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A B S T R A C T

Objective: The current study examined whether sleep mediates the effect of discrimination experiences on
mental and physical health over time. Prior research suggests a partially mediated relation; however, these
studies used cross-sectional designs which provide insufficient causal evidence.
Method: The study used longitudinal data available from the Midlife in the United States Study (MIDUS II,
Biomarker project, and MIDUS III) applying structural equation modeling to evaluate whether self-reported sleep
(N=866) mediated the impact of discrimination on mental and physical health outcomes.
Results: Self-reported sleep quality partially mediated the effect of discrimination on mental and physical health.
Analyses also indicated self-reported daytime dysfunction (i.e., difficulties maintaining alertness and motivation
during the day) as a key component of sleep that mediates the discrimination and mental and physical health
relations.

Interestingly, having multiple marginalized identities did not amplify the impact of discrimination on sleep
and health.
Conclusions: These findings build upon previous cross-sectional research by better supporting the causal asser-
tion that experiences of discrimination undermine sleep, which in turn worsens both mental and physical health.
Altogether, results underscore the harmful impact of discrimination on health indirectly through sleep and offer
insight into directions for future research.

1. Introduction

Areas of research attempting to understand the effects of dis-
crimination are rapidly growing due to the detrimental impact of dis-
crimination on physical and psychological functioning (Lewis et al.,
2015). Meta-analyses reveal robust associations of discrimination with
physical health (Pascoe and Richman, 2009) and psychological well-
being (Schmitt et al., 2014) among marginalized populations such as
racial and ethnic minorities, LGBTQ identified individuals, and women.
This body of literature often focuses on the impact of chronic, everyday
discrimination. Everyday discrimination occurs routinely in daily life and
encapsulates a spectrum of discrimination experiences, including per-
vasive yet subtle forms of discrimination, such as being treated with less
respect than others, to more escalated forms such as being threatened or
harassed (Essed, 1991; Williams and Mohammed, 2009). Experiencing
daily discrimination appears to be fairly common; population level
estimates suggest that between 25 and 60% of people in the United
States encounter daily discrimination (Boutwell et al., 2017; Kessler

et al., 1999). Importantly, experimental and longitudinal research in-
dicate a causal process wherein exposure to discrimination deteriorates
mental and physical health (Brown et al., 2018; Schmitt et al., 2014;
Yang et al., 2018). For instance, discrimination can harm wellbeing,
increase distress and mental illness symptoms, elevate risk for a wide
variety of physical illnesses and conditions, and undermine general
indicators of health (Brown et al., 2018; Mossakowski, 2003; Schmitt
et al., 2014). Similar to discrimination, sleep problems plague ap-
proximately 35% of the U.S. population and contribute to mental and
physical health concerns (Liu et al., 2016; Ohayon, 2002). The current
study examined whether sleep may partially explain how everyday
discrimination deteriorates future physical and mental health.

1.1. Discrimination, sleep, and health

Discrimination may influence health, in part, through its negative
impact on sleep. Sleep plays a vital role in the maintenance and re-
storation of health, aiding in the clearance of harmful proteins (e.g., β-
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amyloid) from the brain and body, calibrating emotional reactivity, and
regulating appetite and energy expenditure (Everson, 1993; Van Cauter
et al., 2007; Xie et al., 2013; Yoo et al., 2007). Insufficient sleep can
lead to a myriad of mental and physical health problems such as in-
creased risk of depression, cardiovascular disease, obesity, and diabetes
(Baglioni et al., 2011; Buxton and Marcelli, 2010). Discrimination is a
stressor that corrodes multiple aspects of sleep, such as its continuity
(i.e., staying asleep throughout the night), duration, and subjective
quality across a range of marginalized populations (Bao et al., 2016;
Lewis et al., 2013; Paine et al., 2016; Sims et al., 2016; Slopen et al.,
2016). These differences in sleep due to discrimination likely deter
health. For example, approximately 50% of the racial differences in
cardiovascular disease have been accounted for by differences in sleep
duration and efficiency (Curtis et al., 2017); however, racial differences
in sleep disappear or decrease after accounting for discrimination,
suggesting that racial health disparities may be partially accounted for
by the disruptive influence of discrimination on sleep (Fuller-Rowell
et al., 2016; Tomfohr et al., 2012).

Supporting this notion, cross-sectional studies found that sleep
quality partially mediated the effect of discrimination on mental and
physical health (Chen and Yang, 2014; Steffen and Bowden, 2006; Yang
and Park, 2015), although the causality of these pathways remains in
question. That is, although these cross-sectional studies utilized theo-
retical justification and covariates to minimize the potential for reverse
causality, the limitation remains that similar results may have been
obtained if sleep and health were switched as mediator and outcome, a
viable alternative explanation. In fact, mental health characteristics,
such as depression symptoms, have been found to mediate the impact of
discrimination on sleep (Lewis et al., 2013). As such, Slopen et al.
(2016) and others (Owens, et al., 2017; Slopen and Williams, 2014)
note the need to longitudinally assess these relations to further de-
lineate temporal relations among discrimination, sleep, and health.

