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To black women who continue to climb
the leadership ladder and those who have
been there to support them.
You are all VIPs.
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    Foreword
Angela Burt-Murray, editor in chief, Essence magazine

    Introduction

1 Always Consider Yourself a VIP
High self-esteem is a cornerstone to success: Overcome feelings of inferiority despite regularly being referred to as a minority.

2 To Attain Victory, Stay Positive
Use the tools you know—prayer and affirmation—to control and change your thoughts. Also, learn new methods to develop a leader’s mental attitude.

3 Racism Is No Excuse, but It Can Be a Motivator
Even the best managers can succumb to unconscious stereotypes or implicit prejudice. You must understand the perceptions of the dominant culture and your biculturalism if you want to succeed.

4 Don’t Be the Office Mammy
Resist your tendency to take on the role of caregiver, a role that may not help you in your pursuit of being perceived as a leader.

5 Use Your Duality to Build Strength
Use the lessons learned from the double burden of racism and sexism to your advantage.

6 Acknowledge That There Is a Game and Accept That You Must Play
Don’t be blind to office culture and politics. Assess your work environment and act appropriately.

7 What You Have to Say Is Just as Important as What Others Have to Say, So Speak Up
Corporations can benefit from diverse experiences and opinions. Learn to observe, analyze, and utilize the “communications culture” in your workplace.

8 Aretha Was Right: R-E-S-P-E-C-T
It is better to be respected than to be liked. Followers are liked, but leaders are respected.

9 Listen Up! Understanding What’s Said v. What’s Meant
We are not learning when our mouths are moving. Hear what is being said as well as what is not being said to decipher hidden or coded messages in your workplace.

10 Always Have a Plan of Action and Follow Through
Goal setting is the way to get ahead.

11 Don’t Let Your Emotions Get the Best of You
Control and learn from your emotions.

12 Developing Good Relationships with Co-Workers Has More Benefits Than You Think
Connecting and collaborating are the first steps to leading a team.

13 Communicate Clearly in Person and on Paper
Take a page out of Barack Obama’s book: To be a successful leader, it’s critical to have superb verbal and written communication skills.

14 Know Your Value
Don’t confuse your net worth with your self-worth. The talents you acquired as a leader in your community, church, or school have value in the workplace—apply them!

15 To Measure Your Performance, Get Feedback
Not only is self-evaluation important, but what your boss thinks about your work also impacts your leadership pursuits.

16 Perception: It’s Not Only about How You See Yourself
Perception is reality: Put your best foot forward and make the best impression.

17 Seek Guidance and Support
You don’t have to be the same race, gender, age, or religion to build a success team of people you can count on for guidance and mentorship.

18 Surround Yourself with the Right People: You Cannot Survive in Isolation
Networking can expand your support system.

19 Step Outside Your Comfort Zone
Cross over into other cultures for social and professional growth.

20 Regardless of Your Position, Learn about Your Department, Your Company, and Your Industry
The Ostrich Syndrome and how to avoid it.

21 Entitlement: Nobody Owes You Anything
Cope with misplaced attitudes of entitlement in yourself and in others.

22 The Values You Were Raised with in Church Aren’t Always Valued in Business
Learn how to modify your personal beliefs to adapt to your organization’s business ethics without selling your soul.

23 Not Everyone Has to Be Your BFF
Put personal issues aside to become a team player. Not everyone has to be your BFF (Best Friend Forever).

24 Motivate Others by Playing Up Their Strengths
The way to win is to build an efficient team.

25 Do Not Let Distractions (or a Difficult Boss) Throw You Off Course
Handle your direct reports and your superiors professionally.

26 Always Try to Maintain Balance
Don’t neglect carving out essential time for yourself.

27 The N-Word: Networking
Turn social engagements into opportunities. Be sure to network outside your comfort zone.

28 Change Is Inevitable, So Be Prepared
Organizations are like living organisms. They change form and shape all the time. Be prepared for transitions you see coming—and those that you don’t.

29 Bring Your Brand to the Table: Blend into the Crowd While Still Being Yourself
Define and redefine yourself. Authenticity is the key.

30 You Don’t Need to Have All the Answers to Take Advantage of the Opportunities
Don’t think that others at your level and above have all the answers; sometimes you have to make it up as you go along.

31 What You See Is What You Create
Learn to lead as a visionary.

32 Use Conflict as an Opportunity to Solve Problems
Conflict is sometimes necessary to challenge thinking.

33 Don’t Be Defeated by the Madness: Keep Your Sanity
Don’t let the job make you crazy, even when you feel you’re under attack.

