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Abstract
A significantly relevant issue that affects Black men in the workplace is a condition known 
as racial battle fatigue (RBF). RBF fosters systemic and systematic occupational and eco-
nomic disparities that are experienced by Black men more regularly than their White 
counterparts (Smith et al., 2007). This qualitative study utilized a constructivist grounded 
theory methodology based on interviews with 11 Black male supervisors to understand 
the meaning of their cognitive and behavioral experiences as they navigated microaggres-
sions, microinequities, and vicarious racism. These experiences contribute to our under-
standing of RBF. The findings revealed that Black male supervisors in various industries 
encountered and experienced RBF in the workplace. In addition, this research revealed 
that participants were subjected to various subtle and overt forms of racial stress due to 
microlevel and macrolevel RBF. The participants’ stories identified epistemic employment 
injustice and white fear as obstacles and barriers that Black men in supervisory roles face 
because of RBF in the workplace. The study also indicated that participants deployed 
managing and coping strategies to address the emotional contagions and emotional trau-
ma resulting from their experiences. This research has implications for workplace policy 
change initiatives, cultural training and education, intergroup dialog courses, and clinical 
health practitioners. Recommendations pertaining to interventions that address trauma, 
mental health, and maladaptive behaviors are provided.

Keywords  Race-related Stressors · Racial Battle Fatigue · Microaggression · 
Microinequities · Vicarious Racism · White Fear · Epistemic Employment Injustice
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Introduction

“I’ve been doing this job for 18 years. I’m sitting here looking at guys that work at another 
company come in here and move up to a different level. And there are guys that I mentored 
getting promoted, so I asked “How the whole promotion thing works.“ I had to find out that 
they don’t recruit for positions; they just slot people into the positions where they want them. 
Once I spoke up, they looked at it and said, “Oh, we need to really kind of start looking for a 
position now because this guy’s asking a lot of questions.“ The corporation was like a boys’ 
club, and I wasn’t the right boy.“

This quotation was drawn from a participant in our research study, and it emphasizes a 
pattern observed in the careers of Black male supervisors where their ambitions were hin-
dered by individuals who occupy positions of power and authority. During the interview, 
this participant recounted his story; he reflected on his disillusionment with his ambition 
for success in a company to which he had dedicated his intellectual capital for 18 years, 
resulting in a feeling of being at best tolerated while remaining underappreciated. The expe-
riences of this participant and the other ten Black males in supervisory roles I interviewed 
are microcosmic examples of the broader racial experience of alienation, isolation, and dis-
enfranchisement that these men face in the workplace. As a result, Black male supervisors 
encounter significant barriers to equity and inclusion in the workplace in academic, cor-
porate, and government contexts due to the prevailing racial system that permeates these 
institutions.

The aforementioned situation exemplifies a prevalent issue in American culture regard-
ing a significant disparity in representation. This disparity is evident from the fact that only 
eight individuals of color currently hold CEO positions in Fortune 500 companies (McGlau-
flin, 2023). Additionally, the National Football League’s reluctance to hire qualified Black 
coaches for head coaching positions, the underrepresentation of people of color in senior 
executive positions within the federal government (where White males constitute 78.8% of 
senior executives), and the recent promotion of the first black four-star general in the Marine 
Corps after 248 years of its establishment further accentuate the significance of this problem 
(Carter, 2022; Rigas & Kirk, 2020; Spain, 2020). These issues served as the impetus for 
our research, as the author and research team endeavored to comprehensively understand 
the fundamental challenges encountered in lower-level management. Within each of these 
industries, institutions, and organizations, Black men and people of color have encountered 
and continue to encounter, experience, and navigate race-related stressors (Jones & Neblett, 
2019). Black males and individuals from diverse racial backgrounds commonly describe 
substantial encounters with race-related stressors, which take systematic, systemic, and per-
sonal forms (Jones & Neblett, 2019).

The topic under investigation in this research is the fact that Black men experience occu-
pational and economic disparities that are both systematic and systemic and that position 
them below White men in terms of the opportunities available to them (Arnold et al., 2016; 
Castle et al., 2019; Nair et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2007). According to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Black men are laid off at rates disproportionate to those faced by White men and 
earn 77.1% less than their White counterparts (Brundage, 2020). A field experiment on the 
economics of discrimination revealed that managers were willing to forego an average of 
8% of their earnings to avoid hiring or promoting a member of another ethnic group (Hede-
gaard & Tyran, 2018). This report also revealed that Black managers experience a slower 
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rate of promotion than their White manager counterparts. According to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, consistently rising unemployment rates and other forms of disparity demonstrate 
that Black men continue to face disadvantages, a situation which fosters Racial Battle 
Fatigue (RBF) (Nair et al., 2019). This work focuses explicitly on how Black male supervi-
sors define and navigate their encounters and experiences with RBF in the workplace. Jones 
and Neblett (2019) asserted that race-related stresses are prevalent in professional environ-
ments. These race-related stresses strongly correlate with racism and discrimination and are 
a direct consequence of the phenomenon known as Racial Battle Fatigue (Kofi Lomotey & 
Smith, 2023).

