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social, cultural, psychological, or a com-
bination of the three—have enabled 
African Americans to achieve in a soci-
ety that has and continues to be hostile 
to their very survival. More importantly, 
how do African Americans manage to 
retain a level of sanity while their hu-
manity is being constantly questioned 

development of a positive racial identity 
played in the development of effective 
coping strategies of African Americans, 

African American men face many 
socio-cultural, academic, and negative 
dilemmas that generate stress experi-

them as a group. These dilemmas in-
clude denigrations to their manhood, 
e.g., physical beatings, castration, po-
lice brutality, lynching, educational 
tracking, and high rates of prison incar-
ceration. Unfortunately, the outcomes 
of these denigrations have been the cre-
ation of stressors that have prevented 
African American men from expressing 
their full potential as men and human 
beings. These stressors, in turn, may 
lead to psychological pressures which 
negatively affect relationships African 
American men have with other African 
Americans.

offer an alternative picture of African 
American men. The picture these re-
searchers paint depicts a description of 
African American men as human be-
ings who have somehow managed to 
be psychologically resilient and healthy 
through their effective use of coping 
strategies when dealing with a hostile 

-
dous stress, many African American 

-
ing lives. 

The purpose of this study was to ex-
amine the impact racial identity has 
on the development of psychological 
healthy coping strategies among African 
American males at a predominantly 

United States. In this study, “coping” 
-

dividual attempts to manage, through 

cognitive and behavioral efforts, exter-
nal or internal demands that are assessed 
as exceeding an individual’s resources 

of the study was to derive implications 
that may be used to help young African 
American men at these institutions learn 
to more successfully navigate their edu-
cational experiences.

African American Ethnic 
Identity
African American ethnic identity has 
been discussed in social science litera-

“sense of people-hood,” and “sense of 

The most widely known model of 
African American ethnic identity is 

-

and the various phrases of their eth-
nic identity development. Cross states 
in his book, Shades of Black
that his stage theory is a resocialization 
experience that seeks to transform a 
preexisting identity (one that is non-Af-
rocentric) to one that is Afrocentric.

-

pre-encounter, in which an individual 
rejects their own culture and accepts 

encoun-
ter, where events occur that open an 
individual’s eyes to their own culture 

immersion-emersion, where individ-
uals immerse themselves in African 
American culture and reject the domi-

internalization, 
where individuals accept their African 
heritage while also accepting the tra-
ditions, beliefs, and values of other 

internaliza-
tion-commitment, is characterized by 
positive self-esteem, ideological flex-

just as in stage four. The difference is 
-

ties and commitments to express their 

The revised model of Nigrescence in-
cludes substantial changes, particularly 
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in the pre-encounter and internalization 
stages. The pre-encounter stage now in-
cludes three distinct identity clusters 

-
counter assimilation identity has a low 
salience for race but a strong orienta-
tion toward being an American. The 
pre-encounter mis-education identity 
internalizes negative stereotypes about 

The pre-encounter self-hatred identity 
holds extremely negative views about 

 The encounter stage still involves an 
encounter with discrimination or racism 
that causes a shift in a person’s percep-

transitional nature, the encounter stage is 

 The immersion-emersion stage is now 
theorized as consisting of two identities. 

involvement identity celebrates everything 
-

sion anti-white identity views everything 

Individuals in the immersion-emersion 

Instead of conceptualizing this stage as a 
single identity with two components (i.e. , 

-
tualized it as two separate identities under 

 The internationalization stage is also 
now theorized to consist of two identities. 

a non-reactionary mindset towards people 
-

ization identity, multiculturalist inclusive, 
-

edging the cultures of those persons who 

-
ical review of empirical studies on racial 
identity led to major theoretical changes 
in the internalization stage. Many people 
equated internalization with a universal or 
humanistic view about relationships among 
diverse cultural groups. Internalized African 
Americans could differ in their acceptance 
of members from diverse cultural groups. 
The second change in the revised internal-

self-acceptance and mental health. Cross 

result in changes in a person’s worldview, 
value system, ideology, or reference group 
orientation, it may not necessarily result in 
changes of an individual’s general psycho-
logical functioning or personality. In other 

person’s level of psychological functioning. 
-

sulate African Americans from depression 
nor does it change fundamental personal-

African American Men and Ethnic 
Identity
The history of America and its relation-
ship with African American males has 
been acrimonious, to say the least. African 
American men, in the past and presently, 
suffer from the chronic stress of living in a 
racist and oppressive society. This condition 
has historical roots which date back to their 
enslavement and deportation from Africa 

