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Leading Through  
Difficult Times 

Content Warning: The following content references violence, police shootings and racism, which may be triggering. 

As a leader, you might be wondering “How can I show up for my 
team right now?” This guide provides resources for you to have 
conversations with your team members and provides guidance 
and resources on how to be an ally. 

What to KNOW 

Recent violence against Black Americans has heightened the awareness of systemic racism around  
the world, and in the US specifically. This, along with the disproportionate impact that COVID-19 is 
having on communities of color, is making it extremely difficult for many of our Black employees to 
focus and engage at work. It is essential as leaders that you recognize that some people on your 
teams are not OK. 

What to DO 
 
Reach out to affected employees 

• If you have Black employees on your team, understand that they are experiencing additional 
stress and anxiety about recent events. 

• Reach out to your employees, those who identify as Black and Allies. Things you can say: 

– “Are there any projects that I can support/partner with you on?” 

– “When are you planning to take some time off? I want you to prioritize your health and 
well being.” 

– “I’d like to check in more frequently, is this okay with you?” 

– “Haven’t heard or ‘seen’ you in a while -- just letting you know I’m here.” 

– “I can’t even begin to imagine the impact recent events are having on you. I’m 
committing to learn by doing _______.” 
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– “I’m thinking about 1-2 things I can do differently personally and as it relates to my  
work approach.” 

– “I want to acknowledge I am completely at a loss for words and struggling with how to 
help, I’ll check with some of my peers for guidance and follow up with you.” 

– At the beginning of meetings, do a temperature check for all employees. “Is there 
anything anyone would like to discuss related to current events before we jump into 
business?” 

– “Using the chat feature, I’d like everyone to write down one word that describes how 
they are feeling.” Then have everyone review the responses of each person, these 
beginning moments matter. 

• Consider addressing your team during a meeting or through an email. 

– Acknowledge that you are aware of what’s happening and that you are available to 
listen. 

– Reinforce your organization’s value of Inclusion & Belonging. 

– Share resources (noted below) to foster education and allyship. 

– Create safe spaces for ongoing conversations about race (see below). 

• Share statements from your organization’s leaders to let employees know they’re supported.  

Create a brave space for employees to learn and be vulnerable  
when talking about race

• This may feel uncomfortable at first, but it’s important to normalize conversations about 
race so that you and your team can build a common language and understand each other’s 
experiences, differences and opposing views. 

• As a leader and especially during a crisis, your team may be expecting you to initiate the 
conversation; however, initiating a conversation may be met with, “Thank you, I’m not ready to 
talk.” Recognize that is OK and evaluate your feelings about the response. If you are upset or 
frustrated, ask yourself why you are having those feelings. 

• Reinforce the purpose of this first conversation, which should be to explore, listen and to learn 
from each other. Ask for clarification when you don’t understand.  
“When you said _____, this is how I interpreted the statement, am I understanding correctly?” 

• Set agreements in advance to encourage dialogue, mutual respect, and deep listening to what 
others share. For example, “Don’t Interrupt,” “Practice Active Listening.” 

• Lead a self-reflection with your team members so they can explore their personal experiences 
and biases about race. Questions you can use are: 

– When were you first aware of your race? 

– What childhood experiences did you have with other friends or adults who were 
different from you in some way? 

– Did anyone in your life ever help you to think about racial differences? 
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• Allow people to share their experiences aloud. Listen more, talk less. As an Ally, your main goal 
is to seek understanding. 

• Encourage and attend discussions with your team that promote healthy dialogue and racial 
healing. Consider moving team meetings that conflict with these opportunities. 

Confront racial biases and inequality by being an ally

• Educate yourself and your team about systemic racism. See the resources at the end of this 
document for guidance. 

• Listen to and share your colleagues’ experiences. 

Take meaningful action 

• Set an example. Speak up when you hear insensitive, derogatory remarks or when you see 
racist, bigoted behavior. Allyship carries responsibility to speak up and act when we see 
injustice. 

– Learn how to identify and respond to microaggressions in the workplace. 

– Report unethical behaviour to HR or other responsible parties. 

• Get to know the person(s) you know the least on the team and across your organization. Reach 
out to your employees to show you’re aware of what’s going on. 

• Continue to stay informed. Follow people of color on social media to learn about their 
perspectives and experiences (see below for suggestions). 

• Participate and engage with your Employee Resource Group (ERG). ERGs are employee-led 
groups formed around traditionally underrepresented or marginalized groups and open to any 
employee who actively contributes to efforts specific to Diversity, Inclusion & Belonging. 

