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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Black women play critical roles across Washington's public sector, serving in
state agencies, local government, and community-based organizations that
support residents across the state. Yet national research and local
conversations have increasingly pointed to a concerning reality: Black women
often experience workplace environments differently than their peers, facing
barriers that affect their well-being, advancement, and long-term participation
in public service.

To better understand these experiences in our state, the Washington State
Women's Commission (WSWC) and Blacks United in Leadership & Diversity
(BUILD) conducted a statewide survey of Black women who work in or have
worked in the public sector.

The findings reveal consistent patterns across agencies, roles and career
stages. Respondents describe workplace cultures marked by microaggressions,
heightened scrutiny and exclusion from decision-making.

Notable findings include

o 88% of respondents experienced microaggressions

e 75% reported impacts to mental or emotional health

e 2.7 out of 5 average workplace rating

e Nearly half of all respondents reported concerns to HR, and among those,
49% rated the support received a1out of 5

Despite these challenges, respondents described strategies for persistence
and success. Themes of self-advocacy, community support, boundary setting,
and resilience appeared consistently throughout open-ended responses.
However, many also described staying in their roles only until another
opportunity emerged, highlighting potential risks to workforce retention and
institutional knowledge.

This report presents an opportunity for Washington workplaces to strengthen
workplace equity, accountability, and employee well-being while supporting
the retention of a committed workforce.


https://wswc.wa.gov/
https://build.wa.gov/

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Washington State Women's Commission encourages agency leaders,
policymakers and public-sector employers to consider the following actions to
strengthen workplace equity, accountability and employee well-being.

1.

Establish consistent complaint processes across all agencies. State
agencies should operate under consistent, independently reviewed anti-
discrimination standards and complaint processes. Standards should
include clear reporting pathways, defined response timelines, and
employee protections against retaliation.

Increase transparency around employees' rights and workplace
processes. Many respondents reported uncertainty about available
resources, protections, and reporting procedures. Agencies should publicly
communicate complaint processes and available supports and resources,
including union and workplace representation information where

applicable.

Strengthen performance evaluation practices. Respondents frequently
described concerns about inconsistent expectations, subjective feedback
and unequal standards. Agencies should review practices to ensure
evaluations are clear, observable, consistent and equitably applied across
their teams. Reducing ambiguity in evaluation processes can help minimize
bias and improve employee confidence in advancement systems.

Invest in sponsorship and leadership development. While mentorship
remains important, respondents and existing research suggest that
sponsorship plays a critical role in career advancement. Agencies should
explore opportunities to expand leadership development pathways,
increase access to sponsors and advocates, monitor advancement
outcomes and support equitable promotion practices. Creating intentional
pathways to leadership benefits both employees and the public institutions

they serve.



METHODOLOGY

From February through March 2026, the Washington State Women's
Commission (WSWC) and Blacks United in Leadership & Diversity (BUILD)
conducted a statewide survey of Black women employed in Washington's

public sector.

The survey included 410 respondents from state agencies, local government,
and nonprofit organizations providing public-serving and social-service
functions.

Participants completed 11 survey questions that included:
e Employment background information
e Workplace experience ratings
o Experiences with workplace harms and barriers
e Impacts on well-being and career outcomes
e Experiences with reporting concerns
 Open-ended questions regarding strategies, advice, and
recommendations

Quantitative analysis included descriptive statistics and frequency
distributions. Qualitative analysis included thematic review of 528 open-
ended responses. Themes were identified through analysis of recurring ideas,
experiences, and recommendations.



DEMOGRAPHIC
PROFILE OF SURVEY
RESPONDENTS

The survey reflects perspectives of
individuals who have worked in
public service for a significant portion
of their career. They have navigated
workplace environments across
agencies, organizations and
leadership levels.

Most participants are experienced
public sector workers. Over 62% have
served 8 or more years.

Respondents span all seniority levels

from entry-level employees to
executives.

