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Systemic racism and sexism are well documented in ecology, evolution, and
marine science. To combat this, institutions are making concerted efforts to
recruit more diverse people by focusing on the recruitment of Black people.
However, despite these initiatives, white supremacy culture still prevails. The
retention of Black people in ecology, evolution, and marine science has not
increased in the ways that were hoped for. This is particularly true for Black
women, who struggle to find a safe working environment that values their
contributions and allows them to openly celebrate their own culture and
identity. In this perspective article, we discuss the challenges that Black women
face every day, and the needs of Black women to thrive in ecology, evolution, and
marine science. We have written this directly to Black women and provide
information on not only our challenges, but our stories. However, readers of all
identities are welcome to listen and examine their role in perpetuating systemic
racism and sexism. Lastly, we discuss support mechanisms for navigating ecology,
evolution, and marine science spaces so that Black women can thrive.
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1 Background

Since 2020 the United States has experienced a racial re-awakening due to the deaths of
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and many others. Institutions have held more discussions
about systemic racism, established working groups, and funded administrative
departments focused on increasing diversity. In the fields of ecology, evolution, and
marine science (EEMS) the lack of diversity in employees, faculty members, and students is
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well documented (Smith et al., 2017; Chaudhury and Colla, 2020;
Miriti et al., 2020; Morales et al., 2020; Tulloch, 2020; Duc Bo
Massey et al., 2021; Duffy et al., 2021; Smythe and Peele, 2021; Johri
et al., 2021; Khelifa and Mahdjoub, 2022). To address this efforts
and resources have been allocated to recruit more people of color
(POC) and women of color (WOC), in particular Black women.
However, EEMS has historically supported racist science, sexist
practices, gender exclusion, and promoted elitism creating
inhospitable environments for Black women, and other POC to
thrive(Miriti et al., 2020), (Farinde and Lewis, 2012; Howard, 2016;
McGee and Bentley, 2017; “Keeping Black Students in STEM” n.d.;
Graham et al., 2022).

WSC is defined by the National Education Association (NEA) as “a
form of racism centered upon the belief that white people are superior
to people of other racial backgrounds and that whites should politically,
economically, and socially dominate non-whites. Often associated with
violence perpetrated by white supremacist groups, it also describes a
political ideology and systemic oppression that perpetuates and
maintains the social, political, historical, and/or industrial white
domination” (NEA Center for Social Justice, n.d.). Black women in
EEMS work within WSC structures rooted in hierarchies that
perpetuate biases against Black women that take the form of
microaggressions, racism, sexual and gender harassment.(Miriti et al.,
2020; Morales et al., 2020; Callwood et al., 2022).

Continued disregard of Black women’s contributions to EEMS
and the upholding of social structures rooted in white supremacy
culture (WSC) has led to public calls to acknowledge the work and
intersectional perspectives of Black women in EEMS (Miriti et al.,
2020). Systemic change can only occur via the concurrent
dismantling of WSC and the full recognition of the contributions
of us, the Black women in EEMS (see Table 1 for acronym
summary). This perspective piece offers advice for Black women
attempting to navigate this system.

As Black women, we know WSC in EEMS hinders our collective
ability to address major environmental crises of the time. For
example, the mitigation and adaptation to the climate crisis
cannot be fully realized until all groups are fully incorporated
into policy processing and planning for its reversal, especially
considering that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
are disproportionately impacted by climate change (Shonkoff et al.,
20115 Sarfaty et al., 2014; Frosch et al., 2018). While this should
make dismantling WSC culture important to everyone, we are
speaking amongst ourselves here, addressing other Black women.

