
Sensitive Communities (2018} 

Data Administrator 

MTC/ABAG 

Summary 

Sensitive Communities identified for the San 

Francisco Bay Region . 

View Full Details 

Download 

Details 

CD 

Dataset 
Feature Layer 

As Needed 
Info Updated: April 3, 2019 at 12:00 :00 AM 
PDT 

Not Planned 
8 Data Updated : March 21, 2023 at 4:50:35 PM 

PDT 

LJ April 3, 2019 at 12:00:00 AM PDT 
Published Date 

Records: 1 
View data tab le 

Public 
Anyone can see this content 

Records: 1 

Dulxlce PJrk 

CD 

2151 51 

Dobres 
Park 

1'<' 
J>I' 

,., 
-"1-

.r,,_ o, ·--f:, 
~ 

~rn1 

J;,,. 

c,°' 

ei 

'zQ 

J 
pt a 

« 

~ 

~' s; ,. 
t~ + ~ 
";. 



About Adverse Childhood Experiences

KEY POINTS

Adverse childhood experiences can have long-term negative impacts on health,

opportunity and well-being.

Adverse childhood experiences are common and some groups experience them more

than others.

MORE INFORMATION

For Everyone Public Health

What are adverse childhood experiences?
Adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, are potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood (0-17 years). Examples include:

Experiencing violence, abuse, or neglect.

Witnessing violence in the home or community.

Having a family member attempt or die by suicide.

Also included are aspects of the child’s environment that can undermine their sense of safety, stability, and bonding. Examples can include

growing up in a household with:

Substance use problems.

Mental health problems.

Instability due to parental separation.

Instability due to household members being in jail or prison.

The examples above are not a complete list of adverse experiences. Many other traumatic experiences could impact health and well-being. This

can include not having enough food to eat, experiencing homelessness or unstable housing, or experiencing discrimination.

Quick facts and stats
ACEs are common. About 64% of adults in the United States reported they had experienced at least one type of ACE before age 18. Nearly one

in six (17.3%) adults reported they had experienced four or more types of ACEs.

Three in four high school students reported experiencing one or more ACEs, and one in five experienced four or more ACEs. ACEs that were

most common among high school students were emotional abuse, physical abuse, and living in a household affected by poor mental health or

substance abuse.

Preventing ACEs could potentially reduce many health conditions. Estimates show up to 1.9 million heart disease cases and 21 million

depression cases potentially could have been avoided by preventing ACEs.  Preventing ACEs could reduce suicide attempts among high school

students by as much as 89%, prescription pain medication misuse by as much as 84%, and persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness by as

much as 66%.
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Some people are at greater risk of experiencing one or more ACEs than others. While all children are at risk of ACEs, numerous studies show

inequities in such experiences. These inequalities are linked to the historical, social, and economic environments in which some families live. 

ACEs were highest among females, non-Hispanic American Indian or Alaska Native adults, and adults who are unemployed or unable to work.

ACEs are costly. ACEs-related health consequences cost an estimated economic burden of $748 billion annually in Bermuda, Canada, and the

United States.

Outcomes
ACEs can have lasting effects on health and well-being in childhood and life opportunities well into adulthood.  Life opportunities include

things like education and job potential. These experiences can increase the risks of injury, sexually transmitted infections, and involvement in sex

trafficking. They can also increase risks for maternal and child health problems including teen pregnancy, pregnancy complications, and fetal

death. Also included are a range of chronic diseases and leading causes of death, such as cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and suicide.

ACEs and associated social determinants of health, such as living in under-resourced or racially segregated neighborhoods, can cause toxic

stress. Toxic stress, or extended or prolonged stress, from ACEs can negatively affect children’s brain development, immune system, and stress-

response systems. These changes can affect children’s attention, decision-making, and learning.

Children growing up with toxic stress may have difficulty forming healthy and stable relationships. They may also have unstable work histories

as adults and struggle with finances, job stability, and depression throughout life. These effects can also be passed on to their own children.

 Some children may face further exposure to toxic stress from historical and ongoing traumas. These historical and ongoing traumas

include experiences of racial discrimination or the impacts of poverty resulting from limited educational and economic opportunities.

Prevention
Adverse childhood experiences can be prevented. Certain factors may increase or decrease the risk of experiencing adverse childhood

experiences.

Preventing adverse childhood experiences requires understanding and addressing the factors that put people at risk for or protect them from

violence.

Creating safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments for all children prevent ACEs and help all children reach their full potential.

These relationships and environments are essential to creating positive childhood experiences. We all have a role to play.

We Can Prevent ACEsWe Can Prevent ACEs

We Can Prevent ACEs

KEEP READING:
Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences

What CDC is doing
CDC is committed to building systems and communities that nurture development, and to ensuring that every child has the opportunity to thrive.

By investing in the potential of all children and supporting their families and their communities, we can prevent ACEs before they happen, and

buffer the risk of harm when they do happen.

CDC is dedicated to preventing, identifying, and responding to ACEs at the community, state, and national level so that all people can achieve

lifelong health and wellbeing. Our goal is to create the conditions for strong, thriving families and communities where children and youth are free

from harm.

CDC's four strategic goals for ACEs prevention and response include:

1. Support ACEs surveillance and data innovation.

2. Expand what we know about evidence-based ACEs prevention and positive childhood experiences promotion.
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3. Build local, state, tribal, and key partner capacity.

4. Increase awareness and understanding among key partners.
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As Addiction Deaths Surge, Profit-Driven Rehab Industry
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This 2017 photo shows a slogan is on the storefront of Journey, a former substance abuse treatment center, in Lake

Worth, Fla. Now closed, it was one of two centers owned by Kenneth Chatman, who is now serving a 27-year federal

prison sentence for health care fraud and money laundering convictions.

Lynne Sladky/AP
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As the nation's addiction crisis deepened, Tamara Beetham, who studies health
policy at Yale University, set out to answer a simple question: What happens when
people try to get help?

Her first step was to create a kind of undercover identity — a 26-year-old, using
heroin daily. Using this fictional persona, her research team called more than 600
residential treatment centers all over the country.

"We'd kind of call and say, I'm looking to, you know, start treatment and kind of go
from there," Beetham said.

For people suffering addiction, this can be a life-or-death moment. Studies show
that getting high-quality medical care can make a huge difference, leading to long-
term recovery and a healthier life. So what Beetham's team found was troubling.

According to their peer-reviewed study, published in the February issue of the
journal Health Affairs, many for-profit rehab programs charged inflated fees and
used misleading sales practices to attract patients without evaluating their actual
medical needs.

It turns out the people answering the phones at for-profit rehab programs when
Beetham's team called typically weren't nurses or therapists. They often weren't
asking medical questions at all.

They were sales people using aggressive marketing tactics to get credit card
numbers while demanding a lot of cash up front, averaging more than $17,000.
Researchers found the sales pitch at for-profit clinics often focused on things that
have nothing to do with medical care.

"It used to be a spa for the rich and famous," a rehab program sales person told
one of Beetham's researchers, according to notes of the conversation provided to

1A
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NPR. "It's got all this extra stuff, outdoor and indoor pools, five-star chef,
massage, acupuncture."

Despite the high price tag, however, Beetham's team found most programs don't
provide evidence-based care using medications such as buprenorphine and
methadone.

"We actually found less than a third of the programs offered medication
maintenance treatment, which is the gold standard of treatment," she said.

These findings, based on data collected in 2019, come as far more Americans are
dying from drug overdoses during the pandemic — more than 81,000 last year,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

An addiction gold rush

Experts interviewed by NPR say this problem — residential rehab programs
operating more like luxury spas or used car dealerships — is an unintended result
of the Affordable Care Act.

A decade ago, the ACA mandated that private insurance programs cover people
suffering addiction. It's a widely praised reform that helped many patients find
healthcare as the opioid epidemic exploded.

But it created a kind of addiction gold rush, says Dave Aronberg, state attorney
for Palm Beach County, Fla.

"You had all these bad actors descend on the legitimate recovery community to
take advantage of people in recovery and exploit them for their insurance,"
Aronberg said.

So many for-profit rehab clinics and "sober homes" opened in his area of South
Florida that Aronberg created a task force to investigate allegations of corruption,
insurance fraud and other abuses.
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"It's the Wild West," said Assistant State Attorney Alan Johnson, who leads the
task force. "The good providers were being driven out of business by these rogue
bad actors."

Johnson described a case he investigated in 2017 in which parents sent their
daughter to South Florida for treatment.

"She was in Florida for seven months, and she overdosed and died," Johnson said.
"They got their statement at the end of the year. Their insurance company was
billed for $660,000."

Fear, greed and little government oversight

Experts say there are many good recovery programs, but families and desperate
patients trying to find help say it's often impossible to tell legitimate rehab
programs from unethical ones.

"It's a very hard system to navigate," said Ryan Hampton, who spent years trying
to get help for his addiction to prescription opioids and heroin.

He said his family "was preyed upon by unscrupulous treatment centers." He said
they borrowed money and maxed out credit cards to pay his rehab bills.

Hampton has been in recovery for six years and works now as an advocate for
people with substance use disorders. He said much of the industry is still shaped
by two forces: greed and fear.

"You've got a highly unregulated addiction treatment industry on the greed side,"
he told NPR. "And then you've got fear on the other hand which are families,
people who need help right away."

In recent years, some states including Florida have tightened regulations on rehab
programs, but rules and requirements vary wildly from state to state.

Academics, recovery advocates and government officials told NPR that roughly
half the states provide little or no meaningful oversight over the industry.
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The federal government, meanwhile, plays little role setting or enforcing
professional or medical guidelines for residential addiction care.

Many rehab programs are "accredited" by private companies that review their
operations in exchange for a fee.

But the Health Affairs study found many of those rehab programs still use hard-
sell marketing practices.

"We actually found ones with accreditation were more likely to recruit patients
with inducements and without full clinical evaluations," Beetham said.

Efforts at reform within the industry

"The addiction treatment industry is really suffering from a lack of standards," said
Dr. Paul Earley, president of the American Society of Addiction Medicine.

He said many care providers, along with advocacy groups, are working to improve
and standardize addiction programs to be more science-based.

"We believe once ethical well-meaning treatment programs begin adopting these
standards, it will eventually marginalize bad actors in the treatment field," Earley
told NPR.

But there's frustration over the pace of change.

In 2019, a trade group called the National Association of Addiction Treatment
Providers published a report acknowledging "a severe ethical crisis" in the
recovery field.

Ethical standards at many rehab programs were so poor that the organization
purged "numerous members of the association at considerable financial loss,"
according to the report.

Peter Thomas, NAATP's director of quality assurance, said the new study in
Health Affairs shows there's still a lot of work to be done.

"I do think that it's still a problem," Thomas told NPR. "The hard sells, the
deceptive marketing practices, fraudulent billing."
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Some who have worked in the for-profit rehab industry agree the culture is still
often driven by profit rather than proper medical care.

"It's horrific, there isn't really any reform," said Dr. Howard Samuels, who ran high-
end rehab clinics in California until last year. He still maintains a private therapy
practice for people in recovery.

According to Samuels, it's often impossible for patients to know which programs
offer appropriate care for their type of addiction.

"You don't know what you're going to get because when you call the admission for
treatment centers they'll tell you whatever you want to hear," he said.

Samuels said his programs did provide high-quality recovery care. But he
acknowledged charging high rates for spa-like amenities — horseback riding, fine
cuisine and swimming pools — with no proven therapeutic value.

"I'm one of the first people who created that," Samuels told NPR, noting that rates
at his in-patient programs ran as high as $60,000 a month. "You have to seduce
the client in by having nice accommodations."

In fact, studies show for many patients, far less expensive nonprofit residential
programs or even outpatient addiction care can be equally as effective.

Where are the doctors?

Many of the experts interviewed for this story point to one needed reform:
expanding the role of doctors, physician assistants and other trained medical
professionals in addiction care.

"The addiction treatment industry is a cottage industry," said activist Ryan
Hampton. "We need full integration into the health care system."

The idea is that doctors should guide patients suffering substance use disorder,
just as they would individuals facing other life-threatening illnesses.
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This view has grown rapidly in recent years, as research-based treatments have
gained ground in a field long dominated by programs based on spiritual and
ethical concepts.

"Addiction treatment is health care, and it should be obtained in the same way
that other specialty services are — you should get a referral from your primary
care doctor," said the NAATP's Thomas.

But despite scientific advances and far better insurance coverage for addiction
care, this rarely happens.

After decades of being treated separately from mainstream health care, studies
show many physicians are still unwilling, or lack the training, to treat patients
suffering substance use disorders.

"That's part of the stigma of addiction," said Earley with ASAM. "Addiction is a
treatable brain disease. When you look at physicians, the amount of training and
education they have with this illness is marginal."

For now, experts say that means many people who fall into addiction wind up
going it alone, navigating a rehab system that too often pushes them into debt
without helping them heal.

health care addiction medical care addiction treatment treatment centers
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Despite incredible public support for the NPR Network, the House passed a
rescissions package last month that would eliminate $1.1 billion in already-
approved funding for public media.
Now, the NPR Network is facing its greatest threat in history.

In just a few days, the Senate will vote on our future. Only 51 “yes” votes are
needed to claw back federal funding for public media for the next two years.
This could force some newsrooms to shutter entirely, stripping communities of
essential local news services.

It takes 20 seconds at the link below to send a letter to your Senators, urging
them to take immediate action. If you have a minute to reach out by phone,
calls are especially impactful.
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La Fénix at 1950 Mission St. Photo by Lydia Chávez

COLUMN

Can architecture help remedy the mess at 16th and Mission? 
by LYDIA CHÁVEZ
July 7, 2025, 4:00 am

Al Casciato, who oversaw the Mission District during his long career as a San Francisco police captain, suggested recently that one of the city’s biggest urban
planning mistakes at 16th and Mission streets occurred in the 1970s, when planners failed to include housing and retail as part of the BART station.

This failure, he said, meant there are no “eyes on the street,” a concept that comes from the journalist Jane Jacobs.

“There must be eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to those we might call the natural proprietors of the street,” Jacobs wrote in her 1961 book, “The Death and Life
of Great American Cities,” a classic on urban planning. 

When Casciato referenced Jacobs, I thought: But wait, there are eyes on Mission Street. Some 400 tenants, plus three nonprofits with active programming, reside at
La Fénix, the four-year-old public housing development between 15th and 16th streets at 1950 Mission St.

The building’s stylish facade features differently textured materials, colors and angles, giving it the look of a market-rate building. Inside, walkways between the
buildings, a well-maintained courtyard and a rooftop garden make the affordable housing complex its own little Eden.  

Step outside, however, and you’ll feel like you’ve been cast out of that garden. What awaits residents on most days, and especially on the weekends, is the dismal
reality of open drug use and unpermitted vending.

“A fentanyl cloud,” said Sophia Thibodeaux, a tenant, who says she sometimes tells those who loiter in front of the building: “This is a sidewalk, not a standwalk.”

I mentioned the building to Casciato when I requested an interview to talk about his theory that “eyes on the street” would help. His interest piqued, he visited the
site, parked across the street and, “just for fun,” observed the street life. 
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Nearly all of the ground-floor windows are tinted, he pointed out the following day. So, no one on the street recognizes that there is life inside. To people scoping out
a quiet place to use or sell narcotics, it appears that “those spaces are vacant.”  

3:38 p.m. 6/01, west side of Mission Street. Photo by Lydia Chávez.

The setback at the southern entrance, a large recessed area, “created a safe space for someone to sleep,” he noted. The inset is in front of the Youth Art Exchange,
which runs art programs for local youth on La Fénix’s ground floor.  The setback, says Casciato, “has become a dealer hangout … they are buying and using and you
can see it.”

His takeaway: “That building,” which sits in the middle of the block and takes up nearly 40 percent of the real estate along the west side of Mission Street, “has done
nothing for the block.”

It’s a no-nonsense, cut-to-the-chase assessment that would make the architect and developers flinch. And Casciato would be the first to admit that La Fénix also
brings important benefits to the area. Most importantly, it is home to some 400 residents, many of whom had been homeless before moving in four years ago. 

“The building is what protects us from the outside,” Thibodeaux said. “Once you enter the door, the atmosphere is like a nice deep breath. “ 

However, neither Thibodeaux nor her nephew, who lives in another unit, wants to live in a cocoon. They want an environment safe enough outdoors that their
children can ride their bikes on the sidewalk.

Mayor Daniel Lurie would agree, and the city is now 118 days into an operation to change the street culture at 16th and Mission. Everyone is trying, but, except for a
limited success this weekend, the results have been disappointing.

Architecture may be part of the problem. Can it become part of the solution?

Neighboring areas suggest that’s possible. Still, transforming 16th and Mission, or even making it more livable, would require a significant commitment of resources
to the physical environment, beyond a police mobile unit parked on the southwest BART plaza.
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The street-facing windows 

Urban buildings, Jacobs wrote, must be “equipped to handle strangers and, to insure the safety of both residents and strangers, must be oriented to the street.”
Buildings, she added, “cannot turn their backs or blank sides on it (the street) and leave it blind.”

At present, as Casiato pointed out, the ground floor appears vacant, despite being fully occupied. 

Perforated metal grates cover the windows to the lobby. Nearly all the floor-to-ceiling windows that run along the front of the ground-floor commercial spaces that
house three nonprofits are tinted.   

As a result, anything behind the windows is concealed to the outside. Instead, the windows serve as a mirror, reflecting those on the outside to themselves.

To find Bicis Del Pueblo, a nonprofit that helps people learn to use and maintain bikes, I had to ask at the front desk of the housing development. Open the unmarked
door,  and there’s a jumble of bikes, parts and tools. On Tuesday afternoons and evenings it comes alive with people fixing their bikes, but there’s no sign to
passersby that anything exists there at all. 

Faith in Action, a nonprofit that works with immigrants, has a small sign in front. Again, it looks empty to a person passing by, but open the mirrored door and the
space is bustling. Dozens of people at a time can be there for training, organizing or preparing materials.

Youth Art Exchange is the only nonprofit with a partially open window and clear signage. Inside is a gallery and workspaces that wind back into a lounge, podcast
studio and darkroom. The illegal activity in the front makes it impossible to keep the gallery door open. 

Imagine if those on the street knew what was happening inside the three spaces. Would they be as likely to slump against the building and pull out glass pipes and
tinfoil? To urinate or defecate against the windows? 

I asked people at all three nonprofits what they thought about getting rid of the tinted windows and launching a “conversation” with Mission Street. Maybe optimism
is in the DNA of nonprofits struggling to make a go of it, but the response was overwhelmingly positive, albeit with caveats.

Jessie Fernandez, who runs the Bicis bicycle program of the nonprofit PODER, said that at present, the workshop is only open one day a week, but might be open
more frequently if the street conditions were better and if funds were available.

Raffaella Falchi, the executive director of the Youth Art Exchange in the gallery that faces Mission Street. Photo by Lydia Chávez. Jesse Fernandez, who runs the Bicis del Pueblo bike shop at 1950 Miss
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He calls what happens outside their door “a tragic testament to the wealth disparity and same old tired response.”

Fernandez said his group would be open to rethinking the windows and at least putting out more signage. Theft is a concern, but he, like others, seemed open to
finding solutions. 

Lorena Melgarejo, executive director of Faith in Action, loves her new space, but fondly recalled the previous office around the corner on 16th Street where the
immigrant group, at work behind clear windows, could catch the eyes of passers-by.

“They could see us,” she said. “It was nice.”

“The gaze,” she continued, “is part of encountering … it is not nice to feel like we are separate.” 

Raffaella Falchi at the Art Exchange, who would also be open to having all of her windows clear to the street, agreed. Although her signage is clear, she recently won
a grant to improve and illuminate it. 

David Baker, the architect whose firm designed La Fénix, was similarly enthusiastic. “I’m all for it, and I think it would help.” But he cautioned that it has to go
along with increased security and continued street cleaning. 

Falchi, who is a trained architect, has other ideas as well. Pedestrians can be informed and included in what is happening inside by something as simple as sidewalk
designs indicating the services provided by the nonprofits. These are subtle indicators to signal activity and care, she said. 

In fact, Baker’s early proposals included colorful tile inlays on the sidewalks in front of the building. The city’s reaction, he said: “No way.” The upkeep would be
too expensive and the city was already dissatisfied with the blue tiles on Mission Street, which easily chipped and were sparingly maintained. 

But with the city’s attention on 16th and Mission, it’s possible there’s an opportunity. And marking the sidewalk doesn’t have to be done with tiles or mosaics. Paint
could do the job, said Falchi.

Falchi and Melgarejo would also like to see planters. Falchi devised an interim solution for theft: “We could roll them in at night.” 

Still, even the most enthusiastic say added security will be part of the solution. 

MORE ON ARCHITECTURE AND THE CITY’S EFFORTS AT 16TH AND MISSION STREETS

‘Jane Jacobs’ approach at 16th and Mission will require more security

Rethinking the front of the large affordable housing complex at 16th and Mission could change the dynamic, but security will be needed.

100 days after S.F. pledged to clean up 16th St., drugs and vending rage on

“I love the Mission,  and I have never seen this,” he said. “I don’t understand it. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do.”

One thing that San Francisco does not need more of is paint on the streets or sidewalks. It is an eyesore – and the kids shouldn’t be riding their bikes on the sidewalk anyway.

The city has abandoned the Mission other than to consider it a containment zone. Building more low-income housing will concentrate the problem, not solve it.

How about we get back to basics and stop tolerating antisocial behavior?

July 7, 2025, 7:57 pm at 7:57 pm

Barbara

Expand comments

7/18/25, 4:00 PM Can architecture help remedy the mess at S.F.'s 16th and Mission? 

https://missionlocal.org/2025/07/sf-16h-street-mission-plaza-architecture/ 4/5

https://missionlocal.org/2024/01/one-sf-neighborhoods-response-to-homelessness-2000-plus-planters/
https://missionlocal.org/2025/07/part-2-a-jane-jacobs-approach-at-sfs-la-fenix-will-take-more-security/
https://missionlocal.org/2025/06/100-days-after-sf-pledge-to-clean-up-at-16th-st-drugs-and-vending-rage-on/


POWERED BY NEWSPACK

7/18/25, 4:00 PM Can architecture help remedy the mess at S.F.'s 16th and Mission? 

https://missionlocal.org/2025/07/sf-16h-street-mission-plaza-architecture/ 5/5

https://newspack.com/


Comparative Study > J Stud Alcohol Drugs. 2016 Jan;77(1):17-24. 

doi: 10.15288/jsad.2016.77.17. 

Not in My Back Yard: A Comparative Analysis of 
Crime Around Publicly Funded Drug Treatment 
Centers, Liquor Stores, Convenience Stores, and 
Corner Stores in One Mid-Atlantic City 

C Debra M Furr-Holden 1
, Adam J Milam 1 2

, Elizabeth D Nesoff 3
, Renee M Johnson 1

, 

David O Fakunle 1 , Jacky M Jennings 4 , Roland J Thorpe Jr 3 

Affiliations + expand 

PMID: 26751351 PMCID: PMC4711316 DOI: 10.15288/jsad.2016.77.17 

Abstract 

Objective: This research examined whether publicly funded drug treatment centers (DTCs) were 

associated with vio lent crime in excess of the violence happening around other commercial 

businesses. 

Method: Violent crime data and locations of community entities were geocoded and mapped. 

DTCs and other retail outlets were matched based on a Neighborhood Disadvantage score at the 

census tract level. Street network buffers ranging from 100 to 1,400 feet were placed around each 

location. Negative binomial regression models were used to estimate the relationship between the 

count of violent crimes and the distance from each business type. 

Results: Compared with the mean count of violent crime around drug treatment centers, the mean 

count of violent crime (M = 2.87) was significantly higher around liquor stores (M = 3.98; t test; p < 

.01) and corner stores (M = 3.78; t test; p < .01) , and there was no statistically significant difference 

between the count around convenience stores (M = 2.65; t test; p = .32). In the adjusted negative 

binomial regression models, there was a negative and significant relationship between the count of 

violent crime and the distance from drug treatment centers (~ = -.069, p < .01), liquor stores (~ = 
-.081, p < .01), corner stores (~ = - .116, p < .01), and convenience stores (~ = -.154, p < .01). 

