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This narrative study examines the life and ca-
reer of Dr. Shirley Morejon, a first-generation
Cuban-American who rose from humble begin-
nings to become a senior executive at a major
American bank. Using phenomenological in-

ney from entry-level banker to executive; (3)
Service and Mentorship: her commitment to
lifting others while climbing; and (4) Purpose
and Resilience: how values and adaptability
sustained her through challenges. The analy-
sis demonstrates that

terviewing and system-
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shapes leadership de-
velopment and success

“I like to extend a hand back... pull-
ing someone along with you in that
journey.”

cultural heritage, when
embraced rather than
minimized, provides a
strong foundation for
leadership that creates

in corporate America.

Four major themes emerged from Dr. Morejon’s
story: (1) Identity and Upbringing: how immi-
grant background and family values shaped her
worldview; (2) Leadership Evolution: her jour-

both business value
and social impact. This research offers practical
insights for organizations seeking to build in-
clusive 1eaders]%ip pipelines that leverage rather
than suppress diverse backgrounds.
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From Cultural Roots to Corporate Leadership

The American corporate landscape is increasingly
recognizing that leadership excellence can emerge
from diverse backgrounds and experiences. Yet the
pathways to executive success for first-generation
Americans, particularly women of color, remain
understudied and often misunderstood. This nar-
rative analysis examines the remarkable journey of
Dr. Shirley Morejon, whose progression from the
daughter of Cuban immigrants to the SVP, senior
relationship manager, at a major banking institu-
tion shows how cultural background, commitment
to service, and strong values work together to build
effective leadership.

Dr. Morejon’s story is particularly significant in the
context of contemporary discussions about diversity,
equity, and inclusion in corporate America. As orga-
nizations struggle to build leadership pipelines that
reflect increasingly diverse customer bases and com-
munities, her experience provides concrete insights
into how individuals from immigrant backgrounds
navigate corporate cultures while maintaining au-
thentic cultural identity. Her narrative challenges
conventional assumptions about fitting in to suc-
ceed, demonstrating instead how cultural heritage
can serve as a strategic asset rather than a barrier to
overcome.

This research employs a phenomenological ap-
proach to explore Dr. Morejons lived experienc-
es, seeking to understand not just what happened
in her career journey, but how she made meaning
from these experiences. Through detailed analy-
sis of three in-depth interviews, we identified four
interconnected themes that characterize her path
to leadership: Identity and Upbringing, Leadership
Evolution, Service and Mentorship, and Purpose
and Resilience. These themes, supported by estab-
lished social science theories, reveal a complex in-
terplay between personal history, professional devel-
opment, community commitment, and values-based
decision-making.

The significance of this study extends beyond in-
dividual biography. As the banking industry and
corporate America more broadly grapple with the
imperative for inclusive leadership, Dr. Morejon’s
journey offers both theoretical insights and practi-
cal strategies. Her experience demonstrates that sus-
tainable leadership success for diverse professionals
requires not abandoning one’s cultural roots but
rather skillfully leveraging them to create value for
organizations and communities alike.

Dr. Shirley Morejon

Dr. Shirley Morejon is a distinguished executive
and thought leader whose career bridges high-
stakes commercial banking, inclusive leadership
and academic excellence. With over twenty years
at Bank of America, she currently serves as Market
Executive for the Mid-South region in Global Com-

mercial Banking, leading teams across Tennessee,
Alabama, Kentucky and Mississippi, and overseeing
commercial lending, investment banking and global
treasury solutions.

Her professional trajectory reflects both depth and
breadth: earlier roles at the bank included Senior
Relationship Manager, Senior Treasury Officer and
Consumer Market Manager for Florida.

Importantly, she has been an active driver of in-
clusion efforts, serving as Enterprise Co-Chair of
HOLA (Hispanic/Latino Employee Network) and
now Executive Sponsor for the HOLA Tennessee
Chapter.

Academically, Dr. Morejon holds a bachelor’s de-
gree in international business (with a concentration
in marketing and minor in economics) from Uni-
versity of South Florida, an MBA from Universi-
ty of Tampa, and in December 2022 she earned her
Doctor of Business Administration from the Muma
College of Business at USE.

Her accomplishments have also been recognized ex-
ternally: she was named a “Business Woman of the
Year” in 2022 by the Tampa Bay Business Journal

The Interview
Q1. Where did you grow up?

I was born and raised in Tampa, Florida. My family
is originally from Cuba, and I'm a first-generation
Cuban American. My parents immigrated to the
United States at different times and met in Tampa.
My mother’s family left Cuba when Castro rose to
power—my grandfather was an entrepreneur, and
they went first to Spain, then New Jersey, before
settling in Tampa, where there was already a Cu-
ban community. My father also immigrated with his
family. So I grew up surrounded by stories of sacri-
fice and resilience.

Q2. Tell me more about your family. What was your
home life like?

My parents were both entrepreneurs, my mother
owned a beauty salon, and my father was a real-estate
broker. Our home was busy, loving, and centered on
family. My mother cared for her parents while run-
ning her business, and my father supported her fully.
I grew up surrounded by hard work, responsibility,
and deep family connection. Saturdays were spent
helping at the beauty shop, which felt like part salon,
part community center.

