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As developmental scholars increasingly study ethnic and racial identity among white youth, careful reflection is
needed regarding its framing, implementation, and interpretation. In this three-part conceptual paper, we offer a foun-
dation for such reflection. First, we discuss the sociocultural context of white supremacy that shapes U.S. society, psy-
chology, and adolescent development, and situate the study of ethnic and racial identity among white youth within
this context. Second, we consider Janet Helms’s White Racial Identity Development model, reviewing theory and
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oriented scholarship on white identity. We conclude by offering four guiding insights for conducting critical research
on racial identity development among white youth.
Key words: racial identity – white racial identity development – ethnic-racial identity – whiteness – white supremacy –

racism

White youth—like all youth in the United States—
grow up in a sociocultural context of systemic
racial inequity (Kendi, 2019; Tatum, 2017). This
racist structure shapes their daily experiences, with
particular relevance for ethnic and racial identity
development (Rivas-Drake & Uma~na-Taylor, 2019;
Williams et al., 2020). Yet, most white youth down-
play or reject the importance of race altogether
(Dottolo & Stewart, 2013; Moffitt et al., 2021;
Rogers & Meltzoff, 2017). This disconnect reflects
the prevalence of racial colorblindness (Neville
et al., 2013), a perspective that minimizes or denies
the existence and impact of race and racism. Racial
colorblindness is dominant in U.S. schools (Aldana
& Byrd, 2015) and shapes how white parents talk,
or do not talk, to their children about race (Hager-
man, 2018; Perry et al., 2019; Sullivan et al., 2021).
Thus, white youth are explicitly and implicitly

taught that race does not matter, while simultane-
ously experiencing systematic privilege on the
basis of race (Rogers, Moffitt, & Foo, 2021; Spencer,
2006, 2021; Sue, 2006; Tatum, 2017). How white
youth make sense of their racial identities in the
context of racial privilege, however, is rarely con-
ceptualized as focal or relevant to their normative
development.

The dearth of research on white youths’ racial
identity development reflects long-standing racist
ideologies, specifically white normativity and
supremacy, that shape U.S. society (Feagin &
Ducey, 2019) and the field of psychology (Dupree
& Kraus, 2021; Guthrie, 1998; Yee et al., 1993).
White normativity assumes whiteness to be the
objective standard of development, while white
supremacy asserts that white people are innately
superior to all other people (Lesko, 2012; Perry,
2002). White supremacy is more than racial vio-
lence or far-right ideology; it encompasses a system
of practices, beliefs, and policies that privilege
whiteness and center the interests and experiences
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of white people (Hooks, 1992). Both white supre-
macy and normativity shape who and what is
studied in developmental science (Causadias et al.,
2018; Rogers, Niwa et al., 2021; Spencer, 2021).
While there have been multiple calls for more thor-
ough investigations of power and privilege in child
and adolescent development (Kornbluh et al.,
2021), particularly in relation to white youth
(Hazelbaker et al., 2022; Rogers, 2019; Seaton et al.,
2018; Spencer, 2017), developmental research in
this area remains limited.

In the current conceptual paper, we respond to
these calls, presenting a three-part case for study-
ing racial identity development among white
youth. First, we articulate what developmental
research in a white supremacist society can and
should entail, offering sociocultural and historical
context to the relative dearth of research on white
adolescents’ racial identity development. We link
this discussion to the broader literature on racial
and ethnic identity, highlighting the pitfalls of
applying constructs and measures designed for use
among racially minoritized populations to white
samples. Second, we turn to Helms’s (1990, 2020)
model of White Racial Identity Development
(WRID), reviewing qualitative applications of this
model to illustrate its relevance for developmental
research, including among white adolescents.
Third, we present four guiding insights for con-
ducting developmental scholarship on white racial
identity.

PART I: CONCEPTUALIZING ADOLESCENT
DEVELOPMENT IN A SOCIETY SHAPED BY

WHITE SUPREMACY

The systemic privileging of whiteness shapes indi-
viduals’ opportunities and experiences across the
lifespan. Incorporating this reality into developmen-
tal theory requires an intentional engagement with
white supremacy as a macro-level process that is
reinforced and resisted at the micro-level of interac-
tions and individual beliefs, behaviors, and identi-
ties, including during adolescence (Helms, 1990,
2020; Rogers, Niwa et al., 2021; Rogers & Way, 2021;
Spencer, 2021; Sue, 2006). White youth are social-
ized into a society that rewards both whiteness and
silence on whiteness—denial about, ignorance of,
and self-distancing from the racist status quo
(Knowles et al., 2014; Spanierman & Cabrera, 2014).
Sociologist Joe Feagin calls this the white racial frame,
a collective denial of the vast racial inequity shaping
U.S. society, coupled with, “a broad and persisting

set of racial” ideologies and narratives, including
racial colorblindness, that uphold the very inequity
being denied (Feagin, 2020, p. 11). Shifting this
frame requires naming and understanding it,
including in developmental science.

