
tough
conversations
with Strong Black Men



Life lessons on how to flourish
as a Black man

Rationale 
It’s not every day you get to hear Black men talk about their lives, the challenges 
they face, and their strategies to navigate the difficulties life and society swing
at them.

One thing is certain, though. Their stories (while they’re coated with a thick layer 
of individual battles) have a core message of hope, life, and possibility. Our 
recent campaign focused on listening to Black men share those stories and 
reveal their unspoken challenges while still exposing possible ways to grow
despite them.

The objective of this project is simple: to show that the identity of the Black man 
is not defined by society.

Methodology
We interviewed 20 professional Black men from different Black communities, 
cultures, and socioeconomic statuses to learn about their views and experiences 
with negative stereotypes prevalent in North America. The findings of this report 
are based on their personal experiences, accounts, and insights.

1



thank you to all the men
We interviewed for this special
project. We are very grateful
for your candor and wisdom.

Aaron Kendall
Business Owner
PMonDemand Inc.

linkedin.com/in/kendallaaron

PMOTech_Inc

Matthew Douglas
Head of Sales, North America
Black Professionals in Tech
Network (BPTN)

linkedin.com/in/matthew-
douglas-80407826

Donovan Dill
Business Consultant & Strategic
Coordinator & Business Advisor,
The Hub
University of Toronto Scarborough

linkedin.com/in/donovan-
dill-93712112

theNBM

Kelvin Gatoto
Mobile Mortgage Advisor
CIBC

linkedin.com/in/kelvin-
gatoto-b01109a3

Jason Burke
Advisor
Trialfire
Owner & Founder
Snkrbox

linkedin.com/in/jasonburkesnkrbox

snkrbox_inc

Duane Browne
Senior Director,
Philantrophy Marketing
Canadian Red Cross

linkedin.com/in/duanebrowne/

poolofwealth Fudgefoundation

Gregory Brown
Representative
Primerica

linkedin.com/in/gregory-
brown-37084b9

Jason Baibokas
CFO
8Twelve Financial
Technologies Inc.
Principal
KASCorp

linkedin.com/in/jason-
baibokas-mba-cfa-b427323

Philippe Charles
Global Team Lead,
Digital Supply Chain,
Global Technology
Sony Music Entertainment

linkedin.com/in/philippecharles

phildcharles

Joe Clement
Institutional Equity Trader
Raymond James LTD

linkedin.com/in/joseph-
clement-27348928
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Jermaine Murray
Founder
JupiterHR

Richard Jno-Baptiste
IT Project Manager II
TELUS

Orlando Lopez
Investment Advisor
RBC Dominion Securities
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lintonra
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Anu Oladele
VP, Data Engineering
Flexiti
Co-Founder
AfterData.ai

Richard Linton
Associate Vice President
Cloud Infrastructure - TD

Eric Telfer
Founder
Adjudicating Director
VerificationsCanada Inc.

Paul Onwubuke
Founder
IntelliTechint

Dion Walcott
President
MARTK'D

linkedin.com/in/ray-
samuels-a20165/ 

linkedin.com/in/paulonwubuke/

intellitechint

linkedin.com/in/isaac-
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linkedin.com/in/dion-walcott-
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TDotLovesKicks

Isaac Oluwagbemi
Advisor
Sun Life

Ray Samuels
Principal
Cer Capital Corp
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This interview special was necessary to fully understand the unique experience 
of being an African American man living in the US and Canada. It is an attempt 
to grasp the problem of racism, demolish stereotypes associated with the Black 
man and father, differentiate classism vs. colourism, and empower Black men, 
their allies, and their employers with solutions that are within their sphere of 
control.

The expectation is that Black men will develop their self-confidence and feel 
empowered to build their families and communities. We also hope that those 
around them will join them on their quest, supporting the actions necessary to 
dismantle these harmful stereotypes.

In other words, we want to focus on what YOU can do about the discrimination 
Black men face just for being of African descent or dark-skinned as we 
collectively work towards uprooting racism in every facet of society.

To achieve the objective of empowering the Black man and challenging harmful 
stereotypes, we need a collective approach from these three groups:

The interviews

It’s a call for personal responsibility at every level.
 
The more empowered Black fathers there are, the greater their chance at 
removing racism from the family, then the community, and then the society.

