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Introduction: The present two-wave longitudinal study examined the relation between White U.S. parents' color-conscious racial socialization for African Americans and adolescents' racial attitudes, and explored how parental psychological control might moderate this relation.

Method: Participants included 412 White U.S. adolescents (42% girls; Mage = 15.63 years, SD = 1.24) and their primary caregivers (52% mothers). They completed online questionnaires, with parents reporting on their color-conscious racial socialization at Time 1, and adolescents providing measures of their perception of parents' psychological control at Time 1, color-blind attitudes, and racial prejudice at both time points, ~16 months apart.

Results: Our findings revealed that parents' color-conscious racial socialization for African Americans was negatively associated with adolescents' negative racial attitudes. Additionally, parental psychological control moderated this relation: the negative association was evident only when parents exhibited low or average levels of psychological control.

Discussion: This study highlights the crucial role parents play in shaping their adolescents' racial attitudes and underscores the necessity of an autonomy-supportive environment to enhance the success of parents' color-conscious socialization practices. Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing effective interventions to reduce racial biases and foster inclusive attitudes among adolescents.
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Introduction

Racial prejudice is linked to serious social problems such as discriminatory education practices, workplace inequity, healthcare disparities, social alienation and bias-motivated crimes (Craig, 2002; Dovidio et al., 2008; Feagin et al., 2000; Quintana and Mahgoub, 2016). These problems are associated with mental health problems in minoritized children and adults, including psychological distress (Ong et al., 2009), depression (Hudson et al., 2016), anxiety (Gaylord-Harden and Cunningham, 2009) and physical health problems such as hypertension (Dolezsar et al., 2014). A recent study showed that, on average, African American adolescents encounter more than five instances of racial discrimination daily (English et al., 2020). This highlights the pervasive nature of the issue, which has consequences for these youths' mental and physical well-being. Thus, it is crucial to diminish racial prejudice and discrimination of African Americans and other minoritized youth to protect their wellbeing as well as to foster social cohesion and to ensure equal opportunities for all individuals.

White U.S. adolescents' racial attitudes are influenced by various factors, including the influence of parents, peers, and the school environment. The role of parents in shaping their children's racial attitudes has been widely discussed, particularly in relation to the possibility of passing these biases from one generation to the next (Zagrean et al., 2022; Aboud and Doyle, 1996; Castelli et al., 2009; Sinclair et al., 2005). Some research suggests that parents' racial attitudes have been found to be directly related to adolescents' racial biases (Smalls Glover et al., 2022) and anti-racist ideology (White and Gleitzman, 2006). White and Gleitzman also observed that this relationship appears more pronounced when parents are less authoritative. Similarly, another study showed that early adolescents' ethnic-racial attitudes were more strongly related to their parents' attitudes when they identified more closely with their parents (Sinclair et al., 2005). These findings suggest that the transmission of such biases may depend on the quality of the parent-child relationship.

Even though schools and peers play a significant role in adolescents' lives, parents are crucial in determining the environments their children engage with, which in turn shapes the diversity they encounter and the social norms they observe and ultimately influences the development of their racial attitudes (Hagerman, 2014). Schools can foster environments that influence how adolescents from different backgrounds interact (Schofield, 2001). Racial diversity in schools provides White U.S. adolescents opportunities for interracial contact and to develop more positive racial attitudes especially when these interactions are positive (Graham, 2018; Stearns, 2004). Discussions about race and racism in schools have been shown to positively impact adolescents' racial attitudes (Hughes et al., 2007). Furthermore, peer interactions and norms also affect adolescents' racial attitudes. When peers encourage cross-ethnic interactions, White adolescents experience greater comfort, higher-quality interactions, and stronger friendships across different ethnic and racial groups (Tropp et al., 2016). Research consistently demonstrates that high quality cross-race friendships and interracial interactions effectively reduce racial biases (Dovidio et al., 2017; White et al., 2009). Even though peers have a strong influence, a recent study (Rivas-Drake et al., 2019) showed that adolescents are more likely to choose friends whose intergroup attitudes align with their own. In line with this, Edmonds and Killen (2009) found that adolescents' perceptions of their parents' racial attitudes significantly influence their cross-race relationships. Thus, these findings underscore the significant role parents play in shaping adolescents' cross-race friendships and interactions. By influencing their children's racial attitudes and openness to diverse relationships, parents affect the diversity of adolescents' social circles, which in turn further molds their racial attitudes.