American males are marginalized out of 
political, economic, and social arenas. This 
has shaped African American males’ eth-

American boys develop, they become aware 
of inequities that exist in American society. 

males, are treated with reverence and respect 
while African American males are feared 
and have limited opportunities. The media 
and classroom textbooks project images of 

African American males are placed in reme-
dial and special education classes at a greater 

absence of positive feedback from school 
and the media, and the frequent encoun-
ters with violence, police harassment, and 
incarceration, African American males have 
tended to develop a sense of pessimism to-

suggest that African American males need 
to resolve two primary issues or conflicts 
that stem from their status as members 
of a marginalized group in American so-

resolve prejudicial attitudes from society. 
Second, African American males have to 
adopt two differing sets of values: one from 
the dominant culture and one from their 
own culture. According to Phinney et al. 

-
tively explore resolution to these issues 
that result in an achieved ethnic identity or 
they may ignore them, resulting in identity 
diffusion. African American males must re-
alize that prejudicial stereotypes will only 
affect their identity development if they 
accept and believe the stereotypes (Corbin 

males have the power to reject these ste-

African American community in more posi-

 The second issue appears to be more 

with African American males’ feelings 

American males are American, the men say 
they are not accepted as American. This ex-
clusion is a core issue, and in attempting 

they become individuals with two warring 
souls—African and American. This con-
flict is a core issue in the identity struggle 
of African American males and may pro-
mote feelings of anger and indignation 

must struggle with adopting two diver-
gent value systems, one African American 

reality can restrict their choices, personal 
growth, social interactions, and economic 

African American males exclusively identify 

competitiveness, emotional suppression, 
and dominance, they may achieve at the 
cost of being isolated from the African 
American community and alienated psy-
chologically from who they are as persons 

an individualistic and competitive culture, 
they must continue to embrace the positive 
aspects of their African American culture. 
These include communalism, emotional-
ity, shared power, and interdependence. 
Ultimately, through the incorporation of 

-
periences, they will develop the skills which 

supremacy power structure.
 In order for African American males 
to resolve the ethnic identity issue, there 
are a number of possible outcomes that 
have been suggested: alienation, assimila-
tion, withdrawal, and integration. These 
four outcomes are each affected by social 
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factors such as discrimination, poverty, 

those who accept the negative image that 
society presents and alienate themselves 
from the African American community 

Assimilated individuals attempt to become 
part of the majority culture and do not re-
main connected with the African American 
community. They attempt to think and 
behave in ways that minimize, devalue, 
or deny their African American heritage. 

in their own culture while withdrawing 
from contact with the dominant culture. 
In order to counterbalance the negative im-
ages they receive from the dominant society, 
they over-identify with African American 
culture to minimize any loss of self-esteem 
resulting from comparisons with the domi-

Although some African American males 

healthy defense mechanisms, they are left 
unprepared to cope with the reality of racism 
when they are not within the boundaries of 
the African American community. Integrated 

African American ethnic identity while in-
tegrating with the dominant culture. They 
feel secure in their African American identity 

-
munity may not be an easy task for some 

they are to be both a viable part of American 
society and remain connected to the African 
American community.

Psychological Health

easy task. No theory or model of adult psy-
chological health has achieved consensus 
among researchers or accumulated a con-
vincing body of empirical evidence to give 

of psychological health claim to be univer-
sal, meaning that they are applicable and 
explanatory for all humans, the existing 
models usually have very little to say about 
the unique social and cultural circumstances 
of African American males and the impact 
of these circumstances on the psychological 
health of the African American male.

“Universal” or western models of psy-
chological health are varied. The standard 
model used in medicine was that psycho-
logical health is freedom from symptoms of 

like the average, or “modal,” member of so-
ciety, or being “adjusted” to one’s social and 

rarely used today.

because they did not include the human 
potentiality of creativity, growth, and self-
actualization in psychological functioning. 

Maslow described a healthy person as self-

their unique human potential. According 

inherent motivation towards 
growth or self-actualization, 
and humans would if society 
allowed our more primitive 

hunger, safety). Maslow 
investigated the personal-
ity characteristics of people 
he thought were self-actual-
ized by reviewing biographies 

friends. The characteristics 
-

clude the accurate perception of 
reality, the ability to be intimate with 
others, the capacity to have mystical 
experiences, and the capacity to be 
creative.

are six themes of positive mental 
health. Positive mental health 
refers to positive and real-
istic attitudes towards the 
self, growth, and self-ac-

a balance of psychological 

-
tery–the ability to love, work, and 

not specify how, or if, the six cri-

grounded in developmental of so-
cial/cultural psychological theory 

-
ably the most sophisticated 
example of a developmental/

lifespan approach to psychological health. 

