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Abstract

Objectives: This study explores the relationships of individualistic (e.g., competition, material 

success) and collectivistic values (e.g., familism, respect) with risky and prosocial behavior among 

African-American and European-American youth. While previous work has focused upon 

immigrant adolescents, this study expands the research exploring cultural values to other racial-

ethnic groups and to a younger developmental period. This study builds upon culture as 

individually experienced beliefs and practices, potentially espousing multiple cultural orientations 

and relationships to behavior.

Methods: Data from Cohort 3 of a study of 219 urban, suburban, and rural children included 

African-American (42%) and European-American(58%) children, 54% female, ranging from 

grades 1–5 (mean age = 9). Multigroup structural equation models were tested resulting in a 

measurement model that fit similarly across groups (RMSEA=.05, CFI =.94).

Results: African-American children reported higher levels of individualism, and African-

American and European-American children reported espousing similar levels of collectivism. 

Children in higher grades were found to be more collectivistic and less individualistic. 
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Individualistic values were related to children’s lower prosocial and higher rates of problem and 

delinquent behavior. Collectivistic cultural values were associated with reduced rates of problem 

behaviors, controlling for race-ethnicity, gender and grade.

Conclusions: Results provide support for the assertion that youth espouse multiple cultural 

orientations and that collectivistic cultural values can serve as promotive factors for children of 

diverse backgrounds. Practice and policy should seek to understand the role of family, school, and 

community socialization of multiple cultural orientations and nuanced associations with risk and 

resilience.
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The Role of Cultural Values in Problem and Prosocial Behavior among 

African-American and European-AmericanChildren

With the demographic shifts in the United States, there has been increased attention given to 

the influence of cultural and ethnic factors upon children’s developmental outcomes 

(Cabrera et al., 2013; García-Coll et al., 1996; Hill, 2006; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 

1997). Indeed, the U.S. has an increasingly diverse citizenship. Overall, European-

Americans continue to be the largest racial-ethnic group accounting for 76.6 percent of all 

people living in the U.S. African-Americans represent 13.4 percent, Asians 5.8 percent, 

Latino/Hispanics of all races represent approximately 18.1 percent, and 4.2 percent are 

classified as Amerian Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, and 

those with two more races (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Additionally, there are 

approximately 13.2 people in the U.S. who are foreign born. Decades of scholarship have 

been devoted to examining the modalities by which arriving families retain their native 

cultural values and begin to adopt the host culture (Myrdal, 1944; Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). 

Adaptation of various immigrant groups have been compounded by their “voluntary” (by 

choice) and “involuntary” (by slavery or annexation) immigration to the U.S. (Ogbu,1981). 

These diverse histories, patterns, and the transgenerational transmission of cultural values 

continue to be salient.

Models of acculturation and enculturation are informed by immigrants who with each 

subsequent generation, embark on a process of integrating the values of their native country 

with the host culture. These pathways for adapting to the host culture include: assimilation - 

the declining significance of one’s native culture and increasing adoption of the host culture; 

integration - a multicultural identity embracing aspects of both the native and host cultures; 

separation - resistance to the host culture and retention of only the native culture; and 

marginalization/isolation - disconnection from the host or native culture. Acculturative 

processes have been found to vary with the age of migration to and generational status in the 

U.S. (Berry, Phinney, Sam, Vedder, 2006; Halgunseth, Ispa, & Rudy, 2006; Rumbaut & 

Portes, 2001). Cultural-ecological models emphasize the influential role of adaptation not 

only for problem behaviors, but also for positive child development, particularly among 
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racial-ethnic minority groups (Cabrera et al., 2013; García-Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990; 

Ogbu, 1981).

This paper focuses upon culture conceptualized as shared beliefs, values, customs, and 

practices that embody the implicitly or explicitly shared ideas about what is good, right, and 

desirable in a society (Triandis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998; 

Williams, 1970). Cultural values are viewed as “the bases for the specific norms that tell 

people what is appropriate in various situations” (Schwartz, 1999, p. 25). Though less work 

attends to cultural processes for children born in the U.S., the current study draws upon a 

cultural-ecological perspective (Ogbu, 1981) to explore cultural values among African-

American and European-American children who are more often defined by their presumed 

race (physical phenotype) than by their ethnicity (sense of culture, heritage, or nativity) 

(Hughes et al., 2006; Perry, 2001). We use both terms in this paper to acknowledge that race 

and ethnicity can be intertwined in complicated ways (Boykin, 1986; Martin, 1991; Perry, 

2001).

Researchers suggest that societies differ in the degree to which collectivistic and/or 

individualistic values exist within a given culture (Tamis-LeMonda, et al., 2007; Triandis, 

McCusker, & Hui, 1990; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998; Pilgrim & Reuda-Riedle, 2002). 