For example, in Quintana’s (1998, 2007) racial
perspective taking model, he highlights cognition
and social experience as two necessary components
for the development of novel and nuanced under-
standings of race and racism. As children move
into adolescence, their cognitive capacity for
abstract thinking increases (Quintana, 2007). Yet,
without explicit input from sources including
teachers, peers, parents, and social media, white
youth are unlikely to engage in meaningful interro-
gation of the ways in which race shapes their envi-
ronment and development, including in relation to
their experiences of racial privilege (Moffitt et al.,
2021; Quintana, 2007).

A white adolescent, for instance, who attends a
racially segregated school (like the majority of
youth in the United States; Geiger, 2017) and
grows up in a racially segregated neighborhood
(as most white youth in the United States do;
Frey, 2020), is unlikely to connect their circum-
stances with centuries of oppressive policies and
practices privileging whiteness, unless they are
intentionally and actively socialized to do so
(Perry, 2002; Tatum, 2017; Thomann & Suyemoto,
2018). Yet, even if explicit anti-racist socialization
occurs, the status quo of white normativity is for-
tified throughout the adolescent’s ecosystem by
white-dominated media (Arana, 2018), white-
centric school curriculum (Aldana & Byrd, 2015),
and the overrepresentation of white people (and
white men in particular) in politics (Bialik, 2019),
just to name a few examples. Ensconced in this
sociocultural context, white supremacist inequity
is reinforced as normal; just how it is. This per-
spective is learned and internalized by many
white youth, often taking the form of racial color-
blindness (Moffitt et al., 2021; Rogers, Moffitt, &
Foo, 2021). Moreover, the normativity of white-
ness is reflected in developmental theory. Identity
is a core development process during adolescence
(Erikson, 1968)—so we must ask ourselves, why
is it that theoretical and empirical research on
racial identity development among white adoles-
cents is so limited?

White parents, teachers, and other white adults
often claim that white youth in childhood and
early adolescence are too young to learn about the
harms of racism (Garlen, 2018). Yet, their same-age
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peers of color are experiencing such racism first-
hand (Brown et al., 2011), and are more likely to
name it and make meaning about it than white
youth (Rogers, Moffitt, & Foo, 2021). Thus, the
shielding of white youth from learning about the
very systems of oppression from which they are
benefitting is not related to developmental capac-
ity, but to white normativity. Because racially col-
orblind perspectives are dominant among many
white adolescents (Pauker et al., 2015), racial iden-
tity development can seem stagnant among this
population. However, learning to negate race is
itself highly relevant for youth development, both
as a process and as an outcome, and with implica-
tions at the individual and societal levels (Apfel-
baum et al., 2010). A critical study of adolescent
development thus requires research questions,
methods, and measures that move beyond pure
age-related differences (McLean & Riggs, 2022) to
center the realities of growing up in a society
shaped by white supremacy.

How white youth talk about and make meaning
about race—even if they are downplaying its
importance—is developmentally relevant. For
instance, a white 12-year-old may interpret race-
related societal messaging and interpersonal expe-
rience differently than a white 16-year-old, but if
the impact of their reasoning at both time points
supports racially colorblind ideology, that is not a
neutral or irrelevant finding. We therefore need
more developmental research examining if, when,
and how white adolescents learn to justify or resist
the deeply engrained societal norms of white
supremacy, including through racially colorblind
perspectives. Thus, we might ask, how are white
youth making meaning about their racialized expe-
riences and interactions as they grow up? What
kind of logic is being engaged, and when, why,
and how does this change over time? In which
ways do white youth make identity-related mean-
ing that aligns with or contradicts racial colorblind-
ness and white supremacy? Adequately engaging
such research questions requires an anchor in
sociocultural and historical context.

An Historical Perspective: Racism, Whiteness,
and Psychology

The United States and the field of psychology have
a long and intertwined history with racism and
preoccupation with the superiority of whiteness
(Guthrie, 1998). While the boundaries of whiteness
have shifted over the centuries, it has consistently
been upheld as normative, desirable, and powerful

(Feagin & Ducey, 2019). In the first U.S. census in
1790, individuals were not asked to report their
ethnicity or heritage, but were divided into “free
white males (separated by age), free white females,
other free persons, and slaves” (Loyd & Gaither,
2018, pp. 64–65). The category “white” has
remained a constant with each subsequent census,
though all additional racial and ethnic groups have
changed over time, as who is and is not included
in the “white” group has shifted in relation to
sociopolitical interests and immigration flows.
Decisions regarding the boundaries of whiteness
are political, but empirical research, and psycholog-
ical research in particular, has played a pivotal role
in legitimizing white supremacy through science.
Indeed, a key aim of psychology when it was
established as a discipline in the 19th century was
to offer so-called scientific evidence of racial hierar-
chy, specifically through the use of intelligence and
aptitude testing designed to elevate white people
as superior to all others (Guthrie, 1998). Intelligence
testing remained common through the 1930s, when
many of the pseudo-scientific arguments for
biology-based racial hierarchies, known as eugen-
ics, were adopted by the Nazis and subsequently
lost favor in the United States (Guthrie, 1998;
Winston, 2004).

