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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
Taking a microsociological approach, recent studies suggest that interpersonal racial discrimination increases 
the risk of crime while familial racial socialization practices provide resilience. Yet, these studies have focused 
on short-term effects among African American youth. Drawing on Simons and Burt’s (2011) social schematic 
theory of crime, the present study seeks to advance knowledge by conceptually tracing the criminogenic 
effects of racial discrimination and the protective effects of familial racial socialization experienced in 
childhood and adolescence on the structuring of the life course in ways that influence the likelihood of adult 
offending, highlighting cognitive and social pathways via interactional and cumulative continuity. This article 
tests the model using data from the Family and Community Heath, a panel study of African American youth. 
Consistent with the theoretical model, the authors find that the cognitive consequences of racial 
discrimination are mediated in life-course pathways by the nature of social relationships and ties. The authors 
find that not only do the criminogenic effects of racial discrimination endure to increase the likelihood of 
adult offending, but familial racial socialization has lasting protective effects. The authors conclude by 
recognizing the moderate stability of pathways, which denote the extensiveness of change, as well as the 
significance of racialized situations in reproducing racist status structures from a microsociological, life-course 
perspective. 
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Interpersonal Racial Discrimination and Crime over the Life-Course:  
A Microsociological Theory of Cumulative Cognitive and Social Disadvantage 

 
Although differences are vastly magnified by biases in the criminal justice system (Tonry 1995; Spohn 2015), 

evidence from a range of sources indicates that African Americans engage in higher rates of some street 

crimes, such as violence, than do whites (e.g., Elliott 1994; Hawkins et al. 2000; Felson and Kreager 2015; 

Piquero and Brame 2008). Early sociological explanations located the source of perceived higher offending 

among African Americans to autonomous deviant subcultures, which condoned or encouraged street crimes, 

especially violence (e.g., Wolfgang and Ferracuti 1967; Curtis 1975). Although dominating race and crime 

scholarship for a number of years, this “cultural deficit” or “kinds of people” approach was shown to be 

inadequate, in large part, for its neglect of structural influences as well as the dearth of research identifying 

isolated “oppositional subcultures” (e.g., Crutchfield 2015; Hawkins 1983). Following the demise of cultural 

deficit explanations and a “period of silence and controversy,” classic works by Sampson (1987), Sampson 

and Wilson (1995), Massey and Denton (1993) among others (e.g. Hagan and Peterson 1995; Hawkins 1983), 

reignited scholarly research on racial disparities and crime, and replaced the cultural versus structural 

emphasis with an approach that viewed cultural norms as adaptations to structural inequality and constraints. 

Although differing in several important ways, these explanations all examine racial disparities from contextual 

lenses, focusing on variations in crime across communities that vary in ethnic-racial composition and levels of 

inequality. Here, race is a “marker for the constellation of social contexts” in which individuals are embedded 

(Sampson and Bean 2006:8).  

More recently, scholars have pointed to situational stratification and the need to compliment macro-

level approaches with a consideration of the way that racial stratification is instantiated in micro-level 

interactional processes (e.g., Bruce, Roscigno, and McCall 1998; Burt et al. 2012). This approach highlights 

the role of different “kinds of situations,” faced by racial minorities, specifically “how inequality is perceived, 

experienced, and reacted to” (Schwalbe et al. 2000: 421), and how these stratified interactions shape patterns 

of offending. Adopting this perspective, scholars have pointed to interpersonal racial discrimination—the 

blatant, subtle, and covert actions, verbal messages, or signals that are supported by racism and malign, 

mistreat, or otherwise harm racial minorities (Essed 1991; Feagin 1991)—as a situational mechanism of 
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stratification and a risk factor for crime. Over the past decade, more than fifteen studies have investigated this 

topic, and without exception, show that interpersonal racial discrimination increases the risk of offending 

among racial minority youth (e.g., Burt et al. 2012; Simons et al. 2006; Unnever et al. 2009), and, as a 

pernicious risk factor unique to racial minorities, contributes to racial disparities in offending. 

Despite the increased attention to the role of interpersonal racial discrimination as a criminogenic 

risk factor, research has largely focused on the short-term effects of racial discrimination on offending, 

invariably among adolescents. Consequently, there is a gap in our understanding of the longer-term effects of 

racial discrimination on offending among African Americans. Addressing this lacuna, the present study seeks 

to advance knowledge by exploring whether and how racial discrimination’s criminogenic effects endure by 

taking a developmental, life-course approach that puts at its center mechanisms that sustain continuity and 

allow for change. Specifically, we consider the life-course pathways that maintain the criminogenic effects of 

racial discrimination. Our goal is to conceptually trace the criminogenic effects of racial discrimination 

experienced in childhood and adolescence on the structuring of the life course in ways that influence the 

likelihood of offending, highlighting both social and cognitive developmental pathways and their interplay. 

Our approach features interactional and cumulative continuity and dynamic interdependence while 

recognizing the capacity for change in light of changing social conditions.1  

In the present study, we extend Simons and Burt’s (2011) social schematic theory of crime and draw 

upon key ideas from life-course and interactional theories to begin to delineate a life-course model of racial 

discrimination and crime. We explore the effects of discrimination through criminogenic schemas on three 

salient age-graded relationships and ties: romantic relationships, education, and employment. Our key thesis is 

that racial discrimination’s criminogenic effects endure in part through its broader effects on involvement in 

supportive relationships and institutions across the life course. Individuals with highly criminogenic schemas, 

in part as a function of their discrimination experiences, are less likely to be embedded in supportive social 

fields, due to processes of interactional and cumulative continuity (e.g., Caspi, Bem, and Elder 1989; 

																																																								
1 Notably, while we emphasize that the possibility for change is ever present, our focus in the present study is on understanding 
the enduring effects of interpersonal racial discrimination. Thus, we focus on the mechanisms through which racial discrimination 
can set in motion a developmental cascade that increases the likelihood of offending over time (stability). Even so, throughout we 
note the ever-present possibility for change given the enduring plasticity of the human organism. 
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Matsueda and Heimer 1997; Sampson and Laub 1993). These dynamic processes, in turn, not only increase 

the likelihood of crime, but also maintain and augment criminogenic social schemas. 

In addition, building on several recent studies that take a strength approach to African American 

families and cultures to understand resilience to racial discrimination (e.g., Burt et al. 2012), we highlight the 

protective effects of familial racial socialization—explicit or tacit messages that family members communicate 

to children about their racial cultural heritage and history, the realties of racism, and how to cope with racism 

effectively (e.g., Hughes et al. 2006; Stevenson 2003). Recent work shows that two forms of racial 

socialization—preparation for bias and cultural socialization—compensate for and buffer the criminogenic 

effects of discrimination cross-sectionally (Burt et al. 2012; Burt and Simons 2015). We extend this work by 

examining whether familial cultural socialization and preparation for bias have a lasting protective effect. 

Specifically, we test whether these two proactive and protective forms of racial socialization reduce the 

negative effects of discrimination on crime in part by counteracting and weakening the negative effect of 

racial discrimination on involvement in supportive relationships and institutions.   

To test our hypotheses, we utilize data from the Family and Community Health Study (FACHS).  

The FACHS is unique; it is the largest in-depth panel study of African Americans in the United States. It 

overcomes several limitations of previous studies, which tended to focus on poor African Americans living in 

disadvantaged segments of large cities and thus overlooked the diversity of the African American community 

and provided a limited and sometimes stereotypical view of this population. The FACHS examines black 

families in a variety of settings and includes respondents from a range of socioeconomic situations from the 

very poor to the upper middle class. With its developmental focus, these data are particularly well suited for 

examining the developmental pathways through which racial discrimination influences offending. 

Notably, we focus on interpersonal racial discrimination among African Americans as a criminogenic 

risk factor unique to racial minorities, which, as an additional aversive event, contributes to racial disparities in 

offending.2 The current focus is explaining within-race variations in offending as a consequence of variation 

																																																								
2 The focus of the current study is on the lived experiences of African Americans and how this influences risk and resilience 
factors influencing the likelihood of criminal behavior from adolescence to early adulthood. This focus does not imply that blacks 
are the only group facing ethnic-racial injustices; however, we believe that a focus on African Americans is warranted. Our work 
builds, in part, on the scholarship of Black criminologists and critical race theorists who have highlighted the need for a distinctive 
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in experiences with racial discrimination. The emphasis is on the role of racist structural arrangements—

specifically white racism instantiated in discriminatory interactions—as a causal force setting in motion a 

developmental cascade that may increase the likelihood of offending as well as other outcomes that have been 

(and continue to be) argued to result largely from cultural (e.g., Wolfgang and Ferracuti 1967) or biological 

deficits (e.g., Wright and Morgan 2014). We aim to explicate some of the social interactional pathways and the 

mechanisms underlying these pathways, highlighting cognitive adaptations in the face of social adversities. 

Importantly, we do not conceive of these cognitive adaptations or social schemas as unique to racial minorities 

(not a unique Black psychology or distinct personality traits, e.g., Poussaint 1983; Curtis 1985), but rather as 

general schemas that result from internalizing the lessons inherent in hostile, unpredictable social experiences 

(Simons et al. 2014). Moreover, this approach recognizes the adaptive strengths of African American cultures 

in fostering healthy development in the midst of a racial stratified and not infrequently racially hostile society.  

 

Race and Crime: A Microsociological Approach 

Research on racial disparities in street crime has taken a microsociological turn, translating racial stratification 

to the situational level and accentuating the causal role of individual interactions (e.g., Burt et al. 2012; Simons 

et al. 2006). As noted, more than a dozen recent studies evince that interpersonal racial discrimination 

increases the risk of offending including self-reported violence (Caldwell et al. 2004; Simons et al. 2006; 

Stewart and Simons 2006), conduct problems or behavioral problems (Brody et al. 2006; DuBois et al. 2002; 

Nyborg and Curry 2003; Simons and Burt 2011; Simons et al. 2003), delinquency (Unnever et al. 2009), and 

crime (Burt et al. 2012) as well as official reports of arrest (McCord and Ensminger 1997, 2003) among 

African Americans. A number of different measures of discrimination are used, but all ask respondents to 

report whether they have experienced one or more negative acts because, from their perspective, they are 

black or African American.3  

																																																																																																																																																																																			
body of work focusing on African American lived experiences and offending (e.g., Du Bois 1899; Mann 1993). Even so, these 
findings have implications for risk and resilience processes among other ethnic-racial minority groups. It is hoped that future 
research explores these processes in other ethnic-racial groups. 
3 Consistent with prevailing practices (e.g., Monk, Jr. 2015), we use African American and Black interchangeably, even as we 
recognize that in addition to being amorphous categories, not all African Americans identify as “Black” and not all who self 
identify as “Black” identify as African American (e.g., immigrants from Caribbean nations). 
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More recently, scholarship has moved beyond documenting a link between racial discrimination and 

an increased risk of offending to focus on processes (e.g., Burt et al. 2012; Unnever and Gabbidon 2011). The 

challenge is explaining how discrimination augments the risk of general offending, not limited to immediate 

backlash against the perpetrator(s). Building on several recent works, the present study links racial 

discrimination to crime through a recently developed social schematic theory of offending.  

