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Abstract
The present study examined whether combinations of ethnicity, gender and age moderated the
association between perceived discrimination and psychological well-being indicators (depressive
symptoms, self-esteem and life satisfaction) in a nationally representative sample of Black youth.
The data were from the National Survey of African Life (NSAL), which includes 810 African
American and 360 Caribbean Black adolescents. The results indicated main effects such that
perceived discrimination was linked to increased depressive symptoms, and decreased self-esteem
and life satisfaction. Additionally, there were significant interactions for ethnicity, gender and
race. Specifically, older Caribbean Black females exhibited higher depressive symptoms and
lower life satisfaction in the context of high levels of perceived discrimination compared to older
African American males.
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The purpose of the present study is to assess whether demographic constructs (i.e., ethnic,
gender and age) moderate the relationship between perceptions of discrimination and
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psychological well-being among Black youth. This is consistent with an intersectionality
approach, which examines the ways in which various socially constructed categories interact
on multiple levels that result in perceptions of unequal treatment (Andersen & Collins,
2009). A primary assumption of the intersectional approach is that specific types of
discrimination are related such that discrimination may be based on the “intersection” of
multiple social categories such as race, ethnicity and gender (Andersen & Collins, 2009).
Examining differences in perceived discrimination (i.e., ethnic, gender and age) is
comparative with an assessment of which Black youth perceive more or less discriminatory
incidents, whereas the intersectional approach addresses whether there are subgroups of
Black youth for whom perceived discrimination is more harmful. The difference approach
cannot examine whether some youth are more affected by discriminatory treatment than
their counterparts, whereas the intersectional approach assesses whether the relationship
between perceived discrimination and psychological well-being varies for some Black
youth.

The intersectional approach is critical for understanding which subgroups may be more
affected by discriminatory treatment, given the growing research showing that
discrimination is negatively linked to health (see Williams & Mohammed, 2009 for a
review). For example, previous research indicates that older youth perceive more
discrimination than their younger counterparts (Fisher, Wallace & Fenton, 2000), but it is
unclear if perceived discrimination is more negatively linked to the well-being of older
youth compared to younger youth. The current study is preliminary in assessing how and
why the intersection of ethnicity, gender and age result in qualitatively different reactions to
discriminatory treatment.

We suggest that the intersection of ethnicity, gender and age should moderate perceptions of
discrimination and there is a small body of research suggesting why these might be key
moderators. Ethnicity is important given the historical and cultural differences between
African Americans and Caribbean Blacks. In the Caribbean, an African-descended racial
majority was created, resulting in Caribbean Blacks minimizing the expectation that racial
discrimination will be a significant barrier to their upward mobility (Vickerman, 2001).
Alternatively, the normative experience for African Americans is being in the racial
minority and encountering legalized racial discrimination and harassment (Rogers, 2001).
As such, African American parents engage in racial socialization, which consists of the
mechanisms through which parents transmit information, values and perspectives about race
and ethnicity to their children (Hughes et al., 2006). Consequently, Caribbean Black youth
may have diminished awareness and expectations of encountering racial discrimination,
whereas African American youth may be prepared for discriminatory treatment when it
occurs. Prior research suggests that Caribbean Black youth exhibited higher depressive
symptoms and lower self-esteem in the context of high levels of perceived discrimination
compared to their African American counterparts (Seaton, Caldwell, Sellers & Jackson,
2008).

Theoretical work suggests that gender is important because discrimination is practiced
against males as opposed to females, to reduce the competition for power among dominant
and subordinate males, and that Black males may be perceived as more threatening resulting
in Black adolescent males being targeted more than their female counterparts (Sidanius &
Pratto, 1999). Prior work also suggests that African American males expect to have negative
experiences such that discriminatory treatment may be “normative” or part of their everyday
experiences (Swanson, Cunningham & Spencer, 2003). Consequently, the relationship
between perceptions of racial discrimination and behavioral problems was stronger for rural
African American males compared to rural African American females (Brody et al., 2006).
Similarly, Caribbean Black males may be targeted for discriminatory treatment as consistent
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with theoretical work (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Caribbean Black females might also be
adversely affected by discriminatory experiences given some cultural beliefs that women are
responsible for familial upward mobility via mechanisms such as advanced education
(Gregory, 2006). These beliefs may be negatively affected by perceptions of discrimination
for Caribbean Black females given the different experiences with race in American society
compared to their origin countries.

