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This research is dedicated to the hard-working Liberians and Sub-Saharan African 

immigrants working tirelessly to accomplish their dreams within the United States. 

Success does not come easily. It comes with hard work, dedication, commitment, and 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Liberian Immigrants in 

career advancement to leadership positions in the United States. In this study, there were 

a total of six Liberians interviewed; three women and three men, and their ages ranged 

from 35-51. These interviews were done in a suburb of Minneapolis, Minnesota. 

Each participant interviewed in this study was able to speak in detail about their 

experience beginning with his or her migration process to the United States, their 

experiences living in the United States, and their achievements. Each participant has at 

least a master’s degree. One of the participants has a master’s degree from Liberia while 

the rest of the participants had their master’s degrees from universities or colleges in the 

United States.  

The participants discussed details about their experiences in terms of the challenges, 

barriers, and opportunities they had in the United States since immigrating. During the 

interviews, four contextual themes and four essential themes emerged. The Contextual 

themes that emerged were (a) having an advanced or graduate education from the U.S., 

(b) having work experience in management, (c) networking and being actively employed 

while seeking advancement, and (d) cultural barriers. The essential themes were (a) 

growing as a leader, (b) behave as a responsible United States Citizen (c) Demonstrate 

Adaptability and Resilience in the Face of Potential Discrimination and Inequality.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background of the Study and Researcher’s Interest 

As a Liberian immigrant, advancing into a leadership position was a serious 

challenge for me. I attribute the challenge to stereotyping and disparity in terms of 

employers’ career development practices. When it comes to career development, African 

American men have been oppressed due to stereotypes, subjective and unequal career 

development practices, different opportunities for the attainment of social political 

capital, and the changing priorities in terms of diversity within the workplace (Cornileus, 

2013). Because these four oppressive structures and biases are ascribed to African 

American men in terms of career development or upward mobility, it has painted a 

miserable picture for them (Cornileus, 2013). 

Discrimination, racial equality, and stereotypes have been, and continue to be, 

faced by minorities within the United States of America. Like women, racial-minority 

workers in the United States have had to battle discrimination. The U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (2022) reported racial equality has been a growing concern in the United States. 

African Americans have struggled to gain equality in a variety of areas, including 

employment. As shown in Figure 1, Black people are still struggling with employment. 

Compared to other races, the Black unemployment rate is higher than any other race. In 

2021, the Black unemployment rate was 9.1% while the rate for White unemployment 

was a little over 5.3%. 
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Figure 1  

Unemployment Rate of Selected Races, 1973-2021 Annual Averages 

 

While it is true that the unemployment rate for Black people is slowly declining, 

there is still more work to be done. Black people or minorities are still underrepresented 

in high-skill or professional jobs. In 2020, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported 

that immigrant workers within the United States were mostly expected to be employed in 

the service industries rather than in management or professional occupations when 

compared to native-born American workers (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). When it 

comes to employment in management positions or professional areas, immigrants were 

36.3%, while native-born Americans were 44.4%, and in sales and office jobs, it was 

14.3% to 21.3 % (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). In the service, production, 

transportation, and maintenance occupations, the data shows that immigrants were higher 

than native-born American workers: Immigrants were 20.6% in service jobs, 13.6% in 

natural resources, construction, and maintenance jobs, 15. 2% in production, 

transportation, and material moving professions, while native-born American workers 
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were 14.4% in service jobs, 8.1% in natural resources, construction, and maintenance 

jobs, and 11.7% in production, transportation, and material moving professional jobs.  

Among employed men, the disparity was especially great in natural resources, 

construction, and maintenance occupations—22.0% of the foreign-born worked in this 

occupational field in 2020, versus 14.7% of the native-born Americans. The occupational 

disparity for women was pronounced in service occupations—28.6% of the foreign-born 

worked in that occupation group, compared with 17.1% of the native-born. By contrast, 

employed native-born men and women were more likely than their foreign-born 

counterparts to work in management, professional, and related occupations and sales and 

office occupations (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022, p. 4). 

Figure 2 shows the underrepresentation of foreign-born workers in high skills jobs 

such as management or professional jobs in 2016. Foreign-born employees were 12.4% 

in high skills professional jobs such as management, business, and financial operations 

occupations while native-born employees were 17.3% in the same fields. Foreign-born 

workers were also underrepresented in other professions and related occupations 

compared to native-born workers. However, foreign-born employees or minorities were 

more heavily employed in service occupations, natural resources, construction, and 

maintenance than native-born employees.  
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Figure 2  

Percent of Foreign-Born and Native-Born Workers Employed in Each Occupational 

Group, 2016 Annual Averages 

 

I concur with Cornileus (2013) that stereotype, race, and disparate career 

development practices attributed to African American men or minorities may have held 

back my career advancement. I also felt that the lack of leadership experience, academic 

credentials, and cultural differences were factors challenging my career advancement. 

Despite these challenges, I did not allow the absence of opportunities to negatively 

impact me. In 2011, I earned double bachelor’s degrees from St. Mary’s University in 

Minnesota. In 2014, I attained double master’s degrees from the same university in 

Healthcare Administration & Human Services Administration. My third master’s degree 
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was attained in Public Policy and Leadership from the University of St. Thomas, 

Minnesota in 2016. 

As a Liberian immigrant with triple master’s degrees, I felt it was time that I 

advance into a leadership position having previously been denied such promotions 

repeatedly. I interviewed for several supervisory positions, but none were offered to me. I 

was told many times that I did not have leadership experience. Despite answering all 

questions correctly and providing examples as needed, I could not secure the job. In other 

interviews, I was told that I did everything well, and yet, the jobs were offered to others. I 

was trying to learn from my environment and the messages I was receiving and that to me 

meant that I needed to find a way to gain leadership experience.  

At this stage, I was still motivated and encouraged by my wife and my parents to 

seek career advancement opportunities at my job or elsewhere. I interviewed with a 

company that does the recruiting, training, and employee management for the company 

where I was working at the time. In January 2019, after all the disappointments, I had the 

opportunity to interview for a manager position and finally, the job was offered to me.  

Over the last 50 years and after the passage of the Immigration and Nationality 

Act of 1965, Liberian Immigrants including Sub-Saharan African immigrants have been 

voluntarily coming to the United States of America for a better life. Some have come to 

the United States of America for better education, family reunification, or came with 

skills to help in the labor market. Anderson (2015) described what led to the modern 

wave of Black immigrants to the United States of America:  

Black immigrants started flowing voluntarily to the United State when the United 

States changed its immigration policy in the 1960s, which was immigrants’ friendly. 

Because of those changes in the 1960s and policies such as the Immigration Nationality 
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Act of 1965, Black immigrants can bring their family members to work in the labor 

market (Anderson, 2015). The Refugee Act of 1980 played a pivotal role in the lives of 

African immigrants from conflict areas such as Ethiopia, and Somalia. Because of the 

Refugee Act of 1980 which got rid of the restrictions, immigrants from those conflict 

areas were allowed to settle in the United States (Anderson, 2015). The U.S Immigrant 

act of 1990 was intended to increase the underrepresentation of European Countries, but 

African immigrants benefited from this program by bringing in their family members to 

the United States (Anderson, 2015). 

As shown in Figure 3, the number of African immigrants, including Sub-Saharan 

African immigrants, migrating to the United States between 2010 and 2018 has increased. 

Echeverria-Estrada and Batalova (2019) reported:  

Slightly more than 2 million immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa lived in the 

United States in 2018. While this population remains small, representing just 4.5 

percent of the country’s 44.7 million immigrants, it is a rapidly growing one. 

Between 2010 and 2018, the sub-Saharan African population increased by 52 

percent, significantly outpacing the 12 percent growth rate for the overall foreign-

born population during that same period (p. 1). 

