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Abstract

This paper describes the development of an index to measure children’s internalized idea

of the color of their skin and their satisfaction with that color with a sample of 291 Puerto Rican

children from the greater Boston area. In incorporating the potential effects of racism and

prejudice into the study of normal development of minority children, the results of the children’s

perceptions of their skin color and their satisfaction with that color are compared with measures

of their self-esteem and self-identified ethnic identity. The results confirm the second generation

research on African American children’s greater preference for lighter skin shades and, at the

same time, the lack of association for this preference with a child’s self esteem.

(C) 1998 Alarcon, O. Erkut, S. Szalacha, L. Coll, C. Fields, J. Gonzalez, S. 



- 1 -

Child development theorists have persuasively argued that race-based prejudice and

discrimination in the mainland U.S. can have deleterious effects on minority child development

(see, García Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd & Randolph, 1984, 1985). The

measurement and study of racism’s potential effects, however, are lacking in the study of normal

development of Puerto Rican children (Alarcón, Erkut, García Coll, & Vázquez Garcia, 1994).

The majority of the research on minority children’s racial identity has been conducted with

African American children (Clark & Clark, 1947, Goodman, 1952; Harvey, 1995; Horowitz,

1939; Phinney, 1990; Porter, 1991; Robinson & Ward, 1995; Spencer & Horowitz, 1973). While

both African Americans and Puerto Ricans are viewed in majority culture as “people of color,"

without direct examination, the results from these studies cannot be generalized to Puerto Rican

children for at least two reasons discussed below. An examination of attitudes toward skin color,

therefore,  needs to be included in the study of the normal development of mainland Puerto Rican

children. To this end, we have developed an index designed to assess mainland Puerto Rican

children’s internal sense of their skin color because instruments for measuring skin color suitable

for children other than African Americans have been lacking.

The results from studies conducted with African American children are not generalizable

to Puerto Rican children because the racial socialization of the two groups occurs under different

cultural systems. For example, there is a lack of equivalence in the construction  of “race” on the

Island (with which one or both of the parents of the Puerto Rican children might identify) and the

mainland construction of race where African American families live. In the contiguous United

States, the socio-political construction of race is based on racial distinction between white and

nonwhite, where the latter is understood to refer to being African American/Black (see Hirshfeld,

1996). Alport’s (1954) early description of racial categorization as designating group

membership in a “race” which is widely understood to encompass an “essence” that determines
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group members’ individual nature has been found characterize more recent racial categorizations

on the mainland. (Hirshfeld, 1996; Rothbart & Taylor, 1990). The dichotomous distinction, that

is, the designation of a person as either white or black but not both or in between, is not so much

determined by physical characteristics (such as skin color, hair color and texture, or facial

structure) as it is by racial ancestry (Davis, 1991). Indeed, Hirshfeld’s studies with both children

and adults suggests that both formal and common sense race categories continue to embody a

construction of race as transmitted through “blood” and in this system of white versus nonwhite,

the “one drop rule” defines to which category a person belongs (Hirshfeld, 1995, 1996).

In contrast, in Puerto Rico, race is not a matter of group membership. It is a quality of the

individual attributed on the basis of a combination of skin color, culture-based behaviors and

social class. Racial terms such as blanco, trigeño, cafecito, moreno, mulato, and negro  all refer

to skin color differences, which can occur within families and communities. They denote a

system of racial identification which recognizes mixture and “in-betweenness.” Moreover, in as

much as these words have referents in skin color, they also denote a complex interaction of race,

class, and culture (Rodriguez, 1991). In this system of classification, a dark-skinned person can

be referred to as white (blanco) if he/she exhibits cultural behaviors associated with an upper-

class white person. It is said that “money whitens” people. In contrast to the mainland, racial

categories on the Island do not have an immutable, essentialist quality transmitted by “blood.”

Rather, they  can be achieved through culture and class (Rodriguez, 1991). Therefore, even if

they are born on the mainland, Puerto Rican children might be exposed to a home culture in

which racial identification is intricately intertwined with skin color, cultural behaviors and social

class. This suggests that results obtained on African American children may not be valid for

Puerto Ricans.
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The second difference between African American and Puerto Rican children is that the

latter have the option of removing themselves from the U.S. mainstream racial dichotomy of

white versus nonwhite (hence black). They can choose to identify with their ethnicity thereby

avoiding the historical heritage of being black in a racist society. Curiously, this option is made

possible by race politics on the mainland, for ethnicity is not a salient concept on the island

(Erkut, Alarcón, García Coll & Tropp, 1997). Identification with an ethnicity can serve on the U.

