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Abstract
Experiences with perceived discrimination (e.g., perceptions of being treated unfairly due to race
or ethnicity) are expected to impact negatively youths’ prosocial development. However,
resilience often occurs in light of such experiences through cultural factors. The current
longitudinal study examined the influence of perceived discrimination on the emergence of
Mexican American adolescents’ later prosocial tendencies, and examined the mediating role of
Mexican American values (e.g., familism, respect, and religiosity). Participants included 749
adolescents (49 % female) interviewed at 5th, 7th, and 10th grade. Results of the current study
suggested that, although perceived discrimination was associated negatively with some types of
prosocial tendencies (e.g., compliant, emotional, and dire) and related positively to public
prosocial helping, the associations were mediated by youths’ Mexican American values.
Directions for future research are presented and practical implications for promoting adolescents’
resilience are discussed.
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A Brief Overview of the Associations Between Perceived Discrimination,
Cultural Values, and Mexican American Youths’ Prosocial Tendencies

Developmental increases in cognitive awareness about the self may lead adolescents to be
relatively more sensitive to the evaluations of others (e.g., Rankin et al. 2004; Sebastian et
al. 2008). Hence, negative social experiences related to ethnicity, such as perceived
discrimination (e.g., perceptions of differential treatment based on one’s race or ethnicity),
may challenge developmental tasks that are critical for adolescents, such as the development
of prosocial tendencies (i.e., thoughts, feelings, and behaviors oriented towards the benefit
of others). Indeed, existing work has demonstrated that perceived discrimination has
negative effects on other aspects of healthy development (e.g., Pascoe and Richman 2009;
Romero and Roberts 2003; Umaña-Taylor and Updegraff 2007). However, some studies
have found that discrimination does not always result in negative outcomes for Mexican
American adolescents (e.g., Berkel et al. 2010; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2012). In some cases,
experiencing discrimination may prompt Mexican American youth to further explore their
cultural heritage (Tajfel and Turner 1986), an individual characteristic that is linked to better
psychological adjustment (e.g., Berkel et al. 2010; Delgado et al. 2011). It is, therefore,
important to understand the processes involved in developmental competencies (rather than
deficits) to understand how resilience transpires (García Coll et al. 1996). Thus, the purpose
of the current study was to examine the direct associations between perceived discrimination
and one particular area of developmental competence, prosocial tendencies, as well as the
potential role of ethnically related cultural values as a mediator in these associations.

Prosocial Development and Mexican American Youth
Prosocial behaviors, defined as behaviors that are intended to benefit others, are an
important aspect of adolescents’ positive development (Eisenberg et al. 1991; Carlo and
Randall 2002). Normative developmental transitions (e.g., increased cognitive abilities,
biological changes, and increases in roles and social expectations) in adolescence present
new opportunities for prosocial behaviors to be further expressed (Carlo et al. 1999). For
example, adolescents may engage in a number of prosocial behaviors ranging from
compliant forms, such as helping teachers in the classroom, to public forms, such as
volunteering in their communities (Carlo and Randall 2002; Sherrod and Lauckhardt 2009).
Previous research suggests that endorsement of prosocial behaviors increases from
childhood to adolescence and from adolescence into adulthood (Eisenberg et al. 2005,
2009). Furthermore, adolescents spend more time out of the home in other social contexts,
such as in schools and out-of-school time activities, which enable them to practice behaviors
intended to help others outside of the family unit (e.g., neighbors). On the other hand,
adolescents also are more likely to encounter ethnic discrimination in social contexts outside
of the home (Greene et al. 2006), and in turn, perceived discrimination may pose a threat to
adolescents’ prosocial development.

Previous studies have found that distinct types of prosocial tendencies may exist. For
example, factor analytic work by Carlo and colleagues (e.g., Carlo et al. 2010; Carlo and
Randall 2002) found six types of prosocial tendencies: compliant (i.e., intentions to help
when asked), anonymous (i.e., willingness to help without others knowing), dire (i.e.,
intentions to assist in emergency situations), emotional (i.e., helping in emotionally charged
situations), altruistic (i.e., intentions to help with no expectation of reward), and public (i.e.,
intentions to help when others are watching). Previous work assessing the different types of
prosocial tendencies has indicated that they may be related differentially to each other, and
that each type of helping may be induced by different motivations (for a full review, see
Carlo and Randall 2002). For example, altruistic helping, defined as helping motivated by
concern for others’ needs, initiated by empathy and the ability to take another person’s
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perspective (Eisenberg et al. 1991), is different from the motivation underlying public
helping, inspired by expectations of recognition or reward. Similarly, compliant helping, or
helping in response to a verbal request, may be related to temperament (e.g., lack of
assertiveness; Eisenberg et al. 1991; Eisenberg and Fabes 1998), while emotional helping is
associated with awareness of others’ needs in emotionally charged situations (Carlo and
Randall 2002). Given the distinctiveness of types of prosocial behaviors, the current study
examined the impact of perceived discrimination on the six types described above.

