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Objective: This study examined the associations between discrimination, social

anxiety, and self-esteem among racially and ethnically minoritized college

students. Additionally, we explored how ethnic-racial identity a�rmation,

family ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-racial composition influenced

these relationships.

Method: The sample consisted of 3,257 Black, Latinx, and Asian American

college students (Mage= 19.94) from 30 universities in the United States who

participated in an online multi-university study.

Results: Findings revealed that discrimination was associated with increased

social anxiety but not self-esteem. We also discovered that school ethnic-

racial composition played a role in the relationship between discrimination and

self-esteem when diversity was both high and low.

Conclusion: These findings highlight the importance of understanding the role

of school diversity in students’ mental health and provide valuable insight for

school personnel and policy makers who are dedicated to promoting more

supportive school environments.

KEYWORDS

discrimination, social anxiety, self-esteem, ethnic-racial identity, school ethnic-racial

composition

Introduction

Attending college is widely seen as a major milestone in the United States. Despite

being an important and exciting time for many students, college can also introduce

race-related stressors that can affect various aspects of mental health (e.g., social anxiety)

and psychological wellbeing (e.g., self-esteem; Schmitt et al., 2014) among students from

ethnically and racially minoritized groups (e.g., Black, Latinx, and Asian American).

Notably, cultural assets (e.g., family ethnic socialization and ethnic-racial identity) can

counteract the harmful effects of race-related stressors, such as discrimination, and protect

students’ developmental and psychological outcomes (Neblett et al., 2012). Additionally,

the ethnic-racial composition of a student’s university can play a role in how discrimination

relates to mental health (Bellmore et al., 2004) and psychological wellbeing (Brittian

et al., 2013a). Guided by an integrative developmental model, which emphasizes how
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racially and ethnically minoritized individuals might be more

susceptible to discrimination (Castro et al., 2024; Coll et al.,

1996), we examined how discrimination relates to social anxiety

and self-esteem among ethnically and racially minoritized college

students in the United States, and how family ethnic socialization,

ethnic-racial identity, and school ethnic-racial composition might

influence these relationships.

Discrimination as a risk factor

For many ethnically and racially minoritized college students,

discrimination, the unjust or prejudicial treatment of individuals

based on ethnic or racial group membership, is a prevalent and

potent stressor (Bravo et al., 2023). At universities where most

students identify as White, for instance, ethnically and racially

minoritized students often report experiencing both interpersonal

and vicarious discrimination (Jochman et al., 2019), facing daily

microaggressions (Blume et al., 2012; Mills, 2020), being ignored

in the classroom due to their ethnic or racial identities (Farber

et al., 2020), or hearing other students using hostile slurs (Lui

and Anglin, 2022). Unfortunately, these problems even persist

at minority-serving institutions (Flores et al., 2024), with one

study documenting racial stereotyping faced by Asian students and

Latinx students being called ethnic slurs (Palmer and Maramba,

2015). Additionally, as college classrooms have extended to virtual

learning spaces, experiences of racial discrimination online have

also increased sharply (Cavalhieri et al., 2024; Lu and Wang, 2022).

The prevalence of this mistreatment is especially problematic

since exposure to discrimination is detrimental to health and

wellbeing (Bhui, 2016; Pascoe and Smart Richman, 2009). Research

has linked discrimination to a host of physical and psychological

risks, including elevated depressive symptoms (Farber et al.,

2020; Hwang and Goto, 2008; Stein et al., 2019), poorer sleep

quality (Bethea et al., 2019; Hoggard and Hill, 2016), lower self-

esteem (Becerra et al., 2021), higher blood pressure (Steffen et al.,

2003), increased irritability (Chao et al., 2012), substance abuse

(Landrine and Klonoff, 2000; Metzger et al., 2018), heightened

anxiety (Gaylord-Harden and Cunningham, 2009; Jochman et al.,

2019; Lee et al., 2020; Pachter et al., 2018) and suicidal ideation

(Hollingsworth et al., 2017; Hong et al., 2018). For ethnically

and racially minoritized students, prior research reveals that

hostile or negative campus climates marked by discrimination can

heighten students’ vigilance and affect their development including

psychological wellbeing (Koo, 2021). Importantly, discriminatory

treatment and the significant social, financial, and academic

challenges of higher education can compound these health risks

and outcomes for ethnically and racially minoritized students.

As such, characterizing the effects of discrimination on indices

of wellbeing may help clarify and combat the contextual risk

factors that undermine the success of ethnically and racially

minoritized students.