Additionally, prior studies did not fully examine which aspects of
sleep are most important for the impact of discrimination on health.
Subjective appraisals of sleep quality and duration of sleep have been
implicated as playing roles in how discrimination undermines health,
though sleep duration may play a small or negligible role after ac-
counting for subjective sleep quality (Yang and Park, 2015). However,
discrimination has been linked to sleep disturbances beyond decreased
sleep duration and subjective quality including greater sleepiness and
fatigue, increased frequency of nightly awakenings, decreased sleep
efficiency, and less Rapid Eye Movement Sleep (Beatty et al., 2011;
Francis et al., 2017; Lewis et al., 2013). Different aspects of sleep can
affect psychological constructs and be impacted by them in distinct
manners. For instance, health, mood, and emotion tend to be more
strongly tied to subjective perceptions of sleep quality and sleeping
continuously throughout the night than sleep duration (Pilcher et al.,
1997; Mezick et al., 2009). In addition, sleep disturbances lead to
daytime dysfunction by increasing fatigue and sleepiness, both of which
are also linked to discrimination and mental and physical health
(Grandner et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2006; Williamson et al., 2005).
Feelings of fatigue or sleepiness that result from sleep disturbances are
also important to focus on because they may impair engagement in
effortful, proactive health behaviors, such as seeking social support,
exercising, or scheduling routine physical examinations that prevent
deteriorations in health (Feeney and Collins, 2015; Gill et al., 2001;
Timmerman et al., 2015). Discrimination is associated with many dif-
ferent types of sleep disturbances which influence health, yet little is
known about which of these disturbances uniquely tie discrimination to
health.

Past studies have focused on the effects of discrimination con-
ceptualized as originating from belonging to one marginalized group,
such as being a racial minority or being LGBTQ. Generally, dis-
crimination seems to impair sleep equally across different marginalized
populations, (Beatty et al., 2011; Grandner et al., 2012; Lewis et al.,
2013; Paine et al., 2016). However, personal identity is more complex

than belonging to a single group. People can have “intersecting iden-
tities” wherein they belong to multiple groups, such as a black woman
or an elderly bisexual male. Individuals who belong to multiple mar-
ginalized groups can face discrimination for more reasons, different
reasons, and from more sources, thereby amplifying the consequences
of discrimination for sleep and health as compared to individuals who
belong to a single or no marginalized group (Crenshaw, 1989; Harnois,
2015; Seng et al., 2012). Along these lines, individuals with multiple
marginalized identities can be at greater risk for substance abuse and
mental disorders than their singular identity counterparts (Borgogna
et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2017; Mereish and Bradford, 2014). While
research on the influence of multiple marginalized identities on sleep
seems to be nonexistent, individuals with multiple marginalized iden-
tities may experience greater sleep disturbances as a result of dis-
crimination. Indirect evidence for this possibility comes from a recent
finding that individuals who face higher frequencies of discrimination
have greater sleep disturbances (Paine et al., 2016). Thus, holding
multiple marginalized identities may moderate the discrimination-
sleep-health pathway.

Overall, discrimination has been linked to significant health detri-
ments and sleep may play a role in this relation. While a few studies
have examined this possibility, a more stringent and delineated test is
needed. Moreover, the consequences of belonging to multiple margin-
alized populations on this pathway have received little attention,
especially in regard to sleep.

1.2. The current study

The current study utilized a large sample of middle-aged adults to
examine a structural equation model in which self-reported sleep was
measured after initial reports of discrimination and mental and physical
health, and health and discrimination were again measured three to
nine years after sleep. Moreover, multiple aspects of self-reported sleep
were measured, allowing for a more comprehensive examination of
which aspects are most important. Finally, this sample provided as-
sessment of many different types of discrimination experiences (e.g.,
gender, racial, sexual orientation) and quantification of belonging to
multiple marginalized populations.

2. Method

2.1. Sample and timeline

Longitudinal data available from the Midlife in the United States
Study (MIDUS) was used for this study. Specifically, data were drawn
from MIDUS II, MIDUS II Biomarker subsample, and MIDUS III phases
of the MIDUS. The goal of MIDUS is to examine behavioral and psy-
chosocial factors underlying age-related differences in health. As such,
the MIDUS project is a useful dataset to examine the influence of dis-
crimination in a large and diverse sample. Data collection for MIDUS
was approved by the Institutional Review Board at University
Wisconsin-Madison. MIDUS recruited a national sample of 7108 adults
from 1995 to 1996 via random digit-dialed sampling frames to com-
plete a survey and conducted two follow-ups with participants from this
original sample in 2004–2005 (MIDUS II, N=4963; 69.8% retention
from MIDUS I) and in 2013–2014 (MIDUS III, N=3294; 66.4% re-
tention from MIDUS II). Analysis of participant retention from MIDUS I
to MIDUS II suggested that participants who were White, married, more
educated, and had better physical health were more likely to participate
(Radler and Ryff, 2010). MIDUS II invited a subsample of its partici-
pants to conduct the Biomarker project (N=1255), which included
additional bio-indicator, health, and sleep assessments from 2004 to
2009 at sites that were part of the University of Wisconsin-Clinical and
Translational Research Core. Because sleep data of interest were only
available in the Biomarker subsample of MIDUS II, the present study
only included Biomarker subsample participants who also completed
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the MIDUS III survey. The Biomarker sample is highly similar to the
MIDUS II sample in terms of demographic and health characteristics
(Love et al., 2010).