Collectivist societies are understood in terms of the in-group defining and influencing the 

social behavior of its members with an emphasis on shared experiences, and supporting in-

group members (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Kim, Triandis, Kâğitçibaşi, Choi, & Yoon, 1994; 

Pilgrim & Reuda-Riedle, 2002). Identification and solidarity are expected from individuals 

deemed part of the group, and evaluation of one’s actions is tied to the consequences for the 

in-group (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Pilgrim & Reuda-Riedle, 2002). Conversely, individualism 

is related to the evaluation of one’s actions in terms of consequences for the individual. 

Within more individualistic societies, the emphasis is on uniqueness, independence and 

competition; personal goals are considered more important than in-group goals (Triandis, 

McCusker & Hui 1990; Pilgrim & Reuda-Riedle, 2002).

Studies of cultural values frequently include measures of collectivistic (e.g., familism, 

respect) and individualistic (e.g., competition, material success) values (Kâğitçibaşi, 1997; 

Triandis, McCusker, & Hui,1990). This research has demonstrated that certain cultural 

values (e.g., family obligation) may promote positive development and buffer children from 

the negative effects of poverty and other stressors (Calzada, Tamis-LeMonda, & Yoshikawa, 

2013). Espousing a family orientation or sense of familism emphasizes closeness, support, 

and obligations within the family (Sabogal, Marin, Otero-Sabogal, VanOss, Perez-Stable, 

1987; Schwartz et al., 2013, Schwartz et al., 2014; Steidel & Contreras, 2003; Updegraff, 

McHale, Whiteman, Thayer, & Delgado, 2005).

Fuligni and colleagues examined attitudes toward family obligation among hundreds of first- 

and second-generation adolescents in several studies (Fuligni, 2001; Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 

1999; Fuligni, Yip, & Tseng, 2002; Hardaway & Fuligni, 2006). In this program of research, 

they found that Asian and Latino adolescents retained their parents’ familistic values, 

particularly stronger family obligation values and greater expectations regarding their duty 

to assist, respect and support their families than did their peers of European-American 
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backgrounds. Tseng (2004) found in a large sample of American early adults with Asian 

Pacific, Latino, African/Afro-Caribbean, and European backgrounds that those who valued 

family obligations considerably were more motivated academically, but high family 

behavioral demands evidenced deleterious effects on academic achievement. While valuing 

family obligations is motivating to immigrant youth, family stress can hinder success. Yet, 

daily diary studies have revealed that it is possible to navigate multicultural spaces in ways 

that maintain well-being (Fuligni et al., 2002).

While this research points to the importance of familism for youth born outside of the U. S., 

it would be inappropriate to conclude that family, specifically family closeness, is not 

important for U.S.-born youth of European heritage. Hardaway and Fuligni (2006) found 

European-American adolescents to be similar to their Asian and Latino peers on family 

identification and dyadic closeness. For Chinese-, European-, and Mexican-American youth, 

family interactions and closeness was an important factor in disclosure to their family, and 

reduced susceptibility to peer drug use (Kam & Yang, 2014; Yau, Tasopoulos-Chan, & 

Smetana, 2009). On the other hand, family obligation was related to youth disclosure of 

behavior for Chinese - and Mexican-American but not European-American adolescents 

(Yau, Tasopoulos-Chan, & Smetana, 2009). Thus, different dimensions of family processes 

emerge as salient for various racial-ethnic groups.

In other research comparing immigrant and U.S.-born youth, Phinney, Ong, and Madden 

(2000) found Armenian, Vietnamese, and Mexican recent immigrants rate family obligations 

as significantly more important than African-American U.S.-born youth, who rated family 

obligations higher than their European-American U.S.-born counterparts. However, this 

cannot be construed to mean that European-Americans are singularly individualistic. For 

example, Wang and Tamis-Lemonda (2003) conducted a study that examined the cultural 

values of parents living in the urban cities of Taiwan and the U.S. and they found that non-

Latino, European-American parents emphasized some aspects of individualism but also 

rated connectedness as important. This research offers some nuanced support for the values 

of family connectedness and to a lesser degree, family obligation among European-

American individuals and more support for these values among immigrant children and 

youth of color. Nevertheless, the cultural orientation of parents can include a mix of values 

held dear to them and transmited to their children.