Q3. How did those values shape your outlook?

They completely shaped who I am. I never saw a 9-to-
5 job model; my parents worked around the needs
of the family and their businesses. They showed me
that discipline and flexibility can coexist. My father
especially emphasized education—he believed it was
the one thing no one could ever take from you. That
belief guided every major decision I've made.
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Q4. What lessons from childhood still guide you to-
day?

The importance of education, showing up for others,
and giving back. My parents taught me that success
isn’t individual, it’s collective. They modeled com-
passion and commitment, which I now try to emu-
late as a leader and parent.

Q5. Tell me more about your school life. What did you
imagine for your future?

I attended both public and private schools, which
exposed me to different perspectives and econom-
ic realities. I was active in leadership roles—student
government, civic organizations, and community
work. I once wanted to be the first female President
of the United States, but I realized later that business
was another powerful way to make change.

Q6. Can you tell me about your friends growing up?
What are some of the earliest memories you have with
meeting them and engaging with them?

My closest friend—who is now my children’s god-
mother—was actually someone I didn't like at first!
We met when I transferred schools in sixth grade,
and we were both strong personalities. One of my
earliest memories is us competing for the same class
role. But working together on a school project helped
us realize we shared the same drive and humor. That
turned into a lifelong friendship.

Q7. How did you go from being enemies to friends?

It happened naturally. We realized we respected each
other’s strengths and shared the same values. Before
long, we were inseparable. We still joke that when
we're older, we'll buy land and live in two tiny homes
side-by-side. It’s that kind of enduring, uncondition-
al friendship that grounds me.

Q8. Who were your most important mentors or teach-
ers in your youth?

My high-school English teacher saw potential in me
before I saw it myself. She encouraged my leader-
ship in civic projects and helped me get involved in
Girls State, a program that simulated government
and politics. Later, at the University of South Flor-
ida, Professors Solomon (Dr. Solomon and his wife
Miss Solomon) led a study-abroad trip that com-
pletely changed my worldview. They became lifelong
mentors and eventually encouraged me to pursue
my doctorate.

Q9. What led you to pursue your MBA and later your
DBA?

Education was a family priority. After earning my
bachelor’s in International Business from USE I
completed my MBA at the University of Tampa
while working full-time. During that program, I
joined a mentorship program that paired students
with alumni. My mentor was a former retail execu-

tive who had transitioned into banking and encour-
aged me to apply to Bank of America.

Years later, after my father was diagnosed with ter-
minal cancer, I promised him I would pursue the
highest degree in my field. I kept that promise when
I completed my Doctorate in Business Administra-
tion at USF in 2022.

Q10. What did your earlier years at Bank of America
look like, and how did you enter the organization?

I joined the bank through that mentorship connec-
tion during my MBA. My mentor told me about the
company’s tuition-reimbursement program, which
was a big draw as a working student. I started as a
bilingual banker in a financial center serving a large
Latino community in Tampa. It was meaningful to
help families like my own build credit, buy homes,
and start businesses.

I loved those early years—they grounded me in ser-
vice, empathy, and the financial literacy challenges
many clients face. Over time, I advanced to manage
financial centers, eventually leading over 100 associ-
ates across the Tampa Bay market.

Q11. What helped you grow and advance within such
a large company?

Mentorship, networking, and involvement. I joined
the Hispanic/Latino employee network early on,
which connected me to senior leaders. I eventually
became Enterprise Co-Chair for the network, repre-
senting 20,000 employees. Those roles gave me visi-
bility, developed my leadership skills, and taught me
the importance of creating opportunity for others.

Q12. What motivated your move from consumer to
commercial banking?

I've always loved business and entrepreneurship—
probably because of my parents. After several years
leading consumer teams, I realized my real passion
was working with business owners. So I made a lat-
eral move to the commercial side, where I now lead
bankers who advise companies with $50 million to
$2 billion in revenue. It was the best career decision
I've made.

Q13. Can you describe a typical workday in your cur-
rent role?

I lead a team of twelve commercial bankers who
manage relationships with CEOs and CFOs. My
mornings start early with The Wall Street Journal,
then I review internal dashboards using Salesforce
and Tableau to monitor performance—loan growth,
client engagement, and pipeline metrics.

The rest of my day involves one-on-one meetings,
business reviews, and client visits. I spend much of
my time traveling across the four states I oversee,
making sure we're aligned strategically and serving
clients effectively.
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Q14. What type of systems or tools do you have in
place to track performance and client engagement?

We rely on Salesforce and Tableau dashboards that
automatically populate metrics into my Outlook
each morning. I can click through to view detailed
performance data for the team. I also subscribe to
local business journals and financial news digests
that send daily summaries directly to my inbox. This
helps me identify client developments or market
trends to flag for my bankers.

I prefer automated updates—having data come to
me—so I can focus my time on decisions rather than
data gathering.

