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Many of us haven’t engaged in discussions at work around complex issues related to racism, 
privilege and bias. It may be uncomfortable to talk about, but silence can reinforce racism and 
allow it to continue. It’s important that these discussions occur so it’s clear that difficult dialogues 
about race are welcomed.

In recent years, highly publicized acts of violence agains Black 
Americans have resulted in heightened levels of fear, anxiety, 
grief, anger, confusion and other emotions that are impossible 
to compartmentalize. Encourage discussions about these 
events and the complex emotions that result to help build 
psychological safety in the workplace, which is essential in 
promoting racial equity.

Tips for Discussing Issues of Race
Educate yourself. A variety of resources exist to help you learn 
about racism and anti-racism, bias, privilege and other topics 
around diversity, equity and inclusion. Before you begin any 
discussion, make sure these words are in your vocabulary. 
Be sure to do research — beyond social media — to fully 
understand events.

Show vulnerability. We may not have the perfect words — and 
it’s fine to admit that. Acknowledge what’s happening, and 
make it clear there’s a space for talking about it. If you aren’t 
sure how to respond in a particular situation, simply state 
you might not be sure of what to say, but it’s important to talk 
about these issues and what we can do about them. If you 
mess up, admit you were wrong and apologize. Learn from it 
and keep trying.

Listen first. Open the dialogue with a question, such as “What 
do we want to reflect on as a team right now?” Commit to 
listening fully and stay in the moment, so you’re listening to 
understand. Be present and bear witness to others’ emotions 
and experiences. Don’t explain away, point out opposing 
evidence, react defensively or express doubt in what others 
share with you. Validate the experiences of others and 
show them they’re seen and heard. Be willing to sustain 
the conversation even when it gets uncomfortable or veers 
off track.

Acknowledge differences. Don’t take the approach that you 
“don’t see color.” We must look outside of what we think 
we know and what we’ve experienced personally and try to 
understand what others are going through. Be open to seeing 
things you may have been unaware of in the past.

Don’t look to your teammates of color for answers. There 
is great diversity within the Black community. We should 
not expect one Black person to summarize and accurately 
represent the experiences and beliefs of an entire race. In 
addition, asking Black associates to educate us on the pain 
associated with the Black experience could come at their 
emotional expense. If Black staff members don’t want to 
enter into discussion, respect that. If they do offer you their 
perspective, recognize what it is: a gift.
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Demonstrate emotional intelligence and compassion. Make it 
clear that real feelings and emotions are welcome. Hold space 
for people to be angry, afraid or disengaged. Be aware people 
may leave the meeting or discussion feeling unsettled, and 
remember to personally check in on them.

Correct unintended offensive statements empathetically. 
If someone says something problematic, don’t lecture or 
condescend. Focus on learning to do better. You can preface your 
comments with something like, “I used to think that, too, but then 
I read this great article and it made me realize that …” If you’re not 
sure what to say in the moment, admit you’re uncertain how to 
respond, research it afterward and then follow up.

Realize this is not a one-time conversation. If your first 
conversation doesn’t get anywhere, don’t give up. Expect and 
accept you may not find closure or resolve things in a single 
conversation. This should be an ongoing dialogue. Plan for 
regular touchpoints with your team to continue the discussion 
and hold yourselves accountable. The more you talk about race 
and racism, the more you learn.

Make a personal commitment. We can’t wait and hope 
someone else will solve this problem. We must acknowledge 
reality and own the fact that we all need to be part of the 
solution. Be prepared to share the commitments you are 
making. This can be done through actions such as:

•	 Hosting conversations with your family, friends, peers      
and coworkers

•	 Educating yourself by reading books and articles

•	 Watching or listening to shows, videos or podcasts 
produced by and featuring people of color

•	 Getting involved with or volunteering with                    
specific organizations

•	 Looking at options to source more diverse talent or sponsor 
coworkers from underrepresented groups

We’re in This Together
Now more than ever, there’s a need for empathy, understanding 
and compassion. While these conversations may be 
challenging, and progress may be gradual and imperfect, the 
time is now. And it starts with us.
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