Also shown in Figure 3, Sub-Saharan African Immigrants have been increasing 

from the 1980s to 2018. In 1980 the number was 130,000 and in 2018, that number 

exceeded 2 million. 
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Figure 3  

Sub-Sahara African Immigrants within the United States, 1980-2018 

Source: (Migration Policy Institute, 2019) 

           African immigrants who had migrated to the United States predominately came 

from 5 sub-Saharan African countries, which made up 54% of all sub-Saharan Africans, 

who are domiciled in the United States (Migration Policy Institute, 2019). Nigeria, 

Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, and Somalia were the top 5 Sub-Saharan African Countries that 

made up 54% of Africans that are domiciled within the United States. Eastern and 

Western African Countries are made up of 81% of all African immigrants living in the 

United States. Figure 4 shows the distributions of Sub-Saharan African immigrants by 

region or origin. 
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Figure 4 

Distribution of Sub-Sahara African Immigrants by Region of Origin 2018

 

Source: (Migration Policy Institute, 2019) 

Sub-Saharan African Immigrants are located all over the United States but are 

concentrated in certain states and within metropolitan areas like New York, Newark, 

Jersey City, Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Bloomington, MN among others, as shown in 

Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 

Top Concentrations for Sub-Saharan African Immigrants by U.S. Metropolitan Area, 

2013-17 

 

 

Source: (Migration Policy Institute, 2019) 

The research focus of this phenomenological study is to describe the experiences 

of Liberian immigrants in career advancement to leadership positions in the United States 

of America. Because of the challenges I have had with career advancement, I am very 

excited to hear and write about Liberians’ experiences in terms of career advancement to 

leadership at their various jobs in the United States of America. I am interested in hearing 

their stories, educational backgrounds, challenges, opportunities, and ways in which they 

overcame those challenges and their successes.  

The overall research aims and objectives of this qualitative research are:  

• To identify those challenges that have the propensity of affecting Liberian 

immigrants’ career advancement  

• To identify opportunities provided for career advancement  

• To provide recommendations for the career advancement of Liberian 

immigrants, including Sub-Saharan African immigrants  
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Advantages of Liberian Immigrants over some Sub-Saharan African Immigrant 

Populations 

In general, Liberian immigrants have some level of experience and connection to 

the United States of America beyond some other Sub-Saharan African Immigrants. For 

example, Liberia is one of the English-speaking countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and was 

founded by free slaves who left the United States of America in 1822. These people 

settled in Liberia and brought along some of the American cultures including the English 

language and the structure of government. English is the official language of Liberia, and 

it is spoken in schools. Because the English language is spoken in Liberia and given the 

similar structure of the educational system to that in the United States, Liberians are at an 

advantage compared to some other Sub-Saharan African immigrants. For example, 

Somali and Ivory Coast natives do not have English as their official language.  

In 2017, 26 percent of sub-Saharan Africans spoke only English at home, 

compared to 16 percent of all immigrants; 27 percent (ages 5 and over) 

reported limited English proficiency, compared to 48 percent of the overall 

foreign-born population. Higher levels of proficiency in English are not 

surprising, as most sub-Saharan Africans come from countries where English 

is an official language (Migration Policy Institute, 2019).  

Problem Statement 

Liberian immigrants seeking career advancement opportunities or upward 

mobility or leadership positions in the United States find it challenging to excel (Opoku-

Dapaah, 2017). While most research has not focused on Liberian immigrants per se, 

studies have shown that Africans or African Americans found it challenging to excel in 

leadership positions (Opoku-Dapaah, 2017). When it comes to career opportunities, 
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African Americans or minorities are under-represented in some organizational leadership 

levels (Kim & O’Brien, 2018). 

Purpose Statement 

As a Liberian immigrant and a person who has had multiple challenges relative to 

career advancement in Minnesota, I would like to understand the experiences of Liberian 

immigrants in terms of their career advancement. The purpose of this study was to 

understand the experience of Liberian Immigrants in career advancement to leadership 

positions in the United States. Merriam (2009) described what qualitative researchers are 

interested in: 

Rather than determining cause and effect, predicting, or describing the 

distribution of some attribute among a population, we might be interested in 

uncovering the meaning of a phenomenon for those involved. Qualitative 

researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute 

to their experiences (p. 4). 

Significance of the Study 

When it comes to career advancement in the United States, most African 

immigrants are still struggling with upward mobility at their various places of work 

(Opoku-Dapaah, 2017). The significance of this study is to understand why some 

Liberians or African immigrants are still struggling in terms of career advancement at 

their jobs (Opoku-Dapaah, 2017). Understanding their challenges, barriers, and 

opportunities, would help me learn and interpret the information collected. This study 

could also shed some light on what measures could be taken or adopted to mitigate 

barriers, and challenges, and promote a healthier working environment for Liberian 
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immigrants. Thus, the researcher did not generalize and presented findings only from the 

participant group. This research intends to gain insight into the challenges, barriers, and 

opportunities Liberian immigrants have faced as employees in U.S. organizations. 

Research Question 

RQ: What is the experience in career advancement to leadership positions in the 

United States of America of Liberian immigrants?  

Limitations 

Limitations include the small sample size that did not represent the majority of 

Liberian immigrants living and working in the United States. I aim to interview 10 

participants for the study. Creswell (2014) suggested any number between 3 and 10 

participants typically constitutes a good sampling and leads to a meaningful 

phenomenological study. 

This study was conducted only in Minnesota, specifically in Brooklyn Park, 

Brooklyn Center, and Plymouth, the residential areas of most Liberians. It is noteworthy 

to mention that people in other geographic areas have very different experiences in terms 

of career advancement opportunities at their various places of employment.  

Summary 

Since the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Immigration and 

Nationality Act of 1965, Liberians and other Sub-Saharan African Immigrants have 

voluntarily migrated to the United States of America in substantial numbers. The Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 banned employment discrimination based on race, color, sex, and 

religion, while the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 abolished the National 

Origins Formula and allowed U.S. Citizens or permanent residents of the United States to 

bring in family members with specialized skills and refugees. Some of these people came 
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to the United States for better lives, education, and family reunification, or migrated due 

to instability in their respective home countries.  

Sub-Saharan African immigrants, including Liberian immigrants, have faced 

challenges such as race, stereotyping, communication, language barriers, and accent in 

the United States of America. Because of these challenges, some may find themselves 

stalled in their positions or some may encounter other difficulties with career 

advancement. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

There are not many studies reporting on the experiences of Liberian immigrants in 

terms of career advancement to leadership positions in the United States, but there is 

literature that speaks about the career advancement of African Americans and Sub-

Saharan African immigrants, which includes Liberians. When looking at the numbers of 

African immigrants within the United States of America, the data show that they have 

been increasing. The number of African immigrants has been increasing because Africans 

or Sub-Saharan African immigrants have been voluntarily migrating to the United States 

for a better life, education, or through family-sponsored programs. Anderson and Lopez 

(2018) stated: 

There were 4.2 million Black immigrants living in the U.S. in 2016, up from just 

816,000 in 1980, according to a Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census 

Bureau data. Between 2000 and 2016, the Black African immigrant population 

more than doubled, from 574,000 to 1.6 million (p. 1). 

The steady increase in the Black immigrant population in the United States has 

been driven by migration, and most of the African immigrants have migrated from Sub-

Saharan African countries, while 1% came from North Africa (Anderson, 2015, p. 6). 

