
Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

1Gender Parity In The C-Suite

©️ 2021 The Arcview Group and NCIA. All rights reserved.
01.

Gender 
Parity In 
The C-Suite

Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

NNAA
TTIIOO

NNAA
LL  CC

AANN
NNAABBIISS  IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY  AASSSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONN

TheCannabisIndust
ry.

or
g



Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

2Gender Parity In The C-Suite

©️ 2021 The Arcview Group and NCIA. All rights reserved.

Gender Parity In 
The C-Suite
Getting to gender parity via 
anti-racist inclusive strategies
 
Authors:
Christine De La Rosa, CEO & National Co-Founder of The People’s 
Dispensary, The People’s Holdings, Founding Partner, CBxShield
Kelly Perez, CEO/Co-founder of kindColorado, President/Co-
founder of Cannabis Doing Good and Co-Executive Director/
founder of Cannabis Impact Fund
Elise Serbaroli, Director of Global Business Development at 
Strimo

We will only have gender parity in the C-Suite once we 
implement anti-racist practices in our own businesses. Here are 
some roadblocks and anecdotes, along with a roadmap of how 
you can join us in achieving this goal.
 
Introduction

In 2016, legal cannabis sales in North America reached $6.7 
billion, representing 30% growth year-over-year.1 According to GQ 
magazine, in mid-2017, it was the second-largest cash crop in the 
U.S. after corn, and worth over $40 billion.2 Retail sales of medical 

1  Nunley, K. (2017) America’s marijuana industry will have a $70B economic impact by 2021. Medical Marijuana, Inc. News. https://www.medicalmarijua-
nainc.com/news/americas-marijuana-industry-will-70b-economic-impact-2021/

2  Lewis, A.(2017, August 23). The Great Pot Monopoly Mystery. GQ. https://www.gq.comstory/the-great-pot-monopoly-mystery

3  McVey, E. (2020, June 30).  Exclusive: US retail marijuana sales on pace to rise 40% in 2020, near $37 billion by 2024. Marijuana Business Daily. 
https://mjbizdaily.com/exclusive-us-retail-marijuana-sales-on-pace-to-rise-40-in-2020-near-37-billion-by-2023/

4  Annual Marijuana Business Factbook 2020.(2020, October 20) Marijuana Business Daily.https://mjbizdaily.com/factbook/

5  A womxn (used as an alternative spelling to be inclusive of trans and nonbinary women and to avoid the suggestion of sexism perceived in the 
sequences m-a-n and m-e-n ).

6  To clarify, when we speak of the C-Suite, we are referring to the executive-level managers within a company, which can include, but are not limited to, 
chief executive officer (CEO), chief financial officer (CFO), chief operating officer (COO), chief marketing officer (CMO), etc.

7 Adler, R. D. (2001). Women in the Executive Suite Correlate to High Profits. Pepperdine University.

8 Shambaugh, R. (2013). Make Room for Her: Why Companies Need an Integrated Model of Leadership to Achieve Extraordinary Results. New York. Mc-
Graw Hill.

and recreational cannabis in the United States are on pace to 
eclipse $15 billion by the end of 20203, and if you include ancillary 
products and services, the industry is estimated to reach $68.4 
billion by 2021.4

Womxn5, however, are not equally represented in the cannabis 
sector’s C-Suite6; those of color and nonbinary have even less 
representation. The lack of equal representation, including BIPOC 
(Black, Indigenous, People of Color) and LGBTQIA+ womxn, 
negatively impacts every level of the industry, from products to 
marketing to access and, ultimately, revenue and the creation of 
generational wealth. 
 
Businesses are not as competitive or profitable without womxn in 
their leadership ranks.

•	 Companies with more womxn in leadership roles are 
more profitable. A Pepperdine University study showed 
that twenty-five Fortune 500 firms with the best record of 
promoting womxn into high positions were 18 to 69 percent 
more profitable than the median firms in their industries.7

•	 Companies with more womxn in leadership roles are more 
competitive than their peers. One USA Today report found 
the stocks of 13 Fortune 500 companies led by a womxn for 
all of 2009 outperformed the S&P 500 (companies primarily 
led by men) by 25%.8

https://www.medicalmarijuanainc.com/news/americas-marijuana-industry-will-70b-economic-impact-2021/
https://www.medicalmarijuanainc.com/news/americas-marijuana-industry-will-70b-economic-impact-2021/
https://www.gq.comstory/the-great-pot-monopoly-mystery
https://mjbizdaily.com/exclusive-us-retail-marijuana-sales-on-pace-to-rise-40-in-2020-near-37-billion-by-2023/
https://mjbizdaily.com/factbook/
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•	 Companies with more womxn in leadership roles reflect 
the marketplace. “Women are Good for Business,” a report 
by Women on Boards, found that womxn are responsible for 
83 percent of all consumer purchases in the U.S. and control 
nearly $20 trillion of the world’s spending power.9

•	 Womxn-led startups produce more than twice the revenue 
for every dollar invested. Womxn-led startups generate 
$0.78, compared to male-led startups that generate $0.31.10 
They also perform better over time, generating 10% more 
cumulative revenue over a 5-year period.11

Now, it’s not as though companies do not recognize the need 
for gender diversity, equity, and parity. In 2003, MIT professor 
Thomas Kochan noted that companies were spending an 
estimated $8 billion a year on diversity efforts. Yet, here we are 
17 years and billions of dollars later, with men making up 85% of 
top leadership roles.12 

No industry, especially the cannabis industry, can continue to 
believe that an all-white, straight, male leadership team produces 
a competitive advantage. The presence of diverse perspectives 
makes businesses more innovative and innovation is strongly 
linked to better performance. 13 Embracing parity in all its forms 
will result in a diversity of thought, opinion, and experience at 
decision-making tables.
 
So, the real question is: What can the cannabis 
industry do today to achieve gender parity?

 

9  Braund, C. (2011). Why Women are Good for Business. https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/reference-items/career-and-leadership/why-are-women-
good-for-business

10  Boston Consulting Group. (2018, June 6). Women-Owned Startups Deliver Twice as Much Per Dollar Invested as Those Founded by Men.  https://
www.bcg.com/press/6june2018-why-women-owned-startups-are-a-better-bet

11  Perez, C.P.  (2019) Invisible Women, Data Bias in a World Designed for Men.

12  Caprino, K. (2019), How to Engage More Male Leaders in the Gender Equality Movement. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycapri-
no/2019/12/16/how-to-engage-more-male-leaders-in-the-gender-equality-movement/?sh=6e26f88c2f0c

13 Perez, C.P. (2019). Invisible Women, Data Bias in a World Designed for Men.

In order to champion gender parity in cannabis as an industry, 
we must recognize and address the root cause. Otherwise, we 
are offering insight and throwing money at solutions that don’t 
address the core issues upon which every other issue sits. This 
paper provides that roadmap, and the first step along the journey 
is to recognize systemic discrimination and oppression.
 
BIPOC womxn and men do not own or have significant 
representation in today’s cannabis C-Suite, despite the fact 
that the cannabis industry and market, as it exists today, was 
created by mostly Black and Brown people in the informal market. 
Racism is the reason cannabis prohibition exists, as cannabis 
was weaponized as a tool of state-sponsored systemic racism, 
filling prisons and marginalizing Black and Brown citizens and 
their communities. Practiced by both major political parties, voter 
suppression and exclusion was one of the major byproducts of 
supporting the prison industrial complex with these policies; it 
lies to us to change the cannabis narrative. You can read about 
the timeline of cannabis prohibition here, or for a deeper dive, 
read Michelle Alexander’s, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration 
in the Age of Color Blindness. BIPOC womxn and men were 
targeted in the War on Drugs. Black and Brown communities were 
systematically destroyed from actions and decisions rooted in 
anti-Black racism stemming from systemic white supremacy and 
patriarchy.
 
The next step on the path towards achieving gender parity 
is to understand the interconnected nature of systemic 
discrimination and oppression. Legal scholar Kimberle 
Crenshaw’s intersectional theory asserts that people are often 
disadvantaged by multiple sources of oppression: their race, 

https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/reference-items/career-and-leadership/why-are-women-good-for-business
https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/reference-items/career-and-leadership/why-are-women-good-for-business
https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/reference-items/career-and-leadership/why-are-women-good-for-business
https://www.bcg.com/press/6june2018-why-women-owned-startups-are-a-better-bet
https://www.bcg.com/press/6june2018-why-women-owned-startups-are-a-better-bet
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2019/12/16/how-to-engage-more-male-leaders-in-the-gender-equality-movement/?sh=6e26f88c2f0c
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kathycaprino/2019/12/16/how-to-engage-more-male-leaders-in-the-gender-equality-movement/?sh=6e26f88c2f0c
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/dope/etc/cron.html
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/dope/etc/cron.html
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
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class, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, and other 
identity markers.14 Intersectionality recognizes that identity 
markers (e.g. “woman” and “Black”) do not exist independently of 
each other and each informs the others, often creating a complex 
convergence of oppression. More simply said, discrimination 
doesn’t impact us equally as womxn.
 
