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Abstract
Emotion competence is vital for success in a wide range of domains. Although a 
large body of research has demonstrated that universal socialization processes, such 
as parenting, influence children’s emotion competence, few studies have identified 
risk and protective factors that may also contribute to the development of emotion 
competence, particularly among children of Latin descent. This study evaluated 
hypothesized negative relations between Latinx children’s perceived experiences 
of ethnic-racial discrimination (ERD) and later emotion competence as indexed 
by children’s emotion knowledge and coping skills. Further, we explored both 
direct and interactive effects of family ethnic-racial socialization (FES) on Latinx 
children’s emotion competence in the wake of ERD. Latinx children (N = 100, 
44% female) reported on their perceived experiences of ERD at age 7 and parents 
reported on FES at age 8. Emotion competence was assessed at age 8 using a lab-
oratory assessment of the child’s emotion recognition and labeling skills to index 
emotion knowledge. Parents reported on children’s positive and maladaptive cop-
ing. Latinx children’s perceived experiences of ERD were related to lower levels of 
emotion knowledge and higher levels of maladaptive coping 1 year later. FES was 
also associated with higher levels of positive coping. Importantly, FES moderated 
the effect of ERD on children’s maladaptive coping, but not on children’s emotion 
knowledge or positive coping. The relation between ERD and maladaptive coping 
was significant at high FES levels, but not at low FES levels. These findings docu-
ment the incidence and negative impact of young, Latinx children’s experiences of 
ERD on their emotion competence and highlight the influence of FES on Latinx 
children’s emotional development in contexts of ERD.
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Introduction

Emotion competence, the ability to recognize, understand and effectively regulate 
emotions, is a universal and core adaptive capacity that is associated with posi-
tive development in a variety of domains (Blair 2002; Eisenberg 2000; Trenta-
costa and Fine 2010). A large body of research has demonstrated that universal 
socialization processes, such as supportive parenting, are powerful influences on 
emotion competence (for a review, see Denham et al. 2007). However, few stud-
ies have sought to examine specific risk and protective factors that may be more 
germane to the development of ethnic minority children, particularly with regard 
to the development of emotional competence. Ethnic minority children grow up 
in ecological contexts that expose them to unique risks, such as ethnic-racial dis-
crimination (ERD), and protective factors, such as ethnic-racial socialization, that 
may influence the development of emotion competence. These experiences may 
shape emotion competencies in a wide range of ways. For example, ERD may 
act as a stressor that disrupts or overwhelms children’s developing understand-
ing of emotion, especially for young children who may not yet fully understand 
the complexities of ERD. At the same time, ethnic-racial socialization may offer 
a unique context in which parents discuss others’ (e.g., the dominant group’s) 
perceptions and emotions, as well as methods for dealing with unfair treatment, 
which may positively influence children’s emotion competencies (Scott 2003).

Empirical efforts to understand the impact of children’s early experiences of 
their ethnicity-race in and beyond the family, including experiences of ERD and 
family-ethnic socialization (FES), are vital for an inclusive developmental science 
that captures processes influencing adjustment in age-relevant adaptive domains 
for ethnic minority children (Coll et al. 1996). To date, however, research on con-
stituent elements of children’s emotion competence, such as emotion knowledge 
and coping, have largely ignored the potential influence of culturally-salient risk 
and protective factors. The current study sought to address this gap in the litera-
ture by evaluating the hypothesized negative relation between Latinx children’s 
perceived experiences of ERD and their later emotion competence with regard 
to both emotion knowledge and emotion coping. Further, we evaluated both the 
main and interactive effects of FES on hypothesized relations between ERD and 
emotion competence outcomes.

Emotion knowledge and emotion coping

Emotion competence encompasses the ability to recognize and label emotions, 
as well as the capacity to engage effective coping strategies that promote chil-
dren’s adaptive success in a wide range of domains, including self-control, aca-
demic achievement, and social competence (Denham et  al. 2003; Fabes et  al. 
2003; Trentacosta and Izard 2007). Children’s emotion knowledge increases in 
complexity over the course of development. Children perceive and respond to 
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emotion signals from the earliest days of infancy (Mumme et al. 1996) and start 
to use emotion terms at about two years of age (Bartsch and Wellman 1995). 
By the preschool years, most children can recognize emotion labels and facial 
expressions (Camras and Allison 1985), though there remains robust interindi-
vidual variability in the degree to which these capacities have developed (Camras 
and Allison 1985; Cutting and Dunn 1999; Dunn et  al. 1991). Children’s early 
emotion knowledge is influenced by demographic factors, such as age and gender 
(Pons et al. 2003), as well as socialization factors, such as parent–child conversa-
tions (Denham et al. 1994; Doan and Wang 2010; Tenenbaum et al. 2008). More-
over, a strong body of evidence suggests that culture influences the development 
of emotion knowledge (Cole and Tan 2007; Rubin 1998; Wang 2008) by shaping 
both trajectories of change (Doan et al. 2019) and socialization factors (Doan and 
Wang 2010; Hofmann and Doan 2018).

