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CHILD DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES

Sociocultural Influences on the Sociopolitical
Development of African American Youth
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Katie Richards-Schuster
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ABSTRACT—Sociopolitical development (SPD) is the pro-
cess by which individuals become aware of social inequal-
ity, recognize the status of their social identities, and
engage in activism. For racially marginalized youth, race
is an important aspect of their SPD. Yet few studies have
considered the connections between racial factors and
youth’s SPD. In this article, we introduce an integrative
model situating racial sociocultural processes (i.e., racial
identity, racial socialization, and experiences of racial
discrimination) within current SPD theory. In particular,
we look at African American youth as a case study to dis-
cuss how sociocultural factors can contribute to youth’s
awareness of structures of social inequality (i.e., critical
social analysis) and engagement in action against social
inequality (i.e., sociopolitical action). We conclude with
suggestions for research.
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Globally, Black people (i.e., people of African ancestry) experi-
ence racial bias rooted in systems of racial oppression (e.g.,
slavery, apartheid, colonization; 1). Black youth in nations with
racial stratification have resisted oppression by engaging in
political movements (e.g., South African Students’ Movement,
Black Lives Matter; 2, 3). However, few studies have examined
the factors that promote youth’s understanding of oppression and
engagement in activism. Sociopolitical development (SPD) the-
ory describes the process by which individuals develop an
awareness of and act against sociopolitical factors (i.e., culture,
politics, economics) that contribute to inequitable social systems
(4, 5). Scholars identify racism as influential in the SPD of
racially oppressed groups (5, 6), yet few studies identify the
underlying racial processes that shape youth’s SPD. In this arti-
cle, we propose a framework for contextualizing sociocultural
factors in the SPD of Black youth. Although the sociocultural
factors we consider (e.g., racial socialization, racial identity,
racial discrimination) are likely relevant to the SPD of youth
from other backgrounds (e.g., Latinx, Asian, Native American),
much of the literature on the sociocultural influences on devel-
opment is rooted in the experiences of African Americans. Thus,
we focus on African American youth as a case study that may
apply to other marginalized groups.

We begin with an overview of SPD theory and sociocultural
factors that influence African American youth’s development.
Then we describe connections between these sociocultural fac-
tors and aspects of African American youth’s SPD, and propose
a conceptual model. We conclude with suggestions for research.

SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

Paulo Freire’s conceptualization of conscientizacao (Portuguese
for conscientization) includes the process by which the
oppressed and the oppressors develop a critical awareness of
social inequity and methods for liberation (7). SPD theory shares
theoretical roots with critical consciousness (4), empowerment
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(8), and social justice youth development (9), which incorporate
aspects of Freire’s notion of conscientizacao. Each of these theo-
ries describes how and why individuals develop an awareness of
structural oppression and disrupt marginalization. Because SPD
theorists often focused on the experiences of African Americans
(5, 6), we build on this literature to identify the process by
which sociocultural factors shape SPD for African American
youth.

SPD includes critical social analysis—the ability to analyze
the systems that produce inequality—as well as sociopolitical
action—behaviors to overturn structural and individual oppres-
sion (10). Social analysis is theorized to precede youth’s engage-
ment in change, meaning that youth must be conscious about
social inequity to engage in sociopolitical action. However, rela-
tions between action and analysis might be bidirectional:
Engagement in action may also contribute to social analysis.

SPD  has

Although experiences of discrimination can harm development,

implications for psychological ~development.
sociopolitical action can alleviate the impact of racism, increase
satisfaction with life, and raise educational attainment among
African American youth and young adults (11, 12). Youth’s
sociopolitical action also has a collective benefit because it can
result in community and social change (4). Hence, understand-
ing the factors that facilitate African American youth’s SPD is
important for facilitating their well-being and addressing the
social structures that disrupt their development.

