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Abstract

The relationship between racial discrimination, parental functioning, and child adjustment is not 

well understood. The goal of the present study was to assess parental reports of discrimination in 

relation to depression and parenting practices, as well as on subsequent child internalizing and 

externalizing problems in low-income Black families. Data include a subsample of the Early Steps 

project, a multisite longitudinal study of financial and behaviorally at-risk families. Structural 

equation modeling was used to analyze our hypothesized model. Excellent model fit was 

established after removing externalizing problems from the model. As predicted, indirect 

associations were found from discrimination to parental depression, parenting, and child 

internalizing problems; and direct associations were found from discrimination to child 

internalizing problems. The results are consistent with findings suggesting that discrimination is 

negatively associated with adult well-being; moreover, contribute to the sparse literature on the 

effects of discrimination beyond the direct recipient. Finally, that parent discrimination was 

directly associated with child emotional problems suggests the continued need to address and treat 

discriminatory practices more generally.
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It is widely accepted that parenting behaviors are associated with child well-being (Brody et 

al., 2008; Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000; Shaw, Connell, Dishion, Wilson, & 

Gardner, 2009). Although parenting behaviors have been shown to vary in effectiveness 

across culture (Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000; Skinner, MacKenzie, 

Haggerty, Hill, & Roberson, 2011; Sorhkabi & Mandara, 2013), researchers often find that 

consistent and warm parenting is optimal for child development (Belsky, 1984; Darling & 
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Steinberg, 1993). Furthermore, parenting skills and relationships are often contingent on the 

well-being of the parent (Arellano, Harvey, & Thakar, 2012; Wade, Giallo, & Cooklin, 

2012). When parents face challenges to their own mental health, it may be difficult to rear a 

child with consistency and affection. Everyday stressors (e.g., problems at work, financial 

shortages, etc.) can affect the well-being of all parents, however, culturally specific stressors 

(e.g., discrimination) may be particularly debilitating for Black parents, given that 

discrimination has been negatively associated with well-being (Lee & Ahn, 2013). Although 

research has demonstrated the direct impact of discrimination on Black adult’s mental 

(Sellers, Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003) and physical (Brody et al., 2008) 

health, less is known about how parents’ experiences with discrimination may be associated 

with children’s well-being (McNeil, Harris-McKoy, Brantley, Fincham, & Beach, 2013; 

Simons et al., 2002). Thus, the purpose of the current study was to examine how parents’ 

experiences with discrimination, depression, and their parenting practices are related to child 

internalizing and externalizing problems.

Parental contributions to child well-being have been thoroughly documented in the literature 

(e.g., Belsky, 1984). Importantly, parenting processes are situated in broader contexts (e.g., 

residential environment, culture, etc.; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As an example, low-income 

families residing in high crime areas may institute harsher parenting practices to prevent the 

child from interacting with youth in the neighborhood (Boyd-Franklin & Karger, 2012; 

Pinderhughes & Hurley, 2008) and prevent feared consequences from law enforcement 

(Stevenson, Davis, & Abdul-Kabir, 2001). Within ethnic minority families, moreover, 

unique stressors may emerge (McLoyd, Hill, & Dodge, 2005), contributing to a pile-up 

effect of stressors that other low-income families may not be exposed to (Ungar, 2013). As 

theorized by Garcia-Coll et al. (1996), discrimination as a stressor, whether direct or subtle 

(i.e., microaggressions), affects the adaptive culture and familial practices of ethnic-minority 

families. With consideration of the associations between parental well-being, parenting, and 

child outcomes (Belsky, 1984), and the influence of the environment on parental functioning 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garcia-Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990), it may be expected that 

low-income Black children whose parents experience racial discrimination may evince poor 

functioning (e.g., greater internalizing and externalizing behaviors).