“Tackling racism is not about just pushing through or learning to cope with it, 
but demanding equal opportunity for others —  it's also not just about me, 
but we.” 

— Matthew Douglas

1 the Black man taking personal responsibility

2
the ally better understanding the challenges and leaning 
into their privilege to support Black men

3
the employer who needs to recognize their essential role 
in improving corporate life for Black men

part 1. the challenges
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The microaggressions against Blacks and people of colour are not easing out. 
Shootings and police brutality continue. The gradual mental and emotional 
damage from this eventually affects the Black man. That’s why it’s not 
uncommon to hear phrases like “Black mental wellness.” Black mental health 
matters are not just another hot issue for debate. They are real and they are 
usually associated with the discrimination Black people face on a daily basis.

If you are a Black man, you must have looked in the mirror and asked, “Does this 
outfit make me look “too Black” for my workplace?”

Other times, a work colleague, or even a stranger may have told you, “You talk 
like you’re white.”

You’ve most likely faced discrimination during your job hunt.

You’ve experienced that sense of frustration when the store clerk asks, “Can I 
help you find something?” while you’re browsing.

Or that awful moment when you're sitting on your own front porch, and a 
policeman picks you out of many, blares his siren, walks up, and asks, “What are 
you doing out here tonight?”

Each of these seemingly singular events reveals one interesting fact: racism is 
knee-deep in our society, and it advertises itself as a superficial social construct 
that determines the Black man’s existence. It determines how people of colour 
are viewed, and places restrictions on the opportunities they receive.

“Even though some of these experiences (microaggressions) have not been 
major, they still affect your self-confidence and your ability to move 
confidently in spaces and places and feel like you're welcome.” 

— Kelvin Gatoto

Establishing a foundation
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imagine two men...
Same life experiences,
different outcomes

Applied to 10 jobs
Got 5 jobs offers

Checked out
new houses

Had more and
better options

Bought a car
Paid the right

amount

Applied to 10 jobs
Got 2 jobs offers

Checked out
new houses

Got to see 17.7%
fewer houses

Bought a car
Paid $700 + more
for the same car

Like Brave New Films asks,“If this isn’t racism, what is?”

here’s some information
that may irk you!

Resumes with
Black sounding

names
were 50%
less likely

to be
called back.

If you are
a Black man,

you are 4X more
likely to be

incarcerated.

1 2 3 4

If you are
a Black man,

chances are you
will be increated

at nearly 6X
more than

a white person.

Doctors didn’t
inform black
patients as

often as white
ones about

an important
heart

procedure.



the role of environment
How the home & culture shapes you

A child sitting in front of a marshmallow and fighting the urge to eat it is a 
classic image in the psychological world. She knows that if she can hold out long 
enough, the experimenter will bring her a second marshmallow as a treat.

The Austrian-American psychologist Walter Mischel used this "marshmallow 
test" to show that youngsters who could delay gratification and wait for a 
second marshmallow went on to do better in life. They performed better 
academically, got higher SAT scores, and even displayed improved stress 
management.

Here’s the big question…

What if you replaced that environment and all its components with something 
else? Let’s say an environment where colourism exists (as it does now), where 
access to opportunities is determined to a reasonable extent by your colour/race, 
and where those standing before you have a preference for a certain race.

Now, what if that environment tells you that you should act in a way that 
matches your skin colour and also places expectations on you based on your 
skin colour (like for Jarrel Phillips)? Remember this is a child/teen still finding 
their way in the world and navigating the complexities of life at a young age.

It’s easy to deduce the effect this has on the student. It’s even easier to see how 
this feeling of being left out and unsupported can lead to low self-esteem to the 
point of self-sacrifice if it means being accepted.

Young males grow up with that mental constitution and find themselves always 
looking above (irrespective of their strengths) just to feel a sense of belonging.

“As a young man, listening to my father's experience of being a better 
machinist, teaching his boss and superiors how to do the job but never 
getting a promotion made me want to be an entrepreneur where I could 
create my own opportunities.”
 
— Ray Samuels
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Look at this table showing responses to a survey:

“my teachers support me and care about my success in their class"

Black
Male

Black
Female

Asian
Male

Asian
Female

White
Male

White
Female

Strongly
Agree 8% 12% 24% 36% 33% 44%

38% 45% 16% 15% 18% 11%

42% 27% 18% 16% 28% 18%

12% 16% 42% 33% 21% 27%Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Source: inmotionmagazine

Let’s change the environment for this experiment again.

