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Parental Cultural Socialization and Critical Consciousness in Two Samples of BIPOC and
White Adolescents

This study examines: (1) To what extent do received cultural socialization messages
predict youth critical consciousness? and (2) Does this relationship differ for White and BIPOC
youth? High school students (n = 186) and college undergraduates (n = 373) completed surveys
for the present study. Across both samples, race/ethnicity significantly moderated the relation
between cultural socialization and critical reflection of racism. For BIPOC youth, cultural
socialization was positively associated with critical reflection, suggesting that learning about
their cultural group fosters deeper awareness of racially oppressive forces. In contrast, for White
youth, cultural socialization was negatively associated with critical reflection, indicating that
such messages may relate to a weaker recognition of oppression. These findings highlight the
critical role of parental racial/ethnic messages in shaping how young people understand their
racialized worlds. We discuss implications for fostering White youth’s antiracist development

and strengthening BIPOC youth’s critical reflection.
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Racism remains a deeply entrenched, pervasive element of American society,
dramatically shaping institutions, interpersonal relationships, and individual experiences (Garcia
Coll et al., 1996; Iruka et al., 2022). In the wake of widespread Black Lives Matter protests in
2020, the United States experienced temporary strides in civil rights discourse and increased
awareness of racial justice (Dunivin et al., 202; Primbs et al., 2024). However, substantial
structural and cultural manifestations of racism have persisted and even spread amidst the rise of
right-wing populist movements around the world, reinforcing cycles of inequality, prejudice, and
discrimination (Giani & Meon, 2019; Ruisch & Ferguson, 2022).

In this context, ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness have been posited as
developmental assets that support youth and young people in coping with and resisting racism.
Ethnic-racial socialization, or the verbal and nonverbal messages parents transmit to their
children about race, racism, and culture, has been linked to more adaptive coping and stronger
ethnic-racial identity among adolescents of color (Hughes et al., 2006). Critical consciousness, or
the extent to which an individual recognizes and resists social inequity (Watts et al., 2011), can
protect adolescents of color against race-related stress by disrupting the internalization of racial
hierarchies and instead fostering an understanding of systemic oppression and motivation to
challenge it (Heberle et al., 2020). In this paper, we explore the relations between parental
ethnic-racial socialization— with particular attention to cultural socialization— and critical
consciousness.

Though ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness are regarded as
developmental assets for adolescents of color in particular, we are interested in exploring how
the relationship between these two constructs may differ for BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and

People of Color) and White young people. In doing so, we strive to contribute to theory



regarding the development of critical consciousness and explore how ethnic-racial socialization
may factor into the anti-racist development of White adolescents. Importantly, the foundational
theories and literatures of both of these constructs are rooted in the experiences of youth and
families of color. Thus, in the following sections, we seek to provide an overview of the relevant
literature first on ethnic-racial socialization and then on critical consciousness, for both
adolescents of color— where the majority of empirical work lies— and White adolescents.
Ethnic-Racial Socialization for Adolescents of Color

In 2006, Hughes and colleagues published a comprehensive review of the literature
which documents several types of messaging that are both prominent and relatively consistent
across racially diverse samples of families: cultural socialization, preparation for bias,
egalitarianism, and promotion of mistrust. Other socialization strategies exist and have been
documented in the literature (see for example, Bentley-Edwards & Stevenson, 2016; Kyere &
Huguley, 2020; Lateef et al., 2024), however, the preceding four strategies are the most broadly
discussed. In the present study, we focus on perhaps the most widely-studied parental
ethnic-racial socialization strategy: cultural socialization. Cultural socialization refers to
messages that teach children about their ethnic/racial heritage, history, and traditions and may
seek to promote cultural or racial pride. This type of socialization can take many forms, such as
parents teaching their children their mother tongue, talking about important historical or cultural
figures or events, and traveling to parents’ home countries (Hughes, 2003; Hughes et al., 2006;
Hughes & Chen, 1997). For many parents of color, imbuing a strong sense of cultural identity
and ethnic-racial pride is a key parenting priority that buffers their children against the

deleterious effects of cultural racism and White supremacy.



Umafia-Taylor and Hill’s (2020) systematic review on family ethnic-racial socialization
revealed a strong empirical base showing a large, positive relationship between cultural
socialization and multiple indicators of positive development for BIPOC youth— a more positive
and robust relationship than has been collectively found for any of the other three primary
ethnic-racial socialization strategies. In particular, cultural socialization acts as a promotive
factor for adolescents of color through its strong, positive links with indicators of adjustment,
including self-esteem (e.g., Gonzales-Backen et al., 2017), psychological well-being (e.g.,
Nguyen et al., 2015), and ethnic-racial identity (e.g., Brittian et al., 2013). Another recent
systematic review by Anderson and colleagues (2024) revealed similarly expansive positive
relationships between cultural socialization and a range of developmental outcomes in African
American families specifically. Together, empirical work over the last few decades strongly
suggests that ethnic-racial socialization experiences provide youth of color with a broad range of
psychological benefits, specifically via promoting socioemotional adjustment and a strong sense
of both ethnic-racial and cultural identity (Umaia-Taylor & Hill, 2020), which may form the
foundation of critical consciousness development.

Notably, parents’ ethnic-racial socialization practices are not static throughout childhood,
but rather shift dynamically with children’s age, experiences, and emerging cognitive abilities
(Hughes et al., 2006). As children move from childhood to adolescence, they experience gains in
cognitive capacity that allow them to think about abstract concepts like race and ethnicity in
ways similar to adults (Aboud, 1988). Thus, most explicit ethnic-racial socialization— particularly
ethnic-racial socialization that contends with nuanced racial dynamics— occurs as children age
into adolescence (Hughes et al., 2006). It follows then, that the literature has primarily focused

on this age range. In the current study, we are interested in exploring the relationship between



ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness in two samples of young people: earlier
adolescents and later adolescents/young adults. Our interest in comparing these two populations
stems from our recognition that as youth age, parents’ role in ethnic-racial socialization may
decrease as other socialization agents (e.g., peers, schools, media) become increasingly present,
which may shift mechanisms to promote critical consciousness. However, parents remain
important socializers throughout development, even as the ways in which their socialization
messages continue to influence their children change throughout young adulthood (Jones &
Rogers, 2023). We explore these developmental differences in the present study.

Ethnic-Racial Socialization for White Adolescents

The foundational work on ethnic-racial socialization historically focused on families of
color, due to the recognition that parents of color employ ethnic-racial socialization as a
culturally-informed, adaptive process to intergenerationally share cultural assets and prepare
their children to contend with discrimination and marginalization (Garcia Coll et al., 1996,
Huguley et al., 2019). Whereas the importance of ethnic-racial socialization in the practices of
families of color is well known, much less is known about how ethnic-racial socialization
operates in the lives of White families. Investigating ethnic-racial socialization messages
received by White youth may help illuminate the development of attitudes of racial
inclusion/exclusion critical to combating interpersonal bias and prejudice.

