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i. 
Driving Systemic Change and Empowerment for Women of Colour in Public Services

Change is needed now. For too long, stories of Black Women, where English is not their first language, and Women of Colour in Public Services have been silenced, distorted, and ignored. Driving Systemic Change and Empowerment for Women of Colour in Public Services: The Burden of One presents a powerful, multi-voiced, faith-filled narrative that reclaims space and presence.

The personal journeys reveal the invisible labour, silent tears, self-efficacy, and relentless determination required to survive—to thrive in spaces not built for them. Transforming isolation into power, the book traces resilience from childhood trauma and workplace exclusion to grassroots organizing and institutional reform. Blending raw, intersectional storytelling with systemic critique and practical tools, this resource is inspiring and actionable. Part memoir, part social commentary, part guidebook, it offers a blueprint for inclusive leadership, legacy-building, and collective empowerment, detailing individual stories to spark systemic change.

Whether you're a policymaker, practitioner, educator, ally, or woman who believes change won't come in her lifetime, this book provides insight, strength, and strategies to create a more inclusive future. Driving Systemic Change and Empowerment for Women of Colour in Public Services: The Burden of One calls us to action, reminding everyone that no one carries the burden alone. Every story matters, every voice counts—together, they reshape leadership, inclusion, and empowerment across the public sector. More than a book—it's a movement. You're not alone. You matter.

Sandra Smith is a registered Fellow of the Chartered Management Institute with over 30 years of leadership experience in retail management, and 8 years in policing, now a retired Sergeant. In 2021, she founded Women of Colour in Policing, a pioneering initiative that has been adopted nationally. Sandra serves as a Mission Ambassador for the Anglican Diocese Pool Mission and Local Authority Governor, reflecting deep commitment to community, education, and faith-led service. With numerous awards for innovation, dedication, and unwavering commitment to workforce development, she's passionate about empowering women to reach their full potential in the workplace and continues to champion equity, representation, and growth across the public sector.

ii. Samantha Alexander is a Cultural Intelligence specialist, an advocate for inclusive leadership, and a driving force behind transformative change in UK police services, where she also spent 20 years as a Fingerprint Expert, predominantly working in New Scotland Yard. With a career rooted in equity and representation, she works across sectors, challenging systemic barriers and elevating underrepresented voices. Known for her strategic impact, empathy, and faith-driven leadership, she shapes programmes rooted in lived experience, believing in a cross-cultural approach to business development, with a focused lens on language. Sam is a multi-award winner for her work on accessibility, diversity, and inclusion.

Suzanne Simmons-Lewis is a researcher, strategist, and advocate for inclusive leadership and systemic transformation. She has contributed to multiple research initiatives and policy frameworks, including work commissioned by Women of Colour in Public Services.
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v. To our late mothers, Mrs Dorrel May Mohan and Mrs Ursil Lewis MBE, whose strength, grace, and unwavering belief paved our path. Your lives have been our blueprint for dignity in the face of adversity, of resilience rooted in compassion, and of leadership born from quiet courage. You taught us that the burden of one can become the legacy of many.

We miss you more than words can carry in every triumph, quiet reflection, and moment that we wish we could share. This book stands on your shoulders, and in your honour.

Thank you for the love, the lessons, and the light.

vi is blank. Co-authors Sandra Smith and Samantha Alexander
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ix. About the Co-Author: Sandra Smith

Sandra Smith is not simply a name in policing; she is a force of nature, a woman who turned invisibility into impact. Her journey into policing began with the quiet weight of isolation but grew into an international movement rooted in courage, empathy, and uncompromising belief in change.

With more than 40 years’ experience in leadership roles, Sandra's career spans sectors and continents. From her early days as a senior manager in retail, where she championed inclusive hiring practices to her transformative work in UK retailing, Sandra has consistently led with integrity, vision, and heart. Her leadership is not defined by titles but by the lives she has uplifted and the systems she has helped reshape.

