
ARTICLE

Racial discrimination associates with lower cingulate cortex
thickness in trauma-exposed black women
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Racial discrimination (RD) has been consistently linked to adverse brain health outcomes. These may be due in part to RD effects on
neural networks involved with threat appraisal and regulation; RD has been linked to altered activity in the rostral anterior cingulate
cortex (rACC) and structural decrements in the anterior cingulum bundle and hippocampus. In the present study, we examined
associations of RD with cingulate, hippocampus and amygdala gray matter morphology in a sample of trauma-exposed Black
women. Eighty-one Black women aged 19–62 years were recruited as part of an ongoing study of trauma. Participants completed
assessments of RD, trauma exposure, and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and underwent T1-weighted anatomical imaging.
Cortical thickness, surface area and gray matter volume were extracted from subregions of cingulate cortex, and gray matter
volume was extracted from amygdala and hippocampus, and entered into partial correlation analyses that included RD and other
socio-environmental variables. After correction for multiple comparisons and accounting for variance associated with other
stressors and socio-environmental factors, participants with more RD exposure showed proportionally lower cortical thickness in
the left rACC, caudal ACC, and posterior cingulate cortex (ps <= 0.01). These findings suggest that greater experiences of RD are
linked to compromised cingulate gray matter thickness. In the context of earlier findings indicating that RD produces increased
response in threat neurocircuitry, our data suggest that RD may increase vulnerability for brain health problems via cingulate cortex
alterations. Further research is needed to elucidate biological mechanisms for these changes.
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INTRODUCTION
Racial discrimination (RD) is a chronic stressor faced by a majority of
Black individuals [1, 2]. The mental and physical burden of RD is
clear through a substantial body of research indicating strong links
with poorer mental, cardiovascular, and brain health [3]; for
example, RD has been linked to disproportionately higher risk for
the development of anxiety, depression and PTSD [4] and has been
linked to incidence of vascular disease and cerebrovascular events,
as well as earlier cognitive decline [5–7]. Experiences of RD, which
are characterized by social exclusion, hostile and unjust treatment
on the basis of race or ethnicity, can live on through persistent
negative ruminations about the nature of event and mental
preparation for future insults [8]. Further, such racist injuries can
activate the body’s stress response system (hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal axis) [9], and immune system [10] similar to other types of
psychological stress and trauma [11]. More frequent exposure to
racism-related stress takes a direct toll on overall health [11]. The
ever-growing amount of research on the role of racism on
numerous adverse mental and physical health outcomes has
precipitated recognition of RD as a national public health crisis[12].
Despite the corpus of evidence linking RD to poor health,

overall distress and disruptions in autonomic regulation [13, 14],

research on the neuropathophysiology of RD—that is, the effects
of this type of discrimination on brain and physiological responses
—is in its nascency. Data from functional neuroimaging studies
indicate that RD is associated with increased threat-cue reactivity
in, and connectivity between, brain regions such as the amygdala,
hippocampus, and cingulate cortex, regions that consistently
demonstrate neuroplastic changes in response to chronic stress
[15–18]. The amygdala and hippocampus facilitate encoding of
biologically salient stimuli (e.g., threat-relevant cues) and are
involved with the expression of defensive reflexes; subdivisions of
the ACC modulate amygdala response [19]. The rostral ACC (rACC)
supports response inhibition and emotion modulation, whereas
the caudal ACC (cACC) is associated with threat detection and
facilitation of amygdala-mediated threat responses [19]. Further,
the posterior cingulate cortex (PCC) is a major functional hub and
part of the default mode network in conjunction with the rACC
[20, 21]; the PCC’s role in directing attentional focus as well as
internally-directed cognition, (including rumination), has been
consistently highlighted [22]. Abnormalities in PCC structure are
apparent across a range of neurological and psychiatric disorders,
and it is thought to be among one of the more susceptible
structures to neurodegenerative processes [20]. Given the
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importance of these regions for cognitive and emotional
processes and vulnerability to stress-related neuroplastic changes,
the potential neurophysiological impact of RD on this circuitry is
important to unravel.
Although RD may present as discrete, circumscribed events,