34 Know How to Create and Use Power
Create influence through decision making, strategic thinking, and risk taking—men do it all the time.

35 No One Leadership Style Fits All: Know When to Mix It Up
Different situations may require using different styles to achieve the desired results.

36 Coaches Are Not Just for Athletes
Professional coaching provides the training that will help you reach your maximum leadership and personal potential.

37 Celebrate Your Arrival at the C-Suite
Once you’ve achieved your leadership position, celebrate and know that now the real work begins.

38 Maintain Your Seat at the Table: Here’s What It Takes
If you are committed to staying with your company, here’s how to build and sustain foundations.

39 Seeing the Writing on the Wall
You’ve done all you can do. Now it’s time to move on to the next challenge.

40 Reach Back and Bring Others Along
When given the chance, offer a helping hand.
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Tapping into Your Leadership Potential
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What separates merely good managers from great ones? Anyone will tell you they’ve probably worked for effective managers as well as a few bad apples. During my own career I’ve had bosses that micromanage their employees, those who expect everyone else on the team to do all the work while they take all the credit, and those rare jewels that support their employees, help them develop strategic goals, and know that when one person succeeds the entire team succeeds. These great leaders also embrace and encourage hard work for themselves and their teams and don’t look for shortcuts to a win. Whether you are just starting out on your career path, stuck in a mid-level rut, or preparing to ascend to the executive corner office, understanding the difference between “just managing” people and leading them effectively will determine how quickly you move to the next level in your career. Given the screaming headlines of corporate mismanagement that are perpetually pervading the marketplace, strong, authentically centered leadership skills are more important than ever.

Your first step in striving for excellence, moving past self-defeating behaviors, and bursting through what may seem like impenetrable barriers is to read The Little Black Book of Success: Laws of Leadership for Black Women. Chockful of sage pearls of wisdom from co-authors Elaine Meryl Brown, Marsha Haygood, and Rhonda Joy McLean, this book will provide you with practical steps to enable you to tap into your own leadership potential. These three dynamic, driven, and successful women have collectively honed their leadership skills with a combined total of nearly 100 years of senior management experience at Fortune 100 companies and leading nonprofits and grassroots community organizations. Their book will enable you to discover and develop your own leadership potential and move yourself forward.

The Little Black Book of Success’s chapters are each built around a core principle or “law,” with historical context, real-world examples, some traps to avoid, and “MAMAisms”—those things we all learned at “Mama’s knee” that have gotten us through life and that you can still rely on as you take your rightful place as new leaders. No matter where you are in your own career path—whether you want to strengthen your self-esteem, learn to build an effective network, deal with challenging environments and co-workers, or learn the best way to develop your own leadership style—The Little Black Book of Success will give you the real-world tools and tips you need in order to navigate your career pathways successfully.

As Elaine, Marsha, and Rhonda point out, women of color who are executive leaders often face unique challenges, and have to dig deep within themselves to find ways to blossom under the intense pressures of their positions. The strength and decisiveness that helped them evolve into the leaders they have become can be yours as well, and you, too, can embark upon your own unique leadership journey.

When the nation first met First Lady Michelle Obama on the campaign trail she was instantly recognizable to Black women. The statuesque, double Ivy-league degreed hospital executive with the perfectly coiffed hair and smart outfits was a self-made woman like many of you who lead church boards, chair neighborhood programs, and rush home from work to feed their families. Even under the intense scrutiny she faced, by remaining true to the values, lessons, and ideals she developed when growing up in her home on the South Side of Chicago, Mrs. Obama was able to address the criticism of her in the press while remaining focused on her family and her passion for community service and opening up the White House to the American people.

The lesson here, that is underscored in The Little Black Book of Success, is that no matter where you are in your career and what obstacles you feel you must overcome, if you are clear about, and remain committed to your core values, those that you learned in your own homes and communities, you can survive and thrive as a leader, even when people attack you and try to throw you off course. Truly effective leadership is a combination of learned experience and innate ability. As Elaine, Marsha, and Rhonda write, “Leadership can be learned.” Couple your innate ability with the practical, insightful, and motivating material in The Little Black Book of Success and you will have all the tools you need to become the best leader that you can possibly be.

ANGELA BURT-MURRAY
Editor in chief
Essence magazine
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Although they’re able to get jobs, many of today’s young Black women don’t realize they have the potential to move themselves forward. It’s interesting to note that many Black women hold leadership roles in their communities, schools, and churches, but aren’t aware that they can transfer skills from those leadership positions to the workplace. Research indicates that their talents often remain invisible both to the women who possess them and their business managers.

