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Abstract

There is an extensive body of work documenting the negative socioemotional and academic
consequences of perceiving racial/ethnic discrimination during adolescence, but little is known
about how the larger peer context conditions such effects. Using peer network data from 252
eighth graders (85% Latino, 11% African American, 5% other race/ethnicity), the present study
examined the moderating role of cross-ethnic friendships and close friends’ experiences of
discrimination in the link between adolescents’ perceptions of discrimination and well-being.
Cross-ethnic friendships and friends’ experiences of discrimination generally served a protective
role, buffering the negative effects of discrimination on both socioemotional well-being and school
outcomes. Overall, results highlight the importance of considering racial/ethnic-related aspects of
adolescents’ friendships when studying interpersonal processes closely tied to race/ethnicity.

Friends are a vital component of the fabric of adolescents’ lives. During adolescence, peers
become more robust socializing agents, and peer relationships, broadly defined, are more
complex as adolescents learn to negotiate dyadic relationships within a much larger social
landscape (Brown & Larson, 2009). Overall, the breadth of knowledge around adolescent
friendships is expansive, yet the attention placed on friendships in the context of race/
ethnicity is minute (Graham, Taylor, & Ho, 2009). The racial/ethnic-related aspects of
adolescents’ friendships are likely particularly salient when considering experiences such as
racial/ethnic discrimination, a stressor that adolescents of color all too often face. To address
this gap in the literature, in the current study we focused on two racial/ethnic-related aspects
of adolescents’ friendships—close friends’ experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination and
adolescents’ engagement in cross-ethnic friendships. Our goal was to understand how each
influenced the links between adolescents’ personal experiences of discrimination and their
socioemotional well-being (loneliness and depression) and academics (school engagement
and belonging).

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Aprile D. Benner, Department of Human Development and Family
Sciences, University of Texas at Austin, 1 University Station Stop A2702, Austin, TX 78750. abenner@prc.utexas.edu.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Benner and Wang

Page 2

Experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination are unfortunately commonplace in the lives of
individuals of color (Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, & Garcia,
2014). During adolescence, race/ethnicity-based mistreatment often occurs in educational
spaces and is perpetrated by both peers and adult authority figures (Fisher, Wallace,

& Fenton, 2000). The consequences of such mistreatment are far-reaching, harming
adolescents’ mental and physical health and well-being as well as their performance and
engagement in school (Benner & Graham, 2011; Brody et al., 2006; Seaton, Caldwell,
Sellers, & Jackson, 2008). The realities of racial/ethnic discrimination across the life
course have influenced developmental theories to specifically integrate experiences of
discrimination and prejudice into models elucidating the growth and development of
children and adolescents of color (Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann,
1997). These models suggest that the pernicious effects of racial/ethnic discrimination can
be mitigated, at least in part, by what Garcia Coll et al. (1996) term “promoting” contexts,
or proximal environments that support developmental outcomes and prepare students “to
deal with the societal demands imposed by ... discrimination” (p. 1902). In this study, we
focus on adolescent friendships as a potentially promoting context for young people facing
discriminatory treatment.

A large literature highlights the buffering nature of positive peer relations for young
people facing a variety of life stressors, including peer victimization, family adversity,
poor parent—child relationships, and child maltreatment (Bukowski, Motzoi, & Meyer,
2009; Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002). Although much more narrow in scope, there

is also some evidence that the links between racial/ethnic discrimination and well-being
are ameliorated in part by supportive friendships and affiliations with positive peers
throughout the life course (Ajrouch, Reisine, Lim, Sohn, & Ismail, 2010; Brody et al.,
2006; Grossman & Liang, 2008). Prior findings suggest that general support, however,
may play a less prominent protective role in adolescent outcomes than domain-specific
social support (Roberts, Nargiso, Gaitonde, Stanton, & Colby, 2015). As such, when
investigating adolescents’ experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination, determining whether
domain-specific aspects of friendships more directly tied to race/ethnicity—such as the
demographic makeup of friendships and the race-related experiences of close friends—play
an important protective role is a critical open question.