In the relatively limited body of research focused on White ethnic-racial socialization,
scholars have found that White parents tend to engage in explicit ethnic-racial socialization less
frequently than parents of color (Brown et al., 2007; Rivas-Drake et al., 2009; Zucker &
Patterson, 2018) and tend to downplay the importance of racial differences as well as the

existence of racial inequities, favoring an egalitarian approach (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Pahlke et



al., 2012; Vittrup, 2018). If we understand ethnic-racial socialization to be a relational process
that occurs within (and in conversation with) White supremacy (Moffitt & Rogers, 2022), these
strategies of silence about race and color-evasive socialization (Vittrup, 2018) serve to reify the
messages of White supremacy by rendering Whiteness as “normative and invisible” (Moffitt et
al., 2021) and failing to disrupt children’s passive absorption of cultural racism.

In their recent systematic review on ethnic-racial socialization in White families, Nieri et
al. (2024) found that, although general trends show that White parents tend to engage in
significantly less explicit ethnic-racial socialization than their counterparts of color, both
traditional (i.e., Hughes et al.’s framework) and more recently documented (e.g., silence about
race, color-evasive vs. color-conscious) socialization strategies are in use by White parents.
Notably, some of the same ethnic-racial socialization strategies observed in families of color are
also reported in White families, including preparation for bias, egalitarian socialization, and
cultural socialization. Indeed, both seminal systematic reviews from Hughes et al. (2006) and
Umana-Taylor and Hill (2020) suggest that, by and large, the canonical framework of
ethnic-racial socialization may generally be applied to White young people, with some clear
exceptions.

On the other hand, in their conceptual review, Loyd and Gaither (2018) posit that
ethnic-racial socialization operates qualitatively differently in the development of White youth
given their historical social dominance in the racial hierarchy of America. Thus, although
cultural socialization is the strategy most frequently employed by parents across race and
ethnicity (Hughes et al., 2006), these messages may have considerably different meanings and
consequences depending on race. For example, a White parent engaging in cultural socialization

may be encouraging a child to be proud of their European ethnic heritage or to be proud of being



a member of the White race— two messages with entirely different hypothesized outcomes for
race-consciousness (Nieri et al., 2024). Moreover, White parents engaging in substantial cultural
socialization toward an ethnic heritage does not necessarily mean they will engage in cultural
socialization that encourages positive White racial identity development (Syed & Westberg,
2024) — a key precursor to challenging racism in all its forms (Helms, 1993). Thus,
understanding how cultural socialization operates for White youth— especially at the intersection
of ethnicity and race- is a key question with which scholars are just beginning to grapple.
Finally, just as in families of color, the relationship between White parents’ socialization
messages and the critical consciousness of White young people is likely to shift from earlier to
later adolescence, though no studies to our knowledge explore this potential developmental
difference. The present study seeks to contribute to these conversations by considering the
relationship between cultural socialization and critical consciousness in two samples of White
and BIPOC young people.
Critical Consciousness for Adolescents of Color

Critical consciousness, or conscientiza¢do, was originally conceptualized by Brazilian
educator and philosopher Paulo Freire (Freire, 2000). While working with a group of laborers,
Freire observed that as his students developed literacy skills, they became increasingly aware of
and interested in their social conditions, and eventually developed a sense of agency to transform
their social realities. Today, scholars conceptualize critical consciousness as comprising three
dimensions (Diemer et al., 2016). Critical reflection refers to one’s awareness of systems of
oppression and social hierarchies; critical motivation refers to one’s efficacy and feelings of

responsibility to change these systems; and critical action refers to one’s explicit efforts to



engage in individual and/or collective social or political action to transform unjust systems
(Diemer et al., 2016).

Contemporary scholars of critical consciousness regard these three dimensions to be
reciprocally related such that as individuals gain more complex understandings of systemic
oppression, they are more motivated to take action to change these systems (and as individuals
take part in social action, they gain a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which systems
are upheld). In their model of youth sociopolitical development, Watts and Flanagan (2014)
outline these interrelationships while also noting the importance of opportunity structures (i.e.,
institutions and structures through which youth may exercise civic engagement) in providing
young people with avenues for sociopolitical engagement. Though critical consciousness may
refer to any systems of oppression and their interrelations with one another (and a key part of
consciousness is recognizing the interconnectedness of systems of power and domination), in
this paper, we focus on consciousness toward race and racism (Diemer et al., 2016).

Critical consciousness facilitates marginalized young people’s ability to analyze and
disrupt the internalization of negative structural forces impeding their development (Heberle et
al., 2020; Pinedo et al., 2024), thus playing a protective role in their lives. Specifically, critical
consciousness is associated with positive academic and career outcomes (Seider et al., 2020;
Rapa et al., 2018; Rogers & Terriquez, 2013) and psychological and socioemotional well-being
(Zimmerman et al., 1999), particularly for adolescents of color (Heberle et al., 2020). Moreover,
young people with greater critical consciousness are more engaged in sociopolitical action to
improve their local conditions (Anyiwo et al., 2020; Diemer et al., 2021). Despite the relatively
small and still-growing nature of the literature, the benefits of critical consciousness are

well-documented, making the need to understand how to foster critical consciousness central to



the field. Notably, critical consciousness has primarily been studied in populations of youth,
given that grappling with civic and political issues is a key part of personal and social identity
development in adolescence (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Youniss & Yates, 1997). Watts and
Flanagan (2007) define the stage of youth— which they describe as a period of political
sensitivities— as the years spanning the middle of adolescence through the mid-thirties. Thus, in
this paper we understand both of our samples of young people to be firmly in the process of
developing their critical consciousness and related sociopolitical identities. However, given
greater exposure to different (potentially more expansive) contexts, more time to explore
identities, and increased opportunities to engage in sociopolitical action, participants in later
adolescence/early adulthood may report higher levels of critical consciousness than their younger
counterparts. We explore these developmental differences in the current study.
Critical Consciousness for White Adolescents

Freire originally conceptualized critical consciousness as a tool for the liberation of
oppressed peoples (2000). Therefore, much of the existing scholarship concerning critical
consciousness has focused on its development and role in the context of marginalized
communities. However, Freire (2000) wrote that critical consciousness was the key to the true
liberation of both oppressor and oppressed, arguing that oppression dehumanizes both
marginalized and privileged individuals. Moreover, considering White youths’ relative proximity
to resources necessary for social change, it is important to consider how we may foster
critical-mindedness and commitment to social justice in this population (Dull et al., 2022).
Insofar as critical consciousness is a promotive and protective asset for members of marginalized
groups, it may also be a moral imperative for members of privileged groups; though critical

consciousness may be different in terms of content and process depending on one’s identity,
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reflection on one’s place within systems of oppression and domination is nevertheless a
necessary component of informed and active civic participation (Thomas et al., 2014). Thus, we
posit that critical consciousness may also be a tool for White young people to unpack and
understand the racial privilege they possess and the oppression to which they contribute,
knowingly or not (Hershberg & Johnson, 2019; Jemal, 2017).

