
CORPORATE SECRETS: UNCENSORED 

TOP AFRICAN-AMERICAN EXECUTIVES REVEAL THE SECRETS TO BREAKING THE CORPORATE CODE 

WORDS: KAIA ZAWADI 

 Many African-Americans continue to struggle with the many issues that must be addressed to 

achieve career goals—feelings of inadequacies, issues such as race, gender and just plain old “fitting in”. 

Analyzing and strategizing each situation (while troublesome to say the least) can either benefit or deter 

your climb up the ladder. And while many African-Americans still struggle for acceptance, respect and 

fair play, one quarter of a million continue to prosper in managerial and executive positions at major 

Fortune 500 companies. There is no one secret passageway or any map to follow. But, there is a 

persistent question for everyone who is still daunted by their career futures, “how do some maintain the 

discipline and positive attitude to enjoy a fulfilling career in corporate America?”  

 Cracking the Corporate Code: The Revealing Success Stories of 32 African-American Executives” 

is a “how-to” manual for a successful career. Throughout the book, you hear their constant 

determination ring through as they manage those inner demons and often blatant racism. They have not 

only played the game, they have mastered it. These men and women have uncovered this code – 

identified as the culture of invisible rules and regulations that must be understood in order to be 

successful. Once identified and then deciphered, doors open to new and endless opportunities. 

 Each featured executive varies in background, age range and social class. Some obtained 

education fro Ivy League schools while others attended smaller institutions. Surprisingly, many had 

come from middle-class integrated communities and had not experienced racism until entering the 

business world. The talented 32 offer the reader their honest and humble reactions to it all. These men 

and women overcame biases, learning to read between invisible lines and read unwritten rules that 

often impede many qualified individuals from attaining positions within a corporation. 

 W. Frank Fountain, VP of Daimler Chrysler, had the ability to see and understand everything 

going on around him, most of it beneath the surface. “You need a sixth sense to succeed in a corporate 

environment. If you wait until something has happened, it’s too late. You need your instincts to see a 

situation developing if you are going to operate well. These instincts have served me very well as I’ve 

moved through my career.” 

 Cultivating relationships at your company is also an essential part of the race for success, 

particularly with those who can give honest feedback on your performance. “You’ve got to force 

yourself to network, especially if you’re a minority,” explains Lloyd Trotter, President and CEO of 

General Electric’s business unit. There is little to be gained by maintaining comrades within small groups 

it just keeps oneself separate from the larger organization. Those individuals most likely to succeed have 

rigorously sought to surround themselves with colleagues at various levels within their workplace, some 

even finding the front desk receptionist to be very helpful in providing valuable information. “You’ve got 

to decide to participate, the going away parties, at lunch, and on weekends. You can’t socialize only with 

those you feel most comfortable with,” continues Trotter. 



 Moving outside your comfort zone may also involve handling difficult situations with your 

supervisor. This can be another intimidating issue for African-American employees to confront and 

overcome. Many managers are not always honest (and at times uncomfortable) with sharing 

information on evaluation reports.  Instead they evaluate your performance behind closed doors with 

other in senior management. Alana Robinson, Senior V.P. in business process redesign leadership at R.R. 

Donnelley & Sons, the nation’s leading commercial printer, encountered such a “run-in” in the early 

stages of her career. “At first I felt safe with my boss, but then I started noticing that during every 

conversation I had with him, he emphasized the fact that I was a black female. I couldn’t do the things 

the white guys did. He said, ‘I can’t promote you now because the other guys will think that I am doing 

special favors for you.’”  Robinson realized that her relationship with her peers was intact. It was not the 

eleven white males she worked with; it was her boss that was the issue. “That’s when I realized, ‘Gosh, 

I’m dealing with a dishonest person.’” 

 It is very easy to fall into a state of disillusionment, not knowing who to trust or turn to. In these 

cases, mentors can prove to be a significant outlet for advice on how to handle the difficult situations. 

“My mentor was a white woman who had always taken a personal interest in me and my career.  With 

her help, I realized that in an honest and proactive way I had to put my reality on the table and hope 

that the right thing would happen,” says Robinson. 

 Another strategy for making a mark in the corporate sector is being identified as a commodity, 

which helps with the push to higher levels of excellence. Milt Irvin, Director for the Fixed Income 

Department at UBS Warburg, made his mark through constant networking through Wall Street and 

connecting with overseas clients. “I started learning from my clients. They were always trying to let you 

know how smart they were, bragging about how much they knew. When I spoke to the next customer 

and I’d tell him what the last guy just told me, and then he’d tell me more.” Eventually, Irving parlayed 

these conversations into negotiable information in his bid for success. 