Cross-ethnic friendships, although somewhat uncommon (Hallinan & Williams, 1989;
Hamm, Brown, & Heck, 2005), promote both positive intergroup attitudes and social
competence (Hunter & Elias, 1999; Mendoza-Denton & Page-Gould, 2008). Intergroup
contact theory (Allport, 1954) posits that contact with those from out-groups (e.g., other
race/ethnicities than oneself) can disconfirm held stereotypes and thus facilitate more
positive beliefs about out-group members. Pettigrew (1997) suggests that intergroup contact
is particularly potent when such contact involves friendships, as these entail more prolonged
exposure to an out-group member and a more equal balance of power, all in the context

of a close relationship. These theoretical tenets have empirical support, as adolescents with
more cross-ethnic friends typically report less vulnerability in terms of both their safety at
school and their experiences of peer victimization (Graham, Munniksma, & Juvonen, 2014;
Kawabata & Crick, 2011), and for African American and Latino young adults, cross-ethnic
friendships with Whites are associated with fewer reports of racial/ethnic discrimination
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over time (Tropp, Hawi, Van Laar, & Levin, 2012). Cross-ethnic friendships appear to

play a protective role as well, mitigating some of the detrimental consequences of race-
based rejection sensitivity on psychosomatic complaints (Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton, &
Mendes, 2014).

In addition to the racial/ethnic makeup of adolescents’ close friendships, the experiences
within these networks also likely play a role in adolescents” well-being. Yet to date,

no studies have examined the extent to which the pervasiveness of experiences of
discrimination within the peer network influences adolescents’ adjustment and their ability
to manage discriminatory encounters. High levels of perceived discrimination within

the peer network could potentially be a risk factor for youth, as research in both the
victimization and discrimination literatures suggest vicarious/witnessed experiences of
mistreatment may be detrimental for well-being (Nishina & Juvonen, 2005; Priest et al.,
2013; for exception, see Tynes, Giang, Williams, & Thompson, 2008). In contrast, there
is also evidence suggesting that comparable experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination to
one’s close friends may serve a functional role, ameliorating some of the negative effects
of discrimination. Friends who have similar encounters with discriminatory treatment can
provide each other with a sounding board and emotional support to help cope with and
make meaning of experiences of discrimination (Graham, Bellmore, Nishina, & Juvonen,
2009; Tatum, 1997). Along parallel lines, knowing that close others have also experienced
racial/ethnic discrimination may spur cognitions characterized by external attributions—
that is, beliefs that the source of the mistreatment is due to external causes rather than
something internal to the individual. Such external attributions can serve a protective role
when encountering mistreatment (Graham, Bellmore, et al. 2009; Graham, Taylor, et al.
2009).

In this study, we examined how adolescents’ experiences of racial discrimination and
racial/ethnic-related aspects of their friendships (i.e., presence of cross-ethnic friendships,
close friends’ reports of discrimination) were linked individually and conjointly to
socioemotional well-being and school engagement and belonging. We hypothesized that
cross-ethnic friendships would serve a protective role, chipping away at some of the
negative effects of personally experienced discrimination. Similarly, we expected that
higher levels of discrimination within the peer network would attenuate the effects of
personally experienced discrimination. We investigated both peer- and educator-perpetrated
discrimination, and based on prior research identifying source-specific variation in

effects on developmental competencies (Benner & Graham, 2013; Cogburn, Chavous, &
Griffin, 2011), we hypothesized stronger effects of peer-perpetrated discrimination for
socioemotional outcomes (i.e., loneliness, depression) and stronger links between educator-
perpetrated discrimination and academic functioning (i.e., engagement, school belonging).

Data are drawn from a sample of predominantly Latino middle school students, and our
focus on early adolescence was purposeful. It is at this time in the developmental life
course that individuals begin to explore the meaning of race/ethnicity for their identity
(Umafia-Taylor et al., 2014). Early adolescence is also when young people begin to
understand and articulate the implications of race for individuals’ daily lives, and at
this stage of development, they begin to consider how others view their racial/ethnic
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group (Quintana, 2008). Moreover, early adolescents also have the emerging cognitive
abilities (i.e., understanding of others’ cognitions, classification skills, construction of
social comparisons, moral reasoning) to recognize both overt and more subtle forms of
race-based mistreatment (Brown & Bigler, 2005; Verkuyten, Kinket, & van der Wielen,
1997). Finally, early adolescence is also the time when the peer group and friend support
become particularly salient (Brown & Larson, 2009). As such, early adolescence is an ideal
time to examine relations among our central constructs of interest.

