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Executive Summary
The COVID-19 pandemic has cast deeply-ingrained inequities in
American society into stark view. Just as pre-existing health conditions have made individuals more vulnerable to COVID-19, structural
racism has made certain communities more vulnerable to the disease. For example, Black, Indigenous, Pacific Islander, and Latino
populations are at least three times as likely to die from COVID-19
as their white neighbors.1 COVID-19 is disproportionately impacting
people of color economically and psychologically as well.2 In the second quarter of 2020, the unemployment rate among Black and Latino
people was more than 16%, compared to 12% for whites. With regard
to psychological impacts, more than 30% of Asian-American adults
say they have experienced interpersonal racism since the pandemic
began,3 and Blacks and Latinos
report higher rates of depression, anxiety, and trauma-related symptoms as a result of the
pandemic than do whites.4 The
multiple and intersecting marginalized identities carried by
many students of color — such
as socioeconomic, immigration
and ability status; sexual orientation; gender identity; and
cultural background — can amplify these disparities and trauma-related symptoms.
Further exacerbating an already extremely difficult situation, George
Floyd’s death and the nationwide protests and conversations about
systemic bias and racism it sparked have rapidly escalated the stressors already burdening communities of color.
The pandemic, the economic crisis, and the nation’s racial reckoning
also have created new challenges for students in higher education and
those entering the workforce. In spring 2020, campuses shut down
abruptly due to public health concerns, and in fall 2020, students face
continuing uncertainty about their ongoing learning and living conditions. With the sudden shift to distance learning, students are losing not only in-person contact with faculty, staff, and peers, but also
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on-campus housing, food, support services, and social communities. Furthermore, internships and jobs are disappearing. On top
of all of this turmoil, students are now having to process what
today’s racial awakening means for them. Many of these students
are directly or indirectly involved in demonstrations, adding a layer
of mental and emotional stress. Despite the universal nature of
these disruptions to students’ lives, students of color, who comprise approximately 45% of college undergraduates,5 are bearing
the weight of these challenges most acutely.

The Steve Fund Crisis Response Task Force
The Steve Fund, a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting themental and emotional well-being of students of color, created
a Crisis Response Task Force to develop recommendations for
mitigating the mental health risks for these students caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic and social upheaval that has followed. Its 21 members include students; diverse
mental health experts; senior executives from corporations, colleges and universities; and representatives from the philanthropic, nonprofit, and policy sectors (see
Appendix). The Task Force conducted an extensive literature review, engaged in expert consultations,
and after careful deliberations, arrived at consensus on the recommendations put forth herein. The
Task Force’s work represents the first time leaders from across sectors have come together to consider the mental health status and needs of young Americans of color, a population that is the driving
force of our nation’s future economic and social well-being.
Students of color face significant and consequential obstacles on their path from adolescence to adulthood — in their transition to higher education, in their college experience, and in their transition into the
workforce. It is against this backdrop of needs, and the risks of failing to address them, that the Task
Force has developed recommendations to inform and prompt effective actions, investments, and innovations promoting the well-being of young people of color in higher education and in their transition to
the workforce. The Task Force has focused its recommendations on these two periods because they
both play a critical role in determining students’ life trajectories. However, we recognize that it will take a
sustained effort to address the mental health needs of young people of color, one that incorporates the
expertise of nonprofit organizations, and benefits from investments by the philanthropic and public sectors to fill gaps and support best practices. These recommendations are intended to catalyze meaningful
conversation and action.
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The Steve Fund Crisis Response
Task Force Recommendations
Higher Education Recommendations
Institutions of Higher Education should:
1. Build Trust Through Racial Trauma-Informed Leadership
by prioritizing listening, demonstrating empathy towards injustices and inequalities experienced by students of color, and creating and adapting resources
that respond to their mental health needs.

2. Take a Collaborative Approach to Promote
Mental Health for Students of Color by having offices such as Diversity, Equity and Inclusion and Student Affairs
partner with counseling centers to enhance capacity; provide
customized outreach to students of color; and bolster equity,
inclusion, and belonging.

3. Engage Faculty and Staff to Support Mental
Health of Students of Color by incorporating practices
to promote inclusion and belonging in both virtual and in-person classrooms and across the campus, and equipping faculty
and staff with the skills to identify signs of mental distress.

4. Treat Student Mental Health as a Priority Area
for Investment that must be strengthened for students of
color even in these times of great financial strain on higher education so that high-quality virtual and in-person mental health
services are easily accessible to these students.

5. Leverage Community and External Stakeholders to Promote
Mental Health and Emotional Well-Being of Students of Color by
by partnering with local communities, nonprofits, employers, and faith-based
entities to generate creative strategies and augment resources.
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Workforce Recommendations
Employers should:
1. Focus on Students’ Transitions from Higher Education to
the Workplace by convening conversations between higher education and
workforce leaders to ideate programming and solutions; developing strategies
to smooth the transfer of mental health supports, knowledge,
and resources from college to work settings; and investing in
employees’ development of social capital through internships
and mentorships.

2. Help Young Employees of Color Navigate the
Workplace by integrating mental health and emotional
well-being into all aspects of workplace operations; retaining
diverse, culturally competent mental health experts to equip
leaders and managers to serve as mentors and allies; and
paying special attention to workplace challenges commonly
affecting employees of color.

3. Conduct a Workplace Culture and Practices
Assessment with a 2020 Lens by carefully evaluating whether the values employers espouse in the workplace,
whether virtually or in person, are the same ones experienced
by all employees, particularly new employees of color.

4. Promote Understanding of Racial Trauma,
Mental Health, and Emotional Well-Being in the Workplace
by recognizing the traumatic experiences of Black and Brown communities
and the impact of that trauma on employees of color, and providing mental
health and peer support resources that are accessible to these employees.

5. Develop Allies, Advocacy, and Mobility by leveraging mental
health experts and insights to support employees of color at early career stages.
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Call to Action
The disparate impact of the pandemic and ongoing racial and economic injustice makes it critical that
strategic and decisive action be taken to support the mental health and emotional well-being of young
people of color. Higher education and workforce leaders should make this issue a top priority. While
clearly a moral and social imperative, it is also an economic one, given our nation’s rapidly changing
demographics and increasing dependence on contributions from people of color.
The Task Force’s recommendations are designed to stimulate thoughtful discussion and measures to
address the concerns and opportunities described herein. The Task Force hopes that our cross-sector
collaboration model will help spur the creation of a broader “community of action”6 engaging all key
stakeholders to address the mental health needs magnified by our current crises. Time is truly of the
essence. The recommendations in this report provide opportune pathways to action, and we urge you
to join us.
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