Our model of the sociocultural influences on youth’s SPD
reflects the notion that SPD is rooted in adolescents’ environ-
ments (i.e., home, school, community; 5) and is transactional,
with interplay between adolescents’ characteristics (e.g., fea-
tures, ideologies) and their sociopolitical engagement. In this
way, African American youth’s racialized experiences and
beliefs contribute to their understanding of social inequality and
engagement in action.

SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS

We argue that African American youth’s sociocultural factors
(e.g., experiences with racial discrimination, racial socialization,
and racial identity) are integral to their SPD. Issues of race, cul-
ture, racial identity, and racial discrimination are likely to be
particularly salient during adolescence because youth are
actively building identities (13). Adolescents’ gains in metacog-
nition, abstract thinking, and social cognition inform their explo-
ration of racial identity and strengthen their ability to identify
discrimination on an individual and structural level (14-16).
Indeed, African American youth have reported experiencing
more types of racial discrimination as they grow older (17).
These increases are likely a result of their cognitive gains as
well as gains in independence that can raise their susceptibility
to racial bias (14). During adolescence, parents more often dis-
cuss racial discrimination with their children as well as how to
cope with it (14). Thus, adolescents’ perceptions of and

responses to racial discrimination can be facilitated by their par-
ents’ racial socialization messages (15). Taken together, internal
and external changes during adolescence can influence the type
of racialized experiences African American youth have and how
they process them (14).

Racial Discrimination
A key attribute of SPD is awareness of social inequality (i.e.,
social analysis; 10). Youth might develop this awareness through
direct and vicarious experiences with racial discrimination. In
one study of African American, Asian, and Latinx youth (18),
adolescents’ perceptions of racial discrimination were associated
with their consciousness about how racial groups are treated in
society. Furthermore, African American college youth’s experi-
ences of racial discrimination are related to their beliefs about
sociopolitical action (e.g., Black people should fight against
injustice and racism) and their engagement in action (19).
Beyond direct experiences with racial discrimination, African
American youth are also likely to develop skills in social analy-
sis as they witness discrimination experienced by others (20).
For example, Trayvon Martin, an African American teenager
shot and killed by a neighborhood watchman, became the cata-
lyst for the Black Lives Matter movement, which has increased
discussions around race and police brutality (21). Public dis-
course on the killing of unarmed African Americans has pro-
moted awareness of and activism against racism (1).
Experiencing discrimination does not automatically lead youth
to reflect on racial inequality or become engaged in action.
Youth might experience discrimination but be unaware of it, or
they may interpret discrimination as an individual slight and not
a larger systemic issue. However, racial socialization and racial
identity may influence youth’s understanding of and action
against discrimination. Scholars (14) argue that racial identity,
racial socialization, and discrimination “are interdependent, co-
occurring and, indeed, mutually defining elements of a system
of racial knowledge that youth configure, reconfigure, and act
upon” (p. 5). Hence, we argue that the interplay among socio-
cultural factors (i.e., racial discrimination, identity, and social-
ization) shapes African American youth’s ability to analyze
inequality (social analysis) and engage in social justice behaviors
(sociopolitical action).

Racial Socialization

Racial socialization is a mechanism by which youth shape their
beliefs about their racial group and understand the history and
values of that group (14). The two most common forms of racial
socialization reported by parents and children are cultural
socialization (emphasizing racial/ethnic pride, cultural history,
and traditions) and preparation for bias (educating about the
reality of racial inequality and preparing youth to respond to dis-
crimination; see 22 for a review). Racial socialization can
directly promote youth’s positive development and affect the
impact of racial discrimination on their developmental outcomes
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(23). Accordingly, we argue that the impact of racial discrimina-
tion on African American youth’s SPD is likely informed by the
messages about race they receive from people they know (e.g.,
parents) as well as from people distant from them (e.g., public
figures).

