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Abstract
A Seat at Whose Table? Black Excellence Definitions, Experiences, and Mental Health
Outcomes for Black American Women in Graduate School

Tyner Gordon

This study examines Black Excellence as a lived phenomenon among Black American women in
graduate school, exploring how they define, experience, and navigate its complexities within
social and academic spaces, and in their personal lives and histories. While Black Excellence is
widely celebrated, existing frameworks—such as Du Bois’ (1903) Talented Tenth and
contemporary social narratives—often reinforce hyper-resilience and exceptionalism, failing to
capture the intersectional and deeply personal realities of those who embody it. Using
phenomenology as the method of hermeneutic inquiry and Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) for data analysis, this study centers participants' voices, allowing them to
articulate their own meanings of success, identity, and resilience (Smith et al., 2009). Through in-
depth interviews and a visual categorization task, findings revealed that Black Excellence
seemed to operate as a multi-dimensional phenomenon shaped by three core themes:
intersectionality, collectivism, and resilience. Participants described the complexity of their
intersecting racial and gender identities, the communal nature of their success, and the evolving
definition of resilience beyond struggle toward sustainability and self-preservation. Findings
highlight the need for future scholarship to examine how Black Excellence can be redefined to
center authenticity, rest, and communal care. Implications for education, mental health, and
policy emphasize the importance of fostering environments that honor and sustain Black

women’s success without reinforcing the burdens of hyper-performance.
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Chapter |
Introduction

Assumptions, biases, and stereotypes about women have long restricted their efforts to
achieve fundamental rights and strive for expanded societal roles and aspirations (Denmark et
al., 2017; Harrison, 1964; Teele et al., 2017). Black women, in particular, have been reduced,
mischaracterized, boxed in, and boxed out due to physical, sexual, and emotional denigration and
violence (Collins, 2000). Initially rooted in White supremacy, stereotypes that depicted Black
women as subservient, innately unable to conform to repressed sexual roles, or rude, loud, and
emasculating created the restrictive roles that Black enslaved women were thought to, and could
inhabit (Thomas et al., 2004). There seemed to be few other options for this already oppressed
and controlled group. Through centuries of African enslavement in the U.S., the Jim Crow, and
the Civil Rights eras, these roles have endured into the 21st century (Jones, 2014; Bonilla-Silva,
2010). Even in their modified modern forms, the ideas and judgments placed on the female
Black body and mind remain effective tools of coercion. While fundamental human rights and
freedoms and professional and economic opportunities are more accessible to contemporary
Black women, dignified treatment and an existence free of the fetters of stereotypes is not

necessarily a given.

Modern American Black Women

While there has been much progress in forging the road to more equitable living,
working, and social conditions, Black women continue to face formidable barriers. Given the
historic invalidation of Black women as human beings in various arenas of life, the notion that
modern norms, rules, and systems recognize the experiences and needs of every member of

society equally is a dubious one. Instances of the oppression and invalidation of Black women



are diverse and wide-ranging, and their tone has changed along with the landscape of American
society (Davis, 1981). From historical tropes built upon White supremacist sentiments and
inhumane practices to modern-day "exemplars" still rooted in service to others, common themes
and assumptions used to characterize Black women have survived and even thrived (Bonilla-
Silva, 2010). Despite the overall progress in U.S. race relations, what seems to still be missing
from mainstream consideration are the detailed experiences of Black women in regard to how
they define themselves outside the context of historical and structural inequality (Alexander,

2012).

At the Crossroads of Race and Gender

Sociologist Patricia Hill-Collins' (2000) groundbreaking book, Black Feminist Thought:
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, examines the experiences and
perspectives of Black women in the United States. Among the salient aspects connecting her
work to the present study is how the experiences of Black women have been and continue to be
shaped by intersecting oppressive systems such as racism and sexism. Given that Black women's
perspectives have been frequently erased from mainstream society as well as from traditional
feminist movements, Collins (2000) provided a distinct analysis that challenged the dominant
mode of structure and thought (Smith, 1976). Collins's (2000) work offered the perspective of a
world that centers on the necessity and ability of Black women to stand at the crossroads of
historically disparaged identities. In order to combat oppression and establish a more just society,
Black feminist thought stresses the significance of community and collective action (Collins,
2000). Tenets of Black feminist thought also highlight the importance of self-definition and self-

determination in the lives of Black women.

Black Excellence as a Phenomenon



According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a "phenomenon" can be a rare or
significant fact or event; an exceptional, unusual, or abnormal person, thing, or occurrence
(Merriam-Webster, 2023). Black Excellence, as seen through this lens, implies that the
characteristics of excellence within the existence, aspirations, and accomplishments of Black
people are considered rare, abnormal, and exceptional. In the present discussion, the term Black
Excellence will be conceptualized via its promulgation in social media and its usage among

contemporary scholars. As such, Black Excellence may comprise one or more key dimensions:

e It is a multifaceted concept that corresponds to many aspects of personal development
and performance, including academic achievement, professional accomplishment, and
positive community change (Scott, 2017).

e [t is a term that signifies the promotion of a culture of high standards for achievement
within the Black community as well as for individuals (Frost, 2017).

e [t is areference to Black individuals who have achieved exceptional success in various
fields, such as students pursuing prestigious academic and career paths (Frost, 2017;
Scott, 2017) and/or Black people who have distinguished themselves in fields such as the
arts, humanities, and sports, i.e., Beyonce, Oprah Winfrey, and Michael Jordan.

e [tisused to challenge stereotypes and low expectations traditionally placed on Black
people in educational and professional settings and advocating for more opportunities for
Black people to succeed and excel (Andrews, 2020).

As this conception implies, obstacles to achieving Black Excellence present themselves in

the form of historic and current stereotypes regarding the worth and abilities of Black people,
and systemic barriers meant to separate and deprive many of the opportunities to thrive (O'Brien

et al., 2020; Collins, 2000). These obstacles both form and uncover the intricacies of the



phenomenon of Black Excellence, or more specifically, the gauntlet of action and non-action that
may be the key to achieving its aims. Black Excellence historically meant acculturation to White
ideals in order to survive and eke out the few opportunities reserved for the most assimilated (Du
Bois, 1903; Metzger, 1971). In the current climate of the U.S., this phenomenon seems quite
different. The goal is no longer solely based on acculturation but more so on pride in difference,
strength in the face of adversity, and ingenuity in not only surviving but thriving outside of the
confines of White American cultural ideals and standards of inferiority (Scott, 2017). In fact, the
focus on the advancement of Black individuals and communities seems to be at the center of this
belief. However, getting to the center of this phenomenon or even fully living it is not
straightforward. The journey is ladened with remnants of racist and sexist ideology, some of
which have become inextricably intertwined with historical roles entrenched in White
supremacist thinking and self-definitions and ideals around the roles of Black women and men

(Abrams et al., 2014; Collins, 2000; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008).

The Current Study

The purpose of this study was to elucidate conceptions and experiences that align with
the phenomenon of Black Excellence from the point of view of Black American women in the
United States. In particular, Black female graduate students were sought as participants since
their positioning is unique and also aligned with the hallmarks of the phenomenon of Black
Excellence. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), of the post-
secondary degrees conferred to women in the U.S. during the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021
academic years, Black female graduates represented just over 10% of the roughly 214,000
graduates (NCES, 2022). Therefore, there is a higher chance of Black female graduate students

being seen as exceptions and held to standards of perfection not only by their academic


https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_324.35.asp?current=yes

communities but also by their personal communities and families. Furthermore, in order to fulfill
the high standards and expectations, it is essential to better understand how Black female
graduate students may or may not hold themselves to Black Excellence standards that have been
historically set, currently modified, and outside of their control. More specifically, the study
aimed to examine the self-reported origins of internalized standards and expectations of Black
Excellence for Black women, the perceived effects of this phenomenon on Black women's
mental health, and its interface with their academic and career choices. In so doing, this study
aimed to bring to the forefront Black women's voices in a way that affirmed their epistemic

validity as the experts on their own stories of being.

Amplifying these authentic experiences is essential to me as a psychological researcher,
clinician-in-training, and Black American woman. Moreover, recognizing sources of overt and
covert discrimination is a key component of the 2022 APA Guidelines on Race and Ethnicity in
Psychology (American Psychological Association, 2022), especially since those guidelines
emphasize reflective practices, combating negative outcomes of discrimination, and promoting
equity and well-being through non-discriminatory practices. Therefore, this study aimed not only
to provide a space for unfettered exploration of the effects of centuries of discriminatory
treatment on Black women; it was also intended as another step forward in a continued journey

toward epistemic privilege, autonomy, and power on the parts of Black American women.



Chapter 11
Review of the Literature

In presenting a conceptual landscape for the proposed study, this chapter begins with an
examination of the historical roots of stereotypes of Black women and their refinement through
the centuries. This examination includes an exploration of identity research frameworks, models,
and narratives that have shed light on the experiences of identity and gender with regard to Black
women in the U.S. Next, the construct of Black Excellence will be presented, followed by an
exploration of the mental health costs and physical health outcomes related to the constraints and
rejection of sociohistorical contexts that have shaped the Black female experience in the U.S.

Finally, the rationale and research questions regarding the study are presented.

White Supremacy & Societal Perceptions of Black Women and Girls

While the role of stereotypes in regard to Black women is prominent in social science
research (e.g., Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003), much of the research is focused on the
experiences of Black women in their professional lives (Goff et al., 2008). Inhabiting the dual
roles of both racial and gender minorities, women of color face a much more formidable
professional obstacle than the proverbial glass ceiling (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). Despite the
poignant description of the ceiling as insurmountable concrete (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008), it
seems as though that concrete may not just exist as a barrier from above for women of color but
also as a weight, tied to their very beings -- a sinking anchor of unsolicited stereotypes and

nuanced marginalization.

Delving into the stereotypes that pose challenges to the advancement and well-being of
women of color invites an examination of the unique experiences of Black women to capture

their distinctive struggles. Self-assigned standards of being and performing that Black women set



for themselves can be contingent on factors such as environment, purpose, and audience, and
equally important is how each of these factors links to dominant standards. First, historical
origins must be acknowledged and addressed as both sources and arbiters of the ever-changing
social views and "truths" connected to this demographic. Collins (2000) provided an invaluable
lexicon to describe the historical ascription of purpose and ways of living for Black women. Her
typology presents three core images that have persisted for over a century: the Mammy, the
Jezebel, and the Sapphire. These tropes have crystallized as standards to capture and categorize

Black women into boxes that suit dominant societal comfort.

Stereotypical Images of Black Women: The Mammy, the Jezebel, and the Sapphire

The Mammy. The tireless, broad-shouldered, darker-skinned woman, born and built for
service and care for others, but rarely herself, personifies the Mammy stereotype (Carter &
Rossi, 2019; Collins, 2000). A mainstream depiction of this stereotypical Black woman was
enacted via human representation of the Mammy by Hattie McDaniel, the famous actress and
first Black woman to win an Academy Award. Her portrayal of what would come to be the
definitive embodiment of the Mammy was central to the "classic" movie Gone with the Wind
(Fleming, 1939). Another visual amalgamation of the stereotypical traits of the Mammy was
inspired by White supremacist ideals placed on Nancy Green, a formerly enslaved Black woman.
Green was recruited in 1890 to become the "living incarnation" of the iconic Aunt Jemima
character, another embodiment of the ultimate Black female caretaker, ready to tirelessly bestow
care and service (Roberts, 2020, p. 1). These particular representations are arguably among the
most well-known in American commercial culture (Behnken & Smithers, 2015). In some cases,
they are both deeply beloved in their representation of a safe, self-effacing Black woman devoted

to service while also mirroring the derogatory evaluations of Black women through the lens of



White supremacy. These two symbols offer a packaged view of generally held ideas, wishes, and
preferences of Black women existing in and for White America (Jones, 1996): the subservient,
asexual, submissive woman who will shoulder the burdens of everyday life for others without

regard for her own needs.

When Black women are viewed through the lens of the Mammy stereotype, they can be
labeled as emotional, motherly, loyal, and nurturing, and thus ushered into professional positions
focused on caretaking and support (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). This mischaracterization of
professional Black women can communicate an overt denial of any aspirations that they have
outside of the realm of caretaking. In this way, it restricts their access to other meaningful and
fulfilling work and careers. Furthermore, when Black women are limited to this role, breaking
these characterizations and projected perceptions without seeming cold, neglectful, or self-
serving is tricky. Therefore, the unsolicited initial attributes ascribed to a Black woman can serve
as metaphorical and literal bonds that, once broken, have the potential to harm collegial
relationships and tarnish reputations due to the misalignment of White supremacy perceptions

and reality.

The social repercussions of this enduring stereotype can be seen in many facets of
popular culture. Symbols of caretaking are represented by the "Pinesol Lady," character, always
eager to find the proper cleaning fluid for scrubbing floors, and in the nationally-recognizable
portrayal of the Mammy in Tyler Perry's Madea, a role played by a Black, cisgender male
comedian that is rife with stereotypical depictions of White supremacy characterizations as well
as more modern stereotypes and misogynistic conceptions of Black women (Behnken &
Smithers, 2015). The encoded opinions and wishes for the embodiment of Black womanhood in

the context of White supremacy and misogyny set the stage for social expectations placed upon



Black women that are out of their control (Liao et al., 2020). Their departure from this stereotype
can be interpreted as a departure from femininity due to the rejection of the caretaker
characteristics that may have been assumed to be innate to them as women. Departure from the
asexual nature of the dutiful housecleaning grandmother may also elicit negative backlash,
especially in the cases of women who are middle-aged and older and who prioritize romantic
relationships and sexual activity in their lives. Furthermore, adhering to specific traits of the
Mammy stereotype while simultaneously challenging others can present significant challenges
due to the limited scope and rigidity of societal perceptions of this stereotype (Carter & Rossi,
2019). Therefore, how do Black women contend with these stereotypes, resist having to embody
them, and represent themselves in ways that fit their own standards of being? What does this
trope mean fo Black women themselves? How does this stereotype interfere with their

professional, social, and personal goals and expectations?

The Jezebel. The fairer-skinned, flirtatious, manipulative Jezebel is almost the opposite
of the Mammy trope (Collins, 2000). First utilized to rationalize sexual dominance over enslaved
Black women by White slave owners, the Jezebel trope is endowed with a carnal appetite and
drive that justifies both her usage by others for sexual gratification and a perceived ruthlessness
of character that she uses to obtain what she wants (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). Blame for any
negative outcome, such as assault or rape, is placed on the Black woman who fulfills this societal
notion (Crenshaw, 1991). The roots of this treatment begin with the adultification of Black girls,
a concept that refers to misperceptions that Black girls need less nurturing, protection, comfort,
and support, and know more about sex and other adult topics than their White counterparts
(Epstein et al., 2017). These sentiments and outward displays of negative public regard toward

Black girls, along with the accompanying discriminatory experiences that they are subjected to,



can effectively shorten the overall experience of girlhood for Black girls. This can enable a cycle
of socialization that continues to promote adultification and discriminatory treatment as they
move into adulthood (Seaton & Carter, 2018). The misogynistic and White supremacist
portrayals of the Black woman as a seductress devoid of morals who may also have ulterior
motives, even if they are goals, signal that she is not to be trusted. Furthermore, this narrative
serves as the foundation for the character assassination and doubts of competence and

intelligence that can result when a Black woman achieves those lofty goals (West et al., 2016).

When applied to Black women in social contexts, the Jezebel stereotype can result in
profoundly damaging and dangerous physical, mental, and emotional attitudes and actions
toward them. Given that the nature of the Jezebel's characteristics is rooted in hypersexuality,
promiscuity, and manipulation, Black women who are perceived in terms of this stereotypical
view are more at risk of being dehumanized and objectified (Anderson et al., 2018).
Furthermore, media representations frequently reinforce and activate stereotypical beliefs in
connection with Black women, making it harder for Black women to combat ideas and beliefs
forced upon them due to faulty information outside of their control (Adams-Bass et al., 2014;
Brown, Givens, & Monahan, 2005). In a study of the repercussions of centuries of
dehumanization of Black people in the United States, Anderson et al. (2018) found that
sexualization, objectification, dehumanization, and animalization of Black women in the 21st
century is consistent with centuries-old beliefs about the Jezebel stereotype. Researchers found
that when viewed alongside their White counterparts, Black women are the targets of
"objectifying gazes" more often; sexual areas of their bodies are gazed at for longer periods of
time; and they were implicitly dehumanized more often through being likened to objects and

animals (Anderson et al., 2018, p. 472). When they are forced to compete with skewed social
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perceptions that cast them in the role of manipulative seductress, how do Black women cope
with the stripping of physical, emotional, and intellectual depth and authenticity while keeping

their self-esteem and sense of worthiness intact?

The Sapphire. Born of a personification of Black women as hostile, aggressive,
emasculating, and angry, the character Sapphire, who was first showcased on the Amos'n'Andy
radio show in the U.S. between the 1940s and 50s, cemented these biased beliefs (Collins, 2000).
The origins of these stereotypes are rooted in the maltreatment of Black enslaved women in the
United States and the pervasive practices of chattel slavery. This damning combination had a
profound and lasting impact on the experiences of Black women and informed the public's
perception of them. Due to the systematic separation and selling of Black enslaved families,
Black women were often left to complete grueling work of all kinds while also grieving the loss
of crucial support systems during lifetimes of duress. Devoid of their partners and children,
Black enslaved women were met with the constant imposition of impossible physical and labor
expectations. At the same time, the recognition of their humanity and womanhood was actively

denied (Cox, 2021).

As time went on and the practice of enslavement was outlawed, Black women were
blamed for their lower socioeconomic status, the lower numbers of Black children succeeding in
school, and the higher rate of unemployment among themselves, young Black adults, and Black
men (Collins, 2000; Cox, 2021). Social perceptions and assertions that Black women were
overbearing, domineering, emasculating, and loud were common claims of social scientists
(West, 2012). Once again, Black women would find themselves caught in an utterly biased and
prejudicial social gaze. Their experiences of systemic oppression in the form of discriminatory

policies and fewer opportunities for professional and educational advancement were flatly denied
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(West, 2012).

When endorsed, the Sapphire stereotype can evoke spotlighting and mischaracterizations
of Black women that can negatively affect their ability to be seen as possessing professional
prowess and capability. Furthermore, applying the Sapphire stereotype to Black women
exacerbates assumptions of emotional instability, mercurial natures, and ever-present aggressive
anger, resulting in the denial of opportunities to experience, express, and work through
frustration and anger in the same respect as their non-Black colleagues (Motro et al., 2022).
Assumptions of Black women as perpetually angry have been thought to be part of the cause for
the dearth of Black female CEOs and their presence in administrative leadership positions
(Motro et al., 2022). In two experiments conducted with 300 business major undergraduates and
253 professional adults working in various fields in the U.S., it was found that when compared to
their White counterparts, Black female workers were considered more aggressive when
responding in the same manner to a work annoyance as White female workers (Motro et al.,
2022). Furthermore, researchers Motro et al. (2022) found that anger over typical work
annoyances, when expressed by Black women, was seen as an internal characteristic attributed to
their personalities. When White women, on the other hand, responded similarly to work
annoyances, their anger was not seen as an innate part of their disposition (Motro et al., 2022).
The repercussions of this biased assumption can lead to Black women being passed over for
positions of all levels due to the assumption that expressed anger may reflect one's personality,
which can lead to decisions about whether or not Black women can handle stressful work,

collaborate effectively, and lead teams, companies, and organizations in less emotional ways.

Combatting the Sapphire stereotype in social settings can be difficult since Black

femininity is often compared to that of White women, which is also rooted in misogynistic
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values of physical and emotional submission combined with distinct physical features that
message submissiveness. Navigating puberty is a universal journey; however, in the U.S., Black
girls tend to mature physically faster than most other girls of different races, which exposes them
to sexual appraisal and prejudiced treatment at a much earlier age (Seaton & Carter, 2019).
Given the early age at which some Black girls need to ward off unwanted advances, the
development of a discerning outlook on romantic and sexual advances as a form of protection
can also be interpreted as emasculating behavior toward men. Therefore, traversing womanhood
after an already complex pubertal experience and entering the adult social arena with any form of
self-possessed confidence may evoke mischaracterization and denigration (Adams-Bass et al.,
2014). Additionally, asserting one's opinions, needs, and desires, whether romantic, sexual, or
life-sustaining, may also garner descriptions of being overbearing, loud, and demanding,
characteristics that stand in contrast to the supposed characteristics of femininity as accepting,

patient, and quiet.

The operations of stereotyping in the lives of Black women. Research has
demonstrated the harmful operations of stereotypes such as the Mammy, the Jezebel, and the
Sapphire on Black women's everyday professional and personal experiences. Delving deeper into
the adverse effects of social schemes mediated by derogatory and exaggerated imagery, Givens
and Monahan (2005) conducted research with a majority White group of participants that also
included a small minority of Black and Asian adults. They found that after priming an
experimental group of participants with film images and clips that featured Black women
endowed with Mammy or Jezebel characteristics, those participants' judgments of Black women
interviewing for professional positions seemed to be negatively affected. Specifically,

participants who witnessed short clips of job interviews between White interviewers and Black
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interviewee confederates, after being primed, identified Black female job interviewees as more
suitable for positions that require caretaking if primed with Mammy characteristic clips or jobs
such as cocktail waitress or exotic dancer when primed with Jezebel characteristic clips (Givens
& Monahan, 2005). Interestingly, when viewing interviews between White interviewers and
interviewee confederates, the characteristics and suitability for job judgments that participants
shared were not tied to specific stereotypes and were, for the most part, positive (Givens &
Monahan, 2005). The possibility of having to compete with an idea of oneself that is not aligned
with an authentic self-concept, particularly if it is negative and derogatory in its origin, creates an
additional layer of work and stress for Black women in terms of professional and personal

advancement.

The restrictions imposed by social schemas. As the social characterization of the
Jezebel takes hold, Black girls and women are, once again, restricted in their movement away
from the negative outcomes of the role. Researchers have found that current and historical
imagery of stereotypical characteristics of Black women plays a large role in shaping others'
perceptions of them in terms of positivity, negativity, professional traits, and traits linked with
behavior deemed unprofessional and unacceptable in predominantly White spaces (Donahoo &
Smith, 2022; Hall et al., 2012). In their exploration leading to the eventual proposition of the
activation-recency hypothesis, Hansen and Hansen (1988) found that people who had been
"primed" or presented with a stereotypic notion of Black women utilized the priming information
to assess Black women and their worthiness. Furthermore, they found that with time, people who
initially endorsed the priming information returned to that information and other sources that
provided similar information to reaffirm and reinforce their faulty beliefs about Black women

(Hansen & Hansen, 1988). This hypothesis is directly linked to the phenomenon of forming and
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strengthening social schemas, or the representation of organized and structured information that
represents social norms and expected behaviors (Jones et al., 2021; Watson & Hunter, 2016). In
this case, the priming and reinforcement of a social schema built on negative misogynistic
stereotypical portrayals of Black women based on White supremacy standards and definitions
can profoundly affect the professional prospects of Black women before they interview for
positions, while holding positions, and as they seek to advance their careers (Givens & Monahan,

2005).

Stereotypical Images and Black Girls' Development

In considering the impact of misogynistic, White supremacist stereotypes upon Black
women, the experiences of young Black girls and adolescents become relevant as the subjugation
of stereotypes and subsequent conditioning begins early in the United States (Harris-Perry,
2011). In their research on the exposure of young Black girls to antifeminist and anti-Black
sentiments, Muhammad and McArthur (2015) used Womanism, an anti-oppression analytic
framework, to guide their investigation of how Black girls conceive their identity in the context
of the public gaze. Their qualitative interview-based study with eight adolescent Black girls
examined how the girls took in and processed portrayals of Black women and girls in popular
mainstream culture and media. The most salient observation among the participants was dismay

at seeing a pervasive portrayal of Black girls and women as loud, obnoxious, and overbearing.

Muhammad and McArthur's (2015) assertion that "Black girls are usually portrayed as
'those loud Black girls," (p. 133) is also attributed to Signithia Fordham (1993) and her research
on the silencing of Black girls in academia. In an analysis of observations made by teachers,
authors, and sociologists, she found that in resisting White expectations and ideals of silent

conformity, Black girls' assertion of themselves was often considered brash, manly, defiant, and
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wholly unacceptable in the context of Whiteness. Furthermore, Fordham's (1993) work
connected the historical treatment of Black women from the periods of 16th- and 17th-century
African enslavement to the modern versions of expectations held for Black girls in the 20th
century. Fordham (1993) laid bare the pervasive social perceptions of African enslaved women
as distinctly different from their White counterparts. This difference resided primarily in the
nullification of their female status in definition and treatment, invoking the description of the

African American enslaved woman as the "neutered other" (Cary, 1991; Fordham, 1993, p. 9).

Muhammad and McArthur's (2015) work highlighted the struggle to develop ethnic-
racial identity while simultaneously combating norms of behavior based on Whiteness.
Additionally, they emphasized the sweeping, skewed portrayals of Blackness within the
dominant-culture-based mainstream media that misrepresents a large majority of Black girls and
women through a negatively racialized lens (Muhammad & McArthur, 2015). Furthermore, the
authors called attention to the existential and psychic burden of dealing with persistent negative
stereotypes of Black women and girls by referencing bell hooks' argument that to be at the
intersection of Blackness and womanhood is to experience the "double jeopardy" of being both
in a society that has worked to define one's existence in terms of derogation and low worth

(Muhammad & McArthur, 2015, p. 134).

Fordham (1993) and Muhammad and McArthur (2015) both found in their respective
studies that combatting social attempts to silence or neuter them seemingly spurred Black girls to
be unabashedly themselves in their connection to each other, their self-identified Black culture,
their unique identity, and overall presence. This often meant refusing to take on the oppressive
norms of White womanhood by eschewing palatable presentation-style speech and code-

switching in favor of speaking with each other in public spaces using their natural voices.
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However, this stance also seems to result in the placement of harmful stereotypes upon the girls,
forcing them into yet another battle to gain agency in and ownership of their identities and
present themselves in their own conception of Blackness devoid of the brand of failure to
conform to existences more acceptable to White adults and their ideals of womanhood and Black

subservience.

From Black girlhood to Black womanhood. How are Black girls expected to resist the
effects of negative public regard that includes the stereotyping that is consistently forced upon
them? The research cited above suggests that the cultivation of a positive sense of personal and
social racial-ethnic identity can serve as a protective factor. However, what are Black adolescent
and pubescent Black girls to do when their racial-ethnic identity is continuously misrepresented?
Given the tendency toward the adultification of Black girls, Black girlhood is often seen as
interchangeable with Black womanhood. Therefore, expectations of conformance to racialized
stereotypes have often been present for Black women since childhood (Epstein et al., 2017). This
means that Black women have often been conditioned from an early age to de-identify with self-
concepts of Blackness in order to avoid existences that are objectified, shunned, and devalued
through the lens of Whiteness. At the same time, there is no chance for Black women to
correspond so closely to the mold of White acceptance to the degree that they would be
considered White. Therefore, one is left to meet the shape-shifting challenge of being a) less like
certain stereotypes of Blackness to survive and thrive in the dominant culture-driven world while
b) maintaining a sense of self that resists total conformity to White ideals. Is the space in
between these two the space of Black excellence? If so, how does one define it? What does it
look like? What is the entrance fee, and is it worth it? How are Black women recovering from

childhood experiences of misrepresentation rife with harmful and degrading messages to embody

17



that which can be deemed Black Excellence?

Considering the operations of these prominent and enduring stereotypes, it is difficult to
envision how Black girls and women may escape their confines and take control over the
definitions and imagery that represent them in society at large (Adams-Bass et al., 2014). Given
the perpetuation and reinforcement of these stereotypes by media outlets and the long-held belief
in these portrayals, Black women have much to fight against to define and showcase themselves
authentically in different realms. However, due to micro-level racial bias and discrimination and
macro-level systemic racism, Black women must still operate within systems built to keep them
oppressed and misrepresented. Although not extensive, the literature on gendered racial identity

development sheds light on this process.

Gendered Racial Identity Research
If I didn't define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people's fantasies for

me and be eaten alive. (Audre Lorde, 1982, p. 90)

The process by which Black women navigate the identity-related challenges posed by
social stereotypes has been studied by psychologists who focus on gendered racial identity. For
example, in their work on the gendered racial identities of Black women, Jones and Day (2017)
explored the necessity of an intersectional viewpoint. In particular, they highlighted the need for
a branch of psychology dedicated to the psychological being, experiences, and welfare of Black
women. Finding themselves in the crosshairs of skewed expectations born of oppressive attitudes
toward their marginalized identities of race and gender, Black women face an uphill battle of
shoring up both facets of identity in order to wrest their autonomy from the hands of historical

assumptions.
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Occupying the intersection of race and gender, Black women and girls grapple with a
bombardment of gendered racial stereotypes from various sources. In their qualitative study of
the role of contextual factors on the development of gendered racial stereotypes Black young
adult women hold about themselves, Thomas et al. (2013) found that many participants
identified the media as a significant contributor to negative self-evaluations. Stereotypical
depictions of Black women that included traits and characteristics aligned with the Jezebel, in
particular, had the most significant negative impact. However, there was also strong evidence
that instilling messages of self-determination in rising above stereotypes and seeking
independence and the pursuit of academic achievement in the context of positive Black, female,
and gendered racial identity helped young Black women and girls take more control over

developing a sense of self and combating racist and sexist attitudes (Brown et al., 2017; Settles,

2006).

Despite evidence that positive gender and racial identity can help to moderate the impact
of experiences of sexism and racism, research on gendered racial identity is sparse (Jones & Day,
2017). Although the conceptualization of gendered racial identity as a construct seems to have
gained credibility as a psychological research topic, the ability to fully operationalize and explore
it is hindered by a lack of theoretical and empirical support. Rather, the literature tends to portray
self-understanding among Black women as confined by stereotypes and the belief in either a
monolithic or anomalistic existence (Thomas, 2004). The latter term, which is a derivative of the
term "anomaly," refers to a state or condition of being that is significantly different from what is
considered normal or typical. In this case, that could be seen as the belief that Black women's
self-understanding occurs rarely, making it an anomaly instead of the norm. The former term

paints the existence of Black women's self-understanding as uniform, non-unique, and absent of
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individual experiences.

Intersectionality

Recognizing the significance of intersectionality in comprehending the lived experiences
of Black women who are marginalized in multiple ways can strengthen and emphasize Black
women's control over their self-conceptions and power (Lewis et al., 2017; Cerezo, 2020).
However, appreciating the importance of intersectionality as a focusing lens cannot be done
without recognizing the work of a few more important women scholars in our global history.
Francis Beal (1969) and Toni Cade Bambara (1970), two Black feminist scholars, wrote about
intersectional challenges faced by Black women in the U.S. during a time when the Black
feminist movement had taken root (Cerezo, 2020). In an essay included in Bambara's (1970)
anthology, Beal (1969) highlighted the Double-Jeopardy of being a Black woman in a society
that demands she exist in multiple layered roles because of both her gender and racial identity
(Bambara, 1970; Beal, 1969, p. 109). Following closely on their heels, the women of The
Combahee River Collective (1977) created space for Black women to discuss their experiences
and develop a political analysis that centered their perspectives (Taylor, 2017). They are best
known for their statement, "The Combahee River Collective Statement," published in 1977,
which called for an intersectional approach to social justice and recognition of the

interconnectedness of systems of oppression and the need for holistic problem-solving.

Influential Black feminist scholar and writer bell hooks (1981) made significant
contributions to the fields of feminism, race, and gender studies. Promoting awareness about the
intersection of race, gender, and class in the lives of Black women, her work highlighted how
these intersections create complex power dynamics that shape the experiences of Black women

(hooks, 1981). Furthermore, hooks (1981) also emphasized the importance of understanding the

20



experiences of Black women within the larger context of systemic oppression (McCall, 2005).
Finally, Gloria Anzaldta (1987), a Chicana feminist writer and scholar whose work explored the
intersections of race, gender, sexuality, and culture, discussed the experiences of women of color
living in the United States-Mexico borderlands. Coining the concept of "borderlands
consciousness," Anzaldua (1987) emphasized the importance of recognizing and celebrating
differences rather than assimilating to dominant cultural norms. In terms of gendered racial
identity, Anzaldia's work emphasized the importance of recognizing and valuing the
intersectional identities of women of color, including the ways in which gender and race intersect

to shape experiences of oppression and resistance (Anzaldua, 2021).

The concept of intersectionality is critical for understanding the experiences of Black
women and their gendered racial identity. It provides a framework for acknowledging and
addressing the complex intersections of oppression and privilege that shape their lives
(Anzaldaa, 1987). Intersectionality as a construct also recognizes the systemic oppression of
racism, as well as the patriarchal norms and expectations that shape gender roles and
relationships (Anzaldta, 1987). This intersection creates unique experiences of oppression that
are often not fully understood or addressed by mainstream feminism, which has historically

focused on the experiences of White women (hooks, 1981).

Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity

Social identity theories can help to fill the void of understanding diverse perceptions of
the self through race, gender, and additional elements of identity. One such theory, the
Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI), has been essential in forging a path toward
understanding the connections and interdependence between race and gender for Black women

(Sellers, 1998). In their work in the late 1990s, Sellers et al. (1998) proposed that the MMRI
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"defines racial identity in African Americans as the significance and qualitative meaning that
individuals attribute to their membership within the Black racial group within their self-
concepts." (p. 23). Two major questions undergird the premise of the theory: a) how important is
race in the individual's perception of the self? and b) what does it mean to be a member of this
racial group? (Sellers et al., 1998, p. 23). The significance of these two questions is
encompassed by four dimensions: racial salience, racial regard, racial centrality, and racial
ideology (Sellers et al., 1998). Racial salience highlights the relevance of self-concept in
connection with racial identity and specific experiences. It represents how one's self-concept is
rooted in ideas of core identity and social contexts (Sellers et al., 1998). Racial regard highlights
positive and negative feelings about one's racial identity, in this case, in reference to identifying
as a Black woman (Sellers et al., 1998). Racial regard can be further specified by how
individuals perceive their racial identity to be publicly or privately regarded. Racial centrality is
connected with how one adheres to the definition of self across contexts and experiences (Sellers
et al., 1998). Finally, racial ideology encompasses one's feelings, beliefs, and ideas about how
members of their particular racial group should be; it is akin to possessing a philosophy of being

in terms of racial group identification (Sellers et al., 1998).

The final dimension of the model, racial centrality, is of significance to the present
discussion. Gendered racial centrality is a measure of how important race and gender identity are
to a person's sense of who they are. In their work on intersectionality and gendered racism,
Lewis et al. (2017) found that higher levels of gendered racial centrality have been shown to
protect Black women from the negative, mental, and physical health effects of gendered racism.
Furthermore, they found that individuals who report a higher frequency of gendered racial

microaggressions and lower levels of gendered racial identity centrality are more likely to utilize
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the strategy of disengagement coping, which is negatively associated with health outcomes
(Lewis et al., 2017). Disengagement coping refers to a tendency to avoid or divert attention and
energy away from sources of stress, in this case, gendered racism (Dijkstra & Homan, 2016).
Therefore, eschewing outward ideals of race and gender role conformity and embracing
connection within Black communities that center Black identity can help bolster Black women's
self-image and worth in a way that is more aligned with strengths than with supremacist
expectations that convey inferiority (Collins, 2000; Lewis et al., 2017; Sellers, 1998). These
considerations highlight the connection between inhabiting an identity and defining it for oneself
and with community as opposed to allowing outward standards to continue to shape inequitable
landscapes and negative self-appraisal. These findings suggest that supportive family and social
networks can contribute to the success and well-being of Black women. Conceptions of success
among Black women — or more specifically, conceptions of excellence — is the topic to which the

discussion turns next.

Black Excellence: A Du Boisian Analysis of Origin and Meaning

Early discussion of what would later come to be termed Black Excellence (to be defined
subsequently) is associated with historical Black figures who are considered some of the greatest
minds of their time and inspirations for generations of people long after their death. As such, this
discussion dates back to a period when conceptions of Black folks were anything but excellent or
positive under the practice of institutionalized enslavement and exploitation. These negative
conceptions were held not only by those who subjugated Black people; the constant endorsement

of inferiority and subhuman treatment presented a basis of self-consideration by Black people.

W.E.B. Du Bois's (1903) interpretation of the "Talented Tenth" in an essay of the same

name set the stage for an early characterization of excellence among African Americans. Du
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Bois's essay reflects the epistemic violence and exclusion of the time as well as the ideas and
limited ways in which Black people could aspire to an existence of excellence. According to Du
Bois, the Talented Tenth were Black people who toiled in the face of extreme adversity without
many or any resources and who continued to toil throughout their lifetimes for the greater good
of the Black population (Battle & Wright II, 2002). Further, the Talented Tenth embodied
manhood, chastity, and aspiration at their core and resisted servility, lewdness, and apathy
(Dubois, 1903). In Du Bois's writing, the prototypical model of the Talented Tenth was male,
bringing to mind the counterexample set by Sojourner Truth, whose persistence and strength
were often considered to be more masculine than feminine (Geller, 2021; Painter, 1996). In terms
of their responsibilities, the Talented Tenth were expected to embody the aspirations of capable
Black folks and lead the movement away from plowing and toiling on the land for another's

benefit; this had been the job of Black people for far too long.

Another relevant and profoundly important Du Boisian concept is that of double-
consciousness. Du Bois describes double-consciousness as "a sense of always looking at one's
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity." (1903, p. 14-15). The burden of double-consciousness combines
with the notion that one must be twice as good in order to succeed—a notion that has been taught
to many generations of Black folks. This implies that the work of both proving one's worthwhile
striving for personal and social excellence is seemingly impossible for Black folks (Pittman,

2023).

The Talented Tenth was charged with excelling in the interest of the greater good, which,
as Du Bois imagined it, was gaining political power in order to combat and change the laws

constructed from the ideals of White supremacy. Indeed, the power of notable Black people who
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actively resisted practices of enslavement, worked to topple unjust laws, and made any progress,
no matter how small or shunned, would affect the lives of Black people in the entire country and
also globally. The actions of so many famous and unknown Black people throughout periods of
enslavement, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and the civil rights movement were monumental
(Pitmann, 2023). What might these ideals mean for the aspirations and accomplishments of

Black people currently?

Contemporary Social Conceptions of Black Excellence

The term Black Excellence has emerged within contemporary usage on social media in
association with the attainment of a high level of achievement, success, or ability by an
individual Black person. However, it also implies resilience, strength, and the capacity to always
persevere, an expectation that can both aid and harm Black people. The hashtag
#BlackExcellence, as found on platforms such as Instagram and Twitter, has become a way for
Black people to recognize the achievements and successes of other Black people in various fields
(Mickel, 2016). A recent search (March 12, 2023) of the social media site Instagram using
hashtags #BlackExcellence and #CelebratingBlackExcellence supports the exclusive, elevated
connotations of these phrases: the posts that are returned depict historical leaders, icons, and
titans, along with current award-winning actors, musicians, and athletes. There are also pictures
and posts of accelerated Black students graduating from college at age 14, along with 12-year-

old writers/directors/producers of shows for other Black kids their age.

While inspiring, the #BlackExcellence posts did not include examples of people living
and thriving in ways that are more likely to be attainable for the majority of Black people.
Additionally, the physical aspects of many of the Black women who were photographed

portrayed excellence as physical beauty deemed desirable by BIPOC men, which was implied by
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their presence and adoring gazes in some of the photographs. Curvy figures that cinch almost
Barbie-style at the waist, soft-looking straightened or perfectly coiled hair, and the longest,
fullest fake lashes were salient markers of excellence in Black beauty within these posts. These
may be ideals of excellence for some; however, the proliferation of these images and styles
conveys the message that this is the definitive, or at least more celebrated, definition of Black
Excellence. The implication of these messages is that there is no room within the construction of
Black Excellence for every day wins (Raymundo, 2021). A life lived in such a way to be
satisfying to individual Black people outside of the realms of perfectionism and "serial
excelling," or the need to continue to achieve more awards, accolades, and titles of fabricated

beauty, does not seem to qualify as excellent (Raymundo, 2021, p. 116).

Defining Black Excellence. In the present discussion, the term Black Excellence will be
understood in keeping with these social conceptions as well as its usage by contemporary

authors. As a construct, Black Excellence comprises one or more interrelated dimensions:

e It is a multifaceted concept that corresponds to many aspects of personal development
and performance, including academic achievement, professional accomplishment, and
positive community change (Scott, 2017).

e [t is a term that signifies the promotion of a culture of high standards for achievement
within the Black community as well as for individuals (Frost, 2017).

e [tis areference to Black individuals who have achieved exceptional success in various
fields, such as students pursuing prestigious academic and career paths (Frost, 2017;
Scott, 2017) and/or Black people who have distinguished themselves in fields such as the

arts, humanities, and sports, i.e., Beyonce, Oprah Winfrey, and Michael Jordan.

26



e Itis used to challenge stereotypes and low expectations traditionally placed on Black
people in educational and professional settings and advocates for more opportunities for

Black people to succeed and excel (Andrews, 2020).

Along these lines, the concept of Black Excellence has been viewed as a touchstone by
which the Black community can celebrate and uplift one another for their achievements, as well
as encourage others to strive for excellence in their own lives (Yousof, 2022). As mentioned,
Black Excellence refers not only to individual success but also to excellence as a community
value. Striving for and achieving this ideal is thought to help break the cycle of poverty and
systemic racism that has historically harmed the Black community, which requires setting high

standards for education and encouraging academic success (Yousof, 2022).

A double-edged sword? Despite its positive connotations, Black Excellence has also
been speculated to have negative associations. While the promotion of achievements can inspire
others, promoting a culture of overachievement and the pressure to constantly prove one's worth
can come at the expense of mental and physical health (Asare, 2021; Hall et al., 2021; Nelson et
al., 2016). In addition, the emphasis on individual success via Black Excellence can divert
attention from the systemic issues and barriers that prevent many Black individuals from

attaining the same level of success (Andrews, 2020).

For these reasons, some scholars have viewed Black Excellence as a double-edged sword
for Black students (Frost, 2017). Black students who excel academically are frequently labeled
by their peers as "acting White" or not "Black enough," resulting in feelings of isolation and
pressure to conform to negative stereotypes (Joseph, 2021; Tyson et al., 2005, p. 583). These
negative connotations can also manifest as imposter syndrome, in which high-achieving Black

students feel they do not belong or are undeserving of their success (Raymundo, 2021).
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Furthermore, the high expectations placed on Black students who are deemed "excellent" can
result in increased stress and anxiety, a fear of failing their communities, and also a fear of being

judged as failing to succeed in conforming to White ideals (Collins et al., 2020).

Even more damaging, being deemed as Black and excellent has the potential to result in
the complex phenomenon of exceptionalism. Black exceptionalism is rooted in the idea that
assimilation to White ideals is hardest for Black people due, in part, to their salient history as an
inferior group in the U.S. (Leslie & Sears, 2022). Therefore, when someone who identifies, or is
"easily" identifiable as Black, has made advancements, achievements, or has shown in any way
they are capable of more than what is expected of them by dominant culture standards, they are

the exception, not the norm for their racial group (Leslie & Seas, 2022).

The promotion of exceptionalism via the concept of Black Excellence may have
detrimental effects on Black students and adults (Andrews, 2020). When Black people are
constantly held to an exceptionalist standard, it can induce a desire for perfection and a fear of
failure (Asare, 2021). It may also perpetuate the expectation that Black students and adults must
always work twice as hard as their peers in order to achieve the same success (McGee et al.,
2019). This is, unfortunately, a well-traveled road for Black individuals and one that can lead
directly to resentment and burnout. Moreover, emphasis on exceptionalism can create the
narrative that only the most successful Black people are worthy of admiration and support,
leaving those who do not fit this narrow definition feeling inadequate or unworthy (Andrews,
2020). This can be especially harmful to Black students, who may feel discouraged from
pursuing their passions and interests if they do not conform to the stereotype of the "exceptional"

Black student (Raymundo, 2021). In essence, while the concept of Black Excellence can be
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empowering, it is important to consider the unintended consequences of promoting

exceptionalism as the sole measure of Black Excellence and success.

Black Excellence, Social Stereotypes, and Black Women's Mental Health

Against the perfectionistic backdrop of #BlackExcellence, social media representations
are observations that striving for Black Excellence may, in fact, be the cause of negative
psychological and physical health outcomes, especially for Black women (Brown-Givens &
Monahan, 2005; Nelson et al., 2016). The emergence of this scholarship highlights the negative
effects of striving for such an elusive and sometimes burdensome goal (e.g., Abrams et al., 2014;
Abrams et al., 2019). This literature questions the meaning that contemporary Black American
women give to Black Excellence, as well as who exactly benefits from the construct and related
practices (Raymundo, 2021). Furthermore, Black women in the media spotlight have been seen
to stand against expectations of exceptionalism and ultimate self-sacrifice -- similar to the
stereotypical Mammy expectations -- that are placed on Black women today (Adams-Bass et al.,
2014). For example, when Simone Biles, the most decorated gymnast in history, announced her
retirement from competition at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, her decision was met with disdain; she
was left to convince spectators that performance or heroism was not her sole purpose in life

(Shepherd, 2023).

In her work on Black women's health within systemically discriminatory institutions in
the United States, clinical psychologist Dr. Inger Burnett-Zeigler (2022) stated what has been the
case for centuries: that Black women experience heightened levels of stress in regard to their
roles and encounters outside and inside their homes, which can include experiences related to
work, family responsibilities, and racial discrimination. To the point of the current discussion,

these experiences take place within a context of intense pressure to succeed and to be a role
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model of strength and resilience for children, other women, and even themselves. Still somewhat
on the fringe of beneficial medical research and care, Black women face disproportionately
higher rates of physical illnesses, subpar maternal care resulting in higher maternal mortality
rates and birth complications, and inadequate psychological and psychiatric treatment (Woods-
Giscombe, 2010). Additionally, Black women also continue to rank high among demographic
groups in terms of unemployment while ranking low in terms of leadership positions. Facing the
challenges of persisting racial, social, political, and economic inequality means living a life of

constant stress management (Liao et al., 2020).

Superwoman Schema & The Strong Black Woman Narrative

In examining stress management and coping mechanisms among Black women,
researchers have developed frameworks that portray the coping strategies of Black women in the
United States. These frameworks include the Superwoman Schema (SWS; Woods-Giscombe,
2010) and the Strong Black Woman Narrative (SBWN; Abrams et al., 2014; Romero, 2000).
These frameworks share conceptual linkages with Black Excellence in that they convey the idea
that Black women should be able to do it all despite inequitable systemic, external, and internal
gendered-racial barriers that stand in their way (Watson & Hunter, 2016). Furthermore, the
coping strategies exist within frameworks that, despite being seen as endorsed by Black women,
still rest on foundational ideals of Black women in service to others without regard for their own
mental and physical well-being (Abrams et al., 2014; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). The
characteristics portrayed in these frameworks, along with the coping mechanisms identified as
both harmful and helpful, further enhance the notion that Black women have not yet wrested full
control of their social existence and positioning. Equally important to explore in terms of these

frameworks is the agency that Black women have or do not have in terms of defining strength,
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power, and excellence for themselves without the remnants of the ideals of others. These
frameworks, combined with the phenomenon of Black Excellence, lead to even deeper questions
of connection. What does it mean to be a Black woman in the U.S. in the context of enduring
beliefs in historical stereotypes and the evolved modern perceptions of them? How do

conceptions of Black Excellence interact with them?

The Superwoman Schema. This framework refers to a phenomenon observed in
numerous Black women that encapsulates the feeling or need to perpetually project strength and
resiliency in the face of adversity (Nelson et al., 2016). The SWS can manifest in a variety of
ways, including a reluctance to seek assistance or support, a tendency to put the needs of others
ahead of one's own, and a sense of guilt or shame for failing to meet impossible standards of
success under sometimes equally impossible circumstances. Although the SWS can be adaptive
in certain contexts, it can also result in negative outcomes such as burnout, physical and mental
health issues, and a sense of disconnection from one's authentic self (Nelson et al., 2016). In the
movement to offset mischaracterizations of themselves due to historical stereotypes and tropes
based on racist views, assumptions, and actions beyond their control, 20th-century American
Black women found themselves in the same predicament as their enslaved counterparts, having
to take on the roles of family caretaker, provider, and nurturing mother due to longstanding
disenfranchisement and exclusion from economic and social benefits (Woods-Giscombe, 2010).
Despite this exclusion, Black women have persisted in pursuits of building families, attaining
higher education, obtaining gainful employment, and adding to the general innovative and
entrepreneurial environment of the U.S. Additionally, due to the unique disenfranchisement of
Black men in American society, many Black women have found themselves needing to provide

the support mentioned earlier without corresponding emotional and financial support from Black
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male partners (Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Given these circumstances and the many roles Black
women have had to balance, the idea of becoming and existing in the role of a superwoman,
doing it all for the sake of survival, has been acknowledged and, to a certain extent, expected of
Black women during and since the era of legal enslavement in the U.S. (Woods-Giscombe, 2010;

Mullings, 2006).

The Strong Black Woman Narrative. In conjunction with the SWS, the Strong Black
Woman Narrative is rooted in the sociopolitical history of oppression and control of Black
women, their bodies, and their civil rights through the era of enslavement and into the 21st
century. Much like the SWS, the idea behind the SBWN comes from examining stereotypes that
defined Black women in the minds of dominant cultural expectations. Similar to the SWS, the
SWBN contrasts Black women with White women with regard to the ideal embodiment of
femininity. While White women were considered the "appropriate" model of feminine standards,
inhabiting positions of deference to men, and confined to displaying physical weakness as an
attractive and moral characteristic, Black women were forced laborers, physically strong due to
demanding work, and not as dependent on men to meet their needs (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007,
p- 31). Additionally, given the lasting effects of family separation and economic and social
disenfranchisement on Black women within the U.S., 20th and 21st-century Black women found
themselves in positions that have led to further separation from the idea of femininity as it has

played out for 20th and 21st-century White women (Davis et al., 2018).

Strength and femininity. Having garnered respect for their defiance of control and
blatant rejection of derogatory race-based treatment, Black female icons such as Sojourner Truth
and Harriet Tubman became the definitions of Black female strength in and after their times.

Their strength was considered to be well outside the conventional definitions of femininity.
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While they were lauded for their physical and emotional strength, they served as models for
other strong Black women, even in modern times (Liao et al., 2020). However, this model was
devoid of any of the characteristics considered to be feminine. These two icons and the mold
fashioned after them were still contrasting images of what a truly feminine woman was
considered to be: White, weak, and deferential (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). Furthermore, the
mold created by the SBWN has prompted a construction of sorts that defines what strength and
femininity must look like for Black women. Based on their actions and the core ideas of the
Mammy and Sapphire, Black women could be considered strong and enduring if they fit the
contortions of the preferred portions of these stereotypes (Abrams et al., 2014). But what would
the benefit be in this contortion? Presumably, taking on the role of the SBWN would be to escape
being endowed with the less palatable characteristics of the Jezebel and Sapphire, as well as the
denigrated and dehumanized version of the American Black woman defined by White supremacy
and misogyny (Davis et al., 2018). However, once again, the true beneficiaries of this
arrangement are questionable, especially when it is grounded within White dominant

constructions of race and gender.

Consistent with notions of Black Excellence, embodiment of the SWS and SBWN has
served as a source of pride and motivation for Black women and has contributed to ideas of
internal strength and power for them as they face uphill battles to gain opportunities and respect.
However, research has suggested the potential detrimental impact of these schemas on Black
women's mental and physical health, as well as the development of uneven and, at times,
impossible burdens and expectations for them in American society (Liao et al., 2020). In her
research with middle- and working-class Black women in the southwestern region of the U.S.,

Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2010) explored the stress brought on by the ideal of the strong Black
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woman and the subsequent coping mechanisms that Black women employ to combat the stress
associated with the expectations of this ideal. She found that many Black women interviewed
were grappling with ideas of Black womanhood as being defined by hardship and the
"intensification of feminine demands to be selfless caretakers of others" (Beauboeuf-Lafontant,
2007, p. 35). The women in the study seemed to associate struggle and hardship with the Black
female identity. Further, the women who did so also identified that this was a message enforced
during their upbringing by other Black women as well as presently via media portrayals and
historical lessons on Black women and their roles in American society. More importantly, she
found that the women in her sample described self-silencing and the belief that to be a strong
Black woman is to face a life of struggle, most likely without a partner, and with unending grace
in the face of adversity (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2010). An aspect of this belief was that to be a
strong Black woman means to be without a partner due to how Black women have to assert
themselves, which was understood to be in opposition to collaborative intimate partner
relationships. Additionally, the expectation of meeting every adverse situation with grace implied
that in the face of systemic inequality and prejudice, a truly strong Black woman silences herself,

denies her anger, and turns the other cheek with patience (Davis et al., 2021).

Health outcomes. In a study of the connections between coping strategies and health
disparities amongst Black women, Woods-Giscombe (2010) conducted eight focus groups with a
total of forty-eight Black women to inspire discussion and interaction among the participants on
the topic of coping with stress as Black American women. The participants, who were women
ranging in age from 29 to 72, almost all endorsed the obligation to "manifest strength" in their
roles as Black women and to take care of all responsibilities on their own plates while also

finding the patience and strength to give to others (Woods-Giscombe, 2010, p. 672). While some
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of the women identified self-care as an important aspect of being a strong Black woman, other
themes and beliefs pointed to the need to suppress emotions, hide vulnerability, and shy away
from seeking or accepting help (Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Outcomes from these beliefs and the
associated behaviors range from strained interpersonal relationships to stress-related health
outcomes such as depression, cardiac complications, and diabetes (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007,

Jerald et al., 2017; Woods-Giscombe, 2010).

In a sobering exploration of the health outcomes of the SWS and SBWN, Abrams et al.
(2018) conducted one of the few quantitative studies on the effects of the SBWN, highlighting
the links between the self-imposed expectation of manifesting strength to the practice of self-
silencing and, in turn, to symptoms of depression. Their participants included 194 Black
American women ranging in age from 19 to 82, and the findings indicated that many participants
silenced themselves when feeling overwhelmed or angry in order to fully embody the model of
strength. This self-silencing was ultimately related to psychological distress and depressive
symptomology for many participants (Abrams et al., 2018). These results can be juxtaposed with
the results of Jerald et al.'s (2017) work on the identification of racial discrimination as a
significant contributing factor to harmful health disparities and outcomes for Black women.
Specifically, Jerald et al. (2017) grappled with the complex existence of racial identity as both a
risk and protective factor for Black women when met with race-based discrimination. They
highlighted that while seeing one's race as a foundational part of their identity can result in
heightened sensitivity to perceived racial discrimination, it can also result in holding identity-
related beliefs that are positive. These positive associations can allow people to utilize more
effective coping mechanisms to deal with discriminatory incidents. This juxtaposition could

imply that, while racial identity can act as a buffer for the impact of racial discrimination and
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exclusion, Black women's attitudes about the embodiment of strength and selflessness could, in
actuality, be harmful. Furthermore, these attitudes derive from the characteristics that have

dominated social understanding of Black women's identity.

Summary: ldentity-Prescribing Stereotypes and Black Women's Emotional Well-Being

Woods-Giscombe (2010), Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2007), Abrams et al. (2018), and Jerald
et al. (2017) have contributed results that are crucial for understanding the nuanced existence-
related struggles of Black women in terms of physical and mental health outcomes and social
ways of being. Their results lead to additional questions that might be critical to explore. Is Black
excellence just another way to define, describe, and constrain strong Black women or
Superwomen? Or is Black Excellence the rejection of these roles in favor of a more equitable,
sustainable, and personally defined expression of the self? Suppose one were to eschew all of the
stereotypes and constraining roles that have been explored in the discussion thus far in favor of
forging a new path to autonomous self-actualization and definition. Would Black excellence be
that destination? What does it look like, and what does it require? Whose standards are truly

centered at its core, and who is the ultimate beneficiary of Black excellence?

Purpose of the Study

Counseling psychologists and other mental health professionals have only begun to
understand the challenges posed to Black women's emotional well-being by the network of
stereotypes that they face in society. Studies of this nature are crucial for the field of counseling
psychology as they clarify the adverse effects of harmful stereotypes and societal expectations on
Black girls and women, which include internalized racism, low self-esteem, and psychological
distress (Abrams et al., 2018; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). Additionally, emphasis on the

nuanced position that Black women occupy at the intersection of race and gender and the unique
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challenges related to both facets of their identity is crucial to dismantling common, ineffective,
and invalidating practices of care (Hill-Collins, 2000; Woods-Giscombe, 2010). This
intersectional perspective recognizes that Black women's experiences are shaped by the
intersections of multiple forms of oppression, such as racism and sexism, and cannot be fully
understood or addressed in isolation from each other. Furthermore, such studies call for those in
the field of counseling psychology to recognize the "double jeopardy" of being Black and female
in a society that has historically marginalized and devalued Black women by taking into account
the intersectionality of race and gender in clinical, research, and educational work with and for

Black women (Anzaldta, 1987; Beal, 1969).

This study aimed to contribute knowledge in this area by exploring Black American
women's experiences and definitions of Black Excellence, as well as the mental health costs that

may accompany personal identification with and/or the practice of embodying Black Excellence.

Given the absence of in-depth research on the phenomenon of Black Excellence, the approach
utilized in this study was a phenomenological method of exploration and analysis. In seeking to
better understand personal definitions and perceptions of Black Excellence, the perspectives of
women who identify as American, Black, African American, and/or multi-racial, primarily Black,
graduate school students were sought; the rationale for the selection of this population is

discussed in the following chapter. The research questions that guided the study were:

1. How do Black American female graduate students define Black Excellence?

2. How have historic American White supremacist ideals shaped these conceptions?

3. What effects do conceptions of Black Excellence have on Black women's mental health?

4. How does this phenomenon affect Black women's academic decisions and trajectories?
Relatedly, the research goals with regard to participant interaction, data collection, analysis, and
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utilization of findings were as follows:

1.

To create an atmosphere of intentional and respectful dialogue with the aim of improving
mental health studies on and support for Black women

To explore the psychological, social, academic, and professional consequences of
existing at a specific intersection of race and gender - Black and female in this particular
study

To bring more attention to the dialogue around the phenomenon of Black Excellence and
the standards and expectations that have been historically and currently associated with it
To deepen understanding of diverse needs within our society and the profession/research

sphere of counseling psychology
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Chapter 111
Method

This study explored conceptions of the phenomenon of Black Excellence from the
perspective of Black American women engaged in graduate study. The study revealed
perspectives of the experiences of Black American women in graduate school within the
sociohistorical context of the United States, which provides the backdrop of standards and
expectations that have governed the appraisal and autonomy of Black women for more than 400
years. Relatedly, the study explored Black Excellence as a term and a lived experience.
Therefore, the study's research method was situated within the constructivist paradigm, where
unique subjective experiences were centered to co-construct definitions of Black Excellence and

examined themes of Black women's psychological experiences with this phenomenon (Charmaz,

2004).

The Rationale for Utilizing a Qualitative Method

Essential to this research endeavor was the centering of the unique experiences of Black
women as they live within the construct of race in American society. Additionally, and equally as
important, are the nuanced outcomes, repercussions, psychological challenges, and societal
consequences due to the construct of race as it intersects with living in a female body. Exploring
the experiences of Black American women as they grapple not only with the construct of race but
also the phenomenon of Black Excellence within our racialized society calls for methods of
information sharing built upon trust. Operating from a stance of equity and trust demands
attention to the historically unbalanced assignment of epistemic privilege to dominant culture
members as well as the coinciding suppression of marginalized people's voices and experiences

(Tuck & Yang, 2014). Furthermore, the history of epistemic oppression of the lived experiences
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of people of color is still categorically present (Dotson, 2012).

In the context of Black American women's historical and current epistemic oppression,
the goal of creating space for individual connection informed my decision to utilize a qualitative
research method. I was, and still am, motivated to use my positioning as a researcher to "subvert
and avert the carrying out of social science research under assumptions of subalternity and
authenticity" (Tuck & Yang, 2014, p. 226). Instead, through intentional, intimate connection, I
aimed to prioritize Black American female voices to make room for the sharing and
representation of lived experiences in specific terms, expressions, and sentiments that were
chosen instead of assigned. This stance also allowed for what Mertens (2019) deemed a
hermeneutic understanding of experience, or rather, the interpretation and understanding of an
experience from the point of view that is specific to that experience. Additionally, the
fundamental beliefs of the constructivist paradigm prioritized the notion of multiple socially
constructed realities, representation of diverse views, and the opportunity to openly identify and
express how the link between researcher and participant came into play during the research

process of this study (Mertens, 2019).

Phenomenology

Though the phenomenological perspective can be traced to Heidegger and Sartre, it is
often the philosophical work of German scholar Edmund Husserl that is credited with cementing
phenomenology as a method of approaching, examining, and coming to a level of understanding
of another's lived experience (Zahavi, 2019). The qualitative method of phenomenology seemed
apt for this study, given the research aims of better understanding "experiences believed to be
important sociological or psychological phenomena of our time or typical of a group of people,"

in this case, Black women (Merriam, 2019, p. 87). Enhancing the investigation with practices
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that amplified the voices of Black women with regard to their gendered racial experiences was a
complex and necessary endeavor. Shifting the tide of epistemic injustice away from Black
women and working to emphasize Black women's epistemic power and ownership in terms of
their own experiences was, and still is, of utmost importance to me as a member of this

marginalized group, primary investigator of this study, and future researcher and clinician.

Participants

Alhazmi and Kaufmann (2022) highlighted the importance of purposive sampling as a
foundational technique for research that aims to capture the experiences of specific population
groups. To that end, purposive sampling in this study was aimed at obtaining the participation of
American women in graduate school who identify as Black, African American, and/or multi-
racial, primarily Black. The purpose of graduate school status as a requirement for participation
was rationalized as an opportunity to glean knowledge about experiences of and with Black
Excellence from the perspective of women who have a unique understanding of the intricacies of
higher education in relation to diverse racial representation. Black women must navigate higher
education spaces that are predominantly White and grapple with the construction of race and
associated beliefs that often prevent them from attending (Tuitt, 2021). Furthermore, for Black
women in particular, the expectation of ultimate self-sacrifice and caregiving is usually
misaligned with the goals of attaining advanced education degrees. In other words, Black women
are often expected to choose a life centered on taking care of others instead of focusing on their
own educational or professional advancement. Finally, while Black women tend to earn more
higher education degrees than Black men, the number of Black women in spaces of higher
education continues to be sparse, highlighting the lasting effects of White supremacy (AAUW,

2023). Thus, the educational positioning of the participants in this investigation enhanced
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opportunities for a deeper dive into the phenomenon of Black Excellence.

Each participant in the study was given a pseudonym to protect their identity. Table 1

below provides demographic information about each participant, including age range, degree,

program of study, number of years each has been in her program, and self-identified race and

ethnicity to provide a sense of their academic pursuits and interests.

Table 1

Participant Demographic Characteristics

Study Age  Degree Program Yearsin Race Ethnicity
Code of study Program
Dorothy  25-34 Ph.D. Social, Behavioral, and 2 Black Jamaican
Population Sciences American
Lucy 35-44 Ph.D. Clinical Psychology 2 Black Non-
Hispanic
Marian 25-34 Ph.D. College of Social Work 2 Black African
American
(Non-
Hispanic)
Shirley 25-34 Ph.D. Mechanical 4 Black Did Not
Engineering Answers
Althea 25-34 Ed.D. Educational Leadership 1 Black Black
for Social Justice
Gwen 25-34 Ph.D. American Studies and 1 Black Caribbean
Culture American
Mae 18-24 Ph.D. Clinical Psychology 1 African African
American, American
Black
Ethel 25-34 Ph.D. Pharmaceutical Health 1 African Cameroonian
Services Research American
Claudette 18-24 Ph.D. Forensic Science 1 African Black
American,
Black
Marsha 25-34 Masters Clinical Mental Health 1 Black Did Not
Counseling Answer




Study Age  Degree Program Yearsin Race Ethnicity

Code of study Program

Hazel 35-44 Ph.D. Urban Education 1 Black Descendant
of Enslaved
Africans

Georgia  25-34 Ph.D. Education 1 Black Black,
Caribbean
American

Ida 25-34 Ph.D. Counseling Psychology 4 African American

American

Bessie 25-34 Ph.D. Political Science 4 Black African
American

Procedure

Recruitment. Recruitment was accomplished via notices posted on a messaging board of
the social platform Cohort Sistas, which is a space for female graduate students who identify as
Black. Additionally, snowballing, word of mouth, and physical flyers were methods used to
recruit 17 participants to gain an in-depth understanding of Black American women's
experiences of the phenomenon of Black Excellence (Berry et al., 2008). Recruitment materials

are provided in Appendix A.

Confidentiality and informed consent. Upon agreeing to participate in the study, each
participant received a confirmation email that included information regarding the purpose of the
study, confidentiality, and informed consent. Upon meeting each participant, the researcher
explained the purpose of the study, confidentiality measures, and the informed consent process.
Each participant electronically signed and returned all necessary consent forms before engaging
in interviews. Materials pertaining to confidentiality and informed consent are provided in

Appendix B.
Data collection. Upon consenting to participate in the study, participants were sent a pre-
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interview email reiterating information about the study's purpose, informed consent, participant
rights, investigation verification forms, a Zoom interview link, and a demographic questionnaire.
The demographics form was presented as a Qualtrics survey. Text for the informed consent,
participant rights, explanation verification, and demographic questionnaire are included in
Appendices B and C. An email with a Calendly link participants used to sign up for interview
time slots was sent to each confirmed participant, along with the pre-interview email. Responses
to the demographic questionnaire were immediately reported and saved in an encrypted Teachers

College-endorsed Google Docs account once participants completed them.