Age may be an important construct because of the cognitive changes occurring during the
adolescent period. Formal reasoning, which is the ability to logically examine one’s
thoughts as well as the thoughts of others, develops during adolescence and is more likely to
be evident among older adolescents (Keating, 2004). Harrell (2000) argued that racial
discrimination is complex requiring cognitive sophistication, such that older youth with
abstract thinking may be more affected than their younger counterparts. Noh, Kaspar and
Wickrama (2007) examined discrimination and cognitive appraisal strategies (i.e., feelings
of exclusion, discouragement and shame) among Korean children. The results indicated that
cognitive strategies partially mediated the relationship between perceptions of subtle
discrimination and depressive symptoms such that greater use of those specific cognitive
strategies was linked to increased depressive symptoms (Noh et al., 2007). Thus, cognitions
about discriminatory experiences were important in the relationship between discrimination
and mental health. Additionally, racial/ethnic identity is developing during this period
resulting in increased exploration of racial issues for minority youth such that older African
American adolescents, compared to early adolescents, were more likely to have achieved or
fully developed racial identities (Seaton, Scottham & Sellers, 2006). While we are not
suggesting that age is a proxy for cognitive development and/or identity development, these
changes may be two reasons why older minority youth might respond differently to
discriminatory experiences compared to their younger counterparts.

The present study assesses the intersection of ethnicity, gender and age as moderators of
perceived discrimination and psychological well-being, whereas previous research has
focused on one characteristic (i.e., ethnicity or gender) as a moderator. The primary strength
of the current study is the examination of combinations of ethnicity, gender and age as
moderators for perceived discrimination and psychological well-being among Black youth.
Since prior research indicates that African American males (compared to African American
females) and Caribbean Black youth (compared to African American youth) were more
affected by discriminatory treatment (Brody et al., 2006; Seaton et al., 2008), we anticipate
that these relationships might be more complex when age is also considered. For example,
the relationship between perceptions of discrimination and psychological well-being may be
stronger for older African American males, older Caribbean Black males and older
Caribbean Black females compared to their younger counterparts.

Method
Participants

The participants were African American and Caribbean Black youth who participated in the
National Survey of American Life (NSAL) (Jackson et al., 2004). The sample consists of
1170 African American (n=810) and Caribbean Black (n=360) youth ranging in age from 13
to 17 who were attached to the adult households. The overall sample was equally composed
of males (N=563) and females (N=605), and there was an equal gender distribution for
African American youth with slightly more females than males among Caribbean Black
youth. The mean age was 15 (SD = 1.42), and the age groups were categorized as follows:
early (age 13–14; N=477), middle (age 15–16; N=441), and late (age 17; N=252).
Approximately, 4% of the Caribbean sample was not born in the United States, 96% of the
sample was still enrolled in high school and 9th grade was the average. The median family
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income, as reported by the adult respondent, was $28,000 (approximately $26,000 for
African Americans and approximately $32,250 for Caribbean Blacks) and household income
ranged from 0 to $520,000.

Procedure
A national probability sample of households was drawn based on adult population estimates
and power calculations for detecting differences among the adult samples. The specific
sampling procedures for identification and recruitment of African American and Caribbean
Black households have been described elsewhere (see Heeringa et al., 2004; Seaton et al.,
2008). The adolescent supplement was weighted to adjust for non-independence in selection
probabilities and non-response rates within households, across households and individuals.
The weighted data were post-stratified to approximate the national population distributions
for gender and age subgroups among African American and Caribbean Black youth.
Informed consent was obtained from the adolescent’s legal guardian as well as adolescent
assent. Most of the interviews were conducted in homes using a computer-assisted
instrument, but 18% were conducted entirely or partially by telephone. Respondents were
paid $50 for their participation, and the overall response rate was 81%.

Measures
Demographic questions—Adolescent gender, age and ethnicity were assessed with
standard questions as part of the randomized respondent selection process used in the
household sampling procedure for the study.