over time these experiences have cumulative effects on
minoritized individuals; RD is thought to produce long-lasting
stress responses in the form of rumination, regular suppression
of emotional response and/or enhanced vigilance for future
threat [23]. RD is a unique stressor that often experienced on an
ongoing basis, with a physiological signature that is distinct
from other types of (focal) trauma exposure [2, 24]. This
contributes to a context of prolonged stress on peripheral and
central nervous systems; chronic stressors like RD are known to
impact neural plasticity, particularly within the ACC, amygdala
and hippocampus [18, 25, 26]. Indeed, chronic posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) has been characterized by reductions in
ACC, hippocampal and amygdala volume [27–29]. The effects of
chronic stress on cingulate, hippocampus and amygdala gray
and white matter extend to RD. Our recent study showed that
RD is a potent contributor to decrements in brain white matter
microstructure in the anterior cingulum bundle, a pathway that
is dorsal to the ACC and serves as a primary connection for this
region [30], and a study of older adults indicated associations of
RD with lower hippocampal volume and increases in hippo-
campal white matter hyperintensities over time [31]. RD has also
shown global adverse effects on intracranial volume and white
matter signals [32], with specific decrements observed in fronto-
limbic and fronto-parietal white matter pathways [30]. It is
possible that race-related adversity, including RD, could induce
changes in neural plasticity, particularly within the ACC,
hippocampus and amygdala, but to our knowledge, no studies
to date have examined unique associations of RD with brain
gray matter morphology, independent of other types of trauma
exposure.
Given earlier findings indicating RD’s links to: increased function

in rostral and ventral prefrontal regions [16, 17], decrements in
white matter in the anterior cingulum bundle [30]; and increased
reactivity in threat neurocircuitry [15], we assessed the relationship
between RD and gray matter morphology for the ACC, amygdala
and hippocampus in a sample of Black American women. We
examined the unique associations of RD with gray matter
architecture, including cortical thickness, surface area and gray
matter volume, after controlling for variance associated with
economic disadvantage, trauma exposure and PTSD, similar to
prior studies [6, 16, 30], as well as intracranial volume (ICV).
Secondarily, we examined gray matter volume for two subcortical
structures that are implicated in studies of RD as well as trauma
and stress-related disorders, the amygdala and hippocampus
[15, 33]. Individuals were participants in the Grady Trauma Project
(GTP), a large-scale, ongoing study of risk and resilience for
trauma-related disorders. Given that prior GTP studies specifically
recruited women (e.g., MH101380, MH111682, HD071982), only
women were represented in this sample. RD was assessed through
a self-report questionnaire, and responses on this measure were
examined in association with gray matter metrics for the cingulate
cortex (cortical thickness, surface area, and gray matter volume of
rostral, caudal, and posterior segments), hippocampus and
amygdala (gray matter volume). White matter data from 73 of
these participants were published in our recent study of RD and
white matter microstructure [30], which indicated significant
associations of RD with the left anterior cingulum bundle; as
such, we predicted that RD would be particularly linked to
decrements in gray matter morphology in left cingulate regions.
As with prior research, we examined the unique associations of RD
with gray matter architecture after accounting for the effects of
economic disadvantage, childhood and adulthood trauma expo-
sure and PTSD [16, 30] as well as ICV. To assess for specificity of

significant effects, we repeated analyses with other cortical
regions (i.e., postcentral gyrus, cuneus).

