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The majority of White parents in the United States are uncomfortable discussing
race with their children and tend to avoid it. When they do discuss race with
their children, they often take a color blind approach—in which they emphasize
a belief that race does not matter—instead of a color conscious approach—
in which they acknowledge race-related issues. In the current study, we sought
to explore the individual difference factors that may be associated with White
American parents’ racial socialization practices. Results indicated that parents’
racial bias awareness was associated with greater willingness to discuss race with
their children, increased color consciousness, and decreased color blindness;
when statistically controlling for their racial attitudes, motivations to respond
without prejudice, and interracial contact. The potential impacts of bias awareness
interventions on White parents’ racial socialization behaviors are discussed.

Despite their tendency to endorse egalitarianism (Dovidio, 2009; Dovidio,
Gaertner, & Pearson, 2017), the majority of White individuals in the United States
continue to show evidence of implicit negative attitudes toward Black individuals
(Xu, Nosek, & Greenwald, 2014). These attitudes have been linked to negative
intergroup outcomes, including subtle forms of prejudice (Dovidio, Kawakami,
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& Gaertner, 2002; Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009) and racial
disparities (Kovera, 2019). Although willingness to recognize (their own and
systemic) bias has been shown to be one of the strongest predictors of increased
intergroup empathy and reduced prejudice (Monteith & Mark, 2009; Monteith,
Mark, & Ashburn-Nardo, 2010; Ozier, Taylor, & Murphy, 2019; Nelson, Adams,
& Salter, 2013), most White individuals are uncomfortable even discussing race
and racism (Pauker, Apfelbaum, & Spitzer, 2015) or using racial labels (Karmali,
Kawakami, Vaccarino, Williams, Phills, & Friesen, 2019), and tend to avoid it
(Apfelbaum, Sommers, & Norton, 2008).

White adults are particularly likely to avoid these topics in conversation with
their children. For example, in one study, only 10% of White parents reported
having in-depth, race-related discussions with their children, even when instructed
to do so (Vittrup & Holden, 2011); this avoidance of race discussions seems to
occur even among parents who think that discussing race is important (Pahlke,
Bigler, & Suizzo, 2012). For example, although the majority (81%) of White
parents in a recent study thought that it was important to discuss race with their
children, 70% indicated that they had never explicitly done so (Vittrup, 2018).
Moreover, in instances in which White parents do discuss race with their children,
they often take a color blind approach—in which they emphasize a belief that
race does not matter—instead of a color conscious approach—in which they
acknowledge and address race-related issues (Pahlke et al., 2012; Vittrup, 2018).
Given that color conscious racial socialization methods are predictive of reduced
racial bias in White children (Hughes, Bigler, & Levy, 2007; Katz, 2003; Vittrup &
Holden, 2011), understanding the mechanisms that may be associated with White
parents’ willingness to discuss race-related events and acknowledge racism with
their White children is important. In the current study, we explore the individual
difference factors that may be associated with White parents’ willingness to take
a color conscious approach to conversations with their children.

Potential Predictors of Parental Racial Socialization

Evidence suggests that the extent to which parents are aware of and concerned
about their own racially biased tendencies (i.e., bias awareness; Perry, Murphy, &
Dovidio, 2015a) may explain unique variance in their willingness to discuss racism
with their children, as well as the content of those discussions. Bias awareness
has been linked to White individuals’ willingness to internalize feedback about
their racial biases and acknowledge that subtly (and not just blatantly) racially
biased behaviors are a form of racism (Perry et al., 2015a). Given that bias-aware
people more readily recognize and acknowledge racial biases (Perry et al., 2015a),
White parents who are higher in bias awareness may be more likely to engage in
explicit racial socialization with their children. That is, highly bias-aware parents
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may be more likely to discuss race with their children, and do so in a way that
acknowledges racism without denying or downplaying it.