S. mainland a dual protective function of asserting ethnic pride and avoiding an association with

a racial identity negatively valued. For these two reasons, Puerto Rican children’s perceptions

need to be studied on their own.

Puerto Ricans on the Mainland

Puerto Ricans are native born Americans who, when they settle on the mainland of the

U.S., become a minority by virtue of their culture and language. Upon arrival to the mainland the

complex and mutable relationships among color, behavior, and class with which they have been

raised is replaced by a more rigid, dichotomous system. Light-skinned Puerto Ricans have joked

that on the island they were white but when they took a plane to the mainland, they became

“colored.” Fitzpatrick (1987) has noted that “Nothing is so complicating to the Puerto Ricans in

their effort to adjust to American life as the problem of color.” Rodriguez (1991) suggests that

when people think of themselves as white and are suddenly perceived as non-white, a perceptual

dissonance in self image can arise which can interfere with self esteem. This is especially true

because mainland society devalues the color to which they have been assigned. Rodriguez (1991)

and Martinez (1988) have suggested that, in many cases, these challenges to self image and self

esteem can lead to insecurity, anger or dissatisfaction
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Skin Color and Self-Esteem

Research on the importance of skin color in cognitive, emotional and behavioral

development has been carried out mainly with African-Americans (Clark & Clark, 1947,

Goodman, 1952; Harvey, 1995; Horowitz, 1940; Phinney, 1990; Porter, 1991; Robinson &

Ward, 1995; Spencer & Horowitz, 1973). Little is known about children of Hispanic origin and

the work that exists is mainly on Mexican-Americans (Nelson, 1972; Bostwick, 1973) with few

works on Puerto Ricans.

Horowitz’ (1939), Goodman’s (1952), and Clark and Clark’s (1947) studies represent the

vanguard of research that established a methodology for measuring self concept along a single

dimension of race-color awareness. These studies used dolls and diagnostic play situations for

testing a child’s awareness of race/color and their willingness to associate with a given race.

Their results showed children’s preference for white dolls and rejection of black ones. These

researchers then proposed that black children have low self-esteem, basing this conclusion on the

children’s light skin preference, identification with white dolls, and their association of negative

ideas to the color black.

Cross (1991) provides an insightful analysis of the literature on black identity which he

divides into two periods. The first, from 1939 to 1968, he designates as the period during which

the currents of Negro self-hatred evolved; the second, from 1968 to 1980 as the period of

nigrescence when blacks affirmed the “new” Black identity. He points out that the two husband

and wife teams of Ruth and Eugene Horowitz and Mamie and Kenneth Clark saw self concept as

consisting of two domains: personal identity (PI) and one’s group identity or reference group

orientation (RGO) and made the assumption that although the two domains were distinct they

were linked to each other. This mistaken assumption led them and other researchers to believe

(C) 1998 Alarcon, O. Erkut, S. Szalacha, L. Coll, C. Fields, J. Gonzalez, S. 



- 5 -

that children who preferred light skin dolls (RGO measure) did so due to a lower self-esteem (PI

measure).

During the nigrescence period, Cross states that research showed that there is no

consistent pattern of a relationship between PI and RGO. That is, the variability on general

personality, self-esteem, and personal identity tests is not correlated with variability in racial

preference, group identity or RGO. Garcia and Hurtado (1995) provide one possible explanation

of the generational differences in research proposed by Cross. They argue that the end of

segregation and four decades of political and cultural activism in the African American

population might well account for blacks having high self-esteem in spite of an awareness of the

preference of white or light skin color in society and within the African American community.