Everyday Discrimination Scale—The Everyday Discrimination Scale assesses chronic,
routine and less overt experiences of discrimination that have occurred in the prior year
(Williams, Yu, Jackson & Anderson, 1997). The original measure included ten items, but
three items were added to reflect perceptions of teacher discrimination, resulting in a 13-
item scale. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses were conducted on random half
samples and the results indicated a one-factor structure (Eigenvalue = 4.97), which is
consistent with results from adult samples (Krieger, Smith, Naishadham, Hartman &
Barbeau, 2005; Williams et al., 1997). The stem question is: “In your day-to-day, life how
often have any of the following things happened to you?” A sample item includes: “You are
followed around in stores.” The Likert response scale (α = .86) ranges from 1 (never) to 6
(almost everyday). The responses were coded to indicate whether an event occurred versus
an event never occurring, and higher scores indicate a greater number of events that
occurred in the previous year.

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression (CES-D) Scale—The shortened
12-item version of the CES-D assesses the frequency of depressive symptoms experienced
within the past week (Radloff, 1977). This version has demonstrated reliability and validity
among minority adolescent populations (see Roberts et al., 1999). The Likert scale (α = .68)
consists of responses ranging from 0 (rarely) to 3 (most or all of the time). A sample item
includes “I did not feel like eating, my appetite was poor”, and mean scores were used in the
analyses.

Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale—The Rosenberg Self-esteem scale is an assessment of
self-acceptance (Rosenberg, 1965). The 10-item Likert scale (α = .72) consists of rating
items with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). A sample item
includes “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”, and mean scores were used in the
analyses.
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General Life Satisfaction—One question was used to assess adolescent perceptions of
general life satisfaction (Campbell, 1976). The item read “How satisfied with your life as a
whole would you say you are these days?” The responses ranged from 1 (very satisfied) to 4
(very dissatisfied). The item was reversed so that high scores indicate higher levels of life
satisfaction.

Data Analytic Strategy
STATA 10 was used to conduct analyses in the present study. Hierarchical regression
analyses were conducted to assess whether the relationship between perceived
discrimination and the psychological well-being indicators (depressive symptoms, self-
esteem and life satisfaction) varied across combinations of ethnicity, gender and age. All the
variables were centered, and tests were run to examine variance inflation factors (VIF),
which are indicators of multicollinearity. The model VIF estimates were within the
recommended ranges (less than 10) for depressive symptoms (VIF = 3.29), self-esteem (VIF
= 3.29) and life satisfaction (VIF = 3.32). African American males were utilized as the
reference group. The initial model examined the main effects of the control variables and
key predictors as a block in the following order: 1) African American females, 2) Caribbean
Black males, 3) Caribbean Black females, 4) age, 5) household income and 6) perceived
discrimination. The second model added the interaction terms as a block in the following
order: 1) African American females x age, 2) Caribbean Black males x age, 3) Caribbean
Black females x age, 4) African American females x perceived discrimination, 5) Caribbean
Black males x perceived discrimination, 6) Caribbean Black females x perceived
discrimination, 7) Age x perceived discrimination, 8) African American females x age x
perceived discrimination, 9) Caribbean Black males x age x perceived discrimination and
10) Caribbean Black females x age x perceived discrimination. Significant interactions were
examined to determine if 1) they significantly differed from zero via the coefficient t test
and 2) if they significantly differed from each other by graphing them at different levels of
the predictor variable.

