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This study examined whether Mexican-American parents’ experiences with discrimination are related to ado-
lescent psychological adjustment over time. The extent to which associations between parent discrimination
and adolescent adjustment vary as a function of parents’ ethnic socialization of their children was also exam-
ined. Participants included 344 high school students from Mexican or Mexican-American backgrounds (pri-
marily second generation; ages 14–16 at Wave 1) and their primary caregivers who completed surveys in a 2-
year longitudinal study. Results revealed that parent discrimination predicted internalizing symptoms and
self-esteem among adolescents 1 year later. Additionally, adolescents were more likely to report low self-
esteem in relation to parents’ increased experiences of discrimination when parents conveyed ethnic socializa-
tion messages to them.

Discrimination experiences are a significant threat
to the healthy development of ethnic minority
youth. Studies have demonstrated that Mexican-
American adolescents’ experiences with ethnic
discrimination are related to their psychological
adjustment, including internalizing and externaliz-
ing problems (e.g., Berkel et al., 2010; Uma~na-
Taylor & Updegraff, 2007). Despite the critical role
that parents play in the lives of Mexican-American
youth (Kuperminc, Wilkins, Jurkovic, & Perilla,
2013), to our knowledge no studies have extended
beyond studying adolescents’ own experiences and
related outcomes to examine whether Mexican-
American adolescents are also impacted by discrim-
ination experienced by their parents. Support for
the hypothesis that parents’ discrimination incidents
are related to youth adjustment has been found in
studies with African American and Chinese families

(e.g., Benner & Kim, 2009; Ford, Hurd, Jagers, &
Sellers, 2013). The current study extends this limited
research by examining whether Mexican-American
parents’ experiences with discrimination are related
to adolescent psychological adjustment 1 year later.
Based on their experiences with discrimination, it
may be expected that parents will convey certain
messages or concerns about cultural acceptance and
hostility to their adolescents. Thus, the current
study also examines whether ethnic socialization
messages amplify or attenuate links between parent
discrimination and adolescent adjustment.

Linking Parent Discrimination Experiences to
Adolescent Adjustment

Despite the growing literature on adolescents’
individual reactions to discrimination, only a few
studies have examined whether adolescents are
impacted by their parents’ discrimination. The inte-
grative model for minority youth (Garc�ıa-Coll et al.,
1996) emphasizes the central role of discrimination in
shaping adjustment outcomes for ethnic minority
youth. It also helps explain why parents’ experiences
with discrimination may influence adolescents’
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development. As the model suggests, discrimina-
tion is a critical social mechanism by which cultur-
ally relevant factors (e.g., acculturation; Lorenzo-
Blanco, Unger, Ritt-Olson, Soto, & Baezconde-Gar-
banati, 2013) and family processes (e.g., familismo;
Berkel et al., 2010) may alter adolescent outcomes.
For example, Mexican-American adolescents who
faced discrimination incidents and also endorsed
more Mexican-American values such as familism
showed mental health improvements. Thus, it may
be expected that parents’ discrimination experiences
are related to adolescent development and the nat-
ure of that link could depend on ethnic socializa-
tion practices in the family (Garc�ıa-Coll et al., 1996).
Furthermore, consistent with an ecological perspec-
tive (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the examination of
caregiver discrimination experiences in conjunction
with the proximal contextual factor of caregiver–
adolescent discussions on topics of race and preju-
dice may show how such experiences differently
impact adolescent psychological outcomes. That is,
the current study focuses on individual and envi-
ronmental characteristics to inform our understand-
ing of adolescent adjustment in relation to caregiver
discrimination. Overall, the limited studies in the
area find that parent discrimination is related to
negative adjustment among their children, but only
during late childhood and adolescence. Caughy,
O’Campo, and Muntaner (2004) found no differ-
ences in African American preschool children’s
behavior problems based on parent discrimination.
However, in a study of African American parents
and their late elementary school-aged children, par-
ent reports of discrimination were concurrently
associated with children’s distress levels (Gibbons,
Gerrard, Cleveland, Wills, & Brody, 2004). This
finding supports the notion that awareness of dis-
crimination incidents among a member of one’s eth-
nic group, especially a parent, is disconcerting to
youth. Moreover, the older age of the youth in Gib-
bons et al. (2004) is likely important because with
increasing age and cognitive development, youth
have greater capacity to interpret the meaning of
parents’ discrimination experiences and its rele-
vance in their own lives.