Beuf (1977) states that Native American children’s preference for white dolls is not a

measure of their low self-esteem but of their desire for the status and power of whites. Similarly,

Spencer’s (1984) study of 130 black preschool children, mean age 60.91 months, showed that 80

percent of the sample obtained positive self-concept scores, all the while endorsing pro-white

biased cultural values on a racial attitude and preference measure. Based on these findings she

concluded that black children can have a pro-white bias yet maintain a positive and high self-

esteem. This point is also taken by Powell (1985) and Spencer and Markstrom-Adams (1990)

who found that young African American children can simultaneously have a pro-white bias and a

high self-esteem. They suggest that this combination may be due to a developmental stage

(egocentrism) or to ecological reasons such as family-based support for being black in the face of

society’s racism.

The research on skin color preference of Latinos is not abundant but as a whole it tends to

affirm that Puerto Ricans and Mexicans prefer the lighter skin color and that they tend to

assimilate greater society’s values and attitudes associated with race and skin color (Boswick,
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1973; Cota Robles de Suarez, 1971; Gimelli, 1978). Cota Robles de Suarez goes further by

interpreting the choice of bizarre colors (yellow, green, pink) by some children as indicative of

the presence of conflict and/or stress. Rodriguez (1991) speculates that Puerto Ricans might

choose a darker skin color than the one they actually have and suggests that this choice might

reflect their internalization of the label “non-white” utilized in the census. Another source of

information on the issue of skin color comes from Montalvo (1987) who reports that mental

health workers working with Hispanics consider dark skin color as an indicator of a source of

stress.

In summary, the literature before 1968 tended to emphasize that dark skinned children

preferred light skin colors and, therefore, had a low self-esteem, while recent, second generation,

literature highlights that some children prefer their own skin color while others show a pro-white

bias. In contrast to the earlier studies, the second generation research suggests that a pro-white

choice does not lead children to have low self-esteem. Rather, it is an indication that minority

children are aware of mainstream society’s preference for lighter skin color. As a whole, these

newer studies have led us to predict that mainland Puerto Rican children will also demonstrate a

preference for light skin colors, but that this preference will not be associated with low self-

esteem.
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Method

Construction of the Index

The “Color of My Skin” index was developed simultaneously in English and Spanish

utilizing the dual focus technique proposed by the research team of the Social Context of Puerto

Rican Child Health and Growth Project (Erkut, Alarcón, García Coll, Tropp, & Vázquez Garcia,

1997). Briefly, in this method, a team of bilingual/bicultural and monolingual researchers

develop items which express a given concept with equal clarity, affect, and level of usage

simultaneously in both languages. Compared with the commonly used back-translation method,

this method has the advantage that it is both, concept and language driven, and thus respects the

subtleties of both languages and the conceptual purity of both cultures.

The index was designed to measure a child’s (1) internalized idea (abstraction) of the

color of his/her skin; (2) satisfaction with that color ; and (3) desire, if any, to change the color of

his/her skin. Additionally, we collected qualitative data on the children’s reasons for liking or

disliking their color and reasons why a change is desired, if it is.

Two challenges were encountered in constructing the index. The first had to do with the

materials used to depict skin color. We began by using Crayola’s multicultural crayon set and

asked children to color in their skin color on a blank face, as they would in a coloring book.

Immediately we ran into the problem that, depending on the pressure put upon the crayon by the

child, the shade would vary. We tried house paint and also cosmetics color chips but gave up on

them because the colors looked too artificial. Finally, after many focus group trials, we settled on

a set of colored card stock designed to depict multicultural skin tones, from white to black with

many different shades of brown in between. Color stimulus cards made out of the multicultural

card stock offered more realistic-looking colors.
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The second challenge was obtaining the child’s inner image of his/her skin color. Initially

we tested a set of 10 to 12 different cards with shades from white to black in focus groups. The

variety of choices available seemed to entice children to attempt matching their actual skin color

to the cards rather than projecting the abstraction they had of their skin color. After several trials

we selected a set of five cards depicting white, light brown, medium brown, dark brown, and

black. Giving children only five options from which to choose and not allowing them to hold the

cards against their arms or legs in order to compare led them to choose a color which we believe

is the internalized color of their skin. The final index consists of 13 items, incorporating three

closed and ten open-ended questions (see Appendix A). It is easy to administer. It takes 2 to 3

minutes to answer and the children report enjoying it.

Before the field trial, the index was piloted in a sample of 25 children of different

Hispanic backgrounds who were re-tested after a one month interval. The item-by-item analysis

of the test-retest data yielded a 97 percent agreement in responses in both the Spanish and

English versions.