In addition to emotion knowledge, the quality of children’s emotion coping, 
defined as conscious volitional efforts to regulate, emotion, behavior, and physiol-
ogy in response to stressful demands or circumstances (Compas et  al. 2001), is a 
component of broader emotion competence that is associated with psychologi-
cal well-being (Smith et  al. 2006). For example, positive coping strategies, such 
as distraction and seeking social support, can reduce negative emotions and stress 
(Sandler et al. 1994), whereas maladaptive coping strategies, such as aggression and 
venting, can lead to poorer adjustment in the context of a stressor (Eisenberg et al. 
1994; Shelton and Harold 2007).

Given the prominent role of emotion competence in development, identifying fac-
tors that promote or hinder its emergence is important for understanding successful 
adaptation. In general, supportive and warm parenting allows children to use their 
parents as a psychological resource, which facilitates the development of emotion 
knowledge (Dunn et al. 1991) and adaptive emotion coping skills (McElwain et al. 
2015). In addition to emotion socialization processes within the family, children’s 
experiences outside the family may influence emotion competence. Given the socio-
cultural embeddedness of emotion processes in development (Hofmann and Doan 
2018), children’s experiences of their ethnicity–race in the context of ERD and FES 
may hinder or foster the development of emotional competence. Although prior 
studies have examined differences in parental emotion socialization as a function of 
culture and ethnicity–race (Doan and Wang 2010; Brown et al. 2015; Friedlmeier 
et al. 2011), the current study represents a novel evaluation of relations among eth-
nic minority children’s experiences of ERD and later emotion competence in the 
context of varying degrees of FES.

ERD and the development of emotion competence

Just as supportive socialization contexts may promote emotion competence, social 
contexts that undermine the child’s sense of confidence and security may threaten 
the development of emotional competence. ERD entails the negative treatment of 
others based on their ethnicity, race, accent, and country of origin (Pachter et  al. 
2010). Harrell (2000) offered a multidimensional model of racism-related stress 
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wherein both experiences of ERD and vicarious exposure via witnessing loved 
ones encounter discrimination were posited as negative influences on development 
that could be buffered by internal and external processes, including cultural factors 
such as FES. Consistent with Harrell’s theoretical model, studies have documented 
the detrimental effects of ERD on adolescent and adult adjustment, including poor 
health outcomes (Astell-Burt et  al. 2012; see Pachter and García Coll 2009 for 
review), poor psychological well-being (Seaton et al. 2011; Soto et al. 2011), and 
poor behavioral well-being (Copeland-Linder et al. 2011; Stock et al. 2013). How-
ever, research evaluating the effects of ERD on children’s adaptive functioning has 
lagged behind research with adolescent and adult samples (Causadias 2013; Simons 
et al. 2002).

Brown and Bigler’s (2005) developmental model of discrimination experiences 
holds that children as young as 6 years of age can understand their ethnicity-race, 
and, by extension, perceive instances of ERD. In support of this model, research 
has shown that even young children can identify discrimination and understand the 
core components of racism (Hirschfeld 1995, 2008). However, relatively few stud-
ies have examined the developmental impact of young children’s encounters with 
ERD (see Marcelo and Yates 2018, for a notable exception). Studies with samples 
of older children and early adolescents replicate those with adolescents and adults, 
documenting detrimental effects of ERD on behavior problems (Bogart et al. 2013), 
substance use (Gibbons et  al. 2014), and psychosocial well-being (Nyborg and 
Curry 2003). The ongoing dearth of research on young children is especially prob-
lematic given that, as noted by García Coll and Szalacha (2004), it may be especially 
important to study ERD in early development because children encounter height-
ened levels of ethnic-racial prejudice and the actions it informs during the transition 
to formal school (Quintana 1998; Wasserberg 2014).

In addition to limited research examining childhood experiences of ERD, prior 
studies of ERD effects have focused on behavioral and psychological well-being 
(e.g., behavior problems, health outcomes, depression, anxiety), leaving a gap in our 
understanding of how ERD may influence core adaptive processes, such as emotion 
knowledge and coping. Some studies with adolescents and adults reveal significant 
negative relations between ERD and emotional competence. Although studies shave 
not yet examined relations between ERD and emotion knowledge, ERD is correlated 
with specific coping strategies, such as higher levels of support seeking (Brittian 
et al. 2013), emotion-focused coping (Vassillière et al. 2016), and engagement cop-
ing strategies (Sanchez et al. 2018), as well as with increased levels of anger expres-
sion (Park et al. 2017) and general difficulties in emotion regulation (Graham et al. 
2015). The current study sought to extend prior works by evaluating the hypothesis 
that childhood ERD would be negatively related to children’s emotion knowledge 
and coping.