Results
The study correlations suggest that gender was significant in that males perceived more
discrimination and had lower life satisfaction levels (see Table 1). Age was also significant
in that older adolescents perceived more discrimination and had lower life satisfaction
levels. Perceptions of discrimination were linked to depressive symptoms, self-esteem and
life satisfaction. Depressive symptoms were also negatively linked to self-esteem and life
satisfaction, and self-esteem and life satisfaction was positively associated. A main effect
was evident such that perceived discrimination was linked to higher depressive symptoms
(see Table 2). The results also indicate two significant two-way interactions, African
American x age and Caribbean Black x age, and one significant three-way interaction,
Caribbean Black females x age x perceived discrimination. The two-way interactions
indicate that older African American females and older Caribbean Black females reported
higher levels of depressive symptoms than older African American males. The 3-way
interaction was graphed at the following intervals: one standard deviation below the mean,
the mean and one standard deviation above the mean (Aiken & West, 1991). An online
program was used to calculate simple intercepts, simple slopes and the region of
significance, as well as plot the significant interactions (see Preacher, Curran & Bauer,
2006). The results indicate that older Caribbean Black females reported higher levels of
depressive symptoms in the context of high perceived discrimination levels compared to
older African American males (see Figure 1). The results for self-esteem indicated that
perceived discrimination was negatively linked to self-esteem and the 2-way interaction
suggested that Caribbean Black females reported lower self-esteem levels than African
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American males when perceiving high levels of discrimination. Lastly, perceived
discrimination was negatively linked to life satisfaction (see Table 4). There was a main
effect such that African American females had lower life satisfaction levels than African
American males, and older youth had lower life satisfaction levels than their younger
counterparts. The 3-way interaction was graphed and indicated that older Caribbean Black
females reported lower levels of life satisfaction than older African American males in the
context of high discrimination levels (see Figure 2).

Discussion
The present study used an intersectional approach to examine whether the relation between
perceptions of discrimination and psychological well-being varied among subgroups of
youth based on the intersection of ethnicity, gender and age. The results suggest that one
subgroup may be more affected than other subgroups of Black youth, which is an important
and significant contribution to the adolescent literature on discrimination. The association
between perceived discrimination and psychological well-being is stronger such that older
Caribbean Black females have higher depressive symptoms and lower life satisfaction when
they perceive high levels of discrimination compared to older African American males. We
suggest that rumination may be influencing the finding regarding older Caribbean Black
females. Older adolescents are more likely to have formal reasoning and an enhanced ability
to think abstractly about discriminatory experiences. The relationship may differ because
females are more likely to ruminate over events than males (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2006). This
rumination might explain why perceptions of discrimination are linked to depressive
symptoms for late, Caribbean Black females especially since rumination is a concept that
has been linked to gender differences in depression (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2006). Another
explanation may be developing racial identity among older Caribbean Black females. Older
youth are more likely to have advanced racial identities (Yip et al., 2006), and previous
research indicates that racial identity attitudes influenced perceptions of racial
discrimination among a sample of Caribbean Blacks (Hall & Carter, 2006). Prior research
also indicates that Caribbean Black females have more developed identities in that they are
able to claim a racial identity, maintain a stance of racial solidarity and are able to be
bicultural compared to their male counterparts (Waters, 1996). Hence, the relationship
between perceptions of discrimination, self-esteem and life satisfaction might be stronger for
older Caribbean Black females because of their more crystallized racial identities during late
adolescence. Lastly, older Caribbean Black females may be an at-risk group. Previous
research suggests that Caribbean Black females, aged 16 to 18, were more likely to engage
in risky behaviors (i.e., substance use, gang involvement and early sexual initiation) than
their younger counterparts (aged 10 to 15) (Ohene, Ireland & Blum, 2005). Caribbean Black
females in the later stages of adolescence may already have diminished psychological well-
being, which may be especially true since late Caribbean Black females had the highest
levels of depressive symptoms among the other subgroups.