Conclusions: Violent crime associated with drug treatment centers is similar to that associated 

with liquor stores and is less frequent than that associated with convenience stores and corner 

stores. Would you support a liquor license for a liquor store next to an at risk elementary school? 
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A group stands right at the entrance of the school at 1954 Mission St. on Wednesday June 11, 2025. Photo by Lydia Chávez

GOVERNMENT

Parents say Mission Street preschool remains vulner‐
able to random entry
Young children pass misery and drug users at the school’s door

by OSCAR PALMA
June 20, 2025, 4:00 am
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Despite increased police enforcement nearby at the 16th Street BART Plaza, parents say little to nothing has
changed outside a Head Start preschool and daycare that has become an epicenter of public drug use.

In the six weeks since Mission Local reported on conditions around the school at 1954 Mission St., parents
continue to feel unsafe walking their children into the building, and worry about their well-being even once
they are inside. 

“I feel hopeless that I can’t do anything. Everything continues to be the same,” said Gabriela Giron, the
mother of a 4-year-old who has attended the school for the last two years. “I fear that something may happen
to the children.”

A man, allegedly holding a pack of syringes, kneels down at the entrance of the school on Tuesday, June 17, 2025. Photo courtesy of a parent at the

school.
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Giron is one of 11 parents who said that nothing had been done to secure the building after they spoke out
publicly about the lack of safety and the need for more security guards or safer entrances to the building. The
school is a tenant of the 1950 Mission St. housing complex “La Fenix,” a 157-unit affordable housing project.

Sam Moss, the executive director of Mission Housing, said that adding more security is up to Bridge Housing,
which manages the building. For his part, Moss said he is working with another nonprofit to offer children a
safe passage program similar to those offered by some nonprofits in the Tenderloin. He expects it could be
funded by the end of the third quarter, which would be in September.

Bridge Housing declined to comment. 

Since Mission Local’s April 30 article on the safety issues at the school, the principal and staff have been
prohibited from talking to the press. But parents entering the school speak openly about their fears and what
they often encounter when dropping off or picking up their children.

7/15/25, 7:28 PM Parents at Mission Street school say, ‘nothing’s changed’
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A group stands right at the entrance of the school at 1954 Mission St. on Wednesday June 11, 2025. Photo by Lydia Chávez.

Men and women still block the school’s door while smoking drugs, they said.  The front door closes slowly, so
that it is still possible for strangers to enter the building by sneaking in behind parents. Strangers also walk
through an emergency exit and into the housing complex, where only a low gate separates the back of the
complex from the school’s playground. 

“To be honest, the conditions on this block are really ugly. One can’t even walk without seeing someone
consuming drugs,” said Emily Martinez, whose 4-year-old attends the school. “I worry about the kids.”

The stress of traveling to and from the preschool goes beyond explaining what the preschoolers are seeing
outside of the school door. 

7/15/25, 7:28 PM Parents at Mission Street school say, ‘nothing’s changed’
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The school, which also serves as a daycare, has a population of 42 children between the ages of 6 months and
5 years. It is owned by Mission Neighborhood Centers’ Head Start and is part of the organization’s early
education program.

Richard Ybarra, Mission Neighborhood Centers’ chief executive officer, said that the nonprofit has filed
complaints with the owners of La Fenix (local nonprofit Mission Housing) and its building manager (local
nonprofit Bridge Housing) on a weekly basis. Most recently, Ybarra added, he shared a low-cost security idea
that he saw in action on a recent trip to San Diego.

On that trip, Ybarra visited a 7-Eleven in a part of San Diego that is often characterized by littering and
loitering. The store, however, looked different: Clean, with no loitering in sight.

“I noticed they had installed bright lights and they were playing opera outside,” said Ybarra. Management
confirmed that the music and lighting were put in place to persuade people to move away from the business.

“I shared the idea, but they never got back to me,” Ybarra added. “Our intent is always the safety and health
of our children and family.”

Kelly Perez, the mother of a 4-year-old, said the street conditions sometimes make her wish she didn’t have to
bring her child to school.

“Homelessness and drug use is everywhere here. This is hard for the kids to see,” said Perez, adding she has
seen people defecating and urinating on her way to school with her child. “The smell is so bad. Even after the
wash, the smell lingers.”

Angel Godinez, the father of a 3-year-old, said the trash, drug use and loitering on the block became just too
much for his family. A father of three, Godinez is a former resident of 1950 Mission St. who decided to move
to the Inner Richmond last year to leave behind conditions he described as “appalling.”

“I worry about my children’s safety. I also bring my two daughters with me when I drop him off, and they see
everything I see,” said Godinez. “People doing drugs and going to the bathroom in front of us.”

District 9 Supervisor Jackie Fielder said she has advocated for $2 million to preserve and expand security
along the Mission Street corridor between 16th and 24th streets. Law enforcement operations on Caledonia
and Wiese streets, as well as Julian Avenue, seem to have pushed more drug use onto Mission Street, but
residents say it has long been a problem. Mayor Daniel Lurie’s current proposed budget has only allocated
half of Fielder’s proposed $2 million. 
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The block of Mission Street between 15th and 16th

streets where the school is located on Monday, June 9,

2025. Photo courtesy of parent at the school.

“Our office is clear that no child or family should have to walk
through people using hard drugs on their way home or to school
on a daily basis,” said Fielder. “We are frustrated with this, and
continue to raise concerns about displacement and safety with
the various departments involved in street conditions.”

Liza Johansen, the captain of Mission Police Station, said on
June 5 that the conditions on the block had worsened as other
areas saw improvement, but others say the vending and drug use
on Mission Street has gone on for more than a year.

Johansen said the police department and the Mission Street
Team are in communication to come up with a new plan for the
area. 

Meanwhile, parents continue to worry as they drop their
children at school every morning.

“Everything looks the same,” said Aracely Hernandez, the
mother of a 3-year-old. “I worry, because there’s no security.
Our children see drug use, and no one seems to care.”

This is the rare truly zero-sum political decision. Who will Lurie and Fielder prioritize, kids or drug tourists? So far, they seem to be
prioritizing the needs of the junkies.

June 20, 2025, 8:34 am at 8:34 am
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A janitor sweeping the sidewalk in front of 1950 Mission St. on Monday, April 28, 2025. Photo by Oscar Palma.

GOVERNMENT

Parents, school staff, and residents at 16th and
Mission sound the alarm: ‘It’s ugly to live like this’

by OSCAR PALMA
April 30, 2025, 4:00 am
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On a recent Wednesday afternoon, Rosa Marroquin peeked out the front door of her son’s pre-school at 1954
Mission St., between 15th and 16th streets. 

Gripping her three-year-old boy’s hand, she looked left and right a couple of times before walking out. She
had reason to be fearful: A few months ago, while leaving school, Marroquin said, a man ran past them,
followed by two others holding a knife and a gun.

“One of the men screamed, ‘You better run, because you’re dead if we catch you,’” she recalled. “I panicked
and pushed my boy against the wall and used my body as a shield to protect him. The man got in a car and
escaped, but we could’ve witnessed a murder.”

Residents at the housing complex next to the school say their lives are similarly fraught. People wander in off
the street, others smoke drugs, the sidewalk is trash-strewn, and residents are raising children in the midst of it
all. Some of their apartments look out onto Wiese Street, which has become a notorious place for drug deals
and other criminal activity.

Parents and residents say the conditions on Mission Street between 15th and 16th streets on Monday mornings are “terrible.” This, from Feb. 24,

2025, shows the street before SFPD’s crackdown on the plaza. Photo courtesy of Tiffany Fung.
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A pile of trash on Mission Street between 15th and 16th streets on Monday Feb. 24, 2025. Photo courtesy of Tiffany Fung.
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People congregate outside of the school at 1954 Mission St. on Monday Feb. 17, 2025. Photo courtesy of Tiffany Fung.

“It’s ugly to live like this. It’s a mess,” said Orlando Lopez, a tenant who sometimes wishes he could move.
“My kids don’t wanna see all of this anymore.”

Marroquin and Lopez are among the 18 parents, school workers, and tenants who spoke to Mission Local
about the “horrible” conditions outside the Mission Campus of the nonprofit Mission Neighborhoods Center
and the 157-unit affordable housing complex at 1950 Mission St., where some of the students live. The early
education center has 42 students and is connected to the housing complex, which opened four years ago and is
known as La Fenix. 

Mercedes Uriarte, the school’s principal, said she and others have alerted the police, but things haven’t
changed much, not even with the crackdown at the plazas that began in mid-March, along with Mayor Daniel
Lurie’s visits to 16th and Mission streets. 
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Bridge Housing, the property manager at La Fenix, said in a statement that it is “committed to listening to all
concerns about the safety of the property, and responding with urgency.” It has already added security and
cameras, and will soon implement “additional security enhancements,” management wrote. “We take these
reports seriously and are looking into them immediately.”

After publication, Bridge also provided a cache of photos showing the sidewalks after cleaning.

Mission Housing, which is the resident community services provider and co-owner of the building, also said
in an email that it remains committed to “listening to concerns and responding with urgency.” It wrote that
“the safety of everyone in and around La Fenix is not only a top priority, it’s a shared responsibility we take
seriously every day.” 

A representative of Mission Neighborhoods Center, which runs the school, wrote that the nonprofit “always
supports the safety of our children and families.”

Still, residents, parents and school administrators said the area is unsafe. At both the school and La Fenix,
people who congregate outside the buildings are coming inside of the building. The entrance on Mission
Street has a front-desk employee who checks IDs for non-residents, but residents said that people often get in
through emergency doors in the back and on the side.

Mission Housing confirmed that the owners hired a security company to sit at the front desk and perform
safety rounds. But still, tenants said, there are problems.

“The building is beautiful, but we can’t sleep, because people come into the building,” said one resident of La
Fenix, describing outsiders wandering through the halls and knocking on doors. 

Ana Chan, another resident, fears someone will open the door to her apartment and hurt her children — a fear,
she adds, her daughters share.

“My daughter is afraid something will happen to me. Sometimes people don’t let you go by … there’s
shouting and insults all the time,” said Chan.

At the school, parents and administrators feel equally exposed. 

An emergency door connecting La Fenix lobby to the school next door leaves students vulnerable, said
Mercedes Uriarte, the school’s principal. The emergency door is often left open by residents, who use socks
and other objects to keep it from closing. She fears outsiders will use it to enter the school grounds.
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The sidewalk outside 1950 Mission St. immediately after cleaning on

Wednesday, April 30. Photo courtesy of Bridge Housing.

Bridge Housing has not fixed the issue, Uriarte said.

The school’s front door also takes about seven
seconds to fully close, and when parents don’t wait
for it to shut, people on the street have ambled in.
Parents love the school, but fear what might happen
if a stranger walks in during class.

“On more than one occasion, we’ve had men just
wander around the school. It’s so scary, because we
have very young children here,” said Uriarte. 
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The gates that separate the playgrounds from the housing complex at 1950 Mission St. on Monday April 28, 2025. Photo by Oscar Palma.

Once, she said, “a man walked with a knife hanging from his waist, and crossed the playgrounds towards the
building.”

Even without the anxiety about unstable people entering the school or the housing complex, there is a constant
reminder of the misery outside. 

“It’s not healthy for our kids to get out of school and see people consuming drugs,” said a school parent. “My
son asks me why people live on the street and smoke.”

The front door is often covered in urine, said Uriarte and several parents. On one occasion, Uriarte said, a
person defecated so near to the front door that opening it meant spreading excrement all over the entrance.
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People congregate outside of the school at 1954 Mission St. on Monday Feb. 17, 2025. Photo courtesy of Tiffany Fung.
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A man, semi-naked, stands outside of the school at 1954 Mission St. on Monday Feb. 17, 2025. Photo courtesy of Tiffany Fung.

As residents and parents come and go, they witness semi-naked and naked individuals, and people smoking
drugs. One neighbor took a photograph of two people hanging out below his window on Wiese Street, and
only realized later that they were having sex. 

Waleska Zeron’s living room at La Fenix where she lives with her three-year-old daughter and 12-year-old
son, faces Wiese Street. She has seen all kinds of illicit activity go on from her living room, she said. 

Most maddening for Zeron is trying to help her son navigate the area: He’s a wheelchair user, and there’s a de
facto obstacle course outside their front door.

On a recent Friday afternoon, this reporter stood next to Zeron as her son was being dropped off by a school
bus. A parked car blocked the wheelchair-accessible ramp in front of their building, as it often does.
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“It is so infuriating,” said Zeron. “Sometimes they’ve had to drop my son off at the corner because the ramp is
blocked. During the weekends, I have to walk in the street with my son because we can’t use the sidewalk.” 

Zeron said she’s reported the cars to 311 multiple times, and the city has come to give a citation. But the issue
still remains. She’s never witnessed a car being towed.

The sidewalks are also packed with garbage, burnt aluminum foil, syringes and empty alcohol containers. 

The block of Mission Street between 15th and 16th streets becomes a “flea market” of illicit sales over the
weekend, extending to both sides of the street. On Monday mornings, there is so much garbage left behind
that parents have to watch each step so their kids don’t walk on drug detritus.

“You can’t walk this sidewalk on the weekends,” said Aracely Navas, another parent. “I just stay home.”

Tiffany Fung, a teacher of almost three years at the school, said she has reported the conditions to District 9
supervisors over the years, but little has changed. She recently sent an email to Supervisor Jackie Fielder,
attaching photos of people blocking the school’s main entrance.

On Feb. 19, Fung got a response from Fielder’s office. In it, an aide said safety was a priority for Fielder, and
that the office was working closely with the Department of Emergency Management and Mission Station
Captain Liza Johansen to bring resources to the area. 

Three weeks later, a police command center arrived at the 16th Street BART Plaza, and police operations
began in the area. Illicit activity directly on the plaza has moved elsewhere, but residents and parents say not

A car blocking the wheelchair-A car blocking the wheelchair-

accessible ramp on Thursday March 27,accessible ramp on Thursday March 27,
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much has changed. 

Carolia Muñoz, who has lived at 1950 Mission St. for three years, says just getting to the front door of her
apartment remains a challenge.

“My five-year-old daughter asks me why people fight and throw garbage on the street,” said Muñoz.  

It’s a difficult question to answer. 

“At times when I walk him to school we have to walk on the street to avoid the garbage and the people
blocking the sidewalks,” said Gabriela Giron, a parent of a three-year-old boy. “He doesn’t understand it yet,
but he shows sympathy. He tells me, ‘Mom, that poor kid is sleeping on the ground and it’s cold outside.’”

The sidewalk in front of 1950 Mission St. on Monday, April 28, 2025. Photo by Oscar Palma.
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Mission Street between 15th and 16th streets was packed with garbage on Monday, April 28, 2025. Photo by Oscar Palma.

This is important reporting. Too often, these issues are framed as the homeless/unhoused v. wealthy gentrifiers or bootlickers. The reality
is, it is the working poor that live amongst the homeless or public drug use and associated crime and grime, and it is the working poor that

want some semblance of law and order in their communities.

Stay on this story, exert pressure on policy makers, and do the necessary follow-up reporting.

April 30, 2025, 1:39 pm at 1:39 pm

Nat
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Abstract

Objective:

Black Americans in the United States are disproportionately exposed to childhood adversity compared

with White Americans. Such disparities may contribute to race-related differences in brain structures

involved in regulating the emotional response to stress, such as the amygdala, hippocampus, and

prefrontal cortex (PFC). The authors investigated neuroanatomical consequences of racial disparities in

adversity.

Methods:

The sample included 7,350 White American and 1,786 Black American children (ages 9–10) from the

Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development Study (public data release 2.0). Structural MRI data, parent and

child self-reports of adversity-related measures, and U.S. Census neighborhood data were used to

investigate the relationship between racial disparities in adversity exposure and race-related differences in

brain structure.

Results:

Black children experienced more traumatic events, family conflict, and material hardship on average

compared with White children, and their parents or caregivers had lower educational attainment, lower

income, and more unemployment compared with those of White children. Black children showed lower

amygdala, hippocampus, and PFC gray matter volumes compared with White children. The volumes of the

PFC and amygdala, but not the hippocampus, also varied with metrics of childhood adversity, with income

being the most common predictor of brain volume differences. Accounting for differences in childhood

adversity attenuated the magnitude of some race-related differences in gray matter volume.

Conclusions:

The results suggest that disparities in childhood adversity contribute to race-related differences in gray

matter volume in key brain regions associated with threat-related processes. Structural alterations of

these regions are linked to cognitive-affective dysfunction observed in disorders such as posttraumatic

stress disorder. More granular assessments of structural inequities across racial/ethnic identities are

needed for a thorough understanding of their impact on the brain. Together, the present findings may
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provide insight into potential systemic contributors to disparate rates of psychiatric disease among Black

and White individuals in the United States.

Children across the United States grow up in vastly different environments that shape their responses to

stress and ability to function later in life. Uncontrollable factors such as the neighborhood children are born

into can contribute to significant early-life adversity, such as enduring socioeconomic disadvantage or

increased risk of violence exposure. In the United States, Black children are disproportionately burdened with

these adverse life experiences compared with White children (1). Current U.S. Census data show that Black

households, on average, have a lower median income, lower educational attainment, and higher rates of

unemployment and poverty compared with White households (2). Moreover, research suggests that Black

children are more likely to be exposed to trauma and domestic violence and are more likely to have a parent

who died, an incarcerated parent, or divorced or separated parents compared with White children (3–5).

Additionally, research has shown that Black children live in disproportionately disadvantaged neighborhoods

and are more likely than White children to be exposed to neighborhood violence (6, 7). These racial disparities

are not random. Rather, they are deep-rooted structural inequalities that result from a history of

disenfranchisement of racially minoritized groups (e.g., slavery, segregation) that reinforce themselves

through societal norms and practices (i.e., systemic racism) (8).

Early-life adversity can have lasting negative consequences on mental health in adulthood. Several studies

have found positive associations between childhood adversity (e.g., witnessing violence and low

socioeconomic status) and prevalence of poor psychosocial and behavioral outcomes later in life, including

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and depression, problematic drug and alcohol use, low life

satisfaction, suicide attempts and ideation, and perpetration of violence (9–15). Thus, the literature

demonstrates a strong relationship between adverse life experiences and outcomes such that more adversity

experienced in childhood is tied to a greater risk of deleterious mental health outcomes later in life. Further,

recent research has emphasized that different types of adversity are associated with distinct outcomes.

Specifically, “threat” type adversity (e.g., physical or sexual abuse, witnessing violence) is more often

associated with dysregulated emotional responses, whereas “deprivation” type adversity (e.g., poverty,

neglect) is more typically associated with language and cognitive deficits (16–18).

Previous work has shown that early exposure to adversity (i.e., either threat or deprivation) is associated with

structural alterations of brain regions, such as the prefrontal cortex (PFC), amygdala, and hippocampus, which

support healthy emotional functioning in response to threat and stress (19–21). Therefore, racial disparities in

childhood adversity may contribute to race-related differences in the structure of the PFC, hippocampus, and

amygdala. The Adolescent Brain and Cognitive Development (ABCD) Study, a large MRI study of childhood

development in the United States, may be well-suited to investigate the impacts of racial disparities in

adversity on the brain. Previous ABCD Study analyses have found that socioeconomic status (22) and trauma

exposure (23) are associated with differences in thickness and volume of threat-related brain regions, and that

greater neighborhood disadvantage is associated with greater amygdala reactivity in response to faces (24).

Further, socioeconomic status partially mediates the association between race and some aspects of gray

matter morphology (25, 26). Relatedly, previous work outside the ABCD Study found lower neural reactivity to

threat within the PFC, hippocampus, and amygdala in Black participants compared with White participants,

7/15/25, 4:21 PM Racial Disparities in Adversity During Childhood and the False Appearance of Race-Related Differences in Brain Structure | American Journal of Psychiatry

https://psychiatryonline.org/doi/10.1176/appi.ajp.21090961 2/15



and these differences were partially attributable to racial disparities in negative life experiences (27). The

literature thus suggests that adversity is associated with differential structure and functional responses within

threat-related neural circuitry, although no work that we are aware of has investigated the relationship

between racial disparities in adversity and the structure of this circuitry as a whole during childhood. While

emergent research has investigated the impacts of racial discrimination on the brain, it is also important to

understand how contextual factors (e.g., systemic racism) may also impact threat neurocircuitry (28–31).

Understanding the potential effects of such disparities on these brain structures is critical for a fuller

understanding of the impacts of stress on the developing brain and creating generalizable neurobiological

models of disease.

In this study, we investigated the relationship between racial disparities in adversity exposure and race-related

differences in brain structure among participants in the ABCD Study. We hypothesized that Black American

children would have experienced more adversity than White American children in the sample. We further

hypothesized that greater exposure to adverse life experiences would be related to lower gray matter volume

in the amygdala, the hippocampus, and several subregions of the PFC. Finally, we anticipated that Black and

White children would show differences in gray matter volume of these regions and that these differences

would be partially explained by racial differences in exposure to adversity.

Methods

Participants

We used data from the ABCD Study’s annual curated NIH public release 2.0 (released in March 2019;

accessed in July 2019 from the NIMH Data Archive [NDA]) (32). Participants (N=11,878) ages 9–10 were

recruited from 21 research sites across the United States. The present analyses included 9,382 participants

(White, N=7,516; Black, N=1,866; male, N=4,921; female, N=4,461) (descriptive statistics are provided in Table

1). Children were primarily contacted and recruited through U.S. public and private schools within the 21

catchment areas. Less than 10% of the sample was recruited through other methods, which included mailing

lists, affiliates and referrals, summer programs, and twin registries. The methods for sampling and recruiting

have been described in detail elsewhere (33).

TABLE 1. Demographic characteristics of participants in a study of childhood adversity and brain structure

a The test was corrected for unequal variances because of violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance.

b Neighborhood disadvantage, family conflict, material hardship, and trauma history are four of the seven indices of adversity

included in the statistical models. Neighborhood disadvantage was quantified using the weighted Area Deprivation Index sum

Analysis

Characteristic
Total

N
White

American Black American Statistic df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Age (months) 9,382 119.03 7.50 118.82 7.26 t=1.09 9380 0.28

N % N %

Gender 9,382 χ =5.86 0.02

 Male 3,989 53.1 934 50.1

2

 EXPAND TABLE
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Measures

Demographic history.

Family demographic data were acquired using a standardized survey, completed by participants’ parents

(NDA: pdem02), that assessed both parent and child race/ethnicity, parental education and employment, and

family income, among other variables. Parents identified their children as a member of one or more racial

identities from 16 categories (e.g., White, Black/African American, Alaska Native, Samoan, Vietnamese). The

present analyses focused on environmental and brain structure relationships specifically in White and Black

children. Children who were identified by their parents as both Black and White were excluded from our

analysis.

Parents and caregivers self-reported their current employment status, their highest educational attainment,

and their total family annual income at the time of the interview. Parent educational attainment was self-

reported for 22 levels, from “never attended/kindergarten only” through “doctoral degree,” and was recoded

into seven ordinal groups (see Table 1) for the present analyses. Employment status was recategorized from 11

possible categories into two groups of “currently employed” or “not currently employed.” The “currently

employed” group consisted of parents/caregivers who endorsed “working now,” “stay-at-home parent,”

“student,” “maternity leave,” or “sick leave” as their employment status. The “not currently employed” group

consisted of those who endorsed “temporarily laid off,” “looking for work,” “disabled,” or “unemployed, not

looking for work” as their employment status. Retired individuals and those who did not provide employment

information were excluded from the analyses. Family income was self-reported for 10 levels, <$5,000 to

≥$200,000. The family income variable was not modified for analysis.

Neighborhood disadvantage.

