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ANTI-BLACK RACISM AS
A DETERMINANT OF HEALTH
The following snapshot aims to highlight how Anti-Black
racism and systemic discrimination are key drivers of health
inequalities faced by diverse Black Canadian communities.I
Evidence of institutional discrimination in key determinants
of health is also presented, including education, income,
and housing. Finally, national data is shared demonstrating
inequalities in health outcomes and determinants of health.
Readers are invited to reflect on how racism and discrimination
may contribute to these inequalities.

I

Black Canadians generally includes diverse individuals, populations, and communities in Canada that identify as having
African or Caribbean ancestry.
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Context
Social, economic, and political
factors shape the conditions in which
individuals grow, live, work, and age,
and are vitally important for health
and wellbeing.1 Inequalities in these
conditions can lead to inequalities in
health. When these inequalities are
systematic, unfair and avoidable,
they can be considered inequitable. 2
In other words, health inequities are
not simply numerical differences
between the health outcomes of
different groups: they are unjust
differences that could be eliminated
or reduced by collective action and
the right mix of public policies.3
In recent years, racism has been
increasingly recognized as an
important driver of inequitable health
outcomes for racialized Canadians.4,5,6,7
Black Canadian communities and
their allies have long advocated for
increased recognition of the specific
health and social impacts of AntiBlack racism in Canada. Anti-Black
racism is a system of inequities in
power, resources, and opportunities
that discriminates against people
of African decent.8 Discrimination
against Black people is deeply
entrenched and normalized in
Canadian institutions, policies, and
practices and is often invisible to
those who do not feel its effects.
This form of discrimination has a
long history, uniquely rooted in
European colonization in Africa and
the legacy of the transatlantic slave
trade. Slavery was legal in Canada
until 1834.9 Almost two centuries
later, racist ideologies established
during these periods in history
continue to drive processes of
stigma and discrimination.
Today, Black Canadians experience
health and social inequities linked
to processes of discrimination at
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multiple levels of society, including
individual, interpersonal, institutional,
and societal discrimination. Experiences
of interpersonal racism can be overt
(e.g. harassment, violent attacks),10 or
subtle and pervasive in the form of
daily indignities.11,12 Well-documented
examples at institutional and societal
levels include racial profiling; overpolicing (e.g. surveillance, harassment,
excessive use of force)13,14,15,16 and underpolicing (e.g. under-responsiveness,
abandonment) of Black communities17,18;
over-representation of Black people in
criminal justice systems19,20; overrepresentation of Black youth and
children in child welfare systems;21,22,23
systemic discrimination and undertreatment in hospitals and other
healthcare systems;24,25 and low
representation or absence of Black
people in leadership positions across
institutions and systems. 26
The impact of these experiences
throughout a lifetime can lead to
chronic stress and trauma. There
is growing evidence of the negative
effects of chronic stress and
experiences of trauma on mental
and physical health.12,27 Importantly,
these effects can be felt by individuals,
families, and communities across
generations. Processes of interpersonal
and institutional discrimination also
reduce access to the material and
social resources needed to achieve
and maintain good health over a
lifetime. Inequities in access to
education, income, employment,
housing, and food security can drive
inequities in health and wellbeing.
Here, too, there are intergenerational
effects, like the inability to transmit
wealth, which can shape the life
chances of each new generation.
Although inequities for Black Canadians
as a group are discussed in the
following sections, it is important
to acknowledge that experiences of

discrimination and responses of
resistance and resilience can look very
different across Black communities. The
Black population in Canada is diverse,
and different kinds of discrimination
intersect to shape the experiences of
individuals and groups with different
histories and identities. Black people’s
lives are shaped by their multiple and
overlapping identities, including their
age, gender, sexual orientation,
ability, religion, immigration status,
country of origin, socioeconomic
status, and racialized identity. For
example, Black LGBTQI+ Canadians
not only confront racism, but also
homophobia, transphobia, and
hetero-cis-normativity. These
intersect in unique ways and have
significant implications for health
and wellbeing. 28 Black Canadians
also have diverse histories in Canada.
Many families can trace their roots
back generations to Black communities
that helped build Canada from its
earliest days. Others have arrived
through various waves of migration.29
Gateways to immigration shifted
significantly in the late 1960s when
policies based explicitly on race and
country of origin were eliminated.
A shift to the points-based system
allowed for increased economic
migration by skilled workers who
ranked highly according to factors like
age, education, skills, and knowledge
of official languages. From 2011 to 2016,
more than 40% of Black newcomers
were admitted under the economic
program, with another 27% sponsored
by family and 29% arriving as refugees.29
The evidence shared in this snapshot
includes some of the overall trends for
Black Canadians, but does not reflect
the great diversity of experiences
within Black Canadian populations.