The social schematic theory of offending (SST; Simons and Burt 2011) is a life-course learning theory 

that elucidates the social psychological processes through which social-environmental adversities and 

supports influence individual differences in propensities to offend (criminality). SST starts from the 

assumption, consistent with a growing body of research in human morality, that individuals are born with 

innate capacities to be fair, cooperative, and sympathetic, as well as to be egoistic, coercive, and sometimes 

aggressive (e.g., de Waal 2006; Haidt 2007; Hauser 2007). Rather than being good, bad, or an empty vessel 

into which society pours its views of morality, SST assumes that we are born with the writing to adapt our 

orientations to the world to fit our environments. Humans have evolved to survive in a variety of contexts, 

which vary in the degree to which they are supportive and predictable versus hostile and dangerous, and, thus, 

require different competencies (Ellis et al. 2012). The emphasis is on the fact that individuals adapt to survive, 

not necessarily to thrive especially in any Western cultural sense, in the contexts in which they find 

themselves, and that criminal behavior can be incited by such adaptations.  

 As a learning theory, SST prioritizes the subtle lessons and principles inherent in discriminatory 

interactions that are internalized and carried forth over time in the form of social schemas, defined as cognitive 

representations of the patterns in social interaction that influence future behavior by specifying the import 

and meaning of various social stimuli and the probable consequences of various lines of action (see Crick and 

Dodge 1994). Numerous theories in social and developmental psychology as well as cultural sociology suggest 

that cognitive structures or heuristics serve as the link between past experiences (shaped by social structure) 

and future behavior, as they are tacitly relied upon when defining situations and forming lines of action 

(Bourdieu 1990; Crick and Dodge 1994; Mead 1934).  

Focusing on criminal behavior, Simons and Burt (2011) posit that various social insults and threats—

such as racial discrimination—increase individuals’ propensities to crime because they foster criminogenic social 
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schemas, or those that increase the likelihood that situations are defined as justifying or excusing law 

violation. In brief, individuals who are frequently exposed to unpredictable, harsh, and unfair social 

interactions and environments—including racial discrimination—internalize the lessons that delayed rewards 

rarely materialize; the world is a hostile, unpredictable place; and social rules and punishments do not apply 

equally to everyone (Burt et al. 2012; Burt and Simons 2015). 

Drawing on established theories in criminology and developmental psychology, Simons and Burt 

(2011) identified three key criminogenic schemas that correspond to these lessons. These include impulsivity 

or low self-control (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), hostile views of relationships (e.g., Anderson 1999; 

Dodge 2006), and disengagement from conventional norms (e.g., Akers 1985; Hirschi 1969). Arguing that 

because the schemas are rooted in the same set of social conditions which communicate similar lessons about 

the world, Simons and Burt (2011) contend these three schemas coalesce into a higher-order criminogenic 

knowledge structure (CKS) that operates as dynamic unity in making situational definitions compelling or 

legitimating crime more likely, and therefore increases the likelihood of offending. Previous research supports 

this contention (e.g., Simons & Burt 2011; Simons et al. 2014). 

Several studies have linked racial discrimination to offending through one or more of the schemas in 

the CKS (e.g., Simons et al. 2003; Stewart and Simons 2006). More recently, Burt and Simons (2015, Burt et 

al. submitted; see also, Simons and Burt 2011; Simons et al. 2014) demonstrated that racial discrimination 

increased the risk of offending in a large part (~75%-90%) through the CKS. Together these results evidence 

that racial discrimination increases the risk of offending through its effects on schemas about the nature of 

the world, trustworthiness of others, and value of delaying gratification.4 This is the theoretical model we 

adopt in the present study. The basic idea is that lessons inhering in inimical interactions and experiences are 

internalized in the CKS as individuals adapt to their social milieus, and the CKS increases the risk of crime by 

																																																								
4 Importantly, SST does not view these cognitive schemas as maladaptive or the thought patterns that arise from them as 
disturbed or dysfunctional with resulting behaviors and interactions as pathological. Rather, we conceptualize these outcomes as 
functional adaptations to harsh social conditions that arise as individuals attempt to survive in stressful, unpredictable 
environments. Even so, such adaptations that may increase risky and reckless behaviors do not come without costs for the 
individual and society; however, regarding them as pathological and dysfunctional does not point to a solution and fails to 
highlight the functions of such adaptions and their structural and interactional foundation in harsh, unpredictable conditions (e.g., 
Ellis et al. 2012).  
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increasing the likelihood of criminogenic situational definitions. Thus, consistent with prior work, we expect 

that racial discrimination increases the risk of crime in large part by increasing the CKS. 

As noted at the outset, what is not yet well understood is whether and how racial discrimination has a 

lasting effect on the propensity to crime. Explaining the enduring effects of racial discrimination on crime 

requires a developmental, life-course framework, one that puts at its center mechanisms that sustain 

continuity while allowing for change. Rutter and Rutter (1993: 358) highlight the importance of a 

developmental perspective “in considering how the effects are carried forward. The need is not just to 

determine the degree of persistence of sequela, or even to chart their patterns and causes, but also to find out 

how the experience alters a person’s reaction to later circumstances.” We examine how adaptations to 

childhood and adolescent racial discrimination are maintained over time and how the course of development 

comes to vary between individuals as a consequence of variation in childhood racial discrimination 

experiences.  

Extending SST, we propose that the criminogenic effects of racial discrimination endure cognitively 

through the CKS and are maintained through processes of cumulative and interactional continuity. Drawing 

on developmental, life-course theories, we propose that the criminogenic effects of discrimination endure 

socially in part through their effects on individuals’ social relationships with individuals and institutions. 

Notably, in our theoretical account, cognitions are a precursor to behavior and changes in both occur 

gradually in response to changes in social conditions.5 Similar to life-course and developmental accounts that 

have come before, our theoretical model emphasizes the constant process of reciprocal interaction between 

personal traits (namely the CKS) and environments (e.g., Thornberry 1987; Moffitt 1993), even as our current 

focus is understanding “the dynamic processes that serve to socially reproduce stability” (Laub and Sampson 

2003: 34). 

																																																								
5 Although we do not discuss here as it is out of the scope of our focus on social pathways for stability and change, changes in 
thought patterns and behavior can occur as a consequence of purposive cognitive changes (or cognitive work), such as cognitive 
reappraisals of situations. For example, through cognitive behavior therapy individuals may learn (with the help of a supportive 
individual or individuals) to expend effort to reinterpret situations in more benign ways. Likewise, through training individuals 
may become more adept at considering and evaluating the future consequences of one’s actions, and hence improve their ability 
to delay gratification and foresee delayed consequences. While such possibilities deserve attention (see Cook et al. 2014; Heller 
et al. 2015), they are out of the scope of our paper, which focuses on the way that racial discrimination has an enduring effect 
through social pathways. 
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Social Mechanisms for Stability  
In our theoretical account, racial discrimination as a harsh, unpredictable social interaction will have a lasting 

effect on crime through the CKS as a function of the extent to which individuals’ exposure to harsh, 

unpredictable environments and interactions remain stable. Thus, ours is a model of state dependence 

(persistence in “kinds of situations”), “a theory about differences in situations or contexts and their 

consequences for stability or change in behavior patterns” (Laub and Sampson 2003: 24; Nagin and 

Paternoster 1991). For most people, there is a considerable degree of parallelism in the social environments 

they encounter, and this consistency fosters continuity in worldviews and behavior. Importantly, these 

continuities in environments arise not only through individuals’ embeddedness in adversity or privilege by 

accident at birth, but through a variety of processes involving person x environment interactions. This shifts 

the focus from the stability of environments as a function of exogenous influences to the ways that 

individuals, in part as a function of their past experiences and learning, both select and shape the 

environments they encounter and the interactions in which they take part. Consistent with other life-course 

approaches (e.g., Caspi et al. 1989; Clausen 1991; Matsueda and Heimer 1997; Sampson and Laub 1993), we 

highlight two forms of person x environment interactions that foster stability in social situations and thereby 

serve as pathways through which racial discrimination’s criminogenic effects endure: cumulative and 

interactional continuity. 

 
Cumulative Continuity 
Cumulative continuity is the idea that “[d]evelopment proceeds through a process of cumulative accretion in 

which each advance grows out of, and builds upon, the one preceding it” (Rutter and Rutter 1993: 64; Caspi 

et al. 1989). This is a selection model that refers to stability in an individual’s situations and interactions that 

arises as a function of individuals’ past experiences channeling them into future social situations with different 

constraints and opportunities (Kerckhoff 1993). Cumulative continuity also captures the pattern that 

individuals also actively seek out environments that are consistent with their preferences and dispositions, and 

such environments, and the interactions therein, in turn, reinforce their worldviews and behavioral tendencies 

over time (Caspi et al. 1989; see also e.g., Caspi et al. 1987; Matsueda and Heimer 1997). 
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 Within the SST model, cumulative continuity occurs when individuals’ CKSs influence the fields and 

situations they encounter which serve to reinforce the CKS. As we discuss more below, the schemas that 

comprise the CKS are not only unconducive to conformity but also to success in conventional domains. This 

leads to a piling up of disadvantages, funneling individuals into “constrained opportunity structures” 

(McLeod and Nonemaker 1999; Rutter 1989; Laub and Sampson 1993) with less exposure to supportive, 

predictable social interactions, with state dependence thereby sustaining cognitions conducive to offending.   

 Consistent with cumulative continuity explanations of stability, a recent study of SST linked a higher 

CKS to crime in part through selection into risky activities (e.g., bar hopping, visiting strip clubs) and 

criminogenic activity spaces (e.g., spaces with low control), settings and activities that are consistent with 

individual’s preferences for immediate gratification and disengagement from conventional norms and more 

likely to be populated by others with similar preferences and hostile worldviews, thereby increasing the 

likelihood of unpredictable, hostile encounters (Simons et al. 2014). As we discuss more below, our focus in 

the present study is on involvement in conventional and positive relationships and institutions. Specifically, 

we hypothesize that in part due to selection effects, racial discrimination increases the CKS, which reduces 

the likelihood that individuals will be involved in supportive relationships, ties, settings, and hence 

interactions, thereby sustaining a higher CKS and behavioral patterns conducive to crime and unconducive to 

the formation of positive social relationships. 

 
Interactional Continuity 
Interactional continuity, on the other hand, occurs when “an individual’s interaction style evokes reciprocal 

sustaining responses from others in ongoing social interaction, thereby reinstating the behavior pattern across 

the individual’s life course…” (Caspi et al. 1989: 375). In other words, interactional continuity refers to 

individual characteristics influencing interactions in such a way that the interactions serve to confirm their 

expectations through the reactions they incite. Social schemas direct selective attention to certain situation 

stimuli and to give meaning to these cues based on past experiences (Bourdieu 2000; Crick and Dodge 1994; 

Mead 1934), which serves to promote stability in situational definition and lines of action (expectation-

confirming interactions; Caspi et al. 1989; Dodge 1980). For illustration, Dodge’s (1980; Dodge and Newman 

1981) seminal experiments revealed that individuals with hostile views are more likely to interpret ambiguous 
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cues as threatening and respond with aggression, which, in turn, often elicits defensive responses. Others’ 

(reactive) defensive responses serve to confirm individuals’ beliefs that other people are rejecting, hostile, and 

“out to get them” (see also Patterson 1982). In these ways, then, the CKS influences situational definitions 

and lines of action, which evokes validating responses from others in social interaction, thereby serves to 

strengthening and sustaining a higher (or lower) CKS. 

Altogether, this social-interactional life-course model of SST explains the enduring effects of racial 

discrimination and the consequent stability of the CKS (and the likelihood of crime) as partially a function of 

the fact that individuals with a high CKS are likely to select into environments and interactions that are 

consistent with their schemas and consequent behavioral predilections as well as that these individuals are 

more likely to evoke hostile, unpredictable responses from others as a consequence of their interactional styles. 

Consequently, individuals with a higher CKS are less likely to be embedded in conventional, supportive 

relationships and institutions and involved in supportive social interactions over the life course. As such they 

continue to experience adverse interactions and environments, and the subtle lessons and principles in these 

environments contribute over time to the solidification of a high CKS. This cyclical process should have the 

effect of sustaining if not amplifying the criminogenic influences of interpersonal racial discrimination, and 

thereby contribute to potentially widening racial disparities in offending with age, all else equal.   