Of particular relevance to Mexican American adolescents, cultural factors are related
specifically to the development of prosocial tendencies (e.g., Armenta et al. 2011). Cultural
socialization is the process through which families instill cultural pride in their youth
through activities, such as participation in cultural events and teaching youth about their
groups’ heritage and cultural practices (Hughes 2003; Rodriguez et al. 2009), and studies
show that cultural socialization and the maintenance of heritage culture is a common
practice for many Mexican American families (Bernal et al. 1993; Halgunseth et al. 2006;
Umaña-Taylor and Fine 2004). Among Mexican American youth, scholars have shown that
connection to their country of origin is associated with positive developmental outcomes,
including fewer internalizing and externalizing behaviors and increased prosocial tendencies
(e.g., Armenta et al. 2011; Calderón-Tena et al. 2011; Gonzales et al. 2008).

Early work by Knight et al. (1993) found that Mexican American parents’ cultural
socialization was related to more cooperative behaviors in Mexican American children.
Calderón-Tena et al. (2011) found that family cultural orientations (familism values) were
related positively to prosocial tendencies among Mexican American adolescents. Moreover,
a study by Schwartz et al. (2007) found that orientation towards Hispanic/Latino culture
(e.g., listening to Spanish music and associating mostly with Hispanic/Latino people) was
related positively to Latino early adolescents’ prosocial behaviors. Finally, Armenta et al.
(2011) found that Mexican American youths’ familism values were associated positively
with their compliant, emotional, dire, and anonymous helping, but was not related to
altruism or public helping.

Prosocial development is an important dimension of Mexican American youths’ positive
normative development that has received increasing attention recently (e.g., Calderón-Tena
et al. 2011; Carlo et al. 2011; Knight and Carlo 2012), as scholars have called for more
research on positive developmental processes associated with ethnicity (e.g., García Coll et
al. 1996; Quintana et al. 2006). Perceived discrimination, unfortunately, is another common
feature of the life experiences of Mexican American youth and this negative experience may
pose a threat to this aspect of positive development.

Discrimination and its Impact on Prosocial Development
Perceived discrimination has been defined as the “subjective experience of being treated
unfairly relative to others in everyday experiences” (Flores et al. 2008, p. 402), and is a type
of social stress experienced commonly by ethnic minorities. Previous studies have found
that the probability of experiencing discrimination increases in adolescence as ethnic
minority youth spend more time in social contexts outside of the home (e.g., Fisher et al.
2000; Sellers et al. 2006). For these reasons, scholars have called for more studies that
examine the effects of discrimination on psychosocial adjustment among adolescents in
particular (e.g., Edwards and Romero 2008; Williams et al. 2008). While several studies
have found that perceived discrimination is related negatively to other aspects of positive
development among Mexican American adolescents, such as lower self-esteem and
academic achievement (e.g., Berkel et al. 2010; Delgado et al. 2011; Umaña-Taylor and
Updegraff 2007), no studies to date have examined the impact of perceived discrimination
on adolescents’ prosocial tendencies. However, there are theoretical reasons and related
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empirical evidence to suggest that perceived discrimination may influence prosocial
tendencies, and that this influence may vary for different types of prosocial tendencies.

Perceived discrimination can be considered a type of social exclusion (Major and O’Brien
2005). Richman and Leary (2009) have argued that social exclusion fosters feelings of
rejection and that individuals may react to feelings of rejection in many ways, including
increased need for social connection, engaging in antisocial behaviors to protect one’s sense
of self, or withdrawing from social situations to avoid further rejection. Furthermore,
experimental studies have found that feelings associated with social exclusion are linked
negatively to helping behaviors (e.g., DeWall and Baumeister 2006). For example, studies
have shown that the threat of being alone is associated with less empathy (De-Wall and
Baumeister 2006) and fewer instances of helping behaviors, such as helping an experimenter
pick up a pencil or collaborating with a fellow student (Twenge et al. 2007). For these
reasons, perceived discrimination, as a type of social exclusion, may be associated
negatively with types of prosocial tendencies (such as altruistic, emotional, and dire helping)
that are induced by empathy or perspective taking. Similarly, adolescents may be less likely
to engage in prosocial tendencies that require approval seeking if they perceive the social
context to be discriminatory against them. On the other hand, further research suggests that
when people feel that they are being treated unfairly due to group membership (e.g., race,
ethnicity, and gender) they may be more inclined to help in ways that help their ethnic
group, such as through engagement in social justice activities, or actions that make the group
look more favorable in society (O’Leary and Romero 2011; Richman and Leary 2009).
Thus, experiencing perceived discrimination may be related positively to adolescents’ public
helping. While the aforementioned studies provide some theoretical evidence for how
perceived discrimination may relate to prosocial tendencies, to our knowledge this is the
first study to test these hypotheses in a longitudinal study of adolescents with six types of
prosocial tendencies.

