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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Black Parenting Power: A Qualitative Study Examining Coparental Racial Socialization 
Practices in Black Families 

  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine racial socialization practices within 

Black coparental dyads and family systems. Informed by Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 

Ecological Systems Theory, the study explored how Black parents with adolescent 

children (ages 13–16) plan for and navigate discussions about racism with their coparent 

and within their family, including the factors influencing the timing and content of these 

discussions. A sample of nine Black parents residing in the Mid-Atlantic region of the 

United States completed semi-structured interviews. Data was analyzed using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to identify common themes. Results 

indicated that the quality of the coparental relationship was the primary determinant of 

whether and how coparents navigated conflict regarding race-based topics. A relationship 

built on mutual respect and understanding was crucial for navigating disagreements when 

they arose. Additionally, participants reported that the content of discussions was 

influenced by several individual- and child-level factors, including the parent's own racial 

socialization experiences and encounters with racial bias, as well as the child's gender and 

developmental stage. The timing of these family conversations was also influenced by the 

family's community, peer network, and the current sociopolitical climate. These findings 

have important implications for practice, suggesting that professionals working with 

Black families should focus on strengthening supportive familial relationships and bonds 

to foster effective, positive communication about race-based topics. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Being a Black child in the United States inevitably comes with increased risk for 

experiencing racism and discrimination that can have detrimental effects on wellbeing. 

Between age 10 and 11, 10% of Black children report frequently experiencing racism 

(Nagata et al., 2021) and that number jumps to 55% once students reach high school 

(Mpofu et al., 2022). Parents are forced to prepare their children to navigate racist 

experiences, which also means that Black coparents must have conversations with one 

another regarding how they plan to prepare their children to face racism.  

A plethora of literature (Hughes et al., 2006; Lesane-Brown, 2006; Liu & Lau, 

2013) suggests that parents play a key role in their children’s racial socialization, or the 

process by which information, values, and views about race are learned. The racial 

socialization process begins in childhood, when young children begin questioning 

observable differences between their peers and themselves and extends into adolescence, 

when Black children form their own racial identity and understanding of what it means to 

be Black (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014).   

Preparation for racism or bias is a key component of the racial socialization 

process (Hughes et al., 2006). Previous scholars have evaluated individual-level 

constructs that influence preparation for bias in Black families. One such individual-level 

factor is gender, as previous studies found that both child and parent gender influenced 

the likelihood that conversations about race would take place. Mothers are more likely to 

discuss racism with their children than fathers (Thornton et al.,1990), but parents are 

more likely to prepare their Black boys to face racism than girls, primarily because Black 

boys are viewed as more threatening and dangerous by the larger American society 
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(McHale et al., 2006). Another individual-level factor, parents’ own childhood 

experiences with racial discrimination and racial socialization messages, has been found 

to influence when and how parents discuss race with their children (Hughes & Chen, 

1997). Finally, parents who view race as a central part of their own identity are more 

likely to discuss racism with their children (Jones & Neblett, 2019). 

This tendency to focus on individual-level factors has limited our understanding 

of racial socialization practices in Black families. Little is known about the nature of 

coparental conversations regarding how to prepare their children to face racism, or about 

how these conversations play out in the entire family system, which involves coparents, 

the child, their siblings, and any other individuals within the household. Cooperative 

coparenting, or the collaboration of at least two parental figures who share 

responsibilities for caring for a child regardless of marital or cohabitation status 

(Feinberg, 2003), is strongly linked to positive child psychological adjustment (Teubert 

& Pinquart, 2010). An important part of cooperative coparenting for Black families 

involves collaborating to prepare their children to face racial bias. Therefore, it is 

important to understand how Black coparents mutually collaborate to prepare children to 

face racism and promote positive psychological adjustment.  

An additional limitation of the research on racial socialization practices within 

Black families is that much of this research has been conducted with married couples 

(e.g., Frabutt, 2002; Hughes, 2006; Jones & Neblett, 2019). Given that only 40% of 

Black children live with two married parents, fewer than that of any other racial 

demographic category (Hemez & Washington, 2021), it is important to examine how 

conversations about racism are experienced by coparents within diverse family structures.  
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Finally, much of the previous research on racial socialization practices in Black 

families was conducted in the late 1990s or mid 2000s. The sociopolitical climate in the 

United States (U.S.) has shifted greatly since that time, so it is important to consider how 

more recent contextual events have impacted the racial socialization process in Black 

families. For example,  much of the prior research was conducted before the murders of 

George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery in 2020, which resulted in country-

wide protests and made Black Lives Matter (BLM) one of the largest social movements 

in American history (Buchanan et al., 2020). The BLM movement highlighted many of 

the inequalities faced by the Black community and put conversations about systematic 

discrimination and bias at the forefront of many political discussions at a level that has 

not been seen since the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. Therefore, it is important to 

understand how contextual, contemporary, and historical factors such as the events of 

2020 impact coparents’ willingness to discuss racial discrimination with their partners, as 

well as how conversations may differ in various family structures. This research 

contributes to a better understanding of how Black parents can be supported in navigating 

challenging conversations about race and racial bias. 

The Present Study: Research Question and Aims 

In order to explore the aforementioned gaps in the literature regarding 

conversations about racial discrimination with Black family systems, I conducted a 

qualitative study to examine the following question: How do Black parents with 

adolescent children plan for and navigate conversations about racism with their child’s 

other parent and within their family systems, and what factors influence the timing and 

content of these discussions? 
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 Informed by Analytical Framework Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Theoretical 

Framework Ecological Systems theory, the study addressed the following specific aims:  

Aim 1: To understand the factors that shape and inform coparental conversations 

regarding how to prepare Black children to face racial discrimination.  

Aim 2: To determine how the aforementioned factors vary in differently 

structured family systems (e.g., two-parent married households versus single-

parent households). 

Aim 3: To identify how the sociopolitical climate after 2020 impacted 

conversations about race for Black coparents and within Black family systems. 

Aim 4: To understand how Black coparents can better be supported in navigating 

challenging discussions about race and racism with their coparent to inform future 

interventions. 

 To achieve these aims, I completed interviews with 9 parents of Black adolescents 

aged 13 to 16 years old living in the metropolitan areas of Philadelphia, PA, New York 

City, NY, Baltimore, MD, and Washington, D.C (see Table 1 for a full demographic 

breakdown of the participants included in this study). The study employs a 

phenomenological methodology and an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

method to explore the experiences of Black parents navigating discussions about racism 

within their family systems (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

 Given that positive coparental relationships are linked to positive mental health 

outcomes for children (Teubert & Pinquart, 2010), it is also important to identify how 

parents can support one another in navigating coparental conversations regarding 

challenging race-based topics. In addition to informing our understanding of how Black 
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families prepare their children for racism, this study’s results provide considerations for 

possible interventions to help support parents in navigating these discussions with one 

another.  
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Chapter 2: Review of Existing Literature 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Critical Race Theory (CRT)  

 The current project is informed by two distinct yet interrelated theoretical and 

analytic frameworks. The first, Critical Race Theory (CRT), arose out of legal studies and 

assumes that race is a social construct and racism a societal force that is embedded in 

virtually all the systems that we live in and interact with daily (Salter & Adams, 2013). 

Therefore, the framework posits that racism is not merely a result of individual prejudices 

and biases, but rather that it is inextricably rooted in our legal and educational systems. 

Psychologists that adopt a CRT lens assume that racism is a “normal” feature of our 

current society and therefore should be expected to permeate most interpersonal 

interactions. The CRT framework has informed many psychological studies and is often 

used to help examine race-related experiences of minority populations (Salter & Adams, 

2013). For example, it has been used in case studies exploring racism faced by Black 

graduate students (Proctor et al., 2022), to examine the experiences of Black student 

athletes that transfer schools (Cooper & Hawkins, 2014), and to examine the experiences 

of teachers of color that leave the profession (Hernández-Johnson et al, 2021). 

  Adopting a CRT approach is particularly valuable in the current study because 

past coparenting research has rarely examined the impacts of institutionalized racism on 

the coparental relationship or on parenting practices more generally. For example, one 

study examined the literature on Black fatherhood through a CRT lens and found that 

much of the dominant ideology describes Black fathers as “deadbeat” dads, despite the 

evidence that Black fathers serve as active caregivers for their children (William & 
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Thompson, 2020). By re-examining these findings through a CRT lens, we can see how 

strongly racism and discrimination contribute to the misrepresentation of Black fathers. 

An illustration of why a CRT lens is imperative to understanding the needs of Black 

families is that despite Black fathers’ higher levels of education when compared to other 

subgroups of fathers, they are more likely to live in poverty (Reeves & Guyot, 2018). 

Without examining this statistic through a CRT lens, blame is placed on individuals for 

experiencing poverty despite educational opportunities. However, when Black fathers’ 

education and poverty is examined with the understanding that racism is embedded in our 

societal structures, discriminatory practices such as redlining, or the practice of refusing 

to provide loans to someone because they live in an area deemed to be in financial risk 

are illuminated as structural and systemic factors that have prevented Black families from 

moving into more financially secure areas.  

 Many of the negative stereotypes about Black fathers also extend to the Black 

family unit as a whole. An examination of media patterns during the 2016 presidential 

election cycle revealed that print, online, and television media outlets chose to feature 

Black families in their stories about poverty 59% of the time, despite the fact that only 

27% of families living below the poverty line identify as Black (Rodgers & Robinson, 

2017). The study found similar patterns with stories about welfare and that news outlets 

continued to reinforce the false belief that Black fathers are not active caregivers. Myths 

about Black families, perpetuated by media misrepresentation, arguably add stress to 

coparental relationship because coparents must navigate how to handle the discrimination 

that results from those myths.  
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 A second salient example of the importance of examining issues of discrimination 

with a CRT lens occurs when examining academic outcomes for Black youth. Black 

adolescents are more likely to be suspended or expelled from school than adolescents of 

other races (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2019). This difference has negative consequences for Black students, with Black 

adolescents who get suspended reporting lower grades one to two years later than Black 

students who did not get suspended (Del Toro & Wang, 2021). Without examining these 

differences with a CRT lens, one might assume that Black adolescents may behave in 

ways that call for more disciplinary action. However, research shows that teachers show 

preferential bias towards White children due to stereotypes about Black children being 

dangerous or aggressive, despite research indicating that Black and White children may 

act similarly in a classroom setting (Del Toro & Wang, 2021). Adopting a CRT lens for 

the current study allowed me to understand how the stress that comes from navigating 

racist experiences within the school system and other salient systems impacts the 

coparenting experience for Black families without placing individual blame on parents 

for the discrimination they face.  

Ecological Systems Theory  

The second framework, the ecological framework of human development first 

proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner in the 1970s, assumes that human development can 

only be understood by taking an individual’s environmental context into account 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1978). According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1978), individuals live 

within five interconnected systems: 1) a microsystem that encompasses the relationships 

an individual has with their immediate surroundings, 2) a mesosystem that connects two 



 

9 
 

or more systems an individual lives in, 3) an exosystem that encompasses organizations 

that the individual functions in, such as a neighborhood community context, 4) a 

macrosystem that encompasses cultural values and attitudes, and 5) a chronosystem that 

includes societal changes that occur during an individual’s lifetime, such as historical 

events. On any average day, Black children live and move between all of these systems, 

interacting with teachers, peers and parents in the microsystem, interacting with physical 

and mental health providers and the school system in the exosystem, adhering to public 

policies and rules in the macrosystem, and seeing how their everyday experience is 

influenced by contextual events such as BLM in the chronosystem (Stern et al., 2021).  

An ecological systems framework is helpful in understanding coparenting 

practices because it highlights the multiple sociocultural contexts in which families live 

and develop (Riina & McHale, 2012). As previous research has shown, Black families 

are more likely to experience stressors such as economic hardships and racial 

discrimination than families of other racial subgroups (Nagata et al., 2021; Reeves & 

Guyot, 2018). Although these experiences may be the result of policies and practices in 

the macrosystem or chronosystem, they impact families on an individual level. Stressful 

experiences trigger negative emotional responses, which in turn may negatively impact 

interpersonal interactions such as coparental conversations about racism (Riina & 

McHale, 2012). Therefore, analyzing the data from the current study using an ecological 

lens allowed me to examine how practices in other systems impact coparental interactions 

in the microsystem.  

By using the ecological systems model as a guiding framework in conjunction 

with CRT, the present study assumes that Black Americans inevitably must learn how to 
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cope with discrimination because racism is embedded in every system within our society. 

For example, Black children may experience racist microaggressions from teachers or 

peers, may have difficulty accessing quality healthcare due to structural inequities, and 

may be treated in discriminatory ways by law enforcement (Stern et al., 2021). Since 

Black children live in and move between these systems, parents have an opportunity to 

discuss how each system informs the approaches they take to discussing racism with their 

coparent to prepare their children to navigate experiences of racism in and across each of 

the aforementioned systems.  

Racial Socialization Practices in Black Families 

 Researchers have theorized that racial socialization includes several components, 

including learning how to interact with members of one’s own race, learning to interact 

with members of other races, and learning how to cope with one’s status as a member of 

a minority group (Lesane-Brown, 2006). Previous research has found that Black parents 

play a crucial role in helping to address all of these components and promote a positive 

racial socialization process for their children (Hughes et al., 2006). One important 

practice is preparation for bias, where parents discuss strategies to help their children 

effectively manage and make sense of racial discrimination (Anderson et al., 2022). 

Additionally, parents help children to cultivate a positive racial identity by transmitting 

cultural values to foster a sense of racial pride (Rogers et al., 2021). This sense of pride is 

a key part of socialization because it has been found to buffer against the negative 

impacts of racial discrimination (Harris-Britt et al., 2007). 

While parents play a key role in the racial socialization process for Black 

children, other factors such as the child’s gender (McHale et al., 2006) and broader 
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sociopolitical events (Sullivan et al., 2021) have also been found to influence racial 

socialization practices in Black families. The sections below examine the extant literature 

regarding racial socialization practices in Black families, including the role that the 

aforementioned factors play in preparing children for bias and develop a sense of racial 

pride in order to help buffer against the negative impacts of racial bias and 

discrimination. 

Preparation for Bias: The History and Role of The Talk  

In the 1980s, scholars (e.g., Bowman & Howard, 1985; Boykin & Toms, 1985) 

began studying the conversations that parents have with their children regarding racism in 

an effort to better understand the ways that Black families protect their children. They 

labeled these conversations as “the Talk”, a term that refers to the series of conversations 

that take place from childhood into adulthood and allows children to better understand 

how they should react when faced with racial discrimination from peers or those in 

positions of power (Anderson et al., 2024). The Talk allows parents to transmit messages 

about racial or cultural traditions and practices as well as tell children about the history 

and existence of racism in the U.S. It also puts survival at the forefront of the 

conversation, as a main goal of the Talk is to help children stay safe when encountering 

situations where they could encounter racial violence (Anderson et al. 2024).  

Preparation for bias has long been a key component of the Talk for Black 

families, even before there was a specific term for this type of conversation. 

Conversations often center around the correct behaviors to engage in when interacting 

with law enforcement (Anderson et al., 2022). A brief look into the history of policing in 

the U.S. can help us understand why protection has often been at the center of 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07435584221076067?casa_token=j7h8GjL2F9MAAAAA%3AzWtkOiQr1KWCjWzaakhBAR1JIYjWv3feDhk4VZ3czxxu9D6_NaqqoqyWtM0eHUD17qV8rsLdHrWUCQ#bibr13-07435584221076067
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07435584221076067?casa_token=j7h8GjL2F9MAAAAA%3AzWtkOiQr1KWCjWzaakhBAR1JIYjWv3feDhk4VZ3czxxu9D6_NaqqoqyWtM0eHUD17qV8rsLdHrWUCQ#bibr14-07435584221076067
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conversations between Black parents and their children. Modern day policing can be 

traced back to the slave patrol, which was a system put in place to discourage uprisings 

and instill fear in the enslaved population of the Southern U.S. (Brown & Wright, 2020). 

The slave patrol lasted until the end of the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, when 

they were replaced by militia-style groups that were used to restrict access to rights for 

newly freed slaves.  

As Reconstruction began and Jim Crow laws, or laws that legalized racial 

segregation, were put into effect, police groups became more organized and were tasked 

with enforcing those laws, often by force (Brown & Wright, 2020). Additionally, 

extremist groups such as the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) emerged at this time and aimed to 

target and harass Black individuals under the guise of enforcing laws. This practice has 

continued into modern history, when police are often tasked with patrolling “high risk” 

predominantly Black neighborhoods and communities. This increased targeting by law 

enforcement has had detrimental, and sometimes deadly, results for the Black 

community, as research shows that unarmed Black individuals are two to three and a half 

times more likely to be fatally shot by law enforcement than unarmed White people 

(Brown & Wright, 2020).  

Parental preparation for bias messaging. The tumultuous relationship between 

the Black community and police in the U.S. has meant that the Talk that many Black 

parents give their children now is similar to Talk that was given to them when they were 

a child. In early 2023, 29-year-old Tyre Nichols was killed by police after being 

threatened and brutally beaten during a traffic stop. Black parents interviewed after his 

murder discussed that the Talk with their children often contained much of the same 
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information they were given by their own caregivers: if you are stopped by police, be 

respectful, keep your hands where they can be seen, do not talk down to the officer, and 

do everything he or she says. Unfortunately, as was the case in Nicholas’ death, 

following these instructions may not be enough to evade unfair treatment from law 

enforcement, but parents report that the guidance given during the Talk can be the 

difference between their child making it home alive or not (Morrison, 2023). Therefore, 

the Talk remains an essential racial socialization practice for Black families today.  

