


“ We now have many resources that expose the racial divides among 

 women and how they impede our potential. Opie and Livingston 

offer us something new: how to bridge  these divides. With accessi-

ble and illustrative examples, they give us a model for our collective 

liberation. This is hopeful and inspiring work that shows us what 

can be accomplished when White  women choose solidarity with 

their Black  sisters!”

— ROBIN DI ANGELO, author, White Fragility and Nice Racism

“ If you, like millions of us, desperately wish to find a way to under-

stand each other, bridge our gaps, and work together  toward creat-

ing a kinder, safer, and more equitable world for every one— Shared 

Sisterhood is the way forward. It’s the first to offer interpersonal and 

institutional solutions that are novel, engaging, effective, evidence- 

based, and si mul ta neously compassionate and challenging. I’ve ob-

served Opie and Livingston make this happen in real life, in ways 

that have enriched many lives—my own included— often to the sur-

prise of the most skeptical participants. Opie and Livingston are not 

only among the most courageous and dignified  people I know but 

are also brilliant, strong, and compassionate.”

— AMY CUDDY, social psychologist; bestselling author, Presence

“ A power ful book on how to build bridges across race and gender 

divides. As leading experts on forming alliances that transcend dif-

ferences, Opie and Livingston share timely evidence and actionable 

advice for  handling difficult conversations with compassion and 

vulnerability— and advancing structural and cultural change in your 

workplace.”

—  ADAM GRANT, #1 New York Times bestselling author,  
Think Again; host of TED WorkLife podcast



“ Grounded in the power of partnership of heart, mind, and soul of 

 women, Shared Sisterhood offers a novel approach to collective action 

for overcoming the diversity challenges organ izations face.”

—  TSEDAL NEELEY, Naylor Fitzhugh Professor of Business  
Administration and Se nior Associate Dean for Faculty  
Development and Research, Harvard Business School; author,  
Remote Work Revolution; coauthor, The Digital Mindset

“ This book is a blueprint for how  women can work together across 

fraught divides and establish new models of collaboration that have 

the potential to change the workplace and our lives.”

— MEHRET MANDEFRO, CEO, Truth Aid Media

“ Shared Sisterhood is a gift to anyone who cares about building a more 

equitable and empowering workplace. Opie and Livingston make a 

deeply compelling case for the importance of au then tic connection 

between employees— and offer a clear, actionable pathway for how 

we get  there as leaders and change makers, one power ful step at 

a time.”

—  FRANCES FREI, professor, Harvard Business School;  
author, Unleashed

“ Shared Sisterhood provides a step- by- step guide on how to heal rela-

tionships across racial differences, focusing on historically fraught 

relationships between Black and White  women. The book goes fur-

ther by showing how  those healed relationships form the basis of 

collective action and  actual change. This book is a must read.”

—  MINDA HARTS, author, The Memo, Right Within, and  
You Are More Than Magic
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 Dedicated to the  people of all races throughout history  

who have charted a path  toward equity.  

May we make you proud.
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Preface

In March  2019, celebrated novelist Kim McLarin asked a poignant 

question in the Washington Post: “Can Black  women and White  women 

be true friends?” She writes: “This is what Black  women know: When 

push comes to shove, White  women choose race over gender:  Every. 

Single. Time.” 1

This racial divide is not new, nor is it specific to friendship or con-

strained to relationships between Black and White  women only. The 

continued growth in workforce racioethnic diversity globally makes 

connections across differences more impor tant than ever before. But, 

as McLarin notes, if White  women—or  women from historically 

power- dominant groups— are more likely to build connections based 

not on shared gender but on shared racioethnicity, then it makes it 

difficult for  women as a group to advance.2 It also makes it more 

difficult for  people who are not  women to join in the journey  toward 

a more equitable workplace.

 Women lead only 6  percent of the top three thousand companies 

in the United States.3 For Black  women,  these numbers are even 

more stark.  There are only three Black  women who have ever been 

Fortune 500 CEOs, and only sixteen Black men.4 In fact, as of 2022, 

 there are only six Black CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, two of 

whom are  women (and in total, only forty- one Fortune 500 CEOs are 
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currently  women of any racioethnic group). Of the forty Asian and 

twenty Hispanic/Latino Fortune 500 CEOs, few, if any, are  women.5 

Earnings also reflect gender and racial in equality. Catalyst reported 

that in 2019  women earned only 81.5   percent of what men earned, 

and Black, Latinx, Asian, Indigenous, and other  women of color 

experience even greater inequities than White  women. For example, 

in the United States, Black and Latinx  women earned 68   percent 

and 62  percent (of White men’s wages), respectively. Internationally, 

 women earned $11,500 in income compared to men’s $21,500.

