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Abstract
Background: The intersection of the COVID-19 pandemic with systemic anti-Black racism in the form of police violence

and the subsequent Black Lives Matter movement has created an especially critical juncture to examine the mental health

of Black youth.

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to understand the intersecting impacts of anti-Black racism and the COVID-19 pan-

demic on the mental health of Black youth.

Methods: A youth-engaged research approach and intersectionality framework were utilized. Semi-structured interviews

with Black youth across Canada (ages 16 to 30, n = 48) were conducted online via Zoom and analyzed using thematic analysis.

Fourteen Black youth were hired to form a Black youth advisory committee, who guided the research process.

Results: The “dual pandemics” of the COVID-19 pandemic alongside highly publicized incidents of racism and the subsequent

Black Lives Matter movement negatively impacted participants’ mental health. Four main themes emerged: (1) ongoing expos-

ure to acts of anti-Black racism (2) compounding effect of racism on mental health; (3) high stress levels and fear; and (4)

anger and emotional fatigue from lack of shared, long-term solutions.

Conclusion: The simultaneous occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic and instances of systemic anti-Black racism in the

form of police violence presented “dual pandemics” for the Black community, profoundly impacting the mental health of

Black youth and adding urgency and impetus to its prioritization. Results of this study indicate that it is critical to explore

each event individually as well as the combined impact on the mental health of Black youth, particularly from a racial

perspective.
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Introduction
Racism and discrimination at the individual or group level can
critically impact mental health amongst racialized groups
(Williams et al., 2022). This is true within the Black commu-
nity, where extensive research has linked experiences of
racism to diminished mental wellness (Cooper et al., 2008;
Watson-Singleton et al., 2021). For Black youth in particular,
their emotions can be shaped by their experiences of racism
and oppression (Lozada et al., 2022), and these direct and
indirect experiences of anti-Black racism when engaging
with systems and institutions are known causes of depression,
trauma, and other adverse mental health outcomes (Cooper
et al. 2008; Witherspoon et al., 2022). In May 2020, the
murder of George Floyd by a police officer became a pivotal
event symbolizing systemic anti-Black racism, igniting the
largest racial justice protests in the United States since the
Civil Rights Movement (Burch et al., 2021). Global action
against anti-Black racism, largely represented by the Black
Lives Matter (BLM) movement, extended far beyond
American borders as demonstrations protesting the deaths of
George Floyd and other Black lives lost to institutionalized
violence took place around the world. These instances of sys-
temic anti-Black racism have hadmental health consequences
across the Black community (Alang et al., 2022; Bor et al.,
2018). The current socio-political context of highly publicized
instances of racial injustice as well as the anti-Black racism
response, largely represented by the BLM movement, have
the potential to significantly impact the mental health of
Black youth. However, little is known about how Black
youth perceive and have been affected by these events
(Smith-Bynum, 2022).

In March 2020, shortly prior to the murder of George Floyd,
the World Health Organization declared the SARS-CoV-2
(COVID-19) strain a global pandemic. Along with numerous
other countries, Canada’s Public Health Agency instituted
nationwide public health measures including physical distan-
cing, the mandatory closure of schools and nonessential busi-
nesses, and gathering size restrictions to reduce the virus’s
transmission (Government of Canada, 2022). Restrictive
population-based measures detrimentally impacted individuals’
mental health and well-being, particularly amongst youth (Cost
et al., 2022; Hawke et al., 2021). Studies from the United
States and Canada indicate that Black communities experienced
significant psychological distress during COVID-19 (Banks,
2022; Craig et al., 2023; Czeisler et al., 2020), in part due to indi-
cators of longstanding racial inequality that were exacerbated by
the pandemic (Layne et al., 2023; McKenzie, 2021). For
instance, as members of Black communities often experience
socio-economic insecurity, worry around contracting the virus
and subsequently being required to take time away from work
was especially pronounced and profound (Ahmed et al., 2021).
However, there is little evidence to date of the impact of the pan-
demic, including thepublic healthmeasures, on themental health
of Black youth in particular. Addressing the mental health needs

of Black youth during the COVID-19 pandemic is particularly
important as this group already experiences poorer mental
healthoutcomes (Andersonet al., 2015; vanderVenet al., 2012).