Anderson noted that the number of Sub-Saharan African immigrants increased 

dramatically between 2000 and 2013, and Nigeria and Ethiopia were the two largest 

birthplaces for Sub-Saharan Africans, domiciled in the United States. The population of 

Nigerians living in the United States at that time was 226,000 immigrants, while the 

population of Ethiopians was 196,000. Anderson (2015) also reported that the number of 

African Immigrants living in the United States rose from 574,000 to 1.4 million, which 
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was an increase of 137%. Figure 6 shows the increases in the Black immigrant population 

from 1980-2016. 

Figure 6  

Black Immigrant Population was 4.2 Million in 2016 

 

The birthplaces of African immigrants in 2013 are shown in Figure 7. Jamaica, 

Haiti, and Nigeria were the top birth countries for African immigrants in the United 

States. Jamaica led with 682,000 followed by Haiti with 586,000, and Nigeria trailed at 

226,000. 
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Figure 7  

2013 Population of Foreign-Born Black by Birth Country in the U.S. 

 

 
Note. Numbers are in the thousands.  

Trends in both countries of Foreign-born Black immigrants appear to be fairly 

stable based on more recent data from Pew Research. In 2016, 10 countries with foreign-

born Black populations placed at the top of the United States immigrants list. Those top 

10 countries are represented in Figure 8.  
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Figure 8  

2016 Top Ten Birthplaces of Foreign-Born Black U.S. Immigrants  

 

Challenges/Barriers to Liberians/Sub-Saharan Africans in the United States 

 African American workers find it difficult to get a new job of higher status when 

they desire to. When a person wants to move up in his organization, it is essential for that 

person to reach out to those that are in more senior positions, so that they can have access 

to the training that is required for promotion or upward mobility within an organization 

(Parks-Yancy, 2016, p. 2). 

Although the work environment has changed a bit in the United States, there is 

still more work to be done when it comes to career advancement opportunities for 

minorities. Some Sub-Saharan African countries have robust educational and career 

development systems where, as a norm, their alumni are considered for jobs with partner 

companies. However, when some Liberians or other Africans come to the United States 

with their undergraduate or graduate degrees and significant job experience, they are 

sometimes overlooked for jobs in their profession, and advancement opportunities. 
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Differences in graduation criteria between the U.S. and foreign schools may account for a 

portion of the variance (Rodriquez et al., 2019). Tungohan et al. (2015) suggested “most 

immigrants experience the devaluation of their foreign education and work experience 

and consequently face difficulties while obtaining occupational licenses. This impedes 

their labor market integration while complicating their pursuit of educational upgrading 

courses” (p. 99).  

While it is true that some African immigrants with undergraduate and graduate 

degrees have been overlooked, some Sub-Saharan African immigrants have benefited 

from their Western education. However, in academic achievements, most of them are still 

struggling in terms of upward mobility in their organizations remains struggle for them. 

Opoku-Dapaah (2017) stated: 

Some African immigrants have derived benefits from their education; others 

with advanced degrees are simultaneously restricted by prejudice, especially 

misperceptions about the intelligence of Africans. The trend is for some 

skilled Africans to establish their professional practices, while merchants have 

established African shops to sell groceries, textiles, and other goods (p. 408). 

Women seem to have an even harder time than men. While the number of 

minorities has increased in the United States labor force; minority women in leadership 

positions are underrepresented. Kim and O’Brien (2018) stated: “Particularly, the 

underrepresentation of racial/ethnic minority women has continued in leadership 

positions and fields associated with high social status” (p. 226). 

Cultural Barriers/Challenges Facing Immigrant Workers vs US Whites 

There are countries in Africa where English is spoken. Those countries are mainly 

in Sub-Sahara Africa; Liberia, Kenya, Ghana, and Sierra Leone are some of those 
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countries where English is taught in schools. However, in comparison to U.S. whites, 

English-speaking Africans are less proficient than Americans. To excel in leadership 

positions or have the opportunity for career advancement, proficiency in English is the 

first requirement, and Sub-Saharan Africans need to speak fluent English to be well 

understood. If employees cannot communicate well or do not become proficient in 

speaking English, the chances of getting a professional job or a skilled job would most 

likely be very limited. If an interviewer cannot understand a person during a job 

interview, that candidate would not be hired because of the language barrier and 

perceived communication problems. As noted in Figure 9, 49.1% of Sub-Saharan African 

immigrants in 2010 spoke English very well, 21.8% spoke English only, and 29.1% 

spoke English less than very well. 

Figure 9  

English-Speaking Sub-Saharan African Immigrants- 2010 

Source: American Community Survey (2015) 
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Besides English proficiency and accent, another challenge faced by Liberians 

including Sub-Sahara African immigrants versus U.S whites is that Sub-Sahara African 

immigrants are strongly attached to their families (Northouse, 2016). They do anything 

when it comes to helping their families. If it causes them to leave their jobs, they would 

do so. In discussing the research from Project GLOBE, Northouse (2016) stated: “In Sub-

Sahara Africa, people generally are very concerned for and sensitive to others. Concern 

for family and friends is more important than concern for self” (p. 439). White Americans 

also understand that family is important but, their job and job performance are viewed as 

most essential, sometimes to the detriment of the family. In discussing the results from 

the GLOBE Study, Northouse (2016) stated: 

The Anglo cluster consists of Canada, the United States, Australia, Ireland, 

England, South Africa (White sample), and New Zealand. These countries or 

populations were high in performance orientation and low in in-group 

collectivism. This means it is characteristic of these countries to be 

competitive and results-oriented, but less attached to their families or similar 

groups than other countries (p. 437). 

Sub-Sahara African immigrants and U.S Whites have some similarities in their 

orientation and preferences but, there are also several important differences. Leaders who 

act autonomously are seen as ineffective in Sub-Sahara African countries while U.S. 

Whites want their leaders to be individualistic or autonomous. Anglo countries want 

leaders to be motivational and visionary, and considerate of others, not autocratic. Both 

groups want their leaders to be team-oriented, inspirational, collaborative, and 

participative (Northouse, 2016). 
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Opportunities 

Since the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1965, there have been some African 

Americans advancing into executive positions at US organizations. Ursula Burns became 

the first African American woman Chief Executive Officer of a major fortune 500 

company in 2009 (Cornileus, 2013). The first African American man, Franklin Raines, 

became the Chief Executive Officer of Fannie Mae in 1998.  

 Despite the progress being made through diversity and inclusion efforts, the 

addition of Black CEOs of Fortune 500 companies has not increased. The current number 

of Black CEOs of Fortune 500 companies has declined. In 2020, Wahba stated:  

Despite years of diversity programs and pious pledges by corporate America, the 

ranks of African American chief executives running a Fortune 500 company 

remain maddeningly very slim: There are only five Black CEOs on the 2020 list, 

which debuted last month. That means that Black CEOs make up a tiny fraction—

just 1%—of the Fortune 500 despite African Americans representing 13.4% of the 

U.S. population, according to the most recent government estimates. In all, there 

have only been 18 Black CEOs on the Fortune 500 list since 1999. The peak was 

six in 2012 (p. 1). 

The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which outlaws’ discrimination based 

on race, color, religion, and sex, has created opportunities for Black people and 

minorities in government organizations. Parks-Yancy (2016) stated:  

Black people have found an opportunity at all levels of government in which civil 

rights legislation has been actively supported. Included in government are the 

staff of public schools at all levels. Some geographic areas that are hubs for 

industries or government agencies have offered more opportunities to qualified 
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applicants than other areas have: witness the migration of Blacks from the Deep 

South several generations or so ago on the perception that the District of 

Columbia offered a greater opportunity to aspiring Black people (p. 2).  

African American men are gaining some levels of leadership positions in 

organizations, while African American women are still challenged with the glass ceiling. 

Lewis (2016) suggested, “African American men have held more mainstream senior 

leadership positions than African American women and are likely to experience more 

severe effects of the glass ceiling which were exacerbated in skewed organizations” (p. 