Method

Participants

Survey and peer network data were collected from 252 eighth-grade students at two middle
schools in the south in the Spring 2013 semester as part of the Schools, Peers, and
Adolescent Development Project. The sample includes 50% girls and is 85% Latino, 11%
African American, and 5% other (i.e., biracial, Asian American, White). A majority of
participants’ parents did not graduate high school (56%). Many participants (68%) were
born in the United States; most of their fathers (73%) and mothers (70%) were foreign born.
The student bodies at the two participating schools mirrored the sample characteristics; they
were predominantly Latino (86%) and socioeconomically disadvantaged (97% receiving
free/reduced-price lunch). The teaching staffs were similarly racially/ethnically diverse (50%
Latino, 9% African American, 33% White, 9% Asian American at School 1; 19% Latino,
19% African American, 56% White, 6% Asian American at School 2).

Procedures

Students with parent consent and student assent completed the survey and peer nominations
during a noncore content course. We collected data from between 62% and 69% of the
eighth-grade students in each participating school; this response rate met the criteria of
creating a valid peer network (lower threshold of 60%-70%; Cillessen, 2009). For peer
nominations, students were asked to write the names of their five closest friends (same-sex
or opposite-sex friends) in their grade level and designate whether each friend was of the
same or different race/ethnicity as themselves. Students then wrote the roster ID number of
each friend. Rosters included ID numbers for students who had parent consent and student
assent for study participation; students used 999 for any friends not on the roster. Most
students nominated five friends (M= 4.80, SD = 0.76); an average of 2.95 (SD = 1.26)

of these were study participants. Almost all students (97%) nominated at least one study
participant as a close friend.

Study materials were available in English and Spanish. To ensure comparability, materials
were translated into Spanish and then back translated into English. Inconsistencies were
resolved by two bilingual research team members with careful consideration of items’
culturally appropriate meaning. The majority of students completed surveys in English
(92%). Participants received a small compensation ($15) for participation.

Measures

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for study measures appear in Table 1.
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Students’ Perceptions of Discrimination

Perceptions of racial/ethnic discrimination were assessed using items from the Adolescent
Discrimination Distress Index (Fisher et al., 2000), which has been used extensively with
middle school students (e.g., Benner & Graham, 2011; Grossman & Liang, 2008). Students
rated the frequency of discrimination by educators (two items; e.g., given a lower grade
than deserved) and by peers (three items; e.g., other kids exclude you from their activities)
because of their race/ethnicity over the past 6 months, using a scale from 1 (never) to 5

(a whole lof). Higher mean scores indicated greater perceived discrimination perpetrated by
educators (r=.30) and peers (a = .68).

Cross-Ethnic Friendships

Students reported whether each nominated friend was of the same or different race/ethnicity
as themselves. We identified students who did not have any cross-ethnic friendships (0)
versus students who had one or more cross-ethnic friends (1).

Friends’ Perceptions of Racial/Ethnic Discrimination

Well-Being

Covariates

Friends’ perceptions of discrimination were constructed using peer nomination data. We
matched each participant’s nominations of their five closest friends with their friends’
reports of discrimination experiences. We then averaged racial/ethnic discrimination ratings
across all the participant’s close friends, regardless of whether they were same- or cross-
ethnic friends. Friends’ perceptions of discrimination were calculated separately for educator
and peer perpetrators.

Adolescents rated 13 items about their feelings of loneliness (e.g., “I have nobody to talk
to”; Asher & Wheeler, 1985). Items were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (not true at

all) to 5 (true all the time), with higher mean scores indicating greater loneliness (a =

.80). Depressive symptoms were assessed by the 10-item Children’s Depressive Inventory
(Kovacs, 1992). Using a 3-point scale, adolescents rated their depressed feelings in the
past 2 weeks (e.g., “I am sad”); higher mean scores denoted more depressive symptoms

(oo = .84). School engagement was measured by a five-item scale (e.g., “I pay attention in
class™) from the Perceived Social Norms for Schoolwork and Achievement (Witkow, 2006).
School belonging was assessed by a five-item subscale (e.g., “I feel like | am a part of this
school”) from Gottfredson’s (1984) Effective School Battery. Both the school engagement
and belonging items were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (true all the
time); higher mean scores denoted stronger engagement (a. = .75) and belonging (a = .79).

Student gender and race/ethnicity were collected from school records. Each student was
identified as one of the following racial/ethnic categories: Latino, African American, and
other race/ethnicities (i.e., biracial, Asian American, White). Latino was defined by the
school district as “a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or
other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race.” Based on student reports, we identified
generational status as first, second, or third generation or later. Students reported their
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parents’ highest education on a 4-point scale from 1 (/ess than high school) to 4 (4-year
college graduates or higher). We also controlled for survey language and school attended.