Racism

According to Jones (1997), a famous researcher specializing in studies of prejudice and rac-
ism worldwide, it is multifaceted and systemically structured. Racism features five essential 
characteristics according to (Jones, 1997): (a) a conception of racial superiority or inferior-
ity based on genetic differences; (b) extreme narcissistic devotion, cohesion, and hostility 
toward those outside the ingroup who do not share the ingroup’s values or ideals; (c) a 
set of rules that favor the powerful; (d) mental and behavioral qualities that are consistent 
with supremacist ideology in terms of the corresponding mental images, power institutions 
(political, economic, judicial, academic, and social), and belief norms; and (e) deliberate 
efforts to provide evidence for the legitimacy of racial differences and the usefulness of poli-
cies based on such perceptions. The vehicle used to perpetuate such ubiquitous racism can 
be summarized in terms of the construct of individual racism, which emphasizes superiority 
and power over people of color, constructs related to institutional racism, which pertains to 
systems, policies, and behaviors that disenfranchise people of color, and the extreme beliefs 
of cultural racism, which claim that the norms and perspectives of the dominant racial 
group are superior to those of people of the nondominant racial group (Jones, 1997). Racism 
is used to enhance the benefits and improve the social position of members of the dominant 
racial group while oppressing members of the inferior racial group in terms of their quality 
of life on both a systematic and an individual basis (Jones, 1997; Sue et al., 2007). There-
fore, racism generates and triggers traumatic memories that represent historically haunting 
and violent perceptions of the past and activate the body’s memories when navigating the 
present (Smith et al., 2020).

Discrimination

According to Larnell et al. (2014), discrimination is systemic and linked to racism, biases, 
prejudice, and stereotypes. These factors significantly impact educational attainment, 
employment opportunities, disproportionate imprisonment rates, and violent treatment, 
leading to the dissolution of African-American families (Hadden, 2001). Discrimination 
at work is one of the most distressing and detrimental workplace behaviors that employ-
ees might encounter (Wingfield & Chavez, 2020). The perception of discrimination in the 
workplace is viewed as a strain-based emotional demand that contributes to increasing 
conflict between work and life (Minnotte, 2012). Discrimination perceptions, in particular, 
are brought to the forefront by placing workers in situations where such treatment causes 
moods and actions that extend beyond the walls of the workplace (Minnotte, 2012). In their 
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seminal work, Feagin and Eckberg (1980) formulated a comprehensive framework for the 
fundamental aspects of discrimination. These dimensions encompass the underlying moti-
vations that drive discriminatory behaviors, the actual implementation of such actions, the 
subsequent consequences that arise from discrimination, and the broader contextual factors 
that shape and influence discriminatory practices (Feagin & Eckberg, 1980). This contextual 
framework encompasses both the organizational setting in which discrimination occurs and 
the wider social environment in which it is deeply rooted.

Racial Battle Fatigue

William A. Smith, a social psychologist working in the field of education, coined the term 
Racial Battle Fatigue (RBF) in 2003 at a professional presentation at the American Edu-
cational Research Association. Smith (2004) focused on African-American professors’ 
experiences in predominantly white universities. Since this seminal publication, Smith has 
expanded this concept to explain the negative and racially charged experiences faced by 
all people of color in the United States (Corbin et al., 2018; Franklin et al., 2014; Smith, 
2016, 2004; Smith et al., 2007). Quaye et al. (2019) also defined RBF as an exhaustive feel-
ing that marginalized people face due to repeated exposure to racism and discrimination. 
The exhaustion associated with RBF involves a social-psychological stress response that 
includes frustration, anger, fatigue, physical avoidance, psychological or emotional with-
drawal, escapism, and acceptance of the racist attributions associated with being a minority 
person (Wang et al., 2020).

Applebaum (2021) noted that RBF causes strain for marginalized and stigmatized groups, 
and the amount of energy that such groups expend coping with and fighting against racism 
and discrimination becomes exhausting. The experiences of people of color who endure 
RBF make it abundantly clear, according to Applebaum (2021), that these cumulative and 
subtle assaults are both unrelenting and ambiguous, to the point that naming the experience 
becomes a challenge to explain and confirm for individuals who do not experience or under-
stand such indignities. Smith and Franklin et al. (2020) acknowledged that if racial discrimi-
nation were not adequately addressed, many Whites could easily establish additional or 
more substantial sociocultural and economic environments and resources that could shield 
them from race-related stressors and threats to their unearned racial entitlements.

Classification of RBF

Jones et al. (2020) identified five categories of race-related stressors: (a) racism-related 
life events (time-limited, specific life experiences), (b) daily racism microstressors (subtle 
slights and exclusions), (c) vicarious racism experiences (observing and reporting on the 
racism experiences of others), (d) chronic-contextual stress (social systemic and institu-
tional racism), and (e) collective experiences (“cultural-symbolic and sociopolitical mani-
festations of racism,“ p. 46). The importance of naming these stressors became the focal 
point of our research, which was grounded in three of Jones et al.‘s (2020) five prominent 
types of race-related stressors that Black male supervisors encounter in the workplace. The 
classifications of microaggressions, microinequities, and vicarious racism emerged and 
were included in our study as subtle and covert race-related stressors that contribute to RBF 
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in the workplace. Microaggressions are defined as instances of indirect, subtle, or uninten-
tional discriminatory behavior perpetrated against members of marginalized groups, such as 
racial or ethnic minorities. Specific microaggressions include microinsults, microinvalida-
tions, and microassaults (Sue et al., 2007). Microinequities are subtle, often unconscious 
messages that devalue, discourage, overlook, or impair workplace performance (Rowe & 
Giraldo-Kerr, 2017). Vicarious racism refers to the indirect experience of racial discrimina-
tion through close contacts, such as family members, peers, and coworkers, as well as via 
digital/social media (Levchak, 2019). These classifications are used as a foundation in this 
study to stimulate new lines of thought and research on these racerelated stressors rather 
than merely reusing the same concepts.

Literature Review: RBF in the Workplace

This literature review is presented as a thematic journey that is structured around different 
perspectives and debates concerning covert and subtle race-related stressors in the work-
place. An extensive analysis of the scholarly literature that encompasses both the academic 
and corporate domains has identified a notable absence of research on the topic of RBF in 
business settings.

