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ABSTRACT

Our demographics are becoming more racially diverse, yet we continue to experience
persistent racial disparities with indicators of well-being. One way public administrators have
responded to these disparities is to increase workforce diversity. Using the theory of active
representation (Mosher, 1982), | interviewed 15 White public administrators from three local
county human services agencies (urban, suburban, and rural) in Minnesota. The three counties
were selected because these counties had experienced more than a 10% demographic change of
people of color from 1990-2010. This study looked at the personal and organizational factors that
contribute to White public administrators actively representing the interests of racial minorities
in local county human services. Data collection comprised of semi-structured face to face
interviews. Subjects were screened to ensure they fit the inclusion criteria. This included whether
they identified as White, if their work brought them into weekly contact with racial minorities or
people of color, and if they were actively engaged in efforts and activities about race. Of those
who participated, 10 were female and 5 were male. The average age was 54, and the length of
service ranged from 3-33 years. Subjects were asked about their personal background, what it
means to be White, and examples of work experiences in which they were actively representing
the interests of racial minorities.

The variables in this study include personal factors and organization factors that
contribute to active representation. Personal factors were racial consciousness, major life events,
and significant relationships with people of color. Organizational factors were a diverse and
inclusive work environment, bureaucracy, legal and compliance issues, and supervisor support.
A combination of these factors was analyzed for their relationship with weak or strong role

adoption to represent the interests of racial minorities. The findings suggest that Whites did not



have to be racially conscious to actively represent racial minority interests. Patterns of active
representation fell into three types: deliberate, partial, and conformist. Overall, White subjects
with racial consciousness were more deliberate and effective. | also identified duality to
organizational factors; factors could be facilitative or limiting. Three new factors emerged:
supervisor support, leadership engagement, and external factors. Just because White subjects
adopted a role to represent racial minority interests, did not mean their self-report behaviors were
consistent with their beliefs about what being White means. Seeing solutions to address racial
disparities may not be possible without racial consciousness which continues to perpetuate racial
disparities.

This study is unique in the field because it shifted focus about active representation from
a study of people of color to Whites who are in the dominant racial group, and highlighted
assumptions in past studies of active representation that challenge previous research findings. In
particular, this study addresses the assumption that just because people adopt a role to represent
racial minority interest does not mean they are effective in working in ways that benefit racial
minorities. Also, organizational factors previously identified only as limitations could actually be
facilitative, such as legal and compliance issues. Further work is needed to understand and
explore how to link the individual actions of White public administrators to organizational
outcomes. Also, there is a need to study other factors that emerged. Primary limitations in this
exploratory study included a limited sample size; results cannot be generalized to the entire

population of White public administrators in local county government.
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Whites and Active Representation 1

CHAPTER 1

1. INTRODUCTION
Our demographics are changing rapidly. Children today are racially diverse and more

likely to grow up in a multi-cultural society. Our children are our future, and as our
demographics change, this is what society will look like. Likewise, the public sector will become
more racially diverse. In the State of Minnesota, populations of color will increase by 112% by
2035 and the growth in the White population projected over this time period will be 9% overall
for the State of Minnesota (State Demographic Center, 2014). Populations of color have higher
birth rates and are younger, which indicates that our future workers and taxpayers will be more
racially diverse than our current population. In fact, the United States will be a majority people

of color nation by the year 2042 (Johnson & Borrego, 2009; Policy Link, 2011).

In an era of a more racially diverse Minnesota, the failure to address the persistent
educational, health, and human service racial disparities carry negative implications that
jeopardizes our future prosperity and economic vitality. It calls into question the effectiveness of
government to serve its own people. People of color are more likely to live in poverty, less likely
to graduate from high school, less likely to own their own home, and more likely to suffer from
chronic illness (Minnesota Compass, 2014). Leading predictors of the quality of our future
workforce, such as high school graduation rates indicate that people of color are less likely to
enter higher paying positions due to lower educational achievement as compared to their White

counterparts. For example, the on-time graduation rate of African American high school students



Whites and Active Representation 2

in 2012 was only 51% as compared to the White non-Hispanic student graduation rate which was
83.9%. In addition, the on-time graduation rate for American Indians students was 45.5%. Asian
Americans had the highest graduation rate of all racial minority groups at 74%, however, this
was still 9.9 % lower than White students. These statistics represents just one indicator of racial
disparities. Similar racial disparities exist in all other social, educational, and health indicators,
which highlights a trajectory in which racial minorities continue to face barriers. The public
sector needs to find ways to address the poor outcomes for people of color, because we are
missing fundamental solutions that focus energy on what works to change this negative

trajectory.