The intersection of COVID-19 with recent instances of
systemic anti-Black racism has created “dual pandemics”
(Layne et al., 2023, p. 1) confronting the Black community,
and thus precipitated an especially critical juncture to
examine the mental health of Black youth. For the purposes
of this study, systemic racism refers to processes, laws, pol-
icies, and deep-rooted practices and beliefs that “produce,
condone, and perpetuate widespread unfair treatment and
oppression of people of color” (Braveman et al., 2022,
p. 171). Although this study originally intended to focus
solely on the mental health impacts of COVID-19 on Black
youth, the racial events occurring at the time of this study
could not be separated from discussions of mental health
with participants. Given the overlap of these social contexts
and their salience to participants, we chose to broaden the
study focus to include both COVID-19 and recent instances
of anti-Black racism, and examine the ways in which they
intersected to influence mental health wellbeing of Black
youth. Here, we use ‘anti-Black racism’ to refer to the sys-
temic anti-Black racism characterized by police violence.
Our discussion of anti-Black racism also includes the
global socio-political response it triggered via the BLM
movement. This study critically contributes to the gap in
knowledge on the mental health of Black youth, specifically
in the context of COVID-19 and anti-Black racism.

Methodology
We used a youth-engaged approach to research (Hawke et al.,
2018) where youth were seen as experts and contributing
partners. This approach added a youth lens to this study,
where decisions on research activities including planning,
data collection, and analysis reflected youth’s perspectives
and lived experiences. Youth engagement in the research
process facilitated the exchange of knowledge between
youth and academic research team members as they collab-
oratively negotiated meanings that acknowledged multiple
realities and facilitated the co-construction of knowledge
(Lindquist-Grantz & Abraczinskas, 2020; Ozer, 2017).

Theoretical framework
This study drew on intersectionality theory, which exploresmul-
tiple forms of social oppression at systemic, interpersonal, and
individual levels (Bauer, 2014; Hankivsky et al., 2010).
Drawing on intersectionality theory, we explored the interaction
of race and socio-political contexts on themental health of Black
youths. Intersectionality theory acknowledges the varied histor-
ies and impacts of social, economic, andpoliticalmarginalization
across and within subjugated groups (Crenshaw, 1991).
Applying intersectionality theory proposes that the convergence
of various forms of oppression, such as health-related and racial
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oppression, results in distinct vulnerabilities impacting the
mental health of Black youth (Smith-Bynum, 2022). Thus,
applying intersectionality theory to this study deepens our under-
standing of the interconnected vulnerabilities Black youth
experience, particularly during a pandemic in socio-politically
charged circumstances, while simultaneously recognizing their
strengths and capacity for resilience.

Research assistants and black youth advisory committee
Six research assistants with varying academic and social back-
grounds were recruited to facilitate this project. Research
assistants received training in youth-engaged research, inter-
sectionality, and mental health approaches. Training also
included an overview of reflexivity, ethical protocols, qualita-
tive interviewing, and analysis. The role of the research assis-
tants was to revise the existing interview guide, conduct
interviews, and assist in manuscript writing.

In alignment with youth-engaged research, 14 Black
youth were hired to form a Black youth advisory committee.
Each member of the advisory committee came with diverse
experiences working within the community sector. The
Black youth advisory committee met semi-monthly to learn
about the research process, share their knowledge and experi-
ences, and collaboratively implement the research activities.
For instance, the youth advisory committee was instrumental
in deciding to expand the study focus to investigate the inter-
secting impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and anti-Black
racism on the lives of Black youths. They also played a
lead role in developing the interview guide together with
the research team.

Positionality and reflexivity
In qualitative research, ongoing reflection contributes to
unveiling assumptions, minimizing bias, and enhancing
rigour across the research process (Lynch, 2000; Wilson
et al., 2022). Using an intersectional lens enabled us to
reflect on issues of power and our positionalities particularly
when interviewing Black youth on issues of mental health.
Given the added psychological burden of both the
COVID-19 pandemic and instances of anti-Black racism,
practicing reflexivity through discussion and memoing was
crucial for the research team.

