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Actively working to be more antiracist in the employee
assistance field

Jodi Jacobson Frey

Social Work in the Workplace and Employee Assistance Sub-specialization, School of Social Work,
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ABSTRACT
In addition to the ongoing response to the Novel Coronavirus
Disease–2019 (COVID-19), workplaces are addressing and
beginning in many cases to dismantle long-standing systems
and structures that uphold racism. These changes are happen-
ing quickly and around the globe. Employee Assistance
Programs (EAPs) have an opportunity to support and guide
workplaces leaders as they seek out guidance and new solu-
tions to the two pandemics of COVID-19 and racism. To start
this work; however, EAPs need to work internally to examine,
challenge and change their own practices and behaviors in an
effort to be a more diverse, inclusive, and anti-racist work and
professional environment. This article describes 10 steps EAPs
can take to start or continue on their journey to be more anti-
racist within their own workplaces and with the workplaces
they support.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 17 June 2019
Accepted 18 June 2020

KEYWORDS
Coronavirus Disease 2019;
COVID-19; race;
Employee Assistance
Programs; Workplace

As I sit writing this article while working remotely in my home office due
to physical distancing rules determined by the Novel Coronovirus
Disease—2019, I am struck by the overwhelming grief that is felt not only
by myself, but so many people, families, communities, including workpla-
ces, throughout the world as we respond to our two ongoing pandemics—
COVID-19 and Racism. Just within the past few months, the U.S. alone
has lost over 100,000 people to COVID-19, while bearing witness to the
public deaths of numerous Black Americans, including but not limited to
George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and so many more who
were brutally killed by police. While at first glance, these two pandemics
might seem unrelated; yet they are actually tied together by a common,
insidious thread—systemic and structural racism that affects all aspects of
life and death for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) around
the world.

CONTACT Jodi Jacobson Frey jfrey@ssw.umaryland.edu Social Work in the Workplace and Employee
Assistance Sub-specialization, School of Social Work, University of Maryland, 525 West Redwood Street,
Baltimore, Maryland 21201, USA.
This article has been republished with minor changes. These changes do not impact the academic content of the article.
� 2020 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

JOURNAL OF WORKPLACE BEHAVIORAL HEALTH
2020, VOL. 35, NO. 2, 69–79
https://doi.org/10.1080/15555240.2020.1785887

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15555240.2020.1785887&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-07-29
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7381-2673
http://www.tandfonline.com


As I reflect on my role as a social worker and more specifically a social
worker in the workplace, I find myself looking for outlets to further under-
stand racist systems and methods to dismantle systemic racism in my com-
munity and professional circles, including where I teach, conduct research,
and practice. I have also purposefully worked to better uncover and under-
stand my own personal biases and white privilege, again, with a focus on
being a social worker in the workplace and a better person in general. As a
social worker, I have always tried to lead a life that includes advocating for
justice and change, and one that contributes to a more equitable and ful-
filled life for all. The National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
Code of Ethics (https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics) requires me
to advocate for justice and to work tirelessly to improve societal, including
working, conditions for all people, but especially marginalized groups.
Additionally, a guiding ethical principle of the Employee Assistance
Professionals Association (EAPA) Code of Ethics (https://www.eapassn.org/
Portals/11/Docs/About/EAPACodeofEthics0809.pdf) includes the need for
me, as an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) professional, to be “aware
of and respect differences based on gender, race, color, ethnicity, culture,
national origin, religion, age, sexual orientation and disability and work to
eliminate biases based on these or other factors.” As EAP professionals, we
have the privilege to hear from so many employees and oftentimes have
our finger on the pulse of the work organization. As we see injustice in the
workplace through the employees that we talk with, a well-positioned EAP
is in a prime position to influence leaders to change. In a recent keynote
for the University of Maryland, School of Social Work, Homecoming Event
(June 22, 2020), Bernie Dyme, President and CEO of Perspectives, Ltd.,
noted that EAPs, especially EAP social workers, have an opportunity, and
what he referred to as an “obligation,” to help organizations understand
that the “most important needs of their employees intersect with the overall
needs of the organization”. Many of the tenets of how we can be more
engaged in antiracist work connect directly to our practice Codes of Ethics,
and guides such as the steps outlined in Ibram Kendi’s book, How to be an
Antiracist (2019), push us to move beyond the foundations within our eth-
ical codes and take our antiracist actions even further.
Over the years, I have been exploring how I can be a more active ally to

