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Abstract
Racism has historically been a primary source of discrimination against African Americans but
there has been little research on the role that skin tone plays in explaining experiences with racism.
Similarly, colorism within African American families and the ways in which skin tone influences
family processes is an understudied area of research. Utilizing data from a longitudinal sample of
African American families (N= 767), we assessed whether skin tone impacted experiences with
discrimination or was related to differences in quality of parenting and racial socialization within
families. Findings indicated no link between skin tone and racial discrimination, which suggests
that lightness or darkness of skin does not either protect African Americans from or exacerbate the
experiences of discrimination. On the other hand, families displayed preferential treatment toward
offspring based on skin tone and these differences varied by gender of child. Specifically, darker
skin sons received higher quality parenting and more racial socialization promoting mistrust
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compared to their counterparts with lighter skin. Lighter skin daughters received higher quality
parenting compared to those with darker skin. In addition, gender of child moderated the
association between primary caregiver skin tone and racial socialization promoting mistrust. These
results suggest that colorism remains a salient issue within African American families.
Implications for future research, prevention and intervention are discussed.
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Racism and colorism have long been primary sources of discrimination and inequality
among people of color, particularly African Americans. Scholars define racism as “the
beliefs, attitudes, institutional arrangements, and acts that denigrate individuals or groups
because of phenotypic characteristics or ethnic group affiliation” (Clark, Anderson, Clark, &
Williams, 1999, p.805), whereas colorism is concerned with skin complexion and ignores
racial or ethnic group affiliation. That is, colorism refers to “the allocation of privilege and
disadvantage according to the lightness or darkness of one's skin” (Burke, 2008, p.17) and
generally privileges lighter skin over darker skin individuals within and across racial and
ethnic minority groups (Allen, Telles, & Hunter, 2000; Hunter, 2008; Sahay & Piran, 2997).
Decades of empirical research and popular press suggests that both factors represent forms
of discrimination that continue to have significant effects on the lives of African Americans
(Hall, 2005; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). However, despite the many studies which have
examined both the causes and consequences of discrimination, the issue of skin tone as a
cause of racism or as an explanation for differential treatment within African American
families has remained an understudied area of research. The goal of the current study is to
address this gap in the research.

In recent years, there has been a growing body of literature on racial socialization, which is
the process by which explicit and implicit messages are transmitted regarding the
significance and meaning of race and ethnicity (Hughes, Rodriguez, Smith, Johnson,
Stevenson, & Spicer, 2006). Evidence suggest that racial socialization helps foster the
adjustment of children in the face of race-related adversity and serves to protect youth from
negative mental health consequences (Berkel et al., 2009; Hughes et al., 2006). Still, what
remains unclear is whether the racial socialization messages transmitted within families vary
by skin tone. That is, does skin tone influence the frequency and type of racial socialization
message received by adolescents? There is a need to understand the impact of skin tone on
family dynamics and race-related outcomes given their unique influence on African
American's mental health and long-term functioning. Moreover, if skin tone is found to
impact these factors, there are important consequences for adolescents' well-being and,
therefore, significant implications for preventative intervention programming for African
American families in community and clinical settings.

The present study moves beyond only focusing on race and more closely investigates the
complexity of colorism in recognition of the demographic shifts that are changing the nature
of the color line in America. Census data projects that by 2050, the majority of Americans
will be from minority groups (Bonilla-Silva, 2003) representing an array of skin
complexions. Additionally, research shows an increase in interracial couplings and
childbearing which also results in large variations in skin complexion (Passel, Wang, &
Taylor, 2010; Qian & Lichter, 2011). For these reasons, including measures of skin tone
may be vital to the efforts of scholars to advance research on African American families as
well as families of color more broadly. We also explore the role of colorism in family
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dynamics. In particular, we examine the ways in which colorism manifests its effect within
families through differences in quality of parenting and racial socialization.

Skin Tone and Racism in the United States
The history of racism in the U.S. has been well documented (McLoyd, 1990). Evidence
shows that African American adolescents are particularly at risk for being targets of racial
discrimination and that they report experiencing higher levels of racial discrimination than
any other racial or ethnic group (Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006). In fact, over 90% reported
experiencing at least one incident of discrimination during their lifetime and similar results
were found using a nationally representative sample of African American adolescents
(Gibbons, Gerrard, Cleveland, Wills, & Brody, 2004; Seaton, C aldwell, Sellers, & Jackson,
2008).