Regarding developmental pathways of critical consciousness among White adolescents,
scant research exists. However, in existing work, social dominance orientation is a recurring
construct and predictor of critical consciousness development. Diemer et al. (2006) argue that a
belief in social dominance (i.e., favoring social hierarchy and inequality over social equality) is
the antithesis of critical consciousness; thus, critical consciousness may serve to disrupt social
dominance beliefs for members of the majority group and help individuals understand their place
within the social hierarchy as marginalized, privileged, or a combination of the two (Duriez &
Soenens, 2009).

Relatedly, Suzuki et al. (2024) argue that the process of forming critical reflection— a key
aspect of critical consciousness— necessarily involves rebuking one’s acritical beliefs and coming
to terms with systemic oppression and White privilege (Diemer et al., 2019). Moreover, Suzuki
et al. (2024) found a significant relationship between White youths’ critical reflection and their
critical purpose, a construct they define as having a life goal focused on addressing societal
oppression. Thus, though scholarship is limited, a promising basis exists to suppose that critical
consciousness may be an important asset in the lives of White young people, setting the stage for
them to confront and challenge oppression. Accordingly, the present study seeks to explore
cultural socialization as a potential factor in the development of White critical consciousness.

Ethnic-Racial Socialization & Critical Consciousness
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In their recent integrative review, Heberle and colleagues (2020) summarized findings on
several proposed theoretical antecedents of youth critical consciousness. In general, scholars
theorize that youth whose microenvironments (i.e., home and school) are promotive of open
discussions around sociopolitical issues and critical perspectives, as well as youth who
experience marginalization and oppression are more likely to develop greater levels of critical
consciousness (Cervantes-Soon, 2012; Heberle et al., 2020; Mathews et al., 2020). Though most
of the studies investigating antecedents focus on the role of school climate in the formation of
critical consciousness, a handful of studies explore the role of parent socialization in supporting
critical consciousness development.

For example, Diemer et al. (2006) found that perceived parental support for challenging
racism, sexism, and social injustice was associated with adolescents’ critical reflection, and
parent support for political development was related to youth political motivation and
self-definition (Diemer et al., 2009). Moreover, Diemer (2012) found a positive association
between parental political socialization and youth critical consciousness in 10th and 12th grades.
Although they are considered as conceptually distinct processes, political socialization (i.e.,
lessons parents transmit to children about participating in political and civic life) and
ethnic-racial socialization share substantial overlap when we consider the central role
race-relations play in the sociopolitical climate of the United States (Jennings et al., 2009). Many
political issues are directly related to race, such as school choice and police brutality and,
similarly, ethnic-racial socialization strategies, such as preparation for bias and racial pride
messaging, are directly related to politics (e.g., Black parents encouraging their children to be
wary of police or teaching their children about the history of Black leaders who have resisted

oppression throughout the course of American history) (Pinetta et al., 2020; Banales et al., 2021).
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This theoretical overlap led Bafiales et al. (2019) to explore the relationship between
parental racial socialization and aspects of critical consciousness in adolescents, finding that
parental racial socialization and structural attributions for racism (a proxy for critical reflection)
predicted higher levels of adolescent structural attributions for racism two years later. Moreover,
Anyiwo and colleagues (2018) found a relationship between cultural pride socialization and
critical agency as youth learn about how the actions of community members have historically
catalyzed social change (and how they can take part in this legacy, as well). Finally, in their
exploration of White adolescents’ racial contexts and critical action, Dull et al. (2022) found
evidence that White adolescents whose contexts (i.e., parents, peers, and schools) are conducive
to race consciousness reported greater critical action in emerging adulthood, highlighting how
racial socialization is an important catalyst in the development of White youths’ civic attitudes
and orientations toward social justice. These preliminary findings of a relationship between
ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness are promising and provide useful insights
for leverage points for promoting sociopolitical development in youth. However, no research to
our knowledge investigates potential developmental differences in the relationship between
ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness, though scholars have discussed the
developmental shift in how young people make sense of their parents’ socialization messages as
they age (Jones & Rogers, 2023). Thus, more research is needed to investigate this intersection,
especially across ethnic-racial groups and developmental stages.

Current Study

The present study explores the extent to which received cultural socialization messages

predict critical consciousness in two separate samples of young people: high school students (n =

186) and college undergraduates (n = 373). Thus, we seek to answer the following research
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questions: (1) To what extent do participants’ received cultural socialization messages predict
their critical consciousness (i.e., critical reflection of racism, critical motivation, and critical
action?) and (2) Does the relation between cultural socialization and critical consciousness differ
for White and BIPOC young people? Given the growing body of literature documenting positive
associations between ethnic-racial socialization and various aspects of critical consciousness for
Black youth (Anyiwo et al., 2018; Banales et al., 2019), as well as associations between cultural
socialization and developmental assets for youth of color, we hypothesize that cultural
socialization will be positively associated with all three dimensions of critical consciousness for
BIPOC participants. Drawing on work that suggests relationships between parental racial
socialization and critical action (Dull et al., 2022) and given that cultural socialization is also
promotive of developmental assets for White youth (e.g., Else-Quest & Morse, 2014; Wilson,
2008), we expect that cultural socialization will still be positively associated with critical
consciousness for White participants but that this relationship will be weaker than it is for
BIPOC participants, if only because we suspect White parents engage in less explicit, frequent
socialization compared to their BIPOC counterparts.

Finally, our rationale for including two samples of participants (high school and
college-aged) is multifaceted: first, we saw an opportunity to consider the associations between
ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness in two groups of young people that are
demographically quite different (e.g., in terms of race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status). Second
and relatedly, analyzing these associations in both groups allowed us to compare findings
between analytic samples to provide support for observed relational patterns. Third, including
these two samples allowed us to explore potential developmental differences in the relationship

between cultural socialization and critical consciousness in earlier and later adolescence/young
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adulthood. Because there is only limited research examining the relationship between cultural
socialization and critical consciousness, and even less examining developmental differences, our
hypotheses are exploratory. However, we expect that any positive relationships between cultural
socialization and critical consciousness may be attenuated in the college sample given that the
role of parental socialization is more direct in earlier adolescence than it is in later adolescence
(when other socializing agents become increasingly important). By investigating these questions,
we seek to contribute to the limited but growing literature drawing connections between
ethnic-racial socialization and the dimensions of critical consciousness.
Method

Participants

Two samples of young people— high school students and college undergraduates— were
individually surveyed for the present study to confirm patterns of relationships between our
variables and explore developmental differences between our two groups (a process that yielded
two datasets upon which we conducted our respective sets of analyses). Participant
demographics for both samples are presented in Table 1. The high school sample of participants
came from a portion of a larger data collection effort that included several inquiries from
researchers affiliated with the Character Lab Research Network (CLRN). The CLRN
simultaneously conducted several independent studies in participating schools, and students who
elected to participate in the CLRN were randomized to one of the studies being conducted in
their school. High school students who were randomly assigned to this study included 186
adolescents in grades 9-12 attending eight different urban high schools located across the United

States. The undergraduate sample consisted of 373 students enrolled in several introductory
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psychology courses at a private Catholic university in the northeastern United States. Both data
collection efforts were approved by the first author’s university IRB.