Neighborhood disadvantage was measured using the Area Deprivation Index (ADI) (34), which was included as

part of the ABCD Study assessments of residential history (NDA: abcd_rhds01). Briefly, the ADI is a factor-

based index that uses 17 socioeconomic indicators from the U.S. Census Survey (e.g., poverty, housing,

employment) to characterize a given neighborhood. Parents/caregivers of participants were asked to provide

up to three primary addresses, and the first address was used to derive regional U.S. Census information to

determine the ADI. Data for each census region were queried from the 2011–2015 American Community

Survey 5-year summary database (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). A weighted ADI sum score that represented a

participant’s level of neighborhood disadvantage was used in the statistical analyses (described further in

reference 35). Greater weighted ADI sum score represented higher neighborhood disadvantage. In exploratory

analyses, given emerging research on both racial disparities in toxin/pollutant exposure and their impacts on

the brain (36, 37), we further assessed potential impacts of neighborhood inequities on the brain by including

measures of particulate matter (PM2.5) and ground pollution, indexed by nitrogen dioxide (NO ), from

participants’ residential history (the methods and analyses are described in the online supplement).

Family conflict.

Family conflict was assessed with the family conflict subscale of the Youth Family Environment Scale (NDA:

abcd_fes01). This subscale consists of nine items completed by the children that assessed physical and

score. Family conflict was quantified using the Youth Family Conflict Scale. Material hardship was quantified using the

questions in the participant demographic screener. Trauma history was assessed using the Schedule for Affective Disorders

and Schizophrenia for School-Age Children for DSM-5. See the Methods section for further detail.

2
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emotional conflicts within the household (e.g., the extent to which family members become openly angry or

criticize or hit each other). Participants rated each item as either “true” or “false” (coded 1 or 0, respectively),

and three items with negative phrasing (e.g., “family members rarely become openly angry”) were reverse-

coded for analyses. The sum score from the family conflict subscale items served as an index of family conflict

and was included in the statistical analyses.

Material hardship.

Family material hardship was assessed using a material hardship questionnaire collected as part of the parent

demographic survey (NDA: pdem02). The questionnaire consists of seven items related to economic

insecurity (e.g., “couldn’t afford to pay rent,” “had utilities shut off due to nonpayment,” “couldn’t afford to go

to the doctor”). The sum score of the material hardship items was used in the statistical analyses.

Trauma history.

Participants’ trauma history was assessed using the Schedule for Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia for

School-Age Children for DSM-5 (K-SADS-5). Trauma history was obtained from parent reports based on the

17-item traumatic events module of the K-SADS-5 (NDA: abcd_ptsd01). The items included events such as

motor vehicle accident, natural disaster, and sexual and nonsexual assault. Endorsed items were summed for

each child to create a trauma history score.

Structural brain imaging.

Structural MRI data were collected across 21 sites on Siemens Prisma, General Electric 750, and Philips 3-T

scanners, using prospective motion correction when available. Detailed information on imaging protocols,

parameters, and processing of the structural imaging data has been published elsewhere (38, 39). Briefly,

structural MRI (T1-weighted and T2-weighted) data were preprocessed by the ABCD team using FreeSurfer,

version 5.3.0 (https://surfer.nmr.mgh.harvard.edu). Images were corrected for gradient nonlinearity distortions

and head motion and resampled into alignment with an averaged reference brain. The cortical surface was

then reconstructed, and subcortical regions of the brain were segmented. For the present study, gray matter

volume of cortical regions of interest based on the Desikan-Killiany atlas (40) and gray matter volume of

subcortical regions of interest and estimated intracranial volume based on FreeSurfer segmentations (41) were

used in the analyses. Participants whose MRI data failed T1 or T2 quality-control checks (NDA: mriqcrp102) or

failed FreeSurfer quality control (NDA: freesqc01) were excluded from the analyses (N=832). An independent-

samples t test demonstrated that racial groups differed in intracranial volume (t=19.44, df=8235, p<0.001).

Thus, the gray matter volume of our a priori regions of interest (PFC, hippocampus, amygdala, and insula) was

normalized as a proportion of estimated intracranial volume ([region volume/intracranial volume]×100) and

averaged across left and right hemispheres. Subdivisions of the PFC based on the Desikan-Killiany atlas (i.e.,

frontal pole, superior frontal gyrus, rostral anterior cingulate, pars opercularis, medial orbitofrontal cortex,

lateral orbitofrontal cortex, caudal middle frontal gyrus, caudal anterior cingulate, rostral middle frontal gyrus,

pars orbitalis, and pars triangularis) were used as separate regions of interest given that these regions may

have differing functions and thus show differing relationships. Given growing understanding of the role of the

insula in threat processing (42, 43), we included the insula as another region of interest for analysis. In total,

gray matter volumes of 14 regions of interest were included in the statistical analyses (NDA: abcd_smrip101;

abcd_smrip201).
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Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS, version 24.0 (IBM, Armonk, N.Y.). The number of participants

available for statistical tests varied because of incomplete data on some measures. Where appropriate, t tests

were corrected for unequal variances, and the Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons was applied for

each family of tests. We assessed group differences in adversity measures using chi-square tests for

categorical variables (i.e., employment status) and independent-samples t tests for continuous and ordinal

variables (i.e., income, educational attainment, neighborhood disadvantage, family conflict, material hardship,

trauma history). A Bonferroni correction was applied to control for multiple comparisons within this family of

tests (seven tests, p=0.05/7=0.007). We also conducted exploratory analyses with participant PTSD symptoms

reported by the caregivers, which are detailed in the online supplement.

Next, we used 14 linear mixed-effects models to assess race-related differences in gray matter volumes of the

a priori regions of interest. The models accounted for nesting of families (NDA: acpsw03) and covaried for

age, gender, and scanner type (NDA: abcd_mri01) with restricted maximum likelihood estimation. The

Bonferroni correction was applied to control for multiple comparisons within this family of tests (14 tests,

p=0.05/14=0.0035). We used additional mixed-effects models to assess the relationship between regional

gray matter volume and the measures of childhood adversity (one brain region per model, 14 models total).

The models included the seven indices of adversity (i.e., educational attainment, employment status, income,

neighborhood disadvantage, family conflict, material hardship, and trauma history) as independent variables

and gray matter volume for each brain region as the dependent variable. We again covaried for family

relatedness, age, gender, and scanner type. We conducted separate independent-samples t tests between the

racial groups using the Destrieux atlas to validate the robustness of the effect across brain parcellations and

covariate approaches (see Table S1 in the online supplement).

We also investigated whether accounting for childhood adversity modulated race-related differences in

regional gray matter volumes, similar to prior work (39). We conducted parallel mediation analyses in the JASP

statistical package (https://jasp-stats.org/) to calculate the standardized estimates of the total, direct, and

indirect effects of racial group on regional gray matter volume as well as the percentage of variance mediated

by the adversity metrics. Parallel mediation models used full information maximum likelihood for estimation.

Participant racial group was included as the predictor variable, and metrics of adversity (educational

attainment, employment status, income, neighborhood disadvantage, family conflict, material hardship, and

trauma history) were included as mediators. The dependent variables for the mediation models were the

residual gray matter volume values estimated from linear mixed-effects models that accounted for age,

scanner, gender, and family relatedness (equivalent to the above models without including racial group). An

exploratory parallel mediation analysis was also conducted to determine whether accounting for other

neighborhood variables such as exposure to pollutants further explained race-related variability in gray matter

volume.

Results

Race-Related Differences in Adversity

Chi-square and independent-samples t tests revealed that, on average, Black and White children in the

present sample differed in parent employment status, parent educational attainment, and family income (Table
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1). Specifically, White children’s parents were three times more likely to be currently employed. White

children’s parents also had higher educational attainment and greater family income compared with Black

children’s parents; 75.2% of White parents had a college degree, compared with 40.6% of Black parents, and

88.1% of White parents made $35,000 a year or more, compared with 46.7% of Black parents. White children

also experienced less family conflict, less material hardship, less neighborhood disadvantage, and fewer

traumatic events compared with Black children (Table 1). Racial differences in trauma exposure remained

significant when nontraumatized individuals were removed from the analysis (t=−2.18, df=3194, p=0.03).

Race-Related Differences in Gray Matter Volume

Linear mixed-effects models revealed that Black and White children in the present sample differed in gray

matter volumes in 11 of the 14 a priori regions of interest, after covarying for family relatedness, gender, age,

and scanner type (Figure 1; Table 2). (An alternative visualization of the results is provided in Figure S1 in the

online supplement.) White children showed greater gray matter volumes compared with Black children in the

amygdala, hippocampus, frontal pole, superior frontal gyrus, rostral anterior cingulate, pars opercularis, pars

orbitalis, lateral orbitofrontal cortex, caudal middle frontal gyrus, and caudal anterior cingulate and smaller

gray matter volume compared with Black children in the pars triangularis (all p values <0.001). No difference

was observed in gray matter volume of the insula, rostral middle frontal gyrus, or medial orbitofrontal cortex

between the groups. Similar results were observed in the Destrieux parcellation (see Table S1 in the online

supplement).
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FIGURE 1. Race-related differences in regional gray matter volume in a study of childhood adversity and brain structure

Plots inside distributions represent box plots for each group by brain region. eICV=estimated intracranial volume.

a

a

TABLE 2. Race-related differences in gray matter volume (in mm ) of a priori regions of interest in a study of childhood adversity

and brain structure

3

a

White American Black American

Region
Estimated Marginal

Mean SE
Estimated Marginal

Mean SE t p

Caudal anterior cingulate
cortex

0.173 0.000 0.168 0.001 6.00 <0.001

Caudal middle frontal
gyrus

0.558 0.001 0.536 0.002 10.53 <0.001

b

b
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Relationships Between Adversity and Gray Matter Volume

Linear mixed-effects models assessed the effects of the indices of adversity (income, education, employment,

neighborhood disadvantage, material hardship, trauma history, and family conflict) on gray matter volume for

each region of interest, while covarying for family relatedness, age, gender, and scanner type. Childhood

adversity was associated with gray matter volume in the caudal anterior cingulate, caudal middle frontal gyrus,

lateral orbitofrontal cortex, medial orbitofrontal cortex, pars opercularis, pars orbitalis, rostral anterior

cingulate, rostral middle frontal gyrus, superior frontal cortex, frontal pole, insula, and amygdala (Table 3).

Specifically, we observed unique effects of all adversity indices except trauma history and family conflict,

which were not uniquely related to gray matter volume in any of the models. Income was the most frequent

predictor, having effects on gray matter volume in eight of 14 regions.

We next sought to determine whether accounting for childhood adversity affected the magnitude of race-

related differences in brain structure. Standardized estimates from the parallel mediation models are provided

in Table 4. Standardized estimates for total and direct effects for each brain region are shown for each brain

region and plotted in Figure 2. Direct effects of racial group for several brain regions were smaller than total

effects, with significant partial mediation observed for the caudal anterior cingulate, caudal middle frontal

gyrus, lateral orbitofrontal gyrus, pars triangularis, pars orbitalis, superior frontal gyrus, and frontal pole

(Figure 3). Exploratory parallel mediation models that accounted for additional neighborhood variables of

pollutant exposure showed similar effects; in these models there was no mediation for the pars triangularis or

frontal pole, but full mediation was observed for the superior frontal gyrus (described in the online

supplement). These findings demonstrate that racial disparities in adversity partially mediate some of the

race-related differences in regional gray matter volume.

a N=8,237 for this analysis. The t statistics were obtained from linear mixed-effects models that also accounted for effects of

scanner type, age, gender, and family relatedness.

b The t test result was significant after Bonferroni correction (0.05/14=0.0035).

White American Black American

Estimated Marginal Estimated Marginal
 EXPAND TABLE

TABLE 3. Summary of mixed-effects analyses predicting gray matter volume in a study of childhood adversity and brain structure

a Linear mixed-effects models also accounted for effects of scanner type, age, gender, and family relatedness.

*p<0.05. **p<0.01. ***p<0.001.

a

Material Hardship
Parental

Employment Family Income Parental Education Family

Region b t b t b t b t b

Caudal
anterior
cingulate
cortex

−0.001 −2.34* 0.002 1.22 <0.001 2.21* <0.001 0.72 <−0.00

Caudal
middle
frontal gyrus

−0.002 −2.48* −0.001 −0.14 0.002 4.54*** <0.001 0.11 −0.001

L t l 0 001 0 36 0 001 0 32 0 002 6 26*** 0 001 0 31 0 00 EXPAND TABLE
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TABLE 4. Summary of parallel mediation analyses of race-related effects on gray matter volume accounting for adversity

a Gray matter volume was estimated from residuals of linear mixed-effects models that included age, gender, scanner, and

family relatedness (i.e., the isolated race-related effect).

b Percentage mediated is calculated by ab/c×100. It is omitted for regions in which no significant total effect was observed.

c The model met criteria for partial or full mediation.

a

Region

Total
Effect
(c) p

Total
Indirect

Effect (ab) p

Direct
Effect
(c') p

Percentage
Mediated  (%)

Caudal anterior
cingulate cortex

−0.17 <0.001 −0.04 0.006 −0.13 <0.001 26.04

Caudal middle
frontal gyrus

−0.29 <0.001 −0.09 <0.001 −0.20 <0.001 30.58

Lateral
orbitofrontal
cortex

−0.45 < 0.001 −0.03 0.034 −0.41 <0.001 7.40

Medial 0 03 0 333 0 02 0 287 0 01 0 748

b

c

c

c

 EXPAND TABLE
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Associations Between Adversity and Reported PTSD Symptoms

Given findings on PTSD from previous research, we conducted supplementary analyses on race-related

differences in PTSD symptoms and the relationship with adversity, which are described in the online

supplement. Black children had significantly greater PTSD symptom severity, and symptom severity was

further predicted by adversity (see Table S2 in the online supplement). Accounting for adversity partially

mediated race-related differences in PTSD symptoms but also attenuated correlations between regional gray

matter volumes and PTSD symptom severity (see Table S3 in the online supplement).

Discussion

In this study, we investigated the neuroanatomical consequences of racial disparities in adversity during

childhood. We found that, compared with White American children, Black American children endorsed more

traumatic events, material hardship, and family conflict and lived in more disadvantaged neighborhoods, and

their caregivers had lower income and educational attainment and were more likely to be unemployed. Greater

exposure to these adversities was linked to lower gray matter volumes in the amygdala and several subregions

of the PFC. Accordingly, Black children showed lower gray matter volumes in the amygdala, the hippocampus,

and several subregions of the PFC compared with White children. Accounting for racial disparities in exposure

to adversity partially mediated race-related differences in a number of regions, including the caudal anterior

cingulate, lateral orbitofrontal gyrus, and superior frontal gyrus. However, although our findings held when

other adversity disparities were considered, such as pollution exposure, there remain other structural

inequities that may contribute to race-related differences in the brain, which must be investigated in future

research. Taken together, our findings highlight the impact that disparities in early-life adversity have on race-

related differences in the structure of neural circuitry associated with PTSD and other trauma- and stress-

related disorders.

FIGURE 2. Effects of racial disparities in childhood adversity on race-related differences in brain structure

Standardized estimates were calculated from the parallel mediation analyses for differences in gray matter volume between Black

and White children before (total effect) and after (direct effect) accounting for disparities in sociodemographic factors. Panel A is

a graphical representation of estimates where White > Black (warm colors) and Black > White (cool colors) before (top) and after

(bottom) accounting for racial disparities. Panel B is a plot of the standardized estimates per region for the total (green) and direct

(orange) effects on gray matter volume data. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

a

a

FIGURE 3. Graphical representation of parallel mediation results in a study of childhood adversity and brain structure

Parallel mediation modeling revealed no, partial, or full mediation of race-related differences on regional gray matter volume by

the adversity metrics. Blue indicates no significant total and/or indirect effect, and yellow indicates significant total, indirect, and

direct effect.

a

a
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One way to conceptualize the present findings is that a significant portion of the gray matter volume

differences reflect racial disparities in toxic stress. Toxic stress refers to prolonged exposure to adverse

experiences that leads to excessive activation of stress response systems and an accumulation of stress

hormones, which in turn disrupt the immune and metabolic regulatory systems and ultimately the developing

architecture of the brain (44–46). Importantly, the effects of toxic stress may be dependent on the relative

timing of stress exposure. The PFC, amygdala, and hippocampus undergo rapid development beginning in

early childhood and continuing until early adulthood (47), and this development is punctuated by sensitive

periods where stress may have a larger impact (48, 49). In fact, previous work suggests that exposure to

adversity during these sensitive periods may have direct effects on the PFC, amygdala, and hippocampus as

well as on subsequent threat responses and regulation (50–54). Moreover, our results showed that income

was the most common predictor of gray matter volume disparities, aligning with previous research showing

that the effects of low socioeconomic status, and specifically low income, have profound effects on

neurobiological trajectories (22, 24, 25, 55–57). Taken together, early-life adversity may act as a toxic stressor

that disproportionately impacts Black children as a result of their significantly greater exposure to adversity

and contributes to differential neural development of key threat-processing regions.

The impacts of toxic stress may be immediate or temporally delayed, depending on the specific brain region.

For example, one study examining the effect of childhood sexual abuse on regional brain development (58)

found an association between abuse and lower hippocampal volume at ages 3–5 but with lower frontal cortex

volume at ages 14–16. In the present study, no effects of adversity were found in the hippocampus, although

effects were found in the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex, potentially reflecting the impact of differential

sensitive periods of brain development in these regions. A potential delayed effect may partially explain the

relatively small magnitude of racial differences in gray matter volume of threat-related regions. Specifically, it

may be that the disparities in adversity do not lead to major immediate differences but will be potentiated into

adulthood in either brain structure or brain function (27). Future analyses of the longitudinal ABCD data set

may shed light on what potential long-term impacts these disparities may have on the brain and behavior. In

sum, our findings may reflect the neuroanatomical consequences of racially disparate environments of toxic

stress.

We note here that many of the observed race-related and adversity effects had relatively small effect sizes

despite many findings being highly statistically significant. The ABCD Study has high statistical power for

small effects, afforded by its large sample size, and these effects are likely more accurate to the general

population than traditionally large effects in small sample sizes. A recent review of effect sizes in ABCD

analyses (59) demonstrated that the median in-sample effect size across multiple instruments (161 variables

representing all questionnaires and tasks) was 0.03. The authors found a slightly larger median effect size

(0.05) when mimicking “real-world” analyses of ABCD data. Thus, the observed effects of race-related

disparities on brain structure are in line with, and larger than, other observations from analyses of ABCD data.

The present findings should be considered in light of several limitations. Our analyses were limited to parent-

identified Black and White participants and did not include participants with other racial identities. Although

the ABCD Study is one of the largest studies of children’s brains, there was a limited amount of data on non-

White and non-Black children (note that only 15.7% of the participants in the present sample were Black and

only 17.6% were not Black or White). Unequal sample sizes can impact statistical group comparisons. Further,
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many neuroimaging studies have demographically unrepresentative samples that can impact the

generalizability of research findings. Thus, we echo the recommendations in previous reports to increase

representation of non-White racial/ethnic groups to address broader questions on the impact of racial and

ethnic disparities across groups (60). Another limitation of the present study is the lack of longitudinal MRI

data. Our analyses were focused on the impact of racial disparities on the earliest available assessment of

brain structure. However, future analyses of the longitudinal MRI data in combination with potential changes in

adversity may be useful to test nuanced questions about the role of adversity on race-related differences in

brain development. An additional limitation is the potential role of other adversity types on race-related

differences in brain structure. We focused on structural adversities but could not capture certain aspects (e.g.,

nutritional differences or direct toxin exposure), and our analyses did not focus on other factors, such as racial

discrimination (61). Nutritional and racial discrimination data were collected 1 year after the baseline visit,

precluding any meaningful interpretations with the baseline MRI data. Although we assessed pollutant

exposure at the neighborhood level, more direct measures of toxin exposure, such as those available from

baby teeth collected in the ABCD Study, may provide more granular information in future analyses. Recent

studies demonstrate that racism and racial discrimination directly affect brain structure and function and are

associated with poor mental health outcomes (28–30, 62–64), and thus future research should further explore

these relationships in children. Finally, although we assessed adversity, it is unclear when these adversities

occurred or for how long. Information on the timing and duration of the children’s adversity exposure could

allow us to draw stronger conclusions about its effect on brain development.

In summary, we have shown that differential exposure to childhood adversity contributes to racial differences

between Black American and White American children in gray matter volumes of brain regions key to emotion

regulation. The disparities in gray matter volume observed in this study may be a consequence of long-term

dysregulation of threat-related neural circuitry. The findings from this study thus have important implications

for our understanding of the impact of socioeconomic and environmental inequalities on mental health in the

United States and our understanding of racial differences in psychiatric disorder development, particularly

PTSD, for which the literature on lifetime prevalence is mixed (65–70). Although more research is needed on

the neurobiological consequences of racial disparities in childhood adversity, the present findings offer new

insight into biological impacts of disproportionate stress exposure.
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Abstract

There are known disparities in the burden of illness and access/quality of care for African, Latino/a,
Asian, and Native American (ALANA) patients diagnosed with depressive disorders, which may occur
because of health inequities. Racial stress and trauma (RST), or the significant fear and distress that can
be imparted from exposure to racism, is one such inequity linked to the development of depression. The
current review summarizes past research examining the association between racism, RST, and
depression, as well as avenues in which RST becomes biologically embedded in ALANA individuals. We
describe multimodal research that supports vigilance as a potential mediator of the association between
RST and depression and consider the nuanced role that vigilance plays during experiences with racism.
Finally, we describe methodological advances in the assessment of vigilance evoked by RST and the
clinical implications that may be generated by future improvements. In each of these areas, we present
examples of how ongoing and future research can be leveraged to provide support for psychosocial
programs that facilitate autonomous community healing and resilience, increase calls for public policy
changes, and support clinical interventions that lessen the burden of racism on ALANA communities.
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Childhood adversity accounts for over 50% of risk for the development of affective problems such as
depression. 1 To probe the link between adversity and mental health outcomes, traditional assessments of
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) have queried experiences such as parental loss, bullying, and
childhood sexual, emotional, or physical abuse. 2 Yet, racism has historically been neglected in these
assessments despite being a ubiquitous form of childhood adversity affecting African, Latino/a, Asian,
and Native American [ALANA 3 ] youth 4 and a primary driver of health inequities in the United States. 5

This is a critical gap in etiological models of depression in part because encounters with racism can lead
to racial stress and trauma (RST), which is a known risk factor for the development of depression.6–8

Further, this initial increase in depression may serve as a harbinger of enduring distress and impairment.
ALANA individuals suffer from more chronic, severe, and debilitating episodes of clinical depression 9

and report disparities in access, uptake, and retention in evidence-based treatments, compared to their
White counterparts.10,11 There is a pressing need to examine mechanistic pathways linking RST to future
depression in ALANA youth to advise public policy and early intervention efforts that address the health
inequities imparted by racism. To this aim, the current review seeks to 1) summarize prior research
assessing links between racism, RST, and depression (across multiple levels of analysis and development)
and 2) consider vigilance for racism-related harm as a potential mechanism underlying the link between
RST and the development of depression.

Racism and Mental Health

The National Institutes of Health recently defined racism as “a socially structured action that is unfair or
unjustified” and that is based on race or ethnicity, which are regarded as social (not biological)
constructs, 12 though the effects of racism are often biological in nature. 13 Racism, inclusive of unequal
actions, beliefs, and behaviors towards ALANA individuals, permeates most aspects of their daily living,
including employment, academic, and retail sectors, as well as during police encounters. 14 Often
research examining racism as a source of adversity centers on its behavioral expression, racial
discrimination. 15 Yet, the adverse influence of racism is also generated by macrosystems.16,17 For
example, the effects of systemic racism on households (eg, disparate distribution of wealth and
resources; inequities in access to education and healthcare; overrepresentation in the criminal justice
system) also increase risk for other types of ACEs across ALANA youth, particularly among youth who
identify as Black or Latino/a. 18 Greater exposure to racism, from micro- to macrosystems, increases risk
for negative mental health outcomes among ALANA youth, including risk for depression and other
internalizing symptoms such as anxiety and post-traumatic stress symptoms.5–7,19,20
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Stress and trauma following racist encounters is a putative link between exposure to racism and the
development of depression. Racism-based traumatic stress theory illustrates that racism causes
emotional injury (ie, RST) and thus should be considered by mental health providers as a specific
trauma type to center racism as an external and/or situational factor that is outside of an individual’s
control and caused by injustice and oppression. 14 RST can follow both direct (first-hand) and indirect
(second-hand) encounters with racism and may include feelings of distress, anxiety, avoidance,
hypervigilance, intrusive thoughts, dissociation, anger, and reduced self-esteem. 21 A recent meta-
analysis demonstrated moderate to strong associations between racial discrimination and reported
trauma symptoms among adults in the United States, 22 providing additional support for racism as a
mechanism of stress and trauma among ALANA communities. Although there is considerable overlap
between symptoms of RST and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and there is the potential for RST
to lead to a diagnosis of PTSD and/or exacerbate existing PTSD symptoms, 23 it is important to note that
these two clinical phenomena remain distinct, and may necessitate distinct intervention approaches, in
part because RST results from a lifelong and unavoidable exposure to racism that repeatedly unfolds
across generations, communities, and history.