Though not always studied under the conceptual framework of familism, there is scholarship 

dedicated to understanding the importance of kinship, family bonds, and mutual 

interdependence among African-American families (Billingsley, 1994; Boykin, 1986; Hill, 

1999; Nobles, 1991; Sudarkasa, 1998). So often when African-Americans are discussed in 

the U.S., it is in terms of their presumed race (i.e. physical appearance or phenotype), and 

not ethnicity or culture (Landrine & Klonoff, 1996). Indeed, the shift in nomenclature to 

“African-American” was to situate this group in terms of their “involuntary immigration” 

from countries and cultures of origin (Martin, 1991; Ogbu, 1981). Though an area of 

controversy, classic work by anthropologists and historians have refuted the premise that the 

slavery experience resulted in the demise of African-American cultural retentions 

(Genovese, 1976; Gutman, 1976; Herskovits, 1990). In an effort to understand the cultural 

realms in which African-Americans find themselves, Boykin (1986) conceptualized the 
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triple quandary theory including; 1) “mainstream” experience, i.e., more individualistic and 

competitive beliefs and values common to the majority culture within the U.S.; 2) the 

“minority” experience that refers to coping strategies and defense mechanisms developed in 

response to oppression and social stratification; and 3) the “Afro-cultural experience” that 

refers to cultural aspects such as a value for kinship and extended family ties.

In empirical studies of cultural values with African-American adolescent girls, Constantine, 

Alleyne, Wallace, and Franklin-Jackson (2006) found that collectivistic values 

operationalized as collective work and responsibility, cooperative economics, and self-

determination, were associated with higher levels of self esteem, perceived social support, 

and life satisfaction. The results from this study exemplified the process by which 

collectivistic and individual cultural value orientations may be functional or complementary 

with support from the group fostering individual development of the girls (Constantine et al., 

2006; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2007). Thomas, Townsend, and Belgrave (2003) found that 

collectivistic values (e.g., spiritual orientation, and extended family kinship connections) 

were associated with higher psychosocial adjustment including more positive racial-ethnic 

identity, greater self-esteem, and more positive teacher ratings of child behavior. In a study 

of the cultural values of African-American upper elementary-age children, students and their 

parents had significantly stronger preferences for cultural and communal activities at home 

and at school than for individualistic and competitive activities. However, perceived teacher 

classroom preferences were significantly higher for individualistic and competitive 

activities; underscoring the importance of multiple cultural orientations predominant across 

various contexts (Tyler, Boykin, Miller, & Hurley, 2006). Individualistic and collectivistic 

cultural values may function relative to various situational contexts.

Waterman (1981) has argued that some degree of individualism, particularly freedom and 

the ability to choose, is critical to developing autonomy and agency. In cross-national data of 

respondents from dozens of countries on multiple continents, individualism has been found 

to be strongly correlated with subjective well-being and happiness (Diener, Diener & Diener, 

1995; Veenhoven, 1999; Diener & Diener, 2009; Eckersley & Dear, 2002). In studies of 

adolescent respondents, Schwartz et al. (2013) found psychological well-being was 

positively linked with individualistic values and negatively associated with collectivistic 

values across gender, first-generation and second-generation immigrants, and the six ethnic 

groups included in the sample (European-American, African-American, Latino/a, East/

Southeast Asians, South Asians, and Middle Easterners). Thus, some focus on the self has 

been found to be helpful to well-being. Research conducted by Lam and Zane (2004), 

among European-American(n=79) and Asian-American participants (n=79) ages 17–44 

years old, indicated that European-Americans were more individualistic and scored higher in 

primary control construals (i.e., changing the existing environment to fit the individual’s 

need) versus secondary construals (i.e., the individual’s feelings and thoughts adjust to the 

objective environment). Research with African-Americans has supported the beneficial 

function of an individualistic orientation, particularly in terms of “effort optimism,” that is, a 

belief in hard work and sacrifice, and children’s motivation to achieve (Jagers, 1998; Lewis, 

Sullivan, & Bybee, 2006). Thus, some degree of individualism might be functional in the 

development of a sense of well-being and motivation.
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On the other hand, a strong individual focus has also been found to be linked to less optimal 

outcomes. In international research, using data from the World Health Organization (WHO) 

across 11–22 Western and non-Western countries, individualistic values were linked to 

higher rates of suicide, especially for males, (Eckersley & Dear, 2002). Another potential 

aspect of individualism includes a materialistic ethos concerned with the acquisition of 

goods and maximization of profit. Studies have found that people oriented in this way report 

diminished well-being (Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002) across various age groups and in several 

cultures around the world (Cohen & Cohen, 1996; Schor, 2004). Second, adolescents high in 

materialism report more anti-social activities (Cohen & Cohen, 1996; Kasser, Ryan, 

Couchman, & Sheldon, 2004). These results suggest that an inordinate focus on the self is 

not adaptive.

Though there is some research to suggest differences in cultural values by race-ethnicity, this 

variation is not always in predictable directions. In a nuanced meta-analytic study, 

European-Americans scored higher on Triandis and Gelfand’s (1998) more vertical aspects 

of individualism (e.g., competition and personal achievement), whereas African-Americans 

scored higher in horizontal individualism (aspects of uniqueness and autonomy) (Vargas & 

Kemmelmeier, 2013). In yet another meta-analysis, African-American, Asian, and Latino 

youth were found to be more collectivistic than European-Americans (Coon & 

Kemmelmeier, 2001) but, African-Americans were higher than Asian and European 

Americans in terms of individualism. Thus, as these studies suggest, variation in cultural 

values may be due to living in a multi-cultural society in which people interact and influence 

each other in their multiple contexts.

