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Stereotypes are ingrained in the fabric of the USA and coincide with the institution of slavery. The expected behaviors of African-
Americans are fueled by stereotypes maintained by the status quo. Throughout US history, the stereotyping of African-Americans,
particularly males, has had a negative impact on African-American families and communities. For instance, the belief that African-
Americans are unintelligent, lazy, violent, and criminals has affected educational outcomes, employment opportunities, socioeconomic
status, and the dismantling of African-American families and communities. Educators, businessmen, and law enforcement often
believe these stereotypes, which influences their treatment of African-Americans. The oppression of African-Americans is a critical
human rights issue that has to be addressed in social work practice. This article highlights a historical overview of how stereotypes have
contributed to a denial of human rights, evidenced by inequalities in education, employment, and the justice system. Recommendations
for culturally competent interventions and practice to improve social equity are discussed.
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Stereotypes have a long and convoluted history in the USA,
widely influencing African-American males who are the most
visibly stereotyped racial group in the USA (Harpalnai 2017).
This article will conceptualize stereotypes as generalizations
about social groups that are rigidly held despite not being proven
to be true. Regardless of the accuracy of the stereotype, it is
incorporated into the individual’s belief system (Judd and Park
1993). These fixed impressions of the shared attributes of a group
of people are broadly held by society and “often aid people in
making sense of social settings, situations, and interactions with
others” (Nasir 2012; Strangor 1994 as cited by Larnell et al.
2014, p. 49). According to Larnell et al. (2014), stereotypes are
linked to biases, prejudice, and systemic discrimination. They are
a major factor influencing educational outcomes, employment
opportunities, disproportional incarceration rates, and brutal treat-
ment (Hadden 2001), resulting in the breakdown of African-
American families. Many African-Americans, particularly males,
have been stereotyped as dumb, violent, dangerous criminals
(Oliver 2003). The problem with stereotypes is that they limit
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opportunities for specific groups. The stereotypes perpetuated
against African-American males often result in oppression,
which is correlated with poverty and a host of other negative
outcomes. This is a critical human rights issue that needs to be
addressed in social work practice.

Striving to eliminate oppression, discrimination, poverty,
social injustices, and violations of human rights continues to
be an important goal for social workers. According to the U.S.
National Association of Social Work Code of Ethics (NASW
Code of Ethics, 2017, Preamble), “The primary mission of the
social work profession is to enhance human well-being and
help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular
attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are
vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty.” Social justice is
a core value of the social work profession which is congruent
with the rights framed by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) (Rozas and Garran 2016). Therefore, it is
important that social workers practice from a human rights
perspective to seek to understand the nature of oppression
experienced by African-American males, address these prob-
lems by advocating on behalf of this marginalized group, and
provide culturally competent services to ensure that African-
American males receive basic human rights identified in the
UDHR. Social workers have a responsibility to understand the
client, despite differences in beliefs, values, or choices, and to

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s41134-019-00096-y&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0373-7035
mailto:etaylor@astate.edu

214

J. Hum. Rights Soc. Work (2019) 4:213-225

empower them to make the best decisions for themselves
(Wahler 2012). The purpose of this paper is to increase aware-
ness of the impact of stereotypes on African-American males
by highlighting a historical overview of how stereotypes have
contributed to a denial of basic human rights evidenced by
inequalities in education, employment, and the justice system.
Recommendations for culturally competent interventions and
practice to ensure human rights will be discussed.

Overview of Slavery

Stereotypes about African-Americans in the USA are products of
the institution of slavery. These deeply held beliefs stem from
White racist attitudes that were operationalized through oppres-
sive and discriminating actions that idealized how slaves should
think and behave. Many White slave owners developed beliefs
(stereotypes) to rationalize their economic, social, and political
dominations (Feagin and Feagin 1999). Owning slaves symbol-
ized upper class status among White supremacists who felt com-
pelled to use violence to quell slave resistance through brutalizing
treatment. This action dehumanized slaves, relegated their roles,
and limited their activities to those deemed only important to
their owners. The constraints of social control determined indi-
vidual and familial relationships and behavioral activity that
slaves portrayed. For example, slaves were stripped of their
own cultural beliefs to conform to slave owners' expectations.
The brutal and dehumanizing treatments were upheld through
legal support on state and government levels, politicized as nec-
essary to keep White people in control and became common-
place (Hadden 2001).

For slave owners, their strong stereotypical beliefs governed
how African-Americans were to be treated, never as individuals,
but always collectively. Hence, the racist premises from which
laws and policies were based maintained societal perceptions of
African-Americans. Even after slavery was abolished, the stan-
dards for treatment of African-Americans remained the same.
When the slave population outnumbered the White population,
political forces were established to regulate the African-
Americans to “keep Whites safe” from slaves resisting to the
idealized expectations of Whites. The political forces were pa-
trols organized to enforce the superiority-inferiority complex held
today toward African-Americans (BLEAUSA 2014).

Slaves were property and were overseen by slave patrols to
ensure stability for socioeconomic purposes for slave owners.
Slave patrol, the first formal arrangement of the police, duties
entailed maintaining White supremacy over African-
Americans (Turner et al. 2006). When slaves ran away, the
patrol had the authority to hunt down and return them to their
owners. To deter others from running, they would beat, maim,
lynch, or just kill the slaves (Chaney and Robertson 2015).
This horrific treatment was condoned and politicized particu-
larly by southern states for the sole purpose of keeping
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African-Americans under control. The dominant group’s eth-
nocentrism preserved its status within the context of White
supremacy, and African-Americans were subjected to a crea-
tion of a collective identity manufactured by former slave
owners. These stereotypical beliefs hold firmly to the percep-
tion that African-American males, among other things, behave
like savage beasts, are stronger than White men, lust for the
blood of White women, and can tolerate more pain than White
people (Plous and Williams 1995).

