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FIRST LADY CHIRLANE MCCRAY LAUNCHES NEW PARTNERSHIP TO 

PROMOTE MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLNESS IN BLACK COMMUNITIES 

  

Historically Black women-led organizations partner under Sisters Thrive to train 10,000 

African-Americans in Mental Health First Aid 

                                                      

NEW YORK–First Lady Chirlane McCray today announced Sisters Thrive, a women-led, 

family-centered volunteer effort to promote mental health literacy in Black communities. The 

First Lady will spearhead a coalition that brings together six distinguished national service 

organizations to raise awareness about mental illness and substance misuse, shatter the stigma 

associated with seeking treatment and encourage a more diverse mental health workforce. Within 

its first year, the coalition will train 10,000 African-Americans in Mental Health First Aid and 

help develop a professional mental health pipeline – all part of a growing national movement to 

address unmet mental health needs in Black communities.  

 

“With grace and grit, these Black women-led organizations have built on a many decades-long 

tradition of caring for and supporting each other, connecting each other to opportunities and 

strengthening community bonds. Sisters Thrive taps into that tradition to promote wellness, 

destigmatize mental illness and develop a more culturally competent mental health workforce. 

Sisters Thrive leaders recognize that so much more can be achieved when organizations come 

together for a common cause. I look forward to working with these trailblazers and activists, who 

are so deeply committed to service in their communities,” said First Lady Chirlane McCray, 

who leads Sisters Thrive and the City's mental health and substance misuse efforts. 

 

Sisters Thrive marks the first time that a major city has tackled mental health with the 

collaboration of leading Black women-led organizations with an international reach. More than 

750,000 women are members of the participating Sisters Thrive service organizations: the 

following National Pan-Hellenic Council Organizations – Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., 

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc., Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc., and Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, 

Inc. – Jack and Jill of America, Inc. and the Eastern Area of The Links, Incorporated. These 

organizations were created to uplift and unite African-Americans, provide safe social networks 

and help protect their civil and human rights. Members commit to a lifetime of public service, 

advocacy and activism. And, all of the organizations have notable health and wellness programs 

to address the needs of their members and the communities that they serve.   
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“Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority is proud to support New York City First Lady Chirlane McCray 

and Sisters Thrive to promote mental health literacy in the African-American community. Since 

2015, Alpha Kappa Alpha has focused on the fight for mental health and wellness by 

encouraging its members to be part of the growing movement to eradicate stigma and address 

unmet needs. Sisters Thrive is an important next step in our efforts,” said Meredith Henderson, 

North Atlantic Regional Director of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. 

  

“As an organization whose first public act was in support of a woman’s right to vote, Delta 

Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. is a strong advocate for women intent on ensuring they not only have 

a voice in society, but a voice for themselves that allows them to have pride in who they are in 

their daily lives,” said Beverly E. Smith, National President & CEO of Delta Sigma Theta 

Sorority, Inc. Even with the strides we’ve made in the African-American community we still 

face prejudice, inequity and are discounted simply based on our appearance rather than our 

ability.  The end result for Black women, many of whom hit that proverbial “brick wall” at every 

turn, the burden of carrying a multitude of personal, professional and physical responsibilities 

can be debilitating and lead to mental illness and/or substance abuse. While Delta has its own 

initiative called ‘Mental Health Across the Lifespan’ we are very pleased and proud to be called 

on as partners with First Lady Chirlane McCray’s Sisters Thrive engagement strategy. Together 

we are better.” 

  

“As a community-conscious, action-oriented organization, Zeta has committed itself to 

empowering the communities we serve through our Z-HOPE (Zetas Helping Other People Excel) 

and GET ENGAGED programs. We understand the importance of eradicating the stigma that 

surrounds mental illness, and fully support First Lady Chirlane McCray’s efforts to make this a 

reality. No longer can we accept the fact that African Americans are 20 percent more likely to 

experience serious mental health problems than other citizens. We gladly offer our professional 

network and service platforms to help Sisters Thrive reach its goals. Working together, we will 

create a movement that ensures our communities receive adequate treatment and the opportunity 

to live prosperous lives,” said Dr. Mary Breaux Wright, International President of Zeta Phi 

Beta Sorority, Inc.  

