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Abstract

Despite increasing research, the links between racial discrimination and Black Americans’ 

romantic relationship dynamics remain unclear. Guided by models of mundane extreme 

environmental stress (Peters & Massey, 1983), sociocultural family stress (McNeil Smith & 

Landor, 2018), and Black marital outcomes (Bryant et al., 2010), we conducted a systematic 

review of the literature examining racial discrimination and relationship dynamics among Black 

Americans in same-race and interracial romantic relationships. Synthesizing findings from 32 

published empirical articles, we find support for manifestations of each component of MEES 

in Black intimate life. We uncover evidence that racial discrimination is associated with 

compromised relationship functioning for Black Americans. Several psychosocial resources were 

also identified as either buffering these associations or posing drawbacks/limitations for Black 

Americans. We discuss notable gaps in the literature and directions for future research including 

intersectional investigations, broader examination of the MEES context, and de-centering 

whiteness among studies of interracial relationship dynamics.
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Racial discrimination – explicit or subtle racially-based differential treatment – is a chronic 

social stressor that alienates individuals racialized as Black (henceforth referred to as 

Black Americans/people), produces differential outcomes, and limits equal opportunity and 

access to resources (Cuevas & Boen, 2021). Nearly three-quarters of Black adults report 

experiencing racial discrimination in their lifetime (Lee et al., 2019). Racial discrimination 

is considered a major pathway through which racism is generally related to disparities 
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for racial/ethnic minorities and specifically related to adverse outcomes among Black 

Americans (Clark et al., 1999; Cuevas & Boen, 2021; Williams et al., 2019). Several 

reviews have summarized the pernicious effects of racism and racial discrimination on 

health outcomes, documenting the adverse consequences of discrimination for physical 

(e.g., blood pressure, cardiovascular activity) and mental (e.g., psychological wellbeing, 

self-esteem) health (e.g., Paradies, 2006; Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Williams et 

al., 2003; Williams et al., 2000). Though these reviews have contributed substantially to 

understanding the negative effects of racism and racial discrimination on Black individuals’ 

health, they underestimate the capacity of racism to reach beyond the individual and 

affect Black families and interpersonal relationships. Thus, although romantic relationships 

are considered among the most important interpersonal relationships in adults’ lives, the 

links between racial discrimination and Black Americans’ social functioning are less well-

understood, specifically concerning romantic relationship dynamics.

Understanding the role of racial discrimination in Black relationship processes is important 

given research demonstrating that the experience and management of stress is an 

interpersonal process (Randall & Bodenmann, 2009). As such, scholars have characterized 

racial discrimination as a “mundane” and “extreme” stressor that is shouldered amongst 

all family members (Peters & Massey, 1983; St. Jean & Feagin, 1998). Importantly, the 

mundane extreme environmental stress (MEES) model accounts for the sociohistorical 

context that fuels discrimination (Peters & Massey, 1983). According to MEES, racial 

discrimination is a characteristic of an environment where “racism and subtle oppression” 

are a “constant threat and actual periodic occurrence…sometimes subtle, sometimes overt…

continuous, and debilitating” (Peters & Massey, 1983, p. 195–196). Racial discrimination is 

viewed as a mundane, yet simultaneously extreme experience for Black romantic partners 

due to its commonality in daily life and its adverse implications for partners’ perceptions, 

behaviors, and interactions. Additionally, racial discrimination is considered to be an 

environmentally-based stressor because it is upheld by and experienced within a social 

context, which can consume romantic partners’ physical, emotional, and psychological 

resources that could be allocated otherwise (Carroll, 1998). As a result, Black individuals 

and families may have active and/or inactive responses to living in an environment 

characterized by MEES that affect relational dynamics.

Moreover, given the inequalities among Black Americans related to marriage and intimate 

relationships, elucidating the connections between racial discrimination and relationship 

dynamics may potentiate avenues to mitigate relationship disparities among Black adults 

and redress the interpersonal impacts of racism. Compared to other racial groups, Black 

adults are less likely to marry (Horowitz et al., 2019), marry at a later age and divorce 

at the highest rate (Raley et al., 2015), and experience lower levels of relationship quality 

(Bulanda & Brown, 2007). Thus, identifying patterns and key findings in extant literature 

that clarify the effect of discriminatory experiences on Black intimate relationships may be 

crucial to disrupting these deeply entrenched disparities in romantic relationships. Further, 

understanding the ways race can intersect with other salient or marginalized identities 

(e.g., gender, socioeconomic status) that leave individuals vulnerable to the impacts of 

racial discrimination on their romantic relationships is important to enhancing the relational 

benefits for Black Americans across varying social locations.
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The purpose of this article is to systematically review the research on racial discrimination 

and Black Americans’ romantic relationships. In our efforts to identify, interpret, and 

situate findings from the extant literature on this topic, we rely on MEES along with two 

conceptual models as guiding frameworks—the sociocultural family stress model (McNeil 

Smith & Landor, 2018; SFS) and Bryant et al.’s (2010) conceptual model on Black marital 

outcomes (henceforth referenced as the Black marital outcomes model). The SFS model 

makes a unique contribution to theorizing racial discrimination and relationship dynamics by 

highlighting Black families’ heterogeneity and intersecting social positions within a MEES 

context through its integration of contextual family stress theory (Boss et al., 2016), MEES 

(Peters & Massey, 1983), and intersectionality tenets (Collins, 1986; Crenshaw, 1991). In 

particular, the SFS model posits that members within a family occupy multiple intersecting 

social positions that affect (a) their experiences with, and perceptions of, stressors, (b) their 

resources for coping with stressors, and (c) their capacity for resilience. The SFS model 

expands on how MEES infiltrates the family stress process by including other oppressive 

mechanisms (e.g., sexism, colorism, heterosexism) as intersecting with racism. Accordingly, 

Black Americans within and across family systems may have different experiences with 

racial discrimination based on their level of privilege or oppression within society. At the 

intersection of racism and sexism, Black romantic partners who are heterosexual may be 

exposed to varying experiences of racial discrimination and have different access to coping 

resources. For example, a Black, mixed-gender couple with a Black man and Black woman 

may experience, perceive, and cope with discrimination differently than a mixed-gender 

couple where one partner is Black and the other is white. Furthermore, the effects of racial 

discrimination on the relationship dynamics of a heterosexual mixed-gender Black couple 

may look different than the effects of racial discrimination on the relationship dynamics of a 

same-sex Black couple at the nexus of racism, heterosexism, and sexism.