terms of different stages of ego develop-

involving a basis psychological issue that 
can have a healthy or pathological out-
come, which then has implications for the 

role of social and cultural factors on hu-

eight-stage model of human development. 
Basic trust versus mistrust. It is during this 
stage that the child gains a sense of trust, 

good, or a sense of mistrust where the in-
fant senses that the world is a harsh place. 
Autonomy versus shame and doubt. This 

children want to choose and decide for 
themselves. Autonomy is fostered 

when parents permit reasonable 
free choice and do not force or 
shame the child, which can 
lead to the child developing a 
sense of doubt in themselves. 
The third stage, initiative ver-
sus guilt. This occurs from 3 
to 6 years of age. Children, 
through make-believe play, 

experiment with the 
kind of person 

they can be-
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come. This initiative develops when parents 
support their child’s new sense of purpose. 
The danger is that parents will demand too 
much self-control, which can lead to over-
control and a sense of guilt for the child. 
Industry versus inferiority. This occurs from 

develop the capacity to work and cooper-
ate with others. A sense of inferiority occurs 
when negative experiences at home, school, 
or with peers can lead to feelings of incom-
petence. Identity versus identity confusion, 
occurs during the teenage years. The adoles-

The negative outcome is confusion about 
future adult roles. The sixth stage, inti-
macy versus isolation, occurs during young 
adulthood. In this stage young people work 
to establish intimate ties to others. Some 
individuals, because of earlier disappoint-
ments, cannot form close relationships and 
therefore remain isolated from others. The 
seventh stage, generativity versus stagnation, 
occurs during the middle-age years. This 
stage entails a sense of accomplishment, 
the passing on of wisdom to the next gen-
eration through child rearing, caring for 
other people, or productive work. The per-
son who fails in these ways feels an absence 
of meaningful accomplishment. The last 
stage, integrity versus despair, occurs dur-

maintains that individuals reflect on the 
kind of person they have been. Integrity 
results from feeling that life was worth liv-
ing as it happened. Older individuals who 

of these stages is a dynamic balance with 
health representing the process of contin-
ued growth and development. This balance 
is contingent on the coping strategies that 
an individual uses when faced with stress.

-

model, seem to be useful in understand-
ing the psychological health of African 

that psychological health has a number of 

but can also be independent of one anoth-
er. Implicit in this model is the idea that 
the dimensions are measurable and can be 
empirically investigated. Unfortunately, 
the model is not grounded in theory, does 
not have a developmental or social/cultural 
perspective, and does not consider gender 

model is developmental and addresses is-

points to the importance of the interplay 
between society and culture on the in-

points out that psychological health is a 
matter of a dynamic balance, or a favorable 
ratio of positive-to-negative psychological 
aspects. Unfortunately, little empirical re-
search has been concluded in relation to 

number of strengths. It considers the cul-
tural environment in which a person exists. 

the life cycle, it is empirically researchable, 
and is grounded in social and psychologi-

model is that it is focused at the group 
level of analysis rather than the individual. 

describe a psychological healthy person is 

psychology, which lacks a priori model of 
psychological health, infers that sanity is the 

state at which mental processes are self-pre-

-
al representation of ordered thought that is 

as patterns of perception, logic, thought, 
speech, action, and emotional response, 

whether consciously or unconsciously deter-

American mental health reflects personal 
and extended self-respect and extended self-

not only for the individual, but the rela-
tionships that the individual has with the 
extended community.
 African American males must live and 
adapt to a unique social and cultural en-
vironment. This environment, and the 
necessity that African American males adapt 
to it, has implications for any model that 

-
chological health of African American males 

-
portant in characterizing the aspects of 
the environment that are relevant to the 
psychological health of African American 
males, such as racism, the need to adapt to 
white institutions and culture, remaining 
situated in the African American commu-
nity, and coping with limited social and 

 Most African American males remain 
connected to the African American com-
munity and its culture while also adapting 
to white American culture and institu-

live, have families and friends, and attend 
churches in the African American com-

institutions, workplaces, and military set-
tings. This adaptation many times requires 
African American males to juggle different 
values, behavioral styles, and aspirations. 
This situation has led many social scientists 
to state that African American males have 
to be bicultural to function in both cultures 

Coping Strategies
There is a sizable amount of literature 
examining the stress/adaptation model 

between stress, coping strategies, and the 
level of subjective well-being or distress 

research dealing with coping strategies. This 
research has provided a large amount of ev-
idence that helps to explain the strategies 
by which people cope with stress (Lazarus 