Previous research has found that parents’ own experiences with racism, their own 

values and beliefs, and the actual or anticipated racial discrimination their children face 

all influence the racial socialization process (Williams & Banerjee, 2021), but less is 

known about if these same factors influence the nature of the Talk, or preparation for 

racial discrimination, specifically. For example, it is currently unknown if the Talk 

primarily occurs as a response to racial discrimination or to help prevent it. Past research 

has also suggested that overt racial socialization practices such as racial identity 

formation begin as young as age 10 (Jones & Neblett, 2019) but it is unclear if the parent-

child conversations that comprise the Talk begin at this age as well. Additionally, the 

extant literature has not specifically examined if coparents collaborate with one another 

to prepare and plan for the Talk prior to initiating them with their children, and if these 

preparatory conversations are ever a source of coparental conflict. Therefore, the purpose 

of the current research was to determine the extent to which the factors that influence 

parents’ approaches for preparing children for racism mirrored those that influenced 

broader racial socialization practices which have been documented in previous research 

(e.g., Jones & Neblett, 2016; Williams & Banerjee, 2021). Moreover, this study aimed to 
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increase our understanding of how coparents navigate discussions about the best ways to 

prepare their children for racist experiences.  

The Racial Identity Development Process 

 While preparation for bias includes communicating messages of how to navigate 

instances of racial discrimination, the development of a positive racial identity involves 

communicating messages of racial pride (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Both types of 

messaging are important to the overall racial socialization process for Black adolescents, 

and parents are tasked with determining effective messaging to help with both processes 

(Hughes et al., 2006).  

The identity development process. Racial identity development occurs within 

the larger context of the adolescent identity process. Identity development is the ongoing 

process of forming a sense of self and understanding oneself as a unique individual 

(Erikson, 1968). The children of the parents included in this study, aged 13 to 16, are in a 

critical developmental window when they are actively working to define their own 

values, beliefs, and sense of self (Erikson, 1968). There are several multi-stage models of 

identity formation that have been developed to better understand the stages that children 

and adolescents go through as they explore and make sense of their identities. For 

example, Erik Erickson (1968) emphasized the importance of resolving various 

psychosocial crises and identified Identity versus Role Confusion, or the idea that teens 

must explore their personal identity and sense of self through grappling with questions 

about who they are and what they believe in, as the main discrepancy occurring in 

adolescence. Similarly, James Marcia (1966) identified that adolescents form a sense of 

self through a series of stages that focus on the presence or absence of exploring options 
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and committing to values, beliefs, and goals. For many adolescents from minority 

backgrounds, such as the ones of the parents included in this study, a key part of this 

exploration process involves actively searching for what it means to be a member of their 

race and/or ethnicity (Cross et al., 1991). 

Black racial identity development. Understanding one’s membership within a 

racial group and how that membership impacts one’s sense of self is an important part of 

the identity development process for Black youth (Rogers et al., 2021). Children of all 

races as young as age six can identify race by observable features (e.g., skin color), and 

by the time they reach age 10, begin to see race as relational, linking it to social 

relationships and stereotypes about status and power (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). As 

children progress through adolescence, they continue to build their understanding of their 

own racial identity (Umaña-Taylor, et al., 2014). During this pivotal period, transmitting 

messages that promote positive racial identity development becomes even more 

important because a positive perception of one’s own race can help buffer some of the 

negative outcomes associated with discrimination (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). For Black 

youth in particular, the process of developing a positive perception of their own race 

often involves noticing, then rejecting notions of White supremacy and anti-Blackness 

(Rogers et al., 2021). 

William E. Cross Jr.’s (1991) five-stage Nigrescence model outlines stages that 

Black individuals go through to grapple with, and eventually accept, their racial identity. 

These stages include: 1) Pre-encounter: characterized by a low salience of race, where 

individuals may also try to blend into the dominant (i.e., White), culture. 2) Encounter: 

characterized by a questioning of worldview that typically occurs as a response to an 
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event that forces the individual to confront the realities of racism and bias. 3) 

Immersion/Emersion: characterized by an exploration of Black identity, which can 

involve seeking out information on Black history and culture and asking parents about 

issues of race. 4) Internalization: characterized by becoming secure in one’s own sense of 

racial identity and integrating that identity into one’s larger sense of self. Finally, 5) 

Internalization/Commitment: characterized by translating one’s positive personal racial 

identity into a commitment to the concerns of the Black community as a whole, which 

often involves advocating for social change (Cross et al., 1991). While it is important to 

note that the aforementioned stages do not necessarily occur in liner fashion and that each 

stage may not apply to every member of the Black community, this model provides a 

framework for understanding how Black individuals in America build a sense of racial 

identity.  

Racial pride messaging. A close examination of Cross’ (1991) 

Immersion/Emersion stage emphasizes the importance of external factors in the racial 

identity development process; during this stage, adolescents rely on messaging from 

parents to better make sense of what it means to be a Black person in America. Parents 

play an important role in racial identity development for Black adolescents because 

family remains the most consistent social context for youth and it is where they receive 

the most messages regarding racial socialization (Umaña-Taylor, et al., 2014). Parents 

often transmit messages of racial pride through teaching children about cultural customs, 

history, and heritage (Huguley et al., 2019). In several studies, racial pride has been 

found to be the strongest predictor of positive racial identity development for Black 

adolescents because it makes youth less likely to internalize harmful stereotypes (e.g., 
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Huguley et al., 2019: Peck et al., 2014). As previously mentioned, parents also help 

prepare children for racial bias by providing them with ways to cope with racial 

discrimination; these messages are also strongly associated with positive racial identity 

development (Huguley et al., 2019).  

Although many of the racial socialization messages that promote positive racial 

identity development are transmitted to children during early adolescence, late 

adolescence is the developmental period in which the association between racial 

socialization and racial identity is the strongest (Huguley et al., 2019). During the high 

school years, adolescents navigate both individual and group identity dynamics and often 

find commonalities with other children of similar races and backgrounds while also 

trying to determine what role their own race place in their overall identity (Huguley et al., 

2019). Studies have shown that Black youth focus on racial identity exploration more so 

than White and Latino youth, and therefore, parental racial socialization messages may be 

particularly impactful for Black youth during adolescence (Huguley, et al. 2019). While 

the parent's role in promoting a positive racial identity is well-established, there is a 

knowledge gap regarding the coparenting process: specifically, how coparents negotiate 

which cultural values are deemed salient enough to transmit, and whether this negotiation 

is a potential source of conflict. The current study aims to fill this gap by examining the 

role of the coparental relationship in both the racial identity process for Black 

adolescents, as well as in the larger racial socialization process.  

The Coparenting Relationship and Racial Socialization  

Coparenting is a highly collaborative process that often exists independent of the 

romantic relationship between two partners, involving the collaboration of at least two 
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parental figures who share responsibilities for caring for a child (Feinberg, 2003). 

Research has found that the quality of the coparenting relationship impacts child 

psychological well-being and behavior. For example, coparental dyads with higher 

agreement and lower conflict reported fewer internalizing symptoms (e.g., depression and 

anxiety; Belsky et al., 1996) and externalizing child behaviors (e.g., aggression; Teubert 

& Pinquart, 2010). 

Coparenting and racial socialization. The nature of coparental conversations 

regarding racism is understudied. Previous scholars have rarely examined how coparents 

navigate conversations regarding racial socialization practices with one another. In 2016, 

Shawn Jones attempted to understand the ways Black couples navigate the racial 

socialization process. Jones’ (2016) qualitative study included 44 Black cohabiting, 

majority married, parents of children aged 8 to 12 years old living across the U.S. Jones 

(2016) found that individual perceptions of race such as racial identity and racial pride, 

couple level factors such as a relationship satisfaction, and contextual level factors such 

as neighborhood makeup all influenced the frequency and content of racial socialization 

conversations between coparents. Jones and Neblett (2019) built upon this work with the 

same sample and found that the following three constructs predicted whether Black 

parents talked to their partners about socializing their children around race: (1) race 

centrality, or the role that race plays in their own personal identity; (2) received racial 

socialization messages; and (3) parent’s current racial socialization practices with their 

own children (i.e., the frequency in which parents provided their children with positive 

messages of racial pride, egalitarianism, self-worth, socialization behaviors, and racial 

barriers).  
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 A strength of Jones' (2016) and Jones and Neblett’s (2019) work was that it was, 

to my knowledge, the first to qualitatively examine racial socialization practices in 

coparental dyads as opposed to with individual parents. Limitations of this work include 

that the researchers examined global racial socialization practices as opposed to preparing 

children for racism more specifically and that they predominantly examined what these 

conversations look like in cohabiting, high income Black parenting couples. Thus, their 

work has limited generalizability to other Black families who are more likely to have 

non-traditional family structures that do not necessarily include two romantically 

involved cohabitating coparents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) and may involve extended 

family members and kin (Lloyd, et al., 2021). Given these differences in family structure, 

other family members may also influence the nature of coparental conversations about 

race, especially within multigenerational households. An additional limitation of Jones’ 

(2016) and Jones and Neblett’s (2019) studies was that their sample generally consisted 

of parents who had higher socioeconomic status (average household income of $100,000 

to $250,000) and were well-educated (73% of participants held at least a four-year 

college degree). In contrast, research has found that the median income level for Black 

Americans is $46,400 and 26% of Black adults hold a college degree (Mora et al., 

2023)—statics which are not reflected in the extant literature.  The design of the present 

study addressed some of these limitations by including cohabiting and non-cohabiting 

Black coparents of various income levels to better reflect the diversity of Black families.  

Although research has found that parenting practices are one of the two main 

sources of conflict for both married and separated coparental dyads (McLoyd, 1990), past 

research has not examined parental decisions about racial socialization practices as a 
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potential source of conflict for Black coparental dyads. This study examined the extent to 

which preparing children for racism is a source of conflict between coparents. Increased 

knowledge of challenges in navigating these discussions can be used to support the 

development of parenting interventions to assist Black coparents.  

Other Factors Influencing Racial Socialization  

 The extant literature clearly highlights the important role that parental messaging 

plays in the racial socialization process for Black adolescents, and reveals a gap in our 

knowledge regarding whether this process is a source of conflict for coparents. Other 

factors, such as child and parent gender (McHale et al., 2006; McNeil Smith et al., 2016) 

and contextual events taking place in the larger sociopolitical environment (Sullivan et 

al., 2021) have been found to influence this process for Black adolescents as well. I 

expected that these factors would also influence the timing and content of conversations 

about race within the current study; each of the aforementioned factors and their 

theorized role in the current study are explored in depth below.  

The Role of Gender in Racial Socialization Practices  

Past research suggests that individual differences such as parent and child gender 

influence parents’ approaches to preparing their children for racial discrimination. For 

example, mothers are more likely than fathers to transmit global racial socialization 

messages to their daughters, including messages of cultural socialization, preparation for 

bias, and promotion of mistrust (i.e., advising their children to be wary of others outside 

of their ethnic group) (McHale et al., 2006). However, racial socialization messages 

given to sons often only include preparation for bias (McHale et al., 2006; McNeil Smith 

et al., 2016). Additionally, both maternal and paternal experiences of discrimination 



 

21 
 

predict racial socialization messages given to children, but maternal experiences of 

discrimination predict the messages they give to their daughters, whereas paternal 

experiences with discrimination predict the messages they give to their sons (McNeil 

Smith et al., 2016). In other words, their experiences with discrimination predict the 

racial socialization messages that they give to their same gendered child. 

Intersections of race and gender. First originating in the work of Black feminist 

scholars, the term intersectionality refers to how race, gender, and class intersect and 

impact individual’s lived experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality further posits 

that these identities are affected by systematic racism and inequality, suggesting that all 

three constructs interact to create multiple forms of discrimination (Cho et al., 2013). 

Therefore, Black females’ experiences of discrimination and oppression are often 

different from those of Black males. For example, Black females aged 11 to 19 report 

more instances of race and gender-based discrimination than Black males in the same age 

group (Seaton & Tyson, 2018). They often report being scrutinized for their hair texture 

or style and report fewer interracial dating opportunities than their male counterparts. On 

the surface, these different experiences clearly reflect a gender bias: for example, it is 

more common for female youth to wear their hair longer, opening them up to scrutiny 

that males do not experience (Seaton & Tyson, 2018). Further, because males 

traditionally are the pursuers in romantic relationships, they wield more power in the 

dating dynamic and are less scrutinized for their appearance in the dating context (Seaton 

& Tyson, 2018). However, further examination with an intersectional lens reveals that 

these differences in gender-based discrimination are exacerbated by race as well.  
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Race and gender often intersect to impact discrimination against Black 

individuals, especially Black women, who are forced to navigate both sexist and racist 

experiences. One’s natural hair texture can be an expression of racial identity among 

Black women, but naturally curly or kinky hair is often devalued by the larger American 

society because it does not fit within traditional, Eurocentric beauty standards (Collins, 

2009). Therefore, Black youth who wear their hair in natural styles are more likely to 

stand out among their White peers, which can open them up to inappropriate touching, 

questions, or comments about their hair. Additionally, societal stereotypes have 

traditionally characterized Black women and girls as being overly sexualized (e.g., 

Jezebels) or asexual (e.g., Mammies). These stereotypes influence perceptions of Black 

women regardless of whether they exhibit behaviors that are reflective of them (Collins, 

2009), leading some males to perceive Black women as unattractive, undesirable, or 

“easy” (Seaton & Tyson, 2018). As such, Black females are often subjected to 

discrimination from both Black and White men who prefer to date White women 

(Kreager, 2008; Mendelsohn et al., 2014). Black males do not experience this same 

discrimination because the stereotypes that are characteristic of Black men — that they 

are dangerous, hypermasculine, and cool — can work to their advantage in the dating 

market, making them more desirable (Seaton & Tyson, 2018).  

Despite this, the majority of Black women and men believe that Black males have 

a harder time in American society (Seaton & Tyson, 2018). Imbalanced media coverage 

likely contributes to this perception because the media typically highlights instances of 

discrimination, and especially police violence, against Black men. For example, the rates 

of stops, frisks, and arrests for Black men and women in New York City are virtually 
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identical, but racial profiling by police is often highlighted in the media as an issue that 

predominantly impacts Black men (Crenshaw et al., 2015). While it is clear that the 

different stereotypes of Black females and males impact greater society’s perceptions of 

Black individuals, the extent to which these differences impact Black coparental 

conversations about racism is understudied. This study attempts to fill this gap by 

qualitatively discerning if both child and parent gender impact how Black coparents 

collaborate to prepare their Black children for racist experiences. 

Context and Environment in the Racial Socialization Process: Examining the Impact 

of Black Lives Matter 

In 2012, an unarmed Black 15-year-old male named Trayvon Martin was killed 

by George Zimmerman while walking home from a convenience store in Florida. When 

Zimmerman was acquitted of all charges, individuals expressed their frustration with the 

justice system and the unfair treatment of the Black community online and the hashtag 

#BlackLivesMatter went viral on the social media platform Twitter. The murder and 

subsequent acquittal also sparked nationwide protests and led to the creation of the 

organization, Black Lives Matter (BLM), in 2013 (Rogers et al., 2021). One year later, an 

18-year-old Black man named Michael Brown was killed by police and his murderer was 

not indicted. This injustice reignited the BLM movement, and 2.4 million tweets with 

#BlackLivesMatter were published in the days following the decision not to charge the 

officer. BLM quickly became a call to action to highlight the harmful impacts of racial 

violence and oppression on the Black community, and continued to be an important part 

of sociopolitical discussions regarding race relations in the U.S. (Rogers, et al. 2021).  
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The BLM movement was further ignited in May 2020, when George Floyd, a 

Black man, was killed when a police officer knelt on his neck for over nine minutes 

during an arrest. His murder, which was captured on video, quickly went viral and 

resulted in large scale, global protests. The National Guard was deployed, and police used 

tear gas and rubber bullets to break up the protests in several cities (Arango et al., 2020). 

These demonstrations, and the subsequent violent and aggressive reactions from law 

enforcement, garnered a lot of support for BLM: In June 2020, two thirds of Americans 

said they strongly or very strongly supported the BLM movement (Horowitz, 2021). 

BLM has also been highly effective in creating sociopolitical change. For example, it has 

normalized capturing interactions with law enforcement on camera and helped change 

policing policies by encouraging the use of body cameras (Brown & Wright, 2020). 

Additionally, after Breonna Taylor, a Black woman, was killed in March 2020 when 

police entered her apartment, which was not the home they intended to enter during a 

drug raid, the BLM movement advocated for the ban of “no-knock warrants” in order to 

prevent police from being able to enter certain premises without first knocking and 

announcing their presence or purpose (Oppal, Jr. et al., 2023). The movement has also 

highlighted the inordinate amount of money spent on policing, leading several cities to 

reform, or even dismantle (Kesslen, 2020), their police departments (Ray, 2022). The 

social relevance of this movement over the last decade led me to theorize that BLM 

would have played a role in encouraging more frequent conversations about race between 

coparents, and may have even encouraged parents to have the Talk with their children 

earlier than initially intended. 
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The prevalence of the BLM movement has created a shift in the understanding of 

racial identity for many Black adolescents. One study examined this shift from 2014 to 

2016 in a longitudinal sample of Black, White, and Multiracial youth from grades two 

through six and found that there was an observed change in youth’s reports of the 

importance of race as a result of the BLM movement (Rogers et al., 2021). The 

longitudinal nature of the study allowed the researchers to observe a significant increase 

in both explicit and implicit references to BLM from 2014 to 2016 when participants 

were asked open-ended questions about their perceptions of their own race and different 

races. Children also mentioned structural racial issues, such as discrimination and 

systemic racism, more often in 2016 than they did in 2014. Although these changes were 

observed across all three racial subgroups, Black youth saw the greatest positive change 

from 2014 to 2016, especially regarding the number of mentions of racial pride.  

