
Racial Disparities in Individuals With Co-occurring 
Serious Mental Illness and Substance Use Disorders

One in four people with serious mental illness also struggle with a substance use disorder.1 
Millions more struggle with misuse of one or more substances without meeting the high 

criteria for a substance use disorder.2 Marginalized populations, such as racial and ethnic minorities, 
are disproportionately impacted by the negative effects of co-occurring disorders. These same 
populations tend to have the least access to care.

For different racial and ethnic groups, several factors greatly influence the likelihood of a diagnosis 
of a co-occurring disorder, whether an individual will seek treatment and an individual’s access to 
treatment. These factors include cultural differences; associated stigma of these illnesses within 
communities; racial bias in health care; and systemic racial disparities, including neighborhood 
segregation and poverty. 

  Mental health treatment for people with serious mental illness and substance use disorders

People with co-occurring serious mental illness and substance use disorders who are members of 
racial and ethnic minority populations receive less treatment compared to white Americans. 
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  Race, mental illness and the criminal justice system

Individuals with co-occurring substance use disorder and serious mental illness are overrepresented 
in every part of the criminal justice system. Race is a compounding factor that puts this already 
vulnerable population at a higher risk for a variety of negative outcomes.
 

Black Americans with serious mental 
illness are 1.3 times more likely to 

die in a law enforcement encounter 
compared to white Americans with 

serious mental illness.4

 
 
 

Black Americans with co-occurring 
serious mental illness and substance 

use disorders are 1.5 times more likely 
to be arrested and booked for a crime 

compared to white Americans with 
co-occurring serious mental illness and 

substance use disorders.5

Black and Hispanic Americans  
with mental illness are 2.5 times 

more likely to be subject to solitary 
confinement when incarcerated 
compared to white Americans  

with mental illness.6 
 

For the full evidence brief, visit the Treatment Advocacy Center website.
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Percent who received any mental 
health treatment in past year 

White non-Hispanic (NH) 69%

Black/African American NH 52%

Hispanic 51%

Asian NH 48%

Native American/Alaskan Native NH 63%

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander NH 70%

More than one race 66%
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