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Behavioral Health Consideration 
when Working with African American Older Adults



Raise Your Hand
LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƴǘƛ-ageist?







Demographics

.ȅ нлолΧ

OLDER WHITE population will Increase by 39%

Vs.

OLDER RACIAL/ETHNIC MINORITY populations by 89%  

Å112% Hispanics/Latinx

Å81% Asian/Pacific Islander

Å73% African-Americans 

Å72% American Indian and Native Alaskans 
( A C L / A O A ,  2 0 1 8 )



4 Pillars of 

Approaching Work 

with African American 

Seniors



Understand 

the Impact of Racism

Pillar



h t t p s : / / w w w . y o u t u b e . c o m/ w a t c h ? v= _ H L o l 9 I n M l c

We Wear The Mask
Maya Angelou



1. Understand the 

Impact of Racism

Racism intersects with other 

diverse identities

>> Double, Triple Jeopardy

Cumulative effects of racism

Racism is experienced every day



Experiences of Racism

Personal Experiences:
Perspectives about Af
Am folks in community:



Race-Related Stress & Trauma

ÅRace-related stress occurs when an individual experiences or 

witnesses racist incidents that evoke social and historical 

experiences of racism. 

ÅFor African American older adults, these encounters are 

accumulated over the lifespan , stored in memory, and relived with 

each new racist and discriminatory experience

ÅLimited access to community resources >>  significantly contributes 

to the experience of race-related stress and creates barriers to 

achieving healthy and productive aging.

h t t p s : / / w w w . a p a . o r g/ p i / a g i n g / r e s o u r c e s /a f r i c a n- a m e r i c a n- s t r e s s . p d f



ÅBlack American Deaths from COVID are 2 -3x greater than White Americans

ÅBlack Americans 2-3x more likely to be diagnosed with dementia and less 
likely to be informed and educated about dementia

ÅBlack Americans 2-3x more likely to die from cardiovascular disease

ÅBlack women have higher death rates for cancer than white women despite 
having lower risk for cancer

ÅBlack Americans have the highest death rate of any racial or ethnic group 
for all cancers combined and for most major cancers

Health Disparities



ÅHigh rates of trauma and PTSD (Catalano, 2012; Roberts et al., 2010) 

ÅOlder AfA women might be at additional risk due to high prevalence of 

chronic disease 

What About Mental Health?

ÅCorrelations between chronic disease and mental health 

issues such as depression (Artinian et al., 2006; CDC, 

2004; Ward et al., 2009 

ÅMore likely to report drug use associated with injury by IPV 

(Nowotny & Graves, 2013) 

ÅExposure to cumulative experiences of racism has resulted in l imited access to 

resources >> increased rates of mental health disorders such as depression, 

anxiety, and dementia. 



[ŜǘΩǎ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜΧ



ÅThe older a person is, the less likely they are to use MH services

Å> 50% of older African Americans with a mental health disorder DID 

NOT use services

ÅMany of those who received services did so through the general 

medical rather than the mental health care sector. 

What Mental Health for Older 
African American Adults?

Ne i gh b o r s  e t  a l ,  2008

>> Higher rates of morbidity (dementia)  & mortality

>> Mistrust of the system

>> Are Af Am seniors getting the care they need? 



Are African American Seniors getting 
the mental health care they need?



Why Do these Disparities Exist? 

ÅDifferences in access to quality health care

ÅDifferences in treatment (same symptoms, 
different treatment by providers)

ÅDifferences in cultural beliefs about health

ÅVarying levels of trust in health care 
system

ÅProvider bias



I t  was once be l ieved tha t  h igh  ra tes  o f  
hosp i ta l i za t ion  fo r  the  t rea tment  o f  se lec ted  menta l  

d isorders  among Af r i can Amer icans was due to  an  
άƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǎŎŜǇǘƛōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ 

psychopatho logy  

( T h o m a s  &  S i l l i n,  1 9 7 2 ;  W i l l i a m s ,  1 9 8 6 )

