
683G.W. Peterson and K.R. Bush (eds.), Handbook of Marriage and the Family, 
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-3987-5_28, © Springer Science+Business Media New York 2013

  28

 This decade review of the research on African 
American families occurs at a fortuitous time in 
American history. A country founded on free, pri-
marily African slave labor has elected its  fi rst 
president of color. This historic milestone pro-
vides an opportunity for scholars to re fl ect upon 
the progress African American families have 
made while simultaneously underscoring the 
need for research yet to be done. African American 
families made progress on several demographic 
indicators on quality of life, reveal substantial 
progress in the last decade. The last decade proved 
to be an active period of scholarship on African 
American family life (Burton, Bonilla-Silva, Ray, 
Buckelew, & Freeman,  2010  ) . A cursory search 
of the literature reveals that, since 1999, well over 
900 studies in several disciplines have been 
 conducted on African American families. 

 Collectively, these studies represent a mix of 
methodological approaches that examine African 
American family life from multiple disciplinary 
angles. Studies examining family formation (e.g., 
childbirth, cohabitation, marriage) tended to be 
demographic studies that often, though not exclu-
sively compared African Americans to other racial/
ethnic groups. In contrast, many studies focused 
on parenting and parent–child relationship con-
taining within-group study designs focused on 

variation within African American families (e.g., 
Brody, Kim, Murry, & Brown,  2004  ) . Furthermore, 
in the last decade, the  fi eld has yielded more meth-
odologically rigorous studies involving more 
multi-informant research (e.g., Campione-Barr, & 
Smetana,  2004 ; McHale et al.,  2006  ) , more longi-
tudinal research intended to understand develop-
mental change in African American families (e.g., 
Brody, Murry, Kim, & Brown,  2002  )  and more 
efforts to address the con fl ation of race and socio-
economic status (e.g., Roopnarine, Fouts, Lamb, 
& Lewis-Elligan,  2005  ) . 

 Space limitations preclude a full review of all 
of the literature published in the last 10 years. 
This chapter is a selective review of the research 
on African American families. It is limited to 
family formation patterns in African American 
families, societal and internal dynamics that char-
acterize African American marriages, and par-
enting processes as an outcome and predictor of 
child development. The parenting section 
addresses general parenting processes and 
includes a brief review of the literature on racial 
socialization as there are recent extensive reviews 
on this topic published elsewhere (Hughes et al., 
 2006 ; Lesane-Brown,  2006  ) . 

 An extensive search of the published research 
literature between 1999 and 2011 was conducted 
using PsychINFO, Family Studies Abstracts, and 
Families & Society Studies Worldwide. The 
search terms “Blacks” and “African American” 
were used to identify studies involving popula-
tions of African descent. These publications were 
cross-referenced with search terms designed to 
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identify studies on family life addressed in this 
chapter (e.g., cohabitation, divorce, family, families, 
marriage, marital, marital quality, marital satis-
faction, parenting, racial socialization). From 
there, additional studies were located by viewing 
the reference sections of the publications. Once 
themes in the methodology and patterns of  fi nds 
began to reoccur, the search was concluded. This 
review heavily emphasizes peer-reviewed, pri-
marily empirical, published articles in research 
journals. However, authored books and edited 
volumes are also used to round out review when 
they added an important perspective to the topi-
cal areas addressed. 

 Lastly, most studies on families of African 
descent in the United States have focused primar-
ily on those African Americans (e.g., born in the 
United States) and devoted limited attention to 
Black immigrant families. As a result, we limit 
our review to African American families but do 
highlight results for Black immigrant groups 
when they are included in studies on African 
American families. For this reason, the term 
“African American” is the ethnic label used to 
refer to the population throughout this review. 

 The chapter begins with an overview of the 
demographic features of African American fami-
lies and the forces that shape them. It will be fol-
lowed by a brief overview of the major theoretical 
perspectives that characterize the study of African 
American families, latest developments in trends 
in family formation in African American families, 
and marital relations. The next section reviews 
major  fi ndings in studies that focus on family for-
mation patterns in African American families, 
including marriage, cohabitation, divorce, and 
childbearing. The second half of the review 
addresses parenting research, including general 
parenting practices and racial socialization. 

   Family Formation, Cohabitation, 
Marriage, and Divorce in African 
American Families: A Demographic 
Overview 

 There are 40.7 million African Americans in the 
United States, representing 13.5% of the US 
population (U.S. Census Bureau,  2007  ) . 

Approximately 94% of this population is native 
born with the remainder being naturalized 
citizens (2.7%) or foreign residents (3.4%) 
(U.S. Census Bureau,  2005  ) . African American 
families tend to be younger and multigenera-
tional, and large in part because they have more 
children on average. African American grandpar-
ents coreside with their grandchildren 3.5 times 
more often than White American grandparents 
(7% vs. 2%), and they are more often involved 
in the care of their coresident grandchildren 
(52% vs. 45%). Married-couple families com-
prise 44% of all African American families (U.S. 
Census Bureau,  2010  ) . Though this represents a 
slight decrease from 48% in 1991 (U.S. Census 
Bureau,  1993  ) , the US census data also indicate 
that about 31% of African Americans, age 15 and 
older, are married and about 11% are divorced 
(U.S. Census Bureau,  2008  ) . By and large, African 
American families reside largely in the South. 

 African American families can be found in a 
variety of stations of life based on the adult fam-
ily members’ accumulated accomplishments in 
education, occupation and income, neighborhood 
quality, and relatedly, decisions about partner 
selection, marriage, childbearing, family forma-
tion, and relationship dissolution. Embedded in 
these patterns is a continued cultural emphasis on 
extended kinship networks that distinguish 
African American families (and other ethnic 
minority families) from their White American 
counterparts. From a purely demographic per-
spective, African American family life can be 
best described as a bimodal group: (1) families 
that by all indications have achieved at least mid-
dle-class status as indicated by education, earned 
income, and occupational status (e.g., Lacy, 
 2007  ) ; and (2) families with fewer economic and 
educational resources that, as a result, are more 
vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the American 
and global economy (Lewin,  2001  ) . To stop at 
this characterization, however, would miss the 
historical contexts and forces that shaped the 
most readily observable features or markers of 
this population that we observe in the present day 
(Dubois,  1908  ) . 

 As noted, a substantial amount of attention 
has been devoted to explaining the lives of the 
most vulnerable African American families 
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(Gadsden,  1999 ; Smetana,  2000  ) . These efforts 
have had varying degrees of success because of 
reliance on de fi cit model-based and/or race-com-
parative frameworks that overlooked key socio-
structural factors affecting the families and that 
failed to acknowledge and assess cultural 
strengths (Billingsley,  1992 ; McLoyd,  2006  ) . 
Indeed, overreliance on these frameworks often 
seemed to reify stereotypes about poor African 
American families, resulting in further stigmati-
zation and marginalization of families most in 
need research that informs careful, thoughtful 
policy interventions (Johnson & Staples,  2005  ) . 
In fact, a cursory review of the literature would 
suggest to the uninformed that all African 
American families are poor, single-parent fami-
lies whose families formed from unplanned, pri-
marily adolescent, pregnancies. It is only in 
considering African American family life in its 
entirety can scholars truly grasp the structural 
in fl uences of race, class, and culture on the lives 
of the individuals within those families. Moreover, 
in so doing, we can generate effective policies 
and interventions that address the needs of this 
population. 

