
THE DEVASTATING IMPACT 
OF RACISM IN HEALTHCARE
Dr. Nicole Christian Brathwaite, MD
CEO and Founder, Well Minds Psychiatry and Consulting Company, PLLC



OBJECTIVES

Following the session, participants will be able to:
• Identify the psychological impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences
• Identify the impact racism and microaggressions have on the mental health of 

African Americans and Latino  
• Understand the intersection of trauma and racism
• Identify the evidence of racism in healthcare
• Understand the importance of cultural humility when engaging with families of 

color
• Understand how to address individual and systemic racism in mental healthcare



•NO DISCLOSURES



DISPARITIES IN CARE AND OUTCOMES

“200 black people die every single day in the 
US who would not have died if the health 

experience of African Americans was 
equivalent to that of Whites” 

Dr. David Williams







UNDERSTAND THE HISTORY



CULTURAL
MISTRUST



RACISM IS THE PRIMARY UNDERLYING
FACTOR LEADING TO DISPARITIES INHEALTHCARE

• Individual and Systemic (Institutional and Structural)

• 96% of AAs experience some type of racism over the past year

• 98% experienced racism at some point in their lives

• 95% found these events to be stressful

• Discrimination is cumulative

• Perceived discrimination is just as negative as blatant, objective 
discrimination







RACISM AND MENTAL HEALTH

• Racial discrimination is a direct contributor
and predictor of various forms of Anxiety, 
including GAD, SAD and PDA 

• Perceived racism predicts an increase in 
Anxiety and Depression Sx later in life

• Trauma and Adverse Childhood Experiences are dose-dependent 
and cumulative 

• PTSD



ACES UNDERLIE SUICIDE ATTEMPTS
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Adapted from Childrens Trust of South Carolina. https://scchildren.org/prevention_learning_center/adverse_childhood_experiences_aces/



WEATHERING
• Stress leads to accelerated cellular aging

• On average blacks health status is comparable to whites who were 10 
years older

• Geronimus – “African Americans are expected to do things even 
though they were set up for failure, and if they succeed at them, it 
exacts a physical price. There’s a toll of having to prove yourself all the 
time and interact with the people who disparage you”

• Worse as you age – the stress accumulates

• May be one explanation for lifetime elevated risk for PTSD



FORMS OF RACISM











https://childhaven.org/news/racism-in-all-its-forms-is-
trauma/

https://childhaven.org/news/racism-in-all-its-forms-is-trauma/
https://childhaven.org/news/racism-in-all-its-forms-is-trauma/


- Learn about individual bias

- Challenge bias

- Listen to/Center POC

- Be willing to be uncomfortable

- Cultural sensitivity training

- Diversity training

- Accept reality of Position of Privilege

- Use your privilege to amplify 

disenfranchised voices

- Focus on Individuation 

ANTI-RACISM: INDIVIDUAL / PERSONAL
- Community exposure

- Learn to become an ally

- Hold peers accountable

- Address microaggressions and 

implicit bias in the moment

- Understand historical and structural 

racism

- Be willing to accept correction

- Admit what you don’t know / 

understand



PATIENT MICROAGGRESSIONS
• When appropriate and not in an emergent 

clinical situation, clearly indicate to the patient 
that harmful language will not be tolerated

• Educate staff on the clear pathways for reporting 
mistreatment

• If safe, give the Resident/Student/Nurse permission 
to walk away and request assistance

• Debrief and offer support
• Use this as a teachable moment for white staff
• Understand that these experience are traumatic, 

and trauma is cumulative. 
• Affirm the individual’s experience



INTENT VS IMPACT

• That’s not what I meant!
• You are being way too sensitive
• I don’t see color!