These stereotypes and the treatment of African-Americans
males have been seen throughout history. Systemic racism in
schools, the workforce, and the justice system perpetuates the
negative stereotypes of African-American males, which re-
sults in fewer opportunities, lower educational and employ-
ment outcomes, and higher incarceration rates, which often
lead to self-fulfilling prophecy. Although slavery “ended”
with the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, negative stereo-
types and unjust treatment prevailed. For example, the Jim
Crow Laws from 1876 to 1965 ensured that African-
Americans were not given the same rights of citizenship as
White Americans. During this time, legal racial separation
was promoted (Plessy vs. Ferguson) and “White Privilege”
that was developed during slavery continued. Caucasians
were entitled to the best educations, had the higher paying
jobs, and lived in model neighborhoods, which is very similar
in today’s society. Although the United Nations adopted the
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination (CERD) in 1965, the USA has not ad-
hered to these international standards (Henderson 2013). The
USA is often considered a leader in the human rights move-
ment by advocating for human rights around the world; how-
ever, African-Americans have yet to realize equal opportuni-
ties promised in the CERD. As a result, the USA lags behind
the rest of the world when it comes to racial equality
(Henderson 2013).

Stereotypes and Education

Many African-Americans were hopeful of equal educational
opportunities with Brown vs. Board of Education (1954), a
landmark case outlawing state laws establishing separate
schools for Black and White students (Caldwell and Obasi
2010). However, it is debatable whether the first Black stu-
dents who attended integrated schools were receiving equal
educational opportunities. These students were escorted to
school by the National Guard, they had to be protected from
the White adults who were protesting, and they were not able
to participate in activities with the White students. For
example, Ruby Bridges (2001) the first African-American to
attend a White school in Louisiana, entered school each day
with people yelling at her, making threats, holding up signs
stating “We want to keep our school White,” and “Integration
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is a moral sin.” Because of the fear of Blacks due to stereo-
types ingrained in society, White adults protested and trauma-
tized a young Black child. As a result, Ruby reported having
nightmares every night about the black baby doll in a coffin
that one of the protestors held in front of Ruby as she entered
the school.

Although Ruby was allowed to be in the same building as
the White children, her experience was very different from her
White counterparts. She had a teacher in a classroom by her-
self but was not allowed to interact with any of the other
children (Bridges 2001). She was isolated and verbally
attacked by the community on a daily basis. Ruby’s traumatic
experience, like the experiences of many African-American
males today facing systemic racism (often originating with
stereotypes), is a violation of the UDHR. Article 5 in the
UDHR states “No one shall be subject to torture or to cruel,
inhumane or degrading treatment.” Article 26 states,
“Education shall be directed to the full development of the
human personality and to the strengthening of respect for hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote under-
standing, tolerance, and friendship among all nations, racial,
or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the
United Nations for the maintenance of peace” (UDHR
1948). With systemic racism throughout the US educational
system, these Articles in the UDHR remain unenforced.

Despite efforts to desegregate schools and provide all chil-
dren with equal educational opportunities, over 50 years after
the decision of Board versus Brown, there continues to be
disparities in resources received by schools in White commu-
nities compared to those in Black communities. The unevenly
distributed resources among schools perpetuate the race
achievement gap, which continues to be a big concern because
Black students continue to lag behind their White counterparts
in terms of academic outcomes. For instance, only 17% of
African-Americans, compared to 46% of White students, are
reading at or above proficient levels in 12th grade (The nations
report card 2013); the 2015 ACT scores for African-
Americans were 17.1 compared to 22.4 for their White peers;
the 2013-2014 high school graduation rates for African-
Americans were 73% compared to 87% of their White coun-
terparts; and in 2012-2013, 69% of bachelor degrees were
held by Caucasians and only 11% by African-Americans
(National Center for Education Statistics 2016). African-
American males suffer from higher high school dropout rates
and lower college entry completion rates than any other group
(Johnson-Bailey et al. 2014). According to the 10th Biannual
Schott Foundation for Public Education (2013), during the
2012-2013 school year, 40% of African-American males
dropped out of high school and only 60% earned their high
school diplomas compared to 80% of their White male coun-
terparts. Caucasians also outperform African-American stu-
dents at the collegiate level. While only 42% of African-
Americans graduate from college, 62% of their White peers

graduate. African-American females also graduate at higher
rates (46%) than African-American males (35%).

Herrnstein and Murray (1994) theorized that intelligence is
inheritable and that both genes and genetics contribute to ra-
cial differences in intelligence. The belief that Black people
are intellectually inferior to White people has influenced the
stereotyping of Black students (Diamond 2006; James 2012).
Believing stereotypes contributes to teachers having low ex-
pectations for African-American students (Mathew 2011;
Tenenbaum and Ruck 2007); having perceptions that
African-Americans, particularly males, are more hyper, imma-
ture, impulsive, and aggressive (Ford and Whiting 2007); and
making inappropriate referrals to special education due to mis-
taking cultural differences for cognitive and behavioral dis-
abilities (Neal et al. 2003). Teachers report that Black boys
have more behavioral problems and have fewer interpersonal
skills than White boys and Black girls (Mathew et al. 2010),
causing Black male students to be overrepresented in lower
track and special education classes (Diamond 2006), under-
represented in advanced classes (Henfield et al. 2008), and
more likely to receive detentions and suspensions (Mattison
and Aber 2007). Teachers making referrals based off the ste-
reotypes of African-American intelligence are perpetuating
the race achievement gap and may explain why African-
Americans are half as likely to be placed in honors classes
or advanced placement and 2.4 times more likely to be placed
in remedial classes (Frye and Vogt 2010). When teachers have
low expectations for their students, the students tend to have
lower academic motivation and academic outcomes (Cokley
et al. 2004).