Of the total 1255 Biomarker participants, 866 participants also had
available MIDUS III survey data (data on 201 participants have not
been released yet). The average length of time between participation in
MIDUS II and Biomarker project was 2.96 years (range: 0–6 years,
SD= 1.54 years), between Biomarker project and MIDUS III was 6.10
years (range: 3–9 years, SD=1.68 years), and between MIDUS II and
MIDUS III was 9.06 years (range: 8–10 years, SD=0.56 years). Given
this temporal ordering of these projects, within this study MIDUS II is
referred to as Time 1, Biomarker as Time 2, and MIDUS III as Time 3.

2.2. Participants

The majority of this sample at Time 1 (Mage= 54.7, SDage= 11.0;
female= 56%) identified as European American (93%), 2.4% as
African American, 2.0% as Hispanic American, 1.3% as Native
American, 0.3% as Asian American, and 1.0% as Other or Don't Know.
Average income was $45,208. Approximately 43.6% of participants
were not currently employed, and 44.0% did not have a college degree.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Time invariant control variables (time 1)
Participants’ reported age, gender (coded male= 0, female= 1),

race (coded European American=0 and all other races=1 due to a
predominately European American sample [93%]), and neuroticism at
Time 1 were used as time invariance control variables. Propensity to
feel negative affect (Goldberg, 1992) was also used as a control vari-
able. Neuroticism was used to control for estimate inflation due to
negativity bias when reporting health (Watson and Pennebaker, 1989).
Participants also responded to how well the adjectives “moody”,
“worrying”, “nervous”, and “calm” (reverse-scored) described them
from (1) “not at all” to (4) “a lot” (α= 0.76; Rossi, 2001).

2.3.2. Time-varying control variables (time 1 and 3)
Income, education level, and employment status were assessed at

Times 1 and 3. Participants’ past-year income from personal earnings,
pension, and social security were summed to create a total income
index, which the MIDUS data capped at $200,000. Education level was
measured by participants indicating the highest grade of school or year
of college they completed, coded from 1 “No school or some grade
school” to 12 “PH.D., ED.D., MD, DDS, LLB, LLD, JD, or other profes-
sional degree”. Participants indicated (yes/no) whether they were
currently employed (0=not employed; 1= employed).

2.3.3. Everyday discrimination (time 1 and time 3)
The daily discrimination scale (Essed, 1991) asks how often parti-

cipants experience nine different types of discrimination on a daily
basis, such as “being treated with less courtesy than other people” or
“being threatened or harassed” (αs= 0.91). Participants rated items on
a scale from “Never” (1) to “Often (4). This scale was created from
qualitative studies of discrimination and has been extensively used to
assess the relation of discrimination and health (Robinson et al., 2017;
Williams et al., 1997).

2.3.3.1. Multiple marginalized identities. Within the everyday
discrimination scale, participants could indicate reasons for their
discrimination experiences by checking all applicable reasons from
the following list: age, gender, race, ethnicity/nationality, religion,
height/weight, some other aspect of appearance, physical disability,
sexual orientation, occupation, financial status, education, or other. Of
the 518 participants who reported experiencing discrimination, 423
participants indicated specific reasons (M=1.59 reasons; SD=0.88)

for their discrimination experiences. Gender was the most frequently
cited source of discrimination (n=165), followed by age (n=121),
other (n=88), body size (n=83), race (n=68), some other aspect of
appearance (n=46), religion (n=38), ethnicity (n=37), sexual
orientation (n=20), and physical disability (n=15). The sum of
indicated reasons was used to measure number of marginalized
identities (Seng et al., 2012). Participants who indicated “never” for
all items on the everyday discrimination scale were given scores of 0 for
a number of reasons, thereby increasing scale variability and study
power. Because sample size was low for people reporting greater than
three reasons, all individuals indicating three or more reasons were
collapsed in one category. Altogether, 305 participants indicated no
reason for discrimination (because they did not indicate experiencing
discrimination), 247 participants indicated one reason, 115 indicated
two reasons, 61 indicated three or more reasons. Overall, greater scores
on this index indicate identifying with more marginalized identities.

2.3.4. Physical health (time 1 and time 3)
Self-ratings of current physical health, physical health concerns over

the past month and past year, and body mass index were used to
measure physical health (below) and extract an overall physical health
latent variable. Prior discrimination and health research have used si-
milar measures to extract latent physical health variables (Gibbons
et al., 2014). Except for body mass index, all physical health measures
demonstrated strong factor loadings onto their corresponding latent
variable at Time 1 and Time 3 (loadings > 0.55; ps < .001), which
were nearly identical in magnitude for Time 1 and Time 3 (see
Supplemental Table 1).