Scholars recognize the problems inherent in placing individualism and collectivism into an 

overly simplistic dichotomy (Pilgrim & Reuda-Riedle, 2002; Tamis-LeMonda et. al, 2007). 

While some may presume that individualistic and collectivistic values are orthogonal, these 

values may not be mutually exclusive; both types of values may be espoused within the 

individual, family, or society (Triandis & Gelfand, 1998; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2007), 

particularly in a multi-cultural society (Guerra & Smith, 2006). Tamis-LeMonda and 

colleagues (2007) assert that orientation to individualistic and collectivistic values can be 

presented along a continuum, and may vary contextually. For example, more individualistic 

values may manifest at school, while more collectivistic values might manifest at home, in 

neighborhoods, or faith communitites. While these values may seem opposing, they are not 

necessarily in conflict with each other. Yamada and Singlelis (1999) found that people who 

were raised in a collectivistic culture and lived in an individualistic culture for several years, 

were high in both value orientations, were better adjusted, and could deal with adversities 

more successfully.

Nevertheless, aspects of cultural value orientations can be conflicting (interfere with each 

other), additive (both goals are endorsed) or functional (goals of each value orientation may 

facilitate each other) (Tamis-Lemonda et al., 2007). We contend that children living in a 

multi-cultural society, exposed to diverse cultural orientations, may espouse both 

collectivistic and individualistic values at the individual level, though they may live in an 

overarching culture that may be more predominantly individually or collectively focused and 

vice versa (Ipsa et al, 2004; Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010; Triandis & 
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Gelfand, 1998). Ecological theories often relegate culture to the ‘outer ring’ of their 

concentric circles; constraining the influence of culture on children’s development as more 

distal through its influences on society, policies, and media, which in turn influence families 

and communities. However, as individuals experience culture, it is a construct that is 

personal, up-close, and often a proximal influence, affecting daily individual or family 

practices (Vélez-Agosto, Soto-Crespo, Vizcarrondo-Oppenheimer, Vega-Molina, & García 

Coll, 2017).

Summary and Research Aims

In the U.S., a country of people from diverse racial-ethnic and cultural backgrounds, 

previous research has found collectivistic values such as familism and communalism to be 

beneficial to immigrant and racial-ethnic minority populations, though exorbidant family 

demands can be stressful and less adaptive. The available research on European-American 

youth indicates some value of family closeness, though family obligations are less salient for 

this group. It is important to acknowledge that there is diversity among youth who emanate 

from across Europe and vary in the importance of family, culture and ethnicity. Subsequent 

generations of immigrants from Europe may not even think of themselves primarily in 

racial, ethnic, or cultural terms; Perry refers to this as the “invisibility” of race and culture 

for young people of European heritage (Perry, 2001). Race, culture and ethnicity might be 

more salient to European-American children contingent upon whether they are in a context 

in which they are the numerical minority (Perry, 2001).

Previous research on African-Americans born in the U.S. affirms their espousal of 

collectivistic values emphasizing family closeness, community bonding and solidarity but 

they also espouse some individualistic values, particularly pertinent to the “horizontal” 

values of autonomy. As research moves away from artificially dichotomizing cultural values, 

we recognize that some focus on the individual is related to well-being while an inordinate 

focus on material success has been found to be related to behavioral problems. These 

findings reflect the complexity of culture in which youth may espouse values, beliefs, and 

practices from multiple cultural orientations that vary across contexts in ways that are 

potentially complementary or conflicting (Boykin, 1986; Tamis-Lemonda et al., 2007; 

Triandis, 1990).

Whereas the vast majority of this work in the U.S. has been conducted with immigrant 

adolescents, elementary-age children are an often overlooked population. Examining 

children in young and middle childhood is important because “early starters,” those who 

evidence problem behaviors in early and middle childhood, are at increased risk for 

delinquency or drug use and generally require more comprehensive interventions (Alltucker, 

Bullis, Close, & Yovanoff, 2006; Milton, Woods, Dugdill, Porcellato, & Springett, 2008; 

Patterson, Forgatch, Yoerger, & Stoolmiller, 1998; Sprague & Walker, 2000). Being aware of 

one’s racial-ethnic group is a developmental task and cultural values may be salient for 

children even before adolescence (Aboud, 1988; Caughy, Nettles, O’Campo, & Lohrfink, 

2006; Quintana & Vera, 1999; Smith, Levine, Smith, Prinz, & Dumas, 2009; Thomas et al., 

2003; Tyler et al., 2006). Given the paucity of research on cultural values among elementary 

school-age children, the primary aim of this study was to examine how collectivistic and 
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individualistic value orientations may be related to risky behaviors and prosocial behaviors 

among less studied groups of African-American and European-American school age 

children.

