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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and gender 

intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians and 

candidates. The aim of the study was to create an informative account of the Black 

female experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. A qualitative phenomenological 

method was selected to better understand the lived experiences of Black women 

participants in the study, particularly as it relates to their intersectional identities.  

Findings suggest that the intersectionality of race and gender plays both a positive and a 

negative role in the viability of Black women in politics. Positive themes: Sense of 

Responsibility to Act; Confidence, Belief, and Experience; and Encouragement and 

Support were identified as assets and portended that Black women bring positive 

attributes to politics that help them thrive and succeed. Liability or negative themes: Lack 

of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support reflect how Black 

women’s identities can be a hardship to their success in politics. These hardships provide 

insight into the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in politics. The 

proposed solution is to create the Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN), a leadership 

training, support, and enrichment program for Black women at all stages of the political 

pipeline. SPAN would use the knowledge obtained from this study as a roadmap to 

provide explicit and intentional training modules and resources designed to mitigate the 

issues that contribute to the lack of Black women in American politics.  

Keywords: Black women, American politics, intersectionality, servant leadership 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

“To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body” (Hooks, 

1984, Preface, para. 1). Such is the experience of many marginalized communities in the 

United States, in particular Black women (Hooks, 1984; Crenshaw, 1989). Moving from 

the margins may be accomplished in a number of ways, and intentional participation via 

an elected office in the American political system is one such option (Dittmar, 2014). 

Politics is the ultimate power exchange, and being a part of the body of leaders who 

create, pass, and enact legislation that affects millions in communities across America 

and even the world can be empowering for Black women (Mitchell & Covin, 2014; 

Dittmar, 2014; Jones-DeWeever, 2017). If, as data suggest, opportunities to obtain 

political power are limited for women overall, such access is even more constrained for 

Black women (Dittmar, 2014). According to the 2017 Black Women’s Roundtable 4th 

Annual Report and the Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) at Rutgers 

University:  

• In the 2008 and 2012 election cycles, Black women outnumbered all other race 

and gender subgroups in voter turnout (Dittmar, 2014; Jones-DeWeever, 2017). 

• Historically, only 31 Black women from 13 states have served in the U.S. 

Congress, only 10 Black women from nine states have served in statewide 

elected executive offices, and four states have never elected a Black woman to 

their state legislatures (http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php).   

• Black women are 7.4% of the U.S. population and 7.8% of the electorate; 

however, there are only 19 Black women in Congress (2.6%), two Black women 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
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in statewide elected executive office (<1%), 260 Black women in state 

legislatures (3.3%), and 29 Black women mayors in cities with populations over 

30,000 (1.9%). Seven Black women serve as mayor of the 100 largest cities in 

the United States (United States Census, 2017; 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php). 

• As of the 2016 election cycle, no Black woman has ever been elected governor 

of a state. Despite modest gains in the 2016 election, Black women remain 

under-represented at all levels of government (Dittmar, 2017).      

This study explored the dynamics of race and gender intersectionality and the role it 

plays in the viability of Black women in American politics. This study also sought to 

examine more closely the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in politics. 

In the sections to follow, the study will be introduced, along with highlights of the 

study’s importance, relevance, and influence on leadership.  

Statement of the Problem  

Despite data that describe Black women as “the most reliable Democratic voters 

in congressional, statewide, and presidential contests in recent elections” (p. 6), there 

remains a dearth of Black women in elected office (Dittmar, 2014). The data raise 

questions about the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians and 

why the lack exists.  Study results shed light on the value that Black women bring to 

politics – which will be identified later as “assets” – but the fact remains that Black 

women continue to be underrepresented in political leadership.  

 

 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates.   

Research Questions 

Crenshaw (1989) introduced the concept of intersectionality theory and noted the 

existence of multiple systems of oppression, particularly with Black women. When Black 

women pursue leadership roles in politics, the intersectionality of race and gender 

becomes more apparent. This study inquired about how race and gender intersectionality 

influenced the viability of Black women in elected office and explored factors related to 

the low number of Black women who pursue public office. The following research 

questions guided this study: 

1. What role has race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black 

women as politicians and candidates?  

2. What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in 

elected office? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to create an informative account of the Black female 

experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. 

Methodology Overview 

 A phenomenological qualitative research method was used to gather the meaning, 

essence, and lived experiences of participants (Husserl, 1931; Creswell, 2013). Nine 
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participants were interviewed utilizing a 12-question, three-part in-depth interview 

process (Seidman, 2013). The participants were Black women politicians at the local, 

state, and national levels. Interview questions were designed to gather participants’ 

backgrounds, current experiences in politics, and their thoughts and aspirations for the 

future.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms are defined in the context of this study and used 

operationally throughout this document: 

Black Feminist Thought. Collins (1990) defined Black Feminist thought as a 

movement to foster and enhance Black women’s empowerment and conditions for social 

justice. 

Black Women. Black women are defined as females who are of African descent 

or whose ancestors come from Africa (Black women, n.d.).  

Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers University (CAWP). The 

Center for American Women and Politics is a unit of the Eagleton Institute of Politics at 

Rutgers University and is nationally recognized as the leading source for scholarly 

research and data about women’s participation in American politics (Center for American 

Women and Politics at Rutgers University, 2017). 

Gender. Gender is defined as the state of being male or female. Gender is also 

defined as the “behavioral, cultural, or psychological traits typically associated with one 

sex” (Gender, n.d., para. 1).  

Higher Heights Leadership Fund. Higher Heights Leadership Fund is a national 

nonprofit organization committed to building a national civic engagement infrastructure 
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and network in order to strengthen Black women’s leadership capacity. Higher Heights 

Leadership Fund invests in long-term strategies to expand and support the Black 

women’s leadership pipeline in politics at all levels and “strengthen their civic 

participation beyond just Election Day” (Higher Heights Leadership Fund, n.d., About 

section, para. 1). 

Intersectional Approach. Grounded in intersectionality theory, an intersectional 

research approach highlights ways in which social and political forces manipulate the 

overlapping and traversing inequalities both within and without marginal groups. The 

intersectional approach is a research methodology that applies and highlights interlocking 

systems of oppression, multiple axes of inequality, and intersectionality (Brown, 2014; 

Berger & Guidroz, 2009).   

Intersectionality Theory. Intersectionality theory was introduced by Black 

feminist and scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989).  Intersectionality theory contends that 

“race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as unitary, 

mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena that in turn shape 

complex social inequalities” (Collins, 2015, p. 2). Macionis and Gerber (2011) simplified 

Crenshaw’s (1989) intersectionality theory and defined it as the interplay of race, class, 

and gender, often resulting in multiple dimensions of disadvantage and oppression.  

MAXQDA. MAXQDA is qualitative data analysis software that can be used for 

qualitative or mixed method data analysis (MAXQDA, n.d.). 

Phenomenological Study. Phenomenology is the process of the researcher 

gaining access to an individual’s “life-world” (p. 53), which Husserl (1931) explained as 

their world of experience. Phenomenology seeks to describe the meaning, structure, and 
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essence of the lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon, by an individual or by 

many individuals (Husserl, 1931; Creswell, 2013). 

Political candidate. Political candidate is defined as an individual who is seeking 

political office in a local, state, or national political election. A political candidate could 

run for city council, the United States Senate, governor, attorney general, secretary of 

state, the school board, or any number of political positions that require a political 

campaign and election to determine the winner (Political Candidate, n.d.). 

Qualitative Research. Qualitative research relies on text and image data to record, 

explain, and describe phenomenon rather than providing and analyzing statistics 

(Creswell, 2013). 

Race. Race is a concept based on biological similarities that are inherited. The 

Stanford Dictionary on Philosophy explained that “This inherited racial biological 

foundation manifests itself primarily in physical phenotypes, such as skin color, eye 

shape, hair texture, and bone structure…” (Race, 2008, para. 1).   

Servant Leadership. Modernized by Robert K. Greenleaf (2002), servant 

leadership is based on the theory that the leader is a servant first.  Expanding upon the 

original concept developed by Greenleaf (2002), Spears (2010) attributed ten personal 

characteristics to servant leaders: “listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, 

conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of others, and 

building community” (p. 27). 

The White House Project. The White House project was a nonprofit organization 

founded in 1998 by Marie Wilson. Their mission was to “advance women’s leadership in 

every sector, up to the presidency, changing society from a system built on the labor of 
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women to one led equally by their vision” (Wilson, 2007, p. 56). The White House 

Project was active from 1998 to 2013. 

Women. Women refers to all women, regardless of race. Since early gains by 

women in politics were made by non-Hispanic White women, the term may also refer to 

White women, specifically. For ease of reference, Black women is used when referring to 

the experiences of Black women within multiple contexts. 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Researcher Bias 

Interviewing Black women politicians about their experiences with race and 

gender intersectionality produced very specific and potentially narrow results. A 

delimitation of the study was the reality that such a specific focus on race and gender 

provided little opportunity to explore more fully other issues that emerged from 

interviews. For instance, Black women politicians in the study expressed issues and 

hardships with securing donations for their campaigns, they shared the difficulty of 

maintaining work and family obligations while running for office, and they noted having 

to contend with the fallout from an unpopular policy stance. These issues may or may not 

have anything to do with race or gender, but they were important in helping to document 

the Black female experience in politics.  

A limitation of the study was the absence of pre-existing data on how the public 

and the electorate view Black female politicians. The researcher and participants may 

have had presumptions about how much the electorate considers the race and gender of 

candidates when voting. The electorate may be more concerned about a candidate’s 

political platform, sense of social justice, and advocacy as most compelling in securing 
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their vote and support. Race and gender may never enter their minds. The absence of this 

information created a blind spot in the data.  

A second limitation was the limited number of Black female politicians and 

candidates available to participate in the study. In Dittmar’s (2014) report on the Status of 

Black Women in American Politics and in the data provided by the Center for American 

Women and Politics, it is well documented that there are not many Black female 

candidates or politicians. Due to low numbers of Black women politicians to interview 

locally, the researcher had to travel or conduct phone interviews.   

Chenail (2011) noted bias management as a major challenge in qualitative 

research.  With this in mind, the researcher was mindful not to allow her experience as a 

former political candidate and elected official to influence any portion of the research 

process. Additionally, in light of the two-party system in the United States, the researcher 

intentionally remained impartial regarding the political preferences, policies, and 

positions of those interviewed for the study. The following steps were taken to mitigate 

researcher bias: 

1. The researcher utilized bracketing to suspend judgment, bias, presuppositions, 

and assumptions during all phases of data collection and analysis (Tufford & 

Newman, 2010). 

2. During interviews, the researcher established an environment of mutual trust 

and collaboration (Creswell & Miller, 2000) by building rapport with 

participants and by reemphasizing the confidential nature of the study as noted 

in the study’s Informed Consent document in Appendix A. 



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 9 

3. Interview protocols were established to ensure each person interviewed 

experienced the same basic line of inquiry (Patton, 2015). 

4. Academic peers were consulted during the construction of the study 

questionnaire and at all stages of the data analysis process to ensure the 

methodology fit the study and to add insight into derived themes and 

conclusions (Shenton, 2004).  

5. The researcher engaged in “reflective commentary” (p. 68) to record initial 

impressions during and after interviews (Shenton, 2004).   

The Role of Leadership in the Study 

Hsin-Yi Cohen (2016) noted that political leaders are vitally important. They have 

the authority to assess the distribution of power and resources, to build relationships with 

stakeholders, and to make decisions that influence the well-being of a nation and its 

people. Given the overt power infrastructure of politics, Cohen (2016) suggested that 

political leaders should ideally be well intentioned, conscientious, authentic, and driven 

by a desire to genuinely serve others. Such a noble description is reminiscent of the 

qualities of servant leadership as described by Greenleaf (2002), where a leader is, first 

and always, a servant. Greenleaf (2002) stated, “It begins with the natural feeling that one 

wants to serve, to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead” (p. 27). 

For Black women in the study, political service was an extension of their Christian 

values, with some preferring to be called public servants instead of politicians. The 

inclusion of spiritual values as an extension of service reflected Patterson’s (2003) view 

that servant leadership is a virtuous theory – “an extension of one’s character and almost 

spiritual” (p. 2). Greenleaf (2002) believed servant leaders are always searching, 
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listening, and expecting that a better way will come. Hope, therefore, is an essential part 

of servant leadership and a strong impetus for participants in this study to become 

political leaders (Cerff & Winston, 2006).  

As defined earlier, Spears (2010) described ten characteristics of servant 

leadership: “listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, 

foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of others, and building community” 

(p. 27). These servant leadership qualities best describe the leadership approach used by 

Black women politicians in this study. Wong and Davey (2007) noted that a major 

advantage of servant leadership is that it aims to curb “the widespread abuse of power” 

(p. 5) and “reduces all kinds of problems with command-and-control leadership” (p. 5). 

The traditional power dynamic of “leader over the follower” (p. 188) is restructured in 

servant leadership and replaced with a relationship that is built on mutual respect and 

empowerment (Karel & San Juan, 2005, p. 188). In American politics, a focus on servant 

leadership would shift the emphasis from self-interest to an emphasis on meeting the 

needs of the people whom political leaders are entrusted to serve, as exemplified by 

Shirley Chisholm and so many other Black women servant leaders throughout the course 

of history. In Chapter Two a deeper analysis of servant leadership will be introduced and 

explore how study participants and women politicians overall embody the characteristics 

of servant leadership.  

Despite the advantages to society of having servant leaders, negative perceptions 

of women’s leadership persist regardless of race. In the book Closing the Leadership 

Gap: Why Women Can and Must Help Run the World, Wilson (2007) noted that all 

women in politics must consider leadership challenges. As the founder of the now 
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defunct White House Project, Wilson (2007) attributed these challenges to the negative 

perception and even resistance to women’s leadership in politics.  

However, Brown (2014), Collins (2015), Crenshaw (1989), and Hewlett and 

Green (2015) noted that Black women face additional hardships and challenges in 

leadership. Hewlett and Green (2015) argued that Black female leaders are at an 

immediate disadvantage in the workplace and are not perceived as leadership material 

because they do not look, act, or sound like White men, who make up the bulk of today's 

leaders. The research of Hewlett and Green (2015) and others highlighted the strange 

margin that Black women inhabit; they are stigmatized for being women and for being 

Black (Brown, 2014; Crenshaw, 1989; Hewlett & Green 2015; Lebowitz, 2015).  

Similarly, while participants in this study felt a strong inclination toward servant 

leadership, they also felt marginalized and disrespected in the arena of American politics 

due to both their race and gender. Therefore, this study needed to identify the specific 

challenges experienced by each participant as a Black woman in politics and also to 

explore the means by which the participants’ intersectional identities contributed to these 

challenges. Equally as important was the need to balance identification of the challenges 

faced by each participant with the identification of the advantages gained by participants 

as a result of their intersectional identities. In other words, certain aspects of the 

participants’ intersectional identities may have enhanced rather than impeded their 

viability as politicians and political candidates. Descriptions and analysis of the 

challenges and advantages experienced by participants are given in more detail later. The 

results of this study have the potential to raise greater awareness of the acute race and 
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gender leadership gap in American politics and to subsequently serve as a catalyst for 

fixing these issues. 

Significance of the Study 

The idea that Black women who pursue public office experience a form of 

intersectionality is relatively new (Mitchell & Covin, 2014). Mitchell and Covin (2014) 

suggested that despite the “newfound popularity of intersectionality, there is still a dearth 

of literature on Black women as political subjects and the role of gender in Black 

politics” (p. xi). Mitchell and Covin (2014) served as editors of the first compilation of 

research articles about Black women in politics in the book Black Women in Politics: 

Identity, Power, and Justice in the New Millennium. The book was the result of a special 

issue of the National Political Science Review, where an entire volume was devoted to 

Black women in politics from a historical and contemporary perspective. Articles in the 

book highlighted that race and gender concerns warrant exploration, particularly from the 

perspective of Black female representation and inclusion in political science research, as 

well as Black women’s political engagement as candidates and politicians (Mitchell & 

Covin, 2014).  