Mexican American Values as a Mediator
A number of researchers (e.g., Berkel et al. 2010; Gonzales et al. 2008) have suggested that
the internalization of Mexican American values may serve a protective function to reduce
the impact of minority status risk factors, such as perceived discrimination, on a variety of
development outcomes. In these cases, cultural variables mediated the relationship between
stressors and adolescent adjustment operating as risk reducers by dampening the negative
effects of stressors (Roosa et al. 1997). In addition, cultural mediators also may contribute to
compensating positive effects that can help mitigate the negative effect of risk factors on
healthy development. For example, Berkel et al. (2010) found that although perceived
discrimination had negative effects on internalizing symptoms, externalizing behaviors, and
academic outcomes, it also fostered the internalization of Mexican American values which
in turn had a compensatory (i.e., positive) effect on these outcomes.

Mexican American values, marked by notions of familism, respect for elders, and
religiosity, are particularly important to Mexican American families (Knight et al. 1993),
and have been identified as a cultural resource that promotes resilience in Mexican
American youth (e.g., Gonzales et al. 2008). Studies have found repeatedly that teaching
youth about cultural traditions and heritage is an important practice among Mexican origin
families (e.g., Bernal et al. 1993; Halgunseth et al. 2006; Umaña-Taylor and Fine 2004), and
that connection to cultural heritage is linked to better developmental outcomes for Mexican
American youth. The literature also indicates that Mexican American values share important
associations with youths’ prosocial development (e.g., Knight and Carlo 2012). For
example, the adherence to traditional Mexican American values (e.g., familism, respect for
parents and elders) embeds youth in prosocial communities that foster behaviors that are
socially acceptable. Previous studies have found that these values are related positively to
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youths’ prosocial tendencies (e.g., Calderón-Tena et al. 2011; Carlo et al. 2011; Knight and
Carlo 2012). Indeed, Knight and Carlo (2012) have suggested that the internalization of
Mexican American values may foster a dispositional orientation to be prosocial among
youth.

Current Study
In the current study, we expected that higher perceived discrimination would be associated
with fewer instances of most types of prosocial tendencies among Mexican American
adolescents, especially prosocial tendencies (e.g., altruistic, emotional, and dire) that are
motivated by empathy and perspective taking. However, we expected that perceived
discrimination would be associated with higher instances of helping that may be motivated
by intentions to help one’s ethnic group (e.g., public). We also expected that higher
perceived discrimination would be associated with higher levels of Mexican American
values, which in turn, would be associated with higher levels of prosocial tendencies. Hence,
we hypothesized that the relationship between perceived discrimination and prosocial
tendencies would be at least partially mediated by Mexican American values.

In addition, prior research suggests that Mexican American males and females differ in both
their experiences with perceived discrimination (Pérez et al. 2008; Umaña-Taylor and
Updegraff 2007) and the expression of various prosocial tendencies (Fabes et al. 1999;
McGinley et al. 2010). Furthermore, previous studies have found that the strength of
Mexican American values varies by youths’ nativity (e.g., Gonzales et al. 2008). Therefore,
we tested whether or not gender and youths’ country of origin (US-born and Mexicoborn)
moderated the relationships of adolescents’ perceived discrimination, prosocial tendencies,
and Mexican American values. Although previous research has found mean level
differences by gender and nativity among the variables of interest in the current study, we
did not expect the overall processes (i.e., the associations among these variables) to differ
across gender and nativity.

Method
Participants

Data for the current study were derived from the first three waves (Time 1–3; 5th, 7th, and
10th grade) of an ongoing longitudinal study investigating the role of culture and context in
the lives of Mexican American families (Roosa et al. 2008). Participants were 749 Mexican
American adolescents who were selected from rosters of schools that served ethnically and
linguistically diverse communities in a large southwestern metropolitan area. In total,
Mexican American families from 47 schools in 18 public school districts, the Catholic
Diocese, and alternative schools in the Southwest region of the United States participated.
Eligible families met the following criteria: (a) they had a fifth grader attending a sampled
school; (b) both mother and child agreed to participate; (c) the mother was the child’s
biological mother, lived with the child, and self-identified as Mexican or Mexican
American; (d) the child’s biological father was also reported to be of Mexican origin; (e) the
child was not severely learning disabled; and (e) no step-father or mother’s boyfriend was
living with the child (unless the boyfriend was the biological father of the target child).
Family incomes at Time 1 ranged from less than $5,000 to more than $95,000, with the
average family reporting an income of $30,000–$35,000. In terms of language, 30.2 % of
mothers, 23.2 % of fathers, and 82.5 % of adolescents were interviewed in English. The
mean age of youth (49 % female) at T1 was 10.4, and the majority of adolescents were born
in the US (70 %).
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Procedure
Youth participated in in-home Computer Assisted Personal Interviews, scheduled at the
family’s convenience. Interviews were about 2.5 h long. Each interviewer received at least
40 h of training, which included information on the project’s goals, characteristics of the
target population, professional conduct, and the critical role they would play in collecting
the data. Interviewers read each survey question and possible response aloud in participants’
preferred language to reduce problems related to variations in literacy levels. Youth were
compensated for their time at all three waves of data collection.

