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My experiences…have made me far more aware of my “Blackness” than ever before. I have found
that…no matter how liberal and open-minded some [people] try to be toward me, I sometimes feel
like a visitor…as if I really don’t belong.1
—Michelle Obama

Meet Jamie
Jamie is a young, ambitious African-American
woman who is a new mid-level employee at InfoTech.
She is the first black person in her workgroup and
one of only a few women. She works long hours,
produces high-quality products, and works well
with her coworkers. Her supervisor is always very
pleased with her work and has told her that she
is going to do great things at InfoTech. But even
though her coworkers are nice to her, she can’t help
but feel different from them, and she’s certain they
see her as being different too. It’s not that they treat
her poorly, but sometimes there is a disconnect
between her and them. Jamie remembers the day
after Barack Obama was re-elected US President,
when one of her colleagues patted her shoulder
and said “Bet you feel good today!” She—and half
of her coworkers—had voted for Obama, but not
because of his race, and she felt uncomfortable
being singled out.
Other times Jamie feels as though she carries
the weight of representing her race and gender
on her shoulders—that if she fails, she’s making
black women look bad. Sometimes her coworkers
socialize outside of work, but Jamie hesitates to
speak up at those gatherings. She worries that
revealing anything personal and negative might
confirm the stereotypes the others have about
black people. Even when she faced tragedy in
her personal life, she was reluctant to let on that
anything had happened, and when she took time
off to cope with it, she never said anything.
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Jamie would love to advance within the company,
so she seeks out a mentor. She tries to get one at
the top ranks of her company, but no one at the
senior levels seems interested in helping her; Jamie
figures that they are just too busy. Eventually she
finds a mentor, but he is only one level above her.
He gives her lots of great advice, but doesn’t seem
to have much influence on decisions that are being
made at the top.
After three years, a position at the level above
Jamie is available. She expresses her interest in the
position, laying out for her manager the reasons
why she deserves the promotion. But the promotion
is given to a man named Steve. She begins to feel
lost, not sure why she hadn’t been promoted or
whether her performance is to blame. Two more
years pass and another promotion is available.
Again Jamie applies for it, but is rejected in favor of
another employee named Chris. Chris just finished
an assignment in Japan, which Jamie would have
loved to take on but didn’t even know was available.
Jamie becomes disenchanted—she knows that she
could do so much good for the company in a more
senior position, but is less and less sure she’ll ever
be given the chance. She begins to wonder if it’s
something she did wrong, but she never received
any feedback so she has no way of knowing why
she isn’t advancing. Jamie once dreamed of a
corner office, but now she tries to be content with
the job she has.

Do You Feel Different From the Majority of People in
Your Workgroup Based on Your Race or Ethnicity?
We all have complex and multiple identities
that define both how we see ourselves and how
others perceive us. Identities, which can include
personal attributes such as gender, race, ethnicity,
or nationality, are lenses through which we view
the world, and this is as true in our workgroups
as anywhere else. As we strive to feel as though
we have a secure and valued seat at the table in
our workplaces, different identities may come to
bear. The more different we are and feel from our
workgroup or workplace as a whole, the more we
may feel like the “other” at the table.

What Does it Mean to be an
“Other?”
Otherness is about being different or having
characteristics that set you apart from the dominant
group or groups in a given context. In many
organizations, characteristics of the dominant
group (the group that has decision-making power
and influence), like maleness, become normative—
the default. Mark Zuckerberg is described simply as
a CEO. But Ursula Burns is described as a female
CEO—in fact, a female African-American CEO.
On the flip side, women taking care of patients
in medical settings are called nurses, while men
doing the same thing are often referred to as “male
nurses.”2 The common association of the dominant
group with the position means that we only feel
the need to specify group membership when it is
non-dominant; that is, we only specify it when it is
the “other” group. Moreover, the association of the
dominant group with the position reinforces the
belief that those holding that position are or should
be from that group.

Why Is This Important to
Business?
People who feel like an “other” not only feel
different, but also feel separated from the essential

aspects of a group. And if they do not experience
belonging in a group, they may consequently be
excluded. People who are different may take on the
status of “outsider:” they are not truly embraced
as part of the team, and they are excluded from
opportunities. In a business setting, this typically
also means that they are set apart from the power
structures at the top. Companies that hinder
segments of the population from accessing the top
will lose out on an enormous amount of talent.
Gender3 and race/ethnicity4 are two common
bases on which you can feel like the “other.” Previous
research has made clear that women—“others” in
a predominantly male-led workforce—are impeded
in their advancement through the business world.5
Women who are also set apart by their racial/ethnic
identities often fare even worse.
Beyond the personal, psychological experience
of feeling different from the majority, there are
measurable consequences for being the “other” in
the United States. For example, women generally
make 77 cents for every dollar a man makes,6 but
African-American and Latina women make even
less—64 and 55 cents, respectively.7 While these
women may not always experience otherness in
their workgroups, in our white- and male-dominated
business world, they commonly do. To the extent
that these women are being excluded, companies
are losing out on their talent.
Jamie’s story highlights the consequences of
being excluded from opportunities in the workplace.
She was excluded from sponsorship by executives
with clout and denied access to an international
assignment. These experiences ultimately led to
her exclusion from the higher ranks of the company.
What is the impact to your business if highly
talented employees feel like the “other,” and,
worse yet, if that leads to their being excluded?
Do women like Jamie work in your company? What
value are you losing if they feel like the “other?”