The current study examines cultural value orientations of elementary-age children across 

age/grade, gender, race-ethnicity and how these factors might be related to prosocial and 

problematic behavior. The specific aims of the current study were as follows: 1) examine the 

cultural values of individualism (material success, competition, and personal achievement) 

and collectivism (familism and respect) for African-American and European-American 

elementary-age children; 2) examine whether cultural values (collectivism and 

individualism) vary with children’s race-ethnicity, gender, and grade level (as a proxy for 

age); and 3) explore the degree to which collectivistic and individualistic cultural values are 

associated with behavioral outcomes (i.e., conduct problems, emotional symptoms, problem 

behavior, and pro-social behavior) for children who vary in gender, grade, and race-ethnicity.

Method

Participants

The current data is from Cohort 3 of the LEGACY Together Project, collected in 2011–12, 

including a sample of 302 1st-5th grade elementary school-aged children recruited from 32 

afterschool program sites. On average, these afterschool programs were relatively diverse; 

16.30% African Amerian, 65.98% European American, 12.05% Latino/a, 3.25% Asian, and 

2.42% other-identified. These afterschool program sites were housed in 75 schools that 

varied in level of urbanicity (8% rural, 61% suburban, and 29.3% urban i.e., based on Phan 

and Glander (2008). Also, the neighborhoods in which these afterschool programs were 

implemented varied in their level of disadvantage (Range: −0.95 – 2.50), which is a 

standardized index of census-based poverty indicators (i.e., poverty, unemployment, less 

than high school education, female-headed households, residential instability.)

The participating children self-identified as 30% African-American, 47% European 

American, 6% Latino/a, and 17% mixed race-ethnicity or other; 54% female; and were 7–11 

years old (Mean age = 8.50, SD =1.10). The sample (n=68) of Latino and mixed race youth 

was too small for separate analyses; as such, this study focuses on the African-American and 

European-American children only. Additionally, 15 children were excluded from the current 

study due to missing data on key study variables. Therefore, the current study includes 219 

children, 55% female, 42% African-American and 58% European-American(58%), and the 

mean age is 8 years old (SD = 2.38).

Procedures

Consent for parents of children was obtained via letters sent to the home from the 

afterschool programs to which they could decline their child’s participation at any time and 

their data would be deleted; children were asked to assent prior to conducting the survey. 

The research team provided password-protected, personal digital assistants (PDAs) for 

survey completion, which took approximately 45–60 minutes. To make the process more 

developmentally appropriate and maintain children’s attention to the surveys, joke and 
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cartoon breaks were built into the PDAs after each 15-minute section. The survey focused on 

various dimensions of youth self-perceptions, behavior, and community context, in addition 

to sections examining youth cultural orientations, the focus of the current study. All study 

procedures were approved by the university Institutional Review Board.

Measures

The following sections describe the measures. Demographic data were collected and 

consisted of child gender (0 = boy, 1 = girl), grade (0 = 1st - 3rd, 1 = 4th - 5th), age, and race-

ethnicity (0 = African-American, 1 = European American).

Cultural values.—The Mexican American Cultural Values Scale (MACVS) was used to 

assess cultural values of individualism and collectivism among Mexican American families 

in a longitudinal study in Arizona (Knight et al., 2009; Knight, Mazza, & Carlo, 2018). The 

current study is the only one we could identify using an African-American and European-

American sample with this tested and reliable instrument. Four subscales from the MACVS 

were used to assess individualistic values (competition and personal achievement, n = 4 

items; material success, n = 5 items) and collectivistic values (family obligation, n = 5 items, 

respect, n = 8 items). With our sample, the measure demonstrated acceptable reliability 

(Cronbach alpha’s ranging from .71 - .86) for the subscales of respect (.86 for African-

Americans and .87 for European Americans), familism (.87 and .78 respectively), 

competition, (.73 and .68), and material success (.82 and .84). Further psychometric 

information is provided later when discussing construct validity.

Child behavioral outcomes.—Children’s socio-emotional and behavioral outcomes 

were assessed using child reports of the Strengths, Difficulties, Questionnaire (SDQ) 

(Goodman, Meltzer, & Bailey, 2003; Mellor, 2004). The SDQ is comprised of 27 items to 

which participants responded on a 3-point scale indicating the degree to which each item is 

“not true, sometimes true, or very true.” We modified two of the original 25 items to make 

the items clearer and unambiguous for elementary children (Mellor, 2004). The SDQ sums 

and averages the scores on the items resulting in a total score and subscale scores on conduct 

problems, emotional symptoms, and prosocial behavior.