This study was significant also because data show there is a lack of women 

overall in politics (Wilson, 2007; http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php). Any effort to shed 

light on this issue helps to move the needle forward toward a more inclusive and diverse 

democracy. Considering information shared by Jones-DeWeever (2017) in the Black 

Women’s Roundtable 4th Annual Report and numerical data from the Rutgers Center for 

American Women and Politics (CAWP), there is a disparity in the number of women 

who participate in American politics compared to men. Women outnumber men in the 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
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U.S. at 50.8% but remain behind in leadership roles in politics nationally (United States 

Census, 2017). Participation levels drop even more for Black women, who represent 

7.4% of the U.S. population and 7.8% of the electorate (United States Census, 2017). 

When looking at women’s representation in American politics, there are three levels to 

consider: federal, state, and local government. The data in Table 1 present the 

percentages of women in elective office in the United States from 1973 to 2017. 

(http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php).  

Table 1 
 
Percentages of Women in Elective Office 
 
Year U.S. 

Congress 
State 
Elective 

State 
Legislature 

Year U.S. 
Congress 

State 
Elective 

State 
Legislature 

1973 3.0% 8.0% N/A 1999 12.1% 27.6% 22.4% 

1975 4.0% 10.0% 8.0% 2001 13.6% 27.6% 22.4% 

1977 4.0% 10.0% 9.0% 2003 13.6% 26.0% 22.4% 

1979 3.0% 11.0% 10.0% 2005 15.0% 25.7% 22.4% 

1981 4.0% 11.0% 12.0% 2007 16.1% 24.1% 23.5% 

1983 4.0% 11.0% 13.0% 2009 16.8% 22.6% 24.3% 

1985 5.0% 14.0% 15.0% 2011 16.8% 22.1% 23.7% 

1987 5.0% 14.0% 16.0% 2012 16.8% 23.4% 23.7% 

1989 5.0% 14.0% 16.0% 2013 18.5% 23.0% 24.2% 

1991 6.0% 18.0% 18.0% 2014 18.7% 22.6% 24.3% 

1993 10.1% 22.2% 20.5% 2015 19.4% 24.7% 24.6% 

1995 10.3% 25.9% 20.6% 2016 19.6% 24.0% 24.5% 

1997 11.0% 25.4% 21.6% 2017 19.4% 23.75 25.0% 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
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Based on the data presented, men hold well over 75% of elective offices in the 

United States on all levels. Analysis of the data for the 115th U.S. Congress reveals that of 

the 535 seats, 104 (19.4%) are held by women (http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php). Out 

of 100 available seats in the U.S. Senate, there are 20 (20%) women. In the U.S. House of 

Representatives, out of 435 seats, 84 (19.3%) women are represented 

(http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php). When looking at the representative numbers for 

women of color in elective office, there are very few. Women of color (defined as 

African American, Latina, Asian Pacific Islander and Multiracial) constitute 4.5% of the 

total membership in the 115th Congress. Presently, there are four women of color in the 

U.S. Senate (http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php) and overall, Black women represent 

3.36% of the U.S. Congress.  

More research is needed regarding the potential issues that face Black women 

who want to pursue public office. While there are many books, research articles, and 

Political Action Committees (PACs) that explore the experiences of women in politics, 

the vast majority of this baseline data is centered on the experiences of non-Hispanic 

White females (Carlin & Winfrey, 2009; Gidengil, O’Neill & Young, 2010; Lawless & 

Fox, 2005; Sanbonmatsu, 2006; Wilson, 2007). The trend is turning, however, with the 

work of researchers like Nadia Brown (2014), who has devoted her research to Black 

female politicians and their experiences with race and gender intersectionality, and 

Mitchell and Covin’s (2014) seminal compilation in the National Political Science 

Review.   

This study sought to explore the specific experiences of Black women in 

American politics as a means of better understanding how race and gender 

http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php
http://cawp.rutgers.edu/index.php


THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 15 

intersectionality has influenced their experiences. Utilizing an intersectional approach, 

the study provided firsthand accounts of what Black women experienced while seeking 

and serving in public office. As noted in Brown (2014), “An intersectional approach 

highlights ways in which social and political forces manipulate the overlapping and 

traversing inequalities both within and without marginal groups” (p. 81). Brown (2014) 

further noted that scholars who investigate the complexity of Black womanhood from the 

standpoint of African American women offer a major conceptual framework at the 

convergence of African American studies and women’s studies. For this study the 

intersectionality of race and gender was explored to generate information and scholarship 

to advance future research efforts and inquiry. Additionally, the significance of this study 

for the political research community, for current Black female politicians, and for those 

Black women who aspire to public office is meaningful and necessary.  

This study was especially timely with the current political climate for women, 

most notably underscored in 2016 by Hillary Clinton who became the first woman 

presidential nominee of a major political party. There is also a noticeable shift in present 

U.S. demographics towards what is termed the new “majority-minority” (Colby & 

Ortman, 2015, p. 9). The majority-minority concept portends that due to immigration, a 

combination of more deaths and fewer births among Whites, and an explosion of 

minority births, White non-Hispanic individuals will ostensibly become the minority in 

the United States (Colby & Ortman, 2015).  The study of Black women’s leadership in 

politics is therefore not static. This study required a plurality of perspectives, vantage 

points, and voices to answer the research questions presented.  
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Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates. The aim was to create an informative account of the Black female 

experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. Given the high level of political 

engagement of Black female voters as noted by Dittmar (2014) and Jones-DeWeever 

(2017), the following research questions guided this study: 

1. What role has race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black 

women as politicians and candidates?  

2. What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in 

elected office? 

To examine the dearth of Black women in politics, the study utilized a qualitative 

phenomenological method and interviewed Black women politicians to gather their 

stories and the essence of their lived experiences (Husserl, 1931; Creswell, 2013).  The 

unique leadership challenges Black women experience is relevant to this study. 

Researchers like Wilson (2007) reported there is a negative perception of women’s 

leadership, particularly in politics. Brown (2014), Collins (2015), Crenshaw (1989), and 

Hewlett and Green (2015) shared the leadership challenges Black women experience. 

Such insights are helpful and can be used to provide a better understanding of how Black 

women experience leadership in American politics.   

The call to serve was noted as the impetus for pursuing public office by participants 

in the study. This conscious choice to seek political leadership follows the path of servant 
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leadership as introduced by Greenleaf (2002). Finally, this study endeavored to provide 

meaningful and timely data that will help future generations of women and girls who 

aspire to political office.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The dovetailing between the constructs of race and gender was the basis of this 

study. The intersectional experience of a Black female politician was typified by Shirley 

Chisholm, America’s first Black woman to run for President and the first Black woman 

elected to the United States Congress. In her essay I’d Rather Be Black Than Female 

Chisholm (1970) recounted her anxieties and disappointments in politics and her belief 

that being a woman was more challenging than being Black. She stated: 

How much harder will it be to eliminate the prejudice against women? I am sure it 

will be a longer struggle. Part of the problem is that women in America are much 

more brainwashed and content with their roles as second-class citizens than 

Blacks ever were. (Chisholm, 1970, p. 1)  

What Chisolm (1970) described is what Crenshaw (1989) termed an intersectional 

experience between race and gender. As such, there was a benefit to examining race and 

gender separately in this literature review. Doing so enabled greater examination of the 

“oppressive” (p. 116) contexts and challenges that make up the intersectional identity of 

being both Black and female in American politics (King, 1975; Macionis & Gerber, 

2011).  

From the gender perspective, Chisholm’s (1970) experience underscored the 

historical prejudice that women have experienced in America.  From the race perspective, 

scholars like W.E.B. DuBois (1903) shared the history of the “American Negro” (p. 20) 

as one of strife, self-doubt, and struggle. From the intersectional perspective, Crenshaw 

(1989) noted Black women experience double discrimination, “the combined effects of 
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practices which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex” (p. 139). 

Brown’s (2014) study confirmed Crenshaw’s (1989) findings that Black women in 

politics experience a form of oppression due to their intersectional identities. All of these 

perspectives undergird the literature review and provide a critical lens by which to 

examine and analyze the experiences of participants in this study. Section One: Literature 

about the Professional Practice Field provides an overview of foundational theories and 

literature related to intersectionality and identity. The section also explores 

intersectionality and the Black female experience in politics, intersectionality and race 

from a historical perspective, and intersectionality and women in politics. Section Two: 

Literature about the Professional Practice Setting provides information about the current 

state of affairs in women’s politics and the historical and political contexts of women’s 

participation in American politics. Section Three: Leadership Literature looks in-depth at 

leadership theories – servant leadership, authentic leadership and transformational 

leadership – and concludes with the unique leadership strengths and challenges women 

face in politics.   

Literature about the Professional Practice Field 

Intersectionality and Identity 

Chisholm’s (1970) assertion that “It is harder to be a woman than Black” (p. 1), 

acknowledged that there are at least two intersecting identities that Black women 

encounter. This tension between being Black and female is the root of intersectionality 

theory. Hull, Bell-Scott, and Smith (1983) also acknowledged the existence of 

oppressive identities for Black women. They noted that Black women belong to two 
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groups that have been defined as congenitally inferior in intellect: Black people and 

women (Hull, Bell-Scott & Smith, 1983).  

Additionally, intersectionality is present in multiple contexts for Black women – 

professionally, socially, and personally (Crenshaw, 1989). Literature on intersectionality 

theory encourages sociologists and political science researchers to look past ideas of 

mutually exclusive social identities and focus more attention on the interaction of 

multiple identities and how they structure the Black female experience in politics 

(Brown, 2014). 

Intersectionality and the Black Female Experience in Politics 

Brown (2014) in the article, Political Participation of Women of Color: An 

Intersectional Analysis, noted the Black female experience in politics is not exactly the 

same as other women. Brown (2014) asserted, “I propose that individuals with multiple 

subordinate group identities, namely, racial and ethnic minority women, will experience 

differences in political mobilization and interest in politics and demonstrate different 

participatory styles than White women do” (p. 315). Generally speaking, research about 

women in politics often conflates the experiences of Black women with that of all 

women. Crenshaw (1989), Collins (1990), Dittmar (2014), and Brown (2014) contended 

that while there are similarities, the experiences are not the same.  

Research by Sanbonmatsu (2006) focused on the dissimilarity of the Black female 

experience in politics, concluding that Black women candidates are not supported by 

their parties because it is assumed voters are not willing to vote for candidates who are 

not White males. Black women candidates are not recruited, courted, or supported for 

open seats within their parties (Sanbonmatsu, 2006; Dittmar, 2014). These findings are 
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reinforced in Henderson’s (2014) article about the experience of African American Ohio 

State Senator Nina Turner, who was considered “the region’s (Ohio) ‘it’ politician” (para. 

2).  The article recounted how Turner had become well known for her political acumen 

and her passion for her community and constituents. When it came time for the party to 

recruit a slate of candidates for statewide races, Turner expected to be courted for an 

executive leadership office in the state. Instead, the article continued, nobody from her 

party encouraged her to run (Henderson, 2014).  Turner ultimately decided to run for an 

executive leadership office on her own, noting that the lack of support from her party was 

disappointing but not unprecedented. Turner stated, “My experiences and conversations 

I’ve had with sisters across the country in similar positions show that we are being taken 

for granted and we aren’t seen as bringing value to the table by people in our parties. It’s 

systematic. We sing the same sad song when we get together” (Henderson, 2014, para. 

3).  

Lack of support for Black female politicians also stems from issues related to 

identity and debunking stereotypes (Harris-Perry, 2011). In the book Sister Citizen: 

Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America, Harris-Perry (2011) talked about 

identity constructs and the struggle of Black women to overcome the constant barrage of 

negative stereotypes. Some of these identity issues come from Eurocentric standards of 

beauty (hair texture and style, skin color, facial and body features, and clothing) that can 

be ever present in the minds and hearts of Black girls and women everywhere (Sekayi, 

2003).  Sekayi (2003) examined this topic in the study Aesthetic Resistance to 

Commercial Influences: The Impact of the Eurocentric Beauty Standard on Black 

College Women, in which she noted the virulent effect beauty norms have on self-esteem 
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and feelings of self-worth. Other identity issues come from trying to be the antithesis of 

broadly accepted Black female stereotypes: mama, mammie, hood-rat, over-sexualized 

video vixen, welfare mother, and so on (Harris-Perry, 2011, p. 15). Mitchell and Covin 

(2014) noted that not only is there the burden of trying to overcome these racial 

stereotypes and dealing with Eurocentric beauty standards, but there is also the challenge 

of Black female candidates proving they are worthy and capable of being effective 

lawmakers. Harris-Perry (2011) tellingly included a second subtitle “For colored girls 

who’ve considered politics when being strong isn’t enough” (p. 29), illustrating the need 

for further examination of the current systems that are keeping Black women from 

pursuing leadership roles in the public sector. Based on the noted concerns of identity and 

stereotypes, it was important to study this phenomenon and to identify approaches and 

systems to encourage and support Black women who are currently serving in office and 

those who aspire to be politicians.  

Intersectionality and Race: A Historical Perspective  

Undergirding the Black female experience in politics is the reality of what it 

means to be Black in America. Researchers note that racial tension and racial prejudice 

against Blacks have created a system of oppression that resulted in the inability of 

African Americans to participate fully in the American political system (Marable & 

Mullings, 2009). Although laws and amendments were put in place to protect civil rights, 

the historical, political, and cultural climate of the United States made it difficult for 

minorities, particularly African Americans, to vote, to be heard, and to be protected under 

the law (Klarmen, 1994; Oppenheimer, 1994). DuBois (1903), in The Souls of Black 

Folk, underscored the importance of voting and civil rights by emphasizing that the 
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“Negro” (p. 20) must insist continually, “in season and out of season” (p. 20), that voting 

is necessary to be a human being. DuBois (1903) further stated: 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife – this longing to 

attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer 

self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost... He simply 

wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American. (p. 20)  

DuBois’ (1903) admonition 115 years ago highlighted the relative newness of the 

African American plight for equality and freedom. It was 154 years ago, in 1864, when 

four million African Americans were emancipated from slavery. Additionally, Black men 

gained the right to vote in 1870 via the Fifteenth Amendment, but many were unable to 

exercise the right due to oppressive fines, policies, intimidation, and even death 

(Klarman, 1994; Oppenheimer, 1994). Such tactics served as a deterrent for Black men 

who wanted to vote and ultimately affected political participation of Blacks (including 

women) overall (Brown, 2014).  

Fifty years after Black men gained the right to vote, women gained the right to 

vote in 1920 after a successful suffrage movement, which resulted in the Nineteenth 

Amendment. Although the Nineteenth Amendment extended the right to vote to all 

women, Black women, particularly in southern states, were often excluded from voting 

(Terbog-Penn, 2004). Terbog-Penn (2004) attributed this exclusion in part to fear from 

White suffragists of a loss in popularity for the suffrage movement among conservative 

White southern men (p. 66). Additionally, Black women's participation in suffrage and 

voting was cut short in some districts, when Black women out-registered White women 

to vote (Terbog-Penn, 2004). The Civil Rights Act of 1964, however, ultimately ensured 
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all Americans were protected under the law from discrimination based upon race, color, 

religion, sex, or national origin (Civil Rights Act, n.d.).  

More recently, the Black Lives Matter movement, which evolved from the servant 

leadership tradition of DuBois (1903), the Civil Rights Movement, and Black feminism, 

has become a more contemporary platform to express social justice and racial inequality 

(Shor, 2015; Tometi & Lenoir, 2015). Co-founded by three Black women, Alicia Garza, 

Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors, Black Lives Matter is: 

…an ideological and political intervention in a world where Black lives are 

systematically and intentionally targeted for demise. It is an affirmation of Black 

folks’ contributions to this society, our humanity, and our resilience in the face of 

deadly oppression. (Black Lives Matter, n.d., para. 1) 

Garza and Lenoir (2015) opined that Black Lives Matter is more than a civil movement; 

it is a Black liberation movement that is fighting for the human rights and dignity of 

Black people in the U.S. and the world.  

The Black experience in America has shaped and formulated multiple identities 

for Black women. Equally as impactful to Black women is the gender side of their 

oppressive identities.  An examination of these experiences through the lens of all women 

in the context of politics and history provides as full a picture as possible of the Black 

and female identities of participants in this study. 