Sandra saw what others ignored: the absence of women who looked like her in leadership, in recognition, in the room. Instead of stepping back, she stepped forward, building what would become Women of Colour in Policing, and later Women of Colour in Public Services (WoCiPCIC). That first moment of defiance, of saying ‘we must do better’, became a legacy that now breathes in boardrooms, briefings, and communities across the UK.

Her work has earned numerous awards and commendations, including recognition at the Inspire Justice Awards for Inclusion & Diversity Initiative of the Year, and the Diversity, Equality & Inclusion Champion Award at Bedfordshire Police's annual Force Awards. Sandra's unwavering commitment to equity and representation has also been celebrated by community organisations and national platforms.

Sandra leads not with volume but with grace. Her story threads through these pages not just as a professional milestone but as a deeply human experience, one that will resonate with anyone who has felt unseen, and anyone who has dared to make that feeling matter.

x. In her own words: ‘I am not the first woman of colour to conquer the world … and I do not claim there have not been women before me. There will undoubtedly be women after me. But I am not leaving a legacy, I am living mine. And that legacy is making our organisations and communities a better place for women of colour to thrive in’.
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About the Co-Author: Samantha Alexander

Sam Alexander is a cultural intelligence specialist, an advocate for inclusive leadership, Deputy Lead for Women of Colour in Policing, and a driving force behind transformative change in UK police services. With a career rooted in equity and representation, Sam has worked across sectors to challenge systemic barriers and elevate underrepresented voices.

Sam's work is defined by a deep commitment to authenticity, empathy, and strategic impact. Building Women of Colour in Public Services Community Interest Company, she has shaped leadership programmes that centre lived experience, and her influence can be felt in policy conversations, community engagement, and organisational reform. Award winning and known for her clarity of thought and unwavering belief in the power of storytelling, Sam brings both heart and precision to every initiative she leads.

A true wordsmith, Sam has a rare ability to distil complex ideas into language that moves people, whether through public speaking, writing, or quiet reflection. Her words have inspired action, built bridges, and given voice to those who often go unheard.

At the core of Sam's journey is her deep-rooted faith in God, which has sustained and guided her through both personal and professional trials. Her spiritual foundation is not just a private belief but a public compass, shaping her leadership with humility, purpose, and grace. Sam often draws inspiration from scripture and prayer, believing that true transformation begins with a heart aligned to service and a mission greater than self.

In The Burden of One, Sam's voice resonates as both witness and architect, someone who has not only observed the burden carried by others but has actively worked to lighten it. Her contributions reflect a belief that change is not only possible but necessary, and that it begins with those willing to speak truth to power.

Sam continues to mentor emerging leaders, advise institutions on cultural intelligence, and advocate for a landscape where everyone belongs.xii is blank. 
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About the Author: Suzanne Simmons-Lewis

Author | Executive & Personal Performance Coach | Communications Consultant | Storyteller | Journalist | Speaker

A dynamic and intuitive coach with over two decades of expertise in journalism, communications strategy, and personal transformation, Suzanne empowers ambitious, high-performing women and organisations to unlock their true potential. Through bespoke coaching, storytelling, and strategic communications, she helps clients shed limiting beliefs—swapping the metaphorical ‘straight jacket’ for a bespoke suit—and align with their authentic purpose.

Blending warmth, humour, spirituality, and creativity, Suzanne delivers sustainable transformation, whether through one-on-one coaching, workshops, or organisational consultancy. Her signature model focuses on core identity, enabling clients to eliminate stress, burnout, and inner conflict while stepping confidently into leadership, impact, and fulfilment.

As a sought-after speaker and author of Who Am I? Swap Your Straight Jacket for a Bespoke Suit, Suzanne combines practical tools with inspiring narratives to drive personal and professional growth.xiv is blank. 
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xvii. 
Foreword

When Sandra Smith and Samantha Alexander asked me to write the foreword for this extraordinary book, I felt deeply honoured, and honestly, a little overwhelmed. Not because I didn't want to say yes, but because I knew how important it was to get this right. This book is not just a publication: it is a landmark. A reckoning. A legacy.

