


BE THE ALLY
YOU THINK YOU ARE
— a talk for well-intentioned people who want to be awesome —



WORK IS REALLY
IMPORTANT
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non-technical talk
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non-technical talk
diversity & inclusion talk
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non-technical talk
diversity & inclusion talk
very personal talk
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I’M KINDA
TERRIFIED
TO GIVE IT
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REASONS TO BE
NERVOUS
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You’ll think I’m making 
excuses for being a bad 
engineer
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You’ll think I deserve any 
of things that have 
inspired this
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You’ll think I’m a 
troublemaker
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you are good
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we’re catching on
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We’ll take less impactful projects because our 
confidence is ground down by being told our work is 

not impactful. We will be kind of a jerk because 
people continually being jerks to us will normalise 

that behaviour. We will “focus too much on 
diversity” because it’s the only time we feel not 
threatened but actually – maybe, momentarily – 

appreciated. We will become paranoid and on-edge, 
because the one recourse we have – HR – 

will tell us that we are not safe, and actually, 
we never were.

— Cate Huston, “After the Toxicity, the Toxicity Remains”
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Good health is not equally 
distributed. Socio-economic status, 

race and ethnicity affect health 
status and are associated with 

substantial disparities in health 
outcomes across the lifespan.

— Elizabeth Brondolo, author of the APA‘s Stress and 
Health Disparities Report
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thanks for the
therapy
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TACTICS
for allies at work
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PUSH FOR
PROCESS
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the tyranny of structurelessness
jo freeman
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• Access to power is limited to 
informal networks

• The workings of power are 
obfuscated

• Power loses its 
accountability
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When you take away bureaucracy 
and hierarchy and politics, you take 
away the ability to negotiate the 

distribution of resources on 
explicit terms. And you replace it 

with charisma, with cool, with shared 
but unspoken perceptions of power. 

— fred turner, interview with Logic
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they just had so much more 
credibility
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we like people
who are like us
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45% of black STEM employees
28% of female STEM employees 

report being treated as if they 
were not competent at work
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[T]he idea becomes a smokescreen for 
the strong or the lucky to establish 

unquestioned hegemony over others. 
This hegemony can be so easily 
established because the idea of 

“structurelessness“ does not prevent 
the formation of informal structures, 

only formal ones.
— jo freeman, “tyranny of structurelessness”
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jo freeman’s principles for a
HEALTHY FORMAL
STRUCTURE
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inclusivity
is impossible
WITHOUT CHANGING POWER
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+ spread out power

+ circulate information 
 — no, even more than that

+ equal access to resources
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+ spread out power

break it up

tie it roles

rotate roles
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Information is power. 
Access to information 
enhances one’s power. 

— jo freeman, “tyranny of structurelessness”
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When an informal network spreads new 
ideas and information among 

themselves outside the group, they are 
already engaged in the process of 

forming an opinion .... The more one 
knows about how things work and what 

is happening, the more politically 
effective one can be.

— jo freeman, “tyranny of structurelessness”

Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



+ access to resources
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Higher levels of formalization 
[were] associated with higher 
levels of (a) distributive, (b) 

procedural, and (c) interactional 
fairness perceptions.

— ”Tools for fairness: Increased structure in the 
selection process reduces discrimination“
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2
stop calling people

talented
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”Jessica [read Joan] is really 
talented. But I wish she’d be less 

abrasive. She comes on too 
strong.”
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talented
skilled
brilliant
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3 + 4

SCREW CIVILITY
FORGET FAIRNESS
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CONSIDER
POWER
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the definition of civility is totally 
different for men and women
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WORK HARD & PEOPLE
WON’T NOTICE

Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



expections for humility 
can become just another 
figleaf over coercion
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underestimated
ignored & stymied
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underestimated
ignored & stymied
↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓↓
social exclusion
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ENFORCE
INCLUSION
instead of civility
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INTERVENE
to help the frustrated
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give the underepresented
MORE LEEWAY
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FORGET
FAIRNESS!

Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



FAIRNESS WITH
CONTEXT
AKA JUSTICE
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if we spent 1/10 of the time [we 
spend] enacting some dumb rube 

goldberg “anonymizing” routine to 
set goals for hiring devs of color & 

white women to hold managers 
accountable to we’d be doing so 

much better
— manager joan
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5

assume
IT’S YOU
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Words like bossy, abrasive, strident, and 
aggressive are used to describe women’s behaviors 

when they lead; words like emotional and 
irrational describe their behaviors when they object. 