The BLM movement, and especially the period after the murder of George Floyd 

in 2020, not only impacted Black youth’s perceptions of their own racial identity but it 

also caused societal shifts in the way that race is perceived and discussed in the greater 

public. There was an overall increase in racial socialization messages for both Black and 

White youth, but the content of these messages vastly differed. Black families became 

more likely to engage in explicit conversations about race with their children and they 

became more proactive in preparing their children for experiences of racial bias (Sullivan 

et al., 2021). In contrast, while conversations about race increased in frequency for White 

families, the content of these conversations remained largely unchanged, or in some 

cases, even decreased in terms of discussing their own whiteness. Instead, families were 

more likely to transmit color-blind messages, or messages that minimize or deny the 
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significance of race (Abaied et al., 2022; Sullivan et al., 2021). These messages often 

downplayed the impact of racial injustice and instead focused on issues like looting 

during protests. 

Additionally, the first term of Donald Trump’s presidency (2017-2021) 

significantly impacted the sociopolitical climate in the U.S. in that it emboldened some 

members of the American public, especially right-wing extremists and activists, to 

express prejudiced and racist views (Newman et al., 2020). This emboldening, labeled by 

scholars as a the “Trump effect”, suggests the racially inflammatory language often used 

in Trump’s speeches and social media posts signals to individuals that the political 

system will tolerate them expressing their own prejudiced views as well (Newman et al., 

2020). Therefore, while the murder of George Floyd in 2020 was pivotal in terms of 

unifying the general public when it comes to awareness about racism, it took place during 

a time of significant sociopolitical change in the U.S. that had both positive and negative 

impacts on the conversations that were occurring in Black families about race and 

discrimination. I theorized that these societal shifts may have especially impacted racial 

socialization messaging in Black families living in predominantly White communities, as 

these children may hear different messaging from White friends at school or in their 

communities than they do from their parents.  

Post-2020 Racial Socialization Trends Among Black Adolescents. During the 

lockdowns that occurred in 2020 and 2021 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, many 

in-person activities were shifted online and people turned to social media for both 

information acquisition and social support (Cho, et al. 2023). Social media has not 

lessened in importance post-pandemic and has arguably taken on increased importance 
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for adolescents. For Black youth, social media has provided a space to learn to resist 

negative experiences and explore various aspects of self-expression, which has been 

directly linked to the development of positive racial identity (LeBlanc & Loyd, 2022). 

However, it has also exposed Black adolescents to messages of discrimination because 

the online environment allows for racial stress and trauma to be experienced and 

witnessed simply by logging onto various media platforms (LeBlanc & Loyd, 2022). 

Research suggests that individuals who are more frequently exposed to direct online 

discrimination against their own race tend to endorse more negative stereotypes about 

their own race (Tao & Scott, 2022), which may result in less positive identity 

development. 

Additionally, there has been an increase in the politicization of racial discourse in 

education that has resulted in debates about discussing race in institutions of learning. 

Much of this has occurred since Donald Trump’s second presidential term began in 

January 2025. Since then, policies and legislation aimed at reducing or eliminating 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives have put Black students at increased 

risk and negatively impacted campus racial climates and academic access (Moore, 2025). 

Moreover, the Trump administration is putting pressure on universities to roll back or 

eliminate programs related to race-based hiring and administration decisions and to revise 

curricula concerning DEI-related topics, as well as freezing and cutting funds for schools 

that have been accused of engaging in racial discrimination through DEI practices 

(Bedekovics & Ragland, 2025; U.S. Department of Education, 2025). 

While conversations about race have increased in the current sociopolitical 

climate, conversations are constantly shifting and changing in real time. It is still unclear 
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how these most recent individual and societal level changes have influenced the racial 

socialization messages Black adolescents are receiving, as well as how they have 

impacted the racial identity development process for Black adolescents. It is also unclear 

how these shifts have impacted coparental discussions about race. It is important to 

examine how societal shifts impact these discussions to better understand the support that 

coparents need to successfully collaborate on strategies to promote a positive racial 

perception in their children. Rogers and colleagues’ (2021) research demonstrated that 

the BLM movement has both highlighted inequities faced by the Black community as 

well as increased feelings of racial pride for Black youth. Given this, I expected that, due 

to BLM, Black parents would experience a similar positive impact on their racial identity 

that would encourage coparental discussions about ways to promote positive racial 

identity development for their adolescent children. However, I also theorized that the 

positive impacts may have begun to diminish as Black families are faced with more overt 

messages of racial discrimination in the current political climate. The current study aimed 

to fill a gap in the existing literature regarding how the BLM movement and subsequent 

pushback on DEI has impacted parent’s own feelings of racial pride and how those 

changes impacted their coparenting decisions about how and when to have discussion 

about racism with their children.  

 A review of racial socialization literature and its historical roots—especially the 

need for bias preparation—demonstrates the connection between Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) and Ecological Systems Theory. Both theories emphasize that systemic racism is 

an inescapable part of daily life. This systemic context places a unique burden on Black 

coparents to determine their approach to racial socialization. The current study’s findings 



 

29 
 

contribute to the existing body of work by analyzing how Black coparents navigate this 

process within their coparental relationship and the entire family system. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Overview and Study Design 

 A qualitative approach was chosen for this study because I was interested in 

making sense of participants’ actual lived experiences of navigating discussions about 

racism with their coparent and within their larger family system. As this specific research 

question has, to my knowledge, not previously been studied, there are no quantitative 

measures that examine this particular process. Additionally, I was particularly interested 

in understanding how Black coparents navigate discussions about how to prepare their 

children for racism and within their larger family systems, as previous research (e.g., 

Anderson, et al., 2024) has already examined why these conversations occur. Qualitative 

research methods allow researchers to leave opportunities open to hear views and stories 

that they did not expect by emphasizing the agency of the participants, as they are the 

best reporters of their own subjective “truth” (Marecek, 2003). By stepping away from 

the more standardized environment of quantitative data collection methods, I expected to 

be able to better understand the complexity of coparental conversations about racism as 

well as how social structures and systems change the way coparents navigate them. 

Study Methodology 

 This study employed a phenomenological methodology with interviews as the 

method of data collection. Phenomenological studies aim to explore a particular 

phenomenon with individuals who have all experienced said phenomenon with the goal 

of describing commonalities within that experience for participants (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). They rest on the assertion that lived experiences can be studied, that individuals 
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view decisions related to the phenomenon of interest as conscious ones, and that 

developing descriptions of these experiences are key to understanding the phenomenon.  

 The CRT framework, which informed this study, posits that racism is a universal 

experience to which all Black people living in the U.S. are exposed (Salter & Adams, 

2013). Previous studies have quantitatively bolstered this argument by providing data on 

the frequency with which Black people experience racism (e.g., English et al., 2020; Lee 

et al., 2019). Black adolescents between the ages of 13 and 16 report experiencing five 

instances of racial discrimination per day on average (English et al., 2020), and 70% of 

Black adults report experiencing racial discrimination from time to time or regularly (Lee 

et al., 2019). Previous research also asserts that having “the Talk”, or discussing how 

children can prepare for racist experiences, is also a near universal phenomenon in Black 

families (Anderson et al., 2022), and that Black coparents do discuss racial socialization 

practices with one another (Jones & Neblett, 2019). The qualitative nature of this study 

allowed me to learn from Black parents, in their own words, how the universal 

experience of racism has impacted their decisions about how to engage in “the Talk” with 

their children. Given that research has shown that racism is a universal phenomenon 

experienced by members of the Black community in the U.S. (Anderson et al., 2024), I 

theorized that planning how to prepare Black children for racism is a common 

phenomenon experienced by Black coparents as well, and that current events may have 

influenced their decision-making processes around this preparation.  

 Recruitment and Participants. Black parents with at least one child between the 

ages of 13 and 16 years old were recruited for participation in this study. The research 

team arrived at 
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this total participant number once the data achieved saturation, as is the norm with studies 

that utilize interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; see “Analytic Plan” section 

below for more information about this process). Eligible study participants included the 

child’s biological parent, adoptive parent, or legal guardian.  

 Research suggests that conversations about race happen as early as 10 years old 

and that children begin separating themselves by race at even earlier ages (Jones & 

Neblett, 2019). To this end, the age range of the focal child was determined to capture 

perspectives and activities when parents have had discussions or in the process of 

planning parent-child discussions about race. By choosing this age range, the I theorized 

that coparents be able to reflect on how the racial socialization process has progressed in 

their family system and consider lessons learned. Additionally, this age range was 

intended to capture parents of children who have been in the adolescent stage of 

development for a few years. This stage of development marks the beginning of identity 

formation and is the age range where children begin moving away from concrete thinking 

towards understanding abstract constructs (Christie & Viner, 2005). As previously 

mentioned, racial identity development is a key part of the identity formation process for 

adolescents because it is the time when children move to a more nuanced understanding 

of the social assumptions that come with holding a particular racial identity (Umaña-

Taylor, et al., 2014). By including coparents of Black teenagers in this study, I expected 

that coparents would solidly be in the process of helping their children navigate their own 

racial identity formation and that they would speak to some of the specific challenges 

faced by Black parents regarding this process.  
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 In addition to the child’s age as an inclusion criterion, participants' children and 

parents were required to identify as Black1. While the experiences of mixed-race children 

are important to examine as well, the purpose of this study was to examine how Black 

parents navigate discussions about racism with their Black family systems in order to 

understand a phenomenon experienced by people who hold this particular racial identity. 

Mixed race families and children may encounter challenges that are specific to their own 

experience (Crawford & Alaggia, 2008), which would be more appropriately examined in 

a separate study.  

 Recruitment. Participants were recruited from the following metropolitan areas: 

Washington, DC (including DC, Maryland and Virginia), New York City, New York 

(including NYC and Westchester County), and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (PA). These 

cities were chosen because they are all located on the East Coast of the U.S. and have 

similar demographic makeups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020, see Future Directions section 

in Chapter 5 for more information about the socio-geographic makeup of this region). To 

recruit participants, flyers with study information were sent to settings such as 

community centers and parenting programs that the research team has developed 

relationships with while recruiting for previous studies. The research team also recruited 

via word of mouth within their own community networks, and ads were posted on 

Craigslist, in Facebook groups with Black parents, and in specific parent-focused Reddit 

communities. Once a potential participant indicated their interest in the study, they were 

administered a short screener with demographic questions to determine their eligibility 

(See Appendix A). If their responses in the initial survey indicated that they matched the 

 
1 The term “Black” is used throughout this study in order to refer to the diverse, global community of 
people of African descent that live in the United States.  
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study’s inclusion criteria, they were then sent a link to complete their pre-interview 

survey and to schedule their interview  

 This study was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at the George 

Washington University (IRB # NCR245518) and was given “exempt” status, meaning 

that it was able to proceed without oversight by the Office of Human Research due to the 

minimal risk it posed to participants. Prior to opting into the study, participants were 

notified that they would need access to a device that can connect to the internet and 

access to a device to connect to a Zoom call in order to participate in the study. They 

were aware that the study focused on racial socialization practices in Black families and 

that the study consisted of a short survey and interview with a Black graduate student. 

They were also notified that the interview would be recorded prior to signing up to 

participate. Once enrolled in the study, all participants were provided with a consent form 

with information on the study’s purpose, risks, benefits, and information about 

confidentiality. In order to complete the pre-interview survey and continue with the study 

participants had to agree to the terms of the consent form. They were also provided with a 

link to download a copy of the consent form for their records.  

 Participant Information. The present study included a total of nine Black parents 

with children aged 13 to 16. The research team arrived at this sample size once the data 

achieved saturation, as is the norm with studies that utilize interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA; see “Analytic Plan” section below for more information 

about this process). All parents interviewed as part of this study, as well as their children, 

identified as Black. All parents except for one were the biological parent of their child; 

one parent, Parent 2, was the biological grandmother to her children. Seven of the nine 
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parents identified their coparent to be their child’s other biological parent. The remaining 

two parents, Parent 2 and Parent 3, had others (i.e., nonbiological) that they considered to 

be their coparent: Parent 2 considered her coparent to be a close friend, and Parent 3 

considered her child’s stepfather to be her primary coparent, although her child’s 

biological father also shared parenting duties. Parents were given the opportunity to be 

interviewed with their coparent, but all nine coparents included in this study opted to be 

interviewed individually. One coparent from each coparental dyad was interviewed. 

 Please see Table 1 for a full summary of the demographic information for the 

individuals included in this study.    

Table 1.  
Participant Demographic Information (N=9) 

Identifier Gender Age Location Child(ren) 
age 

Child(ren) 
Gender 

Relationship 
to Coparent 

 

1 Female 40-49 NYC2 15 Female Married  
2 Female 50+ NYC 13, 15 Female, Male Friend  
3 Female 30-39 Balt.3 15 Female Married  
4 Female 30-39 Philly4 13 Male Married  
5 Female 40-49 Balt 14 Female Married  
6 Male 30-39 Balt. 13 Male Separated  
7 Male 40-49 NYC 16 Male Separated  
8 Male 40-49 Balt. 15 Male Married  
9 Female 30-39 DC5 16 Female Separated  

 

 Pre interview survey. In order to prioritize time for discussion during the 

interviews, participants were also given a short survey to collect additional demographic 

information not covered in the eligibility screener (see Appendix B, “Pre Interview 

Survey”). Participants were asked for their demographic information regarding their 

 
2 New York City, New York  
3 Baltimore, Maryland 
4 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  
5 Washington, DC 
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household composition, political leaning, and the frequency in which they watch the 

news and consume other forms of news-related media. Providing this information was 

optional, and seven of the nine participants responded to the survey questions to provide 

this information; the remaining two forgot to complete the survey prior to being 

interviewed so this additional data was not collected.  

 The reason for this additional survey was twofold. First, close-ended questions on 

a survey allowed for additional discussion time during the interviews. Second, gathering 

information on household composition, political leaning, and news consumption provided 

important context for the qualitative discussions. For example, those who have additional 

childrearing support from other adults in the household may experience less coparenting 

stress which may help them better navigate discussions about racism. Additionally, those 

that consume a lot of news-related media may be exposed to more information about the 

current sociopolitical climate, and those who lean politically left are more likely to 

support BLM and other equity-based movements (Horowitz et al., 2021) Although 

participants completed the survey prior to the interview, they were only asked to confirm 

their child’s age, gender, and their relationship with their coparent during the actual one-

on-one interview.  

Political Leaning, News Consumption, and Household Income 

 To assess study participants’ rate of news consumption, they were asked: “How 

much time, on average, do you spend consuming news- related media on a weekly basis? 

This could include watching the news, reading online news articles, reading news on 

social media, etc...”  Just over half of participants reported that they consume news-
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related media for “several hours a day.”, while just under half reported that they consume 

news-related media for “a few hours a day.”.  

To assess study participants’ political leaning, they were presented with a six-

point sliding scale and asked: “Some people talk about politics in terms of left, center, 

and right, with left being more liberal and right, conservative. On a scale of 0 to 6, with 0 

indicating extreme left and 6 extreme right, where would you place yourself in terms of 

your political beliefs?” Responses ranged from 1 to 5, with the most common responses 

being 3 and 4, which were each chosen by two of the seven respondents. Additionally, 

participants were asked their yearly household income, as well as presented with a picture 

of a 10-rung ladder and asked the following question: “At the top of the ladder are the 

people who are the best off, those who have the most money, most education, and best 

jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the worst off, those who have the least money, 

least education, worst jobs, or no job. Please move the slider below to the number that 

best represents where you think you stand on the ladder in relation to other people (10 is 

the top of the ladder, 0 is the bottom)”. Their responses to these questions are included in 

Table 2 below.  

Table 2. 
Participant Income and Political Leaning. 

Identifier Political Leaning (0=extreme left, 6= 
extreme right)  

Ladder 
Placement 

Yearly Household 
Income (U.S. Dollars) 

 

3 3 5 72,000  
4 3 0 40, 000  
5 1 8 120,000  
6 5 6 85,000  
7 4 7 23,000  
8 2 6 150,000  
9 4 7 140,000  
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 Interview Design. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the method of data 

collection because they allowed participants to share their detailed understanding of their 

lived experience—a key factor of research that explores a particular lived phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This allowed the parents interviewed to share their personal 

stories and life histories and resulted in rich, narrative driven textual data. Thus, the 

interview guide (see Appendix C for full interview guide) was semi-structured in nature 

so I was able to ask participants a pre-determined set of open-ended questions but adjust 

the conversation based on the participant’s responses. Semi-structured interview guides 

are recommended for phenomenological studies because they allow the conversation to 

be controlled, or guided, by the researcher while also being conversational, putting the 

participant more at ease and allowing for the flexibility to engage in shared dialogue 

(Smith & Osborn, 2015). The interview itself was one-on-one between me and the 

participant and myself, allowing me to pick up on crucial non-verbal cues. For example, I 

was able to see when parents became emotional discussing certain topics; the semi-

structured nature of the interview guide allowed me to follow up on those emotional 

shifts and explore the reason behind them. Additionally, racism can be a difficult topic to 

discuss. The one-on-one interview format was effective in addressing this sensitive topic 

because it offered the opportunity to discuss potentially emotionally triggering subject 

matter without other individuals present.  

 During the interview participants were asked open-ended questions regarding 

their experiences discussing race with their coparents as well as about how their 

individual experiences influenced these discussions. Example questions include: 

“Thinking back, how did conversations with your child’s parent about racism in America 
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or in your community begin?” and “In your view, what are some things coparents can do 

to support one another in navigating hard discussions about racism?” (See Appendix C 

for full protocol). 

 Procedure. All nine interviews took place between October 2024 and August 

2025. Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes in duration. They were conducted via 

Zoom to remove transportation as a barrier to participation and so that participants could 

easily be interviewed from their respective cities.  

 I identify as a Black woman and facilitated all of the interviews. The interviews 

were recorded to ensure an accurate transcript; participants consented to this recording 

prior to beginning the interview. Participants were assigned an identifier, and their real 

names will not be revealed in this manuscript to protect their confidentiality. At the 

conclusion of each interview participants were provided with a $10 Amazon gift card as a 

thank you for their time. Interview transcriptions were transcribed, cleaned and checked 

for accuracy by me and a team of trained Research Assistants (RAs).  

