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Syndemic Conditions Perpetuate Behavioral Health 
Disparities 

  Over the past decade, the suicide rate among African Americans ages 
10 to 14 increased 233% as compared to 120 percent of non-Hispanic 
whites.
  African American, Black females, grades 9-12, were 60% more likely to 

attempt suicide in 2019, as compared to non-Hispanic white females of 
the same age.
 2000 to 2020, Black youth, ages 10-19 experienced the largest increase 

in suicide rates, a shocking 78%. 
  Among children, ages 5-12, Black youth were approximately 2 Xs more 

likely to die by suicide than their White counterparts
  2018-2023, suicide was the second leading cause of death for Blacks or 

African Americans
o increased by 36% significantly for those  ages 10 to 24
o 22.9% for those ages 24-44 years

  Suicide death rates are 4X greater among Black or African 
American men compared to Black or African American women



Consequences of Syndemic Conditions Elevate biological 
aging in a sample of Black young adults and middle aged 

adults

◉ Neighborhood disadvantage may undermine healthy aging and 
is particularly relevant for understanding health disparities. 

◉ Black American sample: 448 young adults and 493 middle-
aged adults (FACHS).
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Psychological Response:
• Humiliated
• Angry
• Sadness
• Helpless

Physiological Responses
Biochemical 
• Hyper-vigilance 
• Elevated blood pressure 
• Heart Rate

Lifestyle

Downstream Explanations 
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Meaning Making of 
Circumstances

• Optimism
• Hopefulness
• Helplessness 

Cognitive 
Appraisal 
Coping 

Responses

Psychological Response:
Humiliated
• Angry
• Sadness
• Helpless

Physiological Responses
Biochemical 
• Hyper-vigilance 
• Elevated blood pressure 
• Heart Rate

Syndemic 
Conditions

Lifestyle



Racism is an adverse experience



Generational 
Embodiment of 
Historical Trauma



Multi-Transgenerational  Life Course Theoretical Framework of Transmission 
of Historical Trauma and Adaptive Responses, Murry et al., 2025



Mundane Extreme 
Environmental Stress 
(SDoH) affects Brain 

Structure and Function– 
Allostatic Load Hypothesis 

• Activates the sympathetic nervous 
system (SNS) and the hypothalamic–
pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis

• Elevated activation of these 
systems/axes has been linked to 
increased inflammation (Miller et al., 2009)

• Inflammation has been linked to 
• increases in cardiovascular disease
• autoimmune diseases, including 

asthma 
• Compromised mental health 

outcomes, such as depression 
(Bennett et al., 2019, and increased 
suicidal vulnerability (Murry et al., under 
review)

• Activation calibrating and in 
hypervigilant state in  anticipation of 
confronting threat to one’s safety 
(Murry et al., 2023)



Navigating Toxic Waters



Phases of Study of Resilience 
in Research on Black Families

First generation 
o Explaining and detecting inequities

Second generation
o Exploring reasons for disadvantages in 

Black families  

Third generation:
o Focusing on explaining resilience 

through  strength-based approaches
Health equity action research trajectory (Thomas et al 2011 )



T

Health equity action research trajectory (Thomas et al 2011 )

Fourth Generation of Resilience Research
Refocus resilience research to include 
resistance as active, intentional actions to 
challenge upstream policies and practices 
that  create and sustain adversities, 
inequities, and disparities.  



HIGHLIGHTS
◉ Mislabeling resilience when coping are acts of 

resistance
◉ Allies (e.g., educators, health care providers, clinicians) can assist 

with enhancing support to increase capacities 
for families to navigate adversities, as 
resilience and resistance promoters 



‘Ordinary 
magic’ in 
African 
American 
families

Optimism

Racial 
Socialization

Spirituality

Kinship 
Support

Community 
Socialization

The “rubber suit”

Racial Pride



Enhancing Adaptive and Resistant Coping Strategies through  
Behavioral Health through Family-Based  Preventive 

Interventions



What are preferred sources of mental health care for 
your child’s behavior and/or emotional  problems?


Chart1

		Family

		School Counselor

		Pastor

		Teacher

		Doctor

		Friends

		Psychiatrist

		Social Worker

		Psych -ologist



East

%

69.8

53

51.7

49

45

32.2

16.8

14.1

12.8
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Functional Connectivity During Reward-Seeking in Adolescents Enrolled in a Risk-Reduction 
Intervention 

PAAS participants [t(21)=2.88, 
p≤.01], but not Waitlist youth 
[t(24)=-0.69, NS], exhibited 
significant increases in 
functional coupling between the 
VS and ventrolateral PFC 
(VLPFC) over time (Figures 2 and 
3).

These preliminary results suggest that 
PAAS, a family-based, culturally-salient, 
life-skills program, may influence 
stronger functional coupling between 
reward-seeking and inhibitory control 
systems. 



Take Home Message & Next Steps

o Family-based programs, such as SAAF 
and PAAS, are also likely beneficial for 
other groups experiencing mundane 
extreme environmental stressors

o Few evidence-based preventive 
interventions have incorporated 
marginalization or “othering” to prepare 
families to navigate adversities through 
the enhancement of resilience and 
resistance. 

o The omission of generational risk and 
protective processes as malleable 
targets in preventive intervention may 
be missed opportunities to leverage 
nuances of transmittable patterns that 
have been passed down in families 
navigate challenging life situations.

o Effective and scalable interventions are 
needed to protect both parents/caregivers 
and their children from toxic exposure to 
interpersonal and systemic emergent stress, 
including discrimination (Berkel et al., 2024; Murry, 2025).

o Critical steps include targeting refining, 
adapting, creating, and cultivating  upstream 
targeted preventive interventions

o Focusing on ways to eradicate the need to 
be resilient or to resist by  intervening on 
system and structural level processes to 
effectively meet the needs of specific 
population



Thank You

velma.murry@vumc.org

Velma McBride Murry, PhD
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