1.1 The women of BWEEMS: embracing our
true selves

In 2020, Black Women in Ecology, Evolution, and Marine
Science (BWEEMS) was formed to facilitate a community for Black
women in EEMS fields. We developed BWEEMS to help Black
women navigate hostile systems entrenched in WSC by holding
space for our voices, perspectives, and accomplishments. At
BWEEMS, we seek to bring visibility to Black women in EEMS
disciplines and support Black women in all stages of their careers.
We, at BWEEMS, know that for many of us our perspective is one of
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privilege because of our past and current education, family (or local
community) support, and financial support. Our intent with this
perspective is start a conversation about the diversity of Black women
in EEMS and the current needs for our success and retention.

Blackness is not one-size fits all. Indeed, the authors of this
paper are of myriad, intersectional, and dynamic identities
including African-American, Afro-Indigenous, Afro-Asian, Afro-
Caribbean, Afro-Brazilian, Mixed-Race/Biracial Black, and Black.
Each one of us has arrived at her identity via paths shaped by
ancestry, skin-tone, nationality, cultural influences, and personal
experience. An important juxtaposition to this self-identification is
the perception of Blackness, or lack thereof, put on us by others. For
example, those of us considered Black in the United States via the
“one-drop rule,” which emphasizes African ancestry, may be
perceived as white or “other” in countries where skin color plays
a larger role in Black identity (“Mixed Race America - Who Is
Black? One Nation’s Definition” n.d.; Omi and Winant, 1994; Parra
et al., 2003; Telles, 2014). In a world where identity has severe
consequences, it is of the utmost importance that Black women be
inclusive. The challenges and solutions that we outline here are
adaptable; the only hard lines we make are against WSC and all that
it stands for.

In what follows, we explore what Black women need to succeed
in EEMS fields, which includes describing the destructive effects of
WSC (Figure 1). Our narrative is directed toward you, fellow Black
women in EEMS, who are living in WSC, with the goal of giving
both context and strategies for managing your day-to-day. In each
section, we discuss an overview of the problem, our experiences,
and supportive mechanisms and questions to ask yourself. Lastly,
Readers of other identities are welcome to listen and examine their
role within WSC which persists within ecology, evolution, and
marine science. We also encourage readers of other identities to
read previous publications about BIPOC experiences in these spaces
(Ireland et al., 2018; Sanchez et al., 2019; Schell et al., 2020; Duc Bo
Massey et al., 2021).

2 Retention of black women in EEMS
2.1 Overview

Institutions often use recruitment and retention as metrics to
evaluate diversity initiatives. However, very few put the same
resources into retention as they do into recruitment, which is
reflected in the data. High rates of dropout at the undergraduate
and graduate level and quitting/relocating at the professional level
due to toxic environments is often the norm (Ali and Kohun, n.d;
Lovitts and Nelson, 2000; Baum and Steele, 2017). For example,
according to NSF, in 2018, 6751 Black women graduated with
undergraduate degrees in biological, earth, atmospheric, or ocean
sciences, but only 193 pursued a doctoral degree (Hamrick, n.d.).

While all women are more likely to face workplace
microaggressions than their male counterparts, this is more
pronounced for us (Thomas et al, 2021). To combat hostile
environments and navigate the professional and scientific world,
Black women may conform to the dominant culture, internally
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TABLE 1 Summary of abbreviations used throughout the manuscript.

Name Abbreviation

Black Women in Ecology, Evolution, and Marine Science BWEEMS
Black, indigenous, people of color BIPOC
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion DEI
Ecology, evolution, marine science EEMS
National Education Association NEA
People of color POC
White supremacy culture WwsC
‘Women of color wocC

reject who they are, confront stereotypes, overachieve, and/or
experience identity shifts (McGee and Bentley, 2017; Sparks,
2017; Dickens and Chavez, 2018; Morton and Parsons, 2018).
However, even when employing these strategies, Black women
still experience microaggressions and stereotyping (Lewis et al.,
2013; Lewis and Neville, 2015; Moody and Lewis, 2019).
Additionally, there often is a lack of support for Black women in
the way of mentorship or apprenticeship. Mckinsey & Company’s
2021 study, Women in the Workplace, found that regardless of
industry, Black women experience lack of access to senior leaders,
mentorship and sponsorship and training, which ultimately leads to
fewer opportunities in career advancement. All of this, rooted in
WSC, has led to higher rates of attrition for Black women.