Associations Between Depressive Symptoms and Parenting

As posited by McLoyd (1990) in the family stress model, parents who are experiencing 

psychological distress are less able to develop positive bonds with their children, oftentimes 

as a result of the punitive parenting techniques that are employed because of displaced 

stress. Furthermore, unique cultural stressors may account for low-income Black mothers 

reporting more depressive symptoms than low-income Hispanic and White mothers (O’Neil, 

Wilson, Shaw, & Dishion, 2009). In turn, increased reports of depressive symptoms have 

been associated with less desirable and inconsistent parenting practices and fewer 

opportunities for parents to develop positive relationships with their young children 

(Arellano et al., 2012). Conger et al. (2002) employed the family stress model in a sample of 

two-parent Black households from varying regions in the United States. For these parents, 

economic disadvantage led to psychological distress, which in turn, led to conflict among 

parents. Through parental conflict, parents were less likely to have positive bonds with their 
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children. However, the findings regarding maternal depressive symptoms and the parent-

child relationship have not been consistent. Brody and Flor (1998) examined maternal 

psychological functioning and family processes for single Black mothers living in rural 

areas. Maternal self-esteem, not maternal depressive symptoms, was related to mother-child 

relationship quality. Thus, while literature has provided evidence to support negative 

associations between depression and parenting characteristics, additional research is needed 

to understand the link between parental depression and parent-child relationships within 

Black families.

The Role of Parenting in Child Well-Being

Given that socialization processes (e.g., parenting and parent-child relationships) may be 

negatively influenced by parental emotional distress, young children are likely to be 

susceptible to parental functioning problems (Belsky, 1984; Bowen, 1966). Children of 

parents who experience depressed mood and employ less effective parenting practices often 

have greater difficulty regulating their own mood and actions (i.e., internalizing and 

externalizing problems; Brenner & Salovey, 1997; Silk, Shaw, Forbes, Lane, & Kovacs, 

2006). Internalizing problems, or problems that affect the child’s internal psychological 

well-being rather than the outside environment (Liu, 2004), and externalizing problems, or 

problems that are shown in children’s outward behavior that affect the external environment 

(Liu, 2004), are problematic with regard to school readiness and in school and societal 

environments as children develop. Although some parenting styles are not uniformly 

associated with the same outcomes across cultures, including for low-income Black parents 

(Pinderhughes et al., 2000; Skinner et al., 2011; Sorkhabi & Mandara, 2013), there is 

general agreement that providing no limits (i.e., laxness) or being excessively emotional 

(i.e., overreactive) are not typically associated with positive child outcomes (Guajardo, 

Snyder, & Petersen, 2009; Leung & Slep, 2006).

McLoyd (1990) focuses on the pathways through which low economic status hinders 

development within Black families. Parents who are experiencing economic hardship are 

likely to exhibit punitive and coercive patterns of behavior toward their children (Ceballo & 

McLoyd, 2002; McLoyd, 1990). Furthermore, social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) would 

suggest that children replicate the actions and reactions of those around them, particularly 

the most proximal influences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), thus, depressed parental mood and 

punitive parenting practices may contribute to child emotional (e.g., internalizing) and 

conduct (e.g., externalizing) problems.

Relations Between Discrimination and Depressive Symptoms

The association between discrimination—or the unjust prejudicial treatment of different 

categories of people or things—and increased internalizing appears to be robust in the 

research literature. In particular, young Black adults who experience discrimination report 

distress and depression (Sellers, Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003; Williams, 

Chapman, Wong, & Turkheimer, 2012) and poor health outcomes (Fuller-Rowell, Doan, & 

Eccles, 2012; Fuller-Rowell, Evans, & Ong, 2012). Additionally, various forms of 

discrimination may be more prevalent in today’s society compared with blatant 
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discriminatory practices during prior eras (e.g., Jim Crow and Civil Rights). Although 

blatant discrimination (e.g., being called derogatory names, refusing service or entry etc.)—

which is largely illegal—may occur infrequently, microaggressions, or subtle forms of 

discrimination that are nuanced and commonplace, can cause confusion and a sense of 

inferiority in Black adults (Sue et al., 2008). Furthermore, both blatant and subtle acts of 

discrimination have been linked to distress among Black people (Sellers & Shelton, 2003; 

Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000).

While young children may be less able to report discriminatory practices toward them 

(Gillen-O’Neel, Ruble, & Fuligni, 2011; Hughes et al., 2006; Quintana, 1998; Spears Brown 

& Bigler, 2005), the report of discrimination by others has been found to be associated with 

Black child internalizing (Simons et al., 2002) and externalizing (McNeil et al., 2014) 

problems. As indicated by Garcia-Coll et al. (1996), the sociocultural experiences within an 

environment can contribute to later child development through the parent. Given that racial 

discrimination may contribute to increases in parents’ symptoms of depression and anxiety 

(Brody et al., 2008), discrimination may indirectly contribute to later functioning in 

children.