Q15. How do you prioritize your responsibilities at the
start of the week—say, Monday mornings?

I actually start planning on Sundays. I review my
monthly calendar and travel schedule, align meet-
ings with performance gaps, and decide where my
physical presence will have the most impact. Mon-
day mornings are about setting tone and clarity—
confirming priorities, ensuring everyone knows
the week’s focus, and reviewing key metrics. I try to
minimize ad-hoc meetings so my team can spend
their time with clients.

Q16. How do you conduct strategic team meetings?

At the start of each month, I send an agenda outlin-
ing the performance areas we'll review—sales goals,
credit pipeline, client engagement. Our support ana-
lysts compile data ahead of time so there are no sur-
prises. This structure keeps meetings efficient and
focused. My goal is to free up the bankers’ time for
relationship-building rather than excessive report-
ing.

Q17. How do you handle disruptions or challenges?
Disruptions are part of leadership. I tell my team our
motto is “Win in spite of” Whether it’s market tur-
bulence, credit tightening, or external competition,
we can always control our response. I encourage
open conversations about challenges, but we quickly
pivot to solutions. Peer sharing is powerful—senior
bankers mentor junior ones, reminding them that
difficult cycles are temporary.

QI8. Can you describe at least one time when you
coached or supported a team member through a diffi-
cult situation?

When I first took over this team, I met individually
with everyone—around 50 people, including indi-
rect partners. Some were frustrated by losing deals
to aggressive competitors. I brought their concerns
to senior leadership, which led to a review of our
credit parameters. Then I circled back to explain
why certain policies existed.

That transparency restored morale. People want to
feel heard and understand the reasoning behind
decisions. Once they do, they re-engage with more
confidence.

Q19. When did you first become involved in mentor-
ing or community work?

Mentorship has been part of me since I was young.
My parents always helped others, and I continued
that pattern in high school and college. At Bank of
America, I mentor early-career professionals and
serve as a sponsor for women and first-generation
employees. Externally, I've served as Board Chair for
the Children’s Cancer Center, motivated by losing
my father to cancer. Helping children and families
facing hardship brings purpose to my professional
success.

Q20. How do you measure the success of those pro-
grams?

We track participation, membership growth, and
career advancement among members. But the most
meaningful measure is when someone says, “I now
see this company as a place where I can build a ca-
reer. That's what inclusion really means—seeing
yourself reflected and supported.

Q21. What was your most recent external panel or
community engagement?

I recently served as a panelist for Mentor Monday
hosted by the Business Journal in Nashville. It brings
community leaders together with young profession-
als seeking mentorship. I shared lessons on leader-
ship, authenticity, and career pivots. Those events
remind me that mentorship extends beyond the
workplace—it’s a lifelong cycle of giving back.

Q22. How do you balance being a senior executive
and a parent?

Balance isn't a fixed state, it's dynamic. 'm a wife and
mother of two, and I've learned to set clear bound-
aries. Family dinners and school events are priori-
ties. I communicate openly with my children about
my work so they understand commitment but also
presence. I want them to see that leadership doesn't
mean sacrificing what matters most.

Q23. What legacies do you want to leave behind
through your work and personal experiences?

Professionally, I want to be remembered as a leader
who created opportunity and inclusion, especially
for women and underrepresented groups in finance.
Personally, I hope my children see that strength and
kindness go hand in hand. I want to leave behind a
legacy of empowerment, compassion, and continu-
ous learning.

Q24. What piece of advice would you give your young-
er self, both professionally and non-professionally?

Be bold and take risks, particularly know you belong
in every room that you're in. As you know, as an early,
professional, youre walking into rooms that perhaps
again you certainly in a commercial bank, you may
very well might be the only woman in that room.
You might be, you know, folks may be very much
your senior in in that room and what I've what I've
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come to learn is that everyone is looking for connec-
tivity and is not as big and as scary as it may it may
appear and so I often find that it's important to make
sure that you know that your journey is as valid as
anyone else’s and you’re equally as successful.

Discussion

Theoretical Background

This analysis employs two primary theoretical lenses
to interpret Dr. Morejon’s leadership journey: Social
Identity Theory and Transformational Leadership
Theory. These frameworks were selected based on
their explanatory power for the core phenomena
emerging from the data.

Social Identity Theory

Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s (1979) Social Iden-
tity Theory provides crucial insights into how in-
dividuals derive self-concept from membership in
social groups. The theory posits that social identity
formation occurs through three interrelated mental
processes that shape how individuals understand
themselves in relation to others. The theory’s three
processes: categorization, identification, and com-
parison, directly manifest in Dr. Morejon’s narrative.
Her description of being “just a little bit different”
reflects the categorization process, while her evolu-
tion from seeing difference as limitation to leverag-
ing it as strategic asset demonstrates mature identity
integration.