According to the National Center for Education Statistic
(NCES) (2010), there is a significant discipline gap; one out
of every two African-Americans is suspended sometime dur-
ing their education compared to one out of every five
Caucasian males or one out of ten Caucasian females. These
consistent patterns of disproportionate discipline sanctions is-
sued to Black students have been well-documented (Diamond
2006; Gregory et al. 2010). The school suspension rate in the
USA is three times greater for African-Americans than for
White students (US Department of Education 2010). Twenty
percent of African-American male students are given out-of-
school suspensions compared to 6% of White males (US
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights 2014).
Disparities in discipline are seen as early as pre-school. For
instance, African-American pre-school students are more than
three times as likely to be sent home for misbehaving as White
children. These disparities continue in K—12th grade. In 2013—
2014, 18% of African-American boys were suspended com-
pared to 10% of African-American girls, 5% of Caucasian
boys, and 2% of Caucasian girls (Sparks 2016). According
to the San Francisco Chronicle, almost 20% of Oakland’s
Black male students were suspended at least once in 2011,
six times the rate of White students (Lyfe 2012; as cited by
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Rudd 2014). In Chicago public schools, Black students com-
prised 45% of the student body during the 20092010 aca-
demic year but 76% of the suspensions (New York Times —
Education 2012, as cited by Rudd 2014). These alarming dis-
parities are seen in states across the nation.

The research consistently shows that the behaviors of
African-American male students are more harshly perceived
than behavior of other ethnic groups evidenced by the
disproportionality in suspension rates and other types of
school discipline (Givens et al. 2016). This is likely due to
the stereotypes that African-American males are aggressive.
According to Skibam et al. (2014), the overrepresentation of
suspensions for African-American boys are for those infrac-
tions that are subjectively determined such as disobedience or
disrespect toward educators. While 42% of students are di-
verse, 90-92% of teachers are White (Ford and Whiting
2007). The existing research suggests that teachers’ stereo-
types influence their implicit bias, which mirror those biases
of the general population. For instance, 136 teachers from 6
schools were asked to watch a video of students walking. The
results showed that the teachers perceived the African-
American male students walking with a stroll (a popular cul-
tural style of walking displayed by many African-American
males) to be more aggressive, lower in achievement, and more
likely to need special education (Neal et al. 2003). Therefore,
it can be concluded that teachers’ stereotypes are influencing
their actions toward African-American male students,
resulting in lower expectations and disproportional suspen-
sion rates and special education referrals. These negative
school experiences associated with racism (fueled by stereo-
types) affect African-American male students’ academic mo-
tivation and school achievement (Ogbu 2004), further perpet-
uating the achievement gap.

Stereotypes leading to experiences with racism and dis-
crimination in school can be very stressful for students of all
ages. Experiences with racism can also be traumatic.
However, when discussing types of trauma, it is rare that rac-
ism is included. Trauma is an experience or repeated events
that completely overwhelms an individual’s ability to cope
(Giller 1999). Traumatic experiences are unexpected, the per-
son tends to be unprepared for it, there is nothing the person
can do to stop it from happening, and it may be a single or re-
occurring event (Robinson et al. 2018). These are all charac-
teristics of racism. Yet, when discussing trauma, rape, abuse,
and natural disasters are acknowledged, but not racism.
Increased stress, impaired concentration, depression, low
self-esteem, self-hatred, anger, irritability, and fear can all be
psychological effects of perceived racism. Perhaps it is the
stress/trauma of the perceived stereotypes and racism that is
influencing academic outcomes of African-American males.
Reynolds et al. (2010) found that race-related stress predicted
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in African-American
students. Discrimination has also been associated with lower
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grades, academic self-concepts, and school importance atti-
tudes (Chavous et al. 2008).

Stereotypes and Self-Concept

Throughout history African-Americans have consistently
been dehumanized, evidenced by the US constitution consid-
ering slaves three-fifths a person, the legalization of slave
lynchings, the adoption of Jim Crow Laws, and most recently,
police brutality against unarmed African-American males.
When individuals are continually degraded and dehumanized,
they often believe the stereotypes about their group and inter-
nalize the oppression they experience. Internalized oppression
refers to the subordinate group adopting the dominant group
ideology, resulting in the acceptance that their subordinate
status is deserved, natural, and inevitable (Pike 2010 as cited
by Aguilar 2015). Many African-Americans suffer from iden-
tity threat, as they believe the stereotypes and identity contin-
gencies assigned to them by the dominant culture. This is seen
in early elementary age children. Clark and Clark conducted a
doll study in 1939 which children where shown a Black and a
White doll and asked a series of questions about the doll. The
results of the study showed that both Black and White children
had more favorable responses toward the White doll and more
negative reactions to the Black doll. The Black doll was con-
sidered to be the ugly doll, the bad doll, the dumb doll, and the
mean doll. These doll studies have been reenacted several
times over 60 years with similar results (CNN 2010).
Starting at an early age, many Black children are exposed to
negative stereotypes about their culture, often resulting in neg-
ative racial identities. The media often stereotypes African-
Americans, particularly males, as criminals, drug addicts, un-
intelligent, and jobless (Oliver 2003). When students believe
these stereotypes about themselves, it affects their school per-
formance (self-fulfilling prophecy) which will impact the
types of jobs they attain in the future, their socioeconomic
status, the communities they live in, and their family life.
These negative stereotypes of African-American males al-
so influence the structural pattern of school districts through-
out the USA (Diamond 2006), teachers perceptions (Neal
et al. 2003), students’ motivation (Ogbu 2004), performance
on tests (Steele and Anderson 1995), graduation rates (Fisher
2009), and students’ beliefs about their academic abilities
(Steele and Anderson 1995). According to Ogbu (2004), peo-
ple who are discriminated against and devalued in a society
begin to believe and accept the negative stereotypes about
themselves. Thus, they act according to the perceptions and
it becomes reality (self-fulfilling prophecy). Ogbu (2004) re-
fers to African-Americans as “caste-like” minorities because
they were involuntarily incorporated into American society,
have often been victimized by job ceilings keeping them in
low-paying jobs that require little education, and view their
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unequal status in society as irreversible. Thus, African-
Americans do not see the value of an education because of
the limited opportunities available to them. Environmental
factors, lack of resources, stereotypes, and institutional racism
are rarely considered by the mainstream population when con-
sidering the race achievement gap. Instead, throughout histo-
ry, these disparities in educational outcomes have been uti-
lized to support stereotypical views of African-American male
intelligence.