2.2 Experiences

Anecdotally, BWEEMS members have shared feelings of
isolation and inadequacy and stories of daily microaggressions.
These accounts replicate sentiments reported in literature
documenting lost opportunities for Black scholars in STEM

Partner with minority EQuitable compensation

run organizations.
Equitable
distribution of funds.

10.3389/fmars.2023.1295931

(Charleston et al., 2014; McGee and Bentley, 2017; Ireland et al,
2018; Sanchez et al., 2019; Bryson and Grunert Kowalske, 2022).
The barriers we experience are widespread because we operate
within a WSC that dictates norms and practices. Perhaps more
jarring are stories of colleagues within our institutions who continue
to perpetuate WSC.

Compounding these career challenges is our knowledge that
Black women are expected to perform at a higher level than our
white counterparts, (Wingfield and Chavez, 2020) which can lead to
burnout and manifest as an imbalance in our mental health. This
leads to a vicious cycle of burnout and withdrawal, thus propagating
the lack of Black women within STEM careers.

2.3 Support mechanisms

2.3.1 Acknowledge and identify white supremacy
culture in ecology, evolution, and
marine sciences

Describing the characteristics and impacts of WSC helps to
bring the underlying context of these issues to the forefront. Only by
naming what we experience can we make it visible and change it
(Bryant et al., 2021). Collective interrogation of the role of WSC
within EEMS is key to creating accountability and bringing about
transformation. For your preservation, seek information about the
organizations that you are joining and ask about policies regarding
hiring, firing, and promotion, and workplace culture. Do the tenets
of WSC dominate this organization without any acknowledgement
or desire to change? If the answer is yes, then be cautious when
joining and seek outside support and guidance.

2.3.2 Ask, will this institution work to retain me?
Institutions can increase recruitment without thinking about

retention, but they cannot increase retention without recruitment.

For example, institutions may address both by doing cluster hires. By

Support mentorship.
Value and subsidize
DEI service.

Retention of Black

Develop
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women in
historically white

Capacity building
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Create a
global
network of
advocates,
sponsors,
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FIGURE 1

International
opportunities

Acknowledge
that WSC is
pervasive and
divides Black
women

A conceptual figure of how the different components mentioned in this manuscript come together to support Black women in ecology, evolution,

and marine science.
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recruiting many Black individuals at the same time companies
immediately have a peer cohort that can help create a sense of
belonging and support (Tilghman et al., 2021). Does the organization
actively work to create a diverse environment where you feel valued
and respected? If the answer is no, then be cautious as WSC is not being
acknowledged or addressed, and the environment may be hostile.

2.3.3 Ask, does this institution create space for
me to thrive?

Creating a space where we Black women can be ourselves is
essential for self-preservation, comfort, and rejuvenation
(Mansfield, 2015; McGee and Bentley, 2017; Ong et al., 2018).
Such spaces allow us to openly have conversations about our
experiences in predominantly white spheres. If your institution
doesn’t create a space where you can be yourself, seek one out. Your
professional development and well-being need the nourishment of
community support, training, mentorship, and networking that
groups like BWEEMS can offer.

2.3.4 Seek diverse mentorship to support
your growth

Traditional mentorship, rooted in WSC, has historically been
framed as a 1 mentor: 1 mentee relationship that promotes an
unsustainable power dynamic, where the mentor can act as a
gatekeeper from which a mentee seeks all career and life advice.
For Black women in EEMS this automatically creates an imbalance
because there are few senior Black women leaders. Additionally, your
needs can change with your career progression. Therefore, seeking
out a diverse group of mentors who can give you access and help you
navigate systems with more confidence as you seek out bigger
opportunities is critical. Supportive communities, formed through
mentorship, can be instrumental in growing and persisting in EEMS.

