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Students of mixed races report suffering more health problems

By DAVID WILLIAMSON
UNC News Services

CHAPEL HILL -- A new study that involved surveying 90,000 adolescent U.S. students showed that those
who considered themselves to be of mixed race were more likely than others to suffer from depression,
substance abuse, sleep problems and various aches and pains.

Conducted by researchers at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the National Institutes of
Health, the investigation found that adolescents of mixed race were more likely to have other health
problems as well.

"It did not matter what races the students identified with, the risks were higher for all of them if they did not
identify with a single race," said Dr. J. Richard Udry, principal author of a paper on the work appearing in
the November issue of the American Journal of Public Health.

"Most of the risk items we assessed may be related to stress, and so we believe being of mixed race is a
source of stress," Udry said. "From this work, we cannot identify further the sources of that stress. More
research is needed to identify those sources and possibly suggest programs that might help biracial
adolescents."

Udry is professor of maternal and child health at the UNC School of Public Health, professor of sociology
in UNC’s College of Arts and Sciences and a fellow at the Carolina Population Center. His co-authors are
Dr. Rose Marie Li, formerly of NIH, and Janet Hendrickson-Smith, research associate at the UNC center.

The new findings derive from data compiled as part of the UNC-based National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health, the largest and most comprehensive survey of teen-agers ever conducted in the United
States.

In the detailed surveys they completed, students could give more than one answer when asked about their
race. Those who called themselves biracial tended to be more likely to smoke and drink, Udry said. Overall,
older biracial children were more likely to have sex at younger ages, to have access to guns and to have
poorer experiences at school such as through suspensions, skipping class and repeating grades.

In characteristics not related to traditional risks, such as grades, vocabulary, family structure and family
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education, mixed-race adolescents often fell between single-race adolescents, he said. For example, Asians
had higher grade-point averages than whites and were more likely to have a college-educated parent, but
children with both Asian and white parents had averages between those two peer groups and were more
likely to have a parent who attended college than white-only adolescents.

"Quite a few studies attest in some way to the emotional, health and behavioral risk problems of multiracial
adolescents," he said. "The most common explanation for the high-risk status is the struggle with identity
formation, leading to lack of self-esteem, social isolation and problems of family dynamics in biracial
households."

Since some previous studies found no differences between biracial and single-race children, Udry and his
colleagues wanted to explore the relative risk of mixed race adolescents with teens of a single race using a
large nationally representative sample.

When first reported in 1997, Add Health showed that strong and supportive ties between parents and
children helped protect adolescents against risky behaviors, including substance abuse, early sexual activity,
pregnancy, emotional distress, suicide and violence.

Feeling connected with one’s school and, in some cases, one’s religion also helped adolescents avoid some
of the pitfalls of youth, the study showed.

"These findings offered the parents of America a blueprint for what worked in protecting their kids from
harm," Udry said. "Contrary to common assumptions, Add Health found that parents -- not just peers --
were extremely relevant to their children throughout adolescence," he said.

Parents trying to prevent risky behaviors in children should spend time with teen-agers, talk with them, be
available to them, set high standards and send clear messages about what they want their children to do and
not do, Udry and his colleagues concluded.

The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development chiefly funded the overall Congressionally-
mandated Add Health study, which also received support from nearly 20 other federal agencies ranging
from the National Cancer Institute and the National Science Foundation to the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.

Involved were 145 randomly selected U.S. middle and high schools. Adolescents completed questionnaires
about themselves, their health and beliefs. The project’s second phase involved detailed, in-home interviews
with 20,000 of the teen-agers and their parents.
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Note: Udry can be reached at (919) 966-2829 or udry@unc.edu.
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