In addition to administering the Color of My Skin index, we also collected data on

children’s self-esteem and ethnic identity. Our self esteem scale consisted of 33 items measuring

seven domains (academic, physical, appearance, friendship, character, responsibility, and

behavior) (see Szalacha, 1997). Each item is rated on a Likert-type scale 1 (always) to 5 (never).

Of the 33, six items were adapted from the Harter and Pike Pictorial Scale of Perceived

Competence and Social Acceptance for Young Children (1984), 16 items adapted from Pallas,

Entwisle, Alexander and Weinstein’s Scale of Self Esteem in Young Children (1990) and 11 new

items were constructed by our research team. The internal consistency estimations for each of the

domains ranges from a Cronbach’s Alpha .59 to .74 with the English and Spanish versions not

varying more than 2 hundredths of a point for each domain. The internal consistency of the scale,
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as a whole, is estimated to be .88. To examine the construct validity of this new scale we

estimated the relationship of our measure with two other established measures that are also a part

of our questionnaire, depression as measured by children’s CES-D and Helms and Gable’s

(1989) school situation survey that measures school stresses in such domains as peer interactions,

teachers interactions and academic self concept. We predicted that scores on the self-esteem

measure would correlate negatively with depression and school stress. The results confirmed the

prediction, providing evidence for the construct validity of the scale.

Ethnic identity was measured with our newly developed index which allows for multiple

ethnic identities namely a) Puerto Rican b) Hispanic c) American d) Puerto Rican and Hispanic

e) Puerto Rican and American f) Puerto Rican, Hispanic and American. This measure was

devised to examine if children of Puerto Rican origin living in the mainland develop multiple

ethnic identities. Test-retest reliability scores obtained at one month interval in the pilot study of

25 Hispanic children ages 7 to 10 yielded 92 percent item-by-item agreement.

Procedures

Training of Interviewers. All of the interviewers were bilingual and bicultural with skin

colors that ranged from white to dark brown. They had previous interviewing experience and

were trained to administer the complete questionnaire sets to adults and children in either English

or Spanish. Training them to use the Color of my skin index, however, proved to be a challenge.

Initially, interviewers had difficulty understanding the fact that we were after the concept the

child had of his/her skin color (construct), not his/her ability to match the color of his/her skin

(perception). Also, they had to confront and make sense of their feelings and experiences derived

from the color of their own skin.

(C) 1998 Alarcon, O. Erkut, S. Szalacha, L. Coll, C. Fields, J. Gonzalez, S. 



- 10 -

During the training sessions we employed role play techniques. We also had discussion

sessions in which the interviewers examined their own feelings about race, ethnicity, the color of

their skin and their experiences with discrimination and prejudice derived from their ethnicity or

the color of their skin. For example, during one of these sessions a light Afro-Caribbean

interviewer chose a color for herself which according to the group was lighter than she was; at

the same time, a dark Dominican interviewer chose a color darker than the group’s estimation.

After the two interviewers talked about their feelings and experiences the group came to the

conclusion that the Afro-Caribbean thought of herself and had been thought of in her family as a

“light” person; while the Dominican woman had been called “negrita” as a term of endearment

by her family and friends and thus had thought of herself as a darker person. The group pointed

out that these internalized images influenced their selection of their own skin color card. Sessions

such as this one not only helped interviewers learn something about their own feelings regarding

skin color, but also opened their minds to what the children might experience when they

answered the index.

Sample. The sample consisted of 291 Puerto Rican children (l46 girls and 145 boys)

living in the Greater Boston area, who were in first to third grades (mean age of 8.37 years.). Our

criteria for being Puerto Rican and selected for the study was self identification by the child as

Puerto Rican or having at least one parent who was born in Puerto Rico. The index child and

his/her primary caregiver were interviewed for the study. The caregivers provided the

information on the child’s family background.

Nearly two thirds of the sample, 60.2 percent, lived in a two-parent home, 33.1 percent

with one parent, almost always a mother1 and 6.2 percent with both parents and another relative.

                                                
1 Only one child lived with a single father.
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The self-reported income level of the families was quite low (see Table 1), with more than half of

the families living on incomes of $19,999 or less.

