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Mental Health Needs of Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) 
Students

Black students experience unique stressors, and students at HBCUs require attention to 
psychological health, especially in response to struggles with identity, trauma, threats of 
violence, and systemic oppressions. 

HBCU Students Exhibit Increasing Mental Health Needs
Although increased demand for mental health care among college students is not a new priority, the impact of COVID-19 
and the national reckoning with racism has further increased the necessity to address these needs. This is especially the 
case for students of color, as they face increased social and financial pressures and exposures to trauma that negatively 
impact their psychological well-being and overall health.1  Depression, anxiety, and stress are among the major concerns 
reported by Black students at historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs).2  One HBCU in the Northeast U.S., 
which had students self-report psychological stress found that 49% of students met the clinical cutoff for depression, 
39% for anxiety, and 52% for depression and/or anxiety.3  These findings could be directly tied to academic, 
socioeconomic, and pandemic-related concerns.

Black students experience disproportionate exposure to traumatic events compared to other racial or ethnic groups.4 

Intergenerational trauma resulting from racism can have significant mental health implications.5 This is further 
exacerbated for students at the intersection of multiple underrepresented groups. For example, Black students who 
identify as LGBTQ+ report experiencing stressors such as identity development, stigma, ostracization, discrimination, and 
adverse experiences, as well as the pressure of success in education while facing internalized oppression and structural 
violence through systems and institutions.6  

Even on HBCU campuses, many Black students continue to experience oppression, which presents consequences to their 
academic and social engagement, racial empowerment, and identity development. Identity struggle and exposure to 
adverse experiences are common themes among Black students at HBCUs.7 In addition, over a third of HBCU students 
have experienced a situation in which they felt their life or well-being was in jeopardy.8  Black women especially face 
an increased risk of physical aggression, including higher levels of sexual assault and harassment.9 As such, it is crucial 
that mental health services and support for HBCU students include acknowledgment and targeted interventions for 
trauma and healing. Despite this, recent data show that while majorities of students of color at colleges and universities 
exhibited signs of mental health concerns between 2020 and 2021, they were less likely to receive treatment than their 
white peers.10 

Along with mental health concerns associated with identity and trauma, financial stressors have been shown to impede 
access to and completion of higher education.11  Data show that due to a lack of generational wealth Black students tend 
to disproportionately rely on debt to finance their education.12 This is especially true for Black women.13 Rising prices of 
college tuition contribute to a cycle of systemic oppression in black communities, leaving many students with debt and 
the burden of financial stress. HBCU students report that student loan repayment, financial assistance and education, and 
future educational expenses, are major contributing factors to stress.14



The confluence of these stressors among HBCU students presents a compelling case for increased resources and 
attention, including from the federal government, toward mental health services and supports within institutions and 
communities. Students and institutions alike must receive evidence-informed, culturally competent, and targeted 
interventions to improve health and well-being. However, interventions should not just be limited to mental health 
services. Rather, it is essential that programs are considered to address systemic racial barriers in housing, educational 
attainment, overall healthcare, and economic mobility, all of which have downstream effects on mental health.

References
1. Joseph, R. (2021). Minority stress of black LGBTQIA+ students attending an HBCU (Order No. AAI28027803). Available from APA PsycInfo®. 

(009-50281-2021 ;2543490632). Retrieved from https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/dissertations/AAI28027803/ 

2. Livingston, V., Chung, I., Davis-Wagner, D., Ericksen, K. S., Jenkins, V., Nevels, B., & Neely-Goodwin, S. (2021). An examination of the help-
seeking behaviors of HBCU students by gender, classification, referral source, and mental health concerns. Social Work in Mental Health. 

3. Wang, S. X., & Goodman, J. (2021, January 1). Mental Health of HBCU College Students during the COVID-19 Pandemic. medRxiv. https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17459435.2020.1871402 

4. Walker, L. (2015). Trauma, Environmental Stressors, and the African-American College Student: Research, Practice, and HBCUs. Philadelphia, 
PA: Penn Center for Minority Serving Institutions. Retrieved from https://cmsi.gse.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/Walker%20Research%20
Brief%20%28final%29.p 

5. Williams, M. T., Metzger, I. W., Leins, C., & DeLapp, C. (2018). Assessing racial trauma within a DSM–5 framework: The UConn Racial/Ethnic 
Stress & Trauma Survey. Practice Innovations, 3(4), 242-260. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pri0000076 

6. Joseph, R. (2021). Minority stress of black LGBTQIA+ students attending an HBCU (Order No. AAI28027803). Available from APA PsycInfo®. 
(009-50281-2021 ;2543490632). Retrieved from https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/dissertations/AAI28027803/

7. Sanders, H.R. (2020). Exploring Black Student Accounts of Anti-Black Structural Violence at an HBCU. ETD Collection for Tennessee State 
University. Paper AAI27833670.

8. Walker, L. (2015). Trauma, Environmental Stressors, and the African-American College Student: Research, Practice, and HBCUs. Philadelphia, 
PA: Penn Center for Minority Serving Institutions. Retrieved from https://cmsi.gse.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/Walker%20Research%20
Brief%20%28final%29.p

9. Breiding, M. Prevalence and Characteristics of Sexual Violence, Stalking, and Intimate Partner Violence Victimization—National Intimate 
Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, United States, 2011. MMWR Surveill Summ. 2014 Sep 5; 63(8): 1–18.

10. Lipson, S. K., Zhou, S., Abelson, S., Heinze, J., Jirsa, M., Morigney, J., Patterson, A., Singh, M., & Eisenberg, D. (2022). Trends in college student 
mental health and help-seeking by race/ethnicity: Findings from the national healthy minds study, 2013–2021. Journal of Affective Disorders, 306, 
138–147. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2022.03.038

11. Lane, T. D. (2016). Too Stressed to Persist to Graduation: Accessing Financial Aid at a Historically Black University (HBU) in Texas. Urban 
Education Research & Policy Annuals, 4(1). https://journals.charlotte.edu/urbaned/article/view/435

12. Miller, B. (2019, December 2). The Continued Student Loan Crisis for Black Borrowers. Center for American Progress. Retrieved from: https://
www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/reports/2019/12/02/477929/continued-student-loan-crisis-black-borrowers/ 

13. Jackson, V., & Williams, B. (2022, April). How Black Women Experience Student Debt. The Education Trust. https://edtrust.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/09/How-Black-Women-Experience-Student-Debt-April-2022.pdf 

14. Rodney, A., & Mincey, K. (2020). Understanding the relationship between student loan debt and stress among female students at an HBCU. J 
Afr Am Std (New Brunsw), 24(2). https://doi.org/10.1007/s12111-020-09468-5 

https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/dissertations/AAI28027803/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pri0000076
https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/dissertations/AAI28027803/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2022.03.038
https://journals.charlotte.edu/urbaned/article/view/435
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/reports/2019/12/02/477929/continued-student-loan-crisis-black-borrowers/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/reports/2019/12/02/477929/continued-student-loan-crisis-black-borrowers/
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/How-Black-Women-Experience-Student-Debt-April-2022.pdf
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/How-Black-Women-Experience-Student-Debt-April-2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12111-020-09468-5