This time it is the child’s community. They’ve grown up around these people. 
These people are the adults – the uncles, aunts, grandparents, etc. The child 
learns the dominant way of life in that community. 

But the child notices stereotypical hate for this culture from adults of other 
races. Sometimes, they hear the conversations of the older adults signaling and 
confirming this observation.
 
That child will not grow up to fully embrace themselves or their culture. They 
internalize the inferior treatments they get from others when they step out into 
the world. Their experiences teach them to hide their uniqueness when they are 
outside.

The result could be any one of these:

1 Young adults and adults who grow up with low self-esteem
and the absence of a strong individual identity. The effects could
range from an internal lack of fulfillment, confusion about self,
and frustrations with life, all the way to mental health problems

2 Strong dislike for the dominating race IF the child holds strongly
to their original sense of identity and individuality but constantly
finds himself/herself discriminated against for it
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The men of today grew up in that environment. They have lived through it, and 
they've internalized similar ideas from their own unique experiences. Their lives 
reflect either one of those results; however, the first one is more common.  

“I would take off my durag two blocks away from the office in the morning, 
worried that someone at work would see me in it and judge me. I left a piece 
of me in the car, and that was a sacrifice...that had an effect on me and how 
I saw myself. I had to be a different person at work. You can never be your 
best if you're pretending to be someone else.”
 
— Matthew Douglas

The problem with self-sacrifice is that it’s a hamster wheel. There’s always 
something to sacrifice, always something you would need to let go of until you 
completely lose yourself. Fueled by the subconscious sense of inferiority or low 
self-esteem, you often justify this sacrifice. But the consequences are dire. 
Especially for those that don’t fit the stereotypes, good or bad.

“I’m reasonable and rational, and less prone to being aggressive. I'm ‘too 
nice’, and I've heard that's why I can't achieve that next level, and I ‘need to 
exercise more toughness’. For me, aggression is not being tough. At times, it 
feels like a personality attack and I think it could be easily used against me 
as a Black man.”
 
— Anu Oladele

A negatively perceived culture can shape people into inferior individuals with 
low self-esteem. That is enough reason to reframe the perception of Black men 
and the monolith presented in the media about Black people and culture. We 
need to harness the influence of the media and whatever individual power we 
have to change the image and assumptions about Black men. 

But the environment is only one of the factors that affect Black men. There is a 
more powerful enemy hiding behind the door.
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stereotypes
The inaccuracy and negative effect
of the jock, effeminate and violent
stereotypes

There is nothing wrong with categorizing things into different groups. 
The human brain is built to do that. It makes life easier and helps us make sense 
of the world around us. The problem begins when we assign unverified and 
limiting characteristics to an entire group, then treat them accordingly.

A stereotype is a problem when you hear people say things like “You don’t talk 
like you’re BLACK”. As if all black people are supposed to speak a certain way. 

In a perfect world, there would be nothing wrong with saying, “I speak like I’m 
white” since it would simply be a comparison against a known entity.

It would not be so different from saying “I’m very private, like a lion guarding 
its territory” or “I dress like the French” to express one’s preference for a 
particular style of clothing. 

The problem is when you hear “You don’t talk like you’re Black”, as if it were a 
compliment. With the breath of slavery still present in our lives, America's white 
culture is saturated with demeaning and derogatory stereotypes about Black 
men. Black men are depicted as violent, feminine, and submissive, among other 
things. While these stereotypes were initially intended to mentally and 
physically enslave Black men in the past, they still prevail in our present culture 
and daily life.

What's worse, they continue to perpetuate the idea that Blacks are not equal to 
whites and shouldn’t share similar roles or get access to the same opportunities, 
which continues to feed racial bias and systemic racism.

“If I speak up, ‘you're being aggressive’. People automatically associate Black 
men with aggression. Also, the falsehood that if we can't be controlled, we 
can't handle responsibility. Black men are subjected to easing others’ fears 
and concerns, by putting on a certain voice and persona while being 
professional at work. Yet, then they respond with 'you're too serious.”