my Black and Brown friends and colleagues, by understanding what it
means to actively be antiracist. Again, I refer to Kendi’s work and his def-
inition of an antiracist as “one who is supporting an antiracist policy
through their actions or expressing an antiracist idea” (2019, p. 8). It is
important to contrast being antiracist with a belief that one is not racist.
Being “not a racist” is no longer enough, as we have seen from the recent
murders of BIPOC throughout the U.S. and racial injustice around the
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world. Becoming more antiracist means that we seek to identify, challenge
and undo racial inequities, prejudices and discrimination wherever and
whenever we see it in ourselves, our families, our communities, our work-
places, and our larger societies.
Racism is pervasive—it was built into the fabric of our society and it

takes on many forms—individual, interpersonal, institutional, and struc-
tural. However, we are not born racist or antiracist. This means that we
have choices about how we learn, think and behave. Aligned with the
NASW Code of Ethics and the EAPA Code of Ethics, we have the capacity
to change. However, we are born into societal and cultural systems that
mean we need to unlearn thoughts and behaviors that we unconsciously
adopt from the society surrounding us.
Change comes with discomfort, so if you are already uncomfortable or

becoming uncomfortable reading this article, then I am doing my job and
you are on the right path.
Given that the world is currently facing the two pandemics of COVID-

19 and racism (the latter of which has been around for centuries), many
recent articles have been written encouraging white folks like me to learn
more about systemic racism and white privilege. Additionally, the articles
and guides provide critical steps we can all take to learn how we can work
to challenge and ultimately dismantle systems that maintain racist views
and policies. While the focus of this article is on how EAPs—both individ-
ual providers and provider organizations—can move on a path to become
better allies and adopt a more intentional antiracist position, it is critical
that one starts with their own personal exploration and journey into under-
standing bias and privilege. We cannot be effective in changing external
systems without doing the internal processing work to understand our own
biases and responses to racism, as well as the ways in which we benefit
from racism. Many outstanding resources are online and in print and video
to help educate ourselves about Black history and the history of oppression
against BIPOC. We need to educate how our society, including our work-
places, was built upon systems designed to keep BIPOC and communities
oppressed. I would recommend reviewing White Privilege: Unpacking the
Invisible Knapsack by Peggy McKintosh (1989; https://nationalseedproject.
org/Key-SEED-Texts/white-privilege-unpacking-the-invisible-knapsack) and
White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk about Racism by
Robin DiAngelo (2018; https://robindiangelo.com/publications/) as good
resources to jumpstart your lifelong journey to do more and to do better.
The EAP field has a rich history that is full of workplace advocacy and

activism, especially given our early roots with strong partnerships with
unions, when we worked in partnership with union leaders to support
employees in recovery while also supporting the needs of the workplace
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with regard to health and safety (See Kurzman & Maiden, 2010). However,
more recently our field has been relegated to departmental positions that
weaken our voice and ability to influence greater workplace change. When
seen as just a nice or free counseling benefit to the workplace, EAPs often
feel silenced in their ability to influence change. But I challenge that view
and suggest that in addition to improving our individual short-term coun-
seling services to be explicitly anti-racist, we also have the potential to
inform and influence workplaces and workplace leaders in ways that can
truly help to move our world forward and combat racism inside and out-
side the workplace. This is where I want us to begin—to think about how
EAPs can respond to the current racial tensions and injustice in the U.S.
and the world, and to take an active role in improving our services and
our function in the workplace in a way that will encourage and support
workplace leaders to be antiracist.
Before providing tangible and actionable steps that EAPs can take, I

