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The Hidden Worker: Part II
Considering Diverse Employee Needs during COVID-19
| By Bryan McNutt, PhD, LMFT, CEAP

W

hile virtually everyone has been affected in some way, shape, or form by the coronavirus pandemic, diverse employees have been especially hard hit. Part I of this series identified these workers and discussed their challenges and stressors, especially considering COVID-19. The conclusion
will explore approaches EAPs can use to foster more sensitivity and advocacy for the workplace needs of
diverse-identified employees.

EAPs as Facilitators of Organizational Self-Reflection
Addressing systemic inequities, cultural biases, and various forms of stigma, prejudice, and discrimination within
the workplace is a tall order. In addition, EA professionals are faced with the challenging task of supporting both
individual employees and the needs of leadership.
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stress within an organization, due to the inherent culture of an organization that may implicitly perpetuate harm, thought about, and then
talked about.
the workplace.
As employers and leaders are faced with the challenge of considering how to respond to the needs and concerns
of diverse employees within their organizations, EAPs can play a key role. EA consultants can facilitate selfdecisions may indirectly overlook, ignore, or minimize the unique needs and concerns of diverse employees.
Promoting Psychological Safety: A Key Role of EAPs in Supporting Diverse Employees
There is one key area of organizational life that EAPs can promote as a means for supporting the unique needs of
ers apply the principles of Psychological Safety in the workplace can be a critical foundation for working against
detrimental organizational cultures and interpersonal biases that fuel minority stress and harms diverse employees.
Psychological Safety is a perspective of organizational theory and group dynamics in the workplace that has
gained a lot of traction in business literature and organizational development models throughout the past decade.
culture. These include valuing:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Diversity;
Mutual respect;
Shared decision-making;
Collective trust; encouraging a
Sense of belonging; and prioritizing
Fairness and equity.

Biases cannot change unless
they are first identified, thought
about, and then talked about.

often not included at the decision-making table, or who tend to be overlooked, unheard, misunderstood, and disregarded. Psychological Safety inherently values diversity and inclusion, and as a result, it fundamentally supports
the needs of diverse employees.
Basic Assumptions of Psychological Safety
1). People are constantly managing interpersonal and emotional risk at work, consciously and unconsciously.
This can inhibit the open sharing of ideas, questions, and concerns. A fundamental dimension of Psychological
Safety in the workplace is how safety and threat are experienced on the interpersonal level of interaction and communication. Within a work context, this is often displayed by how emotional risks are taken, how diverse perspectives are valued and shared, and how concerns are expressed and responded to by leadership. When we consider
the experiences of diverse employees, they experience not only basic workplace challenges but also the additional
daily challenges of navigating the threats of minority stress.
2). Psychological safety describes a climate where people feel safe enough to take interpersonal risks by speaking
ing, mitigating costly errors, and promoting innovation, but it can also hold in check interpersonal bias, stigma,
and prejudice. Since diverse employees tend to feel marginalized in the workplace, they often do not feel emotion-
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3). Leaders of teams, departments, units, or other groups within organizations play an important role in developing psychological safety. We know that the shaping of an organization’s culture is often promoted and reinforced
implicitly through the behavior, communication, and policy development of leaders and managers. Leaders and
tion of Psychological Safety.
Diversity and inclusion function best when Psychological Safety has been established. Research has also revealed
For organizations, this means that having diverse representation among their employees is not enough. It is crititives, and opinions. If people do not feel safe voicing their opinions without fear of negative consequences to
organization and the individual. As a result, promoting diversity and inclusion may cynically become examples of
verse representation. Unless the application of Psychological Safety is integrated within an organization’s cultural
values of diversity and inclusion, then minority stress factors will remain, which can result in diverse employees
who dread coming to work. If this persists, they will eventually move on from the organization.
Team Relationship Outcomes of Psychological Safety
There are four main team-based approaches that can help reinforce the experience of Psychological Safety in
the workplace, which can also help promote a sense of trust, engagement, and belonging for diverse employees.
Using management consultation interventions, EA professionals can facilitate opportunities for supervisors and
leaders to nurture the following team-based qualities which, in turn, provide a more supportive and inclusive work
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1). Learner Safety is encouraged when it is safe to… ask questions, experiment, make mistakes, look for new opportunities, innovate and create.
2). Challenger Safety is advanced when it is safe to… challenge the status quo, speak up, express ideas, identify
barriers to change, and expose problems.
3). Collaborator Safety is promoted when it is safe to… engage in an unrestrained way, have mutual access, maintain an open dialogue, and foster constructive debate.
4). Inclusion Safety is encouraged when it is safe to… know that you are valued, treat all fairly, openly contribute,
feel your ideas and perspectives matter, include all regardless of their role.
Summary
ers (such as EA providers) remain attentive to the intersectional experiences and identities of diverse employees.
This is especially relevant in the continuing wake of COVID-19, which has disproportionately impacted the lives
of diverse employees. There remain critical opportunities for EA professionals to foster and nurture a workplace
atmosphere that promotes sensitivity, psychological safety, and trust, so the diverse employee does not need to
also be a hidden employee – whether by choice or by circumstance.
Dr. Bryan McNutt, PhD, LMFT, CEAP, is a Licensed Clinical Psychologist who currently works as an internal employee assistance counthe EAPA San Diego Chapter. He may be reached at bryanmcnuttphd@gmail.com
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Management Consultation Vignette:
Derek & Sharon

