party! And actually that sort of informality is part of everything we do. So that is why Barack and Michelle had the most fun parties in the White House – it doesn’t matter where somebody gets to, you can still tell that there is that kind of spark, and yeah, I love it.

I think anyone who’s fortunate enough to be around that joy, good for you! That’s what I say to all of the allies – you want some fun in your life, get some Black friends! So actually, it really is something to celebrate, and something that we mustn’t lose, even when we have to face all of the things that we face.






CHAPTER 2

TWICE AS HARD FOR HALF AS MUCH


‘Tell the truth, to yourself first, and to the children.’

MAYA ANGELOU



Do you remember your parents sitting you down for The Talk? Depending on your race, there are two different things you could be thinking of now. If you’re not Black, you’re most likely thinking of an uncomfortable chat about sex, that came either too early or too late and made you squirm in your seat.

If you’re Black, The Talk probably brings up a different memory for you. You’re most likely remembering an equally uncomfortable conversation with your parents about race – or more specifically, about how the world would be different, harder, and more dangerous for you, because of your race. That’s The Talk I’m talking about.


It was something that was constantly discussed [when I was growing up]. For sure. Always. Which meant that you had to do well at school, couldn’t be staying out late, couldn’t talk back to your parents – you know, the things that your white friends could do weren’t allowed in my household.

– June Sarpong



The knowledge that we need to be better, work harder, do more is ingrained in us from our childhoods. We are aware that a lot of our lives we will be overlooked in favour of our whiter, male peers. The eyes of the world are on us for every mistake, and every slip-up along the way.


Black parents do tell their kids that they can’t do the things that their white friends do. I think the conversation is universal in as much as the fact that all Black parents have to tell their Black children at some point that they will be seen differently. If you are out shopping with your white friends, and your friends decide that they want to shoplift, you have to leave immediately. Do not hang around there, because you have to know that they are looking at you when you go into that store. And I think that’s something that’s still pretty universal for Black people.

– Aja Barber



Every Black person growing up in the West knows about ‘twice as hard for half as much’. There are differences of opinion about when the right time to talk to children about it is, or if talking to them about it at all does more harm than good. Some who choose to have the conversation have it young, building it into a narrative of continued conversation over a course of years. Others choose to wait until teenage years to have one frank conversation about stacked odds, systemic oppression and the dangers of simply walking through the world with Black skin. Others still choose to bypass the conversation entirely, not wanting to cause undue worry or pressures in their children’s lives.

In the end, I don’t think it matters when, or even if, our parents chose to give us this early lesson in unfairness and disparity, because whether via the playground, TV shows or some kind of cultural osmosis, by the time we reach our teens or early adulthood, we’re all more than familiar with the message that we have to work twice as hard as our white peers. Not to get the same, but to get half as much.

This talk is given to children of all genders, and so when we look specifically at Black females, it’s easy to see how the odds, already stacked against us, get multiplied in the worst ways. As we know, Black women’s problems can’t be broken down into ‘just’ Black problems or ‘just’ women’s problems,1 they are always, and inseparably, the multiplication of them both – everything that holds white women back from having equal representation at the most senior levels of the workplace also holds back Black women. Everything that prevents Black men from stepping into the boardroom is also a barrier to Black women. So, maybe it’s more than twice as hard, once we start to consider the role that our intersectional identities have.

Not the cheeriest, I know. But I did say I was going to tell you the truth.

If you’re a Black woman, take a second to think. How often do you feel lazy? I don’t know about you, but I feel lazy pretty much all of the time. On one level I know this is absurd – my work sees me working my office hours, and then working from my phone, checking emails and Slack messages from bed at both ends of the day, the first and last things I do every day. I have co-founded a non-profit, I speak on panels and at universities, and mentor people. I paused this book and put out a whole second (first) book in record time, in the middle of a global pandemic. I’m renovating a flat (with my partner, by which I mean we’re actually, personally doing the physical work of knocking down and rebuilding walls – which, it turns out, is hard), and I’m a very active and invested partner and friend. And yet. And yet I feel lazy. Recently, my good friend Rory told me that my ambition was one of the things he admired most about me – ‘Really?’ I asked. ‘I don’t feel that way at all.’

Now you’ve thought about how often you feel lazy (I bet it’s a lot), think about what you do. At work, at home, as a side hustle, as a friend, partner or member of your community. So then, why do we feel lazy? I think it’s because we’ve been socialised to be busy. We’ve been socialised to be grinding and hustling and getting that bag, because we know both that the odds are stacked, and it’s on us to make our own dreams come true through hard work. Which is a lot to take on.