Importantly, these two samples represent substantively different developmental groups.
While the high school sample comprises early to middle adolescents, the college undergraduate
sample comprises late adolescents and young adults; however, the demographic differences of
the samples extend beyond age. The high school sample is majority students of color who reside
in urban areas in the United States, while the college sample is majority female, majority White,
and, unlike students at a comprehensive urban high school, these participants were admitted and
matriculated into a highly competitive, private university. Thus, while we include these two
samples in the present study in order to compare findings and draw more generalizable
conclusions, we analyze them separately.
Data Collection

Data for the high school sample were collected on school computers during class time
across a 2- to 3-week testing window during the winter of 2021 (n = 75) and 2022 (n = 104). On
a set-aside testing day, a teacher proctor at each participating school administered the CLRN
research surveys to students. Proctors began by reading a script explaining that all research
activities were part of an educational research initiative at their school, that participation in the
research activities was voluntary and students’ grades were not dependent on their participation,
and that teachers would not see their answers. Upon completion of an assent form on the CLRN
platform, high school students were then directed to the research survey for the present study. All
undergraduate participants completed an online survey using the same measures as those

received by high school participants during the 2020-21 academic year via the Qualtrics
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platform. Upon completion of a consent form, participants were briefed on the purpose of the
study and assured of confidentiality before being directed to the survey.
Measures
Cultural Socialization

Participants’ received socialization messages were measured with five items from the
Familial Ethnic Socialization Measure (FESM) (Umafia-Taylor et al., 2004), which assesses the
degree to which participants perceived their families to have socialized them with respect to their
ethnicity. Responses were reported on a 5-point Likert scale with options ranging from 1
“Strongly disagree” to 5 “Strongly agree”. Items asked participants to report to what extent they
agreed with statements about their parents’ socialization practices: “Growing up, one or more of
my parents taught me about my ethnic/cultural background” (Cronbach’s uyignhschoot = -91;
Cronbach’s 0cyjieee = -92). Both the original long-form version and the abbreviated brief version
of the FESM were psychometrically validated for use across various racial groups including
Black, Latinx, Asian American, and White adolescents (Umaiia-Taylor et al., 2004).
Critical Reflection of Racism

Participants’ critical reflection of racism was measured as a composite of seven items
from the Colorblind Racial Attitudes Scale (CoBRAS): Racial Privilege Sub-Scale (Neville et
al., 2000), which measured the extent to which participants recognize the pervasive nature of
racism in societal institutions and its effect on life chances. Participants responded to items on a
5-point Likert scale with response options ranging from 1 “Strongly disagree” to 5 “Strongly
agree.” Items asked participants to report the extent to which they agreed with a range of

statements regarding racial systemic inequities. For example: “White people in the U.S. have
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certain advantages because of the color of their skin” (Cronbach’s tyighsehool = -86; Cronbach’s
Ocollege — .66).
Critical Motivation

Participants’ social responsibility was measured as the mean of a four-item youth social
responsibility measure adapted from the Pancer et al. (2007) Youth Social Responsibility Scale
(YSRS), designed to assess the extent to which youth are motivated to support individuals and
groups faced with marginalization and inequity. Response options ranged from 1 “Not at all” to 5
“Definitely” as participants were asked to report their agreement with a range of statements. For
example, “It is important to me to consider the needs of other people”, “It is important to me to
make sure that all people are treated fairly”, and “Young people have an important role to play in
making the world a better place” (Cronbach’s Gyghschool = -84; Cronbach’s ocyjeee = .77).

In the extant research on critical consciousness, the critical motivation dimension has
been conceptualized either as youth social responsibility (the belief that one ought to challenge
oppression) or as political efficacy (the belief that one can challenge oppression) — or some
combination of the two. Several studies have used the YSRS as a measure of critical motivation
or political agency, at least in part (e.g., Seider et al., 2020; Seider et al., 2021), and other studies
in the sociopolitical development field have investigated social responsibility as a key precursor
and motivator of sociopolitical action (e.g., Schmid, 2012), a framework that parallels the
proposed relationship between critical motivation and action (Watts et al., 2011). In the present
study, we adopt the former approach, using the YSRS and framing it as a measure of critical
motivation.

Critical Action
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Participants’ critical action was measured using four items from the Action subscale of
the Critical Consciousness Short Scale (Diemer et al., 2022), which asks participants to report
how often they engaged in a range of sociopolitical actions (e.g., “Participated in a civil rights
group or organization,” “Participated in a political party, club or organization,” “Contacted a
public official,” “Joined a protest, march, political demonstration or political meeting’’). One
item from the original measure was not included in our survey (‘“Participated in a human rights,
gay rights, or women'’s rights organization or group”) because the larger study was focused on
socialization and critical consciousness pertaining to issues of race; thus, we took out the item
most explicitly about other forms of oppression. Response options ranged from 1 “Never did
this” to 5 “At least once a week” (Cronbach’s Gyighsenool = -80; Cronbach’s ocyjeee = .71).
General Parenting Practices

Several covariates were included in our analysis. Measures of general parenting practices
(i.e., emotional responsiveness and open communication) were included to uncouple the effects
of parenting more broadly from the influence of ethnic-racial socialization-specific parenting
practices on critical consciousness. Gender was included as a covariate due to its theoretically-
and empirically-supported relationship with both parental ethnic-racial socialization practices
and critical consciousness (Hughes et al., 2006; Heberle et al., 2020). Parental emotional
responsiveness was measured by taking the average score for three items adapted from the
Parent-Child Relationship Inventory (Robinson, 1995). Participants reported their agreement
with three statements (e.g., “Growing up, my parent gave me comfort when I was upset”) on a
5-point Likert scale. Parent open communication was measured with four items also adapted
from the Parent-Child Relationship Inventory (Barnes & Olson, 1985). Participants reported their

agreement with statements such as, “Growing up, it was easy to discuss my true feelings with my
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parent” on a 5-point Likert scale. Participants reported on each of these measures for each of
their parent/caregivers, aggregate scores were calculated for each parent/caregiver (e.g., Parent 1,
Parent 2), and then final aggregate scores were calculated for Parental Emotional Responsiveness
and Open Communication by calculating the mean of each score for Parent 1 and Parent 2
(Cronbach’s tyighschool = -91; Cronbach’s aicgjeee = -92).
Demographic Variables

The analyses described below also included demographic variables, namely gender (0 =
male, 1 = female and non-binary participants) and race/ethnicity (0 = White, 1 = BIPOC
student). In the present study, gender was dummy-coded such that female and non-binary
participants were grouped together. While these groups are certainly not monolithic and we
recognize the limitations of such a grouping, this decision was made based on the idea that
women and gender minorities tend to face interpersonal, institutional, and cultural challenges
stemming from their relations to patriarchal power structures that likely shape their
developmental and civic outcomes. Given relatively small subsample sizes, race/ethnicity was
dummy-coded by grouping all BIPOC participants together. We acknowledge the limitations of
grouping together all of the young people in our sample who identify as BIPOC (i.e., Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, multiracial); however, our relatively modest sample sizes lacked the
power the investigate the influence of cultural socialization on critical consciousness for distinct
ethnic-racial subgroups within our sample. Thus, we are hopeful that the findings in this
exploratory study will motivate future research efforts with more sufficient (and diverse) sample
sizes to explore these sorts of additional analyses.