Leaders in different sectors in Minnesota have launched initiatives with a purpose to
reduce racial disparities in multiple areas. Ten years ago, the Chief Executive Officers in the
private sector came together to assess the economic vitality of the greater Minneapolis-St. Paul
region formed a community effort called the Itasca Project, and raised awareness about racial
disparities and economic development (Itasca Project, 2014). As a result, new entities have been
created to work on closing the achievement gap, reducing socio-economic disparities, and
attracting new businesses to the region. Public leaders in the seven county metropolitan area
have also commissioned a report about employment disparities that has launched an initiative
called “Everybody In” to reduce employment disparities (Ramsey County Workforce Investment
Board, 2011). Other counties and non-profit organizations have directed efforts inside their
agencies to create a culture of diversity and inclusion and to change hiring practices to increase
the number of employees of color. Across sectors, there is growing consensus that reducing

disparities is absolutely needed, but progress has been limited.
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Increasing workforce diversity is one way that public organizations have tried to improve
service outcomes for racial minorities. Diversity efforts focused on diversifying the workforce
have emphasized hiring, retention, and promotion pipelines for racial minorities. The assumption
of such efforts is that racial representation in government will increase the cultural competency
of services, bring in diverse perspectives, and reduce disparities. The other common strategy is to
provide training, either to improve cultural competency skills or address racism. However, many
of these efforts stop short of identifying and removing structural obstacles which include
policies, procedures, and practices and getting to the underlying social norms and belief systems

that reflect the dominant White culture.

Social equity is asserted as a core value in public administration (Fredrickson, 2010). A
tenant of this the belief is that achieving racial equity should be a goal in public administration.
There is no biological basis for racial differences, but race as a social construct continues to
assign value in a hierarchy that benefits certain groups and not others because of skin color.
Public employees use their administrative discretion to implement public policy, design
programs, and to deliver important services. In the field of public administration, the theory of
representative bureaucracy posits that active representation of racial minority interests is link to
achieving racial equity and representation can be seen as a means of achieving equity. An
assumption in the theory of representation is that if those in government share the same social
origin and belief system as those who are being served, the rights of minorities will be
represented and realized in public administration. Yet, despite efforts to increase diversity for
decades in the workforce of public bureaucracies, people of color and women are few and far

between in upper ranks of government than White people or men (Wise, 1990; Riccuci &
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Saidel,1997; Riccucci, 2009). Therefore, if we want to place our hopes on the few people of

color who may reach these upper ranks, we will be waiting longer than we want.

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Race is a powerful socializing force, and racism effects all of us, whether we choose to
believe it or not (Alkadry & Blesset, 2010). Consistent evidence racism is alive exists in the
persistent racial disparities we experience and in the testimonies and life experiences of those
who witness to direct acts of discrimination and race prejudice coupled with the power of public
institutions. While scientists have failed to establish any objective basis for differences among
races, the social construction of race is real (Alexander & Stivers, 2010). People of color and
poor White residents were ignored and left to die during Hurricane Katrina (Gould, 2007).
Historical examples of unethical experimentation with Black people such as the Tuskagee
Experiment point to the failure of public administration. The underlying belief system about the
inferiority of Black people enabled such tragedies to occur. According to Feagin (2010),
centuries of White racial framing and counter-framing of those in power created the conditions
that we see today. It took us three centuries to create the racial legacies of today, and it will take
concerted effort, time, and commitment to change this White racial frame. As an example, Black
people were counted as three-quarters of a man in the Constitution and the extermination of
indigenous peoples was seen as acceptable public policy. Subsequent public policies followed
along with implementing such policies that continued to disenfranchise people of color, women,
and those who were poor. Women and people of color were excluded from the full rights of

citizenship until less than 50 years ago. Yet, even so signals of progress and positive gains have
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occurred. The first President of the United States who is African American was elected, and

restitution to Japanese-Americans interned during World War Il has occurred.

