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QUICK SUMMARY

Low-grade inflammation forecasts many chronic diseases of
aging. It can be measured by levels of cytokines in our
bodies. Finding factors that correlate with inflammation in
African-American youths may help us better understand
racial health disparities. In this study, our researchers
determined whether racial discrimination experienced at
ages 17-19 years is associated with elevated cytokine levels
at the age of 22 years. We also tested whether this
relationship would be less apparent in youths who report
positive racial identities (i.e., embrace membership in their
racial group).

WHAT IS THE
RESEARCH ABOUT?

Previous studies have shown that African-Americans
experience chronic diseases of aging earlier in life with more
severe symptoms and consequences, compared to other
racial groups. Earlier in life, African-American youths are
more likely to have obesity, high blood pressure, and insulin
resistance, compared to youths of other racial groups. There
are many contributors to health disparities. One important
factor may be psychosocial stressors, such as racial
discrimination that may increase African-Americans'
vulnerability to poor health. Conversely, some studies have
shown that positive racial identities (feeling positively about
one's racial group and about the importance of belonging to
this group) in African-American youths can lessen the
negative effects of discrimination on depressive symptoms
and behavior problems.

WHAT DID WE DO?

A total of 160 youths were recruited from six different
rural counties. Youths were 17 years old when they first
enrolled in the study. They answered self-report
questionnaires that provided information about racial
identity and perceived racial discrimination. Several
years later, when youths were aged 22 years, blood
samples were collected to measure inflammation.

WHAT DID WE FIND?

The results of this study show that (1) perceived racial
discrimination is associated with higher cytokine levels
several years later in African-American youths; (2)
positive racial identity is associated with lower cytokine
levels; (3) among youths with a positive racial identity,
racial discrimination was no longer related to cytokine
levels.

WHAT SHOULD YOU
REMEMBER?
These findings tell us that perceived racial
discrimination can act as a chronic social-environmental
stressor that relates to biological processes that are
important for health among youth of color. In addition,
a positive racial identity may serve as a buffer, helping
to protect youth of color from the effects of
discrimination on inflammation.
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