Given the current political climate in the United States, and the negative sociopo-
litical rhetoric targeting Latin communities, it is particularly important to examine 
if and how experiences of ERD affect Latinx children. A recent qualitative study in 
which Wray-Lake et al. (2018) interviewed Latinx adolescents (ages 14–19) about 
their views and feelings regarding the political climate under the current administra-
tion, revealed that Latinx youth experience negative feelings and events, including 
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a sense of heightened anxiety, anger, and contempt, as well as ERD. Thus, the first 
aim of this investigation was to examine perceived experiences of discrimination 
among 7-year-old Latinx children to evaluate if and how these experiences nega-
tively impact later emotion competence.

FES and the development of emotion competence

FES encompasses a range of family processes, including intragroup processes, 
such as promoting cultural values and systems, and intergroup processes, such as 
preparation for bias, which have been associated with a variety of child adjust-
ment outcomes (for a review, see Hughes et al. 2006). Perhaps unsurprisingly, FES 
is positively associated with ethnic-racial identity development for both Latinx 
(Umaña-Taylor et al. 2013; Supple et al. 2006) and Black children (Marshall 1995). 
Likewise, prior research supports positive relations between FES and cognitive out-
comes among Latinx youth (Banerjee et al. 2011), as well as negative relations with 
child behavior problems among Black youth (Caughy et  al. 2002). Interestingly, 
despite the generally positive benefits of FES for development among ethnic-racial 
minority children, some studies have documented negative relations between FES 
and academic adjustment among Black children (Fisher et al. 2000; Marshall 1995), 
particularly girls (Brown et al. 2009). From these and other studies, there is some 
evidence suggesting that FES, particularly activities focused on racial bias prepara-
tion, may undermine development by heightening Black children’s expectations of 
discrimination or mistrust (Biafora et al. 1993).

Although relatively few studies have systematically examined relations between 
FES and children’s emotion competence, researchers have theorized that emotion 
socialization may be embedded in the context of ethnic socialization among Black 
children and likely children from other ethnic-racial minority groups (Dunbar et al. 
2017). Indeed, a significant aspect of emotion socialization is how parents help 
children navigate negative emotions, such as sadness and anger, via direct strategy 
instruction and modelling effective coping (Fabes et  al. 2002; Jones et  al. 2002). 
Thus, in some cases, FES may support emotion knowledge and adaptive coping 
in the wake of ERD, particularly if parents use experiences of ERD as a context 
for discussing emotions and modelling appropriate emotion coping skills (McHale 
et al. 2006). At the same time, however, given past research demonstrating negative 
relations between FES and child adjustment outcomes (Marshall 1995), FES may 
also exacerbate the expected negative relation between ERD and children’s emotion 
competence if it promotes mistrust (Hughes and Chen 1999) and/or increases chil-
dren’s awareness of cultural judgements without preparing them to cope with bias.

In contrast to studies suggesting that preparation for bias may have detrimental 
effects on child development, less is known about how other facets of FES, such 
as cultural socialization that promotes positive valuation of one’s identity through 
implicit and explicit transmission of cultural knowledge, may influence children’s 
development generally, and particularly in contexts of ERD. Thus, the second aim 
of this study was to explore the association of cultural socialization, rather than bias 
preparation, dimensions of FES with emotion knowledge and coping among Latinx 
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children, as well as its potential influence as a moderator of the hypothesized nega-
tive relations between ERD and children’s emotion competence.

Study overview

The current study evaluated prospective relations between Latinx children’s per-
ceived experiences of ERD and their emotion competence 1 year later as indicated by 
measures of emotion knowledge and emotion coping strategies. We focus on middle 
childhood to redress the paucity of research among this age group, particularly given 
that middle childhood is when children become firmly entrenched in social systems 
that extend beyond the family (e.g., schools, neighborhood, peers) that expose them 
to increased experiences of ERD (García Coll et al. 2000). Moreover, as children’s 
scope of social interaction expands, FES may take on increased salience as parents 
may initiate socialization practices to prepare their children for expected encoun-
ters with ERD by bolstering their sense of belonging in their ethnic-racial group(s) 
and their knowledge of traditions associated with such membership(s). In the current 
study, we look specifically at the transmission of cultural knowledge aspect of FES 
rather than preparation for bias. Finally, middle childhood is an important period 
for understanding children’s emergent emotional competence because the primacy 
of parents’ roles as facilitators of children’s emotion knowledge and coping declines 
amidst children’s increased independence from parents.

Given prior evidence that experiences of ERD are associated with a range of neg-
ative outcomes, including social-emotional difficulties (Soto et al. 2011), we hypoth-
esized that experiences of ERD would predict lower levels of emotion knowledge, 
higher levels of maladaptive emotion coping, and lower levels of positive emotion 
coping. Next, we explored both the main effect of FES on these emotion compe-
tence indicators and its putative moderating influence in light of prior mixed evi-
dence regarding the influence of FES on child adjustment, particularly in contexts 
of ERD. On the one hand, FES could mitigate the deleterious effects of ERD on 
emotion competence if parents capitalize on such experiences as an opportunity to 
discuss emotionally challenging experiences (i.e., emotion knowledge) and instruct 
or model strategies to navigate them (i.e., emotion coping). On the other hand, given 
that FES is known to promote ethnic-racial identity among Latinx youth (Umaña-
Taylor et  al. 2013; Supple et  al. 2006), and following the tenets of social identity 
theory (Mummendey et al. 1999), it may be that children are more vulnerable to the 
negative impacts of ERD when their ethnic-racial identity is more central to their 
sense of self.

