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In the wake of the tragic deaths of George Floyd, 
Breonna Taylor, and other Black lives at the 
hands of police in 2020, many organizations 

have been challenged with addressing the presence 
of racial and ethnic discrimination within their own 
cultures, especially those with predominantly white 
leadership. While many organizations are gradually 
beginning to acknowledge the need to address these 
uncomfortable realities, only a minority of them 
appear to be making efforts of substantive change.

Disparities are not Prioritized
In a recent survey of Fortune 1000 employers in 

the U.S., less than a quarter indicated making initial 
gestures of organizational change to address racial 
and ethnic disparities. McKinsey & Company (2020) 
reported that only 32% of employers have made 
statements in support of racial justice, while 22% 
and 18% have respectively made external and inter-
nal efforts to promote racial and ethnic equity, diver-
sity, and inclusion.

Some of these efforts include various changes to 
strategic investments, requiring diverse candidate 
pools, increasing spending with minority suppliers, 
and launching diversity speaker series. 

The Research is Clear
The research is clear that racial and ethnic minority 

groups face significant disparities of equity within the 
workforce. Workers who identify as Latinx, Asian-
American, Native American, and BIPOC (Black, 
Indigenous, People of Color), face inequities and 
disparities across industries, including healthcare, 
information technology, agriculture, construction, and 
transportation (Leong et al, 2017).

Racial minorities in the workforce are also prone 
to higher rates of work-related diseases, injuries, and 
psychological distress than members of the dominant 
group. The severity and types of hazards racial minor-
ities face are also very different than their majority 
peers because they work disproportionately in more 
physically demanding and labor-intensive jobs that do 
not offer adequate health benefits or enough income to 
access proper health care (Leong et al, 2017). 

The Black population has disproportionately higher 
rates of unemployment than their white peers, and Black 
millennial males in particular face this inequity at an 
even higher rate, resulting in elevated risks of developing 
depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem (APA, 2018).

Racial bias also exists in hiring practices, which has 
revealed that African American job candidates are more 
likely to receive lower salaries in hiring negotiations when 
racially biased managers believe the candidates have tried 
to negotiate for too much (Hernandez et al, 2018).

In addition, young women of color who identify as 
Native American and Latina disproportionately earn 
lower wages and are at higher risk of facing gender- 
and sex-based harassment in the workplace than in 
comparison with their white co-worker peers (West-
Bay, N., Center for Law and Social Policy, 2018).   

Individual, Institutional, and Cultural Racism
Jones (1997) defines three different manifestations 

of racism and racial bias: individual, institutional, 
and cultural. 
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Individual racism involves an individual’s personal 
attitudes and beliefs about their view of other people, 
which are based on one’s personal perception of 
racial identity. This leads to prejudicial interpretations 
and discriminatory behavior towards others who are 
viewed as inferior.

Institutional racism involves the process whereby 
racially biased perceptions and discriminatory beliefs 
become coupled with distorted views of power and 
authority, leading to institutional policies and prac-
tices that reflect prejudicial attitudes. The dominant 
group within institutions implements these policies, 
often implicitly and without explicit awareness of 
their biased nature. As a result, these institutional 
policies tend to disproportionately and adversely 
affect minoritized groups.

Cultural racism develops from a dominant or privi-
leged group’s normalization of prejudicial beliefs, thus 
legitimizing such attitudes as unquestioned cultural 
norms. All three of these forms of racial bias and eth-
nic discrimination are at risk of converging within the 
workplace, which is a microcosm of our larger socio-
cultural world.  

Organizational Change requires Changing Culture
On an organizational level, bias gradually becomes 

infused within an organization’s collective culture and 
belief system, often incrementally, without explicit 
awareness or acknowledgement. Consequently, bias is 
difficult to hold in check and address because its very 
existence is a normalized function of the organiza-
tion’s broader culture.

The underlying perceptions, feelings, and atti-
tudes of racial bias within an organization will 
inherently inform its decision-making. Since an 
organization’s culture is often sanctioned and rein-
forced through the perspectives of its leadership, 
it is critical for power brokers and influencers 
within an organization to acknowledge the exis-
tence of racial bias that continues to impact their 
workplace culture.

Research from the People’s Institute for Survival 
and Beyond, the Center for Community Organizations, 
and Dismantling Racism Works, have collectively 
identified examples of an organization’s culture that 
contribute to reinforcing a racially biased work envi-
ronment. They include: 

A perfectionistic culture. This organizational atti-
tude leaves little room for mistakes and is not inclined 
to express appreciation. Perfectionistic organizations 
use a culture of blame, and rely heavily upon guilt, 
fear, and shame as motivators for performance. They 
also tend to reinforce the belief that there is only one 
right way to accomplish goals, while also exhibiting 
either/or thinking.

