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Today, Black Americans are nearly three times more
likely than their white American counterparts to be
killed by police, accounting for more than 40% of the
victims of police killings nationwide (Bor et al., 2018).
These murders are receiving considerable media
attention as some have been captured on video and
shared widely via social media and news platforms.
Moreover, the Black Lives Matter movement, which
aims to emphasize the state of precariousness of Black
lives, focuses needed attention on these horrific deaths
by police brutality (Rankine, 2015). The ubiquity of
social media and news platforms facilitates widespread
viewing and sharing of police brutality against Black
Americans. The viewing of such events may be
especially pronounced among college students, as over
84% of 18-29 year olds use at least one social media
site (Pew Research Center, 2021). 
Exposure to this violence is associated with negative
mental health outcomes among Black Americans
including heightened stress, depression, and grief and
loss reactions (Bor et al., 2018; Allen & Solomon, 2016).
Factors which may contribute to these negative mental
health outcomes include disenfranchisement of grief
(i.e., the grief not being recognized or acknowledged;
Piazza-Bonin et al., 2015), the presence of social
support during grieving (Stroebe et al., 2005; Burke et
al., 2010), and the ways in which college students cope
with these killings and their grief (Fox-Williams, 2019;
Andersen et al., 2013). 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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O V E R V I E W  O F  P O L I C E  B R U T A L I T Y  I N  T H E  U . S .

H I S T O R I C A L

C O N T E X T  O F

A N T I - B L A C K

R A C I S M

Anti-Black racism is a significant contributor to the evolution of policing in the
United States. The modern social construction of race was refined in early colonial
America to justify the eviction of Native Americans and the enslavement of Africans
(“Historical Foundations of Race,” 2020). Originating in the 18th century American
south, slave patrols ensured racial oppression through the violent policing of
enslaved African Americans (Durr, 2015). Following the Civil War, these publicly
funded departments evolved, forming federal and state militias and the Ku Klux
Klan, enforcing the Reconstruction era black codes while mimicking the
organization of early American police departments (Durr, 2015). The Jim Crow laws
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries maintained the segregation of African
Americans as they migrated to more northern and urban areas, also legalizing
continued police violence towards Black Americans (Durr, 2015). In the 21st century
United States, the use of terrorism and slavery to systemically oppress Black
Americans is legally accomodated through the means of police brutality and mass
incarceration (DuVernay, 2016).

B L A C K  L I V E S

M A T T E R

The #BlackLivesMatter movement was created in 2013 by organizers Alicia Garza,
Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi in response to the acquittal of Florida
neighborhood-watch volunteer George Zimmerman, who in 2012 murdered 17 year-
old Trayvon Martin (“Herstory,” 2019; Munro, 2021) and has since maintained a
central role in 21st century anti-racist organizing. In May and June of 2020, over
4,700 peaceful demonstrations took place across the United States in response to
the police murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless others.
Amounting to between 15 and 26 million participating protesters in total, the
protests constituted the largest social movement in American history (Buchanan et
al., 2020). Much of the organizing and outreach behind these demonstrations was
facilitated via social media, particularly due to the coronavirus pandemic. The Black
Lives Matter movement brings needed attention to the murders of Black Americans
by police brutality through social media campaigns and protests (Rankine, 2015).

W I T N E S S I N G  

T R A U M A T I C

E V E N T S  

O N L I N E

Widespread access to video on smartphones facilitates the virtual witnessing of
police violence which can foster vicarious or secondary trauma. Distinct from the
trauma and grief experiences of immediate family members and friends of victims
of police brutality, there may be mental health consequences for others who do not
personally know the victims, as racism akin to trauma can be experienced
vicariously (Bor et al., 2018). The virtual witnessing of police killings of unarmed
Black Americans may lead to heightened perceptions of racism, feelings of loss of
fairness and trust in social institutions, loss of social status and self-regard,
increased fear of one’s victimization or mortality or that of those close to them,
increased vigilance, anger, reactivation of past traumas, and communal grief and
loss reactions (Bor et al., 2018; Smith-Lee & Robinson, 2019). The viewing of
pictures and videos of police violence against Black Americans is associated with a
significant loss of feeling of safety due to the assumed trust of uniformed officers
(Allen & Solomon 2016).



P A G E  5 L I T E R A T U R E  R E V I E W

T H E O R E T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K

C R I T I C A L  

R A C E  

T H E O R Y

Critical race theory underscores the omnipresence of white supremacy in the
United States and emphasizes that violence against African Americans arises from a
centuries-old narrative which is pervasive in the collective American mind (Aymer,
2016). The tenets of critical race theory acknowledge that racism is “endemic to
American life” (Aymer, 2016), critiquing color-blind neutrality, insisting on analysis
of law from a historical context, recognizing and valuing the expertise of people
and communities of color and their contributions to society, adopting an
interdisciplinary approach, and working towards ending racial disparity as a part of
terminating all oppression. 
Emerging from the 20th century civil rights movement, critical race theory is
particularly applicable in contexts of police violence against Black Americans
because this violence evolved from the brutal policing of enslaved African
Americans by slave patrols, federal and state militias, and the Ku Klux Klan (Durr,
2015). In the United States, race-based violence has shifted its mode of
presentation over time to remain legally enabled. 

