
 

Constant vigilance affects health of black
women

February 27 2018, by Morgan Sherburne

When black women report high levels of vigilance—chronic, daily worry
about having to encounter prejudice—their health suffers.

There's a difference between discrimination and vigilance, says Margaret
Hicken, director of the U-M RacismLab. Discrimination entails day-to-
day instances of prejudice whereas vigilance is a never-ending, daily
anticipation of discrimination or prejudice.

"Because you know or have heard of Trayvon Martin, you know when
you go out, you need to make sure that you are not wearing a hoodie or
that you don't walk in certain areas," said Hicken, also a research
assistant professor at the U-M Institute for Social Research Survey
Research Center. "Similarly, you have heard of friends or family who
have been pulled over for traffic stops, so you know when you go out
driving, your tags have to be up to date, or that you have your license on
the seat and you don't have to reach into the glove compartment."

Using data from the Chicago Community Adult Health Study which
surveyed 3,105 adults age 18 and older, Hicken and her fellow
researchers examined the levels of discrimination and vigilance among
black and white women, and how those measures correlated to body
mass index and waist circumference. Waist circumference in particular,
the researchers say, is an important risk factor for chronic diseases such
as cardiovascular disease and diabetes.

Thirty percent of black women reported high levels of vigilance, while 9
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percent of white women did. Black women also reported the highest
level of discrimination, with 7 percent of black women and 2 percent of
white women reporting high rates of discrimination.

When the researchers looked at the women as a single group,
discrimination stood out as an important stressor. Both black and white
women in the high discrimination category showed a waist
circumference 7.2 centimeters greater than those in the no-
discrimination category.

But when the researchers divided the group by race, they found that
vigilance and discrimination affected the women differently. White
women showed no association between vigilance and waist
circumference, but those who reported discrimination showed a waist
circumference 11 centimeters greater than those who reported no
discrimination.

In black women, the opposite was true. Discrimination had no effect on
waist circumference, but vigilance did. Those who reported the highest
levels of vigilance showed a 3.9 centimeter greater waist circumference
than those in the no-vigilance category, and the women who reported low
levels of vigilance showed a 6.1 centimeter greater waist circumference.

But why the effect in particular on waist circumference? Previous
research has shown that chronic stress may play an important role in
obesity inequalities. Some research shows that eating high-calorie, high-
saturated fat foods in response to stress results in the release of
chemicals that reduce feelings of stress. Psychosocial stress also alters
metabolism, which changes the way fat is deposited in the body—often
concentrating it around the middle.

"If we live in a society where one group is stigmatized so that you have
to take these preventive measures chronically, differences in the way
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these groups of women internalize discrimination and vigilance become
apparent," Hicken said.

There are only a handful of studies that examine how psychosocial stress
and racial inequality impact obesity or other weight-related measures of
health, say the study's authors.

Next, the researchers plan to study how vigilance affects immigrant
communities, including North African and Muslim Americans as well as
Latino immigrants.

  More information: Margaret T. Hicken et al. The weight of racism:
Vigilance and racial inequalities in weight-related measures, Social
Science & Medicine (2017). DOI: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.03.058
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