In order to achieve gender parity in the cannabis C-Suite, we 
must recognize and understand the systemic discrimination 
and oppression. This paper, which includes pragmatic steps and 
an associated toolkit, is a start.
 
Our research addresses current trends, including personal 
anecdotes from womxn in the cannabis C-Suite.  It highlights 
roadblocks that womxn face, specifically Black womxn, womxn 
of color, and LGBTQIA+ womxn. We lay out three pragmatic steps 
for remedying the overall lack of womxn in C-Suite positions. At 
the end of this paper, you can find a link to our C-Suite companion 
toolkit. The purpose of addressing this issue is to give boards 
of directors, people in positions to hire or promote to C-level 
executives, and placement firms clear pathways to center 
womxn, BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ womxn when hiring for 
these positions. We are setting a course to remedy past harms 
and to hold cannabis companies accountable to creating a path 
to progress and parity. Gender parity will be achieved when the 
root of the oppression, white patriarchal systems, and culture, 
are systematically addressed in policies, the workplace, and in 
leadership. 

The inequities addressed in this paper are certainly not limited 
to cannabis; however, we are the only sector creating itself in 
real-time. This paper was written in the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic when many headlines have described the cannabis 
industry as going from “illegal to essential.” The Black Lives 

14  Crenshaw, K. (2016, October). The Urgency of Intersectionality. Ted Talks. https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersec-
tionality?language=en

15  Jones, S. (2017, June 9). White Men Account for 72% of Corporate Leadership at 16 of the Fortune 500 Companies. Fortune. https://fortune.
com/2017/06/09/white-men-senior-executives-fortune-500-companies-diversity-data/

16 Connley, C. (2020, May 19). The number of women running Fortune 500 companies hits a new high. CNBC.  https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/19/the-
number-of-women-running-fortune-500-companies-hits-a-new-high.html

17 Stevenson, J. & Kaplan, D. (2019). Women C-Suite Ranks Nudge Up—a Tad. Korn Ferry. https://www.kornferry.com/insights/articles/women-in-leader-
ship-2019-statistics

Matter movement has become one of the largest movements in 
U.S. history, amplified after the murder of George Floyd in broad 
daylight at the hands of police officers in Minneapolis. Tumultuous 
2020 was also marked by a tense U.S. Presidential election, 
leading to Kamala Harris, a woman of color with both Black and 
Indian heritage, becoming the nation’s first female Vice-President 
with President Joe Biden.
 
Given this time of inflection, we have an opportunity to create an 
industry unlike any other. We must capitalize on this opportunity 
to be the first industry to successfully dismantle systemic 
discrimination. When we systemically uplift and power-share with 
the BIPOC community, and when we effectively advocate for the 
dismantling of the framework of white supremacy, we all benefit. 
This effort will require everyone, especially those in ownership 
and leadership positions, to accept anti-racism and inclusion as 
inherent values and take action to assure that their businesses 
are anti-racist and inclusive. 
 
 
Gender C-Suite Trends

So what, exactly, does the C-Suite of the legal cannabis industry 
look like in the U.S.?  First, let’s look at some trends from other 
industries. According to Fortune Magazine, today only 30 (or 6%) 
of CEOs in Fortune 500 companies are womxn.15 Sonia Syngal 
at Gap Inc, Lisa Su at Advanced Micro Devices, and Joey Wat 
at Yum China are the only three womxn of that 30 who are not 
white womxn.16 As of the writing of this paper, there have only 
ever been two Black female CEOs of a Fortune 500 (Ursula Burns 
at Xerox and Mary Winston as 6-month interim CEO at Bed Bath & 
Beyond). 
 
Womxn make up only 25% of C-Suite positions in the U.S.17, 

https://www.npr.org/2020/04/20/831861961/illegal-to-essential-how-coronavirus-is-boosting-the-legal-cannabis-industry
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
https://fortune.com/2017/06/09/white-men-senior-executives-fortune-500-companies-diversity-data/
https://fortune.com/2017/06/09/white-men-senior-executives-fortune-500-companies-diversity-data/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/19/the-number-of-women-running-fortune-500-companies-hits-a-new-high.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/19/the-number-of-women-running-fortune-500-companies-hits-a-new-high.html
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/articles/women-in-leadership-2019-statistics
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/articles/women-in-leadership-2019-statistics
https://fortune.com/2017/06/09/white-men-senior-executives-fortune-500-companies-diversity-data/
https://fortune.com/2017/06/09/white-men-senior-executives-fortune-500-companies-diversity-data/
https://bit.ly/3mUj8i3
https://bit.ly/3mUj8i3
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skewing heavily towards the positions that have a lower potential 
for advancement (general counsel, human resources, chief risk 
officer, etc.).18  Womxn make up a mere 13% of the “high potential 
for promotion” positions of CEO, CFO, and Profit and Loss 
leaders.  Why are these numbers so low if womxn make up 58% 
of the U.S. workforce?19 The imbalance at the leadership level is 
unacceptable.  Having womxn in the C-Suite is good for every 
company’s bottom line, regardless of industry.
 
Coming back to the cannabis C-Suite, there is an immediate and 
significant need for more research. Currently, it is difficult to 
even find statistics. The 2nd Edition of  “Women and Minorities 
in Cannabis” report by Marijuana Business Daily found that 
the percentage of womxn in senior-level executive positions at 
cannabis companies had vacillated from 36% in 2015 to 27% 
in 2017 and back up to 37% as of June 2019.20 Those numbers 
do make overall C-Suite representation higher than the average 
industry in the U.S., mentioned above. Trying to figure out 
the exact number of BIPOC womxn in the C-Suite level proved 
even more difficult. When talking about diversity in the C-Suite, 
statistics commonly show simply “all womxn” or “BIPOC diversity” 
(see, for example, Marijuana Business Daily’s report, as referenced 
above). Some anecdotal stories can be found, but due to a lack 
of reliable research and statistics, those stories may not always 
have the full picture. For example, a story from January 2020 
celebrated Ericka Pittman as the first Black female CMO of a 
multistate operator. That story was actually overlooking at least 
one other Black female CMO, Valda Coryat at Trulieve. There is 
a need for more research and statistics on the exact number of 
BIPOC womxn at the C-Suite level in the cannabis industry. 
 
The number of female cannabis CEOs is higher than in other 
industries, but it is still a bleak  8%, which means that 92% of 

18 Posner, C. (2020, May 1). The sorry state of C-Suite diversity. Cooley. https://cooleypubco.com/2020/05/01/sorry-state-c-suite-diversity/

19 Jardine, J. (2019, August 21). There Are More Women Executives in Cannabis Than in Other Sectors of the Economy, But There’s Still Room for 
Improvement. TheStranger.com. https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2019/08/21/41156882/there-are-more-women-executives-in-cannabis-than-in-other-sec-
tors-of-the-economy-but-theres-still-room-for-improvement

20  Women and Minorities in Cannabis: 2nd Edition. Marijuana Business Daily. https://mjbizdaily.com/women-minorities-cannabis-industry

21  New Bedford Report Details Cannabis Industry’s Executive and Board Compensation in Canada & US. (2020, May 26).The Bedford Report.  https://
bedfordgroup.com/specialties/compensation-services.

22 Tokenism is the practice of making only a perfunctory or symbolic effort to do a particular thing, especially by recruiting a small number of people 
from underrepresented groups in order to give the appearance of sexual or racial equality within a workforce.

cannabis CEOs are male.21 Say that figure to yourself again - 
8%. Statistics like this demonstrate a systemic issue. Before 
discussing the pragmatic steps that everyone can take to work 
towards achieving parity, let’s discuss the systemic roadblocks 
that womxn face.

SYSTEMIC ROADBLOCKS FOR 
WOMXN

The Grass Ceiling

The “Grass Ceiling” is a term commonly used to describe an 
invisible barrier that blocks womxn’s chances at advancement 
in the cannabis industry. It is a barrier exacerbated by multiple 
identities (intersectionality) and applies to womxn as a group, 
with BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ womxn sitting at the bottom of the 
pyramid and the last rung on the ladder.
 
There are numerous causes for this grass ceiling. We posit one 
important cause is occupational segregation. In our current labor 
market, outside of cannabis, we have seen executive positions 
segregated by gender. Womxn executives fill positions such 
as personnel, public relations, marketing, and some finance 
specialties. These are rarely pathways to the powerful top 
management positions and are often intentional. This is an 
example of tokenism22 or a way of practicing performative gender 
parity but not actual gender parity. The pathways that lead to 
those power positions, like President or CEO, are rarely offered 
to womxn in any significant way, thus limiting access to those 
positions.