Similarly, the Black marital outcomes model underscores how Black romantic relationships 

are susceptible to, and can be resilient against, the detrimental effects of racial 

discrimination by emphasizing the sociohistorical force behind manifestations of racial 

discrimination that lead to the systematic devaluation and subordination of Black 

Americans, making it an especially harmful stressor. Ubiquitous encounters of racial 

discrimination foster emotional and psychological distress for Black Americans. The stress 

from racial discrimination can be amplified by other stressful events, resulting in more 

intense, negative psychological and physical reactions, which in turn spill over to affect 

their intimate relationship outcomes (e.g., marital quality and stability). Further, because 

racial discrimination can affect romantic partners’ feelings and behaviors, discrimination 

also erodes relationship outcomes through adverse impacts on relationship interactions, 

such as fewer displays of warmth and more displays of hostility. Importantly, individual 

characteristics and psychosocial resources afforded to couples, such as partner support 

and problem-solving skills, can weaken the effects of racial discrimination on relationship 

dynamics for Black Americans.

Drawing on the propositions of these guiding conceptual frameworks, we focused on three 

research questions for the current review:
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1. How does the literature on racial discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic 

relationships reflect the manifestation of the larger MEES context?

2. How has racial discrimination been examined as a stressful event in Black 

Americans’ romantic relationships?

3. What role have psychosocial resources played in the link between racial 

discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic relationships?

Authors’ Positionality

Our approach to this review may be influenced by the authors’ positionality. Specifically, 

Jacobson and Mustafa (2019) state that positionality is a “research tool” because researchers 

are one of the main instruments for generating and analyzing data—making it necessary 

to examine researchers’ motivations for conducting research, how their backgrounds and 

experiences affect their motivations, and the way their social positions impact perceptions or 

interpretations of social phenomena and research approaches. As such, we explicitly locate 

our positions to allow “those who read our work to better grasp how we produced the data” 

(Jacobson & Mustafa, p. 2).

All authors received interdisciplinary training in the field of Family Science. Authors also 

have training in Psychology, Sociology, and/or Marriage and Family Therapy. The first 

author is a US-born, heterosexual, Black, cis-female who is currently middle-class and 

has a working-class background. The second author is a US-born, heterosexual, Black, 

cis-female who is from a working- to middle-class background. The third author is a 

US-born, heterosexual, Black, married, cis-female who is currently middle-class but has a 

working-class background. The fourth author is a Black, heterosexual woman from who 

has a working-class background, and the fifth author is a White, married, heterosexual 

cis-female who is currently middle-class and has a poor/working-class background.

We acknowledge several assumptions that informed our execution of this review. First, we 

view racial discrimination as one way that Black Americans are continually affected by 

historical and systemic racism. We recognize that individuals may experience discrimination 

for several reasons but hold that the complex systems of oppression and privilege that 

shape lived experiences within society cannot be disentangled. As such, we expect that 

racial discrimination affects individuals of varying racial and ethnic backgrounds who 

concurrently occupy multiple other social positions that designate varying degrees of 

power. Similarly, although we elect to focus on romantic relationships and US samples, we 

acknowledge that racial discrimination can affect multiple family systems and non-familial 

interpersonal relationships across geographic contexts. Finally, we note that family scientists 

have conceptualized intersectionality as identity, power, or both (Curtis et al., 2020). We 

view intersectionality as an assessment of intersecting systems of oppression and apply this 

perspective in our review and discussion of findings.
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Method

Literature Search Strategy

The current study was conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). We limited our 

search to peer-reviewed articles published from 2000 to 2021 to align with other recent 

systematic/scoping reviews utilizing an intersectional perspective (e.g., Randall & Curran, 

2023), facilitating the ability to draw comparisons, contrasts, and other conclusions across 

multiple reviews. The 2000s was also a notable period of change and shifts in the 

sociopolitical climate around race, especially with the rise of technology and the election of 

President Barack Obama.

We retrieved the sample of studies via a Boolean search in four electronic databases on 

June 1, 2021: PsycInfo, SocIndex, Academic Search Ultimate, and the Social Sciences 

Citation Index. In each database, team members entered the following Boolean search 

phrase: (“African American” OR Black OR “Black American”) AND (Discrimination OR 

“racial discrimination” OR racism OR “unfair treatment”) AND (Dating OR Marriage OR 

romantic relationships OR “close relationships” OR “intimate relationships” OR couples). 

Keywords were selected based on those used in the titles and abstracts of prominent articles 

on the topic (e.g., Bryant et al., 2010). Results of the searches were exported into Zotero for 

compilation, then imported into Covidence for data management.

Study Selection

Articles included in our review met five inclusion criteria. Studies must have (a) 

reported on Black Americans and (b) used a US-based sample. Articles that aggregated 

Black Americans into racial minority/non-white groups or that failed to report sample 

demographics were excluded. We included studies reporting interracial relationships as 

long as the sample included responses from Black participants. Next, studies must 

have also reported on (c) romantic relationship dynamics and (d) some aspect of racial 

discrimination. Studies that only reported relationship demographics (e.g., relationship 

length) were excluded. Articles that focused on other types of discrimination (e.g., classism, 

heterosexism/homophobia) were excluded unless they were intersectional in nature (e.g., 

racialized sexism). Finally, articles must have (e) been empirical and connected racial 

discrimination with relationship dynamics within the results. Qualitative studies had to 

discuss racial discrimination and relationship dynamics within the findings (e.g., theme, 

author description of theme). At a minimum, quantitative studies had to report bivariate 

results for racial discrimination and relationship dynamics. Additional details on inclusion 

and exclusion criteria can be viewed on the open science framework.