Intersectionality and Women in Politics  

Chisholm (1970) adamantly believed the female side of her intersectional identity 

was the most problematic in politics. Why was it harder for her to be a woman than to be 

Black?  Wilson (2007) opined:  



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 25 

We often find resistance to women’s leadership because they are not seen as 

tough enough, both due to the male-oriented definition of ‘leader’ and the 

entrenched ‘cultural idea’ of female; sensitive and warm, self-sacrificing and 

nurturing, good wife and mother. These assets while valued at home become 

reasons to marginalize women on the job. (p. 22) 

In politics, softness and warmth do not successfully translate into votes for female 

candidates for public office (Wilson, 2007).  This perception of women’s leadership in 

politics is tested when Wilson (2007) described an experiment conducted by the White 

House Project in which the campaign ads of candidates were shown to a diverse group of 

voters. The audience was instructed to rate the candidates on their perceived 

effectiveness. Time and again women candidates either had no gain or were dialed in as 

lower than men (Wilson, 2007). The men, Wilson (2007) explained, “were dialed up 

from the first second” (p. 19). She continued, “Women had to dig out, to prove they were 

worthy of the attention and the elected office before their scores turned positive. Men had 

the instant advantage, based on their maleness” (Wilson, 2007, p. 19).  

Another issue affecting women candidates is the look of leadership. Wilson 

(2007) believed the word leader conjured up a male image, not a female one. Black 

feminist Audre Lorde (1984) described this phenomenon of the default leader as “the 

mythical norm” (p. 517). She described the mythical norm as a “white, thin, male, and 

heterosexual” (p. 517) who is financially secure (Lorde, 1984).  Considering the work of 

Lorde (1984) and Wilson (2007) and the mythical norm they described, it can be harder 

for women to break through and connect with voters. How would a Black female 

candidate be received in the study described by Wilson (2007)? Based upon the literature, 
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the Black candidate would have the same burden as the White female but would have an 

additional set of stereotypes and aesthetics to overcome (Sekayi, 2003; Harris-Perry, 

2011; Smooth, 2006).  

Women overcoming perceptions and breaking through as contenders for the 

highest political leadership roles in the world were observed when Hillary Clinton and 

Sarah Palin were candidates for president and vice president, respectively, during the 

2008 election. Carlin and Winfrey (2009) noted that both women were pilloried for their 

looks and their leadership. Hillary Clinton was perceived to be a “hard as nails” (p. 330), 

mean, ambitious, hard-core intellectual who had a “suitcase full of pantsuits” (p. 330), 

and Sarah Palin was called “Caribou Barbie” (Carlin & Winfrey, 2009, p. 330). The 

literature presented an illustration where the pendulum of perception of women hit the 

fringes of the most unflattering, stereotypical caricatures that women endure: a doll and a 

bitch. Carlin and Winfrey (2009) further noted that, even with these candidates running 

for the two highest administrative roles in the nation, attention was pulled time and again 

to stereotypes and other unimportant issues. Eagly (1997) concluded there are a host of 

barriers – cultural, emotional, societal, and historical – that have kept women from 

gaining traction and access to the leadership pipeline.  

From a historical perspective, the research literature that examines the barriers 

confronting women’s participation in political leadership encounters a barrier of its own – 

namely the lack of research on non-White females (Brown, 2014).  Intersectionality 

theory provides a way to connect with the previous literature but, at the same time, move 

beyond it and identify new themes specific to the experiences of Black and other non-
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White female politicians. This study was able to generate new knowledge and new 

themes for future consideration.  

Literature about the Professional Practice Setting 

The political landscape for women is presently informed by a history that reaches 

back into a past where women and African Americans are fairly new to equality and 

equal protections under the law (Conrad, 2008). Pop icon Beyoncé Knowles has a song 

entitled Run the World (Girls), in which she used the old African musical tradition of call 

and response to ask the question over and over, “Who runs the world?” (para. 1) to which 

a chorus of women yell, “GIRLS!” (Nash, et al., 2011, First stanza, para. 1). While 

Beyoncé’s enthusiastic declaration is clearly a battle cry for women’s pride current data 

and history indicate that women do not run the world. As mentioned previously, men 

hold over 75% of elected offices, and according to a report from the United Nations on 

the status of women in leadership roles globally, “Men are still overwhelmingly the 

decision-makers as senior executives and board members of corporations, public sector 

officials, judges, lawmakers, media executives, negotiators in trade unions, and leaders of 

civil society organizations” (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

Division for the Advancement of Women, 2007, p. 5). In census data worldwide, men 

slightly outnumber women, but in the United States women edge out men as the majority 

(United States Census, 2017).  

Women in the Majority 

With women in the majority Wilson (2007) opined, "Women populate half of the 

democracy; we should occupy half the positions in leadership – both for gender equity 

and because women, a natural resource, should be mined for energy" (p. 3). It is 
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important women are represented more accurately and consistently in the highest policy 

making centers in the nation - the United States Congress and even the White House. 

Wilson (2007) stated: 

Men and women must be in power to moderate the influence of masculinity on all 

of us. It is power sharing that will provide a different voice at the table, giving 

women the opportunity to shape policy in line with our values and giving men any 

permission, they need to bring all of themselves to leadership, including their 

softer side. (p. 16-17) 

Gender equality, particularly in policy making, ensures that men are not solely 

responsible for legislating important issues to women like reproductive rights, elder care, 

gender discrimination, fair and equal pay legislation, human trafficking, and health care 

(Wilson, 2007; Jones-DeWeever, 2017). As the demography of the United States 

continues to shift, women’s voices and the voices of the country’s many diverse 

communities will be even more critical in the future. However, as the literature 

suggested, diverse perspectives are not heard and not considered as much as they could 

be in politics.  

The Current State of Affairs for Women in Politics 

Considering the current political landscape, it would be difficult to believe 

Wilson’s (2007) report that “Eighty-six percent of Americans say they would vote for a 

woman for president” (p. 17). This statistic was from a 2007 Newsweek poll and 

portended that the climate is ripe for women to be at the very highest levels of 

government (Wilson, 2007). To prepare women for political office, Wilson (2007) and 

others founded political action committees and women’s political leadership networks to 
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train and prepare women to be political leaders. Such efforts are intended to take more 

deliberate action in getting women into the political pipeline. This study revealed these 

efforts are especially necessary to increase the participation of Black women in the U.S. 

political system. 

Historical and Political Context: Women in Politics 

Historically, women have lagged behind especially in politics. George 

Washington became president of the United States in 1789, but it was not until 1872 that 

the first woman ran for president. Victoria Claflin Woodhull ran against Ulysses S. Grant 

as a candidate for the Equal Rights Party with Black abolitionist Frederick Douglas as her 

running mate. They ran on the platform of women’s suffrage, free love, and socialism 

(Shearer, 2016). The groundswell around equal rights and access would change laws and 

legislation for the next century. During this time of the creation of laws that would shape 

the nation, the first woman was elected to office. Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin of 

Montana was elected in 1917 to the U.S. House of Representatives (Jeannette Rankin, 

n.d.). It was nearly fifty years later when Shirley Chisholm became the first African 

American woman to be elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1968 (Chisolm, 

1970).  

During the late 1800’s when women first stepped on the national political stage 

and even after Jeannette Rankin was elected, women were subjected to cultural and 

societal norms that stymied their progress toward leadership in politics. Eagly and Carli 

(2007) explained gender norming as a remnant of evolutionary theory and gender role 

assignments in emerging economies like the United States. Eagly and Carli (2007) stated, 
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“As gender hierarchies formed in these new economies, men gained power over women” 

(p. 33). They continued: 

Men’s physical attributes positioned them to occupy the roles that provided access 

to wealth and power as these more complex economies developed. Women, in 

turn, became increasingly confined to a domestic role involving child-care and the 

production of goods for the immediate family through activities such as cooking, 

sewing, weaving, and grinding grain. (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 33)  

With gender roles comes gender bias. This attitude is the lynchpin behind much of the 

tension women experience in leadership, and it contributes to perceptions about women’s 

leadership abilities and style. 

The aforementioned milestones, current political landscape, and history of women 

in politics help to put a finer point on where women are in the evolution of the nation in 

the area of civil rights and access. The history and professional practice setting for 

women in politics is still being written and developed. Efforts to gain knowledge on the 

experiences of women in politics will be especially helpful to future generations. This 

study aimed to use the current political climate and history to create a complete narrative 

of how race and gender intersectionality influenced the viability of Black female 

candidates and politicians.  

Leadership Literature 

 An interesting finding of this study was that Black women’s experiences and their 

viability in politics were strongly influenced by their leadership styles. A closer look into 

the leadership styles utilized by Black women politicians revealed the factors that 

motivated these women to enter politics despite the challenges presented by race and 
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gender intersectionality, as illustrated in the previous section. The literature is full of 

studies that define, describe, categorize, and classify different leadership styles and 

theories. The following section compares the three main normative leadership styles 

described by other theorists: authentic leadership, transformational leadership, and 

servant leadership. Servant leadership emerged as most closely aligned with the 

leadership style utilized by this study’s participants and also by women politicians 

overall. Although women politicians, particularly Black women, must overcome 

significant leadership challenges, this section will also explain that they still possess 

strengths and are able to outperform their male counterparts due to the servant leadership 

style that they employ.  

Authentic Leadership 

 The roots of authentic leadership have a theoretical foundation in Greek 

philosophy and the concept of “to thine own self be true” (Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 

318; Luthans, Norman, & Hughes, 2006). Authentic leadership is highlighted by self-

awareness and a deeply self-reflective nature. The goal of authentic leadership is to 

present one’s true self accurately and honestly to others. Authentic leaders are seen by 

followers as leaders who are not only aware of their values, knowledge, and strengths but 

are also aware of these traits in their followers. Authentic leaders lead by example and 

motivate their followers by transparent decision making, confidence, optimism, hope, 

resilience, and consistency between their words and deeds (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 

Luthans, Norman, & Hughes, 2006).  Follower motivation and admiration ultimately 

should evolve to what Illies, Morgeson, and Nahrgang (2005) described as positive 

modeling, whereby followers want to be a reflection of the authentic leader and their 
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values. Doing so creates a follower who is transparent and authentic, just like the leader. 

Avolio and Gardner (2005) noted that, as followers become more transparent with their 

authentic leaders, the leader benefits also. A leader-follower development cycle ensues, 

and both leader and follower grow through the exchange.  

Although authentic leadership can be highly effective, the leader-follower 

development cycle can make it difficult to embrace and execute in politics when the 

followership is very large and arguably more passive and disengaged than followers 

would be in smaller groups. For study participants, the self-reflective nature of authentic 

leadership was particularly difficult to discern. As such, a different leadership style best 

complements Black women politicians in this study.  

Transformational Leadership  

James McGregor Burns (1978) introduced transformational leadership and 

described it as a philosophy in which leaders stimulate and inspire followers to achieve 

extraordinary goals and outcomes. Burns (1978) believed that a transformational leader 

looks “for potential motives in followers, seeks to satisfy higher needs, and engages the 

full person of the follower” (p. 4). Transformational leadership is underscored by the 

evolution of moving followers from self-interest to a higher sense of meeting the needs of 

the collective.  Transformational leaders inspire through their strong vision, positivity, 

confidence, and attention to uplifting the needs of followers (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 

This emphasis on followers is illustrated in Avolio, Waldman and Yammarino (1991), 

who identified the four I’s of transformational leadership:  Idealized Influence, in which 

the leader is seen as a role model; Inspirational Motivation, where the leader arouses a 

sense of excitement and meaning around an experience; Intellectual Stimulation, which 
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occurs when the leader includes followers in the creation of solutions to organizational 

issues; and Individualized Consideration, in which the leader becomes a coach in the 

personal development of followers (p. 10).  

While similar to servant leadership, transformational leadership does not address 

the call to serve and the subsequent choice to lead as noted by Greenleaf (2002). Cerff 

and Winston (2006), in their comparison of servant leadership and transformational 

leadership, suggested transformational leadership is more a function of how leaders 

inspire followers to the extent that the follower is converted into a leader (p. 2). This 

conversion to leadership is not the path to servant leadership as suggested by Greenleaf 

(2002).  Participants in this study had a spirit of service first that ultimately moved them 

to seek leadership. Additionally, a servant leader seeks to encourage others to become 

servants and not leaders as noted in transformational leadership. Greenleaf (2002) stated: 

The best test, (of servant leadership) and difficult to administer, is this: Do those 

served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, 

freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And what is 

the effect on the least privileged in society? Will they benefit or at least not be 

further deprived? (p. 27) 

Women Politicians as Servant Leaders  

The Pew Research Center (2015) in its report on women in leadership identified 

five essential aspects of political leadership by conducting a study where respondents 

were asked if males or females in high ranking political offices were better at working 

out compromises, being honest and ethical, working to improve the quality of life for 

Americans, standing up for their beliefs despite political pressure, and being persuasive 
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(Chapter 2, para. 25). Respondents noted women were better and more effective than 

men. These results are supported in a study conducted by Alexander and Andersen (1993) 

who studied the gender factor in the attribution of leadership traits in politics. In both 

studies, women outscored men on what voters believed to be the most important aspects 

of effective leadership in politics.  

When examining the qualities identified by the Pew (2015) report in comparison 

to Liden, et al., (2008), Spears (2010), and Patterson (2003), many of the qualities of 

servant leadership emerge.  These qualities include: creating value and building 

community, behaving ethically, building relationships, exemplifying servanthood, 

empowering others, displaying empathy, fostering stewardship, and committing to the 

growth of others. While this list is not comprehensive, the aforementioned summary of 

traits of servant leadership serves as an example of the overlapping leadership traits of 

women politicians for the purposes of this analysis and research effort.  

Also, re-examining Spears’ (2010) list of the ten characteristics of servant 

leadership, the list encompasses both the intrinsic (inner characteristics) and extrinsic 

(outward practice) qualities of servant leadership and reinforces the cyclical relationship 

between the leader and the follower (Powers & Moore, 2005).  For political leaders the 

outward practice of listening, empathy, healing, and persuasion elevates public service 

and places emphasis on the needs of followers. Through this practice, the servant leader 

is enriched by the internal joy that comes with serving and growing others (Ferch, 2005). 

Chisholm (1970) explained that women politicians have been known to be strong 

advocates and called to serve in ways to mitigate what they perceive to be injustice. 

Greenleaf (2002) stated that servant leaders are challenging: 
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…pervasive injustice with greater force, and they are taking sharper issue with the 

wide disparity between the quality of society they know is reasonable and 

possible with available resources, and, on the other hand, the actual performance 

of the whole range of institutions that exist to serve society. (p. 23) 

Such a stance is the embodiment of putting the needs of others above self and demanding 

higher accountability and moral authority (Claar, Jackson, & Tenhaken, 2014).  

Chisholm (1983) captured the spirit of servant leadership when she noted in a 

speech at Greenfield Community College in 1983 that everyone should use their talents 

and energy to help improve the human condition. She stated: 

I think it’s important that as we look around ourselves in the world today, there’s 

so many complex and complicated problems. The time has come, that somehow 

we must be able to utilize our creative energies in a positive manner and work 

together for the amelioration of the human condition.  It matters not whether you 

are White or Black, whether you are male or female, but that if you have special 

talents and aptitudes and abilities, that these collective talents and abilities should 

be utilized by all of us in order to try and help make this world a better place in 

which to live. (Chisholm, 1983, Recording location, 5:21 sec.)  

Chisholm’s (1983) declaration fits the five factors that comprise the Servant Leader 

Profile as described by Wong and Davey (2007): having a servant’s heart, serving and 

developing others, consulting and involving others, inspiring and influencing others, and 

modeling integrity and authenticity (p. 6). 

 Chisholm’s (1983) exhortation called upon followers to serve for the greater 

good. For participants in the study, trust, respect, and service (Reinke, 2004) were evident 
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in their commitment and motivation to serve before self (p. 30). Alston (2005) noted that 

for Black women, servant leadership “has become their calling and is a part of their 

philosophical and practical fiber” (p. 681). This study observed that Black women 

politicians did not engage in passive acknowledgement of the issues in their 

communities; instead, they chose of their own volition “to be responsible moral agents at 

work and in society” (Graham, 1991, p. 113). There is now a path for Black women to 

move from service formerly limited by racism and sexism to leadership that has the 

potential to be unburdened by systematic societal oppression.  