The conduct problem scale (Mean = 1.42, SD = .41; α = .58) included five items (e.g., I get 

very angry and often lose my temper). The emotional symptoms scale (Mean = 1.57, SD = .

50; α = .78) included six items (e.g., I worry a lot). The prosocial behavior scale (Mean = 

2.52, SD = .48, a = .80) included six items (e.g., ‘I try to be nice to other people” and “I care 

about their feelings”). All subscales demonstrated adequate to high reliability and the child-

reported SDQ has been found to be congruent with parent reports (Mellor, 2004).

Problem behaviors and substance use were assessed by a developmentally-appropriate self-

report measure obtained from Loeber and colleagues’ Pittsburgh longitudinal study of 

delinquency (Russo et al., 1993). These items begin by asking children if they know how 

and where to obtain fairly mundane items like apples or money, progressing to riskier items 

like cigarettes or alcohol. The subsequent five items, and focus of the current study, assess 

involvement in experimenting with substances and problem behaviors to which youth could 

respond yes or no. Items included theft (taking things from others that don’t belong to you), 
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vandalism (destroying or damaging something that doesn’t belong to you), smoking 

cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and experimenting with marijuana. A count variable was 

created measuring the total number of problem behaviors for which children reported an 

affirmative response. Scores ranged from 0 to 7 (Mean = .83, SD = 1.22).

Data Analysis

Missing data analyses were conducted on all variables of interest and showed that only 6% 

or less of the data was missing on most variables for this sample; approximately 5% of the 

data was missing for the problem behavior measure. Full information maximum likelihood 

(FIML) estimation was used for all analytical models in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2010). 

No significant race-ethnicity, gender, or grade level differences were observed between the 

children that responded and did not respond to the measures of interest.

Results

First, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) (SPSS v.22) using principal axis factoring (PAF) 

and varimax rotation was performed on a 22-item MACVS measure without any constraints. 

In the initial analyses, the scree plot indicating the number of factors and associated 

eigenvalues, a proxy for variance accounted for by the factor, suggested a 3 or 4 factor 

model. The 3-factor EFA suggested 3 factors with most loadings above .40 representing 1) 

the respect and familism subscales; 2) the material success subscale and one item from the 

competition and personal achievement subscale; and 3) the competition and personal 

achievement scale with only two items with loadings over .40. Given that a factor needs to 

have at least three variables to be considered a factor (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), factor 3 

was considered meaningless. We then conducted a 2-factor EFA (see Table 1). Factor 1, 

collectivistic values was comprised of the same items as before (i.e. respect and familism) 

and explained 32% of the variance. Factor 2, individualistic values, included the material 

success, competition and personal achievement items and explained 49% of the variance. 

Two items, one each from the collectivistism and individualism factors, were removed as 

their factor loadings were below .40 along with an item that cross-loaded on both factors 

(Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 1998) (See Table 1).

Next, confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) (MPlus v. 7) was conducted to evaluate the 2-

factor (collectivistic and individualistic values) model fit. Following conventions of Hu and 

Bentler (1999), which suggestan acceptable fit is indicated by a non-significant chi-square; a 

comparative fit index (CFI) of .90 or above; a root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) of .06 or less; and SRMR of .08 or less, this model had an acceptable fit (χ2 

(152) = 243.28, p < .001; RMSEA = .05, CFI =.93; SRMR = .07). Examination of the 

standardized estimates showed that two items in the collectivistic values factor (i.e., 

“Children should respect adults like they are parents”; “It is important for children to 

understand that adults should have final say when decisions are made”) and two items in the 

individualistic values factor (i.e., “Parents should encourage children to do everything better 

than others”; “Owning a lot of nice things makes one very happy”) had very low factor 

loadings (Range = .49 - .53) compared to the other items, suggesting that these items were 

not contributing to their respective factors (Furr, 2011). Therefore, these items were 
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removed, and a CFA was performed again. This model had a good fit (χ2 (90) = 135.02, p 
< .01; RMSEA = .05, CFI =.96; SRMR = .06).

Next, multi-group CFAs were performed for the 2-factor model to examine measurement 

invariance across the African-American and European-American sample. Using the 

guidelines provided by Muthén and Muthén (2010), the models were first freely estimated 

such that factor loadings were allowed to vary across the African-American and European-

American sample. Next, constrained models were examined in which factor loadings were 

not allowed to vary across the two racial-ethnic groups. Among African-Americans, the 

loadings were somewhat higher for 2 items in the familism scale representing family 

obligations (i.e., “Children should be taught that it is their duty to care for their parents when 

their parents get old” and “If a relative is having a hard time financially, one should help 

them out if possible”); the difference between the loadings was .10 - .14. However, the 

Satorra-Bentler chi-square difference test (https://www.statmodel.com/chidiff.shtml) was not 

statistically significant (χ2
diff = 7.87, dfdiff = 13, ns) suggesting that the 2-factor model of 

cultural values was invariant, thus measured similarly overall, across the African-American 

and European-American samples. Table 2 provides descriptive data on all of the key 

measures in the study including means, standard deviations, internal consistency reliability 

and preliminary correlational data.