EXPERIENCES OF INSTITUTIONAL
DISCRIMINATION
evidence highlights

The first section of this snapshot describes experiences
of discrimination that affect access to important resources
for health, including education, employment, and housing.
This section highlights select evidence from the research
literature and national survey data on experiences of
discrimination for Black Canadians.
The second section of the snapshot presents national data on
inequalities in educational attainment, income, employment,
housing, food insecurity, and health outcomes and behaviours.
Though the causes of these inequalities are complex, readers
are invited to reflect on how racism and discrimination may
contribute to these inequalities, and what the implications may
be for health equity promotion.
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Experiences
in Education

Experiences in
Employment

Experiences
in Housing

Where data is available on racialized
youth who are educated in CanadaII,
there is evidence of achievement
and opportunity gaps linked to
discrimination in the education
system30:

• Many Black Canadians

•

• Black high school students are
the most likely to be streamed
into special education and applied
programs, and are the least likely
to enroll in college and university
when compared to White and
other racialized students;31,32

• Black students in Toronto are more
likely to be suspended from school
than White students;33,34

• Discrimination against Black youth
is linked to negative stereotypes
and lower expectations from
teachers and school staff;31

• Black youth often lack educator
advocates and lesson plans that
are relevant to their lives, histories,
and communities, which can lead
to disengagement from school;31
· In 2016, only 1.8% of elementary
and high school teachers in
Canada were Black. 35

face discrimination in
the hiring process:
· In a study of employer
responses to resumes
of similarly qualified
candidates with African
or Franco-Quebecois last
names, the candidates with
Franco-Quebecois names
were called for an interview
38.3% more often than those
with African names. 36

• The tendency toward sameness,
preservation of status quo, and
underlying racism can lead
employers to claim “lack of fit”
as the rationale for not hiring
or promoting skilled minority
candidates.37,38,39

• Black Canadians continue to face
overt and covert interpersonal
racism in the workplace, affecting
recognition for achievements,
access to opportunities for career
advancement, and job stability.40
· 13% of Black Canadians
reported experiencing
discrimination at work or in
the context of a hiring process
in 2014, compared to 6% of
the rest of the Canadian
population. 35

Landlord discrimination against
Black tenants is a common barrier
to adequate housing. Studies
in Toronto and Montreal have
revealed exclusionary screening
methods, refusal to rent or
imposing financial barriers to
renting (e.g. increasing first
and last month’s rent).43,44,45,46,47

• Racism is a major barrier in
Canada’s urban housing market.
Research has found that
discrimination was more
pronounced among Black
people with darker skin.45
Importantly, processes of racial
discrimination within different sectors
and institutions interact and reinforce
one another.48 For example, inequities
in family income, job stability, and
housing can affect youth’s academic
performance and engagement in
school. These barriers to education
are then compounded by experiences
of discrimination in the education
system itself, which in turn has
direct implications for income
and employment as youth enter
the workforce.49

• Black immigrants face additional
issues including discrimination
against those who speak with
accents in official languages,
difficulties in adapting to
unfamiliar workplace cultural
norms, lack of recognition for
previous education, work
experience, and other credentials,
and requirements for Canadian
work experience.38,41,42

II
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There is a lack of data on schooling outcomes for Black youth across Canada. Most of the evidence referenced is from research done in Toronto.

NATIONAL INEQUALITIES
IN HEALTH AND DETERMINANTS
OF HEALTH
Research has shown that Anti-Black racism and discrimination
are important drivers of inequalities in education, employment,
housing, and other determinants of health for many Black
Canadians. However, research on the specific relationships
between Anti-Black racism and the health and social inequalities
revealed by national survey data is limited. Presented below
are some of the national inequalities visible in the Public Health
Agency of Canada’s Health Inequalities Data ToolIII and other
national data sources.IV Further research and analysis of the
role of Anti-Black racism and discrimination in driving
inequalities is encouraged.

III
IV

For more information on how each indicator is defined and calculated in the Health Inequalities Data Tool, see:
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/health-inequalities/indicat
Refer to Box 2 on Sources of Data on National Health and Social Inequalities for details
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Education
• In 2016, Black women were 27.0%
less likely to have completed high
school compared to White women;
and were 21.0% less likely to have
completed university.50

• In 2016, 25.4 % of Black immigrant
women had a bachelor’s degree or
higher, compared to 42.8% of
other immigrant women.51

• Among those with a postsecondary
education in 2016, the unemployment
rate for the Black population was
9.2%, compared to 5.3% for those
in the rest of the population.51

• In 2016, Black youth aged 23 to
27 were less likely than other
Canadian youth in that age
group to have a postsecondary
certificate, diploma or degree. 35

• In 2016, 94% of Black youth aged
15 to 25 said that they would like to
get a bachelor’s degree or higher
(compared with 82% of other youth).
However, only 60% expected that
they would achieve this (compared
to 79% of other youth).35

V

6

Males

6.8

2.6

Female

5.9

3.9

Both Sexes

6.3

3.2

Income and
Employment
• In 2016 there were nearly twice as
many (1.9 times) Black women
(aged 18-69 years) who were
unemployed in Canada as there
were unemployed White women.50

