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Abstract: Racism, a long-standing social problem, is often not limited to physical harm but also
linked to psychological damage and traumatic stress, which usually occurs among people of color
and affects them for a long time. This paper discusses the harm caused by racial discrimination to
color teenagers and how such traumatic stress affects their behavior and life through the analysing of
existing literature. According to the analysis, racial discrimination can affect the mental health status
of adolescents, leading to adolescents suffering from traumatic stress. Traumatic stress caused by
racial discrimination can affect teenagers' mental health and make them perform worse in academic
fields. Meanwhile, racial discrimination also leads to the drinking problem of colored teenagers to
escape the psychological pressure brought by racial discrimination. Psychological intervention can
alleviate the psychological trauma caused by racial discrimination. Providing a safe treatment
environment and therapists' empathy will improve the effectiveness of treatment. The significance of
this paper is to provide guidance and ideas for future research, help researchers to understand the
psychological impact of racial discrimination on adolescents quickly, and facilitate further research.

1. Introduction

In recent years, globalization has developed rapidly, and people of different races have experienced
more integration with the rising rate of immigration. Racial discrimination is an expression of different
types of behaviors and systems based on racism [1]. Racism is an ideology that rationalizes the
superiority of some races and reinforces the unequal and oppressive status among different ethnic
groups [2]. Due to the impact of culture shock, ethnic minorities are likely to experience the harm of
racism. For example, black people living in the United States are more likely to experience racial
discrimination.

As racial discrimination becomes more frequent, minorities are at increased risk for post-traumatic
stress disorder. Traumatic stress disorder is a dangerous mental disease in which the victim’s emotions
and cognition will change and affect their life [3]. Previous studies have shown that racial
discrimination can lead to psychological stress. The victim’s overall well-being, self-perception and
even health can be affected. Traumatic stress can affect the victim’s mental state [4]. According to
research, 90 per cent of black teenagers experience racial discrimination, and the psychological distress
caused by discrimination stays with them for a long time [5]. There was no systematic summary of the
research on adolescents’ behavior after discrimination in the past. Therefore, the purpose of this paper
is to summarize the impact of racial discrimination on adolescents and the improvement of the
effectiveness of psychological intervention.

This paper will discuss the harm caused by racial discrimination to teenagers of color by reviewing
existing articles. This paper will first discuss the traumatic stress caused by racial discrimination
among adolescents. Next, it discusses the negative impact on teenagers’ academic performance and
the problem of alcohol abuse among teenagers of color caused by such traumatic stress. The
penultimate part of the article will analyze the existing psychological intervention methods and
methods to improve intervention effectiveness. Under this background, teenagers can also easily suffer
racial discrimination at school. Therefore, this article will focus on analysing teenagers’ injuries caused
by racial discrimination.
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2. Negative psychological effects on adolescents by racial discrimination
2.1. Traumatic stress resulted from racial discrimination in adolescents

There is no denying that racial discrimination will negatively affect psychological health. In the
past several decades, color people experienced racial discrimination. Racial discrimination is a stress
source in color people’s lives, a potentially traumatic form of victimization for adolescents. People of
color are likely to experience adverse, uncontrollable, and emergent events due to their race. Most
forms of racism attack a person’s sense of self, and multicultural social background reinforces the
possibility of this happening. As the U.S. population becomes more diverse in center century, young
people of color are also experiencing the psychological burden of racial discrimination. According to
research, 30% of adolescents who experience race-based violence will produce the three diagnostic
criteria of traumatic stress syndrome. Both males and females will suffer from racial discrimination
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) [6]. Race-based traumatic stress can be broken down into four
subcategories: first, there can be fear and emotional harm caused by an individual or group; Secondly,
the inability to face racial pressure alone; At the same time, this racial pressure creates an element of
severe tension; Finally, racism leads to anxiety or fear from the social system [7].

Race-based traumatic stress is usually not physical, which is psychological harm. Meanwhile,
traumatic stress occurs repeatedly over a lifetime in specific events and situations. According to the
traumatic stress model proposed by [8], the traumatic stress model can be divided into three essential
elements: firstly, the negative subjective evaluation or perception of events, which means that people
experience emotional pain simultaneously as these traumas. People of color will experience the stress
of race-based discrimination, which can harm and threaten a person’s self-perception and create the
emotional and psychological burden of self-doubt. Secondly, when talking about traumatic stress, the
event is thought to occur suddenly. This element is harmful because it is more challenging to adapt to
an event without warning than to one that arises gradually [8]. The damage of racial discrimination
often occurs suddenly and can directly harm the victim without notice. Finally, uncontrollability is
also one of the factors that can contribute to traumatic stress. A certain amount of control over events
is protection. When people have control over an event, they will have a specific ability to predict the
event’s occurrence, and this ability to predict also makes a person feel more secure. When people
cannot predict whether an injury will happen, the constant stress and tension in waiting will prolong
their pain.

