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Q: Can you tell us about your background, including your current position and how many years you’ve 

been in your field? 

Sarah: I've been in the field for about 11 years. I'm the founder of an NGO called Girls Health Ed. and I'm 

currently full-time as the Deputy Director of Women in Global Health. At Girls Health Ed, we were able to 

hire a great team, so I now operate in the Board Chair capacity. The organization is currently run by an 

amazing woman who’s the Executive Director. She previously served as Director of Programs and oversaw 

our program operations and managed our 100+ teaching fellows for six years. We also have a super active 

and engaged board. I’m very excited to have joined Women in Global Health because it really is a 

culmination of everything I’ve worked on over the years. 

 

Q: Can you tell me three (or more) reasons that motivate you to be a woman leader in your field? 

Sarah: When I started my NGO in 2012, I didn't do so to “just to start one.” Initially, for the first few years, 

we were just a pilot project based on research I had done, and 100% volunteer run. The initiative was 

meant to solve an issue and fill a gap. We wanted to put a curriculum together to teach gender-sensitive 

health and sexuality education to help prevent chronic health issues later in life more prevalent within 

minority communities. Students weren't able to learn about this in home or school environments, given 

the fact that only 13 US states mandate comprehensive sexuality education to be medically accurate. At 

first, we weren't sure if we wanted to go the non-profit route. We even thought about pitching it to the 

local public school system or maybe pitching it to another, more established organization to take it on as 

a program. I was not particularly interested in being a founder or executive director. When you're in it to 

solve the issue, you want to do it the fastest, most effective way that you possibly can. For me, it was 

never about becoming a leader for the sake of being a leader. Leadership is something I fell into, because 

I knew that there was a problem and I wanted the problem to be solved, whether I was the one leading 

or not. Sometimes when you want something done, it's not always the best idea to give it to someone 

else because they might not get it done. You can always collaborate with other people, which I did a lot 

of. I wanted to make sure that this was executed and implemented in the way that I knew was needed. 

So, I became a leader because I was passionate about something and I wanted to make sure that someone 

worked on those issues. 

 

 

http://www.girlshealthed.org/
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Q: On a scale of 1 to 10, how likely are you to see 

women like you in your organization/global 

health arena? 

Sarah: It’s not uncommon but I have a very big 

caveat. When I started my journey in global health, 

I met a lot of women who were junior staff or mid-

career who were of color but as you move up the 

ladder, you start to see fewer and fewer. On the 

non-profit side, you see many women of color start 

things but then they don’t get funded or they fizzle 

out. When you talk about those organizations that 

are represented on a larger scale and actually have 

influence, you don’t’ see as many women of color. 

I know some amazing women of color: Loyce Pace, Roopa Dhatt, Kenya Nitaya, Nadia Okomoto. I know 

these amazing women but it’s not necessarily the norm because it’s basically less than 1% of funding that 

goes towards women of color leaders. There are so many great ideas and so many passionate women of 

color, but they’re just not getting the funding they need. Then in larger institutions, they’re not moving 

up the ladder. I actually worked on 5 teams at the World Bank and when I worked for women, the women 

I worked for were stuck at the project management level. There are always amazing women of color doing 

the work, but they aren’t the ones represented at the top doing all the speaking engagements and actually 

giving the stamp of final approval on things. It’s not that they’re not doing the work and are not influential, 

but that they’re not represented in very top senior leadership. 

 

Q: Why is gender and racial equity in leadership (at all levels) important for global health? 

Sarah: Because you can’t have feminism that isn’t intersectional. Feminism and intersectionality have to 

be one in the same and can’t be unlinked. If you try to address gender issues without also addressing race 

and class issues, you’re not going to get far. I think it’s really important for us to remember that feminism 

is not feminism unless it's intersectional because you have all these other factors that determine whether 

someone ‘can be equal’. For example, in the United States, when white women could vote, women of 

color could not. How can you say you have gender equality when women of color exist who don’t have 

the same rights? What are we saying about who’s human, who’s a woman and who’s not? Women of 

color, women of lower cast systems, women who are poor, homosexual women, women with disabilities, 

etc., are we saying those women are not women? There’s no way to have feminism without 

intersectionality. Women who may not have been born women, also need to be included. Why do we 

need International Women’s Day? Because 5% of women are CEO’s, 8% national leaders, and in health a 

large majority (70% of the workforce) are women, but we still occupy less than 25% of leadership. Gender 

equality is a prerequisite to economic development and feminism is for everyone. Intersectional feminism 

is not the next frontier but indispensable from the idea of feminism itself. Whoever identifies as a woman 

should be included.  