As a result, expressions of dogmatic beliefs and 
resistance to change are common. This form of orga-
nizational culture is prone to designating an in-group 
and out-group structure that is based on rigid views of 
right v wrong. Thus, diversity is not valued.  

An example of how this may manifest through 
racial bias in the workplace is when racial minority 
employees are held to a higher standard of perfor-
mance, while employees of the dominant group are 
given permission to experiment, mess up, and learn 
through trial-by-error. Also, “mistakes” made by 
racially diverse employees may be viewed as indica-
tive of their value in the workplace, rather than giving 
them the benefit of the doubt.  
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A power-hoarding culture. This attitude places 
little value on power-sharing and equity. Those who 
possess power feel protective of their position and 
threatened whenever suggestions of sharing power 
are offered. Defensiveness is a common trait within a 
power-hoarding culture. This form of organizational 
culture is also prone to hierarchical structures that are 
vulnerable to “leader worship” and rely upon secrecy 
and paternalism as a means for decision-making. 
Transparency is viewed as a threat. Expressions of 
condescension, contempt, and infantilizing are com-
mon attributes of leaders within this form of organiza-
tional culture. Thus, inclusiveness is not valued. 

An example of how racial bias may manifest in the 
workplace is when a representative of the dominant 
group assumes that they speak for everyone when 
making complaints or recommendations (e.g., “we 
all think that …”). This can also be displayed, for 
example, when a white employee appears paternalistic 
or infantilizes racially diverse colleagues (e.g., “Now, 
does one of the new [women of color] have something 
to add to this?”).  

An individualistic culture. These cultures do not 
value collaboration, instead measuring performance and 
progress on an individual basis. As a result, competition 
is valued more than cooperation. Suspiciousness and 
paranoia are common traits within this type of work 
culture. Information is withheld from others to benefit 
oneself. An individualistic culture within an organiza-
tion is also bound closely with the meritocracy myth, 
whereby power and privilege are granted based on 
beliefs of individual achievement and inherent superior-
ity. As a result, structural equity is not valued. 

An example of how this may manifest through 
racial bias in the workplace is when racial minority 
employees disproportionately receive performance 
evaluations that cite personalized criticisms of per-
ceived failures or inherent inferiority (e.g., accusa-
tions of laziness, alleging a refusal to work or assume 
responsibility for tasks, and criticisms for a lack of 
motivation).     

Addressing Racial Bias in the Workplace 
How can we, as Employee Assistance profession-

als realistically and effectively address racial bias in 
the workplace? Racial bias is challenging to tackle 
because, like all forms of social bias, it is implicit and 
often becomes normalized on a gradual and subtle basis 

within an organization’s culture. Biases cannot change 
unless they are first identified, thought about, and then 
talked about. Increasing opportunities to encourage 
self-reflection is critical to reducing racial bias.

As employers consider a range of responses to 
effectively address the harmful impact that an implicit 
culture of racial and ethnic bias has within their orga-
nizations, EAPs can play a key role in facilitating 
further self-reflection among leadership, management, 
and labor concerning how an organization’s cultural 
beliefs, attitudes and values may indirectly reinforce 
racial bias.

EAPs can serve as consultative resources to help 
both leaders and employees reflect on how their vari-
ous practices reflect (or fail to reflect) their aspira-
tional values of diversity, equity, and inclusion.

For example, EAPs can encourage further reflec-
tion on harmful cultural attitudes (such as those noted 
earlier) that may be implicitly present in policy devel-
opment, management training, and employee perfor-
mance evaluations: 

 
• What, if any, of these cultural features exist in the 

organization? 
• Where do they exist in policies and practices? 
• How might they be affecting relationships 

throughout the organization? 
• How do they affect relationships among employee 

peers? What about between management and 
supervisees?

• How ready and willing is the organization to 
address cultural attitudes and assumptions?

The tone of an organization’s culture is often set 
and reinforced by the organization’s leadership. Rather 
than relying solely upon establishing new policies as a 
means for creating change, a more substantive, endur-
ing, and meaningful approach is to thoughtfully and 
collaboratively address the racially biased beliefs, atti-
tudes, and values that may be pervasive throughout an 
organization’s culture. 

Considerations for Managers and Supervisors
It is critical to examine ways in which supervi-

sors, managers, and others in positions of leadership 
can model behavior that promotes diversity, equity, 
and inclusion. Marsick and Watkins (2003) discuss 
approaches to cultural change that encourage a 
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“learning organization” attitude and resist the prob-
lematic cultures of perfectionism, power-hoarding, 
and individualism.

