Mental Health:
Know the Warning Signs
African Americans are one of the largest
communities in the US but often receive
disproportionally less and lower quality care than
other communities for both medical as well as
mental health care. The following provides some
insight into mental health rates, cultural views on
mental health and other information related to
mental health care for the African American
community.

Prevalence



Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADD/ADHD)
 Teachers are more likely to perceive African
American students (both male and female) as
having symptoms related to ADHD than White
vii
students.


The rates of mental health conditions in the African
American community are close to those in the
general population. Approximately 1 in 5 adults and
1 in 5 children live with a mental health condition.
However, African Americans are 20% more likely to
experience serious psychological distress than
i
White Americans.
Depression
 African Americans and Caribbean Americans
are less likely to experience major depression
(10.4% and 12.9% respectively) than White
Americans, but are twice as likely to experience
more chronic forms of depression (56.6% and
ii
56% versus 38.6%). Both groups were more
likely to be persistently ill in comparison to
iii
White Americans.
Suicide
 Suicide, overall is the 16th leading cause of
death among African Americans, but is the 3rd
leading cause of death in young African
iv
Americans (15-24).


In 2009, more than four times as many African
American men died from suicide than African
v
American women.

57.8% of African Americans who reported
suicidal thoughts or attempted suicide did not
seek out mental health care services in
vi
comparison to 24.7% of Whites.

In comparison to White and Latino children,
African Americans are likely to be over
diagnosed with ADHD and are less likely to
viii
receive any form of treatment.

Help Seeking Behavior


Cultural biases against mental health and
health care professionals in general prevent
many African Americans from accessing care
due to prior experiences with historical
misdiagnoses, inadequate treatment and a lack
ix
of cultural understanding .



African Americans tend to rely on family,
religious and social communities for emotional
support rather than turning to health care
professionals, even though this may at times be
x
necessary.



One in three African American women will seek
out mental health care services when
diagnosed with a mental health condition. This
reluctance is possibly due to a lack of
understanding of symptoms related to specific
mental health conditions or due to the belief
that seeking treatment indicates lack of
xi
religious faith.
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Treatment Considerations






African Americans men are more likely to
receive a misdiagnosis of schizophrenia, when
expressing symptoms related to mood
disorders or post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). In addition, African Americans
(especially men), may receive less effective and
riskier forms of treatment, as well as be treated
more strictly in a medical environment (such as
xii
being restrained or placed in seclusion).
African Americans may metabolize many
medications at lower rates than Whites. Yet
African Americans are more likely to receive
higher dosages, which may result in a greater
chance of adverse side-effects.



Somatic symptoms (experiencing physical
symptoms such as headaches or backaches),
are more likely to occur in African Americans,
xiii
specifically African American women.

Access and Utilization of Services


African Americans are less likely to receive
accurate diagnoses than their Caucasian
xiv
counterparts.



African Americans are often at a socioeconomic
disadvantage in terms of accessing both
medical and mental health care: According to
the U.S. Census Bureau, as of 2012 19% of
African Americans have no form of health
xv
insurance. With the addition of the ACA
(Affordable Care Act) enacted in 2014 it is
expected that African Americans will have more
access to different medical as well as mental
health care services.



Currently, only 3.7% of members in the
American Psychiatric Association and 1.5% of
members in the American Psychological
xvi
Association are African American.

The strength of faith and church supports can
supplement depression treatment and reduce
isolation.

For more information visit www.nami.org/aka
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