Figure 1 displays the PRISMA diagram outlining the study selection. The initial search 

results generated 1,052 studies across databases. Covidence identified and removed 335 

duplicates. The first author reviewed duplicates to ensure no studies were excluded by 

technical error. The titles and abstracts of 717 studies were screened for relevance by two 

independent team members; 588 of these were excluded. At the title/abstract screening, we 

achieved 83.6% agreement across seven team members. The full text of 129 studies was 
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then evaluated against the inclusion/exclusion criteria by two independent team members. 

An additional 89 studies were excluded with 90.8% agreement among team members. At 

each stage, conflicts were resolved by discussion among team members and/or by a third 

reviewer. Forty articles were selected for initial inclusion in the review; however, during the 

coding and analysis process, we determined that 8 of these articles did not meet all inclusion 

criteria. Thus, the final sample included 32 publications. The 32 publications included in this 

review represent 33 separate studies given that Clavél et al. (2017) included two studies in 

one publication.

Data Extraction

For each study, two team members were assigned to independently extract data into a 

codebook. The codebook included information about the study sample and method (e.g., 

average relationship length; methodological approach) as well as all findings related to 

discrimination and relationship dynamics and how they were connected. We assessed 

consensus through meetings where data extracted from team members were compared. 

Discrepancies and uncertainties were resolved through discussion. If consensus could not 

be reached by discussion, a third team member conducted an independent review and the 

majority decision was selected. The final dataset was compiled for analysis, where the first 

author maintained analytical memos documenting reoccurring themes in the data. All team 

members then reviewed and refined themes and compared the original articles to the themes 

to ensure all characteristics were accurately represented.

Findings

Figure 2 displays publication trends over the past 20 years and Table 1 outlines 

the characteristics of included studies. Publications on racial discrimination and Black 

Americans’ relationship dynamics were relatively consistent over time, at approximately one 

publication annually across the first decade and displayed steady increases since 2016. Of 

the 32 publications included in this review, approximately 68% utilized quantitative methods 

and 32% used qualitative methods. In addition, 62.5% were cross-sectional, 37.5% were 

longitudinal, and 62.5% sampled romantic dyads (vs. individuals in romantic relationships). 

The sample sizes ranged from 10 to 1,555, with a total of 11,939 participants across all 

the studies. Most publications focused on Black individuals in same-race relationships and 

approximately 22% examined interracial relationships. A total of 72% of publications used 

one or more theoretical frameworks, with theories of stress/stress spillover being the most 

prominent (e.g., family stress theories, the vulnerability-stress-adaptation model).

Conceptualizations of Racial Discrimination and Relationship Dynamics

Our review of the literature included an analysis of how racial discrimination and 

relationship dynamics have been conceptualized in extant research (see Table 2). We 

extracted keywords from the included publications for conceptualizations of the constructs 

of interest. When racial discrimination and relationship dynamics were not clearly defined, 

we relied on how they were operationalized.
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Conceptualizations of racial discrimination varied within and across studies. We note that 

examples below may be viewed as other forms of racism; however, for the purposes of 

this study we relied on the definitions offered by authors. The term racial discrimination 

was used more frequently than perceived discrimination (with one study using anticipated 

discrimination) and was frequently conceptualized as a stressor or as causing stress. For 

example, discrimination was described as a social stressor (Doyle & Molix, 2017) and as 

a pervasive or debilitating stressor (McNeil et al., 2014). In addition, terms like contextual, 
historical, racial climate, and societal dynamics were used, demonstrating discrimination 

was conceptualized as a stressor reflective of the broader social environment. Other 

times, discrimination was conceptualized as poor or unfair treatment both interpersonally 

and institutionally. For example, Kogan et al. (2016) described discrimination as “being 

ignored, overlooked, or subjected to minor mistreatment based on one’s race” (p. 

999) whereas Awosan and Hardy (2017) described discrimination as “denial of access, 

inequality, and instability of social capital” (p. 466). Finally, some scholars conceptualized 

discrimination in terms of prejudiced attitudes, stereotypes, and worldviews. Notably, 

authors’ conceptualizations of racial discrimination often reflected a both-and rather than 

an either-or perspective. That is, authors conceptualized discrimination in more than one 

way (e.g., as a social stressor and as poor or unfair treatment).

Across the studies, relationship dynamics were conceptualized along positive and negative 

dimensions. Most studies conceptualized positive relationship dynamics in terms of 

relationship attributions and behaviors. The positive relationship attributions included 

relationship satisfaction, happiness, stability, and commitment, as well as feelings of love, 

closeness, trust, and warmth in romantic relationships. Positive relationship behaviors 

included effective communication, support, openness, collaboration, and cohesive couple 

identity. Finally, studies conceptualized negative relationship dynamics as relational strains, 

such as distress, hostility, instability, aggression, and violence.

Black Americans’ Romantic Relationships in a MEES Context

Our first research question asked how extant findings on racial discrimination and Black 

Americans’ romantic relationships reflect manifestations of the broader MEES context. 

We summarize our findings by each component of MEES, where mundane captures the 

commonness of racial discrimination; extreme reflects the tainting of Black partners’ 

worldview and perception; environmental notes how threats originate from the social 

environment; and stress describes how racial discrimination drains partners’ energy through 

its effects on individual and relational outcomes.

Mundane—Findings acknowledged that racial discrimination is mundane by highlighting 

the common and day-to-day experience of racism for Black Americans in intimate partner 

relationships. Terms and phrases such as common, regular, omnipresent and ubiquitous 

(Nightingale et al., 2019), daily (Awosan & Hardy, 2017; Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Killian, 

2012; Murry et al., 2001), “constant waves and winds” (Awosan & Hardy, 2017, p. 475), and 

“always present and lingering” (Nightingale et al., 2019, p. 46) were used to describe the 

mundane characteristic of racism and racism-related stress for Black couples. These findings 

demonstrated a heightened sense of race consciousness – defined as “one’s awareness of 
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[their]racial identity and group membership” (Durant & Sparrow, 1997, p. 340) – that 

emerged as a result of partners’ coupling experiences. For example, partners entered into and 

navigated their relationships with an awareness of the U.S. racial history and how it may 

influence their couple dynamics. For same-race Black couples, this included conversations 

and a shared understanding of historical events, such as slavery, the murder of Rodney 

King, and the Civil Rights Movement (Awosan & Hardy, 2017). For interracial couples, 

this included an awareness of America’s history of anti-miscegenation and opposition to 

interracial relationships, even if they tried to “transcend or rise beyond” such history (Byrd 

& Garwick, 2006, p. 29; Childs, 2005). Some Black partners took on the role of educating 

their white partners to “increase partner awareness of … hostilities and histories” (Bell & 

Hastings, 2011 p. 249; Byrd & Garwick, 2006).