Stereotypes and the Work Force

The poor educational outcomes of African-American males
drastically impact African-American families and communi-
ties because most high-paying jobs require a diploma or some
type of specialized training. If 40% of African-American
males are dropping out of school, it will be very likely that
they will live in poverty and have a difficult time providing for
their families. In 2010, the unemployment rate for African-
American males over age 20 was 17.5% as compared to 7.9%
for Caucasians (US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2011) and 27.4% of African-Americans were poor
compared to 9.9% of Caucasians (U.S. Bureau of the Census
2010).

One factor affecting African-American employment is ste-
reotypes held by employers that often result in covert racism
in the hiring process (Cornelius 2013). Bertand and
Mullainathan (2004) found that in identical resumes, altering
the name from an European name to an African-American
sounding name resulted in the European name receiving
50% more call-backs from employers (Blackmon and
Thomas 2014). Therefore, obtaining employment for
African-Americans is affected by stereotypes. According to
the Harvard Law Review (1991), African-American men have
many characteristics (verbal directness, expressive, assertive,
etc.) that conflict with a predominantly White work environ-
ment. These perceived characteristics are stereotypes held by
society that explain discrimination, such as the disproportion-
ate salaries and employment rates among African-American
men (Cornelius 2013). According to Cornelius (2013),
African-American professional men are twice as likely to be
unemployed and earn 20% less than their White counterparts
(Current Population Survey 2008). Of African-American
employed men, only 22% are in management/professional
jobs compared to 33% of White men (US Department of
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007).

Pager (2003) conducted a study of Black and White men
who applied for hundreds of low wage jobs. Their resumes
were equivalent differing only in race. The results of the study
showed that African-American male applicants are less likely
to be invited to interview, thereby providing fewer opportuni-
ties to establish rapport with the employer and demonstrate

their skills. African-American males are also less than half as
likely to receive consideration by employers as their White
counterparts. Pager also found that criminal convictions were
less problematic for the White participants. The White males
who reported that they were just out of prison were as likely to
be called back for a second interview as African-American
men who had no criminal history at all. Among African-
American males without criminal records, only 14% received
call-backs compared to 34% of their White non-criminal
counterparts. White men with criminal records received more
favorable treatment (17%) compared to African-American
males without (14%). Criminal records for African-
American men are interrelated to the criminal justice system
and difficult to overcome due to the convictions reinforcing
longstanding stereotypes of African-American men.

Stereotypes also play a major role in work evaluations and
promotions. Rosette et al. (2008) found that individuals devel-
op a set of beliefs about the behaviors and characteristics of a
business leader. Being White is considered a characteristic of
the prototypical business leader, and this commonly held be-
lief may lead to biased evaluations of minority leaders, partic-
ularly African-Americans who are stereotyped as being lazy
and incompetent (Rosette et al. 2008). These stereotypical
characteristics of a leader explain why research shows that
White leaders are perceived as more effective and successful
than Black leaders (Rosette et al. 2008). Racial stereotypes
also explain why employees view African-Americans as lack-
ing the knowledge and skills necessary for high-level posi-
tions (Cunningham and Bopp 2010 cited by Steward and
Cunningham 2015).

Stereotypes and the Justice System

Many incarcerated African-American males have limited ed-
ucation. Stereotypes influence their school attendance, refer-
rals for suspensions and expulsions, and completion rates
(Diamond 2006). The correlation between high school drop-
outs and prison records has been a concern across the nation.
The Justice Policy Institute found that 52% of African-
American males who did not graduate high school had a pris-
on record by the time they were 30 (Bethell 2012).
Stereotyping African-Americans is prevalent in the crimi-
nal justice system. Tragic police shootings of innocent
African-American males are happening at alarming rates.
Too often, African-American males are stereotyped as violent,
dangerous, and criminals, which reflects a long history of
slavery and stereotypes (Oliver 2003). Previous research has
shown that White people express greater fear of crime when in
the presence of African-American men and give more harsh
recommendations for African-American suspects than for
White suspects (Mauer 2011). African-Americans are incar-
cerated five times more than Caucasians and are 2.5 times

@ Springer



218

J. Hum. Rights Soc. Work (2019) 4:213-225

more likely to be searched when stopped by the police.
Although African-Americans make up only 12% of the US
population, African-American men account for 34% of drug
arrests, and 40% of the total prison population (Darensbourg
et al. 2010). It is estimated that one in every three African-
American men born today will be imprisoned sometime dur-
ing their lifetime (Mauer 2011). There is also strong evidence
that shows that race plays a role in determining death
sentences; individuals who kill White people are four times
as likely to receive death sentences as those who kill African-
Americans (Mauer 2011).