Structure Equation Modeling (SEM) analyses were performed in Mplus v.7 to examine 

whether cultural values varied by race-ethnicity, gender, and grade (research question 2) and 

the association of cultural values with behavioral outcomes (research question 3). 

Individualistic and collectivistic values were included as latent variables. Findings related to 

research questions 2 and 3 are presented incrementally, although the comprehensive model 

was tested simultaneously (See Figure 1). Overall, the model had a moderately acceptable fit 

(χ2 (187) = 286.33, p < .001; RMSEA =.05, CFI = .94; SRMR = .06).

Results showed that European-American children endorsed less individualistic values than 

African-American children (β = −.42, p < .01; 95% CI = [−.65, −.19]); however, African-

American and European-American children did not significantly differ in their reports of 

collectivistic values as measured in this study. Boys and girls endorsed similar level of 

collectivistic and individualistic values. Also, children in 4th and 5th grades reported 

significantly less individualistic values (β = −.47, p < .01; 95% CI = [−.70, −.24]) and more 

collectivistic values (β = .30, p = .04; 95% CI = [.06, .53]) compared to children in 1st, 2nd, 

and 3rd grades.

In terms of the relationships between values and behavior, children who endorsed more 

collectivistic values reported significantly less problem behaviors (β = −.24, p = .03, 95% CI 

= [−.42, −.06]). Children who endorsed more individualistic values reported significantly 

less prosocial behaviors (b = −.30, p < .001, 95% CI = [−.44, −. 16]) but more conduct 

problems and delinquent problem behaviors (bconduct problems = .35, p < .001, 95% CI = [.

24, .46]; bproblem behavior = .28, p < .001, 95% CI = [.15, .41]).

Additional analyses were performed to examine if the association of cultural values with 

behavioral outcomes differed between European-American and African American children. 
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First, a model was tested that allowed the paths to vary between groups. Second, a fully 

constrained model was examined such that all estimates were constrained to be equal across 

the two groups. The Satorra-Bentler chi-square difference test was not statistically 

significant (χ2
diff = 26.08, dfdiff = 29, p = 0.62), suggesting that the model fit equally well 

for both groups of students. Therefore, the pattern of associations between cultural values 

and behavior were similar (i.e., not significantly different from one another) among African-

American and European-American children.

Discussion

The present study was conducted to examine the cultural values of individualism and 

collectivism for African-American and European-American school-age children; whether 

these cultural values (collectivism and individualism) varied with children’s race-ethnicity, 

gender, and grade level; and to explore the degree to which collectivistic and individualistic 

cultural values were associated with children’s behavioral outcomes taking into account their 

race-ethnicity, gender, and grade level. Findings demonstrated that we could measure 

cultural values with reliability and validity across African-American and European-

American racial-ethnic groups; however, at the item level, there were some small variations 

with higher loadings of a few items describing family respect and obligations for African-

American children. Nevertheless, these variations were not large enough to result in 

significantly different conceptualizations of cultural values based upon our exploratory and 

confirmatory factor analyses. Further, once configured conceptually, all children in the 

sample were found to endorse collectivism similarly (with some items regarding family 

obligations that had higher loading for African-American children deleted) and African-

American children actually reported higher levels of individualism. Thus, using these 

measures of cultural values and youth socio-behavioral outcomes, our findings did not 

provide support a dichotomous notion of classifying racial-ethnic groups as solely 

individualistic or collectivistic. Instead, our findings supported the notion that both value 

orientations can co-exist (Triandis et al., 1990; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2007). Collectivistic 

and individualistic values were found in both groups and, collectivistic values were 

associated with more adaptive behavior regardless of race-ethnicity.

Supporting Boykin’s (1986) triple quandry theory, African-American children possessed 

both individualistic and collectivistic values; they actually indicated higher levels of 

individualistic values that were less adapatative behaviorally. This finding may be due to the 

value of competition and material success being stressed in some contexts. For example, 

previous research has found schools to encourage individual values of competition (Tyler et 

al., 2006). Previous research has found a more materialistic emphasis among those who are 

less-advantaged economically, and this may well be the case in this study (Kasser & Ahuvia, 

2002; Kasser et al., 2004). However, given the relationship in our study of individualistic 

values to problem behaviors for African-American and European-American children, 

families and other contexts might do well to encourage more collectivistic approaches that 

help youth to be attuned to the impact of their actions personally and for the group. For the 

European-American children, this is another example of how they, presumably in an 

overarching individualistic society, exhibited more collectivistic values at an individual level, 

albeit items measuring family obligations had lower loadings for this group. It also points to 
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the potential diversity within the group of children labeled as European-American, in this 

northeastern state where many know the ethnicity of their forebears, they may emanate from 

groups across Europe that vary in the degree to which family obligations and respect are of 

import. It is also possible that youth in multi-cultural contexts influence each other in terms 

of their cultural values.