  

“Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority is a global and diverse international service organization that is 

proud to be an official partner of the Sisters Thrive effort. We salute Chirlane McCray for her 

courage to bring mental illness out of the shadows in the African-American community.  For 

nearly 100 years, our sorority has been sounding the alarm to not only address the subject, but 

educate and remove the stigma attached to a diagnosis. Sisters Thrive aligns well with the 

sorority’s renewed focus on improving the overall health and wellness of African-American 

families in our communities,” said Deborah Catchings-Smith, International President of 

Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc. 

 

“Jack and Jill of America, Inc. is proud to support Sisters Thrive as we are deeply committed to 

changing the conversation around youth mental health vulnerabilities,” said Joli Cooper-Nelson, 

National President of Jack and Jill of America, Inc. 

 



“The Eastern Area of The Links, Incorporated is proud to partner with First Lady Chirlane 

McCray for this important initiative. It is critically important that we work together to address 

the collective work that must be done to ensure the African-American community receives the 

mental health services they deserve. The Eastern Area of The Links, Incorporated stands ready to 

answer this important and necessary call to action,” said Natalie Fant, Regional Director of the 

Eastern Area of the Links, Incorporated. 

 

As part of the initiative’s two-day launch, the First Lady hosted a leadership luncheon at Gracie 

Mansion yesterday, joining representatives of the organizations. The First Lady announced the 

partnership today alongside the representatives at a press conference, preceding the first round of 

Mental Health First Aid trainings.  

 

MHFA is an eight-hour public education program that teaches individuals how to recognize and 

respond to signs of mental distress and substance misuse.  Through ThriveNYC, any New 

Yorker can sign up to take the free Mental Health First Aid course. Certification will be issued 

upon successful completion of the course. Each new person trained in MHFA is provided with 

the tools to better support others, empower individuals to seek treatment and make tangible steps 

towards eliminating mental health stigma. Sisters Thrive will leverage the strong, influential 

networks of the six participating organizations to increase visibility at the local level and 

encourage individuals to sign up for MHFA trainings. 

 

According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, cultural biases can prevent many African-

Americans from accessing health care services. A history of inadequate treatment, exploitive 

testing and a lack of cultural competence by health professionals may explain why today, an 

estimated one-quarter of African-Americans seek mental health care compared to 40 percent of 

white Americans. 

 

In its first year, Sisters Thrive will:  

• Increase national dialogue about mental health awareness in Black communities. 

• Train 10,000 African-American New Yorkers in Mental Health First Aid, free of charge. 

• Assemble a Mental Health Professional Advisory Group to help create a mental health 

pipeline and offer recommendations to medical and educational associations to increase 

recruitment.   

 

Sisters Thrive will also deepen capacity within existing City services like the Mental Health 

Service Corps, which launched last year. The Mental Health Service Corps places physicians and 

recently graduated masters and doctoral-level clinicians in substance use programs, mental health 

clinics, and primary care practices, within high-need communities across the City to deliver 

services.  

 

“I commend First Lady Chirlane McCray for the launch of Sisters Thrive. Mental illness has 

long been the subject of hushed tones in the Black community, and it’s time to address that,” said 

New York City Health Commissioner Dr. Mary T. Bassett. “As part of this work, the Health 

Department will continue to create spaces in our neighborhoods where women of color are not 

asked to go at it alone, but find the company and community to thrive together.” 