-
ciated with many diseases such as cancer, 
cardiovascular disease, and substance abuse. 
African American men are more susceptible 
than other populations to these disorders. 
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Stress has also been associated with ho-
micide and suicide, which occur at high 
rates in African American communities 

-
nitions involve an environmental demand 
to which the person must react and where 
stress is perceived of as at least potentially 
exceeding the person’s ability or resources to 

refers to an effort to master environmen-
tal demands when a previous response is 
unavailable or ineffective. This is similar 

responses are linked by cognitive apprais-
al of the stressor and the internal/external 

and meaning attached to a stressor. Internal 
-

to family or social ties, work relationships 

The model then is one where stressor(s), an 
appraisal of the stressor(s), and the person’s 
internal/external resources in turn produce 
a coping response that leads to an adaptive 

are two major types of coping strate-
gies. Problem-focused coping strategies 
function to change a troubled person-en-
vironment relationship by directly acting 
on the environment or the individual. In 
contrast, emotion-focused coping strate-
gies attempt to change either commitment 
patterns (e.g., one avoids thinking about a 
threat) or the meaning or interpretation 
of what is happening, which may mitigate 
the stress, although the actual reality of 

are planning strategies or suppression of 
competing activities whereas receiving emo-
tional social support and religious activities 
are examples or emotion-focused coping 

emotions and problem focused coping strat-
egies, the use of certain coping styles and 
strategies appears to depend on personal 
characteristics and the ways they appraise 
the nature of an event and situational fac-

coping strategies are more or less effective, 

according to the type of stress encountered 

-
gies that may be viewed as maladaptive (e.g. 
avoidance or distancing) or adaptive under 
some circumstances and some coping strat-
egies that are viewed as adaptive may be 
maladaptive under other circumstances. 

Racism, Coping and African 
American Males
There is limited research examining cop-
ing strategies used by African American 
males. More problematic, there is limited 
research dealing with the destructive effects 
of racism as a stressor on the psychological 

a relationship between chronic exposure to 
racism and poorer psychological and so-
matic health among African American men 

 Racism has been implicated in the 
onset of several stress-related diseas-
es, including hypertension, coronary 
heart disease, cancer, and cirrhosis of 

Chronic exposure to racism has 
been associated with increased levels of 
depression, lowered life satisfaction and 
self-esteem, feelings of trauma, loss, and 

the insidious nature of racism and its del-
eterious effects on the psychological health 
of African American men, more research 
is needed that examines the impact of 
racism as a stressor in the lives of African 
American men.

aspects of African American life. According 

-

-

Americans  experience racial discrimination 
on a personal level. An example of individu-
al racism is when a security guard targets an 
African American and follows that individ-
ual while they shop at a store. The second 

institutional racism. Institutional racism is 
experienced by African Americans as a re-
sult of social and institutional policies that 
exclude African Americans from full par-

of institutional racism are the criminal laws 
related to the possession of illegal drugs. 

-
ties for possession of crack cocaine, a drug 

more accessible to African Americans than 
for powdered cocaine, the drug of choice 
for white Americans. The last type of racism 

that occurs when the cultural practices of 
the “dominant” group are generally regard-
ed by society and its institutions as being 
superior to the culture of a “subordinate” 
group. Cultural racism can be observed in 
the manner by which the contributions of 
African Americans have been largely ig-
nored in the annals of American history. 

-
erful stressor in the lives of many African 
Americans, particularly African American 

coping behaviors that effectively ameliorate 
its potential harmful psychological and so-
matic consequences is warranted.
 In previous studies on racial discrimina-
tion as a source of stress, researchers have 
conceptualized the coping behaviors of 
African Americans from the theoretical 

According to their theory, stress is a partic-
ular relationship between individuals and 
their environment that is appraised by them 
as taxing or as exceeding their resources and 
endangering their well-being. Lazarus and 

-
als can become overwhelmed as stressors 
occur, depending on one’s view of the im-
pending threat and the resources at their 
disposal to handle the threat. At this point, 
individuals risk becoming vulnerable to the 
onset of physical and psychological disor-

coping as the process whereby individu-
als attempt to manage, through cognitive 
and behavioral efforts, external or inter-
nal demands that are assessed as exceeding 
their resources. This cognitive and behav-
ioral efforts can be described as positive or 