Beyond bias awareness, prior intergroup relations research suggests that there
are a number of additional individual difference factors that might explain signifi-
cant variability in whether White parents discuss race with their children, and the
approach that they choose to take during the discussions they do have. These fac-
tors include White individuals’ attitudes toward racial minorities (Dovidio et al.,
2017), the quality and quantity of contact that they have with racial minorities
(Brown & Hewstone, 2005), their motivations to be nonprejudiced (Devine, Plant,
Amodio, Harmon-Jones, & Vance, 2002; Plant & Devine, 1998), and their per-
ceptions of and concerns about interacting with racial minorities (Plant & Devine,
2003; Stephan & Stephan, 1985; Trawalter & Richeson, 2008). Specifically, as
factors associated with negative intergroup relations (e.g., interracial anxiety) in-
crease, we expect that White parents will be less likely to discuss race with and
acknowledge racism to their children, and more likely to deny or downplay racism.
In contrast, as factors that have been associated with positive intergroup relations
(e.g., interracial friendships) increase, we expect that White parents will be more
likely to discuss race with and acknowledge racism to their children, and less
likely to deny or downplay racism. In the following section, we discuss what is
already known about racial socialization in White American families.

Racial Socialization in White American Families

Relative to the racial socialization literature on racial minority families, re-
search investigating how White American families approach racial socialization is
scarce (Hamm, 2001; Hughes et al., 2006). This disparity can largely be attributed
to the fact that majority race families engage in much less explicit racial socializa-
tion than minority race families (Brown, Tanner-Smith, Lesane-Brown, & Ezell,
2007; Lesane-Brown, Brown, Tanner-Smith, & Bruce, 2010). Results of a large
representative survey of families (N > 18,000) in the United States indicated that
the majority of White families (56%) never or almost never engage in any explicit
racial or ethnic socialization (Lesane-Brown et al., 2010). Although these findings
indicate that a substantial percentage (44%) of White parents does engage in at least
some racial or ethnic socialization, this survey was focused on discussions about
the child’s own racial or ethnic heritage. Given that this survey was limited to per-
sonal cultural socialization, it is unclear whether or how these numbers relate to dis-
cussions of race and other aspects of racial socialization within the cultural context.

Studies that have examined White parents’ socialization about race and racial
issues in society indicate that rates of socialization are much lower than 44%
(Pahlke et al., 2012; Vittrup & Holden, 2011). Pahlke et al., 2012 investigated
explicit racial socialization among White American mothers and their young
(4- to 6-year-old) children, finding that in an experimental setting, most
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mothers (95%) avoided explicitly discussing race with their children while reading
a diversity-themed story. Moreover, many mothers reported that they had never
engaged in conversations about race with their children. Pahlke and colleagues
used a modified scale of the racial socialization dimensions developed by Hughes
and Chen (1997) to investigate the content of parents’ explicit racial socialization
messages. They found that all dimensions of racial socialization were relatively
rare among White parents, yet those who did engage in explicit racial socialization
were most likely to talk about egalitarianism and the history of other groups (cul-
tural socialization). White parents reported that they almost never discussed the
other measured dimensions of racial socialization (preparation for bias and dis-
crimination against others) with their children. Vittrup and Holden (2011) found
that 65% of White mothers and 42% of White fathers of the young (5- to 7-year-
old) children in their sample reported at least some discussion of race-related issues
with their children. However, these percentages were cut in half (33% of mothers,
20% of fathers) when parents were asked whether these conversations explicitly
involved discussion of skin color, racial labels, stereotypes, or discrimination.
Similar to the findings of Pahlke and colleagues, Vittrup and Holden found that
nearly half (48%) of parents’ racial discussions were related to egalitarianism (e.g.,
equality, valuing what is on the inside over external qualities). Only about 20% of
explicitly race-related conversations involved the promotion of nondiscrimination.
Least common, parents reported some race-related discussion about the languages
and traditions of other cultures (16%) and historical events related to race (8%).

Vittrup and Holden (2011) also attempted to experimentally test the effect of
explicit racial socialization on White children’s racial attitudes. In the experimental
conditions, White American parents were asked to engage in several in-depth
conversations about race with their young children and/or play selected race-
related television programs for their children over the course of a week. Review
of parental compliance data indicated that, as instructed, parents in the video
conditions played all of the videos for their children. However, in the discussion
conditions only 10% of parents actually engaged in the in-depth race-related
discussions requested by researchers. These findings illustrate White parents’
reluctance to engage in race-related discussion with their children. In support,
Hamm’s (2001) qualitative analysis of American parents’ attitudes toward explicit
racial socialization indicated that many White parents advocate a color blind
approach to racial socialization and defer to schools for all other types of racial
socialization. However, data from large cross-sectional samples indicate that when
there is an increased percentage of racial minority students at a child’s school, the
likelihood of racial socialization among White families goes up (Brown et al.,
2007; Hughes, Witherspoon, Rivas-Drake, & West-Bey, 2009).