Participants' experiences with and conceptions of Black Excellence were captured
through semi-structured interviews that lasted between 90 - 100 minutes. When participating in
the semi-structured interview, the primary researcher and each participant logged into Zoom and
kept their cameras and microphones turned on for the entirety of the interview. Interviews were
audio recorded and transcribed using the transcription service Otter.ai; the recordings were
destroyed immediately following transcription. At various points during the interview,
participants were asked to freely associate and share words, phrases, thoughts, and emotions that
surfaced as they spoke about different aspects of their conceptions of and experiences with Black
Excellence. Participants' words, phrases, thoughts, and emotions were noted and used to expand

the interview in terms of crafting and asking follow-up questions based on what was shared.

Finally, upon completing the interview protocol, participants were asked to complete an
image-sorting task that took 15- 30 minutes of the interview time. The purpose of the image sort
was to gain a deeper understanding of each participant's conception of Black Excellence in terms
of visual cues. Therefore, a collection of around twenty copyright-free images of Black women

from different eras and occupational roles, levels of fame and recognition, as well as images of
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differing levels of implied wealth, were presented to each participant. Participants were
instructed to create their own categories as they surveyed the images and sorted them according
to their created categories. The aim was for participants to process how they conceived of Black
Excellence. Once they completed categorization and sorting, the participants were invited to

share their process with the interviewer and consider questions she asked about their choices.

Therefore, the final data collection record consists of a) responses to the demographic
questions, b) a transcription of each interview as completed by Otter.ai, and ¢) a saved copy of
the image sort task whiteboard with written observations in the form of words provided by the

interviewees.

Instruments

Demographic questionnaire. Each participant was provided with a link to a Qualtrics
survey that served as a demographic questionnaire. Participants were asked to provide
information regarding their age, race, ethnicity, graduate institution and program of study, and

length of time at the institution. As mentioned, the questionnaire is contained in Appendix C.

Interview protocol. The interview protocol that was used for the study consisted of 11
questions divided into the following four sections: (1) Background, (2) Priming, (3) Formative
Experiences, and (4) Academic Effects. These headings refer to sections that have different
purposes within the overall interview. First, background questions helped orient both the
participants and the interviewer to the participant's initial conception of Black Excellence.
Priming questions were meant to help the participants narrow their focus to the experiences of
Black women in terms of Black Excellence. Formative influence questions were included to call
forth participants' experiences with Black Excellence in their formative years of life via family

and community. Finally, academic effects questions were meant to help participants grapple with
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how the phenomenon of Black Excellence has and possibly continues to affect their academic
experiences and choices. When expressing thoughts, observations, and ideas, participants were
prompted to share more with open probing and clarifying questions posed by the researcher.
Participants will also be presented with concise summaries of their answers at various points to

serve as a check for understanding. The interview protocol is included in Appendix D.

Image sort task. To set up and enable this task, the interviewer utilized the whiteboard
function of Zoom to create a collection of twenty images of various Black women collected from
public, copyright-free websites. The collection included images from various eras of famous and
non-famous Black American women and Black American women in service uniforms and
settings, casual clothing and settings, and creative clothing and settings. After sharing their
screen, the interviewer directed participants to observe and sort the images based on any and as
many categories as they saw fit. Participants were also informed that they could outwardly or
inwardly process their choices and signal when they completed the task. After completing the
task, the interviewer prompted the interviewee to walk them through their process and choices of
categories and image placement. As each participant spoke, the interviewer typed highlighted
words and phrases on the whiteboard next to the sorted images, which were visible to the
participant. This served as a way for the interviewer to keep track of the interviewee's thoughts
and processes when returning to the sorting task for later analysis. More importantly, visible
documentation of each participant's reasoning and descriptions on the whiteboard was meant to
prompt the participants to delve more deeply into their decision-making processes and latent

ideas. Images presented during the sort task are included in Appendix E.

Data Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. For this study, data was analyzed using an
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interpretative phenomenological analysis method (IPA) pioneered by researcher Jonathan Smith
(1999). Considered an analytical tool best used for understanding complex subjective content,
the core aim of IPA is to "reveal and interpret the embedded meaning in a lived experience"
(Charlick et al., 2016, p. 207; Smith et al., 2009). Significant influences of IPA include
descriptive and interpretive phenomenology, which highlight the need for researchers to step
away from the notion of immediate meaning-making and provide the researcher with the
challenge of recognizing when to resist interpretation and when to tap into implicit meanings of
descriptions of lived experiences. This method is also influenced by hermeneutic inquiry, which
refers to theories and practices of interpretation of data (Larkin et al., 2006; Pietkiewicz & Smith,
2014). In the case of this study, the content of the interviews and outcomes of the image sort, the
approach to interpreting the data, and the personal connections and perceptions that were
inevitable between researcher, participant, and interpretation of the phenomenon of Black
Excellence were all a part of the investigation. Finally, this method focused attention on the
individual participants' experiences and knowledge as the basis of idiographic exploration of a
phenomenon, which influenced the depth of analysis and also helped to keep the unique
experiences of participants at the center of the research analysis (Charlick et al., 2016; Smith et

al., 2009).

While there are variations in the content and number of steps in the performance of IPA,
Charlick et al.'s (2016) adaptation of Osborn and Smith's (2006) practice was the foundation of
analysis for this study. The steps utilized in the analysis are listed below (Charlick et al., 2016;

Smith et al., 1999):

1. Immersion in the data through multiple readings of each transcript and image sort task

2. Exploration and annotation of semantic content coupled with free association during
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exploration
3. Developing themes from interview transcripts and annotations
4. Connecting and integrating themes
5. Repeat steps 1-4 with all interview transcripts and image sort tasks while also bracketing
previous themes and findings
6. Identifying themes across interviews and image sort tasks
7. Analytical deep dive into the themes and connections using frameworks and theories to
bolster interpretation
Ethical Considerations
Due to the primary researcher's personal demographic and experiential connection to the
topic of study, it was necessary to put in place a method of phenomenological reduction during
the entirety of the study, but especially during data collection (Giorgi, 2006). The practice of
phenomenological reduction facilitates researchers' ability to put aside personal meanings and
interpretations when engaging with participants, allowing them to be as immersed in each
subjective experience as possible (Hycner, 1985; Giorgi, 2006). This practice included
identifying personal prejudices, biases, and assumptions and bracketing or suspending personal
beliefs (Giorgi, 2006). Relatedly, reflexivity, or the practice of metacognitively holding one's
own experience of sense-making of the same process carried out by another, was necessary when
delving into the nuanced gendered-racial experiences of the women in the study (Rossman &

Rallis, 2017).
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Chapter 1V
Results

This qualitative study aimed to explore the experiences and mental health implications
associated with the phenomenon of Black Excellence. A phenomenological approach was
employed in the present study, and an interpretative phenomenological method was used to
analyze participant data (Charlick et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2009). As will be described below,
the interview protocol contained questions in four areas, and at the end of each of these areas,
participants were asked to freely associate emotions and/or thoughts that surfaced regarding

those particular questions. Finally, each participant responded to a brief image-sorting task.

This chapter reports analyses of the data that were collected from each participant in the
following order: first, the phenomenological analysis of interview data is presented according to
the four areas of questioning, each of which is paired with a report of data from the free

association prompt; finally, the group responses to the image sorting task will be presented.

Interview Data

In this first portion of the chapter, the results of the phenomenological analysis of the
interview data will be presented. This data is the result of participant responses to interviewer
queries that were presented within four areas. First, a) the Background Questions were designed
to orient both participants and the interviewer to each participant’s initial conception of Black
Excellence. Next, b) Priming Questions were designed to assist participants in focusing on Black
women's experiences in relation to Black excellence while navigating social and academic spaces
and relationships. The third area of interview questions, ¢) Formative Questions, was designed to
explore participants' experiences with Black Excellence in their formative years within family

and community. The items in section d) Academic Effects, asked participants to consider how
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their academic experiences and decisions have been impacted by the phenomenon of Black

Excellence, both now and in the past.

Finally, each interview area is followed by the results of a free association prompt that
allowed participants to share their thoughts via single words or phrases regarding the discussion
of the questions in that section. A summary table of the most frequent words will be provided for

each, along with an interpretation of the associated comments.

Interview Area 1: Background Questions

These questions in this area aimed to explore the participants' definitions and emotional
responses to the term and phenomenon of Black Excellence and how they would explain this
concept to someone who is not Black. The open-ended questions posed to interviewees in this

section included:

e What does the term Black Excellence mean to you in general?

e What emotions come up for you when thinking of this term?

e How would you describe and define Black Excellence to someone who is not Black?

Interviewees conveyed a rich landscape of insights into the concept of Black Excellence.

Analysis of this data revealed the emergence of three key categories: Definition and Perception,
Emotional Impact, and Community Representation. These categories encapsulate the
multifaceted nature of Black Excellence as described by the interviewees. The category of
Definition and Perception captures the varied ways in which Black Excellence is understood and
articulated by interviewees, highlighting its historical and contemporary dimensions, inclusivity,
and evolving nature. The Emotional Impact category delves into the complex emotions
associated with striving for and embodying Black Excellence, such as pride, joy, pressure, and
anxiety. Community Representation is a category that focuses on the collective aspect of Black
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Excellence, emphasizing the importance of uplifting and supporting the Black community and
recognizing achievements within it. Themes within these categories addressed the nuanced and
sometimes contentious aspects of Black Excellence, including its ties to respectability politics,
systemic barriers, and the pressure to meet heightened expectations. Interviewee insights
provided a window into their individual experiences and internal dialogues, revealing how
personal histories, identities, and aspirations shaped their understanding of Black Excellence.
Together, these categories offer a comprehensive framework for exploring the diverse and

layered perspectives on what constitutes Black Excellence.

Background Category 1: Definition and Perception

The Definition and Perception category encompasses a multifaceted understanding of
Black Excellence, as articulated by the interviewees. Three prominent themes emerged within
this category: Historical and Present Achievements, Inclusive and Evolving, and Exceptionalism,
Capitalism, and Toxic Productivity. These themes highlight the rich tapestry of experiences and
perspectives that define Black Excellence as interviewees reflected on Black individuals'
historical and contemporary accomplishments and emphasized the importance of recognizing
and celebrating these achievements. They also discussed the evolving and inclusive nature of
Black Excellence, advocating for a broader and more nuanced understanding that goes beyond
traditional success metrics. Additionally, participants explored the pressures and challenges
associated with striving for excellence within a capitalist framework, questioning the

sustainability and inclusivity of such expectations.

Historical and present achievements. Many interviewees defined Black Excellence by
looking at the accomplishments of Black people both in the past and present, mainly focusing on

innovative achievements and firsts. For instance, one interviewee emphasized the importance of
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recognizing historical figures who were pioneers in their fields, such as the first Black person to

invent something or attend a particular institution, highlighting their role as change agents:

I just think about like, kind of, like in academia, how there is still like, there's the first
Black person to graduate from this program, first Black person to do this or that, and

yeah, that’s what’s at the top of mind right now. (Claudette)

Another interviewee connected Black Excellence to the broader historical landscape of the
United States, expressing gratitude for the resilience and achievements of Black people,

especially Black women, who have endured significant hardships.

I think there's still so much to be done. So there's still a lot of births of Black women and
Black people in general, and that’s kind of the connection for me. Like, even though there
are some past [negative] associations, there are still people who are like, you know,

accomplishing things that haven’t been done before. (Ethel)

Additionally, the idea of Black Excellence was seen as a continuum, with ongoing
achievements in academia and other fields still marking significant milestones today: "Black
Excellence is an act that involves achieving things that either other Black people have not done

before, or that we have historically, like not being able to do" (Mae).

Inclusive and evolving. Some interviewees highlighted the need for a more inclusive
definition of Black Excellence, one that encompasses everyday successes and not just
extraordinary achievements. They argued that Black Excellence should not be confined to high-
status roles or groundbreaking accomplishments but should also recognize the excellence in daily
life and the resilience of individuals who navigate systemic barriers and societal challenges: “I

think having another representation of what Black is important. And they need to be able to see
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that, like, just being Black and being either good at something that you do every day or just
doing something well is Black Excellence" (Shirley). This perspective emphasizes that Black
Excellence is a journey marked by diverse experiences and successes, reflecting the dynamic and
evolving nature of what it means to excel while being Black. By seeking to expand the
definition, many interviewees shared a common desire to celebrate a wider array of
achievements and validate the varied ways Black individuals contribute to their communities and

society at large.

Exceptionalism, capitalism, and toxic productivity. Interviewees spoke of their
complex relationships with the term Black Excellence, which, to many, felt limited or tied to
respectability politics, exceptionalism, and capitalism. Participants asserted that while Black
Excellence is often celebrated for its association with high achievements and breaking barriers, it
can also impose a narrow standard of success that pressures individuals to conform to ideals

rooted in Whiteness and societal expectations. As one interviewee stated,

[ 'am feeling as though the term Black Excellence and what it really means to me is the
association to whiteness or perceived whiteness within society right now, like the more
excellent you are, as a Black person can be directly tied to how able you are to navigate

within and among White spaces. (Gwen)

Participants also grappled with the idea of Black Excellence being ever elusive, with the

attainment of it being fleeting and temporary, as one interviewee mused,

I love the idea of Black Excellence. I guess a question that I started to have for myself as
I was talking was, is Black Excellence something that is to be achieved or something that

is to be strived for consistently? (Hazel)
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This tension also called forth the dual nature of Black Excellence as both a source of pride and a
potential burden, where the emphasis on exceptionalism may inadvertently exclude those who

excel in less visible or traditionally recognized ways.

Participants also highlighted that capitalism, as a foundational aspect of society,
sometimes plays into the idea and practice of Black Excellence in negative ways. Interviewees
often expressed a sense of contradiction, acknowledging their pride in their achievements and
recognizing the detrimental effects of constantly striving to meet exceedingly high standards.
This relentless pursuit was said to often lead to burnout and neglect of personal well-being, as
individuals felt compelled to work harder and for longer amounts of time to prove their worth in
a society that undervalues their contributions. Participants expressed that the pressure to excel
can perpetuate a cycle of overwork and stress, driven by the capitalist notion that success is
measured solely by productivity and material gain. Many interviewees called for a more
sustainable and holistic approach to success and a redefinition of Black Excellence that
prioritizes mental health, balance, and community support over unsustainable demands. As one
participant shared, "I think that's a conversation I've been thinking of, like, I mean, toxic
productivity. Capitalism and its role to play and like Black Excellence and like the capitalism of

it all, that, like, separates us" (Hazel).

The capitalistic beliefs perceived to be infused within conceptions of Black Excellence
were often connected to the toxic productivity cited by Hazel, pushing individuals to overwork
and neglect their well-being in pursuing excellence. One interviewee reflected that this negative
aspect of the phenomenon of Black Excellence linked with capitalism and productivity “...can
really feed into like, a need to do more to be more to like, give more and like, and that's where

you see like all these, like, Black women who are, like, dying in their offices" (Georgia). Many
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interviewees shared that in conjunction with these detrimental aspects of Black Excellence, they
also experience and endure heightened anxiety and stress around whether or not o meet or if
they are meeting standards of Black Excellence despite acknowledging the downsides. One
interviewee expressed that when speaking about the need to succeed and excel, she feels "...just
like a little anxious of thinking and like reflecting about my own experience and just the pressure
also in excelling" (Marian). This glimpse into the nuanced relationships to and internalization of
the as-yet-to-be-clearly-defined and agreed-upon concepts and standards of Black Excellence
highlights the need to further examine the definition of Black Excellence, and it also accentuates

the complexity that underlies the concept and its effects on Black women.

Background Category 2: Emotional Impact

The sentiments captured by this category delve into the intricate and varied emotions that
accompany the pursuit and embodiment of Black Excellence. Four prominent themes emerged
within this category: Pride and Joy, Pressure and Stress, Mixed Emotions, and Navigating White
Spaces. Interviewees frequently described positive emotions as intertwined with feelings of
pressure, anxiety, and stress stemming from the high expectations and societal barriers that Black
individuals face. The emotional landscape of Black Excellence is further complicated by the
internal and external pressures to continually excel and the fear of not meeting these heightened
standards. Additionally, navigating spaces that are predominantly White and not designed for
diversity adds another layer to this emotional complexity. Interviewees’ observations and
experiences within this category capture some of the emotional highs and lows that define the
journey of Black Excellence for some, revealing the profound impact it has on these individuals'

mental and emotional well-being.
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Pride and joy. Emotions of pride, joy, and happiness were commonly associated with
Black Excellence, especially when recognizing the achievements of others. Interviewees often
expressed a profound sense of pride when discussing their own accomplishments and those of
their peers, viewing these successes as a testament to resilience and hard work in the face of
systemic challenges. When reflecting on the emotions that surface individually and collectively
when acknowledging accomplishments in the context of Black Excellence, one interviewee

shared,

I think they're mixed emotions. The first emotion is excitement, and also joy, because
there is an accomplishment, they're wanting to recognize that individual for everything
that they have done and will do, because whatever they have accomplished, it took a
great feat to get there. And it should be acknowledged, and it might not always be.

(Hazel)

This pride is personal and communal, as individuals feel deeply connected to the broader
Black community and its collective progress. The same interviewee continued, "I guess another
thing, I don't know if there's any mention of it yet, but like, pride comes to my mind" (Hazel).
The sense of joy that interviewees shared stemmed from celebrating milestones and recognizing
excellence in various forms, whether in academic, professional, or everyday contexts.
Furthermore, some interviewees reflected on the poignant connection between pride, joy, and
other emotions like love when striving to live a life aligned with Black Excellence. As one

participant stated,

For me personally, what I want to do is, is live, live a life that's rooted in love. Right? So
that, for me, is what it would look like for me to feel like I have achieved like, excellence.

Like if people are surrounded by me and feel like or people who are around me feel like
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they are surrounded by love. If people who are around me feel like they are enveloped by
love, then I know that I am doing exactly what I set out to do in this world. And so, for
me, that's what excellence looks like, you know. So joy, joy, and love are the two things

that come to mind. (Gwen)

These positive emotions seemed to be a powerful motivator, reinforcing the importance

of striving for excellence and uplifting others within the community.

Pressure and stress. Many interviewees also discussed the pressure and stress of striving
for Black Excellence, feeling the need to be twice as good only to be recognized as achieving
half as much as their White counterparts. This sentiment reflects the high expectations placed on
Black individuals to succeed and excel in environments that may not always be supportive or

equitable. When grappling with this notion, one interviewee shared,

I think, I recognize that it's harmful. And I recognize I think it plays a lot into like toxic
productivity, which I like, engaging with but also try to catch myself. Because that's how
you end up. Working until three in the morning and you look up, you're like, oh, I haven't

eaten today. (Marsha)

The constant drive to prove oneself can lead to significant emotional and mental strain as
individuals navigate the dual burden of personal ambition and the desire to uplift their
community. One participant spoke about the strain of balancing the pressure as well as the

enjoyable aspects of striving for Black Excellence:

You feel the pressure of having to be good. But sometimes you can enjoy the process,
you enjoy the work, but there's still the underlying pressure of I have to be good at this.

And I need to make sure that like, I'm not disappointing others. (Dorothy)
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Study participants often pointed out that this pressure was compounded by the fear of
failure and its potential repercussions on their personal and professional reputations and
opportunities. One participant described this pressure as being present, even when it is clear that

she has garnered positive regard from peers and those around her, stating,

When you're a Black person and like, you know, people already perceive you to be like,
Oh, they're so smart, and they're talented. And you feel like whether you feel like you're
not doing a good job, or someone has told you, you're not doing a good job. Either way,
you still feel the pressure of OH my gosh, how could I have not done this correctly?

(Ethel)

The stress associated with Black Excellence, as described in the interviews, is further
intensified by the need to counteract negative stereotypes, whether they are internal and/or
external, and to serve as role models for future generations. Many interviewees noted the
pressure and stress as creating a complex emotional landscape that blends determination with

anxiety and, eventually, fatigue.

Mixed emotions. The theme of mixed emotions was prevalent in this category of impact,
with interviewees feeling both pride and the burden of high expectations. This duality was often
credited with leading to feelings of anxiety and frustration, with interviewees describing Black
Excellence as a source of immense pride, celebrating the significant achievements and resilience

within the Black community. One interviewee reflected,

When I think about Black Excellence, I feel a deep sense of pride and joy. It's about
celebrating the incredible achievements and resilience of our community, despite the

obstacles we face. It's a reminder of our strength and our ability to overcome. (Hazel)
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However, this pride, some interviewees stated, is frequently accompanied by the weight
of high expectations and the relentless pressure to excel, which can result in emotional strain and

anxiety, as one interviewee explained:

I feel very contradictory feelings towards it. Like on one hand, there's a sense of like
pride, because like, I'm doing things that probably fit into the aesthetic of it. Well, like,
I'm gonna be a doctor, I have a PhD and, God willing, get a good salary when we
graduate. I'm hoping and praying. And so there's a sense of like, I'm doing this thing. But

also, I think, I recognize that it's harmful. (Ethel)

The constant need to be "twice as good" to achieve recognition and success in a society
that often marginalizes Black individuals adds to a complex emotional landscape that can lack
clarity. As one participant stated, "I think again, it's that excitement, this idea that we need to talk
about it, and not just say, Black girl magic. But let's talk about what that means," (Ida). This
blend of positive and negative emotions underscores the intricate and sometimes contradictory
nature of Black Excellence, where the stress of maintaining exceptional standards tempers the

joy of accomplishment.

Navigating White spaces. Several interviewees discussed the challenges of achieving
excellence in predominantly White spaces and the additional hurdles that come with systemic
structures. As defined by many interviewees, Black Excellence involves personal and
professional achievements and the ability to adeptly navigate environments where they are often
underrepresented and scrutinized. This navigation requires a heightened awareness of how one's
actions and successes are perceived through a White lens, often leading to a form of code-
switching or altering behavior to fit into these spaces in a way that is more palatable to White

people in these spaces. One interviewee noted, "I would view things from a White lens, without
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thinking about it. Like, I would automatically be thinking about, how are White people going to
feel about this?" (Hazel). Another interviewee expressed a similar sentiment: "The more
excellent you are, as a Black person, can be directly tied to how able you are to navigate within
and among White spaces" (Gwen). The interviewees highlighted that excelling in such
environments demands extra effort to overcome biases and stereotypes held against them by
White peers, colleagues, and those in positions of authority, adding layers of complexity to their
pursuit of excellence. This theme underscores the resilience and adaptability required to thrive in
settings not designed with Black individuals in mind, reflecting a broader commentary on

systemic inequities and the ongoing struggle for genuine inclusion and recognition.

Background Category 3: Community and Representation

The Community and Representation area highlights the collective dimension of Black
Excellence, emphasizing the significance of uplifting and supporting the Black community.
Interviewees frequently underscored the importance of recognizing and celebrating the
achievements of Black individuals as a means of fostering a sense of unity and shared pride. This
category delves into how Black Excellence is not only a personal journey but also a communal
one, where the successes of one are seen as victories for all. It explores how representation in
various fields—be it academia, arts, business, or everyday life—is a powerful tool for inspiring
future generations and challenging societal stereotypes. By focusing on the collective aspect of
Black Excellence, this category sheds light on the interconnectedness of individual
accomplishments and the broader goal of advancing the Black community as a whole, with the
two themes of Inspiration and Responsibility and Recognition and Validation emerging most

prominently.

60



Inspiration and responsibility. Throughout the interviews, participants conveyed a
strong sense of responsibility to inspire and pave the way for future generations, identifying the
commitment to supporting and uplifting the Black community through their achievements as
critical. This sense of duty was portrayed as deeply rooted in the recognition of the sacrifices
made by previous generations and the desire to honor their legacy by continuing to break barriers
and set new standards of excellence. Many interviewees articulated that their personal successes
are not solely for their own benefit but serve as a beacon of hope and possibility for others within

the Black community. One participant stated,

I think that overall, Black Excellence is about people wanting good set-in-stone examples
of what it could mean to be Black in the United States in this current period of time and

how being a Black American can be seen as [a] positive representation. (Ethel)

This commitment to representation was seen as a crucial element of Black Excellence for
all participants, where individual accomplishments are leveraged to create opportunities and
inspire confidence in others. However, the downsides of this push were also evident in the
sentiments that interviewees shared. From shifting ideals within the phenomenon to reinforcing
harmful internal and external expectations, interviewees grappled with their responsibility to

themselves and others.

I think this idea... also kind of plays into, like, you know, the ways in which we have to
show up being like, twice as hard and twice was better and things like that. And I think a
little bit of like how Black Excellence gets taken up outside of how was originally meant
to, you know, created to kind of create this community and just a joy and pride in what

we are doing, despite what we've been given. (Shirley)
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The interviewees' narratives illustrated inner and outer images of competing yet
complementary priorities of personal ambition and communal upliftment, and highlighted the
interconnectedness of their achievements with the broader goal of advancing the Black

community as a whole.

Recognition and validation. All interviewees emphasized the importance of recognizing
and validating the efforts and accomplishments of past and present Black individuals, which was
considered paramount for both personal and communal empowerment. Interviewees highlighted
that acknowledging and validating Black Excellence and accomplishments serves as a powerful
affirmation of the hard work and resilience that often go unnoticed in broader society. Most
interviews stressed that validation is not just about celebrating high-profile achievements but also
about honoring everyday successes that contribute to the strength and vitality of the Black
community; as one interviewee put it, "The importance of celebrating all accomplishments
within the Black community cannot be overstated. It’s about recognizing the small victories that

build up to a larger sense of pride and identity," (Dorothy).

One participant also spoke of thoughts around acknowledging the power of past ancestors
while also striving from where she is, sharing, "I am one of those people that believe that I am
standing on the shoulders of my ancestors. And so it is up to me, and it is quite literally my duty
to do something great with the opportunities that I have" (Mae). By shining a light on these
accomplishments, there was and is a collective reinforcement of self-worth and identity, which
helps to counteract the pervasive negative stereotypes and systemic barriers that Black
individuals face. Thus, recognition and validation are vital components of Black Excellence,
fostering a sense of pride and solidarity that fuels further progress and inspires future

generations.
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The Background Questions section provided a detailed and complex illustration of Black
Excellence as expressed by the interviewees. This section included three primary categories:
Definition and Perception, Emotional Impact, and Community Representation. The nine
emergent themes across the categories explored the definition and perception, emotional impact,
and community representation of Black Excellence. Interviewees highlighted the recognition of
Black Excellence, emotional challenges, and the communal significance in fostering self-worth

and identity.

Background: Free Association

After discussing their ideas about the phenomenon of Black Excellence thus far,
interviewees were invited to spend 60 seconds sharing any additional thoughts that came to mind
regarding the questions and/or their responses. Specifically, interviewees were presented with

the following prompt:

o What emotions and thoughts have come up for you since we have spoken about the topic
of Black Excellence in general for a bit? Please feel free to speak them as single words or
phrases.

During this first free association, interviewees shared an array of emotions tied to their
general conceptions of Black Excellence. These emotions ranged from excitement and pride to
support, celebration, love, and joy, highlighting the positive aspects of striving for and achieving
excellence within the Black community (Dorothy, Lucy, Marian, Shirley, Althea, Gwen, Mae,
Ethel, Claudette). A sense of community was also emphasized, underscoring the collective nature
of these achievements (Ida, Bessie). However, feelings of anxiety, pressure, and stress were also
prevalent, reflecting the high expectations and the burden of representation (Dorothy, Lucy,

Ethel, Claudette, Bessie). Additionally, emotions such as empowerment and frustration were
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noted, indicating both the strength derived from these efforts and the obstacles faced along the

way (Marsha, Hazel). Despite these challenges, happiness remained as a significant emotion, and

illustrated the fulfillment and satisfaction that occurred with these accomplishments (Dorothy,

Gwen).

Salience and Frequency of Responses

Interviewees expressed a complex interplay of emotions tied to the concept of Black

Excellence, with the terms community, anxiety, pressure, stress, and excitement emerging as

particularly salient and shared most frequently. Table 2 below displays the contributed terms,

respective frequencies, and sample quotations.

Table 2

Free Association Term Frequency — Interview Area 1 Background Questions

Free Association Frequency

Sample Quotation

Term
Excitement 6
Stress 3
Pressure 2

"Excitement is the word that comes to mind. I'm definitely leaning
toward excitement right now. It’s time to talk about this!" (Ethel).

"There was like something missing in that study [about Black
women and strength]. And I think about that when I'm talking to
you now. Because a lot of times, especially when you said, like,
making sure our research is done with us by us, because I felt like
there was something missing about the stress because it made it
sound like, oh, women, Black women are just strong, they can deal
with it" (Dorothy).

"The pressure to be perfect is immense. There's this constant feeling
that you have to be twice as good to get half as far, and that weighs
heavily on you. It's not just about personal success; it's about
proving that we belong and can excel in spaces that weren't
designed for us" (Claudette).
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Anxiety 2 "Um, I think I would still stick with anxious, but, uh, want to say
that it's like, it's a positive anxiety" (Althea).

Community 2 "Okay, Sha‘Carri Richardson, pride, support, excitement,
celebration, culturally relevant celebration, love, excitement, joy,
community, Hollywood Unlocked, In the Shade Room, my sister,
my mom. It’s all community, even if it feels different in each space'
(Lucy).

Background: Free Association Summary

The free association findings revealed a layered landscape of emotions tied to the concept
of Black Excellence, highlighting both the positive aspects and the challenges associated with
striving for excellence within the Black community. For instance, excitement was frequently
mentioned, with one interviewee expressing a strong sense of excitement and enthusiasm about
discussing Black Excellence and another expressing excitement when achieving personal goals
and representing her community positively. Conversely, stress and pressure were also noted, with
one participant highlighting the immense pressure to be perfect and the burden of representation,
which reflected a broader theme of the high expectations placed on individuals within the Black
community. Additionally, the sense of community was emphasized, with one interviewee
associating Black Excellence with familial and cultural connections. Interviewees' reflections
during this portion of the interview underscored the dual nature of Black Excellence as both a

source of empowerment and a challenge due to societal pressures.

Interview Area 2: Priming
The Priming Questions section of the Black Excellence Semi-Structured Interview
Protocol was designed to help prime participants to focus on the specific experiences of Black

women in relation to the concept of Black Excellence. The questions in this section were
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oriented toward how these women perceived and were affected by societal expectations and
standards of excellence within various contexts. The specific questions posed to interviewees in

this section included:

o How might Black Excellence differ for Black women in particular? What does Black
Excellence mean to you as a Black woman in social spaces and relationships? In
academic spaces and relationships?

e Whom do you think defines the standards of Black Excellence for Black women?
How?

e How much and what type of control do you feel in terms of setting and changing
standards of Black Excellence for yourself as a Black woman?

The exploration of Black Excellence, particularly for the Black women in this study,
encompassed a mixture of themes and experiences represented within four overarching
categories that emerged in keeping with the essence of participant narratives: Black Excellence
for Black Women, Setting and Changing Standards of Black Excellence for Black Women,
Differences in Standards for Black Women and Men, and Academic and Social Spaces and

Relationships. Collectively, these categories address the multifaceted nature of Black Excellence.

Priming Category 1: Black Excellence for Black Women

The category Black Excellence for Black Women delves into the distinct challenges and
societal pressures Black women encounter on their journey to success. This category is a critical
lens through which the multifaceted experiences of Black women are examined, acknowledging
the intersectionality of race and gender that uniquely shapes their paths. According to participant
experiences and observations, information shared and analyzed in this category highlights these

adversities and acknowledges the resilience, confidence, and representation that define Black
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Excellence for Black women. The emergent themes of Intersectionality and Identity and
Emotional Impact capture the sentiments in this category that underscore the importance of self-
belief, community support, and the importance of breaking barriers and redefining standards of

success shared by the interviewees.

Intersectionality and identity. The exploration of intersectionality and identity within
the concept of Black excellence highlights the complex dynamics Black women face in pursuing
success while maintaining their individuality. They encounter obstacles that arise from both
racial and gender-based biases, making their journey more difficult, especially in environments
often shaped by dominant norms. When acknowledging this, one interviewee shared that
"Societal standards for Black women are just much higher than they are for any other
demographic" (Dorothy). Overcoming these obstacles requires understanding the unique
pressures and expectations Black women face in society. In the face of these challenges, many
interviewees cited the strength of their communities as vital sources of encouragement, where
mutual support fosters resilience and a sense of belonging. The importance of collective strength
and shared experience offers powerful tools for navigating the complexities of success. At the
same time, defining one's own identity is key to the pursuit of excellence, with many Black
women asserting their authenticity as a way of resisting external pressures. Reclaiming personal
narratives and setting their own standards become essential strategies when striving to
"deconstruct the narrative” and break free from limiting definitions (Althea). By carving out their
own paths, they transform what it means to succeed, ensuring their achievements reflect their

unique perspectives and strengths.