-
gies—distraction, withdrawal, self-criticism, 
aggression, blaming others, wishful think-
ing, and resignation—consists of asocial 
or antisocial avoidant behaviors that are 
focused on the stressor itself. Positive cop-
ing strategies‚—problem-solving efforts, 
seeking information, and social support— 
include prosocial approach behaviors which 
are focused on self-care or on changing the 

positive, problem-focused strategies have 
been related to better outcomes, whereas 
negative, avoidant strategies have been as-
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-
ed an empirical study using the Lazarus 

coping to examine the coping behavior of 
African Americans. Plummer and Slane 

-
gaged in less active coping efforts in racially 
stressful situations, that racially stressful 
situations generally demanded confronta-
tional coping strategies, and racially stressful 
situations tended to restrict the coping 
options available to African Americans. 
Overall, in comparing the coping behav-
iors of African Americans with those of 

more emotion-focused and problem-fo-

 A qualitative study was conducted by 

were interviewed regarding their experi-

suggested that the response to racism that 
African Americans used was influenced 

example, racial hostility encountered in 
the street was most likely to be met with 
withdrawal, resigned acceptance, or ver-
bal retort. In situations in which African 
Americans experienced racism in public 
accommodations, the response was gen-
erally a verbal counterattack or resigned 

many of these situations, acquiescence 
or withdrawal was the more preferred re-
sponse because confrontation was viewed 
as being too costly in time and energy. 
Moreover, due to the often subtle nature 
of racism, many African Americans acti-
vated their response to racist events with a 

-
vantages of middle-class African Americans 
in terms of their access to resources (both 
psychological and material enhance their 

advantages, however, the individual cost 
of chronic strain associated with racism is 
great and has a cumulative effect over the 
life span of most African Americans.

no consensus among researchers on a con-

ethnic identity is related to a “sense of 

-

that psychological health are those patterns 
of perception, logic, thought, speech, ac-
tion, and emotional response, whether 
consciously or unconsciously determined, 
which reflect personal and extended self-re-

activities and behaviors practiced by per-

are used to suppress, oppress and maintain 
global power in nine areas of people activi-
ties: education, entertainment, economics, 
labor, law, politics, religion, sex, and war 

Methodology
The purpose of this study was to examine 
African American ethnic identity develop-
ment and psychological coping strategies 
of African American males at a predomi-

to be examined was whether or not eth-

psychological coping strategies of African 
American males as they deal with racial 

area of African American ethnic identity 
development has demonstrated that the 
emergence of an African American identity 
is complex, multifaceted, and contingent on 
the context and historical spaces individu-

a phenomenological approach, were used 
to examine the relationship of African 
American males’ ethnic identity and their 
psychological coping strategies. The use of 
focus group interviews was an attempt to 
understand the participants’ everyday ex-
periences from their perspectives. 

participant was assigned a pseudonym that 
was to be used throughout the study. Three 
focus group interviews were conducted and 
each interview session was video-taped. 

interviews. 

Assessment Measures
In light of the development of his theory 
of psychological nigrescence, Cross de-

attitudes correlated to the four stages of 
African American development described 
in Cross’s revised model of psychological 
nigrescence. Internal consistency ranges 

for pre-encounter assimilation, miseduca-

for multiculturalist inclusive. The range of 

based on this sample ranged from an ab-
solute value of .40 to an absolute value of 

-
tions ranged from absolute value of .06 to 
an absolute value of .46, with a median of 

 Convergent validity was tested by exam-
ining the relationship between subscales of 

using bivariate and canonical correlations. 

African American ethnic identity. Several 

centrality, humanist, nationalist, oppressed 
minority, private regard, and public regard 

Description of the Context and 
Participants
The study takes place in a mid-sized col-
lege city. The city is the home of the state’s 
flagship institution, a nationally renowned 
center of learning. The total number of 

placed the number of African Americans 

undertook a highly charged campaign dur-

to address the low percentage of African 
American males at the university.

viewed by African Americans in the states 
as a welcoming place. The university was in-

American students. A year later, an African 
American woman enrolled as a graduate 
student. Their matriculation was followed 
closely by the African American commu-
nity and the media. They were constantly 
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graduate. Since then, the number of African 
Americans attending the university has 
increased even though it has remained com-
paratively low.

The Participants
All of the participants attended the univer-

were undergraduate students. All of the 
names used in this article are pseudonyms.

Pierre

study. Pierre is married and has two daugh-
ters. Originally from Chicago, he attended 

-
graduate degree. At the time of the study, 
Pierre was a third-year graduate student in 

placed him in the Internalized Nationalist 
phase of African American ethnic identity 
development.

Dallas

the Internalized Multiculturalist Inclusive 
phase of African American ethnic identity 
development.