want to discuss performative allyship as compared to true, active allyship.
There are different types of allies in the world, and when we examine truly
active allies, we see people who stand in solidarity with BIPOC. True allies
are people “from a non-marginalized group who use their privilege to
advocate for a marginalized group. They transfer the benefits of their priv-
ilege to those who lack it” (Phillips, 2020). Active allies look for ways to
use their privilege or unearned power to relinquish some of this unearned
power in an effort to ensure that marginalized groups gain power. It is
more than advocating, but advocating is a start. A performative ally is also
from a non-marginalized group and while they “profess support” they usu-
ally do so in a way that results in receiving an outcome—a thank you or
“virtual pat on the back”. This type of allyship often results in the muting
or shutting down of further activity from the potential ally. Many times
this performative allyship frees the person from digging in and doing the
real, and usually extremely difficult, work to be a true ally. Performative
allyship, such as posting a hashtag or writing a statement or other perfunc-
tory activity without doing the internal work first, feeds the belief that a
potential ally did what they needed to do and is absolved from doing the
sustained work needed to dismantle racist systems and institutions. I agree
with what so many others have been writing and saying—being a per-
formative ally is not enough. We in the EAP field must also join the ranks
of real allies and become, in the words of social worker and social justice
warrior, Feminista Jones, “co-conspirators.” (To learn more about the differ-
ence between allies and what Jones calls coconspirators, see Hackman, 2015.)
I personally have been journeying to be more active and intentional with

my actions—I am broadening my lens to read more first-hand accounts
about racism, particularly in the workplace where I practice social work.
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I listen to colleagues more actively, intentionally decide how and with
whom I spend my time and speak up when I see racism occurring. I help
to break down systems of oppression, increase access and resources for
Black-led organizations, and look for meaningful ways that I can give up
my unearned power and privilege to make the world a safer and more just
place. As we look for how our EAPs can respond to support workplaces
and employees of color, we must start with ourselves as individuals contri-
buting to the world of work—either as an ally or accomplice—or default to
a more silent and thereby complicit role. As EAP professionals and many
of us also trained to work as social workers, we are trained to see the
potential strengths in any situation. Some days we wake up wondering how
the world could be any worse, but we know that unlike COVID-19, the
pandemic of racism has a treatment and a cure. This is not to infer that
addressing racism is easy. In fact, it will be one of the most difficult, if not
the most difficult social, political and economic challenges we undertake.
We need to start bringing ideas and possible solutions to the workplaces
that we support, so that we can have influence on improving work organi-
zations by encouraging leaders to dismantle long-standing racists practices
and policies.
So, what specifically can EAPs do to be more active in becoming an anti-

racist force in the larger workplace? Below are ten actions we can all take,
both as individual EAP professionals and with our larger EAP programs, as
a starting point in working as a field to dismantle racist systems at our
workplaces. This is by no means an exhaustive list, nor is it a prescriptive
action plan that will dismantle all systemic racism and eliminate white
supremacy in our workplaces, but it is a list which I think we can all use
to encourage us to do more and to do better. Using our own skills that we
use with others in EAPs, we can start by educating ourselves on the topic
and then developing an action plan. This includes Action Item 1 below,
which focuses on identifying your own biases first. We all have bias and in
an effort to be more effective, we can learn to identify biases within our-
selves that can then help us support other peoples’ journey and organiza-
tional change. From the list below, investigate what you are already doing
or could improve upon, and then identify at least one action that you can
start working on over the next few weeks. With a goal of where we want to
go and an action plan that helps get to our goal, we can use the same pro-
cess we use with EAP clients to become more antiracist as a field and to
help our workplace customers evolve as well.
Several of the ideas on this list were developed from other leaders in the

field who are writing similar pieces. I have integrated what I learned from
them into my own thinking about what we can do. Articles used to inform
some of my thinking are listed at the end of this article.