Measures
Perceived Discrimination—Perceived discrimination was measured as a mean
composite of nine items designed to assess discrimination experiences from peers and
teachers, and items reflected both personal experiences of discrimination and public regard.
Because no measure of discrimination for Mexican Americans was available at the time of
this study’s development, items were adapted from two measures that had been validated for
other groups (i.e., Racism in the Workplace Scale; Hughes and Dodge 1997; Schedule of
Racist Events; Landrine and Klonoff 1996). Sample items included, “How often have kids at
school called you names because you are Mexican American?” and “How often have you
had to work harder in school than White kids to get the same praise or the same grades from
your teachers because you are Mexican American?” Responses were scored on a Likert-type
response scale ranging from 1 = not at all true to 5 = very true. Cronbach’s alpha for this
measure at Time 1 was .74.

Mexican American Cultural Values—The Mexican American Cultural Values Scale
(MACVS; Knight et al. 2010) captures five dimensions of Mexican American cultural
values: supportive and emotional familism (six items, e.g., “parents should teach their
children that the family always comes first”); obligation familism (five items, e.g., “if a
relative is having a hard time financially, one should help them out if possible”); referent
familism (five items, e.g., “a person should always think about their family when making
important decisions”); respect (eight items, e.g., “children should always be polite when
speaking to any adult”); and religiosity (seven items, e.g., “parents should teach their
children to pray”). Knight et al. (2010) demonstrated that these dimensions are substantially
correlated and fit a higher order latent construct. For this study, the fit indices for the latent
construct of Mexican American Cultural Values using these five dimensions provided a
good fit in a confirmatory factor analysis at Time 1 [χ2 (5) = 4.44, p = 0.49, CFI = 1.00,
RMSEA = .00, and SRMR = .01] and Time 2 [χ2 (5) = 19.94, p <.05, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA
= .07, and SRMR = .02].

Prosocial Tendencies—To examine different types of prosocial behaviors, the Prosocial
Tendencies Measure (PTM; Carlo and Randall 2002) was first administered at Time 3 (10th
grade). The measure assesses 6 prosocial tendencies: compliant (2 items; α = .64, sample
item: “When people ask me to help, I don’t hesitate”); emotional (4 items; α = .86, sample
item: “Emotional situations make me want to help others in need”); dire (3 items; α = .76,
sample item: “I tend to help people who are in a real crisis or need”); anonymous (5 items: α
= .76, sample item, “I prefer to donate money without anyone knowing”); altruism (4 items;
α = .75, sample item: “I feel that if I help someone, they should help me in the future”; note:
all altruistic items were reverse coded), and public (4 items; α = .75, sample item: “I can
help others best when people are watching me”). On a 5-point scale items range from 1 =
does not describe me at all to 5 = describes me greatly. Prior research has demonstrated
adequate reliability and validity (including ethnic measurement equivalence) for Mexican
Americans (e.g., Armenta et al. 2011; Carlo et al. 2010).
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Analytic Plan
The longitudinal model was evaluated using structural equation modeling (SEM) in Mplus
6.1 (Muthén and Muthén 2010). Missing data were handled using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood estimation (Arbuckle 1996; Schafer and Graham 2002). Although all
variables were observed at the student level, students were clustered within 47 schools.
However, the intraclass correlations (ICCs) for each variable in the model ranged from .00
to .03, suggesting that cluster effects within school was ignorable (i.e., no more that 3 % of
the variance in any variable was attributable to school clustering).

To examine study hypotheses, we first examined the direct effects of T1 perceived
discrimination on T3 prosocial tendencies (i.e., compliant, emotional, dire, anonymous,
altruistic, and public). We then examined the direct effects of T1 perceived discrimination
on T2 Mexican American values, controlling Mexican American values at T1. Mexican
American values was modeled as a latent variable at T1 and T2 because this construct is
comprised of five dimensions that are correlated substantially (Berkel et al. 2010; Knight et
al. 2010), and our hypotheses were based on literature about Mexican cultural values
generally rather than any single dimension of these values. We then examined how T2
Mexican American values related to T3 prosocial tendencies. As noted above, the prosocial
tendencies measure was only available at T3. Finally, we conducted mediation analyses to
examine potential indirect effects between discrimination and prosocial tendencies through
its direct association with Mexican American values.