Following WWII, there was a boom of psycho-
logical inquiry into bias, prejudice, and intergroup
relations, largely situated as an attempt to under-
stand how and why the horrors of the Holocaust
had been carried out in Nazi Germany. Much of
this work focused on the formation and mainte-
nance of ingroups and outgroups, often in labora-
tory settings (Hornsey, 2008). Notable to the
historical through lines of race in psychology, no
such research boom occurred in relation to the
racialized justification for centuries of chattel slav-
ery, the thousands of racial terror murders of Black
Americans through the 1960s, or the white supre-
macist cultural doctrine of Manifest Destiny and
related genocide and forced assimilation of millions
of Native Americans. On the contrary, the Holo-
caust was situated as a great aberration, reinforcing
the fallacy of the United States as a free, equal, and
just society. This false framing has been founda-
tional in the quest among many researchers to
understand and root out malevolent behavior at
the individual level, often without acknowledging
the ever-present history of white supremacy in U.S.
society (Feagin, 2020) and in psychology (Dupree
& Kraus, 2021).

Many psychological frameworks still assess prej-
udice, bias, and racism at the individual level
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(Dovidio et al., 2017), with the bulk of this research
conducted among predominantly white partici-
pants (Roberts et al., 2020). While it is unquestion-
ably important to understand the roots,
development, and impact of white individuals’
racial attitudes, doing so has often situated the con-
cept of race, and relatedly racial identity, as some-
thing “other” people have (Salter et al., 2017). The
race-related beliefs and behaviors white people
have about Black, Indigenous, and People of Color
(BIPOC) are centered, but the experience of being
white in a society structured by white supremacy
is not often taken into consideration. This has two
key consequences. First, it holds whiteness as nor-
mative and largely invisible, reinforcing the exist-
ing racial hierarchy. Second, it situates racism in
the minds and actions of individuals, while struc-
tural systems of power and oppression, even when
named, are pushed to the margins (Salter &
Adams, 2013; Syed, 2021). Because individuals are
embedded in systems, however, the links between
individual beliefs and behaviors and societal
norms, policies, and narratives are mutually rein-
forcing (Galliher et al., 2017; Rogers, 2018). Recent
research has examined, for instance, how individ-
ual racist microaggressions reinforce and legitimize
societal systems of oppression (Skinner-Dorkenoo
et al., 2021). Recognizing racism as “a system of
advantage based on race” therefore situates the
study of race in sociocultural context (Tatum, 2017,
p. 87; italics added).

The Emergence of Racial and Ethnic Identity
Development

Situating individuals within sociocultural context
was at the heart of early work on racial identity
development. In the decades after legalized racial
segregation was overturned, research on racial iden-
tity as a construct distinct from race and racial dif-
ferences began to take hold. Rather than studying
negative attitudes about racial outgroups or con-
ceptualizing preference for one’s own racial group
as a form of ingroup bias (Sellers, 1993), early
racial identity scholars argued for the need to
investigate how Black people understand the per-
sonal, social, and political meaning of Blackness
and the value of ingroup identification; that is, to
understand how Black people form a racial identity
in the context of white supremacy (Cross, 1971;
Sellers, 1993).

Psychologists situated primarily in the clinical,
counseling, and social subfields, namely, Cross
(1971), Helms (1990), and Sellers et al. (1998), put

forth models of Black racial identity that assessed
individual engagement with power, privilege, and
oppression. These models were conceptualized for
use among Black adults and were not linked to
socio-cognitive maturation across developmental
periods. Instead, they focus squarely on the socio-
cultural context (Cross, 1971) and on elements such
as racial pride and centrality (Sellers et al., 1998), or
what is now labeled identity content (Hudley & Irv-
ing, 2012). In response to Black racial identity mod-
els, Phinney (1992), a developmental psychologist,
introduced the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(MEIM). The MEIM builds on Erikson’s (1968) the-
ory to examine the process of identity development,
with a specific focus on adolescence. Phinney cen-
tered ethnicity rather than race, assessing the ways
in which youth learn about (exploration) and feel
attached to (commitment) their ethnic heritage. A
decade later, Adriana Uma~na-Taylor et al. (2004)
developed another Eriksonian measure, the Ethnic
Identity Scale (EIS), assessing ethnic identity explo-
ration, affirmation, and resolution. Both the MEIM
and EIS were designed to be universal measures,
adaptable and equivalent across ethnic groups.