Women Politicians Leadership Strengths and Challenges  

Research by Anzia and Berry (2011) found that women lawmakers – specifically 

Congresswomen – were better than their male counterparts at using their power and 

influence to pour resources and services into the communities they serve. They noted 

women legislators funnel more money into their districts; they also sponsor, co-sponsor, 

and collaborate on more legislation than male lawmakers, despite holding only a quarter 

of Congressional seats overall (Anzia & Berry, 2011) Chisholm (1970) believed women 

are more successful legislators because they bring empathy, tolerance, insight, patience, 

and persistence to government – the very qualities women have had to develop because 

of suppression by the inherent patriarchal set-up of politics. She stressed that the country 

needs women’s idealism and determination perhaps in politics more than anywhere else 

(Chisholm, 1970, p. 1).  

Despite leadership gains and strong policy making skills, women in politics have 

challenges to overcome.  Alice Eagly (1997) created the concept of social role theory to 

explore the nuances of long held social roles that have contributed to how women leaders 



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 37 

are perceived. Misperceptions of women’s leadership and effectiveness persist, and Eagly 

and Carli (2007) noted that these misperceptions have kept women out of top leadership 

roles in the public and private sectors. This exclusion is despite the Pew Research Center 

(2015) data that suggested women are effective leaders and even better politicians. What 

is the issue? Eagly and Carli (2007) attributed this lack of trust in women’s leadership to 

what they term as a clash between communal and agentic traits. Communal traits are 

what the Pew Research (2015) study confirmed; women leaders and politicians are 

viewed as more compassionate, honest, organized, and intelligent. They have a strong 

commitment to serving their communities through their power and influence. Eagly and 

Carli (2007) would add that communal traits include women being especially 

affectionate, helpful, friendly, kind, sympathetic, sensitive, gentle, and soft-spoken (p. 

86). Conversely, agentic traits are those which convey assertion, domination, and control 

and are most often attributed to men (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 86). These are the qualities 

most associated with effective leadership in the broader society. As such, women leaders 

have a disadvantage in multiple leadership contexts even though they are viewed as 

embodying the essential traits necessary to be effective leaders. 

Summary 

 Exploring race and gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of 

Black females as politicians and candidates is multifaceted. The nation’s history with 

race and gender has framed not only women’s experiences in American politics, but also 

the experiences of Black women. Section One noted the important role of 

intersectionality and race and how the Black experience in America historically has 

shaped the ethos and outlook of Black women.  Shirley Chisolm (1970) shared the 
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importance of studying the gender gap and gender equity issues in the essay I’d Rather be 

Black Than Female, and Crenshaw (1989) introduced intersectionality theory and the 

concept of intersectional experiences around race and gender for Black women. Section 

Two provided a contemporary and historical frame by which to examine the professional 

practice setting of women leaders in politics. Section Three is highlighted by Eagly and 

Carli (2007), Wilson (2007), Chisholm (1970, 1983), Greenleaf (2002), and the Pew 

Research Center (2015) report on women and political leadership. Women bring a strong 

servant leadership disposition to their work in politics, and studies by Anzia and Berry 

(2000) and Alexander and Anderson (1993) provided evidence of these qualities in their 

studies on women in politics. These resources highlighted the special leadership 

advantages and challenges women bring to any industry.  

All of the research cited served as a foundation for advancing this study and 

answering the research questions: What role has race and gender intersectionality played 

in the viability of Black women as politicians and candidates, and what are the 

underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in elected office? Hearing 

the voices of current Black female candidates and politicians regarding their personal 

experiences with race and gender intersectionality in politics through this qualitative 

research study will contribute to scholarly endeavors and discourse in women’s 

leadership for the future.   
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction   

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates. The aim of the study was to create an informative account of the Black 

female experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. A qualitative phenomenological 

method was selected to better understand the lived experiences of Black women 

participants in the study, particularly as it relates to their intersectional identities.  This 

chapter will present the research questions used to guide this study, the research design, 

study participants, data collection tools and procedures, ethical considerations, and 

chapter summary.   

Research Question(s) 

For this study, it was important to develop research questions that could help shed 

light on how Black women experience American politics in their intersectional identities. 

It was also of interest to determine why there are so few Black women who pursue 

elective office. With this in mind, the following research questions guided this study: 

1. What role has race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black 

women as politicians and candidates?  

2. What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in 

elected office?  
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Research Design 

A qualitative phenomenological research method was used to collect the unique 

experiences of study participants and to gather their thoughts regarding their political 

viability as Black women. Creswell (2013) described phenomenology as a descriptive 

study of how individuals experience a phenomenon. Phenomenology is the process of the 

researcher gaining access to an individual’s “life-world” (p. 53), which Husserl (1931) 

explained as their world of experience. The foundational question in phenomenology is: 

“What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon 

by an individual or by many individuals?” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). Phenomenology 

allows the researcher to find the commonalities across experience, rather than only 

focusing on what is unique to a single individual (Creswell, 2013). A hallmark of 

phenomenology is to “suspend all judgments about what is real – the ‘natural attitude’ – 

until they are founded on a more certain basis. This suspension is called ‘epoch’ by 

Husserl” (Creswell, 2013, p. 77; Husserl, 1931). In this context, a phenomenological 

approach provided more flexibility, depth, and breadth to the study, and helped the 

researcher better analyze the similarities and differences between and amongst 

participants.  As a result, other issues and experiences beyond race and gender emerged 

from interviews. These issues and experiences provided an opportunity for rich analysis 

and a more comprehensive view of how participants experienced the phenomenon.     

Data Collection Tools 

 Participants for the study were interviewed utilizing a 12-question three-part in-

depth interview process (Seidman, 2013). The first part of the interview established the 

context of the participants’ experience and featured questions focused on their “life 
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history” (p. 51) and past experiences in politics (Seidman, 2013). The second part of the 

interview was intended to gather details about the participant’s current experiences in 

politics. The third and final part of the interview asked participants to reflect on the 

meaning of their experiences (Seidman, 2013). Seidman noted the three-part interview 

“allows both the interviewer and the participant to explore the participant’s experience, 

place it in context, and reflect on its meaning” (Seidman, 2013, p. 53). The three-part 

interview can be conducted in three separate sessions, or it can be modified to be one 

interview, featuring three distinctive sections.  For this study, one interview with three 

distinctive sections was used because of the busy and limited time that Black women 

politicians were able to devote to the study. A copy of the interview questionnaire can be 

viewed in Appendix B. Also, to ensure that the in-depth interview questionnaire 

corresponded with the research questions for the study, all twelve questions on the survey 

were mapped to the two research questions for the study. Appendix C provides the 

Research Questions/Interview Questions Matrix.   

Participants 

For this study, nine Black women candidates, former candidates, and politicians 

from local, state and national levels of government across three states (Florida, Indiana, 

Louisiana) and the District of Columbia were interviewed. Participants represented a 

variety of levels in leadership and included one State Representative; one former mayor; 

one U.S. House of Representatives candidate and former U.S. Senate candidate; one 

judge; two city court judge candidates; one district court judge candidate; and two school 

board members. Such stratification provided an opportunity to observe how Black 

women at different levels in politics experienced race and gender. For instance, a local 
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Black female politician may not experience race and gender bias to the same degree as a 

state or national politician because the communities they represent may have populations 

that are more homogeneous. They may also serve communities that share similar values 

and experiences as they do. Conversely, a Black female candidate or politician who has a 

larger constituent base, like in a state or national race, may have many more experiences 

that relate to gender and race bias due to an electorate that is larger and potentially less 

diverse. Additionally, multi-level participants allowed for other concerns and issues to 

emerge from interviews that may not have been related to race and gender but may 

directly connect with the political level of the participant.   

Seidman (2013) cautioned against setting a specific number of participants for a 

study. He stated, “There are two criteria for enough [participants]. The first is sufficiency. 

Are there sufficient numbers to reflect the range of participants and sites that make up the 

population so that others outside the sample have a chance to connect to the experiences 

of those in it?” (Seidman, 2013, p. 56). The second criterion for enough participants is 

“saturation” (p. 56), the point in which the interviewer begins to hear the same 

information reported and “he or she is no longer learning anything new” (Seidman, 2013, 

p. 56). For this study, the nine participants interviewed represented a sufficient range 

described by Seidman (2013). Also, since there are so few Black females in politics, 

Seidman’s (2013) concern about others outside the sample having the chance to connect 

to the experiences of participants should be adequately addressed since each of the 

participants in the study came from varying levels of government and represent various 

positions. Finally, Seidman (2013) recommended letting interviews and participants 
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evolve and believed, “‘Enough’ is an interactive reflection of every step of the interview 

process and different for each study and each researcher” (Seidman, 2013, p. 57).    

Data Collection Procedures 

Recruitment 

After securing IRB approval (Appendix D) to gain access to participants for the 

study, initial contact was made via email to the participants or their representatives. Since 

each participant was either running for office, currently serving as an elected official, or a 

working professional who ran for office and lost, several communications were necessary 

for personal contact with the participants to be actualized. Communication to connect 

with potential research participants included contact with staff members, personal 

assistants, office personnel, and other employees who were devoted to fielding and 

vetting communications (email, phone calls, and tweets) for an elected official or 

candidate. Appendix E provides a sample email that was sent to potential participants. In 

the instances where there was no response to email, a follow-up phone call was placed. 

Finally, if the email and phone communications did not yield results, connections were 

made via colleagues and other professional networks to gain access to participants for the 

study.  

After participants agreed to be interviewed for the study, a date, time and location 

for the interviews were established. Since most participants were located out of state, 

interviews for the study were conducted via a phone and video conferencing platform 

called Zoom.  
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Financial and/or Budgetary Issues Influencing Data Collection 

 To recruit and conduct interviews for the study, some travel was required. The 

researcher registered and paid to attend a national conference for Black elected officials 

in Washington D.C. to network and prospect for participants. As connections were made 

with Black women politicians interested in participating in the study, they indicated their 

preference for interview format. Interviews were conducted during and after the 

conference.  

Data Analysis 

The Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) tool MAXQDA was used to aid in data sorting, 

coding, and analysis. Each participant’s interview for this study was recorded, 

transcribed, and uploaded into MAXQDA for analysis and to determine patterns and 

themes in the data collected. The patterns and themes identified in respondents’ answers 

were examined for clues about the role race and gender intersectionality has played in 

their political journeys. Additionally, Creswell (2014) reminded that it is important in 

qualitative research to let the story unfold. With this in mind, other themes about the 

respondents’ experiences emerged from analyzing the data. These themes were recorded 

to ensure accurate representation of the participants’ experiences. Data analysis for this 

study utilized the following data analysis plan:  

1. Interview transcripts were uploaded into MAXQDA and an initial read was 

conducted. 

2. From the initial read, First Cycle Coding was utilized to determine initial 

impressions of the data. Also anchor codes were used to align coding efforts with 

the research questions for the study. 
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3. Transcripts were re-read, and a second First Cycle coding filter was applied to 

better understand and identify significant statements in the transcripts. 

4. Transcripts were read a third time, and a Second Cycle coding filter was applied 

to determine interpretive meanings, clusters, and ultimately themes in the data. 

5. Cluster and theme development was shared with other academicians to ensure the 

most precise interpretation of the datum.  

Throughout the data analysis process, the researcher utilized the data analysis 

strategies of Creswell (2013) who stressed the importance of suspending judgments via 

epoch in phenomenological research and data analysis, as well as utilizing 

phenomenological reduction and bracketing to ensure the true meaning and essence of 

participants’ lived experiences emerged (p. 77).  More details on coding methods and 

derived themes are shared in Chapter 4. 

Leadership Roles/Implications Related to Data Collection 

Politicians, in general, are viewed as leaders. In fact, many are regarded as having 

reached the pinnacle of success after achieving elected office. It was, therefore, important 

as the researcher to be respectful of participants’ time and responsibilities when asking 

them to consider participating in the study. Politicians for this study were typically very 

busy and some were very high profile. Lowney (2003) reminded, however, that we are all 

leaders and we are leading all of the time. Bearing this in mind, the individuals selected 

as participants for the study had to also see the researcher as a leader in her own right. 

For a successful study, a high level of mutual trust and respect between the researcher 

and participants was necessary.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 Being a politician and a political candidate is a very high-profile job. Any 

indiscretions, inaccuracies, or information that could be deemed personal and damning 

could have an irrevocable effect on participants’ political careers. It is for this reason that 

the anonymity of participants and all data collected have been carefully stored and 

protected. Utilizing the QDA tool to log and store results without names and other 

leading information was critical. Additionally, any notes and recorded data from 

interviews were stored on a password protected computer on an encrypted data server 

maintained at a large Midwestern university. Additionally, all notes and paper artifacts 

were scanned into the secure computer and server, and all artifacts from interviews will 

be deleted and destroyed seven (7) years from the date of collection. 

 Finally, each participant read and signed the required Informed Consent document 

(or gave verbal consent) prior to participation in the study. The document described the 

emphasis on confidentiality, the purpose of the study, the research procedures, as well as 

the voluntary nature of the study. Appendix A is the Informed Consent document used for 

this study. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates.  The nine Black women participants for the study came from various 

levels of government, represented varying leadership roles, and ran for office or served as 

politicians in Florida, Indiana, Louisiana and the District of Columbia. Participants for 

the study were recruited utilizing email, phone, and social and professional networks. 
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Each participant was interviewed utilizing a 12-question in-depth interview 

questionnaire. Interviews were recorded and transcribed and uploaded into MAXQDA, a 

qualitative data analysis (QDA) tool to code and analyze data. Ethical considerations for 

the study include the use of an Informed Consent document and maintaining the 

confidentiality and security of all data from participants in the study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of the study Race and Gender Intersectionality: 

A Phenomenological Study of the Experiences of Black Women in American Politics. The 

study explored the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women politicians and the 

role race and gender intersectionality play in their viability as politicians and candidates. 

Utilizing a qualitative phenomenological research framework, data were collected, coded 

and analyzed to understand the lived experiences of nine Black women politicians. A 12-

item interview questionnaire was used to gather participants’ responses to answer the 

following research questions:  

1. What role has race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black 

women as politicians and candidates?  

2. What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in 

elected office? 

In the sections to follow, participant summaries and profiles are shared, along 

with a detailed presentation of the data collection process, coding strategies, major 

themes, and how research themes uncovered in the findings address the research 

questions for the study. Additionally, participant quotations are used throughout the 

chapter to underscore findings and to illustrate participants’ experiences with race and 

gender intersectionality. The results are a culmination of the voices and deep perspectives 

of participants in the study, and they are a reflection on the triumphs and challenges of 

being a Black woman in American politics. 
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Presentation of the Findings 

Summary of Participants 

 The study included nine African American women who had been identified as 

politicians. Participants were either currently elected officials, engaged in an active 

political campaign, or had previously run for an office and lost. Participants were 

primarily from the legal profession, with seven of nine participants (77%) indicating they 

had received law degrees and practiced law. Two participants, while having only run one 

political campaign for an elective office, had extensive experience in politics in related 

roles such as appointed positions, local and national party leadership roles, and political 

advocacy groups. A majority of participants in the study, however, were relatively new to 

politics, were running their very first campaigns, or had only run for office one additional 

time. Table 2 provides a summary of participants’ pseudonyms, occupations, political 

offices sought, and party affiliations. 

Table 2 

 Participant Summaries 

Pseudonym  Occupation  Office Sought # of 
Campaigns 

Party 
Affiliation 

Anna Assistant District 
Attorney 

 City Court Judge 1 Democrat 

Ethel Attorney 
(Currently running 
for Congress) 

 U.S. House of 
Representatives 

2 Democrat 

Harriet Attorney  District Judge 1 Democrat  

Lavinia Retired 
Former Mayor 

 Mayor 1 Democrat 

Lucy State 
Representative 

 State 
Representative 

2 Democrat 
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Madree Attorney  City Court judge 1 Republican 

Sarah City Court Judge  City Court Judge 1 Democrat 

Vashti Nonprofit 
professional 

 School Board 
Member 

1 Republican 

Winona Business Owner  School Board 1 Democrat 

  

Participants in the study represented various levels of government: two school 

board members, one former mayor, one state representative, one congressional candidate 

(previously U.S. Senate candidate and current U.S. House of Representatives candidate), 

one city court judge, two former city court judge candidates, and one district court judge 

candidate. Additionally, of the nine participants, two (22%) identified as conservative or 

Republican. Seventy-eight percent (78%) identified as liberal or Democrat. Party 

affiliation data obtained from this study (particularly for Democrats) are consistent with 

the 2017 Black Women’s Roundtable report results presented at the 2017 Congressional 

Black Caucus Annual Legislative Conference in Washington, D.C., which noted 74% of 

Black women surveyed identify as Democrat. This, however, represents an 11% drop 

however from 2016, in which 85% of Black women felt the Democratic Party represented 

their interests (Williams, 2017). 