Social anxiety
Discrimination affects health andwellbeing, including elevating

anxiety. Such adverse effects have been observed across different

forms of discrimination (e.g., subtle, overt, institutional, vicarious;

MacIntyre et al., 2023) and among diverse ethnic and racial groups

(e.g., Black, Latinx, Asian; Blume et al., 2012; Bravo et al., 2021;

Carter and Forsyth, 2010; Chen et al., 2014; Hwang and Goto,

2008; Martinez et al., 2022). However, much of this work defines

anxiety as a broad psychopathological construct. According to the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, anxiety

consists of distinct subcomponents, such as generalized anxiety,

panic disorder, specific phobia, and social anxiety (American

Psychiatric Association, 2022). While research has documented

consistent links between discrimination and anxiety, more broadly,

there has been relatively less work exploring the effects of

discrimination on specific facets of anxiety, like social anxiety.

This is consequential as discrimination is a form of social stress

that conditions how future social interactions are experienced.

Whereas, generalized anxiety consists of enduring worry about

a range of everyday situations and life events, social anxiety is

characterized by a chronic, persistent fear of being watched and

judged by certain types of people (Bögels et al., 2010). As such, it is

conceivable that adverse social experiences like discrimination may

elevate social anxiety symptoms, in particular. For instance, a recent

study of Black young adults found discrimination was predictive of

social anxiety but not generalized anxiety. This is especially notable

because individuals with social anxiety, even when compared to

individuals with other anxiety disorders (Lochner et al., 2003;

Norton et al., 1996), experience a host of social, occupational, and

personal challenges that can impair quality of life (Dryman et al.,

2016).

The current study seeks to build on prior work by examining

the effects of ethnic discrimination on social anxiety among

historically underrepresented racial/ethnic college students (e.g.,

Black, Latinx, and Asian). Ethnically and racially minoritized

individuals exhibit higher levels of social anxiety relative to their

White peers (Lesure-Lester and King, 2004). Moreover, social

anxiety can be especially detrimental during late adolescence and

emerging adulthood, developmental periods already characterized

by challenging social and emotional transitions. As such, a

comprehensive understanding of the effect of discrimination on

social anxiety represents a key step in promoting the success

and wellbeing of ethnically and racially minoritized students in

higher education.

Self-esteem
Self-esteem, defined as an individual’s variability in how

positively or negatively they perceive themselves (Rosenberg, 1965),

is an important component of college students’ self-concept that is

also linked to psychosocial and academic adjustment. Self-esteem

tends to increase in the transition from adolescence into adulthood,

and for ethnically and racially minoritized college students, higher

self-esteem is predictive of positive developmental outcomes, such

as academic adjustment (Grant-Vallone et al., 2003) and health

(Cheng et al., 2020; Corning, 2002). As such, identifying stressors

detrimental to self-esteem is critical to supporting ethnically and

racially minoritized students’ success in higher education.

One such stressor known to impact self-esteem negatively

is discrimination. Previous work has consistently linked
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discrimination exposure to reduced self-esteem in Black (Utsey

et al., 2000), Latinx (Becerra et al., 2021), and Asian American

(Wei et al., 2013) college students. Importantly, these studies

recruited samples from specific regions in the United States,

limiting the generalizability of their findings. The current study

builds on this work by examining the relationship between ethnic

discrimination and self-esteem in a sample of Black, Latinx, and

Asian American college students recruited from multiple regions

in the United States.

Protective and contextual factors

Ethnic-racial identity
Ethnic-racial identity, a multifaceted construct that is

comprised of one’s ability to explore, resolve, and affirm one’s

identity in relation to their ethnic-racial group (Umaña-Taylor

et al., 2004), is known to promote healthy development (Yip

et al., 2019). Oftentimes, research explores the developmental

influences of ethnic-racial identity (i.e., exploration, resolution,

and affirmation) in tandem. However, an individual examination

of these domains may clarify their potentially unique contributions

to the link between risk factors and developmental outcomes.

Therefore, the current study focuses on ethnic-racial identity

affirmation, which has been examined at a lower frequency

compared to exploration and resolution.

In many cases, affirmation, or the extent to which one

feels negatively or positively about their ethnic-racial identity in

relation to their ethnic-racial group (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004)

has been found to promote positive developmental outcomes

among ethnically and racially minoritized populations (Rivas-

Drake et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2020). For example, in a sample

of Asian college students, affirmation was positively associated

with psychological wellbeing (Iwamoto and Liu, 2010) and self-

esteem (Umaña-Taylor and Shin, 2007). Affirmation has also

been linked to lower anxiety and depressive symptoms among

ethnically and racially diverse young adults (Brittian et al.,

2013b). Importantly, there has been less work characterizing how

affirmation influences mental health and psychological wellbeing in

the context of discrimination. Accordingly, the current study aims

to explore if ethnic-racial affirmation might buffer the influence of

discrimination on social anxiety and self-esteem.