Data Analysis
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To investigate the relationship between participants’ received cultural socialization
messages and their critical consciousness, we fit a single-level OLS regression model
investigating the relationship between cultural socialization and each of the three dimensions of
critical consciousness for each of our two samples, respectively (Sample 1: high school students;
Sample 2: college undergraduates). For each of these main effects models, we added the
following control variables: participants’ gender, race (BIPOC/White, with White participants as
the reference group), and general parenting practices (i.e., parental open communication and
emotional responsiveness).

To address our second research question, we also added an interaction term (Social x
Race) to investigate potential differences in the relationship between participants’ received
cultural socialization messages and their critical consciousness for BIPOC versus White
participants. The analyses were conducted in StataSE-16 and any missing data was handled using
the program’s default method of listwise deletion.

Results

The results of the analyses investigating the relationship between young people’s
received parental cultural socialization messages and their critical consciousness are reported in
Tables 2-6 below. Specifically, Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics (M, SD) for high school
students’ scores on each of the measures of interest as well as the continuous covariates included
in the models (e.g., parental open communication, parental emotional responsiveness), and Table
3 displays the descriptive statistics for college students’ scores on each of these same measures.
Table 4 reports the bivariate correlations among the variables of interest. Finally, Tables 5 and 6
show the main effects between cultural socialization and the three dimensions of critical

consciousness, while controlling for participants’ gender, race, and parenting practices. We also
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included moderation models to explore the extent to which the relationship between cultural
socialization and critical consciousness differs for White students versus BIPOC students.
Sample 1: High school students

Main effects models. Table 5 reports associations between high school participants’
received parental cultural socialization messages and three dimensions of their critical
consciousness development: their awareness of racial privilege— a proxy for critical reflection
specifically regarding the ways in which White supremacy shapes society and individuals’ life
chances (Model 1), critical motivation (i.e. youth social responsibility) (Model 2), and critical
action (i.e., social and political participation) (Model 3). OLS regression analyses for the main
effects model reveal only one statistically significant positive relationship between cultural
socialization and critical action (B = .10, Robust SE = .04, p = .04). Additionally, gender, t(115) =
502, p =.002) was a significant positive predictor of critical motivation.

Moderation models. Importantly, for the analysis predicting high school participants’
critical reflection, we found evidence of a significant interaction between cultural socialization
and participants’ race (B = .85, Robust SE = .19, p = .007). Specifically, for BIPOC high school
students in our sample, a one-unit higher score on cultural socialization was associated with a
0.36 unit increase in critical reflection, while for White students, a one-unit higher score on
cultural socialization was associated with a 0.50 unit decrease in critical reflection. This
moderation model was significant, F(6,125) = 5.20, p <.001, and explains a total of 21.18% of
the variance in critical reflection (adj. R-squared = .17) (Figure 1). Note that all regression
coefficients and standard errors are reported with school-level cluster-robust standard errors to

account for potential within-school correlations. The model F statistic (reported for model
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significance) is from the non-clustered model due to limitations in the small-cluster adjusted F
calculation.
Sample 2: College undergraduate students

Main effects models. Table 6 reports the associations between college participants’
received parental cultural socialization messages and their critical consciousness. OLS regression
analyses for the main effects model revealed that college participants’ received cultural
socialization messages negatively predicted their critical reflection scores (i.e., awareness of
racial privilege) such that a one-unit increase in cultural socialization was associated with a .07
unit decrease in critical reflection (B =-.70, SE = .03, f=-.13, t(332) = -2.14, p = .03). This
model was significant, F(5,332) = 3.69, p = .003, and explains a total of 3.84% of the variance in
critical reflection.

Table 6 also displays results for the analysis of associations between college students’
received parental cultural socialization messages and their critical motivation and critical action,
neither of which were statistically significant (parallel to findings reported above in the high
school sample). Gender emerged as a significant predictor of critical motivation, such that
identifying as female or non-binary in the college sample was associated with increased critical
motivation (p <.001). Additionally, race was a significant predictor of critical motivation, such
that identifying as White was associated with reduced critical motivation in the main effects
model (p =.004).

Moderation models. A closer look at this relationship in the corresponding moderation
model, F(6,331)=3.83, p =.001, revealed a significant moderating effect of race (B =.15, SE =
.07, p = .63, p=.04). Specifically, for BIPOC college students in our sample, a one-unit increase

in participants’ cultural socialization scores was associated with a 0.04 unit increase in critical
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reflection, while a one-unit increase in cultural socialization for White participants was
associated with a 0.11 unit decrease in critical reflection, mirroring the pattern observed in our
high school sample (Figure 2).

To summarize, then, within both our high school and college samples, we found a similar
pattern wherein the relationship between participants’ received cultural socialization messages
and their critical reflection scores differed by race. That is, in both samples, while greater
cultural socialization was associated with increased critical reflection scores for BIPOC
participants, the opposite was the case for White participants. Cultural socialization was also
positively associated with critical action in the high school sample, and a handful of covariates
(e.g., gender, race) were significant across models.