2.3.4.1. Current physical health. Participants rated “In general, would
you say your physical health is excellent, very good, good, fair, or
poor?” from 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor). This single-item self-report of
current physical health is often used in health research and predicts
mortality even above physician assessments (Desalvo et al., 2005;
Schnittker and Bacak, 2014).

2.3.4.2. Physical health over the past month. Participants reported how
often they experienced eight different common health problems (i.e.,
headaches, backaches, sweating a lot, hot flushes or flashes, aches or
stiffness in joints, leaking urine, pain or discomfort during intercourse,
and pain or aches in extremities) over the past 30 days on a 5-point
Likert scale from 1 (Once a month) to 5 (Almost every day). Responses
were averaged to create an index of health concerns frequency over the
past month (Time 1 α=0.69; Time 3= 0.71).

2.3.4.3. Physical health over the past year. Participants indicated
whether they had experienced or been treated for 30 different health
maladies over the past year (0= no, 1= yes). These items were
summed to create an overall index of physical health problems over
the past year.

Examples include “Asthma, bronchitis, or emphysema”, “High blood
pressure”, “Stroke”, or “Migraines”.

2.3.4.4. Current body mass index (BMI). Current BMI was calculated
based on participant self-report of current weight and height.

2.3.5. Mental health (time 1 and time 3)
Self-report ratings of mental health and positive and negative affect

over the past 30 days were used to assess mental health and extract an
overall mental health latent variable. All measures had strong loadings
onto their corresponding latent variable at Time 1 and Time 3 (i.e. all
loadings > |0.60|, ps < .001) and the factor loadings were nearly
identical in magnitude at Time 1 and Time 3 (see Supplemental
Table 1).
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2.3.5.1. Current mental health. Participants’ responded to “In general,
would you say your mental health is excellent, very good, good, fair, or
poor?” from 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor). This item was used as a mental
health parallel of the single item current physical health.

2.3.5.2. Positive and negative affect over the past month. Participants
indicated how much of the time they felt 13 positive emotional states
(e.g. cheerful, satisfied, enthusiastic, confident; Time 1 α=0.94, Time
3 α=0.95) and 14 negative emotional states (e.g. nervous, upset,
angry, hopeless; Time 1 α=0.87; Time 3 α=0.92) over the past 30
days. Ratings ranged from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the time).
Items for these positive and negative affect scales are a combination of
two widely used and validated affect measures, namely Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (Watson et al., 1988) with positive and
negative affect subscales (PANAS PA and PANAS NA, respectively),
and the Positive and Negative Affect Scales (Mroczek and Kolarz,
1998). Positive and negative affect have often been used as indicators of
mental health (e.g., Keyes et al., 2002; Hu et al., 2015; Wei et al., 2011).
The PANAS NA has demonstrated large correlations with depression,
distress, anxiety, and stress, and large inverse associations with life
satisfaction and psychological flourishing among university students
and community adults; the PANAS PA has demonstrated medium to
large correlations with these constructs but in the opposite direction
(Brenner et al., 2018). Similarly, positive affect and negative affect
subscales from the Positive and Negative Affect Scales have
demonstrated large correlations with life satisfaction and self-
acceptance (Keyes et al., 2002).

2.3.6. Pittsburgh sleep quality inventory (PSQI; time 2)
The PSQI is a widely used self-report measure of sleep quality

during the past 30 days (Buysee et al., 1989). This 19-item measure
captures seven components of sleep quality: subjective sleep quality
(overall perception of sleep quality), sleep onset latency (number of
minutes it takes to fall asleep), sleep duration (hours of sleep), sleep
efficiency (hours spent sleep relative to hours spent in bed), sleep dis-
turbances (frequency of experiencing awakenings from sleep), use of
sleep medication (frequency of using medicine to help sleep), and
daytime dysfunction (frequency of experiencing difficulty remaining
awake and motivated during the day). Each of these components are
scored from 0 to 3 and then summed to derive a global sleep quality
index, which ranges from 0 to 21. Greater scores represent worse sleep
quality. Global sleep quality scores distinguish clinical from non-clin-
ical sleep problems (i.e., those with sleep disturbance that warrants
professional help; Buysee et al., 1989; Mollayeva et al., 2016).

2.4. Analytic strategy

MPLUS version 7.4 was used to conduct a three-part analysis
(Muthen and Muthen, 2012).