The notion of the workplace has been mentioned but has not been defined. Therefore, 
according to Brundage (2020), the United States Department of Labor, and our research, the 
workplace or place of employment is defined as a location where people perform tasks, jobs, 
and projects in various contexts for their employer. Fulton et al. (2019) claimed that the 
workplace is often the core site for social production and the perpetuation of social inequal-
ity. Although the United States is becoming more racially diverse, corporate elites remain 
disproportionately White, and this mismatch contributes to increasing racism (Fulton et al., 
2019).

To improve our understanding of the roots of racism and prejudice in the United States, 
numerous studies and publications have been produced. The literature on this topic covers a 
wide variety of relevant theories. This review focuses on one central theme, i.e., the implica-
tions of disparity, which emerge repeatedly throughout the reviewed literature.

Pitcan et al. (2018) identified predominately white organizations (PWOs) as a microcosm 
where systems of racism and sexism in the United States culture reproduce and influence 
organizational practices and decision-making. The study explores the barriers faced by 12 
Black men who worked in PWOs and found that they often face microaggressions, which 
can cause uncertainty and lead to difficulties in coping. The study revealed that these men 
experience psychologically challenging workplace interactions and career-related costs due 
to racial microaggression.

Gligor et al. (2021) reported that racism, prejudices, stereotyping, and discrimination 
exist in investor markets, leading to a higher bar for Black CEOs for advancement despite 
their exceptional qualifications. The choices of Black CEOs and Black members of top 
management were more unpopular with investors than those of White individuals. Dur-
ing the math scenario-based tests, it was common in investment bank and consultancy job 
interviews, and recruiting teams worried more when Black CEOs failed, and was uncon-
cerned when White men failed the math test. When hired, on average, Black CEOs had more 
years of education, advanced degrees, and elite education than White CEOs under the same 
employment conditions (Gligor et al., 2021).
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Ray (2019) focused on examining the influence of race on organizational behavior and 
posited that race plays a significant role in shaping the fundamental aspects, hierarchies, 
and operational mechanisms that characterize organizations. This scholar formulated four 
principles: (1) racialized organizations have the capacity to either empower or undermine 
the influence of racial groups; (2) racialized organizations validate the unequal allocation of 
resources; (3) whiteness functions as a form of qualification; and (4) the separation of formal 
regulations from actual organizational behavior is often influenced by racial dynamics. Ray 
(2019) concluded that including organizations in a structural framework for racial inequality 
might enhance our understanding of the durability, progression, and establishment of racial 
disparities within institutions. An earnest integration of race and organizational theory has 
the potential to offer a more effective framework for implementing interventions aimed at 
addressing the enduring presence of racist inequities inside organizations.

Pitcan et al. (2018) found that minority men in predominantly white organizations are 
more likely to experience and navigate race-related stressors in the workplace. Gligor et al. 
(2021) showed that despite their exceptional competencies, Black managers and executives 
in the investment industry are hindered by race, while Ray (2019) proposed combining 
race and organizational theory to address the inequities and inequalities faced by racialized 
groups, thus highlighting the implications of the theme of disparity. The literature on Black 
professionals, especially Black male supervisors in the workplace, is comparatively lim-
ited, and more attention to specific research on this topic and its meaning is necessary. The 
prevailing body of scholarly literature has suggested a fundamentally disruptive dynamic 
in the workplace that centers around racism, discrimination, and stereotyping, which, when 
combined, represent RBF, which is harmful to people in nondominant groups. The literature 
is incomplete due to its lack of an exploration of the patterns of behaviors that emerge and 
the development of appropriate managing and coping strategies that can raise awareness of 
the seriousness of this phenomenon.

Conceptual Framework

Critical race theory (CRT) is used to analyze the racial inequities that emerge from systemic 
racism and result from people’s thoughts and actions. Crenshaw, a leading academic work-
ing in the field of CRT, acknowledged that racism is a pervasive part of American culture 
(Crenshaw, 2011). According to Crenshaw (2011), the theoretical approach used in CRT 
investigates how a history of systemic and institutionalized racism has shaped American 
law. More specifically, this approach focuses on how American law makes racial hierarchy 
or illegitimate forms of racial discrimination possible (Fong, 2008). This study aimed to 
comprehend how Black male supervisors navigate their encounters with RBF in the work-
place. The set of theories in alignment with this research was viewed through the lenses of 
cognitive appraisal theory (CAT) and symbolic interactionism theory (SIT) (Folkman et al., 
1986; Griffin et al., 2015). CAT is in line with our research and research questions, which 
focus on the potential risk that emerges when an individual experiences a comment or situa-
tion and assesses that encounter as stressful and, in such a situation, the degree to which this 
encounter exceeds the individual’s ability to manage and cope (Folkman et al., 1986). SIT 
focuses on how individuals interact (Blumer, 1969). These theories posit that the meanings 
that people attribute to events and objects vary from person to person as well as time and 
indicate that these meanings drive people’s behavior.
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Overall, this theoretical foundation aligns with the research’s approach, with CRT being 
used to examine the racial inequalities resulting from institutional racism. Concurrently, 
CAT is used to explore the stress that individuals experience when they must navigate 
stressful interactions, and SIT explores how individuals assign meaning to their encounters, 
which determines their behavior. Based on these concepts, CRT, CAT, and SIT are excellent 
complements to our research study and research questions. Our research aims to help Black 
men and people of color in supervisory roles discuss and better understand their experi-
ences, report their perceptions, and uncover the pattern of behavior that emerges when navi-
gating RBF while simultaneously capturing the strategies they use to manage and cope with 
these issues in the workplace.