Being the “Other” in US Workplaces | 2

Examining Otherness in the Workplace
In this report, we will examine the experience
of otherness in the workplace. In particular, we
will explore how those with multiple sources of
otherness in a workplace are impacted in terms of
their opportunities, advancement, and aspirations.
We argue that a combination of diverse attributes,
such as feeling different based on race/ethnicity
and gender, provides a unique experience not
reducible to the sum of its parts.8
Some evidence supporting this notion is that
women of color often find that they do not benefit
from diversity and inclusion initiatives as much as
white women9 or men of color.10 In these cases,
people who are only different in gender benefit, as
do people who are only different in race/ethnicity,
but people who are different on both characteristics
do not. Organizational efforts to address the issues
of each group separately are not addressing the
issues of those who experience both differences
together.
It is important to note that people of color are
not the only ones who may feel different based
on their race/ethnicity. People of all groups—
regardless of whether their racial/ethnic identity
reflects that of the majority in society as a whole—
can feel different from their workgroup based on
race/ethnicity.11 This is reflected in our data, which
show that some of those who reported feeling
different from their workgroup based on race/
ethnicity are white. Because race/ethnicity is not
necessarily a determinant of having the experience
of otherness,12 we examined otherness based on
participants’ reports of feeling different from their
workgroup based on their race/ethnicity instead of
simply based on their demographics.
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Listening to, understanding, and building
structures to address the interactive effects of
different minority statuses among employees are
imperative. These practices and structures will
enable companies to devise solutions that will
address the unique barriers that diverse women
and other minority groups face.13
The findings in this report are based on data
from high-potential women and men who have
MBA degrees. While this report focuses specifically
on respondents’ experiences in US workplaces,
the findings about the impact of otherness on
employees should be considered by organizations
all around the world. As you will see, even strong
credentials do not buffer employees from the
effects of differing from their workgroup on multiple
dimensions.

STUDY SAMPLE

These findings are based on 2,463 MBA
graduates—33% women and 67% men—
working in corporate and non-corporate
firms in the United States at the time of the
survey.14 The data used are a local subset
of a larger global data set. The anonymous
quotations included in this report come
from interviews with selected participants
from this sample.

Those With Multiple Dimensions of Otherness are
Positioned at Lower Levels in Companies
[There are] things out of my control, like my gender and race. First impressions [are that] either I am a
dragon lady when too direct, or too meek. [It’s] hard to process.15
—Chinese-American Woman

Women Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Were
Least Likely to Be at the Top
Women were less likely to have made it to the
top than men, and those who felt racially/ethnically
different were less likely to make it to the top than
those who did not feel different.16
• Women who felt racially/ethnically
different were the least likely to be at
the senior executive/CEO level (10%)
compared to men who felt different (19%)
and those who did not feel different (16%
women; 25% men).17

And Experience
Doesn’t Explain Why
• Contrary to commonly held stereotypes,18
women who felt racially/ethnically different
were not less qualified to lead. Differences
in experience, such as the time since they
received their degrees, did not explain the
gaps in rank that existed between women
who felt racially/ethnically different and
those who did not or between these
women and men who felt different.

Women Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Received
Fewer Promotions

organization than men and those who did not feel
racially/ethnically different, such that women who
felt racially/ethnically different received the fewest
promotions.19
• Of women who felt racially/ethnically
different, 48.2% had received two or more
promotions. In contrast, 51.4% of men
who felt racially/ethnically different had
received two or more promotions as had
55.6% of women and 58.4% of men who
did not feel racially/ethnically different.20

CONSIDER THIS: FAIR AND
EQUITABLE DECISION-MAKING
Efforts to ensure fair and equitable decision-making
regarding career development and advancement
are critical to building and supporting inclusive
workplaces.
• What mechanisms does your company have in
place to ensure that those with backgrounds
that differ from the majority in the workgroup
are evaluated fairly, based on their performance
and potential?
• What formal and informal networks does
your organization use to solicit performance
feedback, including feedback from supervisors,
direct reports, and peers?21