First, latent mental and physical health factors were extracted using
mental and physical health measures as indicators and used to test a
structural equation model wherein global sleep quality from the PSQI
mediated the effect of discrimination on physical and mental health.
Mediation was assessed using bootstrapped tests of the indirect effect
(Preacher and Hayes, 2008) with a significant indirect effect (a*b) as
evidence of mediation. Age, gender, race, neuroticism, Time 1 income,
Time 1 education level, Time 1 employment status were controlled for
in all pathways. Mental and physical health at Time 1, Time 3 income,
Time 3 education level, Time 3 employment status, and Time 3 dis-
crimination were added as covariates when predicting Time 3 mental
and physical health. All exogenous variables were allowed to correlate.
All other paths were estimated as depicted in Fig. 1. Second, the specific
aspects of sleep that may underlie this relation were explored by testing
a model in which all specific components of the PSQI were simulta-
neously entered as mediators. Third, in separate linear regressions,

whether the number of reasons for discrimination moderated the effect
of discrimination on sleep and time 3 mental and physical health was
assessed.

2.4.1. Missing data
Missing data analyses were performed to evaluate the potential in-

fluence of participant attrition. Note that MIDUS III data on 201 of the
389 missing participants have not been made publicly available yet and
are therefore missing by design; thus these participants were excluded
from the missing data analysis. Separate logistic regressions were used
to predict missing mental and physical health data at Time 3 from
participant race, education level, income, gender, age, mental health,
and physical health at time 1. Participants who were older (OR=1.02)
and had worse initial physical health (OR=1.36) were more likely to
have missing physical health data during Time 3. These effects and their
magnitudes were similar when predicting missing mental health data at
Time 3. Altogether, results suggest that study analyses involving phy-
sical health are likely to be conservative because sample exclusions
reduced variation in factors related to physical health. Missing data
within analyses were handled using full information maximum like-
lihood estimation in MPLUS.

3. Results

3.1. Measurement model

A confirmatory factor analysis was first conducted to test the fit of
the measurement model wherein mental and physical health were both
specified as latent variables at Time 1 and Time 3. To ensure that the
same factors were extracted across time, factor loadings were con-
strained to be equal for each respective latent variable. This analysis
provided a moderate fit to data, χ2 (69, N=866)= 488.31, p < .001,
Comparative Fit Index (CFI)= 0.93, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI)= 0.91,
Root Mean Square Error Approximation (RMSEA)=0.08. Modification
indices suggested that correlating errors of self-reported mental and
physical health within each time would significantly improve model fit.
Given that self-reporting mental and physical health rely on similar
introspection and evaluative processes, these errors were allowed to
correlate.

The refit model showed substantial improvements, χ2 (67,
N= 866)=265.00, p < .001, CFI= 0.97, TLI= 0.96,
RMSEA=0.06.

3.2. Does global sleep quality mediate the effect of everyday discrimination
on health?

After fitting the measurement model, descriptive statistics and
correlations among all main study variables were calculated (Table 1).
Raw correlations from the model supported study predictions that in-
dividuals who experienced more frequent everyday discrimination re-
ported significantly worse future global sleep quality (r=0.21), as well
as worse future mental (r=−0.32) and physical health (r=−0.27).
Worse global sleep quality, in turn, predicted worse future physical
(r=−.47) and mental health (r=−0.41). All confidence intervals did
not contain zero and fell within ± .07 from correlation coefficient; all
p-values were less than 0.001.

Next, a model in which testing whether global sleep quality medi-
ated the effect of everyday discrimination on these health outcomes was
examined. The model demonstrated good fit, χ2 (204,
N= 866)=625.76, CFI= 0.94, TLI= 0.92, RMSEA=0.05. As hy-
pothesized, global sleep quality partially mediated the effect of ev-
eryday discrimination on both physical (indirect β=−.02, 95%
CI= [-0.030, −0.001], p= .05) and mental health outcomes (indirect
β=−0.02, 95% CI= [-0.03, −0.003], p= .02; see Fig. 1). In a se-
parate analysis we investigated the potential effects of controlling for
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the effect of Time 1 mental and physical health when predicting Time 2
sleep from Time 1 discrimination in this model (see supplemental ma-
terial 3).

3.2.1. Which components of the PSQI are mediators?
To examine whether specific components of the PSQI uniquely

mediate this discrimination-health relation, the mediation analysis was
repeated, but with all PSQI components simultaneously entered as
mediators. Though PSQI components are inter-correlated (see
Supplemental Table 2), there was no evidence that the assumption of
multicollinearity would be violated, as the Variance Inflation Factor
was low (between 1.14 and 1.53) for all PSQI components when pre-
dicting physical and mental health. Only daytime dysfunction emerged

as a significant mediator of physical and mental health (both indirect
βs=−0.02, 95% CI [-0.027, −0.003], ps= .02). Full results appear in
Supplemental Table 4.

3.2.2. Do multiple marginalized identities moderate the impact of
discrimination on future sleep and health?

Interactions between daily discrimination and number of margin-
alized identities were calculated and used to predict global sleep quality
and Time 3 physical and mental health.

Contrary to hypotheses, all interaction terms were nonsignificant,
indicating that belonging to more marginalized groups did not further
increase the impact of discrimination on sleep and health (all ps > .23;
see Supplemental Table 5). In post-hoc analyses, we investigated

Fig. 1. Age, gender, race, income, employment status, education level, and neuroticism are controlled for in all portrayed pathways. Standardized coefficients are
shown along with their associated 95% confidence interval in brackets. Non-depicted paths are allowed to correlate *p < .05, †p < .10.