We may forget that such stark statistics represent real  people work-

ing to have their experiences seen and valued. The push for equity is 

reflected in social movements that have highlighted and centered vis-

cerally personal and collective experiences, proclaiming the challenges 

that real  people and real groups confront as they navigate racism and 

sexism in the world. We hear about Black  people being murdered in 

the streets, Asian  women being targeted for vio lence and killed, 

 Hispanic/Latino  people being harassed and assumed not to be citizens 

of the United States,  Middle Eastern  people being harassed and 

assumed to be terrorists, Indigenous  women who go missing and are 

never found, disturbing pictures of immigrant  children being kept in 

cages. Social movements from Black Lives  Matter, to #MeToo, to 

Indigenous  Peoples’ Rights, to Stop AAPI Hate are mounting pressure 

to act to eliminate such inequitable racist treatment. The societal pres-

sures inspired by  these movements have moved into organ izations, and 

multiple business leaders have publicly committed to combat racism 

and discrimination. Yet, verbal commitments alone are insufficient to 

dismantle systemic inequities. Smart leaders and companies are now 

asking themselves, “How can our organ ization make change?”

To answer this question, we pre sent Shared Sisterhood: a philoso-

phy on how to achieve equity across genders and racioethnicity. It is 
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grounded in deep personal introspection and au then tic interpersonal 

connection, with a focus on achieving more equitable outcomes via 

collective action. Throughout this book, we teach you the practices 

of Dig and Bridge to prepare you to authentically connect and engage 

in collective action  toward equity with your  Sisters. This collective 

action  toward equity in the workplace is when you  will work with 

 others—at work or in society at large—to attain your common goal.

This collective action is necessary to achieve equity for  women 

in  organ izations, particularly  those from historically marginalized 

racioethnic groups, who are still left  behind in many ways, even 

as language promoting diversity and inclusion has become ubiqui-

tous. This book is for  women of all racioethnic groups and their col-

leagues who want to end  these inequities, who want real change and 

demand action rather than mere words. With Shared Sisterhood, we 

focus on what you can do.

To bring you both knowledge and action, we consult our own 

research and consulting work, secondary academic and historical 

sources, and an in- depth analy sis of our own lives. We use the skills 

honed during our MBA and PhD degrees in business, the knowledge 

built during our  careers as academics, and the insights gained from 

our real- life experiences to complement our rich, au then tic relation-

ship, bringing Shared Sisterhood alive with both the credibility of 

research and the richness of storytelling and experience.

Black and White  Women in the Workplace

McLarin may have asked a specific question about Black and White 

 women for some of the same reasons that we (Beth and Tina) have 

focused on Black and White  women. First, this is our personal 
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experience; we have moved through this world as a Black  woman 

and a White  woman, and  those life experiences animate the work-

place examples that we provide. Second, the broken relationship 

between Black and White  women in the United States is one that 

elucidates challenges that may be experienced between members of 

other historically marginalized and historically power- dominant 

communities. Third, we build from our lived experiences and center 

the voices of Black  women  because it is long past due for  those 

voices to be heard and valued: the world can learn something from 

listening to Black  women. We are not saying that the relationship 

between Black and White  women is the same for  women from 

 Indigenous, Asian, Latina/Hispanic, and  Middle Eastern racioethnic 

groups in and outside of the United States. What we are saying is that 

exploring the challenges between Black  women and White  women 

in the United States and offering solutions to connect the two com-

munities may provide general princi ples that can also be applied 

to  strengthen relationships between members of other racioethnic 

groups. We hope that  women from Indigenous, Asian, Latina/ 

Hispanic,  Middle Eastern, and other racioethnic backgrounds build 

upon the Shared Sisterhood foundation that we are establishing. The 

key goal of Shared Sisterhood is for every one to be liberated.

We have applied  these general princi ples in a variety of workplace 

conversations with  women from varying racioethnic backgrounds. 

While our backgrounds and specific experiences differed, many of 

us  were amazed to discover that we could see ourselves in each 

other. That coming together to talk about our differences helped us 

better understand how to form au then tic connections at work with 

 those outside of our own groups. We invite you to join us as we explore 

how the historically tenuous relationship between Black and White 

 women can help  people from vari ous racioethnic backgrounds better 
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understand how we can all develop more au then tic workplace 

relationships.