In sum, most evidence suggests that racial majority parents generally avoid
race-related conversations with their children (e.g., Pahlke et al., 2012; Vittrup &
Holden, 2011). Moreover, under most circumstances racial majority parents prefer
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to rely on society (e.g., school, television) to provide explicit education about race
(Hamm, 2001; Vittrup & Holden, 2011).

Outcomes Associated with Color Conscious Racial Socialization

Evidence indicates that color conscious racial socialization, which acknowl-
edges race and racism, improves attitudes toward racial outgroups (Katz, 2003;
Vittrup & Holden, 2011). Katz and colleagues investigated predictors of racial bias
longitudinally in a racially mixed (50% White American, 50% African American)
sample of American children (Katz, 2003; Katz & Barrett, 1997). Children with the
highest racial bias at age 3 had parents who focused more on same-race (relative
to other race) targets while exploring diversity-themed picture books with their
children. Katz and colleagues also found that racial bias at age 6 was predicted by
explicit racial socialization at age 3, such that parents who explicitly discussed race
had children with the least racial bias. Moreover, there is experimental evidence
indicating that explicit racial socialization reduces racial bias. Vittrup and Holden
(2011) found that despite the weak compliance of parent participants who were
randomly assigned to discuss race at home with their child, the racial socialization
manipulation influenced children’s racial attitudes. After the racial socialization
intervention, children in the race discussion condition showed significantly more
positive attitudes toward Black people than children in the control group. Although
others have failed to identify a relationship between explicit racial socialization
and children’s racial attitudes (Pahlke et al., 2012), this has largely been attributed
to the exceedingly low base rates of racial socialization among White American
parents.

Although egalitarianism is generally seen as a positive orientation in the psy-
chological literature, in the racial socialization literature, it tends to be associated
with the color blind approach to race, such that equality messages often tend to
be paired with color blind messages (e.g., “skin color does not matter, you should
treat everyone equally”). Experimental evidence demonstrates that color blind
racial socialization reduces awareness of racial bias (Apfelbaum, Pauker, Som-
mers, & Ambady, 2010) and some scholars have argued that racial color blindness
leads to ignorance about the societal implications of race (Hughes et al., 2006).
Consequently, children who are socialized with egalitarianism may be more likely
to internalize racial biases and stereotypes (e.g., Hughes & Chen, 1999). Out-
comes associated with egalitarian racial socialization in the home have not been
investigated among racial majority children. Yet, there is experimental evidence
of the impact of color blind racial socialization. Racial majority children (8- to
11-year-old) who were primed with the color blind approach to race had more
difficulty identifying and reporting racial bias to teachers than those who were
not primed with color blind ideology (Apfelbaum et al., 2010). This suggests that
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parents’ color blind racial socialization messages may reduce awareness of racial
bias among children.

The Current Study

Consistent with recent calls to identify the factors that motivate White Amer-
ican parents to engage in racial socialization with their children (Loyd & Gaither,
2018), we examined the relation between parental individual differences and the
racial socialization messages they provide to their children. We focused on the
parents of middle childhood aged children (8- to 12-year-old) for several reasons.
First, by this age, children have developed an abstract understanding of the con-
cept of race (Hughes, Bigler, & Levy, 2007). Second, prior work has revealed that
children in middle childhood are capable of engaging in rich discussions with their
parents regarding challenging issues, such as how they cope with stress (Abaied
& Stanger, 2017), which suggests that parents and children have the capacity for
potentially engaging in challenging discussions about race. Finally, by this age
we reasoned that most parents would have had opportunities to discuss race and
racism with their child. We examined the extent to which individual differences in:
(i) racial prejudice, interracial anxiety, and motivations to respond without prej-
udice; (ii) interracial contact and interracial friendships; and (iii) White parents’
racial bias awareness predicted their racial socialization practices. Specifically,
we explored the extent to which the aforementioned factors uniquely contributed
to White parents’ self-reported discussions of recent race-related events with their
children, acknowledgement of societal racism in a hypothetical conversation with
their child, and denial of societal racism in a hypothetical conversation with their
child.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited online through Amazon’s MechanicalTurk
(MTurk) to complete a survey that was securely hosted on Qualtrics.com in
exchange for $1.00. Our target sample size was (N = 150), but we recruited a
total sample of 200 with the expectation that only 75–80% of respondents would
identify as White. The resulting sample included 168 White parents (66% female,
ages 24–63, Mage = 36.62, 97% biological parents) who had children between 8-
and 12-years-old. A sensitivity power analysis indicated that we had 80% power
to detect a correlation of r = .21.