Racial Stress and Trauma and the Development of Depression

There is a robust association between experiences with racism and youth depression [for reviews,
see8,24] and evidence that the development of RST precedes and increases risk for depressive symptoms
among ALANA youth.25–28 When examining the temporal links between RST and depression,
adolescence may be a critical developmental window to consider as 1) rates of clinical depression
skyrocket during this period, particularly for girls across races 29 and 2) there is a graded association
between cumulative ACE exposure and later depression and other internalizing problems during
adolescence.30,31 Although most of the past research examining RST has focused on adults, there are
several developmental models that consider the ecological contexts in which youth encounter and
respond to racism across distinct developmental periods.32–34 For example, Saleem and colleagues’
developmental and ecological model of youth racial trauma [DEMYth-RT 34 ] describes critical ecological
and developmental changes from late childhood to adolescence that may support a link between RST
and the development of depression during this period. During elementary school (6-11 years), children
learn that the color of their skin can impact how they are treated by others and can influence their safety
and security. 34 By middle school (12-14 years), there is an increasing relation of the self to sociocultural
identities, including ethnicity and race, 35 and a heightened sensitivity to both positive and negative
evaluation from peers. 36 During high school (15-18 years), ALANA youth experience increasing
exposure to racism given their greater autonomy from proximal adults and, as a result of increased
cognitive processing, develop a more advanced understanding of the systems and institutions that
maintain and perpetuate racism. 37 Together, these developmental and ecological changes set the stage
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for an increasing impact of racism on mental health as ALANA youth learn to navigate various sectors of
their lives. 34 For example, as it relates to the child’s development as an individual, exposure to racism,
particularly from peers, may be especially damaging to self-esteem during this sensitive window for
identity development. 38 At an interpersonal level, adolescents’ increasingly comprehensive
understanding of the impact of racism may lead to increased worry about the safety and well-being of
one’s self and loved ones. 39 Of note, symptoms of RST during adolescence may resemble the symptoms
commonly seen in adults but may also include anxiety and difficulty maintaining attention and
concentration in school 40 and an increase in substance use, risk-taking, and social withdrawal.27,41,42

Although RST increases risk for many forms of psychopathology,43–45 adaptations of general strain
theory 46 suggest that RST may specifically heighten risk (or strain) for depression by increasing negative
emotionality and lowering self-esteem and self-worth. 47 This theory is supported in part by the large
number of studies demonstrating that higher levels of racial discrimination during childhood increases
risk for the development of depression during adolescence and young adulthood among ALANA
youth7,8,24–28 and that self-esteem may mediate the link between racism and depression.48–51 Similarly,
Brondolo and colleagues updated longstanding cognitive models of depression to reflect how racism may
specifically impact vulnerability for depression. This social-cognitive model describes how racism can
affect depression-relevant cognitive schemas about the self (eg, self-esteem, locus of control), others (eg,
stereotype threat), and the world (eg, public regard, unjust world beliefs). 6 In addition to the effects on
self-esteem described above, racism can lead to reduced perceptions of personal control (ie, an ability to
get ahead in life and/or maintain safety)52,53 and increased beliefs about a hostile world, 51 both of
which have been shown to mediate the link between exposure to racism and depression. 6 At a more
granular level, a recent daily diary study demonstrated that when Black youth experienced increases in
low public regard (ie, an individual’s belief about the extent to which society views their racial group
negatively), experiences with racial discrimination became more likely to predict increases in depressive
symptoms the following day. 54

Exposure to racism can also dampen cognitive flexibility, which increases risk for depression. 6 Following
an incident of racial discrimination, the targeted individual will likely exert considerable cognitive
resources to appraise if the act was intentional or not and decide how to respond and cope, all of which
comes at a cost to other competing cognitive demands.55,56 This hypothesis is supported in part by
research showing that while cognitive performance in Black adults is impacted by displays of blatant
racial discrimination, 57 performance suffers more following subtle incidents of racism. 58 Critically, this
reduction in cognitive flexibility is thought to limit an individual’s ability to shift thoughts and attention
away from past or ongoing events that evoke feelings of low self-esteem or personal control, which
maintains and increases symptoms of depression; indeed, such hypotheses have been supported by
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research showing that rumination is a mediator of the link between exposure to racism and later
depression in ALANA young adults59–61 and adolescents. 62

Finally, chronic stress derived from racism may also be a pathway to depression. Racism is one of the
largest sources of chronic stress for ALANA individuals, and research shows that racism-related stressors
are often more deleterious to health and well-being than other stressors.6,63 In response to racism-
related chronic stress, Wilson and Gentzler (2021) describe an “adaptive culture to cope”, which
includes high levels of emotional self-control and limited self-disclosure of negative emotion. Although
this coping style offers adaptive strategies to mitigate racism-related barriers in various interpersonal
settings, it also requires high levels of effort to sustain, which taxes mental resources and increases wear
and tear on biological systems. 64 Likewise, avoidant coping strategies in response to racial
discrimination, such as expressive suppression of negative emotion or acceptance and resignation, are
associated with increased avoidance symptoms of trauma (dissociation, emotional numbing) following
racial discrimination.65,66 Although additional research is needed in youth, avoidant coping in response
to chronic racism-related stress has been shown to increase risk for depression among Latina and Black
adults,67,68 which is consistent with developmental models that show that expressive suppression 69 and
blunted emotional responding 70 are strong predictors of youth depression.

The Impact of Microaggressions and Indirect Racism on Mood and Depression

In addition to the well-described effects of direct and overt exposure to racial discrimination, depression
risk can also be increased by exposure to 1) ambiguous or subtle racial discrimination, including
microaggressions, and 2) indirect racial discrimination, including anticipated discrimination and
vicarious discrimination.47,71 Microaggressions are defined as “brief and commonplace daily verbal,
behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate
hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and insults to the target person or group”, 72 and they have been
shown to evoke similar levels of anxiety, anger, and stress when compared to experiences with overt
discrimination. 73 For example, given their pervasive nature in daily life, microaggressions can result in
ALANA youth feeling isolated from peers, out of place in academic settings, and/or unwelcomed during
business transactions. Critically, many studies have shown a robust link between microaggressions and
depression in ALANA adults and adolescents,73–75 with evidence that RST mediates the link between
frequency of microaggressions and depressive symptoms.76,77

Similarly, studies have shown that indirect discrimination, including anticipated (ie, high expectations
that discrimination will occur in the future or that ongoing discrimination will endure) and vicarious
discrimination (ie, the discovery of and identification with the harm inflicted upon others), are
significantly associated with depressive symptoms and disorders among ALANA adolescents47,78 and

7/15/25, 4:17 PM Racial Stress and Trauma and the Development of Adolescent Depression: A Review of the Role of Vigilance Evoked by Racism-Related Threat - …

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9373112/ 5/31



adults. 79 With adolescents increasingly experiencing life through mobile screens, an expanded focus on
understanding how indirect discrimination experiences unfold both on and offline is imperative. For
example, a recent study found that Black adolescents face, on average, five racial discrimination
encounters per day, with the majority of these experiences occurring online. 80 Online experiences may
be especially relevant for the development of depression because when indirect discrimination is widely
disseminated via viral media, targeted individuals become more likely to 1) internalize observed
negative evaluations about ALANA individuals and communities and 2) perceive less personal control,
both of which increase the risk for depression. 6 A recent qualitative analysis conducted by Heard-Garris
and colleagues (2021) revealed that adolescents describe a near constant stream of information reaching
them through mobile devices, particularly through social media applications such as YouTube, Instagram,
Twitter, TikTok, and Snapchat, and many adolescents report encountering daily instances of racism in
the news. During and after these indirect encounters with racism, respondents reported feeling helpless,
desensitized, and stressed, which often led them to seek out support from peers, family, and community
mentors and/or to engage in soothing activities, such as writing, music, or games. 81 Similarly, among
ALANA adults, respondents reported that the Internet has led to 1) greater exposure to racism and 2)
elevation and amplification of racist voices. 82 Further, adults deemed exposure to racist jokes/humor,
racist propaganda, vicarious observation of direct racism toward others, negative racial stereotyping, and
racism in online media as the most damaging to their health. 82

As expected, these qualitative findings parallel results from quantitative, correlational designs examining
the impact of indirect discrimination experiences on mental health. For example, Bor and colleagues
(2018) quantified the number of days adult respondents were exposed to media coverage of one or more
police killings of unarmed Black Americans in their state of residence. For Black respondents, coverage of
every additional police killing of an unarmed Black person was associated with an increase in poor
mental health days (ie, mental health rated as “not good”), whereas exposure to police killings of either
Black or White people had no impact on mental health among White respondents. 83 Among studies
specifically examining depressive symptoms, greater online exposure to viral videos and images of racial
discrimination and violence perpetuated against ALANA individuals (eg, undocumented immigrants
detained in cages; unarmed Black people killed by police or civilians) was related to higher depressive
symptoms among ALANA adolescents84,85 and adults.79,86 Together, these qualitative and quantitative
studies provide striking evidence that ALANA adolescents and adults are inundated by chronic indirect
exposure to racism via mobile devices and news media and suggest that these experiences may increase
risk for depression via RST, particularly for Black and Latino/a adolescents who may face the highest
levels of exposure and distress. 84

Biological Embedding of Racial Stress and Trauma
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Occurring in parallel and in interaction with the psychological impact propagated by systems that
support racism (both online and off), there is also a biological embedding of RST among ALANA
individuals. 13 Specifically, Carter and colleagues propose that dimensions of threat processing [eg,
responses to acute, sustained, and potential threat, as described in the National Institute of Mental
Health (NIMH) ‘Research Domain Criteria’ (RDoC) framework] are a critical mechanism of
neurobiological embedding. Relevant to the construct of sustained threat, Clark and colleagues (1999)
biopsychosocial model illustrates that chronic stress from racial discrimination and threat over time
contributes to heightened allostatic load (ie, the accumulation of wear and tear on the body and brain
via chronic stress processes).63,87 Research supporting the biopsychosocial model is overwhelming; 88

cumulative levels of exposure to racial discrimination and systemic racism are linked to elevated
inflammatory markers,44,89–91 accelerated biological aging and allostatic load,92,93 reduced total brain
matter volume, 94 decrements in white matter microarchitecture, 95 and heightened amygdala reactivity
and functional connectivity. 96 Notably, each of these indices predicts premature morbidity and
mortality91,97,98 and mirrors putative biomarkers of depression.94,99–101

Another form of biological embedding from RST can be captured in the moments when an individual is
faced with acute threat. Although no studies of which we are yet aware have probed neurobiological
responses to overt cues of racism-related threat, one study showed that among a sample of
predominantly Black adults, a psychophysiological “over-expression of fear” was linked to greater
intrusive thoughts in response to a reminder of a past trauma. 102 Similarly, Fani and colleagues (2021)
showed that trauma-exposed Black women with higher levels of exposure to racial discrimination
exhibited greater activation in brain regions related to cognitive-affective and attentional functions [ie,
ventromedial prefrontal cortex (PFC) and middle occipital cortex] when viewing trauma-related threat
stimuli during an affective Stroop task. Critically, these findings were maintained after accounting for
PTSD symptoms and other trauma exposures, 103 suggesting that these neurobiological disruptions in
attention to and regulation of threat processing were specific to biological embedding of RST. In
contrast, there is also evidence suggesting that exposure to racism can be associated with blunted
responses during fear conditioning, as research has shown that Black adults, compared to White peers,
exhibit lower skin conductance104,105 and reduced activation of fear circuitry during fear conditioning.
105 Notably, a recent study by Harnett and colleagues (2019) found that racial differences in
neurobiological fear conditioning responses were mitigated when considering lifetime levels of violence
exposure, family income, and neighborhood disadvantage, 105 which highlights the critical role played by
the correlates of structural racism (ie, increased life stress and disadvantage) in health equity and
biological embedding of trauma [see also 106 ].

Responses to potential racism-related threat are also likely to be biologically embedded. Although very
little research has examined how the embodiment of RST may unfold across development, the current
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generation of adolescents and young adults are among the first to grow up with almost daily exposure to
viral media depicting racialized violence, 81 which will likely have long lasting effects on how the brain
and related neurobiological systems process potential threat. 13 Such patterns of threat processing will
develop in conjunction with cognitive schemas that are shaped by racism, which can facilitate increased
perceptions of potential threat even in times of safety.6,107 For example, a recent observational study of
Black adolescents found that as personal experiences of racism increased across individual, institutional,
and cultural levels, so did anticipatory racism-related stress responses across both cognitive-affective and
physiological domains. 108 Similarly, experimental studies have shown that adolescents and adults who
identify as Black or Latino/a, compared to White, experience increased sympathetic nervous system and
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis activity and reduced parasympathetic nervous system activity when
observing or speaking about incidents of racism perpetuated against other people or when anticipating
that the incident might happen to them.73,109–114 Taken together, these findings suggest that ALANA
youth are likely to express heightened vigilance for racism-related threats across multiple units of
analysis, which may put them at elevated risk for RST and later depressive symptoms. 90

Vigilance for Racism-Related Threats

Consistent with RST models describing biological embedding 13 and relevant developmental and
ecological contexts, 34 generalized developmental models of adversity maintain that trauma exposures
specifically involving threat of harm can lead to biopsychosocial changes in youth that influence how
they process and attend to threat-relevant information in the external environment. 115 The terms
‘vigilance’ or ‘hypervigilance’ to threat are commonly used in the psychological literatures on anxiety,
depression, and trauma to describe a pattern of both voluntary and involuntary (automatic) selective
processing of threat-relevant cues within the environment, relative to cues that are positive or neutral.
Together, these models suggest that vigilance for potential racism-related threats are likely to 1) interfere
with goal-directed behavior required for adaptive functioning, 2) maintain a reciprocal relation with fear
and distress, such that more vigilance increases symptoms of RST and vice versa, and 3) predispose
ALANA youth to future affective problems such as depression.13,34,115 Thus, vigilance for racism-related
threats may be a critical mechanism predisposing ALANA youth, and particularly Black and Latino/a
adolescents, to future depression, likely by mediating the link between RST and depression (Figure 1).
This hypothesis is also supported by research showing that self-reported levels of vigilance increase risk
for depression among ALANA adults.79,116,117
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Figure 1.

Open in a new tab

Vigilance for racism-related threats as a mechanism predisposing ALANA youth to future
depression.

Vigilance: Adaptation, Resilience, and Oppression

It is critical to note here that although vigilance and its neurobiological concomitants have been
conceptualized as vulnerabilities in traditional developmental models of affective disorders, 118 vigilance
may simultaneously provide distinct advantages to ALANA youth when navigating a world where racism
is ubiquitous; thus it may be considered adaptive, particularly in the short-term. For example, vigilance
may 1) help individuals foresee and circumvent racism-related threats and 2) buffer self-esteem and
mood by helping attribute racist denigrations and exclusions to external rather than internal
causes,90,108 while concurrently reducing activation of brain regions responsible for social pain. 119 Yet,
despite their resilience, it cannot be overlooked that this need for vigilance places an oppressive burden
on ALANA youth that is inconsistent with the ideals and actions of a just society. To maintain heightened
vigilance throughout the day, selective attention is manifested across multiple domains (physical,

🔍
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behavioral, cognitive-affective, and neural),90,117 which is taxing for myriad reasons. First, vigilance is
typically accompanied by feelings of worry or tension that, in turn, motivate the persistent monitoring
and avoidance behaviors required to maintain perceptions of safety. 120 The perseverative cognition and
emotions that likely accompany a perpetual state of vigilance for racism-related threats can quickly
deplete coping resources, leading to increased negative mood such as depression. 116 Second, attending,
interpreting, and responding to ambiguous threat cues interferes with other attentional and cognitive
demands that are integral to daily living and to the capacity to engage fully in preferred activities.56,121

Indeed, vigilance taxes youth across most domains of adaptive functioning, 63 leading to worse
performance in school and at work, 122 difficulties sleeping, 123 chronic stress, 124 and increased social
withdrawal. 125

Finally, vigilance for threat of racism-related threats is likely to both tax and shape the neural
architecture required to support threat processing and emotion regulatory systems across development.
Although there is a dearth of studies examining the influence of racism on neuroanatomy and functional
integration during childhood and adolescence, research on child maltreatment may begin to illuminate
how the developing brain is impacted. Many of the most devastating effects of racism on ALANA youth
overlap with components of childhood maltreatment 4 (eg, disparagement or destruction of things a
child values; elicitation of guilt, shame, or fear; observations of violence perpetuated against people a
child identifies with or cares for; unwarranted expectations that a child should cope with situations that
exceed their developmental abilities). There is growing consensus that distinct forms of maltreatment
cause experience-dependent alterations in the brain and its circuits that serve to facilitate the individual’s
adaptation to and survival in a threatening world, which may lead to alternative etiological pathways to
psychiatric disease compared to non-maltreated individuals. 126 For example, compared to adults with no
such exposure, adults who visually witnessed domestic violence repeatedly during childhood exhibited
reduced grey-matter density in the right lingual gyrus and portions of the visual cortex, 127 as well as
diminished integrity of the left inferior longitudinal fasciculus, 128 effects that were most pronounced if
the person witnessed the violence before age 13.127,128 The fact that these neural alterations persist into
adulthood is notable given their relevance to visual-limbic pathways connecting occipital and temporal
lobes, which support vision-specific cognitive-affective processes and may maintain long-standing biases
in how individuals attend to and perceive visual cues of potential threat. 126 These studies tentatively
suggest potential occipital-limbic pathways in ALANA youth that may be shaped by experiences such as
exposure to visual media depicting racialized violence.

Taken together, these studies suggest that clinical scientists must think carefully about how vigilance
evoked by RST is conceptualized in etiological models of depression. The deleterious effects of vigilance
on health are considerable and include a prioritization of safety-seeking behaviors that often get in the
way of other critical aspects of daily living, as well as long-term changes in neural structures and
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circuitry that can influence cognitive-affective processes across the lifespan. Yet, as is true following
many forms of maltreatment, vigilance can simultaneously be advantageous in some contexts. Therefore,
clinical models may be best served by considering the context in which vigilance evoked by RST is
manifested. For example, culturally competent interventions addressing threat appraisal might be
warranted among ALANA adolescents who report difficulty discerning between contexts of high and low
racism-related threat. However, even when considering the context, individual-level efforts at targeting
the role of vigilance in the development of depression will not be able to fully address its impact because
racism is an external factor propagated by an oppressive structure. Therefore, efforts to understand and
intervene upon this target must cut across the individual and their ecological systems. 129

Measurement of Vigilance

Past research examining the role of vigilance in predicting RST and depression has largely measured
vigilance using self-report questionnaires.79,116,117 For example, pioneering research from the 1995
Detroit Area Study resulted in the vigilance anticipatory coping scale, which has demonstrated validity
and reliability across studies.116,117,130 Self-report assessments of vigilance carry many advantages,
including face validity, reduced burden on participants, and plentiful opportunities for community input
in the construction of measures. Of note, recent advances have led to sophisticated ecological
momentary assessment (EMA) protocols assessing racist encounters and their moment-to-moment
impact on mental health. 131 Further development of EMA protocols assessing vigilance as a temporal
link between symptoms of RST and depressed mood will be critical for future research.

Behavioral measures, assessed both in the laboratory and in the real-world, may shed further light on
how vigilance to racism-related threat cues unfolds as a process among ALANA individuals. For example,
behavioral research examining attentional vigilance within developmental models of affective disorders
have historically used reaction times and eye tracking indices from computerized tasks to assess patterns
of attention toward threatening images or words. 132 Modifying these paradigms to assess RST-relevant
vigilance may provide opportunities to identify the types of racism-related threat stimuli that are most
likely to catch the eye of ALANA youth and adults. In addition, recent technological advances have
introduced opportunities to assess vigilance in the real world via wearable eye tracking goggles. 133 This
technology could quantify how adolescents are attending to real-world markers of racism-related threat
during lived experiences while simultaneously assessing how and when vigilance is robbing focus from
other goal-oriented or hedonic pursuits. Finally, the advent of passive sensing from phones and wearable
devices provides opportunities to observe vigilant behaviors (eg, avoidance of people or places) as a
function of contextual factors such as location, time and date, and people present. 134 Other behaviors
such as sleep, movement, phone and social media use, vocal characteristics, eye gaze, and physiology
can also be extracted from wearable devices, which may allow machine-learning algorithms to detect
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context-specific, multimodal patterns of behavioral vigilance from data streams, 135 which could inform
etiological and intervention models.

Future research may also benefit from neuroscientific assessments of vigilance, which provide important
complements to self-report and behavioral measures. For example, neuroscience can offer another level
of objective and precise measurement. Past research has demonstrated that precise measurement of
vigilance is critical to sensitively predicting clinical outcomes;115,118 because vigilance often manifests
via covert attentional processes that are not easily identifiable by behavioral indices, 136 future studies
that utilize brain-based measurement [eg, functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI),
electroencephalogram (EEG)] may be able to more precisely quantify these covert processes.
Additionally, neuroscientific assessments provide opportunities to map self-report or behavioral measures
to discrete patterns of neural functioning. For example, as indicated by prior research,103,126 visual-
frontolimbic circuits are impacted distinctly by experiencing or observing specific forms of threat. Future
research is necessary to illuminate the neural pathways that may maintain vigilance following different
types of racism-related threat and determine their relation to RST self-reported symptoms and behaviors,
which could be used as more cost-effective markers for use in the clinic and community.

Future Directions

A review of the role of vigilance in the link between RST and risk for depression highlights many
avenues for future research. First, regarding the measurement of vigilance, it is clear that a multimodal
assessment of vigilance for racism-related threat is critical, as multiple levels of analysis (eg, self-report,
behavioral, neural) are necessary to understand the nuanced role of vigilance in the development of
depression (see Figure 1). Particularly for biobehavioral measures, future laboratory-based paradigms
that assess vigilance for racism-related threat may prove more effective if they utilize idiographic and
ecologically-valid threat stimuli that reflect the nature of living with racism [eg, laboratory
analogs112,137], which can be achieved in part by incorporating feedback from community members and
findings from qualitative research into paradigm development. Further, the measurement of vigilance in
response to a wide range of racist experiences must be considered. As highlighted by this review,
vigilance can follow a range of incidents, including overt discrimination, microaggressions, anticipated
discrimination, vicarious discrimination (both online and off), as well as from the effects of structural
racism; future research is needed to determine if there are experience-dependent patterns of vigilance
that may better explain the link between RST and depression versus other forms of psychopathology.
Finally, future assessments of vigilance as a link between RST and depression will benefit from repeated-
measures longitudinal designs. Researchers studying both RST and developmental psychopathology have
long called for more research focusing on within-person differences that emerge over time,13,138–140 as
simply comparing one group of people to another at a cross-sectional time point often obfuscates
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important heterogeneity in lived experiences and clinical profiles. 141 Likewise, the use of between-group
designs ensures that sociological conceptualizations of racism do not preclude an examination of White
individuals; however, careful consideration of how metrics from ALANA youth are compared to White
peers is warranted to make sure that scientists do not inadvertently support structural racism by
centering the experience of White youth as the “norm”.