As research using each of each of these mea-
sures and models increased, the expanding bodies
of literature on racial and ethnic identity were
brought together, with scholars finding links
between their various facets and adaptive and pro-
tective psychosocial outcomes across diverse
BIPOC youth (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). The Ethnic
and Racial Identity in the 21st Century Study
Group (Uma~na-Taylor et al., 2014) therefore put
forth the meta-construct of ethnic-racial identity
(ERI), which encompasses the content-oriented
aspects of racial identity (e.g., racial pride and cen-
trality) and the process-oriented aspects of ethnic
identity (e.g., exploration and commitment). Impor-
tantly, in their conceptual paper arguing for the
merging of these identity constructs, both their
review of existing research and recommendations
for the future focused exclusively on BIPOC youth
(Williams et al., 2020), as none of the aforemen-
tioned ERI models were developed with white
youth in mind.

Yet, this history is very rarely mentioned in con-
temporary research. As the number of studies
using these measures to assess ERI among white
youth increases, recognizing the origins and trajec-
tories of these constructs is important. When scales
such as the MEIM and EIS are employed, white
youth consistently report lower ERI than their
BIPOC peers (Phinney, 1992; Walker & Syed, 2013),
regardless of which aspect is measured. Multiple
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scholars have assessed the psychometric properties
of ERI scales, including to investigate their func-
tionality among white youth. In a recent study (Sla-
dek et al., 2020), the authors found that white
adolescents reported systematically lower ERI than
BIPOC adolescents, though the factor structure of
multiple ERI measures was equivalent across
groups. Similarly, Syed and Juang (2014) found
that white college students reported lower ERI than
Students of Color, but links between ERI and psy-
chological functioning were consistent across
groups. In the latter study, the authors found that
ERI was significantly higher among students who
reported a specific ethnicity in their surveys, as
compared to those who wrote “white” or “Cau-
casian” when asked to provide their ethnic group
(Syed & Juang, 2014).

The findings from these psychometric evalua-
tions highlight a key tension in using scales
designed for racially minoritized youth to study
ERI among white youth. While some white youth
may learn about and feel pride in their ethnic
heritage, many write “white” when prompted to
provide their ethnic group (Grossman & Char-
maraman, 2009; Syed & Juang, 2014). Can white
pride carry the same meaning as Black or Latinx
pride? Does a sense of belonging to whiteness
signify positive ethnic group belonging? Based on
the long history of white supremacy shaping U.S.
society, as well as the writings of early ERI
scholars (Phinney, 1996; Sellers, 1993), the answer
to these questions is clearly “no.” Existing ERI
scales cannot assess how white youth understand
the consequences of white supremacy because
they were not designed to do so. By focusing on
ethnic or cultural ancestry, scales such as the
MEIM and EIS obfuscate the ways in which
white youth develop racial identity, failing to
capture meaning making related to whiteness
and racial inequity.

Although some ERI measures may be psychome-
trically sound across ethnic and racial groups, we
have strong reservations about the external validity
and conceptual underpinnings of these constructs
for use among white youth, particularly if authors
focus solely on individual-level constructs (atti-
tudes and behaviors) without situating their
research in sociopolitical context (racial privilege
and white supremacy) (Rogers, Niwa et al., 2021;
Williams et al., 2020). Thus, to move toward anti-
racist scholarship, we need to examine racial iden-
tity development among white youth, rather than
ERI or ethnic identity. Doing so requires different
models, measures, and research questions, ones

designed to assess racial identity among white
individuals within a white supremacist society.

PART II: HELMS’S WHITE RACIAL IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT MODEL

Helms’s (1990, 2020) White Racial Identity Devel-
opment (WRID) model offers one framework for a
contextualized study of white identity. Additional
frameworks assessing whiteness have been put
forth (for reviews, see Hays et al., 2021; Schooley
et al., 2019), including models focusing on white
racial consciousness (Rowe et al., 1994), white iden-
tity centrality (Knowles & Peng, 2005), white guilt
(Grzanka et al., 2020), and the psychosocial costs of
racism to whites (Spanierman & Heppner, 2004).
Some of these models were developed in response
to Helms, based in particular on psychometric cri-
tique of the scales used to measure WRID quantita-
tively (Behrens & Rowe, 1997; Rowe, 2006). We
acknowledge this critique and agree with previous
assessment (Spanierman & Soble, 2010) that the
problems relate to condensing a highly complex
theoretical model into quantifiable items, meaning
it does not negate the value of the theory itself, but
instead demands greater phenomenological inquiry
to understand its real-world applicability. Further-
more, despite the critique, most subsequent frame-
works have drawn on Helms’s work, and the
WRID model integrates many elements of subse-
quent models, offering a cohesive toolkit for under-
standing their interconnectedness. We therefore
argue that, even if scholars studying racial identity
among white youth do not directly apply the
WRID model, they can and should recognize
Helms’s (1990, 2020) work as a theoretical founda-
tion for the psychological study of white racial
identity development.

