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Abstract
How do Black, Latinx, and White people who believe they are mistaken as a member of another racial group perceive the 
amount of racial discrimination they experience, and what role does skin tone play? Using the Texas Diversity Survey (TDS), 
I analyze the amount of discrimination Black people, Latinxs, and Whites report when they believe others do not see them as 
their self-identified race. The data show that skin tone is connected to racial identity mismatch for all aforementioned groups. 
In addition, Latinxs with lighter- or darker-skin who believe others see them as Latinx report more racial discrimination 
than medium-skinned Latinxs who believe strangers do not see them as Latinx; Whites with darker-skin who believe others 
see them as White report less discrimination; and age is one of the most significant predictors of discrimination for Black 
and White respondents. I suggest that the Black-White binary continues to divide Black and White people across identity 
measures and emphasizes how racial identity is quite complex for Latinxs. The inter-related nature of these concepts means 
that if we better understand one aspect, we have a more accurate conceptualization of race in the twenty-first century and are 
closer to exposing the various factors connected to racial discrimination, particularly as the percentage of racial minorities 
in the USA increases. This timely work has implications for racial discrimination among relatively stable groups (Black and 
White people) and the largest and fastest growing minority group in the USA (Latinxs).
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In the USA, when people believe strangers see them as White, 
do they report less everyday racial discrimination than when 
they believe they are seen as Black or Latinx1? This concept, 
racial identity mismatch, refers to the discrepancy between an 
individual’s racial self-identification and how they believe oth-
ers see them (Gonlin et al. 2019). For example, someone may 
consider themselves Black or Latinx (or both) and yet think 
that other people see them as White, which could allow for 
increased access to White spaces but can simultaneously cause 
community and/or internal tension. Racial identity mismatch 
is associated with variations in health (Campbell and Troyer 
2007, 2011; Stepanikova 2010), community cohesion (Gonlin 
et al. 2019), and racial identity (Vargas and Stainback 2016). 
The present study connects racial identity mismatch, racial dis-
crimination, and colorism by comparing the amount of racial 
discrimination reported by people who believe that they are seen 

as their self-identified race to those who believe that they are 
seen as another racial group and factoring in the impact of hav-
ing lighter, medium, and darker skin tones. This study seeks to 
(1) use Bonilla-Silva’s theory of the “Latin Americanization” of 
race to consider how Latinxs are incorporated into the contem-
porary US racial system; (2) determine whether discrimination 
among Black and White people shifts based on racial identity 
mismatch; and (3) focuses on variations in discrimination expe-
rienced by Black people, Latinxs, and Whites by skin tone.

Everyday discrimination is particularly important to ana-
lyze in states like Texas, where the population is already 
comprised of more than 50 percent people of color (Teix-
eira et al. 2015). As the USA as a whole is becoming more 
majority-minority (Colby and Ortman 2015), we can look 
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to states like Texas to see how residents are perceiving their 
racialized experiences. The Texas Diversity Survey (TDS; 
Keith and Campbell 2015) is an excellent source for this 
study because it includes information on perceived discrimi-
nation, skin tone, self-identified race, and reflected race in a 
state that is already majority-minority.

This study is particularly useful to researchers consid-
ering the ramifications of our socially constructed notions 
of racial identification, reflected race, and skin tone; and 
scholars, demographers, and policymakers concerned with 
the mechanisms contributing to variations in racial discrimi-
nation among relatively stable groups (Black and Whites) 
and the largest and fastest growing minority group in the 
USA (Latinxs).

Background

Someone’s self-identified race can differ from their reflected 
race (Brunsma 2006). Racial identification (also referred to 
as racial self-classification) is the racial group (e.g., Black, 
White, Asian, American Indian) which an individual fills out 
on a form, such as the US Census (Roth 2016; Saperstein 
and Penner 2012), while reflected race refers to the racial 
group individuals believe other people assign to them (Roth 
2016). Not to be mistaken with racial misclassification,2 in 
which an individual’s race is incorrectly categorized by oth-
ers (e.g., Frost et al. 1992; Stepanikova 2010; Vargas and 
Stainback 2016), I use racial identity mismatch to emphasize 
instances when an individual believes their race is identified 
in a manner that differs from their self-reported race. Sosina 
and Saperstein (2018) find that the reflected race is a bet-
ter predictor of material hardship than self-identified race, 
indicating the significance of reflected race.

Skin Tone and Racial Identity Mismatch

In the Black Community

Black people in the USA have a history of being classified 
by others as Black if they have “one drop” of Black blood, 
also known as hypodescent (Davis 1991; Jordan 2014). 
During American slavery, regardless of how a person self-
identified or how light their skin was, the one-drop rule was 
used to classify any person with a Black ancestor as Black 
and treat them as such. Therefore, part-Black people have 
historically been incorporated into the Black community. 