White males have dominated the power structure in government since the U.S.
Constitution codified race, gender, and income inequalities into its foundation. Though attempts
to achieve more equity in outcomes for people of color have been numerous, we are not there
yet. We need even more change to achieve an equitable state and to increase cultural competency
in public administration (Selden & Selden, 2001; Fredrickson, 2005; Farmbry 2009; Woodridge
& Gooden, 2009; Alexander & Stivers, 2010; Norman-Major & Gooden, 2012). Studies of
representation of women and racial minorities in public administration still show that few
achieve upper level administrator ranks (Selden, 1997). Despite growing demographic diversity,

the ranks of public administration do not reflect these broader changes.

If we want to improve outcomes and reduce racial disparities, we need to deeply examine
the personal and organizational factors that contribute to White public employees who do decide
to champion the interests of racial minorities. People of color have not been in the majority nor
have they had the social power to affect outcomes, and yet some gains have still been made in
public administration. Therefore, the concept of active representation may help us to understand
how the interests of racial minorities were represented by those in the dominant culture despite
their absence in positions of power in public administration. We need to look to where hope is
alive and demonstrable action had happened. Public administrators in upper ranks typically have
had more discretion to affect the public and its citizens through how they make decisions, design
programs, and distribute resources (time, money, or people). However, even front line workers

can define, shape, and deliver services to allocate resources and affect the public good (Lipsky,
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2004). As such, the lens or belief system from which any White public employee operates can be

considered official action and affects how the public is served.

In the public sector, it is human services that are most sensitive to race and its social
dynamics. Ensuring that trash is removed from city streets does not require the same level of
cultural competency and expertise as delivering mental health services because it is not
undergirded by a deep seated value system that requires direct personal interactions with public
employees. In human services, public employees are primarily dedicated to serving people, and
judgments about service are based on staff expertise and their own belief system. Authorizing
resources that impact the human condition is a daily occurrence and the stakes are high to be
right. Unlike trash removal, judging whether an appropriate level of service has been delivered
and effective is challenging because it will directly impact the client’s life and well-being. When
racism and cultural differences are present, this is even more challenging. Cultural differences
may be also be attributed to skin color, and create racial tensions that reinforce negative racial
stereotypes. In both examples, social hierarchy and belief systems still impact the delivery of
services. However, in human services, there is a direct and profound human impact though very

personal interactions between the service providers and the service recipients.

To illustrate how judgment and discretion influences public services, | will give you an
example of how racism impacted me as an Asian American woman. Race become a factor used
to deny me services, even though it was never positioned the way from the public employee who
was serving me. | went camping at a Minnesota State park several years ago when my four
children were all under the age of eight, where | was told by a White park ranger that | was
“illegally showering.” I was not supposed to be using the public showers because | had booked a

group site with no electricity or water. He told me that my sisters and | would need to pay and



Whites and Active Representation 7

register for a regular site to access the public showers. The conflict on the surface was a sign that
said “Registered Campers Only.” However, | was a registered camper. Because each of us had
children under the age of three, | had reserved the group site closest to the public restrooms and

showers. | had confirmed when | had reserved that usage was allowed.

In reality, as Asian Americans, we stuck out like a sore thumb among White campers.
This was in Southern Minnesota, at a park that people of color rarely visited. The park ranger
was inconsistently reinforcing the “registered campers only” policy. If we had been White
families, we would have showered undetected. However, because of our skin color, our behavior
was unacceptable. The ranger thought that he was treating us exactly the same, but he was not. |
confronted the ranger only to discover that the White camp host, posted near the public showers
had complained. The ranger was responding to his complaint. His complaint was that a “large
number of Asian folks” had showered two evenings in a row without proper authorization. To
add insult to injury, the park ranger told me I could bathe my children in the river, or use the

water pump located half a block away from our campsite.

Visibly upset, I told him he was being racist, but he refused to apologize. He was not
racially conscious enough to understand that he was actually not treating us the same, he was
actually treating us differently. He thought was just doing his job. It was impossible to argue
with him. His skin color privilege was invisible to him. He just reinforced his own social norms
that benefited White campers and created a disadvantage for us, Asian American campers. He
was not a bad person, nor was he being mean. However, this lack of racial consciousness and
inconsistent policy application created a benefit for White campers: the ability for Whites to

shower free, and created a disadvantage for us, an added cost for us as Asian Americans to
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shower. To get a free shower was based solely on skin color. He had created a racial disparity by

responding to someone who saw us as a threat.