Research Method

The research methodology employed in this study was based on grounded theory (GT). 
Grounded theory scholars have agreed that the formulation of a theory should be rooted 
in empirical data rather than preexisting literature. This approach involves a systematic, 
qualitative procedure that aims to produce a comprehensive conceptual understanding of 
a process, action, or interaction related to a significant topic of interest (Creswell, 2009; 
Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The research team employed the constructivist 
grounded theory (CGT) approach, which emphasizes and elicits participants’ understand-
ing of their situations and the corresponding events and explores the assumptions, implicit 
meanings, and unspoken realities that are captured in the research questions (Charmaz, 
2006). The constructivist component refers to the collaboration between the lead author/
researchers and the participants with regard to constructing the emerging theory (Charmaz, 
2006). The motivation for the use of CGT to conduct this research was to develop a the-
ory based on real-world data because theory-based research that has examined the ways 
in which Black men in supervisory roles negotiate and navigate RBF remains scarce. It is 
important to note that the lead author/researcher has existential experience in this domain 
and chose to use a qualitative constructivist grounded theory method and design to obtain 
in-depth insights regarding the voices and experiences of Black men in relation to RBF with 
the goal of contributing to healthy management practices and promoting the ability to cope 
with this phenomenon while simultaneously increasing organizational awareness of RBF 
in the workplace. The research questions led the researchers to investigate how Black men 
in supervisory roles recognize episodes of race-related covert and subtle racism that forms 
RBF in the workplace, how they respond to or manage these episodes, and how they cope 
once such episodes occur. The following are the research questions and subresearch ques-
tions that guided the study:

Main Research Question  What meaning do Black men in supervisory roles ascribe to their 
encounters and experiences with racial battle fatigue in the workplace?

Subquestion 1  How do Black men in supervisory roles recognize, react, and respond to 
their encounters and experiences with racial battle fatigue in the workplace?
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Subquestion 2  What strategies do Black men in supervisory roles use to manage the daily 
occurrence of racial battle fatigue in the workplace?

Demographics of Participants

The study participants included 11 Black or African-American males who were selected 
through purposive sampling and satisfied the criteria for answering the study question. The 
participants’ demographics, which are shown in Table 1, detail the participants’ levels of 
education, supervisory roles, and years as supervisors, as well as the industries in which 
they currently work.

Data Collection and Interview Questions

The data collected during in depth, semistructured interviews were systematically tran-
scribed and imported using Dedoose, a qualitative research app, for analysis using purpo-
sive sampling. Once all 11 transcripts had been imported into Dedoose, they were positioned 
with respect to the anchor codes by reference to the factors (recognize, react, and response), 
classifications (microaggression, microinequities, and vicarious racism), strategies, and 
meaning-making methods associated with the research questions for further analysis. The 
interviews were conducted via the Zoom videoconferencing platform. Table  2 displays 
empirical data, which consists of samples of responses to the interview questions, alongside 
the participants’ experiences.

All participants responded openly to questions about their experiences, and several of 
them admitted that the interview session was cathartic. Participants were asked about their 
personal definitions of RBF, their experiences, and their stories regarding the workplace 
microaggressions, microinequities, and vicarious racism that constituted RBF.

Table 1  Demographics of the Sample Population
Participant Supervisory Role Age Level of 

Education
Years as 
Supervisor

Occupation

A1 Director 43 Ph.D. 4 Military Operations
A2 Branch Chief 61 Master’s 30 Government Acquisition
A3 Director 58 BS 25 Commercial Medical 

Regulator
A4 Director 57 MBA 15 Government Resource 

Management
A5 Senior Vice President 55 BS 23 Corporate Banking
A6 Senior Vice President 42 Ph.D. 3 Higher Education-Academics
A7 Assistant Professor 34 Ph.D. 10 Higher Education-Academics
A8 Director 32 Ph.D. 6 Government Resource 

Management
A9 Supervisor 25 BS 2 Military Operations
A10 Director 47 Master’s 20 Government Acquisition
A11 Deputy Chief 53 MBA 20 Military Operations
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Data Analysis

Participants were asked several open-ended, semistructured questions, and the transcripts 
were provided to participants for verification. We used the CGT approach and created codes 
using an interpretation-focused coding strategy consisting of a three-step coding cycle: ini-
tial, focused, and theoretical. This process also involved reflexivity, memoing, data reduc-
tion, and theoretical sensitivity. To facilitate the data analysis, we assessed the characteristics 
of each code, performed reductions, reviewed commonalities, and constantly compared the 
data throughout the process of analysis. We utilized the resulting codes and categories to 
develop themes for theoretical sensitivity, which focused our attention on each category and 
the research questions, thus enabling us to understand the possible relationships that could 
be established between an emerging theme and theory in further depth. The coding cycles 
presented a notable obstacle with regard to integrating and applying the research inquiries 

Table 2  Sample Interview Responses Regarding RBF, Classifications, and Factors
Participants’ Personal Definitions of RBF
It is racial-related challenges on a job, which can sometimes be overbearing and contribute to demotiva-
tion and take them to a place where they might feel less willing to give all of themselves on the job.
It is working in an environment without being given all the tools necessary to be successful that others 
have. One of those reasons is race; you know, we are not given all of those tools, yet we’re expected to 
give those results.
Microaggression Recognized Experience 

Interpreted
So, I felt like she was kind of sabotaging my ability to grow. “I feel like I can do this 
work.“ But she kind of feels like, apparently, a lot of people who are minorities on my 
staff are incompetent.

The mischar-
acterization of 
their ability as 
incompetent

Microaggression Response Experience 
Interpreted

I get requests such as do you think you can talk to so and so, because she didn’t com-
plete the last tasks. But what they are really asking is you’re Black, and she’s Black 
with an attitude. At times, I want to say no, but I talk to her because they are avoiding 
confrontation.