Cultural socialization that focuses on history and pride may
lead to social analysis and sociopolitical action. Parents and
schools that convey messages about African American culture
can stimulate youth’s social analysis (24). Culturally relevant
pedagogy, a form of cultural socialization that highlights African
Americans’ experiences with social inequality, is theorized to
facilitate students” SPD (25). Common cultural socialization
practices include parents discussing Black history with their
children and accompanying their children to Black cultural
events. These practices might sensitize Black youth to race or
raise their awareness of social movements. Indeed, in a recent
study, African American youth who were culturally socialized
more than their peers had greater social analysis and, in turn,
were more engaged in their communities (i.e., through sociopolitical
action; 26).

Messages that prepare youth for bias can make them aware
of systemic and individual racial discrimination and guide
them on how to respond. These messages may include discus-
sions about youth experiencing racial discrimination or society
devaluing Black people. African American youth may use
these messages to develop a social analysis that includes an
awareness of the structural determinants cause social inequality.
Furthermore, youth may receive messages that encourage them
to cope with racism through sociopolitical action. For example,
African American activists describe how adult caregivers’ mod-
eling of community activism when the activists were children
promoted their SPD (5). Parents may also communicate the
importance of voting or being knowledgeable about current
events (i.e., traditional political attitudes and behaviors) to
change inequitable social systems (27).

Racial Identity

Racial identity might also inform African American youth’s
social analysis and sociopolitical action. Early scholars on Black
racial identity conceptualized it as rooted in unique attributes of
African American culture and experiences of racial oppression
(see 28). The ways that African American adolescents interpret
cultural and institutional factors (e.g., racial oppression) can
shape their identity development as well as their psychological
and behavioral responses (29). Although having a strong cultural
connection to one’s racial group is a vital component of African
Americans’ SPD (5), the process by which racial identity con-
tributes to aspects of SPD has neither been identified clearly
nor included in models of SPD. One possibility is that African
American youth who believe race is central to their self-defini-
tion (i.e., have high racial centrality) might be more likely to
interpret their experiences through a racial lens. For instance,
in one study (30), African American college students with
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greater racial centrality were more likely to report experiencing
racial discrimination.

Racial discrimination and racial socialization can serve as en-
counters or racial awakenings that trigger African American
youth to explore the historical legacy of their racial group, as
well as the meaning and significance of their racial identity (1).
For example, in a longitudinal study of African American ado-
lescents (31), youth who had experienced discrimination
believed more strongly a year later that African Americans are
perceived negatively by society. Black adults’ experiences of
direct or vicarious experiences of racial discrimination, as well
as formal and informal education about Black history, have been
identified as racial awakenings (1). These racial awakenings
may serve as the foundation of social analysis and action. Racial
identity can also influence how youth understand and are
affected by discrimination. For example, African American
youth who believed that others viewed African Americans nega-
tively reported experiencing more racial discrimination, but
were also affected less negatively by those experiences (32).
These studies suggest that becoming aware of society’s views of
African Americans might allow youth to identify and cope with
experiences of racial discrimination more effectively.

Aspects of racial identity may predict individuals’ sociopoliti-
cal attitudes (33) and behaviors (26). For instance, African
American undergraduates who considered race central to their
self-concept and believed African Americans should remain a
distinct cultural/political group were less likely to believe that
the United States was fair and just (33). In another study (19),
dimensions of African American college youth’s racial identity
predicted their sociopolitical beliefs: Participants for whom race
was central to their self-concept and who felt positively about
being African American were more likely to engage in sociopo-
litical action and believe that other African American people
should do so.

In summary, we argue that in the context of systematic racism,
an interplay among experiences of racial discrimination, racial
socialization, and racial identity shapes African American
youth’s SPD. Experiences of racial discrimination can prompt
African American youth to critically analyze social inequality
and engage in sociopolitical action. However, their racial iden-
tity and exposure to racial socialization messages may influence
how they understand racial discrimination and respond to it.
African American youth may draw on their racial identity and
their experiences of racial socialization to develop a critical
social analysis of oppression and engage in sociopolitical action
that addresses individual and structural inequality.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR BLACK YOUTH GLOBALLY

We have contextualized our findings in African American
youth’s experiences, but sociocultural experiences are likely to
influence marginalized youth of other backgrounds and from
other nations where racial stratification persists. Black adults in
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nations such as Australia, Bermuda, and South Africa describe
racial awakenings similar to Black adults in the United States
(1). These awakenings prompted identity development, social
analysis, and engagement in activism. In addition, many factors
might influence the types of racialized experiences Black youth
have and how they understand these experiences. Next, we
discuss several examples.