When the park ranger reinforced his White social norm that privileged Whites, it became
institutional racism — race prejudice with the power of State was behind the enforcement. All
public employees have the same authority to enforce and allocate resources. Setting limits and
checking the power of the bureaucracy is central to many public administration theories, as well
as trying to reconcile diverse interests and balancing the representation of different interest
groups. The theory of representative bureaucracy reconciles the basic problem of administrative
discretion and our democratic values through the idea that having public employees of diverse
backgrounds is positive and enhances our democratic ideals through passive representation
(Kingsley, 1944). Through diversifying the public workforce and reflecting the community it

serves in the people it employs, the interests of the population would be served better.

Passive representation is the idea that public employees with shared social socialization
experiences and origin represent the same interests without a need to be conscious and
intentional. Recent versions of this theory link passive representation to active representation, or
the intentional action from those of the same racial background to generate policy outcomes and
programs that favor their own racial group (Krislov, 1974; Mosher, 1982; Selden, 1997). And
further evidence with active representation suggests that a person does not need to be of the same
racial background to represent racial minority interests. In contemporary active representation
theory, the assertion is that it is possible that dominant and privileged groups can represent racial
minority interests if they adopt and believe that it is their role to do so. However, previous
studies of the theory of active representation are quantitative and studied marginalized or racial

minority groups. In this study, | shift the focus of the research question to the dominant social
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group, White public administrators and use a qualitative design to examine the factors that
contribute to Whites who are actively representing racial minority interests in local county

government.

1.2 Purpose

To represent the public good and “create public value” means that employees need to
provide strategic management for the people they serve (Moore, 1995). The persistent nature of
racial disparities suggests that racial minorities and their interests in public organizations are not
being effectively managed. The continued lack of representation of people of color among the
ranks of public administration means that the interests of racial minorities are not being
adequately represented. We face a challenge in that citizens of color are not matched up with
staff of color, but White staff. The ethic to serve the public suggests that White staff should and
must actively represent the needs of racial minorities they serve in order to be responsive and
relevant to achieve the public good. While not enough progress has been made to reduce racial
disparities, there are gains that have been achieved even though racial minorities are strikingly
absent in public administrative positions. This leads to the conclusion that some Whites may be
actively representing the interests of racial minorities, and effectively doing so.

The purpose of this study was to learn from Whites who are being actively representative
of racial minority interest to gain insight and knowledge about how to reduce racial disparities
from this dominant culture perspective. In doing so, | studied the theory of active representation
from the perspective of White public administrators using their own narratives about who they
are, their racial identities, and what they have done to actively represent racial minority interests.
I compared the findings to extant literature about being White and active representation. |

interviewed 15 White public administrators in three local county human services organizations in
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Minnesota and focused on exploring the personal and organizational factors that contribute to the
active representation of racial minority interests from the dominant White culture. In doing so,

this is study is unique from previous studies that focus on racial minority groups.

1.3 Significance of the Study

The significance in this study is to understand active representation of racial minority
interests from the perspective of White public administrators, add to our knowledge of active
representation, and learn from those who are already doing the work. Focusing on those who
have the opportunity and positional power to act, to shift resources, and to speak up about the
plight of racial minorities may increase our effectiveness in serving racial minorities and
reducing racial disparities. Racial disparities also continue to be perpetuated, even as we try hard
to create more equity in public administration. Figuring out what we are missing in terms of
educating those from the dominant culture would also help provide us with new and practical

solutions to be more effective.

Learning about the factors and personal qualities that White public administrators who
are active in championing and advocating for racial minorities can give us clarity about how
progress is being made to advance equitable service outcomes. Since public employees are the
vehicle from which most human services is still being delivered and race is such a powerful
socializing force, understanding what White employees believe of themselves and their roles to
represent racial minorities will shed light about how we can support even more change.
Tokenism of people of color creates a heavy burden. Having the expectation that employees of
color will represent racial minority interests is inadequate to reduce racial disparities. Enlisting

allies who are White to move toward actively representing the interests and needs of racial
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minorities would be another strategy. We know very little about the White public employees

who are already allies to racial minorities in local county government.