All the children in the sample with more collectivistic values reported engaging in 

significantly less delinquent problem behaviors. Conversely, children high in an 

individualistic orientation reported less prosocial behavior, increased conduct problems, and 

experimentation with drugs and alcohol, vandalism, and theft. Children with an 

individualistic cultural orientation may be over-focused on themselves and material gain 

whereas collectivistic children may possess more empathy and awareness of how their 

actions affect others.

The role of age and gender were also examined in this study. Grade differences were 

observed, with 4th and 5th graders reporting more collectivistic but less individualistic 

values than children in 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade. According to Eriksonian theory (1994) and 

cultural perspective-taking theory (Quintana, 1994), older children, regardless of their race-

ethnicity, may be more collectivistic. As young people grow, they are expected to have less 

egocentric notions of self and an awareness of others that may be related to collectivism and 

prosocial behaviors. Based on Gilligan’s (1982) work on gender socialization and the “care 

perspective,” we posited that girls would demonstrate higher levels of collectivistic 

orientation due to how girls are socialized to consider the consequences of their actions on 

others and are expected to exhibit less conduct problems or delinquent behaviors. 

Surprinsingly however, irrespective of age, girls and boys demonstrated similar levels of 

collectivistic and individualistic values.

In sum, we contend that these data support the belief that collectivism and individualism 

should be considered with complexity, across culture, gender, and the multiple socio-cultural 

contexts that influence children’s actions, and interactions. While we find collectivistic 

values to be related to more prosocial behavior, previous research with adolescents has 

found a more individualistic orientation might foster academic achievement and motivation; 

an important topic for future exploration given mixed prior research findings in this regard 

(Tseng, 2004; Tyler et al., 2006). Based on stage-environment fit models (Eccles, Midgley, 

Wigfield, Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan, & MacIver, 1993; Gutman & Eccles, 2007), we 

contend that children balance these cultural value orientations according to specific contexts 

(i.e., school, home, community, faith community, extracurricular activities). However, in this 

study, we find collectivtistic values to be more helpful in terms of behavioral outcomes for 

this sample but future research could also explore relationships with academic and mental 

health outcomes across multiple contexts.

Strengths and Limitations

These findings indicate that cultural values are significantly related to elementary-age 

children’s behavior. Much of the scholarship examining cultural values with immigrant 

adolescents and young adults in the U.S. using African-American and European Americans 

for comparison. We further extend the predominant scholarship to better understand our 
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sample of African-American and European-American elementary-school-aged children in 

urban, suburban, and rural regions of a northeastern state, supporting the external validity of 

our findings across a fairly broad group of children. Future work might attend to the 

potential role of neighborhood structure and interactions in diverse children’s endorsement 

of cultural values, given that neighborhoods are also cultural socialization agents 

(Witherspoon, Daniels, Mason, & Smith, 2016).

As with any study, there are limitations, one being the cross-sectional design. Also, our 

study predominantly uses child self-reported measures, though previous research has 

demonstrated child self-reports to correspond with other parent and teacher sources (Mellor, 

2004). It would be important for future work to examine development and change in cultural 

values as children age with multiple reports and how this may be related to prosocial and 

risky behaviors. In terms of exploring developmental effects in future research, it is possible 

that certain cultural values may be especially important for younger children, but autonomy 

and individualistic values may play a stronger role in influencing behaviors in later 

adolescence and adulthood.

We acknowledge that our study focused on African-American and European-American 

children and that the sample of Latino, Asian, Native American and other-identified children 

in our original dataset was small. Notwithstanding, there are fewer studies examining the 

cultural values of African-American and European-Americanchildren; all of whom are 

young people living in increasingly diverse environments. We hope this study will serve as a 

springboard for other studies examining the role of cultural values for children of diverse 

ethnic and racial groups across development with implications for future research that 

examines the role of family and community contexts in cultural socialization and youth.
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Figure 1. 
Association of cultural values with children’s behavioral outcomes.

Note. Coding was as follows: (0 = boy, 1 = girl), grade (0 = 1st – 3rd, 1 = 4th – 5th), and race-

ethnicity (0 = African American, 1 = European American).

Solid lines represent associations of cultural values with behavioral outcomes; dotted lines 

represent associations of individual characteristics with cultural values and behavioral 

outcomes. For ease of representation, marginal and non-significant findings are not shown in 

this figure. ***p < .001. **p < .05. *p < .05.
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