This historical tendency impacts how Black people today are 
viewed and treated by both in- and out-group members (Hol-
linger 2003; Khanna 2010), which increases the likelihood 
of holding a Black identity and believing others see them 
as Black. Indeed, most Black people tend to be classified as 
Black by others (Campbell and Troyer 2011).

However, as contemporary US notions of multicultur-
alism have increased, there are more racial identification 
options available to mixed-race people (Masuoka 2010; 
Morning 2018). Lighter-skinned Black people and people 
with part-Black ancestry may be incorporated into Black, 
mixed race, and other spaces (Khanna 2012). Their skin tone 
and perceptions of how others see them have ramifications 
(Khanna 2010; Khanna and Johnson 2010) that are markedly 
different in the twenty-first century than at previous times in 
history. Therefore, I expect that self-identified Black people 
will tend to believe that others see them as Black, and that 
this racial identity match will be strongest for darker-skinned 
and weakest for lighter-skinned Black people.

In the Latinx Community

The concept of “race” is particularly complex for Latinxs. 
Hispanics are categorized as an ethnic group by the US 
Census, yet in recent years an overwhelming selection of a 
“Hispanic” ethnicity and “Other” race on these Census ques-
tions indicate that the majority of Hispanics/Latinxs in the 
US do not see their race properly captured by this question 
formatting. Scholars of race and ethnicity debate whether 
Hispanicity/Latinidad should continue to be asked separately 
from the race question (thereby treating Hispanics/Latinxs as 
a panethnic group), or combined with the race questions by 
adding Hispanic/Latinx as a racial group (thereby interpret-
ing Hispanics/Latinxs as a racial group). Researchers find 
that, for the majority of Hispanics/Latinxs in the US, these 
experiences are better captured using (at least) the combined 
question format (Allen et al. 2011), particularly as Hispan-
ics/Latinxs are racialized and frequently treated as a group 
different from White, Black, Asian, and other groups (Telles 
2012).

Latinxs are one of the groups most likely to experience 
racial identity mismatch (Alba et al. 2016; Campbell and 
Troyer 2011; Saperstein 2006). Latinxs who believe they are 
usually misclassified most often believe they are perceived 
as White (Campbell and Troyer 2011). Scholars also find dif-
ferences by gender, with Latinas perceived as White, while 
Latinx men are mistaken as Mediterranean (Flores-González 
2017). Varying histories of Latinx groups in the US also 
means that groups employ Whiteness in different ways. Dat-
ing back to the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, which speci-
fies that Mexicans living on land that would become part of 
the USA are to be classified and treated as White, claiming 
Whiteness was used by many Mexican Americans to assert 

2  Since racial misclassification is the way others categorize a per-
son that does not correspond with how that person would categorize 
themselves, it may unintentionally lead to the assertion that there is 
one “true” racial categorization, when in fact racial identity is fluid 
and may change over time and social context.
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a right to citizenship. According to Telles and Ortiz (2008), 
this tradition of Latinxs identifying as White continues in 
Texas, regardless of skin tone or experiences of discrimi-
nation. Dowling (2014) similarly finds that many Latinxs 
in Texas identify as White because Whiteness is viewed as 
synonymous with Americanness and the (hopeful) end of 
discrimination. Furthermore, Devos and Banaji (2005) find 
that the national category of “American” is more equated 
with Whiteness than with Blackness or Asianness. Given 
the politicized nature of racial identification and the extant 
literature on Whiteness, the respondents in this Texas-based 
data set may be disproportionately more likely to identify as 
White on a form. However, I expect that the shifting racial 
demographics in Texas, the southwest, and throughout the 
USA will lead contemporary respondents to recognize racial 
discrimination in new ways.

Broadening from a Texas context, researchers consist-
ently find that lighter-skinned Latinxs are more likely to 
racially identify as White (Frank et al. 2010; Golash-Boza 
and Darity Jr. 2008). In addition, Vargas (2015) finds that 
lighter skin and higher socioeconomic status are associated 
with Latinxs believing that others see them as White. Thus, 
for Latinxs, believing others see them as White centers on 
skin tone and SES. Furthermore, Golash-Boza and Darity 
(2008) find that skin tone on its own and skin tone inter-
acted with discrimination impact Latinx identity. Specifi-
cally, darker-skinned Hispanics are more likely to identify 
as Black or Other than as White, and very dark-skinned His-
panics are highly likely to identify as Black, compared to 
White. People with darker skin and increased discrimination 
are more likely to identify as Black, Other, or Hispanic and 
less likely to identify as White (Golash-Boza and Darity Jr. 
2008). Golash-Boza (2006) notes that Latinxs who experi-
ence discrimination are less likely to identify as “Ameri-
can.” Hence, skin tone, discrimination, and the two factors 
together, influence identity for Latinxs in the USA.