 African American families make choices with 
respect to family formation, whether it occurs 
through nonmarital childbirth, cohabitation, mar-
riage, and even divorce and family dissolution 
that re fl ect the socio-structural constraints of rac-
ism and discrimination and also their cultural 
belief systems regarding the meaning of families. 
As members of American society, certainly many 
African Americans subscribe to some aspects of 
broader American cultural norms and expecta-
tions about family and marriage (Hatchett, Veroff, 
& Douvan,  1995 ; Haynes,  2000  ) . At the same 
time, these beliefs and expectations seem to be 
tempered by a sense of pragmatism and/or real-
ism about the degree to which African American 
families can ful fi ll those norms. Also, African 
American families have a distinct, vibrant culture 
in the United States that is appealing, rejuvenat-
ing, and integral to the healthy existence of many 
of the members that identify with the African 
American racial group (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, 
Rowley, & Chavous,  1998  ) . The af fi rmation and 
validation emanating from an understanding of 

and facility with African American cultural 
spaces often supercedes the negative mainstream 
messages that African American families encoun-
ter regarding the ways in which they go about 
their family lives (Lacy,  2004  ) . That African 
American families diverge from other racial/eth-
nic groups in key areas of family life should come 
as no surprise given the historical socio-structural 
and cultural forces at play (Johnson & Staples, 
 2005  ) . Rather, researchers should always return 
to the context in which these trends unfold for 
meaningful, culturally sound interpretations that 
ultimately inform policy and interventions that 
maximize positive outcomes (Harrison, Wilson, 
Pine, Chan, & Buriel,  1990  ) .  

   Theoretical Approaches to the Study 
of African American Family Life 

 Development of theory and application of theory 
to the study of African American families has been 
historically fraught with controversy and political 
tensions (Allen,  1978 ; Gadsden,  1999 ; Hill,  2006  ) . 
This controversy stems from the longevity of the 
racial/ethnic differences in demographic patterns, 
economic realities, and a tendency by researchers 
to rely heavily on comparing African American 
families to White American families on various 
metrics. Particularly since the publication of the 
Moynihan Report  (  1965  ) , scholarship and public 
policy decisions involving African American fam-
ilies re fl ected the ethos of the times and the national 
debate during which the scholarship was con-
ducted (Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, & Lewis,  1990  ) . 
Early scholarship used conceptual frameworks 
that characterized differences between African 
American and White American families as being 
structurally and/or culturally de fi cient (Johnson & 
Staples,  2005 ; Slaughter-Defoe, Garrett, & 
Harrison-Hale,  2006 ; Tamis-LeMonda, Briggs, 
McClowry, & Snow,  2008  ) . These terms were 
used to describe and explain the various racial dis-
parities on numerous indicators of well-being 
(e.g., cognitive, social). 

 Historically, scholars devoted little attention to 
more objective descriptions and analysis of cul-
tural patterns; the impact of racism and oppression 
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on family life heavily emphasized the most vul-
nerable African American families who have the 
fewest economic resources and who are forming 
families and raising children under the most chal-
lenging of circumstances (see Stack,  1978  for 
exception). Consequently, a skewed portrait of 
African American family life evolved in the litera-
ture. Analysis of the ways in which this scholar-
ship unfolded pointed to limitations in the existing 
theoretical frameworks and the ideological thrust 
behind theory used and the questions asked that 
often cast African American families in a negative 
light (Allen,  1978 ; Johnson & Staples,  2005  ) . 

 Perhaps the most controversial piece of schol-
arship in fl uencing the national debate, public 
policy, and ultimately new scholarship about 
African American family life in the 1970s and 
onward is the Moynihan Report  (  1965  ) . Recently, 
some scholars and policy makers have argued 
that Moynihan at least was partially correct in his 
assertions given recent demographic trends 
among African American families (Haskins, 
 2009  ) . At the time, the report produced a  fi restorm 
of negative reactions from policy makers, politi-
cians, liberal-oriented scholars, and African 
American civil rights activists alike. Debate con-
tinues over what Moynihan intended to convey 
through his report with some arguing that his 
take-home message has been oversimpli fi ed 
(Berger & Simon,  1974  ) . Nevertheless, most have 
come to agree that his “tangle of pathology” the-
sis asserts that American slavery destroyed the 
structure of African American families, resulting 
in matrifocal families, unstable and deviant by 
de fi nition. Consequently, an African American 
underclass emerged plagued by numerous social 
ills including unemployment and high rates of 
nonmarital birth. 

 The Moynihan Report has been criticized for 
devoting insuf fi cient attention to the role of insti-
tutionalized and interpersonally mediated racism 
on the economic plight of African American fam-
ilies, and notably, the compromised breadwinner 
role among African American men and for its 
problematic methodology (Berger & Simon, 
 1974  ) . The report ushered in a new period of 
scholarship, often referred to as revisionist schol-
arship, intended to unpack and highlight the 

strengths in African American family life (e.g., 
Billingsley,  1968 ; Gutman,  1976 ; Stack,  1978  ) . 
Research during this period made note of the 
strengths of African American families, includ-
ing the bene fi ts of the extended kin network. 

 To date, few single theories attempt to describe 
African American family life in its entirety. The 
complexity of African American family life 
makes this a daunting challenge in that these the-
ories must account for those aspects of African 
American family life that are distinctly  African , 
that is, those West African cultural traditions that 
were retained when African slaves were trans-
ported to the United States during the Middle 
Passage and throughout American history 
(Boykin & Toms,  1985 ; Johnson & Staples,  2005 ; 
Nobles,  1974  ) . Theories must account for the 
impact of slavery, and American racism’s impact 
via law and custom as manifested through eco-
nomic practices, segregation, and reduced educa-
tional opportunities on family formation and 
kinship relations over multiple generations. 
Census data reveal a unique tapestry of African 
American family types that share commonalities 
with other groups and while maintaining some 
key distinctions. 

 A close review of the literature reveals a series 
of micro- and macrotheories, each focusing on 
speci fi c aspects of African American life. Theories 
focused speci fi cally on African American fami-
lies cover family formation patterns (Burton, 
 1990  ) , economic deprivation and parenting in 
low-income single-parent families (McLoyd, 
 1990  ) , marriage formation (Wilson,  1987  ) , or 
speci fi c aspects of African American family life 
such as racial socialization (Hughes, Rodriguez, 
Smith, Johnson, Stevenson, & Spicer,  2006 ; 
Stevenson,  1994 ; Stevenson, Cameron, Herrero-
Taylor, & Davis,  2002  ) , and culture (Boykin & 
Toms,  1985  ) . Some theories also focus more on 
African American child development, in which 
family socialization patterns play a role (Spencer, 
 2006 ; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann,  1997  ) . 
Though intended for a clinical audience, Boyd-
Franklin’s  (  2003  )  Multisystemic Family Therapy 
theory is notable for its useful descriptions of 
general patterns of interaction and organization 
(e.g., role  fl exibility, three-generational family 
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structure) as well as the features of the interior 
life of African American families (e.g., religion 
and spirituality, the impact of racism and intra-
racial skin color prejudice). It describes the adap-
tive nature of these family forms and illustrates 
the clinical presentation of problems when exter-
nal stressors and life transitions strain this 
adaptability. 

 Several theorists have modi fi ed ecological 
theory (Bronfenbrenner,  1979,   1986  )  for applica-
tion to African American children and families 
(Ogbu,  1981 ; Spencer et al.,  1997  )  and to ethnic 
minority families in general. Several more recent 
theories that have proven useful in the study of 
African American family life attempt to explain 
family socialization patterns common to all eth-
nic minority families and focus more on the ways 
that families shape child development as opposed 
to family development (e.g., García Coll et al., 
 1996 ; Harrison et al.,  1990  ) . These theories take 
into account the emphasis on kinship networks in 
African American families and the impact of the 
historical events and contexts that shape the expe-
riences of families of color in the United States 
and the impact of factors shaping the experience 
of race.  