But leaders are not only born, they can be made. Leadership can be taught, and you can learn to unleash your leadership abilities with the help of this book. This is a guide that will give all sisters who aspire to be “players” a way to get into the game and stay in the game. Whether you know it or not, once you’re in the workforce you’re already in the game, so you might as well play your “A” game.

Each of us has a personal reason for writing this book. Our different roads led us to this intersection. Our different journeys brought us to the same place—that place in our careers where we are ready to share knowledge of our experiences with sisters young and old to help them tap into their leadership potential and navigate through any organization, corporation, or institution.

ELAINE’S STORY

In early 2000, an HBO Human Resources’ executive invited me to attend my first leadership class—the Executive Leadership Development Program sponsored by NAMIC—the National Association for Multi-Ethnicity in Communications. It turned out to be a program that changed my life. As a creative director in this class of mostly business/marketing students, it was the first time ever that I saw myself as a leader. With an opportunity to identify my own leadership skills, learn new leadership skills, and tap into my leadership potential, it was there I had my “Aha!” moment: Leaders are not just born; leaders can be made. There are leadership skill sets and rules that can be taught just as grammar is taught in english and fractions can be taught in math. After taking this class and the whole notion of leadership seriously, I set out to put what I learned into practice and reached out to form my own support network and mentors. Getting together a few colleagues across Time Warner divisions, I gathered a group of Black women executives for dinner; among them were Marsha Haygood and Rhonda Joy McLean. We met every quarter at dinners that became known as Girls Night Out, or “GNO” dinners. Still excited about my leadership experience, I wanted to write about it and share my “Aha!” moment with others who might not have tapped into their leadership potential. After several attempts at a treatment for a book on leadership and several rejections, I realized that this book was much bigger than me, that I couldn’t write it on my own. Not losing sight of how much value a book like this would have for Black women, I asked the members of GNO if they would like to participate in the writing project. As a result, Marsha and Rhonda, also passionate and committed to sharing their thoughts and experiences, were up for the task. It was the beginning of a great collaboration that would bring ninety collective years of leadership experience to The Little Black Book of Success: Laws of Leadership for Black Women.

MARSHA’S STORY

I have been a trailblazer, considered the “first lady” and “only lady” in more situations than I can count as I’ve journeyed along my career path from temporary, part-time receptionist to executive vice president. In many of the situations that I encountered along the way, I have had to rely on the confidence and self-esteem I built from my mother’s encouragement and the support of my family. Often I had to dig deep and rely on my mother’s words that I could “do anything I put my mind to.”

During my twenty-five-plus years in the corporate arena, I have experienced some difficult situations and injustices, but for the most part, there have been more good situations than bad ones, and I have tried to learn from all of these experiences. For many years during my climb up the corporate ladder, I was one of the “only.” Now as a career coach and small-business owner I want to share some of the lessons I learned along the way. We all know that there is no one guidebook to a successful career, but my hope is that this book will offer insight and support to women who do not always have access to coaches, mentors, or the “Old Boys’ Network.”

RHONDA’S STORY

From the time I was thirteen and integrated the local high school in my small Southern town with two of my best friends, I have benefited from my family’s unwavering support and the “home training” that they provided. That grounding and spiritual foundation have served me well, enabling me to obtain four degrees, culminating with my J.D. from Yale Law School in 1983. After working in the not-for-profit sector for nearly ten years before attending law school, I have been a practicing attorney for more than twenty-five years and have experience in the public, private, and academic sectors, working my way up from entry-or midlevel management posts in each of those arenas. I have observed and participated in many changes in our society, including major advancements and additional opportunities for women and people of color. Even so, I still see young women making avoidable mistakes as they climb the corporate ladder. It is my hope that the leadership lessons in our book will help those women find their place at the senior management table and become the next generation of leaders in Corporate America and the world at large.



Those are our stories, and now here’s the big picture behind

THE LITTLE BLACK BOOK OF SUCCESS: LAWS OF LEADERSHIP FOR BLACK WOMEN.
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Given how much progress women of African descent have made since the civil rights and women’s rights movements—especially in the past decade, as companies have grown more diverse—it would be easy to think challenges in the workplace don’t exist. Wrong! Nearly 40 percent of Black women report that they don’t have other Black women who can serve as role models. Studies show that during the past decade Black women have made the smallest gains with regard to employment and high-level positions. For the few who have achieved success in the workplace, their greatest obstacle has been making their organizations acknowledge the value of their skills and contributions.

