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Dedication

To my mom,

for your strength and vulnerability,

lifetime of sacrifice,

and abundant love.




Epigraph

“Usually when people talk about the ‘strength’ of black women they are referring to the way in which they perceive black women coping with oppression. They ignore the reality that to be strong in the face of oppression is not the same as overcoming oppression, that endurance is not to be confused with transformation.”

bell hooks, ain’t i a woman
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Introduction

Everywhere that we turn, we’re surrounded by beautiful, intelligent, strong Black women. I’m sure that you can name many in your own life. In fact, you’re probably one of them. Today’s strong Black women are grinding at work and climbing professional ladders, at every event, dressed to perfection with no trace of trouble to be found. They are sitting next to you at church, volunteering at community events, and at your book or wine club. They are doing whatever they need to do in order to take care of their children and extended family, with or without any help. They are working multiple jobs, trying to make it in a system designed to prevent them from getting ahead. Strong Black women are not just the backbone of society, they are its breath and its heartbeat.

The strong Black woman can be seen on big and small screens or one click away on social media. Political leaders like Shirley Chisholm, Auntie Maxine, and Michelle Obama; literary icons like Gwendolyn Brooks, Octavia Butler, and Toni Morrison; athletic champions like Althea Gibson and Serena Williams; dynamic actresses like Cicely Tyson, Angela Bassett, and Regina King; and TV moms like Florida Evans and Clair Huxtable. Crooners who sang such as Aretha Franklin, Nina Simone, and Mary J. Blige. And, boss business leaders Ursula M. Burns, Debra Lee, and Mellody Hobson. They are also those in our own families whose names may be lesser known, like my grandmother and mother, my first examples of strong Black women; the women who pave the way at work; and, of course, my girlfriends.

From a distance, strong Black women seem invincible. Everything they set out to accomplish, they achieve. They bounce back stronger from whatever obstacle threatens to get in their way. Their head is always held up high, with style and a smile. If you step out of line and need to be put back in your place, they can do that too. Above all, they never forget to give praise and honor to God for all that he has done for them. We look up to these women as our role models and for inspiration. Their strength makes us believe that the possibilities available to us are limitless.

But, as strong Black women, you know best that it isn’t always easy to be strong. The world is out here testing us every day, be it at home, work, or just walking down the street. My grandmother taught my mother, and my mother taught me, to deal with hurt, disappointment, and loss by wiping my tears away, keep my head up and keep going. It ain’t the first time you’ve been hurt and it won’t be the last, my mother would say. She reminded me early and often, Life ain’t fair, so don’t expect it to be.

Society puts pressure on Black women to be everything to everybody—to be superwomen—and we accept the charge. We are constantly pouring out and rarely allow ourselves to receive the care we so urgently need. We fight tooth and nail to defy the negative expectations people have of us and to prove our worth. And yet, it seems like it’s never enough.

In spite of our difficult circumstances, Black women are masters at maintaining a cool indifference and presenting ourselves as having it all together. As soon as we step out of the house, we put our game face on—our mask. This mask is our protection from all of the historical trauma and societal ills—racism, sexism, victimization—that weigh us down. It tries to keep the outside hurt from getting in and the inside hurt from getting out.

Often the mask is a façade and doesn’t really reflect what we’ve been through or how we’re feeling. Although we generally accept the label of strong Black woman with pride, on the other side of the mask are stress, anxiety, and depression that lead to unhealthy behaviors such as emotional eating, poor sleep, and neglecting self-care. The mask allows us to show only a fraction of our true selves to the world. We wear it as a way of coping with our pain. It’s our survival tactic. But is it really serving us? I don’t think so. In fact, I believe the strong Black woman mask is preventing us from being our most authentic and abundant selves.

When all forms of suffering are considered, it’s hard to find a Black woman who hasn’t experienced some form of trauma. Yet if you don’t look closely, or ask the right questions, you would look right past them. Black women have been pushing through and going through the motions for so long that suffering has become the norm. Far too often we have coped with our pain by turning away from it, avoiding or denying it, rather than looking at it closely and handling it tenderly.

Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen is about strong Black women and the unknown suffering that is intimately embedded in their strength. It is a guidebook for healing. In this book I will show you how to move past the façade of the strong Black woman and embrace who you really are—warm and supportive, audacious, and joyous.

The woman who is “too strong” lives a life in which she doesn’t acknowledge all of the emotions that are a part of a normal human experience. The woman who is “too vulnerable” may be less equipped to cope in today’s society, where systematic oppression and racial and gender discrimination are rampant. Here, I will outline how Black women can create a healthy balance between strength and vulnerability.