METHODS
Participants
Eighty-one Black American women aged 19–62 were recruited from the
GTP, which represents a group of studies investigating risk and resilience
for trauma-related disorders (MH101380, MH071537, MH094757). Indivi-
duals were approached in general medical clinics of a publicly-funded
hospital in Atlanta, Georgia. Eligibility for participation included the ability
to understand English (assessed by a study researcher) and willingness to
provide informed consent. Exclusion criteria included current neurological
conditions, bipolar disorder, current substance or alcohol dependence or
primary psychotic disorder as assessed with the MINI [34]. Participants
were also excluded on the basis of MRI contraindications (e.g., metal
implants). Clinical assessments for trauma and PTSD were administered,
and participants also completed an MRI scan. Clinical and demographic
characteristics of this sample are described in Table 1. Monthly household
income (self-reported) was dichotomized into two groups (<=$1000
vs > $1000/month) for statistical analyses, similar to prior studies[30]; this
classification describes economic disadvantage in participants (low/
minimal economic resources vs moderate or greater economic resources).
Using this classification, over half the sample (61%) demonstrated
significant economic disadvantage. The Institutional Review Board of
Emory University and Grady Hospital Research Oversight Committee
approved all study procedures.

Clinical assessments
Lifetime (childhood and adult) trauma assessments (Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, Traumatic Events Inventory), as well as PTSD assessments
(PTSD Symptom Scale) were administered to all participants, detailed
further in the Supplement. These variables used as covariates in analyses.
The Experiences of Discrimination (EOD) questionnaire was used to assess
experiences of RD, and a summed total of types of RD experienced was
entered into statistical analyses.

MRI acquisition, image processing and statistical analyses
Scanning was conducted on a research-dedicated Siemens 3-Tesla TIM-Trio
scanner as detailed in the Supplement. Freesurfer’s automated parcellation
pipeline (Freesurfer version 5.3) was used to obtain cortical thickness,
surface area and cortical volume for the cingulate cortex (left and right;
detailed in Supplement), and gray matter volume for the hippocampus
and amygdala (left and right), which were entered into analyses [35–37].
Cingulate cortex regions of interest included the left and right rostral
anterior cingulate cortex (rACC), caudal anterior cingulate cortex (cACC),
and posterior cingulate cortex (PCC). The cuneus and postcentral gyrus
were examined as control regions.

Statistical analyses
Partial correlation analyses were conducted to examine the unique
contributions of RD on cortical thickness, cortical volume and surface area
for cingulate subregions, as well as contributions of RD on hippocampal
and amygdala volume, after accounting for variance associated with other
potentially contributing factors, including total intracranial volume (ICV),
current PTSD symptoms, childhood and adult trauma exposure, and
monthly income, as with our prior studies [16, 30]. Benjamini–Hochberg
procedures were conducted to adjust for error due to multiple

Table 1. Demographics and Clinical Characteristics, N= 81.

(Mean ± SD)

Age in years (Mean ± SD) 39.32 ± 11.83

Age range (years) 19–62

Monthly household income below $1000 (%) 61%

PTSD Symptom Scale (PSS) total 12.35 ± 11.41

Traumatic Events Inventory (TEI) adult trauma total 4.27 ± 2.26

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ) 39.95 ± 16.17

Experiences of Discrimination Questionnaire (EOD) 2.36 ± 2.28
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comparisons for each independent analysis; thickness, volume, and surface
area for the cingulate, and volume of the amygdala and hippocampus,
were each treated as independent tests. To assess specificity of significant
findings, we repeated analyses with two other cortical regions, the
postcentral gyrus and cuneus (left and right hemispheres); statistical
significance was set at p < 0.05 for these analyses.
Age has an established relationship with gray matter metrics, including

ICV [38, 39], and similarly demonstrated a strong relationship between RD
and age in this sample. As such, we decided to exclude age from initial
analyses to limit multicollinearity. However, regions that emerged as being
significantly associated with RD were subject to follow-up sensitivity
analyses with age group included as a covariate [younger (age 19–50) vs
older (age 51–62)] as in our prior studies [40, 41] to examine whether
findings persisted after accounting for age along with other covariates.