Comparing the Two Samples

Given the substantive developmental differences of participants in the two samples (e.g.,
developmental period, ethnic-racial makeup, gender, socioeconomic class) we chose to include
both samples in the present study but analyze them separately. Nonetheless, we performed
independent samples t-tests in order to compare the samples and explore the extent to which high
school students and college undergraduates differed in their responses to the study’s variables of
interest (i.e., cultural socialization, critical reflection of racism, critical motivation, and critical
action). As expected, t-tests revealed that college undergraduates reported significantly higher
critical reflection of racism (t(205) = -6.87, p <.001, 95% CI [-0.68, -0.37]), critical motivation
(t(238) =-7.93, p <.001, 95% CI [-0.65, -.0.39]), and critical action (t(528) =-5.02, p <.001,
95% CI [-0.46, -0.20]) than high school students. However, there was not a statistically
significant difference in cultural socialization scores between high school and college students,

t(488) = 1.73, p =.085, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.33].
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Discussion

The present study explores the extent to which received cultural socialization messages
predict critical consciousness in two samples of young people: high school students and college
undergraduates. We also explored whether the relationship between cultural socialization and
critical consciousness differed for those students identifying as people of color (i.e., BIPOC)
versus those identifying as White. A small handful of studies (e.g., Anyiwo et al., 2018; Banales
et al., 2019) have documented associations between ethnic-racial socialization and critical
consciousness but no studies to our knowledge have investigated differences in the associations
between ethnic-racial socialization and critical consciousness for BIPOC and White young
people. This gap likely reflects the fact that concepts like ethnic-racial socialization and critical
consciousness were originally theorized for minoritized populations and thus their scales were
developed and validated with samples primarily comprising people of color (Hughes et al.,
2006). However, examining potential differences in how cultural socialization and critical
consciousness function across ethnic-racial groups is critical to understanding whether and how
these constructs operate distinctly in marginalized versus more privileged groups. To consider
these questions, we conducted a series of OLS regression models in which we investigated
cultural socialization’s relations to each of the three dimensions of critical consciousness for the
high school and college samples, respectively. For each sample, we ran both main effects and
moderation models wherein participants’ race/ethnicity was the moderator. In the following
sections, organized by outcome of interest (i.e., critical reflection of racism, motivation, and
action) we consider each of this study’s key findings in turn.

Critical Reflection of Racism
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The present study’s main effects models for critical reflection of racism offer mixed
evidence of a direct relationship between cultural socialization and critical reflection. Though
there was no significant direct relationship between high schoolers’ cultural socialization and
critical reflection, we observed a significant negative relationship between college students’
received cultural socialization and critical reflection of racism. A closer examination of these
relationships in the moderation models shows a significant moderating effect of race/ethnicity in
cultural socialization’s relationship with critical reflection for both samples of participants.
Specifically, for BIPOC young people, cultural socialization was positively linked to critical
reflection of racism, but for White young people, cultural socialization was negatively tied to
their critical reflection of racism in both the high school and college samples. We speculate that
in the high school sample, we see no significant relationship between cultural socialization and
critical reflection because the positive association between cultural socialization and critical
reflection for BIPOC participants and the negative association for White participants are
obscuring these respective associations in the broader sample. In the college sample, we see a net
negative direct relationship between cultural socialization and critical reflection of racism
because there is an imbalance of BIPOC and White participants in the sample (with White
students being overrepresented) such that the negative relationship for the White participants is
driving the main effects relationship. While both samples showed the same directional pattern of
moderation by race/ethnicity, the size of the interaction coefficient and the simple slope
differences were notably larger in the high school sample than in the college sample. This
suggests that race may play a more influential role in shaping the relationship between cultural
socialization and critical reflection of racism during earlier adolescence than it does in young

adulthood. This idea resonates with previous work documenting the relative importance of
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parental socialization as a primary source of ethnic-racial learning and the salience of
ethnic-racial identity development as an unfolding process in earlier adolescence (Jones &
Rogers, 2023).

It is important to note, however, that reliability for the critical reflection of racism scale in
the college sample was somewhat lower than ideal (o = .66), and subgroup estimates indicated
lower internal consistency for BIPOC students (o = .64) than for White students (o = .70). We
believe this difference may reflect the greater variability of racialized experiences and
interpretations of racism among BIPOC college students, as well as potential limitations in the
measure’s use to capture the full range of critical reflection of racism across a diverse range of
ethnic-racial groups. Thus, our observed associations for BIPOC students may be attenuated.
Future research should consider whether and how the critical reflection of racism measure can be
used in diverse ethnic-racial samples to accurately capture critical reflection of young people
from a wide range of ethnic-racial backgrounds.

The significant positive relationship between cultural socialization and critical reflection
of racism for BIPOC participants in both samples aligns with our hypotheses and theoretical
support from the limited extant work investigating these relationships (Banales et al., 2019). That
is, for young people of color, cultural socialization may increase awareness of their membership
in a marginalized ethnic-racial identity group and, thus, their recognition and understanding of
oppressive forces experienced by members of that group (a key part of critical reflection).
Moreover, for BIPOC participants, cultural socialization may serve as a fundamental, salient
ethnic-racial experience that leads to critical reflection and may be bolstered by their
ethnic-racial identity exploration, a construct not measured in the present study. In their

postulations on the integration of ethnic-racial identity and critical consciousness, Mathews et al.
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(2020) posit that parental cultural socialization and pride messages in particular may provide an
entry point for youth of color to begin thinking about their ethnic-racial group and its relation to
their social contexts, leading to both greater identity exploration and critical reflection (Anyiwo
et al., 2018: Umana-Taylor et al., 2009). For BIPOC participants in the present study, more
frequent cultural socialization may have encouraged greater awareness of systemic racial
oppression and injustice.

The significant negative relationship between cultural socialization and critical reflection
among White participants in both samples was an unexpected finding, given work that
documents associations between cultural socialization and positive developmental assets for
White youth (e.g., Hughes et al., 2009; Wilson, 2008), as well as our own hypothesis that cultural
socialization might foster a positive White identity (Helms, 1993) which could form the
foundation for critical consciousness. In interpreting our findings, we raise the question of what
demographic factors (e.g., European ethnic identification and heritage, sociopolitical
attitudes/beliefs) may affect White parents’ engagement in cultural socialization.

One potential explanation is that White parents who hold a stronger, more central
European ethnic identity may be more likely to engage in cultural socialization, more attuned to
the specific challenges faced by members of their own group, and thus less knowledgeable of
and/or sympathetic to the oppressive challenges faced by ethnic-racial minorities today (i.e., less
critically reflective), thereby coloring their socialization practices. Their children, in turn, may
find the items in the cultural socialization scale to be particularly salient to their ethnic
socialization, leading them to report frequent cultural socialization, without corresponding gains
in critical reflection of racism. For example, specific ethnic groups such as Irish and Italian

Americans who were not fully accepted as White upon arrival to America may seek to maintain a
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separate ethnic identity that rejects assimilation into homogenized Whiteness and rather serves—
consciously or not— to perpetuate normative racial narratives by citing historic marginalization in
their socialization practices. In other words, members of these particular European ethnic groups
may reject ideas of structural (dis)advantage associated with higher critical reflection because
adopting such beliefs would mean acknowledging that their own groups’ relative success in
America was due to systemic privilege rather than individual effort, merit, and hard work
(Sniderman & Carmine, 1998; Sniderman & Piazza, 1993). When parents engage in cultural
socialization that reflects these beliefs, their children’s beliefs and attitudes, including their
critical reflection, are likely affected. Additional demographic factors such as parents’
educational attainment, socioeconomic status, and religion also factor into the microcontexts in
which parents socialize their children, thereby informing how these developmental processes
interact with broader social forces (Abaied et al., 2022; Nieri et al., 2024). Future research should
continue to explore these additional factors that shape young people’s microcontexts.