Participant Profiles  

Anna  

 Anna has practiced law for many years and currently serves as an assistant district 

attorney in her community. She became interested in law and politics after a personal 

family experience with injustice. She shared: 
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I always knew I wanted to be a lawyer because of the injustice that I saw done to 

my family. I was going to be a civil lawyer, and I was going to help the poor and 

needy. But in college, I did an internship at the prosecutor’s office and I just 

totally fell in love with it - the power of the prosecutor. To me, the prosecutor has 

more power than the judge, because a judge can’t hear a case unless the 

prosecutor brings it forward.  

Anna served in various roles in the district attorney’s office, and she was 

ultimately promoted to assistant district attorney. In this position Anna decided to make a 

run for city court judge. Anna did not win her election, but she has not ruled out another 

run for a judgeship in the future.   

Ethel 

 Ethel is currently running for the U.S. House of Representatives and was 

previously a candidate for the U.S. Senate. She was the first African American woman to 

run for Senate in her state’s history. Ethel is an attorney, and she is also a former service 

member. After leaving the military, Ethel worked at a law firm and as senior counsel at a 

major corporation.  Ethel noted that she has always had an interest in politics. She shared: 

I have always been interested in politics from the standpoint of being a voter. I 

became more interested in my thirties when I started to volunteer for campaigns. I 

was very inspired by (names president) presidential run. As a result, I became 

more interested in Democratic politics, but I didn’t really develop any kind of 

solidified notion that I would actually consider running for office until 2013. 

(Names politician) was the Republican Senator from (names state) and he gave a 

very, very bad response to (names occasion). At that time, it kind of came over to 
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me that he is… There was no grand talent involved in being a U.S. Senator if 

(names politician) can be a U.S. Senator with the little talent that he has. I just had 

an epiphany that I wanted to try to go for it. I left my senior counsel position for a 

large company in (names state) to run for U.S. Senate. I thought that I would be a 

good fit for the state. It turns out I wasn’t. 

 Although, Ethel did not win her bid for Senate, she is hoping for a win in her 

Congressional race.  

Harriet 

 Harriet is a veteran who attended college after leaving the military. She decided to 

go to law school after completing her degree and starting a family. Harriet began working 

at a legal aid program which she credits as the experience that sparked her interest in 

running for district court judge. Harriet did not win her election but continues to practice 

law as a public defender and volunteers at a domestic violence justice center. Of this 

work, she shared: 

I will continue to work as a public defender. I tell my clients in misdemeanor 

court that there are things they don’t have to do. They don’t have to keep coming 

back and forth to court and doing the things that they’re doing. It bothers me to 

see them shackled, with hands and feet bound. It’s like nobody ever told them that 

they don’t have to do this. They can live a better life. That you don’t have to keep 

stealing and doing drugs or whatever.   

Harriet would consider another run for judge, if the opportunity presented itself.  
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Lavinia 

Lavinia is an attorney and has held many positions – paid, volunteer and 

appointed – in politics for a number of years. Lavinia noted that as an undergraduate 

political science major and later as a law student, she was always interested in politics. 

She stated, “I always had an interest in public policy and always an interest in politics. I 

just wasn’t really clear that I would ever seek office” (Lavinia, personal communication, 

September 25, 2017). Instead of running for office, she decided to work in politics behind 

the scenes. Her leadership roles were extensive, with national party positions, board 

appointments, and as political advisor to some of the most prominent and successful 

politicians in the country.  Although successful in her work as a political insider, Lavinia 

shared the moment she decided to step into the spotlight and run for mayor of her city. 

She shared:  

I don’t know what possessed me to do it. I’d always had an interest, but I thought 

I’d be an advisor, that was the more appealing role to me. I am not sure to this 

day, what possessed me to seek the office of mayor. I really can’t explain it other 

than just sort of a sense of frustration. I thought, oh well, just let me get into the 

mix. Somebody’s gonna pick up what I’m saying if it catches on; as I think it will. 

Honestly, I never thought that I would stay in it long enough to win. 

Lavinia won her race and became mayor of her city. She went on to serve one 

term in office. Lavinia has retired from politics and looks forward to supporting others in 

their endeavors. 
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Lucy 

 Lucy is currently serving as a state representative, and she is in the middle of her 

second term. Before becoming a state legislator, Lucy practiced law for a number of 

years while also serving her party on the state level in leadership roles.  Lucy believes her 

strong Christian values are the guiding force behind her success in politics. She shared:  

Everything I do politically is Christian based. That was one thing that I told my 

constituents when I ran. My priority first and foremost in serving is that it doesn’t 

take away from my Christian values.  

Lucy plans to serve out her current term, but she has formally announced her intent to run 

for state senator.   

Madree 

Madree is a private practice attorney who once served as a prosecutor in her state.  

Madree was a candidate for city-court judge on the Republican ticket, and she was the 

first African American woman to ever seek the office in her county. Madree conveyed 

her deep commitment to the process of running for office in a place where she was the 

first woman of color to do so. She shared:  

At one point, it became bigger than win or lose. It was more of a platform to 

affect change in this area and meeting people. I was the first woman and first 

person of color to run for that particular seat. So, it was a history making move in 

and of itself. I didn’t even realize the gravity of that until I started to meet and talk 

to people in the community. 

Although Madree did not win her election for city court judge, she has not ruled out a run 

in the future.  
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Sarah 

Sarah is currently serving her first term as a city court judge in her community. 

She has been interested in law since she was a little girl. After law school and practicing 

for a period of time, Sarah decided to launch a campaign for judge. Sarah commented on 

her feelings about the moment she submitted the paperwork and paid the fee to launch 

her very first campaign. She shared:  

It is a moment I will never forget because I labored over it. So many times, people 

will tell you that everything has to be just perfect. You need to have been 

campaigning for this amount of time, you should have all these people backing 

you, you have to have done this, or done that. Well, the law literally says based on 

our [state] Constitution that I had to have been a practitioner for at least seven 

years, that I had to be a member of the Bar, that I had to be a resident. All I knew, 

was my community needed someone on the bench that was going to preside over 

the issues fairly and impartially and that was going to educate the community.  

After her term is up, Sarah plans to become a district court judge. Her dream job, she 

says, is to sit on her state’s Supreme Court. 

Vashti 

 Vashti was elected to her community’s school board in 2016, and she currently 

works in a nonprofit leadership role. Vashti shared that she is a registered Republican, 

which she acknowledged is not the party affiliation of the majority of the Black 

community. Vashti represents the third generation of women in her family to be 

politically engaged and active. She believed this is the reason she has wanted to be in 

politics for as long as she could remember. Her roles in politics before winning her 
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election were as a volunteer and advocate, just like her mother and her grandmother. She 

shared: 

My mother was involved in politics. She worked for different mayoral campaigns 

and she lobbied for certain policies. Actually, my grandmother worked in politics 

too. Politics is in my blood. 

Vashti hopes her school board election is the first step towards running for a larger 

political office. She hopes someday to run for Congress or, at the very least, to work in 

one of the policy centers in Washington, D.C. 

Winona 

Winona was elected to her community’s public-school board in 2016. Winona is a 

prominent business owner, and she is well known for her philanthropy and service to the 

community. As a product of the public-school system, Winona had a strong interest in 

helping to shape the future of the school district and how it served its most vulnerable 

citizens.  She shared: 

Being a graduate of (names school district), and a hall of famer for (names 

district), I had several people talk to me about running for school board. My firm 

has worked with at-risk youth for a number of years. Originally, I was not going 

to do it, because I felt that at this point in time, we needed a younger generation, a 

younger group of individuals to now begin to take the reins. 

Winona ultimately won her election, and she has expressed the joys and challenges of 

working in the public-school system. After her term, she has no future plans to run for 

office, but she plans to continue her work in philanthropy and service. 
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Data Collection Process 

 Participants for the study were interviewed utilizing a 12-question three-part in-

depth interview process (Seidman, 2013). Interviews were conducted from July 2017 

through October 2017. Interviews were recorded on an audio app and typically lasted 45 

minutes to 1 hour. Eight interviews were conducted via phone utilizing the Zoom meeting 

platform, and one interview was completed in person. At the conclusion of each 

interview, audio recordings were transcribed and saved on a password protected and 

encrypted server.  

Coding Strategies 

 After interviews were transcribed, each transcript was uploaded into a qualitative 

data analysis (QDA) tool, MAXQDA, to aid in coding and data analysis. Saldaña (2016) 

noted that while QDA software is a solid option for coding and data analysis, the program 

does not code the data. Therefore, as an initial step in coding in the QDA, each transcript 

was read, and First Cycle coding filter initial coding was used to gather “first impression” 

(p. 11) words or phrases in the data (Hedlund-de Witt, 2013; Saldaña, 2016). First Cycle 

coding is described as a preliminary step to organize raw data.  At this stage in the 

process, data were coded with an anchor code that corresponded with each research 

question to ensure codes corresponded with research questions for the study (Saldaña, 

2016). For example, anchor code #1, “Race and gender,” was applied and corresponded 

with the first research question, and anchor code #2, “Issues,” was applied and 

corresponded with the second research question.  

From initial coding, a first-round code book was developed that included anchor 

codes. Transcripts were re-read, and a second First Cycle coding method, descriptive 
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coding, was applied to the data in an effort to assign descriptive labels to inventory topics 

(Saldaña, 2016). Again, the “Race and gender” and “Issues” anchor codes were used to 

ensure corresponding codes could be related back to the research questions. As a result, 

the code book was further refined. Finally, a Second Cycle coding method, pattern 

coding, was used to help identify emerging themes in the data. Hudland-deWitt (2013) 

explained that Second Cycle coding is a more advanced way of reorganizing and 

reanalyzing the data coded through First Cycle methods. Second Cycle coding methods 

explore the interrelationships across multiple codes and categories to develop a coherent 

synthesis of the data (Hudland-deWitt, 2013). First and Second Cycle coding methods 

and each coding filter (initial, descriptive, and pattern) assisted the researcher to view the 

data through a different lens and aided in the process of sorting and condensing the data 

into categories, and ultimately into emergent themes. As a final step, codes, categories, 

and themes were shared with colleagues in the academic community to ensure accurate 

interpretation of the data.  

Major Themes 

 The coding strategies used for analyzing the data in this study were significant in 

identifying emergent themes. The “Race and gender” and “Issues” anchor codes ensured 

themes corresponded with the two research questions. What emerged from the data 

utilizing this methodology were themes that served as an opportunity to provide further 

insight into how participants viewed race and gender intersectionality’s influence on their 

viability in politics and the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in elected 

office.  
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Based upon participant responses, data for Research Question One (What role has 

race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates?) can be separated into what will be termed asset and liability themes. 

Asset themes were derived from data that reflect how participants viewed their race and 

gender as a benefit to their viability in politics. Liability themes relate to how participants 

felt their race and gender intersectionality was an impediment to their viability and 

correspondingly provide insight into the underlying issues for the lack of Black women in 

politics. These issues are directly explored in Research Question Two (What are the 

underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in elected office?). 

Asset Themes 

Asset themes identified in this study include the following: Sense of 

Responsibility to Act; Confidence, Belief, and Experience; and Support and 

Encouragement. Asset themes underscore the viability of Black women in American 

politics. These themes encapsulate the sense that Black women in politics feel a sense of 

responsibility to take action to fix issues and address concerns in the community. Data 

from this study illustrate that Black women participants are confident and believe that 

their professional and personal experiences adequately prepared them for elective office. 

Participants also have a support network comprised of family members, friends, and 

some external entities. Data from participants underscore these themes as being positive 

or an asset for Black women in politics. 

Asset Theme One: Sense of Responsibility to Act 

 All participants described a moment when they felt the responsibility to act. The 

context was either as the call to run for office because of some perceived issue or concern 
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in the community or as an opportunity in their current political office to take actions 

through policy and legislation that would benefit constituents. Lavinia reflected on her 

run for mayor against a powerful incumbent and her awareness that the people of her city 

were suffering emotionally and financially. She had been serving as a political aide, but 

conscious choice moved her to lead (Greenleaf, 2002). Lavinia expressed discomfort with 

being in the limelight, but she felt the needs of her community were too great for her to 

ignore. Reinke (2004) noted that servant leaders choose service above self.  Lavinia 

added value to this theme as she shared:  

I wanted to be the candidate of change because I could see that change had to take 

place. The city financially could not continue to support a government as well as 

over 50,000 people in a city that didn’t even have a main residence. I wanted to be 

that agent of change, help my hometown move to a posture that would allow it to 

be… Allow the city, economy and the local community to be sustainable to 

accommodate the change that was inevitable. The city needed change desperately 

and not too many people are willing to sort of throw their political body in the 

breach. I was willing to do it.  

 As a state representative, Lucy expressed the deep sense of responsibility she 

feels to pass legislation that is fair and beneficial to constituents.  She shared:  

I try every year to pass legislation that really positively impacts the state and my 

community, and that's been an extremely rewarding experience. Now, if you ask 

me how we do it and how I get it done every day, well, like before (names state) 

had its big criminal justice reform, I passed a criminal justice packet bill that was 

very significant. To get things done, it takes meeting with people every day when 
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you're in the capital, not just when you’re in session. It takes being able to bring 

something to the table on other issues, as well. 

Anzira and Berry (2011) noted that women politicians are highly engaged in the 

legislative process and in how resources are distributed to their constituents. Lucy’s 

desire to utilize her power to change lives through her lawmaking is reflected in the 

literature. 

Harriet felt the need to act when she was working for a legal services program. 

She recalled the disparate treatment she felt poor people received from judges who were 

biased against clients who were unable to afford an attorney. She felt that those who 

could pay for an attorney fared better. That experience was the spark for her to run for 

city court judge. She said of the experience: 

As I was working with clients at the legal program, I would sometimes get the 

feeling that our clients did not necessarily get fair treatment because they had a 

legal service or legal aid attorney. Whereas those clients or those litigants who 

had private attorneys, seemed to come out better because they had attorneys that 

they paid for. I thought that I could be a fair judge, and it would not depend on 

who the litigants were or who the attorneys were. That was just my perspective. 

Lavinia, Lucy, and Harriet’s sense of responsibility to act was driven by their 

need to improve the lives of the people in their communities. The Pew Research Center 

(2015) report on women and leadership, as well as data from Alexander and Andersen 

(1993) found that women politicians were committed to working to improve the quality 

of life for constituents and standing up for what they believe (p. 536). Additionally, each 

participant uniquely felt the call to serve in deep and profound ways.  
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Asset Theme Two: Confidence, Belief, and Experience 

Asset theme two, Confidence, Belief, and Experience is derived from participant 

commentary which reflects that participants are confident in their abilities to be 

successful in politics. This belief is derived from previous professional and life 

experiences, as well as a sense that they have great passion to move an agenda or 

initiative forward. Ethel added value to this theme as she recalled how she felt 

Washington, D.C. has points of view that are underrepresented – particularly from Black 

women. She is currently running for Congress and feels confident her experiences as the 

child of a diplomat, as a service member, as an attorney, and as a Black woman give her 

the ability to articulate a diverse point of view and be persuasive in doing so. She shared: 

I got hired by a lot of different people to make arguments for them. To advocate 

their point of views. So, living as I have in many, many different states and many 

different countries with exposure to a lot of different issues, I just felt like I was 

really effective at advocating a certain point of view. So that’s kind of what 

prompted me to go into politics because there is this notion that there’s a point of 

view that is underrepresented in D.C. I’m not going to sugar-coat it, Black 

women’s voices, experiences and perspectives are missing or barely noticed.  I 

think I can articulate that point of view and be persuasive in convincing others 

that it is a valuable and important point of view. That’s kind of what motivates 

me. 