RESULTS
Cingulate Cortex thickness
Partial correlation results are presented in Table 2a. After
accounting for current PTSD, income level, trauma exposure
(childhood and adulthood) and ICV, RD experiences were
negatively correlated with thickness of the left rACC (r=−0.30,
p= 0.007), left cACC (r=−0.28, p= 0.014), and left PCC
(r=−0.30, p= 0.007); see Fig. 1; these results remained statisti-
cally significant after Benjamini–Hochberg correction for multiple
comparisons. A re-analysis with age added as a covariate to the
model revealed that only left rACC thickness emerged as
associated with RD experiences [left rACC (r=−0.24, p= 0.032);
cACC (r=−0.20, p= 0.082); left PCC (r=−0.18, p= 0.116)] but
this association did not survive Benjamini–Hochberg correction.
RD experiences were not significantly associated with thickness

of the right rACC (r=−0.18; p= 0.117), right cACC (r=−0.08,
p= 0.493), or right posterior cingulate cortex (r=−0.13,
p= 0.271). As expected, RD was not significantly correlated with
cortical thickness in our specified control regions including left
cuneus (r=−0.05, p= 0.68), right cuneus (r=−0.05, p= 0.69), left
postcentral gyrus (r=−0.19, p= 0.11) and right postcentral gyrus
(r=−0.17, p= 0.15).

Cingulate cortex surface area
After accounting for current PTSD, income level, trauma exposure
(childhood and adulthood) and ICV, RD experiences were not
significantly correlated with surface area of any cingulate region;
see Table 2b.

Cingulate cortex volume
After accounting for current PTSD, income level, trauma exposure
(childhood and adulthood) and ICV, there were no relationships
between RD and cingulate volume that surpassed our statistical
threshold. RD demonstrated a nominally significant negative
association with left posterior cingulate volume (r=−0.25,
p= 0.03); see Table 2c.

Amygdala and hippocampal volume
Partial correlation results are presented in Table 3. After
accounting for current PTSD, income level, trauma exposure
(childhood and adulthood) and ICV, no associations between RD
experiences and gray matter subcortical (amygdala, hippocampus)
volume survived Benjamini–Hochberg correction for multiple
comparisons. A nominally significant positive association of RD
was observed with right hippocampus volume (r= 0.25, p= 0.03).

DISCUSSION
In this study we examined associations between RD and thickness,
surface area and volume of the cingulate cortex, as well as volume
of the hippocampus and amygdala. We observed that, even after
accounting for PTSD symptoms, socio-environmental factors such
as economic disadvantage and other psychological trauma

exposure, as well as ICV, more frequent RD was associated with
proportionally less thickness throughout the left cingulate,
including rostral, caudal and posterior regions. Repeat analyses
with other brain regions (cuneus, postcentral gyrus) indicated that
findings were specific to the cingulate. No associations were
observed with cingulate surface area and volume. Given our own
and others’ data indicating particularly potent associations of RD
with functional and structural variations in cingulate brain regions
and pathways [16, 42, 43], these findings shed light on the
possible ways in which RD may have deleterious effects on the
brain, paving the way for brain health disparities in Black
Americans.
Racial discrimination is a type of racial trauma that is often

encountered as a chronic, ongoing psychosocial stressor; this has
been noted in the general U.S. population as well as individuals
within the GTP population (e.g., [44–47]). Other types of chronic
stressors, such as childhood maltreatment, potentiate adverse
effects on prefrontal gray and white matter [48, 49], particularly
the cingulate cortex [50]. Emerging data from longitudinal
research suggests that, even after accounting for the effects of
prior psychological trauma and other socio-environmental factors,
RD increases vulnerability for later PTSD severity [4]. Our
neurobiological findings extend this prior research, revealing a
pathway through which this vulnerability can emerge.
The direction of our findings align with prior studies of PTSD