Today’s Black women have jobs and careers, yet many don’t realize the inherent leadership potential they possess that can help them grow professionally. Much has been written about leadership, but there are no books specifically for Black women on this topic, one that identifies and addresses issues unique to Black women, the workplace obstacles they encounter, and challenges they can overcome.

As women of color, we live in a culture that is part of a larger society—a dominant culture. Each culture has its own set of mores, traditions, and values. These values, attitudes, and ideologies that are inherent in our communities have been passed down through generations and make our culture unique, particularly given our people’s historical experiences in this country. This book identifies some things we tend to do that may differ from the dominant culture as we operate in the corporate workplace. Rather than focusing on assimilation, we think it is more important that you understand your own behaviors and how they may work for or against you, so that you can maximize your leadership potential. Let’s face it. We’re all bicultural—having our own culture within a dominant culture. This handbook provides insights into understanding how you can become more self-aware and achieve your leadership goals.

Beginning with the premise that we’re all VIPs with differing degrees of awareness, The Little Black Book of Success shares insights into workplace issues, pitfalls, and impediments, and offers applicable solutions for women, no matter at what stage of their career.

Each chapter builds on the VIP lessons by elucidating leadership truths coupled with prescriptive examples. We talk about the behaviors we have observed in the workplace that work to our advantage and those that keep us from advancing. The Cultural Code sections include the kinds of things we tend to do from a cultural perspective to sabotage ourselves and then prescribe methods to help us be successful.

Each chapter concludes with “MAMAisms,” which bring the lessons home by giving entirely new relevance to aphorisms readers have heard all of their lives from their mother, grandmother, or other family members, presenting them in the context of leadership development. The premise here is that even if Mama was not in the corporate world, she gave us life lessons we can draw upon. MAMAisms are those familiar terms, both practical and spiritual, that we grew up with and can draw upon as we travel the road to leadership success.

We hope that this isn’t a book you read once and store on your bookshelf, leaving it to collect dust, but one that you keep on hand and review regularly to help you reach your leadership goals or serve as a reminder of what to do when things get tough.

We have been working a long time in many different jobs and industries and have tried to learn from our mistakes as well as our achievements as we advanced in our careers. Our combined experience can help you avoid making some of the mistakes we made as you build a strong foundation of professionalism in your work and develop the tools you will need for leadership success.

So, whether you are just starting out in the workplace or already have a leadership role, get ready to change your life!
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PERSONAL LEADERSHIP NOTEBOOK

We strongly recommend that before you begin reading The Little Black Book of Success, you create a Personal Leadership Notebook (PLN) that you can use to jot down your insights and ideas as you work your way through the book. Your PLN will become your personal journal, your diary, your bible, which you will write in as needed. It is best to get a notebook with a folderlike flap so you can tuck newspaper clippings, magazine articles, network programs, or documents inside that you want to save and reference at a later date. Your PLN will track your progress, and it will be a place where you can keep contact information, important dates, project results, and any other data relevant to your leadership journey. Your PLN should be dog-eared from much use and handling from going in and out of your purse, handbag, and/or briefcase. Each year when you buy a calendar, you should buy a new PLN, which means as you grow along your leadership journey, so should the number of your PLNs. We will refer to the PLN from time to time so remember, you heard it here first! Go now and get this notebook that you will use to chart your way to leadership success. It doesn’t matter what it looks like—an old diary that you never wrote in or a brand-new colorful journal—you will want to carry your PLN around with you so that you can use it often and make it work for you. Read this book from front to back while taking notes in your PLN, then read it through a second time, taking more detailed notes, perhaps this time around, starting to develop your action plan.
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Always Consider Yourself a VIP

Many of you are already active in the workplace or will soon be entering workforces all over the world—in privately held corporations, large foundations, small not-for-profit organizations, advocacy groups, government positions, or other jobs right in your neighborhood—and yet, you may not know a very important secret: There is a leader inside each of you just waiting to come out! All you need to do is develop and hone the skills that will help the leader in you to surface and shine.

Leaders are not only born, they can also be created. Even if you have never held a leadership position and were told that you did not have “leadership potential” as you were growing up, you can learn what it takes to be a leader right now. Like math, science, and languages, leadership can be learned because it requires skill sets that can be taught. And since you are clearly capable of learning, the path to leadership is one you can always pursue.

However, along the path to leadership success, you will have to refuse to give in to negative thinking that can hold you back. Too often brilliant and beautiful young women of color sabotage themselves, sometimes without even knowing that they are doing it, so that they never become the leaders they are capable of becoming or achieve the level of leadership success they deserve. The most critical aspect of leadership is self-esteem, which must flow from the core of your being.