In sum, this investigation drew on a longitudinal study with a sizable sample of 
young Latinx children to fill extant gaps in the literature by (1) advancing our under-
standing of ERD effects in early development, (2) with regard to a core developmen-
tal system, namely emotion competence, and (3) as potentially influenced by FES 
dimensions that tap both explicit and implicit cultural socialization processes. More-
over, we evaluated theoretically specified demographic variables as potential covari-
ates given prior evidence that age (Pons et al. 2003), socioeconomic status (Bradley 



196	 S. N. Doan et al.

1 3

and Corwyn 2002), and sex (Chaplin et  al. 2005; Umaña‐Taylor et  al. 2009) are 
associated with emotion knowledge, emotion coping, and/or FES.

Methods

Participants

The current sample was drawn from an ongoing study of child development among 
250 parent–preschooler dyads. Participants in these analyses were 100 Latinx chil-
dren (44% female; 100% US-born) who completed a laboratory assessment of ERD 
at age 7 (Mage= 7.13 years; SD = 0.23). At age 8, 95 of these children returned for 
a follow-up assessment of emotion competence (Mage= 97.83  months; SD = 3.35). 
Primary caregivers were 96.7% biological mothers, 2.2% foster/adoptive mothers, 
and 1.1% other female kin. The average family SES score based on the Hollings-
head (1975) Four-Factor Index of Social Status was 30.61 (SD = 10.82), which cor-
responds to semi-skilled employment (e.g., sales clerk).

Procedures

Families were recruited to participate in a longitudinal study of “children’s early 
learning and development” via flyers placed in community-based child care cent-
ers. A brief intake screening by phone was followed by a 3-h laboratory assessment. 
Children with diagnosed developmental disabilities and delays (n = 3) and children 
outside the target age range of 45–54 months at the start of the study (not tracked) 
were excluded. In addition, due to limited interpreter resources at the time the study 
began, four children who were not able to understand English were excluded from 
this study. Although the linguistic representativeness of our child sample was lim-
ited, 64.6% of the Latinx children resided in homes where Spanish was the domi-
nant language, and 35.9% of the Latina caregivers were born outside the US (all but 
one in a Latin American country and 79.6% in Mexico), which is comparable to the 
national rate of 34.9% among Latina females. Participants were compensated with 
$25/h of assessment and children received a small gift each visit. Informed consent 
and assent were obtained from the child’s legal guardian and the child, respectively. 
All procedures were approved by the University’s Human Research Review Board.

Perceived experiences of discrimination

At age 7, children completed the Perceptions of Racism of Children and Youth 
Questionnaire (PRaCY; Pachter et al. 2010), which is a validated self-report measure 
designed to assess perceived experiences of racism and discrimination in 7–18 year-
olds. Prior to administering the measure, the examiner provided the following defi-
nition of discrimination to the child:

When people discriminate against other people, it means they treat people 
badly or do not respect them, because of the color of their skin, because they 
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speak a different language or have an accent, or because they come from a dif-
ferent country or culture. For each of the following situations, think whether 
you have ever in your life felt discriminated against because of the color of 
your skin, your language or accent, or because of your culture or country of 
origin.

Following this definition, participants completed eight of the original ten PRaCY 
items identified for young children (e.g., Have you ever had your teachers assume 
that you are not smart or intelligent because of the color of your skin, your lan-
guage or accent, or your culture or country of origin). Two items were omitted from 
this study due to their low relevance for children of this age (i.e., Have you ever 
been watched closely or followed around by security guards or store clerks at a store 
or mall because of …? Have you ever received poor service at restaurants because 
of…?). For the current analyses, perceived experiences of discrimination reflected a 
composite of the child’s frequency of endorsement across the 8 items on a 5-point 
scale (i.e., once, twice, about once a year, about once a month, or weekly; M =4.14, 
SD = 6.42, score range 0–33; Kuder-Richardson 20 alpha = 0.74). More than half the 
children (59.6%) reported experiencing at least one instance of discrimination. The 
PRaCY is gaining popularity as a valid measure of perceived discrimination experi-
ences in studies with adolescents (Namazi 2014; Park et  al. 2017; Sangalang and 
Gee 2015) and young children (Pachter et al. 2010; Schwartz 2014).