   Review of Research Findings 
on African American Families 

   Family Formation, Cohabitation, 
Marriage, and Marital Dissolution 
in African American Families 

 As noted, family formation patterns in some 
African American families resemble the broader 
trends observed in the larger American popula-
tion (e.g., childbirth in a married “nuclear” fam-
ily). They also re fl ect the socio-structural and 
historical challenges of race in the United States. 
Aspirations for a nuclear family were not in keep-
ing with the demands of slavery because marriage 
was illegal and family members could be sold off 
(Cherlin,  2005 ; Ruggles,  1997  ) . Even once slav-
ery was abolished, various laws, policies, and 
social forces continued to impede African 
Americans’ capacity to make free choices about 

how they chose to live and work from the 
Reconstruction era into the present (Johnson & 
Staples,  2005  ) . 

 Marriage as a prerequisite life event for having 
children is less prevalent among African 
Americans, and is also becoming less common 
among Americans in general (Cherlin,  2005  ) . 
Marriage holds many bene fi ts for spouses, includ-
ing improved economic status, better health and 
psychological adjustment (Booth & Amato,  1991  ) . 
However, these bene fi ts have always been histori-
cally more dif fi cult for African Americans to 
obtain despite data indicating that African 
Americans often hold marriage in high regard 
(Bryant, Taylor, Lincoln, Chatters, & Jackson, 
 2008 ; Dixon,  2009  ) . Studies suggest that they 
often subscribe to traditional notions of marriage 
that, in many cases, includes a strong religious 
foundation (Marks et al.,  2008  ) , traditional spou-
sal roles and duties (Kane,  2000  ) , economic stabil-
ity and external indicators of success (e.g., white 
picket fence) (Edin, Kefalas, & Reed,  2004 ; 
Haynes,  2000  ) . Consequently, some have argued 
that marriage as an institution is less appealing to 
African Americans and they may  fi nd fewer incen-
tives to marry at all (Burton & Tucker,  2009 ; Hill, 
 2006 ; Holland,  2009  ) . Furthermore, some research 
has suggested that African American spouses may 
struggle with more marital tension and less marital 
satisfaction (Corra, Carter, Carter, & Knox,  2009 ; 
Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan,  1995  ) . To that end, 
this section reviews research on the three path-
ways to family formation as they occur in African 
American families: (1) cohabitation, (2) child-
birth, and (3) marriage and marital dissolution. 

   Cohabitation and Nonmarital Childbirth 
 Cohabitation is becoming an increasingly com-
mon form of family formation for all Americans 
(Goodwin, Mosher, & Chandra,  2010  ) . Data indi-
cate that African Americans select into cohabitat-
ing unions more often than White Americans 
(Manning,  2001  ) . Data from the 2002 National 
Survey of Family Growth indicated that for 
African American men and women between the 
ages of 15 and 44, respectively, approximately 1 
in 2 reported a history of cohabitation (Goodwin 
et al.,  2010  ) . A total of 10% of both African 



688 M.A. Smith-Bynum

American male and female respondents in the 
same age group were cohabitating at the time of 
the study. Interestingly, data also show that African 
American couples decide to cohabit after giving 
birth less frequently than White American cou-
ples. (Manning,  2001  ) . Collectively, these studies 
suggest cohabitation serves different purposes for 
individuals depending on relationship goals, edu-
cation and socioeconomic status, and desirability 
of marriage. For some, cohabitation serves as an 
alternative form of marriage. African American 
cohabitors are less likely to marry than their White 
American counterparts, even when marital inten-
tions are expressed. Due to the demographic 
nature of much of the literature on cohabitation, it 
is dif fi cult to assess all of the various meanings 
both halves of cohabitating couples ascribe to 
their unions. Additional research is needed to 
understand the meanings and dynamics of cohabi-
tation among African American couples. 

 Manning  (  2001  )  used data on cohabitating 
women between the ages of 15 and 44 from the 
1995 National Survey of Family Growth to exam-
ine what factors in fl uence the decision to have 
children within a cohabitating union. Results 
indicated that African American women were 
69% more likely to give birth inside a cohabitat-
ing union than White American women. African 
American women were also three times more 
likely to stay with the partner when they gave 
birth in the union than White American women. 
For these African American women, childbirth 
within a cohabiting union more than likely re fl ects 
a marriage-like relationship in many cases. 

 Although demographic data indicate that low-
income African American couples often begin 
new families through childbirth, or childbirth and 
cohabitation, they still endorse the symbolic 
importance of marriage as a life goal (Edin et al., 
 2004  ) . In many cases, low-income couples retain 
a desire to marry though they may view it as less 
attainable for them than couples with more 
income. One study of the relationship factors pre-
dicting transitions in cohabitating unions found 
that African American couples were as likely as 
White American couples to report marriage 
expectations (70%; Brown,  2000  ) . Only 20% of 

them eventually married, compared with 60% of 
White American couples expressing similar 
expectations. African American couples either 
remained in cohabitating unions or these unions 
dissolved. This pattern suggests that economic 
factors may have precluded the transition to mar-
riage for those in intact relationships at follow-
up. The story is a little less clear when considering 
the cohabitation patterns of African American 
women with more education and income as few 
large demographic studies test for moderator 
effects of race and income and/or race and educa-
tion on cohabitation as an outcome or a predictor. 
Researchers need to devote more efforts to exam-
ining within-group variation within African 
American couples that cohabit in order to tease 
out the effects of race and class on nonmarital 
family formation (Lincoln, Taylor, & Jackson, 
 2008  ) . These efforts will also permit an under-
standing of the character of cohabitation among 
different segments of the African American 
population. 

 Nonmarital births are more common among 
African American women than in other groups 
(Wildsmith & Raley,  2006  ) , and this appears to be 
the case even as women move up the economic 
strata (Gibson-Davis,  2011  ) . The decision-making 
parameters regarding family formation are unclear 
as this subgroup has more economic means, thus 
their decisions could be driven by the mainstream 
middle-class American norms (e.g., marriage fol-
lowed by childbirth), a high value based on chil-
dren (e.g., religiosity), and/or lower stigma for 
nonmarital childbirth among African Americans 
(Goldscheider & Kaufman,  2006 ; Holland,  2009  ) . 
It must also be acknowledged that despite endorse-
ment of mainstream cultural norms, African 
American women are outpacing their male coun-
terparts in education (Burton & Tucker,  2009  ) . 
The smaller numbers of similarly educated 
African American potential male partners reduces 
the likelihood for partnering off (Wilson,  1987  ) . 
Thus, even if the relationship is not one headed 
for marriage, one might decide to have a child in 
the event of an unexpected nonmarital pregnancy 
because they view their future prospects for mar-
riage as uncertain (Holland,  2009  ) .  
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   Marriage and Divorce Among African 
American Couples 
 African American married-couple families con-
stitute a signi fi cant proportion of African 
American family households, but they are espe-
cially vulnerable to disruption. Theorists have 
posited that trends in education (Mincy, Lewis, & 
Han,  2006  ) , employment (Tomaskovic-Devey & 
Stainback,  2007  ) , and incarceration (Dixon, 
 2009 ; Holzer, Raphael, & Stoll,  2006  )  among 
African American men have undermined the 
capacity for African American couples to  fi t into 
traditional mainstream norms for marriage (Hill, 
 2009  ) . Essentially, marital aspirations con fl ict 
with traditional notions that couples may hold 
about gender roles in the marriage, especially as 
they relate to the male breadwinner role and the 
associated distribution of power men typically 
hold in this role. For one, the gap between African 
American women’s and men’s education can pre-
vent these marital unions from occurring since 
women are less likely to marry partners who are 
substantially less accomplished than they are. 
When these unions do occur, the presence of a 
substantial educational gap can strain marital 
relations due to con fl icts about household divi-
sion of labor (Furdyna, Tucker, & James,  2008  ) . 
Marital strain can also result from the likelihood 
that, over time, couples with large educational 
discrepancies favoring women  fi nd that they have 
less in common with each other. This can make 
maintaining marital intimacy and trust more 
dif fi cult (Burton & Tucker,  2009  ) . Unless couples 
can adapt to these realities, the resulting friction 
created by poor gender-spousal role  fi t can be 
dif fi cult to sustain over time. 