All of these words show up at least twice in the 
women’s review text I reviewed, some much more 

often. Abrasive alone is used 17 times to describe 
13 different women. Among these words, only 

aggressive shows up in men’s reviews at all. It shows 
up three times, twice with an exhortation to be more 

of it.
— Kieran Snyder, “The Abrasiveness Trap”
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When men and women negotiated a 
job offer by reading identical scripts 
for a Harvard and CMU study, women 

who asked for a higher salary were 
rated as being more difficult to work 
with and less nice, but men were not 
perceived negatively for negotiating.

— Rachel Thomas, “If you think women in tech is just a pipeline 
problem“
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Women believed their code 
wasn’t getting approved as often 
as the men on their teams, and 

they were right. 
— Christina Cauterucci, “Analysis Suggests Code from 
Female Facebook Engineers Gets Rejected More Often 

Than Code From Men”
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[M]en not only interrupted twice 
as often as women, but were 

nearly three times as likely to 
interrupt women as they were to 

interrupt other men.
— Alice Snyder, “Why men are prone to interrupting 

women”
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[P]eople redefine merit in a 
manner congenial to the 

idiosyncratic credentials of 
individual applicants from 

desired groups.
— Eric Luis Uhlmann and Geoffrey L. Cohen, 

“Constructed Criteria”
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Remarkably, perceiving one’s 
judgments as objective

 and free of bias predicted 
greater gender bias.

— Eric Luis Uhlmann and Geoffrey L. Cohen, 
“Constructed Criteria”
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People who read or listened to the 
DIY messages were more likely to 
believe women have the power to 

solve the problem. ...[T]hey were also 
more likely to believe that women are 

responsible for the problem — both 
for causing it, and for fixing it.

— Grainne Fitzsimons, Aaron Kay, Jae Yun Kim, “Lean In” 
Messages and the Illusion of Control
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this goes for
EVERYONE
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DO
THIS
INSTEAD
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try to change the situation
before trying to change

the person
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test your
EXPECTATIONS
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lend out
YOUR PRIVILEGE
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6

SPEND YOUR
OWN CAPITAL
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SPEND YOUR
OWN CAPITAL
& I don’t mean cash
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push for process

stop calling people talented

screw civility & forget fairness

assume it’s you

 spend your own social capital 
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CHANGE
IS
HARD
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CHANGE
IS NOT
COMFY
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DO
IT
ANYWAYS
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TELL
THE
CEO
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be
like
barry
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[W]hite and male executives 
aren’t rewarded, career-wise, for 

engaging in diversity-valuing 
behavior, and nonwhite and 

female executives actually get 
punished for it.

— Stefanie K. Johnson and David R. Hekman, “Women 
and Minorities Are Penalized for Promoting Diversity”
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awesome people
work for justice
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I’m counting on you.
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get the slides: 
sarahghp.com/ally.pdf

Be the Ally You Think You Are | @superSGP | Empire JS



Links: Tyranny of 
Structurelessness | Blogs of 
Information: How Gender 
Cues and Individual 
Motivations Influence 
Perceptions of Credibility | 
Black STEM employees 
perceive a range of race-
related slights and inequities 
at work
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https://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
https://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
https://watermark.silverchair.com/jjcmcom0435.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAbQwggGwBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggGhMIIBnQIBADCCAZYGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMAKH7wOzcksdsM-1IAgEQgIIBZ0V0Jk0gkVIqmnVxEBBI5WvCjXWTBulVyKmyD1OaIJd6_3RqNo8U-CXEjdzKKa5e4jFzqlhPiWAop0AkrF9oryQtOE9zkSGD5H-UPP1gKlbGy-vB4E2msBxweRyjAUFKnA1pYai0qB6QeNfRyhHwZGqXeG0le_dE_82ByD8cK4Ua1pucI0P56Qr-Fyoj97_ZoqSP0VhHXZE4hGDJM8jPf0ov2L5_kGqSCt5BanUfBMqfMwvqXz9hw3Xkr64s8Y2ZZIO7XnWV9nMDceLaIP3Mb9_8ehL9WEgpPoKRx7ffeKRmNiqVjpY1z5Vg8tfMonSI7n1IbP2aVyi48SAd8_9H61swrEJLYBeIVFI7l9Sr3jglj8wOQnB5HegHQ9KZH6LQ8VICSnJgX4AjnC7hQ9vr76FIOP5IR0UaWbxGAgDpPbtyyDLxshwi2n_mt6YA1b5Hs8OZPdSZFcI3h0wybHzHsIVTxYib4ss7
https://watermark.silverchair.com/jjcmcom0435.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAbQwggGwBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggGhMIIBnQIBADCCAZYGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMAKH7wOzcksdsM-1IAgEQgIIBZ0V0Jk0gkVIqmnVxEBBI5WvCjXWTBulVyKmyD1OaIJd6_3RqNo8U-CXEjdzKKa5e4jFzqlhPiWAop0AkrF9oryQtOE9zkSGD5H-UPP1gKlbGy-vB4E2msBxweRyjAUFKnA1pYai0qB6QeNfRyhHwZGqXeG0le_dE_82ByD8cK4Ua1pucI0P56Qr-Fyoj97_ZoqSP0VhHXZE4hGDJM8jPf0ov2L5_kGqSCt5BanUfBMqfMwvqXz9hw3Xkr64s8Y2ZZIO7XnWV9nMDceLaIP3Mb9_8ehL9WEgpPoKRx7ffeKRmNiqVjpY1z5Vg8tfMonSI7n1IbP2aVyi48SAd8_9H61swrEJLYBeIVFI7l9Sr3jglj8wOQnB5HegHQ9KZH6LQ8VICSnJgX4AjnC7hQ9vr76FIOP5IR0UaWbxGAgDpPbtyyDLxshwi2n_mt6YA1b5Hs8OZPdSZFcI3h0wybHzHsIVTxYib4ss7
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http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/10/black-stem-employees-perceive-a-range-of-race-related-slights-and-inequities-at-work/
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http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/10/black-stem-employees-perceive-a-range-of-race-related-slights-and-inequities-at-work/


