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The Hidden Worker: Part II
Considering Diverse Employee Needs during COVID-19

coverstory

While virtually everyone has been affected in some way, shape, or form by the coronavirus pan-
demic, diverse employees have been especially hard hit. Part I of this series identified these work-
ers 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.

| By Bryan McNutt, PhD, LMFT, CEAP
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7KLV�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�GL൶FXOW�WR�QDYLJDWH�ZKHQ�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�VXSSRUW�GLYHUVH�HPSOR\HHV�ZKR�H[SHULHQFH�PLQRULW\�
stress within an organization, due to the inherent culture of an organization that may implicitly perpetuate harm-
IXO�ELDVHV�DJDLQVW�GLYHUVH�HPSOR\HHV��%LDVHV�FDQQRW�FKDQJH�XQOHVV�WKH\�DUH�¿UVW�LGHQWL¿HG, thought about, and then 
talked about. ,QFUHDVLQJ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�HQFRXUDJH�VHOI�UHÀHFWLRQ�LV�FULWLFDO�WR�UHGXFLQJ�LPSOLFLW�PLQRULW\�VWUHVV�LQ�
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 self-
UHÀHFWLRQ�DPRQJ�OHDGHUVKLS�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�DERXW�KRZ�DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V�FXOWXUDO�EHOLHIV��DWWLWXGHV��YDOXHV��DQG�
decisions 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 
GLYHUVH�HPSOR\HHV��3V\FKRORJLFDO�6DIHW\��($�SURIHVVLRQDOV�FDQ�FUHDWH�WKH�JUHDWHVW�OHYHUDJH�IRU�LQÀXHQFLQJ�VXSSRUW�
IRU�GLYHUVH�HPSOR\HHV�E\�SURYLGLQJ�PDQDJHPHQW�FRQVXOWDWLRQ�DQG�OHDGHUVKLS�FRDFKLQJ��+HOSLQJ�OHDGHUV�DQG�PDQDJ-
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. 
,W�LV�GHULYHG�IURP�VHYHUDO�GL൵HUHQW�YDOXH�EDVHG�FRPSRQHQWV�WKDW�VKDSH�LQWHUSHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�D�ZRUNSODFH�
culture. These include valuing:

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

7KHVH�IDFWRUV�DOO�FRQWULEXWH�WR�D�IRXQGDWLRQ�WKDW�EHQH¿WV�GLYHUVH�HPSOR\HHV��ZKRVH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DQG�LQSXW�DUH�
often not included at the decision-making table, or who tend to be overlooked, unheard, misunderstood, and disre-
garded. 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 com-
munication. Within a work context, this is often displayed by how emotional risks are taken, how diverse perspec-
tives 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 
XS�DQG�VKDULQJ�FRQFHUQV��TXHVWLRQV��RU�LGHDV��7KLV�LV�QRW�RQO\�FULWLFDO�IRU�VXSSRUWLQJ�WHDP�H൵RUWV�RI�SUREOHP�VROY-
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-
DOO\�VDIH�HQRXJK�WR�VSHDN�XS��HVSHFLDOO\�LI�WKHLU�RSLQLRQV�GL൵HU�IURP�WKH�JURXS�QRUP��

Biases cannot change unless  
they are first identified, thought 
about, and then talked about.
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3). Leaders of teams, departments, units, or other groups within organizations play an important role in develop-
ing 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 
PDQDJHUV�DUH�FULWLFDO�JDWHZD\V�IRU�LQÀXHQFLQJ�WKH�VKDSH�DQG�SXUSRVH�RI�D�ZRUN�FXOWXUH�WKDW�RSHUDWHV�IURP�D�SRVL-
tion of Psychological Safety. 