Multiple group analyses were used to test whether the mediation model varied across gender
and adolescent nativity (e.g., US-born vs. Mexico-born). T1 and T2 Mexican American
values were treated as latent constructs, while all other variables were treated as observed
variables. The fit of the hypothesized SEM (see Fig. 1) was evaluated based on multiple fit
indices because no single indicator is unbiased in all analytic conditions. Good (acceptable)
model fit is reflected by Root Mean Square Error Approximation (RMSEA) less than .05 (.
08), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) less than .05 (.08) (Hu and Bentler
1999; Kline 2005), and CFI values of 0.95 (0.90) or higher (Hoyle 1995; Kline 2005;
Ullman 1996).

Our test of the hypothesized model involved a number of steps: (a) an initial model was
tested that allowed all estimated paths to vary across the two groups (e.g., males and
females, US-born and Mexico-born) (i.e., fully free model); (b) a second model was
conducted that tested for invariance in the estimated paths by constraining the paths to be
equal across groups; (c) the fully free model was compared to the fully constrained (i.e.,
invariant) model using the Chi square difference test to determine if there were significant
differences between the three groups, and follow-up tests (if needed) were conducted to
determine paths that needed to be freely estimated across groups; (d) models were compared
using the χ2 difference test. As there are no widely accepted alternatives to the χ2 change
(Δχ2) test for comparing the fit of alternative models (Cheung and Rensvold 2002),
especially when focusing on structural associations (Little et al. 2007), we used the Δχ2 test
to compare the fit of nested models. If the Δχ2 test was significant, RMSEA and SRMR
values were examined as additional indicators of model fit. Lower RMSEA and SRMR
values indicate better fit with scores closer to zero indicating perfect fit (Hu and Bentler
1999). Mediation analyses were tested using the bias-corrected empirical bootstrap method
recommended by MacKinnon et al. (2004) to construct confidence intervals that estimate
indirect effects. Confidence intervals that do not contain a zero indicated significant
mediation.
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Results
Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations of the observed study variables are presented in Table
1. Discrimination was associated positively with Mexican American values and public
prosocial tendencies, whereas it was associated negatively with compliant, emotional, and
altruistic tendencies. Mexican American values (T2) were related negatively to altruistic
behaviors, whereas they were related positively to each of the other prosocial behaviors.
Compliant, emotional, dire, anonymous, and public behaviors were all related positively to
one another. Emotional, dire, anonymous, and public behaviors were associated negatively
with altruistic behaviors. Means and standard deviations for the variables of interest by
gender and nativity are presented in Table 2.

Test of Direct Effects
Results of the SEM analysis indicated that the fit of the model was good [χ2 (97) = 328.4, p
<.001; CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04; Fig. 1]. T1 discrimination was related
positively to T2 Mexican American values (β = .09, p <.05) and T3 public (β = .14, p <.01)
prosocial tendencies, whereas T1 discrimination was linked negatively to T3 compliant (β =
−.12, p <.01), T3 emotional (β = −.12, p <.05), dire (β = −.10, p <.01), and T3 altruistic (β =
−.19, p <.001) prosocial tendencies. T2 Mexican American values predicted positively T3
compliant (β = .18, p <.001), T3 emotional (β = .28, p <.001), T3 dire (β = .27, p <.001), T3
anonymous (β = .20, p <.001) and T3 public (β = .19, p <.001) prosocial behaviors, whereas
it predicted negatively T3 altruistic (β = −.15, p <.001) prosocial tendencies.

Test of Mediator
Several modest significant mediation effects were found for five of the six pathways to
prosocial tendencies (direct, indirect, and total effects are reported in Table 3). Specifically,
the test of the mediated effects using bias corrected bootstrap confidence intervals
(MacKinnon et al. 2002) were significant for T3 compliant (Indirect effect = .015, 95 % CIs
= .006, .049), T3 emotional (Indirect effect = .025, 95 % CIs = .005, .061), T3 dire (Indirect
effect = .024, 95 % CIs = .006, .061), T3 anonymous (Indirect effect = .017, 95 % CIs = .
004, .052), and T3 public (Indirect effect = .016, 95 % CIs = .003, .051) prosocial
tendencies. This is an indication of inconsistent mediation such that although T1 perceived
discrimination was linked directly and negatively to most T3 prosocial tendencies, it was
related positively to adolescents’ T2 Mexican American values, which were related
positively to T3 prosocial tendencies.

