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Abstract
My racial/cultural identity as a white lesbian, 60 year old less-feminine-in-appearance woman, and Catholic unmarried person without children has evolved over time – with some struggles along the way towards self-acceptance as a lesbian Catholic, understanding of what it means to be white and have “white privilege” in our society, and to continue to manage society’s tendency to dismiss older persons, especially women who are less feminine. My racial/cultural identity development journey has informed my future work as a counselor by making me more empathetic in general and especially towards marginalized individuals and by increasing my resolve to be active in social justice efforts especially those aimed at empowering oppressed groups. The significant events in my racial/cultural identity include the following: (a) suffering endured as a child survivor of sexual and emotional abuse by my father and a witness of his physical abuse of my brothers; (b) the lack of prejudice in my upbringing – other than from the Catholic faith of my family –, especially the inclusiveness of my mother in her having friends from many different walks of life; and (c) discrimination I experienced as a member of two marginalized groups – that is, my experience as a lesbian and later as an older, less feminine woman who is unmarried without children. Overall, these events have deepened my connection to and desire to help my fellow man.   




To what extent do you regularly interact with members of other diverse groups different from your own?  Furthermore, consider if these interactions occur professionally, socially, and/or religiously.

Professionally, I interact with members of other diverse groups – either other faculty, staff, or students – occasionally. Regarding other faculty, most of my coauthors and colleagues are not from other diverse groups and the few that are (e.g., black woman coauthor; white male coauthors), I only interact with them when we are working on a particular paper or in the past, when I was evaluated by my area chair who was from another diverse group (i.e., Indian male).  My most frequent coauthor and closest professional friend (George) is a white male who is Greek Orthodox. Regarding students, in the School of Business, the undergraduate study body generally does not consist of many other diverse groups. In my graduate classes (I teach the Masters of Management students financial and managerial accounting), the student body is fairly diverse with about 10-15% black men/women and about 10% international students. In fact, I believe this program has the most diverse student body of all business school programs. My graduate classes are fairly interactive with team assignments worked on in almost every class. Overall, my professional interactions are generally constrained in terms of diversity by the lack of diversity on the accounting faculty both at Wake and at other universities and the lack of diversity in business students at Wake.  
Socially, one of my closest friends is a black woman (Deborah) with whom I am in frequent contact. Deborah is a Baptist lesbian and I am a Catholic lesbian. Another one of my closest friends is a heterosexual, agnostic Jewish woman (Laura) with whom I am in fairly frequent contact. My other friends tend to be similar to me in that they are Christian and lesbians.  In my closest friends social group, one similar characteristic that stands out is that each person is single (i.e., not married or partnered). I believe that this characteristic is a significant point of connection because single persons (particularly as they get older) have very different experiences in the world than partnered persons. Our navigation through the world is a major point of our connection and explains, in part, why we are close friends.  
How and when did you first come to understand that racism/discrimination/sexism/other “isms” existed, and what did you learn from that experience? Also, place yourself along the continuum of the racial/cultural identity development model that currently best applies to you.

Strangely enough, I always felt a strange connection – even as a child – with black women. Growing up, I was fascinated with the history of Harriet Tubman and I loved the tv movies “The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pitman” and “A Woman Called Moses” and the theater movie “Sounder.” Cicely Tyson was one of my favorite actresses. I was born in 1964 so the Civil Rights Movement along with the Women’s Movement – along with Gloria Steinem and Ms. Magazine, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, and the book The Cinderella Complex – influenced me greatly. Somehow, as a child growing up in a very abusive home (i.e., my father physically abused my brothers and emotionally abused us all), I related to their oppression and was profoundly inspired by their triumphant spirit and ability to overcome the unbearable. In short, I understood abuse and oppression firsthand and thus, gravitated to others who had suffered a similar plight in one form or another.  
In addition, I also came to understand that other “isms” existed when I came out as a lesbian in the mid-1980s. In the 1980s, it was tough to be gay. Not only was it not socially accepted, it was also at the height of the AIDS epidemic and society was even more negative towards the gay community because of this disease for which they blamed gay people. I very clearly felt what it was like to be generally rejected by society and made to feel dirty, somehow damaged and inferior, and shameful because of my sexual orientation. I can remember incidences of being called “dyke” and being verbally mocked for being with my girlfriend at the time for being “two queers”. In addition, the places (e.g., gay bars and community centers) to meet other gay persons were generally in more dangerous neighborhoods and were generally rundown and dirty. These places further contributed to the feeling that somehow being gay was bad, undesirable, dirty, and shameful. As a lesbian in the 80s, I definitely felt on the fringes of society, marginalized, pushed aside and behind, and stigmatized.  
As for my place on the continuum of the racial/cultural identity development model, in terms of the traditional cultural categories (e.g., race, religion, sex), I feel that I am generally comfortable and at peace with my racial/cultural identity in terms of my race (I am white), my gender identity (I am female), sexual orientation (I am a lesbian), religion (I am Catholic), my age (I am 60 years old), and my socio-economic status (I am middle class). However, within these traditional categories, I continue to work on issues around my race and socio-economic status. Specifically, the notions of white privilege and being an educated person with a well-paid job educating future business students are issues that will require me to continue to reflect upon. Being white and educated are indeed privileges and educating socially conscious future business leaders is an important part of my job. As I continue to become more self-aware about the many issues surrounding my having access to more opportunities because I am white and educated, I will be able to incorporate my increased awareness and sensitivity into my work as an accounting educator and my future work as a counselor. To do otherwise would be very detrimental as stated by (Liu et al., 2007, p.203): “…white middle-class privilege, like other privileges, can create an oppressive and discriminatory environment if not acknowledged and suitably addressed.”
In terms of my whiteness, I’m sure I will continue to develop more awareness and sensitivity as I work towards this through more education and cultural experiences. But this is no small task as the following quote so poignantly describes: 
“The difficulty for the white mind in accommodating the black face is not just one of familiarity, but also because to accommodate the black face as one of ‘Us’ will mean that the white ‘Us’ will have to reincorporate the aggression and negative attitudes that have been unconsciously disowned and projected onto varieties of ‘Them’ – Turks, Arabs, Jews, Blacks, and so on” (Dalal, 1999, p. 169).  