Employment Sector

City/County/Fed Govt.
20.2%

Non-profit /
ZSO;; Social Services
ero 16.6%
Ofther
2.9%

Years of Service

1-3 years
<15 years 14%
29%
4-7 years
21%
8-15 years
34%
Position Level
. _ Entry-level
Executive/Leadership 13.1%
12.1%
Senior-level
14.1%
Mid-level
33.3%
Management/$S
upervisory

22.2%



KEY FINDINGS

Finding 1: Bias, heightened scrutiny and exclusion are common

workplace experiences.
Respondents described workplace environments where they frequently
encounter bias, heightened scrutiny, and barriers to full participation. When

asked about harmful workplace experiences, only one respondent selected
"none of the above”.

The most frequently reported experiences were:

* Microaggressions - 88% ¢ Exclusion from decision

¢ Unequal standards or scrutiny - 71% making - 63%

e Stereotyping or racialized e Retaliation or fear of
assumptions - 70% retaliation - 55%

Respondents frequently described feeling held to different standards than
their peers, having their competence questioned or carefully monitoring how
they communicated in professional settings.

These findings suggest that many Black women are navigating workplace
environments where they must manage not only the responsibilities of their
roles, but also the ways they are perceived, evaluated, and included within
organizational culture.

Finding 2: Workplace harms affect belonging, well-being and
career advancement
The impacts respondents described extend well beyond workplace

interactions.

When asked how workplace harms affected them, respondents reported
impacts to:

e Sense of belonging - 77% e Confidence at work - 58%
¢ Mental or emotional health - 75% e Desire to remain in public
e Career advancement and service - 42%
opportunities - 65% e Sense of personal safety - 37%



KEY FINDINGS

Finding 3: Formal reporting systems are not experienced as a
safe channel to address workplace concerns.

Respondents' experiences suggest that these systems are not consistently
viewed as supportive, trusted, or effective.

Among_respondents who answered questions about reporting_issues:
e 49% reported concerns to HR
e 18% considered reporting but chose not to
¢ Nearly half of those who reported concerns rated their experience a 1 out
of 5
e Only 5% rated HR support as highly supportive

Reporting behavior varied by position level, with entry-level respondents
reporting concerns at the lowest rate. They were also the most likely to
consider reporting without following through.

Qualitative responses suggest that these decisions are often influenced by
concerns about retaliation, uncertainty regarding outcomes, and a belief that
reporting may not lead to meaningful action.

Particularly notable in the open-ended responses was the prevalence of
documentation as a workplace strategy. Respondents repeatedly advised one
another to document interactions, preserve records, and maintain evidence of
workplace concerns, suggesting that many view it as a necessary form of
protection when trust in organizational systems is limited.



IMPLICATIONS FOR
WASHINGTON'S PUBLIC
SECTOR WORKFORCE

The consistency of responses across agencies, role type, and years of service
suggests that harms in the workplace are common and have broader
implications for the state's ability create positive working environments for
their Black women employees.

Workforce Culture and Stability

Public-sector employers rely on experienced employees to maintain
institutional knowledge, mentor newer staff and deliver services effectively. Yet
42% of respondents reported that workplace harms affected their desire to
remain in state service. Open-ended responses frequently referenced
burnout, disengagement and the decision to seek opportunities elsewhere
when workplace conditions failed to improve.

These concerns were not limited to early career employees, as respondents
with extensive public-sector experience, including managers, senior-level staff,
and executives, reported many of the same challenges.

Workplace culture plays an important role in employee retention. Gallup
estimates that replacing employees can cost between 50 and 200 percent of
an employee's annual salary (McFeely & Wigert, 2019). While this survey was
not designed to measure turnover directly, the findings indicate that a focus
on improving workplace culture in the public sector requires attention to
improve employee engagement and retention.

Employee Well-Being and Workplace Health

The U.S. Surgeon General's Framework for Workplace Mental Health and Well-
Being identifies chronic workplace stress, discrimination, and ineffective
workplace support systems as contributors to negative health outcomes and
employee disengagement (HHS, 2022).

Three out of four respondents reported that workplace harms affected their
mental or emotional health while more than one-third reported impacts to
their sense of personal safety.

