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Women with non-native accents face difficulties being perceived as having the knowledge 
and skills needed for promotions into leadership positions. While women already face 
gender bias, epistemic injustice because of their accents adds to their unjust treatment. 
We urge management to explore the realities of epistemic injustices and to actively look 
for their unconscious prejudices that lead to injustices for women with accents. We 
provide recommendations on how managers can create fair and inclusive leadership for 
women with non-native accents by adding an intersectional and epistemic injustice lens 
to the glass ceiling phenomenon. 

INTRODUCTION 

I am at that stage in my career where I am facing a dual 
penalty because I am a woman and I speak with an ac
cent. I am fluent in four languages, yet my leadership 
skills are questioned because of my accent… Apparently, I 
sound too low-class, so now guess what happens when my 
low-class speech interacts with my gender? I no longer get 
considered for promotions. 
– A woman senior manager at a leading consulting firm 
in the USA 

Imagine you have worked hard towards a leadership po
sition within your multinational company (MNC) only to be 
brought to a halt not because of your lack of intelligence or 
skills, but simply because of your gender and the way you 
speak. In this article, we provide recommendations on how 
practitioners can limit the potential for epistemic injustice 
linked to women with non-native accents by drawing from 
the glass ceiling phenomenon and the concept of epistemic 
injustice. 

Prior research suggests that non-native speakers of the 
corporate language (both men and women) can experience 
‘language penalties’ that could hinder their career progres
sion and lower their perceived status within MNCs (Wilmot, 
2024). However, by interviewing 15 leaders in MNCs in In
dia and the USA, we found that, within our sample, women 
leaders described penalties related to their accents that 
were largely missing from the men’s accounts. Men and 
women in our study had vastly different experiences with 
their accents; several women identified their non-native ac
cents as a key attribute that hindered their progression into 
the C-suite. For example, a woman senior manager said: 

I often find that people in this organization question my 
intelligence because of the way I speak. I realize I have 
a strong accent when I speak English, but this does not 
mean I am not smart! Career progression is already chal
lenging for a woman but how can I get promoted when 
others consider me less smart than those [i.e. men] who 
don’t speak with an American accent? 

When asked, men did not perceive their non-native ac
cents to be a hindrance as indicated, for example, in the fol
lowing response of a male managing partner: 

I am proficient in the corporate language [English] and I 
have been working here for almost a decade. As you know, 
I am not a native English speaker, but my accent has never 
hindered my career. 

This is an intriguing difference, which we explore 
through the lens of intersectionality, an analytical frame
work to understand how the combination of individuals’ 
social identities results in unique experiences of discrim
ination (Crenshaw, 1991). We propose that practitioners 
should pay attention to potential epistemic injustices. The 
theory of epistemic injustice acknowledges that women 
with accents can be knowledgeable and adequate leaders, 
but biases result in undermining their competencies, ulti
mately limiting MNCs’ goal to hire and promote based on 
merit. 
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EPISTEMIC INJUSTICE AND WOMEN WITH 
NON-NATIVE ACCENTS 

Epistemic injustice has its roots in feminist philosophy. It 
refers to the harm individuals can experience as knowers 
due to the judgment of others, explaining practices of ex
clusion, silencing, and undervaluing one’s potential to add 
value (Fricker, 2007; Wilmot, 2024). Epistemic injustice is 
about unfairness in how people are treated when it comes 
to knowledge; how they share it, how they are believed, 
or how they contribute to conversations (Fricker, 2007). 
This can lead to prejudicial judgments of social identities 
(Muzanenhamo & Chowdhury, 2023). This injustice often 
manifests as testimonial injustice on the individual level, 
where one’s credibility is unfairly diminished based on prej
udices about personal characteristics such as accent bias. 
An example of testimonial injustice is when a woman 
leader with a non-native accent presents an idea in the 
boardroom only for it to be dismissed; yet, when a man pre
sents the same idea, it is taken seriously. The second form 
of epistemic injustice is hermeneutical injustice at the so
cietal level, where a lack of shared language makes it diffi
cult to understand and express the injustices faced by cer
tain groups of people due to their historic exclusion. Fricker 
(2007) uses the example of ‘sexual harassment’ which, upon 
introducing the term, eased women’s difficulties in ex
pressing their experiences. She states that this difficulty 
was due to the exclusion of women in shaping the English 
language and participating in professions that help explain 
social phenomena. Epistemic injustice is therefore useful to 
shed light on the processes of discrimination against a per
son based on their perceived knowledge. In our case, when 
a woman who speaks with an accent suffers from a credi
bility deficit due to prejudices associated with her identity, 
she is harmed in her capacity as a knowledgeable leader. 