Family ethnic socialization
Family ethnic socialization, the process by which caregivers

and families make meaningful efforts to teach their children about

their ethnic group’s culture and values (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009),

emerges as early as infancy and continues to play an important

role into adolescence and young adulthood (Loyd et al., 2023;

Williams et al., 2020). In this regard, families socialize their

children in a variety of ways, including speaking in their native

language and taking their children to events that reflect their

culture, which allows for youth to learn to be both prideful and

aware of their position in society (Hughes et al., 2006). Family

ethnic socialization oftentimes contributes to positive ethnic-

racial identity development (Hughes et al., 2006). For example,

in a sample of Black adolescents, family ethnic socialization

practices were positively related to ethnic-racial identity (Peck

et al., 2014). Given that family ethnic socialization has been shown

to predict positive developmental outcomes for adolescents, it is

also important to learn if this positive association continues into

emerging adulthood, given the decreasingly influential role family

members play as adolescents enter adulthood.

Few studies among ethnically and racially minoritized college-

going individuals investigate family’s important role. In a sample

of Latina college students, family socialization was a protective

factor in the face of discrimination (Sanchez et al., 2018). In cases

where discriminationmight bemore visible, some young adults rely

heavily on their families for emotional and social support, which

could be a possible avenue for ethnic socialization to occur (Luyckx

et al., 2006). Here, we aim to explore the potential for family ethnic

socialization to buffer the influence of discrimination on social

anxiety and self-esteem among college students.

School ethnic-racial composition
In an educational context, the ethnic and racial makeup of

a given academic institution might affect student’s developmental

and academic outcomes. Several studies have identified associations

between the ethnic-racial composition of a school and the mental

health and psychological wellbeing of its students. For example,

adolescents (i.e., Black and Latinx students) feel less socially

anxious and lonely in schools with more ethnic and racial diversity

(Bellmore et al., 2004). Additionally, higher levels of ethnic and

racial diversity are associated with lower levels of discrimination

among adolescents (Bellmore et al., 2012). Notably, much of the

research examining the effects of school ethnic-racial composition

on psychological wellbeing has focused on adolescents and has

not considered whether these differences persist in the context of

discriminatory experiences among college students.

For college students, the ethnic-racial composition of academic

institutions might amplify the effect of discriminatory experiences

on students’ social anxiety and self-esteem. Given previous

work documenting how more diversity within a school context

has been found to be associated with better mental health

outcomes for adolescents (DuPont-Reyes and Villatoro, 2019), it is

important that we also examine these associations in the context

of discrimination. Limited research examines the potentially

protective nature of ethnic-racial school composition for college

students in the face of discrimination. The current study will fill this

gap by investigating the role of ethnic-racial school composition

in the association between discrimination, social anxiety, and self-

esteem among ethnically and racially minoritized college students.

Gender di�erences

Gender may also play an important role in shaping students’

experiences with discrimination, sociocultural context, and

psychological outcomes. Although much of the existing literature

focuses on adolescents, some findings suggests that women report

higher levels of family ethnic socialization compared to their peers

which would be due to gender norms and family involvement
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(Umaña-Taylor and Fine, 2004). In terms of psychological

outcomes such as social anxiety and mental health, college women

reported higher anxiety related symptoms while men reported

higher levels of self-esteem (Norberg et al., 2010; Zuckerman

et al., 2016). Given these patterns, it is important to continue

to explore gender differences to better understand how gender

plays a role with racialized experiences, sociocultural context, and

psychological outcomes among college students.

Current study

This study explored the influence of discrimination on social

anxiety and self-esteem among historically underrepresented

college students. Additionally, we explored the potential

moderating role of ethnic-racial identity affirmation, family

ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-racial composition. Two

research questions guide this study: (1) How does discrimination

affect social anxiety and self-esteem? and (2) Do affirmation,

family ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-racial composition

influence those associations? We hypothesized that discrimination

would be associated with increased social anxiety and reduced

self-esteem. Additionally, we hypothesized that affirmation and

family ethnic socialization would buffer the effect of discrimination

on social anxiety and self-esteem. Finally, we hypothesized that

the influence of discrimination on social anxiety and self-esteem

would differ as a function of school ethnic-racial composition.

Method

Participants and procedure

The sample for this study consisted of 3,257 undergraduate

students (Mage= 19.94, SD = 1.99, 18–29 years, 72% women) from

30 universities in theUnited States who participated in theMultisite

University Study of Identity and Culture (MUSIC; Weisskirch

et al., 2013). The different university sites included research-

intensive universities, regional comprehensive universities, private

institutions, and liberal arts colleges. Participants in the current

study identified as 44% Latinx/Hispanic, 30% Asian/Asian

American, and 26% Black/African American. Participants reported

their family income, with 29% below $30k, 25% between $30k

and $50k, 27% between $50k and $100k, 15% over $100k, and 3%

did not report an income. Prior to participating in this study, all

participants provided informed consent. This consent was obtained

through an online consent form distributed by their respective

instructors. The study itself consisted of an online survey, with

participants dedicating ∼90min to complete. Participants were

made aware that their participation was completely voluntary

(for full study methodology, see Castillo and Schwartz, 2013;

Weisskirch et al., 2013). Each university’s Institutional Review

Board approved the procedures for data collection and participant

recruitment. Students received course credit for their participation

in the form of extra credit or experimental credit for participating

in this research study. The dataset analyzed for this study is not

publicly available but is available from the corresponding author

on reasonable request.