Dr. Morejon’s account reveals sophisticated identity
management: “Be bold and take risks, particularly
know you belong in every room that you're in... it’s
important to make sure that your journey is as valid
as anyone else’s and you're equally as successful”. This
represents what Phinney (1990) termed “achieved
ethnic identity”, where individuals actively explore
and commit to their identity rather than passively
accepting external categorizations. Her ability to ac-
tivate different identity aspects strategically (Cuban
heritage when building trust with Latino clients, ex-
ecutive presence in boardrooms) exemplifies opti-
mal social identity flexibility.

Transformational Leadership Theory

James MacGregor Burns (1978) introduced the
concept of transformational leadership as a process
where leaders and followers raise one another to
higher levels of motivation and morality. Bernard
Bass (1985) later expanded this framework into a
comprehensive theory that identifies four key behav-
ioral dimensions through which transformational
leaders influence their organizations and followers.

Idealized influence involves serving as role models
who inspire trust and respect through consistent val-
ues-based action. Transformational leaders demon-
strating idealized influence “walk the talk,” showing
consistency between espoused values and actual be-

havior that builds credibility and follower commit-
ment. This dimension proves particularly important
for leaders from underrepresented backgrounds
who may face additional scrutiny and must establish
legitimacy through exemplary conduct.

Inspirational motivation encompasses creating and
articulating compelling visions that inspire followers
to transcend self-interest for collective goals. Lead-
ers strong in this dimension paint vivid pictures of
possible futures that energize and align organiza-
tional efforts. For leaders like Dr. Morejon, this often
involves articulating visions of inclusion that benefit
both business outcomes and social justice.

Intellectual stimulation involves encouraging in-
novation and challenging assumptions about “how
things are done” Transformational leaders create
psychological safety for questioning established
practices and experimenting with new approach-
es. This dimension becomes particularly powerful
when leaders from diverse backgrounds bring fresh
perspectives that challenge industry orthodoxies.

Individualized consideration requires attending
to followers’ individual needs, acting as coach and
mentor to help each person reach their full potential.
This dimension emphasizes the leader’s role in de-
veloping others, recognizing that different individu-
als require different types of support and challenge.

Research by Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, and van
Engen (2003) found that women leaders often dis-
play more transformational leadership behaviors
than men, particularly in the dimension of individu-
alized consideration. This tendency may be especial-
ly pronounced among women from collectivist cul-
tural backgrounds where attention to relationships
and community needs receives cultural emphasis.
For leaders like Dr. Morejon, transformational lead-
ership provides a framework for understanding how
cultural values of community care and collective
advancement translate into effective leadership be-
haviors that benefit organizations while maintaining
cultural authenticity.

Career Construction Theory

Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 2005) ex-
plains how Dr. Morejon created coherent mean-
ing from non-linear experiences. Her narrative
demonstrates active career construction through life
themes that bridge cultural worlds: “I never grew up
watching... a 9-to-5 job model” shaped her entrepre-
neurial approach to banking leadership. Her prom-
ise to her father to “pursue the highest education in
my respective field” became a guiding narrative that
integrated family values with professional advance-
ment, exemplifying how individuals construct ca-
reers through meaning-making rather than follow-
ing predetermined paths.
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Research Design

This study employed a narrative phenomenological
approach to explore Dr. Morejon’s lived experiences
and the meanings she constructs from her life jour-
ney. Phenomenological research, as described by
Moustakas (1994), seeks to understand the essence
of experiences from the participant’s perspective.
The narrative dimension, drawn from Clandinin
and Connelly’s (2000) work, recognizes that hu-
mans understand their lives through stories, making
narrative inquiry particularly suitable for exploring
complex career trajectories.

The phenomenological approach was selected for
several compelling reasons that align with our re-
search objectives. First, this methodology privileges
the participants perspective and meaning-making
processes, allowing Dr. Morejon to articulate her
own understanding of her experiences rather than
imposing external interpretive frameworks. Second,
the approach enables exploration of complex, multi-
faceted experiences that resist simple categorization,
particularly important given the intersectional na-
ture of Dr. Morejon’s identity as a Cuban-American
woman in banking. Third, phenomenological inqui-
ry captures the temporal dimension of career devel-
opment, recognizing that careers unfold over time
with meanings that evolve through reflection and re-
interpretation. Finally, this methodology honors the
cultural contexts that shape experience, acknowl-
edging that Dr. Morejon’s journey cannot be under-
stood apart from the specific cultural, historical, and
organizational environments in which it occurred.

Implementation of Phenomenological Reduction

The phenomenological reduction process followed
Moustakas’s (1994) systematic procedures. Prior
to data collection, researcher assumptions about
first-generation professionals and Cuban-Ameri-
can identity were identified and bracketed through
reflexive journaling. During analysis, horizontaliza-
tion treated all transcript statements as having equal
value, yielding 147 initial meaning units. Through
iterative reduction, these were clustered into 23
meaning units and ultimately four essential themes
representing invariant structures of the participant’s
experience.

Narrative co-construction occurred through dia-
logic interviewing where Dr. Morejons responses
shaped subsequent inquiries. When emergent con-
cepts arose (e.g., “winning in spite of”), the partici-
pant was invited to elaborate, allowing her narrative
priorities to guide discussion. Following Clandinin
and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative
inquiry space, the interviews explored experiences
across temporal (past-present-future), spatial (Cu-
ba-Tampa-corporate), and social (personal-profes-
sional) dimensions.