and cingulate cortex volume [28, 51, 52] showing some possible
convergence in pathophysiology. Cingulate findings were also
localized to the left hemisphere, similar to prior PTSD meta and
mega-analyses [51–53]. However, even after accounting for PTSD
symptoms as well as socio-environmental factors such as
economic disadvantage and other psychological trauma exposure,
more frequent RD continued to be linked to proportionally less
thickness throughout the left cingulate, including rostral, caudal
and posterior regions. Repeat analyses with other brain regions
(cuneus, postcentral gyrus) indicated that findings were specific to
the cingulate. Although the reason for the laterality of our findings
is unclear, localization of results to the left hemisphere are
consistent with some of our prior RD white matter research, in
which RD demonstrated particularly strong associations with the
white matter integrity of the left anterior cingulum bundle [40].
Data from multiple longitudinal lifespan cohort studies has
pointed to accelerated left-sided cingulate cortical atrophy in
Alzheimer’s disease [54, 55] and early stage Parkinson’s disease
[56]. Taken together, this raises the possibility that the present
findings are markers of vulnerability to brain health problems,
although longitudinal data is needed to confirm this.
Across morphological features, RD was specifically linked to

cortical thickness, although a non-significant trend was also
observed with volume, which is a function of cortical thickness
and surface area. The latter two features, though related, are
phenotypically different and appear to encompass distinct neural
properties; while cortical thickness reflects neuronal/synaptic
density and intracranial myelination, cortical surface area reflects
folding and gyrification [57–60]. Given that the two indices appear
to be related to different neurobiological processes, socio-
environmental stressors such as RD may have dissociable effects
on each. As the present findings were specific to cortical thickness,
this gray matter metric may be a more sensitive biomarker of RD-
related brain health vulnerabilities. However, this needs to be
confirmed in long-term research that includes data on relevant
cognitive and behavioral functions to determine if RD differentially
affects these gray matter features over time.
It is clinically meaningful that these findings are consistent with

earlier functional studies of RD that implicate frontal cortical
regions, specifically the rostral and ventromedial prefrontal cortex
[16, 17]. These anterior aspects of the cingulate gyrus are a hub for
self-regulation, including regulation of cognitive and emotional
processes such as response inhibition and emotion suppression
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[61]. Racist experiences can trigger a number of coping responses,
including rumination about the event, emotion suppression and
vigilance for similar threats[62]; these responses may encumber
other cognitive and affective processes. In the context of other
stressors (including other trauma) and demands, RD may unduly
burden affective and cognitive control networks. By chronically
hampering regulatory networks, RD reduces available resources
for processes such as selective inhibition of distracting informa-
tion, efficient attentional shifting, and acquisition and recall of
new information. It can also reduce available resources for
attending to and savoring pleasurable stimuli, including social
interactions. These processes are essential to affect regulation,
efficient completion of daily tasks and effective interpersonal
communication. In conjunction with prior findings, these results
point to a possible brain mechanism through which RD leads to
cognitive and affective dysregulation. In addition, studies of social
pain (including those with a rejection/exclusion experimental
condition) converge to indicate the dorsal ACC as a node of
increased activation under conditions of exclusion [63]. Some
theorists suggest that social exclusion is frequently relived,
preferentially activating these regions and prolonging the impact
of the stressor. As such, it is possible that our structural findings
indicate the impact of re-living of racially discriminatory experi-
ences on stress-sensitive cingulate regions; however, a more
granular assessment of rumination/distress related to RD is
needed to test this hypothesis.
Racial discrimination’s contributions to allostatic load [9] can

lead to “weathering” of cognitive control neural networks [64, 65],
which increases risk for brain health problems; thinning of the
cingulate cortex predicts attention and memory disruptions,
setting the stage for later brain health problems [66]. Prior studies
of trauma-exposed Black Americans show increased engagement