These findings highlight the connection between workplace culture and
employee well-being and underscore the importance of workplace
environments where employees feel respected, supported, and able to access
effective resources when concerns arise.
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https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/workplace-mental-health-well-being.pdf
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/247391/fixable-problem-costs-businesses-trillion.aspx

IMPLICATIONS FOR
WASHINGTON'S PUBLIC
SECTOR WORKFORCE

Trust, Accountability, and Organizational Effectiveness

Trust is a critical component of effective workplace culture. Employees who
believe concerns will be addressed fairly are more likely to engage with
organizational processes, contribute ideas, and remain invested in their
workplaces.

However, among the most startling survey findings is confidence in formal
reporting systems. Of the 200 respondents who indicated reporting to HR,
nearly half rated the support level a 1 out of 4. Qualitative responses frequently
described uncertainty about outcomes, concerns about retaliation, and
skepticism that reporting would result in meaningful change.

Research examining Black executives in Canada’s federal public workforce
found that employees often weigh the potential benefits of reporting
concerns against perceived professional risks (Zellars, 2024). When employees
do not trust workplace systems, organizations may lose opportunities to
identify concerns early, address workplace issues effectively, and build
employee confidence in accountability processes.

Career Advancement and Leadership Pipelines

Building and retaining strong leadership pipelines requires workplace
environments where employees have equitable access to opportunities for
growth, but 65% of respondents reported that workplace harms affected
their career advancement or promotion opportunities and 71% reported
experiencing unequal standards or scrutiny. Many qualitative responses
described concerns about inconsistent expectations, subjective evaluations
and limited access to opportunities.

These findings align with a study of over 9,000 new hires at a professional
service firm where subjective evaluation processes and unequal access to
opportunity negatively affected Black women'’s career outcomes overtime
(Linos, et al., 2024). Strengthening sponsorship opportunities, improving
evaluation practices, and increasing transparency around advancement
processes may help agencies better support employee growth and
leadership development.


https://wiki.gccollab.ca/images/f/f8/A_Study_of_the_Black_Executive_Community_in_the_Federal_Public_Service_compressed_2MB.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/intersectional-peer-effects-work-effect-white-coworkers-black-womens-careers

In partnership with the 410
survey respondents, Black
Women in the Public Sector
event attendees and state
agency staff, the Women'’s
Commission cocreated tools to
support the retention, well-being
and inclusion of employees with
historically marginalized
identities working in the public
sector.

———
[ f——

April 22" 2026, WA State Capitol

For Employers: Workplace Safety Reflection Guide

This guide was developed for managers, supervisors, human resources
professionals, and organizational leaders. Organized around the U.S. Surgeon
General's Five Essentials for Workplace Mental Health and Well-Being, it
encourages users to reflect on current workplace practices and identify
opportunities to strengthen inclusion, belonging, and psychological safety.

Explore the guide: wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-
Workplace-Safety-Reflection-Guide.pdf

For Employees: Navigating Your Workplace Guide

Survey respondents’ strategies for navigating harmful day-to-day interactions
and systemic barriers varied depending on the perceived safety of their work
environments.

This guide is designed as a starting point for employees to first assess whether
their workplace is safe and supportive. Based on that reflection, it provides
recommendations for enhancing workplace experiences, accessing support,
and promoting well-being while navigating challenging conditions.

Explore the guide: wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-
Navigating-Your-Workplace.pdf
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https://wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-Workplace-Safety-Reflection-Guide.pdf
https://wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-Workplace-Safety-Reflection-Guide.pdf
https://wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-Navigating-Your-Workplace.pdf
https://wswc.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/BWPS-Navigating-Your-Workplace.pdf

CONCLUSION

Despite the challenges described throughout the survey, respondents
demonstrated a strong commitment to public service and a clear desire to
improve workplace conditions for those who follow them. They highlight areas
where organizations can strengthen trust, improve accountability, support
employee well-being, and create more equitable opportunities for
advancement.

The findings presented in this report offer an opportunity for Washington's
public-sector employers to examine workplace systems, listen to employee
experiences, and identify meaningful actions that support a stronger and more
inclusive workforce.
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