Recruitment
Ethical approval was received from the institutional Research
Ethics Board (REB 1 Committee Protocol: Pro00116630).
Snowball sampling was used to recruit 48 youth aged 16–30
(mean age = 22) who self-identified as Black and lived in
Canada. Participants were recruited through existing data-
bases, Black service providing agencies, and social media.
All interested participants were eligible, and completed a
consent form and sociodemographic questionnaire. In total,

25 participants identified as male and 23 as female. Most pro-
vinces and territories were represented apart from
Saskatchewan, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island,
Northwest Territories, and Yukon Territory. The majority
of participants identified as Christian (n = 36), four as
Muslim and six as non-religious or other. All participants
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada and were
aware of the acts of anti-Black racism that had recently
taken place at the time, particularly the killing of George
Floyd. Participants of this study did not report direct personal
experiences of police brutality, conflict with the law, or
issues of injustice firsthand. As such, our study reflects parti-
cipants perceptions and experiences as Black community
members who vicariously and indirectly were affected by
these events.

Data collection
Recruitment and data collection occurred concurrently until
data saturation was achieved. Research assistants conducted
48 semi-structured, virtual interviews via Zoom, each
lasting approximately 60 min. During the interview, partici-
pants were able to speak in English or French. The interview
guide was created by the principal investigators and revised
by research assistants and the youth advisory committee to
incorporate relevant social, political and cultural questions.
Interview questions discussed participants’ experiences and
perceptions of anti-Black racism and police brutality, the
BLM movement, and COVID-19 on mental health.

Data analysis
Thematic analysis driven by grounded theory with NVivo 12
software was utilized to highlight and define recurring
themes in the interview data and interpret the results
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is a method for
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within a
dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We chose thematic analysis
as our primary methodological approach due to its suitability
for identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis allowed us
to explore the rich narratives provided by our participants
and uncover recurring themes that emerged across the
interviews.

Data collection and data analysis occurred concurrently.
The research assistants met weekly with a postdoctoral
fellow to reflect on data gathered and propose strategies to
inform the research process and enhance quality. The post-
doctoral fellow and research assistants read multiple manu-
scripts and co-developed a framework for coding the data.
The coding framework developed by each member of the
team was compared to develop an agreed upon coding
framework.

Analysis occurred through the use of Nvivo data analysis
software and involved coding the data. As data was coded,
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the codes were expanded collapsed or refined. We used open
coding and kept memos to track our thought process and
reflexively engage in the data. We then used axial coding
to aggregate codes into categories. We compared codes and
defined several ideas within our data (selective coding).
These codes were then translated into themes. The final
step involved writing the results based on the thematic ana-
lysis of the data.

To ensure rigor in our study, several measures were imple-
mented. We ensured intercoder reliability. Regular meetings
were held between the postdoctoral fellow and the research
assistant to discuss coding discrepancies and ensure consist-
ency in interpretation. We also implemented peer debriefing.
The analysis process was periodically reviewed by other
members of the research team to provide additional insights
and validate emerging themes. We met regularly to debrief
about our emerging ideas. We also exercised reflexivity.
The researchers continuously reflected on their own biases
and assumptions throughout the analysis process, striving
for impartiality and transparency in interpretation.

Results
Interviews were conducted with 48 Black youth from across
Canada. The findings from this study were organized into the
following four themes: (1) ongoing exposure to acts of
anti-Black racism (2) compounding effect of racism on
mental health; (3) high stress levels and fear; and (4) anger
and emotional fatigue from lack of shared, long-term solutions.

Ongoing exposure to acts of anti-black racism
As the public reacted to recent instances of anti-Black racism
in the form of racial violence, particularly the killing of
George Floyd, social media and news sources continually
displayed video, commentary, and other visual and audio
reminders. Participants spoke honestly about the grief,
trauma, and sadness they experienced and re-experienced
as they were repeatedly confronted by and reminded of his
death in the media, online, and in discussion. Participants
shared that both the actual instances of racial violence,
such as the killing of George Floyd, as well as the
re-portrayal of these instances in the media, were emotionally
and psychologically troubling.