 

https://mjbizdaily.com/women-minorities-cannabis-industry/
https://mjbizdaily.com/women-minorities-cannabis-industry/
https://mjbizdaily.com/women-minorities-cannabis-industry/
https://www.blackenterprise.com/ericka-pittman-first-black-woman-cmo-multi-state-cannabis-company/
https://www.blackenterprise.com/ericka-pittman-first-black-woman-cmo-multi-state-cannabis-company/
https://cooleypubco.com/2020/05/01/sorry-state-c-suite-diversity/
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2019/08/21/41156882/there-are-more-women-executives-in-cannabis-than-in-other-sectors-of-the-economy-but-theres-still-room-for-improvement
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2019/08/21/41156882/there-are-more-women-executives-in-cannabis-than-in-other-sectors-of-the-economy-but-theres-still-room-for-improvement
https://mjbizdaily.com/women-minorities-cannabis-industry/
https://bedfordgroup.com/specialties/compensation-services.
https://bedfordgroup.com/specialties/compensation-services.
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Many womxn in positions of leadership must constantly and 
consistently exceed performance expectations to move up the 
corporate ladder and must work harder and longer than their 
male counterparts to achieve similar success. There is a belief 
in bureaucracies across the spectrum that it is merely a matter 
of time before womxn close the parity gap with men in terms of 
leadership. This is not true. The lack of gender parity in leadership 
positions exists because patriarchal values hold up the structure 
of leadership. Womxn fail to get to the top because of systemic 
discrimination against them - period.
In a survey, the authors of this paper asked womxn in the 
cannabis C-Suite questions about their professional experiences.  
When asked about climbing the corporate ladder, one of our 
survey participants recalled, “I have been told an all womxn’s 
leadership team couldn’t succeed because we didn’t have the 
skills. I was told womxn as customers aren’t scalable enough to 
deserve investment.”
 
Cannabis is following this standard set by other industries 
wherein the majority of womxn remain largely insignificant and 
are often used as tokens by corporate management; but we 
could lead. We are building the cannabis industry, and we can 
choose to create a different pathway for equity in all of its 
manifestations, including, but not limited to, the C-Suite. We can 
stop this avalanche of disparity, starting at the top and moving 
through all sectors of our industry.

THE “DUDE-BRO” NETWORK

In the informal market, many womxn ran their own cannabis 
businesses successfully for years prior to the regulated market. 
They created community, medicine, programs, and employed 
many of their community members. However, as cannabis is 
legalized, one of the most significant barriers to womxn was and 
continues to be the “Dude-Bro Network,” that shuts womxn out 
of top leadership positions. The “Dude-Bro Network’’ consists of 
males who have been educated at the same institutions and/
or who have climbed the corporate ladder together. Margaret 
Mitchell, an AI researcher at Microsoft, refers to the 74% of 
men working in and influencing norms as “the sea of dudes 
problem.”23  Intentional or not, it is a mechanism that upholds 
white patriarchy.

23 Clark, J. (2016). Artificial Intelligence Has a ‘Sea of Dudes’ Problem. Bloomberg. https://bit.ly/seaofdudes

 The “Dude-Bro Network” tends to be more comfortable promoting 
individuals who look and act like themselves. Men in these top 
level decision-making roles will often look to current or former 
colleagues and friends to fill these positions without ever 
considering womxn. Companies, including cannabis companies, 
claim that advancement is achieved through performance and 
skill, yet the reality is that even with similar education, starting 
salaries, and career commitment, men most often progress faster 
and receive higher compensation than womxn. (Please review 
the Pay Equity: Minding the Gap paper in this series  to get a 
snapshot of how the cannabis industry is falling into this tried 
and true barrier to entry.) 

 

https://bit.ly/seaofdudes
http://arcviewgroup.com/NCIA
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Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

”
“

“I’ve been left off panels and have been 

prejudged by other industry professionals in 

the investment arena. One even challenged if 

I was accredited, and then asked for proof, 

which I provided. They still didn’t believe me or 

my attorney. They even banned me from future 

speaking engagements with the organization.”   

~ Khadijah Adams, 
President at Khadijah Adams, LLC

As a 2019 Table Stakes study points out, “due to the inclination to hire people like yourself, from your own network—
the impact of the gender equity gap ripples through our economy and will continue to perpetuate itself.”24 By this 
same concept, more female executives in the cannabis industry will result in more opportunities for womxn. In 
many cases, within the cannabis industry, womxn are creating their own C-Suite positions outside of the “Dude-Bro 
Network;” creating their own gender parity within their own companies. Sometimes the only way around the “Dude-Bro 
Network” is to create our own space.

 

“I learned in my early corporate experience 

how to manage sexual harassment and I shut it 

down immediately and won’t let it happen. That 

is the good part of being the boss of my own 

company.” 

~ Erin Gore, 
CEO of Garden Society

24 2020: A Study Analyzing Gender Equity Distribution by Gender, Race & Ethnicity, & Geography. TableStakes. https://tablestakes.
com/study/#:~:text=Fair%20equity%20is%20table%20stakes&text=Due%20to%20the%20amount%20of,will%20continue%20to%20
perpetuate%20itself.

https://bit.ly/tablestakes2
https://bit.ly/tablestakes2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescoachescouncil/2018/05/01/why-you-mistakenly-hire-people-just-like-you/#7c7dd0373827
https://tablestakes.com/study/#:~:text=Fair%20equity%20is%20table%20stakes&text=Due%20to%20the%20amount%20of,will%20continue%20to%20perpetuate%20itself.
https://tablestakes.com/study/#:~:text=Fair%20equity%20is%20table%20stakes&text=Due%20to%20the%20amount%20of,will%20continue%20to%20perpetuate%20itself.
https://tablestakes.com/study/#:~:text=Fair%20equity%20is%20table%20stakes&text=Due%20to%20the%20amount%20of,will%20continue%20to%20perpetuate%20itself.
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”
LACK OF MENTORS

Lack of a critical mass of senior, visibly-successful womxn, and 
diverse role models and mentors is another barrier, not only to 
womxn in leadership but to aspiring womxn in the cannabis 
industry who are not white. Mentoring is where an individual 
who has experience and knowledge in the cannabis industry 
can actively guide, facilitate learning, offer support, or help in 

the development of another person. How can this be devised to 
help create diversity when people in power do not have direct 
knowledge of inclusive methods of mentorship that could benefit 
womxn, and ultimately companies’ bottom lines?

Christine De La Rosa, CEO and National Co-founder of The 
People’s Dispensary, The People’s Holdings and the lead author of 
this C-Suite paper says:

“Lack of true mentorship in the cannabis 

industry runs amok. At the beginning of our 

journey so many people were predatory 

and ended up hurting us more than helping 

us.  We learned that we had to be extremely 

careful who mentored us, as it could be very 

destructive. Additionally, there were not many 

people, if any, in the cannabis industry, at that 

time, that knew how to mentor a mostly queer, 

mostly womxn, mostly BIPOC organization which 

led to a lot of uncomfortable silences and 

ill-advised steps that did not align with our 

mission.”

~ Christine De La Rosa, 
CEO and National Co-founder of The People’s Dispensary
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The Dude-Bro Network has been critical to men’s advancement in 
cannabis. Lack of access to that network and socially-competent 
mentoring is detrimental to the advancement of those who do 
not fit that box, especially BIPOC womxn and LGBTQIA+ people. 
In the cannabis industry, as well as most industries, white men 
generally occupy leadership roles, therefore, white men are more 
likely to be in power positions to open doors for those they 
mentor. The basis of patriarchy has been organized around men’s 
relationships with other men, excluding many other people.
 
As a strategy to achieve gender parity, white womxn in power 
could center socially-competent mentorship as an effective equity 
strategy, offering to serve in an advisory role to their marginalized 
counterparts, recognizing the inherent power of using privilege 
to dismantle systems of oppression that show up in corporate 
culture. Womxn of color, generally speaking, recognize that our 
success is not individual, but individual and collective. “Each 
one, teach one (or more)”25 is an understanding of our experience. 
Accountability to the community is a heavy lift and an honor to 
fulfill.

25 Matthews, C. (2014, Dec 10).  Each One, Teach One. Jacob’s Rite of Passage. https://www.jacobsriteofpassage.com/site/elders-ledger/each-one-teach-
one

SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Womxn, BIPOC, LGBTQIA+, and gender non-conforming people 
both in and outside of the cannabis industry continue to face 
sexual harassment and gender-based discrimination. Harassment 
is a form of power by an employer. Sexual harassment both 
intimidates and demoralizes these groups and creates an 
atmosphere of silence, because many people fear that reporting 
sexual harassment or gender-based discrimination will jeopardize 
their careers. Patriarchal value structures and preconceived 
notions of gender roles lead to a wide range of rules pertaining to 
gender-determined behaviors and expectations. Broad acceptance 
of these rules sets up the rationale for male supremacy and the 
potential for male harassment or violence against womxn. 
 