126). Furthermore, Emerson and Murphy (2014) suggested advancement opportunities 

for Black workers do not necessarily lead to the same personal outcomes for them in 

comparison to White workers. Emerson and Murphy stated, 

Inequalities in satisfaction and well-being remain even among workers matched in 

status and position. Black people who hold comparable management positions as 

Whites consistently report feeling less accepted by their organizations, perceive 

themselves as having less discretion in their jobs, and express less career 

satisfaction (p. 508).  

Education Attainment  

The Migration Policy Institute (2019) reported on the educational attainment 

of African Immigrants:  

Sub-Saharan immigrants have higher educational attainment compared to 

immigrants overall and native U.S. citizens. In 2017, 40% of sub-Saharan 

Africans (ages 25 and over) held a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 

31% of the total foreign-born population and 32% of the U.S.-born 

population. Nigerians and South Africans were the most highly educated, with 
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61% and 58% holding at least a bachelor’s degree, respectively; Kenyans 

(50%), Ghanaians (39%), Liberians (31%), and Ethiopians (30%) followed. 

Meanwhile, Somalis had the lowest educational attainment of all sub-Saharan 

Africans, with just 15% having graduated from a four-year college (p. 1). 

Employment 

Despite the challenges, Sub-Saharan Africans have been gaining opportunities in 

the labor market. The Migration Policy Institute (2019) reported, “In addition, sub-

Saharan Africans were much more likely to be employed in management, business, 

science, and arts occupations than in natural resources, construction, and maintenance 

occupations” (p. 1). Figure 10 shows the areas of opportunities gained by Sub-Saharan 

African Immigrants as reported by the Migration Policy Institute (2019).  

In 2017, there were 37% of Sub-Saharan African Immigrants in areas such as 

management, business, science, and Arts. Within the service and occupations, there were 

27% of Sub-Saharan African Immigrants employed and, in the sale, the percentage 

employed was 17%. 
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Figure 10 

Employed Workers in U.S. Civilian Labor Force (16 and older) by Occupation and 

Origin (2017)  

 

Liberians’/Sub-Sahara African Immigrants’ Contributions to the U.S. and the African 

Economy   

Sub-Sahara Africans including all the countries in Africa except North Africa 

have been making gains in the United States and contributing well to its economy. 

According to the American Community Survey (2015), “The spending power of African 

immigrant households allows them to support U.S. businesses as consumers. But as our 

data shows, African households are not only contributing to our economy as customers 

but as taxpayers as well” (p. 3). The survey also indicated, “In 2015, African households 

paid $4.7 billion in state and local taxes. In fact, in nine U.S. states—a group including 

Texas, Georgia, Virginia, and New Jersey—their total tax contribution exceeded half a 

billion dollars in 2015.” The earning and tax contributions of Sub-Saharan African 

Immigrants in 2015 are shown in Figure 11. 

  













110 

 

Despite all these challenges and stereotypes, Mary did not hesitate in her ability to 

excel in his country. She was determined, ready to work, and built relationships with 

people who helped her grew.  

Participant 2: John. John was also determined. As he advised people, “education 

is the passport to the future.” As John stated, he came to this country through a refugee 

program, and he was determined to advance himself no matter what. John entered this 

country, and he could not understand when Americans spoke, and he was not also fluent 

in speaking English. Despite these challenges, John was determined to educate himself 

and prepare a better future for himself and his family. John went to school here, invested 

in himself, and became a business owner. 

Participant 3: Monica. Monica had a unique story. She came to the United 

States very young with her parents. She also came through the same refugee program in 

the United States of America. As Monica grew through the system, she decided to 

maintain her accent and because of that, she faced challenges in some areas. She was also 

denied some opportunities to advance her career. 

As Monica grew and established her own home healthcare business, it was 

difficult to navigate the system to get good clients for her business. At times, she 

mentioned case managers would only recommend clients that were difficult to deal with 

because of their health problems and because they were not financially well off. Because 

the clients were not well off and were very poor in their health, those clients were 

referred to her. She explained. 

I feel one of the things as a Black woman, a woman of color, or an African 

woman, opportunities are here in Minnesota however, it’s not dished out fairly, 

and as a woman of color, I feel like I have to work as twice as far as my 
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counterpart to get those opportunities and sell myself twice as hard to be able to 

get those opportunities. For one, I am in the homecare sector, and we provide 

group home services but, lots of case managers would only recommend people of 

color facilities to clients that are difficult to deal with behavioral or medically. On 

the other hand, case managers would send clients that are easy to manage and 

have higher pay to group homes for Caucasians. So, we are working twice as hard 

to be known, be seen, or have business. 

Participant 4: Sarah. Sarah was also determined to advance her profession. As 

she mentioned, she was at the zenith of her profession when she came to the United 

States. As a person of color, she knew those challenges such as race and stereotypes were 

there but, she did not allow those things to serve as hurdles in advancing her career. At 

times, she was challenged but was determined to excel and put herself in a situation 

where she could be part of the decision-making process. Because of her mindset and her 

determination to excel in leadership positions, she ignored those barriers and worked hard 

to where she was. 

I think the main barriers were race and personality, but those barriers did not 

prevent me from moving forward. I knew that they were always there, but they 

were muted. Most of the teams that I have worked on in the United States were 

almost one hundred percent White Americans. I was almost always the only 

Black person on those teams but, I did not allow that to be a hindrance. To be able 

to get those positions and to be the only Black person working on those teams 

required me to work ten times harder than what was required of my White 

counterparts. 
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Participant 5: Philips. One of the things Philips recognized as a hindrance to his 

growth was his accent. While it was true that race and other things were prohibiting him 

from excelling, his accent was a factor. Because his accent was a factor, he was 

determined to educate himself and assimilate into this country to get a better future. 

Philips explained: 

I think some of the biggest barriers as African immigrants were our accents as 

well and people look at us differently sometimes but, being able to articulate 

things well and be able to put those barriers behind you is very important to excel. 

So, you know, as I said earlier, it is a lot of institutional racism in America, and 

no doubt about it. As a minority person, your approaches to barriers make it 

different. Sometimes, people want to step on your toes a lot but, your reaction 

makes things different. So, the biggest thing here is the way you react to the way 

people perceive you to be, you know what I mean. Perception is an important key, 

and it is an important aspect of working in corporate America. People may look at 

you differently but the way you are going to react to it, makes their perception 

change towards you. 

Participant 6: Harrison. Harrison had some challenges in excelling in a 

leadership position in this country. He was called all kinds of names and because of his 

heritage, he was looked down upon in some cases, people were challenging his abilities 

to lead. Some felt because he was from Liberia, he was not competent to lead them. 

Despite the resentment towards him as their leader, he was determined to work with them 

and excel. He did not allow those resentments to stop him. He explained:  
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Conclusion 

Participants in this study migrated to the United States through similar paths due 

to the Civil War that started in 1989 in Liberia. Most of the participants came to the 

United States after living as refugees in neighboring African countries. Some also came 

to the United States through their family members and took advantage of the 

opportunities this country provided such as having a good education, adding value to 

themselves, building a good career for themselves, and having great job experiences 

through workshops, trainings, and working in the areas of their professions. While in the 

United States, all the participants acknowledged that for them to excel in this country or 

advance their careers, education, job experiences, and networking was vital to advancing 

their careers.  