Table 1

Income distribution of the sample       (n = 291).

______________________________________

less than $10,000 36.7%

between $10,000 and $19,999 27.1%,

between $20,000 and $29,999 21.6%

between $30,000 and $39,999 6.5%

between $40,000 and $49,999            4.1%_____

The majority of the children were born on the mainland (70.1 percent) while, in contrast,

the majority of their mothers and fathers (81.0 percent and 79.8 percent, respectively) were born

in Puerto Rico. In 63.1 percent of the children’s homes, Spanish was the language most often

spoken and, correspondingly, 67.1 percent of the children answered the questionnaire in Spanish.

Our sample is representative of the Puerto Rican mainland population in household

composition and economic level. The U.S. Census Current Population Reports (March, 1993)

shows 58.7 percent  of the mainland Puerto Rican population to be living below the poverty

level. In our sample of families, 63.8 percent of the caregivers report incomes which place them

below the poverty level. Given the under-reporting bias of self-report data, the slight difference is

not significant. Regarding family composition, 60 percent of the children in our sample live with

both parents and 33.1 percent with a single mother. The census data shows 51.7 percent of Puerto

Rican children aged 0 - 18 living with both parents and 43.5 percent with a single mother. This
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difference can be accounted for by the fact that the average child in our sample is only 8 years old

and parental separation usually occurs at a later age.

Administration. The Color of My Skin index was administered by specially trained

bilingual interviewers as part of the face-to-face interviews developed for the Social Context of

Puerto Rican Child Health Study. The interview was conducted in the child’s home. The open-

ended questions are recorded verbatim by the interviewer. To obtain the child’s perception of the

color of his/her skin, the child is presented with a set of five colored cards ranging from white, to

a pale brown, brown, a dark brown, to black. The child is instructed to pick the color which

he/she thinks is most like the color of his/her skin, and is not allowed to match the color cards

with any body part. This procedure is repeated until the child is comfortable with his/her choice.

Next, the satisfaction with that color is obtained by asking the child how he/she feels about the

skin color with the aid of “happy faces” (see Reynolds, Anderson, & Bartell, 1985). Lastly, the

child is asked whether he/she would like to have a different skin color. If he/she wants a change,

the child is asked what the new choice of color would be. Again, the child’s responses are

recorded verbatim.

Results

When asked about the color of their skin, the majority of the Puerto Rican children chose

card #2, light brown (56 percent) and none of the children choose card #5, black.
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Table 2

Skin Colors Chosen by the Puerto Rican Children (n = 291).

Card number/color Frequency       Percent

         1  white           64          22.1

         2  light brown         163          55.8

         3  brown           50          17.3

         4  dark brown           14            4.8

         5  black             0               0

In response to the closed-ended questions, 86 percent of the children answered that it was

easy to pick a color, 97.6 percent liked the color of their skin, and 96.3 percent were very happy

or happy with their color. In contrast, 51 children (17.9 percent) said they would like another skin

color if they could have it (24 girls, 27 boys). Of those who would like to have a different color if

they could, 70 percent chose to be lighter ( n =26), 30 percent chose to be darker and 3 percent (n

= 4) actually chose the same color they had picked earlier.

As stated, the vast majority of the children, 287 out of 291, liked their skin color. More

than half (51.2 percent) stated they liked their color because it was a light shade. The next most

frequently reported reason for liking one’s color was that it was similar to the shade of their

family or friends (stated by 12.5 percent). Only 3.8 percent of the children said they liked their

color because it was dark. Twenty-two children (7.7 percent) gave answers which indicated an

acceptance of their color because “they were born that way” or “God made them so.”

Additionally, 19 children (6.6 percent) stated that they liked their color because it was “part of
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themselves” (their self) and four children (1.4 percent) reported liking their color because the

color was part of their ethnicity.
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Table 3

Reasons Noted for Liking the Color of their Skin      ( n = 287)

Reason Frequency          Percent

Like their light color        147                 51.2

Like to be like family/friends          36                 12.5

Liked being “in between”

(color #3)

         24                   8.4

Acceptance          22                   7.7

Self          19                   6.6

Don’t know          13                   4.5

Like their dark color          11                   3.8

Other          13                   5.2

When specifically asked if they would like a different color of skin, 17 percent of the

children (n = 58) said that if they could have a different color of skin, they would. When asked

about this, approximately half of these children said that they would like a lighter color while

only 4 children said that they would like a darker color. These reasons are presented in Table 4.