The following are examples of modeling leadership 
behavior that works against the implicit beliefs, atti-
tudes, and perceptions that reinforce various forms of 
racial bias: 

• Encourage curiosity, inquiry, and dialogue that 
promote diverse points of view. 

• Support risk-taking and innovation that stimulates 
flexible thinking. 

• Celebrate mistakes as opportunities for growth 
and understanding.

• Encourage collaboration and prioritize teamwork, 
whereby progress is shared, not hoarded.

• Include the perspectives of all stakeholders for a 
collective vision of the organization.

• Model transparency in decision-making; invite all 
perspectives as legitimate views. 

• Emphasize a culture of appreciation, where 
departments and units take time to ensure that 
people’s work and efforts are valued.

• Engage in difficult conversations about complex 
topics through mutual respect, curiosity, and a 
desire to understand differences. 

• When things go wrong, don’t automatically 
search for someone to blame or assume there is 
someone at fault.

• Separate the person from the mistake. When 
offering feedback, always speak to the things that 
went well before offering criticism. 

• Explain and discuss how mistakes sometimes lead 
to positive results. 

• Prioritize cooperation and collaboration. This 
helps shift implicit assumptions about leaders 
and leadership that can prevent power sharing 
from occurring. 

• Encourage a culture of support where people feel 
safe bringing problems to the group. 

• Use team meetings as a place to solve problems 
and break workplace isolation, not just as a place 
to report activities.

• Articulate that collaboration is a key skill, and 
evaluate people based on their ability to work 
as part of a team (and other “soft skills”) and to 
accomplish shared goals. Make sure that recogni-
tion is given to everyone who participates, not 
just the designated leaders or the most visible or 
vocal person.  

Considerations for Executive Leadership
EAPs can serve as consultative resources that sup-

port organizational changes in addressing racial bias. 
EAPs can assist in exploring effective ways to encour-
age the inclusivity of feedback, input, and suggestions 
from all stakeholders in an organization.

Empowering a sense of genuine involvement and 
participation of all interested parties is critical for pro-
moting a meaningful process of organizational change, 
rather than relying upon top-down directives that are 
issued in a hierarchical manner. 

The following are examples of practical steps that 
executive leadership may consider utilizing to encour-
age collective and collaborative organizational par-
ticipation in addressing racial bias, while also demon-
strating support for racially diverse employees: 

¾ Develop a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
(DEI) Taskforce that includes representatives from 
each segment of an organization’s membership to 
explore opportunities for bringing attention to the 
presence of racially biased attitudes and behaviors 
within an organization.

Inclusive representation in discussions about diver-
sity and equity is critical for ensuring that underrepre-
sented voices and perspectives are heard.

A DEI Taskforce with diverse members can build 
interpersonal trust and mutual understanding among 
its membership, which can support the development of 
a meaningful strategic plan that promotes DEI values.   

¾ Promote a culture of accountability through 
transparency and trust. Encourage accountability and 
transparency through project initiatives such as “account-
ability data bulletins.” These types of intranet data dash-
boards are accessible to everyone within an organization 
and openly display key aggregate demographic infor-
mation to employees about recruitment, retention, and 
advancement at all levels of the organization.

This is one example of an objective, transparent, 
and data-based report that can help encourage organi-
zational accountability, equity, and diversity with hir-
ing, termination, and promotional decisions.

¾ Utilize Climate Diversity surveys to gauge 
employees’ attitudes about diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion, as well as to encourage and solicit feedback 
about meaningful steps the organization can take to 
reflect employee concerns about racial bias.
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Survey questions may explore employee per-
ceptions of how well an organization is doing in 
promoting diverse and inclusive representation 
among its leadership, encouraging opportunities 
of advancement for underrepresented groups, and 
modeling a social climate of respecting differences 
among its membership.

Administering anonymous surveys through a third-
party firm that measures aggregate data can encour-
age employee participation and help mitigate fears of 
exposure and retaliation.

This is also a way to gain support from a broad 
group of stakeholders within the organization. 
There are various types of survey approaches that 
can be used to help solicit employee feedback and 
gather data. They may include extensive online 
annual surveys, more frequent and shorter “pulse 
surveys” that include 5-10 questions in quarterly 
focus groups that meet virtually or in-person, as 

well as internal social media platforms that provide 
informal group chats.  