Most participants in this study acknowledged there were numerous challenges 

they had to overcome to advance their careers. Some acknowledged there were personal 

challenges such as their accent and cultural barriers. Because of those barriers or personal 

challenges, they found it difficult to excel in their professions, but they did not allow 

those challenges to stop them from advancing in their careers. These participants had to 

adjust to educating themselves through college and personal interactions with other 

nationalities. While some of the participants saw their accents as a challenge, others did 

not see this as a challenge because they were at the zenith of their professions before 

migrating to the United States with their families. Other participants migrated to the 

United States when they were much younger and attended school from kindergarten 

through the doctorial level and because of that, the accent was never a challenge for 

them. 
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Nearly every participant acknowledged racism, stereotype, and prejudice were 

challenges in excelling in their professions, but they did not allow those challenges to 

stop them from accomplishing their dreams within the United States. Some 

acknowledged these challenges were there, but they acted like those challenges never 

existed. They were focused, determined, and ready to achieve their dreams. The 

participants also acknowledged the opportunities the United States afforded them, and 

they were appreciative of the lives they were living in the United States.   



115 

 

Chapter 5: Findings 

Introduction 

Chapter 5 focuses on the major findings of this research. The findings of this 

research are discussed extensively including implications for the field of Organization 

Development and Change, the opportunities for U.S. companies or corporations, 

recommendations for immigrants seeking opportunities in advancing their careers in 

terms of leadership, suggestions for future research, the limitations of the study, and my 

concluding thoughts.  

Contextual themes are those themes that enable the participants to go through 

those experiences (Manen, 1997). The contextual and essential themes gathered from 

these interviews were: (a) having an advanced degree or graduate education from the 

U.S., (b) having work experience in management, (c) networking and being actively 

employed and seeking advancement, and (d) cultural barriers. The essential themes were: 

(a) growing as a leader (b) behave as a responsible United States Citizen (c) demonstrate 

adaptability and resilience in the face of potential discrimination and inequality.  

Findings 

The study revealed some of the key reasons why Liberians and South Saharan 

Africans found it difficult to advance into leadership positions in the United States. The 

literature review showed that South Sahara African immigrants are the most educated 

immigrants in the United States but, Liberians are only 31% of that (Migration Policy 

Institute, 2019). The report also stated that Nigerians and South Africans were the most 

highly educated, with 61% and 58% holding at least a bachelor’s degree, respectively; 

Kenyans (50%), and Ghanaians (39%). This report shows that Liberians are lagging 
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behind these Africans Countries and because of that, advancing into leadership position 

were affected at times.  

Because of the 14-year civil war that started in 1989 in Liberia, Liberians were 

able to migrate to other African countries. In some cases, some were able to migrate to 

the United States through a resettlement program and the help of family members. Some 

of those that migrated to the United States were educated and some were not. Those that 

were educated faced some challenges in terms of advancing their professions because 

their degrees from Liberia were overlooked by companies and cooperation in the United 

States. Immigrants who migrated to the United States with their academic achievements 

and experiences were overlooked and their education was devaluated (Tungohan et al., 

2015). 

An Advanced Degree or Graduate Education from the U.S. 

 As participants explained their journeys to the United States and the challenges 

and opportunities they had, having an advanced degree or graduate education from the 

United States was essential in terms of advancing their careers. As mentioned, most of 

the participants in this study migrated to the United States without an undergraduate 

degree or graduate degree except one who was at the zenith of her career in Liberia. 

Sarah worked as vice president for operations at a bank in Liberia. 

While most of the participants were in the United States, they could not get a 

better-paying job because, at that time, most of them did not have a graduate or 

undergraduate degree. These participants realized that for them to have successful lives in 

the United States, having an education or advanced degree was essential and helpful to 

advance into leadership positions. The power of education was something these 

participants recognized in this country and did everything to educate themselves so they 
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could live the American dream. These participants came to this country without advanced 

education and because of that, decided to take advantage of the educational system within 

the United States to better themselves. By educating themselves some of these 

participants attained leadership positions serving as vice presidents of organizations, 

some acquired their businesses, and some were advancing their careers.  

Having an advanced education in the United States was essential to these 

participants as it helped them assimilate into the American culture. It also helped them 

learn about the culture of the United States, its values, and how to behave as immigrants. 

Pursuing an education in the United States was something these participants looked 

forward to because they wanted to excel and provide some stability in their lives. 

Therefore, having education as immigrants in this country provided opportunities for 

better jobs and expanded their intellectual abilities and curiosity. 

None of the six leadership models reviewed specially cites this as a “leadership” 

requirement. However, formal education, particularly graduate education, provides an 

opportunity to learn more about the people, culture, values, and practices in the US; 

practice with communicating using US- based English; and other aspects that may be 

helpful to accelerating an immigrant’s overall adjustment to and comfort with the ways 

things are done in their new home country. The finding is not surprising since all 

participants in the study had earned an advanced degree of which they should be proud. 

When Mary came to the United States, she was a child. As she grew, she saw her 

parents working hard and going to school. As she mentioned, both of her parents were 

educated and because of that, she strived to emulate their examples. She was determined 

to be educated because she felt she could live the American dream, establish a family, get 
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a good-paying job, and build wealth for herself. Mary was focused and willing to do 

whatever it took legally to acquire a good education. 

One of the things that Mary did not pay attention to was that some people had 

negative feelings about going to school. She mentioned that some people said when you 

go to school you will not make the money you want. However, Mary did not pay 

attention to that. She was inspired by her parents and determined to be educated and 

attain a good-paying job and a better future. 

Similarly, John was also determined to get an education in this country. John felt 

that for him to have a better future in the United States, he needed to go to school to 

advance himself. As a result of his education, John is now a businessperson and a 

professor at a university in Minnesota. When John came, it was difficult for him to 

assimilate into the American culture because he could not always understand the 

language and he withdrew.  

The rest of those interviewed also felt that education was essential in terms of 

having a better life or advancing their careers. As immigrants, they were focused and 

ready to take on challenges in the United States. Despite the issues of race, and 

stereotypes, including their challenges (accent), they were not willing to capitulate and 

instead worked hard and assimilated into the culture. 

Work Experience in Management 

One of the things this literature pointed out was that companies or organizations 

in the United States would rather bring in people who already have experience in the 

position they are hiring. Experience is essential because organizations want those who 

have experience, know what to do, and can execute the functions and duties of that job. 

Organizations do not hire people of color just because of diversity and inclusion. These 
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organizations want people on the team who are knowledgeable, know what the job 

responsibilities entail, are prepared to work, and are good problem solvers (LaFasto & 

Larson, 2001). Having work experience in management is advantageous to advancing a 

career. Having work experience gives you an understanding of the job, the working 

environment, expectations of the job, and what is required. It also helps you to exercise 

the skills you have learned and prepares you for career advancement. 

As Mary mentioned, she had bosses who afforded her the opportunities to expand 

her intellectual curiosity and strengthen her abilities to lead. Mary was sent to many 

conferences and because of that, she was able to learn new skills and expand her abilities 

to interact with people, lead, and gain real-life insight into leadership. The conferences 

helped her get the right kind of experience. She was able to gain valuable knowledge on 

how to develop a successful strategy, approaches in solving complex problems, learned 

about other leadership models, gained new ideas in terms of inspiring and motivating her 

employees, and becoming a good leader. Because of these opportunities, Mary was able 

to prepare herself so that when a position was available, she could take advantage of her 

experience and advance her career. A good and productive leader must have the 

knowledge to lead a high-performance team, be able to recognize conflicts and develop 

conflict resolution strategies, manage the conflict, and solve those conflicts in a 

professional and supportive and trusting atmosphere (Dyer et al., 2013). 

The Leadership Pipeline mentioned several things that are important to have 

learned and demonstrate for a leader to successfully transition through the first passage to 

a front-line leadership role; a leader should be able to plan, design a job, be able to select 

competent people to do the job, be able to delegate responsibilities, and be able to 

monitor performances. A leader in this first passage should also be able to coach his 
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clearly. He made this adjustment because he felt that if he wanted to advance himself in 

the U.S. he needed to speak more clearly. Harrison also mentioned that his challenge in 

excelling in this country was his accent, and he was overlooked in the advancement of his 

career. When he noticed that his accent was creating a problem in his opportunity to 

excel, he adjusted by articulating when he spoke so people would understand him. 