First, parents were asked to list the ages of each of their children. If parents
had only one child in the target age range of 8–12, they were instructed to focus
on this child when answering questions in the survey. If parents had more than one

http://Qualtrics.com
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child aged 8–12, parents were instructed to focus on a child who was randomly
selected by Qualtrics software.

Measures

Individual difference measures. Parents first reported their and their child’s
interracial contact by listing their and their child’s 10 closest friends, respectively,
then (on a separate page) categorizing those friends by racial group (e.g., White,
Black, etc.). This technique was used to reduce social desirability concerns. Ad-
ditionally, parents indicated the frequency of their contact with Black people on a
5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = all of the time). Due to the low number of participants
who indicated having (or their children having) more than one Black friend (16%
of parents, 13% of children), the intergroup contact variables were dichotomized
(1 = one or more Black friends, 0 = no Black friends). Thirty-six percent of the
parents and 33.5% of the children in the sample had one or more Black friends.

After answering questions regarding their discussions about race (see below),
parents answered questions assessing their bias awareness (e.g., even though I
know it is not appropriate, I sometimes feel that I hold unconscious negative
attitudes toward Blacks; 4 items, α = .79; Perry et al., 2015a), internal and
external motivations to respond without prejudice (5 items, α = .87; 4 items, α =
.85; Plant & Devine, 1998), interracial anxiety (4 items, α = .87; Plant & Devine,
2003), and explicit prejudice (via a feeling thermometer; Kinder & Drake, 2009).
These last five measures were presented in random order.

Parent-child discussions of race. Parents responded to three open-ended
questions: (1) “what would you say if your child asked you about race?,” (2)
“what would you say to your child if you witnessed together an incident in which
someone experienced prejudice due to their race?,” and (3) “describe how you
have discussed recent current events related to race, such as events related to
Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, or the Charleston shooting, with your child. If
you have not discussed them, describe why you chose not to do so.” Responses
to each question were coded independently for acknowledgement of racism on a
scale of 0 (does not acknowledge racism), 1 (subtly acknowledges racism, e.g.,
“some races are treated differently than other races”), or 2 (overtly acknowledges
racism, e.g., “some people think that the color of someone’s skin means they are
inferior”) and denial of racism on a scale of 0 (does not deny racism), 1 (subtly
denies the reality of racism, e.g., “some people [who say racism is an issue]
are just ignorant and do not know any better”), or 2 (blatantly denies reality of
racism, e.g., “some people like to cry racism for everything and ignore the facts”).
Using methods previously employed in similar studies (e.g., Pahlke et al., 2012),
scores were then summed across the three questions to provide an overall score
with a potential range of 0–6. In addition, parents’ answers to the third question
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received a binary code of 0 (did not discuss) or 1 (did discuss). Reliability based
on 20% double coding was excellent for acknowledgement (intraclass correlation
coefficient [ICC] = .89) and did/did not discuss (ICC = .94). Variability in denial
of racism was extremely low for question 1, with nearly all participants receiving
a score of zero; this led to an ICC value of approximately zero despite near-perfect
agreement between coders. However, the ICC for questions 2 and 3 combined was
.93 (indicating high agreement between coders). Thirty-six percent of the sample
indicated that they had discussed current events related to race with their children.

Results

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among variables appear in Table 1.
We used a hierarchical logistic regression model to predict whether or not parents
reported discussing racial current events with their children, which was coded
as a dichotomous variable (yes vs. no). We had initially intended to use linear
regression to analyze the data on parent acknowledgement and denial of racism;
however, inspection of the distribution of these outcomes indicated that they
were highly positively skewed. To accommodate the observed distribution, we
conducted Poisson regressions, which are presented in Table 3. The predictors
were the same across all regression models: Block 1 included parent gender
(coded as 0 = male, 1 = female); Block 2 included internal motivations (IMS) and
external motivations (EMS) to respond without prejudice, interracial anxiety, and
warmth toward Black people as predictor variables; Block 3 included frequency of
parents’ contact with Black people and dummy-coded variables indicating whether
or not parents and children had any Black friends (0 = no Black friends, 1 = some
Black friends); and Block 4 included bias awareness. This method allowed us to
test (1) the extent to which each group of factors explained unique variance in
each outcome, (2) whether intergroup contact explained unique variance in each
outcome when controlling for intergroup attitudes and motivations to respond
without prejudice, and (3) whether bias awareness explained unique variance in
each outcome when controlling for all other factors.