To our knowledge, two studies have examined
these relationships among adolescents. Ford et al.
(2013) longitudinally examined the experiences of
African American caregivers and adolescent dyads,
and found that caregivers’ experiences with dis-
crimination were related to increases in depressive
symptoms and declines in well-being among ado-
lescents. Therefore, although it was not known
whether adolescents personally witnessed their par-

ents’ discrimination, these experiences may have
left them more vulnerable to maladjustment. The
findings support the stress model of discrimination,
which posits that experiences with perceived dis-
crimination result in psychological or physiological
stress (e.g., Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams,
1999). Thus, after a parent experiences an act of dis-
crimination they are likely to react with a stress
response (e.g., maladaptive coping), which may
directly or indirectly impact the teen. In the second
study, the researchers focused on how parents’ dis-
crimination experiences were related to Chinese
American adolescents’ ethnicity-related stressors
(e.g., sense of cultural misfit, attitudes toward edu-
cation; Benner & Kim, 2009). Results showed sup-
port for mediation models in which parent
discrimination was related to greater ethnic social-
ization practices (i.e., racial bias preparation). These
socialization practices in turn were related to a
stronger sense of cultural misfit among adolescents.
The authors conclude that messages about prepara-
tion for racial bias, stemming from parents’ experi-
ences with discrimination, lead adolescents to feel
more stigmatized in U.S. culture. Although ethnic
socialization was also tested as a moderator, there
was no support for these models. Benner and Kim
(2009) note that this may reflect the transactional
nature of intergenerational discrimination experi-
ences and that because Asian American parents
rarely discuss discrimination with their children
(Hughes et al., 2006), these experiences may only
be indirectly related to adolescents’ well-being.
Taken together, these findings indicate that parents’
personal experiences and the messages they convey
about these experiences may both be important pre-
dictors of adolescents’ self-concept and mental
health. However, Benner and Kim’s (2009) findings
with Asian American youth also raise the possibil-
ity that ethnic socialization practices such as racial
bias preparation may not produce expected benefits
when they occur in the context of parents’ discrimi-
nation experiences. Since this finding stands in con-
trast to research that posits racial socialization is a
protective resource for minority populations
(Hughes et al., 2006), additional research is war-
ranted to better tease out such nuances and to
examine linkages among parents’ discrimination,
racial socialization, and adolescent well-being with
other populations.

In the current study of Mexican-American youth,
parents’ discrimination experiences were examined
as predictors of adolescent psychological adjust-
ment. We also examined whether these associations
varied as a function of their parents’ ethnic social-
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ization practices. In contrast to Benner and Kim
(2009), who found support for ethnic socialization
as a mediator, we examined ethnic socialization as
a moderator for two reasons. First, we hypothe-
sized that parents’ socialization practices related to
discrimination may function to support Mexican-
American youth’s understanding and adaptation to
their parents’ experiences and, thus, may not just
be reactive but also serve an adaptive function in
parent–child dynamics related to discrimination.
Second, although parents’ ethnic socialization or
preparation for bias may be contingent on the
extent to which they have experienced discrimina-
tion in their own lives, our longitudinal data with
two time points did not allow us to test mediation.
Thus, the tenets of the integrative model framework
(Garc�ıa-Coll et al., 1996) are further investigated in
this study by examining the extent to which the
magnitude of the association between parent dis-
crimination and adolescent adjustment depends on
ethnic socialization.

The Role of Ethnic Socialization

Parents’ discussion of topics related to ethnicity
and race with their children is recognized as a sali-
ent component of parenting among ethnic minority
families (Hughes et al., 2006; Priest et al., 2014).
Within the context of discrimination experiences,
ethnic socialization practices are often discussed as
protective (e.g., Neblett et al., 2008). In particular,
cultural socialization (teaching about ethnic heritage
and history) may be protective against the detri-
mental effects of discrimination as it promotes posi-
tive views about one’s ethnic group even in the
face of discriminatory acts. However, discussions
about preparation for bias and the promotion of
mistrust, signaling to youth that they may face prej-
udice and discrimination because of their ethnic
background or that they should be cautious with
certain groups, have been found to be both protec-
tive and harmful (Evans et al., 2012). That is, these
messages may protect youth from the negative out-
comes associated with discrimination because it
prepares them to cope and allows them to attribute
discrimination to others’ prejudice (e.g., Neblett
et al., 2008). However, preparation for bias also has
been found to amplify the negative relation
between adolescent discrimination and self-esteem
(Harris-Britt, Valrie, Kurtz-Costes, & Rowey, 2007).
Due to prior mixed findings and because these
studies have not examined the link between parents’
discrimination and adolescent psychological adjust-
ment among Mexican Americans, we examined the

protective versus risk-amplifying effects of parents’
ethnic socialization as competing hypotheses.