Moderation by Gender
We tested whether the path estimates in the longitudinal mediation model differed by
adolescent gender by using multiple group SEM analyses to first estimate a fully
unconstrained model in which all paths were allowed to vary across gender, and then a
model in which all paths were constrained to be equal. We utilized the Chi square difference
test to evaluate whether there were significant differences between the unconstrained model
and constrained model. The practical fit indices for the unconstrained model were: χ2 (210)
= 469.77, p <.05, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = .06, and SRMR = .08. The practical fit indices for
the constrained model were: χ2 (224) = 496.23, p <.05, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = .06, and
SRMR = .08. The Chi square difference test for the comparison across genders was
significant [Δχ2 (14) = 26.46, p <.05], even though the practical fit indices were not
different, suggesting that some small paths differences across genders. The modification
indices of the fully constrained model suggested that the path from perceived discrimination
to anonymous prosocial tendencies should be freed. Therefore, a partially constrained model
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was tested that constrained all of the path coefficients across gender except that from
perceived discrimination to anonymous prosocial tendencies. The fit indices for the partially
constrained model were: χ2 (223) = 490.80, p <.05, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = .06, and SRMR
= .08. In comparing the partially constrained model to the fully unconstrained model, the
Chi square difference was not significant [Δχ2 (13) = 21.03, ns] suggesting that only the
path from perceived discrimination to anonymous prosocial tendencies was significantly
different for males and females; mainly, perceived discrimination was related negatively to
anonymous helping for girls, and this association was not significant for boys. Therefore, the
partially constrained model was selected as the best model due to parsimony. Hence, the
path model depicted in Fig. 1 was the same for males and females, with the exception of this
one path coefficient.

Moderation by Nativity
We tested whether the path estimates in the mediation model differed by adolescent nativity
(born in the Unites States versus born in Mexico) by using multiple group SEM analyses to
first estimate a fully unconstrained model in which all paths were allowed to vary across
nativity, and then a model in which all paths were constrained to be equal. We utilized the
Chi square difference test to evaluate whether the unconstrained and constrained models fit
the data differently. The practical fit indices for the unconstrained model were: χ2 (210) =
446.17, p <.05, CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = .06 and SRMS = .05. The practical fit indices for the
constrained model were: χ2 (224) = 451.93, p <.05, CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = .05 and SRMS
= .06. The Chi square difference test for the comparison across nativity was not significant
[Δχ2 (14) = 5.76, ns], the practical fit indices associated with the constrained and
unconstrained models were not substantially different, and none of the path estimates across
nativity groups appeared to be meaningfully different. Hence, the path model depicted in
Fig. 1 was not moderated meaningfully by the adolescents’ nativity.

Discussion
Experiencing discrimination may be common in Mexican American youths’ lives, especially
in southwest regions of the United States where reports of hate crimes towards Latinos have
been on the rise (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2010). Some youth may react to
discrimination in problematic ways, such as through substance use (Vega and Gill 1998) or
through internalizing and externalizing behaviors (e.g., Sellers et al. 2003; Stevenson 1997;
Wong et al. 2003). However, other youth may react to stressful ethnic experiences, such as
perceived discrimination, in ways that provide resistance to, or resilience in light of, those
stressors (Ginwright 2007). Therefore, the current study examined the direct and indirect
effects of perceived discrimination, on the development of prosocial tendencies among
Mexican American adolescents. Furthermore, we tested the hypothesis that Mexican
American values would serve as a mediator between perceived discrimination and six types
of prosocial tendencies.

Perceived Discrimination and Prosocial Tendencies
Adding support to social exclusion theory (e.g., DeWall and Baumeister 2006; Richman and
Leary 2009; Twenge et al. 2007), we found negative associations between perceived
discrimination reported by Mexican American youth and most types of prosocial tendencies.
It appeared that perceived discrimination was associated with reduced intentions to help in
compliant, emotional, dire, and altruistic circumstances. This may be due to that fact that
helping others is taxing to one’s sense of self when one perceives that others are
discriminatory. The fact that perceived discrimination was related to public helping
negatively is also consistent with previous theory (Richman and Leary 2009), suggesting
that when people experience discrimination, they may be more likely to engage in behaviors
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that make their group look more favorable in the public eye. On the other hand, it is also
possible that adolescents’ public helping is a precursor to adult engagement in issues of
social justice (O’Leary and Romero 2011). Therefore, one direction for future research is to
examine associations between experiences with discrimination and engagement in different
types of public helping, such as advocacy or civic involvement.

The Mediating Role of Mexican American Values
It is not surprising that experiencing perceived discrimination was associated with a stronger
endorsement of Mexican American values. Studies show that experiences with
discrimination prompt youth to explore and come to a clear understanding of what it means
to be a member of an ethnic group (e.g., Greene et al. 2006). As part of this process of
examining and strengthening one’s affiliation with one’s ethnic group, it is likely that
adolescents develop a stronger connection to their cultural heritage and customs. Perhaps
youth who believe that society discriminates against their ethnic group will cling more
closely to their community and thereby endorse Mexican American values more strongly.
However, we believe that the benefits of Mexican American values for prosocial tendencies
extend beyond merely protecting youth from risk (e.g., Branscombe et al. 1999). It has been
argued from a developmental perspective that affiliation with one’s ethnic group precedes
the search for meaning around one’s ethnicity, which in turn directly leads to the formation
of youths’ prosocial development (Knight et al. 1993).