  

Q: What are some unique challenges/barriers to becoming a leader? Are those challenges pronounced 

as a person of color or a woman? 
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Sarah: Yes, challenges are absolutely more pronounced. Just from a personal perspective, I know we have 

these invisible barriers that other people don’t see, that society doesn’t see. I come from a black American 

family that has been here for many generations. But there are many black families who don’t know how 

to navigate systems. For example, with college admission processes, generations of knowledge inform 

white families on which kindergarten or summer camps to send their kids to, or about immersion 

programs or SAT prep. I didn’t have that. I had a high school student in our neighborhood who tutored 

me in math but I never had tens of thousands of dollars in SAT prep. These were things I had to figure out 

on my own because there’s a legacy, being black in the US, that we just didn’t have the resources and the 

opportunities that others had so we started further behind. Even before you get to the workforce or 

leadership, there are so many factors that go into whether or not a person can be successful. Or whether 

a person has the tools to be successful. People still can overcome but that doesn’t mean they have an 

equal playing field to start with. Another example, people who come from low-income families, in terms 

of sheer numbers, there are more white people, but in terms of the percentage of the population, there’s 

a higher percentage in the black community. I talk about the black community because I am black but that 

doesn’t mean that’s not true for other communities as well, such as the Hispanic community. But when 

we talk about things like low-income single parents working multiple jobs, oftentimes kids in that 

household may not get as many resources as kids who are in households without those barriers. When I 

was growing up, I had to work in high school and college, not that it meant I wasn’t able to prioritize school 

but I still had to work and pay my own smaller bills. I had some earlier responsibilities and had to take 

care of my younger siblings, like pick them up from school or help them with their homework or cook for 

them. All the responsibilities I had were just by virtue of being in a low-income household. I think some of 

our experiences happened because even though my mom had a master’s degree she became a domestic 

violence survivor. Her second husband, my ex-stepfather, was a Vietnam veteran and didn’t get the 

healthcare services he needed and unfortunately had opioid addiction issues. My siblings, my mom and I 

had to leave and my mom became a low-income single mother. The way this is connected to race is that 

oftentimes what I’ve seen is that yes, women are disenfranchised no matter what race, but especially in 

the black community there’s a lack of financial knowledge that unfortunately really impacts us. Much of 

this is connected to the legacy of slavery and that African-Americans weren’t allowed to own property or 

study or live in the same neighborhoods as white people. In the US, we have a legacy of white families 

with generations of experience managing their finances where black people just don’t. I’ve seen how the 

African American community lacks that financial know-how and how it impacts us. Race not only impacts 

the institutional system but impacts people on an internal and very personal level. 

 

I think that being a person of color has tremendous barriers but they often start long before a woman 

enters the workforce. When she is in the stage of deciding a career path, she is already at a disadvantage. 

The world is a different place than it was in 1950 but there’s still such a long way to go. We still have to 

address those barriers and have really honest conversations about why these barriers exist before we can 

address them. Unfortunately, when you bring up these issues with people in power, there’s still 

discomfort and that’s something we have to get over to achieve progress. 

 

Q: How can we best advocate for ourselves and other women in leadership? 
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Sarah: We have to stop asking questions about what the oppressed can do. We need to ask what the 

people in power can do. Well, we can make sure women of color are on panels. They’re in articles and 

they’re quoted. We can make sure the ones leading initiatives have a seat at the table, to private dinners, 

and closed-door meetings. Those who are already leaders should use all their resources so we can to 

connect women of color to funders and to make them visible in the media. When we are in rooms of 

power, we can share their stories and advocate for them in that way. We can make sure they are in the 

rooms that we are invited to. If you’re a white person from a high-income country, decline the invitation 

and maybe bring a woman of color to speak. Maybe when you’re on an all-white/male panel, you call it 

out and make it clear that you won’t participate in those again. 

 

Share and empower. If you’re going to leave your job then recruit someone of color or a woman to replace 

you or tell them about the opportunities. If you know of opportunities then tell others. It’s just a matter 

of being willing to give up power and empower others. You have to recognize your privilege and be willing 

to give some of that away to other people.  

 

Q: What are structural changes you would suggest to bringing more visibility and leadership 

opportunities to minority women in your field? 

Sarah: The first thing we can do is we can be intentional about hiring women and people of color. I think 

that looking at things from a ‘this will eventually fix itself’ and ‘I can control my biases’ is not effective and 

we need to be intentional about women and people of color in leadership roles and hiring them in places 

where they can advance. This can’t be accidental. If we continue the status quo and continue the way that 

we have, it won’t get better. There are so many qualified women of color that one of the key things we 

have to do is make sure we hire them and give them opportunities. There is this notion of ‘where do we 

find them?’ and I think that’s the most ridiculous question ever. When I studied public/global health, there 

were so many women and people of color in my classes. I know they’re there and I know them. In WGH 

there are so many of them. WGH has 26,000 supporters and so many are women of color. We also need 

to intentionally fund women-led and people of color-led NGOs and companies (small, medium, and large). 

