


A SURVEY WAS CONDUCTED AROUND A GROUP OF 
PEOPLE WHO IDENTIFY AS EITHER BLACK, 

AFRICAN-AMERICAN OR AFRICAN AND THE WAYS 
IN WHICH THEY DEAL WITH THEIR EXPERIENCES OF 
HAVING A MENTAL ILLNESS. 37 PEOPLE RESPONDED 
AND THE FOLLOWING PAGES ARE OF THE DATA THAT 

WAS COLLECTED. 



African- a person born in the continent of Africa
African American- an African born American

Black American- a person of African descent (their ancestors were 
forced to emigrate to other countries, not directly having a link to 

their history or homeland)

As shown above, there are three ethnonyms to identify with due 
to the evolution of blacks in America dating back to slavery. The 
usage of the term African American officially manifested during the 
late 20th century, but is said to have been documented as early as 
the 18th century. The classification of black identities have always 
been undermined by whites, leaving us to establish an acceptable 
term amongst ourselves that we felt proud to identify with. 

The term African American was and is still used as a substitute 
for the degrading terms forced on blacks, but it never exactly rang 
true to the black identiy in America. This is due to the fact that 
we’ve been so far removed generationally from truly being African 
born Americans. It is more accurate to identify as a descendant of 
Africa which is where the term Black American comes in. 

RACE

Multi-racial
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8%

African American
24%

Black American
49%



WHAT’S YOUR EXPERIENCE LIKE BEING 
BLACK WITH A MENTAL ILLNESS?



“For me It can turn something small like being pulled over by 
the police into a panic attack. Sometimes I even have trouble 

driving to work cause I’m so tense and have to pull over. I’m 
not ashamed, but I don’t talk to anyone about it. 

 I just do my best to deal with it”



“I’m bi-racial so my mother is black. When I was growing up I told 
my mother that I had feelings of depression, lack of motivation, 
thoughts of suicide, and deep sadness. My mother told me that 
it was something that I could work through myself. I told her I 
might need medication but she brushed it off as if medication 
was a bad thing. I think some of the stigma for her attached to 
medication came from her own Mother’s experience. My 
grandmother was diagnosed with major depressive disorder 
when my mother was younger, and took antipsychotics. My 
mother got to see firsthand the effect of that on her mother. My 
grandmother had erratic behavior, she was abusive towards her 
children and when the medication did actually work she would 
stop taking it because she felt better. I used to feel ashamed of 
my illness. It seemed that the people in my family were terrified 
of becoming like my grandmother. I too had that fear growing 
up and I felt that same fear in my mother when I said that I had 
struggled with feelings of depression. Now I feel so much better 
after starting to take medication. I feel normal, I feel like myself”
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WHAT WAYS DO YOU COPE WITH YOUR
 ILLNESS?



“Meditating, positive self-talk, and exercise are all great tools 
I've used that increase serotonin levels in the brain. However, 

my true recovery came after getting diagnosed with depression 
and taking medication for it. I also use the S.T.O.P. method: Stop 

Think about the situation Observe its effect Plan a resolution”   



“I personally like to go do something that is not stressful. Like 
walking around a lake on a sunny day listening to music. Also 
like to be alone and self reflect logically without over-thinking 

and facing true facts and not what my head makes up”  



HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION
Currently in School
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A.A.
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11th Grade
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GED
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High School
24%

College/University
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WHAT’S YOUR RELATIONSHIP LIKE WITH 
BOTH OF YOUR PARENT’S?



“I have a really close relationship with both of my parents and 
they are very active in my life. Not entirely certain what their 
responses would be if I had a mental illness.. I can only imagine 
how heartbroken they would feel and do anything they could 
to make sure I get the proper treatment I needed.”