In order to become a leader and remain an effective one, you must always consider yourself a Very Important Person (VIP). This doesn’t mean that you should be arrogant or cocky and walk into your job believing that you already know everything you need to know. Instead, it means that you need to feel confident that you are bringing much value to any workplace and that your cultural strengths, values, and work ethic will stand you in good stead as you go about learning how to do your job, and that you will be successful despite any challenges you may face, whether they are small or large.

How you feel about yourself is imperative to moving forward and sustaining your efforts to meet your leadership goals. Feeling that you’re a VIP, reminding yourself that you’re a VIP, dressing like you’re a VIP, and acting like you’re a VIP (within reason, of course) will help to give you the confidence you need to conquer real and imagined obstacles in your workplace. Rest assured that you can overcome any hurdles you may encounter on your way to becoming a leader—just be prepared and hang on to your hat. External—and maybe even internal—forces will surely test you.

Because we live in a society where people of color and women are not always valued, some of us consciously or subconsciously transfer the notion that we are not valuable to beliefs of inferiority or inadequacy about ourselves.* A recent Harvard University study identified two kinds of prejudice: individual and systemic. The first kind of prejudice is held by individuals about members of groups other than their own. The second is a set of institutionalized assumptions, attitudes, and practices that have a kind of invisible effect in systematically giving members of more powerful groups certain advantages over members of less dominant groups. So you are not crazy, and you are not alone in feeling that some things are not right or fair in our society. Despite all of the progress women and people of color have made, there are still obstacles in many workplaces. Therefore, you must be ready.

The first step to handling any sense of unfairness in the business environment is to accept that prejudices of all kinds exist. Indeed, many of us are prejudiced, and instead of letting these feelings get in your way, you must find creative ways to move around them. You may feel frustrated at times, not knowing how to get ahead or what steps you should take to advance. You’re not alone. Don’t be discouraged. Instead, concentrate on working hard, working smart, and gaining the knowledge you need to move forward. By remaining focused, you will continue to make progress.

Your ability to remain motivated and continue to believe in yourself as you travel along your leadership journey is very important. In the sport of working, you will need to learn not to take personally everything that happens to you. You must become a savvy “player” in the work “game.” Once you decide to become a leader, you put yourself squarely in the game and you must play. You must also be prepared to win as well as suffer some losses along the way. Often those wins and losses will yield critical lessons that will help you mold your own unique leadership style that will make you stand out and move up. Be prepared for the rules of the game to change, sometimes midplay, sometimes completely. Make it your responsibility to keep up with what is going on. Plan to put your own special imprint on your workplace by bringing the very best you have to the table every day. Always hold your head high and remember that you are a VIP, no matter what position you currently hold. You’re already on your way to leadership success!
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Given our country’s history of legalized slavery, indentured servitude, and the treatment of women as chattel and children as possessions, we should not be surprised if occasionally some of us buy in to notions that we are not worthy, that we are undeserving, that we are second best. As a subculture within a dominant culture, we may see more negative than positive reflections of ourselves being portrayed in the media. And in the workplace we may see other employees who don’t look like us advance more rapidly than we do (and sometimes they don’t have half the credentials and experience that we have) and we may wonder why.

While there are nearly always things we could do differently or better in our jobs, we all know or have heard of situations where other workers we may have welcomed to the company and trained have received promotions instead of us or much sooner than we do, or co-workers who have gone overbudget on their projects while we have stayed within our budgets, yet they have been promoted and we have remained in our positions. We have met “hotshots” who seem destined to shoot to the top of the department or company no matter what they do or how many failures they produce. This process is often referred to as “failing up.”

These experiences can be discouraging, but they can also be motivating. We must learn that everything we are going through is all a part of the game—surviving and thriving in the workplace—and the sooner we face this reality the better we will be able to compete in the leadership arena. We must keep our confidence intact and realize that outer forces have nothing to do with our inner spirit—our resilience—that we inherited from our MAMAs and others. We stand on the shoulders of our ancestors, who sacrificed mightily so that we could have the privileges and opportunities we take for granted today. Through them we know and affirm that we are amazing women, and with confidence in ourselves, we can do anything!

[image: ] MAMAISMS


	[image: ] Nothing worth having comes easy.


	[image: ] You have to work twice as hard as everyone else to get anywhere.


	[image: ] You are worthy and deserving of having the best of everything.


	[image: ] Make yourself number one.


	[image: ] If you don’t take care of you first, no one else will.





*“How Unethical Are You?” Mahzarin R. Banaji, Max H. Bazerman, and Dolly Chugh, Harvard Business Review, 12, 2003.
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