2.3.5 Support other Black women in EEMS

Positive interactions with peers, teachers, mentors, and the
community at the early stages of a Black woman’s career can highly
influence career trajectory and academic advancement (McGee and
Bentley, 2017). Many of us who have successfully navigated EEMS got
here because of support from people who opened doors, wrote
recommendations, or advocated for us. Most Black women in EEMS
do not see women who look like them or who have similar professional
experiences. If you are in a place of power, support the rising
generation of Black women through sponsorship and mentorship.
We must support each other if we truly want to change this system.

2.3.6 Seek mental, physical, and emotional
health support

The physical, mental, and emotional toll of working in EEMS
can be detrimental to Black women’s health. Continued gaslighting,
microaggressions, and other forms of racism can create anxiety,
depression, and isolation. Remember that it is okay to seek out help
and that you do not have to be always “resilient”. Operating in
isolation and not getting support is not sustainable. Whether it is
professional mental health support, religious groups, friends,
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family, or other organizations, do not be afraid to be vulnerable
and seek out support.

3 Equitable compensation for black
women in EEMS

3.1 Overview

Income inequality has detrimental impacts on life expectancy,
stress levels, and overall mental and emotional health(Truesdale
and Jencks, 2016) This issue disproportionately impacts Black
women, as we participate in the workforce at higher rates than
most other women (“Black Women & the Pay Gap”, 2020). Black
women make 63 cents for every dollar a non-Hispanic white male
makes, significantly lower than the 83-cent national average for
women (“The Simple Truth about the Gender Pay Gap”, 2020).
Despite numerous initiatives (e.g., affirmative action, cluster hires,
specific job calls for marginalized applicants) to address this
inequality, the problem has only become more severe. A study by
the Economic Policy Institute found that the white-Black wage gap
is larger today than in 2000, almost two decades ago (“Black-White
Wage Gaps Are Worse Today than in 2000” n.d.; “State of Working
America Wages 2019: A Story of Slow, Uneven, and Unequal Wage
Growth over the Last 40 Years” n.d.).

The current hiring model in science reinforces systems of
inequality. Higher education jobs are traditionally posted without
a salary range, leaving most applicants in the dark. Additionally, the
application process is typically lengthy, with offers and subsequent
negotiations lasting months. This creates more inequity because as a
candidate is waiting to be hired, time and opportunities from other
potential jobs are squandered or lost.

Furthermore, EEMS heavily rely on uncompensated labor,
typically called ‘service’. This type of service includes but not
limited to administration, committee work, mentorship, advising,
and panels. WOC disproportionately do more service than white
colleagues (Social Sciences Feminist Network Research Interest
Group, 2017). While service is valued as a contribution, it is
oftentimes deprioritized for promotions or job searches. This
leaves Black women at a clear disadvantage. We are expected to
sustain and maintain productivity and do extra service yet do not
get the recognition, opportunities, promotions, or monetary
compensation commensurate with these efforts.

3.2 Experiences

Members of BWEEMS have experienced inequitable pay or
uncompensated service expectations that are beyond those expected
of their white male counterparts. For example, we are often asked to
serve on DEI panels, which entails sharing personal experience. The
stories we are asked to recount are often traumatic and triggering. In our
opinion, these go above and beyond sharing of science and broader
impacts in our community-they are personal and therefore require
compensation. Additionally, lack of salary transparency and comparably
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low pay in EEMS for the work and education expected has led many
BWEEMS members to seek employment outside of academia, where
transparency in pay and growth are often more apparent.

3.3 Support mechanisms

3.3.1 Seek jobs that have transparent
financial compensation

Depending on the job(s) you are applying for, the compensation
may or may not be stated. Outside academia, ranges are typically
given so that you can understand how the pay grade matches the
education and training expected for the potential job. If you are
applying for an academic job, and the pay is not stated, ask. Many
public institutions will post their salary ranges publicly; however,
most private institutions do not have this practice. There is no harm
in asking for a pay range from the hiring committee.