The cannabis industry, thus far, continues to follow in this track.
 

“The hemp side of the 

industry seems to be 

”
“The hemp side of the industry seems to be more 

professional, at least in my experience, when 

compared to the adult use market. The adult use 

market is full of characters who (may have) never 

worked in a professional setting in their life, and 

it shows in their interaction with employees and 

colleagues. I’ve been asked to bend over more when 

trimming plants, show up in a swimsuit to motivate 

men, and have had to endure enough “jokes” about 

being a “bombshell” that I could start my own 

comedy show.”  

~ Nicole Foss, 
Vice President at NeXtraction Inc.

https://www.jacobsriteofpassage.com/site/elders-ledger/each-one-teach-one
https://www.jacobsriteofpassage.com/site/elders-ledger/each-one-teach-one
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SEX AND GENDER-BASED 
DISCRIMINATION

Sex and gender-based discrimination is an obstacle facing 
womxn, BIPOC, LGBTQIA+, and gender non-conforming persons 
in leadership. These are unique barriers that affect this diverse 
group’s ability to shatter the grass ceiling. Some barriers 
involve career assumptions by management and contradictory 
expectations about these groups. Discriminatory attitudes are 
often hidden in inaccurate ‘facts’ about womxn, BIPOC womxn, 
and LGBTQIA+ people’s capacity for leadership. Often presented 

26 Cisgender (sometimes cissexual, often abbreviated to simply cis) is a term for people whose gender identity matches their sex assigned at birth. For 
example, someone who identifies as a woman and was assigned female at birth is a cisgender woman. The term cisgender is the opposite of the word 
transgender.

as ‘not aggressive enough’ or ‘too aggressive’, ‘lacking the self-
confidence’ required for the job or being ‘too overconfident,’ and 
not having the right ‘soft skills’ or ‘hard skills’ required to lead. 
These prejudices and gender stereotypes persist because they 
allow white cisgendered26 males to protect their privileged status 
and keep womxn, BIPOC womxn, LGBTQIA+ in their place. Despite 
overwhelming evidence that these stereotypes are wrong, they 
persist. Womxn, BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ people are simply 
overlooked and are often concentrated in low-status, lateral, and 
less prestigious positions.
 

”
It is essential to implement structures that allow for reporting inappropriate behavior. One of our survey participants shared:

“We have a zero policy on harassment and have 

a secret buddy system if someone is feeling 

uncomfortable. That way they don’t have to 

worry about “reporting” it and rather can tell 

their buddy, who will then report it.  It has 

worked very well during COVID to ensure we have 

100% compliance with safety. We also focus on 

intentional hiring for inclusion, meaning making 

sure we maintain a diverse team.” 

~ Erin Gore,
 Founder and CEO at Garden Society

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_assignment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_assignment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender
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Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

”
“There are power structures in place that inhibit 

womxn from thriving. In my pre-cannabis career in 

fintech sales, I had an extremely toxic manager with 

cisgendered-white-male-centered ‘humor’ that the 

other cisgendered white men would laugh along 

with. I stood up to him a few times, when he was 

actively shaming me or other womxn in the office, 

he responded with comments such as, ‘That’s why we 

shouldn’t hire womxn. They’re so oversensitive.’ or 

‘why don’t you join the HR team?’. On the days I chose 

to speak up, some men in the room would apologize 

for having laughed along and others would remain 

silent. I’d be left shaking and unable to focus. When 

I expressed interest in participating in the company’s 

Global Leadership Program (I speak four languages, 

but needed manager sponsorship), he responded with 

“Bye Felicia, maybe next year.”  I was entry-level AND 

he was bro-buddies with the CEO, so I knew that taking 

the issue up with HR was not in my own best interest 

if I wanted to keep my job. Luckily, I was poached 

from his team to a female-led team that was diverse 

on all accounts (gender, race, nationality and 

sexual orientation).  I felt much safer on that team 

and I thrived, knocking my sales targets out of the 

ballpark.” 

~ Elise Serbaroli, 
co-author of this paper and Director of Global Business Development at Strimo
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There is no place for sex and gender-based discrimination in the 
workplace. In cannabis, we have an opportunity to shape the 
future. But, we need to start now. Our industry needs to adopt a 
zero tolerance policy for gender-based and racial discrimination. 
There is no room for error. There are no more excuses. It has to 
stop here and now, and our industry has a real opportunity to 
lead - to be the industry that says, “no more. Not on our watch.”

THE FUTURE IS GENDER PARITY

Why should YOU, in positions of leadership in the cannabis 
industry, actively begin hiring, mentoring, and promoting womxn, 
BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ people within your corporate 
structure? Aside from the fact that it is the right thing to do, 
inclusive and diverse hiring practices increase your bottom 

line. There are many hidden talents and important hard and 
soft skills that are invaluable to any organization that have 
been learned and honed by those who have not had access to 
traditional patriarchal power structures. Here we list just a few 
considerations YOU can use when making hiring decisions for 
your company.

OVERCOMING BARRIERS

Womxn, BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ people face many 
barriers—undetectable prejudices from leaders, lenders, and 
potential clients. Many people still think they can take advantage 
of these groups, because they are not historically the “type” to 
own businesses. We know this stereotype is simply not true.
 

To be successful in business, these groups have had to work 
twice as hard as men to be taken seriously, and they do this 
work all the while overcoming underestimation. This can make 
marginalized individuals more resilient, and more prepared to face 
the challenges that come with running a business. The cannabis 

industry, prior to legalization, came with a multitude of barriers 
which were overcome in brilliant and creative ways to create 
today’s global multi-billion dollar industry. Rather than continuing 
to ignore and find new legal ways to incarcerate creative 
thinkers, compensating these individuals for their knowledge base 
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and historical memory is invaluable for the cannabis industry and 
for market growth.27

CALCULATED RISK TAKERS

Womxn, BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ people often consult 
members of their team when making big decisions. This 
collaborative approach may save their company from 
unnecessary and miscalculated risk. Womxn are less prone to 
being overconfident and non-factual in their decision-making and 
tend to be more realistic about the dangers ahead. This caution 
should not be interpreted as shying away from taking risks. On 
the contrary, it is more common for womxn to be more open 
and honest about the state of the business by discussing valid 
concerns and tackling big issues. Historically, these groups are 
not afraid that asking questions will make them “look bad”. Rather, 
they deploy solution-oriented approaches that serve to better 
the business, not just themselves. We only need to look at the 
larger cannabis industry today to see the millions, if not billions, of 
investor dollars that have been squandered through uncalculated 
risks made by large, mostly white-male-owned cannabis 
companies. Having womxn, BIPOC, and LGBTQIA+ perspectives 
and approaches at the table, and better yet, running the table, is 
fiscal responsibility that results in higher ROIs (see the statistics 
at the beginning of this paper). 

SOFT VALUE SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT

In the C-Suite, both in and outside of the cannabis industry, soft 
skills are not valued. In fact, in most cases, the term “soft skills” 
will elicit an eye roll. For the purpose of this paper, we are going to 
call them “value skills.” These are historically skills that are often 
attributed to womxn and devalued by the patriarchal framework 
that currently exists in business. Yet, these skills are essential to 
increase access, parity, equity, and business revenue.
 
Womxn have spent much of their lives picking up social cues and 
reading emotional situations. Womxn inherently understand that 
it is essential to running a business to have greater consideration 
for the people they interact with—including employees, 

27 Historical memory refers to the way by which groups of people create and then identify with specific narratives about historical periods or events. 
https://bit.ly/historicalmemory

customers, suppliers, etc.—making for better leaders and more 
willing counterparts. They want to take care of the people and 
the world around them, and they sincerely treat people with 
respect. Womxn value relationships which can be leveraged to 
advance the business.
 
It is those valued relationships that oftentimes make womxn 
better negotiators. They don’t try to win negotiations in a way 
that implies that someone has to lose, which isn’t always fair. 
Womxn value fairness, because they have had to overcome 
instances of unfairness to succeed. Womxn tend to go into most 
negotiations with a win/win attitude, thus creating situations 
where everyone succeeds.
 
Even though womxn are hard workers, womxn understand that 
the business is enhanced by nurturing oneself outside of it; 
making sure people whom they manage and they themselves 
get enough time with friends and loved ones which can make 
everyone feel good about going back into work on Monday. This is 
great for their own capacity to run the business as well as those 
who work for and with them.
 
These value skills contribute to the success of any business, 
but are particularly important to the cannabis industry, which is 
in its nascent stage. NOW is the time to value what has been 
undervalued for decades as the real needs of a business. NOW 
is the time to create a different kind of industry in cannabis, 
informed by historic and current issues. Value skills will help 
the industry do that and should be considered as important as 
education, recommendations and hard skills.