A Black  Woman’s Journey to Shared  
Sisterhood: Tina Opie

For years, I refused to call myself a “feminist.” I bristled at the trou-

bling White supremacist history of feminism in the United States. I 

rejected the feminist movement for prioritizing gender over racio-

ethnicity and ignoring the unique concerns that I and other Black 

 women confront. To be a feminist, I felt pressure to ignore my Black-

ness. I was both a Black person and a  woman, but my lived experi-

ences taught me that the world would force me to choose. I always 

chose my Blackness. That meant that throughout my education, I 

was more likely to be part of the Black student or affinity groups 

rather than the  women’s groups.

In gradu ate school, I participated in a  women’s student organ-

ization. When I attended its meetings, I felt muted. The issues that I 

wanted to address inevitably concerned the intersection of racioeth-

nicity and gender: yes,  women faculty are underrepresented on this 

campus, but  there is only one tenure- track Black faculty member, and 

that person is a man— and  isn’t the absence of Black  women faculty an 

issue that this  women’s organ ization should champion? My ideas 

never had a chance to gain traction  because they  were subordinated 

to a focus on broader (read: White) issues of gender. When I joined the 

Black Student Union, I felt more at home around other Black  people 

who understood critical ele ments of my identity, jokes, and upbring-

ing than I did around White  women, who often seemed foreign to me. 

We seemed separated by a chasm of racism and ste reo types.
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Once I graduated and joined the workforce, I observed this same 

racial chasm between  women in my workplace. Why, if feminism 

implies and inspires such strong connection,  haven’t Black and White 

 women been able to connect and collectively address workplace 

gender inequity? My personal workplace challenges with racism and 

sexism immediately came to mind as I thought about this prob lem. 

Members of historically marginalized groups are often asked to 

shrink themselves, to conform to dominant notions of femininity 

and professionalism. I wanted to create a solution to this prob lem 

that enlarged rather than shrank, that connected rather than divided. 

Perhaps ironically, I recognized that fully examining our racioethnic 

divisions was an impor tant step to overcoming them.

Inspired by the bold admonishments of the late bell hooks to con-

sider the interlocking natures of our common experiences as  women, 

I knew I needed to create a bold framework that rejected the 

 patriarchal White supremacist professionalism that prioritized the 

transactional nature of business over au then tic connection and lib-

eration.6 I asked: How can we use our similarities and our differences 

as  women to help all of us be liberated? Shared Sisterhood enlarges 

feminism to create a space where no one is “the other.”7 The beauty 

of Shared Sisterhood is that it centers the experiences of historically 

marginalized groups, and it necessitates the involvement of  people 

from historically dominant racioethnic groups so that we can actually 

dismantle systems of inequity. Using the foundations of power and 

history, Shared Sisterhood requires every one to dig into their precon-

ceptions and bridge across their differences, working through the dis-

comfort and the difficulty together so that we can collectively act.

Ideas swirled in my head as I pondered how best to frame this con-

struct that melded history and business, gender and racioethnicity, 

pro cess and outcome, fi nally shelving it as I reflected further. Years 
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passed, and occasionally I would pull out the draft to review it.  There 

was something  there, but I  didn’t quite know how to bring it to frui-

tion. Fortunately, in January 2018, it became clear that I needed a White 

 Sister to help me: a paradigm exhorting sisterhood needed a sister-

hood to create it. I sought to find a partner to see what we could 

create together. The au then tic relationship between Beth and me 

became the meta- foundation for Shared Sisterhood, as the seed that 

was planted years ago was watered and grown together.

A White  Woman’s Journey to Shared 
Sisterhood: Beth Livingston

When Tina first spoke to me about her concept of Shared Sisterhood, 

it was in response to a larger conversation she and I  were having in 

the wake of the growing #MeToo movement. She sent me an email 

and brought up “a shelved paper I have on Shared Sisterhood that 

explores why Black and White  women  haven’t made larger collective 

bounds in the workplace.” She had me at this sentence. Our work 

since that moment has exemplified the very concept that we write 

about in this book; we built our au then tic connection to bridge across 

our differences to act together.

My childhood led me to understand the importance of building 

relationships across racioethnic lines from an interpersonal perspec-

tive, though it took a number of years for me to truly understand the 

systemic issues that existed all around me as a young White child 

growing up in Kentucky. My  brothers  were a de cade older than I am 

and our  house was always filled with teen agers when I was a young 

girl. This meant that I grew up with a network of “older  brothers” 

who  were predominantly Black teen agers. They laughed with me, 
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read me stories, played games with me, and teased me as if I was 

their own  sister.  These individual connections, however, did not 

automatically make me “Shared Sisterhood” material as I grew into 

adulthood. As I got older, I learned how much more work I needed to 

do to understand my “ brothers” and how their experiences in life dif-

fered from my own. I learned that racism was not just an individual 

challenge that one person’s love could overcome; it required a consis-

tent effort to dig into how my own preconceptions may perpetuate 

inequity in ways I  didn’t intend.