Clinical Implications

Research that further elucidates the potential relations between vigilance, RST, and the development of
depression (particularly during critical windows such as adolescence) may have important clinical
implications. First, racism-related ACEs and RST are still not widely recognized or assessed in traditional
clinical care.4,34 Because clinical research is a tool that can bring attention to the experiences of
marginalized communities not well represented in existing etiological or intervention models, 142

continued research on RST remains imperative. For example, in addition to refining biobehavioral
models of RST, which can inform culturally competent clinical care and assessment, future use of
biobehavioral indices of vigilance may provide biomarkers of racism-related harm that can be used as
powerful tools in shaping public policies to improve health equity and advocating for increased mental
health services for ALANA youth.

Second, etiological models examining if vigilance is a mediating link between RST and later depression
may inform and support culturally competent prevention and early intervention efforts. For example,
because RST is related to acute and chronic stress, mindfulness has been suggested as a potential
therapeutic coping strategy to decrease anxious arousal following racial discrimination.55,143 Future
research might examine whether mindfulness-based therapeutic techniques will reduce the detrimental
impact of RST-induced vigilance, stress, and risk for future depression. Further development of such
techniques may synergistically enhance gold standard recommendations for addressing RST in the clinic,
which can include 1) facilitating a therapeutic alliance built on cultural humility, warmth, trust, safety,
validation, and emotional openness, 2) creating individualized treatment plans that facilitate active and
collaborative discussions of racism and lived experiences, 3) open acknowledgment of any therapist-
patient shared and disparate sociocultural identities, and 4) implementation of coping strategies that
emphasize social support/kinship and religiosity/spirituality.64,139,144–147 Further, given strong links
between exposure to racial and ethnic discrimination and PTSD diagnoses, which are not well-addressed
by Western medical guidelines for treating trauma, 23 there is a need for further inclusion of culturally
emergent interventions that integrate culturally rooted practices with Western models. 148 Because RST
differs from PTSD by virtue of exposure to chronic, unavoidable traumas that are woven into the
structure of society, this approach ensures that the patients’ cultural identities and sociopolitical histories
of oppression and collective trauma are acknowledged and integrated in treatment.
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Third, research seeking to understand the role of vigilance by examining individual differences can also
highlight the deep wells of resiliency that ALANA communities have fostered to promote healing outside
the bounds of traditional medical systems. For example, it is possible that reductions in both self-
reported and biobehavioral measurements of vigilance may occur when Black adolescents and their
families engage in community-based racial socialization interventions that seek to reduce RST through
supportive verbal and non-verbal communication about the positive and challenging aspects of racial
identities and dynamics [ie, Anderson and colleagues’ Engaging, Managing, and Bonding through Race
(EMBRace) intervention149–151]. By helping to quantify existing sources of community healing,
researchers can provide evidence and advocate for public policies that support autonomous community
coping through additional funding and social services.

Finally, research on RST has important implications for programs that seek to dispel racism from our
communities. Although a thorough description of ongoing efforts to eradicate systems that perpetuate
racism is outside the scope of the current review [see 152 for a review], it is important to note that
studies examining the role of vigilance may contribute to these efforts. For example, there is evidence
that high quality intergroup contact (ie, social interaction between people of different races or
ethnicities) can lead to a reduction in anti-Black sentiment and symbolic racism, as well as less racial
profiling and stereotyping. 153 However, a recent meta-analysis demonstrated less conclusive findings,
such that although contact usually reduces prejudice, contact effects vary and are weakest for
interventions targeting racism. For instance, it may be that deeper engagement, rather than just casual
contact, is necessary to begin to offset the interpersonal effects of racism. 154 Clearly, more research is
needed to understand the active ingredients of interventions such as intergroup contact, and RST-
focused research programs may offer alternative markers of efficacy that focus on quantifying the
(positive or negative) impacts on ALANA individuals, in addition to the reduction of bias among
dominant groups. As an example, because RST-evoked vigilance likely comes at a cost to many domains
of adaptive functioning, observing reductions in self-reported and biobehavioral measures of vigilance
following an intervention may indicate that it results in an interpersonal environment that allows ALANA
youth and adults to thrive via reduced perception of threat.

Limitations

The current review has several limitations. First, because of a dearth of research funded to examine RST,
compared to other trauma disorders, this review was unable to draw conclusions regarding whether the
form and function of vigilance evoked by racism-related threats may differ based on racial or ethnic
identity. This is a critical limitation as ALANA individuals are not a monolith and sociocultural identities
shape lived experiences in important and unique ways. Future research is needed to compare racial and
ethnic groups, as well as within-person differences, in vigilant expression. Second, this review primarily
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focused on racial and ethnic discrimination, which ignores the role of intersectionality in discrimination
experiences. Future research and reviews are necessary to comprehensively consider how other
sociocultural factors, including sexual orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status (SES), and
disability, may moderate interactions between RST, vigilance, and depression. Finally, this review focused
on mechanisms underlying the development of depression and related internalizing problems, in the
context of racism. However, RST is transdiagnostic risk factor for a wide range of psychopathology,
including externalizing problems such as substance abuse.43–45 Notably, racial discrimination from peers
in middle school is related to increased alcohol and marijuana use in high school among Black teens, 155

with “drinking to cope” identified as a common emotion-regulation strategy used across the lifespan to
combat RST. 64 Future research is needed to determine if vigilance evoked by racism-related threats is a
mechanism underlying strategies such as drinking to cope and a risk factor for substance use disorders.

Conclusions

In this review, we summarize evidence that vigilance evoked by racism-related threats (as observed
across multiple levels of analysis) is a key mechanism underlying the link between RST and the
development of depression in ALANA adolescents. We assert that research on the development of
depression and other affective problems must account for the role of RST in etiological and intervention
models, and, accordingly, practice must respond to this acknowledgment. Future research examining
such pathways will open the door to a wide range of clinical implications, with the potential to shape
intervention efforts and public policies that seek to reduce the health inequities caused by racism.
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There is a growing suicide crisis among Black youth. A 2018 study revealed that Black children aged five to 12 are

twice as likely to die by suicide as white children. More recent research has shown that suicide rates among Black

children and adolescents are rising dramatically, even as overall youth suicidality is declining. 

How can clinicians better help Black pediatric patients who are at risk? 

That’s the question Brittainy Erby, MD, found herself asking. She knew the alarming statistics but found little

practical guidance, especially since Black youth are seldom included in research studies. “As a child and adolescent

psychiatrist, I didn’t know what it meant for me as a provider. What could I do?” 

Dr. Erby set out to find an answer. 

“My journey began with learning about the history of racism where I work,” explains Dr. Erby. She approached her

research as a clinician, seeking to better understand the racial traumas her Black patients were experiencing. 

Racism as Trauma: Mental Health Implications 
The negative impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACEs on children’s development and long-term mental

health is well documented. Even one ACE increases a person’s risk of depression. An individual who experiences

seven ACEs is 51 times more likely to end their life.

However, the impact of racial discrimination as an Adverse Childhood Experience, and its relationship to other

ACEs, is only recently beginning to receive attention and research. Dr. Erby reveals that, due to systemic racism,

“Black children may be born into systems where they could have three or more ACEs starting at birth.” 

Racial traumas only continue from there. In a survey of youth of color from the AAKOMA Project, 40% of

respondents reported experiencing racial trauma in the past year. In addition, 18% of survey respondents had

attempted suicide, with rates for Black youth significantly higher than any other racial group. 

Children and young people with multiple ACEs often struggle with emotion regulation, anger, and executive

functioning. Because of systemic racism and ongoing bias, rather than receiving treatment for their trauma and

mental health conditions, Black children are often labeled as “problems.” For example, as early as preschool,
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children of color are disciplined at twice the rate of white children. In elementary and high school, Black students

are three times as likely to be expelled and four times as likely to face multiple suspensions.

This bias can lead to misdiagnosis of mental health conditions, particularly if physicians are not aware of the

impacts of racial trauma. Dr. Erby has seen Black children diagnosed with bipolar disorder, multiple personality

disorders, and schizophrenia when, in reality, they were dealing with complex trauma. This type of misdiagnosis

only creates further harm and delays effective treatment. 

However, Dr. Erby reveals that getting to a better diagnosis and treatment does not have to be complex. 

How Clinicians Can Better Support Black Patients
While realizing the enormity of the impact of racial trauma can feel overwhelming, Dr. Erby explains, “You don’t

have to quit your practice and go change the world to make a difference. Having the language to ask kids

questions in your office and letting them speak could save a Black child’s life.” 

Based on the research she has conducted, Dr. Erby makes the following recommendations for clinicians seeking to

better support their Black patients.

Get comfortable talking to patients of color about racism
Talking about racism is not necessarily comfortable for many clinicians. But to treat mental health conditions in

patients of color, it’s increasingly important. Simply being aware of where Black patients are coming from and

allowing space for them to speak can be incredibly powerful. This is especially important for Black male children

and adolescents, who have the highest suicide rates. 

“Do not be afraid to ask details,” explains Dr. Erby. “Ask when symptoms started and why and how. Kids will quickly

become guarded and closed up if they can feel your anxiety. So prioritize being curious.”

Use appropriate screening tools
Not all children and adolescents will have the words to describe racial trauma. They may be hesitant to respond

when asked directly. That’s where assessment tools can help bridge the gap and provide a common language for

clinicians and patients. 

Dr. Erby uses the Everyday Discrimination Scale with her patients. It provides nine simple questions that can help

young people articulate their experiences of discrimination, which they may not even recognize as trauma. When

Black patients share their experiences of racism, Dr. Erby ensures they feel validated, acknowledges that they have

likely been devalued when speaking about this topic previously, and helps them recognize these experiences as

trauma. 

Create an inclusive environment
The office environment can also affect patients’ willingness to share openly. Dr. Erby recommends reviewing

everything in the office: posters on the walls, pamphlets and books in the waiting room, and photos on desks to

make sure Black people and other people of color are represented in these materials. 

Dr. Erby also recommends that clinicians take the time to explore their own internal biases. “It’s easy to get

defensive and want to say, ‘I’m not racist.’ But we all have biases that go so much deeper than our conscious

mindset.” 

To better understand patients’ exposures to systemic racism, Dr. Erby advises clinicians to be aware of the history of

their local geography and statistics about the local school system, juvenile system, incarceration rates, and

socioeconomic conditions. As Dr. Erby shares, these are all “factors that could be affecting a Black child coming

into your office.”

RESOURCES
Dr. Brittainy Erby has developed a unique, impactful, and practical lecture, “Racism as Trauma: What do I do

about it?” The 60-minute session guides clinicians through key steps to improve care for patients of color

struggling with racial trauma. To learn more about how to bring this lecture to your practice, please contact Dr.

Erby at erbylectureseries@gmail.com.

For clinicians and patients alike, Dr. Erby recommends The Unapologetic Guide to Black Mental Health and its

companion, The Unapologetic Workbook for Black Mental Health. 
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For pediatric patients, clinicians can recommend the Self Love Workbook for Teen and Tween Boys and Girls

Like Me Can Do Anything. 

If you’re looking for reading material for younger patients in your office, consider: Don’t Touch My Hair!, Brown

Boy Joy, and Little Dreamers: Visionary Women Around the World.

In addition to the Everyday Discrimination Scale, Dr. Erby recommends two other screening tools. The UNREST

questionnaire can prompt patients to share their experiences with alienation, social resistance, pushback

received for not acting white, and everyday discrimination. The Trauma Symptoms of Discrimination Scale can

help providers and patients connect experiences of discrimination to trauma effects. 
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The Enduring Effects of Childhood Poverty
By Indivar Dutta-Gupta

This is the first in a series of commentaries from CLASP experts that explore dimensions of
poverty ahead of the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual release of poverty and income statistics
from the previous year. On September 12, we’ll get a snapshot of the economic hardship
children and families experienced in 2022. Ahead of the release, CLASP experts will offer key
insights on the long-term effects of child poverty, promising policy solutions for ending
child poverty, links between poverty and mental health, why it’s important to have a more
accurate measurement of poverty, and what trends we expect to see in this year’s poverty
data.  

As I noted in my recent testimony
(https://www.clasp.org/publications/testimony/comments/25-years-of-progress-for-
children/) to Congress on the history of bipartisan support behind the child tax credit,
poverty is bad for children. Children experience poverty through hardships like hunger and
inadequate nutrition (https://www.nokidhungry.org/who-we-are/hunger-facts), insufficient
access to health care (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29323941/), unstable housing and
homelessness (https://www.irp.wisc.edu/resource/unaffordable-america-poverty-housing-
and-eviction/), and the toxic stress experienced by their parents
(https://inequality.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/PathwaysWinter11_Evans.pdf), whose
struggle to survive without adequate supports hampers their ability to consistently care for
and nurture their children. The impacts of childhood poverty are immediate and dire:
impaired cognitive and emotional development
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5765853/), behavioral challenges, and a lack
of school readiness (https://www.ffyf.org/major-study-shows-poverty-directly-linked-to-
lack-of-school-readiness/).  

But we must also consider the long-term consequences of childhood poverty. How will our
society pay the price if policymakers fail to end it?   Multiple studies show that children
who grow up in poverty are more likely to experience poverty and health challenges as
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adults. They are also less likely to finish high school or college, limiting their earnings and
employment opportunities. Nearly all the research relies upon a Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (PSID (https://psidonline.isr.umich.edu/)), a longitudinal survey that started
tracking different cohorts of children over multiple decades when it launched in 1968. Here
are the facts:   

The longer children live in poverty, the more likely they will experience poverty as
adults  

Researchers at the National Center for Children in Poverty
(https://www.nccp.org/publication/childhood-and-intergenerational-poverty/) analyzed
PSID data from children born between the 1970s and 1990s and found that 35 percent of
children experienced poverty at some point from birth to age 15. However, time spent in
poverty varies significantly by race: nearly one-quarter of Black children—and just 3 percent
of white children–spent more than three-quarters of their childhood in poverty. 

The length of time spent in poverty translates into a greater likelihood of remaining in
poverty as an adult, the researchers found. Children who spent 8 to 14 years in poverty were
5 times (45.3 percent) as likely to be in poverty at age 35 compared to children who spent
less than 7 years in poverty, just 8.1 percent of whom were in poverty at 35.   

Childhood poverty is associated with reduced educational attainment and economic
prospects  

 A 2015 Urban Institute study (https://www.urban.org/research/publication/child-poverty-
and-adult-success) found that only 77.9 percent of children who experienced poverty
completed high school, compared to 92.7 percent of children who never experienced
poverty. The study also confirms that the longer children spend in poverty, the less likely
they are to achieve key milestones such as high school and college completion and to be
consistently employed in their 20s. (In the next post, I’ll discuss empirical studies that
demonstrate a causal link between income supports and children’s educational outcomes.)  

The costs of doing nothing about childhood poverty reverberate from the individual child
and her family to neighborhoods and communities and, finally, to the macroeconomy. A
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2018 study (https://academic.oup.com/swr/article-abstract/42/2/73/4956930?
redirectedFrom=fulltext&login=false) estimates that child poverty costs the U.S. economy
just over $1 trillion per year, or 5.4 percent of GDP. These costs come in the form of lost
economic productivity and spending related to crime, health care, child welfare, and
homelessness. Researchers estimate (https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-
roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty) that for every dollar spent on reducing child poverty,
the United States would gain back $7 in economic and social benefits.  

Childhood poverty leads to worse mental and physical health in adulthood 

Several studies illustrate how time spent in poverty during childhood results in adverse
health outcomes in adulthood. One landmark study
(https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20331669/) examined PSID data that tracked children
until age 37 and found that those who experienced poverty in early childhood were twice as
likely to report poor overall health and higher levels of psychological distress. They also had
higher body mass index and were nearly 50 percent more likely to be overweight compared
to adults who never experienced childhood poverty. Other research shows that childhood
poverty is associated with higher rates of cardiovascular disease and diabetes
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378512211000466) as well as deficits
in memory, chronic psychological distress, and feelings of helplessness
(https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1604756114).  

The evidence is crystal clear: childhood poverty has long-lasting, devastating consequences,
severely limiting human and national potential by holding back individuals and
communities, in turn dragging down our economic strength and living standards. In our
next post, I will explore the evidence behind policy solutions with a demonstrated track
record of success that can end the injustice of child poverty for good. 

>> Read next: How to End Child Poverty for Good
(https://www.clasp.org/blog/how-to-end-child-poverty-for-good/)

Census Poverty Report
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Toxic stress and children’s outcomes
African American children growing up poor are at greater risk

of disrupted physiological functioning and depressed academic

achievement

Report • By Leila Morsy and Richard Rothstein • May 1, 2019

Executive summary
“Stress” is a commonplace term for hormonal changes that occur in response to frightening or
threatening events or conditions. When severe, these changes are termed “toxic” stress and can impede
children’s behavior, cognitive capacity, and emotional and physical health.

Frightening or threatening situations are more sustained and are
experienced more frequently by African American and socially and
economically disadvantaged children, who also have less access to
protective resources that can mitigate their stress to tolerable levels.
This report describes the relative frequency of toxic stress by race and
social class, and shows how it depresses children’s outcomes and
contributes to the “achievement gap.” We conclude by suggesting policy
and practice recommendations that can reduce the cognitive, behavioral, and health harm that toxic
stress provokes.

Key findings

Social class and childhood stress. Beginning in infancy, lower social class children are more
likely to have strong, frequent, or prolonged exposure to major traumatic events, the frightening or
threatening conditions that induce a stress response.

Income and childhood stress. The lowest-income children are more likely to be exposed to
frightening or threatening experiences than other children.

Race and childhood stress. Black children are more likely than white children to be exposed to
frightening or threatening experiences.

Childhood stress and depressed outcomes. Independent of other characteristics, children
exposed to more frightening and threatening events are more likely to suffer from academic
problems, behavioral problems, and health problems.

These attributes present challenges to children’s school and life trajectories.

  
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Policy recommendations

Ultimately, larger social change is needed to address the economic and social conditions at the root of
children’s toxic stress. But given that these larger social problems will not be remediated easily or
quickly, policymakers must find other ways to improve current outcomes for children who are at high
risk for toxic stress. We suggest the following interventions in policy and practice:

Provide supports for parents. To promote protective parenting—which can mitigate children’s
toxic stress—we recommend implementation of support programs such as home visits and/or
therapy services by community health workers, nurses, and other health specialists. These programs
can offset the damaging effects of exposure to frightening or threatening conditions by building the
capacity of caregivers to provide children with safe, stable, and nurturing relationships that help to
develop children’s adaptive and positive coping skills.

Train school staff to support children. To prepare trauma-informed staff and improve how
preschools and schools support children exposed to frightening or threatening experiences, adults
in these settings should receive training to help them understand how such experiences affect
students’ learning and behavior.

Address racially disparate policies and practices in schools. Schools should be especially
careful to eliminate in-school experiences that can be so stressful that they themselves can generate
a toxic stress response. Racially discriminatory discipline policies—indeed, racially disparate
treatment of any kind, even if unintentional—can induce stress in children.

Engage health care professionals in screening and treatment. Health care professionals
can contribute to preventing and treating the harmful effects of frightening or threatening
experiences. All children should be routinely screened for such experiences. Health care
professionals should be trained to understand how frightening or threatening experiences impact
children’s cognitive, behavioral, and physical health outcomes, and screen and treat children for any
resulting complications.

Introduction
Since the Coleman Report’s release in 1966, education policymakers have grappled with the fact that, on
average, African American children’s academic and behavioral outcomes are depressed relative to those
of white children (Coleman et al. 1966). Because African American children disproportionately come
from low-income families, it is generally understood that the disadvantaged social and economic
conditions from which many of these children come to school predict these depressed outcomes.

Seeking to improve outcomes for these children, education reform efforts have focused mostly on how
higher-quality teaching can overcome the force of social and economic challenges; however, these efforts
have failed to make a meaningful dent in the black–white achievement gap. Many policymakers continue
to be perplexed that background characteristics should be so powerful, so resistant to offset by better
schooling. Their puzzlement, however, results from a failure to understand the pathways by which
socioeconomic disadvantage translates into worse performance and from a failure to devote sufficient
attention to addressing these pathways directly. Some attention has been paid to differences in



parenting styles, early childhood literacy experiences, health conditions like lead poisoning or asthma,
and some other background characteristics, each of which prevents disadvantaged children from taking
full advantage of what even the best schools have to offer (Rothstein 2004; Morsy and Rothstein 2015a,
2015b, 2016). But much remains unexplained or insufficiently understood.

Toxic stress and whole child policy

One of the plausibly powerful factors that blocks better performance for disadvantaged children is toxic
stress response. The research literature is rich with discussions of how toxic stress response in children
predicts depressed outcomes across a range of areas, including academic performance, behavior, and
health.  And yet educators have only recently begun to pay attention to the relationship between toxic
stress and how children fare in school, and to consider interventions that could possibly diminish its
power.

In this report, we draw upon research in medicine, public health, epidemiology, economics, sociology,
and psychology to show that across educational, behavioral, and health outcomes, children exposed to
more frightening and threatening events are at a greater risk of the damaging effects of toxic stress.

We then offer recommendations for interventions that can help mitigate the effects of frightening and
threatening events on children—reducing the likelihood they will develop toxic stress and suffer
depressed outcomes.

Methodological notes

This report does not attempt to isolate the effect of toxic stress on children’s outcomes. The factors
affecting disadvantaged children—including toxic stress, risk factors for toxic stress, and consequences
of toxic stress—overlap and are often interdependent. There are no available databases by which the
relative importance of toxic stress as a cause of lowered cognitive and behavioral outcomes can be
assessed. But informed professionals, whose work we present in this report, judge that it is an important
cause for a significant share of disadvantaged children.

Furthermore, this research reports population averages. Not all children exposed to frightening and
threatening events will suffer from depressed outcomes. Some will achieve at rates that are higher than
typically observed. Such achievement is not impossible for children with high exposure to frightening or
threatening events, but it is less likely.

What is toxic stress?
“Stress” is a natural response to frightening or threatening events or conditions. These can be of greater
or lesser severity and the resulting stress can lead to changes in behavior, emotional health, and
cognitive capacity. We refer to the stress induced by infrequent events or conditions of lesser severity as
“tolerable stress.” Stress can also be made tolerable when severe conditions are experienced in the
presence of various emotional supports (“protective factors”) upon which otherwise secure children can
rely. Tolerable stress can contribute to better performance if individuals react by heightening their focus
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on the fright or threat without distraction. But the stress can become toxic when the events or conditions
precipitating it are severely frightening or threatening—especially when they are sustained or frequently
repeated—and when protective factors are insufficient to mitigate the stress to tolerable levels. Then,
toxic stress can produce not heightened focus but the opposite result, a decrease in performance levels.

How threatening experiences stimulate stress

A normal response to a frightening or threatening situation is the production of adrenaline, cortisol, and
related hormones by the amygdala, hypothalamus, and adrenal and pituitary glands. When released,
these hormones can affect almost every tissue and organ in the body (Dhabhar 2009, 216; HHP 2018).
They send the brain a signal to attack the threat or escape from it. This “fight or flight” response is an
essential survival mechanism in the face of a frightening or threatening situation. The stress hormones
increase the body’s heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing. They dilate the blood vessels and the
bronchioles in the lungs, so that more oxygen reaches the brain, muscles, and vital organs. This sharpens
a person’s senses, including sight and hearing. Until the danger passes, cortisol keeps a person on high
alert, limiting access to the parts of the brain responsible for memory and deliberative decision-making.
Instead, a person’s attention is placed on responding aggressively to the danger or escaping from it. After
the threat is over, the body’s physiological and behavioral functions can return to normal.

In these ways, the physiological and behavioral response is protective in the face of infrequent and
tolerably stressful situations. But when frightening or threatening situations occur too frequently, stress
becomes chronic and disrupts the brain’s and body’s responses. The body can over- or underproduce
necessary hormones, and the body’s physiology can fail to return to normal. This is a toxic stress
response (Shonkoff et al. 2012, 236).