The mass incarceration of African-American males is re-
ducing family household incomes and producing significant
strains on the African-American community. African-
American children are nine times more likely to have an in-
carcerated parent, which is the largest factor contributing to
father-child separation in African-American families (Perry
and Bright 2012). Single parent families are more likely to
be in poverty, and there is a correlation between poverty and
education outcomes, employment, and the likelihood of en-
gaging in criminal activity (Comfort 2012; Darensbourg et al.
2010).

The media also plays a role in perpetuating stereotypes
of African-American males as violent criminals. Reality-
based TV shows demonstrate that White police officers
are more likely to employ force against Black and
Latino suspects than toward White suspects (Oliver
2003). Although there is often bias in the way in which
African-American males are depicted in the media, these
reality TV recordings are congruent with what is happen-
ing in many communities across the USA. African-
American men are the target of mistakenly placed police
aggression, which confirms that race plays a role in false
assumptions of dangerous individuals (Oliver 2003). A
study of deadly force by Philadelphia police supported
the idea that police are susceptible to implicit bias
(Fachner and Carter 2015). The study examined the label
of threat perception failure. In these instances, the officers
believed that the person was armed, and in many in-
stances, it turned out not to be true. The findings revealed
that failures were more likely to occur when the subject
was Black or Latino (Fachner and Carter 2015). There
have also been a plethora of shoot/ do-not-shoot studies
in which a subject is sitting in front of a computer monitor
and photos pop up very quickly on the screen showing a
White or a Black man. The man either has a gun or a
neutral object like a cell phone in his hand. The subject
is told to hit the shoot key if they see a threat and if a
threat is not seen to hit the “do not shoot” key. The find-
ings revealed that people were quicker to shoot an un-
armed African-American man than an unarmed White
man, suggesting implicit bias affects these actions
(Department of Justice Report 2016). Police officers, like
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many other people, have an implicit bias linking African-
Americans males to crime. Therefore, Black crime implic-
it bias is impacted in the use of deadly force against
African-American males in the USA.

The undergirding perceptions for treatment of African-
American males were born out of the policing policies
established from slavery and the Black Codes in the Deep
South (BLEAUSA 2014, p2). This barbaric dehumanizing
handling of African-Americans continued post-legal slavery
and after the Civil War (Chaney and Robertson 2015). Just as
alarming, the composition of the patrollers was typical sem-
blance of early police forces in the USA (all White males),
who were given legal authority to mistreat African-American
males in any manner they saw fit. During the Civil Rights era,
it became public knowledge that African-American males
were victims of police brutality and yet the mysterious
uninvestigated deaths “in the line of duty” were publicly ac-
ceptable. Today’s trend of unarmed African American males
being killed by police is news-worthy because of videos and
public awareness of the real incident. Dulaney (1996) suggests
that these shooting are the same type of violent policing that
African Americans have been receiving since the 17th
century.

These incidents of police brutality can be very traumatic in
the African American community. Some African American
males may be experiencing PTSD symptoms due to discrim-
ination (Sibrava et al. 2019). However, they may not be vali-
dated by mental health professionals because racism has not
traditionally been considered traumatic and there is limited
research examining the relationship between discrimination
and PTSD (Sibrava et al. 2019). It is important to consider
that many African American males live in fear because it is not
uncommon for them or someone they are acquainted with to
be treated unfairly, discriminated against of even harassed by
the police or someone in authority.. If African-American
males do not have a personal experience with racism, they
often witness it on television/social media. It is very difficult
to excel in school, work, or other areas of one’s life when
safety needs are not met. Even if these incidents of perceived
stereotypes and racism discussed throughout the paper at any
level (school, work, in the community) were not experienced
directly, African-American males can still experience second-
ary trauma by hearing the stories of other African-Americans
who have experienced trauma as a result of racism.

Smith and Holmes (2003) found that brutality toward
African-American males occurs because (1) authorities and
White citizens tend to stereotype minorities as dangerous
and criminally prone; (2) authorities see racially dissimilar
minority groups as threatening to the existing social order;
and (3) the police may perceive poor minority citizens as a
direct threat to their well-being. Jennings (2011) suggest that
the brutalizing of African-Americans is so routinely done by
the police that too often the public thinks the behavior is
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normal. The main point is that the police “carry the memories
and programmed racism forming their origination” (p.77). As
previously noted, Whites devalued African Americans and
used slave patrols to systematically control them and protect
the interest of slave owners Today, the police fulfill the same
roles and often feel justified in their efforts to carry out past
practices of law enforcement functions. Hence, shooting and
killing unarmed African-American males continue the nor-
malizing of controlling African-Americans and protecting
the White community (Turner et al. 2006). Police brutality
often goes unreported or unpunished, which is a clear viola-
tion of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination (CERD) (Henderson 2013).

Implications for Social Work Practice

The stereotypes of African-American males are an ongoing
concern in the USA dating back to slavery. These stereotypes
are embedded in the US culture and often result in systematic
racism. There is not one intervention that can miraculously
stop the negative stereotypes of African-Americans or the rac-
ism in the schools, workforce, and judicial system. However,
cultural competency training can be a first step in reducing the
negative stereotypes, which may decrease some of the system-
atic racism discussed throughout this paper. Teachers, busi-
ness people, police officers, and all professionals need cultural
competency training from a human rights perspective to de-
velop a sense of awareness and a skill set to work effectively
with diverse populations.