Discussions of Racial Current Events

The results of the logistic regression predicting whether or not parents re-
ported discussing racial current events with their children (0 = did not report
discussing race, 1 = did report discussing race) appear in Table 2. In Block 1,
parent gender was a significant predictor such that mothers were more likely than
fathers to report discussing racial current events with their child; this effect be-
came nonsignificant in all subsequent blocks. Across all blocks in which they were
included, increased IMS was associated with a greater likelihood of discussing
racial current events with their children, whereas increased EMS predicted a lower
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likelihood of reporting such discussions. In the final block, for each one unit in-
crease in IMS, parents were 44% more likely to discuss race with their children,
and for each one unit increase in EMS, parents were 30% less likely to discuss race
with their children. The effects of interracial anxiety and warmth toward Black
people predicting racial discussions were nonsignificant in all blocks in which
they were included. In addition, the effects of family interracial contact predicting
racial discussions were nonsignificant in all blocks in which they were included.
Consistent with hypotheses, when controlling for all other variables, higher lev-
els of parental bias awareness predicted a higher likelihood of discussing racial
current events with their children. For each one unit increase in bias awareness,
parents were 47% more likely to discuss race with their children.

Acknowledgement of Racism

Parent gender was unrelated to acknowledgement of racism across all blocks.
As hypothesized, greater IMS was associated with higher levels of acknowledge-
ment of racism across all blocks in which it was included. For every unit increase in
IMS, parents were 67% more likely to show an increase in acknowledging racism.
EMS, interracial anxiety, and warmth toward Black people were nonsignificant
across all blocks in which they were included. Children’s and parents’ friend-
ships were nonsignificant in all blocks in which they were included; however,
parents’ interracial friendships were significantly associated with acknowledge-
ment of racism in the final block. The rate of acknowledging racism was 49%
lower for parents who had zero Black friends than parents who had one or more
Black friends. Consistent with hypotheses, greater bias awareness was associated
with greater acknowledgement of racism when controlling for all other variables.
For each unit increase in bias awareness, there was a 33% increase in the rate of
acknowledging racism.

Denial of Racism

The effect of parent gender was nonsignificant in the first block and significant
in all other blocks, such that the rate of denying racism was 2.42 times greater
among fathers than it was among mothers. The regressions predicting denial of
racism revealed no significant effects for IMS, EMS, interracial anxiety, or warmth
toward Black people; and no significant effects for family interracial contact in
all blocks in which they were included. Consistent with hypotheses, greater bias
awareness was associated with lower denial of racism, such that, for each unit
increase in bias awareness there was a 37% decrease in denial of racism.
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Discussion

The goal of the current study was to examine the extent to which individual
differences in White American parents’ racial bias awareness, attitudes, and con-
tact were associated with their self-reported conversations about race with their
children. Specifically, we sought to test the role of (i) racial prejudice, interracial
anxiety, and (internal and external) motivations to respond without prejudice; (ii)
interracial contact and interracial friendships; and (iii) racial bias awareness, as
they related to the racial socialization practices they use with their children. Con-
sistent with hypotheses, results indicated that White parents with higher racial bias
awareness were more likely to discuss race with their children and tended to en-
gage in more color conscious racial socialization with their children. That is, when
controlling for racial attitudes, motivations to respond without prejudice, and in-
tergroup contact, parents who were more aware of and concerned about their own
racially biased tendencies were more likely to discuss race and racism with their
children, demonstrated greater acknowledgment of racism, and were less likely to
deny racism in their self-reported conversations with their children. Interestingly,
although parents’ internal and external motivations to respond without prejudice
explained unique variance in color conscious socialization methods (e.g., saying
yes to discussing race-related current events and acknowledging racism), bias
awareness was the only predictor to explain unique variance in behaviors associ-
ated with color blind socialization methods. That is, bias awareness was negatively
associated with parents using language denying racism, whereas the other factors
did not explain additional variance in this tendency.