Study Aims

The current study aims to contribute to a small but growing body of literature investigating 

the impact of parental discrimination on child functioning (McNeil et al., 2014; Riina & 

McHale, 2012) using a sample of low-income Black parents and their children. Parent 

reports of child externalizing and internalizing behaviors were considered as outcome 

variables. Since child emotional (e.g., internalizing) and conduct (e.g., externalizing) 

problem behaviors are frequently used both in research and practical settings to measure 

child well-being, the factors associated with these variables are of special interest for 

children whose initial emotional and behavioral levels are elevated (see study inclusion 

criteria).

There was one primary question guiding our inquiry: Are parents’ experiences with 

discrimination related to later child psychosocial outcomes through the pathways of parent 

depression and parenting? Based on literature conceptualizing parental processes (e.g., 

Belsky, 1984; McLoyd, 1990) and systemic influences to familial functioning (e.g., 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garcia-Coll et al., 1996), we hypothesize that parental perceptions of 

racial discrimination will be positively associated with parental depressive symptoms, which 

in turn are expected to be positively associated with less desirable parenting behaviors and 

relationships, which in turn are expected to be positively associated with child emotional 

and conduct problems. In addition to the indirect pathways between parental discrimination 

and child functioning, we also hypothesize direct, positive associations between 

discrimination and child internalizing and externalizing variables as demonstrated in Figure 

1.
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Method

Participants

Caregivers were parents of children recruited through the Early Steps multisite project of the 

Family Check-Up parenting intervention, which aimed to reduce the early emergence of 

externalizing and internalizing behaviors in young children (Dishion et al., 2008). Families 

with a child from 2 years, 0 months to 2 years, 11 months were recruited from Women, 

Infants, and Children Nutrition Program (WIC) centers in Eugene, Oregon; Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania; and Charlottesville, Virginia between 2002 and 2003. Of the 1,666 families 

approached, 879 met eligibility criteria and 731 (83.2%) families consented for 

participation. Screening guidelines included families identifying above average child 

behavioral problems pertaining to socioeconomic status, family problems, and child 

behavior risk factors. The 731 participants enrolled in the study identified both themselves 

and children as European American, African American, Asian American, Native American, 

Hispanic, and biracial. Given the interest in racial discrimination specific to African 

American/Black families, the current study consists of the 163 Black primary caregivers 

living primarily in urban areas and their children at ages 5 and 7 (Waves 4 and 5, 

respectively).

Measures

A research team conducted assessments of parents during an annual 2.5-hour home visit. All 

assessments were conducted at most annually for each wave in the home beginning at age 2 

with the primary parent, and if present, an alternative parent, such as a father or 

grandmother. The assessment involved the completion of questionnaires and parent-child 

interaction tasks, including free play and cleanup. At Wave 5, parents were asked to perform 

interactive tasks with their 7-year-old, complete additional questionnaires, and were 

compensated for their participation. Repeated measures were collected throughout the 

waves, moreover, the selection of measures for given ages (e.g., parental variables at child 

age 5 and child outcome variables at child age 7) reflect both the direction of expected 

change—that is, parent to child—and the anticipated advancement of children’s 

understanding of race-related issues over time and reflected in behaviors emphasized by 

school environments (Quintana, 1998).

Demographics Questionnaire—The Demographic Questionnaire assessed demographic 

characteristics of the family, such as annual income, parent education, and target child 

gender. At age 7 data collection, just over half of the children were female (53.4%; N = 87) 

while the vast majority of the parents (96.9%, N = 158) were female and ranged in age from 

22 to 62 years (M = 32.15, SD = 7.58). Of the parents, 49.7% had attained a high school 

degree or less and 66.3% identified as single. With respect to income, 60.9% of the sample 

earned less than $20,000 per year. Please refer Table 1 for additional demographic 

information.

Discrimination/Microaggression Scale—The Microaggression Scale (adapted from 

Walters, Simoni, & Evans-Campbell, 2002 is a nine-item measure assessing experiences of 

ethnic/racial discrimination from others. Parents rated the frequency of discrimination in 
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specific situations at child age 5 (e.g., “Have you ever been expected to act in a stereotypical 

manner because of your ethnicity/race?”) on a 5-point scale ranging from almost never to 

almost always. High reliability (α = .87) was reported among the items.