I came to this book not as an academic but as a friend, a colleague, and an ally. I am a white woman who has spent nearly 25 years in policing, rising to the rank of detective chief superintendent and leading efforts to counter serious organised crime and terrorism across the East of England. But more than any title or rank, I have always seen myself as a peace officer; a woman of faith, guided by justice and grounded in the words: ‘Here I am Lord. Send me’ (Isaiah 6:8).

This powerful and necessary book—crafted through the lived experiences, insights, and reflections of women of colour in policing—is not simply a collection of stories. It is a collective truth, one that is painful, vital, and long overdue.

Sandra and Samantha have created more than a book. They have created a platform. A mirror. A reckoning. Each chapter brings visibility to the experiences that institutions too often erase or flatten. These are not stories for debate but offerings of truth that demand respect, reflection, and ultimately action.

The stories within these pages are as diverse as they are powerful. While rooted in individual truth, collectively they expose the shared burden that so many women of colour carry: the burden of being overlooked, underestimated, and unheard. These women speak with courage and clarity, revealing the invisible labour, relentless strength, and fierce pride required to survive and thrive in institutions not built for them.

xviii. What unites these voices is not just pain but power. They speak not only for themselves but for the many whose stories have yet to be told. And their testimony is a gift to us all, a call to witness, to feel, and to change.

This is not a book of doom and despair: yes, it holds pain, but it also holds power. It holds clarity, community, resistance, and hope; threaded throughout its pages are moments of humour, love, and unwavering sisterhood. It is these roots of truth and humanity that make this work so enduring.

As someone who has walked the halls of power but also strived to walk in step with justice, I urge you to do more than read this book. Reflect on it, share it, change yourself because of it. Whether you are a leader, policymaker, peer, or ally-in-the-making, this book is your invitation.

To Sandra and Samantha: thank you for asking me to write this foreword. It is not a task I took lightly. I am deeply honoured to walk beside you, learn from you, and continue supporting the work you have begun with such courage and clarity. You have my respect, my admiration, and my commitment.

To every reader: you are being handed a gift and a challenge. What you choose to do with it will speak volumes. If you hold privilege, power, or position, this is your moment. You cannot unlearn what you will learn within these pages. These are not stories to be stored on a bookshelf; they are instructions for change. Look inward first: ask yourself how your decisions, your silence, or your systems might be sustaining inequality. Then act. Develop workshops that challenge bias. Fund and implement training that transforms culture, not just policy. Remove the barriers you have the authority to dismantle. Use your influence to open doors, amplify voices, and change lives. Because the women in these pages have spoken: now it is your turn to do your part.

This is The Burden of One, but it does not belong to just one person. It belongs to all of us and with that ownership comes responsibility: the question is no longer if you will act, but how and when.

Dr. Jules Henderson




xix. 
Author's Note

When Sandra Smith and Samantha Alexander approached me to write Driving Systemic Change and Empowerment for Women of Colour in Public Services: The Burden of One, I had already been collaborating with them for eight months, supporting Women of Colour in Policing (WoCiP). They gave me the title, and I immediately understood its weight. The Burden of One speaks to the experience of absorbing the world around you until you no longer see yourself clearly: only through the distorted lens of others’ expectations, biases, and systemic barriers.

This book was initially conceived as a professional guide; a coaching manual examining the challenges Black women face in policing, while sharing the blueprint of the movement as a model of best practice. But as I listened to Sandra and Samantha's journeys, and those of the many women who shared their stories with me, it became something far deeper. Their experiences demanded more than analysis; they needed to be framed within the broader social landscape—interwoven with personal reflection—and offered as both a testament and a roadmap.

The Burden of One is part memoir, part social commentary, and part guidebook because the truth of these women's lives cannot be confined to one genre. Their stories are not just about workplace struggles; they are about identity, resilience, faith, and the transformative power of servant leadership. Sandra and Samantha's vision for WoCiP was born from their own navigation of this burden, and what began as a movement within policing has since elevated women across the public sector. Their work is guided by their Christian faith.