Both women and those who felt racially/ethnically
different received fewer promotions in their current
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Those With Multiple Dimensions of Otherness Are
Held Back From Advancement Opportunities
I sense my “otherness” now. No one looks like me.…[They say the] secret to success [is to] find good
mentors who don’t look like me. Who understand what I am like.
—Chinese-American Woman
Those who experience otherness in the workplace
are by definition not part of the dominant power
structure at the top of a company. Many people
believe that their lack of advancement is a result
of a lack of insider knowledge or training22—for
instance, not knowing that they should seek out
mentors within their company or that a lack of visible
projects can hold them back. Our findings, however,
suggest that it is not lack of knowledge, but rather
lack of access, that impedes the advancement of
those who feel different from the majority in their
workgroup.
Prior Catalyst research has demonstrated that
the level of one’s mentor predicts advancement.23
The more senior a mentor, the better positioned he
or she is to recommend an employee for a highlyvisible project, mission-critical role, or promotion.

Women Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Were
Least Likely to be Mentored by
C-Suite and Senior Executives
Of those with mentors, women who felt racially/
ethnically different were less likely to have seniorlevel mentors than any other group.24
• Only 58% of women who felt racially/
ethnically different had mentors who were
CEOs or Senior Executives, as compared to
71% of women who did not feel different,
72% of men who did feel different, and
77% of men who did not feel different.
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• Those who felt racially/ethnically different
had just as many mentors overall as
those who did not, and women had more
mentors than men.25 Thus those who felt
like “others” were at least as likely to
have mentors as those who were in the
dominant group, but were less likely to be
able to access those with clout.

CONSIDER THIS: ENSURING
ACCESS TO HIGH-LEVEL
SPONSORS
What does your company do to ensure that every
high-potential employee has access to high-level
sponsors?
• How can you help all employees cast a wide net
to bolster their networks?26
• How could your company provide multiple ways
of gaining mentors and sponsors, such as oneon-one mentoring as well as group mentoring
settings?
• What is the method you use to encourage your
senior executives to sponsor people who have
different identities from them?27

Women Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Lacked
Access to Career-Advancing
Projects
One consequence of not having access to
senior-level mentors is a decreased likelihood of
getting access to “hot jobs” that promote career
advancement.28
• Women who felt racially/ethnically
different (29%) were nearly twice as likely
to perceive a “great” or “very great”
negative impact on their career due to a
lack of visible projects as women and men
without the experience of otherness based
on race/ethnicity (each 15%). Only 21% of
men who felt racially/ethnically different
had the same perception.29

CONSIDER THIS: EQUAL
ACCESS TO HOT JOBS
Previous Catalyst research has shown that highly
visible projects are one type of “hot job” that propels
high potentials’ careers ahead further and faster, but
women get fewer of these projects than men.30 As a
key decision-maker in your company, it is important
to be aware that women who feel different from their
workgroups based on race/ethnicity may have less
access to these critical development opportunities
than others.
• What metrics do you use to track who gets
access to these important opportunities?
• How can you hold employees accountable for
ensuring all high potentials get equal access to
the career-accelerating “hot jobs?”
• How might a lack of access to these “hot jobs”
impact employee aspirations to contribute to
your company?

Fewer Opportunities for Those With Multiple
Dimensions of Otherness May Harm Aspirations
When a young person, even a gifted one, grows up without proximate living examples of what she
may aspire to become—whether lawyer, scientist, artist, or leader in any realm—her goal remains
abstract.…But a role model in the flesh provides more than inspiration; his or her very existence is
confirmation of possibilities one may have every reason to doubt, saying, “Yes, someone like me can
do this.”31
—US Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor
For those with multiple identities that create
an experience of otherness, our findings suggest
some measurable consequences, such as a lack of
advancement opportunities and access to career

development experiences.32 Furthermore, these
consequences can lead to changes in what one
thinks is possible in the future.
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Women Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Were
Likely to Downsize Aspirations

Especially Those With
Children and Spouses/
Partners Working Full-Time

For women who feel different from their
workgroups based on their race/ethnicity, the
consequences of being excluded may extend well
beyond their current jobs.

• The United States has one of the
weakest parental leave policies among
industrialized countries,36 and there is
enormous pressure on working mothers,
even many years after giving birth.37 For
those who already feel excluded from
their workgroup, the career impacts of
motherhood may be even more harmful.