Long before I ever started trying to understand the circumstances that shape the lives of others, I observed and analyzed what was happening within my own household. Early on I realized that my mother and grandmother were only revealing a fraction of themselves to the outside world. They made it clear that not all things are to be openly discussed, and emotions are complex and at times may feel contradictory. By middle school I’d determined that my family was dysfunctional and suggested to my parents that we go to therapy, a novel idea for a little Black girl living on the South Side of Chicago. I wanted to fix us. I wanted our family to be normal.

My mother’s response was to ignore it. What do you think we need therapy for? she asked with genuine confusion. My dad chuckled with amusement, attempting to assure me, We’re fine. And, they both went on: We aren’t the kind of people who go to therapy. This is some mess that you must have picked up from the white kids at school. They were right.

I attended a liberal and racially diverse elementary school. When the kids at my school had a problem, the entire family sat around in a circle and talked to a kind and understanding person who listened carefully and helped them to work it out. At least that’s how I imagined it to be. Those white kids seemed happy and well adjusted.

Instead of talking about our problems, I learned how to pretend that everything was normal and to keep my thoughts and feelings to myself. This behavior worked temporarily, until eventually all of the emotions that I had been suppressing came rising to the surface. This is part of the reason I decided to write Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen, because I know that suppressing how you feel doesn’t make the feelings, or the problems, go away.

As a clinical psychologist, I bring together a lifetime of observing, listening to, and learning from strong Black women, decades of scholarly research that has been conducted on their mental and physical health, and experience providing mental health treatment. I also offer you my lived experiences as a Black woman who has struggled with depression and anxiety.

In the pages to come it is my intention to honor and celebrate the strong Black woman, and also help us to take the necessary steps to be emotionally and physically well—as the two are intricately entwined. Every strong Black woman holds an untold story, and here we’ll begin to reveal the challenges that we face and learn wellness practices to build a community of authentically strong women from the inside out. I invite you to open your heart and mind. I invite you to use your voice, be heard, and ask for what you need from your partners, your managers, and your children. I invite you to release the suffering that you’ve been holding onto for so long. In order for us to continue to make impactful contributions to the world, and in our own lives, we must abandon self-defeating behaviors.

Throughout the book, I unearth the many issues we as Black women deal with daily. We will explore how trauma and adversity have led to deep emotional pain that has shaped our lives. For instance, I discuss the stress brought on from work and financial issues and from being regularly confronted by racism and discrimination. I share with you stories about childhood sexual abuse, domestic violence, relationship baggage, pregnancy trauma, absentee fathers, and mother-child separation. This work challenges the tradition of secret keeping in our community and its relationship to intergenerational cycles that perpetuate suffering. It also shows you how to recognize unhealthy patterns and offers strategies for healing.

Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen features many different women. Along the way you will get to know my beloved grandmother and mother and the ways that their life experiences have impacted me. I will show you how they passed down their strength, and, unknowingly, generational trauma, like your grandmothers and mothers may have inadvertently done with you. My clients have also graciously allowed me to tell their stories. But I have changed their names to protect their privacy, and I did the same for friends who generously agreed to participate.

In therapy, my clients and I explore what lies beneath the mask of strength. This is usually an unfamiliar space, because talking about our problems to strangers is not something we as Black women typically do. But if you have come to this book, you might be willing to try something new to help you with all that you have been holding onto. Don’t be afraid of what might happen if you unearth a buried part of yourself. I invite you to approach the pain that for years has been buried. You no longer have to pretend that you’re “fine.”

Research has shown that people who have experienced trauma are more vulnerable to a wide range of challenges, such as academic and behavioral problems in childhood; high-risk pregnancy; negative birth outcomes (i.e., premature birth); poor physical health outcomes like higher rates of obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease; and poor mental health outcomes like stress, anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts. When the traumatic histories of Black women are compounded with day-to-day acute and chronic stress, the outcomes can be detrimental.

