
Racism and Mental Health 
 

 

 

Young black people are more likely to struggle with their mental health and face more barriers when 

accessing support services.  

Being treated differently or unfairly because of our race, skin colour or ethnicity can negatively 

impact our mental health.  

Here’s some information on how to get help if you’ve experienced racism. 

Racism can happen anywhere. It can happen at school, at work, or at home; it can happen online or 

outside; it can even happen within families and relationships. Sometimes racist abuse is obvious - 

verbal abuse about the way someone looks, stereotypes about how someone might behave, or 

physical violence and bullying, for example. Sometimes racism is part of the structures and systems 

that we live in. And sometimes racism is ‘subtle’ and difficult for other people to notice. 

The important thing is how you see the situation and how it makes you feel. 

We can spend a lot of time wondering if we have been badly or unfairly treated because of our skin 

colour, race or ethnicity, or for some other reason, and it’s not always totally clear. This can make us 

feel confused or even foolish for talking about our experiences, especially if the person we are 

talking to have never had to ask themselves these sorts of questions. 

Sometimes, even when we are convinced we have experienced racist treatment, people around us 

might try to tell us we’ve got it wrong. This can feel very lonely and isolating, but remember your 

feelings are valid. 

It is also valid if you feel that experiencing racism ‘indirectly’ has an effect on your mental health. 

Sometimes the things going on around us, to other people, can feel like they have happened to us 

and make us feel personally attacked, helpless or like our lives don’t matter 

You might also be affected by 

• Racism directed towards your family and loved ones 

• Constant negative headlines about a group you associate with or a country you have ties 

with 

• Misrepresentation or no representation in the media 

• Noticing worrying patterns of behaviour from institutions (doctors, work, school) 

• People dismissing how we feel or telling us we are over-reacting 



 
 

 

Our experiences of being treated differently from others can mean we live in fear or anxiety. We 

might start to avoid doing things that other people simply do without thinking about. Some 

examples include: 

• Speaking in another language or with an accent in public 

• Using public transport or going places alone where you may be a minority 

• Using your real name on a job application 

• Worrying about interactions with the police 

• Worrying about wearing clothes we want to wear 

• Hiding parts of our identity, like our religion or culture 

• Sharing our worldview and taking part in topical discussions 

• Visiting places or going on holiday to places where racism has been reported. 

What can I do to improve my mental health? 

Here are some things you can do if racism is affecting your mental health: 

1. Speak to someone you trust about how you are feeling, like a family member or a friend. Talking 
about how you feel can often be the first step to getting help and finding support. It might feel 
difficult to talk about how you are feeling or to revisit personal experiences of racism. Take your 
time and only share what you want to. 
You might find it helpful to talk to someone of a similar race or ethnicity to you. The Black, African 
and Asian therapy network have a directory of specialist Black and minority ethnic (BME) counsellors 
or therapists. (www.baatn.org.uk) 
 
2. Speak to your GP if you: 

• are experiencing flashbacks or intrusive thoughts about a traumatic incident or think you 
might have PTSD 

• have a continuously low mood, depression or low self-esteem 
• are feeling numb or empty inside 
• experience changes to your sleeping or eating habits 
• experience any changes to your mood and behaviour that feel out of the ordinary 
• are feeling worried or are anxious a lot of the time 
•  

3. Learn your rights and how to report abuse. This can help you feel empowered and remind you 
that what you are experiencing is not okay and no one should believe that it is. 
  

http://www.baatn.org.uk/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/young-person/mental-health-conditions/depression/


4. Find supportive groups and communities who understand what you are going through. It can be 
very hard to explain how you feel to a person that has not experienced racism, whether directly or 
indirectly. Online communities can be a way to find like-minded people with similar experiences and 
shared interests that you can talk to, have a safe space to be heard and remember that you are not 
alone. 
  
5. Join a movement to create change. There are many anti-racist movements and organisations who 
are fighting for change in society. Being part of a larger movement can help you feel empowered, 
valued and give you a sense of hope that change is possible. Make sure to take time out to rest and 
look after yourself if you are regularly involved in activism. 
  
6. Remember it is not your responsibility to fix racism. Do not put pressure on yourself – this is a 
problem you cannot solve on your own. The people around you all have a responsibility to make 
changes to their behaviour and to uphold the rights of Black and ethnic minority groups. 
  
7. Clean your social media feed. What we see on online can have a negative impact on our mental 
health, but remember you can have control over what you see on your social media. Try unfollowing 
or blocking accounts and muting words that upset you. All social media channels have ways you can 
report abusive behaviour. 
 

Reporting a hate crime 

Any crime motivated by hostility or prejudice towards someone because of their race or ethnicity is 
a ‘hate crime’. Anybody can report a hate crime - whether they are the victim, someone who 
witnessed the crime, or someone the victim has told about the crime or incident. 

You can report a hate crime online, via the True Vision website (www.report-it.org.uk) 

Where to get help 
Stop Hate UK www.stophateuk.org 
Provides independent, confidential and accessible support for victims and witnesses of hate crimes 
or discrimination. 

Operates a specialist 24/7 support service for young people under the age of 18 called Call Hate Out. 

You can report any form of hate crime through their website   
Opening times: 24/7 
0808 801 0576 (for people under 18) 
07717 989 025 (for people under 18) 
 
Equality and Human Rights Commission - www.equalityhumanrights.com 
Find out more about your rights under the Equality Act 2010 and how it protects different 
characteristics, such as gender, race and sexuality. 
 
Black Minds Matter www.blackmindsmatteruk.com 
Connects Black individuals and families with free professional mental health services across the UK. 
 
Bayo www.bayo.ubele.org 
 
Bayo has a list of organisations that work specifically with Black young people, including places 
where Black young people can get mental health support in their local community. 

http://www.report-it.org.uk/