But Black women do take it on – 63 per cent of Black women self-report as being ‘very ambitious about their careers’ (versus 51 per cent of white women and 55 per cent of white men), but are under no illusion that the road ahead is going to be an easy one for them, with 69 per cent believing that they will have to work harder than their peers if they’re going to be able to advance.2


‘You need to be twice as good.’ That’s one thing which a lot of Black people say they tell their children. I never say that to my daughter. I don’t ever tell her that, because I don’t want her to subconsciously think of other people as more deserving than she is. I just want her to work her best, and work hard, as any normal person would. If I was a white woman with a white kid I wouldn’t tell her ‘work twice as hard’, I’d just say ‘work hard, do your best’, so that’s what I’m telling my child.

Lekia Lée





Black women’s labour participation

Black women are no strangers to working. In America they have, in fact, ‘always had the highest levels of labour market participation, regardless of their age, marital status’, and whether or not they have children.3 It seems that this has been true as far back as 1880: according to research into the female labour force, 73.3 per cent of single Black women worked, a rate much higher than their white counterparts, only 23.8 per cent of whom worked. Whilst this participation shrunk after marriage to 35.4 per cent, it still remained much higher than married white women at the time, only 7.3 per cent of whom worked.4

Despite this, Black women have not been able to make the same strides in professional standing as white women. I believe this has to do with a large number of factors, including the types of work that were, and remain, open to Black women professionally.

What does it mean that Black women are a large part of the workforce, but notably absent from well-respected, well-paying, high-level roles? Where are these invisible Black women, and what are they doing? The answer is simple: they’re breaking their backs working in low-paying, unstable, disrespected roles. And that’s where they’ve always been.

Occupational segregation

Occupational segregation looks at the make-up of the workforce within different occupations, and is a topic that is usually limited to discussing the gender breakdown of certain occupations. If an occupation has been segregated to a great enough degree, for a long enough period of time, it may even impact on our mental preconceptions of who ‘should’ be filling certain types of roles.

I try to be gender-neutral and use they/them pronouns for people I haven’t met – but cis-normative gendered pronouns are so ingrained in us that even with the best intentions we can find ourselves slipping up.

Do you catch yourself saying ‘he’ or ‘she’ when talking or thinking about people doing certain jobs? Maybe when you think of a doctor, you expect to use a male pronoun, but when you think of a nurse, you’re more likely to think of someone you’d call ‘she’? We all do it with roles that have been historically gendered by occupational segregation. We might have an internalised image of what a secretary will be like versus a business owner. Or a mental image of a primary school teacher, which is likely to be different to, say, a long-distance haulage driver. It’s not natural, in as much as there’s no natural reason that roles should have been segregated in this manner – and these segregations are becoming, in a lot of fields, more integrated – but it’s natural in as much as we’ve been socialised to do it since before we were us.

Occupations are not only segregated along gender lines, there is also racial occupational segregation, we just talk and think about it a lot less. Being unlikely to work in high-paying management or board-level positions, Black women in the workforce cluster in ‘low-status’ roles, often in ‘service occupations’ such as cleaners, food service workers, home healthcare or domestic service.5 These are some of the lowest-paying occupations, and as such are more likely than most to pay minimum wage (or below), and much less likely to have benefits such as sick pay (37.2 per cent of Black working women in the US do not have access to paid sick days) – which is essential for women with caregiving duties to either children, elderly people or people with disabilities – or progression pathways. These roles are also likely to have irregular hours or unpredictable schedules, making taking on secondary employment, managing caring responsibilities, or having reliable and easy to estimate financial security more difficult to navigate.

White women are the cohort of all working women in the US least likely to work in service occupations, with only 18 per cent of white working women working in these roles. Of working African American women, on the other hand, 27.7 per cent are employed in these roles.

Like-for-like stats aren’t available in the UK, but we do know that here too, specifically young Black people are the group most likely to work on zero-hours contracts (insecure working arrangements where no minimum number of hours, and so no minimum amount of payment, is guaranteed), as 37 per cent of Black people aged 16–24 work with these precarious agreements.6 Whilst data specifically about Black women isn’t available at this time, the Race Inequality in the Workforce report, published and launched in Parliament in 2020, found that ‘BAME’ Millennials are 58 per cent more likely to be unemployed.7 Those who are working are 47 per cent more likely to be on zero-hours contracts than their white peers and 10 per cent more likely to have a second job.