 Taking control of your relationships with your boss (as well as other colleagues) can help build 

support in your favor. Al Little, who served 18 years at Sunoco Inc. as the V.P. of Human Resources, 

claims he used supporters to turn around a setback at work, strategically using anger and 

disappointment in a positive way. “On a few occasions I have thought that missing out on a promotion 

was unfair treatment. As angry as I sometimes felt, each time I said to myself, ‘I have choices. I can 

challenge the decision. I can look for another job, or I can think it through and decide how to overcome 

it.’ The first time was when I was hired as assistant manager for industrial relations at a plant, and they 

told me I’d be manager in a year or two. Eighteen months into the job, my boss was promoted to 

corporate, but they didn’t make me the manager.” 

 They appointed an older white man at the plant and made him my boss.” Being overlooked for a 

promotion that you know you deserve can be difficult for anyone to handle. Yet, through suggestion and 

insight from other employees, Little was able to get a better understanding of the promotion and 

decision-making process. “Fortunately for me, I had been working at building relationships, so I went to 

some people I trusted to find out what they thought was really going on. Frequently you need to be able 

to get perspectives from several different sources and piece them together like a puzzle.” 



 Success involves self-empowerment. It is the major component in shaping the ideas of the 

person empowered (or in power), and those who follow. It is how organizations are formed. It is also a 

hotbed, fraught with both personal conflict and internal disagreement. Linda Keene, V.P. of Market 

Development for American Express (ret.) understood this power and funneled that energy when she 

needed to reshape company policy and follow an ethical path that could have compromised her career 

or the career of others when she worked for Pilsbury. 

 “I was director of marketing for microwaves and toaster products. All these foods prepared in 

microwaves and toasters were separated out from their food category, and that’s the way they 

appeared on the grocery store shelves. It didn’t take long after getting there to realize that it made no 

sense at all from a business standpoint to separate them that way. Recommending to management that 

they needed to be reintegrated into their food categories was the first big risk I ever took in my career.  

It meant eliminating my division and putting the products where they really belong from a consumer 

standpoint. When I reached this conclusion, I had to get my team to the same point. As we talked as a 

group, we came to the conclusion that this was the only thing we could recommend with any integrity.” 

 Having the ability to sway decisions in a corporate setting can take years of climbing up the 

ranks. Even still, many employees have difficulty controlling outcomes. As race and gender issues 

continue to be prevalent in the business environment, African-Americans are utilizing that inner 

strength and enterprising savvy to navigate through to success. Paula Banks, Senior V.P. of Social 

Strategy and Policy approached the issues by helping her training coordinator interact with minorities. 

“There were three women and three blacks in my training group of 33, more than they’d ever had. The 

coordinator said to me, ‘I don’t have much experience working with women and no experience with 

blacks, so I need you to help me.’ Without missing a beat, I told him, I’m going to bring some books in 

for you tomorrow. After you’ve read these books, then we’ll talk about the issues. And we still 

communicate to this day. I was a good trooper, team player for twenty years, handling some of the most 

sensitive labor and public relations problems Sears faced.” 

 “Cracking the Corporate Code” instills positive insight for the young and often challenged 

executive, presenting stories of hope, change and the ability to succeed despite obstacles. Readers are 

shown how and why achievement happens, which goals to reach for, when to play your position – and 

more importantly when and how to back off. Delivered by esteemed career griots, these 32 thought-

provoking and motivational life lessons are must-haves for the determined urban professional. 

 

POWER IF USED EFFECTIVELY WILL DEVELOP INTO LEADERSHIP ROLES. USING YOU INNER POWER TO 

ACCOMPLISH YOUR GOALS CAN BE ACHIEVED BY: 

 Constantly stroking and massaging your relationships. Give time and information to the people 

you value, so they know they are aligned with the right person. 

 Be very vigilant to the reality of changed circumstances, different alliances, new people, 

changing facts, data and priorities. 



 Keep your antennae tuned to power shift with all the people who have influence over you, your 

job assignment and performance appraisals. 

 Remain sensitive to the consequences of your decisions and actions. 

 Don’t squander your power on needless fights. Set priorities so you can identify the issues and 

situations you must influence. 

 Make certain every exercise of power is focused on benefiting the interests of the organization. 

 