Current Study

Adolescence is a prime developmental period to
study discrimination and ethnic socialization prac-
tices. During adolescence, parents are more likely to
discuss topics of race and ethnicity as teens are
more cognitively and emotionally prepared to
understand these issues (Hughes & Chen, 1997;
Lalonde, Jones, & Stroink, 2008). Examining the
links between parents’ experiences with discrimina-
tion and the well-being of their adolescent children
and investigating the processes that may help
explain these associations is an area ripe for inquiry
(Benner & Kim, 2009). Additionally, the fact that
most discrimination and ethnic socialization studies
have focused on the experiences of African Ameri-
can families has been noted as a limitation in the
field (Hughes et al., 2006). The current study
extends past research to test these associations
among Mexican-American families. The experiences
of Mexican-American families are important to
study not only because they remain an understud-
ied group in discrimination research, but also
because Mexican-Americans are one of the largest
ethnic minority groups in the United States who
are identified as being at higher risk for psychologi-
cal adjustment outcomes compared to youth from
other ethnic backgrounds (Hill, Bush, & Roosa,
2003). Given the emphasis on closeness and respect
for family members among Mexican Americans
(Kuperminc et al., 2013), it may be particularly
important to understand the extent to which parent
discrimination relates to their adolescents’ well-
being and the extent to which ethnic socialization
amplifies or attenuates such links.

Garc�ıa-Coll et al.’s (1996) integrative model spec-
ifies that personal experiences with discrimination
may be frequent and normative among ethnic
minority youth. Thus, adolescent reports of discrim-
ination were included as a control in the models.
Furthermore, it is possible that parents’ cultural
socialization, preparation for bias, or promotion of
mistrust might also occur in response to adoles-
cents’ discrimination experiences, which may drive
associations over time between these predictors and
adolescents’ psychological adjustment. Thus, by
including adolescent discrimination in the models,
we better isolate the unique contribution of parents’
experiences and account for adolescents’ personal
experiences with discrimination that likely also
shape their adjustment. In sum, the current study is
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guided by two central aims. The first research aim
is to examine whether Mexican-American parents’
experiences with discrimination are related to ado-
lescent reports of psychological adjustment 1 year
later. The second research aim is to test if associa-
tions between parent discrimination and adolescent
adjustment vary as a function of parents’ ethnic
socialization.

Method

Participants

Adolescents from Mexican backgrounds and
their primary caregivers were recruited from two
public high schools in Los Angeles (in the 2009–
2010 academic year) to participate in a two-wave
longitudinal study. In the first school, Latinos
composed 62% of the student body, and 73% of
students were eligible for free or reduced lunch.
The second school consisted of mostly Latino (94%)
students, and 71% of students were eligible for free
or reduced lunch.

Students from Mexican backgrounds enrolled in
the ninth or tenth grade were invited to participate,
along with their primary caregiver (i.e., family
member who self-identified as the adult who spent
the most time with the adolescent and knew the
most about them). Among those students who were
invited to participate and were eligible, 63% agreed
to participate. This rate compares favorably with
past intensive studies (e.g., home interview fol-
lowed by daily reports) among Latino families (e.g.,
Updegraff, McHale, Whiteman, Thayer, & Delgado,
2005). At Wave 1, participants included 428 adoles-
cents (Mage = 15.02, SDage = 0.83) from Mexican or
Mexican-American backgrounds and their primary
caregiver. One year later, a total of 344 (80%) of the
families participated in Wave 2. Independent t tests
were run to compare participants who completed
both waves of data with those who participated
only in the first wave. Across the main study
variables (e.g., parent discrimination, adolescent
psychological adjustment), only one significant
difference emerged. Adolescents who participated
in Wave 1 reported higher levels of promotion of
mistrust compared to participants who participated
in both waves, t(417) = �3.261, p = .001.