 For economic and practical reasons, African 
American couples have adapted to these chal-
lenges by exhibiting more role  fl exibility and 
egalitarianism in their division of labor in eco-
nomic and domestic arenas out of necessity 
(Vespa,  2009  ) . Still, debate persists about whether 
this apparent behavioral egalitarianism in family 
roles re fl ect couples’ actual underlying attitudes 
about gender, marital power, and what African 
American women and African American men 
“should” do in their marital roles given American 
cultural expectations for marriage (Haynes,  2000 ; 

Kane,  2000  ) . Indeed, one recent study found that 
the smaller gap observed between African 
American husbands and wives in time spent on 
regular housework is actually the result of African 
American wives doing less housework in com-
parison to wives of other racial/ethnic back-
grounds, not African American husbands doing 
more (Sayer & Fine,  2011  ) . 

 To consider that the aforementioned chal-
lenges have characterized African American 
marital unions from the beginning, it may not be 
surprising to some to learn that marital instability 
has been a key feature of African American fam-
ily life dating back to the 1800s (Ruggles,  1997  ) . 
By law, African American couples were unable 
to marry under slavery, setting the stage for more 
 fl exible norms regarding family formation 
(Johnson & Staples,  2005  ) . In highlighting con-
cerns about declines in African American mar-
riage rates, there is a tendency to emphasize the 
high rates and stability of marriage in the  fi rst 
half of the twentieth century (Cherlin,  2005  ) . 
Since that time, steep declines in rates of mar-
riage have been observed (Tucker & Mitchell-
Kernan,  1995  ) . 

 Data also show that contemporary African 
American marriages are more likely to dissolve, 
in part because of the uneasy power balance that 
must constantly be negotiated among many 
African American married couples. In writing 
about the relationship tasks that African American 
married and cohabitating couples must accom-
plish in order to last, Pinderhughes  (  2002  )  
describes the dilemmas this way:

  [African American couples] must manage the anger 
and frustration stemming from their societal role, 
such that the vulnerability and mutuality so neces-
sary for the intimacy are not destroyed by the invin-
cible stance and readiness to struggle that are needed 
to cope with that role. They must maintain intimate 
relationships in the face of ongoing, disruptive cir-
cumstances that demand very different behaviors. 
They must not channel their anger and frustration 
into their bodies or discharge their feelings onto 
mates or children. Males have to especially guard 
against using domination in their relationships as 
compensation for social justice (p. 277).   

 Previous research has estimated that African 
American women face a 50% greater chance of 
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marital dissolution when compared to White 
American and Mexican American women 
(Phillips & Sweeney,  2005  ) . As a group, data 
have shown that the rates of divorce within the 
 fi rst 15 years of marriage are approximately 55% 
(Amato,  2010  ) . Clarkwest  (  2007  )  conducted a 
study investigating whether background dissimi-
larities in African American spouses at the outset 
of their relationship, resulting in part from a 
smaller pool of “marriageable prospects,” con-
tributed to greater risk of marital separation or 
divorce. Using three waves of longitudinal data 
from the National Survey of Families and 
Households spanning 16 years (1987–2003), his 
results indicated that African Americans were 
more dissimilar from their spouses when com-
pared to non-African Americans in many areas. 
These areas were church attendance, desired 
number of children, support for maternal employ-
ment, sexual attitudes and beliefs about the 
appropriate degree of independence in marriage. 
These dissimilarities resulted in a 50% increase 
in marital dissolution rates for African American 
couples in the sample. 

 Recent research bolsters the notion that 
divorce results in part from discontinuity in gen-
der roles expectations in marriage and the actual 
daily realities among many African American 
couples. A 10-year study examined the impact of 
military service on longitudinal divorce rates 
among White and African American service men 
that participated in the National Longitudinal 
Study of Youth (Teachman & Tedrow,  2008  ) . 
Teachman and Tedrow argue that military 
employment offers African American men an 
attractive employment option for which a college 
education is not required. Building on a study 
conducted by Lundquist  (  2006  ) , they argue that 
hierarchical organizational structure and the 
clearer path for career advancement in the mili-
tary mitigates some of the potential impact of 
racial discrimination more commonly found in 
the civilian employment market. They posit that 
Army service in particular could bene fi t mar-
riages because of the high enlistment rates of 
African Americans within the Army, and relat-
edly, the presence of African Americans in senior 
positions. They found that at every time point 

African American men on active duty in the 
Army were 46% less likely to end their marriages 
when compared with their civilian counterparts. 
In contrast, neither military service status nor 
branch of service had an effect on the risk of 
divorce among White American men. These 
results seem to suggest that improved opportu-
nity for stable employment for African American 
men can positively bene fi t African American 
marriages through its impact on the male bread-
winner role. 

 Spousal dissimilarity also seems to play a 
signi fi cant role in the divorce rate among African 
American couples. Clarkwest  (  2006,   2007  )  con-
ducted a longitudinal race-comparative study 
using three waves of the National Survey of 
Families and Households (1987–1988, 1992–
1994, 2001–2003). In both studies, he found 
African American couples faced a 50% greater 
chance of divorce when compared to other cou-
ples. The 2007 study revealed that both variables 
entered as controls and variables measuring areas 
of spousal dissimilarity impacted racial differ-
ences in divorce risk. Speci fi cally, discrepancies 
in marital age, history of previous divorce or 
parental divorce, education, church attendance, 
attitudes toward premarital sexual activity, and 
tolerance of in fi delity accounted for 21% of the 
racial difference in rates of divorce. African 
American couples were more dissimilar at the 
time they married than other couples in  fi ve areas: 
church attendance, desired number of children, 
support for maternal employment, sexual atti-
tudes, and beliefs regarding appropriate levels of 
independence in marriage. 

 Education and income levels of African 
American spouses show evidence of a mixed pat-
tern of relationships in predicting divorce. Orbuch 
and colleagues found that 50% of African 
American couples had divorced by year 14 of 
their longitudinal study of urban African 
American and White American couples (Orbuch, 
Veroff, Hassan, & Horrocks,  2002  ) . Results indi-
cated that while greater education reduced divorce 
risk for African American wives and both halves 
of White American couples, it had no such impact 
for African American husbands. Involvement in 
housework by African American husbands did 
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reduce risk, however. Another longitudinal, 
nationally representative study demonstrated that 
African American wives with the least amount of 
income have grown increasingly more likely to 
experience separation or divorce over time when 
compared to their wealthier White and African 
American counterparts (Kim,  2010  ) . These data 
suggest that more economic resources are gener-
ally bene fi cial, but only hint at potential internal 
dynamics with the marital couples that exacer-
bate or reduce risk of divorce. 

 Very little research addresses marital pro-
cesses within African American couples (Cutrona 
et al.,  2003 ; Goodwin,  2003 ; Wickrama, Bryant, 
& Wickrama,  2010  ) . Of these, there are very few 
studies of within-group variation of marital pro-
cesses among African American couples (Brown, 
Orbuch, & Bauermeister,  2008  ) . Marital satisfac-
tion is often lower in African American couples 
than White American couples (Clark-Nicholas & 
Gray-Little,  1991 ; Faulkner, Davey, & Davey, 
 2005 ; Furdyna et al.,  2008 ; McLoyd, Cauce, 
Takeuchi, & Wilson,  2000  ) . A study that tracked 
trends marital happiness between 1973 and 2006 
by race and gender does indeed reveal that 
African American husbands and wives report 
lower satisfaction than their White American 
counterparts (Corra et al.,  2009  ) . 