Second, recall Syed and Westberg’s (2024) notion that parental cultural socialization
comprises both ethnic and racial components (e.g., ethnic heritage maintenance vs. racial pride
messaging in BIPOC families). Though parents may engage in substantial cultural socialization
pertaining to their ethnic heritage, it does not necessarily mean they will engage in cultural
socialization pertaining to a racial identity, especially in White families. Apfelbaum et al. (2008)
suggest that White parents are more comfortable engaging in— and more frequently employ—
ethnic socialization compared to racial socialization. Thus, it is likely that White parents who
engage in cultural socialization do so in a way that, if not explicitly endorsing messages that
directly oppose the realities of systemic oppression, at least avoid conversations about issues of

privilege and power. When White parents engage in ethnic-racial socialization that ignores the
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realities of systemic racial inequities (i.e., color-evasive socialization), they reify the notion that
Whiteness is normative, disregard the impact of White privilege as well as their own racial
identity, and fail to disrupt the intergenerational transmission of racism (Moffitt et al., 2021). It
follows then that White youth who receive cultural socialization that ignores and fails to
integrate messages about racial identity would have less advanced understandings of systems of
racial oppression and domination.

Given that our findings diverge from our hypothesis that cultural socialization would be
positively associated with White adolescents’ critical reflection, a key precursor to White
solidarity and allyship, we consider the implications of these findings for the development of
antiracist White young people. Diemer et al. (2006) posited that a belief in social dominance and
adherence to the existing social hierarchy is the antithesis of critical consciousness. If this is true,
then White parents engaging in cultural socialization that speaks only to one’s ethnic heritage is
not enough to engender critical beliefs. Rather, it seems that to cultivate critical reflection of
racism in White adolescents, White parents must engage in cultural socialization (and
ethnic-racial socialization more broadly) that explicitly challenges notions of social dominance
and rejects the existence of a racial hierarchy. Moreover, Mathews et al. (2020) posit that, in
youth of color, cultural socialization may provide an entry point to ethnic-racial identity
exploration and critical reflection. For White young people, perhaps this is also the case.
Applying Helms’ (1993) White Racial Identity Development model, we speculate that cultural
socialization that attends not only to one’s ethnic heritage but also to one’s racial identity in the
context of White supremacy may provide an entry point to begin grappling with their Whiteness
before engaging in more active explorations of systemic racism and eventually confronting

racism in all its manifestations (Moffitt et al., 2022). Indeed, this process of White racial identity
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development may serve to moderate the relationship between cultural socialization and critical
reflection of racism for White young people just as it serves to color the kinds of socialization
messages White parents transmit to their children.

Future research should consider what role White racial identity plays in both how White
parents choose to engage in cultural socialization and ethnic-racial socialization more broadly,
and how these messages are taken up by White young people in their sociopolitical development.
Additionally, current measures of cultural socialization fail to accurately measure this kind of
socialization around Whiteness that might inform White youths’ ethnic-racial identity
development. Previous research examining White ethnic-racial socialization has generally used
scales adapted from use with ethnically-racially minoritized groups (e.g., Hughes et al., 2006;
Pahlke et al., 2012; for an exception see Hagan et al., 2024), however, White parents have
substantively different socialization goals and approaches even within certain types of
messaging, like cultural socialization.

Critical Motivation

No significant associations between cultural socialization and critical motivation were
observed in the main effects or moderation models in either sample of participants. This finding
was surprising given the limited work by Anyiwo and colleagues (2018) that documented an
association between cultural pride socialization and critical agency (a construct similar to critical
motivation) among African American adolescents.

We speculate that the lack of relationship between parental cultural socialization and
critical motivation may be explained by the shifting influence of different socializing agents
(e.g., peers, school) throughout adolescence and emerging adulthood. Specifically, we posit that

the influence of parents’ ethnic-racial socialization processes may be less direct and/or impactful
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than the influence of the school context and peers, who adolescents increasingly begin to look to
for guidance, advice, and identity-formation during this key developmental period (Delgado et
al., 2022). Higher education in particular has been described as a context with the capacity for
consciousness-raising (hooks, 1994) and identity formation (Newman & Newman, 1978), as
young people engage in a greater range of social experiences with more diverse peer groups and
grapple with critical perspectives in the classroom. Perhaps for the first time, college students are
able to join cultural associations that shape their thinking about their place in the world with
respect to social justice. We think that these factors and experiences may be playing a greater
role in the development of critical motivation than is parental socialization. We delve deeper into
this idea below as we consider critical action and young people’s involvement in social
movements as it relates to their peer networks.

Additionally, in speculating about why we observed our unexpected null results, we took
a closer look at our critical motivation measure, which was the average of four items taken from
Pancer et al.’s (2007) Youth Social Responsibility Scale. Items specifically ask participants to
rate the extent to which they agree with a range of statements about how important helping
others and ensuring that all people are treated fairly is to them. Importantly, Pancer and
colleagues’ Youth Social Responsibility Scale has been extensively and reliably used in the field
of youth civic engagement (e.g., Hope, 2015; Le et al., 2022; Seider et al., 2023).

However, we note that the nature of the questions, that is, asking participants the extent to
which they endorse helping others, is both likely to be endorsed by a wide range of young people
(regardless of their critical reflectiveness) and limited in its ability to only capture one aspect of
critical motivation— a construct that encapsulates one’s social responsibility as well as one’s

political/civic efficacy to make meaningful change. Accordingly, though Cronbach's reliability
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estimates of our measure of critical motivation are relatively high for both samples of
participants, we also note the high mean (see Tables 2 and 3) and relative negative skew of the
distribution of scores on critical motivation for both the high school and college participants. The
relatively high scores and lower variability on critical motivation across both respective samples
may, in part, contribute to the lack of significant relationship observed between cultural
socialization and critical motivation.
Critical Action

A significant relationship between cultural socialization and critical action emerged in the
high school sample (p = .04), although the effect was modest and close to the threshold of
significance. This finding suggests that for earlier adolescents, the messages they receive about
their ethnic-racial or cultural heritage from their parents may play a significant role in shaping
their sociopolitical engagement. Although the association was modest, the positive relationship
aligns with prior theory suggesting that early exposure to ethnic-racial socialization in one’s
microenvironment is associated with later critical agency and critical action in BIPOC and White
samples (Anyiwo et al., 2018; Dull et al., 2022). In contrast, we found no significant main effects
or interactions in the college sample. The absence of significant findings in the college sample
may reflect developmental differences in how cultural socialization relates to critical reflection
across the transition to adulthood. In earlier adolescence, when ethnic-racial identity processes
and sociopolitical awareness are still developing, cultural socialization experiences from family
contexts may have a more immediate and substantive influence on critical action.