Writing this book has been a profound journey. I expected to complete it in five months; instead, it took far longer, as each story revealed new layers of courage, pain, and triumph. I was reminded that storytelling is not just about recounting events; it is about honouring the raw and unfiltered truth of lived experience. Too xx. often, the narratives of Black women are sanitised, reduced to statistics, or framed through someone else's lens. This book refuses that erasure.

So many women have been conditioned to believe their stories don't matter, or that they need to be polished before they're worthy of attention. My role was to be a story protector: someone who handles these narratives with care while ensuring they are heard as they truly are. These stories deserve to be known not just for what they reveal about policing but for what they say about power, identity, leadership, faith, and hope.

Sandra and Samantha are extraordinary women, not because they are flawless but because they have turned their struggles into a lifeline for others. Their leadership is rooted in faith, collaboration, and an unshakable belief that no woman should have to carry the burden alone.

This book is for every woman who has ever felt unseen or unheard. May it remind you: your voice matters.

Suzanne Simmons-Lewis


And the LORD answered me: ‘Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so he may run who reads it. For still the vision awaits its appointed time; it hastens to the end—it will not lie. If it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come; it will not delay’.

—Habakkuk 2:2–3







1. 
Introduction: The Burden of One
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At the beginning of 2025, Channel 4 News featured a segment on Barbara Mills KC (Kings Counsel) being appointed Chair of the Bar Council. For the first time in its 131-year history, a Black woman was to lead the organisation representing barristers in England and Wales.

There are currently just seven other Black female KCs.

In this, Ms Mills’ first broadcast interview, she spoke to journalist Ayshah Tull about her appointment and breaking the glass ceiling. The interview itself was a rare and powerful sight: two Black female professionals—a barrister and a broadcaster—taking centre stage on a prime-time news segment. There was an unspoken understanding between them, unmistakable to any Black woman watching. It was clearly a proud moment for the interviewer too, visibly unable to completely sedate her joy at Ms Mills’ achievement.

An excerpt from the interview included the following dialogue:


	Ayshah Tull:You are in a historic position as chair of the Bar Council, as the first person of colour to hold this role. How much of that responsibility weighs on you personally?


	Barbara Mills:You have, on the one hand, those who may be challenged by the fact that you're a first and the position isn't normally filled by someone who looks like you. And on the other side, you have the hope of those who do look like you. You want to do it well, so that those who can't imagine the role being filled by you are persuaded and those who look to you to do something different and magical in the space are fulfilled.


	Ayshah Tull:When you break the glass ceiling, sometimes there are shards. Have you felt that?


	Barbara Mills:2. I was called to the Bar in October 1990. And there were people who said that the Bar was for ‘a certain kind of person’. And so that discomfort of doing it anyway has always been with me. I didn't need to become chair of the Bar to break a glass ceiling to feel the shards. And I can either lean into negativity or I can lean out of it. And so, I've learnt over the years to lean out of it and focus on the positives.


	Ayshah Tull:It's a good way to be.


	Barbara Mills:The only way to be.1




What did it take to achieve this distinguished position? One can only wonder at the story of Ms Mills’ ascension, absorbing the discomfort, ‘leaning out’ of the negativity, and deflecting the shards. Routinely being the only one in the room carrying the weight of expectation on her shoulders.

Achieving the title of Kings Counsel in itself, one could argue, is the pinnacle of a barrister's career. The mark of distinction is awarded to lawyers who have shown significant skill in advocacy, often with at least 10 years of experience. Additionally, fewer than a quarter of women currently hold the title: out of approximately 2,050 KCs in England and Wales, there are 407 females, and out of these just eight Black females.2 Moreover, Ms Mills was then-elected by her peers to be the key spokesperson and advocate for the profession.

In 2025, there are still many firsts. Across the public sector and beyond, Black women are breaking barriers and advancing in a range of professions and vocational endeavours.