Examples of events that can produce toxic stress—because they are severe, frequent, or sustained—are
psychological, physical, and sexual abuse; having a parent or close family member be incarcerated;
witnessing domestic violence; physical or emotional neglect; family financial hardship; homelessness;
exposure to neighborhood violence; discrimination; parental divorce or separation; placement in foster
care or kinship care; property loss or damage from a fire or burglary; or having a family member become
seriously ill or injured, be hospitalized, or die.

Toxic stress and its associated hormone disruption can stunt brain growth and diminish brain activity in
the prefrontal cortex, a region that controls executive function, learning, memory, attention, anxiety, and
emotional regulation (Shonkoff et al. 2012, 236; Kim et al. 2013). It can elevate blood pressure for a
sustained and unhealthy period and disrupt the metabolic system, and it can compromise the immune
system, increasing vulnerability to infection and inflammation (Evans and Kim 2013, 44).

Protective factors

Exposure to frightening or threatening events or conditions does not necessarily result in toxic stress.
Children’s susceptibility to toxic stress can be reduced by protective neighborhood, family, or school
conditions, as these can help children develop effective self-regulation, i.e., the ability to respond
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constructively to emotions and to manage behavior in response to frightening or threatening events.
Conversely, negative neighborhood, family, or school conditions can diminish protective factors and
compound toxic stress.

Neighborhood

Living in a neighborhood that residents experience as orderly can be protective. Living in a
neighborhood that children and their parents are more likely to experience as disorderly—with
characteristics such as excessive litter, vandalism, deteriorated and overcrowded housing, graffiti, noise,
public drug and alcohol use, and conflict with neighbors in close quarters—can exacerbate children’s
toxic stress response to frightening or threatening events and impede parents’ ability to protect children
from that response. Living in a neighborhood that residents experience as more orderly can be protective
(Evans 2004, 86, citing Evans 2001; Kleinhans and Bolt 2014, 420). Noise, litter, graffiti, conflict with
neighbors, or any of these factors, when isolated or occasional, are unlikely to be frightening or
dangerous but, when compounded, they can exacerbate a feeling of disorder and lack of control over
one’s environment.

In neighborhoods that are perceived as orderly, it is also more likely that parents have safe spaces to
congregate, improving their sense of social connection (Shonkoff 2012, 17305). By supporting residents’
overall sense of collective efficacy, such neighborhoods can enable parents to help their children cope
with frightening or threatening conditions (Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997, 924; CWW 2013;
Evans and Kim 2013). Such neighborhoods improve parents’ sense of well-being, supporting their ability
to be warm and responsive toward their children and thus helping the children to regulate their stress
responses. As Robert Sampson has demonstrated, collective perceptions of neighborhood disorder are
self-fulfilling prophecies, predicting future neighborhood poverty and segregation levels. Therefore,
perceptions of neighborhood disorder impact not only residents’ present lived experience, but by
perpetuating racial and economic segregation, also influence the trajectory of their neighborhood, and
thus influence the residents’ ability to manage threatening or dangerous experiences (Sampson 2009,
24).

High concentrations of parental incarceration in a neighborhood can not only diminish
the protective capacity of affected families, it can also erode the overall protective
capacity of the neighborhood. Parental incarceration, more concentrated in segregated, low-income
African American neighborhoods, contributes to the disruption of normal family support systems
(Kramer and Hogue 2009, 182; Morsy and Rothstein 2016).  Incarceration often means the loss of an
income for a family, and the ensuing economic instability can be disruptive for children and their
parents.

This is a problem of both race and felony status: In terms of employment, the consequences of a criminal
record are greater for black workers than for white workers. White job candidates who report a criminal
conviction on an employment application get called back for interviews more frequently than
demographically similar African American job candidates without a conviction. White prospective
employees are favored even more in comparisons with black prospective employees when all applicants
have criminal convictions (Pager 2003).
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When a parent is incarcerated, the remaining parent may have to work longer hours to make up for the
loss of income while also having to maintain primary responsibility for the care of the family and the
household. The strain of normal daily pressures can be exacerbated by having an incarcerated family
member. Partners and children of the incarcerated are more likely to suffer from mental health
problems: For example, children of incarcerated fathers are 51 percent more likely to suffer from
anxiety, 43 percent more likely to suffer from depression, and 72 percent more likely to suffer from post-
traumatic stress disorder. And because of the emotional toll of having a spouse or partner incarcerated, a
parent may be less able to give his or her child the positive attention and supervision that is supportive
of healthy mental, behavioral, and physical development (Morsy and Rothstein 2016).

In segregated neighborhoods, where the incarceration of young black men is concentrated, the negative
effects of imprisonment—deteriorated mental health and increased poverty, homelessness, and housing
mobility—are multiplied and can damage the social fabric of a community, thus reducing the chances
that the community can prevent children’s stress from becoming toxic (Sampson and Loeffler 2010; Von
Hoffman 2015).

Family

When children have a network of stable, responsive relationships and caregivers with the financial,
psychological, and social resources to nurture and protect them, they are more likely to cope successfully
with frightening or threatening events. Such resources facilitate the return to normal of a child’s stress
hormones (Shonkoff et al. 2012, 235). Above, in the “Neighborhood” section, we discussed some of the
factors that influence protective capacity in both families and neighborhoods. Below we discuss
additional factors that predict whether families will have the capacity to act as protective buffers against
children’s toxic stress.

Family household stability is a protective factor. Living in an uncrowded home, or having fewer
life transitions like moving homes or having family members move away from home, can protect
children against developing a toxic stress response.  When children experience transitions, or have to
cope with poor living conditions, they must find ways to adapt in order to mitigate their stress response.
The effect of such events and conditions are cumulative, and when children experience fewer of them,
they can more easily make such adjustments and decrease their risk of a toxic stress response.

Parental emotional stability is a protective factor. Emotional stability of parents can also protect
children from toxic stress in response to frightening or threatening childhood experiences. Parents who
are less stressed themselves are more likely to be able to listen, to problem-solve, to give and receive
affection, and to provide children with cognitive stimulation, such as by reading, asking questions,
encouraging discussion, playing games indoors and out, or doing arts and crafts projects with their
children (Gershoff et al. 2007, 87, 95: Table 5). Such practices constitute the warm and responsive
parenting that can provide a buffer against toxic stress. Unpredictable and inconsistent schedules can be
distressing for children and can exacerbate a vulnerability to toxic stress, as can physical punishment
(Gershoff 2016; Odgers and Jaffee 2013). Parents who are not stressed themselves are less likely to use
corporal punishment to control their children’s behavior or as a reactive response to misbehavior. They
are also more likely to establish predictable and consistent schedules, including rules and routines
around children’s TV watching, meals, and bedtimes (Gershoff et al. 2007, 89–90: Figures 2 and 3).
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Family economic security can also be protective. Economic strain can lead to material hardship,
including food insecurity, residential instability, and inadequacy of medical care, all of which can be
associated with increased stress for parents as well as for children (Wadsworth et al. 2008; Gershoff et
al. 2007, 87, 95: Table 5).

Stable parental employment can be a protective factor. Parents who are regularly employed are
more likely to have strong and supportive social networks and less likely to experience worry and strain
(Lindsay 2010; Paul and Moser 2009; Roelfs et al. 2011, 841). As a result, they are likely better able to
parent their children in ways that promote self-regulation and adaptive coping behaviors. Such
parenting is characterized by being consistent, predictable, and nurturing of children’s self-confidence
and self-worth (Odgers and Jaffee 2013, 37–38).

Parental experiences of racial discrimination can diminish their protective capacity.
Frequent and systematic racial discrimination, even when subtle or difficult to prove, has a damaging
effect on psychological well-being. While systematic discrimination or verbal attacks are obvious and
common, even more commonplace is chronic, everyday discriminatory treatment (frequently termed
“micro-aggression”) that takes the form of frequently unintentional, subtle behavioral or verbal
exchanges. Racial discrimination exacerbates psychological distress that results from adverse life events,
job difficulties, and financial strain. Psychological distress makes it more difficult for parents to have a
high-quality and nurturing relationship with their child, thereby decreasing their ability to protect their
child from developing a toxic stress response to frightening or threatening childhood experiences (Murry
et al. 2001, 921).

School

A school’s climate can contribute to protection against toxic stress. Children are better able to develop
the skill of self-regulation in schools and classrooms that are emotionally supportive of and responsive to
all students, and where there are positive teacher–student relationships, with teachers maximizing
students’ feelings of autonomy, influence, competence, and social connectedness (Wang 2009, 242;
Kaplan, Gheen, and Midgley 2002, 203–204; Solomon et al. 2000). Intentional schoolwide strategies to
create a positive school climate and nurture social-emotional learning can provide children with a
favorable environment for the self-regulation of stress hormones.

Racial and social class differences in the
prevalence of toxic stress
Popular discourse frequently conflates lower social class status with low income. This is sociologically
naïve. For children, lower social class status is the result of many interacting conditions—not only low
family income, but inadequate household wealth, low parental educational levels, low parental
occupational status, the intergenerational persistence of these conditions, and membership in a minority
group suffering systematic discrimination. Nonetheless, most data sources do not report the full range of
these conditions, and sometimes report family income alone.



Beginning in infancy, lower social class children are more likely to have strong, frequent, or prolonged
exposure to major traumatic events, the frightening or threatening conditions that induce a stress
response (Shonkoff et al. 2012, 240, 242; Halfon et al. 2017, S70–S78).

Table 1 shows that the lowest-income children are more likely to be exposed to frightening or
threatening experiences than other children. A study of children from families with incomes below
$20,000 (in 2003, 2004, or 2005, when families were surveyed) found that such children were 18
percent more likely than children from higher-income families to have been exposed to a frightening or
threatening experience; 15 percent more likely to have been exposed to two frightening or threatening
experiences; and 74 percent more likely to have been exposed to three or more frightening or
threatening experiences.

Table 1 also shows that black children were 45 percent more likely than white children to have been
exposed to one frightening or threatening experience; 29 percent more likely to have been exposed to
two frightening or threatening experiences; and 21 percent more likely to have been exposed to three or
more such experiences.  This incongruity in part reflects the intersection between race and income:
Since children from low-income families are more likely to experience frightening or threatening events,
and since African American families fall disproportionately lower on the income distribution than white
families,  it is more likely that black children will experience such events (Gould 2019; Wilson and
Rodgers 2016).
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TABLE 1

Low-income and African American children are more likely to have
stressful childhoods

Share of kindergartners exposed to frightening or threatening childhood experiences, by
family income and by race

Number of frightening or threatening experiences: 0 1 2 ≥ 3

By family income

≥ $20,000 50% 26% 15% 10%

< $20,000 36% 30% 17% 17%

% more/less likely -28% 18% 15% 74%

By race

White 52% 22% 14% 12%

Black 36% 32% 18% 14%

% more/less likely -31% 45% 29% 21%

Notes: Data are based on a study sample of 1,007 children who were born between 1998 and 2000 and were age 5 at the time

these data were collected (2003–2005).

Source: Manuel E. Jimenez et al., “Adverse Experiences in Early Childhood and Kindergarten Outcomes,” Pediatrics 137, no. 2

(2016), 1–10, https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2015-1839, Supplemental Table 6

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2015-1839
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/pediatrics/suppl/2016/01/13/peds.2015-1839.DCSupplemental/PEDS_20151839SupplementaryData.pdf


Outcomes for children exposed to chronically
stressful conditions
Children exposed to frequent or sustained frightening or threatening events that are likely to induce
toxic stress have more depressed academic, behavioral, and health outcomes than other children.

Association of stress with children’s cognitive
outcomes

Figure A summarizes research comparing the academic outcomes of children exposed to three or more
frightening or threatening life experiences with the academic outcomes of children not exposed to such
experiences.



The share of children in their last month of kindergarten who could not independently read a simple
book was nearly 50 percent greater for those who had been exposed to three or more frightening or
threatening life experiences than for those who had not been exposed to frightening or threatening life
experiences but were otherwise similar. The share of children who had below average reading and math
skills was more than 70 percent and nearly 80 percent greater, respectively, for those who had been
exposed to frightening or threatening experiences than for those who were otherwise similar but who
had not been exposed to any frightening or threatening experiences. Nearly 90 percent more did not
understand basic conventions of print. More than twice as many did not understand a story that was
read to them, and nearly 2.4 times as many were unable to name the letters of the alphabet (Jimenez et
al. 2016, 5).

FIGURE A

Children with more stressful life experiences have a greater likelihood
of suffering from academic problems

Ratio of the share of kindergartners with three or more frightening or threatening childhood
experiences to the share of kindergartners with no such childhood experiences who have the

condition

Notes: Data are based on a study sample of 1,007 children who were born between 1998 and 2000 and were age 5 at the time

these data were collected (2003–2005).

Source: Manuel E. Jimenez et al., “Adverse Experiences in Early Childhood and Kindergarten Outcomes,” Pediatrics 137, no. 2

(2016), 1–10, https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2015-1839, Tables 3 and 4
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Association of stress with children’s behavioral
outcomes

Figure B summarizes research comparing the behavioral outcomes of children exposed to frightening
or threatening life experiences with the behavioral outcomes of children not exposed to such
experiences.

The share of children in their last month of kindergarten who had social problems (such as acting
younger than is appropriate for their age, being clingy, having difficulty getting along with peers, and
preferring to play with younger children) was over 150 percent greater for children who had been
exposed to frightening or threatening experiences than for those who were otherwise similar but with no

FIGURE B

Children with more stressful life experiences have a greater likelihood
of suffering from behavioral problems

Ratio of the share of kindergartners with three or more frightening or threatening childhood
experiences to the share of children with no such childhood experiences who have the
condition

Notes: Data are based on a study sample of 1,007 children who were born between 1998 and 2000 and were age 5 at the time

these data were collected (2003–2005).

Source: Manuel E. Jimenez et al., “Adverse Experiences in Early Childhood and Kindergarten Outcomes,” Pediatrics 137, no. 2

(2016), 1–10, https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2015-1839, Table 5

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2015-1839


such experiences (Jimenez et al. 2016, 6: Table 5).  The share of children who displayed attention
problems in the classroom was over 200 percent greater for those who had been exposed to frightening
or threatening life experiences than for those who were otherwise similar but with no such experiences
(Jimenez et al. 2016, 6).  The share of children who were aggressive and broke rules at school was
nearly 140 percent greater for those who had been exposed to frightening or threatening life experiences
than for those who were otherwise similar but with no such experiences (Jimenez et al. 2016, 6).

Association of stress with children’s health
outcomes

Figure C compares specific health vulnerabilities of children exposed to frightening or threatening
experiences with specific health conditions of children with no such experiences.
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FIGURE C

Children with more stressful life experiences have a greater likelihood
of suffering from health problems

Ratio of the share of children with three or more frightening or threatening childhood
experiences to the share of children with no such childhood experiences who have the
condition

Notes: Different rows in the figure compare children with different numbers of experiences with children with no experiences.

Sources: Karlén et al. 2015, Table 2; Burke et al. 2011, 411; Hillis et al. 2004, 323.



The share of children who suffered from ear infections and acute respiratory infections was greater by
roughly 20 and 30 percent, respectively, for children who had been exposed to frightening or
threatening experiences than for otherwise similar children who had had no such experiences. The share
suffering from eczema was 67 percent greater, and the share suffering from viral infections was 73
percent greater.  The share of children suffering from obesity was close to 45 percent greater for
children who had been exposed to frightening or threatening experiences than for otherwise similar
children with no such childhood experiences.  The share of teenage girls who became pregnant was
more than twice as great for those who had had frightening or threatening experiences than for those
who had not and were otherwise similar.

Boys with more pronounced physiological indications of prolonged stress were more likely to develop
asthma.

Plausible causes of disproportionate toxic stress
among African American children
A frightening or threatening experience can lead directly to worse outcomes for children. For example,
frequent moves and unstable housing can result directly in excessive absences that cause achievement to
fall. But—as shown above—in addition to these direct effects, a toxic stress response because of
frightening or threatening conditions or events is independently likely to lead to worse outcomes.

Toxic stress may not be the only or even the most powerful reason that achievement declines because of
frightening or threatening events. Other factors may contribute to depressed outcomes. Racial
discrimination and poverty increase the likelihood that lower social class children will experience such
adverse conditions. Residential housing segregation exacerbates the likelihood that children will be
exposed to some forms of racial discrimination, poverty, and unstable housing. As far as we know,
current research is unable to isolate the independent effects of racial discrimination, poverty, unstable
housing, or residential segregation, on toxic stress. But the research findings cited in the previous
section of the report suggest that each may be a contributing factor.

Below we examine the potential pathways by which discrimination and housing segregation may lead to
toxic stress response in children.

Discrimination

As attention to police violence has increased over the last few years—in response to incidents in
Baltimore, Baton Rouge, Ferguson, and St. Paul (among many others)—there is now a wider spotlight on
what African American communities have long known: Interaction between police and residents in
African American neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage can be frequently contentious.
Discriminatory criminal justice practices affect bystanding children. Indeed, African American children
are more likely to be exposed to police violence, racial profiling by law enforcement officers, and
unwarranted attention by police to their caregivers, even if the children themselves are not the victims of
these police practices. Such exposure increases the likelihood of children suffering from toxic stress
(Boyd, Ellison, and Horn 2016).
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Discriminatory practices are not limited to the criminal justice system, but occur across all contexts of
life, including schooling. To understand whether nonwhite students are treated differently from their
white peers because of their race, researchers must rule out other factors, not merely observe racial
differences in treatment. A large body of evidence supports the conclusion that, compared with
otherwise similar white peers and for similar infractions, black students are suspended more frequently,
for longer periods of time, and receive greater punishment (Nance 2015, 1068; Skiba et al. 2011). An
African American student from a low-income family is 10 percent more likely to be suspended than a
white student from the same school and grade level for a similar infraction. At 16 percent, the difference
in the rate of suspension is even greater between similar black and white students who are not eligible
for free or reduced-price lunch (Gordon 2018). Discipline of black children is more frequently
complemented by the use of metal detectors, random searches, and/or student referral to law
enforcement, none of which are supportive of a safe and protective learning environment (Nance 2015,
1068).

Schools with a higher proportion of African American students tend to criminalize student misbehavior.
They have higher rates of suspensions and expulsions, while concomitantly having a lower rate of
students enrolled in services covered by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and Section 504
of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act. These laws codify certain behaviors as symptoms of medical conditions
that interfere with student learning, and require access to services that provide support to students with
such symptoms (Ramey 2015, 189, 196). When students who need these services are not enrolled in
them, the students are more likely to express symptoms of medical conditions that can mistakenly be
viewed as criminal misbehavior by school staff. Failure to receive appropriate services may increase
African American children’s risk of suffering from toxic stress.

Housing segregation

Many neighborhoods of concentrated poverty are disproportionately African American (Rothstein 2017).
No other racial or ethnic group in the United States has lived in low-income, racially segregated
neighborhoods over multiple generations at such a rate (Sharkey 2013).  Residential racial segregation,
the result of a history of deliberate federal, state, and local policies and practices, tends to dilute factors
that can protect children against developing a toxic stress response (Rothstein 2017).

In low-income African American segregated neighborhoods, it is more difficult to access health care, and
even more difficult to access high-quality health care (Hahn 2017, 3; Morsy and Rothstein 2015a). It is
harder to get around—public transportation is not as accessible or reliable, increasing social isolation
and restricting access to employment opportunities beyond the immediate area. These factors are
associated with parenting that results in less adult protective behavior (Hahn 2017).

In racially segregated black neighborhoods, men tend to experience high rates of incarceration, which is
damaging to the mental and physical health of those incarcerated, their children and other family
members, and their neighbors (Morsy and Rothstein 2016; Kramer and Hogue 2009, 182).

Segregation concentrates poverty (and, conversely, wealth, in white neighborhoods) by controlling who
has access to resources. It restricts access to basic human needs. Communities tend to adapt to poverty
by adopting behaviors that are socially dysfunctional. Joblessness, welfare dependency, substance abuse,
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single parenthood, and violence are concentrated in low-income segregated neighborhoods. Social
dysfunction increases levels of strain in all adults, including parents (Massey 2004, 17). Concomitantly,
parents in low-income segregated neighborhoods have fewer social and financial resources to create
buffers against difficult surrounding conditions. Because parents are more likely to be under strain
themselves, they are less likely to be able to parent in ways that support their child’s self-regulation,
safeguarding the child against toxic stress.

Policy recommendations
Clearly, the most effective way to reduce the greater likelihood of toxic stress in children from racially
segregated low-income communities is to eliminate the conditions—discrimination, poverty, and
socioeconomic isolation—that support social dysfunction, neighborhood violence, unstable housing,
economic insecurity, and excessive rates of incarceration, each of which can stimulate a toxic stress
response; in combination, these conditions are even more likely to stimulate such a response. Short of
that, social work, educational practice, and health policy can attempt to strengthen the protective factors
that can prevent frightening or threatening events from provoking toxic stress in a child.

Recommendation: Promote protective parenting

Even in chaotic, low-income environments, parents and close adults can help to protect babies and
children from developing a toxic stress response by being responsive, nurturing, supportive, and
protective (Hillis et al. 2010, 20; CWW 2013, 21; Osher et al. 2018, 17). Support programs such as home
visits and/or therapy services by community health workers, nurses, and other health specialists can
offset the damaging effects of exposure to frightening or threatening conditions by building the capacity
of caregivers to provide children with safe, stable, and nurturing relationships that help to develop
children’s adaptive and positive coping skills (Garner 2013). Examples of such programs are described
below.

The ChildFIRST initiative: In-home interventions for at-risk families

The ChildFIRST initiative is a program that seems to have succeeded in decreasing the damaging impact
of challenging environmental conditions on children through supporting strong child–parent
relationships. The program identifies at-risk families and aims to improve the outcomes of children in
these families with personalized, in-home, early childhood interventions. Parents and children receive
home visits from mental health clinicians who provide them with resources and support to promote a
responsive and nurturing relationship between parent and child. Strong parent–child relationships can
help to decrease children’s learning and behavioral problems, mitigate emotional disturbance in
children, and reduce the incidence of abuse and neglect.

The program has shown encouraging results. One evaluation found that the share of children with
language delays was smaller by 68 percent for children who received ChildFIRST services than for a
demographically similar group of children who received no such services. The share of children who
were overactive or defiant, who acted aggressively toward their peers, or who had other behavioral
problems was smaller by 57 percent for children who received the ChildFIRST services. The share of



mothers who reported clinical levels of parenting stress was smaller by 52 percent for mothers who
received ChildFIRST services (Lowell et al. 2011, 193). This intervention seems to positively impact how
a child fares in school by promoting protective parenting that helps children develop self-regulation.

Child–parent psychotherapy services

Another promising type of publicly provided support is child–parent psychotherapy in which parents
and children jointly meet with a clinical psychologist to nurture a strong emotional bond between parent
and child. This type of therapy, designed to address children’s exposure to traumatic events, helps
parents support a child’s emotional regulation by responding to their child’s stress signals. Sessions can
take place at the health care provider’s work site or at the child’s home. They aim to promote feelings of
safety and trust, improve parent and child self-regulation, and support developmentally appropriate
goals and activities (Lieberman and Van Horn 2009, 439; Lieberman, Ippen, and Van Horn 2006, 914–
915; Renschler et al. 2013, 120; CWW 2013, 10–11).

The Nurse Family Partnership: Nurturing the infant–maternal bond

The Nurse Family Partnership (NFP) is a program in which registered nurses visit women before and
after childbirth, help coordinate physician and hospital visits, and provide guidance on healthy behavior
during pregnancy. Nurses continue their visits for two years after delivery, helping mothers understand
the infant–maternal bond, read baby and toddler communication signals, and engage in activities that
promote babies’ and toddlers’ healthy development. The nurses also teach mothers self-care strategies,
how to plan subsequent pregnancies, and how to seek employment effectively.