In speculating further about why we observed no relationship between socialization and
critical action in the college sample (and why the high school effect was relatively small), one

notable sub-finding was that the mean scores for critical action were, on average, notably low
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across both samples (M5 = 1.42, M., = 1.76 on a 5-point scale). This general lack of
engagement in critical action may signal a concerning shortage of opportunities for sociopolitical
involvement. In their model of youth sociopolitical development, Watts and Flanagan (2007)
identify opportunity structures as a key potential moderator in the relationship between critical
reflection and action. That is, without opportunity structures, even critically-minded youth may
not be able to engage in effortful behaviors and actions to transform unjust systems. We think
that adolescents in this study may have limited autonomy to make decisions about their own
sociopolitical involvement given that they are just beginning to experience gains in functional
autonomy (Lerner et al., 2001). It may also be the case that participants in the present study
attended schools that hindered their opportunity to engage in civic participation via a lack of
extracurricular programs or campus culture with a focus on civic engagement.

Furthermore, as noted above, during later adolescence and young adulthood, in particular,
we argue that parental socialization may be less influential than peer socialization, especially for
engaging in critical action. As adolescents seek independence from parents, they increasingly
turn to their peers for support, validation, and decision-making, a process that continues
throughout emerging adulthood in contexts such as college and early career environments
(Delgado et al., 2022). This emerging reliance on peers for guidance is even more pronounced
for identity-related concepts and questions, such as race and ethnicity and, perhaps, one’s identity
as a sociopolitical actor (Hughes et al., 2011; Nasir et al., 2009). We posit that adolescents and
young adults are more likely to participate in critical action (e.g., attending a protest) when their
peers are attending as well. Research on motivation for participation in critical action is limited,
though previous work on youth environmental protests found that youth cite peer social groups

as a key motivator for their participation decisions in strikes: not having any peers to accompany
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them to the protest or perceiving protesting as something out of the ordinary for their peer group
context were reasons cited for youths’ non-participation in critical climate action (Feldman,
2021). Similarly, McAdam (1986) found that stronger and more extensive social ties to other
movement participants and protest-attendees was a key predictor of participation in the Freedom
Summer project of 1964 for Civil Rights.

Finally, a close examination of the items included in the Action subscale of the Critical
Consciousness Short scale (Diemer et al., 2022) raises the question of whether the items capture
the types of critical action in which young people are likely to engage (especially in a
post-COVID-19 world). Specifically, the scale includes four items that ask participants the
frequency with which they have engaged with a series of tasks: participated in a civil rights
group or organization; participated in a political party, club, or organization; contacted a public
official by phone, mail, or email; and joined a protest, march, political demonstration, or political
meeting. While we agree that these four activities are clear examples of critical action, we also
think less-involved forms of activism (e.g., posting an infographic on social media, telling your
friends about a movement, participating in a school organization that includes elements of civic
engagement on a local level) might also be included as forms of critical action, especially for
younger adolescents (Anyiwo et al., 2020; Diemer et al., 2021).

Limitations

While there are numerous strengths to the present study, namely in terms of its
exploratory contributions to a conversation regarding the intersection of ethnic-racial
socialization and critical consciousness, there are nonetheless limitations. First, it must be noted
that the present study’s design is correlational. Thus, we can only speak to predictive

relationships between cultural socialization and the three dimensions of critical consciousness
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but cannot make any claims about directionality or causality. It may be the case, for example,
that higher demonstrated critical reflection may cause young people to initiate cultural
socialization conversations with their parents, given the important role youth may play in the
bidirectional nature of ethnic-racial socialization (Aldana et al., 2019). Additionally, though our
measure of cultural socialization (Schwartz et al., 2007; Umafia-Taylor et al., 2004) has been
validated for use in White samples, it may still have been confusing for those White participants
without a clear connection to a specific White ethnic group (i.e., participants who would firmly
self-identify as “White” rather than as a label associated with a European ethnicity). For such
populations, the items on the Family Ethnic Socialization Measure may have been less relevant
or salient to their parents’ daily socialization practices; future research should consider how
ethnic-racial identity factors into the relationship between ethnic-racial socialization and critical
consciousness, as suggested by Mathews and colleagues (2020).

Third, though scholars theorize the dimensions of critical consciousness to be
reciprocally related (Watts & Flanagan, 2014), inspection of our bivariate correlations in the high
school sample reveals a lack of interrelatedness among these three dimensions (Table 4). Though
critical reflection and critical action exhibit a small, significant correlation, the other dimensions
are not correlated with one another— an unexpected subfinding and one not observed in the
college sample correlations. This lack of correlation could be due to measurement issues, or it is
also possible that the dimensions of critical consciousness (i.e., reflection, motivation, action)
may exist and occur more discretely in earlier adolescence and become more aligned and
interconnected, with one reinforcing the other, as adolescents age into young adulthood. Future
research should investigate these interrelationships in greater detail. Lastly, when performing our

analyses, we chose to dummy-code race/ethnicity by grouping all BIPOC-identifying
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participants together. Though this decision allowed us to make comparisons between broad racial
groups despite our small subsample sizes, we recognize the limitations of grouping together all
participants of color as this group is by no means monolithic. We do not intend to homogenize
the uniquely different racialized experiences of this diverse group of adolescents but rather seek
to contribute to the budding conversation on ethnic-racial socialization and critical
consciousness, in the hopes that future research will be able to account for more nuanced
subgroup ethnic-racial comparisons.

Conclusion

Overall, our findings suggest that the messages parents convey to their children about
their race and ethnicity have important implications for how young people understand their
racialized world and their place within it. For youth of color, learning more about their cultural
group seems to contribute to a deeper understanding of racially oppressive forces. Previous
research has documented associations between cultural socialization and a host of positive
developmental outcomes, including ethnic-racial identity, racial pride, and self-esteem (Hughes
et al., 2006); the findings in this study suggest that it is also associated with critical reflection for
BIPOC youth. In other words, cultural socialization might help make racially oppressive forces
more visible to youth of color, thereby preparing them to take on a role in recognizing and
challenging these forces.

For White youth, conversely, cultural socialization seems to contribute to a weaker
recognition of oppressive forces (i.e., reduced critical reflection). Future research must consider
how White parents can share their own cultural histories while also acknowledging and
educating their children about the existence and consequences of racially oppressive forces in the

world today. In her model of positive White racial identity development, Janet Helms notes the
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necessity of White people acknowledging their Whiteness in order to work toward true allyship
(1993). Findings in the present study suggest that perhaps the ways in which many White parents
are currently engaging in cultural socialization are not effectively reinforcing the
acknowledgement and allyship messages for which Helms advocates. Scholars in the field of
ethnic-racial socialization have shown an increasing interest in exploring how White parental
socialization may impact White racial identity development (e.g., Heberle et al., 2024; Huft et
al., 2024; Nieri et al., 2023). The present study points to one issue, regarding youth critical
consciousness, to which scholars in this emerging field may attend.

Data availability statement: Data used in the present study are available from the

corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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