JOURNAL OF WORKPLACE BEHAVIORAL HEALTH 73



1. Take a look in the mirror at yourself first, and then look at your EAP.
As a starting place to identify your own biases, consider taking some
of the Implicit Association Tests offered through Harvard University’s
Project Implicit with self-assessments available about race, skin tone,
violence and more (See www.implicit.harvard.edu). Encourage your
EAP and work organizations you support to conduct a Diversity,
Equity and Inclusion (DEI) assessment, working with trained experts
who can help to gather a baseline of where your organization currently
stands with regard to establishing diversity, equity and inclusion.
These experts can then help you to interpret findings and guide your
organization to developing suggestions for improvement. Reflecting on
who your organization is and who you can work to become is an
ongoing task. Just as we encourage workplaces to continuously assess
themselves and their needs, we need to ask the same of our own pro-
grams. Ask yourself, who are your leaders? Who are your advisors?
For both groups, are people of color well-represented? If not, recognize
how important it is not to just provide lip service to diversity and
inclusion, but to intensively work to improve representation of people
of color in leadership positions. Also, ask if people feel that their voice
and opinions are not only heard, but valued and listened to. Can we
do a better job listening and responding when issues are raised that
are uncomfortable and require work to change? This process of reflect-
ive listening and action will help your EAP to become more aware of
how BIPOC are responding to the changing workplace, and to plan to
respond more effectively with culturally informed care and support.

2. Make a public position statement about racism. Who are you as an
organization and who do you want to strive to become? Be bold and
visionary—if not now, then when? Do you have a vision to be more
anti-racist and intentional in the work that you do and how you part-
ner with other organizations? Can you be honest and show the world
some of your organization’s weaknesses and use them as a starting
point for where you plan to improve? We all have areas in which we
can improve. Stand up and apologize for inaction, or lack of maximum
action in the past, to show respect for your employees of color and for
those working in the organizations with whom you partner. This will
also encourage you to be more accountable for future actions. As EAP
professionals, we know that behavior change is more likely when we
are held accountable for our actions, so let’s recommend the same
standards for ourselves and our organizations as we do for manage-
ment referrals and consultations in the workplace. Can you make an
intentional and strong statement about your unequivocal support to
your own employees of color? Can you incorporate into this statement
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that you are an EAP that is not only responsive to the changing needs
of the workplace, but will commit to working hard to improve the
future workplace, through challenging and working to dismantle long-
standing practices that uphold racism?

3. Check out the demographics of your EAP clients. Are you collecting data
on race, ethnicity, income, and gender identity? If not, why not? We
cannot accurately identify gaps in our service utilization without data
about who is using the EAP and who is not. And, do not assume race
based on visible characteristics—you need to ask all EAP callers and cli-
ents! Furthermore, for employees of color that are taking the leap to ask
for help, how are they being served—what are the outcomes? We cannot
determine if our program is successful or even working in the right dir-
ection without data. A data driven approach to diversity and inclusion
within our EAPs is critical. In fact, it was needed a long time ago. Due
in part to the systemic racism that is prevalent in all parts of our society,
we are groomed to quickly mute efforts designed to dismantle systemic
racism and make excuses for why we couldn’t possibly ask questions
about race, sexual orientation or income because we “might offend
someone.” I heard these excuses when I first entered the EAP field 20
years ago and I still sometimes hear them today! We must ask and col-
lect reliable client data so that we can credibly respond to the needs of
employees of color. Being colorblind is a refusal to see important indi-
vidual and social dynamics that affect our employees and our workpla-
ces. Holding onto a view or goal of colorblindness does not lend itself to
becoming a more culturally responsive EAP.