Diversity and inclusion function best when Psychological Safety has been established. Research has also revealed 
WKDW�WKH�ODFN�RI�3V\FKRORJLFDO�6DIHW\�UHVXOWV�LQ�ORZ�OHYHOV�RI�UHFUXLWPHQW�DQG�UHWHQWLRQ��GHFUHDVHG�VWD൵�HQJDJH-
PHQW�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFH��DQG�SRRU�EXVLQHVV�DQG�¿QDQFLDO�RXWFRPHV��(GPRQGVRQ���������

For organizations, this means that having diverse representation among their employees is not enough. It is criti-
FDO�WR�IRVWHU�D�FXOWXUH�RI�ZRUN�WKDW�GHPRQVWUDWHV�D�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�OLVWHQ�WR�GL൵HULQJ�WKRXJKW�SURFHVVHV��SHUVSHF-
tives, and opinions. If people do not feel safe voicing their opinions without fear of negative consequences to 
WKHPVHOYHV��WKHLU�VWDWXV��RU�WKHLU�FDUHHU��WKHQ�WKH�H൵RUW�RI�SURPRWLQJ�GLYHUVLW\�PD\�EH�D�JUHDWHU�GLVVHUYLFH�WR�WKH�
organization and the individual. As a result, promoting diversity and inclusion may cynically become examples of 
WRNHQLVP��7KH�FRQWLQXHG�SUHVHQFH�RI�PLQRULW\�VWUHVV�LQ�WKH�ZRUNSODFH�FDQ�XQGHUPLQH�H൵RUWV�RI�HTXLWDEOH�DQG�GL-
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 
HQYLURQPHQW�IRU�GLYHUVH�LGHQWL¿HG�HPSOR\HHV��
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1). Learner Safety is encouraged when it is safe to… ask questions, experiment, make mistakes, look for new op-
portunities, 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, main-
tain 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
:KHQ�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�KHDOWK�RI�DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��LW�LV�FULWLFDO�WKDW�RUJDQL]DWLRQDO�OHDGHUV�DQG�LQÀXHQF-
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 coun-
VHORU�ZLWK�WKH�)DFXOW\�DQG�6WDৼ�$VVLVWDQFH�3URJUDP�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&DOLIRUQLD��6DQ�'LHJR��'U��0F1XWW�DOVR�VHUYHV�DV�WKH�SUHVLGHQW�RI�
the EAPA San Diego Chapter. He may be reached at bryanmcnuttphd@gmail.com
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Derek is a 31-year-old, single, White, het-
erosexual, 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 
GL൶FXOWLHV´�ZLWK�DGMXVWLQJ�WR�UHFHQW�V\VWHP�SODWIRUP�
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 “defen-
sive” 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 
DUH�FRPSHWHQF\�LVVXHV�ZLWK�KHU�¿QLVKLQJ�KHU�ZRUN��6KH�
doesn’t seem to get what’s expected of her. She also as-
sumes negative intentions from  
other people.”

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.”

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

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 behav-
ior,” and acknowledged that she has expressed frustra-
tion 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.”

5HÀHFWLRQ�4XHVWLRQV
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 person-
nel factors related to the manager or team mem-
ber? 

2) Clarify the role of emotion�DQG�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�
personal bias: 
• What do you hear are the primary emotional con-

cerns of the manager? 

• What might be some emotional concerns of the 
team member? 

• 'R�\RX�VHH�DQ\�LQÀXHQFH�RI�SHUVRQDO�RU�FXOWXUDO�
ELDV�LQÀXHQFLQJ�WKH�PDQDJHU¶V�YLHZ"

• What do you hear are the manager’s main incen-
tives and goals in this situation? 

3) Consider how to encourage perspectives of psycho-
logical safety:
• +RZ�PLJKW�you help facilitate the manager’s self-

UHÀHFWLRQ�DERXW�SURPRWLQJ�SV\FKRORJLFDO�VDIHW\�
ZLWK�WKH�WHDP�PHPEHU"�+RZ�DERXW�SURPRWLQJ�D�
culture of psychological safety within the depart-
ment? 

Management Consultation Vignette: 
Derek & Sharon