While many studies have found a significant association between race, racial discrimination,
and various outcomes (Simons, Chen, Stewart, & Brody, 2003; Martin et al., 2010), there is
a dearth of research that examines the relationship between skin tone and racial
discrimination. Among the few studies that address this issue, findings yield conflicting
results. Some research shows that darker skin African Americans report more discrimination
(Herring, Keith, & Horton, 2004; Klonoff & Landrine, 2000), while others indicate no
significant relationship between these two variables (Keith, Lincoln, Taylor, & Jackson,
2010; Krieger, Sidney, & Coakley, 1998). It is possible that the mixed results from previous
studies are due to the use of a dichotomous measure of racial discrimination that focused
only on whether African Americans had ever experienced discrimination (e.g. Krieger,
Sidney, & Coakley, 1998) or reliance on self-assessments of skin tone (e.g., Klonoff &
Landrine, 2000). In an attempt to clarify the mixed findings, we examine whether skin tone
is associated with discrimination using a more reliable and comprehensive measure of the
type and frequency of racial discrimination as well as observer ratings of skin tone.

Further, most studies have focused on skin tone for individuals who came of age during the
Civil Rights Era (Hughes & Hertel, 1990; Keith & Herring, 1991). Although the past body
of work has yielded valuable findings, it has failed to examine such effects among a more
contemporary sample of African Americans. Thus, it may be that the effects of skin tone
seen a few decades ago may not be the same when tested on a younger cohort of African
Americans. The current study explores the effects of skin tone on individuals who came of
age in the millennium.

Informed by critical race theory, which posits that race and racism are the foundational
elements of social structures and systems in American society (Bonilla-Silva, 2003;
Delgado, 1995), we investigate the extent to which skin tone is part of discrimination. CRT
offers a more broad view of the historical and contemporary issues of racism and has been
employed to areas of research such as education (Parker, Deyhle, Villenas, & Crossland,
1998) and sociology (Brown, 2003).

Colorism within African American Families
Parents are the primary agents of socialization during the first several years of life (Simons,
Simons, & Wallace, 2004) and, as is the case for all children, family is a particularly salient
force in the lives of African American youth (McAdoo, 2002). Parenting exerts strong
effects on a variety of outcomes among African American children and adolescents (Brody
et al., 2001; Bryant, 2006; Landor et al., 2011; Simons & Conger, 2007). However, it is also
the case that a child's characteristics impact the parenting practices of mother and fathers
(Belsky, 1984). For instance, a child's weight status, gender, birth order, and other individual
traits influence parents behavior toward offspring (Mandara, Varner, & Richman, 2010;

Landor et al. Page 3

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 October 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



McHale, Updegraff, Jackson-Newsom, Tucker, & Crouter, 2000; Simons, et al., 2008). We
posit that the same may be true for skin tone.

Research, however, has only recently begun to identify and conceptualize how race and
ethnicity operates within the family context through family process measures such as
parenting, though even less research has focused on how issues of colorism operate within
families (Pinderhughes et al., 2001). Preferential treatment via higher quality of parenting
may be one way to conceptualize how colorism operates within the family context. For
example, a recent qualitative study on the role of Black families in developing skin tone bias
found this bias to be “learned, reinforced, and in some cases contested within families”
(Wilder & Cain, 2011, p. 1). Respondents reported their families as the primary influence in
shaping how they viewed themselves and others as it related to skin tone. Such transmission
of colorism was found to impact how family members treated children of a particular skin
tone, with children of lighter skin tone receiving preferential treatment over those with
darker skin.

Research conducted in clinical settings has produced mixed findings. For instance, Boyd-
Franklin (2003) suggested that parents of dark skin children may “scapegoat” them and hold
their lighter skin children in higher regard. In contrast, other parents may provide more
support to their darker skin children given that they may view their child's skin tone as a
social disadvantage (Greene, 1990). Indeed, there is evidence that darker skin individuals
experience more racial discrimination (Klonoff & Landrine, 2000). Thus, parents may
attempt to counter racial discrimination or protect their children from it through their
approach to parenting. We examine whether offspring's skin tone is related to an increase or
decrease in quality of parenting and whether this varies by gender of child.