Analysis Plan

Results

We used regression analyses in Mplus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012) to examine the
independent and conjoint influences of students” experiences of discrimination, cross-ethnic
friendships, and their friends’ experiences of discrimination for students’ adjustment. We
tested peer- and teacher-perpetrated racial/ethnic discrimination and all well-being indicators
simultaneously; well-being indicators were allowed to covary in the models. Missing data
(range = 2%-5%) were handled by Mplus with full-information maximum likelihood, which
utilizes all available information without imputing missing values (Enders, 2010).

The first set of hierarchical models examined the independent and conjoint influences of
students’ perceived discrimination and the presence of one or more cross-ethnic friendships.
We first tested main effects of these two variables (including friends’ perceptions of
discrimination as a covariate), and we then added the interaction effect. When significant
interactions emerged, we conducted simple slope analyses to examine the extent to which
students’ perceived discrimination was linked adjustment when they had no cross-ethnic
friendships versus one or more cross-ethnic friendships. We conducted an identical set of
analyses to examine the independent and conjoint influences of students’ and their friends’
perceptions of discrimination (with cross-ethnic friendships included as a control). When
significant interactions emerged, simple slope analyses determined the extent to which
students’ perceived discrimination was linked to adjustment when their friends’ experiences
of discrimination was high (1 SD above the mean) versus low (1 SD below the mean).

In total, 49% of adolescents identified at least one cross-ethnic friend. Adolescent with

no cross-ethnic friendships reported less peer discrimination (M= 1.15, SD = 0.37) than
adolescents with at least one cross-ethnic friendship, M= 1.32, SD=0.62, t(244) = -2.58,
p < .05. Educator-perpetrated discrimination did not differ significantly between adolescents
with no cross-ethnic friendships (M= 1.07, SD = 0.24) versus those with at least one
cross-ethnic friendship, M= 1.11, SD=0.40, t(244) = -0.80, p= .42. There were no
significant differences in adolescent adjustment between those with and without cross-ethnic
friendships, ¢(245) = 0.53, p= .60 for loneliness, #245) = 0.34, p= .73 for depressive
symptoms, #245) = 0.48, p= .63 for school engagement, and #245) = -.50, p= .62 for
school belonging.

Primary Analyses

As seen in Model 1 (Table 2), adolescents reporting more peer-perpetrated discrimination
were more lonely and depressed, whereas adolescents reporting more teacher-perpetrated
discrimination were less engaged in school and had lower school belonging. There were
few main effects of the racial/ethnic-related aspects of adolescents’ friendships with one
exception. When adolescents had close friends with higher levels of peer-perpetrated
discrimination, they reported greater school engagement.
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These main effects, however, masked important variation. For loneliness and depressive
symptoms, we observed interaction effects between adolescents’ perceptions of educator-
perpetrated discrimination and their cross-ethnic friendships (Model 2, Table 2). As seen
in Figures 1a and 1b, we observed a buffering effect of cross-ethnic friendships for both
loneliness and depression. Specifically, for adolescents with no cross-ethnic friends, those
who perceived greater educator-perpetrated discrimination reported greater loneliness (6
= .62, SE= .22, p<.01) and depressive symptoms (b= .19, SE=.08, p<.05). In
contrast, adolescents who perceived greater educator discrimination but had one or more
cross-ethnic friends reported lower loneliness (6= -.16, SE = .08, p < .05), and the link
between educator-perpetrated discrimination and depressive symptoms was not significant
for adolescents with one or more cross-ethnic friends (6= -.04, SE = .05, p=.36).

For school belonging, we observed a significant interaction between adolescents’
perceptions of peer-perpetrated discrimination and their cross-ethnic friendships as well
(Model 2, Table 2). The pattern of effects, in terms of who was protected versus at risk,
was identical to that observed for loneliness and depressive symptoms. As seen in Figure
2, adolescents’ perceptions of peer-perpetrated discrimination and school belonging were
unrelated for those with one or more cross-ethnic friendships (6= -.04, SE= .11, p=

.74), suggesting a buffering effect. In contrast, adolescents’ perceptions of peer-perpetrated
discrimination were linked to lower school belonging for those with no cross-ethnic
friendships (b= -.62, SE= .20, p<.01).

