
 

Study identifies risk and protective factors
for depressive symptoms in African-
American men

October 25 2017

African-American men report an average of eight depressive symptoms
in a month, with family support, mastery, self-esteem, chronic stressors
and discrimination among the factors that are significant to their
psychological health, according to a new study led by researchers at
Georgia State University.

Although African-Americans are less likely than whites to meet the
criteria for major depressive disorder, they are at increased risk for
depressive symptoms. Few studies have focused on identifying the risk
and protective factors that contribute to depressive symptoms in African-
American men, which this study addresses.

The researchers determined the stress process model, a framework for
understanding health and health inequalities, was useful for identifying
psychosocial risk and protective factors in African-American men,
explaining about half (50 percent) of the depressive symptoms. The
findings could be beneficial for directing health initiatives and policies
aimed at improving the psychological health of this population.

They also found some of the risk and protective factors influence each
other. For instance, self-esteem and mastery (how people perceive
control over things that happen to them) play an important role in
mitigating the negative psychological harm associated with lower-
income neighborhoods. Family support also was a buffer for the harmful
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mental health effects of stress exposure. The increased depressive
symptoms associated with higher levels of chronic stressors and daily
discrimination are relatively lower among African-American men who
report more family support.

The findings are published in a special issue on the Psycho-social
Influences of African-Americans Men's Health in the Journals of
Gerontology: Psychological Sciences.

"The factors that contribute to the mental health of African-American
men are consistent with research on the factors that are important for the
psychological well-being of the general population—coping resources,
stress exposure and economic conditions," said Dr. Mathew Gayman,
associate professor in the Department of Sociology at Georgia State.
"However, African-American men report, on average, fewer coping
resources, greater stress exposure and poorer economic conditions than
the general population. It is the systematic disparities in these factors
that contribute to race inequalities in psychological health. Ultimately, if
we want to address the increased risk for mental health problems (and
mental health generally) experienced by African-American men, we
must address the social conditions and forces that shape race disparities
in coping resources, stress exposure and economic conditions."

Using data from a community-based study of Miami-Dade County (Fla.)
residents that was linked to neighborhood census data, the researchers
surveyed nearly 2,000 people from different ethnic groups between 2000
and 2001. Analysis for this study was limited to only African-American
men, a sample of 248 participants.

Depressive symptomatology was assessed using the Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale. Participants were presented
with statements such as "You felt depressed" and "You felt that you
could not shake off the blues" in the past month and asked to give
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responses ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (almost all the time). Higher
scores represented more symptoms.

Various scales were also used to assess socioeconomic status (individual-
level and neighborhood-level), social stressors, daily discrimination,
perceived social support, mastery and self-esteem.

About 11 percent of the African-American men reported 16 or more
depressive symptoms, a cutoff often used to estimate for clinical-level
depression, although depressive symptoms in these men might be
underreported because of gender differences in the expression of
depression. Consistent with previous research, this study found
individual socioeconomic status in African-American men was not
associated with depressive symptoms, possibly because of the often-
unrealized rewards associated with higher income and education among
African-Americans.

However, the researchers determined African-American men living in
lower socioeconomic neighborhoods experienced significantly more 
depressive symptoms, highlighting the significance of neighborhood 
socioeconomic status in their psychological health.

Because African-American men are more likely than white counterparts
to live in lower-income neighborhoods, the researchers conclude that
public health policies aimed at addressing poor mental health among
African-Americans should account for neighborhood conditions. The
findings also indicate that while self-reliance through mastery and self-
esteem may be important for mitigating the psychological consequences
associated with living in relatively poor neighborhoods, the ability to
perceive support from one's family is important for minimizing the
negative mental health consequences of stress exposure for African-
American men.
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