
Racism, xenophobia, discrimination, and health
Discrimination occurs everywhere, adversely affecting mental and 
physical health across all ages, contributing to health inequities
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Adverse affects on health outcomes are experienced across the life course 

Birth
Eg, low birthweight, small for 

gestational age, poor 
perinatal outcomes, neonatal 

and infant mortality, less 
likely to breastfeed

Adulthood
Eg, anxiety, depression, alcohol 

misuse, hypertension, heart 
disease, diabetes, stroke, 

obesity, higher cancer risk, 
asthma, maternal mortality

Childhood and adolescence
Eg, depression, 

low self-esteem,maladaptive 
behaviours, asthma, 

increased BMI and waist 
circumference

Older adult and end of life
Eg, depressive symptoms, 
schizophrenia, cognitive 

impairment and dementia, 
increased mortality, reduced 

life expectancy

Individual responses 
to discrimination

Behavioural

Psychological

Physiological

Intergenerational
effects

An individual perspective

The big picture
Health and health inequalities are determined 
by active, complex, and constantly evolving processes. 
To only focus on the individual preserves the structural 
processes that have given rises to these individual 
manifestations. We represent these strata of society 
and processes, visually as layers of our world.

Institutions and systems 

Racism and discrimination affect every 
institution and system upholding 
established power imbalances. For example:

Healthcare

Housing

Education

Legislation and carceral systems

Spatial determination 

Environmental, ecological, and geographical factors 
affecting health — the interface between the multiple 
interacting systems and institutions. For example:   

Segregation

Access to green spaces

Air quality and environmental exposure

Availability of fresh food

Structural discrimination 

At the core of society are two processes that 
define and influence all others:

Examples at this level include historical context, 
neocolonialism and racial capitalism

Separation – the process by which some humans 
see themselves as being different from others

Hierarchical power – defining society 
according to categories, such as race and caste. 
Affording privilege, capabilities, and capital 
according to categories

Health systems

Communities

Intersecting systems

of oppression

Six key principles
The challenge of addressing discrimination is not simple. However, the 
Series suggests six key principles to address the health harms it causes:

1 Decolonisation 

3 Increasing diversity and inclusion 

2 Understanding intersections between 
multiple axes of discrimination

4 Reparative and transformative justice

5 Active promotion of racial 
equity by opposing racism 

6 Human rights-based approaches 

Health systems
We show some complex and 
interconnected factors that are 
undermined by discrimination to 
collectively diminish the quality 
of health systems

Availability

Accessibility

Acceptability
Quality
of care

Discrimination
experienced by

workers

Structural
determination

Other
systems

Systems of
oppression

Health
systems

Staff
shortage

Inflexible hours

Long waiting times

Health professionals'
unconscious bias

Inaffordable
transportation

Inaffordable
healthcare

Not recognising patients' needs

Incomprehensive and
ineffective communication

Incomplete knowledge or
understanding of a

patient’s life context Epistemic
racism

Lack of interpreters

Bureaucracy

Injuries

Bullying

Long lasting oppression

Symbolic violence

Employment

EducationClassGender

Religion
Criminal justice system

Unequal treatment based 
on language or accent 

Unequal pay, career 
advancement options

Overlooking of skills
Inaccessible
healthcare
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