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How Organizations Can Support the Mental Health of Black Employeesi 

The first email arrived at 8:00am last Monday and was from a director of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI). “Are you available to assist our Black employees around the events of the last few 

days?” 

By 10:00am, the tone of the emails had changed. “Our Black employees have demanded that senior 

management bring someone in to talk with them about their mental health.” 

By noon, my inbox was full of similar requests and pleas. As I read through the emails, and held 

brief virtual meetings with HR and DEI leaders around the country, one thing became clear: Leaders 

were overwhelmed and at a loss as to how to help their Black employees. 

Here’s what I told them, and what you might find useful as you try to navigate similar challenges at 

your company.  

First, it’s important to understand that when Black Americans watched the video of George Floyd 

being killed by a white police officer, we saw ourselves. In those eight minutes and 46 seconds, we 

were horrified, enraged, and anguished as a man who could have been our spouse, our brother, 

our son, our nephew, our cousin, or us was killed. Collectively, Black Americans were traumatized. 

Trauma is the experience of severe psychological distress following any terrible or life-threatening 

incident. The unrelenting series of events Black Americans have witnessed before and after the 

killing of George Floyd is racial trauma. 

At its core, racial trauma is racism. Racism takes three forms, each of which is a chronic 

stressor. Systemic racism is experienced when ideologies, institutions, and policies operate to 

produce racial and ethnic inequality. Interpersonal racism involves two or more people and can be 

manifested through bigotry, bias, prejudice, and microaggressions. Internalized racism is the 

acceptance of negative stereotypes and societal beliefs about one’s racial group. 

Most Black Americans, regardless of education, socioeconomic status, or job title, experience one 

or more forms of racism every day. But with the placement of a knee on George Floyd’s neck, racism 

shifted from a chronic stressor to a trauma trigger. 

Unfortunately, few, if any, HR and DEI leaders have the skills and training to address the needs of 

a racially traumatized workforce. 

https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2019-01033-001.html
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That’s why leaders must set aside the standard DEI or HR playbook in this unprecedented time. The 

go-to diversity corporate trainer who teaches stress management techniques will not suffice. 

Programming targeted towards all employees will be unsuccessful and result in charges that the 

senior management and the organization have little regard for the well-being of Black employees. 

Instead, start by acknowledging that racism impacts Black staff emotionally, mentally, and 

physically. Understand that when Black employees tell you “We are exhausted,” “We are tired,” or 

“We are in no mood to interact with white people,” what is really being said is, “We are in distress, 

we are traumatized, and we need a safe space within this organization to come together as Black 

people.” 

Provide Black employees with that safe place and bring in a skilled expert in racial trauma to help 

them process what they are experiencing and feeling. Senior management may have mixed feelings 

about creating a separate space, as doing so is not inclusive. When faced with this argument, it is 

important to underscore that the issue is not inclusion, but racial trauma. The time will come when 

you can bring all employees together to talk about racism, but now is not that time. 

Some employees will want more than a safe space. If they request counseling, make sure your 

employee assistance program (EAP) has culturally competent therapists available. Whether the 

EAP is in-house or an external vendor, the counselors need the training and skills to work with Black 

clients. They must have a working understanding of racism, be comfortable working with people of 

the same or a different race, and understand the effects of racial trauma. If the resources you have 

available don’t meet this criteria, don’t refer your employees to them, because you will only be 

furthering the trauma. Instead, find a culturally competent counseling group, and contract with 

them to see your employees. 

Demonstrate support at the organizational level to show that the organization stands with your 

employees. Many organizations have issued a statement of support. Craft these statements 

carefully. A statement of support that does not include the words Black and racism will not be 

viewed by Black employees as supportive. It is not people of color who are under attack, it is Black 

people. Statements should address this fact. It is also important to acknowledge Black employees’ 

current state of emotions and to recognize their exhaustion, anger, grief, and trauma. 

And beware of issuing empty statements. Black lives cannot matter if Black Americans are not part 

of an organization’s daily decision-making body, senior management, or corporate board. Develop 

a plan to put action behind those words and include target dates in that plan. 

https://hbr.org/2020/06/u-s-businesses-must-take-meaningful-action-against-racism?ab=hero-main-text
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Commit to being an anti-racist organization and to building a network of individuals who lead that 

effort within every department and division. Advocate as an organization for racism to be declared 

a public health crisis in your city and state. Send company representatives to give statements of 

support at public hearings on the issue. Follow up with written statements of support. 

Most importantly, listen to what your Black employees are saying and advocate for the suggested 

changes. Do not limit listening to town halls or organization-wide meetings. Listen at lunch, listen 

at work, listen after work, and acknowledge and convert the ideas and recommendations you hear 

into action. 

 

Angela Neal-Barnett, Ph.D. is a professor of Psychological Sciences at Kent State University. The first 

Black woman promoted to Full Professor in the College of Arts and Sciences; she directs the Program 

for Research on Anxiety Disorders among African Americans.  
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