The analytic sample for the current study
includes the 344 families who participated during
both waves. The adolescent sample was evenly split
by gender (50% male). Seventy-one percent of stu-
dents were second generation (i.e., they were born
in the United States, but at least one of their par-

ents was born outside of the United States), 11%
were first generation (i.e., they and their parents
were born outside the United States), and 18% were
third generation or later (i.e., they and both of their
parents were born in the United States). The pri-
mary caregivers were largely participants’ mothers
(85%) and the remaining were either participants’
fathers or other caregivers. In total, 96% of the care-
givers were either the mother or father of the ado-
lescent; for the sake of ease, we will refer to the
primary caregivers as parents. Parent educational
levels included less than a high school diploma
(65%), high school graduate (8%), and at least some
college attendance (27%).

Procedures

Letters were sent home to the families describing
the study in English and Spanish. Graduate stu-
dents visited classrooms to describe the study and
answer questions. Researchers then made calls to
parents to further describe the study and eligibility
requirements. If the adolescent and primary care-
giver agreed to participate, a meeting was set up to
complete the consent and assent process in person
and to complete questionnaires (predominately
occurring in the family home). Questionnaires were
completed by parents as an interview with a
research team member and adolescents completed a
paper-and-pencil questionnaire independently. At
each wave, adolescents were paid $30 for their par-
ticipation and parents were paid $50.

Measures

Reports of discrimination experiences were
drawn from the parent and adolescent question-
naires. The measures for ethnic socialization and
psychological adjustment were drawn from the
adolescent questionnaire. The following demo-
graphic information was obtained from the parent
and adolescent questionnaires: gender, grade, gen-
eration status, school attended, whether mother
was primary caregiver, and parent education level
(i.e., categories included only elementary school
completed, up to secondary school completed, or
some college). These factors were included as con-
trols in the main models.

Parent and Adolescent Discrimination (Wave 1)

A modified eight-item version of the Experiences
with Discrimination Scale (Murry, Brown, Brody,
Cutrona, & Simons, 2001) assessed parent and
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adolescent experiences with discrimination. Sample
items included, “How often has someone yelled a
racial slur or racial insult at you” and “How often
has someone ignored you or excluded you from
some activity just because of your ethnic back-
ground.” Items were rated on a scale from (1) never
to (5) > 6 times, such that higher scores for the mea-
sure indicate more experiences with discrimination.
The scale showed excellent reliability for adoles-
cents (a = .87) and parents (a = .90).

Ethnic Socialization (Wave 1)

Items from Hughes and Chen’s (1997) ethnic
socialization scale were completed by adolescents.
They reported the frequency of ethnic socialization
messages that they received from their parents in
the past year. Response options ranged from (1)
never to (5) six or more times. The measure consisted
of three subscales: cultural socialization (a = .80),
preparation for bias (a = .80), and promotion of
mistrust (a = .79). The three subscale correlations
ranged from .17 to .40, and higher scores indicate
greater ethnic socialization for each subscale.

Cultural socialization. This subscale consists of
four items that assessed the extent to which parents
encourage their children to learn more about their
culture. For example, teens indicated how often
their parents “talked to you about important people
or historical events of your ethnic group” and
“taken you to places or events that reflect your eth-
nic heritage.”

Preparation for bias. Six items assessed how often
parents teach their adolescent children about ethnic
discrimination. For example, adolescents were
asked how often their parents “talked to you about
discrimination or prejudice against people of your
ethnic group” and “told you that people might try
to limit you because of your ethnicity.”

Promotion of mistrust. The two items that
assessed how often parents discourage their chil-
dren from trusting people of other ethnic groups
included, “How many times have your parents
done or said things to keep you from trusting kids
from other ethnic groups” and “. . . done or said
things to keep your distance from kids of other eth-
nicities.”

Adolescent Psychological Adjustment (Wave 2)

Four indicators of adolescents’ psychological
adjustment were assessed: internalizing problems,
self-esteem, externalizing problems, and substance
use.

Internalizing problems. Adolescents completed the
Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991). The sub-
scale is composed of 30 items rated on a scale with
three response options: not true of me (0), somewhat
or sometimes true of me (1), and true or often true of
me (2). Thus, higher scores indicate more internaliz-
ing problems. Sample items included, “I cry a lot”
and “I feel overtired without good reason.” Alpha
reliability in the current study was .87.

Self-esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965) assessed self-esteem. The scale
consists of 10 items such as “I take a positive atti-
tude toward myself” and “I feel that I have a num-
ber of good qualities.” Items are rated on a scale
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) with
higher scores indicating higher self-esteem. The
scale showed good reliability (a = .84).