The Burden

But behind many ‘firsts’, and in career progression more broadly, there is a story. The landscape Black women navigate on their ascent is rarely welcoming. It comes at a cost: an awareness that blazing a trail often means carrying the weight of being the only one, while managing a complex set of circumstances.

According to Vocabulary.com, ‘burden’ is one of those words that doubles as a noun and a verb. Defined as ‘something you carry or withstand with much difficulty’ when used as a noun, and as the act of weighing down, overloading, or oppressing when used as a verb, it's a word with a negative charge.

This burden is completely relatable; Black women in the UK face a unique set of challenges in their professional lives, shaped by the intersection of racial and 3. gender discrimination. These systemic barriers manifest across every stage of their careers, from recruitment and pay inequality to promotion prospects and workplace culture. The cumulative effect creates an environment where Black women must work harder to achieve the same recognition and opportunities as their white counterparts.



The Context

The barriers begin at the recruitment stage, where studies have documented name bias and appearance-based discrimination. Once in employment, they frequently encounter the so-called ‘glass ceiling’ and ‘concrete ceiling’, which are even more rigid than those faced by white women or Black men. A Trades Union Congress (TUC) report highlighted the stark reality that Black workers with degrees still earn 23% less than their white colleagues with equivalent qualifications.3

Within the workplace, Black women regularly experience microaggressions, ranging from inappropriate comments about their hair, to being mistaken for junior staff. Many find themselves the only Black woman in their team or department, leading to feelings of isolation and pressure to conform to dominant cultural norms.

Representation at senior levels remains scarce. There are numerous cases of highly qualified Black women being passed over for leadership roles, often receiving vague feedback about not being ‘the right fit’.4 According to Green Park's 2023 report, The Colour of Power, which analysed 1099 senior roles; just 1.5% of top UK roles are held by Black professionals, most of whom are men.5 This lack of visible role models creates a cycle where aspiring Black female leaders have few mentors to guide them.

The psychological toll is significant. Black women report high levels of stress from constantly code-switching (modifying their behaviour and speech to fit into predominantly white workplaces). Research by the Runnymede Trust found that while Black employees experience more workplace stress, they are less likely to receive adequate mental health support.6

Black women also face disproportionate scrutiny and disciplinary action. A 2021 Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development (CIPD) report revealed that Black females are more likely to be performance-managed out of organisations than white colleagues exhibiting similar behaviours.7 What might be seen as assertiveness in others is often misinterpreted as aggression when displayed by Black women.

4. Despite increasing corporate rhetoric about diversity, many Black women find workplace allyship lacking. Initiatives often focus on optics rather than substantive change, leaving Black women feeling tokenised: visible in company literature but without real influence or support. Performative allyship—where colleagues fail to challenge discrimination when it occurs—further compounds the problem.

These interconnected challenges create a professional landscape where Black women must navigate multiple forms of bias while rarely receiving the recognition or opportunities they deserve.

Yet they still succeed. But at what cost?



Black Superwoman Syndrome

This success comes at a personal cost to their identity and wellbeing. For example, Black women often feel compelled to work twice as hard to gain recognition, quietly enduring microaggressions and masking their emotions to uphold a facade of constant competence. Many internalise the belief that they must be entirely self-reliant, refusing help even when faced with considerable challenges. Though these traits are rooted in a legacy of resilience and communal strength, they have evolved into harmful and unrealistic standards.

Dr. Cheryl Woods Giscombé, author of The Black Woman's Guide to Coping with Stress,
 
coined the term ‘Black Superwoman Syndrome’ to describe the behaviours that negatively impact Black women's health.8 Her research highlighted five major behaviours demonstrated by Black women leaders across multiple sectors and industries:

	Obligation to present strength: The pressure to appear emotionally strong and resilient, even in adversity.


	Resistance to vulnerability: Reluctance to express weakness or seek help due to fears of being judged or marginalised.


	Prioritising caregiving over self-care: A tendency to prioritise others’ needs (family, community) while neglecting personal health.


	Suppression of emotions: Internalising stress and emotions to avoid burdening others or being perceived as ‘angry Black women’.