In the White Community

Out of all racial groups, Whites are the most likely to be 
racially classified correctly—people who identify as White 
are generally identified as White by others (Campbell and 
Troyer 2011). The clarity and general consensus around who 
is considered White stems from the historical boundaries 
set to keep Whiteness “pure” and separate from other racial 
groups. Historically, (relatively) darker-skinned Eastern and 
Southern European immigrants were considered “condition-
ally white” and, regardless of asserting themselves as White, 
were treated by the descendants of Western European immi-
grants (i.e., European colonizers) as less intelligent than 
Whites but more intelligent than Black people (Roediger 
2005). Regardless of their self-identification, how others 
saw them (racial classification) and how they believed others 

saw them (reflected race) influenced their interactions. These 
darker-skinned “White ethnics” were eventually subsumed 
into the White category. Yet even as phenotypic associations 
with Whiteness have shifted, lighter skin continues to be the 
defining characteristic of Whiteness.

If darker skin is associated with identification as Black 
or Latinx and lighter skin is associated with Whiteness, I 
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1  As skin tone darkens, racial identity match 
increases for Black people and Latinxs and decreases for 
Whites.

Latin Americanization Thesis and Social 
Construction

I expect Latinxs to experience discrimination in line with 
the theory of Latin Americanization of race introduced 
by Bonilla-Silva (2004) and expanded by him and his col-
leagues (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Bonilla-Silva and Dietrich 
2011; Bonilla-Silva and Glover 2004). Bonilla-Silva postu-
lates that Latinxs and specific other racial and ethnic groups 
will fall between Black people and Whites regarding their 
experiences with race in the USA. Bonilla-Silva speculates 
that US society will move from a “biracial” White versus 
non-White racial order to a “triracial” White, honorary 
White, and collective Black racial order. He further expects 
that Latinxs will be divided into this triracial system by skin 
color and phenotype, with White Latinxs (also referred to as 
White-passing) joining the White category, lighter-skinned 
Latinxs forming an honorary White category, and darker-
skinned Latinxs joining the collective Black category. In 
this way, Bonilla-Silva’s predictions on the incorporation 
of Latinxs into the US racial hierarchy lead me to expect 
Latinxs will experience more racial discrimination than 
Whites and less than Black people, controlling for skin tone.

In addition to the Latin Americanization thesis, I use 
a social constructionist perspective. Race is not a fixed 
characteristic of an individual, but rather socially created 
in specific social spaces and contexts, and therefore, the 
experience of it will vary depending on place and indi-
vidual and group characteristics (Campbell 2007; Cornell 
and Hartmann 2007; Nagel 1994; Omi and Winant 2014; 
Roth 2010). For example, US understandings of race tend 
to be more rigid (e.g., the Black-White binary) than Latin 
American understandings of race, and the boundaries of race 
have shifted gradually but only for some racial groups (e.g., 
Eastern and Southern Europeans who historically were seen 
as off-White are now considered White (Roediger 2005)). 
While socially constructed, the concept of race has impor-
tant consequences, especially for people who have been 
devalued throughout US history due to their race (Cornell 
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and Hartmann 2007; Hirschman 2004; Morning 2009; Omi 
and Winant 2014; Waters 1990).

Colorism

Colorism—privileges associated with lighter skin as com-
pared to darker skin—has historical roots. Given the parallel 
and connected histories of European colonialism of African 
and Latin American indigenous people, colorism influences 
Black and Latinx communities in a remarkably similar way.3 
A skin color hierarchy stems from and enables a social, 
political, and economic structure that benefits the colonizer, 
as higher status and privilege is associated with lightness 
(i.e., Europeans) and lower status is associated with dark-
ness (i.e., Africans and indigenous peoples) (Chavez-Dueñas 
et al. 2014; Darity Jr. et al. 2005; Hall 1998; Stephens and 
Fernández 2012).

Scholars debate the continued significance of skin tone 
on racial identity and other phenomena (Dowling 2015; Gul-
lickson 2005; Herman 2004; Telles and Ortiz 2008), but 
overwhelmingly find that skin tone is significantly associated 
with racial discrimination (Darity Jr. et al. 2005; Hall 1998; 
Hebl et al. 2012; Hunter 2002; Stephens and Fernández 
2012). Specifically, researchers find that Black Americans 
with darker skin report higher amounts of discrimination 
(Klonoff and Landrine 2000; Monk 2015; Uzogara et al. 
2014; Uzogara and Jackson 2016), and the same may be 
said for Latinxs in the USA (Araujo Dawson 2015; Ortiz 
and Telles 2012; Santana 2018). I question how all skin 
tone, racial discrimination, and racial identity mismatch are 
connected.