Initially conceptualized as a stage model and
offered as a counterpart to her model of Black racial
identity development (Helms, 1984, 1990), the
WRID framework drew on Cross’s (1971) early
work to understand the identities of white adults.
Thus, it was not conceptually tied to developmental
milestones based on socio-cognitive maturation;
age-related change is neither assumed nor theo-
rized. It is presumed, however, that individual
growth combined with societal events prompts
change, and that progression through the model
requires learning and reflection (Helms, 1990, 2020).
In recent years, Helms (2017, 2020) has moved away
from the language of stages, making clear that what
she now calls the six schemas comprising the WRID
model (see Figure 1) are neither mutually exclusive
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nor rigidly linear; both progression and regression
can occur, and individuals often hold perspectives
that fit within multiple schemas. Drawing on this
model to study adolescent identity development,
WRID offers a framework for articulating if, when,
and how white adolescents learn to justify or resist
the norms of white supremacy—not purely as a
function of their age or cognitive stage, but their
ongoing development within and negotiation of the
sociocultural context of racism. In the following, we
offer an overview of the WRID phases and sche-
mas, before discussing qualitative applications of
this model and related implications for adolescent
development.

WRID Phase 1

Phase 1 of the WRID model is comprised of three
schemas, which are characterized by internalization
and maintenance of the racist societal status quo.
Helms (1990, 2020) notes that many white adults
remain in Phase 1 of racial identity development
indefinitely, meaning they do not explicitly recog-
nize the ways in which whiteness has shaped their
lives. Thus, it is neither surprising nor insignificant
if white adolescents are also clustered here. The
initial schema in Phase 1, Contact, is primarily typi-
fied by “innocence, ignorance, or neutrality about
race and racial issues” (Helms, 2020, p. 27). Indi-
viduals primarily situated in Contact tend to
employ a colorblind racial ideology, downplaying
the importance of race and remaining in denial or
oblivion regarding the impact of racism. Disintegra-
tion, the second WRID schema, is primarily charac-
terized by confusion, guilt, and shame. In this
schema, the white person becomes aware of race
and racism, but feels caught in a quandary because
the new information they are faced with clashes
with the racially colorblind perspectives they had
internalized (Helms, 2020). If white individuals
navigate this tension by placing blame for racial

inequity on racially minoritized populations, and
engage in scapegoating or overt racism, then they
can be situated in the third WRID schema, Reinte-
gration. Here, the person acknowledges racism but
has fully reintegrated into the status quo, embrac-
ing whiteness as normal and superior and using
racial inequity as “proof” of the inferiority of
BIPOC individuals (Helms, 2020).

WRID Phase 2

When white individuals are pushed toward greater
reflection on the reality of systemic racism, they
may then engage Phase 2 schemas. The three sche-
mas that comprise Phase 2 are characterized, to
varying degrees, by a rejection of the status quo
and internalization of an anti-racist white identity.
Helms (2020) argues that the shift to Phase 2, “prob-
ably requires a catastrophic event or a series of per-
sonal encounters that the person can no longer
ignore” (p. 28). Thus, it is intentional or explicit acts
or events that prompt the white person to develop
from a colorblind racial identity to an anti-racist
racial identity. Gaining a better understanding of
such events and how white youth make sense of
them will greatly strengthen developmental
research in this area (Hazelbaker et al., 2022).

In the Pseudo-Independence schema, the first of
Phase 2, a view of white superiority is replaced
with a perspective of white normativity. Helms
(2020) describes the beliefs adopted in this schema
as white liberalist, in which white people try to
help BIPOC individuals without interrogating the
white supremacist roots of racial inequity. Helms
(2020) argues that this schema is relatively stable,
as white people promote the assimilation of BIPOC
individuals into existing norms and structures
rather than pushing for fundamental change to the
system. If the white person gains greater awareness
of the problematic implications of assimilation,
they may shift into the second Phase 2 schema,

FIGURE 1 Overview of WRID phases, schemas, and primary characteristics. Note. This flowchart is adapted from the theoretical
WRID model as described by Helms (2020).
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Immersion-Emersion, which includes active explo-
ration of race and racism on a personal and societal
level. This means that the white person reflects on
how whiteness has shaped their own experiences,
thinks critically about interpersonal and structural
racism, and seeks ways to confront it. In the final
WRID schema, Autonomy, white individuals are
involved in ongoing personal reflection and societal
engagement with the aim of dismantling systemic
oppression (Helms, 2020). Importantly, racial iden-
tity is not viewed as static within the WRID model,
meaning that maintaining the beliefs, actions, and
behaviors characteristic of Autonomy, for instance,
requires ongoing learning and engagement, as anti-
racist white identity runs counter to the norms of
our white supremacist society.