At the start of therapy women are generally unaware of how trauma and chronic stress have impacted their emotions, behavior, and ability to function day to day. But they want something to ease their sadness and worry. Often they feel lost and are looking for insight and hope. My clients share things with me that no one else in their life knows, entrusting me with the most vulnerable parts of themselves. They discover their own wants and needs after years of taking care of everyone else and neglecting themselves. I help them to understand the impact that trauma has had on their lives and to transition from feeling stuck in suffering to being empowered to take steps toward healing. I underscore the importance of being mindfully aware of your own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; identifying sources of stress; confronting problems head on; and embracing support. I encourage women to let go of ideals and expectations, and create space for their authentic selves while giving permission to take care of themselves. It is my goal that our work together of peeling back the accumulated layers of suffering helps them to find their true selves, where their full power and potential lie.

Through the examples in this book, I will show you how these women were able to move from the antiquated model of being strong, which requires denying and suppressing feelings, to being strong in a way that allowed them to acknowledge their suffering, cope in healthier ways, and heal. You may find that you relate to some of the women. As you go through the pages, I invite you to reflect on your own life experiences. It is my hope that through these stories, you will be able to take a closer look at the things that have been weighing you down and holding you back and let them go. I will give you a new framework within which to compassionately honor all parts of yourself. I hope that this book will be the beginning of the healing process for you.

Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen is about truly seeing strong Black women in our fullness and the beauty within both our strength and our vulnerability. I want us to redefine what it means to be strong, embrace the opportunity for vulnerability, and let go of the feelings of shame that may come up in the process. Ultimately, my desire is that this book will give women the power to make new choices for what they want for themselves and to live longer, healthier lives.






“Freeing yourself was one thing, claiming ownership of that freed self was another.”

TONI MORRISON, Beloved




Strength

We wear the mask that grins and lies.

It shades our cheeks and hides our eyes.

This debt we pay to human guile

With torn and bleeding hearts . . .

We smile and mouth the myriad subtleties.

Why should the world think otherwise

In counting all our tears and sighs.

Nay let them only see us while

We wear the mask.

MAYA ANGELOU, We Wear the Mask




One

I Am a Strong Black Woman

If you want to get something done, “ask a Black woman” is a saying that goes way back in our community. And the world shows us nearly every day how true this is. Want to change a historically red state to blue, ask Stacey Abrams. Want to put a man on the moon, ask Katherine Johnson. Want to begin to solve the food insecurity issues, ask Leah Penniman. From an early age, little Black girls, who eventually grow up to be strong Black women, are taught how to be tough and take care of business—not out of choice, but necessity. Our mothers know that strength will be required for us to survive and make it in the world, so we have to wipe our tears aside and keep it moving.

Strong Black women role models teach us how to function in the world. We listen to them—what is said, and what is left unsaid. We watch closely how they handle life’s challenges. We take in not only their strength, but also their style, rhythm, and bellowing laughter. When we see other women killing it, doing the thing, we revel in their success, and it lifts the whole of us. We know that when one of us pushes through, she leaves a path for more to follow. We are proud to be a part of this sisterhood of beauty, intelligence, and magic. Being strong has become so deeply engrained in us that we don’t know any other way to be.

Being a strong Black woman has historically been the essence of Black femininity. For decades, this prototype has provided the blueprint for how to appropriately perform our race-gender identity.1 In terms of role expectations, a strong Black woman is a provider, caretaker, and homemaker. Whether it’s because she chooses to do so or is required to do so as a single parent or head of household, she is able to independently provide for herself and her family. Miraculously, she succeeds despite having minimal resources. She can handle everything on her own; she doesn’t need anyone for anything. Her independence allows her to maintain a sense of control over herself and her circumstances.

A strong Black woman is ambitious, determined to be the best, and she understands that she will have to work harder in every aspect of her life in order to prove her value. She may be the first in her family to attain certain educational and professional achievements, such as graduating from college, obtaining an advanced degree, or being in a position of management. She is intent on discrediting the negative views that society has about Black women as hypersexual, lazy underachievers and failures who are looking for a handout.

The strong Black woman has been taught to put the needs of others—especially family—ahead of her own. This can mean sacrificing personal hopes, dreams, aspirations, and especially time for self-care, in order to take care of children, as mothers often do. As she achieves career success, the strong Black woman may feel responsible for helping people in her family and community, which sometimes can lead to a sense of pride, purpose, and value and other times can leave her feeling worn down, stressed, and overwhelmed. She may develop a savior complex, whereby she believes that she’s the only one around who can get things done—and get them done right. She becomes attached to her role as “the strong one” or “the fixer.” It feels good to her to know that she is needed. If she doesn’t take care of things, nobody will.