Ethel’s persuasive style and ability to speak honestly about issues are noted as an 

advantage in political leadership for women (Alexander & Andersen, 1993). 

Correspondingly, Lavinia’s extensive experience in politics fueled her belief that the city 
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was ready to move in a different direction and have new leadership (Dittmar, 2014). 

Despite initial reservations, she stood up for her beliefs. Lavinia believed her message 

was powerful. She shared: 

It was a slow process of building a following, but somehow, in my gut, I could 

feel it ‘cause I think I have good political instincts. I sensed that the city was 

longing for a different direction and there was a power in my message. 

Harriet’s confidence came from her success with getting charges reduced or 

dismissed for poor and minority clients who had been accused of crimes that they were 

not guilty of. She stated:  

Then you have those situations where people are charged with things that they 

just didn't do. And if they're telling me they didn't do it I don't want them to plead 

to something that they’re not guilty of. I've been successful in having charges 

dismissed where people just made up stuff about them whereas somebody else 

would have just had them plea to whatever that charge was. I think people need 

somebody that's willing to fight for them as a public defender. I'm trying to do 

that as long as I can. 

Asset Theme Three: Support and Encouragement 

 Asset theme three, Support and Encouragement is derived from how participants 

perceived the amount of support and encouragement they received as politicians and 

candidates. Participants felt they had the support of family, friends, colleagues, and some 

external entities. This support was expressed in multiple ways. Some were able to recount 

when a family member, colleague, or friend convinced them they were the best person to 

run for a seat. One candidate revealed that the Republicans in her community encouraged 
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her to consider making a run for office, and others spoke of the countless hours family 

members and friends devoted to their candidacy. The strength of personal networks and 

what Stokes-Brown and Dolan (2010) noted as non-monetary support, has a significant 

impact on Black women’s participation in politics. Lucy reflected on how her father held 

her hand as she walked in to submit the paperwork to run for office. She shared:  

I walked in with my dad, because my parents have always been very supportive. I 

remember everyone else [in the family] was at work or busy. So, I walked in with 

just my dad and we turned the paperwork in and we qualified. Of course, we had 

announcements and had events, but the day I turned the paperwork in, what I 

remember saying is ‘Oh my God, I'm totally in the public eye now.’  

Madree’s support came from the Republican administration she served under as a 

deputy prosecutor. Her experience supported this theme as she shared:  

It started [her candidacy for judge] because the administration that I worked for in 

this county was a Republican administration, so I already was identified with that. 

It's a smaller community. It may not be that way in bigger communities like 

(names city), but I came under a Republican administration. Honestly, the 

Republican Party is the party that embraced me when I got here. Coming here, 

there wasn't a political aspiration. I was coming to work. That's how I got here in 

this community – it was by work, by my job. But by virtue of supporting the 

person who hired me and going to different events, I started seeing some of the 

same people, and that was initially the party that embraced me, and started saying, 

‘Hey, have you ever thought about doing this?’ And I'm like, ‘Yeah.’ I knew I 
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wanted to be a judge, I knew I wanted to make a difference in the lives of my 

community, so I just ... went for it. 

The three asset themes identified in this section represent how participants viewed 

their Black female intersectional identities as an asset in politics. Theme one, Sense of 

Responsibility to Act explained how participants felt drawn to public office or to move, 

promote, or introduce policy and legislation that would benefit the community. They felt 

an underlying call to take serve and to take action. Theme two, Confidence, Belief, and 

Experience described how participants felt confident in their abilities and previous 

experiences. Theme three, Support and Encouragement reflected how participants felt 

support from family members, colleagues, and friends.  

Table 3 reflects asset themes, their meanings, and evidence from the data.  

Table 3 

Race & Gender Assets 

Theme  Meaning  Illustrative Quote from the 
Data 

Sense of 
Responsibility 
to Act 

 The view that the 
responsibility to fix issues 
and concerns in the 
community rests on you. 

 “There are people that are like, 
‘We’re glad somebody is finally 
speaking out about certain 
things.’ You’re not afraid.” 

Confidence, 
Belief, and 
Experience 

 The sense of being 
prepared for public office 
because of work 
experience, and 
confidence and belief that 
you will do a good job. 

 “It was a slow process of 
building a following, but 
somehow, in my gut, I could 
feel it ‘cause I think I have good 
political instincts. I sensed that 
the city was longing for a 
different direction and there was 
a power in my message.” 

Support and 
Encouragement 

 Support (physical, mental, 
emotional, and spiritual) 
that is derived from 
family members, friends 
and some external 
entities. 

 “My family was very 
supportive. They were my main 
support system. Two of my 
nieces even came from Detroit 
and helped with the campaign.” 
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The next section will provide detail on liability themes and research question 2. 

 Liability Themes 

Liability themes relate to how participants felt their race and gender 

intersectionality was an impediment to their ability to work successfully in politics, and, 

correspondingly, provide insight into the underlying issues for the lack of Black women 

in politics explored in Research Question Two (What are the underlying issues behind the 

lack of Black female politicians in elected office?). 

Liability themes identified in this study include the following: Lack of Respect, 

Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support. Liability themes underscore the 

difficulty of being a Black woman in politics and represent the underlying reasons there 

are so few Black women who pursue public office. These themes denote that Black 

women participants felt they were not respected as much as their male counterparts, they 

were often cast as troublemakers, and that they experienced racism and sexism in politics. 

Additionally, Black women in the study noted the incredible amounts of time and energy 

needed to run for office and work in politics. Family responsibilities, work obligations, 

and emotional and physical strains were identified by participants. While they had 

support from family members and friends, Black women in the study felt that they did not 

have a great deal of financial support from their political party, donors, and the 

community. They did not feel encouraged to pursue office from party insiders and power 

players.  
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Liability Theme One: Lack of Respect  

 Liability theme one, Lack of Respect was overwhelmingly experienced by 

participants in the study. For participants, lack of respect came in the form of sexism, 

racism, lookism, exclusion from power, and disrespect from members of the Black 

political establishment and community. Included were accounts of men being placed in 

political races to ostensibly force the Black female participant to lose. Lavinia added 

value to this theme as she shared her thoughts regarding traditional power norms and how 

such norms set the stage for Black women to be disrespected. She stated:  

All of the adjectives around power are very masculine. And so, it is very difficult 

for a woman to assume and sustain a position of power. Other countries have 

done it better, but it's very difficult. And so, all of the problems that you typically 

have as a Black and then, add to that being a woman, with a race that is so 

sensitive about marginalizing men, it’s just hard. 

Eagly and Carli (2007) shared the difficulty women experience in leadership – 

specifically related to power. When women take on more masculine or agentic traits in 

leadership, Eagly and Carli (2007) noted, there is resistance and even rejection to their 

leadership. Lavinia shared that, when she was mayor in an environment that was 

overwhelmingly male, a woman exerting her power was a source of “disquiet.” She 

shared: 

I think that getting through the door, race is probably a dominant player, aspect. 

But once you get in the room, in the club, being a woman is seen as…well, let’s 

just say, the notion of your asserting any real power, it is just still a source of 

great disquiet. And I used to tell people, a Black man will be elected president 
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before any woman of any race. And I mean, you knew it was true. The prejudice 

is just so deep. 

Lavinia goes on to talk about a political colleague who is constantly disrespected despite 

her success. She shared: 

I know (names politician), I grew up in politics with (names politician), and the 

way they come after her… She's one of the strongest (names position) we've ever 

had in the history of the country. She delivered votes on the (names occasion) 

three times. That's not easy to do. But the way they dismiss her, marginalize her, 

disrespect her, is so offensive and they do it to almost every single woman. She is 

such a superb (names position). But, all they do is dog her about her phony smile 

or this or that. It seems they always come after a woman on her appearance, no 

question about it. It’s sad to say, but it is not just men who do it. It's other women 

who do it. 

Harriet agreed that women are marginalized and are often chastised for their 

appearance. She contributed:  

Oh, yes. It is difficult. Even as you watch the news and see how they treat Black 

female elected officials and things they say about them that you have never heard 

them say about a Caucasian elected official. Like (names politician) out of (names 

state) and (names politician), also out of (names state). They talk about (names 

politicians) hair. Who does that? And they even asked (names politician) not to 

say anything when she was asking questions in (names occasion). I've never seen 

them treat White females like that or White males like that.   

Harriet continued: 



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 69 

I think that's part of the difficulty. Nobody wants to sign up for that. They really 

don't. Just like (names politician), she is very accomplished, and she's been 

working in her field for years and years and got to levels that people could only 

dream of. Then you want to tell her that she has to stop asking a question? You 

don't do that. That's very disrespectful. Then when you correct them, on how they 

treat you, they have a problem with it. 

Women’s looks were addressed in Harris-Perry (2011), Sekayi (2003), and Carlin 

and Winfrey (2009). Women have the double standard of proving they are effective 

leaders while also being held to certain beauty standards and norms. Carlin and Winfrey 

(2009) noted that focusing too much on women’s looks and not their leadership abilities 

reduces their credibility and may even cause them to be viewed as less human (p. 328).  

Ethel and other participants in the study voiced the very real and very 

disappointing encounters they have had with members of their own community (the 

Black community) and how they felt profoundly disrespected. Ethel shared: 

There is a group, a political group that is dedicated to Black women in politics 

and it's made up of African American women. Its purpose is to help elect African 

American women. I reached out to this group and I was utterly disrespected by 

them. They felt like I wasn't a serious candidate. They applied to me the same 

standards that (names organization) or some of these more moneyed institutions 

apply, which was your quality as a candidate is dependent upon how much money 

you have. Although, I had my fundraising up and going for the campaign and I’d 

received major endorsements, including (names organization), they still did not 

support me. I was so angry because I was like wait a minute, what is your reason? 
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All they had to do was put my name out there to their list of email contacts. They 

wouldn't even do that. I was like why do you exist? The kind of courage it takes 

to do what I did, the one place you think you're going to be respected and treated 

fairly is in your own community with a group of women whose purpose is to try 

to get people like you elected. When they treated me so awfully and so 

dismissively, that was probably one of the most frustrating things that happened 

in that last cycle.   

Winona recounted an experience with racism while canvassing in a neighborhood 

and the encounter she had with a White gentleman when she knocked on his door. She 

shared: 

I remember knocking on a couple of doors, and a gentleman said to me, ‘I don’t 

vote for…’ how did he say? I want to make sure I quote this gentleman correctly, 

because I said I would never forget it. He says, ‘I am a Republican, and I don’t 

vote for people like you’. So that one stuck, that was like okay, so I’m standing 

there in this man’s door, trying to maintain a very clear, blank space, but a very 

serious face. But, I’m thinking to myself, ‘Oh my God, there are many, many 

people just like him’, he just said what he meant. You know? So, I at least respect 

him for saying what he meant.  

 As a researcher, participants’ stories of disrespect were the rawest and most 

candid moments during interviews. The pain, hurt, and frustration are evident in their 

remarks. Ethel talks about having to channel her “inner Shirley Chisholm” when she was 

running for Senate; she provided: 
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There were times when I kind of had to channel my inner Shirley Chisholm to 

sort of power through times and events when I was marginalized and 

disrespected.  The good news is that I'm tough and I don't let a lot of things get to 

me but the number of times that I was made to feel insignificant, out of my 

league, inappropriate, not worthy, not real, not serious - I mean it was constant. 

So, I had to put on the face of Shirley Chisholm and say, ‘Well you just keep 

thinking that; while I keep telling you that I'm serious, and I'm real, and I'm a 

great candidate’. It was really a matter of the perseverance through all of that 

marginalizing and demoralizing that got people to sort of wake up to the notion 

that I was a really serious candidate.  

Anna shared the moment she realized that a male colleague who had encouraged 

her to run for judge had filled out an application to run against her, at the urging of the 

political establishment. She was in disbelief that he would run against her when he had no 

interest and no experience. She shared: 

One of the individuals who ran against me, was someone that actually encouraged 

me to run. He’d told me that ‘you’d be great.’ But when his male counterparts got 

in play, they put him up to run against me. That kind of hurt me, because I 

thought he was a friend. 

Liability Theme Two: Lack of Time and Energy 

Lack of Time and Energy is a theme that reflects how participants felt about the 

dedication required to run a campaign and to become an elected official. During the 

process of analyzing data, time could be measured as “the right time” and as “the time it 

takes.” Also, energy is further defined as mental, physical, and emotional energy to 
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complete a task or undertaking. For participants, time and energy included feelings of 

physical and mental exhaustion, along with the balancing act required for husbands, 

children, and work obligations.  Some participants expressed fear in running for office 

due to the risk of exposing their families, background, and businesses to increased 

scrutiny. Winona added value to this theme as she shared her hesitation in running for 

office due to certain fears about how her life, background, and business interests would 

be treated in the public sphere. This was a source of stress for her. She stated: 

It takes a lot to run a campaign. I’m a believer that we all have skeletons, and we 

all have made mistakes, and that our mistakes should be something to help people 

grow. And what I found when people run campaigns, people tend to take those 

things that may have been successful for you and attempting to make you the 

person you become, they sometimes take those situations and wrap ‘em and warp 

‘em into something entirely different. And as a businesswoman and a mother, I 

just felt like did I really want to go through that? That’s the reason I chose not to 

run in the past.   

Lucy shared the emotional toll taken on her when politics and democracy are 

subverted in favor of personal interest and political ambition. She contributed to this 

theme as she shared: 

As far as being state representative, one of my most disappointing moments, was 

coming to the capital and having my first session and having legislation that 

wasn't good for the people pushed down the throat of legislators. Legislators were 

being threatened about stuff in their districts in order to make us vote for the 

legislation. It was sweeping reform to our educational system that was done 
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literally in the first two or three weeks of session. This was done with no thought 

really for the children or, to me, for the teachers. More thought was put in for 

those who were making money off of education, and to push the charter school 

agenda – which I'm not totally against. So, when I've had moments in the capital 

where I've seen legislation pass that had less to do with the subject matter and 

doing something for the people, and more to do with someone's political agenda, 

it’s heartbreaking. You know the legislation has either been watered down, or 

amped up to satisfy someone else's political desire of going higher into politics 

and didn't really take into account the people. Those are the days that I leave the 

capital most disappointed.  These are the times when you have to go home and get 

yourself together again. Because when you really have the drive to represent 

people, and take care of them, and make sure what you’re doing has a positive 

impact on their lives, sometimes you have some discouraging moments.  

Many participants in the study recounted the difficulty in balancing their personal 

lives, jobs, and politics. “Time-stress” (p. 55) is noted as a source of pressure for women 

who are in leadership positions (Eagly & Carli, 2007). All of the participants in this study 

were working women who were at various stages in their careers. Lucy added:  

It takes a lot to take on a political venture while still remaining professionally 

viable and keeping the home intact. I think the traditional role of the African-

American woman sometimes, that stereotype gets in the way of women feeling as 

though they have the ability of running for office, and still take care of their 

family and their husband. That's a real issue. 
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Anna talked about being a new mother running for office and having to put on the 

façade of being a “loving family.” She added:  

Oh my gosh, my kids would just get so upset with me. Because I had just had a 

baby. A little girl, but she wasn't even six months old and I'm dragging her around 

– going to various churches and other places, so that they can see the loving 

family. We are a loving family mind you, but they wanted us to project a perfect 

image – successful husband, loving wife and two well behaved, perfect kids.  It 

was just a lie. We were struggling. I had to resign from my position, well take a 

leave of absence. And so, my husband still worked, so that was only one income. 

During the day, I would just go to nursing homes. I would go out, trying to walk 

and meet people and talk to people. It was exhausting. It really was. But because 

of my financial situation, I couldn't start campaigning until I had resigned or put 

in leave from my office – I had to have a job to come back to. So that only really 

technically gave me about two months to actively campaign. 

Liability Theme Three: Lack of Financial Support 

 All participants in the study voiced concerns over the lack of financial support 

they received for their campaigns. Even those participants who won their office reflected 

how important funding was and how the lack of funding could be an impediment to 

running a successful campaign. They also noted that the lack of financial support may be 

one of the most significant reasons that there are so few Black women in politics. 