Given that adolescence is a time of significant
identity exploration, self-curiosity, and discovery, it
may be a prime opportunity for white adolescents
to move into Phase 2 schemas, questioning estab-
lished norms and exploring the meaning and sig-
nificance of race and whiteness for themselves
(Thomann & Suyemoto, 2018). At the same time,
because awareness of social expectations and pres-
sures to fulfill social roles also intensify during the
teenage years, white youth may assume their role
in the racial hierarchy, reinforcing white suprema-
cist norms and remaining in the Phase 1 schemas.

Applying the WRID Model to Study White Racial
Identity

Numerous researchers have employed the WRID
model. Because we are focusing on the theory and
its application, rather than the quantitative mea-
surement model, we reference only qualitative
work. Tatum (1992) offered an early application,
using the WRID model as a lens to interpret and
situate her white students’ engagement and growth
over the course of an undergraduate seminar on
racism in psychology. Tatum discusses how her
framing of the course material helped to push stu-
dents toward critical reflection, although many
went slowly through the WRID schemas, express-
ing anger, guilt, and shame before coming to terms
with the reality of racism and their role within a
racist system (Tatum, 1992). In a similar study
examining white graduate students’ reflective writ-
ing, the authors found that, over the course of a
semester-long class on multicultural counseling
psychology, the scope and depth of students’
reflections shifted from aligning primarily with
Phase 1 to primarily Phase 2 (Dass-Brailsford,
2007), indicating that critical education may act as

a racial identity development intervention. In a
phenomenological study of white adults self-
identified as anti-racist activists (Malott et al.,
2015), the authors found that many participants felt
alienated from other white people who were less
reflective about race and whiteness, many centered
a critical perspective on whiteness as a central
aspect of their racial identities, and many discussed
being anti-racist as a practice rather than a static
identity. Each of these aspects aligns with Helms’s
(2020) conceptualization of the latter schemas of
white racial identity, underscoring the multifaceted
and dynamic nature of racial identity development
as embedded in the sociocultural context.

Our own recent study (Moffitt et al., 2021)
marked the first application of the conceptual
WRID model among a youth sample, as far as we
are aware. Based on analysis of qualitative inter-
views conducted at two time points with white
youth in middle childhood (Mage at T1 = 9.00,
SD = 1.73) and early adolescence (Mage at
T1 = 11.62, SD = 0.50), we found that most partici-
pants primarily made statements that reflected
Phase 1 schemas. There was a shift over time
toward Phase 2, however, particularly among par-
ticipants in early adolescence. This suggests that
white racial identity development may be under-
girded by socio-cognitive development. Yet, we
also found high variability across our sample, with
nearly all participants making statements coded
across multiple schemas, making clear that age
alone does not predict anti-racist white identity.

Our findings with white youth (9–11 years old;
Moffitt et al., 2021) align with Quintana’s (1998,
2007) racial perspective taking model, which sug-
gests that children are aware of racial groups and
their own racial identities from a very early age,
but how they make sense of race and race related
experiences changes as they gain both experiential
knowledge and greater cognitive ability to process
it. Our findings also align with Helms’s (2020) the-
orizing that many white adults remain situated in
Phase 1, and those who do progress to Phase 2 pri-
marily engage the Pseudo-Independence schema,
which was indeed what we found in our youth
sample. This underscores that socio-cognitive skills
should not be understood as the cause of critical,
anti-racist disruption and identity, but rather as a
developmental prerequisite. As Helms (1990, 2020)
notes, interpersonal and societal events and experi-
ences catalyze white racial identity development.
For white youth, the socialization received from
teachers, parents, peers, social media, and other
sources, all represent such catalysts, presenting
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opportunities for both progression and regression
across the WRID schemas.

PART III: IMPLICATIONS FOR ADOLESCENT
RESEARCH

In our adaptation of the WRID model to white
youth, we aimed to interpret their individual
reflection and meaning making in relation to race,
racism, and whiteness within a socioculturally situ-
ated framework (Rogers, Moffitt, & Jones, 2021).
That youth listen to, internalize, and make personal
meaning from the messages they hear from par-
ents, teachers, and broader society is well estab-
lished. Among BIPOC youth, messages specifically
in relation to ethnicity and race have long been
examined within the paradigm of ethnic-racial
socialization (Priest et al., 2014). Fewer researchers
have studied the parallel messaging white youth
receive (or do not receive), although research in
this area is increasing (Hagerman, 2018; Hughes
et al., 2008; Loyd & Gaither, 2018; Perry, 2002;
Perry et al., 2019; Sullivan et al., 2021). A recent
study (Ferguson et al., 2021) examined parental
white racial socialization through the lens of the
WRID model, finding that white mothers who
espoused perspectives aligned with Phase 2 sche-
mas were more likely to engage in race-conscious
parenting, whereas white mothers situated in
Phase 1 schemas (who represented the majority of
the sample) tended to engage racial colorblindness
or remain silent on race-related topics with their
children. The socialization of racial colorblindness
has clear implications for youth development.