In related work about White allies, Thompson, Schaefer, and Boyd (2003) captured the
life stories of White men challenging racism, and they showed how White men gained strength
and acted to benefit people of color and dismantled racism. White male allies did so through
learning, interacting, spending time with people of color, and having people of color validate
when they were being helpful. Likewise, Goodman (2011) illustrated that promoting diversity
and social justice from the perspective of privileged groups occurs through awareness raising,
training, and the application of knowledge. But is this enough? Is education and training a factor
in raising racial consciousness, and what other ways might exist?

Some organizations have taken a “managing diversity”” approach and is focused on
increasing cultural competency. As a skills-oriented approach, these efforts may downplay the
importance of the power dynamics present in racism. Agencies also recruit broadly and
implement strategies to retain staff of color, yet turnover continues when people of color are
hired. Managing diversity frequently assumes that hiring minorities will increase cultural
competency and reduce racial disparities. The expectations for the few people of color, at least in
the mid-west, which tends to be very homogenous, and are unrealistic. Conversely, assuming
that White employees are unable to represent racial minority interests also seems naive. No silver
bullet exists, but studying the experience of the dominant and privileged group that does have
that authority to make changes can expand our base of knowledge.

Structural inequalities in the allocation of resources also exist because bureaucracies have
legacies of policies, rules, and practices from previous administrations. Changing the power

dynamics to address structural inequalities means that the White majority must work to change
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unacceptable status quo conditions. Resources are defined as people, time, and money. If White
people only support White interests, how do we change our decision-making to benefit those
who are absent from the ranks of public administration? How do White people in public
administration increase the number of people of color in public organizations? The interaction
between the personal and professional is porous; what happens in one arena affects the other.

The theory of active representation counts this interaction to be put to work in the organization.

We also know that socialization experiences cross multiple social identities, and not just a racial
identity (Holvino, 2012; Wijeyeshinghe and Jackson, 2012). People bring their entire selves to
work, and the set of personal experiences, beliefs, and values may be not readily evident or
easily judged just because of skin color. We assume that a White person does not share beliefs or
attitudes that are similar to people of color, but this may be an untrue assumption. A White
person may have pale skin color but is Native American, Latino, or is married to a person of
color. Socialization outside of the workplace, personal background, and other characteristics may
be contributing factors that change how these individuals view their work. The assumption that
White people are not multi-cultural, and cannot understand the life experiences or conditions of
racial minorities may be completely wrong.

If a White person grew up in poverty or has had significant relationships with people of
color, this may have altered their views about race. They might have removed themselves from a
White racial frame and gained cultural competency through these life experiences. Treating race
as a discrete variable is problematic. For example, the racial category of “Asian” encompasses
many ethnicities and cultures (Takaki, 1998). A third generation Chinese-American is not the
same as a newly arrived Hmong refugee from Thailand. The experience of a Mexican-American

who is in the United States is different from that of an immigrant from Columbia. And yet, these
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individuals are both considered “Latino”. Recent work on racial identity and development shows
that “intersectionality” of multiple social identities exists for any individual (Wijeyeshinghe &
Jackson, 2012). We bring these social identities with us, not just our “racial selves” to the
workplace. The interplay of these dynamics can assist us in understanding how to draw on
people’s different social identities to improve understanding about how to serve those from a
different racial background.

The elimination of prejudice is an indicator of social justice because in public systems,
prejudice against racial minorities manifests into the systemic attribution of power to Whites
(Krislov, 1974). We know that race is intertwined with bureaucratic interests for those in the
White majority and solutions are less evident than first appears (Watkins-Hayes, 2011). Undoing
the cumulative effects of past racism is impossible, but improving future decisions is possible.
We need an ethic of race in public administration; one that governs not just the managerial but
calls forth a different set of values from which to operate that is more pragmatic and threaded
through public administration (Fredrickson, 2005; Alexander & Stivers, 2010). Focusing on
managing diversity alone does not elevate our conceptual understanding of how racism works in
the delivery of public services, the dynamics of the organization, or the choices that
administrators make to distribute resources. Underlying values and belief systems guide our
behavior every day, and also lead us to adopt new ways of working to improve our community
impact.