• Black men reported unemployment
1.5 times as often as White men.50

• The proportion of young Black
men aged 23 to 27 years in 2016
not in school or not working was
almost twice as high as that of
other young men (20% vs 12%).35

• Black men (aged 18–69 years)
were overrepresented by a margin
of 2.6 to 1 (6.8% vs. 2.6%) in jobs
for which they are overqualified
(i.e., they are university graduates
working in a job requiring high
school education or less) as
compared to White men.50

• Black women worked in jobs
for which they are overqualified
1.5 times as often as White
women (5.9% vs. 3.9%).50

• A higher proportion of Black adults
(aged 18–69 years) were working
in low-skilled occupations (e.g.,
with no specific educational
requirements) than White adults
(15.6% vs. 10.7%).50

• In 2016, 20.7% of the Black
population aged 25 to 59 lived
in a low-income situation (based
on market basket measure),
compared with 12.0% of their
counterparts in the rest of the
population.51

• In 2016, 33.0% of Black children
aged 0–14, and 26.7% of Black
youth aged 15–24 lived in lowincome households, compared
to 12.7% and 11.9% of White
children and youth, respectively.52

• In 2011, Black Canadians were
counted among the working
poorV 2.2 times as often as White
Canadians. Black Canadians who
were recent immigrants (≤ 10 years
in Canada) were 2.6 times as likely
to be among the working poor
compared to the Canadian-born
White population.50

‘Working poor’ is defined as earning at least $3 000 per year, but their after-tax income is below the low income measure, which is defined
as a fixed percentage (50%) of median adjusted household income. The population of working poor excludes students and those living with
their family of origin.

WORKING POOR
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Housing
• In 2016, 20.6% of Black Canadians
reported living in housing below
standards, which means their
housing costs more than they can
afford, and/or is crowded, and/or
requires major repairs. 7.7% of
White Canadians reported living
in housing below standards.52
Among Black Canadians:
· 12.9% were living in crowded
conditions (compared to 1.1%
of White Canadians)

· 8.4% were living in homes
in need of major repairs
(compared to 6.2% of
White Canadians)
· 28.6% were living in
unaffordable housing
(compared to 16.1%
among White Canadians).

Food Insecurity
• Food insecurity is strongly linked
to poverty, and is defined as
self-reported income-related
difficulties accessing or utilizing

food that influence the quantity
or quality of food consumed.

• Between 2009 and 2012, Black
Canadians reported moderate or
severe household food insecurity
2.8 times more often than White
Canadians.50

• Black Canadian youth aged 12–17
reported moderate or severe
household food insecurity
3.0 times more often than White
Canadian youth.50

Social Determinants and Inequities in Health for Black Canadians: a snapshot

7

Health and Health
Behaviours
Between 2010 and 2013:

• 14.2% of Black Canadians age
18 years and older reported their
health to be fair or poor, compared
to 11.3% of White Canadians. The
prevalence of fair or poor health
for Black women reached 15.0%.50

Canadians. This data and evidence
base can help inform action to
promote health equity for Black
Canadians. There is a particular need
for action to address Anti-Black
racism at various levels of Canadian
society. While there is enough
evidence to act, there are many
remaining gaps in our current

knowledge that must be addressed
to better inform broad action and
monitor progress toward health
equity for Black Canadians.

• 64.0% of young Black women aged
12–17 reported their mental health
to be ‘excellent or very good’.
However, this is significantly lower
than the 77.2% of young White
women who reported excellent
or very good mental health.50

• The prevalence of diabetes

Gaps in the Data
At the moment, a complete portrait of the health of Black Canadians
does not exist because of substantial data gaps. For example:

I.

Not all sources of health data collect information on
racialized identities, or other important intersecting
identities, such as sexual orientation, gender identity,
and immigration status.

II.

Black Canadians represent a relatively small proportion
of the Canadian population (about 3.5%), and there are
challenges in analyzing and reporting on outcomes for
small populations and subpopulations (including outcomes
for youth or seniors). These challenges include a lack of
ability to detect statistical differences between populations,
and privacy concerns when reporting data at sub-national/
sub-provincial levels, among others.

III.

The ways in which health and mental health outcomes
are measured at a national level may not reflect how
different communities understand and talk about health,
and may marginalize different ways of knowing and
creating knowledge.

among Black Canadian adults
was 2.1 times the rate among
White Canadians.50

• 40.8% of Black Canadians age
18 years and older reported
being active or moderately
active, compared to 54.2%
of White Canadians.50

• Black Canadians also reported
positive health behaviours,
including significantly lower rates
of heavy alcohol use and smoking
compared to White Canadians.50
This snapshot highlights some of the
data and evidence that is currently
available on experiences of racial
discrimination and inequities in health
and determinants of health for Black
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for understanding the magnitude and reach of
health inequalities and social determinants of
health among diverse groups of Canadians. The
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