— Richard Jno-Baptiste
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This is not a debate on colourism vs. classism or a lack of opportunities due to 
economical inequality. No. It's a blatant effect of colourism. Colourism is defined 
as prejudice or discrimination against individuals with a dark skin tone.

When stereotypes against a certain group exist, they give rise to other vices - 
supporting stereotypes, fewer opportunities for the victimized group, unequal 
access to resources, and decreasing overall well-being. 

How can we coexist if you've formed beliefs and expectations about who I am 
and how I should act before you've even met me? You've created a mental 
image that I’m supposed to live up to. And worst of all, those stereotypes give 
you a sense of superiority over me, and all racial hell breaks loose.

“Due to my size and stature everyone assumed I was an athlete which I was - 
but I stopped telling people I played ball so they would stop thinking of me as 
a dumb jock. At work, this was a tattoo that I couldn't remove. Even though 
before it had always served me in the right way, at work it was serving me in 
the wrong way because folks acted as if you played ball you can't be that 
clever.’”
 
— Dion Walcott

What causes stereotypes?
—  Oh, He wears cowboy hats. He must be from Texas.
—  Look, He has dreads. He must be a gangster.
—  He's from Africa. He must be hungry. Let’s give him lunch.

When one group of people is constantly fed a certain narrative about another 
group of people, their entire perception of them is based on that narrative. Until 
they have first-hand experience with that group, they will only ever view them 
from the lens of that limited narrative.

Stereotypes happen when there's only marginal exposure to the stereotyped 
group. When you have little information about how a cat should behave, you 
accept the general information about cats in your environment as “cat-truth”. 
Now replace cats with Blacks.

Sometimes, it comes from ignorance. That is, thinking that if one person from a 
particular ethnicity is a certain way, then all of them must be like that. 

The biggest and most influential cause is the media, which penetrates the 
education system, government, and social policy. Most of the hatred, 
discrimination, and ignorance about Black culture and environments stems 
from the skewed representation in the media - intentional smear campaigns 
over the centuries. 
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“Media is the problem. It never depicts the positive aspects of our community. 
They teach us Black men are violent and uneducated gang bangers. We 
even believe it of our own people. We fall victim to the same bias, even 
though we have people around us that aren't that way, we still believe it 
because we see it ALL the time.”

— Gregory Brown

Whether through films or the news, the media is responsible for spreading 
stereotypes designed to effeminate Black men, describing them as subservient 
at one point to encourage slavery, violent at another point in history
to perpetuate hate, and clowns at yet another point to perpetuate the idea
of their being less than – the jock, effeminate, and the angry stereotypes.

How are stereotypes used in society?
Stereotypes are used to identify and categorize people based on a skewed 
worldview that favours some and disadvantages others. Not everyone who uses 
eyeglasses is a computer geek. And not every Asian is good at math. And 
naturally, not every Black man sells weed, is violent, or unintelligent.

While stereotypes make it easier for our brains to quickly perceive and classify 
information, they are also biased and usually lead to inaccurate assumptions and 
negative results.

Can stereotypes be changed?
Yes. Absolutely.

But it takes more effort to push up than to crush down. The stereotypes about 
Blacks today come from centuries of White supremacy teachings, and some 
even within the last century, such as Eugenics. They are as powerful as ever.

The negative bias associated with seeing a durag on a Black man's head is nearly 
as powerful as seeing a bouncer on your front door at 9 p.m. The durag becomes 
a trigger that awakens all kinds of stereotypes in the minds of non-Black people.

How do you change that perception? 
Become culturally aware. In other words, expose yourself to Black folks 
and Black cultures as much as possible. Through exposure, you will begin to 
appreciate the diverse ideas, customs, and behaviours of different cultures. Not 
everyone who wears a durag is a gangster or drug dealer, just like not everyone 
with a farmer's tan is an ignorant low-class southerner.

Instead, learn by traveling, interacting, and moving in circles you’re not 
a part of. Get uncomfortable asking tough questions that might contradict
your own beliefs, and shed light on completely new ways of doing things.
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working twice as hard:
Why lack of representation
and opportunity for advancement
leads to overworking and resentment

The absence of equity means that Black men have fewer chances of gaining the 
same opportunities as non-Blacks. It means I have to do more to gain one. 
Harvest twice to reap one apple. Unfair.