Emotional impact. Corresponding to the affective identity-related dimensions of how

Black women participants described the experience of Black Excellence, the theme of Emotional
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Impact focuses on the profound emotional responses these experiences evoked. The emotional
experience of striving for Black excellence as a Black woman involves navigating a complex
spectrum of feelings that range from empowerment to stress. Many interviewees expressed
feeling a deep sense of pride when seeing their accomplishments recognized, especially in spaces
where Black women have been historically overlooked. Interviewees spoke about this pride as
often accompanied by intense pressure to constantly prove themselves, leading to emotional
strain and the challenges of living up to high societal expectations. The journey is further
complicated by a mix of emotions, where moments of triumph are often shadowed by frustration,
anxiety, and the need for self-preservation. These conflicting feelings revealed how success can
be both uplifting and taxing, especially in environments that may not fully embrace or support
Black women. One interviewee spoke about a sense of "duality, complex womanhood, Black
womanhood" and how these intersecting identities bring about a range of emotions, from pride in
achievements to frustration with systemic barriers (Mae). Many women expressed that
prioritizing their well-being becomes crucial to maintaining the strength needed to overcome
obstacles as they pursue their goals. These emotional experiences lay the groundwork for a
deeper understanding of how Black women navigate the pursuit of excellence while contending

with the weight of broader societal pressures.

Priming Category 2: Setting and Changing Standards of Black Excellence for Black Women
This category highlights the importance of influence, self-belief, authenticity, and
community support in shaping and redefining what Black Excellence means for Black women in
multiple spaces. The interviewee’s observations and ideas underscored the dynamic and evolving
nature of standards of Black Excellence, emphasizing the role of individual and collective efforts

in creating new paradigms of excellence that resonate with the lived experiences of Black
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women. Additionally, interviewees spoke about the agency and control that Black women exert
in defining their own standards of excellence. The three emergent themes within this category,
External Influences, Self-Determination, and Supportive Communities, represent some ways in
which participants have navigated societal expectations, internalized and challenged stereotypes,

and ultimately set their own benchmarks for success as Black women.

External influences. This theme corresponded to the ways that societal expectations,
family, and historical contexts can shape and redefine what Black Excellence means to
participants. Interviewees again highlighted the pervasive influence of White male paradigms,
along with the unspoken pressures that come from various external sources. One interviewee
noted that standards are often set by family, friends, and society, creating a "cloud that kind of
lingers around" (Marian). As she continued to process and identify sources of control, the
“cloud” seemed to align with or represent the historical and internal pressures that some Black
women face, compelling them to, as the participant stressed, go "way above and beyond" in their
pursuits of excellence (Marian). Another interviewee emphasized the role of societal
expectations in confining Black women to specific lanes or boxes, making it challenging to
achieve their goals without disrupting the status quo (Lucy). The interviewees also discussed the
importance of community support in countering these external pressures, suggesting that leaning

on one another can help Black women collectively navigate and redefine these standards.

Self-determination. The theme emphasizes the importance of Black women setting their
own standards and advocating for self-belief and authenticity in defining Black Excellence.
Interviewees highlighted the significance of having control over their own narratives and
rejecting externally imposed benchmarks. One interviewee articulated this sentiment by stating,

"I feel like I have a lot of control over setting and changing the standards for Black Excellence in
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my own life," she further emphasized the importance of teaching others how to view her through
her actions and responses in order for others to learn her expectations and limits to how she
wishes to be treated (Hazel). Another interviewee underscored the power of creation and the
ability to create and curate their own standards, noting that there is "power to reject and say this
is not a part of my curation" (Althea). Additional ideas and experiences shared by some
participants underscored a sense of agency that Black women possess in defining excellence on
their own terms, focusing on joy, authenticity, and the freedom to explore life and passions in
ways that resonate with their true selves. Furthermore, participants’ sentiments conveyed a belief
that by setting their own standards, they are challenging societal expectations and fostering a

sense of empowerment and self-worth crucial for their personal and collective growth.

Supportive communities. Interviewees frequently highlighted the importance of leaning
on each other for support to navigate and transcend the confined spaces imposed by societal
expectations. One interviewee emphasized that having a support system can help Black women
achieve excellence together, countering the isolation and discouragement that often accompany
their journeys: "The thing we do the most is cry together, like, you know, but we do it together"
(Hazel). Another interviewee noted that Black Excellence is deeply rooted in community, where
accomplishments are seen as collective rather than individual, thereby cultivating a sense of
shared purpose and resilience: "For me, it means, you know, making ways [of] doing stuff in the
community, making sure they, you know, support, like, others" (Shirley). This communal
approach contrasts sharply with the individualistic paradigms often prevalent in White and
patriarchal societies. The interviewees also reflected on the historical context of separation and
competition among Black women, advocating for a shift towards unconditional love and support

to uplift each other collectively: "I think originally, and still now, it's like in response to our right,
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as humans, and just like, again, just being in America, fairness, and like equality and different
things" (Marian). A prevalent aspect of this theme that surfaced was that by fostering supportive
communities, Black women can redefine excellence on their own terms, creating spaces where

their achievements are celebrated, and their potential is fully realized.

Priming Category 3: Differences in Standards for Black Women and Men

This category explored the gender-specific disparities and expectations that exist within
the Black community, shedding light on the distinctive challenges and pressures faced by Black
women compared to their male counterparts. Interviewees consistently pointed out that Black
women often have to navigate a more complex landscape of societal expectations, where they are
expected to excel academically and professionally, and also in their personal lives, often without
the same level of support or recognition afforded to Black men. Another interviewee emphasized
the additional burdens of colorism, body image, and internalized anti-Blackness that Black
women must contend with, which further complicates their dream of excellence. The emergent
themes of Comparative Expectations and Emotional and Social Dynamics reveal and recognize
disparities rooted in external societal pressures and internal community dynamics, where
traditional gender roles and expectations can limit the opportunities and recognition for Black
women. By exploring these themes, Black women's distinct and often overlooked experiences of
advocating for a more nuanced understanding of Black Excellence that accounts for gender-

specific challenges and triumphs are brought more clearly into view.

Comparative expectations. Exploring the different expectations for Black women and
men revealed unique hurdles Black women face in their pursuit of success. Unlike their male
peers, Black women often bear greater responsibilities across professional, academic, and

personal spheres yet receive less recognition and support. These disparities are compounded by
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additional challenges like colorism, body image issues, and internalized biases, making their
journey toward success even more complex. These gender-based pressures can limit
opportunities and impact Black women's well-being as they navigate both external societal
expectations and internal community dynamics. The emotional and social toll of these demands
is significant and carries the possibility of affecting their mental health and relationships within
and beyond the Black community. Recounting her thoughts on the demands and the energy

needed for such endeavors, one interviewee stated:

I reflect on the experiences of just personally, being in spaces as a woman, and what that
feels like and [the] difficulties. And so thinking about having to navigate spaces and
conversations, being Black and being a woman. It is nuanced, I would say. Yeah, the
experience, it's filled with multiple things that those individuals [other Black women]

would have to do, to go through, to deal with. (Claudette)

Recognizing these experiences is crucial to reshaping the concept of Black Excellence to
reflect Black women's gender-specific challenges and achievements. Understanding these
differences offers a clearer view of how Black women must carve out their own paths while

overcoming distinct obstacles.

Emotional and social dynamics. Within the context of Black Excellence, experiences
and ideas shared about the emotional and social dynamics of differing treatment reveal a layered
and intricate experience for Black women, who often face different standards compared to Black
men. Interviewees highlighted disparities rooted in external societal pressures and internal
community dynamics, where traditional gender roles and expectations can limit opportunities
and recognition for Black women. While Black men may encounter less lofty expectations, at

times, Black women frequently endure heightened scrutiny. They are often taken for granted in
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many arenas, but most notably, in both academic and social spaces. While navigating unique sets
of expectations, Black women often encounter significant emotional strain, dealing with constant
scrutiny and the pressure to excel in environments where their efforts are frequently undervalued.
Participants reiterated how this ongoing emotional toll can lead to feelings of isolation,
frustration, and a constant need to prove themselves in spaces that may not be welcoming or
supportive. When speaking about the need for support in places of heightened scrutiny, one
interviewee noted, "We have to tell ourselves and remind ourselves of that [our worth]. I guess
the world broadly isn't necessarily affirming of us, we have to affirm within ourselves" (Ida).
Despite, or possibly because of, these challenges, many Black women find strength in the
communities and support systems they cultivate. The encouragement and solidarity they receive
from their inner circles, family, and broader community are vital for maintaining resilience in the
face of these pressures. Interviewees described this support as crucial to counteracting emotional
burdens, providing a necessary source of empowerment, and helping them navigate the complex
landscape of societal expectations. One interviewee expressed, "I feel like we need to try to lean
on each other for support in order to get out of these confined spaces. Because it can be very
isolating. It can be very discouraging, it can feel really scary" (Bessie). Through these
connections, Black women are able to find the strength to continue striving for excellence while

staying grounded in their values and maintaining their mental and emotional well-being.

Priming Category 4: Academic and Social Spaces and Relationships
The Academic and Social Spaces and Relationships category delves into the multifaceted
experiences of Black women in both educational and social contexts. This category examines

how these women navigate their environments, the support systems they build, and the
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disparities they face compared to others, including Black men. Two crucial themes emerged in

this category: Different Treatment and Balancing Expectations while Celebrating Culture.

Different treatment. In academic settings, Black women often encounter a lack of
representation and support, which can impact their sense of belonging and confidence. One
interviewee shared, "When you're a Black woman, usually, you may have another Black woman
in your course. Your classwork, your classes, but you're not being taught by Black women"
(Lucy). This lack of representation can create an isolating experience, making it challenging for
Black women to see themselves reflected in their academic mentors and leaders. In building on
the notion of the scarcity of Black women in academic settings, participant Shirley shared that
she often struggled with feelings of isolation and the need to overperform to gain recognition for
her work while also navigating systems that feel stacked against her. She also shared the need to

protect herself and her work from peers and educators around her who doubt her capabilities:

It's 10 times if we had to work like 10 times harder just to have some sort of recognition,
even if it's the same work that we're doing, you know, whoever our counterparts are you
like, even I was in a class. And so I was paired with an Asian, Asian male and a White
male for a group project, and it was only 5% of the class. But they tried to say that, that |
stole their code, and [the professor] sent me to academic dishonesty, and like, all this
stuff. And they're like, ‘Oh, can you prove it? This is your code.’ I was like, I sure can.
Because at the bottom, I always code like a little special character, some a little razzle-
dazzle. And so I was like, oh, you know, you run this little thing, run this code, press run.
No one said anything to me after that, and those dudes had their turn in academic

dishonesty, no apology, though.
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Many participants spoke of encounters laden with microaggressions and outright racism
that their male counterparts might not experience to the same extent. One interviewee recounted
an experience with a White male college sports coach who made racially charged remarks and

how this treatment took her off guard:

I feel like it definitely differs. A lot of my research that I'm doing looks at, so as an
undergrad, I identified as a Black female student-athlete. And I had experience with a
White older male coach. He was very racist. And you know, my freshman year, I went to
Springfield College and Springfield, Mass., super expensive. I knew I wanted to be a
sports psychologist. I'm like, why am I paying 50 grand? In a semester in undergrad when
I need to be in school for like 10 more years. So I came back to CUNY, and I finished my
degree at City College in New York and Harlem. So very diverse, right? Like City
College is like being on the subway, you get everything, you get a whole cocktail, which
was wonderful because being in Springfield Mass, it was not like that. So I was not
expecting to encounter the racism from this White male coach that we did in Harlem, and
20, from 2014 to 2017. Right. Um, and he would say a lot of things like, oh, just, ‘are you
with the lights? Or are you with the darks today?’ Like, what side of the plantation?

(Bessie)

Interviewees shared that this kind of treatment undermines their confidence and also
places an extra burden on them to constantly defend their identity and capabilities. Furthermore,
as Black women in professional spaces, they expressed that they often find themselves excluded
from informal networks and opportunities that are more readily available to Black men, which

can hinder their professional growth and access to resources. Participant Ethel reflected on her
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notions of the different treatment of, and assumptions held about Black women versus Black

men:

I think it's interesting to kind of separate men and women because I do think in the Black
community, just overall, the Black diaspora and not just Black Americans, but like, I do
think women are always expected to do more. And I guess this could extend to other
cultures too. But, you know, Black women are that trope of like, oh, they can do
everything, whether they're a single mom or the primary parent in the household of two
parents are like, you know, people who would esteem to like their grandmothers and
aunts, like people who helped bring them to who they are. And there's always that kind of
like, okay, like, you know, the woman will get it done. And then we even think of that, in
a way of that. The statistics show that Black women hold more degrees than Black men.
And it's like, okay, so you all really think that it's okay for us to do everything, even when
we're happy to do it. And of course, there's many reasons for this, you know, I won't, like
try to like dig into, like, all those things. But I feel like, as a woman, it's hard to be in the
spot, and you fight for the spot. And you're still in, like, male-dominated spaces all the
time, even in programs that, you know, may have more women, like, there are men who
feel like they can tell you what to do or feel like they're superior, even when they're your

equal.

The sentiments shared by participant Ethel speak to the challenges brought up by many of
the study participants that Black women face in male-dominated spaces and the expectation for

them to do more, which severely curtails opportunities.

Balancing expectations while celebrating culture. Within the Academic and Social

Spaces and Relationships category, the theme of Balancing Expectations while Celebrating
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Culture emerges as a significant aspect of Black women's experiences. Social spaces are often
seen as vibrant opportunities to celebrate Black culture, network, and support each other, which
can stand in stark contrast to the rigidity and high expectations often found in academic settings,
where Black women feel the pressure to "check a box, be the best, and measure up against
everything" (Mae). The dichotomy between these two spaces highlights the importance of social
networks in providing a sense of community and emotional support, which is crucial for

navigating the often isolating and demanding academic environments.

In social contexts, Black women often find themselves forming tight-knit communities
to support and uplift each other. One interviewee described the importance of these relationships:
"When I think of Black Excellence, as a woman in the social circle, I think of how I can support
my friends, how my friends support me, how we can just, we can, and we do motivate each other

to achieve our goals" (Dorothy). Another interviewee expressed:

I think in the social setting, when it’s very lively, it's more warm. It's fun like we're

ki-ki-ing, I think in I think of like the 90 sitcoms, I think of like Tia and Tamara like I
think of sisterhood in the literal sense. And just like the broad sense. And I think when it
comes to like, academia, it's rigid, it's strict. I have to check a box, I have to be the best.
Everything is perfect. It's like there's a ruler up against me. And I'm measuring

everything. (Mae)

This emotional burden is compounded by the lack of representation and mentorship in
these spaces, sometimes making the journey toward excellence a solitary and strenuous path.
Another participant noted, "There's still excitement, happiness, you may feel like you need to

exert boundaries and levels of control. You may feel like you need to kind of like rewrite the
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handbook for what this what this life is, like, in whatever space you're in as a Black woman"

(Lucy).

Priming: Free Association

During this second free association opportunity, interviewees expressed many emotions
and thoughts when discussing the standards of Black Excellence for Black women raised by the
Priming questions. These emotions included excitement and optimism about evolving beyond
traditional labels and allowing Black women to explore life and passions in diverse ways (Ethel,
Claudette). Happiness and encouragement were also prominent, with interviewees reflecting on
the achievements of Black women in their inner circles and historical figures, which provided a
sense of energy and motivation (Althea, Dorothy, Mae). However, there were also feelings of
curiosity and frustration, particularly regarding the masculine-dominated narrative of Black
Excellence and the pressures it places on Black women (Gwen). Anxiety and loneliness were
salient emotions as well, stemming from the expectations and misunderstandings associated with
Black Excellence (Marian). Yet again, the need for empowerment and advocacy was highlighted,
with interviewees expressing a desire to push boundaries and rewrite the handbook for life in
various spaces (Marsha). These emotions depicted the complex experiences of the interviewees
as Black women in relation to the concept of Black Excellence and the standards imposed upon

them.

Salience and Frequency

Interviewees expressed an array of emotions intricately tied to the concept of Black
Excellence, with the terms positivity, happiness, guilt, frustration, curiosity, and excitement
emerging as salient and shared most frequently, with the exception of curiosity and frustration.

The latter two emotions are included because while they were not explicitly stated as frequently,
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challenges and experiences that are deeply linked with these emotions were implied in various
interviewee statements. Additionally, happiness/positivity are combined in the response counts
due to their connection and interchangeable nature in the interviewees’ responses. Table 3 below
displays the salient terms with their respective frequencies and example quotes highlighting the

term and sentiment.

Table 3

Free Association Term Frequency — Interview Area 2 — Priming Questions

Free Frequency Free Association Quotes

Association

Term

Excitement 3 "I just am I'm excited to get to a point where we continue to

evolve and focus less on the labels that we put onto each other
in the Black community and more about just allowing Black
people, Black women to just explore life and passions in ways
that, that work for them." (Ida).

Guilt 2 "I feel guilty sometimes for not being able to support other
Black women as much as [ want to." (Shirley).

Happiness/ 2 "Um, I would say Happy emotions. Positive encouraging ones,
just like reflecting on my inner circle and family and the Black
women that have been around and in history like, it's just, it's
amazing." (Gwen)

Positivity

Frustration 1 "Yeah, I think and some venues I feel like frustrated that it's
like that like in many ways, Black woman or like the idea of
Black Excellence, but also are thoroughly penalized by it."
(Georgia).

Curious 1 "I feel curious, because you know, Black Excellence is always
kind of like lurking and like in the back of my mind at least."
(Ida).

Priming: Free Association Summary
During the second round of free association, interviewees frequently expressed

excitement and optimism about moving beyond traditional labels, emphasizing the importance of
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allowing Black women to explore their passions and lives in diverse ways. This sentiment was
captured in phrases regarding evolving past rigid definitions of excellence and embracing a
broader spectrum of achievements. Happiness and positivity were voiced as interviewees
reflected on the accomplishments of Black women in their personal circles and historical
contexts. These associative words and phrases provided a sense of energy and motivation,
reinforcing the positive aspects of Black Excellence. However, interviewees also emphasized
guilt, particularly related to the perceived inability to support other Black women adequately,
which underscored the communal aspect of Black Excellence and the pressure to uplift others
within the community. Frustration and curiosity, although less frequently mentioned, were
implied through discussions about the masculine-dominated narrative of Black Excellence and
the societal pressures it imposes. Interviewees expressed curiosity about redefining this narrative
and exploring what Black Excellence means when detached from traditional gender roles.
Anxiety and loneliness were linked to the expectations and misunderstandings surrounding Black
Excellence, highlighting the emotional toll of striving for excellence in a society that often

misinterprets or undervalues these efforts.

Interview Area 3: Formative Influences

The Formative Influences Questions section probed the early life experiences of Black
women, focusing on encounters with Black Excellence within their family and community
settings. This section aimed to discover how formative experiences with examples of women
embodying Black Excellence shaped their understanding and expectations of the phenomenon
and how that understanding may have influenced their mental health and experiences as graduate

students. The specific questions posed to interviewees in this section included:
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o Tell me about some of your experiences with Black folks as you grew up: Who were
some of the women who embodied Black Excellence in your life growing up?
e Were there specific women around you who embodied Black Excellence who stood out?
How did they embody it? What words would you use to describe them?
e When was the first time you realized this person embodied Black Excellence for you?
Exploring the influence of Black women on the participants’ concepts of Black
Excellence provided an opportunity to explore the impact of this aspect of the phenomenon.
Three categories that captured their influence emerged: Formative Influences and Personal
Relationships, Characteristics and Qualities, and Emotional Impact and Broader Implications.
Encompassing the wide range of themes found collectively across the interviews, these
categories provide a window into the connections the participants had or have with women who
embodied excellence, even if they were unaware of the phenomenon or lacked the language to
identify it at a young age. The Formative Influences and Personal Relationships category
highlights the foundational roles that mothers, grandmothers, teachers, and community members
play in shaping individuals' lives. According to participants, Characteristics and Qualities are a
category that delves into the inherent traits such as strength, resilience, and the ability to balance
multiple roles, contributing to the definition of Black Excellence. Lastly, the Emotional Impact
and Broader Implications category addresses the gratitude, admiration, and systemic challenges

Black women face, emphasizing their role as inspirational figures.

Formative Influence Category 1: Formative Influence and Personal Relationships
The foundational roles that mothers, grandmothers, teachers, and community members
play in shaping individuals' lives are central to understanding the influence of Black women on

Black Excellence. These formative relationships provide the bedrock upon which values,
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confidence, and aspirations are built. Through their unwavering support, guidance, and personal
sacrifices, these influential figures instill a sense of identity, resilience, and purpose in those they
nurture. The three emergent themes within this category highlighted the profound impact of these
relationships, showcasing how Black women serve as pillars of strength and sources of
inspiration, guiding the trajectories of those around them. The themes in this category include

Mothers and Grandmothers, Teachers and Mentors, and Broader Family and Community.

Mothers and grandmothers. Emerging throughout the interviews, the theme of Mothers
and Grandmothers echoed prominently as many interviewees recounted their mothers and
grandmothers as the epitome of strength, resilience, and care, often described as the bedrock of
their families. These women were celebrated for balancing professional success with personal
sacrifices, demonstrating an unwavering commitment to their families and communities. For
instance, one interviewee reflected on her mother’s relentless advocacy within the education
system, ensuring that her children received fair treatment and opportunities, stating, "She helped
me find scholarships so that I could...advocate to go to a middle school that was a better fit"
(Althea). Another interviewee spoke of her grandmother's influence: "My grandmother was a
Maryland state delegate, and she embodied resilience and cultivated Black representation”
(Shirley). These narratives underscored how mothers and grandmothers provided emotional and
practical support while also serving as powerful role models, instilling values of perseverance,
dedication, and excellence in their children. As one interviewee poignantly put it, "I realized my
mother's excellence around the age of 20, and I am filled with gratitude and appreciation for the

women who have come before me" (Marian).

Teachers and mentors. The theme of Teachers and Mentors underscores the significant

role that these figures played in shaping the interviewees' perceptions and experiences of Black
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Excellence earlier in their lives. Teachers and mentors were often described as inspirational,
motivational, and sometimes strict, pushing their students to succeed and overcome obstacles.
These influential figures were said to have instilled confidence, character, and a love for
learning, leaving a lasting impact on their mentees. One interviewee recalled encouragement
from her teachers, stating, "I had like three Black female teachers who took an interest in me,
saw my excitement to read, and would recommend books and talk to my parents about ways to
help with my education" (Ethel). Another interviewee highlighted the influence of a long-term
mentor, sharing, "She was an example of Black Excellence in her presentation and style, and she
showed me that you could be successful and still enjoy life" (Ida). Participants’ observations
illustrated how teachers and mentors provided academic guidance and served as role models,

demonstrating what it meant to embody Black Excellence.

Broader family and community. This theme emphasizes the expansive network of
influence that extends beyond immediate family to include aunts, cousins, and other community
members who embody Black Excellence. Interviewees often reflected on how these individuals
played a crucial role in their formative years, showcasing achievements and providing

unwavering support. One interviewee fondly recalled,

I think that my mom's best friend, she was also subsequently my brother's best friend's
mom. Growing up, I think of her a lot. I think of her because her and my mom had, like,
similar stories, like, moving to the United States, but she moved outside the States before
she had kids and a husband. She explored and she excelled. That was cool, really cool to

see when | hardly saw other Black women at all. (Marsha)

When remembering the role that her church community played in her life, one interviewee
shared,
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There's one lady in particular. Her name is Dr. A.B., and she had her doctorate. And that,
to me, showed me, like, okay, Black women can be doctors, like they can get their
doctorates. And then there ended up being more [women with doctorates] like, as I started
applying, like, so many more influences of like, Black PhDs. And I was like, oh, like, this
is like a very possible thing. Because if you look at the statistics, it's like, okay, 4%, Black
doctors, Black PhDs, like, that's scary to hear. But when you have that representation in
front of your face, it’s a lot more, I don't know, obtainable? It seems like you can get it

too. (Lucy)

Formative Influence Category 2: Characteristics and Qualities

According to the participants, inherent traits that define Black Excellence include
strength, resilience, and the remarkable ability to balance multiple roles and responsibilities.
Many participants consistently highlighted how these qualities are and have been embodied by
the Black women in their lives who serve or have served as powerful role models. Through their
stories, participants underscored how these qualities have shaped their own aspirations and
understanding of what it means to excel. The interviews collectively painted a picture of Black
Excellence as not just a set of achievements but a way of being that encompasses perseverance,
dedication, and an unwavering commitment to both personal and communal success. This

category includes two emergent themes: Strength and Resilience and Caring and Inspirational.

Strength and resilience. This theme underscores how interviewees considered,
recognized, and identified the characteristics and qualities of Black Excellence in the Black
women around them during their formative years. These women are often characterized by their
strength and resilience, embodying an ability to thrive despite significant challenges. One

participant reflected on the multifaceted excellence of Black women around her in childhood,
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noting, "This ability to succeed in multiple different domains of life, I think to me, showed they
were excellent at being Black, being a woman, achieving, in spite of all the things that they had

going on" (Mae). Another interviewee emphasized the importance of grace, stating,

One of the things that I appreciate most about a lot of the Black women in my life who
embody this Black Excellence is how they're able to gracefully move throughout each

domain of their life without missing a beat. (Lucy)

Additionally, these women's resilience is often seen as a source of inspiration; as one

participant described,

I think of all the things they've been through and how they don't let it break them. And
I'm sure I know that their goals are different than mine...but I think of how, and when I

say strong in that sense, they didn't let the things they went through break them. (Gwen)

Caring and inspirational. Participants described the salient characteristics and actions
of the Black women who embodied Black Excellence in their formative years. The Caring and
Inspirational theme represents the descriptions interviewees provided of these women as
nurturing, providing emotional support and guidance, and serving as pillars of strength and
motivation. Interviewees often spoke of the inspiration and care these women provided. One
participant reflected on her mother’s achievements and interests, "My mother was a nurse,
valedictorian, and life coach; she was strong, powerful, graceful, and blessed" (Mae). Another
interviewee considered the multifaceted excellence of Black women in her life, noting, "They
were all educated...and yet they also juggled having a family, being a good wife, being a mother,
doing extracurriculars, volunteering at church, being a part of the community" (Dorothy).

Additionally, the inspirational aspect of these women’s characters was often emphasized, as one
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participant described their mentor, "She was this example of Black Excellence...she had this style
about her that was just so unique...she is doing the things she has her boundaries at work, she’s

thriving" (Ida).

Formative Influence Category 3: Emotional Impact and Broader Implications

Participants consistently emphasized the emotional experiences of witnessing Black
Excellence, describing feelings of pride, inspiration, and motivation. Their observations,
narratives, and reflections celebrated the individual accomplishments of Black women while
underscoring their role as inspirational figures who uplifted entire communities. In navigating
and overcoming systemic barriers, these women set powerful examples of determination and
savvy that challenged societal norms and inspired future generations of Black people to strive for
greatness. The broader implications of their achievements extended beyond personal success,
contributing to a collective sense of empowerment and progress within the Black community.
Three themes emerged from participants' rich narratives: Gratitude and Admiration, Challenges

and Systemic Dynamics, and Representation and Inspiration.

Gratitude and admiration. This theme spotlights the deep gratitude and admiration that
interviewees feel toward Black women who have embodied Black Excellence, and most
interviewees appeared deeply moved when reflecting on their impact. One participant expressed

a deep sense of awe, stating,

I think that goes back to what I was saying, with the women that I admire. You know, I
think about if my life was the way their lives were, could I still be soft? You know, can I
still be empathetic? Can I still be compassionate? Could I still believe that things can get
better? That's something that they all embody, they still they haven't given up hope in a
world that has that can easily take away your hope. (Lucy)
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Another interviewee shared her gratitude for the Black women in her life who she
considered emotional guides to survival. In reflecting on where she has come, she reflected on
how her guides have made her feel, the emotions she is open to, and the positive aspects of life

they have shared with her:

Yeah, I'm strong. Strong willed. Powerful. How do I feel? I feel love, I feel pressure, |
feel responsible. Um, I feel empowered. They, those women, they embody grace and
stride, they're blessed, and I'm blessed. Genuine care, they offered that. (Mae)

The emotional resonance of these reflections was palpable, as one participant noted, "I

feel love, I feel pressure, I feel responsible. Um, I feel empowered. They embody grace"

(Shirley).

Challenges and systemic dynamics. Illustrating the formidable obstacles and systemic
inequalities that Black women can and often do encounter while striving to thrive, this theme
represents foundational hurdles that can thwart their progress. Many interviewees spoke about
the broader challenges, including navigating complex systemic structures and the relentless
pressure to be exceptional. This theme also highlights the recognition of the need to support and
validate the efforts of Black women as they maneuver through these barriers. One participant
described the intricate layers of these challenges, stating, "You have one dynamic between Black
people, you have one dynamic between Black women and Black people, then race broadly and
then within a broader system" (Dorothy). Another interviewee emphasized the resilience required
to overcome these obstacles, noting, "I think the excellence part comes in when you move past it,
and you get over the hump. When you move through the hump, you find another way around the
hump" (Mae). Additionally, the emotional toll of these systemic pressures was salient, with one

participant reflecting, "In certain times as Black people, we had to turn off our emotions to
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survive...but we need to ask, what do you do to survive? And how is that sometimes glorified?

But how is that harmful?" (Ethel).

Representation and inspiration. Many interviewees emphasized the importance of
representation, noting that seeing Black women excel in various domains provided them with the
motivation and confidence to strive for their own success. When describing her mother’s impact
on her work ethic, one interviewee shared, "Yeah, when I think about Black woman specifically,
I mean, I think my mom was kind of the cornerstone of that. My mom worked very, very hard.
She was a director of a company for, I think, 35 years" (Gwen). Participants viewed Black
women’s achievements as paving the way for future generations, creating a legacy of excellence
and resilience. One participant shared, "I think my mom and her sisters, they're some of
the...strongest women I know. And I mean that in the sense that exactly how society has told us
we have to be strong...I think of all the things they've been through and how they don't let it
break them" (Lucy). Another interviewee reflected on the impact of a mentor, stating, "She was
this example of Black Excellence. One just in like her presentation, like just she had this style
about her that was just so unique" (Ida). The emotional and inspirational impact of these role

models is further highlighted by another participant who noted,

I think, um, one of the things that I appreciate most about like, a lot of the Black women
in my life who embody this Black Excellence is how they're able to gracefully like move
throughout each domain of their life without missing a beat. Like, they're always good at
it or not, but I don't know it, because if they never show, they never show, if they have a

mishap or a misstep, they just move gracefully through. (Marsha)

Formative Influences: Free Association
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After discussing Black women who served as formative influences in their childhoods,
how they did so, and when they first recognized the presence of Black Excellence around them
during childhood, interviewees were invited to spend 60 seconds sharing any and all of their
thoughts that pertained to the discussion of the questions in the section. When prompted to begin

the free association, interviewees were presented with the following prompt:

e What emotions and thoughts come up for you since we have spoken about the topic of
Black Excellence in general for a bit? Please feel free to speak them as single words or
phrases.
Salience and Frequency

With regard to the terms that were shared during this third free association, participants
described intricately linked emotions tied to the concept of Black Excellence in the context of
their formative influences, with the terms gratitude, appreciation, inspiration, and awe emerging
as salient and shared more frequently. Table 4 below displays the salient terms with their

respective frequencies and example quotes that highlight the term and sentiment.