Measures

Discrimination
Discrimination was measured using nine items from the

perceived discrimination subscale of the Scale of Ethnic Experiences

(SEE; Malcarne et al., 2006). Participants were asked to share their

views of America’s perception and treatment of their respective

ethnic groups. Sample items included “In America, the opinions

of people from my ethnic group are treated less important than

those of other ethnic groups” and “My ethnic group is often

criticized in this country.” Participants rated the items on a five-

point Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree,

with higher values reflecting higher levels of discrimination. In the

current study, Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.82. The SEE

perceived discrimination subscale has shown evidence of construct

and convergent validity across diverse racial and ethnic groups

with significant associations with ethnic identity in the original

validation study (Malcarne et al., 2006).

Ethnic-racial identity a�rmation
Ethnic-racial identity affirmation was measured using six items

from the subscale of the Ethnic Identity Scale (Umaña-Taylor et al.,

2004). This scale measured participants’ feelings and sense of

belonging toward their ethnic group. Sample items included “If I

could choose, I would prefer to be of a different ethnicity” and

“I am not happy with my ethnicity.” Participants’ responses were

scored with a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = does not

describe me at all to 4 = describes me very well. Items were reverse

scored, such that higher values reflected higher levels of affirmation.

In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86, consistent with previous

studies (Brittian et al., 2013b). The affirmation subscale has also

demonstrated construct and convergent validity in diverse samples

(Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004).

Family ethnic socialization
Family ethnic socialization was measured using the 12-

item Familial Ethnic Socialization measure (FES; Umaña-Taylor

et al., 2004). Items in the scale included a series of statements

asking participants about different ways their families might have

introduced or taught them about their ethnic/cultural background.

Sample items included “My family celebrates holidays that are

specific to my ethnic/cultural background” and “My family listens

to music sung or played by artists from my ethnic/cultural

background.” Participants responded using a five-point Likert scale

ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = very much, with higher values

reflecting higher levels of family ethnic socialization. In the current

study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93. The FES scale has demonstrated

a strong construct and convergent validity in relation to ethnic

identity in the original validation study (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004).

School ethnic-racial composition
School ethnic-racial composition was collected during the

Fall of 2008 and publicly reported by each university’s Office of

Institutional Research. A proportion variable was created for the

proportion of ethnic-racial minority students (e.g., Black/African
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TABLE 1 School ethnic-racial composition frequency table.

Percent of minorities in
the school (%)

Frequency
(N = 3,171)

Percent (%)

0–10 5 0.2

11–20 235 7.4

21–30 318 10

31–40 1,062 33.5

41–50 360 11.4

51–60 28 0.9

61–70 421 13.3

71–80 264 8.3

81–90 478 15.1

91–100 0 0

N= number of participants in schools that reported ethnic-racial demographics.

American, Hispanic/Latino, and Asian/Pacific Islander), including

international students and excluding non-reporters, by dividing the

number of ethnic-racial minority students by the total number of

enrolled students. Some universities did not publicly report ethnic-

racial demographics. In this study, scores ranged from 0.08 to 0.83,

with higher values reflecting a higher proportion of ethnic-racial

minority students enrolled in each university (see Table 1).

Social anxiety
Social anxiety was measured using the 19-item Social

Interaction Anxiety Scale (SIAS; Mattick and Clarke, 1998).

Participants were asked to consider how they interact with other

people and the way it makes them feel. Sample items included

“I find it easy to think of things to talk about” and “I feel tense

when I am alone with just one other person.” Participants rated

the items using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree, with higher values reflecting higher

levels of social anxiety. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was

0.93. The SIAS has demonstrated strong construct and convergent

validity, with previous research showing significant relationships

with related constructs (Rodebaugh et al., 2006).

Self-esteem
Self-esteemwasmeasured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale

(RSES; Rosenberg, 1965). This 10-item scale included a series of

statements assessing participants’ confidence in their self-worth.

Sample items included “I am able to do things as well as most other

people” and “I certainly feel useless at times.” Participants rated

the items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree, with higher values reflecting higher

levels of self-esteem. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha for the

self-esteem scale was 0.88. The RSES has demonstrated a strong

construct and convergent validity with related measures across

adolescent and adult populations (Gray-Little et al., 1997; Robins

et al., 2001).