Throughout the interviews, understanding was ver-

ified through real-time member checking, where
interpretations were reflected for clarification or
correction. This collaborative meaning-making en-
sured findings represented the participant’s lived
reality rather than imposed analytical categories.
The approach privileged Dr. Morejon’s voice in con-
structing coherent meaning from her life experienc-
es while maintaining systematic rigor in phenome-
nological analysis.

Research Positionality

The researcher acknowledges their positionality as a
doctoral researcher conducting this narrative study
as part of doctoral coursework in organizational
behavior. As someone with extensive experience
in technical fields but relatively new to qualitative
phenomenological research, the researcher brought
both strengths and limitations to this inquiry. The
researcher’s own background as an internation-
al scholar who has navigated multiple cultural and
professional contexts likely influenced sensitivity
to themes of cultural navigation and professional
identity. This shared experience of moving between
worlds may have enhanced rapport with Dr. More-
jon while potentially leading to over-identification
with certain aspects of her journey.

Throughout the research process, reflexive practices
were employed to maintain phenomenological rig-
or. These included maintaining a reflexive journal to
document assumptions and reactions during inter-
views, engaging in peer debriefing with colleagues to
check interpretive choices, and repeatedly returning
to transcript data to ensure interpretations remained
grounded in Dr. Morejon’s own words rather than
projected meanings. The researcher’s technical back-
ground, while initially seeming distant from narra-
tive inquiry, ultimately provided useful analytical
discipline in systematic coding procedures. Howev-
er, this same background required conscious effort
to remain open to emergent meanings rather than
imposing predetermined categories. The collabora-
tive nature of meaning-making inherent in narrative
phenomenology helped mitigate these limitations,
as Dr. Morejon’s active participation in constructing
her story provided ongoing correction to researcher
assumptions.

Findings

The analysis of Dr. Morejon’s narrative revealed four
interconnected themes that characterize her jour-
ney from immigrant daughter to banking executive.
These themes—Identity and Upbringing, Leader-
ship Evolution, Service and Mentorship, and Pur-
pose and Resilience—work synergistically to create a
portrait of leadership grounded in cultural heritage
and oriented toward collective advancement.
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Theme 1: Identity and Upbringing

This theme explores how Dr. Morejon’s identity was
shaped by her Cuban immigrant background, bilin-
gual upbringing, and strong family values rooted in
entrepreneurship, education, and caregiving. These
early influences grounded her sense of cultural be-
longing, work ethic, and commitment to legacy.

Cuban Immigrant Heritage

Dr. Morejon’s identity as a first-generation Cu-
ban-American fundamentally shaped her worldview
and approach to life:

“I was born and raised in Tampa, FL. So my family
is originally from Cuba. I'm the first generation born
Cuban American, so all of my childhood was raised
right in the backyard of USE”

This geographic positioning—being raised “in the
backyard” of a major university while maintaining
Cuban roots—establishes the dual worlds Dr. More-
jon would navigate throughout her life. The spatial
metaphor suggests both proximity to mainstream
educational opportunity and distance from full be-
longing.

The immigration story of her parents, fleeing Cas-
tro’s Cuba, instilled deep appreciation for opportu-
nity and freedom:

“Both of my parents immigrated here to the US from
Cuba in different periods of time. They met here in
Tampa in the States. Unfortunately, it was time. It
was a time where Castro was coming into power.
So there was a lot of choices that my family had to
make”

The phrase “choices that my family had to make” car-
ries weight beyond mere decision-making; it speaks
to forced displacement and the immigrant experi-
ence of sacrificing the familiar for the possible. This
foundational narrative of choice under duress would
later inform Dr. Morejon’s leadership philosophy of
“winning in spite of” obstacles.

This background created a sense of being “different”
that would later become an asset:

“So, growing up in an environment where our family
was just a little bit different, and how do you deal
with that, and how do you manage it, because you
are not going to fit in. So, I would say that would
kind of be one set of chapters.”

Her framing of difference as something to be “man-
aged” rather than erased reveals early strategic think-
ing about identity. The metaphor of life as “chapters”
suggests narrative agency, the ability to write one’s
own story even when the setting feels predetermined
by cultural outsider status.

Entrepreneurial Family Environment

Both parents’ entrepreneurial pursuits provided ear-
ly business education:

“They were entrepreneurs, both of them. So I think

that’s really one thing that from my childhood is im-
portant to note is that I lived with two individuals
that were in a dual income household. My mom was
a beautician, so she had her own beauty shop where
she ran her business. And my father was a real estate
broker for many years.”

The emphasis on “dual income household” with both
parents as entrepreneurs disrupts traditional gender
narratives while establishing business ownership as
normal rather than exceptional. This early exposure
to entrepreneurship would later translate into her
innovative approach to banking, seeing opportuni-
ties where others saw only risk.