THREE PRAGMATIC STEPS YOU CAN 
DO RIGHT NOW

The level of change required is deep and will take time, but here 
are three steps that you can take right now to champion gender 
parity in your business. The most important thing to remember 
when reading these three steps is that they are interconnected.

 

https://bit.ly/historicalmemory
https://bit.ly/historicalmemory
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Establish Anti-Bias (Implicit Bias) / Diversity, 
Equity And Inclusion Training
 
If you haven’t already done so, the authors of this paper highly 
recommend getting implicit bias training for your organization. 
According to Cherly Staats in “State of the Science: Implicit Bias 
Review 2013”, implicit bias identifies ways in which unconscious 
patterns people inevitably develop in their brains to organize 
information actually ‘affect individuals’ attitudes and actions, 
thus creating real-world implications, even though individuals may 
not even be aware that those biases exist within themselves.”28  
We have all been exposed to years of structural and cultural 
racialization and privilege. This exposure has ingrained 

28 Staats, C. (2013)  State of the Science: Implicit Bias Review 2013. Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity.  http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/
docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf

stereotypes and biases in our individual psyches and our broader 
culture, which of course includes structures in the cannabis 
industry. Cultural stereotypes, narratives, and systemic policies 
are all linked and inform one another. Implicit bias is one part of 
the system of inequity that justifies inequitable policies, practices 
and behaviors.
 
To de-bias your corporate structure is to understand what 
implicit biases currently exist in your organization and in yourself 
personally. In Biased: Uncovering the Hidden Prejudice That 
Shapes What We See, Think, and Do, author Jennifer L. Eberhardt 
says:
 

To understand implicit bias is to understand how you and your 
organization may be unconsciously biased against womxn, BIPOC, 
LGBTQIA+, and gender non-conforming people. If those biases can 
be changed at the individual level, then by definition, they can be 
changed at the societal level given sufficient will and investment. 
De-biasing your organization will contribute to slowing down 
or stopping a rapid, almost automatic, response in your hiring 
practices. 

BECOME AN ANTI-RACIST 
ORGANIZATION

While anti-bias and diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) are 
referenced in this paper, we see these approaches as necessary, 
but insufficient, to move the needle. While many organizations 
have promoted diversity and inclusion over the years, the idea 
of being explicitly anti-racist may be a newer concept to some. ”“Implicit bias is not a new way of calling someone 

a racist. In fact, you don’t have to be a racist at 

all to be influenced by it. Implicit bias is a kind 

of distorting lens that’s a product of both the 

architecture of our brain and the disparities in our 

society.” 

http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://racialequitytools.org/more-info/the-system-of-inequity
http://racialequitytools.org/more-info/the-system-of-inequity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pD5a3-v9KZs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pD5a3-v9KZs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pD5a3-v9KZs
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Without a basic understanding of anti-Black racism, which is 
foundational to understanding oppression, these efforts often fall 
flat. To truly succeed in achieving gender parity, we must first get 
to the foundations of white patriarchy, which are seeded in anti-
Black racism.
 

While companies race to DEI to correct what they see as the 
problem-lack of diversity in their staff and leadership-often, the 
fundamentals of systemic racism are conceptually out of reach 
for many. We did not create majority white cannabis companies, 
white/male majority financial markets, and access to capital 
exclusions in a vacuum. We will not get out of it quickly or with 
one-off solutions.
 

The chart below was adapted and condensed from a more extensive chart posted on the  Philanos website.

Continuum on Becoming an Anti-Racist Multicultural Business”
“To be anti-racist is to acknowledge the permanence 

of racism through organizations, industries 

and communities, and to recognize that racism 

is a system of disproportionate opportunity and 

penalties based on skin color,” says Laura Morgan 

Roberts, a University of Virginia professor, author 

and speaker.

https://philanos.org/resources/Documents/Conference%202020/Pre-Read%20PDFs/Continuum_AntiRacist.pdf
https://philanos.org/resources/Documents/Conference%202020/Pre-Read%20PDFs/Continuum_AntiRacist.pdf
https://philanos.org/Anti-Racist-Organizations#Tools
https://philanos.org/Anti-Racist-Organizations#Tools
https://ideas.darden.virginia.edu/race-and-leadership
https://ideas.darden.virginia.edu/race-and-leadership
https://ideas.darden.virginia.edu/race-and-leadership
https://www.raceworkleadership.com/
https://www.raceworkleadership.com/


Building New Foundations in the Cannabis Industry:

16Gender Parity In The C-Suite

©️ 2021 The Arcview Group and NCIA. All rights reserved.

An anti-racist organization will acknowledge systemic racism 
within the workplace, from individual workers to C-Suite leaders, 
as well as the ways wealth inequality in society may impact their 
bottom line through their consumer base. Leaders can then take 
this critical assessment to examine where in the work experience 

— from hiring to performance recognition to promotions — they 
can actively make existing systems of oppression more equitable 
by opening up paths of opportunity to workers who previously 
didn’t have access to them.
 

”
What suggestions do we have for recruiters that have clients seeking diverse C-Suite candidates?

“Do your personal work. This isn’t an exercise to 

fill slots by gender, sexuality, race or ethnicity. 

You need to be actively anti-racist and actively 

understand intersectional feminism and actively be 

pro-LGBTQIA+ before you can ensure that you are 

safely recruiting individuals to roles. Press equally 

hard on the companies you are recruiting for. Why 

do they want womxn in C-suite roles? When did they 

arrive at this decision? What drove it? What are 

they going to do to ensure that those governing 

(board members, investors) are aligned around this 

initiative and hold womxn to fair and equitable 

standards?” 

~ Helkin Berg, 

CEO at Strimo
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BUILD IT INTO YOUR PIPELINE

According to the latest gender-parity report from McKinsey & Co. 
and LeanIn.org, just 72 womxn for every 100 men are promoted 
and hired as managers. Only 58 Black womxn and 68 Latinas for 
every 100 entry-level men get promoted to the manager level, 
while 64 Black womxn and 57 Latinas for every 100 men are hired 
as managers. In fact, womxn of color, womxn with disabilities, 
lesbian and bisexual womxn report “by and large worse” 
experiences on the job than womxn on average. Black womxn 
and womxn with disabilities overall say they have received less 
manager support and less sponsorship than womxn in other 
groups.29

 
Businesses need to set more aggressive goals for boosting 
womxn’s numbers. The same report mentioned above suggests 
companies mandate a diverse lineup of job candidates at all levels 
— including the manager level — and make “unconscious-bias” 
training mandatory for anyone involved in performance reviews 
to reduce potential bias. The report points out that the building 
blocks to make this happen are not new — leadership training, 
sponsorship, high-profile assignments.

29 Huang, J. et al. (2020, September 30). Women in the Workplace 2020. McKinsey & Company. https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversi-
ty-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#

30  Huang, J. et al. (2020, September 30). Women in the Workplace 2020. McKinsey & Company. https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversi-
ty-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#

31 Dishman, L. (2017, October 18). This Weed Warrior Is Breaking Barriers In The Marijuana Movement, Fastcompany.com. https://www.fastcompany.
com/40479691/weed-warrior-wanda-james-is-breaking-barriers-in-the-marijuana-movement

 One key action that cannabis organizations can take to increase 
the representation of womxn in their C-Suite is to “build a deep 
bench” of diverse, female executives, assuring that emphasis 
both in the hiring process and in the internal promotion pipeline. 
In the hiring process, assure that there are various womxn being 
considered for each open position and assure that the womxn 
in your organization are being promoted at every level, so that 
when it comes time to fill executive management roles, you 
have womxn to fill those positions. As mentioned in the above-
referenced studies, womxn are underrepresented at every level 
of the corporate ladder. The “grass ceiling” that prevents womxn 
from reaching senior leadership positions is not the only issue. 
Studies show that one of the biggest obstacles womxn face 
is actually much earlier in the pipeline, at the first step up to 
manager. Fixing this “broken rung” is key to achieving parity.30

 
Wanda James, the first Black owner of a cannabis dispensary in 
weed-friendly Colorado, is intentionally diversifying the cannabis 
industry with her own businesses. Of the 34 people she employs 
between Simply Pure and CGI, 45% are womxn, and one-third 
are people of color. That number is likely to increase soon, says 
James, as Simply Pure expands into the wholesale business.31

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace#
https://www.fastcompany.com/40479691/weed-warrior-wanda-james-is-breaking-barriers-in-the-marijuana-movement
https://www.fastcompany.com/40479691/weed-warrior-wanda-james-is-breaking-barriers-in-the-marijuana-movement
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Talented womxn and those around them must be focused on 
creating a clear path for advancement. Jane Stevenson, global 
leader of Korn Ferry’s CEO Succession Services, shares, “We 
interviewed dozens of current and former female CEOs, and the 
majority of them said they hadn’t even considered vying for the 
top spot until they had a sponsor (mentor) tell them they were 
well-suited for the role.”32
 
It is up to boards, leadership, and shareholders to take 
responsibility for assuring that they are tracking the history of 
the company’s leadership; who is getting hired and promoted, 
and who isn’t. Everyone can contribute by asking about plans 

32 Stych, A. (2019, April 24).  Percentage of women in C-suite roles inching up. Bizwomen.com. https://www.bizjournals.com/bizwomen/news/lat-
est-news/2019/04/percentage-of-women-in-c-suite-roles-inching-up.html?page=all

33  Quiamno, S.K. (2020, June 19). This is how women of color can navigate relationships with white ‘allies’. Fastcompany.com. https://www.fastcompa-
ny.com/90517404/this-is-how-women-of-color-can-navigate-relationships-with-white-allies

34  Fulp, C. (2018).  Chapter 2: Recruiting Like Roonie, Success Through Diversity, Why the Most Inclusive Companies Will Win. Beacon Press.