When it came to accents, Mary and Sarah did not have a problem. Mary came to 

the United States at an early age and was fully educated here. She also had parents who 

were well-educated and spoke English well. Sarah came to this country when she was at 

the zenith of her career in Liberia. She spoke well and interacted with diverse groups 

when she served as a vice president for a bank in Liberia. 

Essential Themes 

The essential themes are the transformational themes that emerged from the 

participants experiences. In other words, they are the themes that have trasceded 

for the participants and what it meant to them.  

Growing as a Leader  

The participants in this study came from a country that does not have the 

opportunities that the United States has provided for its citizens and immigrants. Growing 

up as leaders and as human beings in their country and the United States, all these 

participants wanted to do was educate themselves, have better futures, and contribute 

positively to their societies by showing good leadership. Some of these participants saw 

what positive impact their parents had in their communities and wanted to be like them. 

As Mary said in her interview, she saw her parents work and contributed to their 

communities and she was inspired and wanted to do the same. Both of her parents were 

highly educated and because she saw how productive and what a positive influence they 
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were in their community, she was inspired and grew to be a leader who positively 

impacts the lives of others. 

As John was growing up in a refugee camp, all he wanted to do was to come to 

the United States and go to school to educate himself. John felt by getting a good 

education he would have an opportunity to advance himself and serve in leadership 

positions in the United States. Because of his passion and his ability to work hard, he has 

advanced himself and positioned himself for leadership placement. Sarah, Monica, 

Philips, and Harrison were also attempting to become effective leaders and help their 

communities. Because of their resilience and effort, they have managed to put themselves 

in leadership positions, and in some cases, are running their businesses. 

Behave as a Responsible United States Citizen 

One of the things that most of the participants mentioned in this study was they 

wanted to take advantage of the opportunities afforded them in the United States to 

establish themselves and become a positive influence on society. To achieve that, 

participants were willing to listen, learn, and obey the laws of the United States. 

Participants were also willing to establish good relationships and find positive role 

models. As Mary mentioned, she had parents in this country that set a notable example by 

educating themselves and helping her become educated. Because of her parents, she was 

able to attend a university and graduate. She also learned from her parents because they 

served as positive role models in their community.  

 I think because I saw my parents rise in their journeys, I always aspired to do that 

as well. They both worked in leadership roles, and they both served the 

community. I always wish to emulate that as well and was encouraged by my 

parents. 
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As a minority, Mary felt that she needed to be focused, work hard, be positive, 

and live within the laws of the United States. She knew that if she wanted to become 

successful as a minority in the United States, she needed to respect the laws and find 

positive people that could help her advance into a leadership position. Mary stated, 

As an immigrant without status at that time, learning from my parents and other 

role models helped me to be humble, and when you are on that status you have to 

be careful of your behavior, your action, and you can’t be out there acting wild 

and doing things that get you in trouble with law enforcement. So, it disciplined 

you. 

Similarly, John, Monica, and Sarah knew that coming to the United States was a 

blessing to them. They were also focused and became a positive influence in society. 

They were humble, willing to learn, and obey the laws of the United States. As John 

explained:  

I think one of the most important things that helped me most was my education. I 

invested my time in learning and because of that, my educational background in 

my field of study helped me a lot, as also my skill sets of being a people-oriented 

person and respecting the laws of this country. 

No matter what the challenges were, participants were willing to strive for 

greatness by working within the laws. As Monica explained: 

You continue to strive for greatness, don’t allow the barriers of racism, ageism, 

and sexism to hinder your growth. You should always strive for greatness and let 

your competencies speak for you, and don’t allow those things to hinder your 

growth. 
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I will also advise people on learning the laws and their rights in this 

country because, a lot of times we have that savior mentality where people 

migrating here are afraid of Caucasian people and because they don’t understand 

the law, they are afraid of defending themselves. So, it is good to learn the laws 

so, whenever you are violated, you can speak up or get the right help to protect 

yourself.  

Most of the leadership models discussed in this research did not 

specifically talk about being a good US citizen, but some of the models talked 

about competencies and traits that are essential to leadership. Kouzes and Posner 

mentioned honesty as a desired trait in leaders and both Kouzes and Posner and 

Northouse mentioned integrity as a desired or admired trait for leaders. A leader 

should be able to do what he says that he is going to do and live up to that 

expectation. A leader should be truthful and honest in everything he or she does. 

If people are to listen or follow a leader, they expect that leader to not cheat in 

whatever he or she does. Followers expect their leaders to always exercise 

honesty. 

Demonstrate Adaptability and Resilience in the Face of Potential Discrimination and 

Inequality 

 The participants in this study came from a developing country (Liberia) and were 

faced with many challenges, but they did not capitulate to those challenges. The 

challenges ranged from education, healthcare, jobs, and many more, however, they were 

determined to educate themselves. Because of their willingness and determination, they 

found themselves in the United States. 
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One of the things that most of the participants said in this study was that they 

were happy and privileged to have migrated to the United States. This country has given 

them many more opportunities despite the numerous challenges they faced such as 

racism, discrimination, stereotyping, and others. In the face of these challenges, they 

were willing to do whatever it took to advance them. 

In terms of the complexity and the challenges they faced in the United States, they 

were determined and resilient in their efforts to reach their goals. They did not allow 

those challenges to stand in the way of moving up into leadership positions. In some 

cases, some of them were told that because of their Black color, they were given the 

positions they were in. As Mary explained: 

I have been asked questions about my heritage, about things I eat; you know just 

foolish, naïve, stupid, and ignorant, I guess. And people who had questioned, had 

I been not African, and this is interesting would I have been promoted to certain 

roles? This was just some ignorant comments and stuff like that around people's 

biases, stereotypes, and perceptions of Africans. 

Monica and Sarah also experienced similar discrimination at their various places 

of work, but they were determined to not allow those discrimination or condescending 

behaviors to get in the way of their progress. They were resilient, willing to work hard, 

and in some cases, they were willing to work 2 or 3 times harder than their counterparts 

just to advance themselves. As Monica mentioned, 

One of the good ones that I had with my experience in leadership is also at 

another career where one of my managers was encouraging me to apply for a 

higher-level position. One of the things she would say was ‘Monica, we don’t 
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have a lot of Black women who are eloquent and who are competent for the job 

therefore, we want representation within our company,’ so I was promoted. 

Monica was promoted to a higher-level position, but the unintentional 

discriminatory statement made by the manager was considered a microaggression. Micro-

aggressions are condescending statements made towards a marginalized group. It is 

sometimes unintentional, and people who make those statements may not be aware of the 

implication or how demeaning their statements were.  

On the other hand, both Philips and Harrison experienced discrimination and 

prejudice but were determined to not allow that to influence them. They were willing to 

work harder to accomplish their dreams. They both recognized opportunities the United 

States provided and were not going to allow anyone to stand in the way of their progress. 

As Philips explained: 

My first experience in a leadership position was when I got hired by an agency. 

This agency took the state’s entire contract for mental health. I was promoted to 

the Residential Program Manager, and I had 10 staff under my administration 

with 25 clients. While in this position, there was lots of resentment from staff 

from different races. Some were saying, how can this guy, who is from Sub-

Sahara Africa, become a leader here? There was some resentment towards me, but 

my relationship with them made things a little bit improved. 