 

https://mhfa.cityofnewyork.us/
https://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Diverse-Communities/African-Americans
https://www.nami.org/Find-Support/Diverse-Communities/African-Americans


“This call to action comes at a crucial point in our nation's history.  The current political climate 

poses a real threat to all aspects of our lives, especially our healthcare. I am proud of First Lady 

McCray's leadership to convene these prestigious national organizations, each of which 

embodies the legacy of liberation and progress. Sisters Thrive is not just a New York initiative, 

but an example of what type of creative leadership is necessary to protect our children, seniors, 

and families throughout the country.  When we prioritize the mental well-being of our 

communities, we empower each other to address our daily hardships in a healthy and informed 

manner. I am honored to participate in such a bold movement that refuses to bow down to forces 

that aim to take us backwards. We are moving forward, and under the guidance of these Black-

women led organizations, all communities will thrive,” said Representative Yvette D. Clarke, 

Co-Chair of the Congressional Caucus on Black Women and Girls and Member of Delta 

Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. 

 

“Mental health problems affect one in four people in the world. Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, 

Inc. under the leadership of our International President Dorothy Buchanan Wilson remains in the 

forefront ensuring families have adequate and accessible services. We also have a Mayor and 

First Lady who are committed to making mental health services a priority. Therefore this year’s 

conference in NYC will advance a robust conversation filled with information and solutions,” 

said Assembly Member Michele Titus, Member of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.  

 

“The lack of mental health awareness and the stigma that is attached to someone who seeks help 

are issues that have plagued our communities for far too long,” said Assembly Member 

Rodneyse Bichotte, Longstanding Member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. Brooklyn 

Alumnae Chapter. “Too many of us suffer silently when there are resources available to help 

us. I thank First Lady Chirlane McCray for her dedication and determination on the Sisters 

Thrive mental health initiative that will serve those in need. I proudly stand with First Lady 

McCray, as she champions mental health awareness and assistance, especially in the minority 

and immigrant communities. When sisters thrive, the community thrives and we all thrive.” 

 

“Sisters Thrive further demonstrates why New York City remains a national leader in 

communities that recognize and understand mental health challenges. I am proud to join First 

Lady Chirlane McCray and the service organizations that are joining us for this important 

initiative,” said Council Member Laurie A. Cumbo.  

 

The First Lady is recognized nationally as a champion for mental health reform. Exactly two 

years ago, she launched ThriveNYC, the City’s comprehensive plan to address mental illness and 

substance misuse. The First Lady has expanded this mission to nearly 200 cities that are working 

under the banner Cities Thrive Coalition to support a stronger, better funded and more integrated 

behavioral health system nationwide. Sisters Thrive will leverage existing resources of 

ThriveNYC to support volunteer efforts.   

 

About the Sisters Thrive Service Organizations 

 

Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. 

Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. is an international service organization founded on the campus 

of Howard University in Washington, D.C. in 1908. It is the oldest Greek-letter organization 

https://thrivenyc.cityofnewyork.us/
http://www1.nyc.gov/site/citiesthrive/index.page
http://www.aka1908.com/


established by African-American college-educated women. The organization comprises more 

than 283,000 members in 987 graduate and undergraduate chapters in the United States, Liberia, 

the Bahamas, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Germany, the Republic of Korea, Bermuda, Japan, Canada 

and South Africa. The organization’s mission is to cultivate and encourage high scholastic and 

ethical standards, to promote unity and friendship among college women, to study and help 

alleviate problems concerning girls and women in order to improve their social stature, to 

maintain a progressive interest in college life and to be of “Service to All Mankind.” The 

organization has an official partnership with the National Alliance on Mental Illness as part of 

the sorority’s international platform, “Launching New Dimensions of Service.” A few key 

components of this partnership include AKA/NAMI Awareness Day in April and Mental Illness 

Awareness Week in October. In October 2016 during Mental Illness Awareness Week, more 

than 100 members of the sorority’s New York Chapters joined First Lady McCray at Gracie 

Mansion to recognize the work of ThriveNYC. During National Mental Health Awareness 

Month in July, the sorority commemorates late author Bebe Moore Campbell, who was both a 

member of NAMI and an honorary member of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.  