	Feeling obligated to succeed despite limited resources: Striving for success despite systemic barriers (e.g., racism, sexism, economic disparities).




5. These self-imposed standards, particularly in professional and leadership settings can have severe consequence for Black women, including stress, burnout, anxiety, isolation, and feelings of deep loneliness.

Sandra and Sam have first-hand experience of the challenges Black women face in the workforce and particularly in structured organisations such as the police, where they have both risen through their respective ranks, into senior roles. Their experiences of the burden of one fuelled their commitment to empower women of colour in policing and across the public sector. Their aim is to improve the representation, development, progression, and retention of women of colour, giving them the courage and confidence to be seen, and heard, in order to succeed.

This focus is important as around half of all employed Black women in the country work in the public sector in various roles. According to official government statistics, fewer than 1% of police officers in England and Wales are Black female—that's 680 out of 147,476 officers.9 However, they are less present in senior and decision-making positions compared to their numerical share in the workforce. This estimate includes all roles across public services such as the NHS, education, civil service, local government, and police.10

Sandra and Sam have taken a powerful two-pronged approach to supporting women of colour across policing and the wider public sector. Their strategy tackles both the structural barriers and the personal growth required to shift the status quo.

The first prong is rooted in addressing the systemic issues that go far beyond superficial diversity statements. They recognise that meaningful change requires fundamental shifts in workplace culture and organisational structures. Through collaboration, allyship, and community engagement, they've created space for voices that are often unheard and have worked to challenge policies and practices that have historically excluded or marginalised women of colour. Their movement has begun to make vital inroads, pushing institutions to rethink inclusion not as a checkbox but as a commitment to equity.

The second prong focuses on empowerment through personal responsibility. They encourage women to begin with themselves; reflect, heal, and grow from where they are. This step is about recognising that—while the systems may be flawed—women are not powerless. They promote a model where women take intentional steps to shape their own paths and, in doing so, pave the way for others. Sisterhood, shared experience, and support are central to this process. It's an empowering journey that allows women to embrace their whole selves, learn from 6. one another, and move forward with clarity and confidence. The tools they offer aren't just about career development: they're about personal healing, resilience, and collective progress.

Together, these two approaches form a comprehensive framework that not only challenges systemic inequity but uplifts and equips women of colour to lead and thrive, both within institutions and beyond them.



There is Wisdom in our Stories


Who is like the wise? Who knows the explanation of things? A person's wisdom brightens their face and changes its hard appearance.

—Ecclesiastes 8:1



The Burden of One captures the lived experiences of a collection of phenomenal women who have navigated the unique challenge of being ‘the only one’. It documents the obstacles they've faced and overcome, and—in many cases—how they've chosen to become the change they wanted to see. In the case of Sandra and Sam, it is the story of birthing and expanding a movement with a clear vision to empower women. Born out of their own adversity, their journey has provided the leadership and inspiration needed to uplift women of colour.

For too long, the stories of Black women have been told through the lenses of others, or simply not told at all. Even more troublingly, Black women have often internalised and retold their own stories through those same distorted lenses. This book offers a space to learn from the authentic experiences of women who have courageously shared their stories—not sanitised or idealised but real and raw—with an open invitation for you to do the same.

The Burden of One is a call to awareness, a guide, and a source of strength for Black women and women of colour navigating the complex realities of policing and public sector environments. This book promises to inspire, inform, and educate, offering practical tools drawn from the lived experiences of those who have faced the burden of being ‘the only one’. You may not have fully named or contextualised some of the challenges you've experienced, but within these pages, you will recognise yourself. Through the voices of women who have turned isolation into resilience and adversity into leadership, this book lights a path forward; showing that you can start where you are, challenge limiting beliefs, and create meaningful change for yourself and others.

7. These stories are the human face behind statistics and historical trends: real experiences that bring to life the impact of structural inequality and exclusion. Interwoven with sharp social commentary, The Burden of One gives readers a deeper understanding of the systems at play, while keeping the focus on individual journeys of triumph and transformation.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml
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