Table 1
Correlations among main study variables (N=866).

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 M SD

1. Discrimination (T1) – 12.64 4.22
2. Discrimination (T3) .53* – 12.07 3.80
3. Global sleep quality (T2) .21* .13* – 5.75 3.41
4. Physical health (T1) -.34* -.32* -.47* – 0.00 0.95
5. Physical health (T3) -.27* -.35* -.47* .85* – 0.00 0.87
6. Mental health (T1) -.31* -.28* -.39* .61* .51* – 0.00 0.91
7. Mental health (T3) -.32* -.36* -.41* .57* .67* .73* – 0.00 0.91
8. Multiple marginalized identities .65* .48* .13* -.26* -.21* -.16* -.18* – .91 .95
9. Age -.17* -.16* -.05 -.10* -.02 .25* .22* -.11* – 54.74 10.99
10. Gender .05 .06 .18* -.24* -.21* -.07* -.08* .16* -.03 – 55.70% –
11. Race .17* .13* .05 -.09* -.07* -.04 -.06† .08* -.08* .01 – 7.00% –
12. Income (T1) -.04 -.12* -.12* .26* .29* .09* .16* -.05 -.11* -.29* -.03 – $45,208 $40,572
13. Income (T3) -.06 -.06 -.05 -.10* -.06 .03 .02 -.04 -.13* -.11* .03 .32* – $62,459 $87,050
14. Education level (T1) -.10* -.12* -.11* .24* .27* .09* .10* .00 -.10* -.09* -.05 .31* -.03* – 7.79 2.43
15. Education level (T3) -.10* -.12* -.10* .26* .26* .09* .12* -.01 -.12* -.06 .07* .19* .21* .89* – 7.79 2.42
16. Employment status (T1) -.03 .02 -.02 .23* .18* .02 -.01 -.03 -.42* .03 .04 .27* .19* .14* .13* – 56.40% –
17. Employment status (T3) .13* .06 .02 .18* .12* .14* -.10* .11* -.53* -.03 .13* .11* .21* .19* .14* .54* – 44.30% –
18. Neuroticism .17* .15* .21* -.29* -.25* -.61* -.48* .14* -.18* .10* .05 .00 .16* -.04 -.04 .02 .10* 2.04 0.72

Note. Gender coded 0 = Male, 1 = Female; Race coded 0 = European American, 1 = all other races, Employment status coded 0 = Unemployed, 1 = Employed.
*p < .05, †p<
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whether age moderated the effect of discrimination on sleep and health.
All interaction effects were small and nonsignificant (β=∼|.05|,
ps > .13).

4. Discussion

The current study's findings build upon prior cross-sectional re-
search (Chen and Yang, 2014; Steffen and Bowden, 2006; Yang and
Park, 2015) by providing the first longitudinal examination of the
discrimination-sleep-health pathway. Self-reported sleep mediated the
effect of everyday discrimination on future mental and physical health,
even after accounting for key covariates. This pattern is consistent with
prior cross-sectional findings (Chen and Yang, 2014; Steffen and
Bowden, 2006; Yang and Park, 2015). Yet, the cross-sectional designs of
such studies obscure directional conclusions of the pathway; thus, re-
searchers noted the need for examining these relations over time
(Owens et al., 2017; Slopen et al., 2016; Slopen and Williams, 2014).
Overall, by longitudinally demonstrating that discrimination predicted
worse future health through sleep, these results garner additional
support for the temporal order of this potentially causal pathway.

Findings also suggest that daytime dysfunction (i.e., frequency of
difficulty remaining awake and motivated during the day) may lie at
the core of the discrimination-health relation although this finding was
based upon exploratory analyses and should be interpreted with cau-
tion and replicated. However, note that the daytime dysfunction com-
ponent of the PSQI has been strongly associated with fatigue
(Salahuddin et al., 2009) suggesting that these results were fore-
shadowed by past research linking discrimination to daytime fatigue
and sleepiness (Grandner et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2006). Daytime
dysfunction should relate to mental and physical health because it as-
sesses interference with daytime operations due to sleepiness and lack
of enthusiasm.

Individuals struggling with such daytime dysfunction likely lack the
mental or physical resources to enact effortful, proactive health beha-
viors that may reduce deteriorations in health, such as seeking social
support, exercising, or scheduling routine physical examinations,
(Feeney and Collins, 2015; Gill et al., 2001; Timmerman et al., 2015).
At first glance, this finding seems to contrast with past findings that
sleep quality and duration mediate the discrimination-health relation
(Chen and Yang, 2014; Steffen and Bowden, 2006; Yang and Park,
2015). However, these prior studies did not examine daytime dys-
function in their analyses, and daytime dysfunction results from sleep
disturbances. It may be that discrimination disrupts sleep which leads
to daytime sleepiness and fatigue, which undermine proactive health
behaviors and thereby health.