Analytic plan 

 An interpretative phenomenological analysis approach (IPA; Smith & Osborn, 

2015) was used to analyze the qualitative data in this study. IPA is informed by 

phenomenological assumptions and involves a detailed examination of the participant’s 

lived experience (Smith & Osborn, 2015). It puts the researcher at the center of the 

analytic process with the goal of analysis being to identify and empathize with the 

phenomenon, as well as to make sense of participants' experiences with it (Smith & 

Osborn, 2015). Because IPA puts an emphasis on the researcher’s interpretation of a 

lived phenomenon, it also assumes that the researcher is interpreting the data based on 
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their own perspective, which may include bias. As such, researchers are encouraged to 

engage in reflexivity, or ongoing self-reflection, throughout the data collection and 

analysis process in order to better understand how their own personal bias and 

perspectives are impacting the interpretation of the data (Smith & Osborn, 2015).  

 IPA for individual interviews involves a specific step-by-step process. The first 

step was for me, as the main researcher, to immerse myself in the data by reading and re-

reading each interview transcript immediately after they are conducted. I considered how 

my own personal orientation and bias impacted data collection and considered the major 

themes that each individual spoke about in their interview. All of these considerations 

were marked in the margins of the transcript as were other quotes or topics that seemed 

significant. This process, called bracketing or annotating, is a key part of IPA (Smith & 

Osborn, 2015).  

 After preliminary themes were identified, I then looked for connections and 

patterns across emergent themes and created specific names, or codes, to capture each 

theme. The codes were created in a coherent fashion, allowing me to create hierarchical 

relationships between connected themes. A working codebook was developed to capture 

each of the codes and their descriptions. The codes were applied to the transcript using 

NVivo 14.  

 This process was replicated for each interview, as a key tenet of IPA is that the 

researcher evaluates each transcript independently and then looks for cross-cutting 

themes (Smith & Osborn, 2015). RAs also replicated this process with each interview, 

first reading and bracketing it and then applying codes from the codebook in NVivo. 

Teams of two RAs each bracketed and coded each interview, and afterwards met with me 
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to discuss major themes that arose and to compare the codes they applied to their 

transcript to my own codes to ensure consensus. While team coding and analysis is not 

always a tenet of IPA, it reduced the likelihood that I was reading the transcripts from a 

biased point of view and helped to ensure that the themes I found in the interviews were 

found by others as well. Additionally, applying the codes to the interviews in NVivo as a 

last step in analysis allowed me to better organize interview excerpts by theme. 

Consistent with IPA design, data collection concluded when new themes stopped 

emerging from the new interviews and participants began reiterating themes heard in past 

interviews; this process, referred to as saturation, resulted in a total N of 9.  

 The coding teams consisted of undergraduate and recently graduated RAs from 

the Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences at The George Washington 

University who represented a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. To ensure coding 

rigor, all RAs underwent several rounds of training on the study's background, IPA, and 

the bracketing process. This training included developing a reflexivity statement to 

explicitly discuss how their own implicit biases or views might influence data 

interpretation, and the analysis process included reading and bracketing each interview, 

identifying relevant themes, and discussing those themes with the larger coding team. 

This rigorous process led to the consistent identification of themes across all interviews 

(see Chapter 4: Results/Findings below for more information on the results of the team 

coding). Since the goal of IPA is to understand how a particular phenomenon is 

experienced by a specific group of people rather than treat data as objective and 

replicable, it is not recommended that researchers calculate interrater reliability (IRR). 

Therefore, the results of the team coding will be discussed in terms of consensus and 
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confirmability on large overarching themes, with the rigor of the analysis established 

through the interpretive process. 

Reflexivity  

 A key part of the IPA process is for the researcher to consistently examine how 

their own beliefs, assumptions, biases, and personal experiences may influence every 

stage of the research process. In IPA, the researcher is not a neutral observer, but instead 

is tasked with trying to make sense of a participant’s attempt to make sense of something 

that they have experienced. Researchers develop reflexivity statements to acknowledge 

and be transparent about how they impact and interact with the research. My reflexivity 

statement is below.  

 I, a Black woman in my early 30s, developed the question, aims, and design of 

this research study. I was the primary interviewer and coder for each of these interviews, 

a decision that I made intentionally because it is important to the phenomenological 

design of the study to validate and show an understanding of the participant’s lived 

experiences. Although I am not a parent myself, I believe that my position as a Black 

researcher allowed for participants to feel more comfortable sharing vulnerable 

experiences with me. 

 While my motivation for this study is primarily to contribute to the larger body of 

literature on this topic and to better understand how we can collectively support Black 

parents, the topic is also a personal one. I experienced the Talk from my parents as a 

child and observed my younger brother experience it as well. I also experienced my 

parents discussing how difficult it is to navigate conversations about race, especially 

when the sociopolitical climate we were growing up in vastly differed from the one that 
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they grew up in. Therefore, the study also came out of an impetus to better understand 

how parents in communities similar to my own can be better supported when navigating 

these conversations.  

 While conducting and analyzing each of the interviews I was reminded about my 

own experiences with the racial socialization process and reflected on the ways that it 

differs for teenagers now. While I was on social media as a teenager, within my group of 

friends and among my peers it was primarily used for sharing funny messages or posting 

pictures of the sunset or a good meal. There was not the same amount of pressure to use it 

for communication or for fitting in, so I did not experience racism or microaggressions 

online in the same way that teens do today. Furthermore, I grew up in a predominantly 

Black community in the Mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. and was raised by coparents with 

graduate degrees; many of the other parents in my community had a similar educational 

background as well. Within my insulated community, being Black was not necessarily 

associated with being less than. Instead, it was a sign of strength and resilience and 

something to be proud of. This sentiment was somewhat echoed by our larger system 

when I was a teenager and Barack Obama became the first Black president of the U.S. 

While his campaign and subsequent presidency was laden with racist rhetoric, it also 

symbolized that Black people have the ability to overcome barriers presented to us and 

achieve any goal. This representation was incredibly important to my overall racial 

identity development. Teenagers growing up now are experiencing different messaging 

from our larger society, and parents, many of whom grew up in the same generation that I 

did, have to learn how to navigate challenging conversations in a changing time.  
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 My personal experiences with the racial socialization process undoubtedly caused 

me to analyze the data from an empathetic, but biased viewpoint. I am empathic to the 

challenges that Black parents face raising Black children and found it easy to develop a 

rapport with many of the participants. That empathy and prioritization of rapport likely 

caused me to fail to follow up on certain responses during the interviews. Despite this, 

building rapport and showing empathy was my way of validating participants’ lived 

experiences, and I believe resulted in richer, more meaningful conversations. Therefore, 

as I continued to interview participants, it increased my motivation to shed light on the 

experiences, challenges, and lessons that parents learned while navigating a common 

experience that is not commonly discussed.  
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Chapter 4: Results/Findings 

Consistent with findings presented by Jones in his study on racial socialization 

practices in Black families (2016), several themes emerged from the interview data that 

reflected various contextual, couple, and individual parent- and child-level factors that 

influenced both the content and timing of coparental conversations about race, as well as 

more general racial socialization practices and messages within Black families. 

Additionally, parents shared lessons that they  learned from the racial socialization 

process within their own family systems and provided suggestions for ways that 

coparents can better support one another when navigating challenging conversations 

about race. Table 3 provides an overview of those themes as well as definitions. The 

sections below define each theme and provide illustrative quotes with numerical 

identifiers, when appropriate. Consistent with IPA guidelines, the themes are presented in 

order based on prevalence to the research question and richness of response (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018).  

Table 3. 
Themes and Relevant Descriptions.  

Type Theme Description 
Couple Level Quality of the Relationship  Coparents having a positive 

relationship with their child’s 
other parent helps to facilitate 
positive conversations about 
race. 

 Sources of Conflict Parents having differing 
opinions about how to go 
about the racial socialization 
process causes conflict.  

Individual Level  Parent’s own Racial 
Socialization Process 

Messages that parents heard 
from their own parents 
influence the content of 
messages passed onto their 
children.  
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 Parental Experiences with 
Bias 

Parents experiencing bias or 
microaggressions themselves 
impacts the content of 
messages passed onto their 
children about how to handle 
bias. 

Child Level Child Gender Child gender and parental 
assumptions about what child 
gender means influence the 
content of racial socialization 
messaging.  

 Developmental Relational 
Shift 

Children develop their 
understanding of themselves 
and their position in the world 
and parents need to be attuned 
to those changes and shifts in 
order to facilitate a prosocial 
racial socialization process. 

Contextual Neighborhood/Community  Aspects such as the degree of 
diversity within communities 
influence the timing of 
conversations about race. 

 Peer Relationships Child interactions with peers 
may influence the timing of 
conversations about race. 

 Sociopolitical Climate Larger societal events, such as 
the actions of a new 
presidential administration, 
can influence the timing of 
conversations about race. 

Lessons Learned Mutual Coparental Support Parents supporting one another 
and being willing to listen to 
one another can help facilitate 
positive conversations about 
race. 

 Identity as Armor Parents can support a positive 
racial socialization for their 
children by fostering a positive 
racial identity. 

 The Role of Parental Emotions It can be helpful for parents to 
manage their own strong 
emotions in order to facilitate 
positive conversations about 
race within their household. 
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 As noted above, teams of two trained Research Assistants (RAs) also read each 

interview and independently identified relevant themes. This team coding helped ensure 

analytic consensus and served as a crucial check against potential bias in my own 

interpretations as the primary coder. The RAs reached strong agreement with the codes 

presented in Table 3, emphasizing that the most salient themes across interviews included 

the importance of coparental relationship quality and the roles of parent and child gender. 

The RAs expressed surprise that coparental conversations about race were a salient 

source of conflict for many of the parents interviewed for this study and noted that many 

conversations about race within Black family systems begin as a reaction to events in the 

media, making it difficult for parents to plan for these conversations in advance. They 

also noted that parent and child gender had a huge impact on the content of racial 

socialization messaging, as parental messages shared with male children tended to 

include messages of safety while messaging given to female children tended to include 

messages of affirmation (e.g., “You are a beautiful Black girl). These themes, as well as 

others, are further explored in the following sections.  

Factors Influencing the Content and Timing of Coparental Conversations about 

Race  

Couple Level Factors: The Role of the Coparental Relationship  

 Parents who were romantically involved with their child’s coparent and separated 

coparents both emphasized that the nature and quality of their relationship with their 

coparent had a large influence on whether or not they are able to collaboratively, 

successfully navigate conversations about racism and race together and in turn, with their 

children. Eight of the nine parents interviewed explained that having a mutual foundation 
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of respect for their child’s other parent allowed them to better communicate and listen to 

one another, especially when individual views on how to prepare their children for racism 

differed. Parent 6, a father who is separated from his coparent, described that learning to 

communicate openly with his son’s mother has played a large role in his ability to 

navigate challenging conversations about race with his son. He explained: 

I think one of the biggest things we do as parents is try to communicate openly, 

you know? Because a lot of times we often assume the other parent is handling 

the rest of the talk, or we just don't want to probably step on their toes, and, you 

know, we do have different styles, like different approaches to things. But I think 

it's important to at least check in with each other and talk about how we are each 

approaching these conversations. I think that way the child will not be hearing 

mixed messages, or feeling like one parent gets it and the other 

doesn't….although it doesn't necessarily mean we have to agree on every detail, 

but just showing that we are united, at least in this particular aspect, kind of gives 

our child a much stronger foundation. 

Additionally, this foundation of mutual coparental respect also allowed parents to better 

trust that their coparent can have conversations about race with their children even when 

they are not present for those conversations.  Parent 8, a married father, illustrated the 

importance of building a positive coparental relationship for this exact reason: 

I think that if the relationship is working properly, then, you know, there's trust 

there. So, I trust my wife to have a conversation with either of our kids without 

clearing it with me first. But also, I think we always want to be on the same page, 

so even if something comes up and there's a conversation that happens, my wife 
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will come back to me, and same for me, and say, "Hey, we talked about this 

thing". And this is kind of how the conversation went and this is what I said. This 

is what she said, just to get them caught up. So next time it arises, if they're the 

ones that are dealing with it, they know what's happened before. 

Parents also emphasized that if they were able to have conversations with their 

coparent regarding their views on race and racial bias before having conversations with 

their children, these preemptive “check-ins” reduced the chances that they would send 

their children confusing or mixed messages. These preemptive conversations also 

allowed for coparents to learn about each other’s views and better plan the type of racial 

socialization messages that they would like to pass down to their children to better 

prepare them for bias. Parent 5, a married mother explained that she and her husband 

engaged in preemptive conversations before they spoke to their children which helped 

them to get on the same page regarding their views: 

I think the biggest thing we did is, before you have a conversation with the kids, 

be able to talk to each other about race even if you can't find common ground. 

Which, I don't know, you know, I know a lot of Black parents, and I don't know 

that they're not finding common ground at this point. I think we're all kind of like 

having similar conversations. You get together with your friends, just make that 

conversation a more normal part of your life so that it's not something that you 

have to feel uncomfortable about or, you know, sit and debate how to approach or 

anything like that. 
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This also illustrates that the more frequently coparents discuss this topic among 

themselves, the more comfortable they will be discussing it with their children even if 

they have slightly differing views. 

Coparental Conflict. Additionally, seven of the nine parents interviewed 

discussed challenges that can arise when they are not able to successfully plan for and 

navigate challenging conversations about race with their coparent. A major source of 

coparental conflict reported in the interviews was differing levels of outgroup bias, or the 

extent to which parents believed that the best way to prepare their children for bias was to 

make them wary of people of other races-- especially the White people in their 

communities. Parents, primarily mothers, explained that they often have differing views 

from their male partners when it comes to how to prepare their child for bias. Mothers 

who were interviewed tended to send messages of inclusion and explained that their male 

coparents often preferred messages of bias toward the outgroup. Parent 4, a married 

mother, provided an illustration of this dynamic within this family system, explaining:  

My husband says this is just the way it is. He said this is the way it always has 

been. [White people] don't like us. He said Asians don't like us. My son wants to 

go to Japan, but now he’s heard that they don't like Black people. I told him, I 

don't know, I don't believe that. I see a lot of stuff on social media where they do 

posts, and they do videos and they meet people from Japan and they're talking to 

Black people. I told my son I also wanted to go to Japan. Like I don't believe 

there's such a thing as color. And that's what I want my son to see too. I try to talk 

to [my son], I try to show him the different videos and things like that but me and 
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his dad, he'll tell my son one thing, and I don’t agree with it because I tried to 

explain to my son, that's not how all people are. 

Another separated mother, Parent 9, explained that a similar dynamic occurs between her 

and her ex-husband. She views her opinions on race as being more inclusive than her ex-

husband’s views, explaining: 

We differ a lot on views with race. I would say that I'm a bit more inclusive than 

he is, and it's only because I feel like the more I expand my network to everyone, 

the more we understand interests as opposed to the differences [between races]. 

Like, if you have braids and I have my hair just wet and curly, right, now we have 

hair, as opposed to, she has braids and I have curls. I think the conversation topic 

should be more so, “how do you take care of your hair?” Having that level of 

cultural diffusion, if we were different races. I see things from a space of growth 

and instead of a space of, like, finding opposed arguments on each side. 

She further explained that while her coparent rarely explicitly stated his views about 

other races to their daughter, he made them known in more implicit ways. However, as 

the primary parent, her messaging had more of an impact on her daughter than her ex-

husband’s did:  

…you kind of get insight based on [her dad’s] responses like, “oh, you would date 

him?” or like, “oh, that's your friend? Just be careful” kind of thing. So, I don't 

think her dad- slash- my ex is more... I don't think he has the emotional 

intelligence and the capacity to understand why those kinds of comments wouldn't 

help her, but hinder her. But I think because I'm more of the influential parent, 
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everything he says, not to say it's null and void, but it's not as impactful as what I 

have to say as being her, like, 95% ownership of the kid.  

When asked to expand more on the reasoning behind the different messaging that her and 

her husband provide her daughter, she provided this explanation: “I think some of the 

reasoning for that could be [fathers’] mental, or emotional, capacity, or like their ability 

to learn or unlearn as you grow. If I was taught something as a kid that’s hindering me 

now, I have to unlearn that mindset”.  

Individual Level Factors: Parental Experiences with Race  

 Parent’s own Racial Socialization Process. In addition to the coparental 

relationship itself, parents also cited that their own individual experiences with racial 

socialization practices and racial discrimination influenced conversations about race that 

they had within their current family systems. All but one parent interviewed explained 

that conversations that they had with their own parents influenced racial socialization 

practices within their current family systems by making these conversations more normal, 

as well as by providing a blueprint for how to facilitate positive racial development in 

their child. They further explained that they shifted this blueprint based off of their own 

beliefs and experiences. When asked how the messaging she heard from her own parents 

impacts the coparental conversations about race that she is having now, Parent 5, a 

married mother, stated: 

That’s a good question. I don't know. I don't know, you know what, I'm sure that 

they provided like some sort of internal script. They sound very different. It's a 

different time but I think the biggest effect, I will say, is just the normalcy of 

talking about race. Like it is not some weird, foreign thing. It's not even 
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something that I have to think about, it is just a natural thing that would come up 

in conversation for my family, and I think that probably comes from knowing 

these conversations exist, having had them before, so they don't feel foreign.  

Parent 8, a married father, had a similar response when asked the same question:  

Now it's funny. I talk to my wife all the time about how I hear, not literally, but 

voices in my head as I'm dealing with my own family, because I've got my own 

sort of thoughts. But I definitely still hear my parents in my head, my father 

specifically. And it freaks me out, because I will hear my father coming out of my 

mouth. Sometimes I'm like, “where did that come from?” I think being sort of 

cognizant of that shapes how I try to approach those conversations. 