(Dittmar, 2014) noted that lack of financial support can be a significant hurdle for Black 

women to overcome when seeking office. In fact, funding issues can derail their political 

aspirations. Also, a majority of participants expressed disappointment in their ability to 



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 75 

effectively raise funds in the Black community specifically. Lucy attributed the lack of 

funding support from the Black community to what she viewed as lack of political 

engagement and voter turnout:  

The minority community voter turnout has been declining, well except for African 

American women. Most of the people that are doing voter registration out there, 

are overwhelmingly African-American women, and they're seeing our young 

adults and even some of our more senior members of the community not voting. 

So, for a Black woman who is professionally and educationally astute, who can 

read the numbers and see the trends in politics and the voter turnout, I think it’s 

discouraging – especially when these would be the very people you would ask for 

money to help your campaign. I think our [Black] community has somewhat 

become a hindrance in not voting and not being politically engaged. This has an 

impact on African-American women running.  

Lucy continued: 

I think it's hard for African-American women to raise money to run for politics. If 

you did a study, there are those who have been in Congress and who have a great 

ability to raise money, but if you talk to them about their first campaign – 

especially in the south or other areas, they're going to tell you how difficult it was 

to raise money.  And where someone would write their male counterpart, even if 

he was African-American, a $500,000 check, they would write them a $250,000 

check. You know, the bare minimum. So, I think that creates an issue in African-

American women running for office.    
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Madree, despite being encouraged to run by the Republican administration she 

worked under while serving as a prosecutor, had issues raising money to fund her 

campaign. She added: 

Running for office costs money. You become a billboard for yourself. You go 

from advocating for people to advocating yourself. To advocate for yourself in an 

effective way, your running for office costs money. If you don't readily have those 

resources, it's something you've gotta go out and do. And that's not easy. I had to 

come up with some creative ways get my name out there, because the person that 

I ran against was known at the time, and he had more resources than I did.  I 

didn't even have the resources to send out multiple mailings. I had some 

volunteers to help, and I thank God for that, but I would definitely say fundraising 

was definitely an obstacle that I had to navigate through.   

Ethel shared the extreme disadvantage she had running for the U.S. Senate against an 

opponent whose father was a millionaire. She stated: 

So, there’s this White male privilege that extends beyond easy access to power 

and trust. My opponent could literally walk into a room with his daddy’s millions 

and a nice smile and everybody would be like, ‘Oh great.’ The guy has not 

accomplished anything. Not a thing. 

 The three liability themes identified in this section represent how participants 

viewed their Black female intersectional identities as a liability in politics and 

correspondingly provide the issues behind the lack of Black women in elected office 

posed in Research Question Two. Theme one, Lack of Respect explained how 

participants felt disrespected and provided specific examples of racism, sexism, lookism, 



THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK WOMEN IN POLITICS 77 

exclusion from power, and disrespect from members of the Black political establishment 

and community. Theme two, Lack of Time and Energy described how participants felt 

that the time and energy to run for office or to be a politician were often taxing mentally, 

physically, and emotionally. Theme three, Lack of Financial Support reflected how 

participants felt lack of funding in their campaigns was a big impediment to their running 

the best campaigns possible. The theme also addressed the difficulty Black women had in 

securing donations from the political establishment, but also from the Black community.  

Table 4 reflects liability themes and issues, their meanings, and evidence from the 

data.  

Table 4 

 Race & Gender Liabilities 

Theme and 
Issues 

 Meaning  Illustrative Quote from the 
Data 

Lack of Respect  Feelings of disrespect in 
politics. Examples include 
racism, sexism, lookism, 
exclusion from power. 
This may also include 
disrespect from members 
of the Black political 
establishment and 
community 

 “You’re not going to have the 
support of Black male 
counterparts. You’re just not. I 
don’t know if they don’t feel we 
can handle the job or maybe they 
view me as an angry Black 
woman. They don’t see that 
woman right there, knows her 
stuff and she’s taking care of 
business. They don’t see that 
woman.”  

Lack of Time 
and Energy 

 The view that to run for 
office or to be a politician 
is time consuming and 
taxing mentally, 
physically and 
emotionally. 

 “It takes a lot to run a campaign. 
I’m a believer that we all have 
skeletons, and we all have made 
mistakes, and that our mistakes 
should be something to help 
people grow.”  

Lack of Financial 
Support 

 The sense that Black 
female candidates lack the 
financial support needed 
to run a successful 
campaign. 

 “I used the last money in my 
account to register to run for 
judge.” 
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The next section will provide a summary of how research themes relate to the research 

questions for the study. 

Research Themes’ Relationship to Research Questions 

Research Question One (What role has race and gender intersectionality played in 

the viability of Black women as politicians and candidates?) investigated the role race 

and gender intersectionality play in the ability of Black women to be successful in 

American politics. Emerging themes from the data support that there are assets and 

liabilities to being Black and female in politics. Asset themes (Sense of Responsibility to 

Act; Confidence, Belief, and Experience; and Encouragement and Support) reflect how 

participants viewed their race and gender as an asset to their viability. Liability themes 

(Lack of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support) reflect the 

difficulty of being a Black woman in politics and represent the underlying issues as to 

why there are so few Black women who pursue public office.  

Based upon this analysis, it can be asserted that race and gender intersectionality 

has played both a positive and a negative role in the viability of Black women in politics. 

Positive themes, identified as assets, portend that Black women bring positive attributes 

to politics that help them to thrive and potentially succeed. Negative themes or liabilities 

reflect how Black women’s identities can be a hardship to their success in politics. These 

hardships provide insight into the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in 

politics.  

Research Question Two (What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black 

female politicians in elected office?) was intended to identify issues that contribute to the 
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lack of Black women in elective office. From the data, it can be asserted that there are 

three underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in elected office: Lack 

of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support. These issues are 

what participants in the study considered to be a liability or an impediment to their ability 

to be successful in politics.   

Summary 

 In chapter four, findings were presented that described the lived experiences of 

Black women in American politics. Responses were gathered utilizing a 12-question in-

depth interview questionnaire that captured the stories of nine Black female politicians 

from around the country. Participant profiles were presented, along with a detailed 

presentation of the data collection process, coding strategies, major themes, and how 

research themes uncovered in the findings addressed the research questions for the study. 

Additionally, participant quotations were used throughout the chapter to underscore 

findings and participants’ experiences with race and gender intersectionality in American 

politics. The results were a culmination of the voices and deep perspectives of 

participants in the study on the triumphs and challenges of being a Black woman in 

American politics. 
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FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter is intended to provide conclusions and recommendations for the 

study Race and Gender Intersectionality: A Phenomenological Study of the Experiences 

of Black Women in American Politics. Despite outpacing all race and gender subgroups in 

voter turnout in the 2008 and 2012 elections, Black women remain underrepresented in 

elected offices, locally and nationally (Dittmar, 2014). The purpose of this qualitative 

phenomenological study was to explore race and gender intersectionality and the role it 

plays in the viability of Black women as politicians and candidates. The study also 

provided insight into specific issues that create barriers and obstacles for Black women 

politicians and candidates. This chapter is intended to propose a solution to this problem, 

along with strategies for implementation. Additionally, implications of the study, its 

influence on leadership, and a summary of the study will be presented.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to create an informative account of the Black female 

experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. 
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Proposed Solutions 
 

Findings in the study suggest race and gender intersectionality has played a role in 

the viability of Black women in politics in both positive and negative ways. Positive 

themes Sense of Responsibility to Act; Confidence, Belief, and Experience; and 

Encouragement and Support were identified as assets and illustrate that Black women 

bring positive attributes to politics that help them thrive and potentially succeed. Liability 

themes Lack of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support reflect 

how Black women’s identities can be a hardship to their success in politics. These 

hardships provide insight into the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in 

politics, and they provide the opportunity to create a solution that moves the needle 

forward to increase the number of Black women who pursue and win elected office.  

This section will present a proposed solution to address the liability themes that 

were identified from the study, namely Lack of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and 

Lack of Financial Support. These are the issues that were an impediment to the success of 

Black women in politics and reflect the underlying issues there are so few who pursue 

public office. The solution presented is original and intended to expand, educate, and 

empower Black women in politics through a leadership training, support, and enrichment 

program.   

Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN)  

There is an old adage that knowledge is power, which emphasizes the importance 

of using what we know to increase our power and control over outcomes. The Sisters’ 

Political Action Network (SPAN) is a leadership training, support, and enrichment 

program for Black women at all stages of the political pipeline. SPAN will use the 
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knowledge obtained from this study as a roadmap to provide explicit and intentional 

training modules and resources designed to mitigate the issues that contribute to the lack 

of Black women in politics. Programming and resources for SPAN will be in five areas: 

Recruitment, Electability, Fundraising, Mentoring, and Leadership. The researcher will 

serve as the principal consultant for SPAN and offer programs online and in-person.  

Recruitment 

SPAN’s recruitment presence is intended to attract Black women to consider a run 

for political office and to recruit current politicians to use the resources offered through 

SPAN. Recruitment efforts would include recruitment events, website tools, and help for 

newcomers to learn more about politics and the nuts and bolts of running for office. As a 

part of the recruitment modules, those interested in running for political office or who 

decide they need more training will be encouraged to complete a Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis or some other personal assessment to 

determine if they are physically, mentally, emotionally, and financially prepared to run 

for office. For recruitment, this is such a critical step because findings suggest 

participants were not totally aware of the commitment and were even caught off guard 

with the pressures and financial obligations of running for office and managing a 

campaign.  

Electability 101 – Building a Strong Candidate 

Training and development in this area will provide candidates with support on 

how to become strong and viable. Recognizing that strength comes in many forms – 

mental, physical, and emotional – training and development will focus on developing the 

candidate internally and externally. Findings from the study suggest that ‘strength’ for 
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participants was beyond physical; it was strength of heart, character, and spirit - grit. 

Racism, sexism, lookism, and other forms of disrespect are impossible to control, but 

SPAN will help candidates develop coping mechanisms to control how they react and 

receive hate and prejudice.  Training in this area will help candidates to deal with some of 

the most toxic and discouraging encounters they will have in politics. Through this 

process, Black women will learn to unleash their faith, patience, tolerance, and 

understanding in difficult circumstances. The liability theme Lack of Respect was a 

source of great struggle and pain for participants in this study, so having support and 

tools to cope is imperative.  

Building a strong candidate will also include very practical modules and training 

on how to develop a strong platform and message, how to stump speech, how to handle 

hecklers, how to effectively canvass, how to perfect the elevator speech, and how to 

network. There will also be support and professional training on how to effectively 

fundraise, which will be extraordinarily helpful for candidates. 

Fundraising  

Dittmar (2014) noted the difficulty Black women candidates have in securing 

financial support for their campaigns. Fundraising training and support will be a critical 

programmatic offering for SPAN. Campaign fundraising and financing are highly 

regulated, so SPAN would share resources on effective strategies for accepting, 

stewarding, and reporting donations. Also, fundraising techniques regarding how to tell 

your story, write a solicitation letter, and host a donor engagement event will be among 

the training options available for participants.  
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Mentoring 

SPAN’s mentoring program will bring together Black women politicians for 

support, encouragement, and networking. Stone (2004) noted there is nothing more 

valuable than having a mentor. Good mentors teach, encourage, guide, and support 

mentees (Stone, 2004). Additionally, mentors with strong political and professional 

networks can share those relationships with their mentee. All of these efforts help 

mentees to navigate the often-uncertain political landscape. Given the rigors of running 

for office, having mentors in place with whom candidates can share experiences and 

receive advice may help with the retention of candidates who may have otherwise quit 

due to lack of support and encouragement.  

Leadership 

SPAN will devote substantial training and resources in the area of leadership – 

particularly servant leadership. The goal will be to train political leaders to place their 

moral authority above their power. Covey (2002) noted that when powerful people 

“refuse to use that power except as a last resort, their moral authority increases because it 

is obvious that they have subordinated their ego and positional power and use reasoning, 

persuasion, kindness, empathy, and, in short, trustworthiness instead” (p. 12). Having 

modules and trainings to help SPAN participants manage power and leadership 

effectiveness will be extremely important.  

Support for the Solution 
 

The proposed solution directly correlates with the findings of the study. Black 

women participants noted three liabilities: Lack of Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and 

Lack of Financial Support as impediments to their ability to be successful in politics. The 
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Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN) is intended to address those issues and join the 

other thousand-plus political action organizations that exist to promote, train, and support 

candidates (Federal Election Commission, 2017). These organizations are varied in size, 

scope, wealth, and interests. Some are private, corporate, grassroots, religious, and race 

and gender based. Collectively political action organizations amass close to $100 million 

and spend over $25 million on American political campaigns (Federal Election 

Commission, 2017).   

Who benefits from the 25 million dollars’ worth of support from political action 

organizations and party resources? Funding support tends to go to male candidates who 

are often deemed more electable than women candidates (Federal Election Commission, 

2017; Wilson, 2007)). SPAN’s impact in such a climate that overwhelming favors one 

group is vital if there is to be fair and equitable representation in politics. Building a 

community of support around Black women is essential for their success. Presently, 

support and training programs for Black women in politics are limited; in fact, there is 

only one organization that has a national scope and focus. Other organizations are on the 

local and state level and designed to serve women in those communities. Black women 

are playing from behind in politics, not because they are not smart enough or good 

enough; they are playing from behind due to lack of support and access (Jones-

DeWeever, 2017). The Status of Black Women in American Politics Report by Dittmar 

(2014, 2017), noted people of color and women rarely make the ballot. There are multiple 

reasons for this phenomenon that SPAN will endeavor to address. The services and 

programs offered will be a much-needed resource amongst the many other political action 

committees and support services for candidates.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 The previous section noted there are thousands of political action organizations 

that are designed to boost candidates and get them elected. Organizations designed to 

specifically help Black women advance in politics are few.  Table 5 provides a list of 

those organizations that are specifically designed for Black women in politics. 

Table 5 

Political Action and Training Organizations  

Higher Heights Black Women Organized for Political 
Action (BWOPA) – Based in California  

Higher Heights Leadership Fund Training Institute for Leadership 
Enrichment (TILE) – Subsidiary of 
BWOPA and based in California 

Black Women’s Political Action 
Committee (BWPAC) – Based in Ohio 

Los Angeles African American Political 
Action Committee 

 

Introducing SPAN to this professional practice setting, particularly given the national 

scope and service area, will fill a training and support niche that will expand resources 

currently available for Black women candidates. Despite the practicality of SPAN and the 

necessity of such an organization in the professional practice setting, getting started may 

present challenges and obstacles.   

Potential Barriers and Obstacles  

The Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN) will fill a gap in services and 

support for Black women in politics, but there are barriers and obstacles that, if not 

handled well, can be a detriment to this proposal. Although not represented in Table 5, 

there were likely other efforts to form organizations to help Black women in politics that 

did not succeed. Why did they fail? Wagner (2013) and Matere, et al., (2013) attributed 

business and organizational failure to: finance and budget issues and the inability to nail a 
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profitable business model with proven revenue streams; not being in touch with 

customers through deep dialogue; failure to communicate value propositions in a clear, 

concise and compelling manner; and leadership breakdown (p. 470). Other issues related 

to organizational failure were noted in the research, but for SPAN the four organizational 

failures previously mentioned best reflect potential barriers to the successful execution of 

the proposed solution.  

• Financial/Budget Issues – Financial issues are likely the biggest obstacle that 

could hinder the execution of the Sisters’ Political Action Network. Having start-

up capital to adequately plan and launch SPAN will be critical in the early stages 

of development. Business loans and grant opportunities will be fully investigated 

to help offset early costs. Careful consideration will be given to taking on 

business partners and venture capitalists to get the business up and running. 

Finally, for SPAN to be successful, there must be a clear plan on revenue 

generating services and goods, and clarity on when, where, and how they will be 

offered.   

• Not Being in Touch with Stakeholders Needs through Dialogue/Needs 

Assessment – Although the findings in the study provide useful information and 

insight into what services and support Black women need in politics, ongoing 

dialogue to gauge additional services and support is necessary. Engaging 

stakeholders provides an opportunity for useful feedback and evaluation of 

SPAN. Such feedback loops will come in the form of short surveys, assessments, 

focus groups, and interviews. Implementing feedback and incorporating it into 

services offered by SPAN will ensure the organization is in touch with the needs 
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of stakeholders. The goal of SPAN is to generate the best possible product to meet 

the ongoing needs of Black women in politics. 