This environment shaped her understanding of
work-life integration:

“I never grew up watching. I saw my parents flex in
and out of what was necessary to provide for their
family while also being very present in their lives”

The verb “flex” captures the fluid boundaries be-
tween work and family life in immigrant entrepre-
neurial households. This flexibility model contrasts
sharply with rigid corporate structures, preparing
her to later navigate and eventually reshape inflex-
ible banking hierarchies.

The beauty shop became a classroom for business
and human relations:

“I joke that I grew up in a beauty shop on Saturdays,
washing hair and watching my mom being a thera-
pist and a beautician, which is typically the nature of
that industry”

The dual role of “therapist and beautician” her moth-
er embodied taught early lessons about emotional
labor and relationship-based business. This under-
standing of service professions as requiring both
technical skill and human connection would prove
invaluable in relationship banking.

Education as Sacred Value

Education emerged as a fundamental family value
transcending material success:

“My father was even someone who-for his time-was
very passionate about education. One thing that in
Cuba is that we could argue a lot about the politics
of the country, the underpinnings were very much
focused on education for all”

Her father’s passion for education, rooted in Cuban
values despite political differences, demonstrates
how immigrants often carry and transform cultural
values across borders. The phrase “for his time” sug-
gests progressive thinking that challenged gendered
expectations about educational investment.

Her father’s powerful message about education’s per-
manence shaped her trajectory:

“It was one thing, he used to tell me, people can’t take
from you, right? No one can take knowledge from
you and the more that you pursue that and have zest
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for that. You're kind of charting your own course.”

This philosophy, education as the one untakeable
asset, reflects the immigrant experience of materi-
al loss and reinvention. The connection between
knowledge and agency (“charting your own course”)
would manifest throughout her career as continuous
learning and eventual pursuit of a doctorate while in
executive leadership.

Theme 2: Leadership Evolution

This theme captures Dr. Morejon’s journey into
leadership, highlighting how her early leadership in-
stincts evolved through structured education, men-
torship, and corporate experience.

Early Leadership Emergence
Leadership tendencies appeared early in her life:

“I probably have always had an interest in leadership.
It’s probably always been a little bit of who I am?”

Her involvement in diverse educational settings
shaped her perspective:

“I had an opportunity to be in a very diverse cohort
of individuals, both from a vast economic and re-
source, kind of rich and not environments.”

This early exposure to economic diversity provided
crucial preparation for her future role bridging dif-
ferent communities into banking. The fragmented
syntax (“rich and not environments”) itself mirrors
the navigation between worlds, neither fully articu-
lating privilege nor poverty, but occupying the space
between.

Political aspirations emerged through programs like
Girls State:

“I was selected as a student in high school to attend
Girls State, which was an organization that helped
bring students to the capital and kind of essentially
try to serve in this mock kind of government struc-
ture”

Her selection for this prestigious program validated
early leadership potential while exposing her to for-
mal political structures. The shift from wanting to
be “the first female President” to business leadership
shows pragmatic adaptation, recognizing multiple
pathways to systemic change.

Strategic Career Navigation

Entry into banking came through strategic mentor-
ship:

“There was a mentorship program. So the University
of Tampa actually had a mentorship program where
you could kind of look through a book of alumni
who were willing to mentor MBAs in that program.”

Her proactive engagement with institutional re-
sources demonstrates how first-generation profes-
sionals must intentionally seek what others inherit
through family networks. The “book of alumni” be-
comes a substitute for absent familial business con-

nections.

Her career progression demonstrates exceptional
growth:

“I lead a team of 12 what we call commercial bank-
ers. So our team is responsible for providing advice
and consultation to CEOs and CFOs of corporate
companies. We talk about 50 million to 2 billion in
revenue is the types of clients we serve.”

The scope of responsibility, advising companies with
billions of dollars in revenue, represents remarkable
ascent from her entry as a bilingual retail banker.
This trajectory validates her father’s education phi-
losophy while demonstrating how cultural capital
can open unexpected doors.

Leadership Philosophy and Team Management

Dr. Morejon’s approach to leadership emphasizes
structure and clarity:

“I'm pretty structured in how I work with the team.
Historically, at the beginning of each month, I pro-
vide them an outline of exactly what I'm going to be
looking for in those business reviews.”

This structured approach reflects lessons from her
entrepreneurial parents where success requires both
flexibility and systematic planning. Her transparen-
cy about expectations shows how she translates her
own need for clarity as an outsider into leadership
practices that benefit all team members.

Her commitment to inclusion extends through her
mentorship work:

“I have an affinity for folks who are young women
professionals—folks who perhaps have lived expe-
rience similar to mine, whose families are not on a
traditional path.”

Theme 3: Service and Mentorship

Mentorship—both received and offered—emerges
as a core pillar in Dr. Morejon’s professional life.

Transformative Mentors
Early mentors recognized her potential:

“I had an English teacher who was just a wonderful
person. She was probably one of those individuals.
She gave me a lot of confidence about my natural
skills, whether it was related to leadership and com-
munity involvement.”