It is important to note that research in the area of colorism lacks a theoretical framework. As
highlighted by race and family scholars in a decade in review article by Burton and
colleagues, “this discourse did not lead to formal colorism theories, but it heightened
researchers sensitivities to important racial and ethnic subtexts and processes (e.g.,
intragroup racism) in family life that required the vigilant attention of family researchers”
(Burton et al., 2010, p. 443). To this end, goal of the present study is to do just that by using
quantitative data to examine the impact of skin tone on family dynamics and race-related
outcomes.

Racial Socialization within African American Families
African American families play an important role in teaching their children what it means to
be a member of an ethnic minority group. Racial socialization serves as an important
protective factor (Granberg, Edmond, Simons, Gibbons, & Lei, 2012; Tatum, 2004). A
nationally representative sample found that nearly 64% of African American parents
reported transmitting racial socialization messages to their children (Thorton, Chatters,
Taylor, & Allen, 1990). Moreover, nearly 78% of adolescents and 85% of college students
reported receiving socialization messages about race (Lesane-Brown, Brown, Caldwell, &
Sellers, 2005). Thus, these findings suggest that racial socialization is a common practice in
most African American families.

Past studies have investigated several demographic and contextual factors (e.g., gender, age,
parent's socioeconomic status, racial identity, and neighborhood) that directly influence
racial socialization (Caughy, O'Campo, Randolph, & Nickerson, 2002; Peters & Massey,
1983), but no studies have examined whether racial socialization processes vary by another
factor: skin tone. Burton and colleagues lament the “lack of attention to colorism and how it
shapes within-race/ethnic socialization practices of families” in their research (Burton et al.,
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2010, p. 453). We address this issue by examining whether child's skin tone influences the
frequency and type of racial socialization messages provided by African American parents.

Previous research on colorism in families has not included a measure of parents' skin tone
and has failed to test its potentially moderating effect on the relationship between child's
skin tone and family processes such as parenting and racial socialization. Studies have
demonstrated that like child characteristics, parent characteristics influence parents' behavior
toward offspring (McAdoo, 2002; McLoyd, 1990). Hughes and Chen (1997) found parents'
reported discrimination predicted the racial socialization messages they transmitted to their
children. It may then also be the case that parents' skin tone impacts their own experiences
of discrimination and, therefore, influences their parenting behaviors and racial socialization
messages to children. In the current study, we examine whether parent skin tone moderates
the relationships between their child's skin tone and both quality of parenting and racial
socialization.

The Current Study
The current study addresses many of the limitations of past research on the influence of skin
tone on discrimination and family processes. First, while previous studies on colorism
utilized samples of baby boomers, we explore the effects of skin tone on a more
contemporary sample because the effects of skin tone seen a few decades ago may not be the
same when tested on a younger cohort. Second, despite some research suggesting that
compared to African American males, African American females are more profoundly
affected by skin tone (Allen, Telles, & Hunter, 2000), only a small number of studies
examine gender differences when exploring the effects of skin tone. We examine gender as a
moderator in this study. Third, most research to date examining skin tone and physical
attractiveness has used self-reported measures. We used trained coder's reports of skin tone
and physical attractiveness. Fourth, we investigate whether the relationship between
adolescent skin tone and both quality of parenting and racial socialization was moderated by
parent skin tone. Research has not only failed to include parent skin tone in study measures,
but to our knowledge, no study has tested the potential moderating effect of parent skin tone.
Fifth, past research on this topic has been cross-sectional, qualitative, or clinical. We use
longitudinal, quantitative data to examine the links between colorism and family dynamics.
Lastly, prior findings suggest that attractiveness is a cultural construct significantly
correlated with skin tone, especially among women (Hill, 2002). Thus, unlike past research,
we evaluate the impact of skin tone in models that control for physical attractiveness.

Method
Participants

The current study utilizes data from the Family and Community Health Study (FACHS), a
multisite, longitudinal study of over 800 African American families who lived in Georgia
and Iowa at recruitment (Simons et al., 2002). FACHS is the largest in-depth panel study of
African Americans in the U.S. The first wave of data was collected in 1997 was from 889
target children aged 10 to 12 years old and their primary caregivers. The primary caregiver
is defined as the person living in the same household as the child and primarily responsible
for his or her care (N= 713 females, 53 males). There were no differences in the sample by
geographic location.