Extreme—Several studies identified how Black couples navigate their relationship in a 

racialized context that is extreme given that it impacts their perceptions, worldview, and 

psyche. This was found through evidence indicating that Black couples may operate using 

a lens of fear, caution, and apprehension out of concern of being judged by others due to 

their race. For example, Black couples who attended therapy with a white clinician reported 

censoring what they said for fear of judgment or being misunderstood (Nightingale et al., 

2019). Furthermore, some interracial couples actively disassociated from one another in 

public spaces as to not look “as provocative” (Killian, 2003, p. 9). Some partners also feared 

retaliation by their co-workers if they disclosed they were in an interracial relationship 

(Hibbler & Shinew, 2017). Others anticipated opposition from their loved ones, so were 

cautious of revealing their interracial relationship to their family and friends (Byrd & 

Garwick, 2006; Childs, 2005).

The extremeness of racism also showed up in findings demonstrating that one’s racial 

identity was intricately tied to the racialized nature of their relationship. In one case, this 

occurred at the intersection of racism and colorism. Nightingale et al. (2019) reported 

a Black couple’s experience where one partner had a dark-complexion skin tone, and 

the other partner had a light-complexion skin tone, which “dictated the different ways in 

which they saw themselves and were treated by others” (p. 46). Among interracial couples, 

the blackness of the Black partner was questioned by themselves, family members, and 

other Black community members (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Childs, 2005). For instance, 

a participant reported that she felt like she was “selling out” by dating a white man 

(Childs, 2005, p. 556). Furthermore, the legitimacy of a Black partner’s racial identity was 

challenged when white partners adopted a color-blind ideology which consequently ignored 

the lived racial experiences of Black Americans (Pryor, 2018). Although some participants 

in interracial couples felt like their blackness was questioned, others reported that it did 

not challenge their self-worth (Bell & Hastings, 2011) and that being in an interracial 

relationship had no impact on their racial identity (Childs, 2005).

In addition to racism impacting an individual partner’s racial identity, the impact on the 

couple identity was also evidenced. In particular, residing in a MEES context forced couples 

to view their couple identity through a racialized lens. Some interracial couples viewed their 

relationship as making a difference in society by breaking racial barriers (Bell & Hastings, 

2011). Partners also felt the need to articulate a cohesive couple/family identity, however the 
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ability to do so varied. Some interracial couples were able to develop a shared worldview 

whereas others had difficulty (Byrd & Garwick, 2006). Moreover, some couples left their 

racial and ethnic culture behind after coupling to create a new identity; however, the process 

of leaving one’s culture behind often fell on the Black partner more than the white partner 

(Killian, 2003, 2012).

Environmental—Findings related to the environmental component of MEES focused on 

how societal expectations, norms, and stereotypes originated outside of the couple system. 

Black couples reported experiencing racism from work (Cowdery et al., 2009; Nightingale 

et al., 2019), their community (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Childs, 2005) and public spaces 

more generally (Hibbler & Shinew, 2017; Killian, 2003). Furthermore, geographical region 

influenced interracial couples’ experiences in the U.S., with couples reporting more racial 

incidents in some regions compared to others (Bell & Hastings, 2011). The American South 

was specifically identified as a region where interracial couples were cautious of going even 

if they had never personally traveled or experienced racial tensions in that area (Hibbler & 

Shinew, 2017; Killian, 2003).

In addition to identifying specific contexts where racism was present, studies identified 

rejection and opposition from extended families and friends as a prominent source of 

external stress, particularly for interracial couples. Some interracial couples anticipated 

negative reactions from their families (Byrd & Garwick, 2006), and others were met 

with rejection and disapproval when family members became aware of their interracial 

relationship (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Childs, 2005; Hibbler & Shinew, 2017; Pryor, 2018). 

Notably, the families of Black partners were more accepting of interracial relationships in 

comparison to the families of white partners (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Hibbler & Shinew, 

2017).

Stress—Findings across studies highlighted the intense and energy-consuming impact 

of racism and race-related stress on the individual and couple’s psychological and 

relational wellbeing. Black partners in same-race relationships felt overwhelmed and 

distressed by racism and discrimination (Awosan & Hardy, 2017; Nightingale et al., 2019). 

Similarly, Black partners in interracial relationships felt frustration, pain, confusion, and 

disappointment from racism and disapproval of their relationship (Killian, 2012; Pryor, 

2018).

Some articles found that racial discrimination amplified experiences of psychological and 

relational stressors for Black partners, providing further evidence of the impact of racism 

on coupled Black Americans. For example, Murry and colleagues (2008) found that 

the link between relationship dynamics (satisfaction, stability, warmth, and hostility) and 

psychological functioning was stronger for women who reported more racial discrimination 

than for women who reported less racial discrimination. Similarly, a recent longitudinal and 

dyadic study highlighted that when husbands reported higher levels of racial discrimination, 

wives’ satisfaction was negatively associated with husbands’ depressive symptoms and 

husbands’ depressive symptoms were negatively associated with wives’ satisfaction. 

Husbands’ depressive symptoms were also negatively associated with wives’ satisfaction 

when wives reported greater levels of racial discrimination (Jenkins et al., 2020). Moreover, 
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in a sample of Black men, Kogan et al. (2016) found that anger during adolescence mediated 

the association between harsh parenting in childhood and romantic commitment behaviors 

in early adulthood only when men reported higher levels of racial discrimination. These 

findings highlight how racial discrimination can amplify both relationship processes and 

individual well-being for Black individuals and couples, particularly at the intersection of 

race and gender social positions.

Discrimination as a Stressful Event in Black Americans Romantic Relationships

Our second research question asked how racial discrimination has been examined as a 

stressful event in Black Americans’ romantic relationships. We summarized our findings 

around positive relationship dimensions and negative relationship dimensions.