Links: Organization structure 
and fairness perceptions: The 
moderating effects of 
organizational level | Tools for 
fairness: Increased structure 
in the selection process 
reduces discrimination | Being 
Glue | How calls for “civility” 
are harming tech companies | 
Why Love Literally Hurts
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4836379_Organization_structure_and_fairness_perceptions_The_moderating_effects_of_organizational_level
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4836379_Organization_structure_and_fairness_perceptions_The_moderating_effects_of_organizational_level
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4836379_Organization_structure_and_fairness_perceptions_The_moderating_effects_of_organizational_level
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4836379_Organization_structure_and_fairness_perceptions_The_moderating_effects_of_organizational_level
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0189512
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0189512
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0189512
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0189512
https://www.slideshare.net/TanyaReilly/being-glue
https://www.slideshare.net/TanyaReilly/being-glue
https://medium.com/projectinclude/how-calls-for-civility-are-harming-tech-companies-76f39ba97cf9
https://medium.com/projectinclude/how-calls-for-civility-are-harming-tech-companies-76f39ba97cf9
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/why-love-literally-hurts


Links: | What a Coincidence! 
The Effects of Incidental 
Similarity on Compliance 
Pre!y decent Quora answer 
on social exclusion | Google 
Fired and Disciplined 
Employees for Speaking Out 
About Diversity | Why your 
’personality’ is ge!ing in the 
way of a promotion
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https://www.scu.edu/media/college-of-arts-and-sciences/psychology/documents/Burger-et-al-PSPB-2004.pdf
https://www.scu.edu/media/college-of-arts-and-sciences/psychology/documents/Burger-et-al-PSPB-2004.pdf
https://www.scu.edu/media/college-of-arts-and-sciences/psychology/documents/Burger-et-al-PSPB-2004.pdf
https://www.quora.com/Is-it-true-that-being-ignored-causes-the-same-chemical-reaction-in-the-brain-as-experiencing-a-physical-injury
https://www.quora.com/Is-it-true-that-being-ignored-causes-the-same-chemical-reaction-in-the-brain-as-experiencing-a-physical-injury
https://gizmodo.com/google-fired-and-disciplined-employees-for-speaking-out-1822277125
https://gizmodo.com/google-fired-and-disciplined-employees-for-speaking-out-1822277125
https://gizmodo.com/google-fired-and-disciplined-employees-for-speaking-out-1822277125
https://gizmodo.com/google-fired-and-disciplined-employees-for-speaking-out-1822277125
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/oct/15/women-workplace-promotions-raises-mckinsey-leanin-study
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/oct/15/women-workplace-promotions-raises-mckinsey-leanin-study
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/oct/15/women-workplace-promotions-raises-mckinsey-leanin-study


Links: If you think women in 
tech is just a pipeline 
problem, you haven’t been 
paying a!ention | “Lean In” 
Messages and the Illusion of 
Control | Why I Le" Riot 
Games | Analysis Suggests 
Code from Female Facebook 
Engineers Gets Rejected More 
O"en Than Code From Men
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https://medium.com/tech-diversity-files/if-you-think-women-in-tech-is-just-a-pipeline-problem-you-haven-t-been-paying-attention-cb7a2073b996
https://medium.com/tech-diversity-files/if-you-think-women-in-tech-is-just-a-pipeline-problem-you-haven-t-been-paying-attention-cb7a2073b996
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