I can think about stress as it relates to… anti-black racism and
police brutality and racial violence. I think for a lot of black
folks during that time seeing all that stuff and being bom-
barded constantly on pretty much the only platforms that
you’re engaging with because physical social interactions
are gone. ( Male, 23, born in Jamaica)

As mentioned, participants’ perceived overexposure to
images and discussion of racial violence was compounded
by greater online presence due to pandemic-related

circumstances, subsequently magnifying the traumatic
impacts they experienced. These impacts were extensive
and longer term in some cases, including fear of being a
victim of similar racial violence:

I haven’t thought about George Floyd per se in a while. Now
you just said it… That vivid image from the video [of George
Floyd’s murder] is still there. And that to me is a sign of
trauma. But one may say, why are you traumatized if it
doesn’t happen to you? I think a lot of minorities, especially
racial minorities, internalize that. That could really be me. I
think that is the cause of trauma as well. (Male, 24, born in
Rwanda)

Compounding effect of racism on mental health
As youth whose studies, social interactions, and employment
were eminently shaped by the pandemic and subsequent
public health measures, participants perceived that their
mental health diminished as the pandemic continued. In add-
ition to the mental health challenges presented by the pan-
demic, Black youth experienced the added mental burden
of systemic racism. Participants felt that racism, primarily
exemplified through the killing of George Floyd, worsened
their emotional state during the pandemic: “The pandemic
and the racism that was going on really had a bad effect”
(Male, 22, born in Canada). As Black youth, navigating the
mental health challenges of the pandemic were complicated
by simultaneously confronting highly publicized instances
of systemic racism. For example, as one youth noted: “In
the midst of the pandemic, people still have to face racism
and all of that. That really made me really angry, because
people are battling with the pandemic, and you have the
killing – an innocent Black man” (Male, 22, born in
Canada). Participants felt that the conscious and unconscious
obligation as Black youth to bear the mental load of both the
pandemic and the current racial events on a regular, ongoing
basis had detrimental consequences over time. According to
a university-age participant,

It’s overwhelming, especially being in a program such as
sociology where we’re talking about race and racism, and
then everyone’s studying the impact of COVID-19 in these
programs. So it’s like constantly being bombarded with
[these issues] and not having that break from [them]… It
just overall tears you down, without realizing how much
it’s chipping at you. (Female, 23, born in Canada)

High stress levels and fear
As Black youth, participants experienced greater stress and
anxiety as they grappled emotionally and psychologically
with both the pandemic and an environment of heightened
anti-Black racism. The overlap of worry around illness
from COVID-19 as well as racial violence against other
Black individuals had mental health impacts. The time
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following George Floyd’s death “created a lot of stress for
Black youth” (Female, 16, born in Italy) particularly due to
heightened anxiety of police-instigated racial violence,
while simultaneously, fear of serious illness from COVID
meant that for some participants, “during the pandemic my
stress was probably the highest it’s ever been” (Female, 20,
born in Ghana). Another participant explained further:

I think [COVID-19 and racial violence] could cause stress in
multiple ways. One would be the amount of violence that
we’re exposed to, whether it be online or in our daily lives.
We’d have the George Floyd protest that was happening at
the exact same time as COVID-19. So, kids were seeing
other people being murdered by police, and that was happen-
ing at the exact same time that you’re also supposed to be
worried about your family [due to COVID-19]. So I think
it impacted everyone’s mental health. (Female, 23, born in
Canada)

Contextual factors related to the pandemic served to com-
pound participants’ stress around becoming a target of
police violence. Participants shared that it was difficult to
balance both the limitations imposed by the pandemic
such as the closing of public spaces, and their fear of attract-
ing attention from police or others when outside of their
homes:

That [situation] could produce high stress levels in Black
folks because the pandemic is one thing and the health con-
cerns but now, there’s this fear of I might go outside and
someone might shoot me for no reason, or someone might
see me and commit a hate crime because I’m just running
down the street trying to get some exercise [because fitness
centres are closed]. (Male, 23, born in Jamaica)

Pandemic-related public health measures restricting
in-person connection with their networks and peers made
participants feel isolated, adding to their stress and anxiety.
Participants found that alternative, online forms of connec-
tion did little to alleviate these feelings or in some cases,
were more detrimental to their mental health.