In the current study, Mexican American values emerged as one mechanism through which
youths’ positive development may be fostered in light of ethnic-related stress. Specifically,
associations between perceived discrimination and most prosocial tendencies were mediated
by youths’ Mexican American values. Namely, results suggested that perceived
discrimination at Time 1 contributed to an increase in Mexican American values at Time 2,
which, in turn had a compensatory relationship with most of the prosocial tendencies. In
most cases, the direction of the relation between Mexican American values and prosocial
behaviors was opposite that of the relationship between discrimination and these tendencies;
altruistic and public prosocial tendencies were exceptions.

Development scholars who study prosocial behaviors have noted that specific forms of
prosocial behaviors can be motivated to either promote the welfare of others or to promote
one’s own welfare (Batson 1998; Carlo 2006; Eisenberg et al. 2006). The emphases on the
family group and interdependence may help to preserve prosocial tendencies that benefit
others (such as those in compliant, dire, emotional, and anonymous situations) in the face of
adversity from discrimination experiences. It has been further suggested that cultural values
provide Mexican American youth with a dispositional prosocial orientation that may begin
with exhibiting helping behaviors within the family context in childhood but that provide a
basis for extending helping behaviors beyond the family to peers and community among
adolescents (Knight and Carlo 2012). While these assumptions are theoretically based, the
current study highlights one avenue for future research, that is, to investigate the role of
ingroup and outgroup affiliations as they relate to Mexican American adolescents’ prosocial
development and helping behaviors.

The positive association between perceived discrimination and public helping was
strengthened by the positive links between Mexican American values and public helping.
Mexican American individuals who experience discrimination and who endorse traditional
cultural values may be more likely to express public helping as a means of gaining approval
from others, and in turn promoting their own welfare (Carlo and Randall 2002). Similarly,
the negative relationship between perceived discrimination and altruistic behaviors was
strengthened by a negative relationship between Mexican American values and these
tendencies. The fact that there was no mediating effect on altruistic prosocial tendencies
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may be consistent with previous research that suggests that altruistic tendencies often are
expressed by individuals with specific personal characteristics, such as high levels of
sympathy or strongly internalized principles, rather than connection to specific cultural
values (Carlo 2006; Eisenberg et al. 2006).

In the current study, we have investigated one factor that affects Mexican American youths’
positive development (i.e., perceived discrimination), in order to understand how risk and
resilience (prosocial tendencies through Mexican American values) transpires among this
population of youth. However, we posit that it is important to understand other factors that
inform Mexican American youths’ cultural values as well. For example, families provide
one social context through which adolescents’ cultural heritage is promoted (Parke and
Buriel 2006; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2009); however, peers and youth development programs
are additional social contexts that are important for adolescent development and they have
received little attention in the literature regarding cultural socialization.

Moderation by Gender and Nativity
Finally, the processes relating discrimination with prosocial behaviors functioned the same
for males and females generally, with the exception of the direct associations between
perceived discrimination and anonymous helping (negative association for girls, not
significant for boys). Anonymous helping, such as assisting when one’s identity is unknown
to the recipient, may be important to Mexican American families because studies suggest
that this type of helping demonstrates other culturally endorsed values, such as humility and
collectivism (Oyserman et al. 2002; Suizzo 2007). In addition, gender socialization (e.g.,
teaching girls to be accommodating and obedient; Jolicoeur and Madden 2002) is a common
practice in some Mexican American families (Raffaelli and Ontain 2004). It is possible that
perceived discrimination has more of an impact on girls’ anonymous helping because of
their expectations to be helpful in different social situations. On the other hand, boys’
anonymous helping may not be as threatened severely by perceived discrimination because
of differential expectations to help strangers. However, given that this is first study of its
kind to examine the associations between discrimination and different types of prosocial
tendencies in a longitudinal study of adolescents, further research is needed to determine if
these gender differences replicate.

Regarding nativity, the processes functioned the same for US-born and Mexico-born
adolescents. Therefore, although youth born in the United States compared those born in
Mexico may vary on individual characteristics (e.g., perceived discrimination was higher
among US-born adolescents compared to Mexico-born adolescents and compliant helping
was higher among Mexico-born adolescents compared to US-born adolescents), the process
through which Mexican American values mediated the effect of perceived discrimination on
prosocial tendencies was the same. In response to the call for research that investigates how
resilience is promoted among Mexican American youth (e.g., García Coll et al. 1996;
Quintana et al. 2006), the current study has highlighted the protective role of Mexican
American values for Mexican American males and females and youth varying in country of
origin.