Externalizing problems. Adolescents completed
the externalizing behaviors subscale from the YSR
(Achenbach, 1991). The subscale consisted of 32
items; adolescents were asked to rate how true each
item was for them on the scale described for inter-
nalizing problems. Sample items include, “I am
mean to others” and “I get in many fights.” The
scale had excellent reliability (a = .86).

Number of substances used. A measure adapted
from the National 2001 Youth Risk Behavior Survey
assessed the number of substances adolescents have
ever used in their lifetime. The scale accounts for
the total number of substances used, including
cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, crystal meth,
other illegal drugs (e.g., ecstasy), and prescription
drugs without a prescription. Higher scores indicate
a greater number of substances used. Alpha reliabil-
ity of this scale in the current study was .71.

Data Analytic Plan

The data analysis plan involved three steps to
address the two research aims. First, to assess the
percentage of Mexican-American parents and ado-
lescents who reported discrimination incidents and
the intercorrelations among the variables of interest,
descriptive analyses were run. Second, to address
the research aim that examines whether parents’
experiences with discrimination are related to ado-
lescent reports of psychological adjustment 1 year
later, hierarchical regression models were tested.
The models controlled for adolescent gender
(dummy coded; male as the comparison group),
grade (dummy coded; ninth grade as comparison
group), generational status (dummy coded; first
generation as comparison group), and school and
parent education level (dummy coded; only ele-
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mentary school completed as comparison group) at
the first step. These variables were included
because they are key demographic variables and
descriptive results showed that there were a few
differences based on the psychological adjustment
indicators that should be accounted for (e.g., differ-
ences in internalizing and externalizing symptoms
based on school). Models also controlled for adoles-
cents’ reports of discrimination and the appropriate
adolescent outcome at Wave 1. In the second step,
the Wave 1 parent discrimination measure was
entered. The adolescent discrimination and outcome
control variables and the parent discrimination
reports were centered to avoid multicollinearity
when interpreting the interactions from the final
models (Fairchild & McQuillin, 2010).

Finally, three-level hierarchical regressions were
run to test the research aim examining the extent to
which associations between parent discrimination
and adolescent adjustment were moderated by par-
ent reports of ethnic socialization practices. The
models described previously remained the same
with the exception that a cross-product between
discrimination and the ethnic socialization variable
was included at the third step.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Overall, 72% of parents reported experiencing
any discrimination incident (M = 1.70, SD = 0.72).
There were no differences in parents’ reports of dis-
crimination based on their generational status,
F(2, 341) = 1.75, p = .18 or whether the primary care-
giver was the mother or another family member,
t(342) = �1.36, p = .17. Among adolescents, 75%

reported experiencing any discrimination incident
(M = 1.53, SD = 0.58). Parent reports of the fre-
quency of discrimination experiences were higher
than adolescent reports, t(339) = �3.51, p < .001.

Table 1 displays the intercorrelations among all
of the key variables. Parent discrimination and ado-
lescent discrimination were unrelated. The results
indicated that as parent reports of discrimination
increased, adolescent internalizing symptoms
increased and self-esteem decreased. There was no
association between parents’ discrimination experi-
ences and adolescents’ externalizing problems or
substance use. Adolescent discrimination was sig-
nificantly associated with higher reports of internal-
izing and externalizing problems, but was not
related with self-esteem or substance use. The three
ethnic socialization indicators were inconsistently
associated with the adolescent outcomes. Cultural
socialization was related to lower internalizing
symptoms and higher self-esteem. Preparation for
bias was unrelated to adolescent adjustment, and
promotion of mistrust was related to increased
internalizing problems, lower self-esteem, and
increased externalizing problems.