The notion of white privilege is still relatively new to me – compared to my awareness and sensitivity about sexual orientation, being a nonfeminine woman, being over 40 years old – and one which I will continue to work on to more fully understand and implement its implications in my work as a future counselor. Prior to this class, I had had limited education about white privilege other than some workshops on diversity offered at Wake. In reading more about white privilege for this assignment, some ideas that were new to me. For instance, the proposed connection between white privilege and the perpetuation of white supremacy (Liu, 2017) was new to me but seems very true and something that requires great reflection and soul searching to uncover and defeat. My reading also revealed practical instruction as to how to deal with white privilege. For instance, Combs (2018, p.70) provided some helpful guidance as to “what to do with privilege” including the suggestions to “educate ourselves instead of depending on people of color to do it for us”, “seek out marginalized voices and perspectives, listen – closely, carefully, often…”, and “work to make the organizations we work in more inclusive, with more people of color in leadership positions”. Additionally, in Mainella et al. (2023, p.8), one suggestion that graduate counseling students indicated from conversations about race, racism, oppression, and privilege was “the need for a safe space for deep, authentic conversation”. Thus, as a counselor, I will be very conscious of creating that safe space for honest discussions about race, oppression, and privilege while being very mindful of my own position related to white privilege. This mindfulness of my own white privilege is important as one’s white privilege attitudes are associated with multicultural counseling competencies (Mindrup et al., 2011). These efforts should increase my empathy and effectiveness as a counselor. Indeed, this is consistent with Ancis et al.’s (2001) finding that counseling students’ awareness of white privilege was positively associated with their empathy towards racial minorities.  
As for my socio-economic position as part of the educated and well-paid category, I must continue to develop my sensitivity and awareness around this category. Being an accounting professor at the School of Business, many students (and faculty) have a focus on money – getting a good job, making a good living, being financially successful – and other things too but money is an important goal for many students. I have been teaching accounting for over 20 years and I have had many students comment to me in one way or another that they want to make a lot of money or are pursuing accounting or finance because those are the majors that make the most money. With this common business mindset, culturally we are often taught that business success is about “survival of the fittest” – that the hardest working, most innovative, most risk-taking, the smartest lead to the most financial success – and probably too often social justice goals are a secondary or even later consideration. In fact, even when social justice and diversity initiatives are discussed or included as part of the organizational mission, these initiatives may be mis-specified. For example, colorblindness might be a goal in some education, governmental, or other institutions (Apfelbaum, Norton & Sommers, 2012) and may have unintended consequences (Yogeeswaran et al., 2018). Indeed, Yogeeswaran et al. (2018) provide evidence that colorblindness initiatives may undermine support for policies designed to help minority groups.
As for the non-traditional cultural categories that I discuss below – i.e., single and childless; having little or no family – I feel less comfortable and peaceful because I don’t think there are the support systems for these categories or the nature of the support systems are oriented to changing one’s category (e.g., finding a partner; having a child). In the “cultural immersion activities” assignment, I have been engaging in various affinity groups at Wake and through these interactions, I am now thinking that I may reach out to the few other single and childless faculty and staff – who are older than 45 years old – I know at Wake and consider starting an affinity group for such persons. I think such an affinity group could really help me further develop my identity as a single person in my 60’s without children. Indeed, “affinity groups provide a safe space…for individuals who share a common identity in an environment…where they are often marginalized (Bell, 2015). Members of affinity groups typically form solidarity around their shared identity, discuss issues related to their identity, and take action to advocate for their shared identity in an effort to create a more equitable and welcoming…environment (Bell, 2015)” (Alicea and Johnson, 2021, p.2028).  
What were your parents’ and family’s advice/suggestions/beliefs about people from different religions, races, ethnicities, physical abilities, sexual orientation, and so on? 