D

erek is a 31-year-old, single, White, heterosexual, male, and employee of 4 years,
who was recently promoted to a supervisory
position 9 months ago, replacing a predecessor of
13 years, and inheriting a team of 6 employees.
Derek reached out to the organization’s EAP for
management consultation support due to recently
increased stress in his supervisory relationship with
a direct report team member, Sharon, a 52-year-old,
divorced, Black, lesbian, female, and employee of
over 20 years.

Derek described experiencing supervisory challenges
with Sharon, citing that Sharon has had “technical
changes, as well as demonstrating challenges with
“competency” in her work. Derek stated, “Let’s just say
that it’s well known that she has some issues, but I don’t
want to get wrapped up in her issues while trying to be
her manager.” When asked further about what he meant
by “issues,” Derek described Sharon as being “defensive” toward colleagues. Derek stated, “I don’t see much
of it myself. Most of the complaints are what I hear
from other people. She’s not engaged in her work. There
doesn’t seem to get what’s expected of her. She also assumes negative intentions from
other people.”

ron’s racial and sexual identity. Derek also stated that
Sharon received a demotion last year, shortly before
he was promoted to his current position. Derek stated
that Sharon was demoted due to “problematic behavior,” and acknowledged that she has expressed frustration about lacking advancement opportunities: “She’s
been passed over for promotions in the past. She even
interviewed for my job but didn’t get it. I think she
feels that she’s lost a lot of power. It’s been a big hit
to her ego. She’s lost some responsibilities and status,
and she thinks her work is beneath her.”
1) Clarify between system v personnel factors:
• What might be some indicators of systemic factors
in this vignette that are related to the culture of the
organization or department?
•

What might be might some indicators of personnel factors related to the manager or team member?

2) Clarify the role of emotion
personal bias:
• What do you hear are the primary emotional concerns of the manager?
•

What might be some emotional concerns of the
team member?

•

When asked to describe how he has attempted to
engage with Sharon from a supervisory approach,
Derek stated, “I think I’ve been over-indulgent with
her. I’ve shown a lot of handholding, and it’s taken
up too much of my time. I haven’t discussed any of
my concerns with her directly. I worry that it could
lead to a negative spiral of her feeling attacked. She’s
defensive, and I don’t want to make this a racial thing
or a gay thing.”

•

What do you hear are the manager’s main incentives and goals in this situation?

3) Consider how to encourage perspectives of psychological safety:
•
you help facilitate the manager’s self-

Derek acknowledged feeling apprehensive in approaching Sharon with critical feedback due to Sha-

culture of psychological safety within the department?
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