Self-report questionnaires were administered in an interview format using a computer-
assisted personal interview (CAPI). In addition, participants took part in 20-minute
videotaped parent-child interaction tasks. Trained coders (3 African American, 3 European
American) used these videotapes to rate targets and primary caregivers skin tone and
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physical attractiveness (Melby, Simons, Connor, & Trumbo, 2011). All coders received
approximately 8.0 hours of initial training (personnel procedures, rating manual, rating
practice, feedback on ratings, written quiz on rating system, and university assurance
training) and practiced as a group of 3–5 people on 9 tapes, and independently rated 12
tapes. Coders began independently scoring after they achieved .8 agreement, or inter-rater
reliability on ratings.

The present study utilized two waves of data and consisted of 767 targets (350 males, 417
females) and their primary caregivers. Wave 1 was used to code skin tone. Wave 3 was used
to test target reports of racial discrimination, quality of parenting, and racial socialization
when targets were approximately 15.5 years of age. This was the first wave at which we had
access to all of the other measures used in the present study.

Measures
Skin Tone—Skin tone was coded from videotapes obtained as a part of the FACHS data
collection process. Coders rated skin color on a scale from zero to five, with zero indicating
a very light skin and five denoting a very dark skin.

Quality of Parenting—This measure was adapted from instruments developed for the
Iowa Youth and Families Project (IYFP) and has been shown to have high validity and
reliability among African Americans (Simons et al., 2001; Simons, Simons, Burt, Brody, &
Cutrona, 2005). Consistent with past research, items assessing the parenting practices of
warmth, eschewing hostility, monitoring, consistent discipline, and eschewing harsh
discipline were combined to create a 16-item measure. Targets were asked to indicate how
often their primary caregiver engaged in activities such as “let you know they care about
you; push, grab, hit, or shove you; allow you to do whatever you want after school without
knowing what you are doing; discipline you for something at one time and then at other
times not discipline you for the same thing.” Responses ranged from 1 (always) to 4 (never).
All items were recoded so that higher scores indicated superior parenting and standardized.
Cronbach's alpha was .77.

Racial Discrimination—This measure was used to assess targets' perceived racial
discrimination and was adapted from the Schedule of Racist Events scale (SRE; Landrine &
Klonoff, 1996), which has strong psychometric properties and has been used extensively in
studies of African Americans of all ages. The current study only included seven items from
the SRE scale that pertained to targets and that most likely included treatment from whites,
individuals in positions of authority, or an activity that seems unlikely to come from another
African American. It assessed the frequency with which various discriminatory events (e.g.,
hassled by police, yelled a racial slur or racial insult) were experienced during the preceding
year. Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert scale 1 (never) to 4 (frequently). Higher scores
demonstrated higher racial discrimination. Cronbach's alpha was .84.

Racial Socialization—This accessed how often within the past year have targets received
race-related messages. Consistent with Hughes and Johnson (2001), the racial socialization
measure was divided into three components. Cultural socialization (3 items, α= .78; e.g.,
how often… have the adults in your family talked to you about important people/events in
the history of your racial group?), Preparation for Bias (4 items, α= .83; e.g., how often…
have the adults in your family indicated that people might limit you because of your race?),
and Promotion of Mistrust (2 items, α= .65; e.g., how often… have the adults in your family
talked about how you can't trust kids from other racial/ethnic groups?). Rating ranged from
1 (never) to 5 (10 or more times).
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Physical Attractiveness—This scale was an adaptation of the 5-point Physically
Attractive Scale as described in Melby et al. (1998). It assessed the rater's subjective rating
of target and primary caregiver's physical features and/or overall physical appearance. It
measures the degree to which the respondents may be considered physically unappealing or
appealing to the rater. Response categories ranged from 1 (mainly unattractive) to 5 (mainly
attractive). The ICC to evaluate interobserver agreement was relatively low at
approximately .5.

Family SES—This standardized measure was constructed based on the sum of primary
caregiver's highest level of education, measured in years, and household income at Wave 3.