Harrison was challenged with stereotypes and names calling. While working with 

others at his job, some people sometimes did not call him by his name but referred to him 

as “that African.” Being referred to as “that African” made him stronger in his quest to 

advance his dream. 
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Based on the comments from the interviews and the themes that emerged, no 

model is fully or completely useful to immigrants, although some parts of some of the 

models are. All models failed to include sufficient attention to issues that emerged from 

the interviews that involved the problems associated with speaking with an accent; and 

even though the Great Eight Competencies includes “Adapting and coping, and according 

to Northouse, “determination” is an important trait, but neither the Great Eight nor 

Northouse discuss these in terms of dealing with the unfair or inequitable treatment that 

immigrants may experience. 

Recommendations for Immigrants  

 The issues of racism, stereotyping, and discrimination are a challenge to Liberians 

and South Saharan African Immigrants, but the situation is getting a bit better since the 

passing of legislation such as the Human Rights Act of 1964 and the Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964. This is an opportunity that Liberians living in the United States, and 

immigrants migrating to the United States, should take advantage of. 

This study revealed how Liberians and other immigrants could take advantage of some of 

these opportunities, 

Evaluate your strengths and advance your education in that area: When 

migrating to the United States, it is very essential to get an advanced education in an area 

that you like or where you have your strength. Educating yourself enhances your 

experience and expands your intellectual curiosity. 

Get job experience in the United States: there are factors that distinguish 

effective team members from non-effective team members and one of those factors 

mentioned is experience. Experience is the first thing that a team looks for. A team wants 

someone who has a practical knowledge that is essential to the objective of the team 
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(Lafasto & Larson 2001). Having job experience helps prepare you in terms of making 

informed decisions and sets you up for the right career path. Job experience also gives 

you insight as to what that job is, and helps you build a great resume. More importantly, 

job experience can equip individuals with the knowledge and skills that typically are not 

available from a formal education or training programs.  

Get an education or higher level of education: education played a pivotal role 

in the lives of these participants. Without an education in a specialized area, these 

participants would not have gotten the opportunities to advance their careers. Having an 

education could be anything in formal education such as skill set training, vocational 

training, specialized programs, or structured education that runs from the primary level to 

university. 

 The rising share of immigrant in high-skill occupations is partly explained by 

higher levels of education among all four immigrant groups. In 2018, 55% of white 

immigrants and 61% of Asian immigrant had a bachelor’s degree or more education, 

considerably greater than in 1995, when these shares stood at 38% and 45% respectively. 

The share of Black immigrants with a bachelor’s degree or more increased from 25% in 

1995 to 36% in 2018, due in part to highly educated Black immigrants moving to the US 

from Africa (Pew Research Center, 2020)  

 Networking: Networking is essential because it helps you get to know new 

people, share ideas, learn new things, and connect with opportunities. Through 

networking, you can connect with others to attain jobs or be recommended by others. 

Mentorship: Having a mentor helps guide you along your career path and gain 

practical knowledge from someone with experience to expand your repertoire. A 

mentorship program also helps mentees expand their knowledge in developing their 
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careers. Being part of a mentorship program also helps you identify and achieve your 

goals. 

Be credible: Credibility matters in everything we do. People have to trust you 

before being able to work with you. Being credible means being truthful and honest in 

everything you say or do. Kouzes & Posner leadership model mentioned in chapter 2 

talked about the importance of credibility. According to them, credibility should be the 

foundation of anyone’s leadership. Those that you are going to lead should be able to 

trust you and be able to work with you. 

Be able to plan work and motivate people; the Leadership Pipeline mentioned in 

chapter 2 is an essential part of a leader who wants to excel or advance himself into a 

leadership position. It is essential because a leader should be able to learn and 

demonstrate the first passage of the Leadership Pipeline before moving on to advancing 

his career into a leadership position; A leader hoping to advance himself should be able 

to demonstrate that he has learned how to plan his work, motivate the people he or she 

intends to lead, assigning work, and be able to collaborate with others to get things done. 

Communicate clearly: People understanding accents is one of the concerns 

raised by most of the participants. Immigrants migrating to the United States need to 

speak clearly to be understood. The person doing the hiring is looking for the right fit for 

the job and that person must be able to communicate or articulate his or her words 

precisely and in an understandable manner.  

Being resilient in the face of racism and discrimination: racism and discrimination 

exist in the United States but as an immigrant, it would be good to not allowed the issues 

of racism and discrimination to get in the way of you accomplishing your dreams. You 
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should work harder, be persistence, willing to adapt and move through difficult 

experiences, and be firmed on your objectives of being in the United States. 

According to Migration Policy Institute (2021), In 2019, approximately 44 

percent (20.7 million) of the 44.6 million immigrants ages 5 and older were limited 

English proficient (LEP). Immigrants accounted for 81 percent of the country’s 25.5 

million LED individual. Limited English Proficient refers to person aged five and older 

who reported “not at all,” “not well” or “well” on their survey questionnaire. 

Opportunities for Leadership Professionals 

 Leadership is essential because leaders are those who direct the organization in 

achieving its goals. Leaders also set the tone of the organization, have a vision for the 

organization, direct the organization, and lead its people. In my analysis, companies or 

organizations hired a leader for three reasons; (a) to help the company generate more 

revenue, (b) to help the company save the revenue they helped generate, (c) and to help 

improve the company. To achieve that, leaders have to build relationships, understand 

diversity and inclusion, and value the foreign expertise brought to this country by South 

Saharan African immigrants. 

The United States is getting more diverse. The expertise of immigrants from 

South Saharan African countries who are well-trained and educated in terms of 

understanding diversity, cultural sensitivity, and cultural relativism is needed to help 

improve companies. Organizations within the United States cannot function without 

reputable and well-trained employees. Organizations need people for their expertise, 

ideas, energy, and talents, and research has shown that people in countries like Liberia 

have a robust education and those skills have been overlooked within the United States. 
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Opportunities for the Field of Organization Development & Change 

 The Field of Organization Development & Change is doing some of these things, 

but the field needs to do more. Organizational development and change play a pivotal 

role in developing an organization. Organizational development and change are about 

making organizations or companies effective and productive. Cummings (2008) stated 

practitioners in the field would incorporate into their definitions the ideas that OD is 

planned, and is a long-term process based on commonly held values about change and 

development through the application of behavioral science. Cummings (2008) also stated 

that most definitions include one or more of these terms: planned, applied behavioral 

science, system-wide, and improving an organization’s capacity for change and 

development. To make organizations productive and effective, OD Practitioners would 

have to look at the structural and human resource frames of an organization. The 

structural frame of an organization looks at how the organization is structured and where 

the power lies. The human resource frame looks at the competencies of people brought 

on board an organization. Strong companies know the kinds of people they want and hire 

those who fit the mold (Bolman & Deal, 2013). 

The opportunity missed here by companies in the United States is that they 

devalued the academic achievements of Liberians and South Saharan Africans from their 

various African countries. Some companies are still questioning the intellect and 

capabilities of South Saharan Africans. While it is true that some Africans may have 

benefited from their academic achievements from their various countries, others with 

advanced degrees are simultaneously restricted because of prejudice, especially having 

misperceptions about the capabilities, and intelligence of those from African Countries 

(Opoku-Dapaah, 2017). 
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The opportunities here for OD Practitioners are to educate companies on the 

importance of diversity and inclusion and the foreign expertise that Liberians or South 

Saharan Immigrants would bring. Liberia and other South Saharan African countries have 

a robust educational system and would be good to partner with because of this experience 

and potential to work. It would also be essential for OD Practitioners working with 

organizations to educate them on what diversity and foreign expertise bring to a company 

and the value added. These immigrants bring with them foreign expertise and the ability 

to solve complex problems. They also bring to the United States the expansion of their 

world view and perspective, and skills for career opportunities. To be highly competitive 

in this global market requires companies to bring in people who have developed skills in 

a culturally diverse world and are as capable as people in the United States.  