There was only one child who noted having been discriminated against because of the color of

his skin.
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Table 4

Reasons noted for wanting to have a different color

of their skin                                                 ( n = 47 )*

Reason Frequency      Percent

Would like a lighter color          26         48.1

Would a darker color            4           7.4

Want to be like their

family/friends

           4           7.4

Would like a change            4           7.4

Have been discriminated            1           1.9

Don’t know            8         14.8

* Not all children that disliked their skin colors gave specific reasons for wanting a different

color.

Most children were aware of the larger society’s preference of lighter skin colors as

evidenced by their satisfaction with having lighter skin tones or their desire to change to lighter

tones if given the opportunity. Some expressed openly that being light was better and that black

skin color was despised and associated with being “bad”, “mean”, “scary”, and “stupid.” One

poignant example is one boy who stated that he was the darkest member in his family and thus

was blamed for anything that went wrong. He was “bad” and wanted to change skin color and

become white and “good.” One girl related that children made fun of her color and that she

wanted to be white in order to marry a white boy. Another girl went farther in her perception of

racial differences, she stated that she wanted to become white (and pointed to the white card) but
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did not want to be “like the white” and thus settled for card #2. It must be noted, however, that

these children were in the minority. As stated earlier, 97.6 percent liked the color of their skin,

96.3 percent were very happy or happy with their color and 82 percent did not wish to change

their skin color, even if they could.

We examined relationships among the child’s chosen skin color, their satisfaction with

that color, the child’s self-declared ethnic identity and self esteem. We found no significant

differences in self esteem associated with skin color, satisfaction with skin color or associated

with their child’s self-declared ethnic identities.

Table 5

Mean Self-Esteem Scores by the children’s self-report of the

color of their skin and ethnic identity (n=291)_________________

n    M       SD

Color

   1   white 65 4.32   .49

   2   light brown 162 4.35   .37

   3   brown 51 4.31   .50

   4   dark brown 13 4.49   .35

   5   black 0

Satisfaction with own color

Happy 237 4.33   .43

Not Happy 56 4.40   .41

Ethnic Identity

Puerto Rican 129 4.36   .45

Hispanic 8 4.46   .31

American 21 4.33   .31
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Puerto Rican & Hispanic 41 4.29   .43

Puerto Rican & American 55 4.43   .39

Hispanic & American 7 4.12   .53

Puerto Rican, Hispanic &

   American

26 4.24   .41

Moreover, there was no relationship between a child’s chosen skin color and his/her self-

identified ethnic identity (χ2 (df = 18) = 15.6, p=.618).

Discussion

The Color of My Skin is designed to measure children’s internalized idea of the color of

their skin rather than ability to match their skin color against a set of given stimuli. This

difference is important in working with mainland Puerto Rican children because their home

culture may be exposing them to a cultural system of racial identification where skin color plays

a different role than the one operative on the U.S. mainland for children of color. For example,

the lighter skin-colored children are viewed as and also consider themselves white in Puerto

Rico, but when they arrive in the mainland they become persons of color. This discrepancy can

cause a perceptual dissonance in self image which can interfere with self esteem. Thus, it is

important to know the internalized image they have of the color of their skin.

We developed this index because a measure for examining perceptions of skin color

among children other than African Americans had been lacking. The Color of My Skin index

which utilizes five color cards ranging from white to black with three shades of brown in

between allows an examination of children’s self-perceived color, their satisfaction with it and

the reasons for liking or disliking their color, whether they would change their color if they

could, and if so, why. The index was constructed simultaneously in English and Spanish utilizing
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the dual-focus technique which is both concept and language driven, and thus respects the

subtleties of both languages and the conceptual purity of both cultures. Pilot and field test results

showed that the Spanish and English versions of the index have identical psychometric

properties. With bilingual interviewers administering the index, the child can choose the

language of his/her preference without having a translated version which can compromise

measurement equivalence (see Erkut, et al, 1997). Thus the index can be used with confidence

with English speaking, Spanish speaking, and bilingual children.