 Nevertheless, Allen and Olson’s  (  2001  )  study 
suggests that there are similarities between 
African American and White American couples 
with respect to the structure of happy and ailing 
marriages on dimensions of communication, 
con fl ict resolution,  fi nancial management, leisure 
activities, children and parenting, egalitarian 
roles, personality issues, family and friends, and 
religious orientation. Using cluster analyses, they 
replicated the typology of marriages described by 
Olson and Fowers  (  1993  )  in over 400 African 
American marital couples presenting for treat-
ment. The results indicated great similarities in 
typology of marriages compared with White 
American couples previously studied. These 
results also revealed that on average, for African 
American couples classi fi ed as  happy  or  vital-
ized , both halves of the couples in these groups 
were fairly accomplished and economically sta-
ble. Ninety percent of these couples reported 

being either  satis fi ed  or  extremely satis fi ed . In 
contrast,  con fl icted  couples experienced more 
discrepancies in the spouses’ education levels 
with wives often having achieved more. The most 
distressed couples,  devitalized  couples, reported 
the lowest scores across each of the dimensions 
of marriage measured and low levels of marital 
dissatisfaction. On average, this group reported 
lower education, more struggles with full-time 
employment, and less frequent employment in 
professional occupations. 

 Religion is a major feature of many African 
American marriages (Brown et al.,  2008 ; Furdyna 
et al.,  2008  ) . Religious African Americans are 
more likely to marry (Clarkwest,  2006  ) . 
Engagement in religious practices (e.g., church 
attendance) also predicts marital stability (Brown 
et al.,  2008  ) . Marks et al.  (  2008  )  interviewed 30 
African American married couples residing pri-
marily in urban centers around the country that 
self-identi fi ed as couples in long-term happy 
marriages. Though the sample is small, it is also 
notable that participating couples were more 
af fl uent on average than other African Americans 
at the time they were interviewed. Interview data 
revealed that couples relied on their religious 
beliefs as a way to weather external challenges to 
the marriage and using thoroughly open and 
respectful communication to resolve marital 
con fl ict. 

 Studies also indicate that religiosity can have 
differing effects on spouses’ marital satisfaction 
or happiness. Furdyna et al.  (  2008  )  found that 
religious African American wives reported less 
marital happiness when they earned substantially 
more income than their husbands than those earn-
ing incomes somewhat more or equal to that of 
their husbands. They suggest highly religious 
African American wives may hold traditional 
beliefs about the male breadwinner role. They 
may also wish to focus more on their domestic 
duties. When the marital reality con fl icts with 
this belief system, wives may feel less satis fi ed or 
ful fi lled in the marriage. 

 Beyond religiosity, only a handful of studies 
have attempted to examine other general or cul-
turally relevant factors or processes occurring 
within African American marriages that impact 
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overall well-being, satisfaction, and related 
 constructs (Lincoln & Chae,  2010  ) . Goodwin’s 
 (  2003  )  study of marital well-being in their third 
year of marriage addresses the thorny issue of low 
levels of marital trust among African American 
wives as one source of marital tension that serves 
to undermine marital relations in African American 
couples. She found that marital trust and a sense 
of “underbene fi tting” from the marriage predicted 
lower levels of marital well-being at twice the rate 
of White American wives in the sample. African 
American women also trusted their spouses less 
after 3 years of marriage. 

 Kelly and Floyd’s  (  2001,   2006  )  studies actu-
ally measure cultural attitudes directly (e.g., 
Afrocentricity, endorsement of negative African 
American stereotypes) to assess their impact on 
dynamics within the marital and committed cou-
ple relationship. Their 2006 study was notable 
for a complex set of relationships between reli-
gious well-being, Afrocentric beliefs, marital 
trust, and their outcome variable. Speci fi cally, 
Afrocentric beliefs bene fi ted husbands’ marital 
trust only when religious well-being was low and 
when socioeconomic status was high. They found 
that among husbands with low incomes, 
Afrocentricity actually had a negative impact on 
marital trust. Findings yielded a negative associa-
tion between endorsement of negative stereotypes 
about African Americans and marital trust among 
husbands. Against conventional thinking, 
Afrocentric beliefs yielded no direct relationship 
to martial trust or adjustment for husbands or 
wives in their sample. They cite issues with mea-
surement of Afrocentricity as one potential source 
of the pattern of  fi ndings. These patterns may 
also be a function of incompatible beliefs between 
religion and Afrocentricity. Afrocentricity may 
be a buffer for African American husbands in 
white-collar professions where they are in the 
extreme minority. These  fi ndings might also sug-
gest that husbands with less income may  fi nd that 
a focus on Afrocentricity might heighten their 
awareness of their gender role struggles as 
African American men in ways that are detrimen-
tal to marital trust. 

 The incredibly small handful of studies on 
micro-level processes in African American mar-

ried and cohabitating couples highlights the need 
for signi fi cant programmatic research in this area. 
It also highlights the paucity of research on the 
role of cultural beliefs and similar factors (e.g., 
racial identity, racial discrimination) in marital 
processes and couples relationships more gener-
ally. Similarly, more research is sorely needed at 
the dyadic level to understand more comprehen-
sively the factors that undermine and support 
African American marriages and the role of atti-
tudes and emotions about mate selection, dating, 
and cohabitation in marital outcomes.   

   Parenting and Children’s Outcomes 
in African American Families 

 The impact of African American parenting behav-
iors on child developmental outcomes has long 
garnered substantial attention from researchers 
(Baumrind,  1972 ; Brody & Flor,  1998 ; Harrison 
et al.,  1990 ; Lesane-Brown,  2006 ; McAdoo, 
 2002 ; Spencer,  1983 ; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & 
Brown,  1992  ) . In contrast to the research on fam-
ily formation, which often used designs that com-
pared African American families to other racial/
ethnic groups, a growing number of the studies 
on parenting in the last 10 years focused on 
within-group variation in African American 
 families. There is also a greater focus on internal 
processes within families (Brody et al.,  2002  ) . 

 As noted, the nature of African American par-
enting continues to be a subject of research scru-
tiny, particularly regarding whether it is best 
described as authoritarian (i.e., low warmth with 
high discipline and control) or whether it is actu-
ally authoritative parenting expressed in a dis-
tinctly African American cultural manner, or an 
adaptation to the risks embedded in the ecologi-
cal contexts in which African American families 
reside (e.g., no-nonsense parenting, Brody & 
Flor,  1998  ) . We know more today about the 
nature of African American parenting than we 
did 10 years ago. Still, researchers often fail to 
measure culture or cultural variables explicitly 
(Hill & Bush,  2001  )  and race-comparative stud-
ies often still continue to substitute race for cul-
ture and/or ethnicity (Phinney & Landin,  1998  ) . 
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 There was a substantial increase in the number 
of studies addressing racial socialization relative 
to the number of published articles on the topic in 
the decade prior. In terms of the age group of the 
children studied, most studies contain samples of 
schoolagers and adolescents. I have organized 
the next section to take into account the way the 
literature has developed during this period. It 
begins with studies that have a primary focus on 
general parenting. We de fi ne general parenting as 
those studies that focus on parent–child relation-
ship quality, discipline, monitoring, psychologi-
cal control, and those studies examining the 
impact of different forms of family structure on 
children’s outcomes. 

