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-
INTRODUCTION

One day, I sat down to play a game with Liz, my nine-year-old niece. I 
wasn’t familiar with the game since it was one she and her friends at 

school had created. She quickly explained some of the rules to me, and 
we began to play Liz’s game. Every time I thought I had won the game, 
Liz would explain a new rule to me that she had neglected to explain 
at the outset. Based on that new rule, I didn’t win the game. So we 
continued to play, and each time I thought I was winning, Liz shared a 
new rule. Finally, I realized that I could never win this game because I 
didn’t understand the rules. Not knowing the rules put me at a severe 
disadvantage because I was never able to develop a good strategy to win.

This story is a good example of what it is like to work in most 
Fortune 500 corporations, U.S. government offices, and professional 
services firms. These organizations were created by White men and are 
still dominated by White men. It’s no surprise that the cultural rules of 
these workplaces are based on the cultural norms of the dominant group 
that created them. Consequently, women and people of color1 have little 
chance of success without a clear understanding of the rules that govern 

1 As used throughout, the term people of color refers to members of racial and ethnic 
minority groups.
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these organizations. Just as with Liz’s game, it’s hard to win when you 
don’t know all the rules.

This book is designed to level the playing field for diverse profes-
sionals. Throughout this book, I use diverse2 to refer to women and 
people of color. By standing out from the majority (White males), these 
groups face additional challenges in navigating the workplace culture in 
a variety of professional fields. These groups are not mutually exclusive, 
meaning that individuals can belong to more than one of them (e.g., a 
woman of color). Intersectionality is the idea that an individual’s identity 
is best understood as a complex, interwoven relationship among all the 
groups to which they belong. The more aspects of your identity that 
stand out from the majority (White heterosexual able male), the more 
challenging your path will be.

This book provides the foundational rules for these organizations 
and gives you operational strategies for successfully playing the game 
at any job. Remember, the rules are the same regardless of where you 
work. They are the same because they are based on White male cultural 
norms, and those norms are carried with White males wherever they 
have dominated the culture. Since White males have been the dominant 
group creating cultural norms in the United States, these rules are at 
play in most sectors in the country.

I learned the rules the hard way—through trial and error and from 
several White male bosses who were the “Masters of the Game.” I moved 
from job to job looking for a better workplace where the rules didn’t 
apply. Finally, after going from law firms to government to corporate 
offices to not-for-profit organizations, I realized that although the sub-
stantive work varies, the rules are the same. Once I figured that out, I 
began to play the game by these rules to achieve the professional success 

2 There are many dimensions of diversity. Diversity used in a broad sense refers to race, 
ethnicity, national origin, gender, gender identity, gender expression, religion, sexual ori-
entation, age and/or disability. In this book, as used throughout, the term diverse is used 
to refer to women and racial and ethnic minorities.
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I wanted. By getting a firm grasp of these unwritten rules, you will cre-
ate a strong foundation for professional success. And once you master 
the game, you can be successful wherever you choose to work.

So where did I get these strategies for career success? They are based 
on my experience working in a variety of professional settings: both 
small and large law firms, Fortune 500 corporations, and the federal 
government. They are also based on research that addresses the chal-
lenges women and minorities face in ascending to leadership roles in 
organizations created and dominated by White males. Finally, they are 
based on conversations with a number of diverse and highly successful 
people.

One cautionary note that I want to give you is to be certain, as you 
move into senior leadership roles, that you do not internalize these rules. 
My ultimate goal is to get more diverse people in leadership roles and to 
transform workplace cultures to be more diverse and inclusive. The only 
way that will happen is to get more diverse leaders who are willing to 
be change agents as they move into senior leadership roles. Remember 
not to replicate the White male–dominated cultural norms as you move 
into leadership positions with the power and influence to change the 
rules.

The second cautionary note deals with being your authentic self. 
Each of you must determine what aspects of your identity and personal-
ity are essential for you to share with your coworkers in order to feel that 
you are authentic. You will never bring 100 percent of your identity to 
the office, but a significant percentage of your authentic self needs to be 
there in order for you to feel included and engaged. By setting forth these 
dominant cultural norms, it is my intention that you will understand 
these unwritten rules and consciously decide whether to follow them or 
not—recognizing that consequences will flow from each rule you decide 
not to follow. Only you can decide how important a particular aspect of 
your authentic self is to you. If your current workplace cannot accom-
modate your authenticity, then it isn’t the best place for you. This book 
is useful for people who feel stuck but don’t know why they are stuck.
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The next chapter lays out the playing field so you will have some 
information about the diversity of the employers for which you may 
work. It also discusses a couple of psychological arguments that peo-
ple often assert to hold women and other diverse professionals back: 
tokenism and stigma. Then it discusses how unconscious bias affects 
the careers of women and racial and ethnic minorities. Finally, the book 
sets forth 10 rules and countless strategies for career success. You can 
read the rules out of order, or you can go through them sequentially. 
There are operational strategies throughout each section and additional 
resources for further study. The end of the book summarizes the strate-
gies for ease of use.

This book is for anyone who has ever felt marginalized in his or 
her organization for any reason. This book is for anyone who has felt 
unappreciated or undervalued in the workplace. And this book is for 
anyone who has settled for less because he or she didn’t believe his or 
her dreams were possible. Given all the noisy signals in life, you may 
have lost touch with some fundamental truths. You matter. You are a 
value-added player. And you can achieve anything that you can dream.