Home visits by nurses trained in community medicine or child and maternal health improve parent–
child interactions by helping parents provide more sensitive and responsive care (Olds et al. 2002, 493).
Visits help decrease children’s exposure to child maltreatment, a risk factor for developing a toxic stress
response (Eckenrode et al. 2017). By improving children’s environment with better maternal health—
including fewer subsequent pregnancies, and greater intervals between births—home visits create
conditions that protect against children’s toxic stress that can result from their exposure to frightening
or threatening experiences.

Recommendation: Prepare trauma-informed
school staff

While teachers cannot fix what has been caused by discrimination, poverty, and segregation, there are
school-based approaches that can offset some of the effects of toxic stress on children’s academic
achievement, behavior, and health.

To improve how preschools and schools support children exposed to frightening or threatening
experiences, adults in these settings should receive training to help them understand how such
experiences affect students’ learning and behavior. Because students might act in counterproductive
ways in the classroom as a result of exposure to frightening or threatening experiences, adults should be
trained to respond appropriately and to support students’ self-regulation skills and social and emotional
learning. For example, when a child is behaving in a confrontational way, or has withdrawn, adults can



deescalate unproductive behavior by emotionally connecting with the child and removing the child from
the overwhelming context before redirecting the child toward schoolwork. Staff should also be trained in
how to communicate with caregivers and children who have experienced frightening or threatening
situations by, for instance, providing them with confidential ways to communicate with school staff.
Adults in schools should support all students (not just those who have experienced frightening or
threatening situations) in developing strong relationships with adults and other students. This can
include building supportive teams around students of concern.

Such protective approaches should be integrated into the curriculum, daily academic and nonacademic
activities, and how adults relate to children (Cole et al. 2013, 18–19; Blodgett and Dorado 2016, 22). A
focus on children’s social-emotional health can improve school climate and create school and classroom
conditions propitious for reducing children’s risk of poor social and behavioral outcomes (Blodgett and
Dorado 2016, 17; Adelman and Taylor 2006).

To mitigate racially discriminatory practices in schools that can contribute to toxic stress in children,
educators should understand the characteristics, prevalence, and effects of racially biased school
disciplinary practices. Teachers and administrators should collect and publicly report on school
disciplinary data, including demographic information about who is removed from classrooms and from
schools, and for how long and on what basis. Reflecting on these data and aggregating them at the
district and state levels can help educators challenge bias in schools. To contribute to better learning
conditions for children and improve their academic, social, and behavioral outcomes, school staff should
be trained to offset school- and classroom-based racial discrimination. Training educators to offset racial
discrimination in schools can contribute to better school conditions for children, improving their
academic, social, and behavioral outcomes.

To reduce the number of students—especially African American students—who are unjustly removed
from schools, and to reduce the incidence of other intentional and unintentional racially discriminatory
school discipline practices, civil rights agencies should employ a disparate impact standard. By this
standard, they would consider practices that result in race-based intentional or unintentional adverse
impact on students, recognizing that school policies and practices may be unlawful if their effects are
racially biased, even in the absence of discriminatory intent. Federal policy should create incentives for
educators, schools, districts, and states to develop or improve behavior management approaches that
mitigate racial bias and focus on keeping children in classrooms and schools (Losen 2011).

Two programs that show promise are described below. Careful replication of such programs with
ongoing evaluation is warranted. To have the greatest impact on offsetting the effects of children’s toxic
stress response to frightening or threatening events and conditions, educators should adopt such
approaches in schools of concentrated disadvantage.

The Chicago School Readiness Project

In the Chicago School Readiness Project, preschool teachers received training in how to support
students’ self-regulation, including encouraging positive behavior and deescalating conflictual behavior.
Educators received the help of a mental health consultant in and out of the classroom to improve the
classroom’s emotional climate and children’s social-emotional skills, to lower children’s level of conflict
with their peers, and to minimize teacher stress (Raver et al. 2011, 365).



As educators addressed the symptoms of toxic stress and provided an environment that was protective,
children in the program were able to sit quietly for longer periods of time, follow directions more
attentively, and have better impulse control. By improving students’ self-regulation, children in such
environments gained skills in vocabulary, letter naming, and math (Ursache, Blair, and Raver 2012, 126;
Raver et al. 2011).

Healthy Environments and Response to Trauma in Schools (San Francisco and
Oakland)

The University of California, San Francisco, developed an initiative called Healthy Environments and
Response to Trauma in Schools, which operates in partnership with the San Francisco and Oakland
school districts. The initiative designs and implements interventions in schools for children who have
experienced frightening or threatening events; provides psychotherapy for these children; uses
workshops and professional development to build the capacity of parents and employees to help
students; and helps develop and implement trauma-sensitive district-level policies, such as universal
behavior referral forms, so that schools and districts are able to collect student behavior data and use it
to develop prevention strategies. These include having predictable classroom and school routines,
establishing school health or wellness centers, and incorporating regular calming practices for students
and staff (UCSF 2018a; OUSD 2014).

The program seems to have led to a decrease in serious school disciplinary events, including a 43 percent
decrease in events involving physical aggression. Students in participating schools were more engaged in
their academic work, with a 27 percent increase in students spending time on academic work and a 36
percent increase in how much time students spent in the classroom. Student attendance increased by 34
percent. Children displayed fewer symptoms of toxic stress: they were better able to function in daily life,
had a stronger capacity to identify and modulate their emotions, were better able to relate to others and
develop healthy relationships, and were less likely to display symptoms of dissociation, in which children
emotionally and mentally detached themselves from their present experiences and reality (Dorado et al.
2016, 171–172; UCSF 2018b).

Recommendation: Develop supportive health
policy

Routine screening for frightening or threatening experiences

Health care professionals can contribute to preventing and treating the deleterious effects of frightening
or threatening experiences. All children should be routinely screened for such experiences. Health care
professionals should be trained to understand how frightening or threatening experiences impact
children’s cognitive, behavioral, and physical health outcomes, and screen and treat children for any
resulting complications. To that end, a standardized risk profile for children who have been exposed to
frightening or threatening experiences should be developed. This can help pediatric health professionals
make more accurate diagnoses and provide clearer treatment options (Harris et al. 2017).

High-quality initiatives in this area exist and warrant careful expansion or replication. Two of these
initiatives are described below.



The National Child Traumatic Stress Network. Using collaborative groups, liaison teams, and
information sharing, the National Child Traumatic Stress Network supports partnering clinics and
hospitals to develop and implement approaches to treating children who have experienced frightening or
threatening events. The network collects data across partnering clinics and hospitals to conduct research
and disseminate information about evidence-based practices, such as cognitive behavioral therapy,
trauma assessments, and interventions that develop children’s self-regulation (Van der Kolk 2011, A25;
NCTSN 2018a, 2018b).

The Center for Youth Wellness, in partnership with the Bayview Child Health Center in San
Francisco, is a pediatric care center that applies research on how exposure to frightening or threatening
experiences impacts children. Children who are screened and found to have been exposed to frightening
or threatening experiences are treated with health, mental health, and behavioral interventions. These
treatments include child–parent psychotherapy, individual psychiatric care, and biofeedback, which is a
way for children and caregivers to identify what the symptoms of a toxic stress response feel like so that
they can learn to offset them (Harris et al. 2017; CYW 2018).

School-based mental health services

High-quality school-based health centers offering mental health services are another protective initiative
to support children at risk of developing a toxic stress response. Such centers can be staffed by mental
health professionals, including counselors, psychologists, and nurses. School-based mental health center
staff can offer psychological support in the form of psychological crisis intervention teams (mental
health professionals who act together to help a child cope with a psychiatric emergency), counseling,
peer-to-peer modeling of effective coping strategies, and parent education and support. Some programs
operate outside of the classroom—in a clinic on school grounds, for instance—while other programs are
part of the class curricula and are integrated into in-class teaching. Students can access mental health
services to treat psychological issues, including depression, anxiety, anger, conflicts, and family
problems.

Evaluations of high-quality centers provide convincing evidence of their effectiveness (Kataoka et al
2012; Rones and Hoagwood 2000). Adolescents in schools with a mental health center are up to 10
times more likely to initiate a mental health visit than otherwise similar students with no such in-school
resource (AAP 2004, 1841; Kaplan et al. 1998, 29). School-based mental health centers are especially
important for children in disadvantaged schools who tend to need such services more than students
from higher-income families, and concomitantly have more limited access to professional mental health
support than their higher-income peers (Bains and Diallo 2016, 15).

School-based mental health services are related to improvement in students’ grades (Suldo et al. 2014).
Students who use school-based mental health services tend to start out with a lower grade point average
than those who never access the services. After students begin using the services, their GPAs increase
steadily over time (Walker et al. 2010, 255).

Medical–legal partnerships

Another model to offset the causes and consequences of pediatric toxic stress is medical–legal
partnerships in which physicians and lawyers collaborate to provide underserved children with clinical
pediatric services and legal advocacy. In these partnerships, medical health practitioners are trained to



identify issues that can be addressed by legal aid attorneys.

Medical–legal partnerships can help families mitigate the consequences of frightening or threatening
experiences or prevent them altogether. For instance, to address learning disabilities, in some cases
perhaps a result of toxic stress, medical–legal partnerships can make it easier for families to request a
school evaluation or access to special education services for their child.

To stabilize families’ housing, medical–legal partnerships can help families access housing benefits, such
as subsidies or access to housing mobility programs, that they would otherwise be denied or unable to
claim. To address poor housing quality and protect tenants from lease agreement violations, medical–
legal teams can help families escrow rent—paying their rent to an escrow account with the local court
instead of to the landlord—when housing quality violates the landlord’s health and safety obligations.
This can help motivate a landlord, legally and financially, to undertake required repairs and
maintenance, or adhere to the terms of a lease agreement (Klein et al. 2013; Henize et al. 2015). When
families are evicted or threatened with eviction, such teams can provide legal assistance when those
evictions violate tenant rights, they can help families access temporary housing, and they can connect
families with services that address the mental and emotional challenges associated with evictions. It is
notable that poor, black, single mothers are most likely to be evicted, among all groups of tenants. In
fact, even after accounting for other factors, being black and having children are, on their own, risk
factors for eviction (Desmond et al. 2013; Desmond 2015, 1).

Finally, medical–legal teams can help identify and address problems with denial or delay of other public
benefits (in addition to housing benefits) to which families might be entitled, including difficulties
obtaining medical services and access to Medicaid benefits for children.

Two models, described below, offer successful examples of how such partnerships work.

The Peninsula Family Advocacy Program (FAP). At FAP, located in Palo Alto, California, the staff
include an attorney, a project coordinator, and a medical director. FAP partners with local law firms to
offer pro bono services for cases in which legal aid workers do not have sufficient expertise to help the
people involved (Weintraub et al. 2010).

The Health and Legal Partnership (HeLP). HeLP is based at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital.
HeLP’s model is similar to FAP’s; they have one full-time attorney, one half-time attorney, and one full-
time paralegal on site. To enable better identification of problems that need medical and legal advocacy
solutions, residents at the clinic where HeLP is based learn from legal advocates and community
partners about the complex issues that low-income children face (Klein et al. 2013, 1066–1067).

Conclusion
In any classroom, in any school, in any neighborhood of concentrated disadvantage, it is likely that a
disproportionately high number of students suffer from the effects of toxic stress. It is more demanding
for an educator to teach a single child with such symptoms, and when children suffering from the effects
of toxic stress are concentrated in one classroom, or in one school, the effect is compounded, making it
more likely that the achievement of all children in that classroom or school will be depressed.



As health care professionals have started to turn their attention to this important problem, so should
educators and education policymakers. Short of changing the conditions in which low-income children
live, high-quality support for parents and parents-to-be should be accessible. Programs to offset the
effects of toxic stress should be deployed in schools of concentrated disadvantage, including programs to
effectively support educators. Policymakers should improve public awareness of this insidious
morbidity.
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Endnotes
1. Toxic stress in children can also cause physiological disruptions that lead to depressed adult health outcomes

later in life. These include hypertension, cardiovascular disease, viral hepatitis, liver cancer, and chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease (Shonkoff 2012). However, adult outcomes as a result of childhood toxic stress are
beyond the scope of this report, and we do not address them here.

2. Research in this area sometimes describes the frightening or threatening events that can often result in toxic
stress as “adverse childhood experiences” (ACEs). However, for the purpose of this report we prefer “frightening
or threatening experiences.” While “ACEs” are well understood by many professionals in the field as a defined set
of experiences (e.g., see the ACE module questionnaire at CDC 2016), the term ACE is not sufficiently descriptive
for policymakers. Many experiences of a healthy childhood can be “adverse,” whether it is losing a soccer match or
having a disagreement with a sibling or friend. Excessive concern with experiences that are simply “adverse” runs
the danger of medicalization of such normal, character-building experiences. There is no clean line that can
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distinguish such normal experiences from those that can lead to toxic stress. Because children differ in many
unobservable ways, what is frightening to some children may be simply challenging to others, even when the
children have similar social and economic circumstances. So, while a term like “frightening or threatening” runs
the risk of underestimating the possibility of toxic stress response, “adverse childhood experience” runs the risk of
overestimating it. Inasmuch as concern with toxic stress has only recently become widespread among medical
professionals, and has barely penetrated educational practice, we hope that this concern will grow prudently and
gradually and be restricted, in the beginning, to the more clear-cut cases.

3. For psychological, physical, and sexual abuse, see Mersky et al. 2009, 81; Coulton et al. 2007, 1134; Saul et al.
2014, 260; and Jimenez et al. 2016, 2. For having a family member incarcerated, see Morsy and Rothstein 2016;
Jimenez et al. 2016, 2; and Slopen et al. 2016, 48, 50: Table 1. For witnessing domestic violence, see Jimenez et al.
2016, 2; and Slopen et al. 2016, 48, 50: Table 1. For neglect, see Mersky et al. 2009; Coulton et al. 2007, 1134; Saul
et al. 2014, 260; and Jimenez et al. 2016, 2. For financial hardship, see Slopen et al. 2016, 48, 50: Table 1. For
exposure to neighborhood violence, see Slopen et al. 2016, 48, 50: Table 1; and Evans and Kim 2013. For
discrimination, see Slopen et al. 2016, 48, 50: Table 1. For parental divorce or separation, see Slopen et al. 2016,
48, 50: Table 1. For placement in foster care or kinship care, see Zlotnick, Tam, and Soman 2012. For property
wrecked or damaged because of a fire or burglary, see Attar, Guerra, and Tolan 1994, 395: Table 3. For having a
family member become seriously ill or injured, be hospitalized, or die, see Attar, Guerra, and Tolan 1994, 395:
Table 3.

4. Age may also be a factor in whether frightening or threatening events precipitate a toxic stress response. This is
because, at certain developmental stages of childhood, the brain is more sensitive to changes in external
environmental conditions, such as frightening or threatening experiences. See Immordino-Yang, Darling-
Hammond, and Krone 2018.

5. Although more whites than blacks are incarcerated (in absolute numbers, not as a share of their respective racial
populations), incarcerated whites do not originate from single neighborhoods to the extent that incarcerated
blacks do, in part because white poverty is not as concentrated as black poverty—whites experiencing poverty tend
to be more dispersed throughout the white population (see “Consequences for Communities” in NRC 2014,
beginning on page 283). By age 14, approximately 25 percent of African American children will have had a parent,
usually a father, incarcerated for some period of time. The comparable share for white children is 4 percent (see
Morsy and Rothstein 2016).

6. For life transitions, see Attar, Guerra, and Tolan 1994, 395: Table 3. For home crowding, see Evans 2004, 86.

7. These data come from a study with a sample size of over 1,000 children and their families (Jimenez et al. 2016).
Another study with a larger sample (close to 85,000 children) finds similar results. It concludes that black
children were more likely to have been exposed to frightening or threatening childhood experiences than white
children. Black children were 27 percent more likely to have been exposed to one frightening or threatening
experience than white children, and were 51 percent more likely to have been exposed to two or more frightening
or threatening experiences. They were one-third less likely than white children to have been exposed to no such
childhood experiences (Slopen et al. 2016, Table 1, on page 50). In addition to the list of frightening or threatening
childhood experiences included in the Jimenez et al. study (physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological abuse,
neglect, living with someone with substance abuse problems or mental illness, seeing a caregiver treated violently,
or having a parent incarcerated), the Slopen et al. study also includes children’s exposure to neighborhood
violence, racial discrimination, financial hardship, and parental divorce or separation.

8. In 2005, the last year for which study data were collected, 12 percent of white families had incomes below
$20,000, compared with 29 percent of black families (U.S. Census Bureau CPS-ASEC 2006). See also Wilson and
Rogers 2016.



9. The study data do not allow us to determine whether the poorer outcomes resulted from exposure to frightening
or threatening experiences, or from other conditions connected with low socioeconomic status. However, in this
study, comparisons were made across children who were similar in age, gender, race, maternal education, parent
relationship status, and household income—so there is a suggestion of causality. Children who had been exposed
to three or more frightening or threatening experiences were compared with children who had had no frightening
or threatening life experiences (Jimenez et al. 2016, 5).

10. See note 8, above.

11. Related to attention problems, another study found that children who had been exposed to three, or four or
more, frightening or threatening experiences, respectively, have 1.8 and 2.7 times the odds of being diagnosed
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) by age 9 than children who had been exposed to no such
experiences. Children in this study were similar in mother’s race, education, marital status, number of children,
prenatal substance use, age at her child’s birth, and whether the focal child was the mother’s first birth. The
children were of the same gender and of similar birth weight. The study also controlled for family income, the
number of other children and adults living in the home, and whether the focal child’s grandmother was living in
the household. Children who had been exposed to three frightening or threatening experiences and children who
had had four or more such experiences were separately compared with children who had had no such experiences
(Hunt, Slack, and Berger 2017, 398, and Table 2 on pages 397–398).

12. For ear infections, acute respiratory infections, eczema, and viral infections, see Karlén et al. 2015, e1454: Table
2. Children in this study were Swedish, and of similar age (10 years) and birth weight. They had been exposed to
three or more frightening or threatening experiences. They were compared with similar children who had no
frightening or threatening experiences (Karlén et al. 2015, e1454).

13. For obesity, see Burke et al. 2011, 411. Children in this study were under 21 years old and low-income, and
similar in age, gender, and ethnicity. They had been exposed to four or more frightening or threatening
experiences. They were compared with children of the same gender and similar in age and ethnicity who had had
no frightening or threatening experiences. The measure of obesity was taken from a two-year retrospective review
of children’s medical charts (Burke et al. 2011, 411).

14. For teen pregnancy, see Hillis et al. 2004, 323: Table 4. This study compared girls who had been exposed to
three or more frightening or threatening experiences with girls of the same race, age, and education level who had
had no frightening or threatening experiences. Pregnancies were considered “teenage” if they occurred between
the ages of 11 and 19 (Hillis et al. 2004, 323).

15. See Bahreinian et al. 2013, 146. Researchers measured stress-related physiological dysregulation, or
“weathering,” using a set of biomarkers: fasting glucose, total cholesterol, high-density lipoprotein cholesterol,
dehydroepiandrosterone sulfate (a naturally occurring steroid), cortisol, systolic and diastolic blood pressure, and
waist-to-hip ratio. Cumulatively, these biomarkers indicate a person’s lifelong level of exposure to stress-inducing
conditions, and the aggregate measure is called the “allostatic load.” Generally, people with higher allostatic loads
have experienced more stressful events and conditions throughout their lives than those with lower allostatic
loads. The study compared boys who had high allostatic scores (scoring in the highest quartile for three or more
stress-related biomarkers) with boys who had low allostatic scores (scoring in the highest quartile for two or fewer
stress-related biomarkers). The study reports that after accounting for the usual predictors of asthma—including
boys’ age and ethnicity, whether boys are allergically hypersensitive or allergic, and whether their parents have or
have had asthma—boys with high biomarkers of stress are four times as likely to have asthma as their
counterparts with low biomarkers of stress (Bahreinian et al. 2013, 144).

16. There are neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage that are primarily Hispanic. However, on average,
Hispanic Americans have greater social mobility than African Americans. Hispanic Americans suffer from
contemporary discrimination, and yet the consequences of historic discrimination against African Americans—



including slavery and legally ratified race-based segregation, compounded with contemporary discrimination—
has resulted in extremely low social mobility for African Americans, and high levels of neighborhood deterioration
and poverty concentration.
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Abstract

Purpose of Review

This paper reviews the literature on the prevalence, risk factors, and effects of traumatic experiences on
the mental health outcomes of minority youth in the USA.

Recent Findings

The USA has an increasing number of children and youth from minority backgrounds. Research reveals
that traumatic experiences disproportionately affect minority youth. These experiences include
historical/generational trauma, immigration and acculturation stressors, natural and manmade disasters,
experiences of discrimination, family violence, and community violence. The COVID-19 pandemic has
also disproportionately affected minority youth resulting in illness and hospitalizations. Despite the
higher incidence of trauma exposure, minority youth are less likely to access medical and mental health
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care. These disparities are resulting in increasing rates of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress,
substance use disorders, and suicide in minority youth.

Summary

Recognizing and understanding the impact of trauma is critical to the healthy development and
successful functioning of minority youth, and to the success of our nation.

Keywords: Minority, Race, Children, Trauma, Disparities, Mental health

Introduction

The USA has undergone a major increase of non-European populations over the past 50 years. This has
been both a result of demographic changes (aging of the non-Hispanic White/European origin
populations); greater growth of African American, Latinx, Asian origin, and American Indian
populations; and significant immigration from Latin America, Southeast and East Asia, the Middle East,
and Africa. As of 2020, the majority of children and youth in the USA are from these minority, non-
European backgrounds (this will be the case for the overall population by 2045) [1]. These populations
face higher rates of psychosocial disparities such as poverty, lack of education, barriers to health and
mental health services, and exposure to multiple stressors such as discrimination, racism, community
violence exposure, and immigration and acculturation stresses. These composite stressors are resulting in
increasing rates of mental health morbidity, such as depression, suicidality, stress-related disorders,
school disciplinary actions, incarceration, and placement in state custody. At the same time, the
children’s mental health service system in the USA is a largely fragmented system geared to middle class
Caucasian norms of family independence and self-sufficiency. In spite of some efforts, this system lacks
the necessary skills and capacity to address the special cultural and psychosocial needs of growing
minority populations [1–3].

To date, there has been no review of the literature examining the outcomes of multiple adverse
experiences faced by minority youth including the development of trauma- and stressor-related
disorders. The purpose of this review is to outline the literature in this important area and to inform
service providers and policy makers in their efforts to address the needs of children and youth from
minority and Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) backgrounds. We review overall studies
around traumatization, historical trauma, and studies associated with specific types of traumatic
experiences commonly experienced by minority children and youth: immigration trauma, community
violence, child abuse/family violence, terrorism, disasters, and more recently the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Overall Prevalence and Risk Factors

The overall impression from the available literature is that the prevalence of traumatization and trauma-
related disorders among youth from minority or BIPOC backgrounds is substantial and possibly higher
than that found among those from White or European background populations. There are no
epidemiological studies of the overall prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among
minority or BIPOC children and youth. Alegria et al. [4], studying a nationally representative US sample
of non-Latino White, Latino, Asian, African American, and Afro-Caribbean adults, demonstrated that
Asians have lower prevalence rates of probable lifetime PTSD, whereas African Americans have higher
rates as compared with non-Latino Whites, adjusting for type and number of exposures to traumatic
events, and for sociodemographic and clinical factors. Roberts et al. [5], analyzing data from the
National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC), found that the lifetime
prevalence of PTSD in adults was the highest among Blacks (8.7%), followed by Whites (7.4%),
Hispanics (7.0%), and the lowest among Asians (4.0%), with differences in risk varying by type of
traumatic event.

Studies among children are fewer so far but suggestive of similar results. Elkins et al. [6••] used data
from the National Comorbidity Survey-Adolescent Supplement (NCS-A), a nationally representative
adolescent sample (N = 10,123) to examine the impact of race/ethnicity on the association between
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and PTSD in the USA. They found that race/ethnicity moderates
the association between ACEs and PTSD. Although higher ACE scores increased the probability of
lifetime PTSD across non-Hispanic White, Black, and Hispanic adolescents, non-Hispanic White
adolescents presented with a much higher probability of lifetime PTSD compared to their Hispanic and
Black peers.