Emotion knowledge

At age 8, children completed the Kuschè Emotional Inventory (KEI; Kuschè 1984) 
to measure both emotion recognition and labeling components of emotion knowl-
edge. Emotion recognition was assessed by asking the child to select a target emo-
tion from four cartoon drawings (the target emotion and three distractors) of children 
expressing emotions through bodily and facial expressions (e.g., “Which boy/girl 
feels happy? Point to happy;” α = 0.80). Emotion labeling was assessed by showing 
the child one cartoon drawing and asking her/him to select the expressed emotion 
from four verbal options, including the target emotion, one incorrect emotion, and 
two incorrect emotions of the opposite valence (e.g., “Does this boy/girl feel happy, 
sad, angry, or scared?” α = 0.81). Labeling choices were repeated in reverse order to 
minimize recency bias. Each component was measured across 30 items (20 nega-
tive emotions and 10 positive emotions). For both emotion recognition and labeling 
components of emotion knowledge, responses were scored on a range of correctness 
(i.e., incorrect [0], correct valence [1], correct [2]). The current analyses were based 
on the sum of children’s emotion recognition and labeling skills (rlabel-recog = 0.77, 
p < 0.05; α = 0.89).

Emotion coping

At age 8, parents completed the Children’s Coping Scale (CCS; Eisenberg et  al. 
1993) to indicate the likelihood that their child would engage in different types 
of coping from Not at all likely (1) to Extremely likely (7) when faced with a 
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challenging situation. Following Eisenberg et al. (1993), as well as our own factor 
analysis, maladaptive coping was indicated by a composite of two aggression items 
(e.g., “Resolves problems through physical or verbal aggression…”) and two vent-
ing items (e.g., “Cries to elicit assistance from others to help solve the problem…;” 
α = 0.63), and positive coping was indicated by a composite of two instrumental cop-
ing items (e.g., “Takes some constructive action to improve a problem situation…”), 
two cognitive items (e.g., “Tries to think about the situation in a positive way…”), 
two distraction items (e.g., “Avoids thinking about a problem or attempts to ignore 
it…”), and two support seeking items (e.g., “Tells problems to friends or family in 
the hope of getting support…;” α = 0.71). The CCS has been used in a number of 
studies employing diverse samples of school-aged children (e.g., Song et al. 2018; 
Colassante et al. 2015; Waters and Thompson 2014).

Family ethnic socialization (FES)

At age 8, caregivers reported on their FES practices using the FES measure (Umaña-
Taylor 2001; Umaña-Taylor and Fine 2004). Caregivers were orally presented with 
12 items that assessed the two primary FES components: covert activities (e.g., 
“My family participates in activities that are specific to my ethnic group;” α = 0.90) 
and overt activities (e.g., “I teach my child about our ethnic/cultural background;” 
α = 0.91). Caregivers rated each item using a five-point scale from not at all true (1) 
to very much true (5), with higher scores connoting higher levels of FES. Overt and 
covert FES activities were highly correlated, r = 0.76, p < 0.001. Thus, we combined 
these two variables to yield a global measure of FES for these analyses (α = 0.91). 
The FES scale has been used in a variety of samples, including adolescents and 
young adults (e.g., Padilla et al. 2016; Sanchez et al. 2017; Santiago and Wadsworth 
2011).

Data preparation and preliminary analysis

We first examined the data for univariate nonnormality (Afifi et al. 2007). Reports of 
ERD and scores on the KEI evidenced moderate skew and were transformed using 
the log 10 transformation. For ease of interpretation, untransformed means are pre-
sented in tables, but all analyses used the transformed variables. Data were miss-
ing for ERD (n  = 11), FES (n  = 6), emotion knowledge (n =8), and emotion cop-
ing (n  = 5) as a result of children missing the time point (13% of missing data) or 
measure non-completion due to shortened visits (87% of missing data). Missing data 
were addressed using multiple imputation with the expectation–maximization (EM) 
algorithm in SPSS (Schafer and Graham 2002) as supported by Little’s MCAR test; 
χ2 = 31.40, p = 0.45. Multiple imputation using the EM algorithm is superior to prior 
approaches, such as listwise deletion, mean substitution, and imputation with a lim-
ited number of iterations, because it estimates expected values from observed values 
through multiple iterations (up to 100) until the values stabilize to yield the best and 
most likely pooled estimate (Musil et al. 2002). Following multivariate and bivari-
ate analyses, three hierarchical regression analyses evaluated the relation of ERD 
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with emotion knowledge, maladaptive emotion coping, and positive emotion coping, 
as well as the main and moderating effects of FES in each model. In cases where 
the interaction was significant, we probed for simple slopes. Only the model main 
effects (i.e., step 2 of the hierarchical regression) were interpreted when the interac-
tion was not significant.

