
 

Study: Racial socialization reduces effects of
racial discrimination on crime

August 17 2012

A new study, published in this month’s American Sociological Review,
showed how experiencing racial discrimination increases the risk of
crime among young African-American males. More importantly, results
found that those risks are reduced by adaptive parenting practices in
African American families known as racial socialization.

“A number of previous studies have shown that racial discrimination
may increase the risk of offending among African-Americans, especially
males,” said Callie Burt, an assistant professor in the School of
Criminology and Criminal Justice at Arizona State University. “And so
in this study we were interested in understanding ‘how does this
happen?’”

Burt and a team of researchers followed 700 African-American families
who were originally located in Iowa or Georgia over an eight-year
period. The caregivers and their children were interviewed every two
years starting when they were in the fifth grade.

“What we were interested in looking at is how different situations – how
kinds of interactions – differ between African-Americans and whites?”
Burt said. “And in particular we focused on one thing that African-
Americans experienced that Whites do not – and that’s interpersonal
racial discrimination.”

Burt viewed discrimination as a type of strain that was cumulative in its
effect that produces distress and shapes individuals’ views of the world,
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including the nature of relationships and the fairness of the system. The
resulting distress and view of relationships, in turn, influence people’s
likelihood of violating the law as individuals try to cope and protect
themselves against perceived threats.

“Those that experienced high levels of discrimination were at a much
higher risk of criminal offending,” said Burt. “And we found that much
of this effect occurred through the three social psychological mediators
that were depression, hostile views of relationships, and disengaging it
from conventional norms. Nearly 70 percent of the effect of racial
discrimination was through these three factors. So this really sheds light
on what it is about discriminatory experiences that leads individuals to
even much later have a higher risk of crime and engage in criminal
behavior.”

Recent studies have highlighted the importance of parenting practices
that promote ethnic pride and cultural heritage in the African-American
community. Burt wanted to find out if such racial socialization practices
helped promote coping mechanisms for effectively dealing with racism.

“We were interested in seeing whether individuals who would experience
these parenting practices were less likely to respond to racial
discrimination with criminal behavior,” Burt said.

The study found that African-American kids whose families warned and
prepared them for racial discrimination were less likely to engage in
crime.

“The two forms of racial ethnic socialization that we examined, which
were cultural socialization – promoting racial pride and knowledge of
ethnic and racial heritage and preparation for bias – which as it sounds –
warns about discrimination – they attenuated the link between
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discrimination and the likelihood of crime,” said Burt. “Kids who had
high levels of preparation for bias were not at an increased risk for crime
in response to moderate or even high moderate levels of racial
discrimination.”

Burt says promoting racial pride and cultural heritage and preparing
African-American kids for the potential of being discriminated against
are useful tools that are being used in the black community to reduce the
influence of racial discrimination on crime. But the criminologist says
the goal should be to prevent racial discrimination in the first place.

“Reducing discrimination can be a potent crime reduction strategy,” said
Burt. “Racial discrimination matters and harms African-Americans in a
number of ways including by increasing their risks of crime.”

Burt suggests future research in this area explore these processes among
females and other racial-ethnic groups and focus upon how other racial 
socialization messages, such as those in the media, from peers, and in
school, impact the risk factors that lead to crime.
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