We expected that the association between perceived discrimination and psychological well-
being would be stronger for late African American, late Caribbean Black males and late
Caribbean Black females in comparison to all other subgroups. Although we find this to be
true for late Caribbean Black females, this was not the case for late Caribbean Black males
who were equivalent to late African American males. Though prior research suggests that
Black males perceive more incidents of discrimination than their female counterparts
(Seaton et al., 2008), the psychological well-being of Black males appears to be unrelated to
discriminatory experiences in the current study. This finding is contrary to previous research
which has shown a robust link between perceived discrimination and psychological well-
being for males and females of color. One explanation for this finding concerns the type of
discrimination assessed, daily hassles, but other types of racial stressors include major
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discriminatory life events and chronic racial stressors (Harrell, 2000). A significant
adolescent life event such as being charged with a juvenile crime or expelled from school
and perceiving these to be the result of race/ethnicity might be negatively related to
psychological well-being for older, Black males, as has been demonstrated with Black adults
(Krieger et al., 2005). Thus, daily racial incidents might not be linked to the psychological
well-being of older, African American and Caribbean Black males in the same way as they
seem to be for older Caribbean Black females. Another reason for the lack of significant
findings concerns the “normative” experiences of discrimination, which may be especially
true for Black males since previous research suggests that discrimination is part of the “lived
experiences” for urban, African American males (Stevenson, Herrero-Taylor, Cameron &
Davis, 2002). Previous research assessing gender differences suggests that Black males
perceive more discrimination than their female counterparts (Seaton el al., 2008), yet we
find that African American and Caribbean Black males appear unaffected by discriminatory
experiences. Though one might assume that males might be more affected by discriminatory
experiences because they experience more, the present results do not support this notion. We
suggest that longitudinal research using the intersectional approach is necessary to
disentangle the mechanisms by which discrimination is linked to various psychological well-
being outcomes to determine which subgroup among Black youth is more adversely affected
by perceptions of discriminatory treatment.

One of the key findings from this study is the idea that the relationship between perceptions
of discrimination and psychological well-being varies for distinct subgroups of Black youth.
The present findings suggest that the relationship between perceived discrimination and
psychological well-being depends on the specific subgroup and the specific indicator since
perceptions of discrimination were not linked to the psychological well-being for all
adolescent subgroups, but older Caribbean Black females. Future research should consider
class, the role of historical context and family socialization goals when trying to understand
the specific relations between stressors, moderators and outcome variables, and diverse
outcome variables among Black youth. Additionally, one implication from the present study
is that prevention and intervention efforts may need to be altered for specific subgroups of
Black youth who may be more vulnerable to experiences of discrimination.

There are several limitations in the present study that require consideration. Initially, the
cross-sectional nature of the study prevents causality from being inferred such that we
cannot articulate that perceptions of discrimination predict subsequent psychological well-
being. One limitation concerns the fact that the models accounted for a limited amount of
variance, as indicative of the small effect size estimates (R2) compared to prior empirical
research. Previous research examining perceptions of discrimination among African
American youth have shown medium to large effect sizes with depressive symptoms
(Sellers, Linder, Martin & Lewis, 2006), self-esteem (Harris-Britt, Valrie, Kurtz-Costes &
Rowley, 2007) and life satisfaction (Tynes, Giang, Williams & Thompson, 2008). While it
is apparent that the effect sizes in the current study are smaller than prior empirical research,
they may be appropriate estimates of these relationships since the interval of effect size is
unknown though comprehensive reviews have indicated a robust relationship between
perceived discrimination and various outcomes (see Williams & Mohammed, 2009). An
additional limitation concerns the measurement of perceived discrimination, which utilizes
an annual time period, when smaller time periods might capture discriminatory experiences
more precisely. Another limitation concerns the notion that the measure makes no inherent
racial attribution assumptions in the stem or with individual questions; discrimination may
be considered a developmental in addition to a racial phenomenon for adolescents.
Similarly, some of the reliability scores may be considered “low” in comparison to other
studies using the same measures. Yet, standardized measures were used with a nationally
representative sample of Black youth and previous research has shown that the CES-D is not
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psychometrically equivalent across racial or ethnic groups (Perreira, Deeb-Sossa, Harris &
Bollen, 2005). Despite these limitations, the major contribution of the present study is that
some subgroups of Black youth are more vulnerable to discriminatory treatment and this
information is critical for intervention purposes.

The results of the present study enhance existing empirical and theoretical literature
examining adolescent perceptions of discrimination among Black youth. Though previous
research has illustrated demographic differences in perceptions of discrimination, use of the
intersectional approach demonstrates that the relationship between perceived discrimination
and psychological well-being appears stronger for older Caribbean Black females compared
to older, African American males. Although the results support empirical research
suggesting that discrimination is a stressor for minority youth during adolescence, not all
Black youth appear equally affected by perceptions of discrimination.
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Figure 1.
The Relationship between Perceived Discrimination and Depressive Symptoms.
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Figure 2.
The Relationship between Perceived Discrimination and Life Satisfaction.
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