Cultural Competency Interventions

The authors are aware that cultural competency trainings are
not the total solution to dismantling stereotypes. However, the
general notion that the unconscious significantly influences
human behavior is a noted fact. Earlier documentation pre-
sented by Freud continues to the present day (Nosek et al.
2011). In order for society to move beyond the subconscious
or unawareness of implicit bias, individuals must begin the
process of recodification of stereotypes that are directly tied
to the unconscious thoughts associated with racial groups,
especially African-American males. Cultural competency
training has been successful in some instances in dispelling
stereotypes that decrease institutional racism. Although cul-
tural competency training alone is not sufficient to address
more than 200 years of bondage, oppression, discrimination,
and injustices that have played a major role in traumatizing
African-American males, it is the first step to begin the long
overdue process of reducing stereotypes, while improving cul-
tural sensitivity. The goal of cultural competency training is to
(1) increase awareness, (2) gain knowledge, and (3) acquire
skills to work with diverse cultures (Hickey 2016). The

literature has documented that when people become aware
of how stereotypes influence their behavior and gain knowl-
edge about other cultures, they are able to understand, com-
municate, and effectively interact with people across cultures.
It is imperative that the five core notions of human rights—
human dignity; non-discrimination; civil and political rights;
economic, social, and cultural rights; and solidarity rights—
are integrated in cultural competency training (Rozas and
Garran 2016).

Awareness Increasing awareness about the negative im-
pacts of stereotypes on African-American males is an es-
sential first step to increasing social equity mandated by
the UDHR (fair access to resources such as education,
healthcare, jobs, etc.; full participation in the political and
cultural life in one’s community; and self-determination in
meeting one’s fundamental needs). Many professionals are
reluctant to believe that their own behaviors, their peers'
behavior, and their institution's policies may conflict with
their professional ethics (Geiger 2006 cited by Griffith
et al. 2007) and may be contributing to institutional racism.
For this reason, it is important to practice from a social
justice framework to raise consciousness about power
and privilege and to encourage advocating against structur-
al forces that violate human rights and perpetuate racism.
Many African-American men are resistant to receive med-
ical treatment and mental health services, to participate in
school activities, or to interact with the police due to fear
and lack of trust, resulting from institutional racism.
Therefore, it is imperative that medical and mental health
professionals, educators, business people, law enforce-
ment, and politicians recognize the biases they possess that
may be negatively influencing the services they provide.
One effective way to combat stereotypes is to increase
awareness of how stereotypes affect decision-making
(Devine et al. 2012). Becoming aware of one’s beliefs is the
first step to changing values, beliefs, and behaviors (Wahler
2012). There are many activities/exercises/surveys that can be
used to increase awareness about one’s stereotypes. Asking
questions regarding racial attitudes; and characteristics, be-
liefs, and perceptions of various populations can help identify
a person’s tendency to respond with prejudice. People need to
be aware of when biased responses are likely to occur and how
to replace those biased responses with responses more consis-
tent with their values (Devine et al. 2012). Simply being aware
one has stereotypes will not change an individual’s behaviors.
According to Devine et al. (2012), racial prejudice is an un-
conscious habit. In order to break the habit, the individual will
have to become aware of the unconscious nature of their racial
bias and stereotypes, become concerned that they have this
bias, and implement strategies that are effective in retraining
their automatic responses to racial stimuli. Devine et al. found
that increasing awareness of one’s biases will increase their
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concern about how their biases affect their actions and will
motivate them to learn strategies to amend their biases and
how their biases affect their behaviors.

Knowledge Once an individual becomes aware of their stereo-
types, they can begin to increase their knowledge about other
cultures and ways to avoid stereotyping. Some effective strat-
egies to replace bias responses with non-bias responses are
replacement of stereotypes (recognizing biased responses,
considering how the response can be avoided in the future,
and replacing them with unbiased responses), counter-
stereotype imaging (imagining in detail positive aspects of
the group that contradicts their negative stereotypes), and in-
dividuating members of ethnic groups (looking at them as
individuals rather than a group) (Devine et al. 2012). Social
workers, teachers, police officers, health professionals, busi-
ness people, etc. can have this habit-breaking training within
the context of their fields, which could reduce unjust treatment
and institutional racism in schools, the justice system, health
care, and businesses.

As awareness increases, it is also important for people to
learn about other cultures. Education is key to dismantling the
stereotypes that continue to deny African-American men
equal access to education, employment, and other resources
in their communities. Educating others can be as simple as
presenting them with the research that demonstrates how,
why, and when stereotypes are most likely to influence deci-
sions (Grewal 2010). Research shows that educating people
about stereotypes helps foster diversity (Grewal 2010). In or-
der to ensure social equity, cultural competency training must
be implemented at all levels of society and integrated into
social policies.

Another critical piece to dismantling stereotypes is expo-
sure. Having interaction with individuals of different ethnic
groups has been effective in increasing knowledge of other
cultures and reducing stereotypes (Devine et al. 2012).
According to the intergroup theory (Pettigrew 1998), in-
creased contact with diverse individuals and having personal
relationships with people from different ethnic groups can
lower the level of prejudice toward minorities. This theory
explains why people who have friends or personal relation-
ships with diverse people show less discrimination and bias
toward members of those groups (Wahler 2012). Lowery
(2002) contends that the more opportunities teachers have to
interact with different student populations, the more open they
will be to accepting diverse student populations. Research has
also shown that trainings and activities that involve interac-
tions between diverse groups tend to be more successful in
promoting long-term attitudinal changes, compared to those
activities simply providing information about minority groups
(Oskamp 2000 as cited by Wahler 2012). Petrovish and Lowe
(2005) found that people learned the most about groups dif-
ferent from themselves by exposure and relationship building
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with minority groups and through hearing their personal
stories. Eack and Newhill (2008, as cited by Wahler 2012)
also found that contact with individuals in a minority group
(such as people who are mentally ill) was the most important
factor in their comfort level and knowledge about persons
with mental illness.