Organizations within the United States could also partner with universities that 

have “study abroad programs” to understand the levels of robust education at those 

universities, the experience, and the value that could be added to their companies. By 

doing this, companies in the U.S. could make some adjustments in their hiring practices 

and develop internal programs to evaluate and bring these immigrants up to speed. These 

companies could invest in and empower immigrants by sending them for further training 

in certificated programs.  

Progressive organizations give power to employees as well as invest in their 

development. Empowerment includes keeping employees informed, it doesn’t 

stop there. It also involves encouraging autonomy and participation, redesigning 

work, fostering teams, promoting egalitarianism, and infusing work with meaning 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 9) 
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Spending or investing in immigrants is not a waste. It has long-term value in 

terms of the growth of an organization. Many organizations are reluctant to invest in 

developing human capital. The costs of training are immediate and easy to measure, and 

the benefits are long-term (Bolman & Deal, 2013). 

Researcher Bias 

 The researcher is a Liberian with experience in most of the challenges and 

opportunities mentioned by the participants. The researcher did not allow his own 

experiences or challenges to get in the way of the research process. The researcher 

listened and allowed the participants to speak in their own words concerning the 

challenges, biases, and opportunities they had in the United States. 

 The researcher shared similar paths in terms of the challenges that these 

participants had in advancing their careers into leadership positions, but he did not allow 

those challenges to stop him from advancing his career into a leadership position. While 

it is true that this researcher faced similar challenges to the participants, the researcher 

also enjoyed some of the opportunities that were mentioned by the participants. Those 

opportunities afforded me a better life and career in the United States.  

Limitations 

There were six participants interviewed in this study, and the small sample size 

did not represent the majority of Liberian immigrants living and working in the United 

States. This study was conducted in a suburb of Minneapolis MN, being the residential 

area of most Liberians. It is noteworthy to mention that people in other geographic areas 

may have very different experiences in terms of career advancement opportunities at their 

various places of employment. 
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Further Research 

 This research was done using a limited sample of six participants. This research 

was done in a Minneapolis suburb and does not represent the views of most Liberians 

living in Minnesota.  

It would be better and more valuable to conduct further research on a larger scale and 

in most cities within the United States that have Liberians working or actively looking for 

a job.  

• This research could also be done by studying other immigrants from African 

countries, and immigrants who may have obvious cultural and language 

differences from those of the US (e.g., Asian, Middle Eastern, South American, or 

Latin/South American immigrants) to see if they would share similar experiences 

to that of the Liberian immigrants in this study.  

• To better understand the experience, traits and skills that may most benefit 

immigrants apart from “advanced degree,” A companion study of successful 

immigrants who do not hold an advanced degree would be interesting. 

• To gain a different (and perhaps more objective) perspective on the experiences, 

traits, and skills that may be most beneficial to immigrants’ career advancement, a 

study that interviewed or surveyed hiring managers who are experienced in hiring 

or promoting immigrant workers might be useful. What do hiring managers look 

for when hiring or promoting immigrant workers? A comparison of what hiring 

managers might say to what immigrants themselves say might reveal some 

important differences or differences in emphasis that would be or great use to 

immigrant who wish to advance.  
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Conclusion  

The United States of America is getting more diverse, and you need competent 

and reputable people to work in American organizations. The purpose of this study was 

to understand the experience of Liberian Immigrants in career advancement to leadership 

positions in the United States. This study has shown how resilient the participants for this 

study were in terms of advancing their careers into leadership positions within the United 

States. Despite the challenges these participants had, they were not willing to give up 

their dreams.  

I want to thank these participants for taking the time to be interviewed for this 

research. Their stories and experiences have given me a broader insight into their 

resilience and the challenges they have overcome. Their insights also helped me to 

understand, in-depth, the challenges they had in this country and how they navigated 

these challenges to educate themselves, to work, and to advance their careers.  

As I reflect on this study, I see similar paths with these immigrants in terms of the 

challenges and opportunities afforded them as immigrants in the United States. Despite 

race and stereotyping, multiple barriers served as the impetus for moving up into 

leadership positions. This country gave me an opportunity not available in my own 

country, helped develop me through education and job experiences, and has increased my 

ability to work with others.  

As an immigrant and a person who came to this country with only a high school 

education, I was determined to better myself. Before coming to the United States, I did 

not know how to use a computer and my intellectual curiosity was not heightened. I was 

able to work hard and educate myself by reading and interacting with intelligent people. I 

was also patient and did not allow the issues of race, stereotyping or my accent to derail 
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my path to accomplishing my dream. As a doctoral candidate currently writing my 

dissertation, I can look back and say that I made it. I now have ideas, values, a career, and 

a talent that companies need, and I am grateful. 

Immigrants migrating to the United States could learn from this study in terms of 

how the participants were resilient despite multiple challenges. Participants in this study 

were willing to work hard, build good relationships with people, educate themselves, 

have mentors, and take advantage of the opportunities given to them.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Letter  

Dear_______, 

My name is Joshua Zor Bernard, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. 

Thomas in Minnesota. The purpose of this email is to invite your participation in my 

doctoral dissertation research. The topic of this research is, Liberian Immigrants’ 

Experiences in Career Development to Leadership Position in the United States of 

America: A Phenomenological Study.  

Expectations of Participants 

If you agree to participate in this process, you are expected to answer qualitative 

questions in a person-to-person interview with the researcher. You will answer questions 

regarding your experiences in career advancement to leadership positions. The interview 

is expected to last for an hour and twenty minutes. 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary, your identity as a participant will 

be anonymous (unknown), and your responses will be kept confidential. 

Benefits 

There will be no direct benefit to you but, this research study could shed some light on 

what measures could be taken or adopted to eliminate barriers, and challenges, and 

promote a healthier working environment for Liberian immigrants. 

Questions 

If you have questions regarding the research, please feel free to contact me at my phone 

number: 6122071646 or bern0101@stthomas.edu. 

Next Steps 

Please reply to this email and confirm your desire or willingness to participate. Once your 

confirmation email is received, a consent form will be sent to you to get the process 

started.  

Thank you very much and I look forward to hearing from and working with you. 

Thanks, 

Joshua Zor Bernard 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of St. Thomas 

  

mailto:bern0101@stthomas.edu
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Form 

 

 

 



146 

 

 

  



147 

 

  



148 

 

Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

 

Interview Questions 

At this time, I would like you to please introduce yourself. Please tell me when 

and why you came to the United States, and a little about yourself, your family, and your 

academic background. 

Main question: 

• As a Liberian immigrant, please share with me your experiences in career 

advancement to leadership positions in the United States. 

Probing questions: 

• What are some of the opportunities you have had in terms of career 

advancement? 

• What are some of the factors that helped you get those opportunities? For 

example, did or do you have certain skills or traits that you think helped 

you advance? 

• What do you think was the most important thing that helped advance your 

career? 

• How did you feel about getting those opportunities? 

• How have you grown as a result of your career advancement? 

• What were the main barriers? [Were there racial, language, accent, culture, 

or personal barriers] Please explain. How did you deal with it? 

• What advice would you give to immigrants who are voluntarily migrating 

to the United States in terms of advancing their careers? 
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• If you had the opportunity to do this over, what would you do differently 

[when you enter the United States] that could help you immediately in 

understanding how to advance your career? 

• What else do you think is important for me to know about your 

experience? 

Closing 

 I would like to take this time to express my thanks and appreciation to you for 

taking time from your busy schedule to speak with me. Your responses are valuable to 

my dissertation research. If I need any clarification, is it okay to contact you again? 

Thanks!  