As racial identity scholars aiming to conduct a
racial justice-oriented analysis, we also grappled
with the convenience and ease of colorblind rea-
soning. As we coded our own data of white
youths’ race related statements, we found ourselves
questioning the implications of what they told us,
thinking: they’re just repeating what their parents have
said, he just heard his teacher say that, she’s just telling
you what she thinks you want to hear. Yet, anchoring
our analysis within the WRID model allowed us to
recognize that the messages these white youth
were conveying, even if (or particularly if) repeated
from others, are meaningful, at both the individual
and societal levels. A white 6th grader saying, for
instance, that race, “just really doesn’t matter,”
(Moffitt et al., 2021) tells us something about her
own racial identity, about the socialization she is
receiving, and about the society she lives in. To
assert that race “really doesn’t matter” in a society
wherein one’s racial positionality predicts life

outcomes and longevity is meaningful. Thus, bring-
ing together our own research experience with the
conceptual, historical, and empirical work we have
outlined thus far in this paper, we offer four guid-
ing insights for research on racial identity develop-
ment among white adolescents.

First, We Should Use Models Designed to Assess
Whiteness in Context

Much of the existing research on ERI among white
youth reinforces the narrative that ethnic and racial
identity are of limited importance to this popula-
tion. Scales designed to measure the process and
content of ERI development among racially minori-
tized individuals focus on constructs such as group
belonging, importance, and understanding (Phin-
ney, 1992; Sellers et al., 1998; Uma~na-Taylor et al.,
2004). Due to the nature of white supremacy and
normativity in our society, these constructs cannot
offer a racial justice-oriented, socioculturally rele-
vant assessment of how white youth develop their
identities as racialized beings (Helms, 1996, 2007;
Helms & Talleyrand, 1997; Spencer, 2021). ERI
development cannot be measured as a universal
process, as it is shaped by one’s positionality
within a white supremacist system.

Thus, we encourage researchers to disentangle
ethnic and racial identity development when
studying white youth, and to center the latter. In
our own research, drawing on a framework
designed to investigate how white individuals
develop a racial identity in the context of white
supremacy allowed us to go beyond the “race does
not matter” finding to investigate if, when, and
how white youth resist or reiterate racial inequity.
Such person-in-context analysis demonstrates the
nuanced identity work white youth are engaged in,
even in early adolescence, and even when many
simultaneously reiterate racially colorblind claims
(Rogers, Moffitt, & Foo, 2021). The WRID model
offers one framework to make sense of these seem-
ingly contradictory identity narratives, offering a
lens through which to interpret the complexities of
navigating racialized experiences and colorblind
racial socialization.

Second, We Should Move Beyond Relying on
Age-Related Change to Explain Development

Age-related models are attractive and informative
in some ways, but also limited in their capacity to
center the macro-system in developmental pro-
cesses (McLean & Riggs, 2022; Rogers, Niwa et al.,
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2021). Although the WRID model is not develop-
mental in terms of outlining anticipated age-related
change over time, situating participants’ statements
across the six schemas allows developmental
researchers to examine changes in response type
and topic across participants and interview time
points. Yet, we are not familiar with any research
engaging the WRID model that assesses change in
the complexity or content of participants’ state-
ments coded into a single schema, a task we
encourage scholars to take up in the future.
Because many white individuals maintain racially
colorblind perspectives across the life course
(Helms, 2020), we need more developmental schol-
arship examining both the content and process of
micro-level maintenance and perpetuation of the
macro-level ideology of white supremacy. We need
to shift our science to recognize that for white
youth, development into a white supremacist sys-
tem necessarily entails some level of learning to
discount, downplay, and ignore that system, while
simultaneously benefitting from it (Sue, 2006).
Understanding this process, as well as its implica-
tions, can only occur if we name and center sys-
temic inequity within our science.

Furthermore, recognizing the status quo of
inequality, we encourage scholars to study resistance
to oppressive systems as part of normative develop-
ment, including among white youth (Rogers &
Way, 2021). Numerous theoretical models put forth
over the past decades (Diemer et al., 2017; Garcia-
Coll et al., 1996; Spencer, 2006) have offered founda-
tions for studying resistance to oppression among
BIPOC youth, highlighting the ways in which this
developmental construct can be adaptive and pro-
tective, and is incorporated into one’s identity. Par-
allel processes among white youth remain under
studied. Resistance to racial and other forms of soci-
etal oppression and inequity is not the responsibility
of People of Color alone. By expanding our science
to better understand if, how, and when white youth
resist the white supremacist status quo, we can shift
the field toward greater equity.