Another way parents shape their children's racial biases toward African Americans is through color-conscious racial socialization (Perry et al., 2024; Pahlke et al., 2021). This involves parents actively engaging their children in discussions and practices that promote understanding and appreciation of racial diversity. Researchers have suggested that the vast majority of White (non-Hispanic) parents are more inclined to take a color-blind perspective and minimize discussions about race with their children (Hughes et al., 2006; Pahlke et al., 2012; Vittrup and Holden, 2011). Parents can also influence children's diversity exposure by selecting schools and neighborhoods where the majority of residents are White (Hagerman, 2014). These color-evasive approaches have done little to eradicate prejudice toward African Americans among White U.S. youth. Nevertheless, White U.S. parents may possess the potential to instill positive racial attitudes and awareness of racism in adolescents through color-conscious approaches. Through open discussions on race, privilege, and systemic inequalities, as well as actively exposing their children to diversity, White U.S. parents may contribute to adolescents' comprehensive understanding of race and racism. This proactive approach may equip adolescents with the knowledge to critically assess and address social injustices (Freeman et al., 2022; Hagerman, 2018) through allyship and anti-racism.

Research on White U.S. parents' racial socialization for African Americans primarily focuses on the presence, frequency, content of conversations about race as well as parents' characteristics associated with color-conscious socialization strategies. However, studies linking this socialization to their children's racial attitudes are scarce (Perry et al., 2024; Scott et al., 2020). Limited research suggests that parents' color-conscious socialization decreases children's racial bias (Perry et al., 2020) and pro-White bias (Perry et al., 2024), while fostering positive outgroup attitudes (Vittrup and Holden, 2011) and greater feelings of warmth toward racial outgroups (Pahlke et al., 2021). These studies often focus on preschool and elementary school children.

Adolescence is a critical period for developing independence and forming identity, during which individuals begin to establish their own views on race (Hagerman, 2014; Steinberg and Morris, 2001). This developmental stage is marked by increased capacity for abstract thinking and moral reasoning, which makes it an ideal time to address complex racial issues by parents (Hazelbaker et al., 2022; Quintana, 2008). In line with this, parents see adolescents as more capable of handling these issues than younger children (Freeman et al., 2022). Adolescents who embrace positive racial attitudes are likely to become empathetic, socially conscious adults who promote inclusivity (Thomann and Suyemoto, 2018). Thus, more research is needed to understand the relationship between parents' color-conscious socialization and adolescents' racial attitudes. The present longitudinal study aims to address this need by examining this association.

The quality of the parent-child relationship can moderate the relation between parents' color-conscious racial socialization and adolescents' racial attitudes (Sinclair et al., 2005). The emotional climate established by parenting impacts effectively parental values are transmitted as it influences children's receptiveness to parents' socialization attempts (Darling and Steinberg, 1993). Although there is a lack of studies examining the moderating role of parenting in White Americans, research focusing on racial and ethnic minorities has yielded significant results. Racial socialization, paired with supportive, warm, democratic parenting, and minimal negative practices like uninvolved parenting, leads to positive outcomes in minority youth (Elmore and Gaylord-Harden, 2013; Lambert et al., 2015; Reynolds et al., 2017; Smalls, 2009). These findings suggest that parenting practices significantly influence the effectiveness of racial socialization efforts. Parents' frequent use of psychological control which includes tactics like love withdrawal, constraining verbal expressions, invalidating feelings, and personal attacks can create a negative climate by escalating conflicts between parents and adolescents. This weakens the adolescents' sense of connection to their parents (Barber, 2002), which can reduce adolescents' openness to their parents' racial socialization efforts.

Moreover, Grusec and Goodnow (1994) highlight that for parental socialization to be effective, children must accurately perceive and willingly accept their parents' messages. This process of internalization is facilitated when children view their parents' actions as appropriate, feel motivated to adopt their viewpoints, and recognize the values as self-generated (Grusec, 2002). Grusec and Goodnow's (1994) model emphasizes the importance of child autonomy. They claim that threats to autonomy should be minimized for parental messages to be motivating and to facilitate feelings of self-generation. They argue that threats to autonomy can lead to the active rejection of a parent's viewpoint and a desire to oppose parental values, especially as children grow older. Based on this model, psychological control can lessen the effectiveness of racial socialization because it undermines an adolescent's sense of autonomy, which may lead to rejection of their parents' messages, including those related to racial socialization. Consequently, parents' psychological control can hinder adolescents' internalization of racial equality and social justice (Barber, 2002; Grusec and Goodnow, 1994).