In general, findings that sleep may mediate the relation between
discrimination and health provide insight in how to potentially reduce
the effect of discrimination on health. For instance, mindfulness may
reduce the impact of discrimination on health because it has been as-
sociated with improved sleep quality (Grossman et al., 2010; Howell
et al., 2008) and has reduced the relation between perceived dis-
crimination and depressive symptoms (Brown-iannuzzi et al., 2014).
Additionally, greater consciousness of race-based stigma amplifies sleep
disturbances that result from discrimination (Ong et al., 2017). Because
self-compassion can buffer the internalization of stigma of seeking
psychological help (Heath et al., 2018), self-compassion might also
reduce internalized stigma caused by everyday discrimination, such as
internalized racism or homophobia, especially given that self-compas-
sion has been linked to expectations of rejection and distress among
sexual minorities, both of which undermine sleep (Liao et al., 2015).
Thus, future research and interventions could evaluate mindfulness and
self-compassion as moderators of the effect of discrimination on sleep.

Finally, contrary to expectations, multiple marginalized identities
demonstrated a negligible role in moderating the effect of discrimina-
tion on sleep and health. One potential reason is that our methodolo-
gical approach reflected an additive model of multiple marginalized

identities, which contends that discrimination increases as the number
of marginalized identities increases (Crenshaw, 1989; Seng et al.,
2012). There has been a movement in the literature toward an inter-
active model of intersectionality, which posits that the impact of
holding multiple marginalized identities is contingent on how they in-
tersect (Crenshaw, 1989; Hancock, 2007; McCall, 2005; Purdie-
Vaughns and Eibach, 2008). Some researchers view the interactive
approach as intersectionality in and of itself, whereas others contend
that the interactive and additive approaches both comprise inter-
sectionality (Cole, 2009). Although some researchers still use an ad-
ditive lens (e.g., Seng et al., 2012), the intersectionality framework can
allow for a more nuanced understanding of discrimination. An inter-
sectional lens can delineate the unique experiences between culturally
distinct marginalized groups within an identity (e.g., black women and
Latino men, rather than men and women of color; bisexual women and
lesbian women, rather than non-heterosexual women), whereas our
methodology simply measured whether each participant felt margin-
alized within a given identity. Thus, although this study sample did not
contain a large enough number of participants with unique combina-
tions of multiple identities to examine intersectionality, a larger sample
could examine the interaction of specific identities (e.g., race, sexual
identity). A finer grained examination of specific types of intersecting
identities could also speak to burgeoning identity issues, such as xe-
nophobia, religious persecution, and nativity, and may reveal an am-
plified impact of discrimination on sleep and health. Further, our
analyses treated each identity equally, but some people may embrace a
particular marginalized identity more than others. That is, the potential
order among marginalized identities and the individual's experience of
the identity is overlooked. This is important given that identity salience
can be a protective factor in coping with everyday discrimination to-
wards that salient identity (Mossakowski, 2003). Thus, future research
should consider the meaning and salience of specific identities and how
they intersect.

Another reason that study findings do not support an interaction
may be that the sum of the reasons for discrimination and the frequency
of discrimination as measured by the everyday discrimination were
moderately correlated (r=0.65). Because the everyday discrimination
scale measures frequency of discrimination, it may largely already
capture the effect of marginalized intersecting identity given that in-
dividuals with more marginalized identities experience discrimination
more frequently.

4.1. Future research and limitations

Although the current study found evidence for sleep as a mediator of
the discrimination-health relation, it is important that interpretation of
these results be circumspect. While the mental health items used in this
study have been used as indicators of mental health (e.g., Keyes et al.,
2002; Hu et al., 2015) and converge with other measures of mental
health (e.g., Brenner et al., 2018), this study predominantly utilized
affective components of mental health. Future researchers could assess
this mediation relationship using measures which focus more on severe
mental health symptoms or general well-being.

Additionally, the observed mediation effects of sleep for mental and
physical health were small (βs= .02), leaving the practical importance
of sleep in this pathway open to interpretation. However, given the
length of time between MIDUS II, Biomarker, and MIDUS III assess-
ments and the number of extraneous factors that may diminish the
relations among discrimination, sleep, and health between time points,
it would be surprising if the observed mediation effect were large.
Assessing this relation over shorter time periods may reveal stronger
effects as more recent discrimination has a stronger effect on mental
health than less recent discrimination (Pascoe and Richman, 2009). For
instance, the meta-analytic effect of discrimination on wellbeing is
−0.23 in cross-sectional studies, but in longitudinal studies the mag-
nitude of the effect decreases by 0.02 for each year between
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assessments (Schmitt et al., 2014). These findings suggest that while
discrimination can impact future health, the time between assessments
of discrimination and health does reduce its impact. Similar to dis-
crimination, poor sleep also undermines future mental and physical
health, though the impact of sleep is not always reduced by time
(Cappuccio et al., 2009; Cappuccio et al., 2011). These far reaching
impacts of discrimination and sleep may be partially due to their size-
able stability over time. The stability of discrimination in the current
study was .53 and estimates of the stability of PSQI scores over a single
year is 0.68. Altogether, this evidence suggests that while time may
reduce the relations among discrimination, sleep, and health, the as-
sociations among these factors should still be present at modest time
intervals.