So, Black women are more likely to have jobs that are insecure, disrespected and poorly paid. To add insult to injury, even in these roles, they are still consistently underpaid for the same work, by comparison to their white colleagues. Poverty-level wages are wages that are low enough that if the person earning them were the sole breadwinner for a family the size of their own they would be left in poverty, even if they worked full time, year-round.8 In the US, in 2017 around 8.6 per cent of white workers earned poverty-level wages, the lowest percentage on record. Black workers were the only group in 2017 whose percentage of workers on these unlivable wages were not the lowest on record; instead, at 14.3 per cent of Black workers, there are slightly more Black workers on poverty-level wages than there were in 1980.

As the Economic Policy Institute is careful to point out ‘it is worth noting that in 1986, the average Black worker had a slightly larger family than the average white worker; yet by the mid-1990s, that was no longer true. As of 2017, Black workers had the smallest average family size at 2.7 people – meaning that the significantly higher rates at which Black workers are paid poverty-level wages relative to white or Asian workers is entirely the result of low wages, not larger average families. Indeed, reweighting the 2017 data shows that if Black workers had the same average family size as white workers, their poverty-wage rate would actually rise to 14.8 percent.’9

With all of this in mind, it’s no surprise that in America 34.1 per cent of Black women are in the lowest earnings quartile, whilst only 12.4 per cent are in the top.10 Over a quarter of Black women live in poverty, compared to 18.9 per cent of Black men, and 10.8 per cent of white women.11

According to UK government statistics from 2019, ‘Black households were the most likely of all ethnic groups to have a weekly income of less than £400’.12 Black women are working hard, and not getting a lot back. As they always have been.



Other types of work: double duty

Black women are doing back-breaking, unpredictable, insecure work, and not making enough money from it to live above the poverty line, only to go home and pick up a second shift. This second shift, or double duty, refers to the responsibilities Black women often have at home, often as caregivers, and often from a young age, whilst their parents can be away working long hours, for low pay, in order to make ends meet. 80 per cent of Black mothers in America are the main breadwinners in their families,13 and more than one quarter of families headed by Black women live below the poverty line.14

Also in the US (the UK is particularly bad at breaking down research by both race and gender, meaning we need to rely on American research a lot of the time), 77 per cent of Black women with children under 6 years old are in work, compared to 68 per cent of white women.15 This balance of work duties and the second shift at home is made even more challenging by the fact that, as we’ve seen, Black women are more likely to work in roles that are badly paid, and unpredictable, meaning that funding childcare might be unattainable for many.

In this way, as well as working twice as hard and getting half as much back in the paid working world, we’re also asking – expecting – Black women at all stages of their lives to take on unpaid, invisible additional physical and emotional labour of caring for and nurturing their families, siblings, parents, grandparents and communities.

Outside of the regular workplace, Black women are working twice as hard for very little in return. Destiny Ekaragha, award-winning director, explains in her own words.


It is more than twice as hard. At first, I was working more than twice as hard – of course we have to. The moment we get up we’re working twice as hard because the moment we get up our thought process is different to the average white person’s in a white space. Because we have to think with that dual consciousness that people talk about. We literally walk in with dual consciousness, and it’s tiring, which is why I think you find a lot of Black women ending up in mental health institutions, or with mental health issues, because you are constantly having to dual-process everything in our environments, and the brain is not designed to do that – so that alone is work. That’s just living twice as hard. But, because of that, about two years ago, I just decided that I’m not going to do that anymore. I’m not going to work twice as hard. I felt that it was too much, and I just thought, ‘I’m going to run myself into the ground if I keep tiptoeing like this. If I keep doing the most.’ You know how everyone is like, ‘You’ve got to do the most,’ I’m like nah man. I felt like I had enough work that was canon for me to go into a room and the people who are there know that I can do my job, whether you think that I’m right for that job or not – that’s up to the person, I’m not right for every job, of course I’m not. But I’m not going to do the extras. I just told myself, when I found out that some of my white male counterparts aren’t doing that, then I’m not doing it. If I know that James, Todd, and Chad ain’t doing the most – I’m not doing the fucking most. I don’t know if I’ve gained jobs, or lost them from it but for me I’m tired and I think it’s exhausting, when you’ll find white guys not having to do half the work. And that’s when I was like, no. No, I don’t want to work twice as hard. I’m not doing twice as hard. I’m going to work fucking hard, I believe in working fucking hard. But not twice as hard, no.

– Destiny Ekaragha



Education will set us free?









Once you’re in

















What can be done?





Realise business leaders are responsible for shaping the space




Have clear paths to progression






Creating equality in progression and promotion






Create an anti-racist workplace — not just a ‘not racist’ one




Don’t ask Black women to work for free














Set boundaries
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