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‘‘IBM firmly opposes and will not condone uses of 
any technology, including facial recognition 
technology offered by other vendors, for mass 
surveillance, racial profiling, violations of basic 
human rights and freedoms… We believe now is 
the time to begin a national dialogue on whether 
and how facial recognition technology should be 
employed by domestic law enforcement agencies. 

—Arvind Krishna, IBM CEO



Leadership is 
making choices, 
not statements. 



‘‘Being an anti-racist is not 
convenient... If it doesn't cost 
you anything, it's not enough. 

—Rachel Rodgers  
CEO of Hello Seven



A seat at the table
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1. Lack of awareness of 
design's impact 

2. Designers not having 
a “seat at the table”

www.designcensus.org

https://www.designcensus.org/


In the past five years, 
40 of the world’s top 100 
companies have hired 
a chief design officer. 

McKinsey Design Index
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‘‘I think of this image every time I hear a 
designer say “we finally have a seat at 
the table!” or “everyone understands the 
value of design!” We designers think we 
have accomplished something 
meaningful—when all of the serious work 
is ahead of us. 

—Daniel Burka



So do we have a 
seat at the table, 
or not? 



Are we the victims, 
or the heroes? 



‘‘The narrative is, whiteness is 
always the hero or victim, and 
everyone else is the villain.  

—Kim Crayton,  
“Introduction to being an Antiracist”



Hero/victim 
Either/or 
Right/wrong 
Good/bad



‘‘Either/or thinking is a habit of white 
supremacy because it often preserves the 
status quo and stops us from imagining new 
ways of being and doing. It creates dynamics 
of gridlock and stalemate. It forces us to take 
one of two sides and pushes us into team 
dynamics of “us versus them.”  

—Kad Smith, Director, CompassPoint 
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Binary thinking 
keeps us stuck. 



Stuck and unstuck 



Stuck is miserable.  
Stuck is comfortable. 



Possible
What can I do to 
make change 
from wherever 
I’m sitting today?

I don’t have a 
seat at the table. 
I’ll never change 
my organization. 

Stuck





Possible
Our team:  
• Is primed to look 

holistically 
across products  

• Can add a more 
nuanced POV 

• Has clout in the 
content/UX 
community

Stuck
We’re a centralized 
team within a 
centralized team 
within a 25k-
person company. 
We don’t have the 
power to make all 
teams change 
their content. 



Internal work so far 
• Language audit that goes far 

beyond master/slave 

• Broad POV and guidance to work 
into design system documentation  

• Starting and stewarding ongoing 
convo, including with C-level 



External work so far 
• Sharing work publicly and bringing 

together peers across companies 
for a collaborative effort 

• Ongoing convo across companies 
to share resources and help teams 
avoid being overwhelmed and 
establish a starting point





Each tiny shift 
creates space for 
more change. 



Each tiny shift 
creates space for 
more changemakers.  



What’s possible 
in your practice 
right now?



What’s stopping 
you from moving 
toward that?   



1. Old stories   

2. Fear of loss 

3. Shame 



1. Old stories   

2. Fear of loss 

3. Shame 



On old story is 
something you tell 
yourself that’s true, 
but not helpful. 



Old stories can keep 
us from growth, 
while perpetuating 
inequity. 



‘‘I was shy, awkward, and 
bullied a lot growing up.  I 
was a nerd without friends! 
I was powerless.  



‘‘I grew up poor and worked for 
every single thing I have. No one 
gave me anything—I pulled 
myself up by my bootstraps.



‘‘I‘ve been harassed, underpaid, 
talked down to, objectified, and 
assumed to be the secretary 
even when I was running the 
meeting. 



Each of these stories 
moves us back to 
the binary.



Ask yourself 
• Which parts of this story aren’t true 

anymore? 

• Which other truths does this story 
leave out?   

• How would I see this situation 
differently if I let go of this story now?



1. Old stories   

2. Fear of loss 

3. Shame 



If it doesn’t cost 
you anything, it’s 
not enough. 



Humans have a 
strong aversion 
to loss. 



‘‘All workers worry about their future, but 
the ambitious people drawn to tech are 
almost pathologically reticent about 
foreclosing future opportunities they 
don’t even know about yet. 

—Ian Bogost, The Atlantic



What’s really at stake? 
• Your job, or your feelings?   

• Your financial stability, or your pride? 

• Your safety, or your sense of status?  

• Your community, or your elite access? 



When we stop 
catastrophizing, we 
can explore likely 
scenarios instead. 



What are you 
afraid of losing?  
What would you 
do if you weren’t? 



1. Old stories   

2. Fear of loss 

3. Shame 



When we’re 
ashamed, we hide. 



(This is where 
sh*t gets real.)



‘‘Your words cut to the core! You didn't 
realize you completely diminished me, 
a Black woman… I was so incensed, 
angry that you felt that I, a Black 
woman, cannot have the space to talk 
about this issue… 

Deep down you believe you own a 
space as a white woman and I don't. 



All I want in the 
world is to explain 
what happened.  
I won’t. 



Hero/victim 
Either/or 
Right/wrong 
Good/bad



I don’t need to be 
absolved.  
I need to be 
accountable. 



What will hold you 
accountable when 
you screw up? 



‘‘White supremacy knows that when 
we’re exhausted we remain obedient. 
And when we’re overworked, we tend to 
stay quiet. It rewards us for our silence, 
for not pushing back, for not 
questioning.  

—Desiree Adaway, The Adaway Group



The smallest scale



Nothing will seem 
like enough.  
Do it anyway.



‘‘Small actions and connections create 
complex systems, patterns that become 
ecosystems and societies…  

How we are at the small scale is how we 
are at the large scale.  

—adrienne maree brown,  
Emergent Strategy



Hero/victim 
Either/or 
Right/wrong 
Good/bad



What’s possible 
from where I am 
right now? 
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