Managing the 
angry Black 
woman stereotype

Microinequities Recognized Experience 
Interpreted

You never get the real answer on why you were not selected. There’s some type of 
excuse that they use to just kind of accommodate you or just appease you.

Being aware of 
excuses that im-
pede progress

Microinequities Response Experience 
Interpreted

I began to second guess my own self. I began to start to internalize my own decision 
when I saw my organizations’ racist actions, and I shut down.

Experiencing 
self-doubt and 
remaining silent

Vicarious Racism Recognized Experience 
Interpreted

Black Lives only Matter (BLM) to Blacks who are being brutalized by whites. But 
BLM doesn’t matter to fellow Blacks.

BLM. Hypocrisy 
benights us.

Vicarious Racism Response Experience 
Interpreted

There was a Black brother on the team with a stuttering problem. The White man kept 
talking over him. I said, “Will you just shut up and let the man speak.“

Defending a 
fellow Black 
colleague

1 3



Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal

pertaining to the identification, response, reaction, managing, and coping techniques within 
the context of psychological, behavioral, and physiological impacts concurrently. This task 
was accomplished by linking the psychological and behavioral effects to the factors of rec-
ognizing, reacting, and responding within the domains of cognitive and behavioral opera-
tions associated with navigating the three classifications (microaggression, microinequities, 
and vicarious racism), while the physiological effects were in line with Vines et al.‘s (2006) 
concept, which explains that stressors alone do not affect health; instead, the managing and 
coping mechanisms that are used when facing racism affect the physical health outcomes 
exhibited by persons of color.

Considerations Regarding Biases

A researcher’s reflexive memos can help identify the personal assumptions, biases, and 
suppositions inherent in their data (Charmaz, 2014). Using reflexive memoing during the 
research experience, decoding the data, and capturing questions regarding the process facili-
tated a more effective interrogation of the researcher’s own thinking about the study. Aware-
ness of the researcher’s positionality and bias with regard to the problem investigated in this 
study was crucial to the robustness of the empirical findings. The research team assessed 
themselves in terms of the predispositions of the research study and their previously estab-
lished beliefs and refrained from manipulating the research data and producing biased inter-
pretations thereof (Darby et al., 2019). A pilot test was conducted to ensure the research 
instrument’s validity and to verify that the iterative process of the constant comparison of 
the data was reliable and consistent with the research methodology.

Ethical Considerations

The names of all 11 participants were changed and replaced with a unique alphanumeric 
identifier to safeguard their identities and maintain confidentiality. All subjects provided 
informed consent for their participation in the study.

Research Findings

This article presents the research results and a discussion of the emerging findings. The ana-
lytical results of the study took the form of empirical indicators of relevant data that gener-
ated 1,168 codes drawn from the interviews with the 11 participants, which were uploaded 
into Dedoose; this process led to the emergence of 2,923 codes that were reapplied to the 
research question anchor codes (Adu, 2019). The anchor codes of the research questions 
were structured into two domains:

(1) Cognitive and behavioral operations based on recognizing, responding, and react-
ing alongside the strategies used for managing, coping, and meaning-making.
(2) Navigating the three classifications, including microaggressions, microinequities, 
and vicarious racism, to include adaptive strategies from the relevant classification.

1 3



Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal

The interpretive analyses identified the microaggression-related factors associated with rec-
ognizing, responding, and reacting (68 significant codes were identified); the microineq-
uity-related factors associated with recognizing, responding, and reacting (39 significant 
codes were identified); and the vicarious racism-related factors associated with recognizing, 
responding, and reacting (26 significant codes were identified). In order to facilitate the data 
analysis, the researchers assessed the characteristics of each code, reviewing commonalities 
among individual codes and groups based on their shared characteristics to devise different 
categories based on the research questions.

As a result, the interpretation of the interviews and data development from Table 3 pro-
vides examples of datasets containing empirical data collected from participants’ experi-
ences and translated into codes, highlighting the importance of consistent discourse and data 
organization to address the research question. Individuals and their environment categorize 
their encounters and experiences to determine their coping strategy, which depends on how 
the situation is appraised (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The deductive method was used to 
construct assumptions predicated on existing theories, which in our study were RBF, CRT, 
CAT, and SIT, and then gather the data to test those predictions to determine whether the 
data acquired lends credence to the categories and the theory (Halpin & Richard, 2021).

Table 3  Interpretation of Code Excerpts
Microaggression: Recognize-1, Response-2, & React-3 Experience 

Interpreted
Code

R1: So, I felt like she was kind of sabotaging my ability to grow. “I 
feel like I can do this work.“ But she kind of feels like, apparently, a 
lot of people who are minorities on my staff are incompetent.

Mischaracterization 
of their ability as 
incompetent

Disre-
spected

R2: I get requests such as “do you think you can talk to so and so,“ 
because she didn’t complete the last tasks. But what they are really 
asking you’re Black, and she’s Black with an attitude. At times, I want 
to say no, but I talk to her because they are affording confrontation.

Dealing with an 
angry Black woman

Stereotype

R3: What it does, it shuts you down. It makes you feel less than, and 
all the innovative thought that you would’ve had, it all now goes by 
the wayside. This is the result of this experience, and literally, it hand-
cuffs you and entraps you, and it takes away from who you are.

Feeling inferior, 
shackled, entrapped, 
and a stolen identity.

Inferior

Microinequities: Recognize-1, Response-2, & React-3 Experience 
Interpreted

Code

R1: You never get the real answer on why you were not selected. 
There’s some type of excuse that they use to just kind of accommodate 
you or just appease you.

Aware of excuses 
that impede progress

Normal 
Practice 
& Process

R2: I began to second guess my own self. I began to start to internalize 
my own decision when I saw my organization’s racist actions, and I 
shut down.

Self-doubt and 
remaining silent

Distrust

R3: At this point, I’m extremely exhausted. I mean, like I said, I want 
to quit, but that’s not an option.