Despite being stretched thin, she has difficulty setting boundaries and saying No, sometimes out of guilt for being the one who made it and not wanting to be perceived as “too good.” She feels a sense of indebtedness to her ancestors and future generations to give everything that she has. In this way, the strong Black woman can become a martyr, or as Zora Neale Hurston described it in her 1937 novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, “de mule uh de world,” by carrying a load so heavy that she sacrifices her individual health for the good of the whole.

Even with the weight that she shoulders, the strong Black woman holds her head up high, appears confident and proud. Her pride is reflected in her purposeful walk, assertive voice, and deliberate actions. She is a leader in her family, church, and community. Her belief in God, who gives her strength and makes all things possible, is her anchor. She works hard to preserve her image of strength for the sake of those who depend on and look up to her. In the face of adversity, she is resilient and never loses hope.

A problem comes up, however, when we Black women believe that we should appear strong even when we don’t feel strong. We hide the aspects of ourselves that we think are inconsistent with strength in order to maintain our respectable, strong Black woman standing.

We have accepted the pretense that being strong means not acknowledging our true feelings and keeping things inside. It’s the stern or expressionless face that is often misperceived as being mean, hard, or angry. The emotions of sadness, fear, and worry are rarely revealed because we are concerned that they might be labeled soft or weak. The strong Black woman worries that if people know that she has such feelings, they will think that she is a failure or, worse, crazy. The mismatch between the reality of our feelings and the façade of strength eats away at us over time and can eventually reveal itself as mental distress and physical illness.

In the mind of a strong Black woman, vulnerability puts her at greater risk for being hurt or taken advantage of, so she keeps her defenses up. It is hard for her to trust people. The idea of letting go of control by sharing her most private thoughts and feelings, or having to depend on someone else, is intolerable. Besides, she doesn’t want to inconvenience or burden anyone else with her problems because they’ve got problems of their own. We believe it’s up to the strong Black woman to protect and take care of herself, because surely nobody else will.

The prototype strong Black woman was born of the systematic and institutional racism, sexism, and oppression that has disenfranchised Black women and their families for centuries. A history of disappointment, mistreatment, and abuse has contributed to and maintained the strong Black woman legacy. Many Black women have been so repeatedly and systematically let down by people in their families, communities, and institutions that they have become resigned to their pain as a companion of life. This coping style was developed as a survival mechanism, but it has been maintained as a cultural standard and continues to bear incredible costs.

Lessons on how to be a strong Black woman have been passed down for generations from grandmothers, mothers, aunts, and sisters through dialogue, modeling, and conditioning. These role models have preached the importance of being able to protect and care for ourselves, while keeping secret their personal stories of struggle and suppressing their inner emotions. There is an unspoken sentiment that if our foremothers survived the brutal and dehumanizing conditions of slavery, we—the generations of women who follow them—should be able to handle anything. But what we don’t recognize is that trauma experienced by past generations is cumulative and it shows up in us.

We’ve come to believe that suffering is just a part of life and living—Black women’s living. For us, a life without suffering is an unfamiliar indulgence. To be strong and to overcome in the face of struggle can become such an inherent part of what it means to be a Black woman that we have difficulty evaluating ourselves by any other metric.

My grandmother was one of my first examples of a strong Black woman. She left her man and Montgomery, Alabama, in 1951 and headed north as a single mother along with millions of other Black people during the second wave of the Great Migration in pursuit of better employment opportunities, and perhaps also a new suitor. At that time, fewer than 20 percent of Black families had a female head of household with no husband present.2 When she arrived in Chicago in 1954, after making a pit stop in Pennsylvania, she and my mother lived in a one-bedroom apartment on the West Side in the Jane Addams Homes. The public housing complex was initially built for impoverished Italian and Russian-Jewish residents. They moved out of the neighborhood as Black families were beginning to trickle in, along with several notorious street gangs.

Despite the welfare laws that prohibited Grandma from working, she held a job as a seamstress. She made curtains during the day and attended Crane Junior College at night. Assured that her fate would ultimately turn, she rolled the dice on herself and played her numbers in the policy game—the underground lottery in the neighborhood. Her younger sisters, who remained in their distressed marriages, sent money to help fill in the financial gaps of the husband she’d left behind. But my grandmother’s thorny temperament ensured that they remained on the outskirts of her and my mother’s lives and kept them isolated and without the emotional support that they didn’t know they needed.