35 Vara, V. (2016, January 16). Why Doesn’t Silicon Valley Hire Black Coders?. Bloomberg. https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-howard-universi-
ty-coders/

to promote Black or Brown womxn into leadership and about 
internal programs specifically designed to close the gap when 
it comes to womxn of color in leadership positions.33 There are 
many resources and case studies that can help HR teams, for 
example, books with case studies of how organizations like Xerox 
made adjustments to improve their hiring processes.34  And 
don’t believe the arguments that there aren’t enough diverse 
candidates to fill those jobs.35 There are organizations such as 
Hack.Diversity, that specifically target diverse talent pools. As the 
old saying goes, “Seek, and ye shall find.” 
 

”
,

 “We have built a company on a social equity 

framework.  It is this framework we use to center 

marginalized communities in both our hiring 

practices, partnerships and wholesale agreements. 

In our organization, 99% of our co-founders 

and employees are BIPOC, 50% are Black,  36% are 

Latinx, 10% are Filipino, 79% are womxn, 21% are men 

and 79% are part of the LGBTQIA+ community. That 

was intentional and continues to be core to our 

mission.”

~ Charleen Caabay, 
co-founder of The People’s Dispensary and The People’s Holdings

https://www.bizjournals.com/bizjournals/search/results?q=Jane%20Stevenson
https://www.bizjournals.com/bizjournals/search/results?q=Jane%20Stevenson
https://www.bizjournals.com/bizwomen/news/latest-news/2019/04/percentage-of-women-in-c-suite-roles-inching-up.html?page=all
https://www.bizjournals.com/bizwomen/news/latest-news/2019/04/percentage-of-women-in-c-suite-roles-inching-up.html?page=all
https://www.fastcompany.com/90517404/this-is-how-women-of-color-can-navigate-relationships-with-white-allies
https://www.fastcompany.com/90517404/this-is-how-women-of-color-can-navigate-relationships-with-white-allies
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-howard-university-coders/
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-howard-university-coders/
https://www.hackdiversity.com
https://www.hackdiversity.com
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We asked some female CEOs in cannabis what advice they have 
for womxn who want to reach the highest levels of the corporate 
level. There was agreement that first, you have to know and 
accept that the path will be harder for you as a womxn than a 
cisgendered man. Here are three pieces of advice that these 
womxn had to offer:
 

1.	“Know that you will run into obstacles that are both overt 
and covert, and you will have very few peers. Beware of 
phrases such as, “If you try harder, you’ll succeed.” Womxn 
aren’t not in leadership roles for lack of trying. We try 
every day and there is a system in place that subverts 
our efforts. You have to be willing to work both within and 
around this system to get to the C-Suite, and it will likely 
come at a high price. Be kind to yourself and forgiving and 
have clarity around what your true goal is.” ~Helkin Berg, 
CEO Strimo

2.	“Focus on your strengths (not your weaknesses) and don’t 
downplay your abilities. Apply for jobs, even if you only 
meet 60% of the qualifications.” ~Gail Rand, CEO grand 
consulting, LLC

3.	“Network, network, network!! There are opportunities for 
womxn, but it takes womxn connecting to other womxn to 
help find the opportunities. Also, be sure to pay it forward 
with people you meet. A small introduction may change 
someone’s life. Finally, be respectful and professional to 
other womxn.” ~Erin Gore, CEO Garden Society

CONCLUSION: THE RACE PROBLEM 
IN THE CANNABIS INDUSTRY
 
Sonya Renee Taylor, author of The Body is not an Apology36, tells 
us that we are all on a ladder of bodily hierarchy, (white over 

36 Taylor, S.R. (2018). The Body Is Not an Apology: The Power of Radical Self-Love. Berret-Koehler Publishers, Inc. a BK Life Book.

37 Cisgender (sometimes cissexual, often abbreviated to simply cis) is a term for people whose gender identity matches their sex assigned at birth. For 
example, someone who identifies as a woman and was assigned female at birth is a cisgender woman. The term cisgender is the opposite of the word 
transgender.

38 Oppel, R.A., et al. (2020, October 30). What to Know About Breonna Taylor’s Death. New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/article/breonna-tay-
lor-police.html

black, male over female, binary or cis37 vs. gender nonconforming 
or LGTBQIA+). The ladder is the system. When we divest from this 
system and stop trying to figure out how to attain the top rung, 
the system falls.
 
Systemic racism, the understanding that there are structures 
that have maintained ideologies of anti-black racism (redlining, 
segregation, Jim Crow, etc.,) throughout U.S. history, is a fairly 
new concept for many people, because many of us were 
taught to believe that racism is interpersonal, so that ending 
it just required us being nicer to one another. Systemic, anti-
Black racism in America kills Black people and relegates Black 
womxn (especially trans womxn of color) to the least safe, least 
regarded, most at-risk demographic in the country. The fact that 
no one was held responsible for the reckless murder of Breonna 
Taylor38 is just one example of the system we need to change. 
Many people are now becoming increasingly aware of systemic 
discrimination and how it impacts all of us differently.
 
Gender parity will be achieved when discrimination and 
oppression are systematically addressed: in policies, the 
workplace, and in leadership. When we, as an industry, 
center the populations with the least access (the least among 
us to create opportunity) and are explicit in our intent, take 
responsibility for our impact, dust ourselves off when we make 
mistakes and get back in there, we will make progress.
 
The National Cannabis Industry Association (NCIA) offers a 
window into what the legalized cannabis market has looked like 
for the last ten years of its existence, mirroring the mostly white, 
cisgendered, and male cannabis industry. It has been in the last 
year and half that the NCIA has made a conscious and concerted 
effort to seek more diversity and inclusion. In that effort, they 
sponsored the writing of this paper series, focused on gender 
parity in the cannabis industry.  The process of writing the paper 
series, which was very well managed in terms of operations and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_assignment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_assignment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender
https://www.nytimes.com/article/breonna-taylor-police.html
https://www.nytimes.com/article/breonna-taylor-police.html
https://www.nytimes.com/article/breonna-taylor-police.html
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efficiency, was not equipped with guardrails (anti-bias and anit-
racist training) to ensure that the positionality and power of the 
participants would be taken into account and corrected. Without 
these guardrails, typical systemic and structural inequities 
surfaced. Discussing these issues here offers the industry an 
opportunity to learn and grow.
 
The volunteer group of womxn that were invited to join the 
project represented some aspects of diversity, but as brilliant 
and dedicated as the participants were, the majority were 
not well-versed in recognizing and understanding systemic 
discrimination and oppression. In order to truly make a diverse 
and inclusive working group, it’s important to control for power, 
class, privilege, racial justice, and equitable inclusion of BIPOC 
womxn, LGBTQIA+, and gender non-conforming identities. There 
was no malice in this process, but the result was harmful 
nonetheless, because of the interconnected nature of systemic 
discrimination and oppression. 
 
Kelly Perez, one of the authors on this paper, shared that 
she took for granted that the participants, keenly aware and 
dedicated to the cause of achieving gender parity, would 

be attuned to the systemic and intersectional nature of 
discrimination and oppression. For example, those closest to the 
top of the ladder of success appeared to be the more valuable 
voices in practice. Another example was an idea being brought 
up that the audience for this paper would be white men, since 
they hold the power, and ‘therefore’ the levers of change. When 
discussing whether or not to use the spelling of ‘womxn’ instead 
of ‘women’, reasoning around not using it was because ‘people 
might not take the work seriously with the use of the alternative 
spelling’ (that spelling is intentionally inclusive of nonbinary and 
transgender people.) These are unacceptable positions for BIPOC 
womxn, LGBTQIA+, and other marginalized womxn. This was white 
supremacist patriarchial culture characteristics in practice. The 
intent on behalf of particpants to make a diverse and inclusive 
working group was there; however systems of discrimination 
and oppression are exactly that, systems. Systems cannot be 
corrected without structured, systemic strategies that mitigate 
inequities. After months of effort, Perez decided to remove herself 
from every paper, except this one. There was not time, space or 
will to provide an overview of systemic oppression that could be 
laid out and acted upon in a months-long process.