Positive Relationship Dimensions—Most literature in our review included findings 

assessing racial discrimination as a stressful event that compromised positive relationship 

qualities. For example, discrimination undermined partners’ capacity to connect with one 

another and created challenges for maintaining their relationship (Awosan & Hardy, 2017). 

Similarly, experiencing racial discrimination in the workplace was associated with men, but 

not women, reporting lower levels of relational love (Sun et al., 2020). Experiencing racial 

discrimination also appears to undermine partners’ capacity to communicate effectively. 

For example, findings of a dyadic study indicated that when one partner reported more 

discrimination, they rated themselves as less effective in racial socialization conversations 

(Jones & Neblett, 2019).

Marital satisfaction was also shown to be negatively impacted by racial discrimination. 

Among married Black couples, unfair treatment was linked to lower levels of marital 

satisfaction but only when financial strain was not accounted for (Lincoln & Chae, 

2010). Interestingly, for interracial couples, there are different discriminatory effects on 

marital satisfaction when measured individually compared to as a couple. Among a 

sample of Black partners in an interracial marriage, Baptist et al. (2019) found that 

perceived couple discrimination was associated with lower marital satisfaction, however, 

perceived individual discrimination was not associated with their marital satisfaction. Only 

one study examined the mechanistic pathway explaining the connection between racial 

discrimination and relationship qualities. Among a sample of African American fathers, 

racial discrimination was linked to lower relationship quality through perceived stress 

(Kerr et al., 2018). Although multiple longitudinal and cross-sectional studies demonstrated 

negative associations between racial discrimination and positive relationship dynamics, 

some studies reported no significant associations between the two constructs. For example, 

Lavner and colleagues (2018) found that racial discrimination was not associated with one’s 

own or one’s partner’s relationship satisfaction.

Negative Relationship Dimensions—Scholars have also examined the associations 

between racial discrimination and negative relationship dimensions. Findings in this area 

largely indicated that discrimination is related to more relationship strains (e.g., conflict, 

aggression). For instance, racial discrimination has been concurrently associated with 

greater spousal strain (Doyle & Molix, 2014; Priest et al., 2020) for same-race Black 
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couples. Among interracial couples, disagreements in how to interpret experiences of 

racial discrimination contributed to conflict between partners (Byrd & Garwick, 2006). 

Discrimination was positively associated with men’s reports of psychological aggression 

towards female partners and women’s reports of physical aggression towards male partners 

(Lavner et al., 2018). Relatedly, discriminatory experiences in adolescence were related to 

more anger which, in turn, predicted higher levels of intimate partner violence (IPV) in 

young adulthood among Black men (Sutton et al., 2020). Overall, these findings indicate 

that discrimination is typically (but not always) associated with lower levels of positive 

relationship dynamics and consistently associated with greater levels of negative relationship 

dynamics among coupled Black partners.

Discrimination and Psychosocial Resources for Black Americans’ Romantic Relationships

Our third research question focused on the role of psychosocial resources in the 

connections between racial discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic relationships. 

We identified several examples of salient psychosocial resources including: a shared cultural 

understanding, partner support, and flexible coping. Notably, we also identified drawbacks 
or limitations of psychosocial resources.

Shared Cultural Understanding—Multiple studies identified a shared cultural 

understanding between Black romantic partners as a relevant resource for dealing with 

experiences of discrimination. As described above, residing within a MEES context 

challenged the racial identity and worldview of Black partners, but having a partner with 

a similar racial identity/perspective could serve as a psychosocial resource for relationship 

functioning. For example, shared understanding of “the trials and tribulations” Black people 

face contributed to a cultural relatability and unspoken bond, brought couples together, 

facilitated the initiation of intimate relationships, and aided in the development of strong 

emotional bonds between Black romantic partners (Awosan & Hardy, 2017, p. 472). This 

shared understanding saved partners from having to explain themselves, their experiences, 

and why certain racial encounters mattered (Nightingale et al., 2019). Instead of recounting 

the impacts of racism, having a cultural shorthand provided couples with a release that 

allowed them to share the burden of racism.

The ability to leverage shared understanding as a psychosocial resource was also relevant 

for interracial couples. For example, some interracial couples focused on their shared values 

rather than their differences (Killian, 2003). As stated above, many interracial couples 

reported co-creating an integrated worldview or standpoint around race, which Byrd and 

Garwick (2006) define as “developing shared beliefs about roles, relationships, and values 

within a racial context” (p. 26). This shared perspective shaped how couples and families 

understood and made meaning of racial events and being a biracial family in the world.

Partner Support—Partner support was another relevant psychosocial resource for Black 

Americans and captured the essential emotional, mental, and/or instrumental support 

romantic partners provided when navigating experiences of discrimination. Partners’ 

experiences with discrimination were linked with their ability to provide support to 

their romantic partners within their relationships. When individuals experienced more 

Rice et al. Page 11

J Fam Theory Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 December 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



discrimination they were subsequently viewed (by their partner and objective observers) as 

being more supportive towards their romantic partners over time, even after accounting for 

the effects of financial strain (Clavél et al., 2017). Moreover, experiences of discrimination 

were positively related to perceptions of providing racism-specific support to romantic 

partners (McNeil Smith et al., 2020). Romantic partners also turned to each other for support 

when they encountered experiences of discrimination, as their relationships provided an 

opportunity to receive affirmation and affiliation during times of discrimination. Couples 

describe instances of leaning on their partners as they manage their reactions to or make 

sense of negative racial experiences outside the relationship (Nightingale et al., 2019). Other 

couples reported a sense of solidarity and “pulling together” to protect each other from the 

effects of discrimination (Cowdery et al., 2009, p. 27). In response to societal inequality, 

individuals put their partners’ (or family’s) needs before their own by de-emphasizing issues 

of power in favor of a more collaborative dynamic where partners worked to meet each 

other’s practical and instrumental needs (Cowdery et al., 2009).