Why do Black folks feel like they have to work
twice as hard?
The problem here is that Black males are underrepresented where it matters, 
like in management and decision-making positions, and overrepresented in 
entry positions.

Ask any Black person and you’ll hear something along the lines of “I’ve had to 
work twice as hard to get the same opportunities as XYZ non-Black person”. 
But it's still easy to find some self-acclaimed expert who says that there's no 
prejudice, or worse, politicians who lead millions of people and insist that 
racism doesn't exist.

“Some people are guaranteed to receive a certain level of treatment, those 
that are networked into positions. Their level of mentorship enabled them to 
grow into a space they wanted even if not qualified, not bright, just 
connected… I would never get considered - no natural promotions, as a Black 
person I got passed over while others were getting promoted easily.”

— Donovan Dill

Why does representation matter and what can 
lack of representation cause?
If there is more representation of Black men in positions of authority, making 
decisions with influence, and moving the bar up, then the narrative can begin to 
change.
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Black men are smart, intelligent, masculine, and by all means, loving people. 
They deserve the proverbial seat at the table. But the limit created by 
nonsensical deep- seeded stereotypes and underrepresentation hits hard.

What does it mean not to have a seat at the table? Simply put, you are not in the 
front face of opportunities, advantages, resources, and the good stuff that 
propels your career growth.

The epidemic of racial bias affects not only the economic state of Black men but 
also their physical and mental health. The data clearly shows the negative 
effects of racially-based experiences in social services like health and education, 
combined with the microaggressions faced at work and in society. Black men 
not only have the lowest lifespan amongst all races, but they also experience 
significant mental distress and depression due to the Black experience.
 
“If you're not being your authentic self, if you're trying to make yourself 
smaller then that will negatively shape you…Many people are more 
comfortable with the effeminate non-assuming Black guy - won’t steal your 
women, won't hurt you, but that stereotype affects how some Blacks project 
themselves. I've seen that the more effeminate and pleasing, the more 
accolades, and promotions.”

— Richard Linton

The lack of representation, including the stereotypes and low self-esteem of 
negatively represented cultures have turned Black men into people they don’t 
recognize. Often, they end up living dual lives or taking on a false persona in 
order to fit in, such as being less assertive, more people-pleasing, or 
“whitewashed”.

“My Manager approached my desk red with rage saying “I don’t like the way 
you talk, it's too urban, talk like Bob, Patrick, or Nicole!" So I started looking 
for a new job. But I learned I had to keep up the nice guy thing to try and fit 
in these spaces.”

— Jermaine Murray

This must stop for progress to occur. Instead of forceful cultural assimilation, we 
should become acculturated to a multicultural setting, and make self-affirming 
decisions. We should be able to be authentic and not have to censor ourselves 
and our “Blackness.” Black men want to be seen as the excellent contributors 
they are – without having to self-sacrifice. 

Proper representation matters. With good representation, you can easily see 
people like you who have what you want and are doing the things you aspire to 
do in an environment that accepts your individuality and unique skills as a Black 
man.
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No one wants to be in a workplace they resent. We all want a community 
around us where we can imagine our own possibilities, not one that makes it 
harder.

“To survive you have to fit into the mold so that you can get the job and 
eventually the promotion, but that often means you end up taking a beating, 
morally - it's wrong for so many reasons. But as you gain prominence you can 
demand respect and no longer be afraid to voice your opinion - you can call 
out other people and ultimately provide them with some guidance.”

— Joe Clement

We need more representation in places where deals are made and opportunities 
turn into respect and influence. The more a Black man sees himself as less-than 
and undeserving, the farther he gets from those opportunities. The more he’s 
locked into the old narrative, the more frustration kicks in. But remember, that 
other Black men have broken the barrier, and you can too.

Let’s explore how in the next few sections.
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Whatever you intend to do or become, there is someone who has already gotten 
there. If not, then there is someone out there who can offer you guidance on 
how to get there. 

Aside from hard work, persistence, and determination, a growth mindset is a key 
characteristic of winners. It finds opportunities and seeks doors when everything 
looks bleak. 

What is a growth mindset?
“In a growth mindset, people believe that their most basic abilities can be 
developed through dedication and hard work — brains and talent are just 
the starting point. This view creates a love of learning and a resilience that is 
essential for great accomplishment.”