Analytic Techniques
Analysis was conducted using Mplus 5.1 (Muthen & Muthen, 2008). Five hierarchical
regression models (HRM) were used to examine whether target skin tone predicted quality
of parenting, racial discrimination, and the three components of racial socialization. The
parameters in the models were estimated using maximum likelihood estimation with robust
standard errors. All dependent variables, except quality of parenting, had a strong positive
skew. As a result, the variables were transformed using a natural log functions (ln[x+1]) to
meet the assumption of linearity for OLS regression (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Furthermore,
the independent variables (e.g., target and primary caregiver skin tone) were standardized
prior to the calculation of interaction terms. Dawson and Richter (2006) suggest using
standardized scores in interaction models to reduce multicollinearity and enable coefficients
to be easily interpreted.

The HRMs includes two steps. Step 1 (Model I) includes the control variable— physical
attractiveness— and the main effects of target skin tone, primary caregiver skin tone, and
target gender. The interaction terms were entered at step 2 (Model II). Step 2 included the
interaction of target and primary caregiver skin tone to test for the moderating role of
primary caregiver skin tone, the interaction of target skin tone and target gender to test the
moderating role of target gender, and the interaction of primary caregiver skin tone and
target gender to test the moderating role of target gender. If interactions are significant, post
hoc analysis will be conducted using simple slope test (Aiken & West, 1991). It is important
to note, however, that the racial discrimination model is the only outcome that does not
include a test for the main effect of the primary caregiver and the interactions of primary
caregiver skin tone with target skin tone and target gender because there is no theoretical
base for testing these relationships. In addition, this study tested the interaction between skin
tone and family socioeconomic status to investigate whether family SES moderates study
relationships. Past research suggests that the effects of skin tone may operate differently
based on SES (Thompson & Keith, 2001)

Results
The distribution of target skin tone by gender shows that the highest proportion of males
were classified as medium dark skin (34.5%) and the highest proportion of females were
classified as medium skin (31.4%). A chi-square test for independence indicated a
significant association between gender and skin tone, χ2 (5 df)= 20.43, p< .001, suggesting a
higher proportion of males than females in the darker skin group, which is consistent with
biomedical research that has objectively measured skin tone by using tertiles of skin color as
measured by reflectometers (Sweet, McDade, Kiefe, & Liu, 2007).

Means, standard deviations, and the correlation matrix are presented in Table 1. Findings
show an interesting gender difference in the link between target skin tone and quality of
parenting. Target skin tone was positively associated with quality of parenting for males and
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negatively associated with quality of parenting for females. Furthermore, target skin tone
was not related to racial discrimination for males or females. In discussing the three
components of racial socialization, for females, target skin tone was not significantly
associated with any of the three components of racial socialization but parent skin tone was
positively association with promotion of mistrust. Conversely, for males, the positive
association between target skin tone and the three components of racial socialization was
significant or marginally significant. Target skin tone was only negatively associated with
attractiveness among females which is consistent with past research on the link between skin
tone, attractiveness, and gender (Hill, 2002) in that lighter skin females are viewed as more
attractive. Attractiveness was also associated to quality of parenting for females. Lastly,
findings showed an inverse relationship between quality of parenting and racial
discrimination for males and females.

Hierarchical regressions were performed to examine the impact of skin tone on racial
discrimination, quality of parenting, and racial socialization, while controlling for target and
parent physical attractiveness (see Table 2). Results indicate that target skin tone and target
gender are not significant predictors of racial discrimination. The interaction between target
skin tone and target gender is also not significant. However, target skin tone is a marginally
significant predictor of quality of parenting (β= -.10, p<.10), while accounting for target and
parent physical attractiveness. That is, darker skin adolescents tended to receive lower
quality of parenting than their lighter skin counterparts. Primary caregiver skin tone and
target gender did not predict quality of parenting. The only significant interaction found is
between target skin tone and target gender (β= .16, p<.01). Figure 1 illustrates this
interaction and indicates that darker skin males receive higher quality of parenting than their
lighter skin counterparts, whereas lighter skin females receive higher quality of parenting
than their darker skin counterparts.