“My mom’s and I relationship I would label as okay. I feel as if some of 
the time, I still resent her or dislike her for things that may have 
happened in the past. Like she still is that alcoholic/ depressed person in 
my mind. My mom used to be my role model when I was younger and I 
think when she lost her job and went through what she went through, I 
gave up on her. For sure we still talk. And she checks up on me from time 
to time, but in my heart I know there’s a reason why I still act the way I 
act with her. I did tell my mom that I was very sad (did not use the word 
“depressed” because at the time I did not want to put a label to what I 
was going through), my mom was sad, but she called me every single 
day to always make sure I was okay (she lives in a different state) but she 
basically wanted to help me. My dad passed away last year. He wasn’t in 
my life until 6th grade. He was living in Philly. And we spoke and talked. 
I am grateful to have known him and spent the time with him that I did. 
There’s so much more that I wished he would’ve known about me or 
learned about me at this age I am now. I think if my dad knew, he would 
say to stay positive, pray to God about it, and just continue to work hard 
in life wheteher that be school/work”



HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION (MOTHER)
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8%
Associate’s Degree

3%
Currently in School

3%

College/University
38%

GED
8%

High School
40%

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION (FATHER)
Not Applicable 

16%
Vocational

3%
Associate’s Degree 

3%

College/University
27%

GED
8%

High School
43%



WHAT ARE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS FOR 
AFRICAN AMERICANS IN GETTING ADEQUATE 

MENTAL HEALTH CARE?



“Firstly, it’s the barriers in place keeping black people from 
recognizing or acknowledging their mental illnesses for what 

they are. There is also very little infrastructure to help 
diagnose CORRECTLY, the illnesses early in life. Lack of 

affordable care, distrust of those involved in care (like teachers 
etc), and general misrepresentation of illness as weakness are 

probably the biggest factors in my mind”



“Shame”



SUFFERS FROM MENTAL ILLNESS
Unsure

16%
Used to

3%

Yes
54%

No
27%

OFFICIAL DIAGNOSIS

Yes
43%

No
57%



DO YOU BELIEVE THAT THERE IS A STIGMA 
IN THE BLACK COMMUNITY REGARDING 

MENTAL HEALTH? 



“Hmm, I’d say yes. I feel like it’s common, especially for black 
men, that showing weakness or being vulnerable with people 
or just in general is a “problem”. There’s this underlying 
pressure to keep things to yourself and try to be this 
steadfast leader all of the time”



“Yes, it goes hand in hand with the traumatic histories faced by 
the black community since slave times. Ideas of toxic 

masculinity run rampant in the black community (a defense 
mechanism to cope with all of the current and historic 

trauma). This makes it so that black people (but men 
especially) find it hard to admit that their illness is real”



MENTAL DISORDERS DIAGNOSED
Not Applicable
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PTSD
13%

ADHD/ADD
13%

Bi-Polar
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ACCESS TO MENTAL HEALTHCARE
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Yes
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No
11%



GROWING UP OR CURRENTLY, 
WHAT WAS YOUR PARENTS AND/OR 
ENVIRONMENTAL SURROUNDINGS 
RESPONSES/OPINIONS ON MENTAL 

ILLNESSES?



“It wasn’t talked about much when I was growing up and if it 
was, it was a taboo and distant thing. I have had some family and 
friends be extremely supportive and be exactly what I need them 

to be in my journey and I have also had family and friends who 
just don’t understand and probably never will. I have also 

encountered people who I don’t think want to understand and 
continue to give me totally unwanted and unhelpful advice”



“What you would think of as being one of the only families with 
a two parent household was the blessing of my neighborhood. 
We all lived the same but having two parents at least made the 
difference. You would have a lot of fighting, shootings, and stuff 
we think as normal back then and realize now as adults that 
as children there’s some stuff maybe we shouldn’t be brought 
around. Nobody talks about black men accepting death from 
going to more funerals for friends than graduations. Or why 
women feel the way they do. Nobody understands each other, 
and if we tried there’s only so much you can understand without 
being in their shoes”