The results showed that the Puerto Rican children in our sample were able to pick a color

card which to them represented the color of their skin. They were also able to articulate reasons

for liking or not liking their skin color. Answers to this follow-up question to which 51 percent

said they liked their color because it was light, and only 4 percent who liked it because it was

dark, suggests that they are well aware of the higher value attached to lighter skin color. This

finding is further supported by  answers to the question about changing their color if they could.

While only 17 percent of the sample said they would like to change their color, of this group

nearly half wanted to be lighter and only 7 percent showed a wish for a darker skin color. This is

not a surprising result since previous research with Hispanic as well as African American

children  has shown that children are aware of racial differences (Cota-Robles de Suarez, 1971;

Clark & Clark, 1947; Horowitz, 1939;) and that, similar to black children, Hispanic children

have a preference towards lighter colors (Cota Robles de Suarez, 1971; Clark, Hocevar, and

Dembo, 1980).

Contrary to the first generation literature that has found that self esteem is related to

satisfaction with ones skin color and that children with lighter skin colors have higher self

esteem, we found no significant differences in self esteem associated with skin color or

satisfaction with skin color. This is more in accord with the second generation research (Cross
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1991, Spencer 1984,  Beuf 1977, Garcia Hurtado 1995 ) that has found that children can prefer a

lighter skin color than their own but still have a high self esteem. Our findings thus agree with

the more recent, second generation research which states that children can be aware of the

advantages of lighter skin tones in society, prefer to have a light skin tone themselves but still

have a high self esteem regardless of their own skin color.

We can only speculate on why Puerto Rican children in our sample, who are aware of the

greater value attached to lighter skin in general, and even those who expressed a preference for a

skin color lighter than their own, have high self esteem. Indeed, the average self-esteem scores of

the sample were over 4 on a scale of 1 to 5. Since our measure of self-esteem was created for this

study, it is reasonable to question its validity in light of this “ceiling effect.” However,  self-

esteem scale scores correlated in the predicted direction with measures of children’s depression

and self-reported school stress which gives us confidence in the scale’s construct validity. Also,

the high alpha score gives us confidence in its internal consistency. We are left to ponder whether

the close-knit, nurturing environment of the Puerto Rican family is the precursor of  high self

esteem in the face of awareness of and preference for the greater value of light skin color. The

majority of the children in the sample live with both parents and in a Puerto Rican community

where they are protected from the discrimination of the larger multi-ethnic society. Also most of

them attend bilingual schools where their ethnic origin is recognized and where they are

protected from the larger society. This protection by the immediate family and the school might

be important in maintaining their high self esteem. It is also worth noting that while little over

half of the children liked their skin color because it was light, the second most frequently given

reason they gave for liking their skin color was its similarity to that of their families or friends

(reported by 12.5 percent) which speaks to the Latino close family and keen ties.
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The Color of My Skin index was field tested with a representative sample of 291 Puerto

Rican children with a mean age of 8.3 years and was found to have sound psychometrics.

Interviewers reported that the instrument was easy to administer and 86 percent of the children

found it easy to pick the color of their skin. Presently we are testing the index with a sample of

154 children of color between the ages 6 to 12. The instrument is  functioning well in this group

also. This makes us believe that the index can be utilized with different Latino sub-groups as

well as other populations of children of color.

One of the shortcomings of this index is that it is a self-report measure. Therefore, we are

not able to examine whether children’s internal representations of their skin color differ from

observers’ perceptions. Even though others’ perceptions of the child’s color is not germane to the

question of the relationship between self-perceived skin color and self-esteem, other research

questions can benefit from having and independent assessment of children’s color. We are

currently developing a protocol to include interviewer’s independent assessment to be part of the

index administration, the results of which will be available soon.