In terms of the three components of racial socialization, the main effects are not significant
predictors of cultural socialization and preparation for bias. In addition, there were no
significant interactions found among these two components of racial socialization. Target
skin tone is a significant predictor of promotion of mistrust (β=. 09, p<.05) prior to adding
the interactions in the model. That is, darker skin adolescents tended to received more
promotion of mistrust than lighter skin adolescents. The main effects of primary caregiver
skin tone and target gender are not significant predictors of promotion of mistrust.
Additionally, after adding the interaction terms, primary caregiver skin tone became a
marginally significant predictor of promotion of mistrust (β= .11, p<.10) and target skin tone
was no longer a significant predictor of promotion of mistrust. There was no significant
interaction found between target skin tone and primary caregiver skin tone. However,
findings show a significant interaction between target skin tone and gender (β= .12, p<.05).
Figure 2 illustrates this interaction and indicates that darker skin males receive more
promotion of mistrust messages from their families than their lighter skin counterparts,
whereas there was no difference found among darker or lighter skin females. Lastly, there is
a significant interaction between primary caregiver skin tone and target gender (β= -.14, p<.
05). Figure 3 shows this interaction and indicates that for female adolescents, darker skin
parents provide more promotion of mistrust messages than lighter skin parents. Conversely,
for male adolescents, lighter skin parents provide more promotion of mistrust messages than
darker skin parents. Lastly, this study tested the interaction between skin tone and family
SES. All tests were nonsignificant, therefore were omitted from the final models due to
space limitation.
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Discussion
There has been a long history of discourse on the impact of racism and colorism on the
experiences of African Americans. Our study addressed understudied areas of research by
investigating the impact of skin tone on experiences of racial discrimination and family
functioning. Specifically, we were concerned with two issues. First, we examined whether
individuals with darker skin experience more racial discrimination. Second, we investigated
the extent to which adolescent's skin tone is related to the quality of parenting and racial
socialization provided by parents. We addressed these questions using a sample of nearly
800 African American families. Our findings showed no significant relationship between
skin tone and racial discrimination for either males or females. This is consistent with results
of a recent study (Keith et al, 2010). Because the majority of our respondents do indicate
experiencing discrimination, it may be that the lack of relationship between skin tone and
discrimination indicates that racial status (e.g., being African American) is a more salient
cause of discrimination than skin tone. Therefore, neither lightness nor darkness of skin
protects African Americans from or exacerbates the experiences of racial discrimination.
This is consistent with the propositions of critical race theory (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Delgado,
1995), which points to the importance of race in all facets of society. It may also be the case
that our measure of discrimination did not capture all of the arenas in which African
Americans experience biased treatment. Future research would benefit from consideration of
a broader range of discriminatory events.

With regard to colorism in families, results revealed differences by gender of child. In the
case of males, darker skin males reported that they received higher quality parenting than
did lighter skin males. Several studies have illustrated the effects of skin tone on the
outcomes of African American men, where darker skin African American men are at a
disadvantage in education, income, and the labor market (Hill, 2000). African American
parents are undoubtedly aware of such patterns and may attempt to counter social inequality
with additional parental investment in sons with darker skin.

Conversely, for females, lighter skin daughters reported higher quality of parenting. This is
consistent with past qualitative research that showed preferential treatment of lighter skin
family members (Wilder, 2010). This may be because, for women of color, the notion of
beauty is infused not only into a racial paradigm but a skin tone paradigm as well (Celious &
Oyserman, 2001; Hunter, 2002: 2007). Society often places high values on beauty in which
white beauty is the standard. Thus, beauty— as defined by lighter skin—becomes a form of
social capital for African American females. Our findings provide evidence that parents may
have internalized this gendered colorism and as a result, either consciously or
unconsciously, display higher quality of parenting to their lighter skin daughters and darker
skin sons. It is important to note, however, that although our findings are consistent with the
explanations offered, future studies would benefit from asking parents about their skin tone
preferences directly.

Lastly, this study was concerned with the extent to which skin tone predicts whether
adolescents receive racial socialization messages from their parents. Research has shown
that African American families play an important role in teaching racial socialization to their
children (Lesane-Brown, 2006) and that this process is influenced by child and parent
characteristics (Hughes & Chen, 1997), though our study is the first to examine skin tone as
one such characteristic. Findings were mixed. Specifically, two aspects of racial
socialization, cultural socialization and preparation for bias, were not influenced by target
skin tone, primary caregiver skin tone, or target gender. On the other hand, target skin tone
did predict promotion of mistrust for males and not females. In other words, male
adolescents with darker skin reported receiving more warnings about the potential perils of
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interactions with other ethnic/racial groups compared to lighter skin males. Given that
African American males are more likely to be questioned by police, arrested, incarcerated,
and to receive longer sentences, especially those with dark skin (Lundman & Kaufman,
2003; Gyimah-Brempong, Kwabena & Price, 2006), it is likely the case that parents feel it is
important to warn their sons to be wary of others. Further, gender of child moderated the
association between primary caregiver skin tone and promotion of mistrust. That is, darker
skin tone among primary caregivers was associated with more promotion of mistrust for
daughters while lighter skin tone among primary caregivers was associated with more
promotion of mistrust for sons. Further investigation of this issue is needed in order to
understand the significance of these findings.