Avoid these missteps: 

• Do not keep silent because you are unsure or uncomfortable. 

• Focus on understanding your feelings and the feelings of others. 

• Do not become defensive if you are questioned or challenged. 

• Do not over-generalize or assume you understand someone else’s experience. 

• Steer team members away from making blaming or belittling statements during conversations. 
Participants do not need to all agree or find an antidote to racism. 
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Additional Resources 

Resource roundups
• A detailed list of anti-racism resources (Medium) 

• Antiracism resources (adapted from antiracism Google doc compiled by Sarah Sophie Flicker  
& Alyssa Klein) 

• Talking about race with your kids (Center for Racial Justice in Education) 

Conversation guides
• 3 Steps to Having Difficult but Necessary Conversations 

• Talking about Race (National Museum of Africian American History and Culture) 

• Overcoming Conversation Roadblocks 

• 10 Ways to Start a Conversation about Race 

• Racial Healing Conversation Guide 

• What your Black employees and customers need to hear 

• Talking About Race in the Workplace (outside of the US, start here) 

Articles 

• Black Professionals are going through A LOT 

• Living While Black in America = An Infinite Pandemic 

• Police Shootings and Black Mental Health 

• 6 Steps to Building a Better Workplace for Black Employees 

• US Businesses Take Meaningful Action Against Racism 

• A SocImages Collection: Police, Black Americans, and U.S. Society 

• Talking to Kids about Racism, Early and Often 

Books 

• White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism 

• From Here to Equality: Reparations for Black Americans in the 21st Century 

• The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 
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• Racism Without Racists:Color-blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America 

• Stamped from the Beginning 

• So You Want to Talk about Race 

• The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration 

Podcasts
• Seeing White series, Scene on Radio 

• 1619, New York Times series on how slavery transformed America 

• Talking about Race at Work, HBR Podcast ~24 min. episode discussing the importance of 
creating a common language to talk about race and how to take meaningful action in the 
workplace 

• Ask Code Switch: What about your friends? ~50 min. episode sharing stories how race plays a 
role in our friendships 

• NPR Code Switch: Episode 5/31/2020 ~22 min. episode covering the lives of Black Americans 
killed by police 

• Pod Save the People - 

– Keep the fight (with Justine Barron and Amelia McDonell-Parry 

– Justice for Ahmaud Arbery (with state senator Bill Ferguson)

– Common language of emotions (with Mehrsa Baradaran)

– You need everyone (with Mike Schmidt)

Watch
• 13th: Ava DuVernay’s documentary looks at how the country’s history of racial inequality drives 

the high rate of incarceration in America. 1 hr, 40 min 

• Hello Privilege, It’s Me Chelsea: Comedian Chelsea Handler confronts her white privilege. 1 hr, 
4 min 

• Closing Argument with Chris Cuomo 6 min 

• Notes from the Field: HBO’s film adaptation of Tony and Pulitzer Prize-nominee Anna Deavere 
Smith’s one-woman show about students, parents, teachers and administrators caught in 
America’s school-to-prison pipeline. 2 hrs 

• The Color of Fear: Film about the state of race relations in America as seen through the eyes of 
eight North American men of Asian, European, Latino and African descent. 90 min 
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Follow on social
Karen Fleshman 

Michelle Kim 

Rajkumari Neogy 

Barí Williams 

Bernard Coleman 

Jamil Smith 

Saeed Jones 

Chella Man

Ibram X. Kendi 

DeRay McKesson 

Van Jones 

Act 

Contribute to organizations that support the promotion of Black people and other marginalized 
groups. 

• Know Your Rights Camp: dedicated to the liberation and well-being of Black and Brown 
communities 

• Color of Change: largest racial justice organization in the US 

• Other organizations to consider include:  

– ACLU 

– The Bail Project 

– Center for Policing Equity 

– Equal Justice Initiative 

– Know Your Rights Camp 

– Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law 

– Minnesota Freedom Fund 

– NAACP 

– Northside Achievement Zone 

– Race Forward 

– Unicorn Riot 

Partner with public officials to change laws and policing to protect everyone. 

• Black Voters Matter 

• How to Make this Movement the Turning Point for Real Change by Barack Obama 

• Campaign Zero: a comprehensive platform of research-based policy solutions to end police  
brutality in America Support protestors by donating to bail funds. 

• The National Bail Fund Network has a List of Bail Funds for Protestors. 

• NationalBailOut.org is a Black-led and Black-centered collective of abolitionist organizers, 
lawyers and activists building a community-based movement, which offers specific programs  
for women. 