Center for Epidemiological Studies–Depression—The Center for Epidemiological 

Studies–Depression scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) is a 20-item measure of depressive 

symptoms with scoring based on the American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual (DSM-IV). Parents rated how frequently an event occurred during the 

past 2 weeks (e.g., “I had crying spells”) on a 4-point scale that ranged from rarely or none 

of the time (0–1 day) to most or all of the time (5–7 days). High reliability (α = .91) was 

reported for the total score. This measure was assessed at child age 5.

Parenting Scale—The Parenting Scale (PS; Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993) is a 

30-item measure that assesses discipline techniques that parents use, yielding three factors: 

laxness, overreactivity, and verbosity (Arnold et al., 1993). Participant responses ranged on 

a scale from 1 to 7 on a variety of items (e.g., “at meal times, I let my child decide how much 

to eat” (1) to “I decide how much my child eats” (7).) For the present study, only the 

overreactivity and laxness factors, which describe items related to the parent’s emotional 

reactivity and consistency in responding to the child’s behavior, respectively, were used. 

High reliabilities for both factors (αs > .80) were established, while the verbosity subscale 

fit poorly with this low-income Black sample (α = .47), which is consistent with other 

studies that exclude verbosity because of poor fit in Black samples (Steele, Nesbitt-Daly, 

Daniel, & Forehand, 2005). The PS was assessed at child age 5.

The Adult-Child Relationship Scale—The Adult-Child Relationship Scale (adapted 

from the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale; Pianta & Nimetz, 1991), assesses the quality 

of the parent’s perception of the relationship with the child. A 5-point scale (1 = definitely 

NOT; 5 = definitely) was used to gauge beliefs on parent-child relationship (e.g., “This child 

and I always seem to be struggling with each other.”) Two factors (Positive Relationship 

[reverse-coded] and Conflict in Relationship) were utilized from this measure to yield a total 

score. Acceptable reliability (α = .80) was established within this sample. This measure was 

assessed at child age 5.

Child Behavior Checklist—The Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Rescorla, 

2004) assesses parental beliefs of children’s behavioral (i.e., externalizing) and emotional 

(i.e., internalizing) problems and competencies. Seventy-three items measured problems and 

three open-ended items were provided for additional problems. A 3-point scale (0 = not true, 

1 = somewhat or sometimes true, 2 = very true or often true) was used to assess parental 

perceptions of child behavior (e.g., “My child is inattentive or easily distracted”). With 

regard to externalizing/conduct behavior problems, examples of items include cruelty, 

bullying, or meanness to others and gets in many fights. On the other hand, items assessing 

internalizing/emotional problems include feels worthless or inferior and too fearful or 

anxious. High reliabilities for both subscales (αs < .90) have been established in multiple 

studies with low-income and diverse populations (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2004). Parents 

provided responses at child age 7.
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Design and Analyses

The current study examined the associations between racial discrimination, parental 

functioning and behaviors, and child outcomes. Structural equation modeling was used with 

Mplus Version 7 to evaluate the fit of our hypothesized model and to examine whether 

parental experiences with discrimination were related to children’s emotional and behavioral 

problems directly and indirectly through parent depression and parenting behaviors. 

Structural equation modeling was applied to test the conceptual model through relational 

paths while accounting for measurement errors. Bias corrected bootstrapping was used and 

standardized asymmetrical confidence intervals were created with 5,000 bootstrapped 

iterations to account for missing data and limited sample size. Comparative fit index (CFI) 

values greater than or equal to .95, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 

values equal to or less than .06, and standardized root mean residual (SRMR) values equal to 

or less than .08 were used as indicators of good model to data fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

Table 2 shows the correlation matrix with means and standard deviations for the study 

variables. Emotional and behavioral problems were highly correlated (r = .65), so the 

variables were allowed to covary within the model rather than being examined separately.

Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine whether the study variables differed by 

income, intervention group, and child gender. Significant differences were found for parent 

depression by child gender. Parents of female children reported significantly greater 

depressive symptoms than parents of male children (M = 16.34, SD = 10.97; M = 13.92, SD 

= 8.65; p < .01). To account for the differences between groups and improve ecological 

validity, annual income, child gender, and intervention status were included as control 

variables in the initial model. No hypothesized control variables were significant in the final 

model, however, and thus were removed as covariates in the final analysis.