The testing of 291 eight year old Puerto Rican boys and girls living in the Greater Boston

area, showed that they prefer to have a lighter skin color and are aware of the preference of

lighter skin colors in our society. There was no significant difference in self-esteem associated

with skin color, satisfaction with skin color or self-chosen ethnic identity.
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THE COLOR OF MY SKIN

[BEFORE YOU BEGIN THIS EXERCISE, MAKE SURE THAT  YOUR SET OF COLORED CARDS
IS NUMBERED FROM 1-5, AND  THAT THE CHILD'S SET OF
COLORED CARDS HAS ALL THE FIVE COLORS]

Here are two sets of cards one for me and one for you.  Look at your set,
mix it around.  We're going to play some games with them. [GIVE CHILD
HIS/HER PACKET OF COLORED CARDS NUMBERS SIDE DOWN].

First lets play a matching game.  I'll put down one of my cards, then you
find your card that is the same color and put it next to mine. [PLACE YOUR
COLORED CARDS ONE AT A TIME IN ANY ORDER WITH THE NUMBERS FACING DOWN.
WAIT UNTIL CHILD HAS PUT DOWN THE MATCHING ONE.  DO THIS A FEW TIMES, TO
MAKE SURE CHILD UNDERSTANDS MATCHING.  STOP AS SOON AS CHILD SEEMS BORED
AND PUT CHILD’S SET OF CARDS AWAY]

****[IF CHILD SEES THE NUMBERS ON YOUR SET OF CARDS, SAY THAT WE
 USE THEM TO IDENTIFY THE COLOR ON THE CARDS]

Now, I would like you to pick a color that you think is most like the color
of your skin.  It's OK to take your time, there are many different colors
here and I just want you to pick the card that is most like the color of
your skin. [ENCOURAGE THE CHILD TO TAKE HIS/HER TIME.  DO NOT PERMIT THE
CHILD TO MATCH THE CARD WITH HIS/HER HAND.  WHEN THE CHILD HAS CHOSEN A
COLORED CARD MOVE ON TO NEXT QUESTION.]

INTERVIEWER: RECORD THE NUMBER OF THE COLORED CARD WHICH YOU

THINK BEST REPRESENTS THIS CHILD'S SKIN COLOR.  PLEASE DO THIS BEFORE CHILD

CHOOSES HIS OWN COLOR.                          

1.  Let's see what you picked.
[WRITE THE NUMBER THAT APPEARS ON THE
BACK OF THE COLORED CARD]

                  

2.  Is this the color you think is most
like the color of your skin? [1] YES - [GO TO #5]

[2] NO - [CONTINUE]

If NO,  pick another color that you think is most like the color of your skin.
Take your time.  Remember, you want to pick the color that you think is most
like the color of your skin.
3.  Let's see what you picked.

[WRITE THE NUMBER THAT
APPEARS ON THE BACK OF THE COLORED
CARD]

                  

4.  Is this the color you think is most
like the color of your skin? [1] YES

[2] NO
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5.  Was it hard for you to choose a color
that is most like the color of your skin? [1] YES

[IF YES]: Why? [RECORD VERBATIM]

                                      

                                      
[2] NO

6.  Do you like having this skin color?
[1] YES -[GO TO #7a]
[2] NO - [GO TO #7b]

7a.  Why do you like having this skin
color?
[RECORD VERBATIM]

                                      

                                      
[GO TO #8]

7b.  Why do you not like having this skin
color?
[RECORD VERBATIM]

                                      

                                      

8.  Which face on this card shows how you
feel about the color of your skin? [SHOW
FACES CARD]

[1]  VERY SAD
[2]  A LITTLE SAD
[3]  NEITHER SAD NOR HAPPY
[4]  A LITTLE HAPPY
[5]  VERY HAPPY

VERY 
 SAD

A LITTLE 
    SAD

NEITHER SAD 
NOR HAPPY

A LITTLE  
  HAPPY

 VERY 
HAPPY

9.  If you could have another skin color,
would you want it? [1] YES -[GO TO #10a]

[2] NO -[GO TO #10b]

10a.  Tell me why you would want another
skin color?
[RECORD VERBATIM]

                                      

                                      
[GO TO #11]

10b.  Tell me why you would not want
another skin color?
[RECORD VERBATIM]

                                      

                                      

11.  [ASK ONLY IF CHILD WANTS TO CHANGE
SKIN COLOR]

What color skin would you want?  Pick the
card that is the color you would like
your skin to be.

[WRITE THE NUMBER THAT
APPEARS ON THE BACK OF THE COLORED
CARD]

                  

OK, let me collect the colored cards.
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