Feeling fatigued and 
ambivalent

With-
drawn

Vicarious Racism: Recognize-1, Response-2, & React-3 Experience 
Interpreted

Code

R1: Black Lives only Matter (BLM) to Blacks who are being brutal-
ized by whites. But BLM doesn’t matter to fellow Blacks.

BLM. Hypocrisy 
benights us.

Disillu-
sioned

R2: There was a Black brother on the team with a stuttering problem. 
The White man kept talking over him. I said, “Will you just shut up 
and let the man speak?“

Defending a fellow 
Black colleague

Black 
Stigma

R3: You want to just quit. You start feeling less than. You start feeling 
as if you can’t do it. And anybody who’s in a leadership position, this 
is a dangerous place for them to be.

Feeling helpless and 
ineffective

Over-
whelmed
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The framework was subsequently divided into two domains: (1) the cognitive and behav-
ioral operation of the aforementioned factors (recognize, respond, and react) and (2) navi-
gate (the three classifications: microaggression, microinequities, and vicarious racism). The 
linkage between Tables 3 and 4 was enhanced, thus making it easier to identify recurring 
codes and categories based on the more evident pattern that emerged, which was a signifi-
cant improvement. Table 4 provides examples of the reduction of the datasets alongside the 
participants’ experiences, which were translated into codes.

Four themes emerged from the core question of meaning-making throughout the partici-
pants’ years of personal and professional workplace interactions: (1) Black male supervisors 
are not immune to racism; (2) Be exemplary; (3) Carry your race; and (4) Develop resil-
iency. These themes were synthesized without category development into a statement that 
accurately conveyed the participants’ understandings and interpretations of the meaning of 
their RBF experiences in Table 3. The respondents revealed that they each had their own 
individual behavior styles with regard to navigating RBF in the workplace, which were typi-
cally complex. The cumulative nature of their RBF encounters and experiences contributed 
to increased cognitive and behavioral responses, leading to health concerns regarding the 
implementation of management and coping strategies.

Ultimately, participants’ collective responses suggested that the cognitive and behavioral 
operations involved in navigating the three RBF classifications are both cumulative and an 
exhaustive experience. Black men’s experiences of RBF in the workplace as supervisors 
were conveyed through theoretical coding and by applying the framework based on CRT, 
CAT, SIT, and CGT to interpret, make, and enact the meaning and actions revealed by the 
study (Groen et al., 2017). The use of inductive and abductive approaches to the empirical 
data substantially facilitated the interpretation of the research question; accordingly, certain 
patterns that were either novel or surprising emerged with regard to navigating participants’ 
cognitive and behavioral activities and adaptive strategies (Halpin & Richard, 2021). Theo-
retical sensitivity was used when defining the relationships between the initial and focused 

Table 4  Summary of Racial Battle Fatigue Categories
Research Questions Navigate
Cognitive and Behavioral 
Operation

Microaggression Microinequities Vicarious Racism

Recognize (Psychological) Alienated Overlooked & 
Disqualified

Estranged: Work-
place Disturbance

Response
(Behavioral)

Constructive Interaction Emotional Exposure 
(4D: Disbelief, Dis-
courage, Disgruntle, & 
Determined)

Organizational 
Cultural Diver-
sity Initiative

Recognize (Psychological) Ignored & Ignorance Dishonesty Ineffective 
Organizational 
Cultural Diver-
sity Initiative

React
(Psychosocial)

Powerless & Vulnerable Powerless & 
Vulnerable

Powerless & 
Vulnerable

Strategy
(Physiological)

Manage & Cope Manage & Cope Manage & Cope

Meaning-Making As a Black male supervisor, the weight of carrying your race, culture, 
and mischaracterization while navigating RBF in the workplace is 
both overwhelming and vital.
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codes and their relations to categories in ways that were conducive to consolidation, which 
influenced the development of both theme and theory.

The themes that thus emerged—disconnection, deception as a hindrance, emotional deci-
sion-making, and dialog aimed at cooperation—answered the research question. Figure 1 
depicts the 4D theoretical model of the cognitive and behavioral operations associated with 
the three classifications that emerged from this process.

The analysis revealed concurrent, embedded, and causal relationships among the fac-
tors associated with the three classifications and the cognitive and behavioral operations 
domains. Based on the participants’ reports and experiences, both cognitive and behavioral 
operations and navigating exist or happen simultaneously, thus exhibiting a concurrent rela-
tionship. The embedded relationships also occur simultaneously in situations in which par-
ticipants reported emotions and communication as fundamental influences, leading to the 
adjustment of other concepts, such as cognitive behavioral operations and classifications.

The themes indicated the baseline of the research questions: Black men in supervisory 
roles who encounter and experience microaggressions, microinequities, and vicarious 
racism in the workplace endure stress in a way that can be captured by a four-relational 
model (4D). This model describes the cognitive and behavioral flow exhibited by Black 

Fig. 1  Disconnection, dialog, decision-making, & deception model (4D model)
The participants’ statements are used as a unifying diagram for the 4D model of their RBF experiences 
as Black male supervisors. The four-relational model postulates a spatial perspective featuring five (5) 
aspects of the complexities of RBF situations that lie beyond the scope of a typical supervisor’s experi-
ence. The research findings and the 4D model highlight the abstract workplace environment in which 
Black male supervisors find themselves and in which they must navigate their unusual circumstances in 
a four-relational dimensional context
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bale supervisors who must navigate RBF. The manifestation of RBF causes internal and 
external (conscious and subconscious) disconnects within the workplace, thus triggering an 
array of emotional debates regarding whether to engage in dialog concerning the incident. 
Depending on the severity of the RBF incident(s) in question, primarily when microinequi-
ties occur overtly when the supervisor is overlooked for advancement, an additional dis-
connect occurs, and emotional decisions become necessary regarding whether to maintain 
workplace decorum or to confront the matter and whether to trust the dialog or to discover 
that deception has masked the truth.

