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Screening for Perceived Stress and Racism in 
Hypertensive African American Men in a Community 
Health Setting

African American men disproportionately bear the burden of 
hypertension. Hypertension is de�ned as a systolic blood pressure 
reading � 140 mm Hg, or a diastolic blood pressure reading � 90 
mm Hg, or taking medication for the treatment of hypertension [1]. 
Uncontrolled hypertension is an average systolic blood pressure � 140 
mm Hg or a diastolic blood pressure � 90 mm Hg, among those with 
hypertension [2]. African Americans are at higher risk of developing 
hypertension, having uncontrolled hypertension, and experiencing 
hypertension-related complications, compared to other racial/ethnic 
groups [3,4]. �e overall blood pressure control rate (BP<140/90 mm 
Hg) for Black men is 29.9%, compared to the combined rate of 52.5% 
for other groups [5,6].

Uncontrolled hypertension contributes to a disparity in 
hospitalizations for African American men. Between 2007 and 
2010, preventable hospitalization rates for hypertension were three 
times higher for Black men than White men [7]. Complications of 
hypertension include heart disease, stroke and kidney disease. �ese 
comorbidities are prevalent among African Americans [8]. Moreover, 
African Americans are twice as likely to experience a stroke [9] and six 
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theories, including the general adaptation syndrome model [16] and the 
allostatic load [18,19], attempt to explain how stress may contribute to 
hypertension. Chronic psychosocial stress can lead to negative coping 
behaviors such as non-adherence to prescribed medications and less 
participation in self-health related matters [15]. �erefore, community 
health clinics should incorporate chronic stress management, including 
coping with perceived racism for the treatment of hypertension in 
African American men [8,13].

Transcendental meditation (TM) is a coping method that has 
been associated with the reduction of stress and improved blood 
pressure outcomes [20]. In a meta-analysis on blood pressure response 
to TM, researchers found that the use of TM compared to a control 
was associated with a systolic blood pressure reduction of -4.7mm 
Hg and diastolic blood pressure of -3.2 mm Hg at the 95% CI [21]. 
Transcendental meditation uses a repeated word or sound (mantra) 
to improve focus and achieve calmness when done twice a day for 20 
min [22]. In a study on TM use in African Americans (N=201) with 
heart disease, researchers found that participants who practiced in TM 
regularly were 48% less likely to have a heart attack, stroke or die from 
all causes [23]. As with screening for perceived racism in outpatient 
clinics, it is unclear whether provision of stress reduction interventions, 
like TM, can and should be implemented adjunctively for management 
of hypertension in African American men.

Clinical Questions

�e clinical question posed for this project was: Is it feasible to screen 
for perceived stress and perceived racism and, provide information on 
transcendental meditation as an adjunct treatment for hypertension in 
African American men receiving care at a community health clinic? 
Feasibility of this pilot project was determined by examining the 
recruitment and attrition rates, time taken to complete questionnaires, 
amount of missing data, levels of perceived stress and perceived racism, 
and project satisfaction.

Methods

Design and sample
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A�er reading the hand-out and watching the video, participants were 
able to ask questions of the investigator as needed.

Analytic strategy

Data were analyzed using SPSS Version 20 [27]. Descriptive statistics 
(mean, standard deviation, percentage, number, and frequency) were 
used to depict participants’ demographic characteristics, levels of 
perceived stress and perceived racism, and project satisfaction. Missing 
values were re-coded, a�er which, SPSS Version 20 [28] missing data 
analysis commands were used as appropriate.

Results
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stress and less important to screen for perceived racism. When 
comparing our results to a similar study [28] of 42 African American 
men and women, summary scores for lifetime perceived racism were 
lower for this sample, but the prevalence and frequency of exposure for 
some individual items were higher. Emotional and coping responses 
were similar in our sample to those in the Mood-Ayers [28] study.

Low income and low education may be factors contributing to the 
participants’ high stress. Researchers suggest that individuals with less 
education and �nances are more likely to experience high stress levels 
[15,35]. Individual items on the PSS indicated that participants may 
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transcendental meditation can be implemented through community 
health clinics is needed [36].

Limitations

Generalizability of the pilot project �ndings are limited based 
on the small sample size and homogenous aggregate of low-income, 
hypertensive African American men. Self- reporting and recall of 
information were subjected to the interpretation and memory of 
the participants. �e time to educate participants about TM was not 
measured, thereby leaving a small gap of information associated with 
feasibility.

Implications 

Going forward, determining feasibility of the clinic’s sta� to 
screen African American men for perceived stress and educate them 
on relationships between perceived racism, perceived stress, and 
hypertension, should be considered. African American men with 
uncontrolled hypertension and chronic stress should be evaluated 
for coping resources and informed of adjunctive therapies, like TM. 
Consequently, funding to implement training on TM should be 
explored. 

Despite limitations, this project is important because there is 
sparse information on this topic, especially in low-income African 
American men. In this sample of 21 hypertensive African American 
men, levels of perceived stress were high, while levels of perceived 
racism were low. However, screening for stress, which contributes to 
an increased risk for hypertension, is o�en overlooked. Moreover, low-
income African American men are vulnerable and at risk for health 
disparities, considering their rates of hospital readmission, morbidity 
and mortality related to uncontrolled hypertension. �e community 
health system is accountable for treatment of hypertension; more can be 
done to address the management of this condition in African American 
men. Lastly, given their extensive knowledge and training related to 
health promotion and illness prevention, public health nurses are well 
positioned to translate research into practice and develop policies to 
mitigate the burden of uncontrolled hypertension in African American 

men seeking care in community health settings. Public health nurses 
can use simple screening tools like the Perceived Stress Scale to identify 
hypertensive clients who may be dealing with stress and provide them 
with educational information and resources.
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