BIAS



Numerous authors & studies have 
reported that misdiagnosis and clinical 
bias commonly occur in the psychiatric 

assessment of African American patients 
of all ages

h t t p s : / / g e r i a t r i c s . s t a n f o r d . e d u / w p - c o n t e n t / u p l o a d s / 2 0 1 4 / 1 0 / a f r i c a n _ a m e r i c a n . p d f



Some psych ia t r i s ts  be l ieved tha t  A f r i can Amer icans,  
as a  group,  tended to  have low ra tes  o f  depress ion  
because o f  the i r  h is to r ica l  soc ia l  and educat iona l  

oppress ion .  Somehow,  be ing  oppressed and depr ived  
func t ioned as  a  soc ia l  psycho log ica l  sh ie ld  aga ins t  

depress ion :  B lacks  were  less  vu lnerab le  because they  
had less  to  lose

( P r a n g e,  1 9 6 2 )

BIAS



Studies suggest that the failure to accurately 
diagnose symptoms of depression, bipolar, 

and other mood and anxiety disorders among 
African Americans sometimes results from 
HJ=;GF;=AN=< FGLAGFK L@9L  D9;CK 9J= ӑ@9HHQ-

go-DM;CQӒ H=GHD= GJ KGE= GL@=J KL=J=GLQH=

(Adebimpe,  1981;  Poussaint,  1983;  Wi l l iams,  1986)



Mental Health 

Treatment Disparities

ÅOften receive poorer quality of care and lack 
access to culturally competent care 

ÅReport less agreement on therapy goals, attend 
less sessions and report more distress at 
termination than Whites 

ÅLess likely to be offered either evidence -based 
psychotherapy or guideline - consistent care than 
general population 

A P A ,  2 0 1 3 ;  C o b a s s ae t  a l . ,  2 0 0 6 ;  J o h n s o n  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 4  K e a r n e y  e t  a l . ,  
2 0 1 5 ;  R o b e r t s  e t  a l . ,  2 0 1 1 ;  S a b i n  &  G r e e n w a l d ,  2 0 1 2 ;  W a n g  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 0  



What about suicide?



ӑ+GKL @=9DL@ <AKH9JALA=K 9J= 9NGA<9:D=ӄ
They result from decisions we make as a 
society regarding how we allocate our 

resources and how much injustice we are 
OADDAF? LG 9;;=HL 9K 9 >9;L G> DA>=ӄӒ

- Lisa Cooper, MD, MPH
Johns Hopkins Health Equity Expert



Together we can help society

make disparities & injustices 

UNACCEPTABLE 



Get Clear 

About YOUR ROLE 

in Racism

Pillar



1. What is your role?

ñUntil lions have their own 

historian, tales of the hunt will 

always glorify the huntersò 

ïAfrican Proverb



2. Develop Knowledge & Perspective about 
African American Seniors

Seek out Training Programs

https:// www.theknowledgetree.org/p/ blm-on-demand



h t t p s : / / w w w . a p a . o r g / p i / a g i n g / r e s o u r c e s / g u i d e s / m u l t i c u l t u r a l

h t t p s : / / m e d i a . n p r . o r g / a s s e t s / i m g / 2 0 1 7 /

1 0 / 2 3 / d i s c r i m i n a t i o n p o l l - a f r i c a n -

a m e r i c a n s . p d f

2. Develop Knowledge 
& Perspective about 

African American Seniors

>> Seek out Literature

h t t p s : / / g e r i a t r i c s . s t a n f o r d . e d u / w p -

c o n t e n t / u p l o a d s / 2 0 1 4 / 1 0 / a f r i c a n _ a m e r i c a n . p d f



h t t p s : / / a c l . g o v/ p r o g r a m s / s t r e n g t h e n i n g- a g i n g- a n d- d i s a b i l i t y- n e t w o r k s / d i v e r s i t y-
a n d- c u l t u r a l- c o m p e t e n c y

>> Seek out Literature



3. Identify 
Unconscious Bias 

Harvard Implicit Associations Test

>> helps to highlight 
unconsciousbias as it relates to:
Å Older Adults 
ÅAfrican Americans
ÅEtc. 

Χ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/unconscious


4. Develop 

Self-Awareness

Reflect on your own 

cultural background and 

its influence on your 

values, beliefs, 

assumptions, and biases.