In summary, our findings are consistent with those from past qualitative studies that indicate
colorism remains a salient issue and that skin tone is an additional status marker that exposes
African Americans to differing degrees of beneficial family processes. Taken together, these
findings seem to highlight a race paradox operating within African American families. It
seems that while families transmit racial socialization messages to their children in order to
protect them from the realities of racism, some of these families may also, in some cases,
perpetuate colorism.

Although the current study has several strengths, it is not without limitations. First, this
study included only African Americans. It is important to note that recent studies have
identified the existence of colorism among other people of color (Hall, 2008), therefore,
future research should replicate these findings using other racial/ethnic groups. Second, we
were not able to examine experiences of racism and colorism during early childhood
because those measures were not available. Future research would benefit from assessing the
experiences of younger children. Third, while we controlled for physical attractiveness, we
recognize that such ratings may not be stable from ages 10-12 to ages 13-15. However,
while it is possible that adolescents might move up or down a point or two on the rating
scale, it is highly unlikely that adolescents move from highly attractive to highly unattractive
or vice versa. Further, physical attractiveness was largely a function of the rater's own
subjective opinion of attractiveness, influenced by general cultural norms for physical
appeal, which resulted in a relatively low interclass correlation of observer ratings on this
measure. A final limitation was the small number of fathers in the sample, which prevented
us from being able to examine potential differences in family processes between mothers
and fathers and whether any such differences varied by gender of offspring. Future studies
on the impact of skin tone in families would benefit from a more nuanced examination of
the role of gender.

Despite these limitations, the current study had a number of strengths. Whereas past research
on skin tone has often employed a qualitative approach or clinical samples, we used a
quantitative approach to examine these issues quantitatively among respondents from a
community sample. Unlike past research on colorism among baby boomers, our sample was
made up of contemporary adolescents. Further, we examined gender differences in the
effects of skin tone on racism and family processes. Next, rather than rely on self-
assessments of skin tone and physical attractiveness these constructs were coded by trained
observers, which allowed for more objective assessments. We also included parent skin tone
as a moderator of the relationship between adolescent skin tone and both quality of
parenting and racial socialization. To our knowledge, ours was the first study to do so.
Finally, because prior research findings suggest that attractiveness is a cultural construct
significantly correlated with skin tone, we controlled for physical attractiveness in our
models.
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Our findings highlight the importance for researchers to recognize that the daily experience
of being African American is not homogenous but rather race often interacts with skin tone,
gender, and other factors to provide different experiences for African Americans.
Homogeneous depictions often eliminate such skin tone and gender distinctions revealed in
the current study. Thus, failure to include these differences may result in research
inconsistent with social reality of African Americans. Future research should also address
whether the relationships between skin tone, colorism, and racism are mediated by other
factors.

It is also of value to acknowledge colorism within families because parents can play a role in
the solution to eliminating such bias. For example, parent education programs can
incorporate discussions about the origins of skin tone bias in the African American
community and information about the extent to which skin tone is tied to experiences of
discrimination. Highlighting the unintended negative consequences of skin tone bias can
begin to reverse any such norms entrenched within African American families and
communities. Findings from this study add to the body of knowledge on factors associated
with racial discrimination and family functioning and demonstrate the importance of
including skin tone as a study variable. Further, the findings can be of use to therapists,
educators, and other practitioners to improve their understanding of the complex dynamics
that take place among African Americans and within African American families.
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Figure 1.
The relationship between target skin tone and quality of parenting moderated by target
gender.
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Figure 2.
The relationship between target skin tone and racial socialization (promotion of mistrust)
moderated by target gender.
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Figure 3.
The relationship between primary caregiver skin tone and racial socialization (promotion of
mistrust) moderated by target gender.
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