Results

Preliminary Analysis: Descriptive Statistics

Black participants reported fairly low levels of discrimination and microaggressions (M = 

1.67, SD = .77). Although the focus of the current study is on the Black subsample within 

the Early Steps project, it is important to note that the discrimination scores were 

significantly higher than the White sub-sample within the larger study (N = 310, M = 1.24, 

SD = .46, p < .001). The reports of children’s emotional problems (M = 55.05, SD = 10.80) 

and behavioral problems (M = 59.62, SD = 11.58) were both considered normative with 

respect to clinical standards, although the mean score of behavioral problems was close to 

the “at-risk” criteria of T = 60.

Parents reported experiencing depression at a rate just below the threshold of 16 on the CES-

D for clinical significance, although there was notable variation in depressive 

symptomatology (M = 15.04, SD = 9.86). Parents reported moderately low lax (M = 3.13, 

SD = 1.10) and overreactive parenting behaviors (M = 2.82, SD = .86), and perceived having 

average relationships with their child (M = 33.79, SD = 8.94). After mean scores were 

recorded, variables were centered to adjust for statistical collinearity between constructs.
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Model-Fit Testing

Although model fit was acceptable for the hypothesized model (p = .27; CFI = .98; RMSEA 

= .04; SRMR = .04), the path between parental discrimination and child problem behaviors 

(e.g., externalizing problems) was found to be nonsignificant. This path was subsequently 

removed, and the reduced model with child emotional problems (e.g., internalizing 

problems; Figure 2) demonstrated excellent model fit, χ2(11, N = 163) = 13.58, p = .26; CFI 

= .99; RMSEA = .04; SRMR = .04.

Direct and Indirect Effects

The direct relationship between parent reports of discrimination and subsequent child 

adjustment was tested. Parent reported discrimination was positively related to children’s 

emotional problems (β = .25, p < .01). The association between discrimination and child 

emotional problems via parent functioning was also tested. As predicted, parent 

discrimination positively predicted parent’s depressive symptoms (β = .29, p < .001), and 

depressive symptoms were positively associated with undesirable parenting behaviors (β = .

39, p < .001). Similarly, undesirable parenting behaviors were positively associated with 

child internalizing problems (β = .59, p < .001). The model also showed significant indirect 

effects for the pathways from discrimination, depression, and parenting to emotional 

problems (β = .07, p = .01), and was affirmed by the bias corrected standardized confidence 

intervals (95% confidence interval = [.035, .123]). Thus, greater reports of discrimination 

were associated with greater child emotional problems (i.e., internalizing problems) through 

higher levels of depressive symptoms and undesirable parenting behaviors.

Discussion

Racial discrimination can be a major stressor for Black people, and it is critical to 

understand how parents’ experiences with discrimination—like other stressors and hassles—

might directly and/or indirectly contribute to child well-being. The current study evaluated 

how low-income Black parents’ experiences with discrimination contribute to children’s 

psychosocial outcomes. Consistent with other research, we found that parent self-reported 

levels of discrimination were directly related to Black children’s emotional symptoms 

(Simons et al., 2002). Additionally, as a novel contribution to the literature, parental 

discrimination was found to be indirectly related to child emotional problems via parental 

depression and parenting practices. Specifically, a greater perception of discrimination was 

associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms, which were in turn associated with 

less effective parenting practices and, subsequently, higher levels of child internalizing 

problems. Our findings, therefore, suggest that children can be both directly and diffusely 

exposed to the effects of discrimination.

Although all families can experience difficulty in psychosocial well-being and socialization 

practices, ethnic-minority families in the United States may have particular challenges 

related to their ethnic and racial status. Historical and systemic factors may contribute to 

more frequent experiences of discrimination relating to financial and ethnic status. 

Consequently, in order to fully understand the development of minority children, it is critical 

to incorporate these factors given their potential direct and indirect impact on child well-
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being (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996). Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory posits that youth 

development may be most affected by proximal processes that occur in immediate, 

microsystem environments (e.g., parent-child relationships). However, the systems 

perspective also recognizes that exosystem-level contexts that parents inhabit directly that 

youth do not, as well as macrolevel factors contributing to the persistence of social 

stratification and racism, can shape the nature of the proximal parent-child interactions and 

therefore indirectly influence child well-being. Our study affirms this model by identifying 

that mechanisms through which discrimination was indirectly associated with child outcome 

were parent depression and parenting practices. That is, we found greater parent depressive 

symptoms yielding inconsistent and less desirable parenting practices, which led to poorer 

child outcomes (Arellano et al., 2012; Belsky, 1984; Wade et al., 2012).