4. Scan and expand your counselor and affiliate network. What counselor
preferences do you offer employees/clients? We often ask if they have
a preference for gender and language, but do you ask for a preference
with race and/or ethnicity and if you did ask, could you realistically
meet the need for preferred counselors of color? It is critical to con-
duct an audit of your staff and affiliate providers—not just to see if
they are accepting certain insurance plans, but to learn more about
who is providing the services and their training. What training do
your providers have, if any, to be responsive to the needs of BIPOC?
Do your counselors even look like the employees being referred to
them? If not, now is the time to think about why you have a lack of
racial diversity within your provider network and what steps you can
take to more actively recruit counselors of color to join your network,
thereby providing more employee choice when making referrals. I rec-
ognize that this kind of recruiting may be challenging, especially in
some parts of the country and the world, but it is an important aspect
of becoming an antiracist organization.
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5. Recognize racism as trauma. In addition to taking a good look at your
provider network, take a look at what types of services they are provid-
ing to employees. Are your providers using a trauma-focused lens to
work with BIPOC in their practice? Have they completed advanced
graduate education or continuing education about antiracist clinical
practice? If not, can you as an EAP provider or employer, encourage
additional training? If you are in a position to pay for this, can you
cover the expense for your providers to further demonstrate the critical
importance of anti-oppressive clinical practice? A leader in our field
and one of the original EAP “Thundering Hundred” wrote a powerful
article back in 1998, titled “Born on Third Base” (Presented at the
27th EAPA Annual Conference, Las Vegas, NV). In this article, Jim
Wrich (1998) writes about how he grew to understand what he calls,
“White Male Privilege” and how such unearned power and privilege
affects all aspects of working adults and communities including but
not limited to education, income, housing stability, and life insurance.
He describes an example of an employee seeking EAP services and
being misdiagnosed by an EAP professional, which is sadly still com-
mon today. The situation involved a man of color who sought EAP
support after experiencing a series of discriminatory incidents within
his community and culminating with an incident at work where he
was passed up for a promotion “in favor of a less experienced white
male.” Wrich concludes that all too often, we treat the symptoms—
anger, depression, anxiety—without seeking or seeing the root cause
which often includes systemic racism. Think for a minute about how
you would respond as a provider or how members of your affiliate
network would respond. Would they use a diagnosis of Adjustment
Disorder and recommend anger management or would they contact an
EAP supervisor to open a discussion about discrimination and poten-
tial systems that support racist policies and behaviors? Can you use
your position of power to raise up examples of racial discrimination
and injustice in your workplace and in the work organizations that
you support instead of applying a Band-Aid of individual psychological
support to the gaping wound of racism experienced by our employees
of color? Now is the time to work to improve the services currently
being offered to BIPOC through our EAPs so that you as a provider
and your provider network are more culturally responsive in the serv-
ices you offer. A great list with resources that respond to employees
and clients of color (in addition to support for your own EAP staff
and counselors of color) has been compiled by PsychHub: https://docs.
google.com/document/d/1AGLEOlNitQ1JI7MvQXZxrpEbAvr42r5
RewjO_iXaKtE/edit#heading=h.m3e2itrhl9ci.
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6. Make your marketing materials more responsive to BIPOC. Take a good
look at your EAP brochures, website, and other marketing materials.
Dust off your brochures and look at the pictures of people on them as
well as the books on your shelves. How well do the various pictures
reflect the race and culture of the people you are serving? Chances are,
they are comprised primarily of white people, taken from stock photos
online. At the University of Maryland, School of Social Work, where I
teach a course on EAPs in my program, Social Work in the Workplace &
Employee Assistance (www.ssw.umaryland.edu/eap), I have the students
go on a virtual scavenger hunt. Each year, students are assigned an EAP
and asked to critically evaluate its website. One question we answer in
the assignment is how well, or not well, is the EAP reflecting the diversity
of who they are trying to support. After teaching the course for 15 years,
the response is almost always that the EAP could do better with diverse
representation on their websites and materials with regard to race, but
also ethnicity, age, gender, and occupation, just to name a few. We have
some work to do, but we also have the capacity to make change happen!