3.3.2 Seek out the unwritten rules of the
promotion processes

When applying to jobs, ask how the promotion or tenure (if in
academia) process proceeds. Different institutions have very different
expectations and structures. It is critical to get that information upfront
so that you can make an informed decision. Speak with colleagues at
other institutions to find out how their expectations compare to your
current or future institution. Much of this information is not formally
written out, but discussed verbally, so it is important to talk with people
to get the information that will be most useful for you.

3.3.2 Remember that service is undervalued
at promotion

Although service work should be recognized and incentivized, it is
generally accepted that service is not valued equally to research output
or securing grant funding during promotion or tenure processes. This
presents a challenge to Black women because we are expected to do
more service work, especially if we are the only Black person at an
institution. Before saying yes to service committees, examine the benefits
and the costs. Does this commitment require a lot of emotional energy?
Will this commitment take up a lot of time without recognition? If the
answer is yes, consider saying no. It is not your responsibility to address
the lack of diversity or institutional problems.

4 Unity for black women in EEMS
4.1 Overview

As Black women operating in predominantly white professional
spaces, we are often viewed as “other.” This otherness relies on the
idea of whiteness as a default to personhood (Green et al., 2007), i.e.,
the assumption is that a person is white unless otherwise stated.
This creates a power dynamic where WSC is centered, and Black
women must navigate and adapt. Many Black women in STEM
have reported “code-switching” in professional spaces, embracing
dominant cultures within professional spaces over their more
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authentic self to “fit in,” increase their chances of increasing
capital gains, to help protect oneself against negative stereotypes,
or other forms of discrimination (Young, 2009). This coping
strategy is imperfect and can be damaging (McCluney et al., 2021).

WSC also divides Black women. Skin color, hair texture, and
body shape are all weaponized against Black women when beauty
standards that conform to WSC expectations are valued (Dixon and
Telles, 2017; Mitchell Dove, 2021). In efforts to decolonize
westernized science organizations, it is of utmost importance for
us to treat Black women as individuals and not as a monolith.

4.2 Experiences

In our monthly meetings at BWEEMS, we often discuss the
topic of colorism. For many members, particularly BWEEMS
members who identify as biracial or mixed-race, colorism has
shaped their existence and is a constant source of identity stress.
While light skin has historically been valued, lighter skin Black
women often feel like they do not quite fit in with either Black
culture or white and/or other cultures. On the other hand, darker
skin Black women can experience overt racism and fear for their
safety due to not being able to “blend” in with white culture. This is
exemplified by members’ personal stories of having to travel with
white colleagues to do field work so that they can be safe when
working in predominantly white areas, for fear of getting the police
called on them. These experiences highlight the challenges and
dangers of WSC that Black women must navigate daily.

4.3 Support mechanisms

4.3.1 Acknowledge that WSC is pervasive and
divides black women

To live in line with our ideals of embracing ourselves and
transcending WSC, we must acknowledge that WSC dictates many
parts of Black women’s lives. To overcome this, we must be a unified
community. We must reflect on the designations of skin tone,
accent, hair texture, and other physical forms that have been used to
divide us. Where do you uphold WSC in your own outlook? Do you
judge yourself or other Black women more harshly than you judge
white people? Do you compare yourself to white ideals and wish
that you could “live up to them”? If the answer is yes, this is a chance
for growth and self-compassion.

4.3.2 Treat each other as individuals and
acknowledge the “diversity.”

Our community is diverse, and we are united under our shared
experiences as Black women. Our diversity is what makes us
innovative and is a strength. Celebrating this is an important step
forward in dismantling WSC and building a culture that prioritizes
our health and happiness.

We do not need to assimilate or deny who we are, the Black
woman identity is varied. If we can understand this as a group, then
we can continue to work together towards our progression, rather
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than having to focus on assimilation into any specific space. Your
identity is what makes you unique and WSC cannot erase that.
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