Anger and emotional fatigue from lack of shared,
long-term solutions
Several participants discussed the mental health impacts of
the public reaction to anti-Black racism. Some youth felt
that the Black community was negatively affected by
bearing the burden of response to anti-Black racism: “I
think frustration, anger, tiredness. Because I think the
problem is a lot of times issues that come up, we, Black
people themselves, feel like that’s their issue and that is for
them to bear” (Female, 19, born in United Kingdom).
Participants felt that as non-victims, other racial groups abdi-
cated responsibility in addressing anti-Black racism, which
also caused frustration:

You don’t realize how other races don’t see a need to actually
support or actually do something [about anti-Black racism].
So a lot of times there’s frustration because it’s like, why is
it always asked [of us] when these issues are not even our
issues, technically. (Female, 19, born in United Kingdom)

Initiatives that were undertaken to support the Black commu-
nity were often formally or informally associated with the
Black Lives Matter movement. Despite the movement’s
intention to inspire positive social and systemic change, the
initiatives to achieve this were at times perceived as short-
lived, tokenistic, and insufficient to address the magnitude
and prevalence of anti-Black racism, particularly initiatives
shared and propagated via social media. For instance, while
posting black squares on social media was a way to show
solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement, some par-
ticipants felt that this action was inadequate in proportion to
the issue: “People aren’t going to have black squares forever.
It’s going to be very fleeting and I never think of the Black
plight or issue as a fleeting plight or issue” (Male, 22, born
in Canada). Although the Black Lives Matter movement pro-
pelled anti-racism to the centre of social discourse, Black
youth felt that oftentimes, the scope of issues was oversimpli-
fied, reducing longstanding systemic and societal injustices
to advocating for Black enterprise.

It was a profound moment to engage in these critical dialo-
gues about not only what is the condition of Black life but
also think about how do we create a better society, how do
we move forward? And then to see the discourse to be,
“we just need to support Black businesses and fund Black
organizations more”. It was just like, well the moment is
wasted. (Male, 23, born in Jamaica)

Consequently, participants doubted the BLM movement’s
longevity and long-term impact: “[The movement] just put a
band aid on a huge hole… Racism is always going to find a
new way to show up… because we can’t even really be
united or one voice” (Female, 24, Born in Trinidad and
Tobago).

Discussion
The simultaneous occurrence of the Covid-19 pandemic and
instances of systemic anti-Black racism in the form of police
violence presented “dual pandemics” (Layne et al., 2023,
p. 1) for the Black community, profoundly impacting Black
youth mental health. Participants of this study experienced
trauma as well as heightened stress and anxiety as they
grappled with the realities of the pandemic while navigating
the experience of being Black youth during a racially-
charged time. The intersection of these events with their iden-
tity as Black individuals and as youth made participants more
vulnerable to poor mental health outcomes. Evans and
Francis (2020) discussed instances where Black youth
experienced racial profiling and criminalization more
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frequently than their white counterparts during the pandemic.
Stemming from fear of similar outcomes, Black youth in this
study were hesitant to be seen outdoors during the pandemic
(such as when exercising), and experienced greater anxiety
and isolation. Further, Gibson et al. (2022) report that socio-
cultural awareness is heightened during adolescence, such
that highly publicized instances of racism are both salient
and potentially problematic for youth development. Given
that the pandemic is known to have increased anxiety,
stress, and depression most significantly amongst youth
and young adults (Nwachukwu et al., 2020), the overlap of
the Covid-19 pandemic and recent instances of anti-Black
racism is especially worrying in terms of its effect on
mental health for Black youth. More research is needed to
understand the latent and possible long-term effects of the
dual pandemics on mental wellness amongst Black youth
as a unique demographic group at the juncture of multiple
intersecting identities.

Notably, although youth in this study were not direct
targets of anti-Black racism in the form of police violence,
their mental wellness was significantly impacted by instances
of racism against others with a shared identity as Black.
Participants spoke about the effect of continually being
exposed to video, images, and commentary of police vio-
lence, particularly the killing of George Floyd, in the media
and online spaces. A recent study found that compared
with other racial groups, Black youth more frequently
spend time on social media sites (Rideout & Robb, 2019).
The nature of social media spaces, where current events are
often presented and discussed, creates an environment
where Black youth are likely to be confronted with acts of
racism and violence (Witherspoon et al., 2022). Coupled
with the sharp increase in social media use amongst youth
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Statista, 2020), during
this period, Black youth were likely to be exposed to
racism and acts of violence against other individuals with a
shared identity as Black. The transmission of trauma occurs
through direct as well as vicarious exposure to acts of sys-
temic racism, as individuals witness others with a shared
identity experiencing discrimination (Pryce et al., 2021).
As such, Black youth may be especially vulnerable to
adverse mental health outcomes of acts of systemic racism
perpetrated against others in the Black community. In the
context of the “dual pandemics”, the vicarious effects of sys-
temic racism on Black youth is particularly concerning.