— Carol Dweck

A growth mindset seeks people and things to learn from. It is not looking at the 
impossibles. It seeks the how-tos. If I need to leap higher, who do I need to 
meet? What do I need to do? How can I get there? A growth mindset looks 
beyond the emotions, hate, and barriers and finds ways to achieve specific goals.

Your vision should keep expanding on what life has to offer and how you can get 
your share of that big pie.

“My mindset comes from the love of diversity and the richness it brings. Some 
will embrace that and some feel it's a challenge. In North America, the 
variety is so much more than in many other countries, and  I’m here because I 
saw that as beauty.”

— Paul Onwubuke

part 2. the opportunities
Growth mindset: fueling the desire
to learn from others
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How to develop a growth mindset?

Why is a growth mindset important, and what 
are the benefits?
A person with a fixed mindset is more prone to shy away from difficulties, give 
up easily, and think it is pointless to put forth effort in pursuit of a goal. People 
who have a growth mindset are more likely to welcome difficulties, make use of 
criticism, and move on from mistakes and setbacks than those who don't.

Learning new things will be enjoyable for someone with a growth mentality. As a 
result, they will be willing to face obstacles and be persistent in the pursuit of 
their objectives. Because they are more prone to pursue solutions tenaciously, 
they are likely to think more creatively.

Someone with a growth mindset will be more likely to appreciate others, learn 
from them, and find inspiration in their triumphs as they will be more concerned 
with improving themselves. Instead of comparing themselves to others, they 
seek to be better today than the day before.

1 You must first have confidence in your ability. Use a mantra
or another similar tool every day. Persuade yourself that you
are capable of making all the necessary modifications

2 Refrain from blaming circumstances or other people for your
failings. You are in charge of shaping your future and
maximizing your natural talents and abilities

3 Change-seekers must also be inquisitive. Observe how little you
know. You must have curiosity and the willingness to learn if you
want to develop a growth mindset. Question ideas, opinions,
and suggestions before giving into them

4 Allow yourself to make mistakes. You must attempt and fail,
then try again, as difficult as that may be. Every setback serves
as a learning experience that leads to success

5 Finally, don't let your ego's need for protection stand in the way
of the changes that could improve your happiness and prosperity.
A growth mindset will push you to take on challenges that make
you feel less confident, less successful, and more fearful. Although
the ego hates this, giving in to it will only lead to mediocrity
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“Immigrants do better in North America because they see opportunity. Being 
born here, you feel entitled. While they’re still striving to be thebest version of 
themselves, they have to get up and fight a physical, financial, [and] 
emotional fight every day.” We all have to…. It's about the mindset you look 
at it from.”

— Gregory Brown

We are not in the business of blame and shame. We recognize that taking 
ownership of our lives and futures is the only way to create the kind of life we 
want. And one of the markers we’ve noticed is how open and adaptable we are 
in uncomfortable situations we find ourselves in because they lead to personal 
growth and what some would call ‘aha’ moments. 

As you continue to expose yourself to moments of learning and unlearning, 
those moments build on each other. And soon enough, you will become 
comfortable with the uncomfortable. That is how you build a life worth living 
and a life that you love because you’re becoming a better version of yourself 
every single day.

We talked a lot about values in our interviews because we know how integral 
they are to a man’s confidence in his ability to be successful, and how naming 
them is almost as important as having them. 

Identifying your uniqueness, your strengths, and your values gives you an edge 
in the world. What do you value? What are you pouring your energy into? What 
exactly are you pursuing at this point in your life?

Having values and a sense of vision blocks out the excessive noise in the world 
and opens up more opportunities for you than you would even expect.

“Early in my career I was angry and channeled that anger into sales. Anger 
only takes you so far, so I just became who I needed to be.”

— Kendall Aaron

professional development
based on personal values
How employers and managers can
support you at work
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Every professional should go through a personal branding exercise to clarify 
their personal goals, unique strengths, and attributes and determine a career 
path that may be best suited for them. However, as an ally, manager, or friend, 
going through this type of exercise with the Black men in your workplace or 
environment is a powerful way to help them develop an unshakeable 
foundation that they can lean on when pressured in corporate America.