The English teacher’s role in building “confidence
about natural skills” illustrates how mentors serve as
mirrors, reflecting back capabilities that marginal-
ized students may not recognize in themselves. This
early validation proved foundational for her later
leadership development.

Academic mentors provided life-changing experi-
ences:
“I had two professors that took us on the study

abroad and they’re since retired from USE. But Doc-
tor Solomon and Miss Solomon were the two profes-
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sors that went with us on the study abroad and they
were another group of mentors that really kind of
changed my life and the trajectory of my profession-
al and personal career”

The study abroad experience represents exposure
to global perspectives that her family’s economic
situation might not have otherwise afforded. These
mentors didn’t just teach, they expanded her world,
demonstrating how education can be transformative
rather than merely transactional.

Commitment to Mentoring Others

Dr. Morejon’s mentorship philosophy emphasizes
reciprocity:

“There are many mentors and sponsors who looked
very different than me. I like to do the same thing.
I like to extend a hand back pulling someone along
with you in that journey.”

The physical metaphor of “extending a hand back”
while moving forward captures the essence of in-
clusive leadership. Unlike models emphasizing in-
dividual ascent, her imagery suggests continuous
connection. Success involves maintaining links to
those behind rather than severing them for faster
climbing.

Institutionalizing Mentorship

Dr. Morejon moved beyond individual mentoring to
create systems:

“A great example that is a power of 10. I don’t know
if folks are familiar with that, but we help to estab-
lish a power-of-10-group, which essentially aligns a
senior executive with perhaps a real diverse group of
candidates, of folks who are looking for mentorship.”

The “power of 10” model multiplies mentorship im-
pact geometrically rather than linearly. This system-
ic approach shows evolution from individual success
to structural change, using executive position to al-
ter organizational DNA rather than simply adding
diverse faces.

Theme 4: Purpose and Resilience

This theme reflects Dr. Morejon’s deep sense of pur-
pose and her capacity to thrive amidst challenges.

Values-Driven Decision Making
Personal challenges tested her resilience:

“My father became ill and unfortunately was di-
agnosed with terminal cancer probably about two
weeks after he decided he was going to retire. And
so that that kind of propelled me into a role of not
only kind of a working professional, but also some-
one who became a caregiver and a decision maker.”

The cruel timing—cancer diagnosis immediately af-
ter retirement—exemplifies how immigrant families
often defer dreams only to have them stolen. Her
dual role as “professional” and “caregiver” reflects
the complex negotiations many first-generation pro-
fessionals face, balancing career ambitions with fam-

ily obligations.
Her promise to her father drives continued growth:

“I promised my father that I would pursue the high-
est education in my respective field when my chil-
dren were a little older and I could kind of juggle the
two things”

This deathbed promise transforms grief into pur-
pose, education into memorial. The verb “juggle”
acknowledges the ongoing challenge of multiple re-
sponsibilities while refusing to see them as mutually
exclusive, a both/and rather than either/or approach
to life’s demands.

Philosophy of “Winning in Spite Of”
Dr. Morejon developed a resilience framework:

“We can chart the best laid plans but they’re always
gonna have some disruptions. I like to have a theme
called ‘win in spite of. So there’s always gonna be
something that presents itself, but there is always a
path towards success”

This philosophy transforms the immigrant experi-
ence of overcoming obstacles into leadership doc-
trine. The grammatical construction “win in spite
of” rather than “win because of” or “win despite’,
acknowledges obstacles as permanent features rath-
er than temporary inconveniences, reframing chal-
lenge as context rather than exception.

This philosophy shapes team culture:

“I try to set the tone for the team about the positivity
of that winning in spite of having that kind of cold
culture established of winning in spite of because we
can get really into the weeds about what is impacting
our ability”

Her emphasis on “tone” and “culture” shows how
personal resilience strategies scale to organizational
level. Rather than toxic positivity that ignores ob-
stacles, this approach acknowledges barriers while
maintaining agency, a critical balance for teams fac-
ing systemic challenges.

Theoretical Integration

Social Identity Theory best explains the founda-
tional dynamics of Dr. Morejon’s journey, revealing
how bicultural identity served as strategic capital
rather than liability. Her sophisticated management
of multiple identities, “pulling someone along with
you in that journey”, demonstrates that leadership
effectiveness for diverse professionals requires not
choosing between identities but orchestrating them
strategically.

While Social Identity Theory explains the “what”
and “why” of her experience, Transformational
Leadership Theory illuminates the “how” the spe-
cific mechanisms through which cultural identity
translates into leadership impact. Her statement “I
like to extend a hand back” operationalizes transfor-
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mational leadership’s individualized consideration
dimension through a culturally informed lens of
collective advancement. The intersection of these
theories reveals that for first-generation leaders,
transformational leadership naturally emerges from
navigating identity complexity, as the skills required
for cultural border-crossing (i.e., perspective-taking,
adaptability, bridge-building), directly translate into
transformational leadership capabilities.