¾ Revise the organization’s values statement that 
unites around a clear vision of prioritizing equity, 
diversity, and inclusion, while also bringing attention 
to the importance of power-sharing, prioritizing col-
laboration above competition, and encouraging growth 
through learning.

In addition, encouraging employees to share sugges-
tions of formalizing values for the organization can help 
promote a shared sense of collective ownership and 
responsibility for strengthening ethically based behav-
iors and decision-making throughout an organization.

¾ Develop and build organizational outreach rela-
tionships with diverse partners in the local commu-
nity. Examples include sponsoring community-based 
initiatives that promote racial equity and encourage 

Cultural Change begins Individually
An organization’s culture is gradually built, over 

time, through the repetitious reinforcement and 
normalization of beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions. 
This occurs individually, as well as interpersonally 
through daily conversations and interactions. As such, 
addressing a culture of racial bias requires individual 
awareness, commitment, and persistence.

Shola Richards (2018), an internationally recog-
nized consultant on issues of workplace bias and rac-
ism, recently presented as a speaker for a portion of 
the “21-Day Antiracism Challenge” at the University 
of California, San Diego (UCSD). Richards encour-
aged individual employees to practice the discipline 
of building antiracist attitudes and behaviors through 
various approaches: 

¾ Educate yourself. Understanding the history 
of racism in America is critical to acknowledging 
its presence in our everyday lives, as well as gain-
ing necessary knowledge to be an effective ally 
against racial bias. Continue to educate yourself about 
racially based privilege, discrimination, and prejudice. 

¾ Check your own biases. Being aware of one’s own 
personal biases that influence perspectives, attitudes,  

and behaviors towards others who are viewed as dif-
ferent is critical to promoting a more equitable and 
inclusive workplace. Utilizing the Project Implicit 
exercise through Harvard University is a helpful place 
to begin for exploring your own personal biases: 
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html 

¾ Talk about it. Engage in conversations with col-
leagues about how to effectively address racial bias in 
workplace relationships. These types of conversations 
may lead to feelings of discomfort, but just like most 
persistent problems, racial bias won’t disappear by 
avoiding or ignoring it.

¾ Take a stand. This includes a willingness to 
speak out against workplace behavior that exhibits 
racially biased attitudes and assumptions, such as 
subtle comments, slighting remarks, or other various 
types of racially biased microaggressions.  

– Bryan McNutt

Reference
Richards, S. (2018). Go together: How the concept of 

Ubuntu will change how you work, live, and lead. 
Sterling Publishing Co. 
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employees to volunteer with programs that provide 
support for racially marginalized communities and 
expand efforts of building inter-organizational rela-
tionships with Black-led and Black-funded employers.

A healthy organizational culture is not insular. By 
expanding an organization’s exposure of building 
relationships with diverse members of the local com-
munity, the more open and valuing of diversity an 
organization’s work culture will become. 

¾ Encourage the establishment of diverse 
Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) to provide 
an informal collegial network for racially diverse 
employees. Formed and designed by employees, 
ERGs can serve as valuable sources of peer-led sup-
port within an organization, especially for individuals 
who may feel marginalized or underrepresented.

EAPs can help organizational leadership consider 
the value of encouraging the formation of inclusive 
ERGs, which can demonstrate an organization’s com-
mitment to valuing and supporting the diverse life 
experiences of their employees.

ERGs can also provide a valuable social environ-
ment for creating peer-run mentorship and sponsor-
ship programs, which can help connect underrepre-
sented employees with more senior colleagues who 
share similar experiences of diversity. These types of 
programs can help build organizational trust, encour-
age employee engagement, and promote longer-term 
investment in professional development. 

Summary
EAPs are uniquely positioned in organizations with 

individual employees, managers, other leaders, and 
labor representatives. As such, EAPs have a unique 
opportunity to promote flexible attitudes and perspec-
tives that can work as antidotes against the presence 
of racial bias within an organization.

Offering guidance through management consulta-
tions, presenting suggestions for organizational devel-
opment and change, and providing employee trainings 
and workshops on areas such as conflict resolution, 
are a good start. v

Dr. Bryan McNutt, PhD, LMFT, CEAP, is a Licensed Clinical 
Psychologist who currently works as an internal employee assis-
tance counselor with the Faculty and Staff Assistance Program at 
the University of California, San Diego. Dr. McNutt also serves 
as the president of the EAPA San Diego Chapter. Bryan is glad to 
share his personal postscript regarding racial bias and/or to  

discuss further questions about the role of EAPs in assisting 
with developing a DEI Taskforce, ERGs, etc. He may be reached 
at bryanmcnuttphd@gmail.com or bmcnutt@ucsd.edu.
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