 

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. 

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. is a national service organization founded on the campus of 

Howard University in Washington, D.C. in 1913.  The organization is a sisterhood of 

predominantly Black, college educated women and the organization’s purpose is to provide 

assistance and support through established programs in local communities throughout the world. 

Since its founding, more than 200,000 women have joined the organization. The sorority 

currently has 1,000 collegiate and alumnae chapters located in the United States, England, Japan 

(Tokyo and Okinawa), Germany, the Virgin Islands, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Jamaica and the 

Republic of Korea. The major programs of the sorority are based upon the organization's Five 

Point Programmatic Thrust of Economic Development, Educational Development, International 

Awareness and Involvement, Physical and Mental Health, and Political Awareness and 

Involvement. 

 

Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. 

Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. is an international service organization founded on the campus of 

Howard University in Washington, D.C. in 1920 that has prioritized inclusion, social and civic 

change since its founding. Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. became the first Greek-letter organization 

to charter a chapter in Africa, the first organization under the National Pan-Hellenic Council to 

centralize its operations in a national headquarters and the first sorority to organize auxiliary 

groups. This provided opportunities for girls, as young as age 4, and women who had not yet 

obtained a college degree to participate in sisterhood and service activities. The sorority’s 

longstanding commitment to health and wellness includes its Stork’s Nest program, a partnership 

with the March of Dimes to address prenatal care, increase the prevention of infant mortality and 

birth defects. The organization enjoys a sisterhood of more than 125,000 women, all committed 

to the ideals of Service, Scholarship, Finer Womanhood, and Sisterly Love. 

 

Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc.                      

Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc. is an international service organization founded on the campus 

of Butler University in Indianapolis, Indiana in 1922. The goal of the organization is to achieve 

greater progress in the areas of education, health awareness, and leadership development. Sigma 

http://www.deltasigmatheta.org/index.html
http://zphib1920.org/
http://www.sgrho1922.org/home


Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc. has more than 500 chapters in the United States, the Bahamas, 

Bermuda, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Canada, Germany and the Republic of Korea. The 

organization deems the Sisters Thrive partnership to be a natural extension of its community 

service efforts regarding health and wellness that has been an important area of focus for the 

sorority for nearly 100 years. The organization redoubled its efforts in 2016 with the introduction 

of the sorority’s mental health initiative.  

 

Jack and Jill of America, Inc. 

Founded in 1938 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Jack and Jill of America, Inc. is a membership 

organization of mothers with children ages 2 – 19, dedicated to strengthening children through 

leadership development, volunteer service, philanthropic giving and civic duty. It is the oldest 

African-American organization in the United States and is deeply committed to changing the 

conversation around youth mental health vulnerabilities. The organization has more than 230 

chapters nationwide, representing more than 40,000 family members. Jack and Jill of America, 

Inc. has a national partnership with the National Alliance on Mental Illness and has hosted 

educational webinars on youth mental health vulnerabilities and teen suicide prevention. Jack 

and Jill of America, Inc. will host a national Silence the Shame: Teen Mental Health Tour in 

seven cities during 2018 to increase mental health awareness, education, and offer teens a safe 

space to talk and be heard. 

 

Eastern Area of The Links, Incorporated 

The Links, Incorporated is an international, not-for-profit corporation established in 1946. The 

membership consists of nearly 14,000 professional women of color in 285 chapters located in 41 

states, D.C. and the Bahamas. It is one of the nation’s oldest and largest volunteer service 

organizations of women who are committed to enriching, sustaining and ensuring the culture and 

economic survival of African-Americans and other persons of African ancestry. The Eastern 

Area of The Links, Incorporated is comprised of 76 chapters in the states of Connecticut, 

Delaware, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 

Virginia and D.C.  

 

### 
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