Beyond racial bias awareness, we found that parents who were more internally
motivated to respond without prejudice reported a greater likelihood of discussing
race with their children and acknowledging racism during these discussions. Ex-
ternal motivation to respond without prejudice was also associated with parents’
racial socialization—parents with greater external motivation to respond without
prejudice were less likely to report that they had discussed race or racial current
events with their child. One possible interpretation of this is that parents with high
internal motivation to respond without prejudice accurately recognize that provid-
ing color conscious racial socialization to their child can reduce his or her racial
biases. In contrast, parents who are externally motivated to respond without prej-
udice may fear that any mention of race may make them look racist (Apfelbaum
et al., 2008). In addition, these parents may worry that increasing their children’s
awareness and acknowledgement of race will actually make their child more racist
(Vittrup, 2018).

Interestingly, most of the other individual difference variables we examined
did not account for additional variance in parents’ self-reported racial socialization
approaches. For instance, parents’ interracial anxiety and warmth toward Black
people showed no association with their racial socialization approach. Thus, White
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American parents’ racial attitudes and feelings toward Black people in and of them-
selves may not be particularly relevant to how parents explicitly socialize their
children about race. Rather, the current findings suggest that it is parents’ aware-
ness of their own racial attitudes and biases and their concerns about responding
without prejudice that are associated with parents talking to their children about
race and acknowledging racial biases in society.

Although intergroup contact has previously been associated with positive
racial attitudes (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), within our study, interracial contact was
not uniquely associated with parents’ willingness to engage in racial socialization,
with one exception. Parents whose children had one or more Black friends were
more likely to acknowledge racism. Our findings also provide evidence that White
parents who have Black friends and whose children have Black friends tend to
show more internal motivation to respond without prejudice, yet it is unknown
whether parents’ racial attitudes lead children to develop more diverse friendships
or children’s diverse friendships increase parents’ internal motivations to respond
without prejudice (or both), or whether an entirely different factor explains this
association.

We also found that approximately 36% of White American parents reported
that they had discussed recent racially charged events with their children. Although
this means that only a minority of White parents indicated that they had these
discussions with their children, this is still high relative to the percentages reported
in previous studies (Pahlke et al., 2012; Vittrup & Holden, 2011). A number
of factors may contribute to the larger proportion of parents providing racial
socialization in the current study. First, in this study parents reported on racial
socialization of their 8- to 12-year-old child, whereas previous work has focused
on socialization of children in preschool and early elementary years. Previous
work indicates that parents may feel more comfortable discussing racial topics
with older children (Vittrup, 2018). Another potential contributor is the approach
used to measure racial socialization; previous work has examined parents’ racial
socialization within specific contexts (e.g., during a lab session) or limited time
period (within a specific 1-week period), whereas in the current study parents were
asked if they had ever spoken with their child about race-related incidents. The
fact that parents self-reported socialization may have also influenced the measured
prevalence of racial socialization. To the extent that providing racial socialization
is perceived by parents as a socially desirable behavior, there may be a tendency
to exaggerate the racial socialization they have provided to their child.

Prior work has shown little evidence of overlap between the racial attitudes
of parents and their children, which has been speculated to be a result of the lack
of explicit conversations about race in most White families (Skinner & Meltzoff,
2019; Vittrup, 2018). Thus, although parents in the current study reported fairly
positive attitudes toward Black people, their children may have little knowledge of
their parents’ attitudes in the absence of explicit conversations about race. Given
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that color consciousness seems to be associated with reduced bias and increased
awareness of racial inequality (Bonam, Vinoadharen, Coleman, & Salter, 2019
Nelson et al., 2013), it is important to consider the factors that may promote
color conscious parental racial socialization. This work sheds light on the factors
associated with color conscious racial socialization in White American families.