Thus, even as we theorize that the development of the CKS is adaptive for the ultimate goal of 

survival, a high CKS functions to create a developmental cascade of cumulative disadvantage, characterized 

by a lack of involvement and success in conventional and supportive relationships and institutions. In this 

sense, a low CKS could be seen as a form of cognitive capital—a mental resource that individuals acquire 

through social experiences that facilitates the development of human and social capital, and thus individuals’ 

productive power and resources.6 In our view, cognitive capital typically derives from supportive social 

																																																								
6 To be sure, we are not the first to use the term cognitive capital. For example, Jokela (2014) uses the concept to refer to 
“cognitive ability” measured as intelligence. In our view, intelligence (which is shaped by educational experiences in combination 
with various biological characteristics) is a form of human capital. We propose that cognitive capital is distinct from human 
capital in that it is neither skills nor knowledge that individuals acquire through education and training (Schultz 1961; Becker 
1964), but rather interpretive frames that emerge through interactions (and the lessons contained therein), and that facilitate 
success in conventional domains and pursuits. Although cognitive capital might be conceived as a form of cultural capital in some 
of Bourdieu’s work on the concept (e.g., 1986; 1990); we concur with Lamont and Lareau’s (1988) suggestion that “[n]ew terms 
need to be coined for the remaining functions of cultural capital,” where “remaining functions” refer to those that are not “high 
status cultural signals.” 
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relations, which as we theorize is a partially a function of social position. With this backdrop, we examine 

three social interactional pathways that are salient features of young adulthood through which racial 

discrimination’s criminogenic effects endure through the CKS.  

 
Social-Interactional Pathways   
Our focus in the present study is how racial discrimination influences embeddedness and involvement in 

supportive social relationships and institutions in emerging adulthood. In a departure from other life-course 

models of crime, we conceive of relationships and institutional ties as salient developmental influences 

because they represent patterns of kinds of situations. In other words, we theorize that satisfying and 

supportive relationships represent aggregations of consistently supportive interactions, and, conversely, harsh 

or unpredictably relationships and institutional ties represent aggregations of hostile and unpredictable 

interactions. In SST, rather than being a source of informal social control (e.g., Sampson and Laub 1993) or a 

catalyst for an identity shift (Giordano et al. 2002; Maruna 2001), supportive relationships and embeddedness 

in conventional institutions reduce criminality because of the predictably supportive interactions contained 

therein, which contrast with individuals’ high CKSs, and, hence necessitate revisions (decreases) as individuals 

adapt to their continually changing environments. As Bourdieu notes (2000: 149) “the principle of 

transformation…lies in the gap, experienced as positive or negative surprise, between expectations and 

experience.” Our current focus is on pathways that do not elicit surprise, but elicit confirmation. 

Broadly, research evinces that social relationships and bonds to institutions that are formed or 

developed in emerging adulthood have a lasting impact on life trajectories (e.g., Clausen 1991; Kerckhoff 

1993), including crime and deviance (e.g., Giordano et al 2002; Sampson and Laub 1993; for an excellent 

review, see Siennick and Osgood 2008). In the present study, we focus on social bonds or ties in emerging 

adulthood as central links in the chains comprising the “vicious and benign cycles” of development (Smith 

1968; cited in Sampson and Laub 1997). Specifically, we explore the manner in which discrimination in 

childhood and adolescence contributes to a cascade of problems or a “piling up of disadvantage” that 

decreases cognitive, human, and social capital, thus decreasing the likelihood of future involvement in 

conventional domains and relationships that provide the context for predictably supportive interactions. We 

focus on three relationships/bonds to conventional institutions that are salient links in the chain of prosocial 
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and deviant trajectories in emerging adulthood. Importantly, and consistent with other life-course models of 

crime (e.g., Laub and Sampson 2003; Giordano et al. 2007), we propose that it is not the presence of these 

relationships or ties, but their nature (supportive vs. hostile or unpredictable) that links discrimination to later 

crime through the CKS. 

 
Romantic Relationships. Scholars have argued that romantic relationships play a key role in social and emotional 

development in adolescence and young adulthood, facilitating the honing and development of various 

schemas and forms of capital, including interpersonal skills such as conflict resolution, mutual support, 

consideration of others, all of which contribute to the ability to forge meaningful, enduring supportive 

relationships over time (e.g., Collins, Walsh, and Furman 2009; Duck 2007; Longmore et al. 2014). Moreover, 

a wealth of research links supportive or satisfying romantic relationships to decreases in or desistance from 

crime among adults (e.g., Bersani and Doherty 2013; Horney, Osgood, and Marshall 1995; Sampson and 

Laub 1993), including among African Americans in disadvantaged communities (Doherty and Ensminger 

2013). Furthermore, this pattern is not found only among married older adults, but holds for non-marital 

relationships and young adults and adolescents as well (e.g., Giordano et al. 2007; McCarthy and Casey 2008; 

Simons and Barr 2014). Building on extant work, we have argued that experiences with racial discrimination 

impair the development of supportive relationships and relatedness—feeling connected with and supported 

by others (Burt et al. 2012; Niwa, Way, and Hughes 2014), and this includes romantic relationships.  

As such, our model proposes that discrimination increases the CKS (decreases trusting, optimistic 

views of relationships, delaying gratification, and respect for conventional norms) and as such reduces the 

likelihood that individuals will be involved in supportive romantic relationships. Past research on the 

individual criminogenic schemas is consistent with this contention (e.g., Rauer et al. 2013; Sampson and Laub 

1993; Simons and Barr 2014). Again, we do not predict that racial discrimination decreases the likelihood of 

involvement in a romantic relationship, but rather involvement in a satisfying, rewarding, harmonious 

romantic relationship as a consequence of both cumulative and interactional continuity. As a function of 

cumulative continuity, individuals with a high CKS have preferences, habits, and behaviors that influence 

their selection into contexts and relationships that are consistent with and a consequence of their preferences 



	 15 

for immediate gratification, disregard for conventional norms, and hostile views (Matsueda and Heimer 1997; 

Simons et al. 2014). As such, these individuals are likely to hang out in locales that involve interaction with 

others with similar preferences for risky activities and disengagement from conventional norms. Thus, the 

pool of potential romantic partners with whom individuals interact is influenced by their CKSs, and, as such, 

their partners are thus more likely to have a high CKS themselves as well. Moreover, individuals with a high 

CKS are more likely to be attracted to individuals with similar worldviews and preferences. Thus, processes of 

cumulative continuity generate observed patterns of assortative mating or homophily (Collins 1988; Kandel et 

al. 1990): “Matching patterns are far from random, and the characteristics of partners affect relationship 

quality, satisfaction, and stability” (Schwartz 2013: 452). 

Interactional continuity should also influence the quality of individuals’ romantic relationships. As we 

have noted, racial discrimination foments a higher CKS, which impairs the formation and stability of a 

supportive romantic relationship, which involves consideration of one’s actions on one’s partner, ability to 

negotiate conflict effectively and without violence, delay of gratification and reciprocity, and regard for many 

conventional norms (including remaining faithful to one’s partner, keeping one’s word, being predictable and 

so on, e.g., Bryant and Conger 2002). Thus, regardless of the characteristics of one’s partner, racial 

discrimination can augment the development of schemas that foster conflict and distrust in relationships. 

Thus, we propose that through the CKS racial discrimination decreases involvement in a supportive 

relationship, and the lessons inherent in such fractious and antagonistic relationships will serve to further 

solidify the CKS and the likelihood of crime.  

 
Education. Our model also posits that persistent exposure to interpersonal racial discrimination should have an 

enduring effect on crime in part through its effects on involvement in the educational system. Numerous 

studies have documented a link between school involvement and attachment and offending (e.g., Hawkins et 

al. 2001; Maguin and Loeber 1990; Wiatrowski et al. 1981), and studies have found that educational 

attainment mediates some of the effects of earlier adversity on adult offending (e.g., Bernburg and Krohn 

2003). Moreover, research reveals considerable racial disparities in educational attainment, in terms of both 

objective measures (e.g., years of education completed) and knowledge gained (e.g., vocabulary knowledge; 
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e.g., Farkas 2003; Jacobson et al. 2001). Indeed, research indicates that during every year of schooling, Black 

students learn less than white students, and this is due in part to Black students being less engaged in school 

than Whites and being perceived as having less “maturity” than Whites, both of which are necessary to 

succeed (Farkas and Wallin 2002).7 In short, evidence suggests substantial racial disparities in achievement 

due in part to lower cognitive capital well as lower school engagement and human capital for Blacks 

compared to Whites, which we contend is in part a function of racial discrimination experiences.  

Consistent with our argument, extant scholarship suggests that interpersonal racial discrimination 

decreases school attachment and commitment, academic curiosity and persistence, school utility, perceptions 

of academic competence, as well as educational attainment (e.g., Neblett, Jr. et al. 2006; Wong, Eccles, and 

Sameroff 2003; see Unnever and Gabbidon 2011 for a review), and a wealth of criminological research links 

school bonding, involvement, and achievement to decreases in offending among African Americans (e.g., 

Cernkovich and Giordano 1992). However, the mechanisms through which general racial discrimination 

should decrease school engagement, attachment, and performance are not well specified. We build on this 

work but focus on the CKS as the central mediating mechanism. Specifically, building on the 

abovementioned work, we propose that through the CKS earlier racial discrimination accounts in part for the 

lower school engagement and (perceived) “maturity” of Blacks versus whites that influences differences in 

school performance and persistence. Specifically, the logic of our model suggests that by increasing the CKS, 

racial discrimination impairs success in school, both by reducing effort (engagement and optimism) as well as 

through subtler factors that affect one’s ability to succeed in school (inability to delay gratification, respect for 

conventional rules, i.e., cognitive capital), and most importantly, to thus experience the school as a predictably 

supportive environment. In turn, negative experiences in the school serve to sustain or increase the CKS and 

the elevated likelihood of offending through processes of cumulative and interactional continuity. 

 

																																																								
7 Of course, there is also wealth of evidence identifying pervasive and systematic racial discrimination in schools from teachers 
and administrators, including tracking, lower expectations, discriminatory penalties as well as from peers within schools (e.g., 
Oakes 1985; Roscigno 1998). Although discrimination from peers and agents of the school is measured in our discrimination 
items, ongoing school discrimination (institutional behavior) is not our focus, even as we acknowledge these reciprocal and 
exogenous institutional acts that influence these processes of development. 
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Employment. In addition to being unconducive to the formation of positive romantic relationships and positive 

ties with educational institutions, the schemas composing a high CKS are also not conducive to the 

procurement of a stable, satisfying job in the work force. Due to processes of cumulative continuity, 

interpersonal racial discrimination increases the CKS and thereby decreases human and social capital which 

constrain individuals’ occupational opportunities and funnels some individuals into “bad jobs,” that are less 

supportive and predictable (e.g., Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 2000). As Sørensen and Kalleberg (1981) 

articulate, this situation can be viewed as a matching process, in which potential employees are matched to 

prospective jobs by employers.   

