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Abstract

This manuscript provides a critical and comprehensive review of research on race socialization
within Black families. Race socialization is deWned as speciWc verbal and non-verbal messages trans-
mitted to younger generations for the development of values, attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs regard-
ing the meaning and signiWcance of race and racial stratiWcation, intergroup and intragroup
interactions, and personal and group identity. Reviewed are published articles that address either
analytical or theoretical approaches to understanding Black families’ race socialization practices.
First, theoretical perspectives of the race socialization process are reviewed. Second, this review
deWnes race socialization in Black families. It then describes modes of message transmittal. Next, it
focuses on three domains of research on race socialization: (a) prevalence, (b) content, and (c) race
socialization as a predictor of child and adult outcomes. It concludes by outlining important chal-
lenges and issues in the literature to encourage the development of future research.
© 2006 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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This paper examines the process of socialization around the status of race. In previous
studies, socialization to race as a status has been neglected whereas socialization to other
topics such as politics, gender, and religion have received a great deal of attention. Race is
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not substantively diVerent from these other more frequently studied topics; however,
researchers have not adequately theorized the relationship between socialization to race as
a status and other socialization processes. So, it is not clear how socialization to race is
linked to general socialization practices. This manuscript will attempt to lay out an orga-
nizing framework and appraise existing research representing the state of the Weld. The the-
oretical contribution of this paper then is not to develop a new theory around
socialization, but to highlight linkages between empirical studies on socialization to race
with seemingly unrelated literatures such as family processes, socialization processes, and
life course development.

Black parents play a pivotal role in educating their children about the structural and
psychological implications of race as a stratiWcation status. To raise physically and emo-
tionally healthy Black children, Black parents must buVer information their children
receive about race (Murray, Stokes, & Peacock, 1999). Black parents must socialize their
children to understand (1) Black culture and how to interact with other Blacks, (2) how to
get along with other racial groups, and (3) how to cope with their oppressed minority sta-
tus (Boykin & Toms, 1985). The process of preparing Black children to understand their
unique heritage, culture, and the meaning of membership in a low status racial group is
commonly referred to as race socialization (Hughes & Chen, 1997; Peters, 1985; Stevenson,
1994; Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990).

The process of race socialization is important to understand for several reasons. First,
race socialization links seemingly unrelated literatures such as family processes, socializa-
tion processes, life course development, and identity formation. Second, messages about
race and racism can interact with the content of other socialization messages. For example,
gender roles are often learned in the context of race roles (McRae & Noumair, 1997). Gen-
eral cultural expectations are often shaped by racial expectations (Fordham & Ogbu,
1986). And political ideology is often shaped by racial ideology (Stewart, Settles, & Winter,
1998). Third, it implicates the development and stability of racial attitudes across the life
course. Fourth, it focuses on a population that is often not the subject of scientiWc studies
(i.e., Black families). Fifth, race socialization is increasingly regarded as crucial for the
development of Black children’s racial identity, self-esteem, and attitudes, values, and
beliefs regarding race. Yet, despite the importance of and interest in the concept, there is
considerable ambiguity concerning the exact meaning of the term and the optimum
method of measuring the process.

This paper provides a critical review of research on race socialization in Black families.
First, theoretical perspectives of the socialization process which link race socialization to
socialization in general are outlined. Second, deWnitions of race socialization in Black fam-
ilies are reviewed and integrated. Third, modes of parental transmission of race socializa-
tion messages are described. Fourth, empirical domains of the race socialization literature
are discussed: (a) prevalence of race socialization messages, (b) content of race socializa-
tion messages, and (c) race socialization as a predictor of child and adult outcomes. This
paper concludes by suggesting directions for future research on race socialization in Black
families.

Theoretical perspectives of the socialization process

This section links race socialization to general socialization practices using three theo-
retical perspectives (i.e., ecological theory, life course perspective, and social-cognitive
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