However, studies have also highlighted gender discrepancies in this area, as Black men’s 

experiences with discrimination have tended to be magnified or prioritized over women’s 

(Awosan & Hardy, 2017). For instance, Black women described feeling extra pressure to 

protect or support their Black male partners in coping with experiences of societal inequity, 

which reinforced men’s power within marriages (Cowdery et al., 2009). Moreover, higher 

levels of perceived spousal support buffered Black men’s, but not women’s, mental health 

from the adverse effects of discrimination (McNeil et al., 2014). These findings suggest that 

partner support may be a salient resource for Black couples during times of discrimination, 

but expectations concerning support provision may not be equitably attributed between 

Black men and women.

Flexible Coping—A resource that appeared notable for, and unique to, interracial couples 

was having a range of coping strategies available to them and exercising flexibility in 

choosing and implementing the strategies that best suited them (Killian, 2003). For example, 

when interracial couples constructed their family identities/worldviews as referenced above, 

many interracial couples chose to integrate aspects of the Black experience and aspects of 

the mainstream white experience to create a harmonious interracial perspective, whereas 

other couples elected to keep their perspectives separate but equally respected. Still, some 

kept both perspectives separate and were unable to agree on how to interpret race-related 

experiences with the outside world, resulting in hostility between partners (Killian, 2003). 

Couples also attempted to take preventive efforts to limit their exposure to discriminatory 

experiences or reclaim a sense of personal agency (e.g., viewing their relationship as 

assisting in break down racial barriers) through educating their romantic partners or others 

about racial issues (Bell & Hastings, 2011).

Interracial couples discussed using several strategies specifically in response to racist 

insults/threats including (a) directly responding to these encounters, (b) ignoring them, 

(c) rationalizing them, (d) reframing these encounters, or (e) simply getting used to and 

accepting them (Bell & Hastings, 2011). Similarly, Killian (2003) found that interracial 

couples would (a) avoid talking about race or negative racial encounters to limit negative 

repercussions for their relationship, (b) downplay the role of race in discriminatory 
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experiences, (c) restrict their travel, (d) act as strangers or as if they were not in a romantic 

relationship when in public, (e) make efforts to subvert racial stereotypes, and (f) confront 

individuals during hostile encounters.

The Double-Edged Sword of Psychosocial Resources: Drawbacks and 
Limitations—We also identified drawbacks to or limitations of psychosocial resources for 

coupled Black Americans. For example, when talking about the utility of a shared cultural 

understanding, Black partners also discussed a sense of sadness and anguish that came 

with being partnered with someone who sympathizes with their negative racial experiences 

and would be subject to their own experiences of discrimination (Awosan & Hardy, 2017). 

That is, partners had mixed emotions about their shared cultural understanding – this sense 

of comfort and unity coexisted with a sense of sorrow that their partner would share in 

the emotional consequences of racial trauma. Similarly, Black couples endorsed respect 

towards each other as a valuable and desirable relationship characteristic, as Black people 

receive little respect outside the home (Cowdery et al., 2009). Yet, partners were also highly 

sensitized to instances of disrespect within the home, effectively contributing to distrust 

between partners (Cowdery et al., 2009).

Though couple therapy is typically considered a beneficial resource for romantic 

relationships, for Black couples it was shrouded in cultural stigma—a barrier for accessing 

treatment (Nightingale et al., 2019). Having a white therapist was a stressful experience 

for Black couples who feared they were (or could become) forced into confirming or 

disproving racial stereotypes. In addition, Black couples were concerned about needing to 

censor themselves to avoid therapists’ judgements. Notably, having a Black therapist created 

a shared cultural understanding which circumvented couples’ concerns (Nightingale et al., 

2019).

There were also limitations to the accessibility of some psychosocial resources for Black 

Americans. For instance, interracial couples withdrew from some of their social networks to 

minimize exposure to racial discrimination, or couples’ social networks withdrew from them 

because they were an interracial couple (Hibbler & Shinew, 2002). However, these couples 

also reported an unexpected upside of these strained relationship networks, as partners were 

forced to develop strong coping skills and this incurred a heightened sense of relational 

connection/ intimacy. Joint leisure activities also left interracial couples exposed to potential 

or actual experiences with racism and hostility from others (Hibbler & Shinew, 2002). Thus, 

heightened vigilance was critical for couples to feel safe engaging in leisure activities—

though this also placed constraints on whether and where couples went in public and how 

they interacted.

Discussion

Drawing on MEES (Peters & Massey, 1983), SFS (McNeil Smith & Landor, 2018), and 

the Black marital outcomes models (Bryant et al., 2010), we systematically reviewed 

the research on racial discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic relationships. By 

employing these models, this study situates partnered Black Americans within their 

historical and sociocultural context, highlighting the role of structural oppression and racism 
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in couple processes and functioning. Doing so is important for providing a counternarrative 

to past research approaches, which frequently view Black families from a deficit or 

pathological perspective. In an effort to advance public engagement with this scholarship, 

the authors have curated a freely available playlist of songs that capture the findings 

presented in this review.

Informed by these models, our review of the literature demonstrates that racial 

discrimination is experienced as mundane, extreme, environmental, and stressful for Black 

romantic partners. We uncovered strong empirical support for the four major components 

of the MEES model (Peters & Massey, 1983), highlighting its utility as a framework for 

guiding research on Black romantic relationships and families. Racial discrimination was 

a common occurrence that contributed to heightened racial consciousness and awareness 

of U.S. racial history and events. The MEES context tainted partners’ worldviews and 

perceptions which created fear and apprehension in their day-to-day lives as well as skewed 

their perceptions of themselves (e.g., racial identity) and couple identity. Discrimination 

experienced in work, extended family, community, and geographic environments manifested 

within romantic relationships, and partners experienced emotional and psychological 

distress in response to actual and potential racist events. These findings are echoed 

by recent research demonstrating the influence of historical context and contemporary 

racial discrimination on Black romantic partners’ relationship dynamics (Rice, 2023) 

and psychological distress (Barr et al., 2022). Further, the current results highlight the 

importance of the perceptions of stressful events (i.e., the c-factor) posited in expansions of 

the MEES model (i.e., the SFS model; McNeil Smith & Landor, 2018). Perceptions of actual 

and anticipated discrimination events can have implications for how partners cope and the 

extent to which couples exhibit resilience or crisis.