Table 4

Free Association Term Frequency — Interview Area 3 — Formative Influences

Free Frequency Free Association Quotes

Association

Term

Gratitude 3 "They did not play. But they worked hard on us, because they

believed in us. And now I see why they were so hard on us
because they knew like what was in store for us, like in second
third grade, we couldn't see all of that, but they knew that we
were going to encounter so much and they just wanted to instill
like character and confidence, like in our little Black bodies,
and minds at that time could be Black Excellence, like, because
it's like, if they're not instilling it in us, then other people are
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Free Frequency Free Association Quotes
Association
Term

just going to easily tear us down. And I think for me, that just
brings up a lot of emotions were like, I feel very grateful. I feel
it's almost surreal to be thinking back. Like, I'm like, oh my
god, I can't believe I'm 28 years old, and like how time has
flown. But I feel truly emotional in ways I really can't even
express that, like, wow, these, these people really believe these
Black woman really believed in me, when I was like a little
kid, like, not even 100 pounds." (Bessie)

Appreciation 2 "I've just these women who have come before me, so I'm just
feeling very appreciative of life and my family, and their
impact on me." (Claudette)

Inspiration 2 "I'll say, deliberate Black confidence. What else? I would say
inspirational. To my, like, future aspirations. Yeah, they were
integral to that." (Gwen)

Awe 1 "I would say just like an AWE and amazed overall feelings are
still like, positive and grateful." (Marian)

Formative Influences: Free Association Summary

The free association findings in this interview area revealed that interviewees frequently
identified emotions such as gratitude, appreciation, inspiration, and awe when reflecting on their
formative experiences with Black women who embodied Black excellence. These emotions were
profoundly linked to the influence these women had on their lives. For instance, participants felt
grateful for the hard work and belief these women had in them, which instilled the character and
confidence necessary to face future challenges. Additionally, gratitude was a prominent
sentiment as participants recalled how these women worked tirelessly to support and uplift them.
Additionally, participants felt inspired and appreciative of the resilience and strength
demonstrated by these women, which motivated them to excel in their own lives. These
formative experiences were pivotal, as they provided emotional support and served as a source of
inspiration and motivation for the interviewees.
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Interview Area 4: Academic Effects

The Academic Effects section of the interview was designed to examine how the
phenomenon of Black Excellence both influenced and continues to influence the academic
experiences and decisions of Black women graduate students. Further, this section aimed to
reveal the impact of societal and cultural standards on their educational paths and mental health.

The specific questions posed to interviewees in this section included:

e How did standards of Black Excellence affect your academic choices growing up?
e How do standards of Black Excellence affect academic choices and paths now?

The phenomenon of Black Excellence, particularly as it pertains to Black women,
significantly influences both their early academic experiences and their current academic choices
and aspirations. Two primary categories encapsulate the nuanced impact of Black Excellence on
the participants: Influence of Early Academic Experiences, and Current Academic Choices and
Aspirations. The first category, Influence of Early Academic Experiences, reveals how
foundational experiences, such as advanced academic tracks, parental expectations, and the
navigation of biases and stereotypes, shape the academic trajectories of Black women from a
young age. According to interviewees, these early influences lay the groundwork for future
academic endeavors and instill a drive for excellence. The second category, Current Academic
Choices and Aspirations, reflects how the commitment to Black Excellence continues to guide
the interviewees’ academic paths, emphasizing important points such as the dedication to making
a social impact, the importance of agency and choice, and the need to balance academic rigor

with personal well-being.

Academic Effects Category 1: Influence of Early Academic Experiences
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The Influence of Early Academic Experiences category encapsulates the foundational
moments and environments that shaped the academic trajectories of the interviewees from a
young age. These experiences included being placed on advanced academic tracks, which
exposed them to rigorous educational standards early on, and the high expectations set by parents
and family members, which instilled a sense of responsibility and motivation to excel.
Additionally, navigating biases and stereotypes in academic settings often served as both a
challenge and a catalyst for proving their capabilities. Three salient themes emerged within this
category that portray aspects and outcomes of Black Excellence that set the interviews on their
distinctive paths. The themes include Advanced Academic Tracks, Parental Expectations and

Support, and Navigating Bias and Stereotypes.

Advanced academic tracks. The theme of Advanced Academic Tracks highlighted how
early placement in rigorous academic programs significantly influenced the interviewees'
perceptions of Black Excellence and their educational capabilities. Many participants recounted
how being placed on advanced tracks set high standards for their academic performance and

instilled a sense of responsibility to excel. One participant reflected,

I was the youngest when we lived in South Carolina. Like, when we moved, I was the
youngest one, and [ started here in fourth grade. And so just like, the trajectory of school,
I did an advanced program in middle school. And then I was like, Okay, well, we'll
continue this advanced trajectory and do, like, AP classes as well. It was just like, it was
kind of there. And I think that's what the standard or bar was like, for like, our whole

family. (Marian)

This type of early exposure to challenging coursework seemed to reinforce some

interviewees’ belief in their own potential and also aligned with the broader societal and familial
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expectations of Black Excellence. Another participant shared, "I was in all these summer
programs. So excellence to me was like the medical path. And then I took AP Chemistry, [ was
like, oh, never mind!" (Dorothy). This narrative underscores how advanced academic tracks also
helped her navigate and refine her academic interests. Additionally, one participant mentioned, "I
was in all the honors classes, and I felt like I had to prove that I belonged there, which pushed me

to work even harder" (Althea).

Parental expectations and support. Many participants noted that their parents had high
aspirations for them, and often emphasized the importance of higher education in particular.
Participants spoke of different ways in which this support and expectation from family members
instilled a sense of responsibility and motivation to excel academically and in real-world

practical senses. One participant shared,

My parents were very involved in my life, and I'm very appreciative for that. They were
very vocal about the fact that [ had to make a decision on what I had to do with my life.
So that meant I had to either who were my options I had to either go to college or add to
join the military. Or I had to get a job. I had three options, and to them, by accomplishing
those things, I would have demonstrated, even though I didn't have the term Black
Excellence to them, because there were so many things that I was avoiding that they were
nervous that [ would get involved in, if [ wasn't focused on one of these three, and goals,
that I had to make sure that [ was self-sustaining, that [ was able to make money, and that
I wasn't in trouble in danger in the eye of the police, that I wasn't underage, and with a
child, they didn't want me to get caught up in a romance and then lose focus of these

three end goals. So they were very adamant about me making a decision and then
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accomplishing that decision; they were also reminding me of the accomplishments of my

family before me and how, if I didn't make a choice, that I would let them down. (Althea)
This sentiment was echoed by another interviewee who reflected,

I think some standards definitely just also came from like a cultural perspective, like I'm
Nigerian, so I think my parents, they are different than other Nigerian parents in that they
were like, you don't have to be a doctor or a lawyer, or like some other big fancy degree,

but as long as you go to school, like, that's all we really care about. (Georgia)

Additionally, a participant highlighted the sense of familial duty by detailing
conversations with her extended family about her future paths: "They were also reminding me of
the accomplishments of my family before me, and how, if I didn't make a choice, that I would let

them down" (Claudette).

Navigating bias and stereotypes. Navigating Bias and Stereotypes was a theme that was
present throughout the interviews; however, participants acknowledged and spoke in more detail
about biases and stereotypes within the context of their current academic endeavors. Participants
frequently discussed how biases, prejudices, and stereotypes impacted their educational
experiences, yet many used these challenges as motivation to excel and prove their capabilities.

One participant noted,

I think the idea of biases has been on my mind a little bit more, and stereotypes and all
kinds of things. So, I think about that in school, not that I let it hinder how I perform, if

anything, I probably let it motivate me a little bit more. (Georgia)

This sentiment was echoed by another interviewee who shared,
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I always think, like, oh, I wonder what their expectations when they see me or what their
thoughts are, but I also think that at this point in their career, I'm not the first Black

woman that's come in their class. (Hazel)

Additionally, the need to counteract preconceived notions was highlighted by a
participant who mentioned, "I think for me, I see the pivot in like when Black Excellence was
centered around proving White people wrong, versus Black Excellence as about like being in
service to Black women" (Ida). Another participant reflected on the emotional toll of navigating
these aspects, stating, "I think like it's kind of hard, because it's like something that you don't get
a break from. So it's kind of like normal. But I'm constantly stressed out all the time, when things

don't go right" (Mae).

Academic Effects Category 2: Current Academic Choices and Aspirations

The Current Academic Choices and Aspirations category reflected how the commitment
to Black Excellence continues to guide the academic paths of the Black women who participated
in the interviews. This theme emphasizes the dedication to making a social impact, highlighting
how many participants are driven by a desire to contribute positively to their communities and
address systemic issues. It also stresses the importance of agency and choice as these women
navigate their academic journeys with a strong sense of purpose and autonomy. The emergent
themes in this category include Commitment to Black Excellence, Agency and Choice in

Academic Paths, and Balancing Academic and Personal Well-being.

Commitment to Black Excellence. Many participants expressed a strong dedication to
embodying and promoting Black Excellence through their academic work. This often involved

focusing their research and academic efforts on issues pertinent to the Black community, such as
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Black women's health, and striving to make impactful contributions. One participant emphasized

this commitment by stating,

I think a big takeaway here and also a bit of the last section is like different
manifestations of Black Excellence. Like socially but also like family versus like friends
in the community. Those present very differently especially because my parents were like

that you're going to college you're gonna get your degree. (Georgia)

Another participant described the broader impact of their work, noting,

I think it kind of just stems from that unconditional love and positive regard that I got
from my Black teachers and my mom in particular, along the way, where it was just like,

you can just do whatever if you put your mind to it. (Althea)

Additionally, the importance of community support in achieving Black Excellence was

highlighted by a participant who shared,

I think that Black Excellence wouldn't happen if there wasn't an army of people behind
you, rooting you on, cheering you on, doing things for you, so that you can spend more

time doing the things you need to do to be successful. (Mae)

Finally, when reflecting on who is served by a belief in and commitment to Black Excellence,

participant Ida expanded on her thoughts, which are shared above, and continued below.

I think a lot of kind of going back earlier in the interview when we were talking about
what it means to change Black Excellence, or how I define it, I think for me, I see the
pivot in like when Black Excellence was centered around proving White people wrong,

versus Black Excellence is about like being in service to Black women. And me being
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more comfortable with that, like, definition of Black Excellence because of who it serves

and who it is about, versus like, who I'm trying to prove wrong. (Ida)

Agency and choice in academic paths. The theme of Agency and Choice in Academic
Paths illustrated the importance of having the freedom to choose one's academic journey and
areas of focus, a concept prominently highlighted by participants. This sense of agency was
linked to a broader understanding of Black Excellence, where success is defined by external
standards, personal fulfillment, and community impact. One participant reflected on this

freedom, stating,

I am focusing my research on how I can support Black students. And I try to be very clear
about my positionality. Because I also have the privilege of going to school of having the

support that I have with having college-educated parents. (Althea)

Another participant emphasized the transformative power of their academic choices,
noting, "I might, you know, decide with the skills that I've developed here in school, go more
maybe policy or like an organizational wise type of thing, but still with that same goal of helping
Black women in their health" (Marian). Additionally, the sense of agency was tied to personal

choice and belief in the trajectory of events, as one participant shared,

I think that to a certain degree in uncertain situations, everything happens for a reason. So
when it comes to education, and my educational path, I'm not overly concerned about,
you know, should I have maybe taken a different path because I think that at the end of

the day, I'm where I'm supposed to be. (Gwen)

Balancing academic and personal well-being. Almost every participant stressed that

maintaining a balance between academic and personal well-being was crucial in order to manage
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the demands of academic rigor while under the added weight of aspiring for Black Excellence.
Participants emphasized the importance of setting boundaries and striving for a healthy work-life
balance to prevent burnout, a challenge often intensified by the pressures of achieving excellence

in predominantly White academic institutions. One participant shared,

I figured out my groove, you know, I really figured out my groove. And it took 27 years,
but I figured it out. And my academics, like, it takes precedence over everything in my
life, I think that I have to do really, really, really well and meet, like, that super high level

of like excellence. (Dorothy)

Another participant reflected on the necessity of balancing work and life, in general, as a

student, stating,

I think as an undergrad, everyone’s very susceptible to, like, living for the grind. And you
either figure out a way to cut yourself off from that, and like, fight to have boundaries and
work in life and be healthy. Or, you're in the office until three in the morning, and you

end up sleeping there. (Georgia)

In considering the difficulties of balancing academic and personal well-being while
considering the phenomenon of Black Excellence, one participant invoked a core belief she holds
in terms of releasing the narrative of individual excellence and competition in favor of mutual

support among Black women, stating,

I think Black Excellence was a good thing because it wasn't competitive, which I
appreciate. That's one thing. I would never I wouldn't classify Black Excellence as, like,

competitive. I do think there's space for you to succeed together, which is one thing I
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think is really beautiful about our community. It’s like, all right, let us grind, which is

when we will all get together and work hard. (Georgia)

Academic Effects: Free Association

After discussing how the phenomenon of Black Excellence affected their past and current
academic journeys and trajectories, interviewees were invited to spend 60 seconds sharing any
and all of their thoughts that pertained to the discussion of the questions in the section. When

prompted to begin the free association, interviewees were presented with the following prompt:

e What emotions and thoughts come up for you now that we have spoken about how Black
Excellence has affected your academic experiences? Please feel free to speak them as
single words or phrases.

During the fourth free association, each participant expressed that it was essential to
consider the range of emotions and thoughts that surfaced during their reflections. Growing up,
interviewees had experienced a spectrum of emotions, including anger, pressure, and motivation.
Anger often stemmed from how their academic experiences were managed by their families. At
the same time, the pressure to meet the high standards of Black Excellence was a common
sentiment among all interviewees, creating a sense of urgency to excel academically. Similarly,
all interviewees expressed that, despite these challenges, they were motivated by the desire to
defy stereotypes and achieve excellence. These women continue to navigate a complex
emotional landscape in their current academic pursuits. Some interviewees expressed
hopefulness about the multiple paths available to achieve their goals and a strong sense of
thankfulness and pride for the sacrifices made by previous generations, which fuels their drive

for excellence (Marsha, Hazel).
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Additionally, feeling a mixture of overwhelmedness and gratefulness was prevalent, as
interviewees recognized the support from other Black women and the importance of giving back
to their communities (Dorothy, Lucy, Gwen, Claudette, Marsha, Ida). This emotional mix
included anxiety and stress but is also deeply rewarding, fostering a connection to their culture
and ancestry (Marsha, Ida, Bessie). These insights emphasized the intricate balance between the
pressures of Black Excellence and the supportive, motivating factors that continue to shape each

woman’s academic journey.

Salience and Frequency

Interviewees expressed a strong connection between emotions and the effects of the
phenomenon of Black Excellence on academic experiences, with pressure, overwhelm, gratitude,
anxiety, and anger emerging as most salient. While anger was not as frequently mentioned, it
was implied, explored, and deserves exploration in this study. The salient terms, along with their
frequencies and example quotes that illustrate the term and sentiment, are presented in Table 5

below.

Table 5

Free Association Term Frequency — Interview Area 4 — Academic Effects

Free Frequency Free Association Quotes

Association

Term

Pressure 2 "I'm feeling like I have so much more pressure. And I think that

I'm feeling this a lot more now. Because I mentioned that I had
trouble in my class, so I just dropped out of the program. So I'm
just feeling a little bit more pressure." (Hazel)

Overwhelm 2 "Yeah, I think it's just being overwhelmed and like, being
grateful and truly just being blessed of just being a product of
just Black women who believed in me and how I came this far
and, and kind of like keeping that legacy going. It's just so
overwhelming. Like, it's, it's, of course, it's anxiety-provoking,
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it's scary, it could be stressful. It might feel intimidating, but I
also feel like it's just so worth it." (Bessie)

Gratitude 2 “In the end, it's so rewarding to, like, give back and help and
help our people and lift each other up. I’'m so grateful that I get
to be a part of that." (Althea)

Anxiety 2 "It's [achieving excellence] just so overwhelming. Like, it's, it's,
of course, it's anxiety-provoking, it's scary, it can be really
stressful." (Ethel)

Anger 1 "I guess when I think through K through 12, I think there was,
like definitely a sense of anger. Like when I think about that,
and just that moment, and I think even how like my mom
handled that moment of, like, how that affected me." (Dorothy)

Academic Effects: Free Association Summary

The academic effects of the free association exercise shed light on the difficult emotional
terrain that Black women navigating the phenomenon of Black Excellence had to traverse.
Participants frequently expressed feelings of pressure and overwhelm, driven by the high
standards they felt compelled to meet, which often resulted in anxiety and stress. This pressure
was a personal burden, and a reflection of the broader societal expectations placed upon them to
defy stereotypes and achieve excellence. Despite these challenges, there was a profound sense of
gratitude and motivation, as participants recognized the support from other Black women and the
importance of giving back to their communities. This gratitude was intertwined with a deep
connection to their culture and ancestry, which served as a source of strength and pride. Anger,
although less frequently mentioned, was an underlying emotion linked to how their academic
experiences were managed by their families, highlighting the tension between personal
aspirations and familial expectations. Overall, interviewees underscored the intricate balance
between the pressures of Black Excellence and the supportive, motivating factors that continue to

shape each woman's academic journey.
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Prevalent categories and sub-themes for each interview area are presented in Table 6

below.

Table 6

Prevalent Categories and Sub-themes by Interview Area

Interview Area 1

Interview Area 2

Interview Area 3

Interview Area 4

Background Priming Formative Academic Effects
Influences
Definition and Black Excellence for ~ Formative Influences  Influence of Early
Perception Black Women and Personal Academic
- Historical and - Intersectionality Relationships Experiences
present and Identity - Mothers and - Advanced
Achievements - Emotional Impact Grandmothers Academic Tracks
- Inclusive and - Teachers and - Parental
Evolving Mentors Expectations and
- Exceptionalism, - Broader Family Support

Capitalism, and
Toxic Productivity

Emotional Impact

- Pride and Joy

- Pressure and
Stress

- Mixed Emotions

- Navigating White
Spaces

Community

Representation

- Inspiration and
Responsibility

- Recognition and
Validation

Setting and Changing

Standards of Black

Excellence for Black

Women

- External
Influences

- Self-
Determination

- Supportive
Communities

Differences in

Standards for Black

Women and Men

- Comparative
Expectations

- Emotional and
Social Dynamics

and Community

Characteristics and

Qualities

- Strength and
Resilience

- Caring and
Inspirational

Emotional Impact and

Broader Implications

- Gratitude and
Admiration

- Challenges and
Systemic
Dynamics

- Representation
and Inspiration
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- Navigating Bias
and Stereotypes

Current Academic

Choices and

Aspirations

- Commitment to
Black Excellence

- Agency and
Choice in
Academic Paths

- Balancing
Academic and
Personal Well-
being



Interview Area 1 Interview Area 2 Interview Area 3 Interview Area 4
Background Priming Formative Academic Effects
Influences

Academic and Social

Spaces and

Relationships

- Different
Treatment

- Balancing
Expectations
While Celebrating
Culture

Task Analysis

The image sort task in this study emerged as a fascinating exploration, producing an
abundance of rich data that far exceeded initial expectations. This mode of visual research is
particularly significant in relation to Black Excellence, as it allows participants to express
complex ideas and emotions connected to shared images, offering a unique window into one's
lived experiences as well as depictions of examples of Black Excellence. The insights gained
through this visual methodology underscored the significance of Black Excellence and the
multitude of ways it can be portrayed, moving beyond traditional narratives and embracing the
diverse realities of Black women. The complexity and significance of the findings make it clear
that further research and reporting are essential, as the task’s ability to reveal nuanced
perspectives on Black Excellence demonstrates the potential for even deeper exploration and

understanding.

Image Sort Task Procedure
When faced with the image sort task, participants were shown a Zoom whiteboard pre-

populated with images of Black women in various historical settings. Participants were asked to
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take a few minutes to examine each image and then sort them into self-created categories that
they felt best represented the images based on their own conceptions of Black Excellence.
Participants were encouraged to reflect on the ideas, observations, and insights they shared
during their interviews while categorizing the images. They were free to create as many
categories as they wished, using digital Post-its to label and annotate their choices. Once the
sorting was complete, participants were invited to describe the nature of their categorization
process with the interviewer. As the ultimate focus of this task is comprised of an image tableaux
collection, the following analysis provides an overview of the participants' curation of this

collection rather than fragmentary participant-by-participant reporting.

The Significance of Representation

Participants unanimously highlighted how the diverse portrayal of Black women in
various roles and professions served as a powerful testament to Black Excellence. This
representation was seen as a celebration of achievements and a source of inspiration for future
generations. By showcasing Black women in roles such as doctors or professionals in
construction, the images challenged prevailing stereotypes and societal expectations, reinforcing
the message that individuals can pursue any career path they desire, regardless of traditional
gender roles or racial biases. This allowed participants to see themselves reflected in the images,
fostering a sense of connection and empowerment. The ability to visualize oneself in these roles
was seen as a crucial step in considering one's own journey towards Black Excellence.
Participants also shared that they valued the opportunity to reflect on their personal aspirations
and the potential to achieve greatness, inspired by the examples set by the women depicted in the

images.

However, though the diversity of the images was appreciated, many participants also
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shared their desire to see additional representations added that they stated were crucial symbols
of Black Excellence. Some suggestions of depictions to add for future studies included images of
transgender Black women, Black women in alternative lifestyles such as women in sex work and
other less traditionally accepted work and gender-normed roles. Another poignant suggestion
was to add an image of a mirror to symbolize that any and all Black women who participate in
the image sort task were also representations of Black Excellence. Overall, the representation of
Black women in diverse and influential roles was seen as a vital component of the image sort
task, underscoring the importance of visibility and diversity in inspiring and empowering

individuals to pursue their goals and dreams.

Task Analysis: Thematic Categories and Sub-Categories

The data collected during the task revealed a range of participant-created categories that
were analyzed, falling into seven broad themes that reflected the complex and multifaceted
experiences of Black women. These themes encompassed various aspects identified in the
images as well as in the lives of the interviewees, from advocacy and justice to community and
support to resilience and joy. Each theme is deeply interconnected with sub-categories that
highlight specific challenges, strengths, and nuances of Black women's journeys toward
excellence. The identified themes not only provide insight into the personal and collective
experiences of the participants but also offer a deeper understanding of how Black Excellence is
lived, navigated, and embodied across different spheres of life. Thematic categories and sub-

categories can be found in Table 7 below.

Table 7

Image Sort Themes & Subcategories
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Image Sort Themes Related Participant-Created Categories

Advocacy and Justice e Advocacy & Justice

Barriers

Fighters

Advocates/Fighting for things

Black Women Having to Fight for a seat at the table for
fairness or equity

e Breaking Up the Boys Club

e All my Life I had to Fight

¢ Unity while Breaking the Boys Club

e Defying the Odds and being confident in decisions

Family

Chosen Family & Community

Community

Support, Black Women Supporting other Black Women
Family

Matriarchy/Powerhouses

Call up older Black female relatives

and providing support for others in one’s family

Doing what we have to do

Maternal Vibes

Creators of/Sharers in Knowledge

Innovation

Big Thinkers

Educators

Independent Thinkers

Black female excellence in education

Black female excellence in sport and performance
Black female inspiration

Inspiring Black female professionals

Past Black Excellence

Actual Black Representation and History Being Made
Black Women History that needs to be acknowledged
The origin of Black excellence

Do it for the culture

Black excellence based on historical standards

Black Excellence in the Public View

Stereotype

Counterfeit Black Excellence

Today’s current societal battle

Either you’re an IG model or have a degree but either way
you are still Black in America

Community and Support

Innovation and Knowledge

Cultural and Historical
Recognition

Public Perception and
Stereotypes
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Image Sort Themes Related Participant-Created Categories

o Black excellence by today’s standards
Misguided Black excellence

Internalized Anti-Blackness

Respectability Politics to get places

How do | get somewhere and meet criteria?

Personal and Professional Driven,
Growth e Professional(s)
e Professional attire, Famous/Well known Expressive Strong
Woman
Powerful
Feel in agreement
Expressing self and one’s body
Enjoyment
Thriving with joy as Black women
Black Excellence in the Mundane
Standing up for Yourself
Surviving in White America
Soft life
Soft life for Black women
Softness
Choosing to not do a lot and still being a lot
Living in peace and luxury
Black women represented in soft and delicate activities
especially in the eyes of society
Caretaker
Outliers
Cool
Call out to self
Heeby-jeebies, with an element of “Damn, I fuck with the
way she is able to say Fuck It!”
Monetizing
Making a way for her children
Coming from a financially troubled background
Beauty and Talent

Resilience and Joy

Advocacy and justice. Interviewees connected the thematic category of advocacy and
justice back to their ideas about Black Excellence by emphasizing the role of Black women as

advocates and fighters who challenge systemic barriers and stereotypes. They highlighted how
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the images of Black women in diverse roles, such as those breaking into traditionally male-
dominated fields, exemplified the essence of Black Excellence through resilience and
determination. Interviewees highlighted Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson, the
photo of the first female locomotive engineer, and the female constituents of a West Point
graduating class as examples of breaking barriers. This representation was seen as crucial in
inspiring future generations to pursue their aspirations and defy societal expectations. The
participants appreciated the diversity of images, which allowed them to see themselves and their
potential paths to excellence, reinforcing the narrative of Black women as pivotal figures in the

fight for justice and equality.

Community and support. This thematic category highlights how interviewees see Black
Excellence as rooted in human connection. Images categorized under this theme often showed
Black women providing mutual support, emphasizing the impact of female leaders and strong
familial and communal bonds. Participants stressed the importance of both biological and chosen
family in fostering a sense of belonging and empowerment. The concept of matriarchy and the
presence of influential Black women, or "powerhouses," were central to the theme. Interviewees
observed that this mutual support, whether through family ties or broader community networks,
embodies Black Excellence. Seeking advice from older Black female relatives further reinforced
the value of intergenerational wisdom and unity. Many interviewees noted the black-and-White
photos of women in domestic work as representations of the powerhouses who built the
foundation of Black Excellence, with their maternal energy and dedication seen as essential to

uplifting both individuals and the community.

Innovation and knowledge. The thematic category of innovation and knowledge

represents participants' sentiments regarding the importance of seeing and recognizing Black
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women as creators and sharers of knowledge, emphasizing their roles as educators, innovators,
and independent thinkers. This representation was seen as a testament to Black female excellence
in various fields, including education, sports, and performance, with interviewees drawn to
photos of Misty Copeland, Serena Williams, and Naomi Osaka, as well as photos of anonymous
Black women representing doctors, teachers, and graduates. Interviewees noted that seeing Black
women as big thinkers and inspiring professionals reinforced the narrative of Black excellence
by showcasing their contributions to innovation and knowledge. These images served as
powerful examples of how Black women continue to break barriers and inspire future
generations through their achievements and intellectual prowess. Many participants asserted that
the diversity of career roles depicted in the images allowed them to reflect on the broad spectrum
of Black excellence, encouraging them to consider their potential paths and contributions to these

fields.

Cultural and historical recognition. Participants emphasized the importance of
acknowledging past Black excellence and the ongoing contributions of Black women to history.
They highlighted the need for actual Black representation and the recognition of history being
made, underscoring the significance of celebrating Black women's historical achievements that
often go unacknowledged. The concept of "doing it for the culture" resonated with interviewees,
encapsulating the drive to honor and continue the legacy of Black excellence rooted in historical
standards. This recognition of cultural and historical contributions was seen as essential for
inspiring future generations and reinforcing a sense of pride and identity within the Black
community. By reflecting on the origins of Black excellence, participants were encouraged to
consider how these historical narratives influence contemporary perceptions and aspirations,

thereby broadening their understanding of what constitutes Black Excellence today.

109



Interviewees, once again, highlighted Serena Williams and Naomi Osaka, as well as Toni
Morrison, a photo of anonymous women dancing together in colorful clothing often thought to
be associated with “Caribbean or Africana” styles of fashion, and a photo of the all-female army,

the Dora Milaje, in the fictional African nation of Wakanda as representative of this theme.

Public perception and stereotypes. The thematic category of public perception and
stereotypes is an outcome of participants' reflections on how Black excellence is often viewed
through the lens of public perception, where stereotypes and societal expectations play a
significant role. Many highlighted the challenges of navigating today's societal battle, where
Black women are often pigeonholed into narrow roles, such as being an Instagram model or
having an advanced degree yet still facing the realities of being Black in America. The concept
of "counterfeit Black excellence™ was mentioned, reflecting the pressure to conform to specific
standards that may not authentically represent one's identity or achievements. Interviewees also
touched on the impact of internalized anti-blackness and respectability politics, which, they
asserted, can influence how Black Excellence is perceived and pursued. This category
underscored the complexity of achieving recognition while meeting societal criteria and the need
to redefine Black excellence beyond traditional or misguided standards. When exploring their
thinking around the concepts of public perception and stereotypes regarding the images and
concepts of Black Excellence, many, if not all, interviewees spoke about the two images of
Candace Owens. Many interviewees expressed a sense of anger when considering these images
and, more dangerously, the harm that can be done to Black women due to the actions of other
Black women who engage in respectability politics or denigrate their own communities.
However, this sentiment was also challenged when interviewees considered which community

Candace Owens has opted to belong to.
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Personal and professional growth. Participants highlighted the importance of being
driven and the role of professionalism in achieving excellence when considering how personal
and professional growth pertains to Black Excellence. Many noted that seeing Black women in
professional attire and as famous or well-known figures reinforced the image of expressive and
strong women who are influential in their fields. This representation was seen as inspiring,
encouraging individuals to feel in agreement with these ideals and to pursue their own paths of
growth. The ability to express oneself and one's body was also emphasized, reflecting a broader
understanding of Black excellence that includes personal authenticity and empowerment. These
insights seemed to underscore the significance of diverse role models and the recognition of both
personal and professional achievements in shaping perceptions of Black excellence. Here,
interviewees often chose images of Toni Morrison, Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown
Jackson, and the older black-and-white images of women in uniform as ones that belonged in

categories representing personal and professional growth.

Resilience and joy. The thematic category of resilience and joy, along with the
participant-created categories, emphasized the importance of thriving with joy as Black women.
Additionally, many interviewees highlighted ways in which resilience is intertwined with
everyday enjoyment and the ability to stand up for oneself. The concept of "soft life" and living
in peace and luxury was particularly resonant, as it challenged traditional narratives of Black
women solely as caretakers or survivors in White America (Gwen). Instead, it celebrated their
right to softness and "choosing not to do a lot while still being a lot" (Gwen). This perspective on
Black excellence included recognizing beauty and talent in the mundane and the ability to
monetize skills and make a way for future generations to thrive despite financial challenges.

Interviewees shared that they appreciated representations of Black women in soft and delicate
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activities, which countered societal stereotypes and showcased a multifaceted view of Black

excellence that includes both resilience and joy.

Image Sort: Summary

As participants completed the image sort, their willingness to outwardly process the
experience revealed unfiltered thoughts and insights distinct from those shared in the semi-
structured interviews. Some comments reflected generational differences, while others
symbolized universal themes. For instance, the youngest participant, Claudette, did not recognize
Toni Morrison, highlighting a generational gap in knowledge of iconic Black women. This
moment challenged the assumption that figures like Morrison are universally known among
Black women, suggesting that knowledge of such figures may be fading. The image sort also
underscored a generational shift in defining Black Excellence, as younger participants introduced
concepts like "soft life" and "soft Black girl life" (Lucy) that were unfamiliar to the researcher.
These terms reflect younger Black women's desire to embrace rest and joy, breaking away from

expectations of constant self-sacrifice.

In other ways, the similarities between the responses shared during the image sort task
affirmed the information gained during the semi-structured interviews. This information included
the reverence that interviewees held for Black women who were represented as caregivers and
providers for others. Black-and-white photos depicting Black women in uniforms signifying
domestic work, and those depicting women in the midst of that work were most often
categorized within the context of cultural and historical recognition and symbols of community

and support.

Other notable participant responses included repeated instances of begrudging acceptance
(or blunt rejection) of lifestyles and opinions thought to be antithetical to or an undermining of
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the Black community as still included in the phenomenon of Black Excellence. For example, an
image included in the task of a Black woman alone in a white robe, holding a glass of
champagne, surrounded by dozens of roses, seemingly on a private jet, was considered an image
of indulgence in what some called overconsumption or superficial comfort. This image, they
argued, could be considered a symbol of achieving monetary success but should not be the
central or even most sought-after measure of Black Excellence. Furthermore, some participants
viewed these images as more of an example of individualistic and self-serving success in the
form of excess, riches, and power that can sometimes come at the expense of other Black women
and communities at large. Category creation and decisions around this issue proved to be thorny
for many participants as they wondered if undermining one’s own community outweighs any
financial, social, and mobility gains. The question that seemed to arise was: does this action still
count as Black Excellence if it involves burning bridges with the community for the sake of
notoriety and success or even kicking down the ladder to ensure one's success stands apart? A
key illustration of this concern was the example of Candace Owens, who seemed to participants
to represent the opposite of a successful Black woman who simultaneously uplifts her
community and enables others' success within that community. Additionally, participants spoke
of their disdain for Owens in relationship to her outward acceptance and promotion of negative
and harmful stereotypes of Black people, communities, and women and what seems to be a
closer positioning to Whiteness and acceptance by influential, dominant White-centric

personalities and voices.