Finally, the significance of this study would be to challenge stereotypes about White
people as unable, unwilling, or incapable of understanding social justice and racial equity. Using
academic rigor to study what contributes to the making of White allies in public administration

and asking this research question allows us to question assumptions about race and research in
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public administration. A new theoretical framework may unlock the potential we already have to
do achieve better results. Farmbry (2009) urges researchers to be agents of social change and to
confront racism in public administration by using rigor and asking new questions. Engaging in
academic discourse and scholarship to discover the ways that public administration is incomplete
or inadequate is needed. New theories in public administration also call public administrators to
use their values, skills, and judgment to deliver public services (Moore, 1995; Dolan &
Rosenbloom, 2003; Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007). The image of the public administrator as a
competent and neutral contributor is long gone (Moore, 1995; Shafritz, Hyde, & Parkes, 2004).

Perhaps this ideal type never existed.

1.4 Research Design

This research was designed to explore the experiences of White public administrators in
three county-based human services agencies in Minnesota. The first step was to select the three
counties for study and gain site access to the counties to identify potential subjects. Second, |
administered a screening tool to ensure that subjects could adequately answer the research
question. I also had to ensure a balance in the composition of the participant pool. I interviewed a
total of 15 White subjects who were actively engaged in representing racial minority interests. |
also collected relevant county-based data such current and historical information about diversity
and inclusion efforts, organizational structure, and support structures to advance cultural
competency in the organization. Using one hour long interviews, | asked participants the
research question: What personal and organizational factors contribute to White public
administrators actively representing the interests of racial minorities? Results were compared to
current evidence that about the theory of active representation and literature about Whiteness and

racial identity. I chose qualitative methods because they are the best suited to observe, examine,
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and study the social reality and meaning of the relationships between the person and their
organization and how these two categories of factors interact to create the active representation

of racial minority interests (Newman, 2006).

1.5 Research Question

The majority of research on the theory of representative bureaucracy has focused on
passive representation and counts of people of color as compared to White people in
government. Studies confirm that if there are more racial minorities, this does increase active
representation of racial minority interests. Shifting the focus to a dominant group and studying
representation from a White perspective has never been done before. To build on the theoretical
framework for active representation, my research question was: What personal and
organizational factors contribute to White public administrators actively representing the

interests of racial minorities in county-based human services?

Secondary questions for the research included whether White employees are conscious of
the decisions they make, their level of acceptance of their roles in advocating for racial minority
interests, and what personal background characteristics exist. Also, what the interaction of the
personal and organizational factors look like with the unique characteristics of different subjects,
and whether deeper interactions and socialization with people of color matters. And finally, how
do Whites reconcile their racial self-interest and belief system in the workplace if there is a need
to adopt a role to represent racial minorities? Quantitative methods treat these personal and
organizational factors as discrete but the theory of representation depends on individual
characteristics, social background, and belief systems to be brought into the workplace to ensure
responsiveness of the bureaucracy to the citizens it serves. Because of all these reasons, it made

sense to use qualitative methods to answer the research question.
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1.5.1 Reflexivity.

Because | am a person of color, it is helpful to reflect on the perspectives, assumptions
and sensitivities that I brought to this study. To interpret knowledge of one’s self in the work as
it relates to the research question can help account for the strengths and weaknesses in the study
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Newman, 2006). | have also served in local county human services
as a division director and observed how White public administrators in that public organization
were actively representing racial minority interests. Furthermore, because | run a large non-profit
organization, and I am working on our own diversity and inclusion efforts, I have hands on
experience with engaging White employees to become more actively representative of racial
minority interests.

| am a Hmong woman who was born in Laos, and resettled in the United States after
considerable hardship, war, and loss living in a refugee camp. As a child growing up in low
income neighborhoods, | observed poor Whites living among us in public housing and receiving
the same welfare benefits as my family. Even though | knew | was different, | was not racially
conscious of my Asian racial identity until | was twelve. The event was when | became a
naturalized citizen, and the INS officer told me that I could not prove that I was my mother’s
daughter. Since my mother could not speak English very well, | had to serve as the interpreter.
My mother was furious. In broken English, she told him that as she had given birth to me, so |
had to be her daughter. But, he still looked at us as if we were lying. From this interaction, grew
the seed of my Asian racial identity. Before this incident, | identified as Hmong but never as
Asian. Afterwards, | realized I could not control how people saw me, and later noticed that my