It is important to acknowledge the role privilege and su
premacy play in accents, which make some accents less ac
cepted than others due to colonialism and historical op
pression (Crenshaw, 1991). Importantly, we must 
acknowledge that such injustices are not just individual dis
advantages. They are created and sustained by institutions 
and norms that encourage and reward such behavior. Struc
tural inequalities often lead individuals to make judgments 
about which accents are associated with lower classes and 
uneducated populations, thereby leading to assumptions 
that harm women who speak with non-native accents in 
their capacity as knowers (Wilmot, 2024). 

Women leaders are perceived differently than their male 
counterparts due to gender bias, but women leaders with 
accents also differ from their fellow women competitors 
who do not have an accent (Hideg, Hancock, & Shen, 2023). 
These compounded biases, while often unconscious, de
value skills and lower the potential value added to the or
ganization/team, leading to denied access to leadership po
sitions although these women would otherwise meet the 
criteria to become a leader. While there are exceptions (e.g., 
former CEO of PepsiCo Indra Nooyi), these are rare; ulti
mately, for example in Canada, there are still more cor

porate CEOs named Michael than corporate women CEOs 
(Saldanha, 2023). 

The glass ceiling is the effect of bias as well as structural 
and cultural barriers that prevent women from reaching 
C-suite positions (Hull & Umansky, 1997). Non-native ac
cents add another layer to these barriers, and our goal is 
to explain the cross-cutting element as a form of epistemic 
injustice. A better understanding of how to limit epistemic 
injustice is not only important for economic but also for 
moral reasons (Fitzsimmons, Özbilgin, Thomas, & Nkomo, 
2023). 

SUGGESTIONS FOR MNCS 

MNCs have unique characteristics because their workforce 
is naturally more diverse and international than domestic 
firms. Hence, non-native accents are more common. While 
some people may be more used to non-native accents, it 
also increases the chances of employees working with 
someone who speaks with a non-native accent. This gives 
employees motive, means, and an opportunity to discrim
inate against their accented peers due to conscious or un
conscious biases. 

Biases resulting from epistemic injustice are often invis
ible and require awareness from everyone involved. Yet, re
search suggests that for women leaders, accents were par
ticularly impactful for how they felt colleagues perceived 
them (Liu, 2023). We dare management to explore the real
ities of epistemic injustices (including both individual-level 
and structural or group-level injustices) and to actively look 
for their unconscious prejudices that lead to injustices for 
women with non-native accents. To do this, we suggest an 
intersectional approach to reduce injustices by considering 
both gender and language. The following are recommenda
tions for actions that MNCs can take to reduce epistemic 
injustice for women with non-native accents. 

1. PROMOTE ACCENT INCLUSIVITY THROUGH TRAINING 
AND AWARENESS PROGRAMS 

Accent inclusivity training can go beyond mere awareness 
of individuals in an MNC speaking with non-native accents. 
Instead, it can create an opportunity for employees to delve 
into the cognitive and social biases that underpin accent 
prejudice. Adding examples of testimonial and hermeneu
tical injustice, such as those we provided above, to existing 
training programs can be a first step to counteract accent 
bias; this involves educating employees about the uncon
scious bias that often occurs when people perceive accents 
as a marker of intelligence, credibility, or professionalism. 
The extent to which this unconscious bias exists depends 
on the makeup of the MNC. If non-native speakers are rep
resented in management, this bias may be less prevalent. 
However, MNCs should incorporate accent bias into train
ing within diversity and inclusion initiatives to help em
ployees understand how biases related to gender, accent, 
race, and other factors can intersect and heighten preju
dices and, as a result, discrimination. Training should in
clude (1) bias recognition, (2) empathy development, (3) 
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recent case studies, and (4) continuously updated action-
oriented strategies. 