Some parents were able to concretely identify messaging that they learned from their own 

parents that they then proceeded to pass down to their own children. Parent 3, a married 

mother,  provided an example of such messaging: “The messages [I received] were 

especially important in dealing with conflict with police. It's like, ‘Don't argue. If you feel 

you're in this situation, ask for a supervisor’ because they have to report to someone. So, I 

feel like my mom was just giving us tools and guidelines just dealing with what we had 

in front of us”.  She further explained the changes that she was able to make to this 

messaging when she passed it down to her own children: 

I would say that I try to remove the fear from it because I don’t want [my kids] to 

be fearful of someone that is racist. And that’s what giving them those tools does, 

right? Like, this is how you handle interacting with the police. It removes some of 

the fear because you know what to do about it. Some people, I feel they’re fearful 

and, instead of being sad, they’re angry and anger shows more than fear. 
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While parents’ experiences discussing race with their parents provided a blueprint for 

how to have those conversations within their own families, parents also explained that 

they sometimes took care not to repeat some of the same racial socialization practices that 

they found to be unhelpful. Parent 6, a separated father, explained how he tries to take 

lessons learned from his own racial socialization process and adjust those lessons to 

better meet the needs of his son:  

The thing is, when I was young -- I've always been very inquisitive as well, and I 

tried to have, you know, a conversation with my pops. But the thing is, I think I 

don't want to be like [my father] anyway, because he tried to make all his efforts 

to shield me from this harsh reality, for a reason best known to him, I believe. But 

being exposed to those things later on, I kind of wondered why didn't he prepare 

me for this sort of thing? When he knows full well, I'm still definitely going to be 

encountering them. And that was when I made the point, like, if I were to grow up 

and to actually have a child, I'll make sure not to lecture my child on how the 

world views him. 

Parent 6 went on to explain that his father’s way of preparing him for racism was to 

ignore it until Parent 6 experienced being treated differently due to his race. Once that 

happened, his father “lectured”  him and told him that people will continue to view him 

negatively due to his skin color, but did not necessarily provide him with the language or 

tools to deal with that negative treatment. As such, Parent 6 makes sure to teach his son 

how to handle racism rather than just lecturing him that racism is a fact of life. 

Parental Experiences with Bias. Additionally, parents’ experiences with racism 

prior to having children later influenced conversations about racism within their family 
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systems; seven of the nine parents interviewed mentioned this theme specifically. For 

example, Parent 2, a widowed mother who parents her biological grandkids, explained 

that she tries to shield her children from some of the harsh realities of racism because it 

reminds her of her own experiences dealing with biased individuals growing up. She 

stated: 

I remember as a little girl, not even coming face to face with [racism] physically, 

but emotionally. And it was not a good feeling. It was not a good feeling. Being 

stopped from doing things or going places that I thought were free, being told by 

my mother “no”, or getting ready to do something and hear her say “no, no, no, 

no, come back over here by me”. It's just not a good feeling, and to know that [my 

kids] experience that now is also a real hurtful thing, and it brings back up those 

memories. And I don't like those memories.  

She went on to further explain that these past experiences impact the nature of the racial 

socialization messages passed down to her children because she encourages them to take 

precautions in certain situations in order to stay safe. “I tell my 13-year-old son”, she 

explained, “you can't go to certain places because all the other kids hang out there 

because it only takes one person to say ‘get him’…I’ve seen that happen before”. 

However, another married mother explained her and her husband’s own experiences with 

racism allowed her to show their children that you can navigate bias without allowing it 

to have a major impact on your overall wellbeing. Parent 5, a married mother, explained: 

[My husband and I] also have experienced discrimination in different forms. And 

so just understanding that it can happen, but you can navigate it. It doesn't have to 

rock your boat or end your world. You acknowledge it. You address it, and you 
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move on and you take that lesson, you learn from it. So I think those are some of 

the things that we align on. 

Taken together, it is clear that the racial socialization messaging that parent’s received 

from their own parents, as well as their own individual experiences with racism and 

views about racial bias, are key individual level factors that shape the content of 

conversations about race among Black coparents and in Black family systems as a whole.  

Child Level Factors: The Importance of Knowing your Child  

 Parents interviewed for this study also cited child level factors that influence the 

content of conversations about race within their coparental relationship and households 

more generally.  

Child Gender. In four of the five interviews parents explained that factors 

associated with their children’s gender influenced the content of the racial socialization 

messages, especially when it came to messages of preparation for bias. Parent 2, a 

widowed mother, explained that she is more fearful for her teenage son going out into the 

world than she is for her daughters because Black men are often unfairly perceived in a 

negative light: 

I also make sure that my 13-year-old who's male, I really, really try to get that 

knowledge in him to know that, you know, as a young Black boy -- I don’t want 

to say boy, a young Black man coming into manhood, how careful he has to really 

be now. And that's also a hurtful thing, to wonder and think when he leaves out of 

this door, what is he going to come across?  

She went on to share an experience that confirmed this fear and the messaging she gave 

her son so that the likelihood of him being targeted again is reduced:  
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The police approached my son because he “fit the description”. And didn't turn 

out to look anything like him whatsoever. Clothes or nothing. I try to teach my 

son to dress appropriately. That sagging pants and all, I do not engage in that. I do 

not want to see that, because you're the first to be targeted. Because you're 

automatically thrown into a category.  

Parents of Black daughters also expressed their own concerns about the way their 

daughters are perceived, especially when it comes to preparing them to face inappropriate 

comments regarding their bodies, hair, or sexuality. They explained that it can be difficult 

to find a balance between letting their teenage daughters express their individuality while 

also trying to help them understand the dangers that Black women face. Parent 5, a 

married mother, explained that she and her coparent regularly check in with their 

daughter about this balance: 

My oldest girl, we're talking about how Black women can be over sexualized, so 

when we dress a certain way, we have to just think about it. And, we're trying to 

find a happy medium because we are not actually wanting her to be ashamed of 

her body and to feel like it's her fault that men are looking at her that way, but we 

do want her to be aware, and so we're right now, still kind of learning the balance 

between letting her express her femininity however she wants to.  

Parent 5 also has a 4-year-old son, and speculated on some of the ways that she and her 

coparent plan to prepare him for bias and how these messages may differ from those 

passed onto their daughter: 

We worry about my baby boy, who's only four, but if we had teenage Black sons I 

think I'd be scared every night. Because just walking out in the world they're 
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perceived as a threat. You see it all time, I mean you go in a store, and Black boys 

come in and everybody's clutching their pearls when these boys aren't paying 

them any attention. So, the girls are less of a threat, and so they are treated a little 

bit differently and the conversations are more around protecting your body, 

sexuality, all of those things. With boys, it's like survival skills. So, I think if [my 

oldest daughter] were a boy it would be so, so different. 

Four other parents interviewed echoed these same themes, emphasizing that preparing 

boys to face racism involves arming them with tools to keep them safe when interacting 

with authority figures such as the police while the process for girls involves preparing 

them to be inappropriately sexualized.  

 Developmental Relational Shift. Perhaps an even more salient child-level factor 

that arose in the data was labeled the “Developmental Relational Shift”. A theme that was 

mentioned in seven of the nine interviews, this was defined as the idea that messages of 

racial socialization should change as children develop their understanding of themselves 

and their position in the world, and that parents need to be attuned to those changes and 

shifts to facilitate a positive racial socialization process.  Parent 1, a married mother, 

explained this concept by stating:  

As [my daughter] gets older she's going to have more experience of the world. 

And she will be able to have experiences that come up where it's like, “well, wait 

a minute? this is this, that is that”, and you have to be like, okay, her mental is 

changing. So, you got to change with it. So as it comes and goes, you have to 

prepare yourself because the way she thought when she was five is not how she's 

going to think when she's 13, 14, 15, 16, cause now she's having life experiences 
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of her own in her own little world where you have to be able to be raw and honest 

with her.  

Parents explained that much of this shift is moving from telling their children about 

racism to them seeing the impacts of racism themselves and forming their own questions 

and opinions based on what they observed. When parents were curious about their 

children’s opinions and asked questions, it resulted in more impactful conversations. 

Parent 3, a married mother, further explained: 

I guess instead of telling them how somebody is, it's just how you react to that 

person. That is, thinking about if someone is being racist, how would you react to 

it? It's not to say, "Oh, just let it slide”. Are you going to get angry? Are you 

going to take it and internalize it? I just want to know what are [my children’s] 

thoughts. Is it staying with you? With that, that's why I don't want it to linger 

inside of them. How are you going to react to it? Are you going to be angry? 

Don't be angry. Know you're dealing with an idiot. You have to put so much into 

it, you have to pour so much positivity into them when it comes to this subject 

because it's something you can't even explain as to why this person or this thing is 

what it is. 

Parent 8, a married father, also emphasized that he and his coparent were on the same 

page when it came to beginning their children’s racial socialization process, agreeing that 

it was important to build their children’s confidence before introducing the idea that not 

everyone will view them in a positive light: 

We spent the early years with both of them, making sure that we affirm them, so 

sort of building up the fact that you are beautiful, capable, talented, all that stuff 
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just because of who you are and how you remain, and then trying to prepare them 

for the fact that not everyone kind of believes like we believe in this house. Not 

everyone has been taught to treat people equally or to value you and your heritage 

and your culture but also, hey, we don't let that stop you from, you know, 

believing in yourself and understanding your worth. So, build the foundation, give 

them the confidence to who they are. Then sort of introduce the fact that, okay, 

not everyone values who you are. Not everyone thinks of you as equal or good, so 

how do you deal with that? 

He further explained that a functioning coparental relationship that is based on a 

foundation of mutual trust also allows for parents to better know which parent can 

respond best to their children, based on their needs at the time. However, consistency in 

messaging across coparents is still key to making sure that children receive similar 

messages from both parents: 

My wife and I both have different approaches, and we've noticed that our kids 

come to us for different things, so I think we try to keep the messaging kind of 

consistent, but the way we interact with our kids is different, not completely -- it 

is different, though, so I think our approaches are different, but hopefully that 

outcome, the goals are the same. 

When asked to elaborate on some of these differences he further explained: 

I want to say an intentional conversation is more likely to be brought along by my 

wife, but then there are just spontaneous conversations that come up. So, I think 

we are equally open to just sort of handling spontaneous conversations. And if it's 

a point where we need to have a sit-down conversation, I think my wife is 
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probably a little more attuned to the need to stop everything -- let's all sit down 

and have a discussion together. 

The idea of being attuned to children’s individual personality and way of responding to 

stressors was salient for many of the parents interviewed for this study. For example, six 

of the nine parents explained that when their child’s temperament was more reserved or 

shy, they often had to rely on reading their children’s behaviors in order to gauge the 

readiness to engage in discussions about race. When parents fail to “read” their children 

and respond in ways that promote a positive racial socialization process, it can be a cause 

of conflict between coparents. Parent 4, a married mother, provided a specific example of 

how this impacted her family system:  

My son is very sensitive, so talking about race is a new experience for him. When 

you're on social media people just send you stuff, so my son would run outside 

and go to the ice cream truck. So, his dad was like, “Do you even know what that 

song means? So I was like, “No, that's the ice cream truck”. And [my husband] 

said, “that is not the ice cream truck”. My husband sent me the video, of course 

my son saw it, and it made him feel a certain way. It makes my son feel bad. So, 

my son doesn't go to the ice cream truck anymore because of the song and what it 

means. It's like you could say something to my son and you could really hurt his 

feelings, and his dad doesn’t see it. 

The typical jingle played by many ice cream trucks does have prejudiced roots—it is 

based on the 19th century folk song “Turkey in the Straw,”, but later acquired racist lyrics 

that were popularized in the 1830s by a minstrel performer who used it to reference a 

blackface character. In 1916, Columbia Records released another racist version of the 
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jingle titled “N*gger Love a Watermelon Ha! Ha! Ha!” (Escobar, 2020); it was this 

version that Parent 4 was referring to her in statement above. This example illustrates a 

common theme that arose in many of the interviews: that it is each parent’s responsibility 

to get to know their child and understand how to best prepare them for bias, and that this 

process is an important aspect of developing a mutual sense of trust in their other 

coparent. 

The Role of Context 

 While couple, individual parent, and individual child level factors all influenced 

the content of conversations about race among Black coparents and within family 

systems, contextual level factors influenced the timing of these conversations. Three 

major contextual factors, or themes, that influenced the timing of coparental 

conversations about race arose from the data: neighborhood/community, peer 

relationships, and sociopolitical events. Each of the three themes is explained in depth 

below. 

Neighborhood/Community. About half of the parents interviewed discussed that 

specific aspects about their community influenced when they decided to have discussions 

about race within their family systems. Parents cited that moving to a new neighborhood 

or community was often a catalyst for discussing issues of race and may have even 

started that conversation for the first time within their family system. For example, Parent 

5, a married mother, discussed an incident that occurred when they moved from a 

predominantly Black neighborhood to a predominantly White one and her young 

daughters witnessed their father being pulled over by the police for what he was wearing: 
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[My husband’s] got on a hoodie. He gets pulled over to by cops. And the first 

thing they asked him “Is how many warrants do you have? Why do you have 

these Maryland tags?”. It was because we just moved.  And my husband was like, 

“I'm sorry, what?” They eventually let him go. [The officer] didn't harm him. But 

it was very jarring, and it's our second day here. And then that same cop ended up 

being connected to the church my husband was pastoring at, and he apologized. 

But it was much later he realized. But we still had to have that conversation with 

our then really little girls, because we had to explain to them, okay, we're in an 

even different climate than Baltimore.  

Her daughters were two and four years old at the time, and the incident caused her and 

her husband to begin to think through developmentally appropriate ways to educate their 

daughters about race. Parent 9, a separated mother, similarly explained that a move to 

less diverse neighborhood caused her to begin having conversations about race with her 

daughter, who was eight at the time. Since she was the primary parent to her daughter, 

her coparent was not very involved in these conversations, and Parent 9 was able to 

convey messages of inclusivity and acceptance in her messaging to her daughter. She 

explained: 

When we moved to the DMV6 area we started talking just because I knew, like, I 

checked, I was on Niche7 and looking at the neighborhood and looking at the 

diversity and how it was, like, kind of divvied up in the school, and I was like, 

“Oh, she's going to be exposed.” I didn't want her to stare at the girl with blonde 

 
6 DMV is a term commonly used to describe Washington, DC and its surrounding counties in Maryland 
and Northern Virgina. 
7 Niche is an online platform that provides people with information about neighborhoods based on factors 
like schools, crime, cost of living, and demographic factors such as diversity.  
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hair. I didn't want her to make fun of someone's accent that had, like, you know, 

an ethnic accent. I wanted her to be able to say they still have value just because 

they sound and look different. More so, you know, what's in the context of the 

heart? 

Some parents also explained that a lack of diversity or living in culturally homogenous 

neighborhood with other Black families, caused them to wait to have conversations about 

race within their family systems. They also expressed that waiting to have those 

conversations often made them more difficult. Parent 1, a married mother, explained that 

she and her husband chose not to have conversations about race with their daughter when 

she was young due to their community makeup: 

In our little bubble of world, like we haven't had situations where we had to deal 

with racism. We haven't had people in our life who were incarcerated or had to 

deal with police officers in anyway, or deal with other people treating us 

differently. [My daughter] hasn't had that exposure to that. So, it's like having the 

conversation is also difficult to know where in her world, in her bubble that 

doesn’t exist…. And now, you know, she's in school, so she's learned about 

history, slavery, all this other stuff. So, it's like, she has all these questions like, 

wait, what? It’s confusing because it's like, that hasn't been her experience.  

In situations such as the one described by Parent 1, coparents described waiting to have 

conversations with one another about race as well, and navigated them when other 

external circumstances, like the history lessons discussed in the aforementioned example, 

forced them to decide how they would like for the racial socialization process to go for 

their children.  
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Peer Relationships. Just over half of the parents interviewed also cited that their 

children’s interactions with peers were often a catalyst for conversations about race to 

occur within their family systems. Oftentimes, these peer interactions were based in 

prejudiced or biased views and caused parents to have conversations within their family 

systems to help their children better understand how to respond to those instances when 

they occur. One married mother, Parent 3, described in detail an instance where her 

daughter’s peer put hand sanitizer in her daughter’s hair in an attempt to "clean” it; her 

daughter was eight years old at the time and did not understand the significance of that 

action, stating at the time that it was okay. She further explained that her daughter’s 

school tried to downplay the incident as well, failing to notify her until the end of the 

school day. “I didn't think it was okay, because she's the only Black girl on the bus”, she 

explained. “I know if the rules were reversed, they would've called me, ‘Oh, your 

daughter.’ I feel like she would've been the problem. She was in the third grade when this 

happened. So, we had to have that conversation with our eight-year-old”. She then went 

on to explain that she and her coparent had to help her daughter understand why that 

behavior was inappropriate and not something a friend of hers should do. Parent 4, also a 

married mother, shared that her son’s peer relationships in school caused her to discuss 

how some bullying can be race-based: 

My son’s had friends that were White, and they act differently in public than they 

do when they're alone, and I noticed that, and I had to tell my son about that too. 

But my son didn’t understand why this boy talks to him in school but outside of 

school he won’t. One time my son was leaving and going home, and he called the 

boy, I swear he was right next to him. The boy just acted like my son didn’t exist. 
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And he told me, “Mom, that's my friend”. So, I said, “what do you mean?” and he 

was like “yeah he’s my friend he’s always telling me to do things”. Like, he's 

always telling my son to go over there get this girl's number, go over there and 

saying “if you don't do this something's going to happen”. I said, “that’s not a 

friend, it sounds like he's bullying you. That’s not a friend.”  