The present study

The present study aimed to examine the relations between parents' color-conscious racial socialization for African Americans and adolescents' racial attitudes, specifically focusing on color-blind attitudes and racial prejudice. Additionally, it explored how parental psychological control moderates this relation. Specifically, we hypothesized that high levels of parents' color-conscious racial socialization would be associated with low levels of negative racial attitudes in adolescents. Furthermore, we expected that high, but not, low levels of parental psychological control would weaken the relations between parents' color-conscious socialization efforts and adolescents' racial attitudes.




Method


Participants

The study sample consisted of 412 White U.S. (non-Hispanic) adolescents (42% girls; M age = 15.63 years, SD = 1.24) and their primary caregivers, 52% of whom were mothers. In terms of education, 45% of the parents held a four-year university degree or higher, 35% had some university education, and 17.5% had a high school diploma. The average household income was $78,171, with 25% of the households earning < $40,000 annually. Fifty-five percent of the participants were from conservative states. Adolescents were tracked across two waves of data collection, each spaced 16 months apart. The retention rate was 38.1% (N = 157) at Time 2. Attrition analyses revealed no significant differences between those who continued in the study and those who withdrew in terms of adolescents' perceptions of parental psychological control, racial prejudice, color-blind attitudes, adolescents' gender, and parents' gender and education. Participants from liberal states had higher attrition rates. However, at the second wave, 37% of participants were still from liberal states suggesting there was sufficient representation across states. Moreover, there were no significant differences in responses to the measures based on the geographic regions where participants reside.



Procedure

Participants were recruited through an online survey company. Wave 1 of data collection began in January 2021, when many schools were still utilizing hybrid or online learning due to COVID-19, and just eight months after the death of George Floyd and the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement. The study targeted White U.S. (non-Hispanic) parents who were fluent in English, living in the U.S., and had a child between 12 and 15 years old. Interested parents received a consent form and, after agreeing to participate, completed online surveys with their adolescents using Qualtrics. To ensure that adolescents, rather than parents, completed the surveys for adolescents, we included questions specifically targeted at adolescents' knowledge, such as identifying their favorite social media influencer and top song. We also monitored the time taken to answer these questions. In the first wave (Time 1) of data collection, parents' color-conscious racial socialization and adolescents' perceptions of parental psychological control, color-blind attitudes, and racial prejudice were measured. In the second wave (Time 2), which occurred 16 months later, only adolescents completed the same scales. Participants were compensated $15 for each completed survey.



Measures
 
Color-conscious racial socialization

Parents completed the shortened and adapted version of the Race Conscious Approach subscale of White Racial Socialization Scale (Hagan et al., 2024). This scale assesses parental practices of color-conscious racial socialization, specifically how parents actively engage their children in discussions and environments that promote understanding of racial and ethnic diversity. It has nine items which were rated on a 5-point scale. Example items include “I talk with my child about racial inequality in America.” and “I talk to my child about police violence toward people of color.” Higher values indicate higher levels of parents' color-conscious racial socialization (α = 0.84).



Parental psychological control

Adolescents completed the eight-item Psychological Control Scale–Youth Self-Report (PCS-YSR; Barber, 2002). This scale assesses various aspects of psychological control, including love withdrawal, constraining verbal expressions, invalidating feelings, and personal attacks. Example items include “My mother or father is always trying to change how I feel or think about things” and “My mother or father is less friendly with me if I do not see things her/his way.” Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores on this scale indicated a greater degree of parental psychological control (α = 0.90).



Negative racial attitudes

The Modern Racism Scale (MRS; McConahay et al., 1981) was used to assess adolescents' racial prejudice. It measures these attitudes subtly to reduce biased responses. The MRS consists of seven items, each rated on a 5-point scale. Example items include “Over the past few years, Blacks have gotten more economically than they deserve” and “Blacks are getting too demanding in their push for equal rights.” Adolescents indicated their level of agreement with these statements, from 1 (“disagree strongly”) to 5 (“agree strongly”). Higher scores on the scale reflected a higher degree of racial prejudice (α = 0.90).

Color-blind attitudes were measured using two subscales from the Color-Blind Racial Attitudes Scale (Neville et al., 2000). The seven-item Unawareness of Institutional Discrimination subscale (α = 0.81). assesses ignorance of systemic racial discrimination and exclusion. An example item is “Social policies, such as affirmative action, discriminate unfairly against White people.” The six-item Unawareness of Blatant Racial Issues (α = 0.80) subscale evaluates blindness to pervasive racial discrimination. An example item is “Social problems in the U.S. are rare, isolated situations.” The items are scored on u a 6-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating stronger color-blind racial attitudes. This scale has been used in previous studies involving adolescents (e.g., Atkin and Ahn, 2022; Aldana et al., 2012).