Linking Parent Discrimination to Adolescent
Adjustment

A series of hierarchical linear regressions were
run to address the first research aim. The model
predicting internalizing problems revealed that after
accounting for the controls (i.e., gender, grade, gen-
erational status, school, parent education, whether
mother was primary caregiver, adolescent discrimi-
nation, and Wave 1 internalizing problems), parent
discrimination was a significant predictor (Table 2).
As parent reports of discrimination increased, there

Table 1
Intercorrelations Among Parent and Adolescent Discrimination, Adolescent Adjustment, and Ethnic Socialization

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Parent discrimination —

2. Adolescent discrimination .06 —

3. Cultural socialization .03 .22 —

4. Preparation for bias .10 .46** .40** —

5. Promotion of mistrust .04 .27** .17** .33** —

6. Internalizing problems .17** .15** �.14* .09 .14* —

7. Self-esteem �.14** �.01 .21** .05 �.12* �.39* —

8. Externalizing problems .09 .23** �.09 .07 .23** .52** �.19* —

9. Substance use .02 �.09 �.10 �.09 .04 .07 �.03 .08 —

Note. Parent and adolescent discrimination measures and ethnic socialization were drawn from Wave 1; adolescent psychosocial adjust-
ment measures from Wave 2.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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was an increase in their adolescents’ internalizing
problems 1 year later. Parent reports of discrimina-
tion also were related to adolescents’ self-esteem.
As experiences with discrimination increased
among parents, adolescents reported lower self-
esteem 1 year later. As shown in Table 2, the mod-
els predicting externalizing problems and substance
use revealed that parent discrimination did not pre-
dict these adjustment indicators. Thus, there was no
relation between parent discrimination and adoles-
cents’ externalizing problems or substance use. An
additional model was run with a substance use
scale that excludes more serious and infrequently
used drugs (i.e., cocaine, crystal meth, illegal drugs,
and prescription drugs without a prescription).
However, parent discrimination experiences did not
predict the use of more commonly used substances,
and the results remained the same.

The Moderating Role of Ethnic Socialization

The results from the hierarchical regressions that
tested the moderation hypotheses revealed that the
main effect of cultural socialization was significant
in predicting all of the psychological adjustment
indicators except number of substances used. The
main effect pattern showed that more cultural
socialization messages predicted lower internaliz-
ing problems (b = �.74, SE = .38, p = .05) and
lower externalizing problems (b = �.74, SE = .35,
p = .04). Moreover, higher cultural socialization

predicted higher self-esteem (see Table 3). The
main effects of preparation for bias and promotion
of mistrust were not significant for any of the
outcomes.

Across the three ethnic socialization indicators
there was significant moderation in the models pre-
dicting self-esteem (Table 3). As shown in the top
panel of Figure 1, the interaction between cultural
socialization and self-esteem revealed that there
was no association between parent discrimination
and adolescents’ self-esteem among adolescents
who reported low levels of cultural socialization.
Among adolescents who reported high levels of cul-
tural socialization (encouragement to learn about
culture), however, more parent discrimination was
associated with lower adolescent self-esteem. A
similar pattern was found for preparation for bias
and promotion of mistrust (Figure 1). Among ado-
lescents who reported low levels of parental prepa-
ration for bias or levels of mistrust messages from
their parents, there was no association between dis-
crimination and self-esteem. In contrast, if teens
reported that their parents frequently taught them
about ethnic discrimination (i.e., high preparation
for bias) or they received frequent messages about
mistrusting people of other ethnic groups, more
parental experiences with discrimination were asso-
ciated with lower self-esteem among adolescents.
There were no interactions predicting internalizing
symptoms, externalizing problems, or substance
use.

Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Models Predicting Adolescent Psychological Adjustment at Wave 2

Internalizing
problems Self-esteem

Externalizing
problems

Number of
substances used

b t b t b t b t

Step 1
Gender .08 1.68 .04 0.76 �.01 �0.11 .04 0.52
Grade �.04 �0.90 .05 0.96 �.03 �0.63 �.04 �0.53
Second generation .09 1.35 �.19 �2.54* .03 0.39 �.02 �0.23
Third generation �.01 �0.13 �.14 �1.83 .02 0.33 �.02 �0.17
School .04 0.77 �.01 �0.26 .05 1.22 .02 0.33
Parent educ. secondary .01 0.12 .09 1.42 .03 0.49 �.01 �0.15
Parent educ. college �.01 �0.11 .13 2.05 .03 0.52 .03 0.38
Mother caregiver �.02 �0.35 .01 0.19 .02 0.37 .12 1.69
W1 outcome .59 12.30*** .45 8.85*** .63 13.73*** .02 0.33
W1 adolescent discrimination .01 0.16 .01 0.07 .07 1.51 �.11 �1.56
Step 2
Parent discrimination .12 2.59* �.14 �2.71** .03 0.61 .02 �0.32

Note. Comparison groups include males, ninth grade, first-generation adolescents, elementary school education, and mother caregivers.
W1 = Wave 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Discussion