• Women were more likely to downsize their
aspirations (35%) than men (21%).33
xx Women who felt racially/ethnically
different (46%) were more likely to
downsize their aspirations than women
who did not feel different (33%).34
xx Among those who felt racially/ethnically
different, women were almost twice
as likely as men (25%) to downsize their
aspirations. Additionally, women who
were racially/ethnically different were
more than twice as likely to downsize
their aspirations as men who did not
feel racially/ethnically different (20%).35

xx Among women who felt racially/
ethnically different, those with children
(59%) were more likely to downsize their
aspirations than those without children
(40%).38
xx Among women who felt racially/
ethnically different and had children,
those with a spouse or partner who
works full-time (63%) were more likely
to downsize their aspirations than
those who did not have such a spouse
or partner (40%).39

Expatriates and LGBT Individuals Also Face Obstacles
in the Workplace
I fear stereotyping [at work]…I don’t wear short skirts and…low-cut [blouses]...I don’t want the Brazilian
stereotype, half-naked Carnival.
—Brazilian Woman Working in the United States
Expatriates (people born outside the United
States) working in the United States may feel
different from their workgroup based on their
nationality. If they also feel like an “other” based
on race/ethnicity or gender, any negative impact
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may be compounded. In contrast, people born in
the United States who don’t feel different based on
race/ethnicity or gender may benefit from unique
advantages.40

Expatriates Who Felt Racially/
Ethnically Different Lacked
Access to Critical Development
Opportunities, Including Line
Responsibility and Visible
Assignments
• Expatriates who felt racially/ethnically
different from their workgroups had
less line responsibility (49% of their job
tasks) than expatriates who did not feel
different (62%) or people who were born
in the United States and either felt racially/
ethnically different (61%) or did not (63%).41
• Expatriates who felt racially/ethnically
different were most likely (24%) to report
that they experienced “great” or “very
great” limitation to their careers from a lack
of access to visible assignments; people
born in the United States who did not feel
racially/ethnically different were the least
likely (13%) to report this limitation.42
• Women expatriates were most likely (24%)
to report a limitation due to a lack of visible
assignments, while men born in the United
States were the least likely (13%).43

Lesbian and Bisexual Women
Were More Likely to Downsize
Their Aspirations

CONSIDER THIS: VALUING
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES
Becoming aware of the diverse experiences
of expatriates in your company is the first step
to addressing the disadvantages they face and
ameliorating their feelings of otherness. The next
step is valuing their cultural differences, which
can provide new and constructive insights for your
company.
• What steps can your organization take to
mitigate the issue of stereotyping so that
employees feel safe bringing their whole
selves to work, and so that their potential is
maximized by your organization?
• Expatriates must acclimate to not only a
new home but a new country, and if they
experience exclusion in the workplace it is
likely to impede their ability to feel at home.
How can you help your US-born employees
understand the challenges that expatriates
face so that they can avoid inadvertently
excluding them?
• How can you help employees on international
assignments mitigate some of these
disadvantages while abroad?

Another way in which someone can experience
otherness is to identify as LGBT.44
• Lesbian and bisexual high-potential
women were more likely to downsize their
aspirations (42%) than gay and bisexual
men (29%), straight women (36%), and
straight men (21%).
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Moving Toward Impact: Maximizing Your Talent Pool
The findings in this report suggest that high
potentials who experience otherness on multiple
dimensions have unique disadvantages in the
workplace even when they do all the “right
things.” Often, they are denied access to careerdeveloping opportunities. This may prevent them
from advancing to the top, ultimately lowering
their aspirations and drive to play as large of a
role as possible in growing your company. No
two individuals are the same—in the makeup of
their identities, their experiences as members of
various identity groups, or the development of their
careers. Different forms of inequity are maintained
in different ways and for different reasons.45 But bias
is not insurmountable—anyone can be an agent of
change.46
The impact of otherness is likely to be
disadvantageous regardless of its specific type.
However, what works in terms of helping women
who are in the racial/ethnic majority of their
workgroup may not work for women who feel
different based on their race/ethnicity, and whose
needs and experiences are therefore different.
• How can your company leverage its
current talent management efforts to
create fair opportunities for everyone who
walks through its doors?
• How can your company’s efforts be
reshaped to harness the diverse talents of
all your employees?
• How can your company’s approach to
diversity, D&I initiatives, and practices
reflect the fact that strategies that may
work to overcome barriers for one group
may not work for other groups?
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Listening to the unique experiences of diverse
employees and adopting inclusive approaches
to talent management will confer benefits on
your employees and your business. In addition,
organizational leaders must be inclusive in their
practices—and have metrics to ensure that
their practices generate the desired outcomes.
Implementing policies and formal mechanisms
that ensure that people of all backgrounds are
included in important assignments, mentorship
opportunities, and hiring decisions will support the
development of a strong pipeline of diverse talent.

CONSIDER THIS: DIFFERENCE
AS AN ASSET
Feeling or being different does not have to mean
feeling excluded. Differences can instead be viewed
as valued opportunities for divergent perspectives
to be brought to the table to inform policy and
planning.
• How can you make diverse employees feel
that their differences are an asset to your
company?
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