The finding that Black youth’s internalizing problems (e.g., depression and anxiety) were 

associated with familial-level discrimination is consistent with prior literature (Ford, Hurd, 

Jagers, & Sellers, 2013; Gibbons, Gerrard, Cleveland, Wills, & Brody, 2004; Riina & 

McHale, 2012). Importantly, we assessed child outcomes at age 7, which leaves open the 

possibility that the indirect effects of parents’ experiences with discrimination may 

contribute cumulatively to toxic levels of stress in the child’s environment as they get older 

(Evans & Kim, 2013). Indeed, there is evidence that cumulative risk factors like family 

turmoil and harsh parenting can be considered as mediators of the relation between living in 

chronic poverty and negative physiological outcomes (e.g., chronic dysregulation of cortisol 

and other factors, as measured by high allostatic load; Evans & Kim, 2007). As we found in 

our study, exposure to racial discrimination directly contributed to parental depressive 

symptoms and negative parenting practices, which can be considered as indictors of 

cumulative risk. Moreover, there is growing evidence that even as young as age 7, ethnic 

minority children are aware of negative stigmas associated with their racial group 

membership (Gillen-O’Neel et al., 2011). Thus, research on cumulative stress in Black 

families should consider racial discrimination as a critical factor that may negatively impact 

child outcomes both directly and indirectly through multiple pathways.

Although we did not find a direct association between parental discrimination and child 

externalizing problems, there is evidence in the literature that notes the link between 

discrimination and youth conduct problems. Brody et al. (2006) found that discrimination 

against young adolescents resulted in both conduct and emotional problems, however, less is 

known about the transmission of discriminatory processes from parent to child. Thus, while 

our study did not result in associations between parental well-being and child conduct 

problems, it is conceivable that child age and/or gender may unearth problems for the child 

in the future because of lack of support, frequency of environmental discrimination, and 

changing relationship between parent and child. Additionally, given that Black families are 

not monolithic, it is of interest that McNeil et al. (2014) found evidence for child 

externalizing problems in middle-class Black families, whereas our study only identified 

problems related to child internalizing symptoms with low-income families. It is worthwhile 

to investigate how economic and ecological systems influence the functioning of Black 

families; furthermore, how discrimination manifests in children of varying economic 

backgrounds via parental well-being.

Anderson et al. Page 9

J Black Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 March 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Limitations

Our study findings should be interpreted in the context of methodological limitations. The 

sample size was relatively small; however, we were intentional about exploring Black 

participants’ experiences separately from other ethnic-minority families within our sample 

given their unique sociocultural history in the United States. Additionally, measurement of 

the variables, particularly those that are based on perceptions of racial discrimination, were 

limited to the perspective of the participant. Actual discriminatory experiences, for example, 

may not be accounted for if participants perceive discrimination as a result of chronic 

community exposure (Simons et al., 2002). Conversely, discrimination may be overreported 

if participants are more sensitive to racial concerns because of their ethnic identity (Shelton 

& Sellers, 2000). It should be noted, however, that parent reports of their own experiences 

with discrimination were not correlated with their perceptions of their child’s experiences 

with discrimination.

Finally, Black families were examined as a whole, however, previous literature notes 

differences in several of the variables (e.g., discrimination and parenting) based on 

residential location (e.g., urban vs. rural; Anderson, Wilson, Shaw, & Dishion, 2011; Wilson 

et al., 2009). Families may be more likely to face racial discrimination in certain 

environments compared to others, thus, it is critical to understand which communities may 

foster differing experiences of discrimination. Given that our sample size precluded the 

division of families between multiple sites, it would be of interest to examine these 

differences within larger multi-site studies.

Conclusions and Directions for Future Research

For purposes of the current study, child gender was treated as a control variable, however, 

parenting practices (Hill, 2006; Mandara, Varner, & Richman, 2010) and conduct problems 

(Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Florsheim, Tolan, & Gorman-Smith, 1996) have been 

shown to vary by gender. An extension of this work could be to assess the differences within 

externalizing problems between ethnic minority boys and girls, given differences in 

parenting and experience with discrimination (Brody et al., 2006). Indeed, the socialization 

experiences of Black boys has been found to differ from that of Black girls, particularly 

around the intersection of race and gender (Brown, Barbarin, & Scott, 2013; Hill, 2006).