Parent 4 went on to explain that because she and her coparent do not have the same views 

about how to best prepare their son for racism, her son received different messaging 

about how to handle the bullying from his father and now struggles with peer 

relationships in general: 

His dad would tell him that his friends are not his friends. “Do not go nowhere 

with them.” He thinks like, you know, they'll set you up type of thing. And it's 

weird because when my son used to come home with his other friends before it 

was…it was none of this. Everybody was kind and nice I mean, they even came 

and introduced themselves to me but now, no. And my son used to be happy, he'd 

be talking to his friends all day all night. But now, he doesn't talk to anybody. 

Other parents also described similar instances where their children were called racial 

slurs by peers or witnessed racially based microaggressions. In each instance, parents felt 

the conversations came up organically and were not able to plan for those conversations 

with their coparent ahead of them happening. Parent 8, a married father, explained:  

My kids have a lot of questions, so one of us [my wife or I] might check in with 

them, see what they've heard, what they're talking about. You know, incidents at 

school that we find out about. We didn't want to check in with them to see kind 
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of, “Hey, you know, what are you guys hearing? What are your friends talking 

about? 

The coparents then check in with one another to ensure that they remain on the same page 

about their messaging and do not deliver confusing or inconsistent messaging to their 

children.   

Sociopolitical Climate. All but one parent interviewed discussed the influence 

that the sociopolitical climate has on conversations about race within their family system. 

Events such as the first presidency of Donald Trump and recent changes in immigration 

policies put into place after Trump began his second term in early 2025 all impacted 

conversations about race within Black family systems. As is the case with some of the 

aforementioned contextual factors, parents reported that many race-based conversations 

in their household began after their child had questions about a particular cultural or 

political turning point. Parent 1, a married mother, explained that one such turning point 

for her family was the murder of George Floyd in 2020. She explained:  

… with the George Floyd situation [my daughter] came to [my husband and I] 

and she didn't understand it. And she didn't understand how he died and you 

know, the kneeling on the neck and why. And it's kind of hard to explain that to 

her as far as why. But I think my daughter is very intelligent and she put it in the 

perspective of her dad. And what if this happened to my dad? Like, what does that 

mean for us? And I had to like break it down to her like…it's unfortunate and yes, 

it could happen to your dad. And we can't control how other people perceive us or 

how other people treat us. I'm like, yes, it can happen to your dad. Yes, it can 
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happen to your uncle. We cannot control that. We can only control how we 

perceive it and deal with it.  

Parent 6, a separated father, shared that the murder of George Floyd was also a catalyst 

for him to realize he needed to discuss race with his son: 

So I remember during the George Floyd situation, even though my son was very 

young at the time, the news was very-- it was like a wildfire. So I remember one 

evening, we were watching the news together. So I felt it in him, that he could 

sense that something serious was happening. And he started asking questions. So 

that was when I realized-- I was trying to shield him from it initially. So when he 

started asking questions, kids you have to give them an answer or else they are 

going to look for it somewhere else. So that was when I realized I need to actually 

start orientating him about some things.  

He further explained that the murder of George Floyd was an event that he and his 

coparent checked in about to ensure that they were providing their son with similar 

messaging.  

Parents also discussed that their children experience the impacts of cultural and 

political turning points themselves, so it is the parent’s responsibility to remain aware and 

ask questions to better understand how their children are processing these events. Parent 

9, a separated mother, described that she encourages her 16-year-old daughter to read the 

news and talk to her if she does not understand a particular event:  

It's like you have ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) coming around, 

so what does that mean to my daughter? She has Hispanic friends, and their 

families may not be documented appropriately. So I was asking her. I was like, 
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"Do understand that the way that they're going about things in the news? I want 

you to read this. Just dive into this a little bit more".  

In two-parent households, however, the cultural and political turning points like the 

election of Donald Trump have the potential to negatively impact coparental 

conversations about race, and may even result in a greater divide between coparents. 

Parent 4, a married mother who described her political orientation as moderate, described 

that this was the case in her household because her coparent and husband supports Trump 

and she does not, and does not want their shared son to either:  

We talk about Donald Trump and my husband says, like, “He’s White and I don’t 

have any issue”. I [motions to self] have an issue. He's evil. My son, he doesn't 

like Donald Trump. He said, “that's just White people for you” because his father 

tells him that all White people are bad.  And I'm just like, “that's not everybody. 

It's not like that with everybody”.  

She continued to provide insight into how her and her husband’s opposing views about 

the Trump administration can cause her son to become confused about what to believe. 

Other coparents with similar views on the subject, however, cited the current 

administration as a way to ensure that everyone is on the same page as a family about 

what they believe. Parent 5, a married mother who described her political orientation as 

left leaning, described: 

[My husband and I] talked to our daughter and she knew one of the biggest fears I 

had was that the current administration would be voted in. So, we were having 

conversations with our kids about what that would mean because when George 

Floyd passed away, people put up all of these racial equity and diversity inclusion 



 

70 
 

things. And I knew that those things would go away, number one. But number 

two, I knew that this current administration did not care for the Black and brown 

folks, not even just domestically, but beyond. And a lot of our jobs around giving 

aid internationally. So having these conversations with the kids was paramount 

because we wanted them to understand kind of what reactive allyship looks like.  

Finally, parents expressed that social media causes news about cultural and 

political events to spread more quickly than was the case prior to the advent of social 

media. “[My daughter’s] now in a world with social media and friends and this different 

era that we live in. It's like they're exposed to so much that I wasn’t”, explained Parent 1, 

a married mother who did not report on her political orientation. As a result, some parents 

make a concerted effort to ensure that their children understand how to discern if the 

information they see on social media is accurate, and some coparents try to have those 

conversations with one another as well to again, ensure that they are on the same page 

about how to respond to their children’s actions. For example, Parent 9, a separated 

mother explained: 

People see things, memes online about Trump and stuff. I like to read. I'm not 

watching memes. I'm not watching with social media displays. I was like, 

everything is going to be from a space of bias. If I take pieces out of everything, I 

can get you to say, “I hate White people”, “I hate Black people”, just by just 

taking one word out of each sentence you've had over the past five weeks. Her 

father also knows this and knows that I talk to her about this and knows that we 

can’t believe everything on social media.  
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Making Conversations about Race Easier: Suggestions for Strengthening Racial 

Socialization Practices in Black Families 

 In addition to being asked what influences the content and timing of conversations 

about race among Black coparents and within Black family systems more generally, 

parents also shared lessons that they learned from the racial socialization process within 

their family systems. The themes that arose from those lessons learned are explained in 

depth below. 

Mutual Coparental Support 

 When asked how coparents in particular can better support one another in 

navigating challenging conversations about race one major theme arose: the importance 

of communicating openly about views on race and racism and presenting a united front. 

Over half of the parents interviewed emphasized that it can be helpful for parents to 

develop a “teammate” mentality to help them learn to respect one another’s opinions 

about the best ways to approach the racial socialization process because that team-like 

approach allows for open communication about challenging subjects. “I think, speaking 

from experience, you have to be a team”, explained Parent 1, a married mother. She went 

on to explain that part of being on the same team is understanding that if her and her 

coparent do have disagreements, they should not take place in front of their daughter. She 

stated: 

It's best when coparents have that unity and you work out difficulties between the 

two of you, the different views between the two of you. Listen to each other, 

listen to where that person is coming from and come to a common ground on 

what to tell your child because it helps when they have that strong unit base. Like 

me and her dad, we can have different opinions. Sometimes we handle things, or 
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he did with things with her, and I would be right there, and I would not agree with 

him, but I would just be like, “okay”. And then when she leaves, I'd be like, “so 

this is what I think, I don't think you handled that correctly”, and vice versa.  

For this family in particular, a source of disagreement is the timing of discussions about 

race. Parent 1 prefers to have frank discussions about race with their daughter, while her 

husband is, by her report, “all for protecting her until she’s 60”. However, she still 

emphasized the importance of being consistent in the messaging that they give their 

daughter and presenting her with a united front.  

Parent 4, a married mother, echoed this sentiment and described that she 

understood the importance of communication because that has not been the case for her 

coparental dyad. She explained: 

I can't change your views, and you can't change mine. And when it comes to [my 

coparent], we have to listen to each other, but he's not willing to listen. Some 

people can listen. Some people can't. So, I would just say like, you know, parents 

have to listen to each other. Even if you can't come to some sort of an 

understanding as a group, just listen to each other. You feel the way you do. I feel 

the way I do. So, it doesn’t escalate, just listen to each other and come to some 

sort of common ground. 

This quote exemplifies the risk that may come from coparents’ unwillingness to have 

open, honest conversations with one another about race and race-related bias. As was 

alluded to in the previous section on the role of the coparental relationship, having 

conversations about how to navigate the racial socialization process ahead of time can be 
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an important way for coparents to develop a united front and avoid stressful conflict. 

Parent 1 expressed: 

I wish [my coparent and I] had had a conversation with each other on our views 

on slavery and stuff before we had it with our daughter. Like coming to a 

common ground, in a sense, because I believe we have the same beliefs, and we 

have the same feelings about it. It's just that we both go about it differently, you 

know, so I wish we would’ve, like, come together before and had this 

conversation between us and talked about the way we want to approach having 

this conversation with her, instead of us both being caught off guard with like, we 

both have the same beliefs, but we just go about it differently.  

Lessons for the Larger Family System 

When parents were asked to describe some of the lessons that they learned from 

navigating conversations about race within their larger family system, two major unique 

themes arose from the data: the importance of passing on positive, prosocial messages to 

their children in order to promote a positive racial identity, and the importance of parents 

learning to manage their own emotions when it came to conversations about race.  

Identity as Armor. All nine parents interviewed for this study spoke about this 

first theme to some extent, emphasizing that they believe that part of their job as parents 

of Black youth is to build them up and help them understand that they have value, even if 

others outside of their communities do not see them in the same light. This theme was 

labeled “Identity as Armor” to emphasize the fact that many parents spoke about how 

helping their children to develop a positive racial identity was a way to protect them from 

the harmful impacts of racial bias. Parent 5, a married mother, described that her and her 
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coparent took a very intentional approach to develop this positive sense of identity in 

their teenage daughters, stating: 

The other thing is we used to have them do, and we should have probably kept 

this going, but we have them do affirmations, because, hey, you know, we live in 

a Black city, but we sent them to a White school, because the city schools weren't 

so… I mean, they have the normal city issues, and so we paid for them to go to 

school outside of the city, and they were sometimes the Blackest face and so we 

used to say, “I'm a beautiful black girl I'm proud to be all these things”.  

Parent 2, a widowed mother, also shared similar messaging that she passed down to her 

children in order to empathize their value and worth: 

You’re to walk with your head high as that king that you are because you are a 

king. You're a walking king. And that's where the racism comes in at. Because 

they can't be you. They can't look like you. And they [are] angry. They mad about 

it. My grandkids, they know the first thing I tell them is we are people of color. 

We are the richest people on this earth.  

 Parents further explained that helping their children to form strong racial 

identities helps to protect them from potentially harmful impacts of racial bias because it 

allows them to still be proud of who they are despite having to overcome some of the 

racial discrimination that is built into our systems. Parent 3, a married mother, captured 

this idea by stating:  

When you walk in a store, nobody sees your degrees.  If you're shopping at the 

mall with friends, nobody knows that you go to a private school. They don't care. 

You are a beautiful Black girl, and you are a beautiful Black boy. And we believe 
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deeply that you should be proud to be Black, but that we also are aware that you 

need to be careful. You need to be smart. You need to be aware. And 

unfortunately, both their father and I believe that there are inherent biases that 

come with your skin color.  

Parent 1, also a married mother, similarity stated that she frequently tells her daughter:  

We can’t control how other people perceive us, or how other people treat us. But 

in another sense, your perception of yourself will project out into the world, if you 

know what I mean? We can only control how we perceive ourselves and deal with 

[racism]. 

She further stated: “Once you are comfortable and know who you are, no one should be 

able to treat you different because you know who you are”. 

 The Role of Parental Emotions. The final theme that arose from the lessons 

learned shared by parents was the important role that parental emotions such as fear and 

anxiety play in helping or hindering them from effectively helping their children navigate 

the racial socialization process. Seven of the nine parents interviewed mentioned that 

they are often worried about their children’s safety. “I mean, it scares me. I see it online. 

They constantly talk about, kid being found, a Black kid being found [hurt] by a White 

person”, said Parent 4, a married mother. However, many parents also emphasized that 

they try not to pass those fears down to their children. Parent 7, a separated father, 

explained: 

I would say I try to remove the fear from [the conversations about race] because I 

don't want you to be fearful of someone who is racist. And that's kind of what 

giving them these tools does, right? Like, “this is how you handle when you're 
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interacting with the police”. It removes some fear because you know what to do 

about it.  

Parents also explained that they learned from experience that it is helpful to model what it 

looks like to handle bias situations without fear or anxiety so their children can replicate 

those behaviors for themselves. Parent 2, a widowed mother, described an instance when 

she and her children were followed around a store by a White employee and expressed 

feeling angry at the implication that they were in the store to steal, but also explained 

how she managed her own emotions in the moment to model how to effectively do so for 

her children: 

I was so angry, it was just distasteful, and it started to cause me to want to act out 

of character. I had to catch myself. I had to catch myself because my kids are here 

with me. You can't approach that in that manner, with aggression. You can't. And 

[my son] says “but they think we don’t have money…” and I said, “nope, we’re 

not getting angry”.  It’s not a pleasant thing to have to say these things to them. 

Any of them. Girl or boy. It's not a pleasant thing to have to talk to them about 

this racism. It's very uncomfortable but it's real. It's real. 

Despite understanding the importance of managing their emotions, some parents still 

explained that they sometimes have difficulty doing so when it comes to having difficult 

conversations about race. Parent 3, a married mother, candidly shared:  

I'm trying. I'm trying not to be angry about it. I'm trying to remove my feelings 

because I don't understand it and my feelings take over, so I want to remove my 

feelings first. But it’s hard. It's really hard. I'm trying to drag you in here with me, 
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but yeah. I don't think the news is helpful. It's not helping me. The news, social 

media, everything just sucks right now.  

She continued by sharing suggestions for how she tries to reduce her feelings of anger: 

I'm just going to unplug and like go outside. Touch grass. I started a garden, 

literally I've been touching the grass. And it really, that's why I feel like I am okay 

and can take away the anger. I'm no longer wanting to be angry. And it's true the 

sun and grass help us. 

Summary of Findings  

The findings presented above clearly indicate that the timing and content of racial 

conversations within Black family systems are influenced by interlocking couple, 

individual, child, and contextual factors. Consistent with Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 

Ecological Systems Theory, which emphasize the embedded nature of systemic racism, 

Black coparents are tasked with the complex task of helping their children navigate their 

racial socialization process. At the couple level, the quality of the coparental relationship 

determined if parents could navigate conflict regarding race-based topics; a foundation of 

mutual trust and understanding allowed parents to better manage this conflict. At the 

individual level, coparents' own racial socialization process and the messages received 

from their parents acted as a "blueprint" for what to say—or not say—to their children as 

they prepared them for bias and fostered racial pride. At the child level, parents 

emphasized that the child's personality, gender, and developmental stage all impacted the 

messages they provided, making a deep understanding of the child key to effective 

messaging. Finally, at the contextual level, parents noted that their children’s interactions 

with peers, experiences within their communities, and use of various forms of media all 
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influenced the timing of these family conversations. As a result, parents were sometimes 

unable to have preemptive conversations before their children brought up concerns and 

questions. However, a coparental relationship built on mutual trust and understanding 

allowed them to create a “united front” and maintain consistent messaging, which 

facilitated navigation of these unplanned conversations. 

Taken together, the racial socialization process is a nuanced and potentially 

burdensome task for the parents, the coparental dyad, and the entire family system, and 

thus warrants further scholarly attention. The subsequent discussion synthesizes the 

major themes of these results, explores their alignment with existing literature, and 

proposes specific suggestions for interventions aimed at mitigating this potential stressor.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Informed by CRT and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems model, the present 

study explored how Black coparents plan for and navigate conversations about race 

within their family systems. Nine parents of Black adolescents between the ages of 13 

and 16 years old were interviewed and IPA was used to explore the following question: 

How do Black parents with adolescent children plan for and navigate conversations about 

racism with their child’s other parent and within their family systems, and what factors 

influence the timing and content of these discussions? Consistent with findings from 

previous studies (e.g., Jones 2016), various couple, individual, and child level factors 

influenced the content of these race-based conversations within families, while various 

contextual level factors influenced the timing of these discussions. However, this study 

extends these findings by including unmarried and non-cohabitating coparents of various 

economic levels who shared lessons that they have learned while trying to help their 

children navigate the racial socialization process and suggestions for the ways that 

coparents can support one another in navigating conversations about race. A summary of 

these findings discussed in the context of existing theory and literature is presented 

below, as well as reflection on this study’s strengths, limitations, and implications for 

future research and practice. 

Theoretical Frameworks Revisited  

As mentioned above, this study is informed by two theoretical frameworks: CRT 

and Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework of human development. CRT assumes 

that race is a social construct and racism a societal force that is embedded in virtually all 

the systems that we live in and interact with on a daily basis (Salter & Adams, 2013), 
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while Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework presents five interconnected systems that 

humans consistently move in and out of (Bronfenbrenner, 1978). An examination of the 

aforementioned themes that arose in the interviews shows how factors within each system 

influence the timing and content of conversation about race within family systems. 

Within the microsystem, coparents are tasked with having to navigate how they will 

come together to positively influence the racial socialization process for their children 

despite sometimes having conflicting views about how to do so. They are also tasked 

with managing their own emotions and understanding their children’s development and 

needs to deliver appropriate racial socialization messages that change as their children 

grow and develop. Within the mesosystem, interactions that their children have at school 

or with peers may influence the timing of conversations about race within the family 

system. The ecosystem includes the neighborhood or community, which parents also 

reported influences the timing of conversations about race. The macrosystem and 

chronosystem, which encompass the broader cultural societal context that the family 

system is situated in as well as larger, societal events, all also influence the timing of 

conversations about race within family systems; in this study in particular, events such as 

the murder of George Floyd and the most recent presidential election were salient 

chronosystem-level events that directly influenced these conversations. Given that 

parents must learn how to respond to and navigate influences at all systematic levels, it is 

important to consider how practitioners might better support parents in this challenging 

task. A synthesis of this study’s findings followed by implications for practice are further 

explored below. 

