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Professionalism Was Never
Neutral: The Colonial Legacy of
Work

Introduction

Professionalism, as we know it today, was never neutral. It was shaped by colonialism,
capitalism, and systems of control that determined who was seen as ‘capable, ‘competent;
and ‘respectable’ in the workplace. The rules of professionalism—how we dress, how we
speak, what we value—were not created for everyone. They were built to exclude.

This piece explores how professionalism has historically reinforced power imbalances, why
these outdated standards persist, and what organisations must do to redefine
professionalism in ways that centre justice, equity, and human dignity.

Important Facts

The Colonial Roots of Professionalism

Professionalism was constructed through colonial hierarchies, designed to elevate

1 ° whiteness, Eurocentrism, and capitalist productivity at the expense of marginalised
communities. In early industrial economies, "professional” meant conforming to
Western norms—whether that meant language, appearance, or workplace etiquette.
This history continues to shape modern workplaces today. Traditional professionalism
standards were created to control bodies, enforce obedience, and maintain power
structures—and this legacy still dictates who is seen as a leader, who gets promoted,
and who is excluded.

How Professionalism Reinforces Exclusion Today

2 Many professionalism norms continue to disadvantage Global Majority
< employees, neurodivergent individuals, and those who do not conform to
dominant cultural expectations. This manifests in several ways:

e Appearance Bias: Many workplace dress codes still penalise natural Black hair,
cultural clothing, or religious expression.

e Communication Bias: Employees with accents, different speech patterns, or
indirect communication styles are often seen as "unprofessional.”

» Neurodivergence & Professionalism: Expectations around eye contact, body
language, and rigid work schedules disproportionately harm neurodivergent
employees.

Key Question for Organisations: Are your professionalism standards supporting
equity—or reinforcing exclusion?
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The Business Case for Reimagining Professionalism

3 Challenging outdated professionalism standards is not just an ethical necessity—it's a

e business imperative. Organisations that prioritise justice-led professionalism see:

/ Higher Retention & Employee Satisfaction: Companies that embed equity and
psychological safety see a 22% increase in retention (Gartner).
V/ Increased Innovation & Performance: Inclusive teams are 35% more likely to
outperform their competitors (McKinsey).
V/ Stronger Employer Branding: 78% of job seekers say an organisation’s commitment
to inclusion impacts their decision to apply (Linkedin).

Steps to Decolonise Professionalism in Your Workplace

4 X Transforming professionalism requires shifting from rigid, exclusionary workplace

norms to justice-led, human-centred policies.

Here's where to start:

e Audit Existing Professionalism Standards — Identify outdated policies that
reinforce colonial, racist, or ableist norms.

» Redefine Workplace Expectations — Replace rigid dress codes, communication
expectations, and leadership biases with inclusive alternatives.

e Train Leadership & Teams — Embed psychological safety and justice-led
leadership principles into workplace policies.

e Measure & Hold Leadership Accountable — Track progress through employee
feedback and external accountability measures.

Conclusion

Professionalism was never neutral—but it can be redefined. By actively dismantling
exclusionary workplace norms and centring justice, organisations can create workplaces
where all employees are valued for who they are, not how well they conform.

Call to Action

This is just the beginning. Use the Decolonising Professionalism Audit to assess your organisation’s
professionalism standards, engage in meaningful discussions, and commit to real change.

 Join the Reimagining Professionalism Membership for continued guidance, tools, and accountability.
/ Book a Bespoke Consultation to get hands-on support in transforming your workplace culture.

Email hello@hannahlitt.com
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