Similarly, parental gender should be explored in future research. Since the vast majority of 

primary parents were female, perceived racial discrimination cannot be generalized across 

sexes. The unique perspective of Black fathers, as a result of the intersectionality of gender 

and race experiences, may provide different accounts of discrimination from that of Black 

mothers (Thomas, Barrie, & Tynes, 2009; Thomas, Caldwell, & DeLoney, 2012). Same-sex 

couples with intersecting identities (e.g., ethnic minority and gay) may also provide 

interesting perspectives on cumulative forms of discrimination and perspectives of child 

outcomes.

Although this study did not include racial socialization, future research would greatly benefit 

from the inclusion of socialization in sociocultural studies involving parental transmission of 

discriminatory experiences. Racial socialization is the developmental process by which 
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parents shape their children’s knowledge about their own race as it relates to personal and 

group identity, intergroup and interindividual relationships, and position in the social 

hierarchy (Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990). Although racial socialization has 

been examined as a moderator between negative adolescent outcomes and racial 

discrimination (Hughes et al., 2006; Neblett, Terzian, & Harriott, 2010; White-Johnson, 

Ford, Sellers, & 2010), less is known about the effects of racial discrimination on young 

children. While older children may be explicitly socialized for experiences of racial 

discrimination, parents of younger children may be less prepared or feel less equipped to 

talk about discrimination (Peters, 1985). Indeed, research has shown that ethnic minority 

families typically begin socializing children at age 7 (Hughes et al., 2006), thus, children 

may enter into larger social settings (e.g., school, neighborhoods, etc.) without an 

understanding of their emotions associated with racial encounters. This study helps to 

illuminate some of the problems associated with racial discrimination in familial processes 

involving young children.

Finally, further exploration of racial discrimination more generally within ethnic populations 

would be of great benefit. The microaggression scale measure assesses only the frequency of 

discriminatory experiences. It would behoove researchers to be aware of other elements of 

the experiences, such as the type and duration, thus mixed methodology in future studies 

may improve investigators’ knowledge of causal pathways. Qualitative data collection and 

experimental methodology may improve our understanding of discriminatory experiences 

and perceptions and contribute to more precise measurement.

Understanding sociocultural and familial factors that impact Black children’s psychological 

well-being is especially important since they underutilize psychological services (Broman, 

2012) and face greater rates of suspension than their peers (Kaushal & Nepomnyaschy, 

2009). This study suggests that intervening in familial processes related to parental well-

being may be a worthwhile attempt at decreasing both parental depression and school-age 

children’s emotional problems, which may help to address the differential diagnoses and 

disparities within schools and mental health care services for Black youth. Further research 

and applied methods are also necessary to decrease discriminatory experiences that can 

cause parental and child emotional problems in Black families.

Our work indicates a need to consider how to effectively bolster components of familial 

interventions with low-income Black families to address issues of discrimination directly. 

Even with fairly low levels of perceived discrimination reported, the direct association 

between discrimination and child emotional problems conveys the need for additional 

clinical and intervention responses that address more than just depressive symptoms and 

parenting struggles. Although the current project did not differentiate families reporting 

varying levels of discrimination, depression, and/or parenting problems, the high variability 

in responses indicates a line of future study that investigates the potential impact of 

discrimination on these variables with relatively average group-means (e.g., a profile 

approach). Community based participatory research and clinicians within at-risk 

communities should engage local leaders to determine whether discrimination is perceived 

as problematic, and assess ways that the communities themselves feel solutions can be 

reached. Working collaboratively with those who are experiencing the effects of 
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discriminatory practices not only enables participants to contribute to their well-being, but 

also informs the practitioners of additional ways that their interventions can be adapted to 

account for the needs of community members. It is our hope that this study contributes to an 

understanding of the potentially damaging associations with discrimination and encourages 

more efforts to decrease the painful outcomes in Black children’s emotional well-being.
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Figure 1. 
Conceptual model.
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Figure 2. 
Statistical model for relationships between discrimination, depression, parenting, and child 

emotional problems.

***p < .001.
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Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of Primary Parents (PC) and Target Child (TC).

Variable n %

TC gender

 Male 76 46.6

 Female 87 53.4

PC education level

 High school or less 81 49.7

 Partial college or more 82 50.3

Family intervention status

 Intervention 78 47.9

 Control 85 52.1

PC annual gross income ($)

 ≤19,999 95 60.9

 ≥20,000 68 39.1
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