The current study adds to the growing literature
investigating the impact of discrimination among
Mexican-American adolescents. This study extends
previous work by showing that parents’ experi-
ences with discrimination were related to adoles-
cent internalizing symptoms and self-esteem but
not externalizing problems and substance use
1 year later. The results indicate that cultural social-
ization is, on average, related to higher levels of
self-esteem and lower levels of internalizing and
externalizing problems. Cultural socialization
remains a predictor of self-esteem and internalizing
and externalizing problems across the 1-year time
frame of the study, even controlling for prior levels
of the adjustment outcome and adolescent experi-
ences of discrimination. This finding affirms the
importance of cultural socialization in the lives of
Mexican-American adolescents (Knight et al., 2011).
However, within this broader context of positive
relation with cultural socialization, a more nuanced
picture emerges when considering the interaction
between parents’ ethnic socialization messages and
discrimination experiences in predicting self-esteem.

Parent discrimination predicts significantly
lower levels of self-esteem in families in which
parents are actively discussing or educating their
adolescents about their cultural background and

culturally based societal biases such that the bene-
fits of high ethnic socialization are offset when
parents report high levels of discrimination. These
findings suggest that it may be especially difficult
for parents to shield their adolescents from threats
to their self-esteem when they have been recent
victims of discrimination. These parents may be
less able to offer helpful messages to promote
understanding of culture and bias, potentially still
struggling to make sense of such events them-
selves. It is also possible that parents are offering
effective messages, yet adolescents feel more
threatened or less convinced of these messages if
they observe that their parents experience unfair
treatment. Researchers studying ethnic socialization
have noted that future research should examine
the overlap in what parents believe they are teach-
ing their teens and what teens actually take away
and understand from these messages (Romero,
Gonzalez, & Smith, 2015). Furthermore, Brega and
Coleman (1999) concluded from their study on the
impact of ethnic socialization on subjective stigma-
tization among African American adolescents that
highly frequent ethnic socialization messages may
become “too much for the adolescent to handle.”
This may be particularly true when these messages
are coupled with high levels of discriminatory acts
experienced by parents, as found in the current
study. If replicated in other studies, qualitative

Table 3
Moderating Effect of Parent Ethnic Socialization on Adolescent Self-Esteem

Cultural socialization Preparation for bias Promotion of mistrust

b t b t b t

Step 1
Gender .03 0.65 .04 0.78 .03 0.67
Grade .05 0.94 .05 0.94 .04 0.84
Second generation �.19 �2.59* �.19 �2.54* �.21 �2.86**
Third generation �.14 �1.90 �.15 �1.92 �.17 �2.15*
School �.03 �0.49 �.03 �0.50 �.02 �0.40
Parent educ. secondary .10 1.63 .09 1.53 .08 1.35
Parent educ. college .13 2.04* .14 2.21* .12 1.91
Mother caregiver .01 0.17 .01 0.15 .01 0.02
W1 self-esteem .42 8.21*** .45 8.97*** .44 8.54***
W1 adolescent discrimination �.02 �0.44 �.01 �0.21 .03 0.48
Step 2
W1 parent discrimination �.15 �2.91** �.14 �2.67** �.13 �2.46*
W1 ethnic socialization .14 2.62** .08 1.44 �.06 �1.06
Step 3
Discrimination 9 Ethnic Socialization �.12 �2.34* �.12 �2.33* �.10 �1.97*

Note. In each model, the corresponding ethnic socialization measure is entered in Step 2 and in the final step as a cross-product with
parent discrimination. W1 = Wave 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

1086 Espinoza, Gonzales, and Fuligni



research would be useful to further explore
whether parents give different types of messages
when they are actively experiencing discrimination
and the ways in which adolescents interpret par-
ents’ messages at such times.

In contrast to the results for cultural socialization
and preparation for bias, the moderating effects of
promotion of mistrust were consistent with some
formulations of this aspect of ethnic and racial
socialization (Hughes et al., 2006). Parents’ discrimi-
nation had significantly more deleterious effects on
adolescents’ self-esteem when it was combined with
high levels of parents’ promotion of mistrust, and

this combination was associated with the lowest
levels of self-esteem. It is also noteworthy that the
significant interactions shown in the prediction of
self-esteem are driven, in part, by the fact that par-
ents’ discrimination had no effects on self-esteem
when parents were not actively engaged in the
socialization of their adolescents. Perhaps these par-
ents are less likely to discuss cultural issues and
events with their adolescents, including their own
experiences with discrimination. As a result, these
adolescents are neither placed at greater risk nor do
they derive the significant self-esteem benefits asso-
ciated with ethnic socialization of Mexican-Ameri-
can youth. Overall, these findings highlight the
difficulty that parents face in teaching their children
about their culture and the role of culture in their
lives. Saying nothing may deprive adolescents of
important opportunities to achieve a strong sense
of self, yet the specific types of message and the
contexts in which they are delivered are also impor-
tant for predicting self-esteem for Mexican-Ameri-
can adolescents.