My parents were not prejudiced against any persons with a different religion, different race, different ethnicity, different physical abilities, or different sexual orientation. I was definitely not taught hatred and prejudice against any different groups in my home. My mother was a first generation Italian immigrant and she was especially sensitive and out-reaching to persons from different walks of life. She had very close friends who were black, Jewish, blind (my mom taught the visually handicapped during her career as an educator), and gay. They were all welcome in our home and I never heard her speak in a disparaging way about any different cultural group. I can say the same for my father although he did not have the diverse variety of friends that my mother had.  
One major exception to my parents’ lack of prejudice or bias against any different cultural group was related to persons with a different sexual orientation. While one of my mother’s lifelong, closest friends over her entire life (and my godfather) was a gay man from Colombia (who was also Catholic; Guillermo), my parents generally followed the Catholic teaching that gay persons were not in and of themselves bad but homosexual activity or acting upon one’s gay attractions is sinful. Again, this did not prevent my mother from having a very close and loving friendship with Guillermo (and his partner Gunther) but Guillermo did not talk about his sexual orientation or his relationship with Gunther in a way that would relate to it being a gay relationship. Since Guillermo was also a practicing Catholic and both he and my mom were from a very different generation, it never seemed to me that there was a bias or negativity towards Guillermo because of his gayness. I think their friendship just reflected the times that they lived in and the faith that they both held dear.
How do you think this impacted your racial/cultural identity development at the time, and how do these memories currently affect your racial/cultural identity development?

I think that my upbringing as it relates to diversity and my parents’ attitudes towards culturally diverse groups have generally positively impacted my racial/cultural identity development when I was growing up and throughout my adulthood. Again, the only complicating factor was my family’s and my Catholic faith and its teaching that homosexual acts are sinful. Thus, abstinence is required. This made my coming to terms with my lesbianism as a young adult (i.e., in my 20’s) more difficult and complicated. In addition to society’s negative views on homosexuality, my beloved faith taught that acting upon one’s sexual attraction to the same sex was a sinful act. It took me years of analysis, prayer, and reflection to come to terms with this and find peace. And even though “coming out” as a lesbian is so much easier now than it was in the 1980’s, there are still many issues with coming out throughout one’s life that continue even in our more accepting society of today. One such issue is resisting the “internalization of stigma” (Alonzo and Buttitta, 2019) against gay people. To help with this, “there is a strong need: LGB individuals and their families will settle into a healthier adjustment if the world into which they enter is equitable and just” (Alonzo and Buttitta, 2019, p.361). Through my involvement with the gay community as a young adult in my 20’s and 30’s, and through the strong friendships with other lesbians and heterosexual persons who were supportive of gay rights, I have grown into a peaceful and accepting place with my identity as a lesbian. This part of my identity has fueled my interest in and committed to social justice for minority and marginalized others. Stated differently, my own struggle with society’s, my family’s, and my faith’s anti-gay perspectives has made me more empathetic and sensitive to marginalized others and more determined to be part of the solution toward eradicating social injustice, particularly as it pertains to minority and marginalized groups. This increased empathy and social justice commitment will increase my effectiveness as a counselor by making me more aware of and committed to help the damage of being devalued by society and individuals.
Related to my identity as a lesbian, I have struggled with society’s devaluation of women who are less attractive – and more masculine women are often viewed as less attractive (Hosoda, Stone-Romero, & Coats, 2003) – or older (i.e., past childbearing age). As for my cultural identity as a less feminine woman, this has been a life-long struggle because society’s views and values associated with being a woman largely revolve around a woman’s beauty which is often associated with her femininity (e.g., long hair, wearing makeup, wearing makeup and heels). Indeed, society has a great bias toward attractive persons – especially when it comes to women – and the axiom “what is beautiful is good” (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972) is support by much research showing that attractive (compared to less attractive) persons are favorably biased in terms of employee selection, salaries and income, and performance appraisals (e.g., Hosoda, Stone-Romero, & Coats, 2003; Langlois et al., 2000; Watkins & Johnston, 2000; Chung & Leung, 1988) and in terms of jury convictions (Patry, 2008). Attractiveness norms – and the benefits of grooming – are especially important for women in social and professional settings (Wong & Penner, 2016; Buss, 1988). For instance, Commisso and Finkelstein (2012) find that unattractive women are more easily terminated from a job than attractive women. In addition, masculine women are perceived as less attractive by society (Hosoda, Stone-Romero, & Coats, 2003). All of this increases the pressure for women to be attractive and thus, women spend much more on beautifying products than men (Engeln, 2017). 
Similar to my experiences as a lesbian, my life experiences as a more masculine woman and as a woman beyond childbearing years (I am 60 years old) have made me more empathetic and deepened my resolve to help others who have felt “lesser” because of society’s devaluation of them. As I mentioned above, I am considering organizing an affinity group for women who are not partnered and do not have children. I believe this is one way that I can help address the marginalization of persons who did not follow the “normal” paths that society has laid out for them but instead have forged a different path.   
In your own words, and with the benefit of theory and practice grounded in the literature, what is the relationship between your current racial/cultural identity development and your ability to be an effective counselor?