Analytic plan

We used R 4.1.1 (R Core Team, 2021) software to analyze

data for the proposed research questions. Before conducting main

analyses, we examined whether the data met assumptions

needed for linear regression and interaction models. All

continuous variables were assessed for normality, linearity, and

homoscedasticity. To address multicollinearity issues, all variables

of interest were mean centered prior to interaction analysis (Aiken

and West, 1991). Missingness across study variables ranged from

2.6% (e.g., gender) to 21.8% (e.g., self-esteem). To assess whether

the data were missing at random (MAR), we conducted a series

of logistic regressions predicting missingness (0 = missing, 1 =

present) on the outcome variables (i.e., self-esteem and social

anxiety) using all primary predictors and covariates. For the

self-esteem outcome, missingness was significantly associated with

gender (B = 0.022, p = 0.02), such that men were more likely

than women to have missing data. Additionally, family ethnic

socialization predicted missingness on self-esteem (B=−0.01, p=

0.03), indicating that participants reporting higher levels of family

ethnic socialization were also more likely to have missing data on

this outcome. No predictors or covariates significantly predicted

missingness for the social anxiety variable (ps > 0.05). Based on

these findings, we concluded that there were no strong systematic

patterns of attrition that would bias the results, and we used full

information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation to handle

missing data in all models (Enders, 2010).

Hierarchical linear regressions were tested for each outcome of

interest (i.e., social anxiety and self-esteem). First, we tested the

main effect of discrimination on social anxiety and self-esteem.

Second, we tested the main effects of discrimination, ethnic-racial

identity affirmation, family ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-

racial composition on social anxiety and self-esteem. Third, we

tested the interactive effects of discrimination with ethnic-racial

identity affirmation, family ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-

racial composition on social anxiety and self-esteem. To limit the

influence of confounding variables, all tested models controlled for

gender and income. Supplemental analyses were conducted for all

models with and without university site included as a covariate;

results were substantively unchanged. Statistical significance was

evaluated using an alpha level of 0.05. We rejected the null

hypotheses when p-values were <0.05. For interaction terms,

simple slopes were probed when interactions were significant.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Descriptive analyses were conducted for all variables of interest

(Table 2). Bivariate correlations revealed that discrimination was

associated with higher levels of social anxiety (r = 0.07, p < 0.01),

as well as higher levels of family ethnic socialization (r = 0.17,

p < 0.01) and lower levels of school ethnic-racial composition

(r = −0.17, p < 0.01). Additionally, independent samples t-tests

(Table 3) revealed that, on average, women (M = 3.10, SD = 0.80)

reported significantly higher levels of discrimination relative to

men (M = 2.99, SD = 0.70); t(2,989) = 3.61, p < 0.01. Women
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TABLE 2 Correlation matrix.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 α M SD

1. Discrimination – 0.82 3.07 0.77

2. Affirmation 0.01 – 0.86 3.66 0.55

3. FES 0.17∗∗ 0.14∗∗ – 0.93 3.79 0.86

4. SERC −0.17∗∗ 0.03 0.04∗∗ – 0.48 0.22

5. Social Anxiety 0.07∗∗ −0.26∗∗ −0.05∗∗ 0.01 – 0.93 2.66 0.77

6. Self-esteem −0.01 0.34∗∗ 0.15∗∗ 0.01 −0.48∗∗ – 0.88 3.74 0.75

FES, Family ethnic socialization; SERC, School ethnic-racial composition. ∗∗p < 0.01.

TABLE 3 Independent samples t-test by gender (N = 3,257).

Variables Men
(N=910)

Women
(N=2,347)

t (df) p

M SD M SD

Discrimination 2.99 0.70 3.10 0.80 −3.61 (2,989) <0.01∗∗

Affirmation 3.52 0.64 3.71 0.50 −8.25 (2,707) <0.01∗∗

FES 3.74 0.85 3.80 0.87 −1.73 (3,020) 0.08

SERC 0.49 0.24 0.47 0.22 2.30 (3,169) 0.02∗

Social anxiety 2.69 0.78 2.65 0.76 1.29 (2,546) 0.20

Self-esteem 3.65 0.74 3.78 0.75 −3.99 (2,690) <0.01∗∗

FES, Family ethnic socialization; SERC, School ethnic-racial composition. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p

< 0.01.

(M = 3.71, SD = 0.50) also reported significantly higher ethnic-

racial identity affirmation compared to men (M = 3.52, SD= 0.64);

t(2,707) = −8.25, p < 0.01. Lastly, women (M = 3.78, SD = 0.75)

reported significantly higher self-esteem compared to men (M =

3.64, SD= 0.74); t(2,690) =−3.99, p < 0.01.

Hierarchical regressions

Two hierarchical regressions were conducted for each outcome

variable (Table 4). The first model examined social anxiety while

controlling for gender and income. Discrimination positively

predicted social anxiety (B = 0.07, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), such

that higher levels of discrimination were associated with more

social anxiety. A main effect of ethnic-racial identity affirmation

emerged, such that greater affirmation predicted lower levels of

social anxiety (B = −0.25, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01). In addition, there

was a significant interaction between discrimination and school

ethnic-racial composition which positively predicted social anxiety

(B = 0.08, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01). Simple slopes analysis revealed

that in universities where there was a higher proportion of minority

students, discrimination predicted higher social anxiety (B = 0.15,

SE= 0.03, p < 0.01, Figure 1).

