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Executive Summary

There are three components of the Success Model: 
First, all the stakeholders in the African American’s organi- »
zational universe must be ‘self’ and ‘other’ aware. The African 
American associate or employee, his or her senior, supervisor and 
performance and/or engagement manager, and any leaders or part-
ners who contribute to performance management must all examine 
their projections, expectations, assumptions, and biases, to be able 
to engage with each other in the most objective way possible. 

Second, the structures and systems of the organization must  »
be inclusive, beginning with a comprehensive on-boarding 
structure, and include all aspects of being successful in public 
accounting: technical, social, organizational, and cultural. On-
boarding should also include mentoring, buddies, and interpersonal 
support and coaching. 

Third, building eminence is the job of the African American asso- »
ciate in the first two years and beyond. This includes becoming a 
CPA as soon as possible upon graduation. Continuing new learn-
ing and applying it on the job, building key relationships across lev-
els and groups, and putting forward excellent performance are all 
critical to becoming established. This will help them gain exposure 
to the best professionals in their area of expertise in their career. 

 Building eminence is also dependent on being given challenging, 
high visibility assignments with influential seniors, managers and 
partners; working with culturally competent staff, seniors and man-
agers; and being given fair and unbiased evaluations by all involved. 
It is not too early for the associate to begin working towards becom-
ing an industry or service delivery expert. How these variables come 
together can make or break the associate’s career, often through no 
fault or effort of their own. 
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Assessing the Problem 
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Shauna’s Story
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The Success Model
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»

Shauna’s scenario is typical of many African American associates’ experience in a variety of aspects: 
she was highly qualified and sought after 

there were many promises made in the recruitment process 

she worked under the direction of inexperienced seniors who ‘cut their management teeth’ on her engagement team 

there were challenging social interactions on engagements, both on the part of the associate and her peers  

seniors and managers interpreted the associate’s behavior through their potentially culturally   
limited lens, and this interpretation was reflected in the performance review process

neutral or negative ratings impacted others’ perceptions of the associate and limited her opportunities   
for high visibility assignments with influential partners; at the same time these ratings impacted the  
associate’s sense of value and self-worth, which in turn affected performance

seniors and managers shared informal negative/neutral comments about the associate’s performance   
which were not reflected on her formal evaluation, nor even discussed with her
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INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTOR:  
THE YOUNG AFRICAN AMERICAN ASSOCIATE

Success Begins with a Well-Prepared Individual

Individual 
Traits &
Characteristics

Social &
Educational
Institutions

Family &
Community

Cultural
History

AA Individual Contributors

» Strong technical skills
» Strong social and 
   interpersonal skills
» Commitment to profession
» Drive to succeed
» Self awareness

Individual Contributor Responsibilities

The individual contributor must examine his or her self perceptions 
and potentially self-limiting beliefs, as well as perceptions of others, 
and take personal responsibility for them.

Individual Traits and Characteristics 
What is my orientation to social engagement with people who are  
from a different background than me? Am I open or suspicious? 
Am I willing to give others the benefit of the doubt?

What is my personal orientation to time? Where does that come  
from? Will that help me or hurt me in this environment?

How do I define integrity? How consistent is this with the firm’s  
values on integrity?

What beliefs do I have about work ethic? Where does those beliefs  
come from? Will they help me or hurt me in this environment?

Am I willing to tell my truth about my experience, take responsi- 
bility for it, and not blame others for how I am feeling?

Family and Community 
What values did I learn from my community and family? 

To what extent are these represented in my workplace?  

How comfortable do I feel with values different than mine? 

Cultural History
What beliefs do I have about my ability to be successful in this  
environment, based on my cultural history, and on what the people 
around me look like?

How might this background impact my own belief about myself? 

What is the level of trust that I have for people whose cultural  
backgrounds are different than mine?

What interpretations of others’ actions does this background give me? 

What beliefs do I have about my ability to successfully pass the  
CPA or other licensing exam?

Social and Educational Institutions
What beliefs do I have about my college experience and how it’s  
prepared me to be successful?

What beliefs did my school instill about what work would be like? 

What values did I receive from my faith-based upbringing (if ap- 
plicable)? How have these values contributed to how I view myself 
and my colleagues?