Unpacking Couple Level Factors  
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 Parents identified two interrelated couple-level factors that significantly 

influenced their family's conversations about race: the quality of the coparental 

relationship and sources of conflict or disagreement. These themes somewhat mirror 

findings from Jones & Neblett’s (2019) work, which found that higher couple 

relationship satisfaction and mutual support were associated with more effective 

coparental discussions about race. This present study’s findings extend these findings by 

more closely examining the types of conflicts or disagreements that may put a strain on 

the coparental relationship and make it more difficult for parents to develop consistent 

messaging for their children. Previous studies have also only examined these themes in 

married coparental dyads. Interestingly, this study’s findings regarding coparental 

conversations about race remained salient regardless of the coparents’ marital or 

cohabitation status, as both married and separated coparents emphasized similar points in 

their interviews.  

When parents described having a strong relationship with their child’s other 

parent, they reported being better able to reach a mutual understanding on how to 

approach racial discussions and prepare their children for potential bias. This aligns with 

the general coparenting literature, which widely suggests that the quality of the 

coparenting relationship directly impacts childhood psychological well-being and 

behavior (Teubert & Pinquart, 2010; Zheng et al., 2023). However, the present findings 

extend this literature by highlighting the coparenting relationship's specific impact on the 

racial socialization practices of Black families. 

Conversely, parents also reported frequent disagreements about key aspects of 

racial socialization. For instance, they often differed on whether fostering a sense of 
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disdain towards the outgroup was an effective method for preparing their children to 

navigate bias. These disagreements about values and approaches are common; research 

on relationship and coparenting quality frequently finds that conflict over parenting styles 

is a primary source of relationship strain, which can negatively affect both the coparental 

alliance and subsequent family interactions (e.g., Margolin et al., 2001). Four of the six 

mothers interviewed emphasized the importance of messages of inclusion and explicitly 

stated that they often encouraged their children not to make assumptions or judgments 

about people based off of their skin color. For example, some parents explained that they 

intentionally taught their children about different cultures or encourage their children to 

bond over shared activities, rather than race-based similarities, in order to encourage 

them to be more inclusive with their peers.   

These same mothers also reported that fathers tended to be a bit more one-sided in 

their messaging, explaining that they taught their children that White people are not to be 

trusted. Parents implied that this difference may be due to the fact that fathers may be 

more “set in their ways”, or unwilling to change their mindset about how to approach and 

handle bias. Previous research suggests that Black fathers are more likely to accept 

racism as a “fact of life”, whereas Black mothers are more likely to want to do something 

to change this “fact” (Sullivan et al., 2022). In general, Black men report experiencing 

higher rates of racism than Black women do (Cox, 2024) which, in turn, makes them 

more likely to accept that racism is a fact of life. In contrast, Black women are more 

likely to take a proactive stance when it comes to preparing more or responding to bias, 

becoming angry and discussing the issue with others in their communities (Sullivan et al., 

2022). This difference in coping style likely underlies the difference in approach to 
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messaging reported by mothers and fathers in this study, as half of the mothers 

interviewed also reported needing to learn to manage their own feelings of anger and 

worry in order to ensure that they can effectively prepare their children for bias.  

Parents also shared ways that coparents can better support one another when 

navigating challenging conversations about race and discrimination. A key lesson learned 

that was shared by parents in this study was the importance of being on the same page, or 

presenting a united front, when discussing how to handle racism with their children. 

Parents reported that it was important for them to understand their coparents’ views on 

discrimination and for coparents to come to a common understanding of how to approach 

these conversations before speaking with their children. However, many conversations 

about race are reactive—prompted by immediate events in the community, with their 

children’s peers, or in the larger sociopolitical sphere—making pre-planning difficult. To 

mitigate potential conflict from differing approaches, parents found it helpful to adopt a 

"teammate" mentality and maintain open, ongoing conversations about race-based topics. 

In order to do this, parents interviewed suggested that coparents should “listen to each 

other” and try to come up with a shared script to share with their child so that their 

messaging does not cause their child confusion.  

When parents engage in conflict around race-related topics, not only do they risk 

modeling unhelpful patterns of conflict for their children, but ineffective communication 

can also put a strain on the quality of the coparental relationship. Past literature 

conducted with Black adolescents found that parental unity and consistency are not only 

beneficial, but are also imperative, to an effective racial socialization process (Tang et al., 

2017). General coparental disunity and conflict have been found to be detrimental to the 
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child development process because it creates a sense of emotional insecurity for their 

children (Tang et al., 2017). Coparental conflict about child-related topics is even more 

detrimental to children’s adjustment because it increases the likelihood that children will 

blame themselves for the conflict they witness between their coparents (Martin et al., 

2018). Specifically, conflict regarding how to approach the racial socialization process 

can result in the child feeling unsafe or guilty, which in turn can make them less likely to 

come to their parents for help or assistance when faced with instances of racial 

discrimination (Martin et al., 2018; Tang et al., 2017). This is detrimental to the racial 

socialization process because high levels of parent-child communication predict 

adolescent’s positive racial identity development (Tang et al., 2017).  

It is clear that the experiences of parents interviewed for this study further 

emphasize the important role that a positive coparental relationship plays in the racial 

socialization process for Black adolescents. This finding was relevant regardless of 

coparental marriage status, as both married and unmarried coparents emphasized the 

importance of developing a mutual sense of respect and understanding for their other 

coparent. Therefore, to better support one another in navigating these challenging 

conversations, coparents must be supported in learning to develop respectful patterns of 

communications with one another.  

Unpacking Individual Level Parent Factors  

 Parents discussed that messages that they heard from their own parents growing 

up impacted the content of race-based conversations within their family systems. All but 

one of the parents interviewed reported conversations they had with their own parents 

acted as a sort of blueprint for how to handle conversations about race within their own 
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families, making it easier for them to provide their children with a script for how to 

handle discrimination. Parents also reflected on the fact that conversations about race 

with their own parents while growing up helped to normalize talking about race, thereby 

making it less challenging to navigate those conversations as adults. This experience of 

intergenerational transmission aligns with existing racial socialization literature, where a 

parent's received messages are identified as a primary predictor of whether they, in turn, 

discuss race with their children (Jones & Neblett, 2019).   

About half of the parents interviewed explicitly stated that the sociopolitical 

climate has changed significantly since their own adolescence, calling for a necessary 

adjustment in the racial messaging they provide their children. Eight of the nine parents 

interviewed for this study were between the ages of 30 and 49, meaning they were 

teenagers roughly between the late 1980s and the mid-2010s. This generation came of 

age during profound technological shifts: the commercialization of the internet in the 

mid-1990s and the rise of social media in the late 2000s and 2010s completely shifted 

how people communicate and consume news (Han, 2024). 

Parents noted that during their teenage years, social media's influence was 

minimal, and they felt more protected from images of racial violence. In contrast, their 

children's primary way of communicating with their peers is social media, and the 

internet makes videos of racial violence, such as the murder of George Floyd, instantly 

and widely available. These societal shifts led all interviewed parents to emphasize that 

they must share their own, authentic views on handling bias, rather than replicating the 

more guarded or generalized messages they received from their own parents. 
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 The previously mentioned patterns articulated by the parents in this study echo 

many of the patterns found in existing literature. Past scholars have found that the ways 

that Black families discuss race have evolved based on the sociopolitical context 

(Breheny et al., 2024; Joseph, 2009). In the era preceding the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 1960s, messages that children received from their parents were rooted in physical 

safety and in respond to the overt racism present at the time (Breheny et al., 2024). The 

Civil Rights Movement represented a profound shift in the ways Black Americans 

viewed themselves and their communities and ushered in the Black Power Movement, 

where figures such as Malcom X emphasized the importance of Black pride and self-

determination, and the messaging parents gave their children reflected these themes as 

well (Joseph, 2009). Since then, racial socialization messaging has shifted from how to 

handle overt racist rhetoric to how to navigate microaggressions, and while there is still 

an understanding within the Black community that additional work needs to be done to 

increase opportunities for Black individuals. Black Americans view themselves as having 

more opportunities now than in any other period in U.S. history (De Pinto, 2024). 

Therefore, the messages shared within their family systems are often reflective of this 

shift towards equity and acceptance.  

Additionally, parents reported that their individual experiences with 

discrimination and bias throughout their lifetimes influenced the content of the racial 

socialization messaging within their family systems. More specifically, parents evaluated 

what worked and did not work for them when handling bias and discrimination and 

provided their coparent and children with messaging that reflected their interpretation of 

their experiences. For example, three parents interviewed discussed that the best way to 
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handle discrimination is to address it directly without letting it impact them negatively. 

They went on to further explain that they have learned from experience that the best way 

to navigate racism is by understanding its systemic nature and not blaming themselves for 

negative experiences. 

A final individual parental factor that impacted the content of familial 

conversations about race was parental gender. As previously noted, messages from 

mothers generally included themes of inclusion, whereas messages from fathers often 

centered on outgroup bias. This individual- level difference had the potential to create 

conflict between coparental dyads, so working to find the common ground or similarities 

between these different messages can enable parents to better collaborate and foster a 

positive racial socialization process for their children.  

Unpacking Child Level Factors 

 In addition to parent gender, child gender appeared to influence conversations 

about racial bias. About half of the parents interviewed discussed that their children’s 

gender influenced the content of conversations about race within their family systems. 

Intersectionality refers to how race, gender, and class intersect and impact individual’s 

lived experiences (Anderson & Collins, 2013; Crenshaw 1989) and posits that these 

identities are further impacted by systematic racism and inequality, interacting to create 

multiple forms of discrimination (Cho et al., 2013). Parents reflected on how the multiple 

identities that their children hold influence how they approach conversations about race, 

emphasizing that it sometimes causes them to have different conversations with their sons 

than they do with their daughters. Parents explained that they were concerned that others 

would view their sons as threatening and provided them with messaging to help prevent 
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them from being unfairly targeted by police and other authority members for their race. 

For example, parents shared experiences where they advised their sons to “dress 

appropriately” to  reduce the chances that they would be unfairly targeted. 

  This finding regarding the difference in messaging that Black parents provide to 

their daughters versus their sons  is consistently found in the extant literature as well, 

where studies showed that Black boys are more likely than girls to receive messaging 

telling them to be wary of outsiders such as law enforcement, other authority figures, and 

White people more generally, and to conduct themselves in ways that reduce the chances 

that they are targeted for their race (e.g., Anderson et al., 2024; Hughes et al., 2006; 

McHale et al., 2006).  

In contrast, Black girls are more likely to receive messages related to racial pride 

because such messages aim to instill a sense of self-worth to buffer against negative 

social stereotypes they may encounter (Peck et al., 2014). Parents in this study shared 

examples of teaching their children positive affirmations about being Black by 

highlighting the positive parts of their appearance. Messages of affirmation increase the 

amount of positive private regard, or the positive, personal feelings Black adolescents 

have about their own race, as well as increase the extent to which they feel positive 

emotions and evaluations about the Black community and their place in it (Sellers et al., 

1998). The development of positive private regard has been found to be a key dimension 

of racial identity development for Black adolescents, particularly when viewed as a 

protective factor against the negative effects of discrimination (Sellers et al., 1998). Thus, 

such messages are important for parents to pass down to their children in order to act as a 

protective factor. 
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The different messaging that parents delivered influenced by child gender had the 

potential to become a source of conflict between coparents. Fathers tended to view their 

daughters as more innocent and wanted to avoid conversations about her race and 

sexuality until they absolutely had to happen. However, parents also shared that this 

avoidance can come at a detriment to daughters’ development and cause conflict between 

the parents because they disagree about when their daughter is ready to discuss “real 

world” topics such as racism. This finding is somewhat echoed in the literature, as studies 

have found that sometimes fathers have a misconception that their daughters cannot 

handle negative messaging related to race (e.g., McHale et al., 2006). However, recent 

studies have found that fathers play an important role in their daughters’ racial 

socialization process, with fathers reporting that they view helping their daughters 

cultivate self-esteem and a positive sense of identity as a key part of their role as parents 

(Cooper et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important for coparental conversations about race to 

include a discussion about the father’s role in building a positive racial identity for both 

their sons and their daughters.  

 Additionally, parents discussed that understanding their child’s personality and 

needs helped them determine the content discussed as part of the racial socialization 

process within their family systems. They emphasized the importance of being attuned to 

shifts in their children’s development to determine how to shift conversations children as 

mature and acknowledged that as their children get older, their understanding of 

themselves and their relationship with the world changes. These shifts in development are 

also described in the literature, in that children begin to question their experiences as they 
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get older and are less likely to take their parents' words at face value as they work to form 

their own identity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014).   

Parents also emphasized that it is important for them to have frank and honest 

conversations within their family systems to help them better understand their children’s 

views and opinions and prepare their children for racist experiences. They described the 

dual process between building positive private racial regard and preparing their children 

for racial bias. This balance is developmentally appropriate as teens have moved past 

concrete thinking prevalent in childhood and have the cognitive capabilities to understand 

and question concepts related to systemic oppression, bias, and racism (Quintana, 1998). 

 Parents also emphasized that the parent-child relationship acted as an important 

intermediary that influenced the content and trajectory of conversations about race within 

family systems. They further explained that knowing their children’s personality allowed 

them to better understand how to best approach conversations about race. For example, a 

few parents, both mothers and fathers, shared that when their children were more 

outgoing, parents waited for children to come to them with questions about racism or 

bias, but when their children had a shyer personality, parents were more likely to come to 

their children to ask direct questions about their experiences with race and had to be 

careful not to push too hard or make them feel guilty. In either instance, parents stated 

that they were better able to navigate conversations when they were emotionally 

connected to their children and understood the type of messaging that would be most 

effective. 

Past literature on racial socialization practices in Black families has also 

emphasized the important role of the parent-child relationship, suggesting that when 
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adolescents feel comfortable and close to their parents, they are more likely to internalize 

positive race-based views and attitudes (Agalar et al., 2024). Conversely, parents who 

invalidate their children’s feelings and engage in personal attacks can create a negative 

emotional environment, which in turn can cause them to disregard even positive racial 

socialization messages received from their parents (Agalar et al., 2024). Taken together, 

this study’s findings emphasize that both the quality of the coparental relationship and the 

parent-child relationship are important factors predicting the effectiveness of racial 

socialization practices within Black families.  

Unpacking Contextual Factors  

 While couple level, individual level, and child level themes impacted the content 

of conversations about race within Black family systems, contextual factors impacted the 

timing of these discussions. Three major themes arose from the data that captured these 

contextual factors: neighborhood/community, peer relationships, and the sociopolitical 

climate.  

 Regarding the first theme, neighborhood/community, parents discussed the racial 

and cultural makeup of their neighborhoods and communities influenced when they 

decided to begin to discuss race within their family systems. This was true at the 

coparental level and when it came to racial socialization messaging passed on from 

parent to child. Parents cited examples from their own experiences as evidence of this 

theme, including sharing that they had to find developmentally appropriate ways to 

explain that the discrimination that their children directly witnessed them receiving from 

police officers or other members of the community.  Other parents discussed that a lack 

of diversity in their communities caused them to begin having conversations about race 
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with their children earlier than anticipated. For example, moving from a predominately 

Black community to a predominantly White one caused parents to share messages or 

advice for interacting with children of different cultures or ethnicities. On the other hand, 

some parents also discussed that living in a predominantly Black neighborhood 

effectively insulated their children from many of the harms of race-based discrimination. 

They also reported that when their children got older, they found themselves having to 

“make up” for missed lessons about racism because they were not exposed to people that 

were different from them.  

Parents also discussed that their children’s interactions with other peers in school 

and in their communities were often a catalyst that started conversations about how to 

handle bias or discrimination in Black family systems. They shared examples of their 

children being unfairly targeted or bullied by peers and explained that they were tasked 

with having to help their children understand the bias underlying some of these peer 

interactions. Instances of discrimination, such as the examples shared by parents in this 

study, are associated with lower self-esteem (Harris-Britt et al., 2007) and mental health 

conditions such as depression in Black youth (Lei et al., 2021). Given these associated 

negative outcomes, parents who choose to selectively curate their children’s 

environments may have done this to protect their children from facing discrimination 

before they had the ability to effectively respond to it.  

 The final contextual factor that parents reported influenced the timing of 

discussions about race within their family systems was the sociopolitical climate. Parents 

discussed how societal events such as the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and the 

subsequent support of DEI efforts caused their children to have questions about race and 
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discrimination, which in turn initiated some coparental discussions about the best way to 

approach these conversations with their children. These conversations exemplify a theme 

that was salient for all of the parents interviewed in this study: that most conversations 

about race and racism happen as a reaction to outside events. The unplanned nature of 

current events can make it difficult for coparents to have proactive conversations with 

one another to plan for how to best prepare their children for bias. However, as social 

media becomes even more prevalent and children are exposed to some of the systematic 

impacts of discrimination earlier than in previous generations, it will become even more 

important for coparents to discuss these topics with one another proactively in order to 

understand one another’s views and reduce conflict.   

Implications  

 Race-based discrimination and bias is a psychological stressor that Black parents 

are tasked with helping their children navigate, as well as a stressor that impacts parents 

on an individual and coparental level. Given this, it is important for practitioners who 

work with Black families to consider the ways that the racial socialization process 

impacts each member of the family system, as well as the ways that parents can better be 

supported in navigating this stressor at each level. At the coparental level, the parents 

interviewed for this study emphasized that the quality of the coparental relationship can 

act as a buffer against coparental conflict about race-based topics. When parents had a 

foundation of mutual respect and understanding for one another they reported being 

better able to navigate conversations about race, even when their views differed. 