While managing the personal, direct impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic and anti-Back racism, participants
described the double burden of also navigating the public
response. Although the Black Lives Matter movement was
intended to inspire solidarity and collective action against
anti-Black racism, public engagement from non-Black
racial groups in the Black Lives Matter movement can be per-
ceived as tokenistic and short-lived, especially in the virtual
realm (Kalina, 2020). Participants of this study felt that
posting black squares on social media in support of the

Black Lives Matter movement was “fleeting” and therefore
inadequate given the scope and pervasiveness of anti-Black
racism. Posting black squares, then, can demonstrate ‘per-
formative allyship’, if non-Black individuals profess verbal
support but do not invest time or energy towards substantive,
sustained action to limiting anti-Black racism (Kalina, 2020;
Wellman, 2022). The Black Lives Matter movement attracted
widespread public engagement, yet much of it took place
-and remained- in the online context via social media and
other virtual platforms (Mundt et al., 2018; Wellman,
2022), thereby limiting the impact of allyship against
anti-Black racism to “hashtag activism” (Wellman, 2022).
Participants of this study pointed out the disjuncture
between the real issues of inequality facing the Black com-
munity and the public’s commitment to “actually support[-
ing]” or “actually do[ing]”. Black youth felt frustrated and
disillusioned by these instances of minimal engagement in
the face of maximal consequences for the Black community.
Findings from this study suggest that such misdirected, short-
lived, or tokenistic responses, however well-intentioned, can
serve to exacerbate the mental load that Black individuals
carry as they balance both experiences of inequality and
their expectations for meaningful change. When movements
and campaigns fall vastly short of addressing deeply-rooted
systemic racism, the impact on mental health may be even
greater. Performative allyship, then, can become another
mental health burden for marginalized groups to bear
(Kutlaca & Radke, 2023), in this case, Black youth.

Implications
The “dual pandemics” of Covid-19 and the Black Lives
Matter movement have added urgency and impetus to priori-
tizing the mental health of Black youth. Findings from this
study indicate that it is critical to explore each event individu-
ally, as well as the combined impact on the mental health of
Black youth, particularly from a racial perspective. With a
better understanding of the ways in which race and systemic
racism have affected Black youth’s experiences and mental
health during the COVID-19 pandemic, we can work
towards developing policies and supports aimed at restoring
mental wellness. This study is a first step towards filling this
gap in knowledge. More studies on these events, as well as
the ways in which they intersect to influence mental health,
should be of priority to better understand mental health
amongst this group and begin to redress the ongoing psycho-
logical effects of systemic racism. Policy and practices that
draw on this evidence must follow.

Limitations
Because the original focus of this study was to explore the
mental health of Black youth and the Covid-19 pandemic,
inclusion criteria for this study did not require lived experi-
ences of anti-Black racism such as police violence.
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Participants did not report having had these firsthand experi-
ences, which limits the findings to their perceptions and
experiences based on others’ direct encounters.

Conclusion
As Covid-19 and anti-Black racism simultaneously presented
new socio-political contexts and realities, Black youth were
especially burdened with stress, fear, and frustration as they
responded to both the realities of the pandemic and their per-
ceptions and emotional responses to systemic racism perpe-
trated against the Black community. The decline in mental
health that participants experienced contributes much-needed
insight on the mental health of Black youth, while also
emphasizing the need to prioritize Black mental health
broadly, and in response to Covid-19 and anti-Black racism
in the form of police brutality in particular. As we emerge
from both the pandemic and the time of heightened
anti-Black racism and subsequent Black Lives Matter move-
ment, the impetus to understand, restore, and promote the
mental health of Black youth remains.
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