Additionally, we found that, when racial discrimination was examined as a stressful event 

in Black Americans’ romantic relationships, it was generally associated with fewer positive 

relationship dimensions (though some studies demonstrated null associations) and more 

negative relationship dimensions (i.e., relational strains). These findings are consistent with 

both the theoretical postulate that racial discrimination undermines relationship functioning 

(Bryant et al., 2010; McNeil Smith & Landor, 2018) as well as empirical findings from 

recent work published since our literature search further supporting this idea (e.g., Brooks 

et al., 2021; Ong et al., 2022). Moreover, discrimination was related to compromised 

relational integrity for Black Americans even when assessed across various methods (e.g., 

longitudinal, cross-sectional, qualitative).

Finally, we found that several psychosocial resources were salient for the links between 

racial discrimination and relationship dynamics among Black and interracial couples. Extant 

research highlights the importance of a shared cultural understanding and partner support 

in mitigating the adverse impacts of racism. Further, exercising a flexible coping style in 

response to instances of discrimination was especially beneficial for interracial partners. 

These findings align with Bryant and colleagues’ (2010) propositions that partner support, 

control/mastery, and problem-solving skills can mitigate the adverse effect of stressors on 

relationship outcomes. Importantly, although the SFS and Black marital outcomes model 

posit psychosocial resources as potential mitigators of stress, we also found that they could 
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be viewed as a double-edged sword for Black relationships, posing drawbacks or limitations 

for individuals and couples.

In addition to the results related to our primary research questions, several other notable 

findings arose from this review. First, across multiple studies, gender differences and 

unique associations among Black partners in interracial relationships emerged. This finding 

suggests that racial discrimination may be related to relationship dynamics in specific 

ways for Black men and women in mixed-gender relationships and/or same-race partners 

relative to interracial couples. In alignment with the SFS model, couples occupy multiple 

intersecting social positions that shape their lived racial, gender, and racialized gender 

experiences. As such, findings in this review show that although partners in same-race, 

mixed-gender Black couples are both contending with racism-related stressors, their access 

to resources, perceptions, and consequences vary across gender. For example, same-race 

Black couples had a sense of shared cultural understanding, yet Black men’s emotional 

wellbeing was shown to be prioritized over Black women’s well-being. For interracial 

couples, whiteness and its benefits were present and idealized in their relationships in ways 

that were not present in same-race Black couples. In particular, interracial couples made 

efforts to prove the legitimacy of their relationship through the adoption of a colorblind 

ideology. By doing so, these couples suppressed the role of racism thereby highlighting the 

privilege of whiteness in their relationship. Despite efforts to minimize the impact of racism 

on the relationship for interracial couples in ways that same-race Black couples could not, 

anti-Black racism continued to seep into interracial relationships. These experiences also 

undoubtedly vary across gender for interracial couples although we were unable to parse out 

their racialized gendered experiences in this review (e.g., Black husband, white wife; Black 

wife, white husband).

Second, although scholars frequently conceptualized racial discrimination as a historical or 

contextual-level stressor, it was primarily operationalized as an interpersonal experience. 

Assessments of discrimination as an interpersonal stressor may overlook the societal/

institutional aspects of discrimination that are typically captured in conceptualizations of 

discrimination. That is, interpersonal discrimination occurs within an environmental context 

that is upheld by social institutions. Thus, findings in our review support Bonilla-Silva’s 

(2023) observation that family scholars focus more on prejudice and attitudes and less 

on the racialized history and social systems that uphold the existing racial structure. 

For example, examining contemporary and historical spatial inequality (Williams, 2023) 

will further contextualize the racialized relational experiences of Black partners as they 

engage with external racist encounters in various spaces and places (e.g., work, the 

South). Efforts towards capturing the multi-faceted nature of racism may be critical to 

understanding differences in how Black families adapt to racist encounters as well as the 

potential effectiveness of different coping mechanisms and resources for responding to 

racial discrimination. Engaging in this process for same-race and interracial Black couples 

is necessary, the historical efforts to center whiteness using racist policies and practices 

that shape relationship formation and maintenance for Black individuals (e.g., legality of 

marriage during enslavement; anti-miscegenation laws; Landor & McNeil Smith, in press). 

Doing so, delves into aspects of the MEES and SFS models that account for the experiences 

of Black same-race couples and interracial couples that include a Black partner.
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Gaps and Directions for the Future

Based on the propositions of our guiding conceptual models and the existing empirical 

support from the literature, we identified several gaps in the current knowledge base, 

yielding ripe directions for future research. First, there is a dearth of investigations 

considering the intersections of racism with other systems of oppression. The SFS model 

highlights that family members’ multiple intersecting positions affect the stress and 

resilience processes; yet the diversity of Black American families is not well represented 

nor has it been systematically assessed in connection with couples’ relational vulnerability 

to experiences of multiple forms of discrimination. Burgeoning research highlights gender 

as a critical factor in these associations (e.g., disproportionate negative impacts for Black 

women’s mental health when supporting their male partners; McNeil Smith et al., 2020). 

Still, other studies have assessed the concomitate effect of financial or socioeconomic strain 

on relationship dynamics along with discrimination (e.g., Clavél et al., 2017). This previous 

work reveals important information about how the linkages between discrimination and 

relationship functioning occur across gendered and economic lines for Black Americans; 

yet, numerous gaps in this area remain. Further, no study included in our review captured 

issues related to heterosexism or classism, ableism, colorism, and/or religious oppression 

or how the multiple identity characteristics that exist along these dimensions can impact 

exposure, responses, and reactions to discriminatory experiences within Black intimate 

relationships. Relatedly, all studies examining discrimination among interracial couples 

focused exclusively on Black-white interracial relationships, despite the fact that Black 

Americans also partner with other racial groups (see Pew Research Center, 2017). Similarly, 

there were no examinations of ethnic diversity within the Black American population, which 

leaves room for understanding the heterogeneity of Black couple experiences across a host 

of ethnic identities (e.g., Haitian, Jamaican, Afro-Caribbean), including those who identify 

as multiracial.