   General Parenting 
 A topic receiving longstanding attention in the 
literature on African American families is the 
nature and effectiveness of parenting in African 
American families (Baumrind,  1972 ; Chase-
Lansdale, Brooks-Gunn, & Zamsky,  1994 ; 
Gonzales, Cauce, & Mason,  1996 ; McAdoo, 
 2002  ) . In the past decade, researchers have 
worked to identify more precisely the nature of 
parenting in this regard and to a certain degree; 
they have been more diligent in taking into 
account context and cultural in fl uences (McLoyd, 
 2006  ) . Studies in this area attempt to capture the 
wide array of family structures that characterized 
these families by making more explicit efforts to 
assess the caregiving arrangements of single-par-
ent families in particular, rather than assuming 
that no other adults are present in such families 
(e.g., Conger et al.,  2002  ) . In so doing, research-
ers and policy makers have been able to identify 
the more vulnerable family con fi gurations and to 
tease out why they are more vulnerable (e.g., 
Hummer & Hamilton,  2010 ; Jackson, Brooks-
Gunn, Huang, & Glassman,  2000  ) . 

 One ongoing debate in the  fi eld entails whether 
African American parents primarily use an 
authoritative (e.g., high warmth, high structure) 
or authoritarian parenting style (e.g., low warmth, 
high structure; McGroder,  2000 ; Pittman & 
Chase-Lansdale,  2001  ) . In the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, research  fi ndings seemed to indicate 
that traditional de fi nitions of authoritative and 

authoritarian parenting did not apply to African 
American families (Brody & Flor,  1998 ; Brody, 
Flor, & Gibson,  1999 ; Murry, Bynum, Brody, 
Willert, & Stephens,  2001  ) . Moreover, the func-
tion and usefulness of strict parenting styles typi-
cally conceptualized as authoritarian neglected to 
account for the kinds of contextual risks that 
African American children face (Gonzales, 
Cauce, Friedman, & Mason,  1996 ; Mason, Cauce, 
Gonzales, & Hiraga,  1996 ; Smetana, Campione-
Barr, & Daddis,  2004  ) . 

 African American parents raise their children 
with a heightened awareness of the risks to 
healthy development their children face such as 
residence in or adjacent to low-income, high 
crime communities (Lambert, Brown, Phillips, & 
Ialongo,  2004 ; Patillo-McCoy,  1999  ) , and vul-
nerability to racial stereotyping regarding their 
intellect (Steele & Aronson,  1995  ) , and criminal 
involvement (Bynum, Best, Barnes, & Burton, 
 2008 ; Sanders-Phillips,  2009  ) . Still, studies that 
rely upon race-comparative designs have a lim-
ited capacity to explaining the cultural nuances 
of African American parenting speci fi cally. There 
has been improvement in researchers’ awareness 
of the need to attend to confounding of race and 
socioeconomic class at the recruitment phase 
(e.g., Hill & Bush,  2001 ; Hill & Herman-Stahl, 
 2002  ) . Statistically controlling for socioeconomic 
status continues to be an inadequate remedy as 
many race-comparative studies often have groups 
that are discrepant on socioeconomic class at the 
outset (e.g., Jackson-Newsom, Buchanan, & 
McDonald,  2008 ; Steinberg & Fletcher,  1998  ) . 

 Parenting research focused on African 
American infants, toddlers, and preschoolers in 
the last 10–20 years largely focuses on parenting 
processes in low-income, single-parent families 
(Jackson,  2003 ; Mitchell et al.,  2009  ) . These 
studies often involve a focus on risk for children’s 
negative developmental outcomes (Tamis-
LeMonda et al.,  2008  ) . Several of the recent 
within-group studies examine the factors that 
undermine competent parenting among African 
American single mothers parenting young chil-
dren and their subsequent impact on children’s 
developmental outcomes (McLoyd,  1990 ; Murry, 
Bynum, et al.,  2001  ) . 



694 M.A. Smith-Bynum

 Earlier research revealed that the fewer eco-
nomic resources families have, the more dif fi cult 
single mothers  fi nd the task of raising young chil-
dren (Jackson et al.,  2000  ) . Inadequate economic 
resources reduce mothers’ con fi dence and 
increase their psychological distress, which in 
turn, results in harsher parenting and less warmth 
in parenting interactions with children (Brody & 
Flor,  1997  ) . It also undermines children’s out-
comes as well in several arenas (McLoyd,  1990, 
  1998  ) . Jackson’s  (  2003  )  study of African 
American single mothers of young schoolagers 
(6–8 years of age) found that in particular, low-
wage employment and residence in poor-quality 
neighborhoods predicted higher levels of behav-
ior problems 2 years later. Depressive symptom-
ology and parenting a son worsened these 
outcomes. Jackson also conducted several studies 
in the 1990s and early 2000s with urban African 
American single mothers of preschoolers. Her 
work indicated that parenting a male child 
(Jackson,  1998  )  is more stressful, and this chal-
lenge might be especially dif fi cult when mothers 
have less education on average and when they 
report greater role strain (Jackson,  1993,   1994  ) . 

 Parenting studies involving young African 
American children that attempt to disentangle 
socioeconomic class or culture/ethnicity from 
race in the study design phase continue to be rare. 
In one observational study of the families of 
young infants (i.e., 3–4 months) in low-, middle-, 
and high-income African American families, 
fathers were observed to participate in more 
social stimulation than mothers and more dis-
plays of affection in comparison to mothers 
(Roopnarine et al.,  2005  ) . Another study investi-
gated maternal socialization of emotion regula-
tion in African American preschoolers (Garner, 
 2006  ) . The study revealed that emotion matching 
(de fi ned as the displaying emotion considered to 
be an appropriate reaction to a child’s emotional 
display), discussion of emotion, and maternal 
distraction predicted greater emotion competence 
in children. 

 A small amount of evidence suggests that 
parental intrusiveness during children’s play may 
function differently in interactions between 
African American parents and their young children. 

Parental intrusiveness is typically de fi ned as the 
degree to which parents control or direct chil-
dren’s play in ways that interfere with the natural 
pacing of children’s play and mastery of given 
skills. It is generally thought to be a negative par-
enting behavior because of linkages to negative 
developmental outcomes in young children 
(Egeland, Pianta, & O’Brien,  1993  ) . However, in 
the case of intrusiveness as well as with other 
constructs focused on some aspect of parental 
control relevant to later stages of child develop-
ment, recent studies seem to indicate that high 
control in the presence of high warmth does not 
translate into negative developmental outcomes 
for African American children in the way it seems 
to for White American children. 

 For instance, Ipsa et al.  (  2004  )  longitudinal 
study investigated the impact of maternal intru-
sive behaviors when children were 15 months old 
on three child outcomes at 25 months of age: 
dyadic mutuality, engagement of mother, and 
child negativity toward mother (e.g., anger, dis-
like). They also examined these processes in 
African American, White American, and Mexican 
American families with two different degrees of 
acculturation to determine whether ethnicity (e.g., 
culture) moderated the impact of intrusiveness. 
At the mean level, African American mothers and 
less acculturated Mexican American mothers had 
higher scores on intrusiveness than the White 
American mothers in the sample, suggesting that 
these behaviors are more normative in the former 
two groups. Though mothers rated as higher on 
intrusiveness also had children who displayed 
greater negativity towards them, this relationship 
did not exist for African American families when 
mothers were high on warmth. Intrusiveness did 
not predict child engagement with the mother in 
any of the three ethnic minority groups. They 
acknowledge, however, that the probability levels 
only approached signi fi cance in the statistical 
models. Similarly, Pungello and colleagues 
( 2009 ) found that maternal intrusiveness (time 
1 = child 12 months old) was unrelated to growth 
in children’s expressive language skills over 4 
time points (18–36 months) (Pungello, Iruka, 
Dotterer, Mills-Koonce, & Reznick,  2009  ) . 
Analyses did reveal racial differences in the 
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indicators of language development between the 
two groups despite extensive efforts to recruit 
equivalent groups with respect to socioeconomic 
status and efforts with regard to sample restric-
tions and statistical controls to make the groups 
as equivalent as possible. 