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS TO SUPPORT SELF-EXPLORATION
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WHAT ELSE IS NEEDED FOR THE INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTOR? 
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THE SENIOR OR MANAGER

Senior/Supervisor Responsibilities

Individual 
Traits &
Characteristics

Social &
Educational
Institutions

Family &
Community

Cultural
History

Manager/Supervisor/Mentor

» Strong supervisory skills
» Strong technical skills
» Strong interpersonal skills
» Clear understanding of 
   their biases and 
   preferences

The on-boarding and early experience of the individual contributor 
is largely based on the social interactions around the individual. The 
seniors and engagement managers are critical to early success.

Individual Traits and Characteristics 
What is my orientation to social engagement with people who are  »
from a different background than me? Am I open or suspicious? 
Am I willing to give others the benefit of the doubt? What is my 
assessment of the associate’s competency in this area?

What judgments and assessments do I have about this associate’s  
personal orientation to time? Where does that judgment come 
from, and will it help or hurt him or her in this environment? If 
hurt, how can I support and coach?

How do I define integrity? How consistent is this with the associ- 
ate’s values regarding integrity?

What beliefs do I have about this associate’s work ethic? Where  
does that come from? Will my beliefs help or hurt him or her in 
this environment? If hurt, how can I challenge my stereotype, as 
well as support and coach the associate?

Am I willing to tell the truth about my experience, take responsi- 
bility for it, and not blame others for how I am feeling?

Family and Community 
What values did I learn from my community and family? 

To what extent are these represented in my workplace?  

How comfortable do I feel with values different than my own? 

Cultural History
What is this associate’s cultural history? What do I know about  
this history? Historically, how could the stereotypes with which 
I’m familiar impact how this individual sees him or herself? 

What beliefs do I have about my associate’s cultural history and  
ability to be successful in this environment? 

What beliefs do I have about my own background, and what is  
required for success?

What is the level of trust that I have for people whose   
cultural background is different than mine?

What interpretations of others’ actions does my own cultural   
history background give me?

Social and Educational Institutions
What beliefs do I have about people who went to my associate’s  
college or university (especially if it’s an HBCU)?

How did this school prepare my associate to handle certain ac- 
counting procedures? How are these procedures different from 
how I apply them on this job?

Do I have judgments about my associates’ faith and practices?   
Are they different than my own? 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS TO SUPPORT SELF-EXPLORATION FOR SENIORS AND ENGAGEMENT MANAGERS
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WHAT ELSE IS NEEDED FOR THE SENIOR/SUPERVISOR? 
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ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 
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WHAT ELSE IS NEEDED FOR AN INCLUSIVE 
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE? 
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Pathways and Barriers to 
Success in Public Accounting
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PER
CEPTION OF INDIVIDUAL

PERCEPTION OF GROUP

Persons of
Influence

UNCONSCIOUS/
CONSCIOUS

BIAS

Mentors
Performance

ManagersSponsors
Engagement

Managers

Unconscious Bias and Performance Management
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Building Eminence
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Success Model for African American Accountants

Candidate Success Cycle
MERITOCRACY

BUILDING
EMINENCE
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Performance Evaluations and 
the African American Associate

EVALUATION

Success Model for African American Accountants

Candidate Success Cycle
MERITOCRACY

BUILDING
EMINENCE
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Post Evaluation Challenges 

ASSOCIATE IS PREPARED AND CO
NT

IN
UE

S.
..

Candidate Success Cycle

Timing and
availability of
assignment

» Willingness 
   to travel
» Flexibility
» Family obligation/role
» Career life fit/pace
» Drive

MERITOCRACY

EVALUATIONBUILDING
EMINENCE

Success Model for African American Accountants
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In Conclusion

Performance Manager/Engagement Manager/Partner »

Examine conscious and unconscious beliefs about people 
whose cultural background is different from theirs, and how 
these beliefs can negatively or positively impact African 
American associates’ evaluations and assignments. 

Examine input into associates’ performance for bias. 

Ensure diverse input into evaluations. 

Look for patterns of commentary by seniors, managers or 
other influencers about African Americans. Use data as a 
way to gently probe about larger bias issues. Offer concrete 
solutions to moving past bias. 

Mentors must be aggressive, but honest advocates.

African American Associate »

Use your relationship channels to share your concerns about 
performance ratings; be open to telling your story and ex-
perience on engagements, and understand that others have 
their story too. Try to be as dispassionate and factual as 
possible about your experience.

Clearly communicate needs and limitations about work op-
portunities to your engagement manager and partner. Look 
for opportunities for flexibility. 

Seek out mentors who will serve as your advocate.

WHAT TO DO TO HELP AFRICAN AMERICAN ASSOCIATES BUILD EMINENCE:
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