Even net of job characteristics (focusing on interactional continuity), gaining steady employment 

requires a considerable degree of delaying gratification, the ability to cooperate with employees and resolve 

conflicts in a relatively smooth manner, to engage in reciprocal relationships, and to recognize conventional 

norms and workplace hierarchies, essentially requiring at least a moderately high CKS. Individuals who are 

late, unreliable, fail to recognize rules, and have difficulty cordially interacting with fellow employees are 

unlikely to procure and sustain steady, satisfying employment. Thus, as with romantic relationships, due to 

both cumulative and interactional continuity, interpersonal racial discrimination reduces the likelihood that 

individuals will become embedded in a supportive job environment through its effects on the CKS.8  

A considerable amount of research links employment to reductions in criminal behavior and 

desistance (Horney et al. 1995; Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998; Shover 1995). However, the evidence is not 

unequivocal, as several studies do not find a link between full time employment and reductions in criminality 

or crime (see Crutchfield 2014; Uggen and Wakefield 2008). In our view, the key to explaining these mixed 

findings lies in the nature of employment. Extant studies suggest that it is not merely the fact of being 

employed a given point in time that effects changes in criminality and/or crime, but rather satisfaction with 

and commitment to a job (e.g., Crutchfield and Pitchford 1997; Mischkowitz 1994; Sampson and Laub 1993). 

																																																								
8 Of course, macro-level processes of racial discrimination in the labor market, which are instantiated at the individual level 
through hiring, firing, and promotion practices, will also reduce the likelihood that African Americans will be embedded in 
supportive job environments. Thus, discrimination practices historically and at the point of potential entre into the job market 
will influence Black’s job procurement and satisfaction. Our focus is on the mechanisms accounting for the lasting effects of 
discrimination experienced in childhood and adolescence on later crime and life outcomes, thus we do not discuss racial 
discrimination in the labor market here (see Pager and Shepherd 2008; Pager, Western, and Bonikowski 2009).   
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For example, Sampson and Laub (1995) argued that employment “by itself” does not affect desistance, but 

rather “employment coupled with job stability, commitment to work, and mutual ties binding workers and 

employers” reduces criminality.   

These findings and insights are consistent with our theoretical model: it is not merely the fact of 

being employed at given point in time that should effect changes in criminality (the CKS) but rather whether 

one’s employment shifts one into a pattern of more supportive environments and interactions, which 

contrasts with one’s CKS. In other words, we assume that satisfying employment in a steady job involves 

predictable messages of support, including messages that work colleagues can be trusted, that delaying 

gratification begets future rewards, and that respecting conventional norms has value. Given this, we argue 

that earlier interpersonal racial discrimination, through the CKS, reduces the likelihood of procuring a steady, 

satisfying job and the supportive, predictable interactions in such a job. Therefore, we expect that racial 

discrimination has an enduring effect on crime by reducing embeddedness in a satisfying job.  

 
Dynamic Interdependence of Social Pathways 
Importantly, and consistent with other life-course theories, we expect that involvement in various supportive 

relationships and institutions are mutually related and reinforcing (Macmillan and Eliason 2003; Matsueda and 

Heimer 1997; Mortimer and Shanahan 2003). For example, Kerckhoff’s (1993: 5-6) model of diverging 

pathways “[conceptualizes] the life course as a series of connected moves having a coherent internal causal 

logic,” implying that “connected moves” (e.g., relationships and ties) should not be studied in isolation from 

each other because they are intertwined and reciprocally related in complex ways (e.g., Pallas 2003).  Given 

our conceptualization of relationships and institutional ties as aggregates of interactions that vary in 

supportiveness and predictability and recognizing the cumulative and intertwining nature of disadvantages 

and supports across the life course, we examine these relationships in combination. 

While research on this topic is relatively sparse, evidence does support this conceptualization. For 

example, research suggests that educational achievement, or specifically the lack of achievement, creates 

structural impediments that constrain success in other conventional institutions and relationships. At the 

most basic level, school failure is related to unemployment and weak ties to work; both are associated with 

family conflict and instability; and all are associated with offending (e.g., Crutchfield and Pitchfork 1997; 
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Farrington et al. 1986; Sampson and Laub 1993). More broadly, evidence suggests that combinations of adult 

bonds—or what Giordano and Cernkovich (2002) refer to as the “respectability package”—are more strongly 

linked to offending than individual bonds (e.g., Laub and Sampson 1993; Osgood et al. 2005). Indeed, 

Stouthamer-Loeber (2004) found that in some circumstances the presence of one adult bond can compensate 

for the lack of another. In short, we view these pathways as interconnected chains of disadvantage—

structural consequences of the cumulation of adverse experiences such as racial discrimination—that result in 

further unpredictable, and hostile interactions, and hence strengthen individuals’ CKS.9  

 

Racial Socialization as a Resilience Factor 

Of course, most African Americans do not respond to racial discrimination with offending. Recognizing the 

prevalence of racial discrimination as well as the strength of racial minorities in the face of such hostilities, 

scholars have identified facets of African American cultures that promote resilience (e.g., Hughes et al. 2006; 

Stevenson et al. 1997). In contrast to earlier “cultural deficit” approaches, these more recent efforts have 

highlighted adaptive features of African American cultures that mitigate the harms of racism (e.g., Bowman 

and Howard 1985; Essed 1991). Tacitly adopting a conceptualization of culture as a “toolkit” that serves as an 

interpretive frame and guide for action (Kirk and Papachristos 2011; Swindler 1986), this “strength” 

perspective identifies facets of African American culture that promote resilience.  

Over the past several decades, an impressive body of work has identified familial racial socialization 

as a key cultural resource equipping minority youth with competencies to cope with and overcome racism 

(e.g., Hughes et al. 2006; Stevenson 2003). Two forms of racial socialization have been identified as 

particularly important in understanding youth resilience: preparation for bias, the various actions by which 

adults warn youth about and discuss discrimination and provide skills and strategies for coping with and 

overcoming racial barriers (Hughes et al. 2006), and cultural socialization, familial messages and practice that 

																																																								
9 Conversely, although not the focus of the paper, we recognize the possibility, indeed prevalence, of changes in offending. In our 
model, desistence occurs when individuals become embedded in more supportive relationships and institutions, which often 
happens as individuals move into emerging adulthood and have more control over their associates and settings, a social 
consequence of maturity (e.g., Agnew 1997). Desistance occurs, according to SST, when the resulting more supportive 
interactions contrast with one’s social schemas, and begin to revise individuals’ views of others as exploitative, uncaring, and 
unpredictable. 
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emphasize racial heritage and promote cultural customs and traditions, thereby fostering children’s racial 

pride and sense of belonging (Stevenson 1995).  

A few recent studies show that these two forms of racial socialization provide resilience to the 

criminogenic effects of racial discrimination by compensating for and buffering the effects of racial 

discrimination of offending (e.g., Burt et al. 2012). Specifically, this work indicates that racial socialization 

provides resilience directly by reducing the CKS and indirectly by buffering the deleterious effects of 

discrimination on the CKS as well as its effects on offending (Burt and Simons 2015; Burt et al., submitted). 

Building on this work, we examine whether racial socialization has an enduring resilience effect. We predict 

that racial socialization is negatively associated with CKS, consistent with past work, and examine whether it 

reduces the effects of discrimination over time in part by reducing the deleterious effects of discrimination on 

involvement in supportive relationships and institutions. 

 
CURRENT STUDY 

The present study takes a developmental life-course approach to understand how interpersonal racial 

discrimination may have a lasting effect on criminality among African Americans conceptualizing individuals 

as adapting to the messages of hostility and supportiveness that emerge in person x environment transactions 

as well as the lasting effects of adaptive cultural practices of African American families (as instantiated in 

racial socialization). We explore how interpersonal racial discrimination sets in motion dynamic processes that 

affect pathways to crime, focusing on both cognitive and social developmental pathways. Specifically, we 

propose that the lessons from persistent exposure to racially discriminatory messages in childhood and 

adolescence are internalized and increase individuals CKSs. A higher CKS, in turn, is negatively linked to 

involvement in supportive social relationships, which, in turn, are negatively associated with the CKS, which 

is positively associated with offending. We do not hypothesize that supportive social relationships will have a 

direct effect on offending that is not mediated by the CKS, but we explore the possibility. Thus, by increasing 

the CKS, which decreases involvement in supportive social relationships and institutions, which in turn 

sustains messages that are unpredictable and harsh, racial discrimination has a lasting effect criminogenic 

cognitions and situational definitions and, hence, the likelihood of crime. Our hypothetical risk model is 
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depicted in Figure 1. Additionally, we expect that racial socialization provides lasting resilience to the 

criminogenic effects of racial discrimination by decreasing the CKS (indirect negative effect on crime) and by 

buffering the enduring criminogenic effects of discrimination, in part by reducing the negative effects of 

discrimination in involvement in supportive social relationships.  

 
METHODS 

Data 
To test the proposed model, we utilized all six waves of data from the Family and Community Health Study 

(FACHS), an ongoing life-course investigation of health and development among African American families 

living in Iowa and Georgia at the first interview. The FACHS was designed to analyze the particular risks and 

resources that disrupt or promote African American family functioning and youth development in various 

contexts, capturing the diversity of African American families and the variety of communities in which they 

live. Block groups (BGs) were used to identify neighborhoods in Iowa and Georgia that varied on 

demographic characteristics, particularly racial composition (percent African American) and economic level 

(percent of families living below the poverty line). These BGs (259 in total) were identified using 1990 census 

data (see Simons et al. 2005; Brody et al. 2006, for more information). Families living within the chosen BGs 

were randomly selected and recruited by telephone from rosters of all African American families who had a 

fifth grader (the target child) in the public school system. 

The first wave of data collection began in 1997-1998, and follow-up interviews with the target 

children and their family members were conducted every 2-3 years thereafter. The current study utilizes target 

child data from the first through sixth waves of data. These data capture information from late childhood (10-

12) to early adulthood (23-25). Of the 889 targets interviewed at wave 1, 699 (78.6% of the original sample) 

participated more than a decade later at wave 6.   

If targets were unable or unwilling to be interviewed at any given wave, they were not removed from 

the study; rather, they were contacted for their participation at subsequent waves. Although varying slightly 

across models, the core analytic sample consists of the 613 individuals (369 women and 244 men) who 
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provided data for the variables used here across all six waves.10 There has been little evidence of selective 

attrition over the course of the study (e.g., Simons et al. 2014). Although when compared to earlier waves, a 

higher percentage of the wave 6 respondents were female and were slightly less delinquent, there were no 

significant differences between participants and non-participants with regard to community measures, family 

structure, or parenting practices at earlier waves.11   

 
Procedures 
To enhance rapport and cultural understanding, African American university students and community 

members, all of whom received training in the administration of the self-report instruments, served as field 

researchers to collect data from the families.  At each wave, the surveys were administered in the respondent’s 

home and took an average of 2.5 hours to complete. The instruments were presented on laptop computers. 

Questions appeared in sequence on the screen, which both the researcher and participant could see. The 

researcher read each question aloud and the participant entered an anonymous response using a separate 

keypad. Because many of the instruments administered at waves 5 and 6 included questions regarding illegal 

behavior or potentially embarrassing sexual activities, audio-enhanced, computer-assisted, self-administered 

interviews (ACASI) were used to ensure further anonymity. Using this procedure, the respondent sat in front 

of a computer and responded to questions that were presented both visually on the screen and auditorily via 

earphones.  

 
Measures 
Crime. The primary dependent variable was generated using youth self-reports at each wave and consists of 

the number of different illegal acts (out of 11) respondents committed in the past year, such as shoplifting, 

aggravated assault, vandalism, theft, and assault with a weapon. Previous research has shown offending 

variety scales are preferable to frequency and dichotomous scales, which largely reflect variation in the least 

serious offenses (Sweeten 2012). The items were culled from a measure created by Elliott and colleagues 

																																																								
10 Inclusion in the sample, required that respondents have valid responses to at least half of the items used to create measures for 
each variable. When items were missing, the responses for the valid items were averaged. Notably, for composite variable 
(created with subscales, e.g., CKS), respondents were required to have responded to a majority of the items in the subscales. 
More than 98% of the sample that provided data for the included waves was retained with this strategy. 
11 To examine potential bias from attrition, we replicated our finding with path models using full information maximum 
likelihood (FIML) under missing at random (Little and Rubin 2002). 
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(1986). The resulting variety scale gives one point for every type of delinquency committed by the 

respondents in the past year. At wave 6, the majority (80%) of respondents reported committing zero crimes. 