The Black men in supervisory roles who participated in this study shared their experi-
ences with obstacles and barriers, such as being overlooked for promotions, not receiving 
credit for their efforts, and working more diligently to be exemplary than their colleagues 
because they were the only Black men at that supervisory level. The reality of deception 
and hindrance emerged as a core theme because of its relevance and explanatory power with 
regard to problematic behavior, which participants highlighted in the empirical data. In the 
areas of strategies and adaptive practices and techniques, the participants did not indicate 
that they suffered from severe physical health issues or physical ailments associated with 
RBF, such as high blood pressure or heart issues. Insomnia, overeating, weight fluctuation, 
and exhaustion were the relatively few physiological complaints reported by the partici-
pants with regard to the physical manifestations of RBF. These results reflect the approach 
of John Henryism, according to which participants minimized their health concerns due 
to their inherent need to be competitive, aspire, and survive by working more diligently 
because of the sacrifices their Black parents and African ancestors had made (Moore, 2021). 
Their drive for success was based on their need to cultivate a better future for the next 
generation of Black male supervisors. Participants employed religious practices such as 
prayer and inspirational gospel music, made mental notes of disingenuous exchanges with 
management, engaged in silent screaming, clamped their hands together tightly, partici-
pated in support teams/groups, and employed self-medication as strategies to manage and 
cope with RBF in the workplace. Synthesizing and coconstructing these recollections into 
a broader theoretical interpretation, model, and narrative illustrates the complexities and 
unique aspects associated with Black males in supervisory roles and their experiences of 
RBF at work.

Summary of Findings

The study’s findings revealed the existence of microaggressions, microinequities, and 
vicarious racism in the form of the RBF that Black men in supervisory roles encountered 
and experienced in the workplace. This study emphasized the tenacity of Black men in 
supervisory roles and the successful navigating strategies they used in response to the per-
sistence of subtle race-related stressors. The 11 participants recalled being the only Black 
male supervisor at a key leadership level for most of their careers. Their roles as Black male 
supervisors allow them to promote diversity and challenge the dominant group’s status quo 
as the only such figure. Finally, participants expressed annoyance with the mistrust they 
had encountered regarding their qualifications, academic institution, and technical expertise 
when performing their jobs.
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Interpretation of Findings

The study aimed to encourage Black men in supervisory roles to discuss scenarios that 
involved conditions or processes that highlighted a sequential pattern of behaviors that were 
relevant to their experience. By revisiting the 4D model with an emphasis on the emergent 
theory of deception as an obstacle to progress, the researchers reflected on Applebaum’s 
(2021) article titled RBF: Epistemic Exploitation and Willful Ignorance, which proposes a 
theory of contributory injustice. This theory broadens the analysis to account for a pattern of 
behavior grounded in the participants’ experiences that is comparable to epistemic injustice, 
according to which marginalized groups are disregarded or ignored when they attempt to 
navigate injustice (Bailey, 2014). The iterative examination of the participants’ experiences 
focused on the macrolevel spectrum of the RBF theme of deception as an obstacle to prog-
ress. This was in line with our exploration of the concept of contributory injustice, which 
led to the finding of “white fear” in this context. The focus on “contributory” emphasized 
the role of willful ignorance as a contributing factor to a dominant framework of protec-
tion based on questioning and challenge (Applebaum, 2021, p. 60). White fear represents a 
subset or branch of contributory injustice because members of the privileged group within 
the system are collectively complicit in preventing members of the nonprivileged group 
within the system from being able to prove that harmful patterns of racism are pervasive and 
tiresome based on a lack of engagement with members of the latter group to address those 
patterns (Applebaum, 2021).

According to Booysen (2007), white fear is a primary reason why management, mainly 
white management, is opposed to effective employment fairness. White fear is based on a 
loss of power and privilege, which is critical of whiteness (Donnor, 2021). The participants’ 
explanations of the conditions of epistemic injustice in employment revealed the presence 
of white fear. This fear contributes to the heightened challenges faced by Black men and 
people of color who are marginalized in expressing their encounters and experiences with 
RBF. A clearer explanation of this notion is that when “the powerful have an unfair advan-
tage in structuring resources,“ epistemic employment injustice emerges (Applebaum, 2021, 
p. 62).

An unusual observation that emerged when abduction was applied necessitated a theory 
that fit into previously established theories to account for these findings. The theory of epis-
temic employment injustice depicted in Fig. 2 emerged unexpectedly from the participant’s 
perspectives. As a result, white fear was discernible as it manifested in the execution of dis-
criminatory employment practices, which further intensified the participants’ maladaptive 
behavior as a consequence of their encounters with RBF. The contextual specificity of our 
research, the absence of additional factual research relevant to the participants, and the con-
struction of this theory, regardless of how minor or marginal it may be, were in line with the 
participants’ experiences. The emergent theory was interpreted such that the participant’s 
experiences were composed of three factors that exhibited a pattern of injustice that is both 
systemic and systematic.

This pattern of injustice entails that individuals with privilege participate in resolving, 
dissolving, and absolving inclusivity, thereby creating intentional barriers associated with a 
feedback loop as a restoration of the status quo. The dominant group engages in the institu-
tionalized practice of epistemic employment injustice by excluding entrants who are incon-
gruent with the culture or the dominant group norms by deciding firmly on a course of 
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action to hinder entry. Subsequently, the dominant group dissolves the possibility of entry 
through deception, resulting in a disparity of opportunities, as shown in Fig. 2.