Control variables

Adolescents were asked to report their age and gender. The age and gender of the adolescents, along with the gender of the parents, were used as statistical controls.




Analysis plan

A moderation model was analyzed using Mplus Version 8. The model estimated the prediction of adolescents' negative racial attitudes at Time 2 from parental color-conscious racial socialization at Time 1, parental psychological control at Time 1, and their interaction. In analyses, a latent negative racial attitudes variable was constructed, with racial prejudice, unawareness of institutional discrimination and of blatant racism included as indicators. All indicators loaded significantly onto the latent factor with standardized estimates ranging from 0.82 to 0.88. Parents' gender as well as adolescents' age and gender were included as statistical controls in the model. Full information maximum likelihood was used to account for missing data. Models were considered to fit the data well if they achieved the following thresholds: Comparative Fit Index (CFI) ≥0.95, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.06, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) ≤ 0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).




Results


Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics for the variables are presented in Table 1. Parents' color-conscious racial socialization was negatively correlated with adolescents' racial prejudice, unawareness of institutional discrimination and of blatant racial issues. Racial prejudice was positively correlated with both types of color-blind attitudes.


TABLE 1 Descriptive information and bivariate correlations.
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Test of moderation model

The model fit the data well : [image: image] = 10.46, p = 0.58; CFI = 1.0; RMSEA = 0.00; SRMR = 0.024. Results indicated that parents' color-conscious racial socialization at Time 1 was negatively related to adolescents' negative racial attitudes (β = −0.23, p = 0.001) at Time 2 (see Figure 1). Parents who engaged in more color-conscious racial socialization had children with lower levels of negative racial attitudes. Parental psychological control was not related to adolescents' racial attitudes (β = 0.03, p = 0.65) at Time 2. Additionally, the interaction effect between parents' color-conscious racial socialization and psychological control on adolescents' racial attitudes was significant (β = 0.18, p = 0.002). To probe this interaction, we calculated the relations between parental color conscious racial socialization at Time 1 and adolescents' negative racial attitudes at Time 2 under conditions of low parental control (one standard deviation below the mean), average parental control (at the mean), and high parental control (one standard deviation above the mean). Simple slopes analysis revealed that only when parental psychological control was low or average, parents' color-conscious socialization at Time 1 was negatively related to adolescents' negative attitudes (β = −0.40, p < 0.001; β = −0.23, p = 0.001, respectively) at Time 2 (see Figure 2). This relation was not observed when parental psychological control was high (β = −0.05, p = 0.54). When excluding age and gender as control variables, the results were comparable, with racial socialization still significantly related to adolescents' racial attitudes (β = −0.24, p < 0.001) and the interaction effect remaining significant (β = 0.17, p = 0.002). We also tested the same model using Time 1 variables, and the results were comparable (see Supplementary material). When controlling for prior levels of racial attitudes, both the main effect (β = 0.01; p = 0.83) and the interaction effect (β = 0.02; p = 0.75) became non-significant. This is likely due to the high stability coefficient for racial attitudes between Time 1 and Time 2 (β = 0.76, p < 0.01).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Moderation model. Dashed line indicates non-significant results. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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FIGURE 2
 Linear relation between parents' color-conscious racial socialization and adolescents' negative attitudes as a function of three levels of parental psychological control: mean level, 1 SD above, and 1 SD below the mean.





Discussion

We examined the relations between parents' color-conscious racial socialization and adolescents' negative racial attitudes over time. Moreover, we focused on the moderating role of parental psychological control in this relation. As predicted, our findings revealed that parents' color-conscious racial socialization was negatively associated with adolescents' negative racial attitudes. Moreover, parents' psychological control moderated this relation, such that the negative association only held when parents exhibited average or low levels of psychological control. In other words, parents who engaged in more color-conscious racial socialization had children with lower levels of negative racial attitudes, but this was only observed when their psychological control was low or moderate. The findings extend prior work on White U.S. parents' socialization of racial attitudes by demonstrating the importance of psychological control and yielding evidence of these relations in a sample of adolescents.