 Collectively, these results indicate that African 
American mothers’ engagement of their young 
children in ways that are currently labeled as 
intrusive may have a different meaning within 
their cultural context. It is also possible that 
maternal warmth reduces any potential negative 
impact of intrusive or dominating behaviors in 
dyadic interactions. Moreover, racial differences 
in the developmental outcomes in question may 
be a function of socioeconomic class and other 
unmeasured factors that also covary with racial-
ethnic group membership. Placing our under-
standing of how African American parents 
engage and structure their children should also 
re fl ect the cultural emphasis on respect for elders 
in African American families (Boykin & Toms, 
 1985  ) . The pattern of  fi ndings here and in the sec-
tions to follow highlights a need to attend directly 
to cultural belief systems and practices in parent-
ing study designs going forward. 

  Physical discipline and corporal punishment.  As 
we move up the age spectrum, studies re fl ect con-
tinued interest in constructs assessing various 
dimensions of parental control in African 
American parenting and potentially different 
meanings in the context of African American 
families. Spanking is de fi ned as mild forms of 
physical punishment (e.g., striking the child on 
the buttocks, slapping the child’s hand). Though 
it can vary in intensity (McLoyd & Smith,  2002  ) , 
it does not rise to the level of physical abuse 
(Christie-Mizell, Pryor, & Grossman,  2008  ) . 
Considered a controversial parenting practice, 
physical punishment is widely used in the United 
States (Lansford, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, 
& Petit,  2004  ) . Evidence suggests that it is used 
often by African American parents (Lau, 
Litrownik, Newton, Black, & Everson,  2006  ) . 
Previous research has linked corporal punishment 
to negative developmental outcomes in children 
in the form of greater externalizing behaviors, 

and more recently, depressive symptoms 
(Christie-Mizell et al.,  2008 ; Lau et al.,  2006 ; 
McLoyd, Kaplan, Hardaway, & Wood,  2007  ) . 

 In the last 10 years, several studies have shown 
that the negative linkages between child out-
comes and physical punishment commonly 
reported for White American families do not hold 
up consistently when African American families 
are considered (Horn, Joseph, & Cheng,  2004  ) . 
Recent studies using large, representative sam-
ples and smaller samples suggest that factors 
such as maternal warmth (McLoyd & Smith, 
 2002  )  and maternal endorsement of spanking as 
an appropriate disciplinary strategy (McLoyd 
et al.,  2007  )  attenuate the linkage between spank-
ing and externalizing and internalizing problems, 
respectively. Findings from the 2007 study indi-
cated the following: (1) physical punishment was 
associated with greater maternal psychological 
distress regardless of endorsement status; (2) the 
association was stronger for nonendorsers than 
endorsers; (3) the use of physical punishment 
longitudinally predicted greater depressive symp-
toms by mothers who did not endorse physical 
punishment as appropriate parenting strategy; 
and (4) there was no association between physi-
cal punishment and later child depressive symp-
toms by endorsing mothers. 

 Lansford et al.  (  2004  )  found that physical dis-
cipline in the early childhood years and during 
early adolescence predicted lower externalizing 
problems in African American 11th graders. 
These  fi ndings reinforce the notion of consider-
ing the context in which spanking is applied in 
African American parenting. Some argue that 
this pattern re fl ects greater cultural acceptance of 
corporal punishment (Deater-Deckard, Dodge, 
Bates, & Petit,  1996  ) , even though cultural beliefs 
are not directly assessed. The relative consistency 
of these patterns coupled with the longitudinal 
nature of the data underscore the need to measure 
cultural beliefs about the meaning and interpreta-
tion of physical punishment by both African par-
ents and children. 

 Parenting studies involving adolescents in the 
last 10 years also re fl ect this continuing theme 
that parental control constructs may have a dif-
ferent meaning in African American families. 
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In a series of rigorous studies, Smetana and 
 colleagues assessed cultural processes embedded 
in autonomy granting process in middle-class 
African American families with adolescents 
(Smetana,  2000 ; Smetana et al.,  2004  ) . Middle- 
to upper-class African American parents reported 
that all areas of decision-making involving vari-
ous facets of their adolescents’ lives fall under 
their purview and that they had the legitimate 
authority as parents to make decisions in this 
area. These parents also engage in more joint 
decision making with their adolescents than pre-
viously seen in studies on White American mid-
dle-class adolescents, with parents granting more 
autonomy to adolescents as adolescents grew 
older (Smetana et al.). This work provides evi-
dence that the nature and perception of parental 
authority during the adolescent years differs in 
distinct ways from White American families that 
she has previously studied.  

   Racial Socialization 
 The area receiving perhaps the greatest increase 
in attention in the African American parenting 
literature in the last 10 years is racial socializa-
tion. There are several existing, overlapping 
de fi nitions of racial socialization (Hughes et al., 
 2006 ; Lesane-Brown,  2006 ; Stevenson et al., 
 2002  ) . In this chapter, we de fi ne racial socializa-
tion as a set of parenting strategies designed to 
prepare African American children for the devel-
opmental challenges of being a person of color in 
the United States. These challenges include cop-
ing with exposure to racial discrimination and 
exposure to negative racial stereotypes that 
threaten healthy identity development and coping 
with racial discrimination in its various forms 
(Boykin & Toms,  1985  ) . As the press to under-
stand African American children and families 
within their cultural context has gained currency 
as an acceptable research approach in the  fi eld, 
the growth in this research area allows us to make 
some observations about what we have learned 
about the nature and impact of this culturally rel-
evant parenting activity. 

 Racial socialization practices are common in 
African American families, and can be consid-
ered normative (Bowman & Howard,  1985 ; 

Demo & Hughes,  1990 ; Lesane-Brown,  2006  )  
though the content of the messages and strategies 
vary from family to family (Hughes & Johnson, 
 2001  ) . Racial socialization refers a variety of 
message types and frameworks, but comprehen-
sive reviews narrowed the topics to four broad 
areas: cultural socialization, preparation for bias, 
promotion of mistrust, and egalitarian attitudes/
silence about race (Hughes et al.,  2006  ) . In this 
review, we provide a general description of the 
progress in this area and give a synopsis of 
 fi ndings on how African American parents pre-
pare children to cope with racial bias and mes-
sages about cultural socialization and related 
constructs (e.g., cultural pride). 

 Recent studies also indicate that speci fi c 
demographic factors like parent gender, parent 
education, child age, child gender, and family 
socioeconomic status are associated with fre-
quency, content, and timing of racial socializa-
tion strategies. Parents that are more af fl uent and 
more educated seem to engage in more racial 
socialization strategies than families with less 
income (Hughes & Johnson,  2001 ; Neblett, 
Smalls, Ford, Nguyên, & Sellers,  2009 ; Neblett 
et al.,  2008  ) . It has been speculated that African 
American parents from more educated, af fl uent 
backgrounds are likely to have more contact with 
White Americans and thus, may encounter more 
discrimination (Hughes,  2003 ; White-Johnson, 
Ford, & Sellers,  2010  ) . It also appears that the 
child’s age (Demo & Hughes,  1990  )  and degree 
of racism exposure impacts when certain topics 
get introduced (Hughes & Johnson,  2001 ; McHale 
e al.,  2006 ; Stevenson & Arrington,  2009  ) , sug-
gesting that parents are consciously adapting the 
timing and introduction of certain race-related 
content based on the racial context and develop-
mental needs of their children. 