For example, Managers.org broke personal branding into four parts:

•     Your purpose (why you exist)
•     Your vision (what your future looks like if you’re living your purpose)
•     Your personality: the core positive attributes that define who you are
•     Your values: the non-negotiable principles that drive the way you do   
 things (at work)

When helping employees develop their professional profiles to make them 
more attractive to promotion and growth opportunities and leaders and 
people managers need to cultivate values with Black men that will help 
advance their careers. A very important part of mentorship an sponsorship is 
navigating the company culture you are in. Especially when Black men are 
usually at a disadvantage from a network perspective. 

Answering the question, “How do you stand out from the fold?” becomes 
crucial to increasing representation and garnering the respect needed to earn a 
seat at the table. While we need to grow as a community, we also need to 
understand our uniqueness. Being able to find out what makes us unique gives 
us the foundation to create success. And having a network of experienced 
mentors and sponsors to promote and steer that growth is undeniably essential.

19

https://www.managers.org.uk/knowledge-and-insights/article/the-power-of-personal-brand-for-black-managers/
https://www.innovatingcanada.ca/diversity/network-gap-among-black-tech-professionals-advancement-barriers/


Mentorship, Sponsorship and Coaching –
Real relationships that fill the network gap
The mentorship relationship is built on trust, where the knowledge and 
perspective that are critical for success are shared, motivation is provided, 
guidance is given, and resources are made available. Someone who provides 
support in tight corners and helps you grow is interested in seeing you blossom. 
That is what Black men need but may not know how to ask for.

Individuals who value a growth mindset are even more attractive to great 
mentors. You are not just another burden looking for a shoulder. You are a 
vision-oriented person with a purpose, worthwhile ideas, and the enthusiasm 
needed to stay the course.

Where can you start while trying to attract that great mentor you have a 
connection with? By crystalizing your own values as a father, husband, 
employee, and leader. That is how you send your intentions out into the universe 
and manifest new opportunities. And you’ll also be ready when they come your 
way. 

As an ally, manager or employer, you too are empowered in your corporate life to 
diversify your mentor relationships, make a concerted effort to speak up and 
highlight the work of Black men on your teams like a sponsor would, and even 
go the extra mile to coach them on how to navigate the corporate politics of 
advancement. 

This work is not meant to be an extra strenuous affair on top of your already 
mounting plate of responsibilities. Rather, it can be integrated into your 
workflow. For instance, you could consider and mention your Black male 
employees when you’re having conversations with stakeholders who need to 
know about great potential contributors or when you’re making decisions 
regarding employee opportunities. Instead of shying away from the Black men 
on your team, you could recognize that they likely haven’t had the opportunity 
to shine as bright as they may have if the world were different and racial bias 
were not the default mentality.

Let's look at some proposed solutions Black men and their allies should focus 
on.
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part 3: the solutions
Why Self-Talk Matters – Uplifting
Mantras and the Wisdom of Black men

Think of the boxer Muhammad Ali. If you don’t remember him for his boxing, 
you most likely remember him for his affirmation, I am the greatest! In a harsh 
world, affirming your strengths and uniqueness is certainly a way to keep your 
spirits high as you battle the rigours of being not just a man, but a Black 
American man. Telling yourself your unique truths will not only improve your 
mental health as a Black man but also your entire well-being as well as your life.

“Punching kids in the mouth because they called me the N-word became a 
distraction to what I was trying to achieve. Eventually, I learned that when I 
walked away, I didn't have to continue dealing with the backlash. Then I fell 
in love with football, where punching people in the mouth was celebrated, 
and as an athlete, I fell in love with the idea of a community rallying towards 
one goal.”

— Jason Burke

To help you on this journey of speaking life to yourself, here are 16 mantras every 
Black man who is interested in growing his life should know and use. They 
embody our goal for the Black man project and are the reason the interviews 
were carried out in the first place.
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Create and visualize expectations for yourself. Then move on to make them 
happen. That’s when you manifest the ‘aha’ moments you need in your life.