The second hierarchical regressionmodel examined self-esteem

controlling for both gender and income. In contrast to models with

social anxiety, discrimination was not associated with self-esteem

in Step 1 (Table 4). However, ethnic-racial identity affirmation (B=

0.32, SE= 0.02, p < 0.01) and family ethnic socialization (B= 0.11,

SE= 0.02, p < 0.01) both positively predicted self-esteem. Notably,

discrimination and ethnic-racial identity affirmation interactively

predicted self-esteem (B = −0.05, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05), such

that discrimination negatively predicted self-esteem only at high

levels of ethnic-racial identity affirmation (Figure 2). There was

also a significant interaction between discrimination and school

ethnic-racial composition (B = −0.06, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), such

that discrimination predicted lower levels of self-esteem when the

proportion of minority students was high (B = −0.07, SE = 0.03,

p = 0.01) and higher levels of self-esteem when the proportion of

minority students was low (B= 0.07, SE= 0.03, p= 0.02; Figure 3).

Discussion

The current study examined the associations between

discrimination, social anxiety, and self-esteem and explored

whether ethnic-racial identity affirmation, family ethnic

socialization, and school ethnic-racial composition influenced

these relationships. The results from this study contribute to a

more thorough understanding of how discrimination may impact

ethnically and racially minoritized college students’ mental health

and psychological wellbeing across universities with diverse student

body ethnic-racial composition. Furthermore, this study adds to

the literature exploring the role of cultural assets in promoting

health and wellbeing among ethnically and racially diverse young

adults in the United States.

In line with our first hypothesis, greater discrimination

exposure was associated with higher levels of social anxiety.

This finding is consistent with previous literature, which suggests

that discriminatory experiences among ethnically and racially

diverse college students predict worse psychological outcomes

and highlights that adverse social experiences may specifically

elevate social anxiety among historically underrepresented college

students, who attend schools from multiple regions in the

United States (Martinez et al., 2022). We also found a direct

relationship between ethnic-racial identity affirmation and social

anxiety suggesting that students who are more affirmed in their

identity are less socially anxious. This is not surprising given that

affirmation represents one’s ability to take pride in themselves as it

relates to their ethnic and racial background (Umaña-Taylor et al.,

2008). Pride in one’s ethnic-racial group may make those students

more confident in social settings, such as within school contexts.

Notably, an interactive effect of discrimination and school

ethnic-racial composition on social anxiety emerged, such that

discrimination was associated with elevated social anxiety for
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TABLE 4 Hierarchical regressions predicting social anxiety and self-esteem (N = 3,257).

Variables Social anxiety Self-esteem

B (SE) 95% CI B (SE) 95% CI

Step 1

Gender −0.07 (0.05) [−0.16, 0.02] 0.18 (0.04)∗∗ [0.09, 0.26]

Income 0.00 (0.00) [−0.00, 0.00] −0.00 (0.00) [−0.00, 0.00]

Discrimination 0.07 (0.02)∗∗ [0.03, 0.11] −0.02 (0.021) [−0.06, 0.02]

Adjusted R2 0.00 0.00

Step 2

Gender 0.00 (0.05) [−0.09, 0.09] 0.04 (0.04) [−0.04, 0.13]

Income −0.00 (0.00) [−0.00, 0.00] 0.00 (0.04) [−0.00, 0.00]

Discrimination 0.08 (0.02)∗∗ [0.04, 0.12] −0.04 (0.02) [−0.07, 0.00]

Affirmation −0.25 (0.02)∗∗ [−0.29,−0.21] 0.32 (0.02)∗∗ [0.27, 0.37]

FES −0.03 (0.02) [−0.07, 0.01] 0.11 (0.02)∗∗ [0.07, 0.15]

SERC 0.04 (0.02) [−0.00, 0.08] −0.00 (0.02) [−0.04, 0.03]

Adjusted R2 0.07 0.12

Step 3

Gender 0.01 (0.05) [−0.08, 0.16] 0.05 (0.04) [−0.04, 0.13]

Income −0.00 (0.00) [−03.00, 0.00] 0.00 (0.00) [−0.00, 0.00]

Discrimination 0.08(0.02)∗∗ [0.03, 0.12] −0.03 (0.02) [−0.07, 0.01]

Affirmation −0.25 (0.02)∗∗ [−0.29,−0.21] 0.31 (0.02)∗∗ [0.27, 0.35]

FES −0.04 (0.02) [−0.08, 0.01] 0.10 (0.02)∗∗ [0.07, 0.14]

SERC 0.05 (0.02)∗ [0.01, 0.09] −0.01 (0.02) [−0.05, 0.03]