Highjohn

he has another son from a previous rela-

degree in educational psychology and en-

in the Internalized Multiculturalist Inclusive 
phase of African American ethnic identity 
development.

Xavier

him in the Internalized Multiculturalist 
Inclusive phase of African American ethnic 
identity development.

Sampson

this study and played NCAA college foot-

college football to dedicate time to his ac-

and describes the community where he was 

Multiculturalist Inclusive phrase of African 
American ethnic identity development.

Stokely

-
tinue his education by pursuing a master’s 

the Internalized Multiculturalist Inclusive 

phrase of African American ethnic identity 
development.

The Interviews
The three focus group interviews were held 
off campus in a private home. The inter-
views were held during the second and 

-
view was a discussion of the issues that the 
participants deemed important to them 
and that they thought warranted in-depth 
discussion. The issues they felt should be 
included in the interviews along with the 
discussion of stressful experiences at the 
university were: 

-
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with the larger African 

-

female relations) would 
they give to other African 
American males considering 

The University as a 
Welcoming Place 
The university where this 
study was conducted has grap-
pled with the issue of boosting 
retention of African American 

which African American 

administrators need to under-
stand how and why African 
American males behave and 
react to societal conditions, 

-
nel understand how African 
American males move between 
cultures, how they adjust to 
a society whose dominant 
culture is often alien and disre-
spectful of their home culture, 
and how African American 
males are affected by the ste-
reotypes that others have of 

males face these issues in the microcosm of 
the university. 
 In terms of the university being a wel-
coming place for African American males, 
several participants thought that the univer-
sity saw African American males as athletic 
commodities. To them, this plays into the 
stereotype of African American males as 
athletically gifted but intellectually lazy. 
Stokely, the former undergraduate football 
player stated:

It’s kind of hard, I don’t think they 
really welcome the students per say, 
or like you said, people already have a 

on this campus. You’re automatically 
an athlete and with that comes the 
stereotypes of not being smart or lazy 
amongst other things and at the same 
time they want you to play, but they 
don’t want to look past you being 
an athlete either. They don’t want 
to get to know you as a student and 
they’re not really doing anything to 

know the person either. So it’s kind 
of hard or whatever, it’s a constant 
battle or whatever. You want to show, 
you kind of try harder to show that 
you can be, that you can strive in this 
environment or whatever, but there’s 
really no programs.

This stereotype of the African American 
male being only an athlete while disregard-
ing their intellectual needs was also shared 
by Sampson, the other undergraduate stu-
dent and former football player:

year I decided not to try to play pro-
fessional football. So from my fourth 

-
ference. It went from phone calls 
making sure that you go to class, 
study hall or have you seen your tu-
tor, have you registered for class, why 

have registered myself for class. I have 
to know when I need a certain class 

or what I need to graduate to if I 
don’t get out of bed. They don’t call 

you graduate. That’s good because 
it’s helping their percentages to say, 

males,” but when you get to your 

have inside of you to say alright they 
got all of the stuff that they are going 
to get out of me, I need to do what 
I can to get something out of them. 
And that’s the only reason why I’m 
getting my degree because it’s some-
thing inside of me not so much of 
what they’re doing.

Stressful Experiences at the 
University
The second topic discussed concerned how 
the participants handled stressfulracial sit-

of invisibility syndrome to describe the 

22 ANNALS Spring 2010 www.americanpsychotherapy.com

U.S. blacks more positive
African-Americans are dramatically more upbeat about their progress 
in this country, according to a new poll.
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reaction of African American men to the 
constant psychic assaults resulting from 
their daily encounters with various forms 

there are seven elements that characterize 
the intrapsychic apparatus of invisibility 
experienced by African American men 
during everyday interracial interactions. 
These include: a) lack of recognition or ac-
knowledgement, b) lack of satisfaction or 

validated, e) absent of mutual respect, f ) 
dignity is often compromised, and g) basic 
identity is challenged. Not only does rac-
ism serve as a constant reminder of African 
American males’ despised social status, it 
can potentially result in feelings of anger, 
depression, anxiety, lowered levels of life 
satisfaction, and increased emotional dis-

American men, racism in one form or an-
other is an everyday experience that has a 
cumulative impact on their psychological 
well-being. Although African American 
men experience both overt and covert rac-
ism, the most insidious form of racism is 

-
ism embedded in the cultural fabric of 

-
chic assaults of the subtle racism that 
African Americans experience daily as 
microaggressions. According to Pierce 

offense mechanisms that intrude upon 
the space, time, energy, and mobility of 
African American men. Microaggressions 
can be verbal, nonverbal, or kinetic (Pierce, 

image that can potentially occur as a result 
of the psychic violence levied by these race-
related nicroaggressions, has a cumulative 
psychological impact across the devel-
opmental life span of African American 

