


How does environmental racism impact 
brain health?



STRUCTURAL RACISM

The totality of ways in which societies 
foster racial discrimination, via 
mutually reinforcing inequitable 
systems that in turn reinforce 
discriminatory beliefs, values, and 
distribution of resources

Inequitable Systems



LEAD EXPOSURE

Infographic from CDC, 2020

Housing is a major factor in lead exposure, especially in older homes  that haven’t removed lead paint



LEAD EXPOSURE

• Lead is a neurotoxic heavy 
metal

• There is no safe level of lead 
exposure

• Even small amounts of lead 
can lead to harmful and 
irreversible effects to a child’s 
developing brain

• National data from 2011-2016 
show 1.35x higher blood lead 
levels in Black children(age 
1-5yrs) compared to white 
children in the US



MERCURY EXPOSURE
• Mercury is a neurotoxic heavy metal

• Mercury is a common ingredient in skin lighteners 
and brighteners marketed to women of color

• Mercury can affect learning and memory in infants 
and children

• Mercury can vaporize and exposure entire families



Edwards et al 2023. Environmental Justice



CUMULATIVE IMPACTS OF NEUROTOXINS 
& OTHER HARMS

Marketing of toxic 
beauty products to 

communities of 
color

Co-occurrence of  
exposures and 

toxic stressors that 
can amplify 

susceptibility

Housing 
disparities & 
exposures in 

the home

Neurotoxin exposure and the burden of environmental 
racism follows children to school
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