Testimonial injustice occurs when individuals with non-
native accents are perceived as less credible, impacting 
their ability to contribute meaningfully (Fricker, 2007). This 
is particularly relevant if employees with non-native ac
cents are not represented in important roles within the 
MNC. Since MNCs have an on average more international 
workforce, they should be more prone to have employees 
with non-native accents in leadership roles than domestic 
firms. Training can help employees recognize and challenge 
their biases regarding accents to understand how these af
fect judgments and decision-making in the workplace. Em
pathy-building exercises can mitigate testimonial injustice 
by allowing employees to experience the challenges faced 
by those with non-native accents. Such experiences can 
help shift perceptions and foster a more equitable eval
uation of contributions. The use of interactive activities 
such as role-playing or listening exercises can foster em
pathy and understanding. For example, simulations where 
employees experience speaking in a non-native accent can 
help them understand the challenges their colleagues face. 
Sharing case studies and examples from within the orga
nization (anonymized if necessary) or from other compa
nies can illustrate the real impacts of accent bias on career 
progression and employee morale (Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010). 
Equipping employees with practical strategies can counter
act bias, such as actively listening to content over accent, 
and fostering a mindset that values diverse perspectives. 
This approach aligns with Fricker’s (2007) concept of recti
fying epistemic injustice by promoting a focus on deep level 
rather than superficial markers. 

Despite these predictions, there are potential challenges 
when promoting accent inclusivity through training and 
awareness programs. For instance, in a multicultural envi
ronment such as an MNC, there are many diversity charac
teristics and combinations of them. It may be overwhelm
ing for employees to take them all in. When discussing 
these characteristics, training and awareness programs also 
point out these differences to employees who had not rec
ognized them before the training, potentially reinforcing 
epistemic injustice. Additionally, it is difficult to measure 
the impact of these programs on biases. As a result, the im
plementation of such programs in MNCs should always go 
hand in hand with additional actions such as inclusive hir
ing and communication standards, as discussed in the fol
lowing sections. 

When accent and gender bias are effectively discussed 
in training and awareness programs, we expect that pro
motion decisions will actively mitigate unconscious biases 
against women with non-native accents, ultimately in
creasing their representation in senior leadership posi
tions. 

2. DEVELOP INCLUSIVE COMMUNICATION STANDARDS 
AND PRACTICES 

Inclusive communication standards aim to create a work 
environment where all voices are heard and respected, re
gardless of accent or language proficiency. This includes 

(1) active listening, (2) language clarity and patience, (3) 
meeting facilitation techniques, and (4) a feedback culture. 
This is particularly important in a multilingual environ
ment such as an MNC. 

Training employees in active listening techniques, such 
as giving full attention to the speaker, not interrupting, and 
summarizing what was said to confirm understanding can 
reduce the likelihood of miscommunication and helps en
sure that all contributions are valued based on their con
tent, thus reducing instances of testimonial injustice (Lev-
Ari & Keysar, 2010). Encouraging clear, slow, and deliberate 
communication, particularly in meetings that consist of in
dividuals from distinct linguistic backgrounds, can help to 
reduce hermeneutical injustice, i.e., misunderstandings 
that are incorrectly attributed to a speaker’s accent rather 
than the complexity of the topic. Because MNCs function 
across countries, meeting discussions are often complex; 
clear communication is therefore important for non-native 
speakers and all employees to enhance efficiency and effec
tiveness. Implementing structured meeting practices, such 
as round-robin speaking, can ensure every participant has 
an opportunity to speak without interruption, thus reduc
ing testimonial and epistemic injustice. 

Additionally, technology can be a powerful tool for di
minishing accent biases and prejudices. MNCs can use vi
sual aids (like slides or memos), real-time translation, sub
titles, and automated meeting transcripts to reduce 
epistemic injustice and address hermeneutical injustice by 
ensuring non-native speakers’ participation in discussions. 
MNCs should encourage a system of feedback for contin
uous improvement. This might include the establishment 
of a norm where colleagues are encouraged to respectfully 
ask for clarification if they do not understand something to 
normalize such requests and reduce the stigma around ac
cent-related misunderstandings. Another strategy could in
clude the administration of regular anonymous surveys or 
check-ins to gather employee feedback on experiences re
lated to accent bias and other forms of discrimination. 

While implementing inclusive communication practices 
and standards, managers should consider some potential 
challenges. For example, employees might not provide hon
est feedback in check-ins to avoid confrontations. Anony
mous feedback forms available to all employees have been 
found to help with reducing the issue. Tools like real-time 
translation and automated meeting transcripts often strug
gle with accuracy, therefore, additional personnel might be 
required to check the accuracy of the generated notes to 
ensure that they convey the nuance of the speakers’ mes
sages. Furthermore, employees who are unaware of their 
biases might be resistant to the use of technology or round-
robin speaking. Therefore, these practices should be imple
mented in combination with change management practices 
and policies that emphasize inclusive hiring to create a di
verse employee pool that can understand the importance of 
inclusive communication. 