Conclusions

Dr. Shirley Morejon’s journey from the daughter
of Cuban immigrants to bank SVP, illuminates the
complex process of building successful leadership
while navigating multiple cultural contexts. Her
narrative demonstrates that leadership excellence
for individuals from diverse backgrounds requires
strategic cultural navigation, reciprocal mentorship
relationships, values-based decision-making, and
commitment to collective advancement.

The four themes identified—Identity and Upbring-
ing, Leadership Evolution, Service and Mentorship,
and Purpose and Resilience—work together to cre-
ate sustainable leadership. These themes enabled Dr.
Morejon to transform potential barriers into oppor-
tunities, creating value for her organizations while
advancing diversity and inclusion.

Her story challenges traditional career development
models that assume linear progression within ho-
mogeneous contexts. Instead, it reveals how bicul-
tural competence creates unique value propositions.
Her success in building diverse teams that captured
previously untapped markets demonstrates that di-
versity is business imperative when properly lever-
aged.

Perhaps most significantly, Dr. Morejon’s narrative
reframes career success from individual achieve-
ment to collective impact. Her commitment to “ex-
tending a hand back” created expanding networks
of opportunities. This reciprocal approach suggests
true sustainability comes from creating systems en-
abling broader success.

As organizations grapple with demographic changes
and inclusive leadership imperatives, Dr. Morejon’s
example provides both inspiration and practical
guidance. Her journey demonstrates that 21st-cen-
tury leadership requires embracing difference, build-
ing bridges between communities, and defining suc-
cess through legacy rather than just achievement.

The enduring lesson from Dr. Morejon’s narrative is
that exceptional leadership emerges from alignment
between personal values, cultural identity, and pro-
fessional contribution. Her promise to her father to
“pursue the highest education in my respective field”
was fulfilled not just through earning a doctorate but
through a career dedicated to education, mentor-
ship, and creating opportunities for others. In an era

of rapid change and increasing diversity, such mod-
els of culturally grounded, values-driven, collective-
ly oriented leadership become essential for both in-
dividual fulfillment and organizational success.
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Appendices: From Cultural Roots to Corporate Leadership

Appendix A: Coding Framework

Table A1: Open Codes with Frequencies
Open Code Frequency
Cuban immigrant background

Family entrepreneurship

Bilingual identity

Role of education in family

Parental caregiving role

Close-knit family values

Supportive friendships

Gendered cultural expectations

Early leadership tendencies

Mentors in high school and college

Leadership in banking sector

Strategic planning and routines

Mentorship and sponsorship roles

Navigating corporate culture

Supporting minority advancement

Balancing motherhood and career

Adapting to disruption and uncertainty

Team accountability and empathy

Workplace inclusion advocacy

Commitment to legacy and education

Using influence for community impact

Purpose through mentorship

Redefining leadership identity

Women in leadership challenges

bt s OV =[G N[RN[R R[]0 W WU |W] s

Personal resilience and responsibility

Table A2: Axial Codes with Frequencies

Axial Code Total Frequency
Family and Cultural Foundations 27
Leadership and Career Development 17
Mentorship and Social Impact 22
Resilience and Values 16
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Appendix B: Thematic Map

Dr. Morejon’s Leadership Journey

Theme 1: Identity and Upbringing
e Cuban Immigrant Background (4)
e Family Entrepreneurship (5)

Bilingual Identity (3)

Role of Education in Family (5)

Parental Caregiving Role (5)

Close-knit Family Values (2)

Gendered Cultural Expectations (3)

Theme 2: Leadership Evolution

Early Leadership Tendencies (3)
Leadership in Banking Sector (4)
Strategic Planning and Routines (3)
Navigating Corporate Culture (2)
Redefining Leadership Identity (4)
Women in Leadership Challenges (1)

Theme 3: Service and Mentorship

Mentors in High School and College (5)
Mentorship and Sponsorship Roles (5)
Supporting Minority Advancement (4)
Using Influence for Community Impact (2)
Purpose Through Mentorship (5)
Workplace Inclusion Advocacy (1)

Theme 4: Purpose and Resilience

Balancing Motherhood and Career (2)
Adapting to Disruption and Uncertainty (4)
Team Accountability and Empathy (5)
Commitment to Legacy and Education (4)
Personal Resilience and Responsibility (1)
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Appendix C: Word Cloud

1nc]_us ion opportunity .empower‘ment
eF$hip s

ldCUbantlfVH

schallenges growth

Latlna succei ®advocacy

resiitience

Figure C1: Word Cloud

ransformation
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Appendix D: Career Timeline

Early Years

e Born in Tampa, FL to Cuban immigrant parents
e Raised in entrepreneurial household
e Developed bilingual and bicultural competencies

Education & Early Career

e University of South Florida undergraduate

e University of Tampa MBA

e Entry into banking through mentorship program
e Early leadership roles in retail banking

Corporate Leadership
e Transition to commercial banking
e SVP, senior relationship manager, Florida banking division (30,000 employees)
e Implementation of diversity initiatives

Current Role & Legacy

e Leading global commercial banking team (12 direct reports)
o Attained DBA degree to fulfill promise to father

e Mentoring next generation through “power of 10”

¢ Continuing “win in spite of” philosophy
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