How to Cope with
Discrimination
According to the 2016 Stress in America Survey conducted by the American
Psychological Association, most Americans feel they have experienced some type
of discrimination. While race and ethnicity were the most common factors of
discrimination, others felt targeted because of age, gender, education, income or weight.
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What is Discrimination?
Discrimination is the unfair or prejudicial treatment of people
and groups based on characteristics such as race, gender, age
or sexual orientation. That’s the simple answer. But explaining
why it happens is more complicated.
The human brain naturally puts things in categories to make
sense of the world. Very young children quickly learn the
difference between boys and girls, for instance. But the
values we place on different categories are learned – from our
parents, our peers and the observations we make about how
the world works. Often, discrimination stems from fear and
misunderstanding.

Dealing with Discrimination
Finding healthy ways to deal with discrimination is important,
for your physical health and your mental well-being. Here are
seven tips for coping with discrimination.
Focus on your strengths. Focusing on your core values,
beliefs and perceived strengths can motivate people to
succeed, and may even buffer the negative effects of bias.
Overcoming hardship can also make people more resilient and
better able to face future challenges.

discrimination. It can be helpful to ask friends and family how
they handle such events.
Your family and friends can also be helpful if you feel you’ve
been the victim of discrimination in areas such as housing,
employment or education. Often, people don’t report such
experiences to agencies or supervisors. One reason for that
lack of reporting is that people often doubt themselves: Was
I actually discriminated against, or am I being oversensitive?
Will I be judged negatively if I push the issue? Your support
network can provide a reality check and a sounding board to
help you decide if your claims are valid and worth pursuing.
Get involved. Support doesn’t have to come from people in
your family or circle of friends. You can get involved with likeminded groups and organizations, whether locally or online. It
can help to know there are other people who have had similar
experiences to yours. And connecting with those people might
help you figure out how to address situations and respond to
experiences of discrimination in ways you haven’t thought of.
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Seek support systems. One problem with discrimination is
that people can internalize others’ negative beliefs, even when
they’re false. You may start to believe you’re not good enough.
But family and friends can remind you of your worth and help
you reframe those faulty beliefs.
Family and friends can also help counteract the toll that
microaggressions and other examples of daily discrimination
can take. In a world that regularly invalidates your experiences
and feelings, members of your support network can
reassure you that you’re not imagining those experiences
of discrimination. Still, it’s sometimes painful to talk about
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How to Cope with
Discrimination (continued)
Help yourself think clearly. Being the target of
discrimination can stir up a lot of strong emotions including
anger, sadness and embarrassment. Such experiences often
trigger a physiological response, too; they can increase your
blood pressure, heart rate and body temperature.
Try to check in with your body before reacting. Slow your
breathing or use other relaxation exercises to calm your body’s
stress response. Then you’ll be able to think more clearly
about how you want to respond.
Don’t dwell. When you’ve experienced discrimination, it can
be really hard to just shake it off. People often get stuck on
episodes of discrimination, in part because they’re not sure
how to handle those experiences. You might want to say speak
out or complain, but you’re not sure how to go about it, or are
afraid of the backlash. So instead, you end up ruminating, or
thinking over and over about what you should have done.
But rumination can make things worse. Researchers have
found that while traumatic experiences are a significant cause
of anxiety and depression, people who ruminate, or dwell on,
those negative thoughts and experiences report more stress
and anxiety.1
In a calmer moment, it might be helpful to talk over the ways
you can cope with similar experiences in the future. Try to
come up with a plan for how you might respond or what you
could do differently next time. Once you’ve determined how
to respond, try to leave the incident behind you as you go on
with your day.
Seek professional help. Discrimination is difficult to deal
with and is often associated with symptoms of depression.
Psychologists are experts in helping people manage
symptoms of stress and depression and can help you find
healthy ways to cope.
1 Kinderman, P., Schwannauer, M., Pontin, E., & Tai, S. (2013). Psychological processes mediate the
impacts of familial risk, social circumstances and life events on mental health. PLoS One 8(10), e76564.
Source: American Psychological Association:
https://www.apa.org/helpcenter/discrimination
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