Friends’ perceptions of peer-perpetrated racial/ethnic discrimination also moderated the
effects of students’ perceptions of peer-perpetrated discrimination and their feelings of
school belonging (Model 3, Table 2). As seen in Figure 3, the link between students’
perceptions of peer-perpetrated discrimination and school belonging was unrelated for those
whose close friends reported high levels of peer-perpetrated discrimination (6= -.03, SE
=.11, p=.80). In contrast, we observed a strong, negative relation between students’
perceptions of peer-perpetrated discrimination and school belonging for those whose friends
experienced little discrimination (b= -.42, SE= .17, p< .05).

Supplementary Analyses

We conducted supplementary analyses to explore the potential moderating role of friends’
perceptions of racial/ethnic discrimination using only reports of same-ethnic friends rather
than all friends. Graham et al. (2014) suggest that same-ethnic peers may serve a particular
validation role, and if so, then the role of peers’ experiences of discrimination would likely
be particularly potent when considering same-ethnic peers’ experiences of discrimination.
In these analyses, we continued to observe a significant role of friends’ perceptions of
peer-perpetrated discrimination for school belonging. An additional moderating effect,
emerging only when considering same-ethnic friends’ perceptions of educator-perpetrated
discrimination, also emerged for school engagement (6= .60, SE= .30, p<.05). Simple
slope analyses showed that when students’ same-ethnic friends reported little educator-
perpetrated discrimination, students’ own experiences of educator-perpetrated discrimination
were negatively linked to lower school engagement (6= -.59, SE= .12, p<.001); this
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relation was not significant when students’ same-ethnic friends reported high levels of
educator discrimination (b= -.22, SE= .12, p=.06).

Discussion

This study examined the independent and conjoint effects of personally experienced
racial/ethnic discrimination, adolescents’ cross-ethnic friendships, and the pervasiveness

of perceived discrimination within adolescents’ networks of close friends. In investigating
independent contributions, we observed that the main effects of racial/ethnic discrimination
were differentiated by both perpetrator and developmental domain. Specifically, educator-
perpetrated discrimination was linked to academics but not socioemotional well-being,
whereas the opposite pattern was found for peer-perpetrated discrimination. This was
consistent with prior empirical work highlighting differentiated effects (Benner & Graham,
2013; Cogburn et al., 2011). There was, however, extensive variation in these associations
once we considered racial/ethnic-related aspects of adolescents’ friendships.

First, cross-ethnic friendships appeared to be protective. In general, we found that having
one or more cross-ethnic friendships attenuated some of the detrimental effects of personally
experienced discrimination for adolescents. Forging cross-ethnic friendship is linked to less
feelings of vulnerability (Graham et al., 2014), disconfirmation of negative expectations
about intergroup contact (Mendoza-Denton, Page-Gould, & Pietrzak, 2006; Page-Gould,
Mendoza-Denton, & Tropp, 2008), and a decreased likelihood of attributing experiences

of prejudice specifically to race (Kawabata & Crick, 2011; Killen, 2007). Moreover, prior
work has found that through more intergroup contact, such as that offered by cross-ethnic
friendships, individuals experience less anxiety around cross-ethnic interactions and more
empathy for out-group members (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), which may reduce the negative
effects of discrimination when experienced.

Second, students who were embedded in close friend networks characterized by high

levels of peer discrimination also seemed to be protected from some of the negative

effects of personally experienced discrimination. This was consistent with our hypotheses,
but we did not have the ancillary data needed to test the potential mechanisms at work
here. Specifically, further inquiry should examine whether the moderating role of friends’
experiences of discrimination is grounded in emotional support and coping or in the
likelihood of making external attributions for the reasons for one’s discriminatory treatment.
Moreover, findings from the supplementary investigation of the particular buffering effects
of same-ethnic peers’ reports of discrimination may relate to psychological preparation for
bias. Prior research has found that African American children with more African American
friends are more likely to expect to encounter discriminatory treatment in cross-ethnic
interactions (Rowley, Burchinal, Roberts, & Zeisel, 2008), and these expectations may
serve to protect adolescents by reducing the likelihood of making a stress appraisal when
encountering a potentially stressful event such as discriminatory treatment (Cohen & Wills,
1985). There is also evidence that same-ethnic friendships often include more shared
activities between dyad members (Kao & Joyner, 2004). This may promote development
of the intimacy needed to share personal struggles and elicit support in the face of

stressful events such as discriminatory treatment. Indeed, sharing experiences of racial/
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ethnic discrimination with same-ethnic peers who identify similar struggles can support
well-being (Tatum, 1997). Future work with larger and more diverse samples should further
examine the role of same-ethnic versus cross-ethnic friends’ experiences of discrimination.