Results

Descriptive and bivariate findings

Table 1 depicts the means, standard deviations, and range of the study variables at 
the item- and composite-levels, as well as the bivariate relations among them. A 
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) followed by Bonferroni-corrected 
post hoc comparisons revealed a significant effect by child gender on the study vari-
ables, Wilks’ λ = 0.87, p = 0.05. Caregivers of daughters reported higher levels of 
FES than caregivers of sons (p = 0.05). Gender differences in reports of ERD and 
emotion knowledge were also below p = 0.10. Thus, child gender was included in 
all analyses. Child age at both time points and family SES were not significantly 
associated with any study variables, and thus were omitted from further analyses. 
Experiences of ERD were negatively associated with emotion knowledge r = − 27, 
p = 0.01, and positively associated with maladaptive coping, r = 0.24, p = 0.02. FES 
was significantly associated with positive coping skills, r = 0.28, p = 0.01.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics and bivariate relations among key variables

SES socioeconomic status, EK emotion knowledge, ERD ethnic-racial discrimination, FES family ethnic 
socialization
**p ≤ 0.01

Variables SES EK ERD FES Positive cop-
ing

Maladaptive 
coping

1. SES –
2. EK 0.18 –
3. ERD 0.03 − 0.33** –
4. FES 0.05 0.04 0.07
5. Positive 

coping
0.16 0.05 0.09 0.28** –

6. Maladaptive 
coping

0.09 0.07 0.28** − 0.12 0.08 –

Item mean 
(SD)

– 1.79 (0.19) 1.46 (1.85) 3.16 (0.98) 4.32 (0.92) 2.54 (1.18)

Item range – 1–2 0–8 1–5 1.89–6.67 1–6.67
Composite 

mean(SD)
30.61 (10.82) 54.76 (4.73) 4.15 (6.42) 3.16 (0.98) 28.39 (6.24) 10.18 (4.73)

Composite 
range

13–60 30–60 0–33 1–5 13–46 4–25
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Regression analyses

Three hierarchical regression models evaluated the individual and interactive rela-
tions of ERD and FES with emotion knowledge, positive emotion coping, and 
maladaptive emotion coping (see Table 2). ERD predicted lower levels of emotion 
knowledge, but neither the main nor the moderating effects of FES attained signifi-
cance. ERD predicted higher levels of maladaptive coping, but this effect was quali-
fied by a significant interaction between FES and ERD. As shown in Fig. 1, the rela-
tion between ERD and maladaptive coping was significant at high levels of FES, but 
not at low levels of FES. Finally, FES was significantly associated with higher levels 
of positive coping, but neither the main nor the moderating effects of FES attained 
significance.

Post‑hoc analyses

To evaluate the alternate hypothesis that FES could be a proxy for general parent-
ing support, we re-ran all analyses controlling for parental warmth as indicated 
by children’s reports of parental warmth on the Parental Acceptance-Rejection 

Table 2   Regression of emotion competence constructs on experiences of ethnic-racial discrimination 
(ERD) as moderated by family ethnic socialization (FES)

Bolded steps were interpreted in the results section
ERD ethnic-racial discrimination, FES family ethnic socialization

Emotion knowledge Maladaptive coping Positive coping

Predictor β SE p β SE p β SE p

Step 1
 Sex 0.06 0.93 0.56 − 0.13 0.16 0.22 0.11 0.13 0.28
 F(1,99) 0.34 0.56 1.56 0.22 1.20 0.28
 R2 0.003 0.02 0.01

Step 2
 Sex 0.02 0.92 0.88 − 0.08 0.16 0.61 0.06 0.13 0.57
 ERD −  0.31 1.08 ≤ 0.01 0.24 0.18 0.02 − 0.04 0.15 0.72
 FES 0.05 0.48 0.59 − 0.12 0.08 0.24 0.27 0.07 0.01
 F(3,99) 3.42 0.02 2.72 0.05 2.87 0.04
 ΔR2 0.09 0.01 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.03

Step 3
 Sex 0.03 0.93 0.80 − 0.05 0.16 0.61 0.07 0.13 0.50
 ERD − 0.31 1.02 ≤ 0.01 0.24 0.18 0.02 − 0.03 0.15 0.73

FES 0.05 0.48 0.62 − 0.13 0.08 0.19 0.27 0.07 0.01
 ERD × FES 0.07 1.04 0.47 0.20 0.18 0.04 0.08 0.15 0.41
 F(4,99) 2.68 0.04 3.15 0.02 2.31 0.06
 ΔR2 0.01 0.47 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.41
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Questionnaire at age 7 (PARQ; Rohner et  al. 2005). All findings remained the 
same, which supports the independent influence of FES above and beyond parental 
warmth.

Discussion

The current study investigated prospective relations among young Latinx children’s 
experiences of ERD, FES and emotion competence. Children’s perceptions of ERD 
were associated with lower levels of emotion knowledge and increased maladaptive 
coping. In addition, FES was positively related to children’s positive emotion cop-
ing. Importantly, FES moderated the association between children’s ERD and mala-
daptive coping, but it did not moderate relations of ERD with emotion knowledge or 
positive coping. Specifically, children’s reported experiences of ERD were associ-
ated with higher levels of maladaptive coping in families with relatively high FES 
levels, but not in families with relatively low FES levels.