These observations highlighted the complexities that were encompassed within
participants' responses to the image sort task, including issues related to identity, historical

inequity, current mobility, and personal and social cost. It is also notable that participants seemed
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to enjoy their engagement with the image sort. Whether at the beginning or the end of the task,
each participant expressed excitement to complete it, and many stated that the task itself and in
relation to the overall study and interview was “really cool,” and something they “wished we
highlighted and completed more often for ourselves and those that doubt us,” (Hazel, Marsha,
Ida, Lucy, Ethel, Gwen, Althea, Bessie). Interviewee reactions to and expressed senses of
wonderment and gratitude for the task reinforced the researcher’s curiosity about how exploring,
speaking about, and grappling with the origin and concepts of mental health outcomes related to

the phenomenon of Black Excellence may more clearly reveal the effects of the lived experience.
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Chapter V
Discussion

This chapter synthesizes the current study's findings with the existing literature,
emphasizing the complexities of Black Excellence as experienced and defined by Black women.
The chapter explores how participants’ lived experiences reflect and challenge dominant
frameworks, highlighting the interplay between systemic barriers, personal resilience, and
communal identity. It also situates these findings within broader psychological, cultural, and
societal contexts, providing a nuanced understanding of the phenomenon and its implications. In
accomplishing this aim, contributions from different phases of the study (i.e., from the narrative
interview phases, the free association queries, and the visual task) are all fully integrated with
each other.

The chapter begins with a discussion of how the study findings affirm or contradict the
existing literature in the area reviewed in Chapter 2, including critical areas where participants'
narratives challenge or expand upon traditional frameworks. Themes such as the emotional toll
of Black Excellence, the duality of pride and pressure, and the collective nature of success are
explored in depth. Afterward, the findings will be applied directly to each of the research
questions that guided the study. Following that section, an overarching interpretation of the data
will be suggested via three themes whose importance seemed to cut across all of the foregoing
levels of analysis: intersectionality, collectivism, and resilience. The researcher’s subjectivities
and their influence on the interpretive process are analyzed next, illustrating the importance of
reflexivity and cultural competence in conducting phenomenological research. The chapter
concludes with an examination of the study's methodological rigor and discussion of limitations,

followed by implications for practice and directions for future research.
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The Current Results in the Context of Existing Literature
Current Results: Affirming the Literature
This study's results were consistent with the findings of earlier studies in many ways,

which will be presented below.

Intersectionality of Race and Gender

The intersection of race and gender stereotypes, as described in Chapter 2, seemed to
manifest clearly in participants’ experiences. As highlighted in the literature, Black women
occupy a unique space at the intersection of systemic racism and patriarchy, making their
struggles multifaceted and deeply entrenched (Anzaldua, 2021; Collins, 2000). The Mammy,
Jezebel, and Sapphire stereotypes were consistently linked to professional and personal barriers
participants described. For instance, several participants noted feeling boxed into nurturing or
service roles in their workplaces, reminiscent of the Mammy archetype: “The pressure to always
be the one who nurtures everyone... it’s exhausting,” shared Marian. Others battled assumptions
tied to hypersexuality or aggression, aligned with the Jezebel and Sapphire tropes: “People see
me as angry before I’ve even said a word,” explained Claudette. These findings affirm the
enduring impact of these stereotypes in shaping Black women’s lives and identities (Collins,

2000).

Another angle emerging from participant narratives is how the Jezebel stereotype
influenced their younger years while striving as "smart Black girls." For many, academic
excellence served as a way to counter societal assumptions. One participant shared, "As a young
girl, I felt like I had to be perfect, both smart and composed, to counter what others assumed
about me" (Bessie). This finding resonates with Fordham's (1988) work, which examines the

adultification and unjust burdens placed on Black girls in their early years and the challenge of
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achieving high standards to combat stereotypes and reclaim their identities in environments that

require both conformity and exceptionalism.

Efforts to Sustain One's Livelihood Viewed as Aggression

Participants’ struggles with professional self-advocacy were closely tied to the Sapphire
stereotype, which portrays assertiveness as aggression (Abrams et al., 2014). Regarding the
restrictiveness of imposed schemas, as discussed in Chapter 2, the perception of Black women as
inherently confrontational often creates barriers to their professional growth, even when they
exhibit the same behaviors considered assertive in others (Davis et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2022).
Dorothy described this experience succinctly: “Every time I stand up for myself, I’'m seen as
combative.” This confluence reflects the literature’s observation that Black women’s
professional efforts are often misconstrued, limiting their ability to sustain careers without undue
criticism. Accounts such as Dorothy’s highlight how systemic perceptions of aggression affect

Black women’s ability to navigate professional spaces.

Pressure and Resilience

The dual experience of immense pressure and remarkable resilience noted in the literature
was echoed in participant narratives. The literature points to the societal expectation of
overachievement as a necessity for survival, which creates an enduring tension for Black women
(Asare, 2021; Hall et al., 2021), and participants described the heavy emotional toll of striving to
meet the societal standards of Black Excellence. One participant shared, “You feel like you have
to be twice as good, and still, it’s not enough” (Ethel). Despite these challenges, resilience
emerged as a consistent theme, with another participant noting, “I push through because I owe it

to myself and my community to keep going” (Dorothy). Their resilience in navigating these
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challenges validates the literature’s emphasis on perseverance as a hallmark of Black Excellence

(Nelson et al., 2016).

Community and Representation

Exploration of the collective importance of representation in the literature aligns with
participant reflections. As reviewed in Chapter 2, the literature emphasizes that representation is
not simply about visibility; it is a reclamation of space that has historically excluded Black
voices (Beal, 1969; hooks, 1981). Many shared that their achievements were not solely personal
but communal, motivated by a sense of responsibility to inspire others and honor the sacrifices of
previous generations. “I’m standing on the shoulders of giants,” expressed Mae. Another
emphasized, “When I succeed, my community succeeds—it’s bigger than me” (Hazel). This
communal focus reinforces the literature’s assertion that Black Excellence is deeply rooted in

collective identity and progress (Beal, 1969).

Navigating Predominantly White Spaces

Participants’ experiences navigating predominantly White environments mirror the
literature’s findings. Stories of code-switching, hyper-awareness, and adapting to unwelcoming
spaces illustrate the mental and emotional labor required to succeed in these settings. As the
literature implies, in predominantly White spaces, Black women often become hyper-visible
while simultaneously being rendered invisible, forced to adapt to survive (Nelson et al., 2016).
One participant revealed, “I’m always thinking, ‘How will this be perceived by the White people
in the room?’”” shared Gwen. Another recounted, “It feels like walking on eggshells every day”
(Lucy). These accounts affirm the literature’s framing of these challenges as integral to the

experience of Black Excellence (Hill-Collins, 2000).

Imposed Identities
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Epstein et al. (2017) and Sellers et al. (1998) highlighted the toll of constantly navigating
imposed identities that don’t align with an authentic self-concept and the need to perform a
version of oneself that conforms to societal expectations as a pervasive theme among Black
women. Participants confirmed these nuanced and complex challenges in their own lives,
describing them as both exhausting and alienating. Lucy reflected, “I feel like I’'m always
performing just to seem normal, not exceptional.” This sentiment reinforces the literature's

emphasis on the psychological labor required to manage these false identities (Hill-Collins,

2000).

Racial Centrality as a Protective Factor

The participants’ reflections strongly affirmed the findings of Lewis et al. (2017)
regarding the protective role of racial centrality against the adverse mental and physical health
effects of gendered racism (Sellers et al., 1998). This protective factor was evident in
participants’ narratives as they consistently emphasized the centrality of their racial identity to
their resilience and purpose. Gwen articulated this clearly, stating, “My Blackness isn’t
something I can or want to put aside; it’s at the core of who I am.” Similarly, Ethel shared, “It’s
exhausting to always defend your identity, but giving it up isn’t an option for me.” These
accounts align with the notion that racial centrality serves as a source of strength and
empowerment, enabling participants to navigate systemic pressures while maintaining their
identity. Hazel echoed this sentiment, explaining, “Even when it’s hard, leaning into my
Blackness gives me strength—it’s who I am and what keeps me going.” While participants
acknowledged the emotional toll of maintaining this centrality, their experiences underscore its
pivotal role in fostering resilience amidst challenging environments, further affirming the

theoretical and empirical contributions outlined in the literature.
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Complex Emotional Responses to Success

The literature’s depiction of the emotional complexity surrounding Black Excellence—
including pride, stress, and anxiety—is vividly reflected in participant narratives. The interplay
of joy and fatigue frequently characterizes the lived experience of Black Excellence, where
success often comes with a steep emotional cost (Asare, 2021; Hall et al., 2021; Liao et al.,
2020). “I’'m proud of what I’ve achieved, but sometimes [ wonder if it’s worth the toll it takes on
me,” admitted Ethel. Another participant shared, “It’s a constant mix of joy and exhaustion”
(Marsha). This duality confirms the nuanced emotional impact of striving for excellence as a

Black woman (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007).

Derogation and Low Worth

bell hooks (1981) emphasized how systemic oppression creates states of derogation and
diminished worth for Black women, which provided a foundation for Muhammad and
McArthur’s (2015) assertion that the simultaneous invisibility and hyper-visibility imposed by
systemic racism undermines self-worth and perpetuates exclusion. Participants’ experiences
mirrored this via narratives of striving for recognition in spaces designed to exclude them. Gwen
observed, “It’s hard to feel worthy in spaces that weren’t made for me,” highlighting the

enduring impact of structural marginalization and the resilience needed to overcome it.

Current Results: Contradicting the Literature
The results of this study differed from the findings of earlier studies in several regards,

which will be presented below.

Intersectionality and Overgeneralization
Intersectionality has been prominently discussed in the existing literature as a critical

framework. However, some participants of this study challenged its absolute application in every
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instance, arguing that existing theories may overgeneralize the experiences of Black women
(Anzaldua, 1987; Cerezo, 2020; Lewis et al., 2017). Participants also highlighted finding a
middle ground where the framework serves as a foundation for exploration and then is combined
with additional nuanced frameworks that help to highlight intersections beyond race and gender.
As Marian noted, “It’s not just about stereotypes. It’s about how those stereotypes intersect with
class and education in ways no one wants to talk about.” This critique points to the continued
need for intersectional frameworks to better account for how additional intersecting identities
that do not always receive focused attention —such as socioeconomic status and educational
attainment—uniquely shape experiences. Participants also highlighted how these overlapping
factors often compound systemic inequities, with Marian adding, “Class changes everything. It
determines how much of your identity you’re even allowed to express.” This nuance suggests
that intersectional theories must continue to evolve to capture the complexity of lived realities

and avoid oversimplified generalizations.

Talented Tenth and Black Excellence

Though Du Bois’ (1903) concept of the Talented Tenth set a historical frame for Black
Excellence, participants’ experiences suggested a more communal and less hierarchical approach
to success. As Dorothy remarked, “I don’t see myself as ‘better than’ others in my community.
My success is because of them, not above them.” Similarly, Mae shared, “The idea of the
Talented Tenth feels outdated—what we need is collective success, not just individual stars.”
This perspective challenges the notion of individual exceptionalism tied to the Talented Tenth,
indicating a shift toward collective empowerment in contemporary conceptions of Black

Excellence.
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This shift also reflects broader societal and cultural changes, particularly in how success
is conceptualized within marginalized communities. Participants highlighted the importance of
mutual support and shared victories over the traditional focus on individual achievement. For
instance, Dorothy noted, “It’s not just about me succeeding—it’s about lifting others up with
me.” Generational perspectives also seemed to play a role, as participants described a move away
from older models of hierarchical success toward approaches rooted in equity and inclusivity.
Mae explained, “What mattered to our parents was breaking barriers individually. For us, it’s
about building something that lasts for everyone.” This evolution illustrates a more profound
cultural emphasis on collective resilience and empowerment, challenging legacy frameworks like

the Talented Tenth (Du Bois, 1903).

Narratives and Schemas: The Strong Black Woman and Superwoman Effects

The Strong Black Woman Narrative (SBWN; Abrams et al., 2014; Romero, 2000) and the
Superwoman Schema (SWS; Woods-Giscombe, 2010), both of which emphasize strength, self-
reliance, and resilience, are recurring themes in the literature and participant experiences. While
these identities are celebrated for fostering resilience, they also impose significant emotional and

physical burdens.

Participants shared mixed feelings about these narratives. Lucy noted, “Yes, it’s a heavy
burden, but it’s also what keeps me going,” highlighting the duality of empowerment and
exhaustion. Similarly, Marsha reflected, “Being a Superwoman is exhausting, but it’s also how |
survive.” While offering a framework for pride and identity, these narratives were often linked to
adverse mental health outcomes, including burnout and depression. The literature critiques these
schemas for their unrealistic expectations, noting that they frequently discourage vulnerability

and help-seeking behaviors (Watson & Hunter, 2016). This position was echoed by participants

122



who felt pressured to meet these ideals. Claudette explained, “I feel like I can’t ask for help
because I’'m expected to handle everything on my own.” This internalized pressure underscores

the hidden emotional toll of these narratives.

At the same time, participants also found ways to navigate these schemas, sometimes
reframing them as sources of strength. For instance, Hazel noted, “It’s a label that can feel heavy,
but it reminds me of how much I’ve endured and overcome.” This dual relationship between the
SBWN and the SWS reveals their complexity and varied impacts on participants’ self-concept

and well-being.

Cultural Narratives: The "Soft Life" and Survival in Context

Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s (2007) and Jones’ (1996) work elucidated societal expectations of
selfless physical and mental labor as inherent to the life purpose of Black women. In
combination with a growing acceptance of and movement toward “soft life,” as exemplified by
social media posts, this perspective emphasizes the rejection of hustle culture as a form of
resistance. While some participants resonated with this concept, others found it disconnected
from their reality. Dorothy observed, “Soft life sounds nice, but it’s not practical when you’re
just trying to survive.” Ethel echoed this sentiment: "It feels like a luxury I can’t afford right
now.” These reactions illustrated the tension between idealized cultural narratives and
participants' day-to-day struggles, where survival and stability take precedence over aspirational

lifestyles.

This divergence also illuminates the systemic pressures shaping participants’
perspectives. Participants like Dorothy and Ethel contextualized their rejection of the "soft life"
movement within broader social and economic challenges. For example, Dorothy shared, “When

you’re constantly navigating a world that doesn’t value you, the idea of opting out of hustle
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culture feels unrealistic.” Ethel added, “It’s not that I don’t want rest, but there’s no space for it
when you’re always playing catch-up.” These insights reveal how cultural narratives like the
"soft life" intersect with structural inequities, creating a disconnect between theoretical
aspirations and lived realities (Adams-Bass et al., 2014). The participants’ reflections underscore
the limitations of frameworks that fail to account for these systemic barriers, highlighting the

need for more nuanced approaches to understanding Black women’s experiences.

Current Results: Filling the Gaps in the Literature
In some instances, the results of this study supplied findings in areas that had not been

substantively addressed by earlier studies, as will be described below.

Expanding Gendered Racial Identity Research

The literature review presented in Chapter 2 highlighted the limited research dedicated to
understanding the gendered experiences of Black women through a psychological lens, as
underscored by scholars like Jones and Day (2017). Participants’ narratives offer critical insights
into these gaps, particularly regarding the excitement that they expressed about having a space to
discuss their experiences. For instance, Lucy shared, “It’s rare to find people who ask us about
this—it feels validating to have my experiences seen and heard.” This enthusiasm underscores
the need for specialized frameworks and methodologies that prioritize the intersection of race,

gender, and psychological well-being.

Additionally, the literature review emphasized that existing frameworks often treat the
gendered racial experiences of Black women as anomalies rather than as integral aspects of
experience worthy of psychological research. Participants echoed this, with Ethel stating, “It
feels like we’re never part of the standard conversation. It’s always, ‘Oh, that’s interesting,” but
never foundational.” This lack of inclusion highlights the pressing need for research that centers
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Black women’s voices and validates their experiences as critical to understanding broader

psychological phenomena (Abrams et al., 2014; Davis et al., 2018).

Furthermore, participants frequently described how the absence of representation in
academic and psychological discourse has shaped their self-understanding. Dorothy explained,
“It feels like we’re always an afterthought in research—our stories don’t get told unless we tell
them.” This gap highlights the importance of centering Black women’s voices in future research
and creating spaces that acknowledge their unique challenges and strengths. Marsha observed,
“When I see research that actually reflects my life, it feels like I belong in the world a little
more.” These reflections underscore the need for intersectional methodologies and culturally
sensitive research frameworks to bridge these gaps (Crenshaw, 1991; Woods-Giscombe, 2010;

Burnett-Zeigler, 2022).

Reframing Coping Mechanisms

Fully developed conceptual frameworks that capture the full spectrum of coping
mechanisms employed by Black women, particularly those rooted in community support and
cultural affirmation, are prevalent in the literature. For example, participants highlighted
strategies that blended resilience with vulnerability, such as leaning on trusted networks for
support. Hazel noted, “When things get hard, my friends and family are my anchor—they remind
me who I am.” These narratives challenge the deficit-focused perspective of many existing
models, suggesting that future research should explore coping as a dynamic and relational

process (Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Jerald et al., 2017).

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 supports this need for such reframing by pointing
out that traditional coping models often overlook the role of collective identity and cultural
resources in fostering resilience (e.g., Lewis et al., 2017). Participants reinforced this idea, with
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Gwen stating, “Resilience isn’t just about being strong on your own—it’s about knowing you
have people who’ve got your back.” This perspective shifts the narrative from individualistic
strategies to ones emphasizing the relational and community-based nature of coping among
Black women (Abrams et al., 2014; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). Dorothy added, “It’s not about
ignoring the pain, it’s about finding ways to move through it with the people who understand you
best.” This insight aligns with calls in the literature for more holistic approaches to studying
coping mechanisms that consider cultural and communal contexts as central rather than
peripheral (Liao et al., 2020; Nelson et al., 2016).

Gaps in Legacy Frameworks for Success

While participants’ narratives often aligned with existing resilience frameworks such as
the Strong Black Woman Narrative (SBWN) and the Superwoman Schema (SWS), they also
revealed critical gaps within these constructs. Participants argued that these frameworks, though
descriptive of societal expectations, fail to provide actionable pathways toward achieving a more
sustainable and balanced form of resilience. As Hazel articulated, "We’ve been told to be strong,
but not how to build strength in ways that don’t break us down. That’s what’s missing."

The participants suggested that the empty space within these legacy frameworks lies in
their inability to prioritize rest, vulnerability, and communal care as essential components of
resilience. These models often perpetuate the idea that resilience requires self-sacrifice and
constant endurance, leaving little room for holistic well-being. As Dorothy noted, “We need
frameworks that allow us to say no, to rest, and to not always have to fight to prove ourselves.”
This critique aligns with Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s (2010) findings, which emphasize the need for
reimagined resilience paradigms that deconstruct harmful stereotypes and support Black

women’s mental and emotional health. Moreover, Abrams et al. (2014) highlight how such
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stereotypes often obscure the complex realities of navigating intersecting oppressions, making it
critical to integrate perspectives that foster balance and collective care.

Participants proposed that filling this gap requires a shift from resilience as an individual
trait to resilience as a collective, relational process. This includes emphasizing the importance of
reciprocal support networks, mentorship, and intentional boundary-setting. Althea shared,
“Resilience should feel like a circle, not a straight line—it’s about leaning on each other and
lifting each other up.” By highlighting these insights, participants offered a blueprint for
redefining resilience in ways that honor their lived experiences while challenging societal
structures that demand unyielding strength. These suggestions align with Lewis et al. (2017),
who advocate for community-based approaches to coping that mitigate the adverse effects of
systemic racism. Additionally, the MMRI model proposed by Sellers et al. (1998) underscores
the role of positive identity reinforcement within supportive networks, further illustrating how
relational frameworks can transform traditional understandings of resilience.

Interpretive themes and sub-themes that confirmed, contradicted, and filled the gaps in
literature categories are presented in Table 8 below.

Table 8

Interpretive Themes and Sub-themes Confirming, Contradicting, and Filling Gaps in the

Literature

Affirm Contradict Fills Gaps

Intersectionality of Race Intersectionality and Expanding Gendered Racial
and Gender Overgeneralization Identity Research

Efforts to Sustain One's Talented Tenth and Black Reframing Coping
Livelihood Viewed as Excellence Mechanisms

Aggression
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Affirm Contradict Fills Gaps

Pressure and Resilience Narratives and Schemes: Gaps in Legacy
The Strong Black Woman Frameworks for Success
and Superwoman Effects

Community and Cultural Narratives: The

Representation "Soft Life" and Survival in
Context

Navigating Predominantly
White Spaces

Imposed Identities

Racial Centrality as a
Protective Factor

Complex Emotional
Responses to Success

Derogation and Low Worth

Interpretive Themes Derived from the IPA Process

As detailed in previous chapters, the categories and themes in the analysis were derived
through a rigorous application of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which
emphasizes the lived experiences of individuals and employs an iterative analytical process to
uncover deeper insights (Smith et al., 2009). In analyzing the transcripts, the connections
between seemingly distinct themes revealed overarching categories, which emerged as threads
interwoven through participants' emotional, practical, and experiential commonalities. In the
results presented in Chapter 4, the categories and themes were presented straightforwardly to
provide a structured report of participants' narratives. The following portion of this chapter will
build upon that foundation by synthesizing those insights into broader, suggested interpretive
themes for discussion; it will apply those themes to the research questions that guided the present

inquiry. This deeper level of exploration acknowledges the iterative engagement inherent to IPA
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and highlights how this methodological approach illuminated the complexity and richness of
participants' lived realities (Smith & Osborn, 2008).

Research Question #1: How do Black, American, female graduate students define Black
Excellence?

Participants of this study reimagined excellence, moving beyond traditional success
markers like wealth or fame to focus on milestones such as personal growth, educational
achievements, and contributions to community well-being. This section explores how this group
of Black American female participants defined Black Excellence, emphasizing its deep cultural

roots and dynamic evolution.

Black Excellence is Rooted and Dynamic

As participants shared their reflections on Black Excellence, a rich tapestry of insights
emerged, weaving together cultural heritage and an evolving sense of purpose. A striking
element was the duality highlighted by participants: Black Excellence is deeply rooted in
historical resilience yet dynamic in its adaptation to both individual and collective aspirations. It
resists being confined to traditional measures of success such as wealth or fame, embracing
instead milestones as diverse as completing a degree, fostering financial independence, or
contributing to community well-being.

This expanding definition challenges narrow societal standards and aligns with
Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s (2007) exploration of Black women’s self-definition. Participants echoed
this, portraying Black Excellence as both personal and a shared reclaiming of narratives long
confined by external expectations. "Black Excellence is about striving toward goals that sustain
not just yourself but the people around you," said Marian. "It’s about growing together and

lifting each other up."
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What does it mean, then, to expand a concept so often tethered to exclusivity? For these
women, it meant honoring their histories while refusing to be bound by them. Their stories
underscored Abrams et al.'s (2014) analysis of the Strong Black Woman Narrative, which
explores how adaptability and resilience are key to navigating systemic barriers. Participants
demonstrated a nuanced balance: embracing personal growth while uplifting those around them.
Their stories suggest a powerful message—Black Excellence is not a static ideal but a living,
breathing framework of inclusivity and transformation.

As researchers and allies, how do we amplify these voices? Additional answers lie in the
participants' narratives, which compel us to reimagine excellence not as an endpoint but as a
collective journey. With every milestone celebrated and every boundary redefined, these women
illuminated a path where resilience meets community, and heritage fuels innovation. Black
Excellence, as they defined it, is as dynamic as it is rooted—a testament to their agency in
shaping what it means to thrive.

Black Excellence is Community-Dependent: Foundation, Incubator, Anchor, Haven

Community as foundation. Participants consistently identified the various Black
communities they grew up in as foundations for their understanding of excellence. Formative
influences, such as family members, teachers, and local leaders, provided early examples of
resilience and success, whether that meant obtaining a PhD, serving as one of few teachers in the
community, or sacrificing time with family to work multiple jobs. These role models inspired
participants to see themselves as capable of achieving greatness despite societal obstacles and
responsibilities. Additionally, they served as fodder for each participant's self-concept

development.
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Similarly, Liao et al. (2020) noted that intergenerational connections within Black
communities are critical in fostering resilience and reinforcing positive self-concepts, providing
the scaffolding necessary for individuals to aspire toward and achieve excellence. As Ethel
shared, "Seeing my aunt go to college and become a teacher showed me that | could break
barriers too." This foundation shaped their aspirations and instilled a deep sense of pride and
responsibility to continue the legacy of excellence.

The foundational role of community also reflects themes in Woods-Giscombe’s (2010)
Superwoman Schema, where early role models often set the stage for how Black women
conceptualize strength and success. However, while these foundational influences provide
critical guidance and inspiration, they can also perpetuate expectations that contribute to long-
term stress and health challenges. This duality mirrors findings by Abrams et al. (2018), who
highlight how formative influences shape both resilience and model the weight of responsibility
carried into adulthood.

Community as incubator. Participants described the support they received from their
Black communities as pivotal to their journeys and future academic and career choices. In fact,
many participants' experiences and descriptions painted a picture of the Black community as a
nurturing incubator where their talents and identities could flourish. This aspect of community
went beyond providing foundational stability—it actively fostered growth and ambition.
Through mentorship, encouragement, and validation, these incubators allowed participants to see
themselves in others and as capable of achieving greatness. Ethel recalled, "My high school
teacher saw something in me before I did. She made sure | joined every club where she thought I
could shine." Ethel’s experience illustrates how formative figures within the community actively

nurtured participants, creating spaces where she felt seen and valued. Similarly, Abrams et al.
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(2014) emphasize the importance of mentorship and validation in shaping Black women's
identities and aspirations, highlighting the collective effort of community members in facilitating
individual growth.

The concept of community as an incubator is also evident in Hill-Collins’s (2009)
discussion of Black feminist thought, which underscores the relational dynamics in Black
communities as crucial to fostering resilience and drive among Black women. Participants
repeatedly emphasized how these early nurturing acts planted the seeds for their later
achievements, blending the personal and the communal. Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2007) further
underscores the importance of relational dynamics in Black communities, noting how collective
support fosters both individual growth and cultural continuity. As Althea noted, "It wasn’t just
about me succeeding; it was about honoring the investment my community made in me."

Community as anchor. The Black community served as an emotional and cultural
anchor for participants, offering stability and reassurance amidst the turbulence of navigating
predominantly White academic and professional environments. Participants described their
communities as spaces where they could return to recalibrate, draw strength, and reaffirm their
identities in the face of societal pressures and microaggressions. Dorothy shared, "Whenever |
feel overwhelmed or judged, I reach out to my friends back home. They remind me of my worth
and keep me grounded."” This sentiment underscores the critical role of community in fortifying
participants’ resilience and helping them navigate external challenges.

The literature echoes this theme, highlighting the anchoring role of community in
buffering against the psychological effects of systemic racism. For instance, Liao et al. (2020)
emphasized the protective function of community networks in mitigating stress and promoting

emotional well-being among Black women. Similarly, Abrams et al. (2019) suggested that strong
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community ties foster a sense of belonging, which is essential for maintaining mental health and
navigating adversity.

Beyond emotional stability, these anchors also reinforced participants’ sense of purpose
and cultural pride. Althea reflected, "When I connect with my community, I remember why I’'m
doing this—why my work matters and who it’s for.” This anchoring function provided solace
and motivation, tethering participants to a collective legacy of excellence and perseverance. Hill-
Collins (2009) argues that such cultural connections are instrumental in cultivating what she
terms "oppositional consciousness,” allowing individuals to resist dominant narratives and
reaffirm their agency.

These communities acted as lifelines, balancing the weight of external pressures with the
strength of shared identity and support. By providing spaces where participants could be
vulnerable without judgment, Black communities became critical anchors in their journeys,
helping them thrive individually and collectively. When assessing this theme and concept from a
10,000-foot view, the Black communities described by the participants were not only fertile
ground for promoting and modeling Black Excellence; through their actions, the described
communities also seemed to represent very clear definitions of Black Excellence.

Community as haven. Beyond providing stability, the Black community served as a
creative and intellectual haven where participants could thrive authentically, unburdened by
external judgments or the pressures of predominantly White spaces. These havens fostered a
sense of joy, connection, and validation, creating spaces where participants could explore their
identities and aspirations on their own terms. As Marian described one of her first experiences in
a non-PWI community space, she stated, "It was the first time | felt truly seen and valued for

who | am. It was a space where | could express myself without fear of judgment.” This sentiment
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highlights the crucial role of culturally affirming spaces in nurturing creativity and self-
expression.

These havens also acted as sanctuaries, offering refuge from the emotional toll of
navigating systemic barriers. Participants spoke of the freedom to share vulnerabilities, celebrate
cultural traditions, and build relationships that affirmed their worth. The literature echoes this,
with Abrams et al. (2019) emphasizing the importance of culturally specific spaces in promoting
well-being and identity development among Black women. Such spaces validate individual
experiences and reinforce communal strength and solidarity. Additionally, Hill-Collins (2009)
highlighted the role of safe, Black-centered environments in fostering what she terms
"oppositional knowledge"—a framework that enables marginalized individuals to challenge
dominant narratives and create alternative visions of empowerment. For participants, these
havens provided the fertile ground necessary to redefine Black Excellence in ways that centered
their lived realities. Althea noted, "Being in a space where Black creativity and excellence were
celebrated made me believe in my ability to define success for myself."

Liao et al. (2020) further suggested that these havens contribute to resilience by offering
networks of emotional and cultural support that buffer against the psychological strain of
systemic racism. The participants’ narratives strongly align with this, illustrating how these
spaces acted as shields and springboards—protecting them from external pressures while
encouraging them to aspire boldly and unapologetically. This theme echoes Abrams et al. (2019),
who emphasize the importance of culturally affirming spaces in promoting well-being and
identity development among Black women.

Black Excellence as a Machine: Capitalism, Exceptionalism, Productivity, Success

134



Participants' vivid descriptions conveyed the phenomenon of Black Excellence as
analogous to a machine fueled by societal expectations tied to capitalism, exceptionalism, and
relentless productivity. While Black Excellence offers a narrative of empowerment, it often
perpetuates an exhausting cycle of overperformance and unsustainable standards (Burnett-
Zeigler, 2022). Many participants critiqued these narrow, externally imposed definitions of
success, questioning why excellence must be equated with material wealth or personal
achievement at the expense of well-being and community connection. As Georgia insightfully
remarked, "There’s this idea that to be excellent, you have to outwork everyone and achieve
more than what’s humanly possible. It’s exhausting." These reflections challenge us to
interrogate the frameworks that perpetuate these ideals, opening the door to a more inclusive and
sustainable vision of excellence.

Capitalism. The intersection of Black Excellence with capitalist ideals emerged as a
significant part of the theme of Black Excellence as a Machine. Participants critiqued societal
success metrics, such as high-paying jobs and material wealth, which often overshadow
alternative definitions of excellence rooted in personal fulfillment and community impact.
Claudette asserted, "Black Excellence shouldn’t just be about money or titles. It should be about
creating opportunities for others and making a difference." This perspective challenges
traditional notions of success that prioritize individual achievement over collective progress and
well-being, often attributed to individualistic societies and practices. The above-discussed
importance of community within the paradigm of Black Excellence takes a backseat in the
presence of these capitalistic motivations and metrics.

This intersection of capitalism and Black Excellence aligns with Burnett-Zeigler’s (2022)

work on the harmful effects of capitalist frameworks on Black women’s well-being, where the

135



relentless pursuit of economic and professional success often comes at the expense of mental and
physical health. Similarly, Patricia Hill Collins (2000) highlighted how capitalism intersects with
systemic racism, perpetuating narrow and often unattainable definitions of success for Black
women. Many participants’ reflections echoed these findings, calling for a shift toward more
inclusive and sustainable visions of Black Excellence, where success is measured not by wealth
or status but by meaningful contributions to community and self.

Exceptionalism. The notion that being viewed as exceptional is a double-edged sword
was palpable in each interview. While being seen as a trailblazer brought pride, it also came with
isolating pressures to constantly perform and represent their entire community. "It’s like you’re
not allowed to fail because everyone is watching,” Ida shared, illustrating the emotional toll of
exceptionalism. This mirrors Du Bois’ concept of the Talented Tenth, which, while celebrating
Black excellence, inadvertently placed immense pressure on a select few to uplift the entire race
(Du Bois, 1903).

Jerald et al.’s (2017) work also notes the psychological strain of exceptionalism on Black
women navigating predominantly White spaces. Claudette emphasized, "When people put you
on a pedestal, they don’t see the cracks—it’s lonely up there." The participants’ reflections
underscore the need to critically examine how the narrative of exceptionalism, even when well-
intentioned, can perpetuate feelings of isolation and burnout as these individuals are left to
shoulder the weight of representation and societal expectations.