C O P I N G

T H E O R Y

Defined by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the cognitive theory of stress and coping
describes the interaction between an individual and their environment as
transactional, with stress occurring when the transaction exceeds the individual’s
resources and having the potential to negatively impact the individual’s well-being.
Cognitive appraisal and coping act as mediators in individual-environment
interactions (Folkman et al., 1986). During cognitive appraisal, the individual
determines the level of importance of the encounter and evaluates whether action
can be taken to protect the individual or facilitate a better outcome. Coping
delineates the process through which the individual manages the stressful
environment. 
The present analysis will focus on three types of engaged coping, problem, emotion,
and meaning-focused, which focus on managing the distressing situation,
regulating one’s emotions, and adjusting one’s evaluation of the situation to
integrate values, respectively (Folkman et al., 1986; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000;
Gan, 2013). The analysis will also focus on disengaged coping, which is defined as
coping which avoids confrontation of the stressor (Carver, 2014). Coping strategies
vary between Black participants and their white counterparts. Plummer and Slane
(1996) found significant main effects for race and stress type with Black
participants utilizing more problem and emotion-focused coping than their white
counterparts, potentially due to greater experienced stress due to race and greater
engagement with a variety of coping strategies due to more frequent exposure to
stress (Plummer & Slane, 1996). 
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P R E D I C T O R S

D I S E N F R A N C H I S E D  G R I E F
Disenfranchised grief is characterized as grief which is not expressed, recognized, or socially supported (Piazza-
Bonin et al., 2015). The current analysis will apply critical race theory to grieving as anti-Black racism and white
supremacy inherently disenfranchise Black grief. Sociocultural hesitancy to acknowledge that individuals can
deeply grieve the deaths of individuals who are not personally known to them may also contribute to the
disenfranchisement of Black grief in response to deaths by police violence. Furthermore, grievers may be
marginalized if their grief processes deviate from normative expectations, or if the cause of their loss is horrific or
stigmatized (Piazza-Bonin et al., 2015). Violent losses and subsequent grief disenfranchisement have been shown to
be related to psychological distress, depressive symptoms, and prolonged grief. Individuals experiencing a
distressing loss are more vulnerable to disenfranchisement, and individuals experiencing disenfranchisement are
more susceptible to stress outcomes in addition to potentially experiencing depressive symptoms for up to two
years following the loss (Piazza-Bonin et al., 2015; St. Clair, 2013). 

S O C I A L  S U P P O R T

Social support is defined as the external aid one receives from their relationships (Bailey et al., 2013). Research
literature emphasizes the importance of matching potential supportive relationships with an individual’s stressors
and coping needs (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Stroebe et al., 2005). When grieving, African American populations
frequently rely on social support networks including family, friends, and other community members rather than
professional services, which can be partially attributed to cultural mistrust of healthcare institutions (Laurie &
Neimeyer, 2008). Previous literature demonstrated inverse correlations between social support and stress levels
(Bailey et al., 2013) and positive correlations between grief-specific support and reduced depressive symptoms, and
between increased number of available supporters and low levels of prolonged grief (Burke et al., 2010; Piazza-
Bonin et al., 2015). The current analysis is interested in the relationships between social support and stress,
depression, and prolonged grief in African American college students grieving deaths of Black Americans by police
brutality while attending a predominantly white institution. 

C O P I N G
 Coping describes an individual’s management of emotional and environmental stressors (Folkman et al., 1986).
Semi-structured interviews conducted with 19 Black Americans aged 17 to 23 investigating strategies for navigating
police contact found the emergence of three dominant strategies: avoidance, management, and symbolic resistance
(Fox-Williams, 2019). Problem-focused avoidance strategies are characterized by efforts to distance oneself from
police officers, limiting the potential for close encounters and minding one’s body through arranging one’s outward
appearance to limit drawing negative attention to oneself (Fox-Williams, 2019). Problem-focused management
strategies are employed during close encounters with officers with an emphasis on deference and assertion of one’s
rights. The final strategy, symbolic resistance, is an aggregate of problem and emotion-focused coping
characterized by gestures of disapproval (e.g., eye rolling, sarcasm, and subtle challenging of authority). Symbolic
resistance is an act of preserving dignity in disempowering situations, and is less focused on maintaining safety or
limiting risk or harm (Fox-Williams, 2019). A particularly widely used culmination of problem and emotion-focused
coping is demonstrated by “the talk” which many African American parents have with their children around
avoidance and management of police interactions (Fox-Williams, 2019). 
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G R I E F - R E L A T E D  O U T C O M E S