Social Identities and Cultural Variation
While we have focused on race, it is but one social identity that
youth often acquire with other social identities such as gender
and sexual orientation (34). SPD is developed when “the individ-
ual is able to integrate experience in different power relation-
ships into a multileveled understanding of oppression” (6, p.
258). The extent to which Black youth are privileged and
oppressed in dimensions of their identity (e.g., gender, sexual
orientation) can shape how they understand racial experiences
and other systems of oppression (e.g., sexism, homophobia; 4, 6).
Cultural context might also introduce variation in youth’s
SPD. In the United States, the sociocultural experiences of
Black immigrant youth from the Caribbean and African nations
differ from those of African Americans with a generational
legacy in the United States (35). For Black immigrant youth,
developing a connection to a collective Black identity and
becoming acculturated to Black American culture may be
important to their SPD. In other nations, Black youth with differ-
ent sociocultural backgrounds (e.g., ethnicity, country of origin)

may differ in SPD.

Cross-Racial Camaraderie and Globalization

Black youth’s ability to recognize similarities in the oppression
of other racially marginalized groups may enhance their under-
standing of systematic racism (26). This awareness might allow
them to engage in more sociopolitical action that disrupts racial
oppression for all racially marginalized groups (26). Similarly,
globalization can contribute to international sociocultural experi-
ences. For example, Black Lives Matter protests have emerged
in African and European nations (36). Black youth may be able
to examine the sociopolitical forces that affect racially marginal-
ized youth domestically and internationally, and develop cama-
raderie with other youth.

LOOKING AHEAD

Investigations of SPD and similar processes (e.g., critical con-
sciousness) explicate the nature of consciousness building and
its implications for youth’s broader development (e.g., 4). But for
racially marginalized youth, scholars should consider the signifi-
cance of race to their SPD. Our conceptual model starts to iden-
tify sociocultural influences (e.g., racial discrimination, racial
identity, racial socialization) on African American youth’s SPD.
However, previous work has found differences in the sociocul-
tural experiences (e.g., racial socialization) of other racially

marginalized youth (37). Thus, researchers should examine the
unique attributes of the SPD of different racially marginalized
youth (e.g., Latinx, Asian, Native American).

We discussed sociocultural factors as predictors of social
analysis and sociopolitical action. However, developing a criti-
cal awareness about race (38) and engaging in activism can
inform the development of racial identity (1). Given that SPD is
a transactional process, social analysis and action may inform
how youth interpret their experiences of racism and racial
socialization. Researchers should examine the interconnections
between sociocultural factors and SPD. Scholars can investigate
how youth use their racial identity, as well as their experiences
of discrimination and racial socialization, to inform their analy-
sis of racial inequality and engagement in activism. Scholars
should also examine the relations between the proposed model
cross-sectionally and longitudinally to elucidate the directionality
between factors.

Our article has implications for scholars and practitioners who
investigate the resiliency and healthy psychological development
of marginalized youth. A well-established literature has
addressed the sociocultural processes that shape marginalized
youth’s development (see 22, 23), but this work has not contextu-
alized these processes in SPD. Racial identity and racial social-
ization have been identified as protective factors that allow youth
to be resilient amid racial discrimination (23). Examining
marginalized youth’s SPD gives scholars an opportunity to con-
sider not only how youth are resilient in the presence of structural
inequality, but also how they are empowered to actively resist and
dismantle systems of oppression that impede their development.
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