We see very little of that, if at all. 

 

Q: What advice would you give a junior professional about power and privilege in succeeding as a 

woman leader? 
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Sarah: First, just because you’re a junior, younger, or have less experience that doesn’t mean that you or 

your experiences are not valuable to your team. In teams, don’t be afraid to contribute to say something 

and to network at events with more 

experienced people. When I was at The George 

Washington University, I saw a lot of people of 

color, women of color people from low-income 

backgrounds (including white women), who 

hung their heads low, didn’t talk as much or 

didn’t speak up as much because they felt they 

didn’t belong there because there were people 

of privilege around them. One thing I’ve heard 

from my parents and mentors is to always 

enter a room and have confidence. I honestly 

feel that part of walking the walk is having that 

confidence in yourself so that you don’t sabotage yourself before other people can sabotage you. I think 

that’s a mistake that a lot of women of color make. They let that internal oppression overcome them and 

sabotage their opportunities. We have to know that our experience level, skill level or income doesn’t 

make us less than anyone. You are equal to Mark Zuckerberg or Jeff Bezos or whoever. You’re equal to a 

billionaire or a politician. You’re not less than. You have the same value. 

 

Second, be pragmatic. Doing something because it’s your passion is wonderful but make sure you’re 

paying your bills. I started an organization but I made sure that I was in a place to be able to pay my bills 

and get to a place that is sustainable. Taking risks can be good and lead to big rewards but it's important 

to remember that you can’t help the world unless you help yourself, and this is especially true for people 

of color and women. There are so many women of color who put their families first, and themselves and 

finances last. It took me more than a decade to be able to finally put my finances and future first, and it is 

still a struggle, being the eldest sibling. I hear stories from my white friends and how their parents paid 

the down payment on their homes. I hear stories from people of color paying their parents’/siblings’ bills 

while they’re trying to establish themselves. It would be amazing if families of color would realize not to 

rely so much on their children. Thirdly, families of color need to allow their young adult children to 

establish themselves and succeed before they draw so much on us. Of course, we love our families and 

many of us owe them a huge debt, but we would have so much more to give if we had a bit more time to 

get established. 

 

Q: What is one request you would have of other people of privilege (white men or women for example) 

in advocating for leadership of minority women? 

Sarah: Make more minority women friends, listen to minority women, elevate minority women to tell 

their own stories instead of telling it for us. You have to have friends and get to really know the 

communities that you’re trying to elevate and advocate for. If you really want to advocate for and elevate 

WOC then you need to step outside your comfort zones and communities and get to know us. “Nothing 

about us without us.” 
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Q: If you could have a billboard/one liner for other women leaders – what would it say? 

Sarah: Listen, advocate, elevate. First, listen to women of color; second, advocate for the work of women 

of color; third, elevate women of color into leadership positions by funding our organizations! 

 

Q: How do you think the COVID-19 pandemic influences the communities you work with on a regular 

basis? 

Sarah: To answer the question about the community I work with professionally with WGH, I think COVID-

19 is influencing women in a number of ways. First, women carry the additional burdens of being 70% of 

the healthcare workforce which puts them at a higher risk of infection. Even with men at home, emerging 

evidence shows women also still take on the majority of household activities and childcare. This is having 

a number of effects: Women are having to slow down career progression, and facing higher degrees of 

mental stress and exhaustion. On the other hand, intimate partner violence and other forms of domestic 

violence has increased globally during periods of quarantine, and provision of reproductive health 

commodities and menstrual health items have been impacted globally. What is unique about COVID-19 is 

that we are seeing many of these negative gendered impacts across the board, in low- and middle-income 

and high-income countries alike. While there are certainly varying degrees of impact, the virus doesn’t 

discriminate.  

 

Q: What change do you suggest, in the COVID-19 response, to ensure disadvantaged communities, 

communities of color, LGBTQ, poor communities, and women are reached more effectively? 

Sarah: The first thing I would change is that we need to ensure diversity within task forces, expert panels 

and staff of public health programs designed to respond to COVID-19 and other health emergencies. Our 

communities are diverse, so our leadership should be as well. I would also go a step further to say that we 

need to move beyond tokenism and ensure full representation in the decision-making process.  

 

Q: Considering race and gender, what can we do as leaders to better prepare for national and global 

outbreaks? 
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Sarah: As leaders, we need to ensure that we are collecting data in a way that reflects the complexity of 

diverse communities. All data should be disaggregated by sex, but also by age, socioeconomic status, 

ethnicity and more. This is critical to inform the global response. The other thing that we can do is vote! 

Currently, we have an underfunded Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and World Health 

Organization (WHO). We need to vote for leaders who believe in science, who will invest in and commit 

to building strong healthcare systems before, during, and after pandemics. 