-
esized that African Americans are often 
confused around the dynamics associated 

Americans. The source of confusion for 
African Americans, according to Pierce, 
is related to the following: a) whether 
the individual is being accepted or just 
tolerated, b) the supportive nature of in-

-
termining when to confront racism and 
when to accommodate it. The cognitive 

energy associated with negotiating the 
complexities of racism in everyday life 
is potentially detrimental to the psycho-
logical health of African American men 

 The participants were asked to de-
scribe a stressful experience during their 
enrollment at the university. The par-
ticipants also shared how the stressful 
situation developed and how they coped. 

which occurred to him in the down-
town area where the university is located: 

there, I forgot the name of what the 
bar was. It was either (name of bar) 
or (another potential name), whatev-

friend of mine from my department 

to be blasting, need to tell you some-

about, you know, the Confederate 
Nation and how his forefathers and 
ancestors were just great men of great 

shutting up, so I could answer his 

answer his question and stuff starting 
off with, those were the same people 
who had all of my people enslaved 

there by security and I didn’t really 

stayed with me for about a month 
and a half. I’m looking around for 
this dude (and asking) where he is 
and stuff so I can talk to him.

man was acting irrationally, it was important 
that he remain in control of his emotions. 
Another racial experience also occurred off 
campus at a local bank to Stokely:
 

I got a scenario. You know (name of 
bank) is located downtown probably 
60 feet from the (school symbol). I’m 

it’s like a thousand dollars or what-
ever and I’m going to the bank. I 

realize I don’t have my license. I’m 
out of state, but it’s cool because I 

the counter, and I was like, “I need 
to get some money out to pay my 
rent but I want to deposit the rest,” 
and the lady told me my account bal-
ance was too low to even deposit my 

the person before me. She (the tell-
er) made the issue that I didn’t have 

was probably younger than me and 
he didn’t have his license, he had his 

(the teller) out on it and she was like 
that didn’t happen. I didn’t make it 
a racial issue, I was like I needed my 
money. I was like, “Ma’am can I see 

actually knew him and he came out 
there and he corrected the whole 
issue. She was trying to say that I 
didn’t want to take this check because 
it might bounce. I told her the town 

bounces, but she went on and cashed 
it. The gentleman pulled me aside 
and said they had some complaints 

-
ple coming in and complaining and 
this made me upset. I mean, I’m 
coming in here trying to do busi-
ness with the people and whatever, 
but I can’t get any service.

 
This description by Stokely demonstrates 

of an African American to racism is influ-
enced by the context in which it occurs. 

in the street is most likely met with with-
drawal, resigned acceptance, or verbal 
retort. In situations in which African 
Americans experience discrimination in 
public places, as in this instance, the re-
sponse is generally verbal counterattack or 
resigned acceptance. In many situations 
where African Americans experience dis-
crimination, acquiescence or withdrawal is 
the preferred response because confronta-
tion is seen as being too costly in time and 
energy. Moreover, due to the often subtle 
nature of racism, many African Americans 
begin their response to racist events with a 

Spring 2010 ANNALS 23    (800) 592-1125



assessment of this particular situation. I 
asked Stokely if he thought this was a ra-
cial incident:

I think how I dealt with the situa-
tion in the bank was the correct way. 
I didn’t want to deal with her about, 
you know what I’m saying, no race 
card or nothing like that. I wanted to 
talk to the manager because I felt like 

she failed to realize was that I knew 
the manager. I think it was a race is-

you know what I am saying, or I sell 
dope, they don’t pay drug dealers 
with a check.

Stokely reflects on the way African American 
males are portrayed by the school and local 
newspaper as criminals and rapists:

You get one crime committed by a 

all over the paper, front page. 

The media often portrays African American 
males as criminals. This has repercussions 

any African American male as a potential 
criminal threat. At the same time, this plac-
es African American males in a precarious 

especially the police, who may think they 
have committed crimes that they did not. 
This is stressful for African American males 

because they must always guard against ap-

Coping Strategies at the 
University
A number of researchers have examined 
the relationship between the strategies 
used by African Americans to cope with 
the stressors of everyday racism that they 
experience and their psychological and 