Consistent with prior research, these results indicate that ERD evidences detri-
mental associations with children’s adaptation and development (Pascoe and Smart 
Richman 2009; Schmitt et  al. 2014). At the same time, however, this study is the 
first to demonstrate that these deleterious effects extend to children’s emotion com-
petence. Additional research is needed to evaluate putative mechanisms by which 
ERD may exert these effects. One possibility is that the negative relation between 

Note. Low and high represent plus/minus one standard deviation around the mean.
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ERD and emotion competence follows from a domain general process wherein 
experiences of ERD serve as a stressor that undermines children’s overall well-being 
(Sanders-Phillips 2009). Alternatively, because experiences of ERD are associated 
with increased depression and anxiety, and with decreased psychological resilience 
(Wong et  al. 2003), socioemotional difficulties in the wake of ERD may make it 
more difficult for children to develop emotion knowledge and implement effec-
tive coping strategies. This latter interpretation is consistent with prior studies of 
adolescents showing that exposure to ERD increases the probability of delinquent 
behavior, including acts of violence (Simons et al. 2006). For young children, ERD 
may engender a sense of helplessness and futility, which children may then express 
through venting and aggression. Moreover, relative to adolescents and adults, 
young children may be particularly vulnerable to ERD because they have more lim-
ited capacities to articulate, and reason through their perceptions of being treated 
unfairly, as well as less well-developed emotion processing and coping strategies.

As reviewed earlier, varied facets of the children’s sociocultural context, particu-
larly FES, may shape how children experience ERD. In this study, FES moderated 
the obtained relation between ERD and maladaptive coping, but did not influence 
the relation between ERD and emotion knowledge. Interestingly, although our meas-
ure of FES focused on cultural socialization, rather than interracial interactions and 
bias preparation, the data suggest that FES had a vulnerability-enhancing effect on 
children in the wake of ERD. Specifically, children in high FES families evidenced 
a positive relation between ERD and maladaptive coping, whereas there was no 
significant relation between ERD and maladaptive coping among children in low 
FES families. This pattern of effects in the context of ERD is especially noteworthy, 
given the positive main effect of FES on children’s positive emotion coping in this 
study.

Past research on the developmental correlates and sequelae of FES has yielded 
mixed results. Some studies find that ethnic-racial socialization in African Amer-
ican families is associated with positive outcomes, including better mental health 
(Constantine and Blackmon 2002; McHale et al. 2006) and greater problem-solving 
skills (Caughy et al. 2002), yet other data suggest that FES is associated with nega-
tive academic outcomes among African American children (Marshall 1995). The 
child’s developmental status, the specific nature of parents’ FES messages, and the 
broader developmental context (e.g., experiences of ERD) may be important fac-
tors that may account for these discrepant FES findings. For example, although mes-
sages about cultural history and ethnic-racial pride remain relatively stable across 
development, parents’ preparation of their children for ethnic-racial bias, including 
promoting a sense of mistrust, increases with age (Hughes and Chen 1997). Moreo-
ver, bias-focused messages may be increased in contexts of heightened ERD thereby 
altering the expression of FES in contexts of ERD. Given known correlations 
between cultural socialization messages and messages regarding preparation for bias 
(Hughes and Johnson 2001), it may be that elevated rates of FES with regard promo-
tion of identity through transmission of cultural knowledge in this study also sig-
naled increased levels of bias preparation. Thus, it is conceivable that, if focused on 
mistrust, FES could lead to increased anger and venting in response to experiences 
of ERD. Another interpretation of these data may be that, whereas FES is likely 
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protective when it promotes positive ethnic-racial identity in adolescence, FES prac-
tices in early development may overly accelerate young children’s identity forma-
tion (Marshall 1995), which could prompt young children to become aware of their 
outsider status in advance of their capacity to cope with that awareness. As noted by 
Cross (1995), this moment of recognition (i.e., the encounter phase) is characterized 
by an increased sense of upheaval and hostility, which could lead to more maladap-
tive coping, particularly among young children. This explanation is consistent with 
Social Identity Theory (Mummendey et al. 1999), which would posit that FES may 
increase children’s awareness of their marginalized identities, and this heightened 
awareness in combination with experiences of ERD may increase children’s percep-
tions of, and anger about, their status inferiority.

Interestingly, ERD was not significantly related to positive coping, nor was this 
relation influenced by the context of FES, though FES was positively related to posi-
tive coping. One possibility for this may be that mechanistic pathways to positive 
coping operate through parental modeling or instruction in ways that do not influ-
ence ERD effects. Parents who provide relatively high levels of FES may be more 
likely to discuss the challenges of being an ethnic-racial minority and identify effec-
tive ways for children to manage negative emotions that may arise in social situa-
tions. Consistent with this perspective, aspects of FES, namely ethnic-racial sociali-
zation, have been shown to predict more developed problem-solving skills, and 
lower levels of behavior problems (Caughy et al. 2002). That said, it is not yet clear 
which elements of FES may be promotive and which elements may hinder positive 
adaptation. Thus, future research would benefit from a qualitative analysis of the 
content of family conversations about ethnicity and culture. FES may be a proxy for 
a broadly involved and nurturing family context, which would also facilitate chil-
dren’s emergent emotion knowledge and coping capacities, however, post hoc analy-
ses controlling for parental warmth in this sample demonstrated that the obtained 
FES effects remained significant above and beyond general parenting warmth.