Discrimination× Affirmation −0.01 (0.02) [−0.05, 0.02] −0.04 (0.02)∗ [−0.07,−0.00]

Discrimination× FES −0.02 (0.02) [−0.05, 0.01] −0.01 (0.01) [−0.04, 0.02]

Discrimination× SERC 0.08 (0.02)∗∗ [0.04, 0.12] −0.06 (0.02)∗∗ [−0.09,−0.02]

Adjusted R2 0.07 0.13

B, unstandardized betas; FES, Family ethnic socialization; SERC, School ethnic-racial composition. ∗p < 0.05. ∗∗p < 0.01.

students in universities with more racial and ethnic minorities

compared to universities with fewer racial and ethnic minorities.

Findings from the current study suggest that discrimination among

and can persist even in racially diverse spaces (Bellmore et al.,

2012). Prior research in the field also indicates that students who

attend schools with higher levels of ethnic and racial diversity may

report more discriminatory experiences in their earlier years as

they are adjusting to a new environment (Bellmore et al., 2012).

Contrary to expectations, we did not find a direct or moderating

relationship between family ethnic socialization and social anxiety.

One explanation for this lack of association is the previously

documented decrease in family ethnic socialization exposure and

increase in other socialization sources (i.e., peers and media) that

often accompany the transition to adulthood (Jones et al., 2020).

Thus, future research should explore the role of peer, school, and

media socialization as these sources may be more closely linked to

emerging adults’ mental health outcomes and school adjustment.

Our second hypothesis was not supported, in that

discrimination did not directly predict students’ self-esteem.

This is surprising since many studies show that discrimination

negatively influences self-esteem among ethnically and racially

minoritized students (Becerra et al., 2021; Utsey et al., 2000;

Wei et al., 2013). One potential explanation for this unexpected

finding could be that prior experiences with discrimination during

adolescence may have triggered coping efforts that alleviate the

detrimental impacts of discrimination on self-esteem in the

transition to young adulthood (Jones et al., 2020). It is also

possible that our discrimination measure did not capture specific

individual-level experiences such as overt personal attacks or covert

exclusion that may more directly affect self-worth and thus self-

esteem. In contrast, ethnic-racial identity affirmation and family

ethnic socialization each positively predicted higher self-esteem.

These findings are supported by prior studies that examined the

same constructs among biracial college students (Brittian et al.,

2013a). Discrimination predicted worse self-esteem when ethnic-

racial identity affirmation was high. This is interesting, given that

our findings of higher levels of ethnic-racial identity affirmation

were associated with higher levels of self-esteem where previous

literature that suggests that ethnic-racial identity affirmation is

linked to better psychological outcomes (Umaña-Taylor and Shin,
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FIGURE 1

Interaction plot for social anxiety. School ethnic-racial composition by discrimination. **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 2

Interaction plot for self-esteem. A�rmation by discrimination. *p < 0.05.

2007). However, rejection sensitivity theory suggests that chronic

racial discrimination can contribute to an individual’s heightened

expectation of rejection, specifically in contexts where their ERI is

salient (Downey and Feldman, 1996; Downey et al., 1997).

Specific to ERI affirmation, individual’s feelings may intensify

the emotional impact of discriminatory experiences, leading

to an increase in stress and social anxiety in environments

where rejection is likely. There is emerging literature indicates

that ethnic-racial identity offers both protection and unique

vulnerabilities in the context of discrimination (Yip, 2018).

These findings hold several implications for student development

including the creation of programs that teach students healthy
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FIGURE 3

Interaction plot for self-esteem. School ethnic-racial composition by discrimination. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

coping skills around rejection and discrimination. Additionally,

universities can work to recruit a more racially diverse faculty

population where students can see themselves reflected in their

faculty. Since these findings are derived from cross-sectional

data, future research should explore the relationships between

discrimination, ethnic-racial identity affirmation, and self-esteem

over time.

Finally, the interaction between discrimination and school-

ethnic-racial composition was significant when school diversity

was low. This aligns with previous research that documents

that students who may carry the numerical ethnic minority

status have an increase in their self-esteem because their ethnic

identities become more salient due to the reported increase

in discriminatory experiences (Umaña-Taylor and Shin, 2007).

Interestingly, when school ethnic-racial composition was high,

there were lower levels of self-esteem reported. This could be

because more diversity within a school context could heighten

differences between students which in turn, affects their self-esteem.

It is also possible that self-esteem serves a different function

for racially and ethnically minoritized students based on the

school ethnic-racial composition. Altogether, these findings suggest

that a school’s ethnic-racial composition may affect students’

psychological wellbeing. Additional research is needed to explore

whether findings related to school ethnic-racial composition

replicate in varying school contexts with diverse groups of students.