The consensus among researchers is that 
the repertoire of coping behaviors em-
ployed by African Americans in response 
to their encounters with racism directly 
impacts their physical and psychologi-
cal health as well as their relationships. 
Coping strategies that buffer African 
American males from the stressful ef-
fects of chronic exposure to racism are 
essential to healthy psychological func-
tioning
coping strategies were found to incorpo-
rate cognitive flexibility in response to 
racist encounters. Inversely, maladaptive 
coping strategies generally result in poorer 
psychological and physical health cop-
ing strategies—excessive drinking, sexual 
promiscuity, anger, domestic violence, 

-
pact on the psychological functioning of 
African American males is complex and 
begs the question as to why some indi-
viduals experience the full force of racism’s 
harmful effects and why others are relative-
ly untouched by their personal encounters 
with this societal problem.
 The participants in this study used vari-
ous techniques in coping with the stress 
of being an African American male on a 

most common coping strategies was dis-

seminal work, Black Rage, 

an African American man in America to 

counterparts and of America itself. The par-

student population. As a result, the partic-
pants psychologically distanced themselves 

throughout the interview:
 

Yeah, I think I’ve changed from being 
here, but I think that when I start-
ed moving into distancing myself 

and kind of keeping up a little bit 
of wall between me and some of the 

was going to be a problem at some 
point with the down the line because 
you just feel like at some point they 
are going to say something stupid 
or do something that’s going to be 
a misunderstanding or something. 
I think in a way it’s coping and in 
a way it’s keeping me free of what I 
think is inevitable, like I just feel like 

to do something that either they de-
liberately do or more like just out of 
ignorance. I don’t want to put my-
self in a situation where I have to deal 
with it again because I don’t feel like 
I should always have to be clarifying 
some statement that they’ve made or 
addressing them about something or 
anything that will take me out of the 
direction that I think I should be go-
ing—like dealing with school work 
and taking care of my family. I don’t 
want to have to deal with somebody 
else’s ignorance about something.

One coping strategy that helps African 
American males have an easier tenure at 
the university is having a strong sense 
of identity and knowing the history of 
what African Americans experienced 

conducted a series of studies at several 

achievement. A number of students dis-
cussed the pride they felt in being part 
of an ethnic group that has the ability 
to overcome obstacles and of having a 
history of survival in the face of over-
whelming hardships. In this study, the 
students talked about strength of charac-

-
ures who have stood for determination, 

-
es this same sentiment when he stated:  

from the department came to speak 
to us and what he went through 
and stuff and—man—there’s no 
way I could not do everything in 
my power to get through all the 
rest of the obstacles here and over-
come them. The responsibility of 
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“The chronic 
nature of racial 

discrimination is a 
major quality of life 

issue for African 
Americans living 
in contemporary 

society.”



the people who came here before 
me makes it easier for me to deal. 

The chronic nature of racial discrimination 
is a major quality-of-life issue for African 
Americans living in contemporary soci-

African American males have to deal with 
the insidiousness of racism as a regular oc-
currence in their life, life satisfaction is 
influenced because of it. 
 Throughout the focus group discussions 
the participants described several behavioral 
and attitudinal responses they used to deal 
with racism in their roles as students at pre-

and assertion were primarily used by the 
participants, along with the added attitu-
dinal behavior of psychological distancing. 
Psychological distancing was especially used 
by Pierre, who uses the term to describe the 

Conclusions
There are several implications that can 

states, African American males need and 
seek greater self-awareness, self-under-

also asserts that African American males 
seek stronger relationships with their peers 
and the African American community. 
Self-awareness includes an understand-
ing of who one is as an individual African 
American along with an understanding of 
the history of African Americans, both at 
the university and in the larger American 
society.
 In conjunction, African American males 
should also seek opportunities to express 
their emotions and feelings in produc-
tive ways. The African American males in 

emotion-focused coping strategies to deal 

problem-focused coping strategies were 
-

bar, Stokely and the bank teller who would 
not give him service, and Pierre and his 
ability to psychologically distance himself 

Limitations
Since this was a qualitative study, readers 

African American males at this university 
or any other university. The study used a 

focus group, which typically uses small 
numbers of participants. This focus group 
had six African American males, most who 
were graduate students, and because of 
this, one should be cautious in generaliz-

-
ticipants were from the south, and future 
studies should incorporate regional diver-
sity. All of the participants scored in the 

-
clude participants in other stages of Cross’s 

 In conclusion, partaking in this study 
has reminded me of the diversity and com-
plexity of my fellow African American 
brothers, and I hope that readers will have 
a greater understanding and appreciation 
of African American males and their spir-
its. The participants of this study provided 
inspiration for me with their dedication to 
excellence and their courageous spirits. To 
them and future African American males 
who attend college I leave them with the 

 “Up you mighty 
race; you will accomplish what you will. 
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