Grandma never rested in “good enough.” With every accomplishment, the lust for the sufficiency of validation dwindled only slightly. For more than thirty years, she worked as an unemployment counselor at the State of Illinois Department of Labor. When I went to work with her as a little girl, I imagined that I, too, had an important job helping people—answering the phone and writing memos that would ultimately change the course of someone’s life. The constant flow of other people not having enough kept my grandmother moving forward. She quietly repaid her debts to the system that had helped her to claw her way out of poverty. Yet she could never afford to let down her defenses.

Eventually, when she was more than fifty years old, Grandma moved out of public housing and returned to school through a program offered by her employer to earn her bachelor’s degree at Roosevelt University. At that time only 8 percent of Black women in the United States had a college education.3 In the early 1970s, when predatory lending, redlining, and restrictive covenants were rampant in Chicago, she purchased a ranch house facing the train tracks in the previously Dutch community of Roseland. White flight was at its peak as Black folks rapidly began to occupy the neighborhood.

With every visit I made to Grandma’s house, she planted the seeds of my self-worth and willed to me her expectations for greatness. They were steeped in the Lipton’s lemon tea that we sweetened with packs of Equal and sipped out of pink porcelain teacups. We drank and held our pinkies out while speaking in fake British accents. She and I sat in perfect manner in her ornate wooden dining room chairs, which swallowed my petite frame and left my feet dangling beneath the table. As we delicately placed the teacups down on the saucers, we pursed our lips together and fluttered our eyelids, mimicking the air that we imagined rich and important people had. “Be still and stop kicking,” Grandma said, teaching me how to be proper and dignified.

Grandma’s hope for me was interlaced between her fingers as she kneeled down on the floor with me next to the bed as I said my prayers—Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep, and if I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take—being sure to ask God to bless Grandma, Mommy, and Daddy. In the morning she sent me home with a promise for prosperity folded in greeting cards that held an Our Daily Bread devotional booklet and twenty crisp dollar bills that she slid to me behind my mother’s back. “A third for you, a third for tithes, and a third for your piggy bank and one day you’ll be rich like Grandma,” she said.

For many of us, our grandmother sets the precedent that we strive to follow. When you need something, be it a few extra dollars, a place to stay, or just some solid advice, she’s the one you go to. She may not have much, but whatever she does have, she offers it to you freely. She’s a truth-teller who doesn’t mince words or spare feelings. She shows her love through her fierce loyalty to her family, steadfast nature, good cooking, and faithful prayers. The well of her wisdom runs deep. She’s tough, but beneath her tough exterior, she has stories to tell.

But while my grandmother taught me how to be strong, I was left to my own devices to figure out how to cope with the difficult emotions of anxiety, depression, and even suicidal thoughts that started to creep in by adolescence. As I struggled to understand my “nontraditional” family, and sought out a sense of belonging and acceptance, I flailed in a pool of erratic emotions that I didn’t understand. It wasn’t until I found myself in an unhealthy intimate relationship in my twenties that I finally went to therapy.

With the help of therapy, my faith in God, and a mindfulness meditation and yoga practice—and the support of a community of amazing, strong Black women—I slowly stopped feeling so depressed, anxious, damaged, and unsure of myself. I learned how to cope with the low moods and bouts of worry that inevitably come from time to time. Now when I feel down, I am able to acknowledge and hold space for that emotion, rather than ignore it or push it aside. When I feel anxious, I identify the worry, redirect my attention to things I can control, and let go of the rest. I affirm my needs, have firm and clear boundaries, practice gratitude, and take plenty of guilt-free time for rest and pleasure. But even with all of that, I can still be a strong Black woman.

As a clinical psychologist, I help Black women examine the parts of the strong Black woman prototype that continue to serve us—such as compassion, loving care for others, community orientation, determination, resilience, self-assuredness, faith in God, joyfulness—while leaving behind the parts that no longer serve us: suppressing emotion, denying our needs, being reluctant to set boundaries and say No, overworking, and not asking for help. When we grab hold of our strengths and release our difficulties and challenges, we are well-positioned to start the healing journey.

Along this journey I help my clients identify their vulnerabilities (which are often rooted in past trauma), understand their current needs in service of mental wellness and healthy relationships, and relearn what it means to take care of themselves. I ask clients to consider the at-times-hard-to-believe possibility that there is space to take care of themselves AND others, and that caring for others doesn’t have to mean deprioritizing or sacrificing the self.

This is an ongoing process of learning that self-care is not selfish, boundaries are necessary, and rest is required for rejuvenation. It is by filling our own cup that we have a wealth of abundance from which we can give to others. It is by caring for ourselves that we are able to tap in to our divine light and let that energy resonate widely.