White friends and teachers in high school treated me differently.
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Another defining moment for me was winning a full scholarship to study in West Berlin,
Germany, at age 16. | had taken German for four years, and was able to speak it fluently as |
lived there for a full year. Living overseas made me realize that not all White people are the
same, and that racism, and White identity were more complicated than | had imagined. For the
first time, | realized my nationality as a U.S. citizen made me American, but I still had to call
myself Asian American. Some of the Germans could not understand how I could be an American
and also be Asian. Some thought | was Native American because | was dark from playing tennis.
However, | was confused that American-born Whites could not see their own race as White, nor
did they understand their ethnic origins. | had made friends in the exchange program that year,
and it was my first time getting to know White people intimately as friends. Germans saw
themselves as German, but not White. Xenophobia was on the rise in Germany and was the
predominant conflict during that time. Purity for the Germans in Berlin related to how far back
you could trace your ancestors to Prussia. My host father was an American-born Jew who had
moved to Berlin to teach German to the American troops, and he did not consider himself White.
It was at this time that | realized that race was socially constructed, and that racism in America
was a uniquely American phenomenon.

| am a well-educated person, having exceeded what my parents hoped for when they
immigrated to the U.S. over 38 years ago. | have crossed socio-economic classes and earn a great
living. At age 18, | won a full scholarship to an esteemed private university and was one of the
few Hmong women of my generation to graduate from advanced graduate studies before getting
married. My career has followed my educational path; I have been promoted every 3-5 years in
my profession. In the course of my career, | have an equal amount of professional experience at

senior levels in two sectors: the non-profit sector and the public sector. In one of those roles, 1
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managed the county-based human services for individuals 18 and over for a large urban county. |
was the first person of color hired in a director level position there. My career has been a lot of
“firsts” as a person of color. This includes the role that | have now in my current organization
since | am in the top position.

However, despite these successes, and overcoming many obstacles, | continue to
experience racism at work, home, and the community. At the county, if | missed a management
meeting, it was immediately noticed; not just because of my authority level but because | am
Asian. | have spent a huge amount of time avoiding being tokenized, but still ended up heading
numerous diversity and inclusion efforts. It has not been possible to step away from personal and
professional challenges as a person of color. | have decided it is a life long journey. As a person
of color, | have been attributed with negative stereotypes because of the work of White people
who have worked for me and previous leaders who came before me. In one of the worst meetings
of my life, I walked out of a room full of White managers and directors at the county who could
not see their privilege. They refused to move forward to adopt a self-assessment tool to increase
accountability for anti-racism work that a group of staff had developed that they spent a year
developing. It was after this meeting that | realized that if race was socializing me to be this
angry, that it must be socializing White people to not see their own race. It was a turning point
for me to do intensive self-reflection and learning. For over one year, | kept a journal about
racism, privilege, and my reactions to White people to explore what | was seeing that White
people were not seeing. | had to examine my feelings and relationships as a person of color and
come to understand that White people are also victims of racism. We are all complicit in keeping

the myths around racism alive.
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| decided to take control of my own learning seven years ago, and increased my cultural
competency and ability to see racial dynamics in any situation. So, | took the Intercultural
Development Inventory, an assessment tool that measures intercultural competency (Intercultural
Development Inventory, 2014). | used the results to improve my understanding of my own
values and belief system, to see and accept differences, and to change my behavior. | wanted to
become more culturally competent so that | could be less exhausted. Six years ago, | moved into
a stage called “adaptation” which is the end stage in this cultural competency framework and

have stayed there. | have increased my lexicon to talk about racism.

| have observed that | am more at peace with who | am, what | represent, what my values
and belief system is and also where my personal and work boundaries begin and end. Although
acts of racism bother me, | just take on the challenges that are closest to me. I realize that | do
not have to believe the messages that others send me about my race, and I certainly do not have
to internalize them. The difference now is that | work to understand what assumptions are behind
people’s actions and make them explicit. | accept that race is about how others see me, and not
so much how | see myself. 