While intervening directly on sleep may be one way to reduce
health disparities caused by discrimination, future work should also
explore mechanisms through which discrimination corrodes sleep. So
far, rumination and psychological distress from discrimination and
vigilance for discrimination have all been linked with a variety of de-
teriorated dimensions of sleep (Hicken et al., 2013; Hoggard and Hill,
2016; Vaghela and Sutin, 2016). Perhaps influencing these mechanisms
may be more effective in reducing the detrimental impact of dis-
crimination or could be targeted in conjunction with sleep.

Another limitation of the study is its focus on everyday dis-
crimination. Although this fit the current study objective of under-
standing the long-term impact of day-to-day discrimination because
chronic discrimination exposure can disrupt quality of sleep (Vaghela
and Sutin, 2016), it is important to note that both everyday dis-
crimination and major discrimination experiences (i.e., being denied a
promotion, unfair treatment by police) can independently impact sleep.
For example, Slopen and Williams (2014) found that everyday dis-
crimination and major discrimination experiences related to race/eth-
nicity were each uniquely linked with lower duration of sleep. There-
fore, it is important for future researchers to examine both forms of
discrimination in order to identify the differential influence of these
forms of discrimination over time. Relatedly, though the definition of
everyday discrimination might seem particularly applicable to race, the
study sample was not highly diverse in terms of race/ethnicity, and the
majority of participants reported discrimination based on age and
gender. Moreover, the rates experiencing discrimination due to race
and ethnicity, as well as other reasons such as religion and sexual or-
ientation, were low in the study sample. Therefore, we caution readers
in the potential generalization of these findings to minorities in these
populations and encourage future research to more specifically examine
the relations among discrimination, sleep, and health in these popula-
tions.

Along these lines, the current study was unable to disentangle the
relations between initial health and discrimination; future research
using longitudinal data should try to do so by using a sample in which
health is not a reason for experiences of discrimination. Because the
outcome of interest is health, using a sample in which health is the
source of discrimination and then attempting to control for health in
model pathways may indirectly remove some of the effect discrimina-
tion rather than control for potentially confounding effects of health
(see Footnote 1). Alternatively, it would be valuable to monitor a
sample of initially healthy individuals and examine how exposure to
discrimination may relate to changes in their health over time.

Final limitations to consider are methodological in nature. First, all
variables were measured through self-report and were reported by the
same person. Such overlap in measurement can artificially inflate as-
sociations among variables due to responses’ characteristics such as
social desirability bias or a negative responses style (though note the
current study used neuroticism as a covariate to control negative re-
sponse style; Podsakoff et al., 2003; Watson and Pennebaker, 1989).
Thus, even though the current study attempted to control for negative
response style, the observed estimates in the current sample are likely
to be influenced by other common method biases. Second, we chose to

use the existing MIDUS data because it allowed for assessment of dis-
crimination, sleep, and health. Because our study relies upon already
existing data, using the MIDUS data could be framed as using a con-
venience sample. However, MIDUS study is designed for researchers to
use to examine psychological and social factors on health. Therefore, it
was designed to be used for studies such as ours.

Regardless, researchers should replicate these findings with new
data, perhaps collected with the sole intention of examining the rela-
tions among sleep, discrimination, and health. Third, it is important to
consider the impact of how the current study sample was selected and
how it may differ from the overall MIDUS sample. Participants in this
study were drawn from the MIDUS II Biomarker sample (which is a
subsample of the full MIDUS II sample) and individuals who completed
MIDUS III assessments. Critically, participants in MIDUS II are already a
subsample of MIDUS I. Prior evidence shows that participants who
stayed in the MIDUS project to participate in MIDUS II were more likely
to be White, married, more educated, and have better physical health
(Radler and Ryff, 2010). Thus, MIDUS II is a more homogeneous and
healthy participant pool than the general population it is intended to
represent. Moreover, while the MIDUS II Biomarker subsample de-
monstrates similar demographic and health characteristics with the
MIDUS II overall sample (Love et al., 2010), the additional requirement
of having to complete the MIDUS III survey likely altered this similarity.
Indeed, the missing data analysis indicated that participants from the
MIDUS II Biomarker subsample were more likely to be younger and
have better health. Overall, the current study sample is likely to pro-
duce conservative estimates of the relations among discrimination,
sleep, and health given that attrition reduced variance in demographic
and health variables of interest.

5. Conclusions

The current study extended the cross-sectional understanding of the
potentially causal discrimination-sleep-health pathway by examining
these relations longitudinally. Findings indicated that sleep mediated
the relation between discrimination and future mental and physical
health. Exploratory analyses suggested daytime dysfunction as a core
aspect of sleep in these pathways. Future studies should seek to re-
plicate our findings, continue to investigate the influence of having
multiple marginalized identities, and further dissect how discrimination
impairs sleep.
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