
 

Perceived discrimination makes black
females more likely than males to exercise,
eat healthy
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Black men and women, as well as adolescent boys and girls, may react
differently to perceived racial discrimination, with Black women and
girls engaging in more exercise and better eating habits than Black men
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and boys when faced with discrimination, according to research
published by the American Psychological Association.

"In this study, Black women and girls didn't just survive in the face of
racism, they actually responded in a positive manner, in terms of their
health behavior," said lead researcher Frederick Gibbons, Ph.D., with
the University of Connecticut. "This gives us some hope that despite the
spike in racism across the country, some people are finding healthy ways
to cope."

For a paper published in the journal Health Psychology, researchers
evaluated data collected over 14 years from an ongoing study on the
impacts of racism on the physical and mental well-being of Black
people. The analysis looked at 889 families living in Iowa and Georgia
who have been participants in the Family and Community Health Study.
The families consisted of an adolescent, the adolescent's primary
caregiver and in 289 cases, an older sibling. The first analysis examined
the correlation between perceived racial discrimination and participants'
body mass index. Researchers then looked at how participants responded
to survey questions on optimism and on eating and exercise habits.

The relationship between perceived racial discrimination and healthy
habits in Black males was insignificant, the study found. Black women
and adolescent girls, on the other hand, showed improvements in healthy
eating and exercise as their perceptions of racism increased. And there
was an even more significant increase in healthy behaviors for Black
women who indicated they had an optimistic view of their lives and the
future, according to the researchers. There was no correlation between
racial discrimination and BMI in either Black males or Black females.

"The findings were surprising and suggest that adaptive coping strategies
may lead to resiliency," Gibbons said. "This contrasts with the avoidant
coping strategies that we might see out of someone who is less
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optimistic."

The findings should be placed in the context of the larger body of
research on this issue, which has shown a correlation between perceived
racial discrimination and unhealthy behaviors, including those leading to
higher BMI, according to Gibbons.

"The question is why are these results different from the ones we've
found in previous studies?" he said. "There are several possible
explanations, including the fact that participants in previous studies may
have conflated weight-based discrimination with perceived racial 
discrimination. It could also be that studies not finding a connection
between perceived racial discrimination and poor health outcomes are
less likely to be published."

If the findings are confirmed in subsequent research, they could be used
in resiliency programs targeting people of color and underserved
populations, according to the researchers.

"There are programs already in place that work to instill a sense of
resiliency and optimism in disenfranchised youth," Gibbons said. "The
findings from this study would suggest that these programs are on the
right track, and that perhaps we should be developing more programs
that focus on these types of coping skills."

  More information: Frederick X. Gibbons et al, Perceived racial
discrimination and healthy behavior among African Americans., Health
Psychology (2021). DOI: 10.1037/hea0001056
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