P E R C E I V E D  S T R E S S
A stressful event is defined as a situation which appears threatening or exceeds an individual’s available coping
resources. Stress in turn is the emotional response to the objective event, dependent not only on the event itself
but also on personal and contextual factors (Cohen et al., 1983). Coupled with persistent racism in America and
widespread access to photo and video on smartphones, Black Americans are vulnerable to witnessing police
violence virtually, inciting a loss of feeling of safety and negative psychological outcomes including acute stress
(Allen & Solomon, 2016; Tynes et al., 2019). A study which sampled 555 African American young adults to investigate
the relationships between racial discrimination, perceived stress, and psychological distress found significant
associations between experiences with race-related discrimination and negative psychological outcomes including
stress (Sellers et al., 2003). Disenfranchised grief, social support and coping have been correlated with stress
outcomes in African American individuals (Bailey et al., 2013; Peters et al., 2020; Piazza-Bonin et al., 2015). 

D E P R E S S I V E  S Y M P T O M S
Common themes of depressive symptomatology include depressed mood, feelings of guilt, worthlessness,
helplessness, and hopelessness, deterioration of psychomotor functioning, loss of appetite, and sleep disturbances
(Radloff, 1977). If left untreated, depression among Black adolescents can have serious implications including
acceleration of additional mental disorders, declined academic performance, violent externalizing behaviors, and
suicide (Lu et al., 2017). A national sample of 302 African American and Latinx adolescents was recruited to examine
the impact of witnessing traumatic events online. Findings indicated an association between frequency of viewing
traumatic events online and depressive symptoms (Tynes et al., 2019). Moreover, disenfranchised grief, social
support and coping have been associated with depressive symptoms in African American individuals (Burke et al.,
2010; Peters et al., 2020; St. Clair, 2013). 

P R O L O N G E D  G R I E F

Prolonged grief disorder as a result of bereavement is characterized by “an attachment disturbance featuring
yearning for the deceased, loss of meaning and identity disruption,” with resulting dysfunction negatively
impacting psychological well-being (Prigerson et al., 2021, p. 96). Between 10% and 20% of bereaved individuals
develop prolonged grief disorder. Risk factors include a history of prior trauma or loss, history of mood and anxiety
disorders, insecure attachment style, having been a caregiver for the deceased individual, a violent cause of death,
and lack of social support (Al-Gamal et al., 2019). African Americans are 2.5 times more likely to have prolonged
grief disorder than white counterparts (Laurie & Neimeyer, 2008). African Americans witness disproportionately
high rates of death by homicide, with deaths by homicide 10 times more likely among African American populations
compared to their white counterparts (Piazza-Bonin et al., 2015). Type of loss predicts coping and the presence of
prolonged grief symptoms, with “violent deaths producing substantially more complicated grief symptomatology
than non-violent deaths, and death by homicide producing the most problematic bereavement outcome of all”
(Burke et al., 2010). 
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H Y P O T H E S E S

It is hypothesized that grief
disenfranchisement, social
support, and coping style will
account for variance in
perceived stress, depressive
symptomatology, and
prolonged grief. Moreover, it
is expected that grief
disenfranchisement and
disengaged coping styles will
be positively correlated with
perceived stress, depressive
symptomatology, and
prolonged grief. Conversely,
the presence of social support
and use of problem, emotion,
and meaning-focused coping
styles are predicted to be
inversely correlated with
perceived stress, depressive
symptomatology, and
prolonged grief. 
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M E N T A L

H E A L T H

R E S O U R C E S

www.mhanational.org/bereavement-and-grief
www.baltimoresustainability.org/2016/12/everystorycounts
-grief-loss/

www.crisistextline.org
Department of Behavioral Health Access Helpline: 888-793-
4357
SAMHSA National Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357)
PRS Crisis Link: 1-800-273-8255

UMD Help Center: 301-314-HELP (4357)
Hours: M-F 4pm-12am
https://helpcenterumd.org/

UMD Counseling Center: 301-314-7651
Hours: M-F 8:30am-4:30pm
After-hours support: 301-314-7651
https://www.counseling.umd.edu/

Online Resources

Helplines

On-Campus Resources (University of Maryland, College Park)

**With the exception of the UMD Counseling Center, the above
resources and helplines are free of charge

A B O U T
This e-zine is inspired by a current study
within the Psychology department at the
University of Maryland, College Park. The e-
zine synthesizes an extensive literature
review conducted in preparation for the
study as a means of giving back to the
community. 

Questions, feedback, or want to connect? 
Please reach out to
mgharris@terpmail.umd.edu
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