Among those who committed at least one offense, approximately 48% reported engaging in 2 or more 

offenses, representing significant variation in individual offending. The Kuder-Richardson coefficient of 

reliability (KR20; Kuder and Richardson 1937) was .70. To alleviate positive skew, we log transformed the 

crime variable (plus 1) before including in the multivariate models.12 

The control for prior delinquency is also a variety count and was generated from youth self-reports 

of acts committed in the prior year in each of the first two waves. The items were culled from the Diagnostic 

Interview Schedule for Children, Version 4 (DISC-IV; APA 1994). Although the wording and exact content 

of these scales varies across these two forms, most of the items were comparable (see Burt et al. 2014). Prior 

to the creation of the scales, the items that were not analogous or available across the two instruments were 

identified and dropped from the scales. The mean KR20  was .73, and the alpha from the composite scale 

generated by standardizing and averaging individual scores across the two waves was .51. 

Interpersonal Racial Discrimination. The 13-item short form of the widely used and validated Schedule of 

Racist Events (SRE; Landrine and Klonoff 1996), which taps into experienced racial discrimination over the 

past 12 months, is used to measure racial discrimination at waves 1 through 4. This scale has been used in a 

number of previous studies utilizing the FACHS and has demonstrated high validity and reliability (e.g., 

Simons et al. 2003; see Burt et al. 2012 for a list of items). Respondents are asked to indicate how often 

various discriminatory acts or microaggressions occurred “because of your race or ethnic background.” The 

measure incorporates racially based slurs and insults, physical threats, false accusations from law enforcement 

officials, and disrespectful treatment from others “because of your race or ethnic background.”13 Items 

																																																								
12 We also estimated the structural equation models using a negative binomial model for crime, and the pattern of findings was 
analogous to that presented here. Additionally, we explored whether persistent exposure to racial discrimination was associated 
with both violent and nonviolent offending at wave 6. Racial discrimination was significantly associated with both forms, although 
more strongly associated with violent forms. Finally, our measure of crime excludes substance use offenses, but we also created a 
measure that includes marijuana use and binge drinking (~88% of respondents engaged in at least one act of crime with this 
measure) and the results were confirmed with this outcome as well. Thus, we believe the evidence suggests that our model is 
robust to alternative operationalizations of street crimes.  
13 The discrimination measure does not assess the perpetrator’s race/ethnicity. This is consistent with our conceptualization of 
racial discrimination and has the advantage of allowing respondents to use their experiential knowledge to classify intra-group 
discrimination (e.g., “colorism”) as racial discrimination if they experience it as such, based on the notion that subjects’ 
experiences are crucial to understanding social processes and social stress (Monk, Jr. 2015; Wardell and Zajicek 1995). 
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include, “How often has someone yelled a racial slur or racial insult at you…?”; “How often has someone 

said something insulting to you…?”; and “How often has someone suspected you of doing something 

wrong…?” Response categories ranged from 1 “Never” to 4 “Frequently.” The thirteen-item scales at waves 

1 through 4 (average α = .89) were standardized and combined to create a measure of persistent interpersonal 

experiences with racial discrimination in late childhood and adolescence (α = .72). 

Criminogenic Knowledge Structure (CKS). Consistent with prior work (Burt and Simons 2015; Simons and 

Burt 2011), this construct is measured at waves 4 and 6 as a composite of three scales: immediate 

gratification/impulsivity (12 items α ~ .76), hostile views of relationships (18 items; α ~ .90), and 

disengagement from conventional norms (7 items; α ~ .85). These subscales coalesce with high loadings on a 

common factor predicted by discrimination and predictive of offending (Burt and Simons 2015; Simons et al. 

2014).14 To create the CKS for the two waves, the subscales were standardized and averaged at each wave (α 

~ .62). 

Supportive Relationships and Bonds. Our measure of embeddedness in supportive relationships and 

institutions consists of a composite measure averaged at waves 5 and 6 (to capture persistent embeddedness). 

At each wave, measures of involvement in supportive romantic relationships and employment as well as 

educational achievement were combined. Romantic relationship supportiveness was operationalized by 

combining two measures of satisfaction or happiness with one’s romantic relationship. Using the median, we 

split the groups into a high (=1) and low (=-1) category, coding those who were not involved in a steady 

relationship as 0.15 Similarly, a measure of supportiveness of employment was generated with a measure of 

job satisfaction. Again, we used a median split to divide the sample into high (=1) and low (=-1) satisfaction, 

coding those who were unemployed as 0. These operationalizations are consistent with our theoretical model 

																																																								
14 See Appendix A for a list of all the items in the CKS measure. 
15 Notably, consistent with prior life-course studies (e.g., Giordano et al. 2002; Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998), we use 
respondent reported happiness or satisfaction with a tie as an indicator of the broad nature of the relationship, here the pattern of 
interactions. For romantic relationships, in contrast to jobs or educational ties, the FACHS also included measures of more 
specific romantic relationship characteristics, including target reports of partner warmth (3 items), partner hostility (5 items, 
reverse coded), and relationship commitment. We created a measure that combined the satisfaction items with these scales 
(standardized and averaged), and examined the relationships with this more thorough measure of the nature of (interactions with) 
one’s romantic partner. The pattern of results was analogous, which is not surprising given that the correlation between the two 
measures (prior to median splitting) was r =.94. We utilize the measure of romantic partner supportiveness that is based on 
reported happiness/satisfaction, consistent with other ties, and have more confidence that these measures do capture the nature 
of the interactions contained therein.  
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that views an unsatisfying relationship/bond as generating negative interactions and therefore having more 

negative effects (on the CKS) than not being in a relationship or job. In addition, satisfying ties to the 

educational system was assessed at each of the two waves with a measure of highest level of education 

achieved. This was split into 3 groups corresponding to the following highest level of education: 1 = at least 

some college education, 0 = high school graduation, and -1 = less than a high school education.  

To create a measure of general involvement in supportive and satisfying conventional relationships 

that are salient for the life stage of the respondents in our study, we summed the three subscales at each wave. 

Consequently, the resulting measure is coded 3 for individuals who are above the median in satisfaction with 

their jobs and romantic relationships and have at least some post high school education (what Giordano and 

colleagues (2002) would deem a “respectability package” but we conceive of as indicating generally 

predictably, supportive interactions in these domains). On the other hand, those who score the minimum -3 

are below the median in job and romantic relationship satisfaction and have not completed high school. The 

composite measures at waves 5 and 6 are summed to create the measure of supportive relationships and 

bonds used in the current study.  

Racial Socialization. These measures are created from scales adapted from Hughes and colleagues 

(Hughes and Chen 1997; Hughes and Dumont 1993) originally derived from focus groups of African 

American families. The items measure the frequency of a range of familial behaviors and communications 

with children around the issue of race in the previous 12 months and have demonstrated high validity and 

reliability (see Burt et al. 2012, for a list of the items). Cultural socialization was measured at waves 3 and 4 with 

youth responses to five questions about how often adults in their family engaged in activities or 

communications that highlighted African American culture and history or promoted black pride, such as 

“celebrating cultural holidays” or “talking about important people or events.” Coefficient alpha for the 

measure was approximately .85 at both waves. These scales were standardized and averaged to create a 

measure of cumulative cultural socialization across the two waves (α = .53). 

Preparation for bias was measured at waves 3 and 4 with 6 items that have been used in prior research 

with the FACHS to assess the frequency of a variety of messages youth received about prejudice and 

discrimination from adults in their families in the past 12 months (α = .87 and .91, respectively). The measure 
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includes discussions about poor or unfair treatment on the basis of race and racist mistreatment observed on 

television as well as the idea that youth will “have to be better than others”. The preparation bias scales at 

waves 3 and 4 were standardized and combined to create a measure of cumulative exposure to preparation 

for bias (α = .55). 

Additional controls. In all of the models we controlled for both age and sex/gender of the respondent. 

Fifty-eight percent of the respondents were female (=0). Age was measured in months and was standardized. 

Other control variables were considered, including primary caregiver age, race, and sex as well as 

neighborhood disadvantage and racial-ethnic heterogeneity. These did not influence the processes under 

consideration, and, hence, were not included in the models. 

Analysis Strategy 
We investigate the hypothesized pathways and significance of mediating effects in a series of structural 

equation models (SEMs) in MPlus, Version 7.3 (Muthén and Muthén 2012) corresponding to the path model 

depicted in Figure 1. SEMs have a number of advantages over alternatives, such as multiple regression, 

including the ability to model correlated error terms and multiple endogenous variables. Perhaps most 

important for the proposed study, SEMs allow us to test the significance of the hypothesized direct and 

indirect effects, including the significance of specific paths in a series of equations (Bollen 1989). We test the 

hypothesized moderating effects of racial socialization in a OLS equations given the relatively normal 

distribution of supportive relationships. Following standard protocol (Aiken and West 1991), we test 

buffering effects by incorporating interaction (product) terms in Stata 13 (StataCorp 2013). We graphed 

significant interactions to facilitate interpretation. 

 
RESULTS 

Initial examinations evidenced the enduring effects of racial discrimination. For example, wave 1 

discrimination (recall, capturing discrimination experiences the 12 months preceding the interview when 

youths were between the ages of 10 and 12) was significantly correlated with emerging adulthood supportive 

ties (r -.10; p<.05); CKSW6 (r = .13; p<.001); and crimeW6 (r = .12; p<.001). Furthermore, consistent with our 

model, preliminary analyses (not shown) indicated that there was no significant relationship between either 
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racial discrimination or the CKS and relationship or occupational status (simply being employed or in a steady 

relationship).  

Turning to our SEM estimating pathways, we initially estimated the model in which we included all 

potential paths. We then constrained non-significant (t < 1.5) paths, which were not part of the hypothesized 

model and residual correlations to zero to improve model fit. The model fit indices significantly improved 

with the elimination of the paths and the chi-square difference between the baseline and reduced model was 

insignificant, supporting the adoption of the reduced model. Figure 2 displays the results of the reduced path 

analyses testing our cognitive and structural risk pathways model for the enduring effects of racial 

discrimination (standardized coefficients presented). The fit indices for the model (χ2(df) = 2.25(7); p=.945; 

RMSEA = .00; CFI =1.0) indicate good model fit and inspection of the residuals and modification indices do 

not indicate any areas of poor fit. Overall, the model explains 21% of the variation in crime at wave 6. 

The results presented in Figure 2 are largely consistent with our expectations. Net of prior 

delinquency, age, and sex/gender, childhood and adolescent racial discrimination experiences are associated 

with a higher adolescent CKSW4 (β= .24; p<.001), which in turn is negatively associated with supportive 

relationships and ties in emerging adulthood (β= -.15; p<.001). Supportive relationships and ties, in turn, are 

negatively associated with CKSW6 (β= -.12; p<.001), which, is strongly associated with crimeW6 (β= .44; 

p<.001). Decomposition of indirect effects reveals that these indirect paths are all significant, including the 

above four-step pathway from racial discrimination through cognitions and structural relationships to crime. 

The (standardized) total indirect effects of racial discrimination on crime, for example, is .08 and for 

supportive relationships βis equals -.06 (for both, p<.01). 

As expected, racial discrimination does not have a direct effect on involvement in supportive social 

relationships and ties that is not mediated by the CKS. On the other hand, somewhat unexpectedly, the 

childhood and adolescent racial discrimination has an unmediated (direct) effect on crimeW6 (β= .11; p<.001). 

