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White American parents typically report that they value promoting egalitarianism and 

discussing race with their children (Abaied & Perry, 2020; Pahlke et al., 2012; Perry et al., 

2019). Discussions about race and discrimination — a component of racial socialization 

(Hughes, 2003) — offer a potential pathway for anti-racist attitude development and bias 

reduction among White children (Hagerman, 2014; Vittrup, 2008). These discussions are 

particularly influential when they occur with parents, as opposed to other adults such as teachers 

(White-Johnson et al., 2010). However, researchers have consistently found that White parents 

rarely talk to their children about racism and instead engage in behaviors that may actually 

perpetuate bias (e.g., using colorblind language in which they avoid mentioning race; Abaied & 

Perry, 2020; Norton et al., 2006; Plaut et al., 2018; Vittrup, 2018; Zucker & Patterson, 2018). To 

identify ways that White parents could better promote anti-racism among their children, we 

sought to incorporate the perspectives of those directly affected by White parents’ racial 

socialization practices: Black parents. 

In the current exploratory study, we asked Black parents how they thought White parents 

talk to their children about race, and what they thought White parents should say to promote anti-

racism. We also examined whether responses varied as a function of contact with White people.   

Method 

Self-identified Black parents in the U.S. (N = 111; 81 moms, 29 dads, 1 non-binary; Mage 

= 34.77, SDage = 6.32) who reported having children between the ages 3 to 17 (M = 9.07, SD = 

3.80) were recruited using the online participant recruitment platform Prolific to participant in an 

online study. Parents completed open-ended and Likert-type scale questions, including questions 

such as, “In general, how do you think White parents tend to talk to their child(ren) about 

race?…what do you think the content of those discussions are like?” and “...[H]ow should White 



parents talk to their child(ren) about race so that their children are less likely to engage in 

prejudiced behaviors?” Participants described a number of additional variables, such as their 

experiences with discrimination, which will be discussed further in the final manuscript. Finally, 

information about participants’ interracial interactions was collected. Parents’ responses to open-

ended questions were coded for relevant themes including egalitarianism, multiculturalism, and 

colorblindness. Each response could be coded for as many of the themes that applied, because 

theme codings were not necessarily mutually exclusive (e.g., a response could include both 

egalitarian and colorblind sentiments).  

Results 

White Parents’ Discussions About Race 
 

When asked to describe how White parents talk to their children, 42% of Black parents 

thought White parents did not talk about race at all. Black parents believed that when 

conversations do occur, they are reactive (e.g., only in response to a racial incident involving the 

White parents’ child; 16%), superficially address racial issues (12%), or directly encourage 

racism (e.g., “…some tell them that black is an ugly color and not worthy. That black people are 

nothing and that they have to go through things;” 22%).  

In response to how White parents should talk to their children about race to discourage 

prejudice, Black parents most frequently suggested promoting egalitarianism (46%; e.g., “They 

should tell them that all humans are equal, no matter what race or color they are, and they should 

be treated equally”). Twenty-three percent of parents recommended addressing the history of 

racism (e.g., “They should discuss why things that were done in the past were wrong and why 

they should not participate in hate speech or discrimination”). Twenty-one percent of parents 

suggested talking about multiculturalism, with responses indicating a need to “celebrate 



differences in race” and “understand that differences make us unique…” Discussions addressing 

social justice were mentioned by 15% of parents (e.g., “I believe that white parents should speak 

to their children about being an advocate (not a white savior) for all people of color”). 

Surprisingly, 24% of Black parents suggested White parents should use a colorblind approach 

with their children (e.g., “I think white parents should teach their children to ignore race”). 

Interracial Contact 

 We investigated whether interracial contact predicted Black parents’ responses. Those 

who reported greater quantity and quality of contact with White people were more likely to 

perceive White parents’ discussions with their children as reactive, r = .27. Greater contact was 

also associated with a belief that White parents (a) lacked the skill to discuss race with their 

children, r = .23, (b) were less likely to promote egalitarianism, r = -.26, and (c) should promote 

social justice, r = .24. Although colorblind language can increase bias by weakening White 

children’s ability to identify racism (Plaut et al., 2018), quality of contact was associated with 

Black parents’ recommendations that White parents use colorblind language, r = .27. This 

finding is consistent with research demonstrating positive contact decreases minorities’ 

perceptions of racial inequality and support for policies that promote racial equality (Saguy et al., 

2009).  

Discussion 

Consistent with previous research on White parents’ racial socialization practices, Black 

parents largely thought that White parents did not talk to their children about race (Vittrup, 2018; 

Zucker & Patterson, 2018). When asked what White parents should be talking about, Black 

parents most frequently recommended egalitarianism. Surprisingly, although egalitarianism was 

most frequently described as a method to counter racial disparities, almost a quarter of Black 



parents emphasized talking to children about prejudice using a colorblind approach. This finding 

appears to be associated with the amount and type of interactions Black parents have with White 

people.  

Our study uses a multi-method approach to understand the racial socialization practices 

of White parents from the perspective of Black parents. Extending previous racial socialization 

research, the current work addresses perceptions of these practices across racial group 

boundaries (i.e., how Black parents view the racial socialization approaches of White parents). It 

highlights Black parents’ viewpoints and recommendations for reducing bias in future 

generations. Future directions could include developing interventions based on Black parents’ 

suggestions, tailoring racial socialization to specific developmental stages, and testing 

interventions for their efficacy in reducing racial bias in children. The present research informs 

our understanding of what racial socialization in White families should look like if we hope to 

provide children with the information and tools they need to become egalitarian and anti-racist.  
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