Limitations, Directions for Future Research, and Conclusion
Though this research had several strengths, including being the first to use longitudinal data
to test the associations between perceived discrimination and prosocial tendencies, there
were several limitations that should be noted. The association between T1 perceived
discrimination and T2 Mexican American values may have appeared relatively small;
however, it should be noted that this association was identified accounting for
developmental change in Mexican American values over a two-year period (from 5th and
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7th grade). Furthermore, the current study examined the prospective effects of adolescents’
perceived discrimination in 5th grade on Mexican American values in 7th grade. Another
limitation to note is that longitudinal data on adolescents’ prosocial tendencies were not
available at T1 or T2 (i.e., the prosocial measure was first introduced at T3 and therefore, we
were not able to control for prior levels of prosocial behaviors). Given that earlier data on
prosocial tendencies were not yet available for the current study, we were unable to address
the possibility of reverse directionality. Therefore, future longitudinal studies would benefit
from examining the development of prosocial tendencies in tandem with experiencing
discriminatory events to determine how discrimination may influence the development of
prosocial tendencies over time. Third, as the current study focused on the role of Mexican
American values as a mediator among a sample of Mexican American adolescents in a
Southwest region of the United States, the results of the current study may not generalize to
other Latino populations or individuals from other geographic locations. Therefore, one
direction for future research is to examine how this process functions for youth in schools
and neighborhoods that vary by racial and ethnic demographics. Moreover, the data in the
current study were derived from self-report and survey-based measures. Future studies may
want to consider the inclusion of multiple reporters (e.g., parents and teachers), measures of
social desirability, or observational data in assessing the development of adolescents’
prosocial behaviors.

Our findings have implications for practice, policy, and culturally informed prevention
programs. Results from the current study indicated that perceived discrimination
experienced in late childhood (5th grade) was associated negatively with prosocial
tendencies in middle adolescence (10th grade). However, we have highlighted the protective
function of Mexican American values for this population of youth. Therefore, prevention
and positive youth development programs may want to consider cultivating Mexican
American youths’ cultural values as part of their curriculum for prosocial development.
Regarding policy, our measure of perceived discrimination captured interactions with
teachers and peers suggesting that schools are one social context where Mexican American
youth experience discrimination. This is consistent with previous research on discrimination
in schools (Greene et al. 2006; Wang and Huguley 2012), and suggests that schools may
want to further develop or implement policies and training around cultural sensitivity and
unity in the school context to help reduce youths’ experiences with discrimination.

To summarize, the current study advances theory on adolescents’ resilience and prosocial
development by examining how perceived discrimination may influence adolescents’
intentions to help in various social situations. The current study lends support for Mexican
American values as an important person characteristic present in the lives of Mexican
American youth that may promote resilience. Understanding the role of perceived
discrimination and youths’ cultural orientation is an important task for assessing diverse
youths’ positive development. In addition, it may be important for researchers, educators,
and practitioners to consider the culturally based strengths of youth as the United States
becomes more diverse.
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Fig. 1.
The relation of perceived discrimination to prosocial tendencies mediated by Mexican
American values. All path coefficients are standardized (unstandardized path coefficients are
reported in parentheses). The control variable is presented in solid grey. Significant paths are
presented with a solid black line and the path that varies for males and females is presented
with a dashed black line. The varying path estimates for males are presented in brackets. * p
<.05, ** p <.01
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Table 2

Means and standard deviations of key variables by gender and nativity

Gender Nativity

Female M (SD) Male M (SD) Mexico born M (SD) US born M (SD)

Discrimination T1 1.78 (.63) 1.83 (.61) 2.00 (.67)a 1.72 (.58)b

Mexican American values T1 4.54 (.34) 4.49 (.32) 4.53 (.32) 4.51 (.34)

Mexican American values T2 4.34 (.39) 4.37 (.38) 4.39 (.38) 4.35 (.39)

Compliant T3 3.93 (.72) 3.70 (.82) 3.73 (.80)a 3.84 (.77)b

Emotional T3 3.91 (.76)a 3.80 (.81)b 3.84 (.79) 3.86 (.78)

Dire T3 3.75 (.95) 3.62 (.88) 3.52 (.95) 3.75 (.90)

Anonymous T3 3.00 (.92) 3.02 (.88) 2.88 (.91)a 3.06 (.89)b

Altruistic T3 3.78 (.85)a 3.36 (.89)b 3.59 (.87) 3.56 (.91)

Public T3 2.73 (.93)a 3.02 (.82)b 2.84 (.84) 2.89 (.91)

Letters denote significant mean level differences at p <.05. Superscripts within a group’s column that differ from one another within the same row
represent significant mean level differences between groups
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