I became very focused on racial and gender equity when I was in 

college at the University of Kentucky. Although my childhood sur-

rounded me with racial diversity in my personal life, I did not quite 

understand the history of power and prejudice in society or at work 

and I devoured books on the topic. It was in the early days of the 

 internet, and few places existed online to talk about  these issues—so I 

relied on seminars and book discussions and my own understanding. 

This insatiable desire to understand— and to fix— the inequity I had 

learned about was grounded in my personal experiences and love for 

the men and  women I grew up with, and it led me to a  career in aca-

demia, where I started to research the  causes of the gender wage 

gap  and gender/racial prejudice and bias. I learned a lot from this 

research— but I still  couldn’t figure out how to reassure the  people in 

my studies, my MBA students, and the employees I met when I 

worked with companies that I had solutions for their strug gles with 

racism and sexism at work. I built relationships with men and  women 

whose racioethnicities  were diff er ent from my own, but could this 

difference actually play a role in reducing workplace inequity?  These 

relationships helped sustain me throughout my life, but could they 

provide a solution? To be honest, I did not even know where to start. I 

knew I cared, I knew I was frustrated— but what could I do?
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So, when I received that email from Tina, and we began to work 

on bringing Shared Sisterhood to the world, all the pieces began to fit 

together. My childhood, the books I had read, and my relationships 

could all be part of a solution that would prioritize and center au then-

tic relationships, while not ignoring the work that goes into building 

and sustaining them. Instead of seeking the solutions that  others 

would create, we could step up and pre sent our own.

Working Together

We know that Shared Sisterhood is a power ful tool. How?  Because 

the book that you are holding in your hands is the result of Shared 

Sisterhood between the two of us, Beth and Tina. This book could 

not have been written by  either one of us individually. To write it, 

we needed to bring our gender and our dif fer ent racioethnicities 

together. Our individual perspectives  were insufficient to create a 

model like Shared Sisterhood.

As soon as we de cided to work together, Shared Sisterhood sparks 

flew. We published an article in Harvard Business Review (HBR) in 2018 

based on a survey of HBR readers about their workplace experiences 

of inclusion. This article piqued the interest of the HBR  Women at 

Work podcast, where we summarized our findings on inclusion, fol-

lowing up with another article on HBR . org in 2019 (reprinted in fall 

2020). We published an academic article in Orga nizational Dynamics 

soon  after. We also made media appearances as audience members 

became increasingly curious about how Shared Sisterhood could help 

their organ izations become more diverse, inclusive, and equitable.

All the while we thought, “How do we bring Shared Sister-

hood to  people who can use it?” Then, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, 
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and Ahmaud Arbery  were all murdered over the course of a few 

months in 2020. Tina’s phone began to ring off the hook as she 

saw a proliferation of consulting clients who  were struggling with 

how best to address the collective pain that many employees  were 

experiencing. Shared Sisterhood seemed to be a helpful frame-

work. As professors of business, we found that companies  were 

anxious to know what to do, what to say. We  were encouraged 

to see some White  people fervently protesting alongside Black 

 people and  people from all racioethnic categories in the streets, 

online, and in the workplace. But a critical question was: What 

comes next?

We needed to meet the moment. Tina recorded a heartfelt plea 

to the White  women in her life and reinvigorated an online commu-

nity that has grown to greater than four thousand members. Beth 

and Tina hosted weekly online and videoconference check- ins with 

members, spoke to podcasts and radio and tele vi sion programs, and 

wrote about our thoughts. But still: What more could we do? This 

book is us meeting a moment— a moment that still exists  today— that 

required bold action grounded in a new approach to diversity, equity, 

and inclusion.