Limitations and future directions

Notwithstanding the incremental knowledge afforded by this prospective examina-
tion of the individual and interactive effects of ERD and FES on emotion compe-
tence among young Latinx children, several limitations of the current study neces-
sarily qualify our interpretations while pointing to promising directions for future 
research.

First, although longitudinal, the available data did not support the assessment 
of all study constructs at all time points, thus limiting our ability to detect change 
over time and render causal interpretations. It is particularly unfortunate that our 
measures of ERD and FES were separated by 1  year’s duration. This is a neces-
sary byproduct of relying on longitudinal data that were not explicitly designed to 
address these questions. However, future studies should incorporate designs that 
are better suited to evaluate directional (and potentially reciprocal) relations among 
ERD, FES, and children’s emotion competence.
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Second, despite our use of multiple informants, the current investigation relied 
on questionnaire, rather than observational or experimental, assessments. For exam-
ple, although self-report measures of ERD are the norm in discrimination research 
(Pachter et al. 2010), they may suffer from biases as a result of related psychological 
processes or vulnerabilities (Schwarz 1999; Schwarz and Oyserman 2001). Exper-
imental manipulations of children’s exposure to unfair treatment in future studies 
would provide better causal evidence of ERD effects. Relatedly, because we used 
a questionnaire measure of ethnic-racial socialization that focused only on implicit 
and explicit expressions of cultural socialization, we were unable to ascertain which 
dimensions of FES may be most impactful for understanding child development in 
and beyond contexts of ERD. Likewise, future research is needed to elucidate spe-
cific mechanisms by which FES may exert promotive or deleterious effects on child 
adjustment. Observational and qualitative data would provide a more nuanced per-
spective on how parents discuss ethnicity and race when socializing their children. 
These kinds of data would be especially valuable for evaluating our interpretations 
as to why FES was vulnerability-enhancing in the context of ERD, but generally 
promotive of positive emotion coping because it captures both the content and form 
of socialization discussions, as well as non-verbal indicators of the quality of par-
ent–child interactions during these exchanges. Of note, even within questionnaire-
based methods of assessing FES, there is a great deal of variability in emphasis that 
may contribute to mixed findings. For example, some research includes measures 
with explicit items tapping strategies for coping (e.g., The Teenager Experience 
of Racial Socialization Scale; Stevenson et  al. 2002), whereas other studies focus 
on racism-related socialization and preparation for bias to the exclusion of racial 
knowledge or pride (e.g., Scott 2003), and still other studies of ethnic-racial sociali-
zation include separate surveys that assess both cultural socialization and bias 
preparation (e.g., Tang et al. 2016; Wang and Huguley 2012). Of note, some FES 
measures are designed for particular cultural groups. For example, the Latino/a Val-
ues Scale (Kim et  al. 2009) would have allowed us to capture cultural socializa-
tion processes that may be particularly salient in Latinx families, such as familism, 
respeto, and machismo/marianismo. Finally, although our use of parent-reported 
coping mitigated concerns about children’s ability to understand and report on their 
emotion coping strategies, parent reports are limited to more observable coping pro-
cesses in some, but not all, contexts. This is particularly relevant to the current study 
of children in middle childhood when their social interactions expand well beyond 
the parental sphere. Future investigations should employ both multi-informant and 
multi-method research designs.

Third, the PRaCY’s modest reliability and the amassing evidence that ERD 
negatively affects young children’s development highlight the need to develop bet-
ter measures to assess ERD in early development. As noted earlier, experimental 
manipulations may yield valuable observational data. Although the present study 
focused on perceptions of discrimination and unfair treatment, which can only be 
reported, young children’s abilities to understand the nuances of discrimination 
and track their frequencies may be limited. In addition, although 59.6% of children 
reported at least one instance of perceived discrimination, the overall mean level 
of ERD was rather low. The obtained relations may vary within an observational 
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paradigm and in contexts where children perceive more frequent ERD experiences. 
More generally, there is an ongoing need for research aimed at understanding how 
children define discrimination and how their perceptions coincide with their actual 
experiences using observational or experimental data.

Conclusion

The current study contributes to the limited understanding of how children’s eth-
nic and cultural background may interface with specific risk and protective factors 
to shape emotion competence. Perceptions of ERD were associated with children’s 
lower emotion knowledge and increased maladaptive coping. Children may be par-
ticularly vulnerable to ERD because they have more limited coping and emotion 
regulation strategies as compared to adults. They may also be less able to articu-
late, and reason through their perceptions of being treated unfairly. Interestingly, 
although FES was related to positive emotion coping skills, it also exacerbated the 
negative effects of ERD on children’s maladaptive emotion coping. Because FES 
may foster children’s identification with their ethnicity-race, experiences of ERD 
may be felt more acutely. Our research highlights the importance of considering the 
multiple and nuanced factors that may influence the development of children from 
ethnic-racial minority groups.
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