While there is always room for growth and development, I believe that I am fairly comfortable with my racial/cultural identity. That is, I like where I am on the racial/cultural identity spectrum and believe that I am far enough along in my cultural journey to be an effective counselor to others from different cultural groups. What I believe has helped me the most in my development as a culturally sensitive and aware person are the following:
1. The profound suffering that I endured as a child survivor of sexual and emotional abuse and a witness of physical abuse of my brothers, all at the hands of my father, have made me a deeply empathetic and compassionate person who understands abuse and its far-reaching consequences and is highly motivated to help others from all walks of life.  Abuse knows no cultural boundaries. It affects all cultural groups. Through the pain that I have suffered over my lifetime, I connect deeply with others who are in pain, who have had tough struggles in life. This connection and passion I have for helping those in need equip me with the heart for counseling. The knowledge I have gained through my own personal journey of healing, and through years of therapy and soul searching, have equipped me with the much of the knowledge I need to help others. And each course of my MA in Counseling degree is further preparing me to be the most effective counselor possible and to ethically and compassionately help as many people as possible.  

2. My own experiences with being in marginalized groups have also helped me in my development as a culturally sensitive and aware person. Specifically, the marginalized groups that I have been a part of include: (a) lesbian group (particularly, having come out in the 1980’s when the social climate towards gay people was very negative compared to today); (b) non-feminine and counter-typical views of what women are supposed to look like and dress like; and (c) unmarried, no children group. While (a) is a fairly widely recognized marginalized group, although the gay community has come a long way in the last 40 years, categories (b) and (c) are not really talked about as marginalized groups. I am listing them as such because I have felt the marginalization and microaggressions leveled personally because of my membership in each of these two groups.  Regarding (b), I have experienced many slights and put downs that may be consciously or unconsciously directed at me because I am not a feminine woman – that is, I don’t wear makeup, dresses/skirts, paint my nails, or other such behavior. Also, in general, I tend to be more tomboy-ish in my mannerisms. In short, I believe that most gay persons – and probably many heterosexual persons – would be able to identify me as a lesbian using their “gay-dar”. The slights experienced are generally in subtle forms such as the following: (1) not being addressed or looked at – for instance, during lunch or dinner at a restaurant – when I am in the company of more feminine women, instead the more feminine women were addressed; and (2) compliments by both men and women on feminine clothing or features in my presence that seem to point out and diminish less feminine characteristics.
Regarding (c), as a member of the unmarried, no children group, I feel that my group and I are basically invisible. The world is simply not set up to address, think about, or support unmarried persons without children. And perhaps because the members of this group are not celebrated or admired in any way – that is, who wants to be unmarried and childless? – the members of this group are not cohesive or even identifiable. Thus, there is no support groups for us and we generally don’t seek each other out. Rather it seems that members of this group just retreat to their single lives and conduct them within the much larger and celebrated married with children framework. From the tax code to health benefits to tuition concession benefits, this group is slighted and, given its low or nonexistent profile, there don’t seem to be any movements mounting to protest its poor profile. I’ve often wondered if I could start such a movement but I’m not sure how. Sometimes I am resigned to be among the faceless, uncelebrated persons in this group – not even recognized as a group or perhaps even a major group.  

In conclusion, my racial/cultural identity journey led me to be more empathetic, more aware of my need to continue to learn from those in other racial/cultural groups, and more committed to being part of the efforts for social justice as it relates to marginalized racial/cultural groups. This will, in turn, help me to be a more empathetic and authentic therapist and to develop a genuine, therapeutic environment with all my future clients.    
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