Some scholars have found that similar to rape, violence or war, and racial discrimination is an
oppressive act that attacks an individual’s sense of self through violence. Three symptoms of re-
experiencing (aggressive events), avoidance (trying to avoid feelings, places or people associated with
trauma) and physical arousal (hypervigilance) have been found in people who have experienced racism,
and these three emotions have been included in the findings of trauma researchers and clinicians
(perception) [9]. At the same time, studies have shown that various forms of racial discrimination will
become the starting point of other stress, creating conditions for other pain and aggravating stress.
Racism has existed in different forms in life for a long time, even leading to people’s vulnerability [9].

2.2. The current situation faced by minority teenagers

In recent years, more and more scholars have focused on adolescent risk-taking behavior, such as
drinking, fighting, and using drugs. Non-white ethnic backgrounds often lead teens of color to
experience mutated racial slurs and stereotypes. Compared with youth in Europe and the United States,
minority youth experience more discrimination, unequal, disrespectful, and unliked treatment.
According to the research by [10], 65% of Mexican youth report having experienced discrimination
from outside the country. Teenagers’ pressure comes from several aspects. Teenagers of color will
confront multicultural backgrounds. Teenagers are more likely to encounter harm from racism and
affect their self-perception. Persistent discrimination and exclusion from mainstream society may
accompany adolescents of color due to racism. However long-term exposure to such an environment
can lead to negative self-evaluation [11].

More pronounced inequities were found in medical practice. Firstly, people of color have less
access to effective psychotherapy than whites. They have less access to therapy. When they do get
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care, the quality of psychotherapy is not high. There are many practical obstacles in the treatment of
negative emotions. The doctor is unfamiliar with the patient’s language, lacks knowledge of the
patient’s cultural background, or is even prejudiced against people of color. At the same time, from
the perspective of patients, they do not trust doctors enough and have a nervous mood, which leads to
poor quality of treatment, unable to achieve the expected effect, and unable to truly solve the mental
health problems of victims of racial discrimination [9].

Marginalized races are not only denied adequate treatment, but they are also more likely to face
police brutality. For example, in the United States, more than three times as many black men (both
adult males and boys) were killed by police as white men in the 2015 statistics [12], and they faced
misconduct with excessive use of force. 57% of these cases involved physical violence, and 23%
involved firearms [13]. What is clear is that having experienced or witnessed police violence can have
a significant impact on African American teenagers’ mental health and behaviors. Raja [14] found in
his communication with African American boys that most of them believed that they had experienced
marginalization and had become a threat to the larger society, including the police. They often feel
fear in such a living environment, and they try to change their clothing and behavior to protect
themselves to survive. At the same time, the impact of unequal treatment of violence can negatively
impact. Because 10-11-year-olds are more aware of moral issues, fairness and social justice,
experiencing racial discrimination and unequal violence during this period can cause feelings of fear
and threat. Experiencing the effects of racism by both parents and peers can exacerbate their
psychological worries. It directly or indirectly reinforces feelings of inequality, powerlessness, and
victimization. In addition to fearing for one’s safety, it may lead to growing up to recognize violent
behavior as an appropriate way to deal with them and conflict [15] while resisting attention to mental
health and expressing appropriate emotional responses [13].

3. Racial discrimination leads to behavioral effects on adolescents

When it comes to racism, stigmatization and stereotypes of certain groups are brought up together.
The unique characteristics of an individual’s initial perception and subsequent debasement of that
individual often form the stigmatization of that individual [16] and most stigmatization is accompanied
by negative evaluations of others. Meanwhile, stereotype is a general evaluation of a group of people,
without considering the differences of each individual in the group [17]. Members of the group are
tagged with traits, and when they meet the definition of the group, their behavior is rationalized [18].
In school life, negative stereotypes of a group are more likely to lead to racial discrimination. First,
some people who are stereotyped as negative will drop out of a discipline to avoid feeling powerless
in the face of negative emotions [17]. Second, as the perception of the crowd when the reality conforms
to their expectations of the community stereotypes, when perception due to some angered by sealed
negative behavior, will adopt the attitude of disdain to response the stereotype [18], and this kind of
the attitude of disdain will let the students who had been marginalized experience discrimination.