Strengths, Caveats, and Limitations

Our study contributes to the existing racial/ethnic discrimination literature base in two key
ways. First, the pattern of relations for the main effects model provide mounting evidence
for the need to consistently implement perpetrator-specific measures of discrimination. The
vast majority of measures of discrimination rely on more general measures that are not
perpetrator specific, but our current findings in combination with past research suggest

that greater attention to who perpetrates discriminatory treatment is warranted. Second, this
study provides insights into the ways adolescents’ cross-ethnic friendships and the perceived
discrimination present in close friend networks matter when considering the detrimental
effects of discrimination. There is a dearth of literature on both racial/ethnic-related aspects
of friendships in the peer relations base and the role of friends in the adolescent racial/ethnic
discrimination base, and we hope scholars will continue to pursue these lines of integrated
inquiry in the future.

Although we believe the current study makes meaningful contributions, some caveats and
limitations must be noted. First, our sample comprised predominantly Latino students

who were the numeric majorities at the two schools in our sample, thus limiting the
generalizability of our findings. Whether the racial/ethnic-related aspects of adolescent
friendships under study operate similarly in schools with other demographic compositions
is an open question. There is some evidence of heightened perceptions of discrimination

in more racial/ethnically diverse schools (Benner & Graham, 2011; Seaton & Yip, 2009).
Higher levels of diversity require a greater number of groups represented and a more equal
distribution of the relative proportions of each group, and thus increasing racial/ethnic
diversity necessarily limits the representation of any one group (Budescu & Budescu, 2012).
As such, higher levels of diversity may prevent some groups from attaining a critical mass
of same-ethnic peers, which is important for protecting against out-group bias (Linn &
Welner, 2007). On the other hand, greater racial/ethnic diversity increases opportunities for
cross-ethnic interactions and the potential for forging cross-ethnic friendships, which in turn
can attenuate adolescents’ vulnerability within the school context (Graham et al., 2014;
Kawabata & Crick, 2011). Much more work is needed to understand how these relations
play out in schools with various types of demographic configurations and for students who
are in the numeric majority versus minority, particularly give the increasingly segregated
nature of U.S. schools (Orfield & Lee, 2007).

Similarly, we cannot determine with the current data whether the pattern of effects we
observed unfold consistently across different racial/ethnic groups, as we had insufficient
representation of non-Latino youth in our sample. Similarly, collapsing all Latinos

into a single ethnic category may obscure subethnic differences. Prior work suggests

that a complex interplay between student race/ethnicity and school characteristics (i.e.,
demographic compaosition, climate and culture, implementation of academic tracking)
influences cross-ethnic friendship development (Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987; Moody, 2001).
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At the individual level, socioeconomic status and academic orientation also differentiate the
likelihood of forming cross-ethnic friendships for certain racial/ethnic groups (Hamm et al.,
2005; Quillian & Campbell, 2003), and differences in who gains the most from cross-ethnic
friendships are also observed (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Yet, other work suggests that the
benefits of cross-group friendships (more broadly defined) are equally beneficial for the
dyad member in the dominant versus stigmatized group (Davies, Tropp, Aron, Pettigrew, &
Wright, 2011). As such, future research with more diverse samples is needed to replicate the
effects documented here.

Finally, this study employed cross-sectional data focused on early adolescence, but evidence
suggests that personal experiences of discrimination tend to increase across adolescence
(Brody et al., 2006), while cross-ethnic friendships become less common (Poulin & Chan,
2010). As such, future work is needed to determine whether the processes detailed here

are consistent across adolescence. Moreover, given the methodological limitations of cross-
sectional designs, longitudinal studies on the focal relations are necessary to better capture
the stability and directionality of the links and the potential unfolding processes underlying
them. Our study, however, represents a critical first step in understanding how racial/ethnic-
related aspects of adolescents’ friendship pairings come together to attenuate the links
between racial/ethnic discrimination and adolescents’” well-being.
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Figure 1.
Two-way interaction effects of adolescents’ perceived discrimination by educators and

cross-ethnic friendships for adolescents’ (a) loneliness and (b) depressive symptoms.
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