”
 “Removing myself from the process was not a 

personal failure, but rather a structural failure 

to include and center people like me, Black womxn, 

BIPOC womxn and community members. We as an 

industry must create an economic driver for social 

change. I am in cannabis to undo the weaponization 

of cannabis which has been used to de-power Black 

and Brown communities. I am Black, and my success 

is about “our” success, not mine individually. I seek 

to build a community of cannabis folks who see that 

we can actually create a sector that we all want to 

and can be a part of, one that we are proud of and 

not the typical extractive capitalism that thrives on 

discrimination and oppression.” 

~ Kelly Perez, 

co-author of this paper and CEO & Founder of KindColorado and Cannabis Doing Good

https://www.thc.texas.gov/public/upload/preserve/museums/files/White_Supremacy_Culture.pdf
https://www.thc.texas.gov/public/upload/preserve/museums/files/White_Supremacy_Culture.pdf
https://www.thc.texas.gov/public/upload/preserve/museums/files/White_Supremacy_Culture.pdf
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This is difficult work; no one needs to be shamed, but rather 
informed, courageous, and willing to grow. The most common 
issues that people say that they care about the most are, in 
fact, intersectional issues. We just haven’t talked about them 
that way. “Intersectionality gives people who do not personally 
experience the unique combination of racism and sexism faced 
by womxn of color a framework for understanding how women 
of color experience distinct, multiple, and simultaneous forms 
of oppression. There have always been people in this country 
who want to be part of a multiracial coalition. Intersectionality 
allows the framework for that,”39 says Aimee Allison, founder and 
president of She the People. It is not expected that everyone 
will become scholars on dismantling systemic discrimination and 
oppression, but as the Civil Rights Activist Fannie Lou Hammer 
said, “None of us is free until all of us are.” We move forward 

39  McShane, J. (2020, September 22). Why Kamala Harris’ Nomination is Pushing this Academic Idea Further into the Mainstream. NBC News. https://
www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717

together. If our focus is gender parity, the interconnected 
nature of oppression, must be part of any strategy focused on 
correcting inequity.
 
Because of the interconnected nature of systemic 
discrimination and oppression, the actions of well-intentioned 
people who seek to be inclusive can have a very marginalizing 
impact. Conflicts between white and BIPOC womxn around 
solving for gender parity are not new, but rather well represented 
in any and every effort centered on increasing civil rights. White 
womxn in cannabis can take a step toward equity by recognizing 
that BIPOC womxn stand with them in seeking to achieve gender 
parity. We make progress towards gender parity when those who 
are not marginalized are able to courageously challenge systemic 
discrimination and oppression.

The aim of being perfect is an aspect of the white supremacist 
patriarchial culture in which we all swim. We all must build 
courage and be shame resilient enough to recognize that 
discomfort can be survived; mistakes can be survived. We must 
own our errors, take accountability, and do better. It is not easy. 
It’s simple, but not easy. 

This paper has given boards of directors, people in positions 
to hire for or promote C-level executives, and placement firms 
clear pathways to center womxn, BIPOC womxn, and LGBTQIA+ 
womxn when hiring for these positions. As an industry, there is 
much work ahead. Silently looking on when you know something 
is wrong reinforces systemic and structural inequities. Being a ”

 “This is not an intellectual exercise or fluff 

content creation.  These concepts being out of 

reach is damning and dangerous for people like me,” 

says Perez. “I am a Black woman with considerable 

privilege, and have made and will make mistakes here, 

too. I’ve blown a pronoun or made an undue class 

assumption. I’ve been heterosexist inadvertently.”

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/why-kamala-harris-nomination-pushing-academic-idea-further-mainstream-n1240717
https://positivepsychology.com/shame-resilience-theory/
https://positivepsychology.com/shame-resilience-theory/
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kind person is great, but if you want to be part of the solution, 
you need to speak up. Anti-bias and anti-racist training provides 
you with the core concepts and vocabulary that you and your 
organization need in order to move the needle on gender parity. 
The burden of finding solutions must be shared. Those who are 
experiencing the trauma and the marginalization should not be 
burdened with finding those solutions.
 
Join us in contributing to a concerted and sustained effort 
to achieve gender parity in cannabis, C-Suites, and beyond. 
This paper has provided current trends, highlighted systemic 
roadblocks and laid out pragmatic steps for remedying the 
overall lack of womxn in C-Suite positions in cannabis, and more 
specifically, the lack of Black womxn, womxn of color, non-gender 
conforming, and LGBTQIA+ people in those positions. We are in full 
support of a well-resourced effort to provide the most accurate 
data possible with a special focus on the intersectionality issues 
for womxn across the spectrum of womxn.
 
We hope that YOU will draw on the research and toolkit in 
this paper and the other papers in this series: Building New 
Foundations in the Cannabis Industry: Creating Gender Parity 
through Ownership, Leadership, Boards, Pay Equality, Branding, 
and Capital. The cannabis industry as a whole is filled with 
entrepreneurial thinkers. We can buck expectations, change 
systems, and engage in this cultural inflection point of racial 
reckoning to make history. We can teach other industries what 
equity, parity, and ultimately equality looks like. We are in the 
business of culture change; let’s aim high. 

 

KEY ACTIONABLE TAKEAWAYS
 

•	 Cannabis-specific research companies like BDSA and New 
Frontier Data should do more research and collect more 
statistics on the exact number of womxn, BIPOC womxn and 
LGBTQIA+ women in the C-level.

•	 White womxn in power should center mentorship as an 
effective equity strategy, offering an advisory role to their 
marginalized counterparts, recognizing the inherent power of 
using privilege to dismantle systems of oppression that show 
up in corporate culture.

•	 Companies should implement structures that allow for 
reporting inappropriate behavior safely, such as Garden 
Society’s buddy system.

•	 Businesses need to set more aggressive goals for boosting 
womxn’s numbers, such as mandating a diverse lineup of 
job candidates at all levels — including the manager level — 
and make “unconscious bias” training mandatory for anyone 
involved in performance reviews to reduce potential bias.

•	 Leaders must build a deep bench of diverse, female 
executives, assuring that emphasis both in the hiring process 
and in the internal promotion pipeline. 

•	 Boards and leaders should track the history of your 
company’s leadership; who is getting hired and promoted, and 
who isn’t, to give you a better understanding on how your 
company is doing to increase gender parity.

•	 For more information on how to execute these takeaways 
visit our C-Suite Companion Toolkit
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C-Suite 
Companion 
Toolkit

Change must be intentional and ongoing; it is the responsibility of 
company leadership to ensure that all employees feel safe in their 
work environments. More than just safe, inclusive, diverse work 
environments offer rewards that include increased profitability, a 
culture of belonging, and growth. We have gathered a toolkit of 
resources to help you to begin to build your new foundation.  

Anti-Bias and DEI Companies, 
Contact Information and 
Additional Resources 

Below you can find a list of organizations with resources to help 
you and your organization identify and overcome biases. These 
organizations and resources will help you create an effective, 
diverse, equitable and inclusive environment, to assure that all of 
your employees can focus on high performance.   

Anti-bias Cannabis Specific Trainers:

The Cannabis Impact Fund in collaboration with Regan Byrd 
Consulting provides training/workshops to establish a common 
understanding of systemic racism in the U.S., and the link to 
ongoing anti-black policies, and practices, and cannabis regulation 
in general. By providing an upstream ground setting for cannabis 
businesses, (brand, agency, retail, etc.), anti-racism work 
downstream, is informed and grounded, in the ways systemic 
racism shows up in the cannabis sector. Effective dismantling of 
systemic racism is an ongoing effort, but the levers of change in 
cannabis are prevalent and actionable now.

Anti-bias Trainers (All industries, including 
cannabis):

The Equity Project is a culmination of 30+ years of experience in 
government, for-profit and non-profit sectors. We sought to create 
a company where the sole objective is to level set definitions 
of these terms to deliver equitable services to all people, in 
all systems. Our vision comes alive through sharing effective 
solutions and creating data analytics around what people need to 
do to create equity-based systems.

The Gemini Group is a consulting firm that helps city and state 
government, state legislators, educational institutions, and 
for-profit and not-for-profit organizations work to address and 
eliminate institutional and systemic inequities, most specifically 
starting with race, through training and technical support.