These findings indicate that when parents actively engage in practices that promote an understanding and appreciation of racial and ethnic diversity, their adolescents are less likely to develop negative racial attitudes. This finding aligns with previous research on color-conscious parenting practices (Perry et al., 2020; Vittrup and Holden, 2011; Pahlke et al., 2021) and extends the demonstrated effectiveness of these practices to adolescents. Despite adolescence being a time of growing independence and significant peer influence (Steinberg and Morris, 2001), our findings reveal that parents continue to play a crucial role in shaping their adolescents' racial attitudes. Effective racial socialization involves parents actively using color-conscious parenting practices, such as engaging their children in conversations about racial issues. By creating opportunities for children to talk about racial issues, parents would be helping their children to challenge and reduce racial biases, which can in turn empower youth to engender inclusive environments for diverse others. It is important to note that our data collection took place during a period of heightened racial awareness following the murder of George Floyd at the hands of the police. This period was marked by ongoing protests surrounding Black Lives Matter, which continued to shape national conversations, with demands for racial justice and police reform at the forefront. The civil unrest during this time may have provided more opportunities for White parents to engage in socializing anti-racist ideologies. Thus, the present findings advance our understanding of these important issues in the context of a rapidly, changing society.

Moreover, our findings revealed that the level of parental psychological control is related to the effectiveness of color-conscious racial socialization efforts. When parents demonstrated average or low levels of psychological control, their color-conscious socialization was associated with lower negative racial attitudes in their adolescents. Conversely, highly psychologically controlling parents' color-conscious socialization did not show a significant relationship with their adolescents' racial attitudes. This aligns with general parent-child socialization research regarding the importance of parenting and indicates that similar patterns apply to racial socialization in White U.S. families as well. When parents exert psychological control, it can undermine adolescents' sense of autonomy and create a tense emotional climate (Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Grusec, 2002; Grusec and Goodnow, 1994). This strained relationship may reduce adolescents' motivation to listen to and internalize the values of racial equality and justice, even when parents engage in color-conscious socialization efforts. Parental psychological control might be particularly problematic during adolescence, a period in which autonomy and independence are often highly valued in European American families (Steinberg and Morris, 2001). When parents exert high levels of psychological control, it can lead to resistance, as adolescents may perceive these efforts as intrusive and undermining their growing sense of self. This resistance can be especially pronounced in the context of sensitive topics such as race, where adolescents are likely to encounter diverse perspectives from peers and media. Consequently, the adolescents may disregard their parents' messages about racial equality by seeing them as part of the controlling behaviors they wish to rebel against or ignore. Creating an environment of open dialogue and mutual respect, where guidance is balanced with autonomy, may make it more likely that White U.S. adolescents will internalize and embrace the value of racial justice.

The study has a few limitations. First, strong causal conclusions cannot be drawn from our data. Controlling for prior levels of racial attitudes rendered both the main and interaction effects not statistically significant, likely due to collinearity concerns arising from the strong correlations between adolescents' racial attitudes at Time 1 and Time 2. This limitation affects our ability to make confident inferences about predicting changes. However, the observed relationships remained robust over time and when controlling for gender and age. Most previous studies that have examined parental socialization of racial attitudes have been cross-sectional (Vittrup and Holden, 2011; Pahlke et al., 2021; Perry et al., 2020, 2024). Future intervention programs that encourage White U.S. parents to discuss race related issues with children would provide stronger evidence on the causal links between racial socialization and improved racial attitudes in adolescence. Secondly, this study relies on self-report measures for all primary variables, which can be confounded by self-presentational demands and shared method variance. Nonetheless, unlike most prior research, the present study utilized multiple informant self-report measures and collected data from both parents and adolescents. To mitigate potential biases associated with self-reporting, future research should employ multiple methods (e.g., observational, behavioral tasks). And third, the present study was conducted on a select sample of participants that might not represent the broader population of White U.S. parents and children. Studies that recruit a broader and more representative sample of White U.S. families is desirable. Additionally, while our results suggest that parental psychological control undermines the effectiveness of color-conscious racial socialization among middle-class White U.S. families, this may not hold true for other ethnic groups or social classes. The significance of autonomy and independence during adolescence can also vary across different social and cultural contexts (Chao and Aque, 2009; Halgunseth et al., 2006). Future research should examine how these factors influence the relationship between parental control and racial socialization in more diverse populations.

The present findings contribute to the limited evidence on the longitudinal links between parents' color-conscious socialization, parenting and adolescents' racial attitudes. This study underscores the critical role of parental involvement in fostering inclusive attitudes. The moderating effect of parental psychological control highlights the importance of creating an autonomy-supportive environment to enhance the effectiveness of racial socialization efforts. These results inform the development of interventions aimed at reducing adolescents' racial biases by suggesting that educating parents on color-conscious practices and addressing psychological control can be highly effective.
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