Discuss Impact vs Intent
Example: “I know this may
not have been your intent, 
but that statement was very 
hurtful.” 
Ensure you are using “I” 
statements



• Leadership commitment

• Minority representation in leadership

• Recruitment and Retention 

• Diversity Training

• Promotion/Credit for D and I work 

• Train faculty to discuss racism

• Survey faculty and staff

• Financial commitment

• Anti-racist policies
• Address environmental micro / 

macroaggressions

ANTI-RACISM: INSTITUTIAL
• Measure POC satisfaction and feelings 

of safety
• Clear avenue for complaints of racism 

and discrimination

• Provide Affinity Groups for staff of color

• Mentorship for new employees/students

• Support for POC

• Trauma informed/sensitive work 

environment

• Pay POC for diversity/anti-racism work



ANTI-RACISM: SOCIETAL/STRUCTURAL
• Policy Changes

• Economic Relief

• Police Reform 

• Governmental leadership

• Healthcare disparities

• Housing Disparities

• Educational Disparities

• Vote





SUPPORTING PATIENTS WHO 
HAVE EXPERIENCED RACIAL TRAUMA

• Screen for race-based trauma

• Consider how intersectional identities 
(race, religion, ethnicity, gender identity, 
age or socioeconomic status) influence 
the experiences and worldview of patients

• Cultural Humility

• Recognize your internal bias

• Promote Mindfulness and Self-Compassion



SUPPORTING PATIENTS WHO HAVE 
EXPERIENCED RACIAL TRAUMA

• Are your scales/measurements 
culturally sensitive

• Help patients take back their sense of 
control

• Words Matter

• Explore Stress

• Positive Racial Identity



Assessing the Everyday Discrimination Scale among American Indians and Alaska Natives.Kelly L. Gonzales, C. Noonan, +5 authors Y. Roubideaux

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessing-the-Everyday-Discrimination-Scale-among-Gonzales-Noonan/85f9efa51f9b92d14677dc3ed6b71e04e5be6301


Assessing Racial Trauma With the Trauma Symptoms of Discrimination ScaleM. Williams, Destiny M. B. Printz, Ryan C. T. DeLapp

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessing-Racial-Trauma-With-the-Trauma-Symptoms-of-Williams-Printz/faea510e4ec24d287e8d698e8431ed8f4e9eceee






RESOURCES

• Active Minds: https://www.activeminds.org/blog/chicanx-latinx-salud-mental/
• People of Color and Mental Illness Photo Project: http://diorvargas.com/
• NAMI: Latinx: https://www.nami.org/find-support/diverse-communities/latino-mental-health
• Mental Health Services for Latino Youth: http://www.nlbha.org/PDFs/NCLRMentalHealthServices1219.pdf
• SAMHSA’s National Helpline – 1-800-662-HELP (4357)
• Mental https://www.mhanational.org/depression-african-americans
• Association of Black Psychologists: https://www.mhanational.org/depression-african-americans
• Therapy for Black Girls: www.therapyforblackgirls.com
• Therapy for Black Boys: https://therapyforblackboys.com/for-parents/
• NAMI African American Resource Manual: 
https://www.naminys.org/images/uploads/pdfs/African%20American%20Community%20Mental%20Health%20Fa
ct%20Sheet.pdf

• InnoPsych: www.innopsych.com
• Ebony Mental Health Resources: https://www.ebony.com/life/black-mental-health-resources/

https://www.activeminds.org/blog/chicanx-latinx-salud-mental/
http://diorvargas.com/
https://www.nami.org/find-support/diverse-communities/latino-mental-health
http://www.nlbha.org/PDFs/NCLRMentalHealthServices1219.pdf
https://www.mhanational.org/depression-african-americans
https://www.mhanational.org/depression-african-americans
http://www.therapyforblackgirls.com/
https://therapyforblackboys.com/for-parents/
https://www.naminys.org/images/uploads/pdfs/African%20American%20Community%20Mental%20Health%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
https://www.naminys.org/images/uploads/pdfs/African%20American%20Community%20Mental%20Health%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
http://www.innopsych.com/
https://www.ebony.com/life/black-mental-health-resources/
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