 Recently, researchers have devoted more 
attention to the role of gender in racial socializa-
tion. One study found that mothers appear to 
engage in more cultural socialization than fathers 
(McHale et al.,  2006  ) . A smaller qualitative study 
of maternal racial socialization found that moth-
ers did not differ in the amount of racial social-
ization messages delivered to sons and daughters 
(Frabutt, Walker, & MacKinnon-Lewis,  2002  ) . 
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Parents living in different racial contexts likely 
socialize their children about race in ways as a 
function of those racial contexts (Caughy, Nettles, 
O’Campo, & Lohr fi nk,  2006  ) . Maternal warmth 
is associated with racial socialization globally 
(Frabutt et al.,  2002  ) , and speci fi cally with greater 
cultural socialization and preparation for bias 
(McHale et al.,  2006  ) . These  fi ndings suggest 
that supportive and involved mothering involves 
teaching children important life lessons about 
race. Fathers that were warmer, more educated, 
and older were more likely to engage in cultural 
socialization and preparation for bias. This effect 
was especially pronounced for sons as compared 
to daughters. 

  Cultural socialization.  Cultural socialization 
messages, also referred to as messages aimed at 
instilling a sense of racial pride, teach children 
about African American history and cultural tra-
ditions (Caughy, O’Campo, Randolph, & 
Nickerson,  2002 ; Stevenson et al.,  2002  ) . These 
types of racial socialization messages seem to be 
the most frequently occurring (Brega & Coleman, 
 1999 ; Hughes,  2003 ; Hughes & Johnson,  2001  ) . 
Moreover, this aspect of socialization seems to 
come from parents where as other areas of racial 
socialization may be more likely to be prompted 
by external events or children’s accounts of their 
experiences with racial discrimination (Hughes 
et al.,  2006  ) . Studies suggest that cultural social-
ization appears to be positive for the psychologi-
cal functioning of children and young adults 
(Bynum, Burton, & Best,  2007 ; Harris-Britt, 
Valrie, Kurtz-Costes, & Rowley,  2007  ) , but some 
con fl icting  fi ndings have been reported. 

 Several different measures with slightly differ-
ent construct de fi nitions exist in this area (e.g., 
cultural pride, racial pride, cultural legacy appre-
ciation, Africentric home environment). This may 
account for some of the mixed  fi ndings. For 
example, cultural socialization predicted fewer 
depressive symptoms and positive ethnic identity 
in school-aged children from two-parent families, 
especially when both mothers and fathers deliv-
ered these messages (McHale et al.,  2006  ) . 
Cultural legacy appreciation predicted speci fi c 
aspects of racial identity, nationalism, and racial 

centrality in adolescents (Stevenson & Arrington, 
 2009  ) . In one study of preschoolers residing in 
different types of neighborhoods, a home envi-
ronment infused with African American culture 
predicted better cognitive skills and vocabulary 
knowledge among girls but not boys and fewer 
internalizing problems in boys and girls (Caughy 
et al.,  2006  ) . The impact of the home environment 
was more pronounced among children from high-
risk neighborhoods. However, counterintuitively, 
girls in similar environments from low-risk neigh-
borhoods exhibited more externalizing problems. 
More research is needed to clarify under which 
conditions cultural socialization is bene fi cial for 
children’s developmental outcomes. 

  Preparation for bias.  Preparation for bias is 
de fi ned as messages designed to make children 
aware of the possibility of racial bias and dis-
crimination and to provide a way to cope in the 
face of these possible biases (Hughes et al., 
 2006  ) . Findings regarding the impact of prepara-
tion for bias have been mixed. On the one hand, it 
can be helpful to know that such barriers exist so 
that children may be able to interpret them and 
develop the capacity to cope with them. However, 
too many messages about the realities of racial 
bias can back fi re, and result in greater psycho-
logical distress (Bynum et al.,  2007  ) . 

 Results from a self-report study investigating 
the buffering effects of racial socialization on 
African American eighth-graders indicated that 
moderate levels of preparation for bias buffered 
their self-esteem from the impact of racial dis-
crimination (Harris-Britt et al.,  2007  ) . In contrast, 
low or high levels of preparation for bias seemed 
to render adolescents more vulnerable to racial 
discrimination experiences. High levels of prepa-
ration for bias can result in lower levels of locus 
of control if mothers are teaching about it and 
fathers are not (McHale et al.,  2006  ) . Preparation 
for bias has been associated with more internal-
izing problems in young African American chil-
dren (Caughy et al.,  2006  )  and older children 
(McHale et al.,  2006  ) , but these  fi ndings need 
to be replicated. Taken together, these study 
results suggest at a minimum that parents must be 
careful with respect to how they deliver such 
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messages and to take into consideration whether 
they are delivering similar messages to children 
about the realities of racial bias.    

   Conclusion and Directions 
for Future Research 

 The research literature on African American fami-
lies has made substantial advancements in the last 
10 years in some key areas. There is greater recog-
nition of the need for more attention to the internal 
variation in family processes within this popula-
tion as well within other ethnic minority groups in 
the United States. Greater attention to internal 
variation in African American families has 
occurred more often in the parenting literature. 
Future research should be devoted towards under-
standing the internal dynamics of mate selection 
processes, and also, cohabitation and marital rela-
tionships. Large population studies are useful for 
identifying broad trends, but they are limited in 
revealing the underlying the meaning of personal 
choices regarding family formation in these stud-
ies. In this arena, race-comparative frameworks 
can only go so far in terms of showing how African 
Americans are different. Given that this approach 
dominates the family formation literature, there is 
an opening for researchers to complement this 
work with smaller scale studies using more inten-
sive methods. More qualitative research, observa-
tional methods, and more extensive assessments 
of psychological and cultural constructs would 
answer many questions about the meaning of fam-
ily formation decisions and guide policies that 
support African American families. 

 Furthermore, future studies need to take into 
account the race-based external pressures on 
African American families (Lundquist,  2006  ) . 
Within the parenting literature, investigators have 
begun to incorporate experiences with racial dis-
crimination into study designs to illustrate how 
they undermine parenting and child outcomes 
(e.g., Brody et al.,  2008 ; Caughy, O’Campo, & 
Muntaner,  2004 ; Murry, Brown, Brody, Cutrona, 
& Simons,  2001  ) . Similar attention is needed to 
understand how African American men and 
women manage the challenges of racial discrimi-
nation and the process by which it impacts 

romantic relationships in each stage or type (e.g., 
dating, cohabitation, marriage). Speci fi c atten-
tion to how the dynamics of racial identity and 
racial discrimination experience intersect with 
the gender role expectations that affect mate 
selection (Collins,  1998  )  is needed. Scholars have 
presented compelling conceptual thinking about 
these particular dynamics that undermine African 
American marriages, but more empirical data at 
the dyadic level are sorely needed. To the extent 
that marriage is a valued outcome in our society, 
more attention is needed in this arena. 

 This review also underscores the need for 
more research on middle-class African American 
families of all types. Within these studies, 
researchers need to expand their measurement of 
cultural variables (e.g., racial identity, exposure 
to racial discrimination, cultural beliefs). There is 
a wide array of measures available that can be 
incorporated into study designs to illuminate 
within group variation within this population. It 
is no longer necessary to rely as heavily on racial-
ethnic group membership as an indicator of cul-
ture processes or endorsement of culturally based 
belief systems. New measures should also be 
developed in sub fi elds where they are lacking. 
Assumptions about variation (or lack thereof) 
within racial-ethnic groups need to be tested by 
measuring culturally based beliefs in all such 
groups enrolled in our studies. Lastly, making 
explicit efforts to study more af fl uent families 
and to measure cultural processes explicitly will 
improve our understanding of the role of culture 
and socioeconomic class in African American 
family life (Bynum,  2007  ) . 

 In conclusion, the state of the research on 
African American families is a portrait of prog-
ress and potential. The  fi eld has made substantial 
progress in documenting the lives of African 
American families where they live. Researchers 
also attend more to the factors that shape African 
American family life to a greater extent than 
occurred 10 years ago. Still, the  fi eld should not 
rest on its laurels; this review generated as many 
questions as it has attempted to answer. The 
wealth of research conducted to date establishes 
a clear foundation for researchers to chart new 
paths in the knowledge base on African American 
families.      
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