The implementation of the abovementioned practices 
can lead to fewer miscommunications between all employ
ees, more open discussions, and fewer complaints of dis

The Accent Ceiling: Intersections of Non-Native Accents and Gender in Leadership Experiences of Women

AIB Insights 3



criminatory behavior. It also allows for identifying areas for 
improvement and tracking progress over time. 

3. IMPLEMENT POLICIES AND PRACTICES TO SUPPORT 
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION IN LEADERSHIP 

Organizational policies should explicitly recognize and aim 
to mitigate accent bias to tackle the glass ceiling phenom
enon and epistemic injustice, particularly in leadership 
roles. Key actions include (1) diverse hiring practices, (2) 
mentoring and sponsorship programs, (3) visibility and role 
models, (4) data-driven approaches, and (5) diversity cele
brations. 

Including employees on hiring and promotion commit
tees for leadership positions who have lived experience as 
women with non-native accents and/or are allies for women 
with non-native accents can ensure that biases are re
moved. Establishing metrics can ensure diversity in leader
ship positions, including gender and accent diversity. This 
might involve setting specific targets or benchmarks for the 
representation of women with non-native accents in man
agerial and executive roles, thus correcting testimonial and 
hermeneutical injustices by ensuring that women with non-
native accents are given fair opportunities for advance
ment. Creating mentorship programs that pair women with 
non-native accents with senior leaders can provide guid
ance, support, and advocacy. Sponsorship goes beyond 
mentorship by actively promoting protégés within the or
ganization, thus opening doors to career-advancing oppor
tunities. Further, MNCs can develop programs that specif
ically support those at the intersection of multiple biases. 
For example, networking groups or support circles can pro
vide safe spaces to discuss challenges and share coping 
strategies. MNCs can increase the visibility of successful 
women with non-native accents through internal commu
nication channels (e.g., newsletters, leadership panels). 
This helps to counteract stereotypes and shows that leader
ship success is not bound to having a native accent. This ap
proach mitigates both forms of epistemic injustice by chal
lenging and reshaping biased perceptions. 

MNCs can collect and analyze data on the experiences 
of women with non-native accents within the organization 
to identify patterns of bias or exclusion. It is important to 
follow the principle of “nothing about us without us” in 
designing data gathering. Women with non-native accents 
should be integral members and given dedicated time in 
their workday for such projects to ensure that the process 
of collecting, analyzing, and sharing data is done in an in
clusive manner that encourages women with non-native 
accents to share their experiences safely and avoids per
petuating biases. This data should inform diversity and in
clusion strategies, ensuring they are tailored to the needs 
of all employees. This would also help MNCs review policies 
to ensure they do not inadvertently disadvantage individ
uals based on intersecting identities. This might involve, 
for example, reassessing performance review criteria to re
move ingrained biases. MNCs can formally embrace diver
sity within the organization through events, workshops, or 
spotlighting diverse employees. Highlighting different ac

cents as assets rather than hindrances can shift the organi
zational culture towards greater inclusivity. 

Despite the potential for positive impact of these ac
tions, managers should keep some potential challenges in 
mind. To ensure inclusive approaches, women with non-
native accents should be involved in hiring and data gen
eration efforts. However, these risks overburdening women 
with non-native accents who are already at a disadvantage 
by adding responsibilities to their jobs. It is therefore a ne
cessity to ensure adequate compensation and/or time allo
cation to minimize this risk and encourage allyship from 
others. 

When organizational practices actively support and em
power women with non-native accents, prejudice and epis
temic injustice against them decreases and representation 
of women with non-native accents in senior leadership 
roles increases over time. Figure 1 visualizes the recom
mendations and outcomes. 

CONCLUSION 

This article proposes that managers think about potential 
epistemic injustices in their organization. We pay attention 
to a specific group – women with non-native accents who 
possess knowledge that is generally ignored or undervalued 
by organizations. While managers try to promote based on 
merit, it is difficult to look at merit objectively when per
sonal attributes such as language are the first point of con
tact. Managers can reap knowledge from these women by 
limiting these injustices. 
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Figure 1. Recommended actions and potential outcomes      
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