• Failure to Communicate Value in Clear, Concise and Compelling Manner – 

Communicating the results of the study as the impetus for developing SPAN is 

critical. Having solid marketing materials are helpful in sharing the value of 

SPAN and present the compelling reason Black women need to be supported and 

developed in politics.  Strategic planning will be helpful to SPAN in outlining the 

mission, goals, and values of the organization as well as refining program goals 

and offerings.  

• Leadership Breakdown – To mitigate a breakdown in leadership, there must be 

consistent and solid leadership in place that is solely focused on building, 

planning, assessing, and re-assessing SPAN’s organizational model. Part-time 

leadership should only be considered if there is no other option. Once others are 

brought on board, roles and responsibilities within SPAN should be clearly 

defined.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 Implementation of the proposed solution to create the Sisters’ Political Action 

Network (SPAN) will require a great deal of time and energy. Once the preliminary work 

of constructing a business plan, securing incorporation, finalizing curricula, and obtaining 

start-up capital is complete, the next step will be to build the website and launch the 

business. Since the market is not saturated with programs and services specifically 

targeted for Black women in politics, presenting SPAN at conferences and meetings like 

the Congressional Black Caucus Annual Legislative Conference, the National Council of 
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Negro Women’s annual meeting, and the national conventions of the four predominately 

Black sororities in the National Panhellenic Council (Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Delta 

Sigma Theta Sorority, Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, and Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority) will be 

the next step in implementing and recruiting for SPAN.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

  As noted previously, organizations that have strong Black women membership, 

will be essential stakeholders and important to the success of SPAN. Black Greek-

lettered sororities will be especially helpful in implementing SPAN since the majority of 

Black women in American politics are members of these organizations. In fact, all of the 

participants in this study are members of Black Greek lettered sororities. Securing booth 

space at national conferences, hosting call-out events, hosting receptions, giving speeches 

or offering sessions on research findings are real and tangible ways to implement SPAN 

and drive its success.  

• Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution – Implementing the 

proposed solution will require that a leader be mindful of their capacity to 

complete the work required to help the Sisters’ Political Action Network to be 

successful. Personal capacity is often overlooked when undertaking new 

initiatives and ventures. Additionally, the leader will have to remain realistic 

about the objectives and timeline for execution of SPAN. Moving too soon could 

result in the failures noted by Matere, et al., (2013) and Wagner (2013). The 

leader should also be open to feedback at all stages of the implementation of 

SPAN to insure the intent and vision are met. 
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• Building Support for The Proposed Solution – Leveraging the personal and 

professional networks of SPAN’s leadership will be important in implementing 

and building support and excitement. Along with a strong website presence, 

utilizing social media platforms like Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram 

will be effective ways to gain followers and support. Social media platforms can 

provide SPAN with the ability to share data and pertinent information about the 

programs and services that SPAN offers.  

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 The Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN) will be implemented in stages. 

Initial stages will include: research of best practices for planning and building a business, 

working through the incorporation process, building content and curricula, and looking 

into website design. Other stages include generating a financial plan, courting potential 

partners, applying for and seeking start-up capital, and developing a marketing plan. If 

feasible, the researcher will take on leadership of SPAN as a full-time job.   

Assessment and evaluation of SPAN’s training and services will be offered to a 

pilot group who will have access to SPAN free of charge. The intent of the pilot group is 

to improve SPAN’s training modules and services before marketing and releasing it to 

the public. One of the signature programs of SPAN, “Campaign Financing 101,” will 

offer basic training on the principles and techniques of fundraising. Appendix F provides 

the assessment tool that will be used after the pilot group completes the online training 

module. The evaluation is structured with a Likert scale and provides a short answer 

section so that attendees can provide open-ended feedback. 
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

 The implications of this study to the political science and leadership communities 

will be significant. The results provide a roadmap on how to better support, train, and 

encourage Black women in politics. All efforts to distribute power in politics helps 

everyone by introducing diverse perspectives that will influence the social and political 

landscape in powerful and meaningful ways. Ely and Thomas (2001) noted that diversity 

enhances organizations, communities, society overall. Findings suggested that diverse 

groups of people solve complex problems better than non-diverse groups. Similarly, for 

the United States, including a plurality of perspectives in politics could increase the 

quality of life for all.  

Implications for Future Research 

Conducting a study on how Black women viewed their intersectional identities in 

the context of politics generated new questions and provided a foundation for future 

research. This study was designed to provide a singular vantage point solely from the 

perspectives of the Black women interviewed. Useful information and data were gathered 

that reflect that singular world view. Other than the nine interviewees, additional input 

may be needed and should be considered. As such, future research would offer an 

opportunity to expand this view to provide a more complete representation of Black 

women’s leadership in politics.  

Another opportunity for future research could be conducted from the vantage 

point of the public or the electorate. Do race and gender play a role in their opinions? 

Would they vote for a Black woman if her views and platform were the same as theirs? 
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How do they view Black women’s leadership in politics overall? There are many more 

questions that could be asked that would provide an external perspective on how Black 

women politicians are viewed by constituents. Such a vantage point will be an ideal 

companion to the findings in this study and create a balanced and informative set of data 

from which to draw conclusions and comparisons.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Black women’s voices and leadership have been a part of the American story for 

hundreds of years. According to Ngunjiri, et al., (2012) Black women are not new to 

politics and social action, they have always been influential preachers and leaders and 

“authoritative in their proclamations and prophetic voice” (p. 87). Historically, Black 

women served as critical organizers and leaders within the Black community and the 

church, and they have been leading the charge dating back to Harriet Tubman, Sojourner 

Truth, Mary McLeod Bethune, Fanny Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks, and Shirley Chisholm. 

Presently, the leadership of Representative Maxine Waters, Representative Marcia Fudge, 

Senator Kamala Harris, and Representative Frederica Wilson continue a great legacy of 

leadership and service for Black women. Despite leadership gains and advances, Black 

women are still beleaguered with questions about their leadership ability (Wilson, 2007). 

Ngunjiri, et al., (2012) stated, “Black women have found resistance and vast opposition 

to their leadership in social movements and in the church, for socio-cultural and 

theological reasons” (p. 87). Such resistance is rooted in Eagly and Carli’s (2007) gender 

norming and gender role assignments. Women are seen as caregivers, and men as 

providers and leaders. This attitude is the lynchpin behind much of the tension women 
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experience in leadership and it contributes to perceptions about women’s leadership 

abilities and style.  

 For participants in the study, the themes that were identified as liabilities: Lack of 

Respect, Lack of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support can find roots in issues 

related to gender norms and include the intersectional racial identity bias that being a 

Black woman in leadership engenders. The unique and intersectional experiences of 

Black women, therefore, require their own space within the canon of leadership theory, 

discourse, and research. Brown (2014) argued that the intersectional identities of Black 

women should stay together. She stated, “Intersectionality theory avoids privileging one 

aspect of identity (i.e. either race or gender) and instead recognizes Black women occupy 

specific race and gender categories simultaneously (Brown, 2014, p. 82). This study 

underscores that Black women experienced intersectionality that resulted in a form of 

double discrimination.  

 Finally, when considering the passion and commitment to service and social 

justice that each of the participants in this study demonstrated during the interviews – 

especially when recalling what compelled them to run for office – the researcher believes 

they embody the values of a servant leader as detailed in Greenleaf (2002). Greenleaf 

(2002) believed that servant leaders have a natural feeling or desire to want to serve first 

and foremost. For each of the participants in the study, there was a seminal moment when 

the call to serve moved them to pursue leadership and run for public office. Each of them 

wanted to serve their communities and in some way make the world a better place 

(Chisholm, 1983).  
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Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore race and 

gender intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians 

and candidates. The aim of the study was to create an informative account of the Black 

female experience in American politics and to specifically explore how race and gender 

intersectionality influenced their political experiences. Utilizing a qualitative 

phenomenological research framework, data were collected, coded, and analyzed to 

understand the “lived experiences” of nine Black women politicians (Creswell, 2013; 

Saldaña, 2016). A 12-question interview questionnaire was used to gather participant’s 

responses to answer the following research questions:  

1. What role has race and gender intersectionality played in the viability of Black 

women as politicians and candidates?  

2. What are the underlying issues behind the lack of Black female politicians in 

elected office? 

The study found that race and gender intersectionality has played both a positive 

and a negative role in the viability of Black women in politics. Positive themes: Sense of 

Responsibility to Act; Confidence, Belief, and Experience; and Encouragement and 

Support identified as assets portend that Black women bring positive attributes to politics 

that help them to thrive and potentially succeed. Negative themes: Lack of Respect, Lack 

of Time and Energy, and Lack of Financial Support or liabilities, reflect how Black 

women’s identities can be a hardship to their success in politics. These hardships provide 

insight into the underlying issues behind the lack of Black women in politics.  
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The proposed solution is to create the Sisters’ Political Action Network (SPAN), a 

leadership training, support, and enrichment program for Black women at all stages of the 

political pipeline. SPAN will use the knowledge obtained from this study as a roadmap to 

provide explicit and intentional training modules and resources designed to mitigate the 

issues that contribute to the lack of Black women in politics. Leadership and training 

modules in SPAN will be in five areas: Recruitment, Electability 101, Fundraising, 

Mentoring, and Leadership.  

Financial concerns and start-up capital were identified as potential obstacles and 

barriers that SPAN may encounter during implementation. A solid business plan, a 

consistent revenue stream, and programming that meets the needs of stakeholders are 

ways that SPAN can avoid the pitfalls of other failed business ventures. Additionally, 

SPAN will incorporate assessment and evaluations to ensure program efficacy. 

This study contributes to research in American politics and leadership by 

providing insight into the reasons Black women leaders remain underrepresented in 

politics. Study results provide a roadmap on how to address these issues and provide 

Black women with the resources, support, and training they need to be successful in 

American politics.  
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent 
 

Race and Gender Intersectionality: A Phenomenological Study of the Experiences of 
Black Women in American Politics 

 
You are invited to participate in a research study on the experiences of Black women in 
American politics. You were selected as a possible subject because you were identified as 
an elected official (past or present) or as a current political candidate. Please take a 
moment to read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 
interviewed for the study.  
 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Marsha Currin McGriff  
 
STUDY PURPOSE: 
 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore race and gender 
intersectionality and the role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians and 
candidates. 
 
NUMBER OF PEOPLE TAKING PART IN THE STUDY: 
 
If you agree to participate, you will be one of 8-10 subjects participating in the study. 
 
PROCEDURES FOR THE STUDY: 
 
If you agree to take part in the study, you will be asked to participate in an audio recorded 
in-depth interview, where you will be asked questions about your life and your journey in 
politics.  
 
RISKS AND BENEFITS:  
 
While participating in the study there are minimal risks. As a benefit, study participants 
will provide meaningful insight into Black female leadership and participation in 
American politics. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: 
 
Every effort will be made to keep your personal information confidential.  Audio and 
digital data will be stored on a secure and encrypted computer that can only be accessed 
by username, passphrase, and Duo authentication. Your identity will be held in 
confidence in reports in which the study may be published and databases in which results 
may be stored. All interviews will be conducted individually and audio recorded. The 
principal investigator and the research team will have access to audio recordings during 
transcription. Upon transcription, audio recordings will be kept on the principal 
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investigator’s password protected computer in a locked and password protected computer 
file. All materials related to this study will be destroyed three (3) years from the time of 
data collection.  
 
Organizations that may inspect and/or copy your research records for quality assurance 
and data analysis include groups such as the Institutional Review Board or its designees, 
and (as allowed by law) state or federal agencies, specifically the Office for Human 
Research Protections (OHRP). 
 
PAYMENT: 
 
There is no payment for participation.  
 
CONTACTS FOR QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS: 
 
For questions about the study contact Marsha Currin McGriff.  For questions about your 
rights as a research participant or to discuss problems, complaints, or concerns about the 
study, contact the Creighton University Office of Research and Compliance Services, 
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178, 402-280-2700.  
 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF STUDY: 
 
Taking part in this study is voluntary.  If you choose to participate, you may leave the 
study at any time. Your decision whether or not to participate in this study will not affect 
your current or future relations with Creighton University. 
 
By signing below, I acknowledge that I have read and understand the above information. 
 
Signature ________________________________________ Date __________________ 
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Appendix B 

In-Depth Interview Questionnaire 

Personal Experiences/History 

Q1 – Please share with me a little about your background. 

Q2 – How did you become interested in politics? 

Q3 – What experiences have prepared you to be a politician? 

Q4 – Why did you ultimately decide to run for office? 

Present Experiences 

Q5 – Talk about your experiences thus far as a Black female politician. 

Q6 – Can you describe any particularly painful or difficult experiences you have 

had thus far as a politician or candidate? 

Q7 – What would you describe as the most inspiring moment in your role as a 

politician or as a political candidate? 

Q8 – Please describe how you feel you “fit” into the current political environment 

or landscape. 

Q9 – Please describe any obstacles you have experienced as a politician or as a 

candidate. 

Q10 – Please share your thoughts on the role race and gender have played in your 

candidacy. 

The Meaning of the Experience 

Q11 – What does this entire experience as a political figure mean to you? 

Q12 – Given your background and current experiences, where do you see yourself 

going in the future? 
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Appendix C 

Research Questions/Interview Questions Matrix 

Research Questions In-Depth Interview Questions 
What are the underlying issues behind the 
lack of Black women in elected office? 

Personal Experiences/History – Q2, Q3, 
Q4 
Present Experiences – Q5, Q6, Q8, Q9, 
Q10 
The Meaning of the Experience – Q11, 
Q12 

What role has race and gender 
intersectionality played in the viability of 
Black women as politicians and 
candidates? 

Personal Experiences/History – Q1, Q2, 
Q3, Q4 
Present Experiences – Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8, 
Q9, Q10 
The Meaning of the Experience – Q11, 
Q12 
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Appendix D 

IRB Approval  

From: Christine Scheuring 
Sent: Tuesday, January 31, 2017 2:51 PM 
To: McGriff, Marsha C; Sallie Suby-Long 
Subject: IRBNet Board Action  
  
Please note that Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral has taken the following action on IRBNet: 
 
Project Title: [1007525-1] Race and Gender Intersectionality: A Phenomenological Study of the 
Experiences of Black Women in American Politics 
Principal Investigator: Marsha McGriff 
 
Submission Type: New Project 
Date Submitted: January 18, 2017 
 
Action: APPROVED 
Effective Date: January 31, 2017 
Review Type: Exempt Review 
 
Should you have any questions you may contact Christine Scheuring. 
 
Thank you, 
The IRBNet Support Team 
www.irbnet.org 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.irbnet.org/
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Appendix E 

Participant Recruitment Email 

Dear XXX, 

I am Marsha Currin McGriff and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University. I am 
conducting a study entitled Race and Gender Intersectionality: A Phenomenological 
Study of the Experiences of Black Women in American Politics. The purpose of this 
qualitative phenomenological study is to explore race and gender intersectionality and the 
role it plays in the viability of Black women as politicians and candidates. I would be 
honored if you would agree to be interviewed for the study. The interview will take 
approximately 90 minutes and will be comprised of 12 open-ended questions.  
 
Thank you for your kind consideration and please let me know if you’re able to 
participate. 
 
Sincerely, 
Marsha Currin McGriff 
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Appendix F 
 

Campaign Fundraising 101 Evaluation 
 
Please take a moment to share your feedback on the Campaign Fundraising 101 course. 
All of the information gathered will be used to make the course better. Thank you! 
 

1. The program content has given me a better sense on how to effectively fundraise 
for my campaign. Please circle the answer that best applies: 

 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree 
c. Somewhat Agree 
d. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
e. Somewhat Disagree 
f. Disagree 
g. Strongly Disagree 

 
2. How can the Campaign Fundraising course be improved? 

 
 
 

 
3. What did you expect the session to cover, but did not? 

 
 
 

 
4. What did you find to be the most helpful in the session? 

 
 
 

 
5. What did you find to be the least helpful in the session? 

 
 
 

 
6. Would you refer the course to a colleague or friend? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Maybe 

 
Why or why not? 

 


	From: Christine Scheuring Sent: Tuesday, January 31, 2017 2:51 PM To: McGriff, Marsha C; Sallie Suby-Long Subject: IRBNet Board Action