CIRCLE believes every organization or agency can intentionally 
reflect the community in which they support and serve.  CIRCLE 
is committed to working with educational and non-profit 
communities to cultivate inclusive practices that support all 
members of diverse communities in living and working more 
fully as themselves. CIRCLE supports the work of a small 
group of consultants and trainers who offer half-day, full-
day, and ongoing transformative professional development in 
areas of diversity, inclusiveness, and cultural responsiveness. 
Consulting and training offered on topics including but not 
limited to: Understanding Race and Dismantling Racism, Gender 
Equity, LGBTQ+ Inclusion, Culturally Responsive Teaching and 
Understanding and Dismantling Privilege.

Anti-Racism Resources
(specifically intended for White audiences): 

Anti-Racism Resources for White People
This document is intended to serve as a resource to white 
people and parents to deepen our anti-racism work. If you haven’t 
engaged in anti-racism work in the past, start now. Feel free to 
circulate this document on social media and with your friends, 
family, and colleagues.

https://cannabisimpactfund.org/
https://www.reganbyrdconsulting.com/
https://www.reganbyrdconsulting.com/
https://theequityprojectllc.com/
http://www.thegeminigroupllc.com
https://circlestamp.org/
http://bit.ly/ANTIRACISMRESOURCES
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Anti-Racism Daily 
Features diverse voices that report on critical current events 
related to racism and systemic oppression.

Showing Up for Racial Justice  
SURJ’s role as part of a multi-racial movement is to undermine 
white support for white supremacy and to help build a racially 
just society. That work cannot be done in isolation from or 
disconnected from the powerful leadership of communities 
of color. It is one part of a multi-racial, cross-class movement 
centering people of color leadership. Therefore, SURJ believes 
in resourcing organizing led by people of color, and maintaining 
strong accountability relationships with organizers and 
communities of color as a central part of their theory of change.

Pipeline Building

Offer womxn in your organization professional development 
opportunities.  Management literature is overflowing with advice 
on becoming the boss, yet as womxn ascend closer to the top 
slots, the paths to the C-suite narrows. The MIT course about 
‘Strategies for Career Development: Charting Your Path to the 
C-Suite’ is just one example of a program that helps individuals 
better understand and communicate the value they bring to the 
C-suite. 

Learning from others is invaluable.  Here are links to some of the 
womxn-centric networks in the cannabis industry:

Women Grow was created to connect, educate, inspire and 
empower the next generation of cannabis industry leaders 
by creating programs, community and events for aspiring and 
current business executives. The organization serves as a 
catalyst for womxn to influence and succeed in the cannabis 
industry.

Supernova Women, a space for womxn of color in the cannabis 
industry, is a womxn of color led non-profit organization with a 
mission to empower people of color to become self-sufficient 
shareholders in the cannabis industry. 

The Minority Cannabis Business Association is a business 
league created specifically to progress the cannabis industry by 
increasing diversity of owners, employees and consumers. Our 
mission is to create equal access for cannabis businesses and 
promote economic empowerment for communities of color by 
creating policy considerations, social programming, and outreach 
initiatives to achieve equity for the communities most affected by 
the war on drugs.

WEiC: Women Empowered in Cannabis  is a global community of 
10K+ womxn working in the cannabis industry. There are industry 
veterans and newbies, professionals and farmers, lawyers and 
product makers. The group is diverse in backgrounds, origins and 
location. WEiC was created as a place for womxn in the industry 
to gather, share resources and provide support.  Their Facebook 
sub-groups, such as Womxn in Supply Chain and Womxn of Color 
in Cannabis, are a great space for womxn to connect virtually.

THC Staffing Group is the only cannabis recruitment firm whose 
mission is to build a diverse and inclusive cannabis industry.  
For more than 15 years, they have mentored and helped match 
numerous candidates to companies seeking quality talent. 
THC Staffing Group staffs the needs of cannabis companies 
including dispensaries, cultivation centers, ancillary businesses 
and nonprofit organizations focused on drug policy.  Their deep 
pool of qualified and diverse candidates helps them maintain a 
professional commitment to the growth of a diverse and inclusive 
American cannabis industry.

Out In Tech has 40K+ members and is a space for the LGBTQIA+ 
community to advance their careers, grow their networks, and 
leverage tech for social change. They host various events, some 
focused on the cannabis industry. 

Arcview Women’s Inclusion Network, a network dedicated to 
supporting women in the cannabis industry, is redefining the 
word “investor” to include all those that are invested in the 
success of women in the cannabis industry, empowering one 
other with facts, conversations, mentorship, and deal flow.

https://www.antiracismdaily.com/
https://www.showingupforracialjustice.org/
https://executive.mit.edu/openenrollment/program/strategies-for-career-development-charting-your-path-to-the-c-suite/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=course-promotion&utm_campaign=2020-09-14_oct-live-online-courses_manual&utm_content=1&subscriberid=272701
https://executive.mit.edu/openenrollment/program/strategies-for-career-development-charting-your-path-to-the-c-suite/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=course-promotion&utm_campaign=2020-09-14_oct-live-online-courses_manual&utm_content=1&subscriberid=272701
https://executive.mit.edu/openenrollment/program/strategies-for-career-development-charting-your-path-to-the-c-suite/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=course-promotion&utm_campaign=2020-09-14_oct-live-online-courses_manual&utm_content=1&subscriberid=272701
https://womengrow.com/
https://womengrow.com/
https://www.supernovawomen.com/
https://minoritycannabis.org/
https://minoritycannabis.org/
https://www.womenempoweredincannabis.com/
https://www.womenempoweredincannabis.com/
https://www.thcstaffinggroup.com/
https://outintech.com/
https://arcviewgroup.com/win/
https://arcviewgroup.com/win/
https://arcviewgroup.com/win/
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Writing your 
Gender Parity 
Statement
Writing a gender parity statement for your company can be 
incredibly useful to help guide the company and its employees 
in the right direction. The writing itself could also be useful as it 
will challenge you to think through what your company’s focus 
will be related to gender parity. Below are some considerations, 
guidelines, and examples that will be useful as you endeavor to 
write your own gender parity statement.

Considerations

Before making a corporate statement about gender parity, 
consider the following:

1. Are you listening and engaging with your workforce on issues 
relating to gender parity and social justice? Often, individuals and 
businesses are uncomfortable to speak up due to the sensitivity 
of these issues. Creating an environment in which employees 
feel empowered to have open dialogue and raise any issues they 
encounter is a step in the right direction, and a prerequisite to 
any external-facing statement.

2. Consider establishing a diversity and inclusion committee 
or diversity champion to drive change. It is imperative that a 
company’s values and business practices reflect the public 
statement that is made. 

3. Many employers have some kind of equal opportunities policy 
in place, but they may not have reviewed the effectiveness of 
their procedures in responding to and dealing with allegations 
of gender inequality in the workplace. Review your policies 
and consult with your employees on ways processes may be 
improved. 

4. Review your recruitment practices and your diversity and 
inclusion statistics. Look for ways to make improvements. 

5. Explore ways in which your company could support 
women- owned / operated enterprises, ancillary businesses, or 
organizations aimed at promoting gender parity.

Guidelines

When crafting your company statement, we recommend the 
following guidelines:

•	 Be clear - say what you mean and mean what you say.
•	 Keep it simple - remember that sometimes less is more.
•	 Make it meaningful - put your money / time where your 

mouth is.
•	 Provide resources.
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”Examples of Gender Parity Statements:

Vodafone:

“We seek to be a company whose global workforce 

reflects the customers we serve and the broader 

societies within which we operate. We employ over 

36,500 women directly and provide employment 

opportunities for hundreds of thousands more across 

our global supplier base. We believe that achieving 

greater gender parity will strengthen our company 

significantly through understanding the needs of the 

women, men, families and businesses who rely on our 

networks and services.”

BNY Mellon:

“Our commitment to gender equality is evidenced at 

every level of BNY Mellon, from our Board through 

our senior leadership to our new hires. In 2016, we 

expanded our Board to include three additional 

female directors. Women represent 42% of our total 

global workforce and 36% of VPlevel employees, and 

we are committed to increasing representation of 

women throughout the organization.” 
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https://www.vodafone.com/our-purpose/inclusion-for-all/working-towards-gender-equality
https://www.bnymellon.com/_global-assets/pdf/csr/gender-equality-statement.pdf
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General Motors:

“At General Motors, diversity is crucial to our 

success. We believe that diversity in all its dimensions 

— including of thought and experience — creates a 

stronger workforce and promotes fresh, innovative 

thinking. Our organizational framework and employee 

resources sustain long-term commitment from our 

employees, and ultimately long-term value for our 

business. General Motors has established policies, 

developed programs and set statistical benchmarks 

to reach greater gender equality and diverse 

representation.”
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https://www.gm.com/masthead-story/building-female-leaders-of-tomorrow-at-general-motors.html