One question that emerges from the moderation
results is why only self-esteem is associated with
discrimination incidents and ethnic socialization
messages. Self-esteem has been identified as a
dimension of adolescent self-concept that is highly
sensitive to individuals’ awareness of their member-
ship in a group that is devalued (Crocker, Luhta-
nen, Blaine, & Broadnax, 1994; Uma~na-Taylor &
Updegraff, 2007). Self-esteem is also proposed to be
sensitive to expectations of future discrimination
experiences (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999).
Thus, some knowledge or awareness that their par-
ents are discriminated against coupled with fre-
quently receiving messages that increase their
awareness of potential bias or that even merely
teach adolescents about their ethnic minority her-
itage may be signaling to them that their group is
devalued and that discrimination is a salient experi-
ence for their family. Additionally, research shows
that threats to an individual’s social identity are
more impactful when one’s ethnicity is made more
salient (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). Taken
together, this is likely to lead to less positive feel-
ings about oneself among Mexican-American ado-
lescents. Much of the research examining relations
between discrimination and adolescent outcomes
have focused on socioemotional and academic indi-
cators (e.g., Huynh & Fuligni, 2010), with fewer
studies examining links with externalizing behav-
iors. The current study found that parent experi-
ences with discrimination were not predictive of
Mexican-American adolescents’ externalizing prob-
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Figure 1. Ethnic socialization moderations—(a) cultural socializa-
tion, (b) preparation for bias, and (c) promotion of mistrust—
with adolescent self-esteem.
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lems or substance use. More research is needed to
test whether associations exist between discrimina-
tory incidents and related outcomes among ethnic
minority adolescents.

The use of both parent and adolescent reports,
longitudinal data, and the inclusion of multiple
indicators of psychosocial adjustment are strengths
of the study. Yet, there are also limitations that
should be considered. One limitation is that
whether adolescents were aware of their parents’
discrimination experiences or whether they directly
observed any incidents is unknown. Future studies
should ask parents whether they discussed these
particular experiences with their children or if they
observed any incidents. This would better illumi-
nate the extent to which explicit awareness of par-
ents’ discrimination is related to adolescent well-
being. A greater understanding of parents’ experi-
ences with discrimination would also be insightful
for future research. For example, in the current
study we did not ask about phenotype or differenti-
ate between inter- and intragroup discrimination.
However, discrimination based on phenotype has
been found to be relevant in the lives of Mexican-
Americans (e.g., Romero et al., 2015) and perhaps
this type of discrimination is particularly impactful
and differentially related to ethnic socialization
practices among parents. Future research would
also benefit from continuing to study longitudinal
associations across a wider time span that can bet-
ter incorporate a life-course perspective to under-
stand whether discrimination experiences may have
a unique impact during the adolescent period (Pear-
lin, Schieman, Fazio, & Meersman, 2005). Finally, a
limitation of the current study is that a majority of
students were second generation. Thus, there was
not sufficient variability to examine whether the
associations between parent discrimination and
adolescent adjustment vary by generational status.
Some evidence indicates that U.S.-born Latinos
experience more discrimination incidents (e.g.,
P�erez, Fortuna, & Alegr�ıa, 2008) than foreign-born
Latinos. Nonetheless, it may be the case that associ-
ations are stronger among first-generation adoles-
cents who may be especially impacted by parents’
negative experiences since they tend to have closer
family ties (e.g., Almeida, Molnar, Kawachi, &
Subramanian, 2009) than later generations.

In sum, the current multiwave, multi-informant
study advances our understanding of discrimina-
tion among an understudied population, Mexican-
American families. Future research should continue
to examine culturally relevant factors such as ethnic
identity and acculturative stress to help elucidate

associations between parents’ experiences with dis-
crimination and adolescent psychosocial adjust-
ment.
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