Skills With the insight acquired from cultural competency
training and the increased knowledge of other cultures, social
workers, educators, law enforcement, and policy makers will
gain a skill set that will enable them to provide services that
promote social equity for marginalized populations, such as
African-American males. Cultural competency training not
only allows people to appreciate and embrace the differences,
but also enables them to recognize the similarities between
cultures. Recognizing and acknowledging similarities may as-
sist professionals (like police officers) in developing rapport
with community members different from themselves and may
help them react appropriately in culturally diverse situations
(Hickey 2016). Understanding different cultures will assist
professionals (social workers, police officers, educators, etc.)
in diffusing negative situations because they will be able to
understand how people from different cultures react in various
situations based on their cultural values and beliefs (Hickey
2016). As cultural competent skills are acquired, professionals
will treat diverse populations with respect and non-judgmental
attitudes congruent with the mandates of the UDHR. It is
important to note that cultural competency training will not
rid an individual of all their biases. Becoming culturally com-
petent should be viewed as a developmental process and a
goal that an individual/agency is continually working toward
(Cross 1988). Regardless of how culturally competent an
individual/agency becomes, there will always be room for
growth (Cross 1988).

Social Work Curriculum

To correct misconceptions about African-Americans and other
cultural groups, students need to learn to distinguish between
a valid generalization and a sterecotype (Moore 2006).
According to Moore (2006), this skill is needed to be able to
advocate on behalf of others. Therefore, students must learn
about the origins, purposes, and consequences of stereotypes
and the ways to combat them in order to provide optimal
services to their clients. Research has shown that incorporat-
ing diversity or multicultural courses into college curriculums
has contributed to a positive change in racial attitudes (Radloff
2010). Therefore, all social work students are required to take
a cultural diversity class. However, taking one diversity class
is not enough for students to become culturally competent. It
is important to engage in ongoing cultural competence train-
ing because research supports that individuals who have on-
going training are more effective in delivering culturally
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competent services (Wahler 2012). It is recommended that
various assignments targeted at reducing stereotypes and mis-
conceptions be implemented throughout social work curricu-
lums. Such assignments should expose students to direct con-
tact with people from other cultures. For instance, in a human
behavior course, an assignment in which a student has to
attend a cultural event in which they are the minority may be
helpful in increasing awareness on how minorities may feel on
a daily basis. In a practice course, an assignment to interview a
minority or international student over lunch and then meet
with them weekly for 1 month can be used to expose students
to other cultures and reduce stereotypes. In research classes,
previous studies/experiments such as the Jane Elliott’s blue
eye brown eyes experiment or Clark and Clark’s doll study
can be replicated to increase awareness and empathy. Finally,
a policy class can take a field trip to a civil rights museum to
understand the history of African-Americans and how various
events throughout history have impacted institutional racism
and race disparities. Policy classes can also be assigned to
attend town hall meetings and take trips to the state capitol
to lobby against unjust bills being passed.

Advocacy is an important skill for social workers to
possess since social justice is a core value of the pro-
fession. Cultural competency is a first step to disman-
tling stereotypes, but policies and laws must be changed
to address institutional racism. Therefore, students must
be aware of how stereotypes affect laws contributing to
institutional racism and assignments designed to
strengthen students’ advocacy skills should be given.
For instance, social work students should be instructed
to research policies being introduced in their state that
conflict with social work core values. Through research
they may find a bill being introduced such as one to
drug test all individuals who receive public assistance.
This is a social justice issue because it targets a vulner-
able population (low income, minorities) and perpetuates
the stereotype that people receiving government assis-
tance are substance abusers. In this situation, an assign-
ment can be made to write letters to senators and rep-
resentatives that are sponsoring the bill. Students can
use empirical data in the letters to expose the stereo-
types and increase awareness about the unjust policies.
Instructors can make arrangements for the class to go to
the state capitol and sit in open committee meetings
with those sponsoring the bills. There the students can
voice concerns about how the particular bill will perpet-
uate stereotypes and contribute to institutional racism,
while using research to support their arguments. These
types of assignments are vital to teaching students to
advocate against bills and laws that do not have the
best interest of vulnerable populations, such as
African-American males. If these skills are acquired in
school, it is likely that students will continue to

advocate and be involved with social justice issues in
their communities throughout their careers.

Lobbying against unjust laws and bills is one step to in-
creasing public awareness in attempts to decrease institutional
racism. Students should also become familiar with human
rights documents such as the UDHR and the CERD and
should be trained around anti-racist behaviors and advocacy
(Rozas and Garran 2016). Learning to practice from a human
rights perspective will enable students to advocate for the right
of all individuals to have at the very least a minimal life stan-
dard (Rozas and Garran 2016).

CEUs

Before social workers can train other professionals to be cul-
turally competent, they must first be culturally competent
themselves. According to the U.S. Social Work Code of
Ethics (2008), social workers should understand culture, pro-
vide culturally competent services, and seek to understand
social diversity and oppression. Although ethics training is
required by nearly every state licensure board, fewer than 10
states require cultural competency training for license renew-
al. Therefore, social workers should advocate for state licen-
sure boards to mandate a minimum of three continuing edu-
cational units of cultural competence training yearly in every
state. Like all people, social workers have biases and must
address them. If social workers are advocating for mandated
cultural competency training in other fields, our profession
must show the importance of the training by making it a re-
quirement to obtain/maintain licensure.