However, when one parent’s opinion mattered more than the others or when one parent 

felt that their voice was not heard it continued to result in conflict. This was the case in 
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both married and separated dyads, although those in separated dyads reported that the 

conversations with their coparents took place less often. Given this finding, it is 

important to consider how existing interventions that target the coparental relationship 

can be modified to encourage parents to have open and honest conversations about race 

with one another. 

 A metanalysis by Hawkins and colleagues (2022) found that many couple 

relationship education intervention programs exist to help teach parents general 

communication and problem-solving skills to help improve the coparenting relationship, 

and that these programs have small, positive effects on coparenting relationship quality. 

However, most of these programs have traditionally catered to White families, targeted 

the parent-child relationship rather than the coparenting one, or are targeted at parents of 

younger children in then the ones included in this present study (McHale et al., 2023). 

Therefore, it seems that there is a space and a need for interventions specifically tailored 

for Black coparents of teenagers that encourages proactive, intentional, and open 

communication about race-based topics. Additionally, coparents could likely benefit from 

suggestions for how to balance messages of racial pride with those of protection, as many 

of the parents interviewed for this study alluded to often trying to balance building their 

children up while also preparing them for bias. This aligns with past literature that 

suggests that parents of teenagers, in particular, must learn to strike a balance between 

messages of protection and identity in order to prepare teenagers to navigate the world 

independently while also encountering more direct forms of racism (Hughes et al., 2006). 

Therefore, it is likely that parents of teenagers may benefit from additional support 

navigating how to strike this balance during this developmental stage.  
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 Additionally, it was clear from some of the parents interviewed that their 

children’s racial socialization process triggered strong emotions in themselves. These 

emotions—worry, sadness, anger—are all valid reactions to the “invisible burden” that 

Black parents carry that requires them to be hypervigilant and consistently on the lookout 

for signs of racial bias (Brenard & Pollock, 2024). Additionally, when a parent hears or 

witnesses their child’s racial discrimination experience, whether it be name calling or an 

overt act such as the hand sanitizer example shared above, it causes a powerful emotional 

response. This response, known as a vicarious trauma response, can include physiological 

distress, anxiety, depression, flashbacks, as well as increase hypervigilance (Willcott-

Benoit & Cummings, 2024). These symptoms can continue to increase over time and 

have the potential to have long-term negative implications on the family system. 

Therefore, mental health practitioners should be educated in the ways that vicarious 

trauma impacts Black families and should work to curate safe, nonjudgemental spaces for 

Black parents to discuss their emotional reactions to their children’s racial socialization 

process. This can be done by encouraging mental health practitioners to continuously 

develop awareness, knowledge, and skills to understand the complex influence that race 

and discrimination have on Black families, as well as by educating practitioners to 

promote and address racial inequalities. Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions  

 The review of the past literature on racial socialization practices within Black 

family systems revealed a gap that this study aimed to begin to fill. While past studies 

examined racial socialization practices within Black family systems, they did not 

examine how Black coparents, in particular, navigated these practices and race-based 

conversations with one another. This qualitative study utilized IPA to explore the lived 
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experiences of Black parents and its findings revealed that race-based conversations can 

be a source of conflict, especially if they do not have a mutual foundation of respect and 

understanding for one another that allows for positive communication. It also added to 

the existing literature on racial socialization practices in Black families more broadly by 

finding that more current sociopolitical events such as the 2024 re-election of Donald 

Trump are greatly influencing conversations about race within Black families and may 

even cause conflict within family systems. These findings have important implications 

for practice, as it provides mental health practitioners with targets for intervention as well 

as highlights the importance of improving the coparental relationship.  

 These strengths should be evaluated in the context of this study’s limitations. 

First, the phenomenological nature of this study means that its findings are not meant to 

universally represent the experiences of all Black families. Instead, this study’s intended 

goal was to better understand the lived experiences of Black families living in similar 

communities to the ones interviewed in this study. This study included Black parents 

from specific metropolitan areas on the East Coast of the U.S. and therefore, the 

generalizability of these findings should be limited to Black families with teenagers aged 

13 to 16 living in those areas.  

More specifically, all participants in this study lived within the Mid-Atlantic 

region of the U.S., an area encompassing New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 

Delaware, Maryland, Washington D.C., and Virginia. This region has a unique cultural 

confluence of deep Southern heritage and Northern industrial influence, resulting in high 

demographic diversity alongside structural barriers. The area represents a significant 

concentration of Black American life: for instance, the New York-Newark-Jersey City 
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combined statistical area had the largest Black population in the U.S. as of 2019 (over 5.5 

million), with the Washington-Baltimore-Arlington area ranking third (over 3 million; 

Pew Research, 2021). However, this concentration occurs within a landscape of 

residential segregation. Mid-Atlantic metropolitan areas are consistently ranked among 

the most racially segregated in the nation, with some regions found to be up to 81% more 

segregated in 2019 than they were in 1990 (Othering & Belonging Institute, 2021). This 

context of both high diversity and observable separation is crucial to understanding the 

findings of this study because the families included are navigating communities where 

structural racism continues to limit equitable access to quality education, neighborhood 

resources, and opportunities for generational wealth (Othering & Belonging Institute, 

2021).  

While structural racism is not unique to Black individuals in the Mid-Atlantic, the 

specific socio-geographic experiences of the participants directly inform the content and 

frequency of the racial socialization messages shared within their family systems. For 

example, parents who relocated from predominantly Black areas to more diverse ones 

reported a shift toward messages of inclusion to prepare their children for their new 

surroundings. This specific transition—moving from a predominantly Black community 

to a highly diverse, suburban one—offers a particular lens on racial socialization. While 

the phenomenon of moving to a more diverse setting is not unique to the U.S. Mid-

Atlantic, the long-standing racialized geography of the Mid-Atlantic area provides a 

specific and relevant socio-geographic context for these findings, as other more rural 

areas of the U.S. tend to remain more racially homogenous. Therefore, future research 
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should be extended to other regions of the U.S. to examine the lived experiences of Black 

families in other locations with differing socio-geographic makeups. 

Additionally, none of the parents interviewed for this study were interviewed with 

their coparent present either due to scheduling challenges or the nature of the coparental 

relationship. Therefore, future phenomenological research that studies racial socialization 

practices among Black coparents should include interviews with coparental dyads in 

order to capture the full experience of the dyad. Future research should also include 

children and other adults in the household in interviews to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of racial socialization practices within Black family systems. In the current 

study, parents could only speculate on the impact of these practices based on their 

observations. Interviewing children alongside their parents would provide a more holistic 

picture of how coparental socialization conversations affect the children, specifically 

concerning the development of their racial pride and their views of outgroup races. 

 Additionally, the nature of the one-on-one interview format, during which 

participants were asked about their coparenting and parenting behaviors, likely made the 

participants susceptible to social desirability bias, or the idea that people give certain 

responses to appear “good” to other people (Paulhus, 1984). It is very likely that some of 

the parents included in this study tried to provide stereotypically “good” answers rather 

than being upfront about any socially undesirable behaviors in order to remain liked by 

me as the interviewer. Further, my observable identity as a Black woman likely 

influenced the dynamics of the interviews as well. Specifically, mothers may have felt 

more comfortable sharing their experiences with another woman than fathers did. This 

potential difference in comfort is supported by the data on interview duration: interviews 



 

99 
 

with the six mothers averaged approximately one hour, while those with the three fathers 

lasted closer to 45 minutes. It is unknown whether fathers' responses were simply more 

concise compared to mothers', or if there was an influence of interviewer-participant 

gender alignment on the richness and length of the discussion. 

 Additionally, asking parents questions about their coparental relationship without 

their other coparent present may have increased the likelihood that the interviewee 

presented themselves as the “good” parent and their coparent as the “bad” one, especially 

if there was already conflict present in the coparental relationship. This further 

underscores the importance of continuing to do additional phenomenological research on 

this topic with coparental dyads in order to continue to understand this experience in 

different Black families.  

 Finally, one of this study’s major strengths—the timing in which it took place—is 

also a limitation of this study. These interviews were conducted from October 2024 

through August 2025, a time of significant sociopolitical change. It is expected that the 

sociopolitical climate will continue to change rapidly during the current Trump 

administration and many of the policy changes will continue to have a direct impact on 

Black families. For example, the administration has begun substantially limiting access to 

agencies, laws, programs, and support for Black families, recently cutting over 1 trillion 

dollars in funding for Medicaid and SNAP—benefits which are essential to many low-

income Black families (Cid-Martinez et al., 2025). It is unclear how these changes will 

impact racial socialization practices in Black families, but it is expected that these 

changes will put increased stress on the Black family system and on communities. 



 

100 
 

Therefore, it will be important for researchers to continue exploring how we can support 

Black families during these rapidly changing times.  

 Despite these external challenges, the present study yielded takeaways that will 

remain highly relevant beyond the current socio-political climate. As Black families are 

continuously impacted by structural inequities that are out of their control, the quality of 

the coparental relationship and the strength of the parent-child relationship will continue 

to serve as essential foundations for positive racial socialization practices. These 

relational aspects help children develop racial pride and act as critical protective factors 

against the psychological and social impacts of racial bias. This finding remains 

important regardless of changing socio-political times, which further underscores that 

practitioners and those who work with Black families should prioritize the support and 

fortification of these key relational bonds.  

Conclusion  

 Black parents are continuously tasked with having to navigate how to best prepare 

their children for racial discrimination. While past literature (e.g., Jones & Neblett 2019, 

Hughes et al., 2006) has found that parents play a key role in racial socialization, few 

studies have examined how Black coparents specifically plan for and navigate 

conversations about race with each other and within their broader family systems. This 

study found that, regardless of marital status, the quality of the coparental relationship is 

a key factor influencing racial socialization practices. When coparents disagree on how to 

approach these issues, they can send their children confusing or conflicting messages. A 

potential source of this disagreement is the content of the messages: mothers reported 

providing messages of inclusion, while fathers offered messages promoting outgroup 
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bias. By planning race-based conversations proactively, Black coparents can reduce 

conflict and deliver clearer messages to their children. Therefore, developing coparental 

relationships built on mutual respect and understanding is critical for promoting positive 

and unified family conversations on race. 

 This study also found that individual parental factors such as parents’ own racial 

socialization process, and child factors such as gender and personality, can also influence 

the content of race-based conversations within Black families. Contextual factors, 

including community, peers, and the sociopolitical climate influenced the timing of race-

based conversations with Black families. Parents reported that regardless of the outside 

circumstances or stressors it is important for them to build their children’s positive sense 

of racial identity and confidence to help challenge the negative impacts of any 

discrimination that their children might face. These findings have important implications 

for future research and practice as they highlight the need for culturally relevant 

interventions designed to support coparents in navigating this challenging process.   
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Appendix A 

Eligibility Screener 

1. What is your gender identity?  
a. Male  
b. Female 
c. Non-binary  
d. Transgender male  
e. Transgender female 
f. Prefer not to respond 

 

2. How many children are you the legal guardian of have? Please include all 
biological and adopted children in your response.  

a. None 
b. 1 
c. 2  
d. 3 or more 

 

3. What are their ages?  
 

4. What are their gender identities?  
 

5.  Are you biologically related to them? 
 

6. How old are you? 
 

7. What is your racial background? 
a. Black 
b. White 
c. Asian 
d. Mixed race: _______(optional-disclose makeup) 
e. Other_____ 

 

8. Are you Hispanic or Latinx? 
a. Yes 
b. no 

 

9. What is/are your children’s ethnic/racial background(s)? 
a. Black 
b. White 
c. Asian 
d. Mixed race:_____(optional-disclose makeup) 
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e. Other 
 

10. Is your child Hispanic or Latinx? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
11. What is the ethnic/racial background of your child’s other parent? 

a. Black 
b. White 
c. Asian 
d. Mixed race_______(optional-disclose makeup) 
e. Other 

 

12. Is your child’s other parent Hispanic or Latinx? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 

13. Do you currently live with your [target] child’s other parent? 
 

14. What is your current marital status?  
a. Never married  
b. NOT married but in a steady, committed relationship 
c. Engaged 
d. Married 
e. Separated (NOT living together) 
f. Divorced  
g. Widowed  

 
15. If married, engaged, or in committed relationship: Are you in a relationship with 

your [target] child’s other parent? 
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Appendix B 

 Pre-interview survey 

Intro: Thank you for participating in our study! The following survey includes questions 
we would like to ask ahead of the interview. Please answer each question to the best of 
your ability, and feel free to skip any questions you do not feel comfortable answering.  
 
Demographic information 
 

1. What is the age of your oldest child age 16 or younger? 
 

2. How many people live in your household (include yourself and any children 
living in the household at least 50% of the time)?  

a. Adults (enter #) 
b. Children (enter #) 

 
3. Who do you currently live with? (Check all that apply)  

a. No one - I live by myself  
b. My child(ren) 
c. My child/children’s other biological parent  
d. A romantic partner who is not a biological parent to my children  
e. My Mother 
f. My Father 
g. Your partner or coparent’s parents 
h. Family (adults other than your parents) 
i. Children (other than your own children) 
j. Friends  
k. Roommates 
l. Other (please specify)  

 
4. Where you born in the U.S.?  

a. Where did you predominantly grow up? 
 

5. Thinking about the past 6 months, what has been your household’s average 
monthly income from just employment, before taxes? (Include monthly income 
from all adults living in your home) 
 

6. At the top of the ladder are the people who are the best off, those who have the 
most money, most education, and best jobs. At the bottom are the people who are 
the worst off, those who have the least money, least education, worst jobs, or no 
job. Please place an ‘X’ on the rung that best represents where you think you 
stand on the ladder. 
[Picture of ladder] 

 



 

120 
 

7. Some people talk about politics in terms of left, center, and right. One a scale of 0 
to 6, with 0 indicating extreme left and 6 extreme right, where would you place 
yourself in terms of your political beliefs? 

a. Extreme left (1) 
b. 2 
c. 3 
d. 4 
e. 5 
f. 6 (Extreme right)  
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Appendix C 

Semi-structured Interview protocol 

Intro: Hello and thank you again for joining! My name is Maya, I’m a 6th year clinical 
psychology PhD candidate at GWU in Washington, DC, and I’ll be facilitating today’s 
interview. Thank you so much for taking time out of your day to speak with me. As I 
mentioned in the study’s description, our conversation will last about 45 minutes to an 
hour. I’ll ask you questions about your experience discussing race with your family. I am 
particularly interested in learning whether parents such as yourself actually have 
discussions about these messages with your child’s other parent. What factors influence 
the timing and content of these conversations, and how can coparents support one 
another in navigating those challenging discussions? 
 
You are the expert, and I’m interested in learning more about your experiences. There 
are no “right” answers. If at any point a question is not clear, feel free to let me know 
and I can rephrase it. You can also feel free to skip any questions that you are 
uncomfortable answering. You will not be identified personally when this study’s results 
are written up. Instead, all results will be summarized into common themes heard 
throughout all of the interviews.  
 
As we mentioned in our consent form, we will be audio recording this interview. All 
recordings will be deleted at the conclusion of the study.  
 
Any questions before we get started?  
 

Interview guide 
 

1. Great. To start off I’d like to follow up on some of the details you mentioned in 
the survey, then we’ll move on to the interview questions.  

a. Confirm ages of children 
b. Confirm coparental relationship status (live together, married). 

 

Great, now we’ll move onto the interview questions.  

 

2. Is it for parents to have conversations with their children about racism/race related 
social issues? Why or why not? 
 

3. Is it common for coparents to have conversations with each other about how to 
prepare their children for encountering racism or bias? Thinking back, have you 
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had conversations with your child’s parent about racism in America or in your 
community? If so, how did they begin?  

a. How did you and your coparent collaborate to decide when and how to 
have those conversations? 

b. How do you and your coparent differ in your views when it comes to 
issues related to racism? 

i. Was this ever a source of conflict?  
c. Did one of you take the lead on initiating these conversations more than 

the other did? 
 

4. What events influenced the content and timing of these conversations? (e.g., 
media, current events, direct/indirect experiences with racism faced by you and/or 
your child)  
Prompt for:  

a. Contextual: media, BLM 
b. Couple level: experiences with racism as a couple/family unit 
c. Individual: Individual experiences with racism  

i. Has your child ever mentioned racist comments they either 
overheard or received from other children or teachers at school?  

ii. Have you ever observed racist actions or microaggressions made 
toward your child? If so, and if comfortable, describe what 
occurred and how you responded. 
 

5. At what age did you begin having conversations regarding race with your child? 
Where you and your coparent in agreement about when to have these discussions? 
Was it ever a source of conflict? 

a. Do you wish you had waited to have those conversations? Had them 
sooner? 

b. Were any other family members (e.g., grandparents, aunts and uncle) 
involved in these discussions?  

c. How did your child react to these conversations?  
 

6. Sometimes parents try to shield their children from the harsh realities of racism 
when they are younger, and then choose to reveal more as they get older. Others 
choose to expose their children to those realities at a young age. How has the way 
you and your coparent talk to your child about race changed as they have gotten 
older?  

a. Do you have conversations with your coparent regarding these shifts in 
topic before they happen?   
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b. How do you think parents can balance preparing their children for bias 
while also trying to shield them from some harsh realities of racism? 

 
7. Boys and girls may have different experiences with racism based off of their 

gender. For example, girls may hear microaggressions from peers about their hair 
texture, while teachers may unfairly label boys as “aggressive”. How did you 
child’s gender influence the conversations you had with them about racism, if at 
all? 
 

8. Do you recall having conversations about racism with your parent(s) growing up? 
a. If so, how did those conversations influence how you talked to your child 

about racism?  
 

9. In your view, what are some things coparents can do to support one another in 
navigating hard discussions about race? 
 

10. Is there anything else that you and your coparent do to facilitate these types of 
discussions?  

a. Is there anything you wish you would have done differently?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