In addition, little empirical attention has been given to the role of time in the associations 

between racial discrimination and relationship dynamics. This is not completely surprising 

giving that this body of literature is relatively new. However, we note that historical 

and developmental time can influence the ways racial discrimination impacts relationship 

dynamics for Black Americans. Although some extant conceptual models consider the 

relevance of historic time and contemporary events (e.g., Hardy & Laszloffy, 2002), it is 

notable that aside from noting the historical legacy of slavery, none of the conceptual models 

guiding our review attended to historical and contemporary events that could shape exposure 

to racial discrimination and subsequent relationship dynamics (e.g., Jim Crow era, election 

of President Donald Trump, the murder of George Floyd). Contextualizing the experiences 

of Black couples in historical time is important given evidence in our review that couples 

communicate about these events and create a shared understanding of how to navigate 

the lingering effects of these racialized incidents. Thus, we encourage future research and 

theorizing on this topic to explicitly situate their findings in the current political, social, 

and demographic landscape. This is imperative in light of the Summer 2020 national racial 

reckoning (Pew Research Center, 2020), the more blatant, rampant nature of contemporary 

racist encounters (particularly via social media; English et al., 2020), and the changing 
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demographic landscape and expected increase in interracial marriages in the future (Pew 

Research Center, 2017).

Furthermore, despite the presence of racism-related stress throughout the lifespan (Gee 

et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2020), there is no conceptual model or framework for the 

relational effects of discrimination over time. Consequently, there was little examination 

of these processes in the empirical literature, with most research focused on the effects of 

discrimination on romantic relationships at a single point in time during early-to-middle 

adulthood (see Sutton et al., 2020 for exception). This is consistent with findings from 

another recent review examining longitudinal and dyadic research on romantic relationships, 

which found that studies assessing the links between discrimination and relationship 

functioning overtime were scant (Galovan et al., 2022). Accordingly, we view the lack 

of research on middle and older aged Black American couples as a critical and urgent 

gap in the literature given the recent findings showing that individuals in middle and older 

adulthood whose partners experience racial discrimination may be at increased risk for 

cardiovascular disease (Barr et al., 2022) and accelerated aging (Simons et al., 2021).

Finally, the SFS (McNeil Smith & Landor, 2018) and Black marital outcomes (Bryant et 

al., 2010) models identify individual characteristics, couple interactions, and psychosocial 

resources as potential mediators of the link between racial discrimination and relationship 

dynamics. Yet to date, research has primarily focused on constructs that buffer the link 

between discrimination and relational dynamics rather than the processes that facilitate 

this link. In addition, no studies within this review considered how same-race Black 

couples coped with racism and racial discrimination. Future research should examine the 

mechanisms that contribute to lower relational well-being and the utilization of specific 

resources and coping strategies in the midst of racial discrimination.

In addition to providing critical directions for future research, this systematic review of the 

literature also yields insight relevant for clinicians and policymakers to practically contribute 

to the mitigation of existing disparities for Black Americans and the effects of racism 

on couple dynamics. Clinicians and other counselors working with Black individuals or 

couples (e.g., clergy) should assess and attend to the role of racism and racial discrimination 

(both interpersonal manifestation as well as broader systemic and environmental issues 

of racism from which interpersonal discrimination is derived) that bear on multiple 

relational dynamics. Practitioners should assess the ways racial discrimination can both 

foster more negative relational dimensions and detract from positive ones. Additionally, 

they should inventory the psychosocial resources available to individuals and couples to 

cope with discriminatory experiences as well as the potentially unintended relational and 

psychological consequences of utilizing such resources. Partners can also be coached 

in developing additional coping strategies, such as becoming active members of their 

community or civically engaged to reclaim a sense of agency (Kelly et al., 2020). Further, 

community-implemented relationship education and strengthening programs, particularly 

those that are federally funded, should explicitly infuse anti-racism into the programming, 

providing information about manifestations of racism and teaching strategies for couples 

to identify the adverse effects of discrimination on their relationships. Such programming 

should contextualize the relevance of discrimination for relational/psychological functioning 
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and assist partners in recognizing and navigating potential difficulties in these domains. 

Moreover, policy initiatives aimed at remediating the effects of racism in other domains 

(workplace, education) may spill over and have broader implications for individuals’ 

relationships and psychological health.

Limitations

Although this review provides important insights to the developing literature on racial 

discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic relationships, there are limitations. Our 

criteria excluded dissertations and unpublished literature which may have introduced 

publication bias given that statistically nonsignificant findings are less likely to be 

published in peer-reviewed journals. Relatedly, our review does not capture important 

research published in books. For example, Hunter’s (2017) examination of archival 

records documents the lives of enslaved Black couples in the 19th century; Moore (2011) 

investigates the experiences of gay Black women; and McDonald and Cross-Barnet (2018) 

discuss ethnic diversity in Black marriage. In addition, our review excluded research 

published prior to 2000; however, we note that work published before 2000 informed the 

conceptual models we selected and that research published since we conducted our search 

echo the findings of this review (e.g., Brooks et al., 2021; Ong et al., 2022). Another 

limitation is that our analyses did not attend to the disciplinary fields where studies were 

published which could highlight discipline-specific strengths and areas for growth in this 

literature.

Conclusion

Our systematic review makes an important contribution to the literature on racial 

discrimination and Black Americans’ romantic relationships. Through our synthesis and 

interpretation of the extant research through the lens of MEES, SFS, and the Black marital 

outcomes models, we find that Black partners in relationships have the added stress of 

living in a MEES context; racial discrimination directly undermines relational well-being; 

and couples must draw on their psychosocial resources to reduce the impact of racism 

on their relationships. Existing findings in this area are consistent with many theoretical 

postulations but also provide important opportunities for future empirical research to help 

refine and add additional nuance to theory. Scholars are encouraged to pursue work 

that yields an understanding of how racial discrimination influences Black Americans’ 

romantic relationships consistent with an intersectional perspective, especially at the nexus 

of gender, class, and sexual orientation, decentering whiteness in their assessments of 

interracial relationships involving Black individuals and attending to the temporal and 

developmental context of individuals and relationships. In doing so, researchers, clinicians, 

and policymakers can contribute to the broader goal of mitigating existing racial disparities 

in relationship processes among coupled Black Americans.
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Figure 1. 
PRIMSA diagram of studies selected for inclusion
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Figure 2. 
Number of publications per year examining racial discrimination and relationship 

functioning from 2000-june 2020.
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