
Racial Trauma

RT
#racialtraumaisreal



Regardless of a person’s previous awareness of racism, many people of Color may find 
themselves struggling to process their reactions to the deaths of Michael Brown, John Crawford 
III, Eric Garner, Aiyana Stanley-Jones, and Yvette Smith, as well as the lack of indictments of the 
police officers who killed these men. 

Anger, sadness, fear, feelings of helplessness, exhaustion, rage, and the desire to act may emerge 
at unpredictable times in an unpredictable manner.

https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/lsoe_sites/isprc/pdf/racialtraumaisrealManuscript.pdf

https://www.bc.edu/bc-web/schools/lynch-school/sites/isprc.html

https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/lsoe_sites/isprc/pdf/racialtraumaisrealManuscript.pdf
https://www.bc.edu/bc-web/schools/lynch-school/sites/isprc.html


Racial Trauma Terminology

Racism is a marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that 
produces and normalizes racial inequities.

Racial inequity is when two or more racial groups are not 
standing on approximately equal footing.
A racist policy is any measure that produces or sustains racial 
inequity between racial groups.
A racist idea is any idea that suggests one racial group is inferior 
to superior to another racial group in any way.

Ibram X Kendi



Carter et al. (2017) defines race-based traumatic stress (RBTS) as a "racial encounter that is
emotionally painful, sudden and out of the individual's control results in reactions, some of which overlap
with PTSD symptoms and also involve other criteria unrelated to PTSD that can result in RBTS injury (p.
31 ). " In his definition, the encounter is experienced directly by the individual.

Helms, Nicolas, and Green (2012) argue that PTSD symptoms may result from "direct cataclysmic
racial or ethnic cultural events, vicarious or witnessed cataclysmic events, and racial and cultural
macroaggressions (p.68).

Williams, S. A. S. (2018). Racial trauma: Assessment and intervention. New York School Psychologist, 36 (3), 3-8. 

Regardless of the theoretical orientation, the trauma of racism refers to the increasing and negative impact of
racism on the lives of individuals from marginalized communities. When these experiences are repetitive
and unresolved, they may create "severe emotional pain and distress that can overwhelm a person's and
community's ability to cope, creating feelings of powerlessness (Lebron, Morrison, Ferris, Alcantara,
Cummings, Parker, & McKay, 2015, p. 10)."



Symptoms of Racial Trauma

cognitive 
impairments memory loss difficulty 

remembering

and somatic 
symptoms, such as 
headaches, body 
pains and aches,

and trouble 
sleeping 

Helms, J.E., Nicolas, G., & Green, C. E. (2012). Racism and ethnoviolence as trauma: Enhancing professional and research 
training. Traumatology, 18 (1), 65-74. DOI:10.1177/1534765610396728 



Racial trauma is a cumulative experience, where every personal or vicarious encounter 
with racism contributes to a more insidious, chronic stress (Carter, 2007). 

https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/lsoe_sites/isprc/pdf/racialtraumaisrealManuscript.pdf

https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/lsoe_sites/isprc/pdf/racialtraumaisrealManuscript.pdf




Racial Trauma is a Mental 
Health Concern

Hidden Wounds



Hardy, K. V. (2013). Healing the hidden wounds of racial trauma. Reclaiming Children 
and Youth, 22 (1), 24 - 28. 
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Affirmation & Acknowledgement

AA CRT Race
Client
Self



Create Space for Race

Proactive role in encouraging conversations about race.

Instigate Race Talk

Make Explicit the Implicit



The Process of Naming

“The major objective of this step is to affix words to racially 
based experiences. This offers external and consensual 
validation to racially oppressed youth and helps restore 

their voices.”

Hardy, K. V. (2013). Healing the hidden wounds of racial trauma. Reclaiming Children and Youth, 22 (1), 24 - 28. 



The Process of Naming



Externalize Devaluation

“They learn to recognize that devaluation 
and disrespect are directly connected to race 

and race oppression.” 

Hardy, K. V. (2013). Healing the hidden wounds of racial trauma. Reclaiming Children and Youth, 22 (1), 24 - 28. 



Rechanneling Rage

“The goal of treatment is not to rid them of their 
rage but instead to help them be aware of it, gain 

control of it, and ultimately to redirect it.”



Hardy, K. V. (2013). Healing the hidden wounds of racial trauma. Reclaiming Children 
and Youth, 22 (1), 24 - 28. 
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