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From Inclusion to

BELONGING
Why DEI isn’t enough

How can you coach leaders for cultural competency? What does allyship look like for a coach? For a client?
Why does talking about anti-racism, social injustice and inequality have to be "messy and uncomfortable"?
Where and how does racism show up in your coaching and in the life of your client? What is the psychology
of racism? How can we as coaches support healing, belonging and racial equity? Join us as we explore why
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion (DEI) aren't enough.
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R ACIAL

INJUSTICE
Has your awareness silenced you?
By Asila Calhoun, ACC, CIC, PHR, SHRM-CP

A

wareness is at the heart
of coaching. It’s a crucial
component in the coaching relationship for both
coach and client. As coaches, we must
first have an awareness of ourselves
and any biases, obstacles or triggers
that might stand in the way of our
coaching. Next, we become aware of
our client’s needs for the coaching
session before asking them powerful
questions to spark awareness.
That awareness often leads to change
and forward motion in our clients.
Suppose nothing, or very little, changes
even when awareness is created for
both coach and client?
It’s been more than a year since
awareness of the racial injustice Black
Americans face every day was raised
after the killing of George Floyd and the
phone call to NYPD by Amy Cooper in
Central Park, which culminated in the
same week. Largely due to the pandemic
and many people being homebound,
white Americans and the world had
no choice but to see – really see – what
Black Americans have experienced for
more than 400 years. Like a light switch
being turned on, white people were
finally able to see the darkness Black
Americans experience on a daily basis.
New awareness was created.
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Black and white clients and fellow
coaches alike admitted they were
afraid to discuss the topic of race with
colleagues, direct reports and coaching
clients. It was top of mind for many
people, regardless of their race, and, for
the first time, we had social permission
to communicate about race in America. Yet some remained silent. Were you
one of them? If so, why?
Ask yourself: how and what is most
authentic for me? If you’d normally
share how you’re feeling about a national tragedy such as a school shooting, what was holding you back on
this subject? Has that initial awareness
and your dedication to action worn
off? Have you continued conversations
about race, or did you ever start them?
Black clients and Black coaches in
my network felt awkward and unsure
about what to say and how to respond
to inquiries, which ranged from “How
are you doing?” to “I had no idea. What
can I do?” They weren’t sure how to
navigate this new world where the unspoken secrets were being spoken loudly
across national and global news and in
their own organizations. They didn’t
know whether it was safe to share their
own stories and wondered if anyone really wanted to
hear them.

Black clients didn’t know if they could
trust the overnight changes they were
seeing in their organizations. Were
the Black Lives Matter statements and
initiatives performative or real? Did
their managers really want to know
about inequities and microaggressions
they faced?
After years of compartmentalizing
and assimilating, Black people were
actively being asked to share their
experience. What I heard from Black
clients, fellow coaches, and what I personally experienced as a Black woman
was a feeling of exhaustion. It was
already exhausting to compartmentalize
and consciously shut down parts of
ourselves on a daily basis to fit into the
American culture. However, now that
the light was switched on, could Black
people trust that light would continue
to burn brightly? Would the awareness
lead to change?
Many white coaches also experienced
the light being switched on, and it was
shining directly on them, casting a
shadow on their ignorance. Becoming
more aware and awake to what had been
going on for literally hundreds of years
in the US made many white people uncomfortable and embarrassed. Hearing
the words “microaggressions” and “unconscious bias,” and being told they had
privilege was new, and the awareness, for
many, was like a slap across the face.
Some white coaches in my network
feared they would say the wrong thing,
which could lead to deeply negative
consequences. Some didn’t know how
to respond to the Black Lives Matter
movement or to their Black colleagues
or clients. In fear of making
a blunder, many
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said nothing, which some Black people interpreted as complicity. Was that
silence compliance?
Some white coaches feared their
self-belief of being a just and moral
person would be called into question.
The result? Walking on eggshells.
What’s a larger concern for you – that
you might mess up or that others
question your intent?
Think about your intent. Are you
starting or continuing conversations about race to feel better about
yourself? Or, because it’s the right
thing to do, even if it’s hard? If you
intend to clear your own conscience
because of your own guilt or privilege
or to prove yourself a “good person”
or to declare you are “not a racist”,
you probably are not ready to speak
about race.

aloud and come from the heart.
Ask for permission to bumble
through the conversation. Lean into
the discomfort and share what’s on
your mind. Talk about how you feel.
Use your own words, however, you
could open up the dialogue by saying
something like this: “I’m still struggling with what’s going on with racial
injustice in America. I realize how
little I’ve said and how little I know,
and I’m learning. [Insert what you’re
doing to learn – what you’re reading,
watching, listening to, people you’re
following on social media.] Can I
count on you to tell me when I screw
up, because I’m sure I will? I want to
say and do the right thing, but I know
I won’t get it right every time.”
Share your intention to continue to
grow in your understanding. Be genu-

Awareness is the greatest
agent for change.
- ECKART TOLLE
Ask yourself why you care about
this issue. Then get clear on your
conviction. You’ll need that clarity
to learn and grow on the topic of
racial injustice and for the resilience
required to do this work.
As Dr. Brené Brown says, “Daring
leaders who live into their values
are never silent about hard things.”
Dr. Brown defines vulnerability as
“uncertainty, risk, and emotional
exposure.” Be aware of your feelings
and then share them. This is the best
path forward, and it’s not too late.
Step out first, stating how you feel
using “I” statements rather than speaking on behalf of a group of people,
and acknowledge the awkwardness of
the conversation. By leaning into the
conversation about racial injustice,
and demonstrating your own vulnerability, you’ll create psychological safety
for your clients and colleagues.
Have empathy for yourself and for
the other individual. If you’re being
genuine, the words don’t have to be
perfect, they just have to be shared
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ine. If your approach is inauthentic, it
will be apparent to your colleagues and
your clients. Speak and listen from the
heart. Listen to understand. Be curious. Don’t be defensive. In terms of
next steps, the learning and the action
is up to you. It is solely your responsibility to continue learning, unlearning,
and relearning. Use your awareness to
create awareness in others.
Keep in mind that this will be an
ongoing conversation. Get comfortable with being uncomfortable. It’s
going to be messy, and that’s okay.
That means you’re doing it right. Go
back and engage with your colleagues
and clients about what you’re learning
and unlearning about systemic racism,
privilege, bias and equity. Correct others when they get something wrong.
Silence is the enemy of advancement.
It’s time to break the silence.
Through conversations about
the mutual experience of the light
of injustice being switched on and
processing together, we can move
forward from awareness to action.