We will return to this unexpected unmediated effect later. Overall, consistent with our hypotheses, the results 

in Figure 2 provide support for our theoretical model, indicating that racial discrimination has an enduring 

effect on crime, and that it does so in part (~40% indirect) through the interplay of the CKS and supportive 

social relationships. 
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Our next question was whether racial socialization practices provide enduring resilience in part 

through their effects on the CKS and supportive social relationships. Figure 3 displays the compensatory 

model, where we examine whether racial socialization practices compensate for (are negatively associated 

with) offending, net of the effects of general supportive parenting practices. The results in Figure 3 indicate 

that racial socialization does have lasting compensatory effects in part through its effects on supportive 

relationships and ties. Both cultural socialization and preparation for bias have a direct positive effect on 

involvement in supportive social relationships, which translates into a significant indirect effect on crime 

(p<.01). Unexpectedly, when we incorporate (individuals’ levels of) racial socialization and supportive 

parenting into the model, racial discrimination has a negative, marginally significant direct effect on 

involvement in supportive social relationships that is not mediated by the CKS. As with the prior model, 

racial discrimination continues to have a direct effect on adult crime that is not mediated by cognitions or 

supportive ties. 

Lastly, we examine whether racial socialization’s buffering effects observed across the short-term 

endure over time, in part by reducing discrimination’s negative effects on involvement in supportive 

relationships and institutions. These results are presented in Table 2. Turning first to model 1, which 

examines the effect of discrimination on supportive social relationships (without considering the mediating 

effects of the CKS), we can see, consistent with the SEMs that discrimination decreases involvement in 

supportive social relationships, net of controls for sex/gender (no significant relationship) and supportive 

parenting (positive relationship). Model 2 incorporates product terms to test buffering effects. As expected, 

cultural socialization has a significant positive effect, suggestive of buffering. This interaction effect is 

graphed in Figure 4, and illustrates that cultural socialization reduces the negative effects of discrimination on 

involvement in supportive social relationships. Conducting simple slope tests, we can see that discrimination 

has a significant negative effect on supportive relationships at 1 standard deviation below the mean of cultural 

socialization (b =-.455; p<.002), whereas at 1 standard deviation above the mean of cultural socialization 

discrimination’s effect is nonsignificant (and positive, b= .084; p=.529). 
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  Unexpectedly, preparation for bias has a positive effect, suggestive of amplification. This effect is 

graphed in Figure 5. As shown, preparation for bias does have a slightly amplification effect, but one that 

serves to counteract its positive direct (compensatory effects) on supportive social relationships. The net 

effect is that at low levels of racial discrimination, individuals with higher levels of preparation for bias are 

more involved in supportive social relationships, whereas at high levels of racial discrimination, no difference 

is observed across levels of preparation for bias.16  

Overall, then, the results in Table 2 reveal that cultural socialization buffers the effects of childhood 

and adolescent racial discrimination on adult crime in part by reducing the negative effects of discrimination 

and the CKS on involvement in supportive relationships. Preparation for bias, on the other hand, 

compensates for the effects of racial discrimination on supportive social relationships at low levels of racial 

discrimination, but no enduring protective effects of preparation for bias on the discrimination—supportive 

bonds link are observed at high levels of racial discrimination.  

 
Supplementary Analyses 
As noted, the enduring effects of racial discrimination on offending were not fully mediated by the CKS or 

supportive social relationships. This finding is consistent with an earlier test of SST, which showed that racial 

discrimination had shorter-term effects on offending that were not mediated by the CKS (Simons and Burt 

2011). More recently, Simons and colleagues (2014) examined the role of situational definitions, and found 

that, in contrast to the other environmental influences (e.g., supportive parenting, neighborhood crime) racial 

discrimination had direct effects on criminogenic situational definitions that were unmediated by the CKS. 

(Recall, according to SST, the CKS influences crime through its effects on situational definitions.) Thus, we 

explored whether incorporating criminogenic situational definitions into the model will mediate the effects of 

racial discrimination on crime. The results displayed in Figure 6 indicate that childhood and adolescent racial 

discrimination has a direct effect on situational definitions, and hence indirect effect on crime, consistent with 

earlier work. Even so, childhood racial discrimination continues to have a significant direct effect on crime.  

																																																								
16 Notably, the preparation for bias x discrimination product term is only significant when the interaction term between cultural 
socialization and discrimination is incorporated into the model. (The reverse is not true). This suggests that the observed 
preparation for bias amplification effect is only observed after the moderating effects of cultural socialization are parsed. Yet, 
scholarship indicates that these practices are highly correlated and often operate in tandem among African American families 
(e.g., Hughes et al. 2006). Thus, the robustness of this contrary finding is questionable.  
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To further investigate this effect, we conducted theoretically informed supplementary analyses to 

explore additional developmental factors through which racial discrimination might influence crime. Our goal 

was to guard against the possibility that a (competing) theoretical mechanism that we were not considering in 

our model could explain discrimination’s unmediated effect. We incorporated additional theoretical variables 

individually into the model presented in Figure 2.17 Summary results for these models are displayed in Table 

3. First, some recent theorizing posits that racial discrimination increases offending through factors that are 

unique to the worldview of African Americans. In particular, Unnever and Gabbidon (2011) argue that a core 

feature of the “peerless worldview” of African Americans is a perception of an unjust criminal justice system, 

which increase the likelihood of offending by undermining the legitimacy of the law and augmenting anger 

and defiance. Thus, we first explore whether a schema involving perceptions of criminal justice accounts in 

part for racial discrimination’s unmediated enduring influence on criminal behavior. As shown in Table 3, 

although racial discrimination is significantly positively associated with perception of racial bias in the criminal 

justice system (β =.17), criminal justice bias is not significantly associated with adult crime (.03), net of other 

variables, and does not reduce the direct effect of racial discrimination.  

Theory and research also suggests that depression or depressive affect might mediate the effects of 

racial discrimination (Agnew 1992; Burt et al. 2012). Consistent with this work, our analyses reveal that 

although depression is a significant pathway through which discrimination increases crime, it only marginally 

reduces the direct effect of racial discrimination. We also consider two additional potential mechanisms that 

theory and research suggest might mediate the effects of childhood and adolescent racial discrimination on 

offending: deviant peers and binge drinking. As shown in Table 3, while both mediate some of the effects of 

racial discrimination on offending, discrimination continues to have a significant unmediated effect. In sum, 

the direct effects of racial discrimination on later crime remained despite controls for these other factors, but 

rather are due to some combination of factors that are operating to link early discrimination to crime over 

																																																								
17 Information about the measurement of these variables can be found in Appendix B. 
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time in ways that are not yet accounted for by our current operationalization and test of SST and 

alternatives.18 Thus, this awaits further theoretical and empirical investigation. 

 
DISCUSSION 

Several recent studies of race and crime have taken a microsociological approach, translating the 

macrostructure of racial stratification to the interactional level (Burt et al. 2012; Burt and Simons 2015), 

otherwise known as “microsituational stratification” (Collins 2000). The aim of this work is not to challenge 

but to complement macro-level approaches to race and crime, by incorporating the experience of 

stratification in social encounters thereby explicating the empirically evident heterogeneity within contexts 

and within groups. This perspective, although a departure from the predominant contextual approach to race 

and crime, is consistent with the venerable sociological tradition of linking macro to micro, recognizing “the 

social world is inside of us as well as outside of us” (Lahire 2003: 351).  

This work has evinced the criminogenic effects of interpersonal racial discrimination among African 

American youth as well as the protective effects of racial socialization (e.g., Burt et al. 2012; Burt and Simons 

2015; Burt et al. submitted). Thus far, scholars have used primarily static tests, albeit some with longitudinal 

data and change scores. This strategy contributes to understanding changes, but it does not capture the 

pathways of change and stability. This article builds on this earlier work to examine the enduring effects of 

discrimination on crime during young adulthood drawing on a developmental learning model, the social 

schematic theory (Simons and Burt 2011; Simons et al. 2014). We have sought to discern continuities arising 

from childhood and adolescent racial discrimination experiences. We have attempted to account for the 

enduring effects of discrimination through the interplay between cognitions and social interactions, 

suggesting that they reflect two kinds of continuity: cumulative and interactional. We proposed that cognitive 

consequences of racial discrimination are mediated in developmental pathways by social relationships and 

embeddedness in conventional institutions, which represent aggregates of situations. Why these are important 

is due to the nature of the persisting pattern of interactions therein as part of the routine activities and social 

																																																								
18 We incorporated all of these additional variables in a model simultaneously, and the effects of discrimination were fully 
mediated; however, this combined model could not be interpreted or defended from our theoretical standpoint. Certainly, if we 
put enough variables in our model we can explain discrimination’s effect, but such was not our goal.  
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network they introduce. Following Collins (2000:19), our perspective focuses on social phenomena as 

“distributions of microsituations” and highlights “the actual experience of [racial] stratification in social 

interactions” that shape development. 

Consistent with our expectations, we found that racial discrimination experienced in childhood and 

adolescence increases criminogenic cognitions (the CKS) in late adolescence (i.e., hostile views of 

relationships, immediate gratification, and disengagement from conventional norms). A higher CKS, in turn, 

decreases involvement in supportive relationships and institutions in young adulthood, which is negatively 

related to the CKS in young adulthood. In other words, the CKS is associated with less supportive 

relationships and, presumably interactions, which further strengthens the CKS over time. The CKS is strongly 

related to offending in young adulthood, and the indirect, positive effects of racial discrimination through the 

CKS and supportive relationships on adult crime are significant. In sum, consistent with our theoretical 

model, we find that racial discrimination’s criminogenic effects endure through the CKS and its influence on 

and interaction with supportive social relationships and ties. 

Notably, and consonant with prior studies of shorter-term effects (Simons and Burt 2011; Simons et 

al. 2014), a portion of the effects of racial discrimination on crime were not mediated by the CKS but instead 

had a direct influence on situational definitions. To account for this remaining direct effect, we explored 

additional developmental factors through which racial discrimination might have a direct influence on 

criminogenic situational definitions, including perception of criminal justice injustices, depression, substance 

use, and deviant peers, but none of these factors fully mediated racial discrimination’s direct effects on 

situational definitions. We hope future research further investigates the mechanisms through which childhood 

racial discrimination influences development and adult behavior.  

Additionally, we investigated enduring cultural resilience. Specifically, we built on recent work 

demonstrating that familial racial socialization provides resilience to the criminogenic effects of racial 

discrimination. We found that both preparation for bias and cultural socialization compensate for (or 

counteract) some of the criminogenic effects of discrimination by increasing involvement in supportive social 

relationships and ties. Furthermore, we discovered that cultural socialization buffers or reduces the effects of 

childhood racial discrimination on adult crime, in part, by reducing racial discrimination’s effects on 
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supportive social relationships. Unexpectedly, net of cultural socialization and supportive parenting, 

preparation for bias amplified the negative effects of discrimination on supportive relationships and ties, 

which served to offset its compensatory effects at high levels of racial discrimination. Although this finding is 

unexpected, it is not inexplicable. Earlier research found that in the presence of low supportive parenting and 

low cultural socialization, preparation for bias increased hostile views of relationships (Burt et al. 2012). 

Together these findings suggest that frequent warnings of racial barriers, which may foment hostile views of 

relationships, in combination with high levels of racial discrimination, which may also increase hostile views, 

may decrease involvement in supportive relationships and institutions possibly as a function of interactional 

continuity, especially when racial barrier messages are not accompanied by parental warmth and support and 

high levels of cultural socialization. As with the earlier study, these findings underscore the importance of 

considering the context in which racial barrier messages are meted out and possibly warn against fostering 

preparation bias practices without also encouraging supportive parenting and cultural socialization.   