Productivity. Participants critiqued the relentless demand for productivity as a defining
feature of Black Excellence, highlighting how this expectation often overshadowed their well-
being. For many, the value placed on output became a metric of their worth, creating a cycle of

overwork and burnout. Althea expressed this sentiment powerfully: "There’s no room for rest. If
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you’re not constantly achieving, you’re seen as not living up to the standard of excellence." This
observation underscores the profound impact of tying self-worth to achievement, a theme echoed
in the literature.

Woods-Giscombe’s (2010) exploration of the Superwoman Schema provides critical
context, illustrating how societal expectations of perpetual productivity and strength can lead to
adverse health outcomes for Black women. Similarly, Collins (2000) critiqued the cultural norm
that equates worth with output, particularly for marginalized groups. These frameworks align
with the participants' calls to redefine productivity in ways that center balance and self-care
rather than constant overachievement. Participants also emphasized the broader cultural
implications of this demand for productivity, questioning who benefits from their relentless
efforts. "It’s like we’re working twice as hard, but for what? Who does it really serve?" Hazel
reflected. This sentiment invites critical examination of how societal structures uphold the notion
of productivity as a cornerstone of excellence, often at the expense of personal and communal
well-being (Abrams et al., 2019).

Success. Finally, participants called for a more expansive understanding of success that
includes personal and collective growth. "Success isn’t just about what you achieve for
yourself," Mae explained, "it’s about how you uplift others along the way." This reimagining of
success challenges traditional frameworks and emphasizes the communal aspects of Black
Excellence. Collins (2000) highlighted the importance of interdependence and shared
empowerment, framing success as a collective achievement rather than an individual accolade.
Participants’ reflections echoed this, illustrating the need to prioritize mutual support and holistic

well-being over isolated accomplishments. Similarly, Davis et al. (2018) emphasized that
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traditional success metrics often neglect the cultural and communal values that are central to
Black women’s experiences.

Participants critiqued how dominant narratives of success frequently equate it with
perfection, wealth, or visibility, sidelining the diverse paths Black women take toward
fulfillment. Claudette observed, "For me, success is about finding joy and purpose in what I do,
not just about checking off a list of accomplishments." This sentiment resonates with Nelson et
al. (2016), who argued for a broader conceptualization of success that honors individuality while
dismantling exclusionary norms. Interviewees conveyed nuanced reflections on and desires to
reclaim and redefine excellence in ways that align with their lived experiences and cultural
values. By challenging hegemonic standards, they proposed a transformative vision of success
that uplifts individuals and communities, offering a richer and more inclusive narrative of Black
Excellence.

Participants redefined excellence as a personal and collective endeavor through themes
related to rootedness, dynamism, and community dependency. Further, they illuminated how
Black Excellence is not merely a set of achievements but a living framework that celebrates
resilience, uplifts community, and fosters inclusivity. Their narratives challenge us to imagine a
world where excellence is not constrained by external expectations but is a holistic reflection of

identity, community, and aspiration.

Research Question # 2: How have historic American White supremacist ideals shaped these
conceptions?

This section explores participant sentiments and subsequent emergent themes regarding
how historic American White supremacist ideals have influenced and shaped participants’

conceptions of Black Excellence. Many spoke at length about the interplay of external societal
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pressures and internalized expectations, highlighting the weight of systemic forces that demand
overperformance while simultaneously devaluing contributions. Analysis of participant
narratives regarding this research question sheds light on how these ideals impact self-
perception, resilience, and the pursuit of success while illuminating the complexities of
navigating and resisting these deeply ingrained structures.
External Messages, Internal Binds

Participants revealed the persistent weight of external messages rooted in historical White
supremacist ideals, which continue to shape perceptions of Black Excellence. These ideals,
embedded within societal expectations, often pressure Black women to adhere to unattainable
standards of perfection while navigating stereotypes that simultaneously devalue their
accomplishments. The expectation to embody the Strong Black Woman Narrative is often
communicated through cultural messaging in media portrayals, familial expectations, and
institutional dynamics. Participants described encountering images of Black women as endlessly
resilient and self-sacrificing in popular culture and professional environments, which reinforced
internalized expectations to suppress vulnerability and overperform (Beauboeuf-Lafontant,
2007). As Jerald et al. (2017) explained, internalizing such societal messages can manifest as
self-critique and lead to chronic self-surveillance. Participants described feeling trapped in a
cycle of striving for validation within systems designed to marginalize them. Gwen poignantly
stated, "Every time I succeed, there’s a voice in the back of my head saying it’s not enough—

because the bar keeps moving."

This external and internal conflict speaks to the systemic reinforcement of White
supremacist ideals that expect Black women to overperform while under-recognizing their

contributions. As Patricia Hill-Collins (2000) notes, this relentless cycle reflects a broader
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societal framework that commodifies Black labor and excellence while denying its humanity. By
centering these insights, the participants’ narratives shed light on the toll of these internal binds,
urging a critical reevaluation of the ideals driving these expectations. As Ethel reflected, "I grew
up hearing things like, ‘You have to work twice as hard to be seen as half as good,” and that stuck

with me—there was never room to fail."

Strength and Resilience: A Double-Edged Sword

As mentioned briefly in an earlier section, each participant, in one way or another,
highlighted how the expectation to embody the Strong Black Woman Narrative becomes a
double-edged sword (Abrams et al., 2014). For example, Althea shared, "I’ve always been told
to be strong, to handle everything without showing weakness, but sometimes that strength feels
like a prison. You’re expected to endure, even when it’s breaking you inside." Participant
narratives reinforced an underlying expectation of unyielding strength, often originating from
external societal pressures and internalized cultural norms. Participants described strength as a
necessity for survival but lamented how this expectation limits their ability to express
vulnerability or seek support. For instance, Ida shared, "There’s an unspoken rule that you’re
supposed to carry it all—your pain, your family’s struggles, your community’s hopes—without
ever letting it show." Such accounts echo findings by Woods-Giscombe (2010), who discussed
how the Superwoman Schema demands that Black women continuously prioritize others’ needs

over their own, often at the expense of their mental and physical well-being.

In addition, interviewees identified how these narratives of strength are reinforced
through cultural storytelling and communal expectations. While these stories celebrate resilience,
they also risk perpetuating cycles of self-sacrifice. Research by Mullings (2006) underscored the

historical roots of this dynamic, tracing it back to the intersecting oppressions of race and gender

140



that have long required Black women to embody strength as a means of resistance. This
historical context amplifies the modern-day pressure to sustain these roles, even when they

become detrimental.

Participants’ reflections also revealed moments of resistance to these imposed ideals.
Ethel expressed, "I’ve started to question why I always have to be the strong one. Strength
doesn’t have to mean suffering." Such resistance aligns with the work of Davis et al. (2018), who
argued for reimagining strength as encompassing vulnerability and interdependence rather than
solitary endurance. By challenging these narratives, participants are advocating for their own
well-being and reshaping cultural understandings of what it means to be strong. Each poignant
insight brought to light the paradoxical burden of strength—while it provides a framework for
resilience, it simultaneously enforces emotional suppression and isolation. It also raises questions
about how much these narratives serve as protective mechanisms versus mechanisms of control

and how we might honor the legacy of resilience without perpetuating its more harmful aspects.

Refusing and Embodying Exceptionalism

Participants’ reflections revealed the complex interplay between embracing and resisting
the mantle of exceptionalism often tied to Black Excellence, a dynamic also discussed in Abrams
et al. (2014) regarding the dualities faced by marginalized groups striving for recognition. While
exceptionalism is frequently framed as a badge of honor, it also imposes significant burdens
(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Collins, 2000; Davis et al., 2018; Raymundo, 2021). Participants
described feeling caught between the desire to excel as a means of breaking barriers and the
recognition that this expectation perpetuates a narrow and often harmful standard of success. For
instance, Bessie reflected, "We’re told to stand out, to be the best, but that kind of pressure can

make you feel like anything less than perfect is failure.” This tension underscores the paradox of
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exceptionalism—it offers empowerment while simultaneously demanding perfection, often at
significant personal cost.

Historical frameworks like Du Bois’s (1903) Talented Tenth emphasize the role of
exceptional individuals in uplifting the race. While this concept has inspired generations,
participants highlighted its limitations. Marian noted, "I used to think being excellent meant
being the best in the room, but now I see it’s about bringing others along with you." This shift
from individual achievement to collective empowerment aligns with critiques of exceptionalism
as a framework that upholds meritocracy while ignoring systemic inequities (Raymundo, 2021).
Furthermore, participants described how embodying exceptionalism often isolates them, creating
barriers to connection and collaboration. As Davis et al. (2018) note, such isolation can
exacerbate feelings of imposter syndrome and reinforce the very systemic barriers that
exceptionalism seeks to overcome.

At the same time, participants expressed instances of resistance to the constraints of
exceptionalism. Dorothy articulated, "I refuse to be tokenized as the 'one who made it.' That’s
not success to me. Success is when we all rise together." This perspective challenges the legacy
of exceptionalism by prioritizing community uplift over individual acclaim. It also invites a
reimagining of Black Excellence as a collective endeavor rather than an individual pursuit. As
Collins (2000) discusses, the rejection of hierarchical success models in favor of communal
frameworks reflects a broader cultural shift toward redefining excellence in more inclusive and
sustainable ways.

The interviewees’ experiences with and observations of the dual relationship with
exceptionalism—embodying and refusing it—raise critical questions about the future of Black

Excellence. How can we celebrate individual achievement without perpetuating the isolation and
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inequities that exceptionalism can impose? Interviewee narratives suggest that the answer lies in
reframing excellence as a shared, relational process that honors individual contributions while
centering collective progress. By challenging the confines of exceptionalism, they offer a deeply
personal and profoundly communal vision of success.

Research Question # 3: What effects do conceptions of Black Excellence have on Black
women's mental health?

Black Excellence as a phenomenon intersects poignantly with the mental health of Black
women, particularly in academic spaces. Exploring the effects of these conceptions on mental
health reveals the deep emotional toll and systemic challenges participants faced. The data
revealed themes such as exhaustion, the struggle to "outrun the shadow" of stereotypes, and a
profound concern for future generations. These themes illustrate the complex interplay between
resilience and vulnerability, offering nuanced insights into how Black women navigate the
intersection of identity, performance, and systemic inequity.

Exhaustion: The Mental and Emotional Cost

Participants expressed exhaustion as an overwhelming and persistent theme in their
experiences with Black Excellence. This exhaustion stemmed from the immense pressure to
excel while simultaneously managing systemic barriers, microaggressions, and the internalized
expectation to remain strong. Gwen articulated this sentiment, saying, “It’s not just about
succeeding—it’s about succeeding in a system that’s designed to see you fail. That weight is
always there.” This reflects the dual burden of performance and resistance, a reality deeply tied
to the historical and ongoing marginalization of Black women in academic and professional

spaces (Frost, 2017; Scott, 2017).
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As Woods-Giscombé (2010) discussed, the Superwoman Schema encapsulates the
expectation for Black women to navigate these spaces with grace and strength, often at the
expense of their own emotional and physical well-being. Participants’ narratives echoed this
phenomenon, revealing how the relentless pursuit of excellence left them feeling drained and
isolated. For example, Marian shared, “There are days when I feel like I’'m running on empty,
but I can’t stop. Stopping isn’t an option when everyone is watching.” This chronic state of
overextension highlights the psychological toll of living up to societal and personal expectations
of excellence.

The emotional cost of this exhaustion is compounded by the lack of spaces to express
vulnerability. Participants described feeling unable to admit fatigue or seek help, fearing
judgment or a perception of weakness. Jerald et al. (2017) note that the internalization of societal
pressures often manifests as self-silencing and hypervigilance, further exacerbating mental health
challenges. As Ethel remarked, “You learn to put on a face, to hide how tired you are, because
that’s what’s expected. But inside, it’s a different story.”

Each participant emphasized this theme of exhaustion, and at a time of current division
and racial upheaval as witnessed by all during the transition of executive power in January of
2025, these observations, experiences, and sentiments call for a critical examination of how
societal and cultural expectations shape the mental health experiences of Black women. How can
spaces of support and vulnerability be cultivated in environments that demand strength and
resilience? Moreover, what role does community play in alleviating the weight of these
expectations? By centering these narratives, we can begin to unravel the complex relationship
between Black Excellence and mental health, opening pathways for more compassionate and

sustainable frameworks of success.
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Outrunning the Shadow

The theme of "outrunning the shadow" captures the participants’ relentless efforts to
distance themselves from the stereotypes and societal expectations associated with their identity
as Black women. These shadows—rooted in historical tropes and contemporary biases—serve as
a constant backdrop against which participants must prove their worth and capabilities. As
Dorothy described, “It feels like no matter how much I achieve, there’s this lingering expectation
that I’1l fall short because of who I am.” This sentiment highlights the weight of systemic and
internalized pressures participants carried as they navigated spaces where their success was
scrutinized and undermined.

Escaping assumptions. Participants shared experiences where their achievements were
often overshadowed by stereotypes, compelling them to exert double the effort to be recognized
as equals. Ida noted, “Every step forward feels like a race to escape assumptions about what I
can’t do. But the finish line keeps moving.” This corresponds with Collins’ (2000) analysis of
the paradoxical nature of visibility of Black women, where success attracts attention but also
intensifies scrutiny. Likewise, Woods-Giscombe (2010) emphasized the psychological strain of
navigating these dynamics, associating the pressure to overperform with heightened stress and
burnout. The findings revealed how participants absorbed these dynamics, and each individual
expressed a desire not only to succeed but also to transform the narrative surrounding their
accomplishments. Instead of chasing success merely to conform to societal expectations, many
participants highlighted the importance of challenging those expectations and crafting new
narratives of excellence. Althea articulated, "It’s not just about what I achieve anymore; it’s
about reshaping what success truly means. For me, it’s about being authentic while also

confronting the systems that suggest I don’t belong." This viewpoint signifies a significant shift
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in how Black women navigate and critique prevailing structures, emphasizing the necessity to
broaden definitions of success to be more inclusive and equitable. This concept resonates with
Davis et al.’s (2018) discourse on dismissing traditional measures of achievement in favor of

more personally and culturally meaningful definitions.

Redefining success. Participants similarly discussed how societal expectations often
diminish the diversity of their achievements, reducing them to narrow benchmarks of success
linked to wealth, power, or academic accolades. By redefining excellence, participants sought to
reclaim the meaning of success in ways that honor their authentic identities and values. Gwen
remarked, "Why should excellence only mean having a big title or a big paycheck? For me, it’s
about how | show up for myself and others every day." Raymundo's (2021) critique of rigid
achievement frameworks emphasizes that such frameworks overlook the complexity of
marginalized identities. Collectively, these narratives invite us to consider how success might
look when it reflects individual achievement and a broader commitment to justice, authenticity,
and collective well-being.

The literature further highlights the long-term effects of this dynamic. Nelson et al.
(2016) examine how the constant negotiation of identity in spaces that devalue Blackness can
result in chronic stress and self-surveillance. This was evident in participants’ narratives, where
the pressure to excel and challenge stereotypes created a cycle of validation and fatigue. As
Claudette expressed, “I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, but sometimes I wonder if it’s for
me or to prove them wrong.”

Concern for the Future: Breaking the Pattern While Maintaining the Mold
Participants expressed a complex interplay of hope and trepidation as they envisioned the

future. They desired to break free from historical patterns of expectation while simultaneously
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recognizing the importance of maintaining certain cultural and personal values. This theme
emerged as participants reflected on how their experiences of Black Excellence informed their
aspirations for themselves and the next generation. For many participants, breaking the pattern
meant challenging the cyclical nature of burnout and hyper-productivity often tied to ideals of
Black Excellence. Bessie shared, "I don’t want my future to look like constantly working to
prove myself to systems that don’t even value me. But I also don’t want to lose the pride that
comes from pushing through.” This tension captures a nuanced perspective: the desire to disrupt
unsustainable cycles of overwork while preserving the resilience and strength embedded in their
community's legacy. Scholars like Abrams et al. (2014) discuss this balance as a negotiation
between rejecting oppressive systems and honoring cultural pride derived from perseverance.

The participants’ concern for the future of Black Excellence as a concept was equally
compelling. Shirley reflected, "How do we pass on the good parts of this idea—Iike striving for
excellence and community pride—without passing on the parts that hurt us, like the pressure to
always be more?" This question underscores the importance of redefining Black Excellence to
support well-being, inclusion, and adaptability for future generations. Woods-Giscombe’s (2010)
insights on the Superwoman Schema are particularly relevant here, as they explore how inherited
expectations can both empower and constrain, creating an imperative to cultivate new
frameworks that prioritize holistic success.

Participants also acknowledged the challenge of "maintaining the mold"—sustaining the
cultural values and strengths linked to Black Excellence—while broadening its definition to
encompass more diverse and sustainable forms of success. Gwen commented, "We can’t throw
away everything that brought us here, but we have to make room for rest, for joy, for being

human." This perspective aligns with literature such as Jerald et al. (2017), which explores the
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intersection of cultural pride and self-preservation, advocating for a reimagined concept of
strength that incorporates vulnerability and balance.

Breaking the pattern while maintaining the mold is, at its core, a conversation about
legacy. Participants expressed a strong sense of responsibility to leave a better foundation for
those who follow, one that emphasizes collective empowerment without the burden of
unattainable ideals. This aspiration reflects what Collins (2000) describes as the evolution of
Black feminist thought, where cultural practices are reinterpreted to reflect the needs and realities
of contemporary Black women. As Ethel eloquently summarized, "I want my children to know
they’re enough just as they are, but also to know they come from a lineage of greatness. It’s
about building something better while honoring what came before."

This theme reveals both the promise and the complexity of envisioning the future of
Black Excellence. How can individuals and communities honor the past while reimagining a
future that prioritizes well-being and inclusivity? Participants’ narratives suggest that the answer
lies in the ongoing, dynamic redefinition of excellence that balances legacy with progress,
resilience with rest, and individuality with collective strength.

Research Question # 4: How does this phenomenon affect Black women’s academic
decisions and trajectories?

As participants' narratives illustrate, the phenomenon of Black Excellence has the
potential to profoundly shape Black women's academic choices and career paths. The themes that
emerged regarding this question reflect the interplay between systemic challenges and personal
aspirations, revealing how societal expectations and cultural pride influence their decisions to
navigate, resist, and redefine their roles in academic spaces.

Navigating Academic Spaces as Sites of Performance and Resistance
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The potential of academic spaces as both opportunities for advancement and sites of
systemic resistance was and is ever-present in each participant’s shared sentiments. The
expectations to overperform, coupled with the necessity of managing external perceptions, led to
a heightened awareness of how participants’ identities as Black women were perceived in
predominantly White institutions. Marian articulated this tension, stating, “I feel like I'm
carrying generations of expectations, but also fighting systems that weren’t built for me to
succeed.” Her assertion and experience underscore the psychological toll of navigating spaces
that demand excellence while offering limited structural support, as noted by Burnett-Zeigler
(2022). This tension is further exacerbated by the layered expectations of embodying resilience
while simultaneously bearing the weight of representation for an entire community. Participants
described feeling as though their academic and professional performance was under a
magnifying glass, amplifying the stakes of every success and failure.

Moreover, these dynamics highlight the duality of these academic spaces as both
battlegrounds and sanctuaries—places where systemic barriers persist but where participants also
cultivate strategies for survival and resistance. This paradox often fosters both resilience and
exhaustion as individuals work to carve out spaces of belonging within institutions steeped in
historical exclusion. These insights align with findings by Mullings (2006), who emphasized
how Black women navigate intersecting oppressions through creative resistance and
perseverance. As participants grappled with these tensions, they underscored the importance of
forming supportive networks and communities within these institutions, echoing Hill-Collins'
(2000) argument that collective solidarity is critical for challenging systemic inequities. For

many, success in these spaces is not just an individual achievement but a testament to their
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ability to disrupt entrenched narratives about who belongs in academia and what excellence truly
means.

When reflecting on and speaking about how the phenomenon of Black Excellence
influences the navigation of predominantly White institutions, each interviewee grappled with
how identity and external perceptions intersected with the structural challenges they have faced.
Their heightened awareness of being perceived as representatives of their entire community has
influenced their academic trajectories by imposing additional psychological and emotional
burdens. These factors often shaped participants' decisions about the fields they entered, their
willingness to advocate for themselves within academic settings, and their resilience in the face
of systemic barriers. Connecting directly to the question of how Black Excellence affects
academic choices and overall paths, participants’ experiences convey the dichotomy of
motivation and constraint that this phenomenon embodies.

Mentorship, Representation, and Building New Legacies

Each interviewee highlighted the transformative impact of mentorship and representation
in shaping their academic trajectories. Many attributed their success to formative figures—
teachers, family members, or community leaders—who offered guidance, inspiration, and
tangible support. As Althea noted, “Seeing someone who looks like me in a position of power
made me believe I could get there too,” emphasizing the vital role of representation in nurturing
ambition and self-belief among Black women. The idea of "seeing to believe" aligns with
Collins’ (2000) argument that the shared experiences of Black women form a foundation for
building collective strength and resilience.

Interviewees consistently communicated that mentorship was not merely about

professional guidance; it also provided emotional scaffolding to navigate predominantly White
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academic spaces. Each woman described how mentors offered strategies to resist
microaggressions, navigate systemic barriers, and maintain their sense of self. For instance,
Gwen recalled, “My mentor didn’t just teach me the ropes; she taught me how to hold my head
high in rooms where I was the only Black woman.” Similarly, Georgia reflected, “My advisor
told me to never underestimate the power of my voice, even when I felt invisible in class
discussions.” These sentiments highlight the distinct dual role of mentorship as both a practical
and emotional anchor, which resonates with Davis et al.’s (2021) findings on the importance of

culturally attuned mentorship for marginalized groups.

Beyond receiving mentorship, participants expressed a strong desire to become mentors
themselves, thereby creating a generational ripple effect. This dual role of both mentee and
mentor reflects the cyclical nature of legacy-building within Black communities, as discussed in
Mullings (2006). Dorothy articulated, “I feel a responsibility to be that representation for the next
generation, just as others were for me. It’s about creating a chain of success that doesn’t break.”
This sentiment emphasizes the importance of fostering systems that support individual success
and promote communal growth and empowerment. Finally, participants’ reflections suggest that
mentorship and representation are not merely supportive elements but foundational to
dismantling systemic inequities in academia. By prioritizing these values, Black women redefine
academic success—not as individual accomplishments but as collective empowerment.

This section of the chapter was devoted to the nuanced exploration of how Black,
American, female graduate students conceive, experience, and embody Black Excellence. Each
research question revealed interconnected themes of identity, resilience, and community that

both illuminate and challenge prevailing narratives of success. Through their stories, participants

151



highlighted the complex interplay of historical legacies, systemic barriers, and personal

aspirations that shape their experiences.

In redefining excellence as a dynamic and inclusive framework, these women call for a

collective reimagining of societal success metrics—one that values authenticity, communal

uplift, and holistic well-being. Their voices serve as both a critique and a celebration, urging

scholars, educators, clinicians, and allies to center these narratives in their work. By amplifying

these perspectives, this research aims to deepen our understanding of Black Excellence as a

thriving model that honors both the individuality of personal journeys and the enduring strength

of collective legacies.

Interpretive themes and sub-themes for each research question are presented in Table 9

below.

Table 9

Interpretive Themes and Sub-themes by Research Question

RQ1: How do Black

RQ2: How have

RQ3: What effects

RQ4: How does this

American female historic American do conceptions of phenomenon affect

graduate students White supremacist Black Excellence Black women's

define Black ideals shaped these have on Black academic decisions

Excellence? conceptions? women's mental and trajectories?
health?

Rooted and Dynamic  External Messages, Exhaustion: The Navigating Academic

Internal Binds Mental and Emotional Spaces as Sites of
Cost Performance and
Resistance

Community- Strength and Outrunning the Mentorship,

Dependent: Resilience: A Double-  Shadow Representation, and

- Foundation Edged Sword Building New

- Incubator Legacies

- Anchor

- Haven
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RQ1: How do Black RQ2: How have RQ3: What effects RQ4: How does this

American female historic American do conceptions of phenomenon affect

graduate students White supremacist Black Excellence Black women's

define Black ideals shaped these have on Black academic decisions

Excellence? conceptions? women's mental and trajectories?
health?

Black Excellence as a  Refusing and Concern for the

Machine: Embodying Future: Breaking the

- Capitalism Exceptionalism Pattern While

- Exceptionalism Maintaining the Mold

- Productivity

- Success

Interpretive Themes Across Sections Derived from the IPA Process

Thus far, the chapter has addressed the correspondences and contradictions between the
current findings and the literature, then applied participant narratives analysis to the research
questions that guided the study. In this section, three overarching themes that emerged from the
data will be presented. Throughout the participant narratives and across all research questions,
three central themes—intersectionality, collectivism, and resilience—consistently emerged as the
foundational pillars of Black Excellence. These themes underpinned how participants navigated
their academic and personal journeys, offering insight into the multifaceted realities of their lived
experiences. Together, these interconnected themes highlight how participants resisted systemic
inequities, redefined traditional success metrics, and built strength through individual and
collective efforts. By examining these recurring themes, we gain a holistic understanding of the

complexities and transformative potential embedded in the phenomenon of Black Excellence.

Intersectionality
The concept of intersectionality lies at the heart of understanding Black Excellence as
experienced by participants. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), intersectionality highlights

how overlapping identities—such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and academic status—
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create unique experiences of privilege and oppression. Participants’ narratives revealed that their
intersecting identities deeply influenced their definitions and embodiments of Black Excellence.
The interplay of these factors shaped how they navigated systemic barriers, embraced their
cultural legacies, and sought spaces for personal and professional growth. By situating their
experiences within this framework, we gain a richer understanding of how Black women both
resist and adapt to structural inequities while redefining excellence on their terms.

Intersecting Identities as a Source of Complexity

For the participants, the intersection of their race, gender, and academic status often
created a unique set of challenges and opportunities. Dorothy reflected, “Being a Black woman
in these spaces means I can’t separate one part of me from the other. I show up as all of me,
whether the space is ready for it or not.” This sentiment captures the indivisibility of identity,
aligning with Crenshaw's (1989) assertion that systems of oppression cannot be disentangled
from one another. The participants’ lived experiences reflected how their intersecting identities
were both a source of strength and a site of tension. Beal (1970) similarly explores how Black
women’s identities are shaped by overlapping systems of race and gender, creating unique
pressures and opportunities for solidarity and resistance.

Participants described how their presence in predominantly White academic spaces often
placed them under heightened scrutiny, yet it also positioned them as trailblazers within their
communities. These dualities created layers of emotional and social complexity that shaped their
academic trajectories. Ida shared, “I feel like my success has to be bigger because I’'m
representing more than just myself. It’s a privilege and a pressure.” This reveals the compounded
burden of representation, where participants felt their actions reflected their race and gender,

amplifying the stakes of their achievements. Bambara (1980) underscores this dual burden,
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noting how Black women often navigate spaces where their successes are seen as symbolic
victories for entire communities.
Intersectionality as a Framework for Resistance and Redefinition

The participants consistently emphasized that embracing their intersecting identities was
a powerful act of resistance against systemic oppression. By fully integrating their racial and
gendered identities into their conceptions of Black Excellence, they redefined traditional success
metrics to include authenticity and cultural pride. Bessie stated, “I don’t try to fit into their boxes
anymore. Black Excellence, to me, is breaking the mold while still honoring where | come
from.” This demonstrates how participants used their intersectionality as a tool for redefining
societal expectations, aligning with Collins' (2000) work on oppositional consciousness.
Similarly, Anzaldua (1987) describes how embracing borderland identities allows marginalized
individuals to challenge dominant narratives and create alternative empowerment frameworks.

Moreover, participants highlighted the importance of embracing their intersectionality in
creating spaces of inclusion and representation. Through their narratives, they illuminated the
transformative potential of intersectionality as a framework for personal empowerment and
collective uplift. By resisting dominant narratives and centering their lived experiences, they
carved out new pathways for success and inclusion. This aligns with Crenshaw (1991), who
underscores the utility of intersectionality in addressing and dismantling systemic inequities.
The Cost of Intersectionality: Navigating Dual Marginalizations

While intersectionality served as a framework for resistance and empowerment, it also
brought unique challenges. Participants described feeling isolated in academic spaces, where
their intersecting identities often excluded them from both racial and gender solidarity. Marian

described this experience: “Sometimes I feel like I’m in two worlds that don’t fully see me. In
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one, I’'m too Black. On the other, I’'m too much of a woman.” This served as a clear example of
the dual marginalizations participants faced as Black women navigating predominantly White
academic environments. Beal’s (1970) concept of "double jeopardy™ aptly captures this tension,
where Black women contend with the compounded effects of racism and sexism. Furthermore,
findings from the visual sorting task reinforced this dual marginalization, as participants
frequently categorized images of Black women in professional or academic spaces as either
"Fighters" or "Outliers"—signaling both admiration and the recognition that such representations
remain rare and, at times, isolating. The difficulty participants expressed in placing certain
images into just one category also reflects the tensions of inhabiting multiple identities within
predominantly White institutions.

The literature echoes these narratives, with Abrams et al. (2014) noting how the double
bind of race and gender creates unique pressures for Black women. These pressures often
manifested as heightened expectations to succeed while maintaining composure and grace, as
described in the Strong Black Woman Narrative (Woods-Giscombe, 2010). Participants
expressed the toll this took on their mental and emotional well-being, revealing the hidden costs
of their resilience. Bambara (1980) also highlights how these pressures often lead to a precarious
balancing act between personal aspirations and communal responsibilities, further underscoring
the emotional dualities inherent in Black women’s experiences.

Collectivism

Collectivism emerged as a significant theme across the narratives, revealing the
participants' deeply rooted commitment to community, interdependence, and shared success. For
these women, Black Excellence was not merely a personal endeavor but a collective aspiration

that intertwined their individual accomplishments with the well-being and upliftment of their
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communities. The following section explores how collectivism shaped their identities, influenced
their academic and professional decisions, and underscored the interconnected nature of their
journeys toward excellence.

Community Uplift as a Core Value

Participants consistently emphasized the importance of using their successes to uplift
others within their communities. Althea shared, "I don’t see my achievements as just for me—
they’re for my family, my neighbors, and for the younger kids watching me." This sentiment
reflects an enduring commitment to creating opportunities for others and ensuring that their
individual milestones have broader collective impacts. This example underscores the
significance of this communal approach, noting how the successes of Black women are often
framed in relation to their ability to contribute to the collective advancement of their
communities (Du Bois, 1903; Raymundo, 2021).

This collective focus often appeared through acts of mentorship, advocacy, and the
deliberate sharing of resources and knowledge. Dorothy remarked, "My community gave me so
much—how could I not give back?" Such narratives highlight the mutualistic dynamics that
fueled participants’ drive to succeed, establishing collectivism as a foundation of their
experiences of Black Excellence. This sentiment also ties into Du Bois’s (1903) ideals of the
Talented Tenth, where individual achievements serve as catalysts for uplifting entire
communities and advancing equity. Emphasis on collectivism was also evident in the visual task,
where participants often grouped images of Black women engaged in mentorship, activism, or
communal connection/leadership under categories such as "Inspiring Black Female

Professionals” or "For the Culture.” These categorizations reflected the belief that Black
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Excellence is not solely about individual success but about lifting others and reshaping spaces for
future generations.
Reciprocal Support Networks

Participants highlighted the critical role of reciprocal support networks in fostering
resilience and enabling their success. Gwen noted, "It was the people around me—family,
friends, colleagues—who reminded me of my strength when | doubted myself."” These networks
provided emotional, intellectual, and practical support, creating spaces where participants could
thrive despite systemic pressures. Additionally, this emphasis on networks resonates with Du
Bois’s (1903) concept of the Talented Tenth, which underscores the importance of collective
efforts to uplift the broader community.

These networks also provided validation and celebration, helping participants navigate
predominantly White spaces. Ida shared, "When | feel invisible in my academic program, | call
my mentor or my best friend, and they remind me of who I am and what I’m capable of." This
reflects the findings of Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s (2007) work on the reciprocal dynamics of
community and individual strength, emphasizing how such networks serve as vital sources of
resilience. Moreover, Geller (2021) and Painter (1996) argue that such support systems mitigate
feelings of marginalization and reinforce a collective identity that resists dominant narratives.
Redefining Success Through a Collective Lens

The participants’ commitment to collectivism also influenced how they defined success.
For many, traditional markers of achievement—such as wealth, status, or accolades—were
secondary to the impact they could have on their communities. Claudette explained, "It’s not
about how much I can gain for myself; it’s about how much I can give back." This redefinition of

success challenges dominant narratives of individualism, centering instead on shared
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empowerment and collective progress. This perspective connects contemporary understandings
of Black Excellence as inherently tied to communal values and collective progress (Frost, 2017;
Scott, 2017; Yousof, 2022).