So as I learned from playing with Liz, it’s hard to win if you don’t 
know the rules in advance. This book tells you the rules. Now, let’s start 
playing to win!3

3 Throughout the book, I share anecdotes based on real events as I perceived them or as they were 
conveyed to me. All names have been changed to respect the privacy of third parties included in 
the anecdotes.
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Rule 1

SUCCESS IS INTENTIONAL

Create your own definition of success and intentionally work to 
achieve it.

Effort and courage are not enough 
without purpose and direction.

—John F. Kennedy

It’s not uncommon to hear a successful person say, “I don’t know how I 
achieved this level of success. I was just lucky, I guess.” I never believe 

that. There are many decisions you make in your life, both large and 
small, that affect your career success. It is by approaching your career 
very intentionally that you achieve the level of success you desire.

Many people don’t realize how important or taxing the mental 
part of the game can be. The mental game (also called the psycho-
logical game) is all about having the right mindset when you show 
up to work. I will talk about the psychological game more in the next 
chapter. For now, the mindset I want you to develop is that success is 
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intentional. This mindset sets the stage for all the other rules. First 
and foremost, recognize and acknowledge the role you play in your 
life. If you want to play the game, then you need to become an active 
participant in your life. To do so, you will need to make a marked shift 
away from the go-with-the-flow mindset. Begin to develop an internal 
attitude of control and realize just how much autonomy you have in 
many areas of your life. Instead of just letting life happen to you and 
playing the role of a victim who is at the mercy of everyone and every-
thing around you, begin to make the types of decisions that increase 
the quality of your life and get you closer to achieving your vision of 
success. Of course, there are some things outside your control. Life 
is indeed unpredictable. Instead of worrying about everything that 
could go wrong, just focus on what you can control. The only thing 
you can control in your life is yourself. Coupled with this simple truth 
is the notion that your actions make a difference in the world. No 
matter how big or small, your actions have a real impact on the out-
comes in your life.

You can achieve your heart’s desires by focusing on what’s important 
to you and being strategic in your decision-making. Just as in a game 
of chess or baseball, every choice you make matters. It is important to 
develop a good strategy for weighing your options and making the best 
decision quickly and efficiently.

TWO-STEP PROCESS

To break down the success-is-intentional mindset and how to imple-
ment it in your life, we will go through two steps. First, you must define 
what success means for you. Second, you have to set and meet goals 
that serve as stepping-stones to your definition of success. The idea is to 
move from abstract goals to concrete actions. Through this process, you 
can turn your vision into reality.
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CONCLUSION

As you set out on your career path, it is important to recognize the real-
ities of your workplace culture. In a wide variety of industries, there 

is a dominant workplace culture created by White males. Many aspects 
of that culture have long been used to eliminate people who are dif-
ferent—and they still are. Enormous efforts are being made to change 
that culture, but the unfortunate aspects of that reality still exist. In my 
diversity consulting work, I strive to make organizations more diverse 
and inclusive. Positive change is happening, but at times it can be slow 
and difficult to perceive. When I think about all the diverse profession-
als entering the office each day on an uneven playing field, I realize that 
change cannot come soon enough.

While we continue to make workplace cultures more inclusive, I felt 
the strong need to disseminate information on how diverse professionals 
can thrive in their current environments. Knowledge of the unwritten rules 
of the game will provide a strong foundation for pursuing your aspirations. 
But it is important to note that there is no substitute for hard work.

By sharing this information with you, I hope to level the playing field 
to give you a fairer shot at shaping your future. However, no one can 
eliminate obstacles from your path or do your work for you. Continue 
to work hard each and every day, but also focus on the other areas that 
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matter: networking, mentors and sponsors, professional appearance, 
and self-promotion, among others. You must own your success and 
drive forward to achieve your vision of it. No one else will do it for you.

There may be some people who don’t like these rules or don’t agree 
with them for whatever reason. Others may recognize that these rules 
are in operation at their organization but refuse to play the game on the 
grounds that it perpetuates the dominant culture. To them I say that 
everything in life is a choice. I felt a sense of duty to share the informa-
tion I wish I had known when I started my career. I wholeheartedly 
believe that the dominant culture needs to adapt to become more inclu-
sive. That is why I work day in and day out to shape better workplace 
cultures. I believe you have to do everything you can to simultaneously 
function within the current culture and work to improve it. The best way 
to change the culture is to get into a position of power and influence.

But the challenge is that you may work in a place where these rules 
are in effect. If you don’t play the game well, you may not get to a posi-
tion in which you can make the organization better for those who follow 
you. If you don’t want to play the game, that is OK. If you encounter a 
workplace culture that doesn’t match your values, you can choose to go 
somewhere else. Make a conscious decision to say to yourself, “I know 
what the rules are, and I don’t want to play this game.” In that situation, 
you are in control. You intentionally choose to leave. That’s fine.

I wrote this book for the diverse professionals who are trying to suc-
ceed at their organizations and have the funny feeling that they are in the 
dark. These diverse professionals don’t know about these unwritten rules 
or how to effectively act in accordance with them. These hardworking, 
intelligent professionals get passed over for promotions and overlooked 
for high-profile work assignments and just don’t know why. With insider 
knowledge of some areas they may have been overlooking, these diverse 
professionals can be more strategic and less reactive in their careers.

If you decide to play the game, I want you to be in a position to play 
it better than anyone else. I want you to rise to leadership roles and to 
create a more diverse and inclusive workplace where the rules are multi-
cultural and equitable. I wish you much professional success.
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