Together, my clients and I reshape previously written narratives that discount their inherent worth, challenge expectations about who they should be and what they should do, and release the intentions that they want to manifest in the future. It is high time for us as Black women to resist the subjugation to martyrdom and redefine strength in a way that includes being strong enough to take care of ourselves and chart the course of our own destinies.

This means being strong enough to say “I too have feelings,” “I too am important,” and “My needs and wants also matter.” We must stop exhausting ourselves by trying to perform some idealized role of how we should be or what a “real” strong Black woman looks like. We don’t have to accept the role of provider or selfless caregiver just because it has been thrust upon us. Although we are part of a community, we are also whole individuals, and our existence does not have to be solely defined by what we do for others.

Far too often we falsely believe that we don’t have any choice in how we go through life, but we do. It is time for us as Black women to take control of our own lives, rather than letting the world, and tradition and expectation, direct our lives for us. We can choose the roles that we want to take on and carry them out in our own way. We don’t have to continue to do things the way that they have always been done. We can break the cycle. Our health depends on our making a grand change.

Although you may have become accustomed to suffering, inside of you lies the capacity for peace and contentment. The lightness and freedom of joy is indeed possible. You have the power to tap in to this ever-flowing stream, revel in it, and share it with everyone you meet. Your healing and discovery of inner peace breaks the cycle of suffering not just for you, but also for those who are in this time with you and those who will come after you.




Two

On My Last Nerve

You don’t have to look too far to see a Black woman shining in the workplace. This is also the place where we experience the most obstacles. For example, if you work for yourself, you are denied access to crucial resources such as investment capital. If you work for corporate America, you deal with regular racial insensitivities and microaggressions like not being seen, heard, or adequately rewarded for your contributions and accomplishments. And if you happen to be employed in a primarily Black business, you may have to deal with “crabs in a barrel” mentalities.

In short, work and life issues come with more than their fair share of stress. According to the 2010 Stress in America survey published by the American Psychological Association, money, work, family responsibilities, personal health, family health, and the economy are the most common sources of stress. Many Black women have added stress related to trauma, poverty, racism, sexism, and discrimination.1

In an informal social media poll that I conducted among Black women in my network, participants reported the following stressors:


	Making and saving money

	Experiencing microaggressions at work—everyday, subtle, intentional and sometimes unintentional interactions or behaviors that communicate racism and discrimination

	Being the only Black woman, or one of few, in the workplace

	Being the first in the family to “make it”

	Dealing with white privilege

	Experiencing imposter syndrome (more on this below)

	Feeling under a microscope

	Being afraid of disappointing themselves or others

	Feeling not good enough

	Having to provide for and take care of children

	Being a single parent

	Feeling concerned about the safety of their Black sons

	Feeling unsafe

	Trying to be “superwoman” as a wife or partner, mother, and employee

	Balancing work and life

	Having to “save the day” for struggling family members by paying bills, loaning money, providing bail money, and solving problems

	Having to care for other family members, such as aging parents

	Planning for the future

	Just trying to live as a Black person



This list makes clear the toll that being a provider and caretaker in a racist and sexist society takes on Black women’s mental health and well-being.

The importance of the Black woman’s role in the labor market was established during slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and with sharecropping in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.2 As providers, we participate in the labor force at higher rates than white women, yet still



















































	Develop skills to self-regulate emotion—learn how to calm your mind and body in the moment. Don’t act out of impulse, but with intention (which doesn’t mean ignoring or denying negative emotions).

	Use assertive communication—use your words. Explicitly state how you feel using an “I” statement and directly ask for what you need.

	Practice good time management by prioritizing tasks and setting boundaries—contrary to popular belief, we are not superwomen and we can’t (nor should we) do it all. And even when we try to, something is going to pay the price by not getting done as well. Pick and choose where you are going to allocate your time. Start handing out No’s—a lot of them.






	Maintain a strong sense of self and racial pride

	Deeply embed ourselves in support systems that affirm our value and worth

	Acknowledge the stress that racism triggers, the truth of our experiences, and be compassionate with ourselves

	Resist internalizing any fault for the racist acts of others

	Limit avoidable cues and triggers (such as the news and social media)

	Seek pleasure, rest, and relaxation (don’t let anyone steal our joy!)

	Allow ourselves safe space to process, but not ruminate on, events

	Manage the emotional labor that we put out (such as racism-splaining)

	Make choices based on what is valuable and meaningful to us
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