Overall, the weight of the effects of racial socialization was in the direction of enduring resilience. 

Thus, in total, our results provide further evidence of the importance of adaptive familial cultural practices in 

fostering resilience to a racist society, demonstrating that the effects of such practices are not ephemeral and 

they contribute to a variety of domains that influence life satisfaction and well being.  

In sum, our results suggest that through accumulating lessons from person x environment 

interactions over time, interpersonal racial discrimination can reduce prospects and opportunities for the 

development of supportive ties in young adulthood. Importantly, research highlights the salience of this 

transitional period in the life course, with evidence pointing to the potentially important developmental, life-

course implications of relationships and ties in young adulthood (e.g., Conger et al. 2000; Hogan and Ashe 

1986). For example, embeddedness in conventional institutions and supportive relationships in young 

adulthood are significantly related to changes in adulthood crime and later prospects for employment, 

education, and romantic relationships (Sampson and Laub 1993; Giordano et al. 2002; Rutter 1990). 

Moreover, these impaired relationships are important outcomes in and of themselves. Life-course scholarship 

converges in recognizing the importance of involvement in conventional relationships and institutions not 

just for criminal outcomes, but also for life quality and satisfaction generally/in a number of domains. For 
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example, research indicates that relationship quality and longevity in adolescence and early adulthood presage 

higher relationship quality in adulthood and increased life satisfaction (e.g., Be et al. 2013; Longmire et al. 

2014). Several studies have shown that Blacks are less satisfied with their romantic relationships and are less 

likely to marry than Whites (e.g., Bulanda and Brown 2007; Goldstein and Kenney 2001; Sweeney and Phillips 

2004). Our findings, combined with past research (e.g., Simons et al. 2012) suggest that racial discrimination is 

a significant contributor to these disparities in romantic relationship satisfaction and perhaps life satisfaction 

more broadly. 

Although our focus has been on stability, not change, it is important to emphasize that the strength 

of the social pathways are rather modest. This is consistent with past life-course studies of crime that 

underscore the limited ability of childhood characteristics and events in predicting adult criminality (e.g., Laub 

et al. 1998; Robins 1978). Numerous social factors shape the CKS and involvement in social relationships and 

have the potential to offset or augment racial discrimination’s effects (including racial socialization practices). 

Certainly, our model does not imply that racial discrimination produces a high CKS for most (or even many) 

African Americans, thereby impairing the quality of their interactions across the life course. Rather, 

interpersonal racial discrimination can impair success in conventional institutions and satisfying relationships 

in combination, especially when individuals are enmeshed in other harsh, unpredictable situations and do not 

experience high levels of racial socialization.  

We have attempted to trace pathways, however modest, through which early discrimination 

experiences, like other harsh, unsupportive experiences (e.g., hostile parenting) can serve to promote 

cognitions that impair the formation of supportive social ties and increase the likelihood of offending across 

the life-course. Even so, our model and findings simultaneously point to pathways to desistance. Specifically, 

our model implies that changes in patterns of interaction—specifically, the supportiveness and predictability 

of situations—will gradually change social schemas when there are repeated contrasts with one’s expectations 

and situational definitions, behavioral responses, and interactional dynamics (see also, Giordano et al. 2002; 

Matsueda and Heimer 1997). Such changes can occur along with changes in roles or relationships and can be 

shaped by structure and past experiences, as well as a consequence of aleatory events. As we have 
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emphasized, the CKS has a social origin, is state dependent, and is constantly evolving as lessons from 

interactional dynamics are internalized to facilitate ongoing adaptation to environmental realities. 

Drawing attention to the mechanisms implicated in the enduring consequences of racial 

discrimination and racial socialization is more than a theoretical extension. Rather, it holds with it 

implications for future research as well as policy efforts aimed at improving the lives of racial minorities and 

decreasing crime (Bruce and Rosigno 2003; Rutter and Rutter 1993). Beyond linking racial discrimination to 

developmental processes, the framework we offer provides researchers with the theoretical tools to study 

change and persistence—to systematically tie racial discrimination to life-course pathways. Of course, most 

basically our results can be added to the voluminous work showing the harms of racial discrimination and the 

potential for policies that seek to eradicate racial discrimination. Given its persistence, our findings suggest 

that supportive social and institutional relationships are malleable areas where interventions could make a 

difference. Our model points to the value of designing institutions to specifically address—provide 

supportive for—individuals (and groups) who, due to various disadvantages, experience adversities that, for 

good (self-protective) reasons, have led them to mistrust such institutions and expect to be mistreated (e.g., 

Anderson 1999). In our view, the key to effect enduring change in individuals’ worldviews is to foster a more 

predictably supportive overall balance of interactions. A short-lived intervention, no matter how supportive 

or well-designed, should not effect change if individuals are returned to environments that are hostile and 

unpredictable, where higher CKSs are adaptations to harsh, dangerous realties and constrained, unpredictable 

opportunities. Our findings also add to the work that reveals the prominent and enduring protective effects 

of racial socialization practices, and the potential for interventions that incorporate racial socialization as part 

of culturally-sensitive interventions (see e.g., Brody et al. 2008; Brody et al. 2006).  

Although we believe our findings advance the literature on race and crime, it is not without 

limitations. Several deserve mention. First, the sample consists of African American families originally living 

in various communities in Iowa and Georgia at the initiation of the study (although the respondents had 

spread to roughly 30 different states at wave 6). We assume that the processes identified here are not limited 

to this sample or these contexts, an assumption bolstered by similar patterns of relationships observed in 

other samples relating to racial discrimination, racial socialization, and psychological functioning (e.g., Sellers 



	 36 

et al. 2006; Neblett, Jr. et al. 2009). Nonetheless, it is hoped that future research replicates these findings on 

different (geographically diverse) samples, and includes other ethnic-racial minorities. 

Another caveat is related to our “perceptual” measure of discrimination. We assume our respondents 

were relatively accurate in reporting their experiences with racial discrimination, and a growing body of 

scholarship attests to the validity of perceptual measures of racial discrimination, including the SRE 

instrument utilized here (Brody et al. 2006; Klonoff and Landrine 2000). Even so, it is important that future 

work continue to probe the validity of various perceived discrimination measures. In addition, our measures 

of supportive relationships and bonds are limited, and our evidence that these represent aggregations of 

supportive (vs. hostile and unpredictable interactions) are inferential. While our data allows us to follow 

individuals over time and observe developmental dynamics, this comes at a cost to our capturing situational 

dynamics in real time. Even as we note that many of our propositions are grounded in situational, including 

experimental, research (e.g., Dodge 1980), we think our findings would be greatly bolstered by replications 

with situational data, including experimental, observational, or ecological momentary assessment data, to shed 

light on the dynamics of situational behavior.  

Finally, it is also the case that in tracing the enduring effects of childhood interpersonal racial 

discrimination to young adulthood, we have largely ignored the role of institutional behavior, including 

ongoing racial discrimination, in shaping trajectories of development. Future research, perhaps using 

situational data, could consider ongoing reciprocal relationships recognizing that structure is not given but 

part of a continuous creation that is reproduced, challenged, and transformed in interactions (Schwalbe et al. 

2000). 

We view our social pathways model as provisional, and future work could incorporate additional 

relationships and institutional ties that have the capacity to significantly alter patterns of situations, such as 

having a child (e.g., Edin and Kefalas 2005; Giordano et al. 2002; Kreager, Matsueda, and Erosheva 2010), 

religious conversion (e.g., Giordano et al. 2002), or involvement in the criminal justice system (Pager 2003; 

Western 2006). Altogether, for some that face numerous, cross-cutting disadvantages, childhood 

interpersonal racial discrimination can be one persistent adversity that contributes to sustained patterns of 

hardship and inequality and continued marginality and socio-spatial isolation of some African Americans. 
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Our findings further underscore the importance of racial socialization among African American families as an 

adaptive cultural practice that provides enduring resilience effects to discrimination. The body of work 

demonstrating the protective effects of racial socialization among African Americans should put further nails 

in the coffin of the notion of minority cultures as “maladaptive”; quite the contrary, African American 

families and cultures have evolved practices that provide youth and adults with competences to face and 

overcome persistent racism. To be sure, future work should go beyond measuring whether or not parents 

transmit various racial socialization messages to better capture the specific lessons or activities so that we can 

better understand how racial socialization shapes racism-related coping. Qualitative studies could be 

particularly useful in this regard. 

CONCLUSION 

The costs of racial discrimination, in addition to other negative social, psychological, and physiological 

outcomes (e.g., Krieger 2000; Monk, Jr. 2015; Williams 1997), include more crime, increased risk of crime 

(and victimization) for African Americans, and the host of negative developmental and community 

consequences that result (e.g., Wakefield and Wildeman 2013; Western 2006). There are a multitude of 

processes through which macrostructures of racial stratification are manifest in the microconditions of 

individual lives. Given its complexities, the study of racial stratification’s effects on health and behavior 

requires that we think at multiple levels of analysis and about the connections between contextual and 

individual experiences (e.g., Bellair, Roscigno, and McNulty 2003). 

We examine crime as an outcome; yet, to be sure, engaging in crime is not an end in itself, but rather 

feeds back into the processes of development in ways that serve to “knife off” possibilities for involvement in 

supportive social interactions and institutions (Laub and Sampson 2003). Moreover, acts of crime themselves 

are more than simply (illegal) situational actions: an act of crime is itself racially coded and unevenly 

consequential. The higher degrees of surveillance and harsher punishments faced by minorities make 

offending by minorities riskier and potential more consequential (e.g., Spohn 2015; Tonry 1995).  
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What is more, these processes we examine at the microlevel contribute to the reproduction of racist 

status structures, including processes of (racialized) mass incarceration, and the perpetuation of marginality 

and the ‘color line’ (Wacquant 2001). Thus, even as our focus is on the “social ecology of kinds of 

interactions” (Collins 2000: 37), these microsituations undergird macrolevel patterns of racial stratification 

and contribute to the explanation of inequality through microstratificational processes that produce and 

reproduce it (Howard 1994; Schwalbe et al. 2000). Notably, such research also points to sites where social 

structure and racial inequality can be resisted and transformed. This research underscores the need to 

consider and attack racism at multiple levels and emphasizes the crime-reduction potential of a broad 

antiracist movement. 
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Mean S.D.
1.  CrimeW6……………………………………………………………………… .45 1.22 ―
2.  Racial DiscriminationW1-W4……………………………………. -.02 .94 .16 **

3.  Criminogenic Knowledge Structure (CKS)W6…. .00 .73 .42 **

4.  Supportive Relationships and TiesW5+W6…………… 1.28 2.09 -.10 *

5.  Criminogenic Knowledge Structure (CKS)W4…. -.03 .72 .23 **

4.  Preparation for BiasW3+W4+W5………………………………… .00 .95 .04

5.  Cultural SocializationW3+W4…………………………………….. .02 .97 -.02

6.  Supportive ParentingW3+W4……………………………………. -.01 .87 -.11 **

9.  Prior DelinquencyW1+W2+W3……………………………………. -.06 .74 .15 **

10. AgeW4 18.8 .89 .01

11. Target Sex/Gender (1=male) .40 .49 .12 **

12. Primary Caregiver RaceW4 (1 = Black) .92 .27 -.05

13. Primary Caregiver AgeW4 44.9 7.73 -.11 **

14. Primary Caregiver's Sex/Gender (1=female) .94 .24 .02

 **<.01; *p<.05; n = 613. 

Table 1. Summary Statistics and Correlation with CrimeW6 
Crime 

Correlation

Note: In analytic models, target age is incorporated in months, standardized.  
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β β
-.09 * -.08 †

.01 .01

.01 .05

-.06 -.06

.11 ** .13 **

.06 .04

.10 * .13 *

.13 **

-.13 **

Note: N = 624; Standardized estimates shown.