Constraints on generality

Results of the current research may depend on specific

characteristics of the study sample and context. First, our study

included historically underrepresented racial/ethnic emerging

adults (e.g., Black, Latinx, and Asian) who are prone to

experiencing ethnic and racial discrimination across a range of

colleges and universities in the United States. While we expect

our observed associations would likely extend to members of

other ethnic-racial minority groups who experience similar cultural

stressors and possess similar cultural assets, we do believe our

findingsmay be specific to college students in theUnited States. The

college experience affords emerging adults unique opportunities to

interact with a broad range of people and ideas away from their

families of origin (Weisskirch et al., 2013). With this exposure,

may come an increased likelihood for cultural stressors, like

discrimination, as well as opportunities for continued identity

development prior to entering the workforce. Additional research is

needed to determine whether these associations extend to emerging

adults who have assumed working roles, as these individuals may

occupy more or less diverse environments and may be more likely

to have consolidated their identities. Second, data collection for

the current study spanned the years 2008 through 2009. The

United States has since witnessed a stark increase in tensions within

and between ethnic-racial groups as well as conversations centered

around ethnic-racial identity. College campuses, in particular, have

adopted new missions related to increasing diversity, equity, and

inclusion among their students. Thus, it is plausible the effects

observed in the current study may persist or even increase in

intensity today, when issues related to race and ethnicity are

arguably more salient than ever before, but continued research

is warranted.

Limitations and future directions

The current study is not without limitations. First, as much

as having a sample recruited from 30 universities is seen as a

methodological strength, it is also a limitation. The participants in

the study were recruited from universities that may hold different

social practices and values; therefore, some students’ discriminatory

experiencesmay be over- or under-reported. Although ourmeasure

of school ethnic-racial composition captured the proportion of
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racially and ethnically minoritized students at each institution, it

did not distinguish between specific racial or ethnic groups. This

aggregation limits our ability to account for the unique intergroup

dynamics and social positioning of different student populations

within institutions. Future research should examine how specific

racial/ethnic group compositions, and the interactions among

them, may shape campus climate and the impact of discrimination

onmental health outcomes. Additionally, the cross-sectional design

limited our ability to interpret the causality of our results. A

longitudinal study would be beneficial in allowing us tomake causal

claims about the direction of our constructs of interest over time.

Despite these limitations, our study provides a descriptive depiction

of the relationships between discrimination, social anxiety, and self-

esteem for ethnically and racially minoritized college students. This

study also examined how ethnic-identity affirmation, family ethnic

socialization, and school ethnic-racial composition play a role in

these relationships.

Regarding future directions, scholars might consider

examining these constructs with first-generation college students

as they may be more socially anxious in college settings compared

to students who are not first-generation (Hood et al., 2020). In the

current study, participants could only identify as male or female

(man or woman). Future work should have more inclusive options

for all genders as it will produce a sample more representative of the

young adult population. Future work may also explore the nuances

that may exist for different groups, as well as discriminatory

experiences that contribute to mental health outcomes. Although

school ethnic-racial composition and family ethnic socialization

were measured in this study, it would also be beneficial to consider

a measure of students’ high school ethnic-racial composition from

their adolescent years. High school ethnic-racial composition can

shape how students of color interpret experiences of difference

and feelings of otherness on their college campuses, and it is

conceivable that these processes may also influence outcomes like

social anxiety and self-esteem (Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022).

While this study focused on students in the U.S., additional

research should be conducted in other countries to broaden our

understanding of these psychological processes and students’

educational context. For example, Adeyemo et al. (2024) studied

the relationship between suicidal ideation and anxiety and self-

esteem among emerging adults in Nigeria. Lastly, while the current

study considered ethnic group discriminatory experiences, future

research would benefit from also including a discrimination scale

that assesses individual perceptions of discrimination. For example,

using a discrimination scale for peers and school personnel may

help us better determine which social sources directly impact social

anxiety and self-esteem.

Conclusion

The results from this study contribute to a better understanding

of how discrimination may impact ethnically and racially

minoritized college students’ mental health and psychological

wellbeing in various university contexts. Previous research has

investigated discrimination’s impact on social anxiety (Kline et al.,

2021) and self-esteem (Becerra et al., 2021). Research has also

suggested that institutions such as the education system are

known to affect health outcomes for ethnically and racially

minoritized populations (Tadros and Tadros, 2024). We advance

the existing literature by examining if ethnic-racial identity

affirmation, family ethnic socialization, and school ethnic-racial

composition influenced these associations. The present study

revealed that discrimination served as a risk factor for social anxiety

but not directly for self-esteem among college students. We also

discovered that ethnic-racial identity affirmation positively affected

both social anxiety and self-esteem. Lastly, the relationship between

discrimination, social anxiety, and self-esteem varied as a function

of school ethnic and racial demographics. As the United States

continues to change its laws in higher education around diversity,

equity, and inclusion, these constructs should continue to be

examined to better learn how to support ethnically and racially

minoritized college students.
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