Policy Change

Finally, this article is a call to action for social workers to
embrace the role as a change agent in dismantling how society
has perpetuated the stereotypes of African-American males.
The social work core value of social justice maintains that
social workers are to pursue social change on behalf of
oppressed individuals, such as African-American males.
Hence, it is crucial to increase society’s awareness of the ste-
reotypes that play a major role in educational outcomes, hiring
processes, and the continued police brutality shown toward
African-American males.

One step to achieve this is by lobbying for policies to be
passed that mandate and enforce all State and Federal agencies
and organizations to participate in cultural competency train-
ing as part of their new worker orientation. It is recommended
that this training be provided by a certified cultural competen-
cy trainer. Although most agencies currently have some sort of
diversity training, employees often report that it is not benefi-
cial. Many times the presenter is not competent in the area of
training and rushes through the information, and the employee
simply signs a sheet indicating they received the training.
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There is a lack of accountability or measure as to how much
the employee actually learned. Therefore, this proposed man-
dated training would require that the participant pass a stan-
dardized exam noting the worker’s proficiency in the training.
No staff would be allowed to move forward in the hiring
process until they have demonstrated proficiency in the train-
ing with a score of at least 80%. It is also recommended that a
refresher course be mandated every year accompanied by a
passing score of 80% to remain employed. To ensure that the
mandated cultural competency training is implemented as pro-
posed, State and Federal Agencies not in compliance would
be at risk of losing state and federal funding until the agency
can produce documentation that all staff have completed the
mandated training. Failure to be in compliance will result in a
fine per each incidence. If the agency continues to be non-
compliant, the state and federal funding will be lost. For pol-
icies like this to become a reality, the U.S. National
Association of Social Workers must commit to being the voice
against social injustice by exposing stereotypes that perpetuate
institutional racism and must be committed to lobbying for
laws supporting equality and against those that oppress
individuals.

In addition to lobbying for policies to mandate and enforce
cultural competency training for state and federal employees,
social workers can empower clients by assisting them in ini-
tiating formal complaints about the institutional racism they
have experienced. Organizing forums in the community and
facilitating opportunities for African-American males to share
their perspectives on how institutional racism has impacted
their lives can be effective in increasing awareness and knowl-
edge. Finally, social workers can assist businesses by identi-
fying opportunities to create positive change by constructing
expectations and accountability for how the organizations will
address institutional racism.

Future Research

When working with African-American males, it is impor-
tant to consider the traumatic effects of racism. Social
workers and all mental health professionals should ac-
knowledge how stereotypes contribute to racist acts,
resulting in trauma. Future research should focus on the
psychological effects of racism (increased stress, fear, an-
ger, self- hatred, depression) on African-American males
and how their experiences with racism impact their out-
comes. Rather than stereotyping African-American males
as angry, paranoid, lazy, or substance abusers, social
workers should seek to understand the trauma African-
American males are experiencing and provide culturally
sensitive trauma-focused therapy. Perhaps the anger is a
result of racist experiences and the paranoia is justified
due to continuous stereotypes and unjust treatment. The
laziness may be a lack of motivation due to frustration
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and hopelessness as a result of institutional racism, and
the substance abuse may be self-medicating behaviors be-
cause mental health professionals are not treating the
trauma.

Future studies should also examine historical trauma.
As a result of slavery, institutional racism, and years of
discrimination, traumas can be transmitted across gener-
ations. African-American males do not necessarily have
to experience racism directly to experience traumatic
effects. For instance, African-American males see daily
how they are stereotyped in the media; they often hear
their parents talking about not getting interviews, jobs,
or promotions because of discrimination; and they see
reports of other unarmed African-American males being
brutally killed by the police on the news. Although they
may not be experiencing these things directly, hearing
and seeing these situations can be traumatic, instilling
fear, anger, and mistrust. Social workers often experi-
ence secondary trauma (compassion fatigue) as a result
of being exposed to traumatic material they hear from
their clients. Much consideration is given to this and
self-care is emphasized in social work departments to
reduce the traumatic experiences associated with com-
passion fatigue. Perhaps, more attention should be given
to historical trauma faced by African-American males
and effective trauma-focused interventions that will ben-
efit them. Social workers must take action and advocate
that racism be included in discussions and definitions of
trauma in order to provide appropriate culturally com-
petent services.

Conclusion

Stereotypes are deeply embedded in U.S. culture and of-
ten influence acts of prejudice and systemic racism that
have contributed to the inequalities of African-American
males. Social workers need to continue to bring awareness
to the devastating consequences of stereotypes and their
impact on laws and policies that perpetuate race dispar-
ities in education and employment outcomes, and arrests
and sentencing in the judicial system. Social workers must
also advocate for changes at the state and federal level to
mandate that cultural competency training is implemented
in all state and federal agencies to increase individuals’
awareness and knowledge of other cultures that enhance
their effectiveness to work with culturally diverse popula-
tions. The U.S. government has failed to comply with and
enforce CERD, thus allowing human rights violations and
racial discrimination to develop, persist, and go unreport-
ed and unpunished (Henderson 2013). Social workers
need to advocate that the Articles of UDHR and CERD
be enforced to adopt immediate and effective measures
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that combat prejudices and promote understanding, toler-
ance, and friendship among nations and racial or ethnic
groups (Henderson 2013).
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