Table 2. OLS Models Examining the Moderating Effects of 
Racial Socialization on Link between Racial Discrimination and 
Supportive Bonds.

.04 .05 R2

Discrimination X Cultural Socialization…………..……..….………

Supportive  
RelationshipsOutcome Varaible

Model 2Model 1

Discrimination X Preparation for Bias………………….....….………

Age (Std. months)W4…………..……………………………….

Prior DelinquencyW1+W2…………………………………….

*** p<.001; **p<.01; p<.05; †p<.10 (two-tailed tests)

Independent Variables

Racial DiscriminationW1-W4……………………………………..………...…...………..

Sex/Gender (1=Male)………………………………...……………..………..

Cultural SocializationW3+W4…………………………….……………….……..

Preparation for BiasW3+W4………………………….………………….…….….

Supportive ParentingW3+W4……………….…………..…………..…..……….
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β β β
.17 *** .03 .10 ** .17 *** -.04 5.55(11)

.20 *** .11 ** .09 *** .28 *** -.18 *** 6.20(11)

.09 * .26 *** .08 *** .36 *** -.18 *** 3.69(11)

.10 * .47 *** .08 ** .37 *** .02 4.65(11)

Note: aThis column indicates the percent reduction in the size of the discrimination coefficient with the added mediator; bThis column presents the covariance between the added variable and the 

CKS; cThis column indicates the covariance between the added variable and supportive social relationships.

*** p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05;  (two-tailed tests); n = 613; Standardized estimates shown.

Table 3. Supplementary Analyses: Additionally Pathways for Discrimination's Enduring Direct Effects: Condensed SEM Results
Discrim -> 

Variable
Variable-> 

Crime X2 RMSEA CFI

1.00

Crime 
R2

.21

.22

.26

.41

Std. Cov 
(CKS W6)b

Pathways Discrim-> 
Crime

.00

Std. Cov 
(Sup. 
Rels)c

Supplementary Models: 
Added Variables

22.7%

21.9%

1. CJ System Racially BiasedW5+W6……………………………………..………...…...………..

2. Depressive SymptomsW5+W6………………………………...……………..………..

4. Frequency Binge DrinkingW5+W6…………………………….……………….……..

3. Deviant PeersW5+W6……………….…………..…………..…..……….

.00 1.00

.00 1.00

.00 1.00

% 
Reduct.a

3.5%

20.7%
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           Figure 1. Social Schematic Theory Model of Racial Discrimination and 
Crime: Cognitive and Structural Pathways 
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Figure 2. Path Model of Racial Discrimination, Supportive Social Relationships, and Crime over Time 
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Note: Values presented are standardized parameter estimates; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05, †p < .10 (two-tailed tests), n = 673. χ2 = 3.885, df = 8, 
p = .867; CFI = 1.00; RMSEA = .000.  
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Figure 3. SEM Examining the Enduring Compensatory Effects of Familial Racial Socialization.
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Note: Chi-square = 13.93, df = 13, p = .379; CFI = .998; RMSEA = .011. Values presented are standardized parameter estimates; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05, †p < .10 (two-
tailed tests), n = 668. The covariance between cultural socialization and preparation for bias is .49 (p<.001); between supportive parenting and cultural socialization .26 
(p<.001), and between preparation for bias and supportive parenting .03 (ns).
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Figure 4. The Effects of Cultural Socialization on the Link between Discrimination and Supportive Relationships and Ties (Model 2 of Table 2). 
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Figure 5. The Effects of Preparation for Bias on the Link between Discrimination and Supportive Relationships and Ties (Model 2 of Table 2). 

0.80$

0.90$

1.00$

1.10$

1.20$

1.30$

1.40$

1.50$

1.60$

1.70$

1.80$

low med high 

Su
pp

or
tiv

e 
R

el
at

io
ns

 

Racial Discrimination       

Moderating Effects of  Preparation for Bias 

Preparation for Bias 

high 

med 

low 

 
   Notes: High = 1 SD above the mean, Med. = Mean, and Low = 1 SD below the mean.  
  



	 58 

Figure 6. Incorporating Situational Definitions into the SST Model of Racial Discrimination, Supportive Relationships and Ties, and Adult Crime. 

	
NOTES: Standardized coefficients presented. Gender and age are controlled. The bold lines indicate that the test of indirect effect is significant. Chi-
square = 18.341, df = 9, p = .031; CFI = .985; RMSEA = .041.  
**p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05, †p < .10 (two-tailed tests), n = 613. 
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APPENDIX A. 
 ITEMS IN THE CRIMINOGENIC KNOWLEDGE STRUCTURE (CKS) MEASURE 

 
I. Immediate Gratification  
Here are some things that people say about themselves. Please tell me if this is  
  (1) not at all true, (2) somewhat true, or (3) very true  
*Items reverse coded. 

1.   You have to have everything right away. Is that… 
2.   You could do something most people would consider dangerous like driving a car fast. Is that…* 
3.   You enjoy taking risks. Is that… 
4.   You would enjoy fast driving. Is that… 
5.   You would do almost anything for a dare. Is that… 
6.   Life with no danger would be dull for you. Is that… 
7.   When you have to wait in line, you do it patiently. Is that…* 
8.   You have to be reminded several times to do things. Is that… 
9.   You could be described as careless. Is that… 
10. You like to switch from one thing to another. Is that…  
11. You would prefer doing something dangerous rather than sitting quietly. Is that… 
12. You stick with what you are doing until you are finished with it. Is that…* 

 
II. Hostile View of Relationships (All items reverse coded) 
A Please tell me how true or false each of the following statements is about you. 
   Response Categories: 1= mostly true, 2 = mostly false 

1.  People often try to take advantage of you. Is this…. 
2.  You have often been lied to. Is this… 
3.  When people are friendly, they usually just want something from you. Is this… 
4.  Some people oppose you for no good reason. Is this… 
 

B. Now, please tell me how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
   Response Categories: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree, 4 = strongly disagree 

5.  People tend to respect a person who is tough and aggressive. Do you… 
6.  People will take advantage of you if you don’t let them know how tough you are. Is this… 
7.  If you don’t let people know you will defend yourself, they will think you are weak and take advantage of 

you… 
8.  It is important to show other people that you cannot be intimidated. Do you… 
9.  Sometimes you need to threaten people in order to get them to treat you fairly. Do you...  
10. Behaving aggressively is often an effective way of dealing with someone who is taking advantage of you. 

Do you… 
11. It is important to let others know that if they do something wrong to you, you will make them pay for it. 

Do you… 
12. Being viewed as tough and aggressive is important for gaining respect. Do you… 
13. It is important to let others know that if they do something wront to you, you will make them pay for it. 

Do you… 
14. If someone uses violence against you, it is important that you use violence against him or her to get even. 

Do you… 
15. Being viewed as tough and aggressive is important for gaining respect. Do you… 
16. It is important not to back down from a fight or challenge because people will not respect you. Do you… 
17. It is important to show courage and heart and not be a coward in a fight or challenge in order ot gain or 

maintain respect. Do you… 
18. It is okay to disrespect or beat up others (even if they have done nothing to you) if it will bring you 

respect. Do you… 
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III. Disengagement from Conventional Norms (All items reverse coded) 
   How wrong do you think it is for someone your age to… 
   Response categories: 1 = not at all wrong, 2 = a little bit wrong, 3 = fairly wrong, 4 = very wrong 

1.  Hit someone with the idea of hurting them? 
2.  Use marijuana? 
3.  Cheat on a test? 
4.  Lie to teachers or parents? 
5.  Sell marijuana or other illicit drugs? 
6.  Have casual sex (intercourse with multiple partners)? 
7.  Cheat on their romantic partner? 
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APPENDIX B. 
MEASURES IN THE SUPPLEMENTARY MODELS 

 
I. Criminogenic Situational Definitions 
    Response categories: (1) never, (2) sometimes, (3) frequently, (4) very often, (5) This happens all the time  
A. When you are out and about, how often do you encounter situations where you feel the other people... 

1.   Would take advantage of you if they could? 
2.   Need to be taught a lesson? 
3.   Cannot be trusted? 
4.   Are lying to you? 
5.   Are not treating you with respect? 
6.   Are testing you? 

   
B. When you are out and about, how often do you encounter situations where you become aware that… 

7.   There is an opportunity to make some easy money if you are willing to bend the rules a little bit? 
8.   There is an opportunity to get back at someone who wronged you? 
9.   There is an opportunity to help yourself at some sucker’s expense? 
10. There is an opportunity to gain respect by behaving as a “badass”?  
11. There is an opportunity to have some fun if you are willing to bend the rules a little bit? 
12. There is an opportunity to get over on someone if you play your cards right? 

 
 
II. Depression (Sadness): 
 The next set of questions asks about bouts of depression or sadness: 
 Response categories: (0) No, (1) Yes 
 
 In the past year, was there ever a two week period when you… 
1.  Lost interest in things? 
2.  Woke up at least two hours before you wanted to? 
3.  Slept too much almost every day? 
4.  Couldn’t sit still and paced up and down or couldn’t keep your hands still when sitting? 
5.  Felt worthless nearly every day? 
6.  Felt guilty? 
7.  Felt like you were not as good as other people? 
8.  Had so little self-confidence that you wouldn’t try to have your say about anything? 
9.  Were a lot less interested in sex than usual? 
10. Lost the ability to enjoy having good things happen to you, like winning something or being praised or 
complimented? 
11. Thought a lot about death? 
12. Felt so low that you thought about committing suicide? 
13. Were so depressed or sad that it interfered with your ability to do your job, take care of your house or family, 
or take care of yourself? 
 
III. Perception of Criminal Justice Injustices 
 Now, some questions about the criminal justice system in the United States. 
 Response categories: (1) Strongly agree, (2) Somewhat agree, (3) Somewhat disagree, (4) Strongly disagree 
 *All items reverse coded 
 
1.  Law enforcement officials/police are more likely to unfairly stop and question Blacks than other racial groups. 
Do you... 
2.  Law enforcement officials/police threaten Black suspects worse than other racial groups. Do you... 
3.  Law enforcement officials/police tend to violate Blacks' constitutional rights more than those of other racial 
groups. Do you... 
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4.  Courts are biased and unfair when it comes to deciding cases with Black suspects and White victims. Do you... 
5.  Courts punish Blacks more harshly than Whites. Do you... 
6.  Most of the punitive laws (i.e., 3 strikes, habitual offender, etc.) are designed to punish Blacks. Do you... 
 
IV. Deviant Peers 
Response categories: (1) None of them, (2) Some of them, (3) Many of them, (4) All of them 
During the past 12 months, how many of your closest friends have… 
1.  Stolen something inexpensive (like clothes or a small amount of cash)? 
2.  Stolen something expensive (like a stereo or a TV)? 
3.  Have gotten into fights where someone got hurt? 
4.  Have attacked someone with a weapon with the idea of hurting them? 
5.  Have used a weapon, force, or strong-arm methods to get money or other things from people? 
6.  Have gotten high using drugs of some kind? 
7.  Have drunk a lot of alcohol—3 or more drinks at one time? 
 
V. Binge Drinking:  
1. During the past 12 months, how often have you had a lot to drink—that is 3 or more drinks at one time? 
    Response categories (0) Never, (1) 1-2 times, (2) About 3-11 times, (3) A few times per month, (4) About 1- 
    2 times per week, (5) Several times per week 
 
 

 
 