of frontal cognitive control network regions during exposure to
social threat [16, 17, 67]. We recently observed that RD
corresponded with increased activation in the rostral ACC during
attention to threat cues; notably, this pattern of response did not
correspond with impairments in task performance [16]. Separately,
we previously found that more frequent discrimination corre-
sponded with lower fractional anisotropy (FA; an index of white
matter integrity) in the anterior cingulum bundle, which extends
through the length of the cingulate cortex [42], and FA in this
region mediated the relationship between RD and number of
medical disorders in Black American women [41]. Neuronal loss
and cortical thinning in the cingulate cortex, particularly the
posterior cingulate, has been consistently linked to Alzheimer’s
disease [68, 69], conversely, conserved cingulate thickness is
linked to preserved cognitive functioning and fewer histological
markers of risk for Alzheimer’s Disease in older-aged individuals
[70]. Given that Black Americans have a significantly elevated risk
for Alzheimer’s disease than White Americans [71], our study
findings may help to explain this health disparity. Our results
converge with neurobiological studies of structural racism, which
also point to altered function and structure of the cingulate cortex
[72, 73]. In the context of these adversities, RD provides a further
contribution to the cumulative burden of race-related stress.
Together, these stressors may lead to neural remodeling of the
cingulate cortex, potentially inducing effects on neural architec-
ture that increase vulnerability for brain health morbidities.
There were no associations of RD with amygdala and

hippocampal morphology that survived our statistical threshold,
although a nominally significant positive association of RD was
observed with volume of the right hippocampus. These findings
are opposite of prior studies of chronic stress, PTSD and stigma
which indicate hippocampal volume reductions [74, 75]. It is
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Fig. 1 Racial discrimination is associated with reductions in cingulate gyrus thickness across regions after accounting for intracranial
volume, childhood and adult trauma exposure, posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms, and economic disadvantage. A mask of the
rostral cingulate cortex is shown in red; mask of the caudal cingulate cortex is shown in green, and mask of the posterior cingulate cortex is
shown in yellow. a Partial correlation plot of residuals for racial discrimination and left posterior cingulate cortex thickness (r=−0.30,
p= 0.007). b Partial correlation plot of residuals for racial discrimination and left caudal cingulate cortex thickness (r=−0.28, p= 0.014).
c Partial correlation plot of residuals for racial discrimination and left rostral cingulate cortex thickness (r=−0.30, p= 0.007).
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possible that our findings reflect adaptive neural mechanisms to
RD, including increased sensitivity to social context, similar to a
prior study of depression [76]. However, given that we did not
assess relationships of RD and brain morphology with this
psychological construct, this interpretation is merely speculative.
Corresponding task data is needed to help elucidate these
relationships.
We acknowledge limitations to this study, with a primary

limitation being its cross-sectional design and the inherent
difficulties with causal inference. Certainly, long-term long-
itudinal research can help to clarify temporal links between RD
and gray matter alterations; it is possible that racist experiences
could serve to increase gray matter in cingulate regions at earlier
stages of development [in accordance with the stress accelera-
tion hypothesis [77], and the nature of this relationship may
reverse at later developmental stages. Nonetheless, given that
other types of stressors are often concurrent with racially
discriminatory experiences, distinguishing effects of these
different stressors with high precision is not always possible.
We are likewise unable to comment on mechanistic precursors
for these findings. Further inquiry on potential mechanisms
linked to individual (and systemic) racism are warranted in large-
scale studies. Finally, intersectional discrimination, including
gendered racism, was not assessed in this study, which is
particularly relevant given that all participants were Black
women. These intersectionalities merit exploration in further
studies with a diverse range of gender representation. Finally,
results were weakened by the addition of age as a covariate; this
is unsurprising, as age has a potent association with gray matter
metrics and with RD itself. The fact that some marginally
significant associations remained after covarying age as well as
other relevant variables (other trauma exposure) highlights the
salience of RD, and implicates this stressor as a unique social
determinant of brain health.
Altogether, the findings from this study complement our own

and other data demonstrating a focal impact of RD on cingulate
regions. It is clear that, like other types of trauma, RD can
contribute to allostatic load and related deleterious effects on gray
matter architecture. Distinct lines of inquiry around RD converge
to suggest a specific effect on cingulate systems, possibly due to
chronically heightened regulatory function. These decrements in
cingulate gray matter are likely contributors to brain health
disparities in Black individuals. In the context of earlier findings, it
is clear that RD may contribute to the neural remodeling of
cingulate pathways. Our findings indicate a compelling pathway
through which brain health vulnerabilities may emerge in Black
individuals related to the pernicious effects of racial trauma.
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