3.1. The impact of negative racial stereotypes on scholarship

Social stereotypes have an impact on performance. When stereotypes of public groups have
negative perceptions of certain groups, marginalized groups try their best to avoid confirming negative
stereotypes. Such behaviors are self-threatening dilemmas and consume more energy [19]. African
American students, for example, are seen as a proxy for incompetence. And such stereotypes can affect
their academic ability. They need to cofound much more psychological challenges than white students,
especially in the case of threatened academic performance. Tests and classroom presentations will
bring more psychological pressure on them, which will affect their interpretation. African American
students need to spend time-fighting against negative stereotypes. Integration shock will occur when
black students and white students are integrated, leading to the anxiety of black students, who will
develop feelings of inferiority [20]. At the same time, some rumors even filled the whole environment.
For example, the low learning ability of black students would lead to internal friction and self-doubt
among black students.

Moreover, stigmatisation can affect the student’s academic record. Students under the stigma
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dilemma and the students who are treated equally have a 15 IQ points gap. Meanwhile, this situation
not only appeared in the African American students, in the countries all over the world are found in
the phenomenon, being stigmatized group study result is terrible, often can appear high dropout rates
[21]. According to Gale & Dorsey’s study in 2020 [22] on racism in schools, there is a more vital link
between racism in schools and persistence of study. White students experience significantly less
educational discrimination than minority students [19]. Students who are ridiculed by their peers and
ignored by their teachers are less likely to keep studying in school, which affects their persistence. For
example, Latinos’ enrollment in higher education increased by 24 per cent from 2009 to 2010. Still,
the graduation rate remains far below whites [23].

3.2. Drinking problems caused by racism

According to the survey, 90% of black teenagers will discriminate at some point. This feeling of
insecurity and discrimination will stay with them for a long time, leading to their mental health
problems [5]. As the largest of the fastest-growing minority in growth between 2000 and 2010, the
number of Hispanics accounted for more than 50% of the total population growth, they also
experienced a series of inequality and discrimination, many college students of them will be due to the
negative mental health drinking problem, at the age of 12 or more Hispanic binge drinking in the
popularity rate can be achieved 24.1%, which also reflects confrontations based on racial stress and
trauma. Such conflict leads to an increased risk of dropout rate [23]. Many Hispanic American college
students use alcohol as a temporary pain reliever in the face of a stressful ethnic background. The
results showed that more Hispanic students who experienced discrimination reported more severe
PTSD symptoms a year later, contributing to excessive drinking [23].

4. How to ensure the effectiveness of race-based traumatic stress interventions

Psychological intervention is crucial when dealing with racial trauma due to racial stress [9]. PTSD
caused by racial discrimination often leaves the target feeling hurt. How to provide adequate
psychological intervention for victims is a requirement for therapists. First, therapists need to be
trained to accept and acknowledge the existence of such traumatic stress, followed by proper
assessment and intervention of the victim [9]. At the same time, therapists should provide a suitable
environment for patients to talk [24] to help victims enhance their sense of security and make it easier
to talk about their experiences of racism. In addition to being aware of the history of racial trauma
experienced by their clients, therapists are also aware of the potentially racist effects of racism on their
clients, such as the almost invisible trauma that reminds people of color of their exclusion from
mainstream society [25]. To better protect and treat trauma survivors and find appropriate treatment
means, it is more important to gain the patient’s trust in the therapeutic relationship. Gain the victim’s
trust by avoiding emotions such as denial of the patient’s experience, disbelief, or blaming the victim
[26] and prevent further harm to them [27]. Meanwhile, At the same time, enhanced empathy, support,
recognition, and understanding of the victim’s experience by the clinician can lead to better outcomes
[26]. Counsellors and psychologists can help adolescents identify traumatic stress symptoms and
improve their symptoms by assessing their experiences of racism and analysing their frequency [28].

5. Conclusion

Racial discrimination is a social problem. In the face of increasing globalization, people of color
and white people are more likely to live together, and the risk of marginalization is also higher. Racial
discrimination can lead to self-doubt and traumatic stress, harming young people’s mental health.
Because of this psychological problem, the academic performance of young people of color will be
affected by stereotypes and discrimination. Some marginalized teenagers turn to alcohol to escape
reality to avoid confirming such perceptions and psychological pressure. However, as mentioned
above, it is still complicated for people of color to obtain quality treatment due to background and
cultural differences. Therefore, studying the rationality of treatment methods can also help improve
the quality of psychological therapy and help teenagers better relieve psychological trauma. Analysing
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and summarizing the impact of racial discrimination on teenagers of color will help promote relevant
research. Through this literature, researchers can have a clearer understanding of the pain experienced
by teenagers of color, which is conducive to improving the quality of psychological intervention.
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