Studies involving minority children and youth have primarily focused on risk factors associated with
traumatization. Assari [7] analyzed data from 4696 non-Hispanic White and non-Hispanic Black children
ages 8 to 11 years old who were participants in the Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD)
study. The primary outcome was the exposure to 1 or 2 + childhood traumas, measured by the Kiddie
Schedule for Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia (K-SADS) semi-structured interview, and the
independent variables were parental educational attainment and family income. He found that
race/ethnicity showed statistically significant interactions with parental education and family income on
exposure to childhood trauma, indicating weaker protective effects of parental education and family
income on reducing exposure to trauma for non-Hispanic Black compared to non-Hispanic White
children. Larson et al. [8] reviewed empirical studies between 2003 and 2013 of US pediatric
populations and of US school behavioral health centers. Some studies suggested higher psychopathology
and lower academic performance among minority children experiencing trauma. Andrews et al. [9]
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investigated ethnic differences in trauma-related mental health symptoms among adolescents, and the
mediating and moderating effects of poly-victimization (PV) using data from the first wave of the
National Survey of Adolescents-Replication (NSA-R) study. Non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic adolescents
reported higher levels of PV and trauma-related mental health symptoms (symptoms of posttraumatic
stress and depression) compared to non-Hispanic Whites, though the effect sizes were small (γ ≤ 0.07).
PV fully accounted for the differences in mental health symptoms between non-Hispanic Black and non-
Hispanic White adolescents, and partially accounted for the differences between Hispanic and non-
Hispanic White adolescents. Milan et al. [10] in a prospective study of 1242 diverse adolescents
examining risk factors for onset of PTSD versus risk factors for symptom development found that
racial/ethnic differences were evident in both the likelihood for exposure to violence and the likelihood
of PTSD. Recent violence was more common among African American youth (57%) compared to
adolescents who identified as Latino (43%), White (33%), or other racial/ethnic groups (33%). In
contrast, among those who experienced violence, African American adolescents had lower rates of PTSD
(2%) than Latino (5%) and White (8%) adolescents. Oransky and Hahn [11] examined the role of poor
caregiver-youth agreement regarding youths’ exposures to potentially traumatic events as a risk factor
for PTSD and mood symptoms. The predominantly female sample was racially/ethnically diverse (86.8%
female, 13.2% male, 32.5% African American, 54.4% Latino/a, 2.6% Caucasian, 0.9% Asian American,
and 8.8% other race/ethnicity). They found that overall caregiver-youth discrepancies regarding youths’
histories of exposures to potentially traumatic events and caregiver PTSD symptoms were significantly
associated with youths’ self-reported symptoms and functional impairment. Espinoza and Wright [12••]
reviewed eight papers for a special issue on cyberbullying among marginalized youth, including ethnic
minority youth, and they concluded that cyberbullying was a growing risk factor for traumatization, in
spite of the “digital divide,” but that physical bullying was still more prevalent and some factors were
protective, such as friendship support among Latinos.

Various studies focused on the role of substance use as a risk factor associated with traumatization
among minority youth. Chasser [13] examined the role of age, gender, and minority status in a sample
of diverse youth in treatment for substance use disorders. She found that substance dependent youth
with comorbid PTSD were significantly more likely to be female and Latino. Park et al. [14] examined
risk factors among college students that prospectively predicted exposure to potentially traumatic events
(PTE) over a 2-month period. They found that subsequent PTE exposure was predicted by higher
previous PTEs and binge drinking and was somewhat higher in ethnic minority students. Sartor et al.
[15] examined the relationship between childhood trauma and alcohol use initiation in Black and White
adolescent girls. They found that childhood trauma was more prevalent (29.0 vs. 17.5%) and alcohol
use initiation less prevalent (37.7 vs. 54.4%) in Black vs. White girls but found no evidence for
differences in risk conferred by trauma. Results indicate that low socioeconomic status (SES) and
neighborhood factors (such as safety, community cohesion, and physical appearance of the
neighborhood) contribute to the associations of childhood trauma and race with alcohol use initiation,
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though race is still a significant risk independent factor. Porche et al. [16] used data from the
Collaborative Psychiatric Epidemiology Surveys, a nationally representative probability sample of African
Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, Asians, Latinos, and non-Latino White young adults ages 21–29. They
found that childhood substance and conduct disorders mediated the relation between trauma and school
dropout, with the likelihood of dropout decreased for Asians, and increased for African Americans and
Latinos, compared to non-Latino Whites as a function of psychiatric disorders and trauma.

Historical Trauma

Historical trauma refers to the cumulative experiences of emotional and psychological wounding in an
individual. Intergenerational trauma is historical trauma that spans multiple generations and affects
communities and their descendants. In examining current traumatic stressors, it is essential to review
how historical and intergenerational mass trauma currently contributes to the vulnerabilities and unique
needs of US minority youth. This can be identified in all American BIPOC populations.

Native Americans have experienced genocide and forced assimilation since the infancy of the USA.
Native Americans report the greatest average number and variety of ACEs and the highest rates of
physical abuse, sexual abuse, parental substance abuse, and witnessing violence than persons from any
other racial/ethnic group [17]. Among US youth between ages 15 and 24, American Indians or Alaska
Natives have the highest suicide [18]. Despite confounding factors such as income, social support, and
access and utilization of mental health services both preceding and during the COVID-19 pandemic,
historical trauma is known to be a major predictor of psychological stress among Native Americans [19].

African Americans have experienced slavery and still continue to experience racial discrimination. The
historical context of enslaved Black mothers being separated from their infants and being forced to
breastfeed their owners’ children is a contributing factor for present day Black women’s decision to not
breastfeed their babies [20]. This remains a significant finding even after controlling for demographic
and social support risk [21]. Structural racism (a system in which public policies and institutional
practices reinforce racial inequities) and historical marginalization are among several reasons that
African American children are overrepresented by 2–3 times in the foster care system [22] and are more
likely to have been exposed to a greater number of trauma types and community violence than White
children [23]. Black mothers not only worry about the racial inequality and unfair treatment of their
children, but especially fear that their sons will be killed doing everyday activities such as driving
through a neighborhood or wearing a hoodie simply because they are Black [24]. These fears are likely
based on both historical trauma and the recent violence against Black men that has received significant
media attention. The historical marginalization of African Americans contributes to health inequities,
such as lack of safe transportation among injured Black pedestrians leading to higher hospitalization
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rates compared to injured White pedestrians [25]. History of being subjected to unethical clinical
studies, such as the Tuskegee study, has contributed to the African American youth’s mistrust of the
government and the healthcare system which results in low influenza vaccination rates [26], COVID-19
vaccination hesitancy [27], and higher susceptibility to dying from COVID-19 than other racial groups
[28].

Asian-American minorities have experienced various types of mass traumas, such as colonialization of
Philippines by the USA from 1880s through 1940s, the ban on immigration of people from China in late
1880s, restrictions on Chinese from testifying in an American court of law in 1850s, the internment of
persons of Japanese ancestry in 1940s, the influx of Vietnamese refugees after the Vietnam war in 1970s
and 1980s, and surge of individuals who came to the USA as “mail-order brides” or through adoption.
The term “Asian-American” is both inclusive and exclusive in that heterogeneous groups of people are
classified together as “Asian American” without attention to their distinct cultures and ethnicities, while
people from certain countries in Asia (such as India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh) are often not included in
the Asian American group based on physical characteristics. While some minorities have struggled with
the stereotype of being disadvantaged and oppressed, Asian-Americans have the unique burden of being
labeled a “model minority.” This burden, with other cultural factors, contributes to the underutilization
of mental health services among Asian-Americans even after controlling for the perception of needing
psychiatric treatment [29, 30]. Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 71% Asian-American youth
perceived health-related Sinophobia [31]. Asian-American youth and college students have reported
experiencing more xenophobia and COVID-19-related discrimination compared to non-Hispanic White
youth [32]. A survey of Asian-Americans that included both adults and children ages 12 and older
showed that 46% of them could not find a place to get tested for COVID-19 and 70% avoided leaving
their home to go to public places due to fear of race-based hostility [33].

Latinos have experienced intergenerational mass trauma going back to the conquest of indigenous
civilizations by Europeans, and more recently fleeing political, sexual, and gang violence and economic
disruptions in their countries of origin before immigration to the USA. Immigration itself is experienced
as traumatic by many Latinx youth in the USA [34]. For unaccompanied migrant youth, it is further
complicated by separation from their caregivers [35] which interferes with their healthy identity
formation [36••]. The Office of Inspector General Report from 2019 expressed concerns about the living
conditions of detained youth including serious overcrowding, prolonged detention, and poor physical
and unhygienic conditions [37, 38]. Tynes et al. [39••] found that Latinx youth who viewed viral videos
of undocumented immigrants of their own ethnicity detained in cages experienced increased depressive
symptoms. Documented Latinx children still remain vulnerable due to economic disadvantage. For
example, among hired child farmworkers in the USA, Latinx children were found to be at high risk for
exploitation [40] and more likely to experience work injuries and heat-related illness [41].
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Specific Traumatic Stressors

Immigration Trauma

There has been strong consensus for some time that children and youth entering the USA as refugees
and migrants were at elevated risk for adverse mental health outcomes as a result of traumatic exposures
during their journey and entry.

Potochnick and Perreira [42] examined data from the Latino Adolescent Migration, Health, and
Adaptation (LAMHA) study, which surveyed 281 first-generation Latino immigrant youth, ages 12–19.
Among first-generation Latino adolescents, they found nearly 7% were symptomatic for depression and
29% were symptomatic for anxiety. Females were slightly more likely to have symptoms of depression
but less likely to have symptoms of anxiety. Using logistic regression, they found that migration stressors
increased the risk of both depressive symptoms and anxiety, while time in the USA and support from
family and teachers reduced their risk. Compared to documented adolescents, undocumented
adolescents were at greater risk of anxiety, and children in mixed-status families were at greater risk of
anxiety and depressive symptoms. Clary et al. [43] examined the association of pre, during, and post
immigration trauma experiences and mental health outcomes in a sample of immigrant Central
American youth. They studied a convenience sample (n = 104) of Latino youth aged 12–17 years old in
the USA for 3 or fewer years. Two-thirds of youth experienced at least one traumatic event, 44%
experienced an event once, and 23% experienced two or more traumatic events during migration.
Trauma experienced at different migration stages was associated with anxiety, PTSD, and depression.
Berger Cardoso [44] reported a study with a convenience sample of Central American immigrant
children and youth suggesting roughly 60% of unaccompanied migrant youth met the criteria for PTSD,
30% a depressive disorder, and 30% reported suicidal ideation in the past year. Despite these findings,
Loria and Caughy [45], examining ACEs among first, second, and third generation migrant Latino
children, found that Latino migrant children had a lower prevalence of 2 or more ACEs (13%; n = 801)
compared with nonimmigrant Latino children (40%; n = 772), with prevalence of exposure to ACEs the
highest among third- or higher-generation nonimmigrant children and the lowest among second-
generation migrant children.

Some studies have focused on the impact of maternal traumatization related to immigration on their
offspring. For example, East et al. [46] studied the impact of maternal traumatization on offspring in 198
Somali immigrant mothers who experienced significant trauma while spending an average of 7 years in
refugee camps. There was no direct association between trauma experienced by the mother and their
children’s well-being, but mothers’ posttraumatic stress and depressive symptoms significantly mediated
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the effects of mothers’ past torture on their children’s adjustment, a pattern indicative of
intergenerational traumatization.

More recently, the crisis of unaccompanied minors along the USA-Mexico border has been a major focus
of work on immigration trauma. Berger Cardoso et al. [47] outlined how from 2013 to 2016 the USA
placed over 123,000 unaccompanied migrant youth—predominantly from Central America—with a
parent or other adult sponsor residing in the USA. Following placement, local communities are tasked
with integrating migrant youth, many of whom experience pre- and in-transit migration traumas, family
separation, limited/interrupted schooling, and unauthorized legal status, placing them at heightened risk
for psychological distress, academic disengagement, maltreatment, and human trafficking. However,
fewer than 10% of young people receive formal post-release services. Their paper addresses the paucity
of research on the experiences of the 90% of children and youth without access to post-release services
and their service needs and proposes research to identify structural challenges to the provision of
services and to inform best practices in support of unaccompanied youth. Other conceptual papers [48–
51] have also focused on the ethical, developmental, and potential clinical adverse outcomes from
unaccompanied child immigration, how US government policies have aggravated these adverse
outcomes, approaches to services provision, and the need for more research and services outreach to this
vulnerable population.

Community Violence

The current literature shows that BIPOC/minority children in the USA are more likely to be exposed to
greater amounts of various types of violence over their lifetimes compared to non-Hispanic Whites [52].
These types of violence reported by youths are also called polyvictimization. These traumatic events
could be from community violence, exposure to crime, police violence/abuse, school shootings, and
natural disasters. A recent review article has identified several pathways linking natural disasters and
violence against children worldwide [53].

Community violence has disproportionately affected minority communities. Black youths are at higher
risks of being exposed to higher amounts of adverse childhood experiences as well as physically harmful
forms of violence [54]. Racial and ethnic differences in exposure to violence appear to broaden across
adolescence, and neighborhood/familial environment play a part in triggers that give rise to the
disparities in violence exposure [55••]. Minority youths are not only likely to witness more violence but
they are also more likely to face more barriers to care and receive low-quality care [56]. One recent
study examining the treatment modalities used in community mental health settings to treat youths
exposed to violence found that Black children are more likely to receive non-evidence-based treatments
[57].
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Increased community violence also means more exposure to police and the trauma that comes from
police violence. Black girls are found to experience up to 4.3 times the injury from law enforcement
compared to White girls in an analysis of California ER visits and hospitalizations [58]. Recent police
killings of unarmed Black Americans are found to have a negative impact on mental health among Black
Americans [59]. Viewing distressing news, such as police killings, affecting members of one’s own racial
or ethnic group is associated with higher levels of depressive and PTSD symptoms [39••]. Subjective
religiosity, measured by self-reported importance of religion in life and importance of prayer in stressful
situations, is a protective factor in depressive symptoms from police abuse of Black Americans [60].

Yet another violent event that is widely publicized in the USA is school mass shootings. By its nature,
school shootings occur where most victims are children and adolescents. Decreased sense of safety and
increased absenteeism were found in students who attended a school in close proximity to a school that
had a mass shooting [61]. Black youths who are concerned about violence at their school were more
likely to have depressive symptoms [62]. While current literature outlines the importance of knowing
risk and protective factors for better outcomes of the survivors [63], there is a lack of published data on
how or if school shootings affect minority youths differently than White youths.

Child Abuse and Family Violence

Children of ethnic and racial minorities are exposed to higher rates of violence and experience a greater
number of adverse childhood events compared to White children. Furthermore, minority populations are
overrepresented in child protective services compared to their presence in the population [64].
Multicultural, Native American, and African American children are all more likely than White children to
be removed from their home by Child Protective Services [64]. Several studies highlight the increased
adversity experienced by children of color, the decreased opportunities they are afforded, and how this
impacts them as adults [65–68].

Research shows that exposure to violence and other adverse events in childhood causes downstream
consequences that last well into adulthood [67–77]. For example, children who are exposed to more
violence often experience higher rates of poverty, physical and mental health issues, and have higher
rates of incarceration as adults [65, 69, 72, 73]. Furthermore, the types of stressors and adverse
childhood events differ across races [67]. Overall, White children reportedly experience the least amount
of violence and adverse events [67]. African American children experience the most adverse events,
including a parent death, a parent serving time in jail, exposure to domestic violence, and witnessing
violence in the neighborhood [67]. Powers et al. studying a sample of highly traumatized minority
youth, found that children who experience child abuse are more likely to develop psychotic disorders
and depressive disorders, and if they developed PTSD from exposure to family violence the risk of
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developing a psychotic disorder further increases [74••]. Interestingly, several papers highlight that
minority children, mainly African American and Latino children, are less likely to develop PTSD if
exposed to multiple episodes of family violence [75]. Some researchers believe this is due to inherent
resilience within those cultures, though under-identification of PTSD in these populations could be a
factor [75]. Though family violence is prevalent in most if not all cultures, some cultural groups may
have greater societal acceptance [76].

Natural Disasters and Trauma

The number of children who are affected by natural disasters can be expected to rise as the frequency of
natural disasters is expected to increase due to climate changes. Mental health impact of these disasters
have in children is reflected in post-traumatic stress symptoms as well as depression and anxiety. Overall,
there is a lack of understanding if cultural differences and social support impact children after a natural
disaster. A review by Cerna-Turoff et al. [53] found no consistent association between violence against
children and natural disasters which underscores need for further research on how natural disasters
affect human populations.

Recent survey of Puerto Rican youths after Hurricane Maria revealed significant prevalence of disaster-
related stressors and high levels of PTSD and depression symptoms [78]. Hurricane Katrina was another
natural disaster that disproportionately affected minority/BIPOC children. One study by Lai et al. [78]
examined the relationship between the post-traumatic stress symptoms among youth and social support
after natural disasters. They followed patients from 3–7 months after Hurricane Katrina until 25–
27 months after the event and determined that post-traumatic stress symptoms undermine social
support. Those who had higher symptoms of post-traumatic stress were less likely to seek supportive
relationships and/or perceive less support is available. Utilization of mental health services also
appeared to be affected by hurricane Katrina. While encounters stayed the same, medication utilization
for children displaced by hurricane Katrina went down, suggesting logistical obstacles in obtaining or
utilizing medical services [79]. Another study viewing long-term mental health consequences of
Hurricane Katrina found that exposure to hurricane-related trauma is correlated to co-occurring
psychological distress 12 years after the event [80]. Lai et al. [81••], in a study of the trajectories of
post-traumatic stress in youth after natural disasters, studied combined data from Hurricanes Andrew,
Charley, Ike, and Katrina. They found that racial/ethnic minority youth had higher odds than non-
minority youth of having a pattern of slower rate of decrease in post-traumatic stress symptoms,
indicating longer lasting adverse mental health effects.

Terrorism and Trauma
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Although all children are affected to varying degrees by acts of terrorism, youths from minority groups
face specific challenges. For example, post September 11, 2001, half of Arab American adults surveyed
across 35 states reported depression and a quarter of them reported moderate to high anxiety [82].
Based on many studies of the impact of parental mental health on children, it is reasonable to
extrapolate that Arab American youth were also likely to experience mental health problems like their
adult family members. Indeed, a retrospective study by Gargano et al. [83] showed that among children
exposed to the 9/11 dust cloud, those of racial minority backgrounds were more likely to be hospitalized
due to 9/11-related symptoms. A study by Becker-Blease et al. [84] showed that among a national
representative sample of children aged 2–17, youth who identified as Black, Hispanic, and non-White
endorsed more worrying following sniper shootings and kidnappings of 2002 than did their non-
Hispanic White peers.

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Minority Children

A growing literature has addressed the demographic, social, and economic conditions that increase risk
for negative outcomes for minority children in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. These include
poverty, food insecurity, detrimental living situations (e.g., homelessness, crowded living environments,
and inadequate sanitation), congregate housing, front line worker exposure, pre-existing and comorbid
medical and mental health problems, physical and cognitive disabilities, and disparities in access to
social support and medical and mental health care. Indeed, compared to their White counterparts, Black,
Hispanic, and Asian children are less likely to be tested for COVID-19 [85], even though death and
hospitalization rates in general and for children have been the highest in BIPOC populations [86, 87].
Pfefferbaum, in her recent review of the children’s reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic [88], pointed
out that many of the psychosocial vulnerabilities overlap with racial/ethnic disparities, and further
increased risk and affect access to services for racial/ethnic minority children.

One possible source of increased traumatization for BIPOC children is from reported increases in child
abuse and domestic violence associated with increased economic stressors from the pandemic [89••,
90]. Farquharson and Thornton [90] also posited possible intergenerational traumatization for BIPOC
children from pandemic experiences of loss and social isolation. Claypool and Moore de Peralta [91]
posited how ACEs resulting from the pandemic have compounded the toxic stress resulting from pre-
existing ACEs, leading to disproportionate harm to Latino children and communities, especially in their
future development. Spencer et al. [92••] have one of the few population-based studies of the impact of
psychosocial function in minority children resulting from the pandemic, finding a dramatic increase in
depression, anxiety and social risks among urban, and racial and ethnic minority school-age children
compared to before the pandemic, although mental health symptoms correlated more to pre-pandemic
social risks.
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Conclusions

Investigating and understanding the impact of trauma among children of minority/BIPOC populations is
critical given their growing numbers in the USA. The mental health and successful function of minority
youth is vital to the success of our nation.

All the different areas covered in this review need further research. There is also a need for additional
research on interventions and prevention of traumatic stress in this population, which are not covered in
this paper. Perhaps the most pivotal area for further research is on the impact of cumulative traumatic
stress and historical trauma on minority/BIPOC children and families, which is critical for prevention
efforts. In recent years, we are more clearly focusing on indicators of the adverse impact of cumulative
and historical trauma. One of these indicators is the close relationship between structural racism and
cumulative psychosocial disadvantages resulting in increasing traumatic stress. There are possible
neurobiological outcomes and consequences that investigators are starting to focus on. These include
studies on the impact of discrimination/racism and general health, such as various recent studies
examining the relationship between telomere length (a chromosomal measure of life longevity) and
cumulative exposure to discrimination [93••, 94]. Another related area of study is the rising rates of
suicidality in Black youth, which has been highlighted as a crisis and a research priority by the
Congressional Black Caucus of the US Congress [95••, 96]. An additional finding in epidemiological and
clinical studies that warrants close re-examination is the higher rate of psychosis in African Americans
than other groups, which could be potentially related to chronic and traumatic stress. Research has
traditionally pointed to clinician diagnostic bias as the main factor behind this finding. However, two
other hypotheses are now being entertained: one of psychosis as an idiom distress related to
traumatization among minority populations and the other being that these higher rates the psychosis
point to the cumulative impact of traumatic stress through epigenetic processes [74••, 97, 98••].

Insofar as intervention and services research related to traumatic stress in minority populations of
children, there is increasing emphasis on disparities in services utilization, and on culturally acceptable
and effective services, which tend to be more multi-modal and multi-disciplinary along the lines of
community systems of care philosophy. Systems of care programs have been able to demonstrate positive
impacts on services disparities as well as effectiveness in addressing suicide and trauma [99, 100].

Above all, it is important that such research follow principles of cultural humility, including involvement
by the minority populations being studied, as well as being informed by the lived experiences of
investigators from these populations. A common motto among minority and BIPOC populations is that of
“nothing about us without us,” and it would behoove investigators to honor the intent of this motto.
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Abstract 

Objective: This research examined whether publicly funded drug treatment centers (DTCs} were 

associated with violent crime in excess of the violence happening around other commercial 

businesses. 

Method: Violent crime data and locations of community entities were geocoded and mapped. 

DTCs and other retail outlets were matched based on a Neighborhood Disadvantage score at the 

census tract level. Street network buffers ranging from 100 to 1,400 feet were placed around each 

location. Negative binomial regression models were used to estimate the relat ionship between the 

count of violent crimes and the distance from each business type. 

Results: Compared with the mean count of violent crime around drug treatment centers, the mean 

count of violent crime (M = 2.87) was significantly higher around liquor stores (M = 3.98; t test; p < 

.01) and corner stores (M = 3.78; t test; p < .01), and there was no statistically significant difference 

between the count around convenience stores (M = 2.65; t test ; p = .32). In the adjusted negative 

binomial regression models, there was a negative and significant relationship between the count of 

violent crime and the distance from drug treatment centers (P = -.069, p < .01), liquor stores (P = 
- .081, p < .01), corner stores (P = - .116, p < .01), and convenience stores (P = - .1 54, p < .01). 

Conclusions: Violent crime associated with drug treatment centers is similar to that associated 

with liquor stores and is less frequent than that associated with convenience stores and corner 

stores. Would you support a liquor license for a liquor store next to an at r isk elementary school? 