Mantras for Black Men
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3 I'm resilient and persevere despite the systematic barriers that exist

I'm educated and intelligent; my opinion and experience matter4

5 I'm loyal and devoted to my family and community

6 I'm a professional in all that I do no matter my outer appearance

7 I'm confident and assertive, not passive or arrogant

I'm a friendly and compassionate member of my multicultural
community8

9
I'm the protector of my family and create a safe and supportive
environment

10 I'm romantic, supportive, and emotionally available to my partner

11
I'm mindful of my words, thoughtful with my actions, and humble
in my approach

I'm eager to learn and be innovative toward our collective future12

13
I'm a creative being who can express myself through many
artistic forms

14 I'm driven by passion and determined to live a life without limitations

15 I live by my word and lead by example

I am dependable, I take responsibility for myself and others.16

2
I’m more than a label and don’t live by anyone else’s
expectations or stereotypes

1
I’m mentally and physically strong enough to overcome what
life throws at me



confidence
Knowing your value and doing
whatever builds confidence

So many successful people attribute their success to their sense of self and 
confidence. However, few people actually provide detailed instructions on how 
to develop confidence.

It can be challenging because confidence is based on a variety of factors. 
Generally speaking, it is based on decisions and successes that fuel your passion 
and make you feel pleased with who you are.

“I never questioned my ability to thrive in any area.  I always felt that with 
enough hard work, I could do what I desired.”

— Jason Baibokas

Black families and communities are stronger and 
more prosperous when our men are confident 
and fulfilled
When a Black man finds strength in himself to become who he desires and to 
achieve what he dreams, the Black community will also thrive. Black men and 
Black women will appreciate their uniqueness because they will finally find 
what drives them. They will discover their unique roles in the family and 
workplace. 

Men will be able to lead with their unique characteristics of transactional 
leadership in collaboration with women’s unique style of transformational 
leadership. Women will be able to nurture as women, and men won’t be put 
down for being too manly. There are biological, cultural, and social differences 
between the sexes for natural reasons, and the attack on the Black man’s 
masculinity has been part of the demise of the Black family unit. No more. 

“We get taught you can’t be no punk, you can’t let people talk reckless about 
you. But who gets the most respect? The white male. So let’s redefine what 
masculine means. For example, you can still be a ‘man’ and let your female 
partner go out into the world. I’m doing what's right for me even if it's not for 
the majority.”

— Duane Brown
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This aggregates into a stronger Black community that is respected and expands 
in unity.

The present system that disseminates harmful stereotypes has taken a toll on 
our Black men. But Black men can rise above that narrative by first finding 
themselves, creating a value system and a vision plan for achieving their goals, 
and seeking mentors to help them reach their objectives.

“You don't see successful people in the streets - they know it's not what will 
win the fight. They have to get educated to combat their life situation, 
they've been brainwashed by media and social propaganda. They need to be 
outside their block to see the world and their possibilities.”

— Isaac Oluwagbemi

Possibilities are exactly what we work to uncover here. By changing perceptions, 
the media-constructed labels will have no bearing on a Black man’s possibilities 
in life. So start building a community where you can have safe conversations. 
Seek out other Black men, allies, managers, mentors, and people who treat you 
the way you want to be treated. In turn, you can set a standard for how you want 
to be seen. Know that win-wins are possible.

Here is our collection of their wisdom:

Code of a Black Man
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Don't let other people tell you who you're going to be.

Never disrespect the family.

Invest in yourself – be well-read.

Build your economic wealth.

Center your life around your family.

Respect the Black woman – stop competing.

Build a safe circle of men to share with – become your brother's keeper.

Let go of things that don’t work – break harmful cycles.

Be disciplined enough to not fall victim.

Be dependable and faithful.

Know your values and maintain your own integrity.

Kill them with kindness.

Build a community that advances civilization.



Attention allies and employers!
You must do your part in this triad of responsibility by following up with actions 
that make a difference to the culture you are building and effectively supporting 
the Black men in your workplaces. Here is the tool to move you along your 
allyship journey. It’s called the Code of a Black Ally and it will help guide you in 
implementing some of the insights in this report.

Thank you!

Thank you for reading till the end.
We hope that this has sparked some ideas of how you can help improve the 
perception of Black men and diminish the negative stereotypes that still exist.

Please share this resource widely so that your coworkers, company, friends, and 
family know how they too can support a more equitable and anti-racist society.

You can discover more tools and strategies by connecting with us at 
Toughconvos.com. We are excited to partner with organizations looking to 
implement custom DEI strategies that achieve the growth they are looking for.

Book a call with us here or attend our next community Tough Convo.
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