By positioning collective well-being at the forefront, participants resisted dominant
frameworks that celebrate personal gain at the expense of communal uplift. Hazel echoed this
sentiment, stating, "When I help others rise, I feel like I’'m honoring the people who helped me
get here." This reflects Mickel’s (2016) exploration of Black Excellence’s communal aspects,
which emphasize the value of interdependence in achieving both individual and collective
success.

Balancing Individual and Collective Aspirations

While collectivism was a powerful and sustaining force, participants also grappled with
the tension between fulfilling their personal goals and meeting the expectations of their
communities. As Ethel remarked, "Sometimes it feels like there’s no room for me to just focus
on myself because I’m carrying so many other hopes and dreams." This duality reflects the
complex interplay between individual agency and collective responsibility that shaped their
experiences. Pittman (2023) discusses how balancing these dynamics often requires negotiating
cultural values with personal aspirations, particularly within historically marginalized groups.

Participants sought to balance these dynamics by integrating their personal aspirations
with their commitments to others. Marian stated, "I’ve learned that my success and my
community’s success aren’t separate—they’re intertwined. When I grow, they grow, and vice
versa." This perspective reflects Mullings’ (2006) discussion of collective resilience, where the
strength of the community serves as a foundation for individual achievement. Additionally,

participants’ efforts to strike this balance resonate with the ideals of collective uplift central to
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Du Bois’s (1903) concept of the Talented Tenth, further highlighting the interconnected nature of
Black Excellence.
Resilience

Resilience emerged as a central theme in participants' narratives, reflecting both strength
and the emotional complexities of navigating Black Excellence. Rather than a fixed trait or
expectation, resilience was redefined as an evolving process rooted in self-care, community
support, and intentional boundary-setting. Participants highlighted the tension between resilience
as a source of empowerment and a burden imposed by societal expectations. As Crenshaw
(1991) noted, resilience in marginalized communities is shaped by intersecting oppressions. It is
essential to explore how Black women embody and challenge this narrative to create space for

rest, vulnerability, and holistic well-being.

Reframing Resilience: Embracing Vulnerability and Balance

While participants acknowledged the necessity of resilience, they also described an
ongoing shift in how they conceptualized and embodied it. Many rejected the notion that
resilience must always equate to struggle, instead advocating for a more balanced, sustainable
approach to strength. Hazel described this shift, stating, “I used to think resilience meant never
breaking. Now, | see it as knowing when to rest, when to ask for help, and when to set
boundaries.” This redefinition of resilience aligns with Abrams et al. (2018), who argue for an
expanded understanding of strength that incorporates self-preservation and emotional well-being.
Such findings parallel Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s (2007) observations that many Black women have
historically associated strength with self-silencing and unrelenting grace in the face of adversity,

often to their detriment.
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This perspective also ties into broader discussions of self-care as an act of resistance.
Participants expressed a growing awareness that resilience must include moments of softness and
restoration rather than constant endurance. As Collins (2000) notes, reimagining resilience
beyond the framework of relentless struggle allows for a fuller, more humanized experience of
Black womanhood. Dorothy shared, “I used to feel guilty for slowing down, like I was letting
people down. Now, I know that resting doesn’t mean I’m not strong.” This perspective
challenges dominant narratives that equate resilience solely with perseverance and instead
positions it as an evolving and flexible practice. This shift echoes Woods-Giscombe’s (2010)
findings, where participants in her study highlighted the critical balance between self-care and
societal expectations of unyielding strength. Participant outcomes on the visual task reinforced
this shifting definition of resilience, as participants frequently debated whether images of Black
women engaging in rest, joy, or leisure should be categorized under Black Excellence at all.
While some initially hesitated, many ultimately created categories such as "Soft Life,"
“Softness,” or "Living in Peace and Luxury," signaling a growing recognition that resilience
includes self-care and sustainability rather than just struggle and perseverance.

Collective Resilience: The Role of Community Support

In redefining resilience, participants emphasized the crucial role of community in
sustaining their well-being. Many described how their families, mentors, and peer networks
provided the support necessary to maintain resilience in healthier, more sustainable ways. Gwen
shared, “I don’t have to carry everything alone. My community lifts me when I need it, just like I
do for them.” This reflects findings by Liao et al. (2020) and Davis et al. (2018), who highlight
the significance of communal coping mechanisms in fostering resilience among Black women.

Moreover, Sellers et al. (1998) underscore the importance of community-based support in
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reinforcing racial centrality, which can bolster resilience by fostering positive self-concepts and
solidarity.

Furthermore, participants recognized that resilience should not be an individual burden
but rather a shared effort that strengthens entire communities. Althea noted, “True resilience isn’t
just about what you can endure—it’s about how we hold each other up.” This emphasis on
interdependence aligns with the concept of collective resilience, a framework explored by
Raymundo (2021), which positions resilience as a communal, relational process rather than a
solely individual trait. Additionally, Lewis et al. (2017) highlight how stronger connections to
racial and gender identity within supportive networks can protect Black women from the
detrimental health effects of systemic racism, further reinforcing the collective nature of
resilience.

Resilience as Evolution and Choice

For the participants in this study, resilience was a theme deeply intertwined with identity,
survival, and self-discovery. While initially framed as an expectation—Dboth cultural and
systemic—many participants expressed a desire to reclaim resilience as a choice rather than a
requirement. They called for a broader redefinition of resilience that allows for rest,
vulnerability, and the freedom to exist beyond narratives of struggle. This shift represents not
just a personal evolution but a critical challenge to how Black Excellence is framed within
dominant discourse. The nuanced understanding of resilience echoes the MMRI model proposed
by Sellers et al. (1998), where identity-related beliefs and coping strategies must align with both
individual and communal strengths to foster holistic well-being.

By reimagining resilience through the lenses of balance, self-preservation, and

community, participants offered a powerful critique of societal structures that demand their
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strength while rarely providing them the space to simply exist. Their narratives urge scholars and
practitioners to further explore resilience in ways that honor not just survival but also joy,
restoration, and collective empowerment. These insights align with Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s
(2010) findings, which emphasize the necessity of dismantling harmful stereotypes to create
more inclusive and sustainable frameworks for resilience.

In summary, exploring the cross-sectional themes of intersectionality, collectivism, and
resilience reveals the depth and nuance of Black Excellence as experienced by Black American
female graduate students. These themes illuminate the intricate interplay of identity, community,
and strength, illustrating how participants reimagined excellence in ways that honor both
personal aspirations and collective progress. Together, these narratives provide a critical
foundation for understanding the lived realities of Black women, challenging dominant
frameworks and offering pathways toward more inclusive and empowering definitions of
success. This analysis celebrates the transformative power of Black Excellence and calls for
further research and action to support and sustain it.

Interpretive themes and sub-themes found across sections are presented in Table 10
below.

Table 10

Interpretive Themes and Sub-themes found Across Sections

Intersectionality Collectivism Resilience

Intersecting Identities as a Community Uplift as a Core  Reframing Resilience:

Source of Complexity Value Embracing Vulnerability
and Balance

Intersectionality as a Reciprocal Support Collective Resilience: The

Framework for Resistance ~ Networks Role of Community Support

and Redefinition

The Cost of Redefining Success Through Resilience as Evolution and

Intersectionality: a Collective Lens Choice
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Intersectionality Collectivism Resilience

Navigating Dual

Marginalizations
Balancing Individual and
Collective Aspirations

Researcher Subjectivities in Phenomenology and Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
As is generally true for qualitative methods, researcher subjectivities are integral to
phenomenological and IPA studies. In phenomenology, the researcher seeks to understand
participants' lived experiences, striving to uncover the essence of a shared phenomenon (Van
Manen, 2017). IPA extends this by requiring the researcher to interpret these experiences while
remaining grounded in participants' narratives (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). This dual
framework acknowledges that the researcher’s background, biases, and perspectives shape the
analysis and interpretation of participants' lived realities, making reflexivity and transparency

essential (Finlay, 2012).

Researcher Positionality

As a Black American-born cisgender woman from the South, now residing in the North, I
approached this study with a deep personal connection to the phenomenon of Black Excellence.
My experiences growing up around a Black woman who was celebrated for her excellence
profoundly shaped my understanding of success, identity, and representation. My motivation
stemmed from a persistent reflection on my own performance, constantly evaluating how it
aligned with societal and personal standards of excellence. I wondered whether other Black
women shared these contemplations and how they defined and experienced Black Excellence.
Specifically, I sought to explore how this phenomenon influenced their self-perception,

aspirations, work ethic, and mental health (Watson & Hunter, 2015).
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Personal Biases

Entering this study, I carried assumptions that participants would recount narratives of
struggle and possess clear, uniform definitions of Black Excellence. Additionally, I grappled with
feelings of inadequacy, fearing that I might not "measure up" to the women I interviewed. This
stemmed from my own experiences of imposter syndrome, a recurring theme in my academic
and professional journey. To manage these biases, I engaged in reflexive practices, allowing me
to approach the data with openness and a commitment to faithfully representing participants’
voices (Finlay, 2012). These practices included keeping a reflection journal where I stated my

concerns, assumptions, and ideas about Black Excellence.

Relationship to Participants

A shared understanding of the phenomenon under investigation shaped the dynamic
between myself and the participants. The study provided a unique space to discuss a topic that is
often felt deeply but rarely articulated—Black Excellence. While | was excited to engage with
fellow Black women and explore their nuanced perspectives, | remained mindful of maintaining
professional boundaries (Smith et al., 2009). Initially, I anticipated strong commonalities across
narratives but became increasingly fascinated by the diversity of experiences and interpretations
participants shared.
Engagement with IPA and Phenomenology
IPA

As the sole investigator, | approached the data with a dual responsibility: to remain
grounded in participants’ narratives while layering interpretive insights. This aligns with the
hermeneutic principles of IPA, emphasizing the iterative process of understanding participants’

attempts to make sense of their own experiences (Smith et al., 2009). This required a careful
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balance between descriptive analysis (what participants explicitly stated) and interpretive
analysis (the underlying meanings and implications). For instance, while participants described
their challenges in predominantly White academic spaces, | sought to interpret how these
experiences reflected broader societal structures and internalized expectations. Larkin and
Thompson (2012) further emphasize that such interpretive work requires engaging deeply with
participants’ accounts to uncover nuanced patterns, which remained a core practice in the
analysis phase of this study.
Phenomenology

Phenomenology’s emphasis on bracketing was critical in allowing me to fully engage
with participants’ lived experiences. As Finlay (2012) highlighted, bracketing requires a constant
reflexive practice to set aside personal assumptions and engage authentically with participants’
narratives. Before each interview and during data analysis, | examined my preconceived notions,
questions, and assumptions, ensuring they did not overshadow participants’ voices. By
employing methods such as free association tasks and visual sorting exercises, | gained a richer
understanding of how participants internalized and expressed the phenomenon of Black
Excellence. These methods illuminated the phenomenon's individual and collective dimensions,
deepening the interpretive process and aligning with phenomenological goals to explore the
essence of shared experiences (Van Manen, 2017).
Methodological Rigor

Reflexivity. As described by Leavitt et al. (2017), methodological integrity requires a
dual focus on fidelity to the subject matter and the utility of research findings. In this study,
reflexivity served as a cornerstone for ensuring fidelity. | employed journaling and free

association exercises to monitor and mitigate potential biases. These practices created space to
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disentangle my personal thoughts and emotions, allowing for a more objective and grounded
analysis of the data. Reflexivity also enabled perspective management, a key aspect of
maintaining methodological rigor, as | navigated the balance between my dual roles as a
researcher and a Black woman.

Transparency. Transparency was prioritized throughout the research process to enhance
replicability and trustworthiness. Analytic decisions were meticulously documented, including
adherence to the semi-structured interview protocol and reflections on deviations from the script.
These deviations often provided deeper insights, as the iterative nature of the analysis shaped
follow-up questions. This approach aligns with the principles of methodological utility outlined
by Leavitt et al. (2021), which emphasize the contextualization of data to generate meaningful
contributions.

Influence of subjectivities. The intersection of my subjectivities with the research
process both enriched and complicated the interpretive work. For example, an immediate
connection with a participant who shared a story of triumph over discrimination allowed for
deeper disclosures. However, it also necessitated heightened reflexivity to remain aware of the
potential influence of my shared identity on the participant's narrative. In line with Smith and
Osborn’s (2008) hermeneutic principles, these subjectivities became a tool for uncovering
nuanced insights, transforming the interpretive process into a collaborative exploration of
meaning.

Value of subjectivities. My lived experiences provided cultural competence and a deeper
understanding of the intersectionality of race and gender. This enhances my ability to analyze the
complex dynamics of Black Excellence. My ongoing engagement with participants’ narratives

reflects Larkin and Thompson’s (2012) focus on linking personal meanings to broader socio-
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cultural contexts. Furthermore, it aligns with Leavitt et al.’s (2017) framework, which
emphasizes the necessity of producing research rooted in participants' lived experiences and
relevant to wider scholarly and practical applications.

Expanding rigor through methodological integrity. Building on the foundational
practices of reflexivity and transparency, this study incorporated methodological integrity by
balancing fidelity and utility. Fidelity was achieved through a commitment to capturing the depth
and complexity of participants’ narratives without oversimplification. Utility was ensured by
generating findings that contribute to a broader understanding of Black Excellence as a culturally
significant and multidimensional construct. As Leavitt et al. (2021) emphasize, this balance is
critical for producing research that is not only trustworthy but also transformative in its
implications.

Limitations of the Study

Methodological Constraints. The choice of a qualitative approach for this study was
both intentional and essential. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) enabled a
profound exploration of participants’ lived experiences, offering the nuance and depth that
quantitative methods may struggle to capture. Listening to each participant's detailed narratives
was crucial for producing meaningful research findings and shaping future directions. It also
served as a platform to honor and amplify the complexities of their experiences. This was
particularly important given the broad and intricate nature of the phenomenon under
investigation—Black Excellence as experienced and embodied by Black American women in

graduate school.

As Leavitt et al. (2017, 2021) emphasized, methodological integrity is foundational for

ensuring that qualitative research remains both rigorous and relevant. IPA’s idiographic focus
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aligned with this principle by prioritizing depth and individual meaning-making while
maintaining fidelity to participants’ narratives (Smith et al., 2009). The method fit the expansive
experiences of the participants and allowed for the detailed, nuanced analysis often necessary
when working with intersectional identities and culturally significant phenomena. However, IPA
is not without its challenges. Leavitt et al. (2021) noted that qualitative research often requires a
careful balance between depth and practicality. The labor-intensive nature of IPA demanded
significant time for data collection, transcription, review, analysis, and synthesis. Managing this
extensive process while ensuring that each participant’s narrative was treated with care and depth
presented logistical and emotional challenges.

Reflecting on the implementation of IPA, there were areas where the process could be
improved. The time-intensive nature of the analysis meant that particular layers of complexity
might not have been fully explored due to practical constraints. Furthermore, while IPA
emphasizes the idiographic experience, incorporating a small comparative element across cases
could have provided additional insights without undermining the depth of individual narratives.
This aligns with Leavitt et al. (2017), who advocate for flexibility in qualitative methods to
enhance their applicability without sacrificing methodological rigor.

Despite these constraints, IPA was ultimately the right choice for this endeavor. It
provided participants the space and time to incorporate the nuances of their lived experiences
into the process, aligning perfectly with the research’s goal to amplify their voices and uncover
the layered meanings of Black Excellence. As Leavitt et al. (2021) suggest, future research may
combine the richness of qualitative methods with the broader applicability of quantitative
approaches to deepen our understanding of this complex and dynamic phenomenon. In doing so,

we can honor both the depth of lived experiences and the need for broader systemic insights.
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Demographic Homogeneity. The participants' shared demographic characteristics—such
as their academic pursuits and identification with the concept of Black Excellence—may limit
the study's ability to capture the full spectrum of Black women’s experiences. In particular, the
focus on graduate-level Black women provides rich, specific insights but excludes perspectives
from other groups, such as professionals, undergraduates, or non-academic individuals (Smith et
al., 2009). While this homogeneity provides depth in a specific context, it restricts broader
applicability (Larkin & Thompson, 2012; Finlay, 2012).

Participant Selection Bias. Participants volunteered to discuss Black Excellence, which
may have introduced a selection bias. Those who chose to participate may hold particular
perspectives or experiences that differ from those who did not, potentially skewing the data
toward narratives of resilience and achievement (Berger, 2015).

Data Collection Methods

Semi-structured interviews provided flexibility but may have inadvertently guided
participants’ responses. While the open-ended nature of the questions encouraged rich narratives,
the framing of specific questions might have shaped the direction of some discussions (Smith &
Osborn, 2008; Wertz, 2005).

The free association tasks proved to be interesting and innovative to participants. Many
found the task to be stimulating, though some struggled to articulate their thoughts or were
unaware of the salience of some of the images, leading to disparities in the depth of data
collected (Finlay, 2012; Larkin & Thompson, 2012). While the visual sorting task offered
innovative insights into participants' conceptualizations of Black Excellence, it also presented

limitations typical of qualitative methodologies. The task required participants to interpret and
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assign meaning to abstract or symbolic representations, which might have led to variability in
engagement and interpretive depth (Harper, 2002).

Finally, the timing of this study, conducted during a period of heightened national social
awareness of racial inequities and justice movements, may have influenced participants’
reflections. Current events and societal discourses may have shaped their narratives, which could
amplify specific themes or emotions (Bergan, 2015; Finlay, 2012).

Ethical and Practical Limitations

As a researcher and a Black woman, my shared identity with participants may have
influenced their openness, possibly leading them to emphasize experiences they felt aligned with
mine (Smith & Osborn, 2008; Berger, 2015). Time limitations during data collection and
analysis may also have influenced the opportunity to explore certain narratives in greater depth.
Additionally, conducting one-on-one interviews remotely might have limited some of the
richness of non-verbal cues that could have further informed the analysis (Larkin & Thompson,
2012).

Implications of the Study
Clinical Implications

The findings highlight the importance of addressing the psychological toll associated
with striving for Black Excellence, particularly within the Superwoman Schema (SWS) and
Strong Black Woman Narrative (SBWN) frameworks. Black women frequently navigate a
complex interplay of resilience, systemic pressures, and internalized expectations, often at
significant mental and physical health costs (Woods-Giscombe, 2010; Nelson et al., 2016).
Clinicians must recognize the dual burden of navigating racial and gendered expectations while

creating space for Black women to prioritize self-care and authentic emotional expression.
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Given the high prevalence of anxiety, depression, and burnout resulting from these
schemas (Abrams et al., 2014; Watson & Hunter, 2015), therapeutic interventions should
incorporate psychoeducation about these narratives and their impacts. For instance, interventions
like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) or Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) could
be adapted to help clients identify and reframe internalized expectations, replacing them with
personally defined goals that align with their well-being. Additionally, clinicians should consider
integrating culturally tailored mindfulness or self-compassion practices to support clients in
reclaiming agency over their mental health (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Liao et al., 2020).
Recognizing the systemic inequities and societal stereotypes that contribute to these mental
health challenges is critical. Clinicians must validate their clients' experiences while challenging
the notion that strength and resilience must come at the expense of emotional and physical well-
being.

Implications for Training and Supervision

Training programs must prepare mental health professionals to navigate the
intersectionality of race, gender, and resilience as experienced by Black women. This includes
fostering an understanding of how identity-prescribing stereotypes like the SWS and SBWN
influence clients' experiences and mental health outcomes. Supervisors should encourage
trainees to adopt a culturally responsive lens in their practice, integrating concepts like racial and
gender identity centrality as protective factors while addressing the risks of internalized strength
schemas (Jerald et al., 2017).

Supervision should also emphasize the importance of exploring the ways systemic
racism, sexism, and classism impact Black women’s lived experiences. For instance,

incorporating readings such as Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2007) and Woods-Giscombe (2010) into
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training curricula can deepen clinicians' understanding of the historical roots of these schemas
and their present-day implications. Trainees should also be encouraged to critically examine how
their own biases or assumptions may shape their therapeutic approaches, particularly when
working with clients navigating complex identity-related challenges.

The study findings further underscore the necessity of training clinicians to balance
fostering resilience with challenging harmful societal norms. Participants in the study spoke
about both the empowerment derived from leaning into their identity and the toll it takes to
maintain this centrality under systemic pressure. Training clinicians to work with this duality is
essential for providing comprehensive care.

Policy Implications

Systemic change is essential to reducing the societal pressures that contribute to the
mental health disparities faced by Black women. Institutional policies must challenge the
narratives of the SWS and SBWN, particularly within workplaces, academic institutions, and
healthcare systems. For instance, policies promoting work-life balance, equitable pay, and
mental health accommodations can help alleviate some of the systemic pressures Black women
face(Abrams et al., 2019; Shepherd, 2023). However, much is still to be explored in this realm.

Additionally, the findings support the need for policies that normalize vulnerability and
emotional authenticity as strengths rather than weaknesses. For example, institutions can
implement employee assistance programs that specifically address the unique challenges faced
by Black women, offering culturally sensitive mental health support and professional
development opportunities. Policies should also prioritize dismantling systemic barriers to
equitable care by increasing funding for community mental health resources and diversifying the

mental health workforce.
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Participants' reflections on the pressures of representation highlight the importance of
addressing these issues at a systemic level. As Mae noted, “The pressure to excel is about more
than just me—it’s about everyone who’s watching.” This illustrates the need for policies that
reduce the disproportionate burden placed on Black women to represent and advocate for their
communities in the absence of structural support.

Directions for Future Research

The data collected through this study highlights the rich potential of innovative
qualitative methods, such as free association and visual tasks, in examining the
phenomenological experiences of Black Excellence. The robust narratives and insights gathered
reveal the immense value of centering Black women’s voices in academic inquiry and exploring
the multidimensional impacts of Black Excellence on identity, resilience, and community. This
study opens several promising directions for future research.

First, future research would benefit from an expanded scope of participants, including
undergraduate students, professionals in non-academic fields, and older generations. This
broader demographic range could offer a more comprehensive understanding of how Black
Excellence manifests across different life stages and contexts. Investigating intergenerational
shifts—such as how younger generations conceptualize Black Excellence in contrast to older
ones—could reveal evolving definitions and invite reimaginings of strength, success, and
visibility.

Second, the findings underscore the significance of relational and communal resilience
frameworks. Participants described the importance of collective support in navigating systemic
pressures. Future research might examine how Black women leverage community networks and

shared cultural values as coping strategies. Quantitative or mixed-methods approaches could
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complement these insights by measuring tangible outcomes—such as well-being, academic
persistence, or career satisfaction. This aligns with prior research (e.g., Woods-Giscombe, 2010;
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007) that calls for health-focused interventions that honor the lived
realities of Black women. In this vein, Mensah and Pierre (2025) proposed that resilience itself
must be redefined and “troubled”: rather than valorizing individual perseverance in toxic
systems, future inquiry should center the institutional changes needed to alleviate those
pressures. Such work moves toward Black liberation, joy, and authenticity rather than endurance.

Third, this study revealed the promise of task-based methodologies, especially in
capturing the nuances of intersectional identities. The free association task elicited rich
reflections often absent in traditional interview formats. Similarly, the visual sorting task allowed
participants to construct and share layered meanings of Black Excellence through image
curation. These methods brought forth themes like Cultural and Historical Recognition, Public
Perception and Stereotypes, Personal and Professional Growth, and Resilience and Joy, each of
which could ground future studies on their own. The application of these tasks points to the
utility of integrating arts-based and visual research methods in qualitative inquiry. As Holm,
Sahlstrém, and Zilliacus (2017) noted, arts-based visual research allows for “multi-layered
theoretical statements” that challenge binaries and broaden the epistemological landscape of
social science. Future researchers might incorporate photo-elicitation, curated image sets, or
participatory photography to deepen meaning-making and disrupt dominant research paradigms.

In addition, future studies should consider disciplinary context as a lens for understanding
how Black Excellence is performed and perceived. This study included several participants from
STEM fields who shared distinct challenges around visibility, isolation, and stereotypes.

Comparative research across academic disciplines—such as STEM, social sciences, humanities,
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and the arts—could illuminate both field-specific and cross-disciplinary narratives of identity
and success. Understanding these variations may inform the development of culturally
responsive supports tailored to different institutional cultures.

This study also opens doors for examining how Black Excellence intersects with identity-
prescribing frameworks like the Strong Black Woman Narrative (SBWN) and the Superwoman
Schema (SWS). Future research should explore how Black women negotiate the tensions
between racial identity centrality and the psychological cost of constantly performing strength.
Longitudinal designs may help track how these negotiations shift across life stages and career
roles, particularly in leadership and high-stakes academic environments. Further inquiry into the
toll of internalized expectations—and how Black women resist, reframe, or redefine them—
could enrich both theoretical and applied understandings of identity formation and well-being.

Ongoing study could further illuminate the nuanced ways Black women navigate and
redefine excellence in various contexts, offering valuable insights into their lived experiences
and aspirations. Comparative studies that examine manifestations of excellence across other
marginalized groups, or that evaluate how societal events (e.g., racial equity movements, policy
shifts, removal of workplace DEI initiatives) shape these conceptions, are also warranted.

In addition, researchers may consider utilizing focus groups or multigenerational dialogue
formats in future studies. These approaches offer opportunities for collective storytelling,
intergenerational reflection, and co-constructed meaning-making. They also align with the
communal ethos many participants expressed, allowing space for shared strategies, affirmation,
and exploration of nuanced identity narratives. Such group-based formats could foster
community-centered knowledge production while deepening the relational dynamics inherent in

the lived experience of Black Excellence.
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By building on this study’s findings, future research can continue to challenge and

expand the frameworks through which resilience, identity, and success are studied.
Conclusion

This study has underscored the multifaceted nature of Black Excellence as shaped by the
intersection of race, gender, and systemic inequities. The findings reveal both the empowering
and taxing dimensions of embodying this phenomenon, highlighting the need for frameworks
that capture its complexity. By centering the voices of Black American-born women in graduate
school, this research contributes to a richer understanding of their lived realities. It also
challenges the prevailing narratives that often marginalize or oversimplify their experiences.
Looking ahead, future research must continue to innovate methodologically and conceptually,
fostering spaces where Black women’s stories are not only told but foundational to the evolving

discourse on identity, resilience, and community.
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APPENDIX A
Study Recruitment Communication

Dear

My name is Tyner Gordon; I’m a current counseling psychology doctoral student at Teachers

College, Columbia University. I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate
in a voluntary research study about female, Black, American graduate students’ conceptions of
and experiences with Black Excellence. This is a qualitative study; therefore, participation will

be in the form of in-depth conversation around this topic.

Participation includes completing a short demographic survey, followed by a 60-90 minute
interview scheduled at each participant’s convenience. Interviews will take place virtually
utilizing a university Zoom account. Upon consent, interviews will be audio and video recorded
for documentation purposes. During the interview, participants will also be asked to complete a
short task that involves viewing, categorizing, and sorting images, followed by a short period of

processing the experience of completing the task.

To be eligible to participate in the study, you must:

1. Identify as an American woman who has grown up in the United States
2. Identify racially as Black, African American, and/or multi-racial, primarily Black
3. Be enrolled in a graduate school program in the United States
If you are interested in participating in this study and meet the above criteria, please contact

Tyner Gordon at tlgl 1 @tc.columbia.edu. Additionally, if you would like additional information

about this study, please send inquiries to the above email address.
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Thank you for your consideration of participating in this study!

Sincerely,

Tyner Gordon
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APPENDIX B
Informed Consent, Participant’s Rights, Explanation Verification
Protocol Title: Black Excellence Definitions, Experiences, and Mental Health QOutcomes for

Black American Women in Graduate School

Principal Researcher: Tyner Gordon, Teachers College

tlgl1@tc.columbia.edu

INFORMED CONSENT

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in this research study
called “Black Excellence Definitions, Experiences, and Mental Health Outcomes for Black
American Women in Graduate School.” You may qualify to take part in this research study if you
identify as American, Black, African American woman and/or multi-racial, primarily Black, are
currently enrolled in a graduate school program, and speak English. Approximately 10 - 12
people will participate in this study, and it will take 60-90 minutes of your time. Participants will

complete the present questionnaire and also participate in a one-on-one virtual interview.

RISKS AND BENEFITS: The potential risks associated with this study may include discomfort

associated with discussing the topic of Black Excellence, historic and current racial and gender
discrimination and exclusion of Black American women, and/or mild fatigue from participating

in a 60-90 minute interview. There are no direct benefits to participation in this study.

PAYMENTS: There is no monetary payment for participation in the study.
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DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Your identity/information will

never be associated at any time with the data once it has been collected. Furthermore, I will
redact any potentially identifying information from the transcripts. All data and related materials
will be stored electronically on the primary investigator's computer and will be password-
protected. All interview data will only be utilized to analyze interview transcripts, from which
general themes will be drawn to inform the research manuscript. All data will be destroyed once

the analysis is complete.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately one hour (sixty minutes).

HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be used for educational

purposes, conference presentations, research manuscripts, and eventually, for journal publication.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS

Principle Investigator: Tyner Gordon

Research Title: Black Excellence Definitions, Experiences, and Mental Health Outcomes for

Black American Women in Graduate School

e [ have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had ample

opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits regarding

this research study.

e [understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw

participation at any time without penalty.

e The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional discretion.
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If, during the course of the study, significant new information has been developed

becomes available, which may relate to my willingness to continue my participation, the

the investigator will provide this information to me.

Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will not be

voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically

required by law.

If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can

contact the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator's email address

is tlgl1@tc.columbia.edu.

If at any time I have comments or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or

questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the Teachers College,

Columbia University Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is

(212) 678-4105. Or, I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University,

525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151.

I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.
I should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant's Rights

document.

I understand that audio taping is part of this research, and

() I consent to be audio-video taped

() I do NOT consent to being video/audiotaped.
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e The written, video and/or audiotaped materials will be viewed only by the principal

investigator and members of the research team.

e My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.

Participant's signature: Date: / /

Name:

INVESTIGATOR’S VERIFICATION OF EXPLANATION

I certify that I have carefully explained the purpose and nature of this research to

(participant’s name) in age-appropriate language.

She has had the opportunity to discuss it with me in detail. I have answered all his/her questions

and he/she provided the affirmative agreement (i.e. assent) to participate in this research.

Investigator’s Signature:

Date:
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APPENDIX C
Demographic Questionnaire
Hello, and thank you for agreeing to be a part of this study! Please take a few minutes to fill out
the demographic questionnaire below. Please know that while you will be sharing your name on
this survey, your identity will not be revealed in the analysis or written portion of this study.
Furthermore, any other information that could be used to identify you will be removed from all
portions of the collected data, and all materials collected will be deleted after all analysis is

completed.

Name (First, Last):

Age:

How do you identify racially?

Black African American Multiracial (Black) Biracial (Black) An

If your racial identity is not listed, please provide it:

How do you identify ethnically?

What is your nationality?

What graduate institution do you currently attend?

What is your graduate program of study?

How many months/years have you completed in your program of study?

1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years 6+ years
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APPENDIX D
Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Background Questions

What does the term Black Excellence mean to you in general?

What emotions come up for you when thinking of this term?

How would you describe and define Black Excellence to someone who isn’t Black?

Free Association: What emotions and thoughts come up for you now that we have spoken about

this topic for a bit? Please feel free to speak them as single words or phrases.

Priming Questions

How might Black Excellence differ for Black women in particular?

What does Black Excellence mean to you as a Black woman in:

- Social spaces and relationships
- Academic spaces and relationships

Whom do you think defines the standards of Black Excellence for Black women? How?

How much and what type of control do you feel in terms of setting and changing standards of

Black Excellence for yourself as a Black woman?

Free Association: What emotions and thoughts come up for you now that we have spoken about

this topic for a bit? Please feel free to speak them as single words or phrases.

Formative Influences Questions

Tell me about some of your experiences with Black folks as you grew up:
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- Who were some of the women who embodied Black Excellence in your life growing up?
- Were there specific women who embodied Black Excellence around you that stand out?
- How did they embody it?

- What words would you use to describe them?

- When was the first time you realized this person embodied Black Excellence for you?

Academic Effects Questions

How did standards of Black Excellence affect your academic choices growing up?

How do standards of Black Excellence affect academic choices and paths now?

Free Association: What emotions and thoughts come up for you now that we have spoken about

this topic for a bit? Please feel free to speak them as single words or phrases.
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APPENDIX E

Image Sort Task Template
Below you will find a Zoom White Board that includes images of Black women in various
settings. Please take a few minutes to look at each image. Once you have looked at each image,
take a few minutes to sort the images based on categories that you feel best fit the images. As
you do this, keep in mind your conceptions and descriptions of Black Excellence as well as the
ideas, observations, and insights you shared during the interview. Once you feel you've sorted the
images according to your created categories, please let me know. We will end our time together
processing your sorting choices and reasoning behind them and documenting your thinking using

the digital post-its on the board.
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