About the Book

With Shared Sisterhood, we seek to create a diff er ent real ity. The  current 

status quo in organ izations is characterized by “masculinized” power 

structures, such that  people reward and elevate be hav iors that are typi-

cally characterized as masculine in nature. Dominance, succeeding at 

the expense of  others, and even aggression are seen as leadership- 

worthy attributes.
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Shared Sisterhood is diff er ent. It is a philosophy that embraces au then-

tic connection and collective action, not a transactional, every- person-  

for-themselves approach. Although we reject an “individual  only” 

solution, we do not reject the role of individuals in a solution. We argue 

that individuals may be the only ones who can challenge historical insti-

tutional structures (including corporations), but only when  those indi-

viduals act to address institutional- level systems while working with 

 others. Shared Sisterhood helps you to reflect on yourself as an individ-

ual, develop au then tic interpersonal connections, and then use  those 

relationships to collectively dismantle systemic inequities using the tools 

of Dig and Bridge. Dig is a tool for thinking deeply about your own pre-

conceptions about racioethnicity and gender. Bridge is a tool for forging 

au then tic connections with  people across differences. And together, 

 these tools  will help you to form the foundation for collective action. For 

 women of diff er ent racioethnic backgrounds and their colleagues in 

organ izations for whom this is a critical goal, we provide stories and 

research to make you think, deep questions to consider, and actions to 

pursue.

Shared Sisterhood is not just an outcome. It is a way of thinking. In 

this book, we do not prioritize comfort, we prioritize change, and we 

welcome you to begin your journey in Shared Sisterhood—we are 

still on ours  every day. Always bridging, always digging, and always 

working  toward collective action, together.

Frequently Asked Questions
Connecting authentically via Shared Sisterhood requires clear 

communication. In that spirit, let us lay out some Frequently Asked 

Questions about our terminology, so we are all on same page 

before we begin:
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1. What are racioethnicity and racism, and  

why do they  matter?

Throughout this book, we use the term racioethnicity to encom

pass the broader variation in physical and sociocultural differ

ences that have meaning across cultures.8 Historically marginalized 

racioethnic groups in the United States include  people identifying 

as Black/African American, Hispanic or Latinx, Asian or Pacific 

Islander, and Native/Indigenous (among  others).  There are debates 

about how to define racism in academia that include individual 

and systematic components.9 For our purposes, we define racism 

as power + prejudice.10 Prejudice refers to preconceived notions 

about a person or group, not based in reason or  actual experi

ence, and it is related to interpersonal bias. But when you add sys

temic power to that equation—or the ability granted by societal 

position, history, or other  factors to exert force over someone—it 

becomes racism. This follows so cio log i cal work on racism and 

textbooks on teaching diversity and social justice, and it is echoed 

by con temporary theorists like Robin DiAngelo and Ijeoma Oluo.11 

In this way, while any group can express prejudice or bias, or 

enact discriminatory be hav iors based on  those biases, racism is 

enacted by a dominant group that has power in that context 

(such as the power that White  people have as the most power ful 

racioethnic group in the United States). For example, an individual 

from a historically marginalized group might believe that White 

 people are unkind (racial prejudice) or choose not to associate 

with a White individual (racial discrimination). However, given 

existing power dynamics in the United States, the individual 

from the historically marginalized group, regardless of  those 

opinions, would not be able to create power structures at the 
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collective level to subject members of the dominant group to 

their opinions.

2. How  will  these power dynamics affect the pro cess 

of Shared Sisterhood?

 Because of the difference in power dynamics in the United States 

and around the world,  people from historically marginalized racio

ethnic groups and  those from historically dominant groups  will 

likely enter their Shared Sisterhood journeys at diff er ent places. 

The Dig component of Shared Sisterhood is designed with  these 

differing entry points in mind. Specifically, the Dig pro cess helps us 

uncover and address the deep seated issues and roadblocks that 

dominant group members may have due to racist ideologies and 

systems; it also helps us redress the racialized trauma that histori

cally marginalized group members may experience as a result of 

racism. Acknowledging and understanding the existing racioeth

nic power structure allows us to meet  people where they are, so 

that we can all grow together.

3. Why do you focus on White and Black relations in the 

United States?

Both of us  were born and raised in the United States and have 

been participants in the US culture since our birth. Although 

Shared Sisterhood as a philosophy and worldview, and the pro

cess we pre sent in this book for achieving it,  will apply to contexts 

outside of the United States, our framing is based on the US con

text due to our own experiences as a Black and a White  woman in 

this country. This framing allows us to talk about our own experi

ences and to delve deeply into the lit er a ture on racial prejudice 

and racism that exists in the US context. That’s not to say  we’re 
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ignoring other historically marginalized  people in this pro cess. It is 

impor tant to note that the experiences of Black and White  women 

are not necessarily the same as  those of  women from Indige

nous, Asian, Latinx/Hispanic, or  Middle Eastern racioethnic groups, 

 whether inside or outside the United States. But the challenges 

that exist for Black  women and White  women in the United States, 

and the solutions we offer that are grounded in this context, can 

illustrate general princi ples and pro cesses that can strengthen 

relationships between members of other racioethnic groups 

as well.
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