7. Don’t forget to support managers and workplace leaders. How are you
supporting workplace leaders and managers during this time? Many are
finding themselves eager to learn, but fearful to admit what they don’t
know. Assume that they would all benefit from education and consult-
ation. Do not rely on employees of color to teach their white supervisors,
and do not relegate employee support to managers of color. EAPs can take
an active role in working to help a workplace become more anti-racist by
providing managers and other workplace leaders with access to resources
so they can do their own learning and introspection. Help leaders to edu-
cate themselves and each other, and help them stay accountable in the
organization to the ongoing needs of employed BIPOC. Consider starting
a management peer group in which leaders and managers can expose their
vulnerabilities without employment consequences and therefore can lean
on each other to grow, and to be held accountable - a little competitive spi-
rit never hurt those in charge. Encourage managers to verbally community
explicit instruction encouraging employees, especially BIPPOC, to take
time for self-care and to use resources, like the EAP for additional support.
For new hires, develop and encourage a mentoring program and support
development and/or expansion of employee affinity groups. A workplace
culture promoting the use of leave, without consequence to one’s career
trajectory, would also be helpful.

8. Be bold and be specific with your statements. Consider taking a stance
against racism, publicly as an EAP. Make a statement, but be sure that
your statement clearly centers and lifts up the focus on BIPOC
employees. As Roberts wrote in her recent Harvard Business Review
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article, “statements like ‘we’re all in this together’ or ‘this is a great
equalizer’ feel unifying, colorblind messaging generally fails to resonate
with employees of color and has been shown to impede actual per-
formance” (Roberts, McCluney, Thomas, & Kim, 2020, p. 5). A good
place to start is to create an advisory committee led by a Chief
Diversity Officer who can work with your organization to assess needs
and help leaders create answers without placing unfair burden on your
BIPOC employees to always have to solve the problems that white peo-
ple created. Be sure to take the time to listen to the committee and
other employees, and engage and empower all leaders and employees
to be part of the solution. We cannot solve this individually and all
voices, especially those of black and brown counselors and employees,
must be heard first in order to craft a message that will truly resonate
with them and uplift the organizations.

9. In addition to mental health, consider also financial pressures and
needs. Look at how your work organization is responding to economic
pressures—are you laying off or furloughing a greater number of black
and brown employees? Alexandra Kalev reports in research that black
and brown employees are more likely to be laid off given the fact that
they tend to hold a disproportionate number of lower-skilled and
lower-paid work positions within industries that were hit hard by the
pandemic (2020). Further, unemployment rates during the COVID-19
pandemic are highest in the U.S. among Black women (Kalev, 2020).
Again, data are required here to gain an accurate picture. Work to
devise alternate solutions that support all employees, and especially
employees of color, as they face two pandemics of COVID-19 and
racism. As you look to rehire, consider how you can work to rehire
employees of color as soon as possible. This pandemic is an opportun-
ity to critically reflect on our recruiting and hiring practices and work
more intentionally to attract, hire and promote employees of color.

10. Establish a plan for ongoing feedback to sustain the important work you
are embarking on. Create (or re-invent) an EAP advisory board within
each of your workplace client companies. Ensure that people on that
board not only represent different departments within the workplace, but
racially represent the workplaces you are serving. Be sure these boards
provide a “brave space” where white people and people of color can speak
up regarding challenges and injustices that won’t be denied or pushed to
the corner. They need to be illuminated in order to be resolved.

There is so much more we have capacity to do, and we can do it now. This
is just the tip of the iceberg. Just like COVID-19, racism is a public health
pandemic and EAPs need to be part of the solution. This article provides
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tangible suggestions for how EAPs can start down a path, or keep moving
down the path they previously initiated, to be more antiracist in our practice
and with the work organizations we support as EAPs. We all know so well in
the EAP field, with its roots in substance use treatment and recovery, that
the first step to recovery is identifying and admitting that we have a problem.
Just look outside your door, your office, your community and your work-
place- the problem is clear! Now that we have identified it and named it, it’s
time to get to work so we can enter a path to recovery from racism.
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