Although follow-up work is needed to determine whether bias awareness
causally influences racial socialization approaches, the findings reported here
have potential implications for interventions and policies designed to reduce racial
biases and discrimination in childhood. Prior work indicates that it is possible to
increase individuals’ awareness of their own racial biases (Monteith et al., 2010).
Thus, it is possible that bias awareness interventions with parents could be used as
a means of promoting and facilitating color conscious racial socialization among
White parents, ultimately increasing children’s awareness of and concern about
racial biases. It is important to note that, consistent with previously published
research findings (Perry, Dovidio, Murphy, & van Ryn, 2015b), bias awareness
was positively associated with interracial anxiety. In addition, it was negatively
related to parents’ interracial friendships. Previous research has suggested that the
relation between bias awareness and interracial anxiety may exist because those
who are higher in awareness may also be more concerned about appearing to be
prejudiced when interacting with racial minorities. This may be an even greater
concern among parents who have fewer Black friends. Thus, it is possible that
an intervention increasing awareness might also increase some parents’ concerns
about how they would perform in future interracial interactions.

Additional work is needed to examine whether a bias awareness intervention
like the one examined here could be effective, but interventions with parents
have the potential to be highly fruitful. Previous research indicates that one-
shot intervention methods generally fail to sustain changes in racial attitudes
over time (Lai et al., 2016), yet one-shot interventions that target judgment and
decision making can persist for months (Morewedge et al., 2015). Thus, a one-shot
intervention with parents (targeting their awareness of biases and approach to racial
socialization) could potentially have a long-term impact on how they think about
and approach racial socialization with their children. Therefore, through repeated
conversations between parents and children over time, this could potentially have
long-term impacts on the racial attitudes and biases of White children. This type
of intervention strategy would also impact racial attitudes while they are still
in the process of developing, which have been referred to as an optimal time
for intervention (Lee, Quinn, & Heyman, 2017). Moreover, this approach would
maximize the impact of interventions, such that training one parent on how to
engage in racial socialization, has the potential to impact the racial attitudes of
several children. Future work that examines possible interventions of this kind
and how they could be implemented with parents, will be an important next step
in this line of work.
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Limitations

One limitation of the current study is that we did not assess the quality of
(parents’ or children’) contact (e.g., the nature and closeness of their interracial
friendships). Although our primary measures of intergroup contact (i.e., number
of Black friends, frequency of contact) are consistent with previous work that has
assessed intergroup contact as a covariate (e.g., Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz,
1998), we recognize that much research on intergroup contact suggests that the
quality of the contact is also important to consider (Cameron, Rutland, Hossain, &
Petley, 2011; Gaither & Sommers, 2013; Skinner, & Meltzoff, 2019). Moreover,
given that people’s self-reports about their explicit negative attitudes toward vari-
ous social groups are influenced by social desirability concerns, it is possible that
more indirect, or implicit, measures may tell a different story about the relation
between racial attitudes and socialization (Greenwald et al., 1998).

Another limitation of this study is that we did not get children’s perspectives.
These data are one sided in that we were only able to assess parents’ perceptions
and recall of race-related conversations, but it is possible that children’s percep-
tions and memory of those conversations may differ. We were also not able to get
at the frequency of such conversations in the current study. The frequency with
which parents engage in conversations about race may vary with regard to the in-
dividual difference variables measured here and may have important implications
for the impact that these conversations have on their children. It is also important
to note that data were collected during a specific period in time, following highly
publicized race-related events (data collection occurred within 14–28 days of the
2015 church shooting in Charleston, South Carolina). Although, to some extent,
this provides a novel and unique context in which we can assess these questions, it
is possible that race discussions were particularly salient for some parents at this
time. In particular, parents who were bias aware or internally motivated to respond
without prejudice may have been particularly likely to discuss race with their
children because of their personal motivations and pre-existing self-awareness.
Thus, the salience of race in this particular time period may have increased the
link between bias awareness and color conscious racial socialization. In addition,
both the outcomes (e.g., discussing Trayvon Martin) and the individual difference
measures primarily focused on parents’ experiences with and willingness to dis-
cuss race in the context of Black individuals. It is possible that if the focus was
shifted to discussions about racism, in general, we would find different outcomes.

Conclusion

This work represents an important step in better understanding racial social-
ization in White American families and the factors associated with parental racial
socialization, which has recently been highlighted as an important gap in the
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research literature (Loyd & Gaither, 2018). In spite of the clear relevance of race
and racial divides in current U.S. society, most White parents avoid discussing
race with their children. By not socializing their children about race, White parents
may be unintentionally setting their children up to be ignorant to the racial biases
and inequalities that persist in current society. Moreover, by failing to discuss
race with their children, racial majority parents may be implicitly endorsing the
negative racial messages children are exposed to from society.
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