Third, We Should Reflect on How Our Own
Identities Shape our Work

Fundamental to meaningful and impactful change,
researchers need to (a) engage in critical interroga-
tion of their own identities, particularly in the case
of white researchers, and (b) name the ways in
which whiteness, race, and structural racism shape
and show up in their research. Just like the youth
we study, we are living in a white supremacist

society, and our research either works to uphold or
disrupt this reality. If (white) scholars conduct
research on adolescent development without
engaging in a critical examination of their own
racial identities, they may reinforce white suprema-
cist norms. Engaging in critical reflection of one’s
racial identity goes beyond including a reflexivity
or positionality statement in one’s research,
although we certainly advocate for this practice.
White scholars can consult Helms’s framework,
particularly as outlined in her recent book A Race is
a Nice Thing to Have (2020), in an effort to examine
how whiteness informs their own identities and
how they conduct research.

Scholars including Helms have encouraged
(white) researchers to undertake this type of iden-
tity work for decades (Helms, 1993), and numerous
papers in recent years have outlined steps for
greater researcher reflexivity on race, racism, and
whiteness (Boykin et al., 2020; Dottolo & Kaschak,
2015; Spanierman et al., 2017). Shifting the conver-
sation to speak with developmental psychologists
in particular, we hope to spur reflection on the
intertwined implications of researcher identity and
what and who are centered when we study what is
often called normative development. If white schol-
ars critically interrogate the ways in which white-
ness has benefitted them personally, if they
recognize that much of what they have been taught
and have internalized is white centered and white
supremacist, if they acknowledge their own racial-
ized identity as a white person and what that
means for their lived experience, they will be better
equipped to conduct research that moves, “beyond
discovering Whiteness once again to the more diffi-
cult challenge of deconstructing it” (Helms, 2017,
p. 724).

Fourth, We Should Apply an Anti-Racist Lens to
the Terms and Constructs in our Work

Doing such work may necessitate resistance even
to the official standards in our field. The current
American Psychological Association (APA) guideli-
nes outlined in the 7th edition of the style manual
explicitly advocate for “bias free” language, yet
state that either “White” or “European American”
is acceptable for describing “people of European
origin” (APA, 2019). The term “European Ameri-
can,” when used interchangeably with “White,”
not only erases the multitudinous ethnic and racial
diversity within historical and contemporary Eur-
ope, thereby reinforcing white normativity across
national contexts, but also situates whiteness as a
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matter of heritage, as though it were a neutral and
natural construct. Researching “European Ameri-
can” ERI is not equivalent to researching white
racial identity; treating these terms interchangeably
bolsters the invisibility of white supremacy and
whiteness as a construct of power.

If researchers choose to study ERI development
across ethnic and racial groups, which can and
does offer relevant insights, we recommend explic-
itly acknowledging the historical through line of
white supremacy in the United States and being
clear that racism is a structure which denigrates
BIPOC and elevates white people, rather than situ-
ating racism solely in terms of individual beliefs
and behaviors. Furthermore, researchers can
include additional measures tapping into elements
of white racial identity, such as awareness of white
privilege (Hays et al., 2007), the psychosocial costs
of racism to whites (Spanierman & Heppner, 2004),
or critical reflection and action on inequity (Diemer
et al., 2017), to understand the different develop-
mental and societal implications of ethnic versus
racial identity among white youth. Counseling psy-
chology, in particular, offers a wealth of research
on whiteness, which can be drawn on to expand
developmental theory in this area (Grzanka et al.,
2020; Schooley et al., 2019).

CONCLUSION

Studying racial identity among white youth is one
way to contribute to disrupting the invisibility of
white supremacy and normativity in developmental
science. Adolescence is a time of rapid increases in
cognitive capacity paired with greater exploration
of the self and one’s role in society (Erikson, 1968;
Quintana, 1998, 2007). Understanding if, when, and
how, white youth internalize and accept or recog-
nize and resist the white supremacy shaping our
society will strengthen developmental research
broadly and identity research in particular. We thus
advocate for more developmental scholarship that
resists the racist status quo by naming the structures
upholding it and examining the ways in which com-
ing generations may work to dismantle it. Ade-
quately doing so requires specific engagement with
white supremacy as a context of development,
which cannot be captured using existing ERI mea-
sures alone. Instead, we advocate for greater
exploratory and phenomenological research draw-
ing on Helms’s (1990, 2020) foundational WRID
model, which can push scholars to look beyond
age-related development to interrogate the ways in
which white youth alternately reiterate or resist the

racist societal structures they are being socialized
into throughout childhood and adolescence. Such
an approach acknowledges and positions develop-
mental scientists to disrupt the normativity of white
supremacy in our science and society.
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