Throughout this process, privileged practitioners in the dominant group are careful to 
absolve the organization from blame and responsibility by relying on interpretative pro-
cesses, procedures, and policies. As a result of these systemic and systematic practices, 
dominant groups restore their position of power and privilege.

Limitations

This study aimed to investigate the experiences of Black male supervisors in the work-
place who have successfully navigated subtle and covert racial-related stress. A number 
of different factors limit the findings of this study, such as those pertaining to participants, 
the literature, the research methods used, the data analysis, and the overall study. Due to 
the qualitative nature of the study, its small sample size of 11 Black men in supervisory 
roles, and the GT approach it employed, its findings cannot be generalized to all indus-
tries or organizations in the United States. The study focused on Black male supervisors 
with a bachelor’s degree or higher who have successfully navigated racial-related stress and 
have the capability to manage their experiences with racism. However, some participants 
were not familiar with the terms RBF, microinequities, and vicarious racism, even though 
they experienced them daily. Before the interviews, the researcher presented definitions to 
explain these terms to the eligible participants. This approach could have affected how the 
participants answered the interview questions since they may have answered in a way that 
would help achieve the goals of this study. The sample size of 11 participants may have 
limited the richness of the data the study may have provided.

Fig. 2  Epistemic employment 
injustice and white fear
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Gathering literature on RBF in an organizational workplace setting was challenging 
due to the scarcity of such research. Most of the information in the literature was drawn 
from academic sources rather than from the public or private sectors. The researchers were 
required to make certain assumptions based on the literature, which focused more on the 
plight of women, students, and faculty, to adapt these insights to Black men in supervisory 
roles based on articles from peer review journals in the field of psychology. This situation 
represented a significant constraint in the context of a Black male supervisor in the work-
place. Future researchers can make the necessary improvements to mitigate the limitations 
identified in this research.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This qualitative grounded theory study aimed to answer the following research question: What 
meaning do Black men in supervisory roles ascribe to their encounters and experiences with 
racial battle fatigue in the workplace? The findings that thus emerged provided us with knowl-
edge of the textural and empirical lived experiences of Black male supervisors who worked in 
a variety of large industries and organizations in the United States and experienced RBF. This 
study is important to organizations because a great deal of time, money, and other resources 
are invested in recruiting, hiring, training, and evaluating employees. The findings of this study 
are significant because they pertain to organizational culture, employee well-being, employee 
empowerment, leadership, diversity, equity, and inclusion in this context. Retention is vital to 
an organization’s livelihood because organizations recognize that success in these areas leads 
to a healthy and productive workplace, which can positively impact their bottom line. Based on 
the findings of this study, future research is recommended to address the issue of the experience 
of RBF by Black men serving in supervisory roles in the workplace, which requires a holistic 
investigative approach.

Recommendations

The recommendations made in this section emphasize the important ways in which leaders and 
practitioners can benefit from reading and taking advantage of the study’s findings. The sig-
nificance of a company’s culture, employee well-being, employee empowerment, leadership, 
diversity, equity, and inclusion awareness and execution cannot be overstated. It is imperative 
for leaders and human resource practitioners to possess a comprehensive understanding of RBF 
and its impact on Black male supervisors. This understanding is crucial to effectively establish 
standards for conduct and managerial knowledge. A full understanding of this issue could help 
reduce the costs of absenteeism, turnover, and lawsuits (Title VII) and create a healthier and 
more authentic workplace environment in which people of color can aspire to leadership posi-
tions. Unfortunately, organizations overlook the misuse and abuse of direct hiring practices and 
Schedule A hires and make subjective judgments regarding performance appraisals. Addition-
ally, organizations create new diversity programs featuring gimmicky taglines while celebrat-
ing monthly awareness as an effective, productive diversity program rather than implementing 
an effective strategy, diversifying the leadership team, and reaping fundamental cost benefits. 
These organizations would benefit from analyses that include a policy that requires an employee 
climate survey, an audit of hiring practices, and advocacy for minority representation; account-
ability, consequences, and repercussions in cases in which evidence of unfair employment prac-
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tices is discovered; and incentives, benefits, and advantages in response to effective inclusion 
practices. This approach would lead to employment and employer commitment, buy-in, and 
potentially an increase in the company’s leadership pipeline from the supervisor level to the 
senior executive level. The direct involvement of organizational leadership is imperative for 
policy implementation.

Leaders and human resource professionals define and influence policies, processes, and 
training reforms and provide a voice for Black males in supervisory roles who are excluded 
and treated as commodities. Regarding diversity and inclusion, workplace stereotyping 
and ingroup preference have been the subject of substantial research and documentation 
(Bardwell, 2013; Colella & King, 2018; Ghumman et al., 2016; Roberson, 2006; Sparkman, 
2019). Knowledge of the differences in attitudes exhibited by members of marginalized 
groups is a crucial part of the system of institutions for overcoming discrimination, and 
leaders must be aware of these differences. (Triana et al., 2015).

This study expanded on existing knowledge of RBF to encourage a new wave of research 
and practice that can focus on the mental, physical, and emotional well-being of Black 
men and people of color at every level. Despite the apparent difficulties associated with 
this phenomenon, the answer to this problem does not lie in continuing to be perplexed 
and disheartened. Racial Battle Fatigue has the potential to reveal how specific resources 
and opportunities are structurally absent in our response to the effects of race-related pres-
sures in the workplace among people in positions of power and marginalized people (Kofi 
Lomotey & Smith, 2023). Racism is undeniably the most critical, urgent, and intractable 
problem facing the United States of America. To create a healthy nation, we must heal our 
racial wounds. It is imperative that we continue to perform the accurate analysis that we 
have been conducting, that we document our findings, and that we put these findings into 
practice.
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