In the Black Community

Establishing skin color hierarchy during chattel slavery 
enabled slave owners to minimize slave rebellions by intro-
ducing meaning to differences between enslaved Africans 
(Hunter 2002). Perceived as closer to whiteness (regardless 
of the consensual or non-consensual manner by which they 
obtained this skin color), lighter-skinned slaves were treated 
better than darker-skinned slaves, generating animosity and 
distrust among slaves, which minimized the likelihood of 
a large slave population banding together to revolt (Hunter 
2002). In the twenty-first century, Black people with darker 
skin continue to be perceived more negatively inter- and 

intra-racially and are more likely to experience multiple 
forms of discrimination than lighter-skinned Black people 
(Glenn 2009; Hagiwara et al. 2012; Hebl et al. 2012; Monk 
2014, 2015). Skin tone discrimination leads many darker-
skinned Black people to have significantly worse health 
outcomes, including depression and self-rated mental and 
physical health (Monk 2015). Additionally, darker-skinned 
Black people in the USA generally have lower levels of edu-
cational attainment, household income, marital attainment, 
and political attainment than lighter-skinned counterparts 
(Goldsmith et al. 2006, 2007; Hamilton et al. 2009; Herring 
et al. 2004; Keith and Monroe 2016; Weaver 2012). Klonoff 
and Landrine (2000) go as far as to assert that skin tone is 
a marker of discrimination, an assertion supported by their 
findings that darker-skinned Black people are eleven times 
more likely than lighter-skinned Black people to report high 
levels of racial discrimination.

However, the effect of skin tone is not always linear. 
Medium-skinned Black people may avoid discrimination 
more than both lighter- and darker-skinned Black people. 
For example, Louie (2019) finds that mental disorder was 
more common among Black adolescents with very dark skin 
compared to Black adolescents with medium brown skin, but 
no skin tone difference was found between Black people with 
lighter skin. Relatedly, Celious and Oyserman (2001) theo-
rize that Black people experience both in-group colorism 
(prejudice from other Black people that privileges having 
medium skin) and out-group colorism (discrimination from 
Whites that privileges having lighter skin), a theory tested 
and supported by Monk (2015), Uzogara et al. (2014) and 
Uzogara and Jackson (2016). For example, lighter-skinned 
Black people are more likely to have their Black authenticity 
questioned than medium- or darker-skinned Black people 
(Hunter 2002) and hence experience rejection by co-ethnics. 
Therefore, I test the effects of light skin and dark skin as two 
dummy variables compared to medium skin.

In the Latinx Community

The children of European and Latin American indigenous 
peoples (consensual and non-consensual) relations who were 
lighter skinned were considered by European colonizers to 
be closer to whiteness and therefore better than darker indig-
enous peoples. These histories help explain why, contempo-
rarily, Hispanics4 with the lightest skin are more likely than 
Hispanics with the darkest skin are reported by interview-
ers to be having high intelligence, a significant relationship 
independent of respondents’ education and vocabulary test 3  Though largely similar, there are important differences in the his-

tories of colonialism of African and Latin American peoples and 
the use of colorism. Namely, the promotion of mestizaje to encour-
age race mixing in Latin America which is used to deny colorism 
(Chavez-Dueñas et  al. 2014), and the more fluid understanding of 
race in many Latin American countries compared to the U.S. (Telles 
2018).

4  I use “Hispanic” here to remain consistent with the language used 
by Hannon (2014), given that “Latinx” and “Hispanic” refer to groups 
that are not perfectly overlapping.
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scores (Hannon 2014). Furthermore, darker-skinned Latinxs 
are more likely to be racially profiled and to experience state 
violence (Goldsmith et al. 2009), have lower life chances and 
psychological well-being (Montalvo and Codina 2001), and 
earn less than lighter-skinned counterparts doing the same 
work (Gómez 2000). Latinas who are immigrants and darker 
skinned report lower self-esteem, lower feelings of attrac-
tiveness, and a desire to lighten their skin color, compared to 
US -born peers, leading Telzer and Vazquez Garcia (2009) 
to assert that skin color is a central factor for immigrant 
Latinas’ well-being.

As with Black people, skin color is not unidirectional for 
Latinxs. Stephens and Fernández (2012) note that their find-
ings go against most other research: in their sample of self-
identified White Hispanic women, “tan” skin is preferred 
over “pale” skin and associated with increased desirability 
among peers, value in dating situations, sexual appeal to 
men, and a marker of Hispanic identity in social settings. 
This study emphasizes the connection between skin tone and 
reflected identity, with tan skin considered closer to percep-
tions of what it means to be Latina. Hence, while lighter 
skin may be generally connected to decreased discrimination 
and darker skin associated with increased discrimination, 
medium skin may be associated with Hispanicity or Latini-
dad. Therefore, I test the effects of lighter skin and darker 
skin compared to medium skin among Latinxs.

Skin Tone Variation among Whites

Historically, pale skin was a proxy for social class among 
Europeans, indicating status as an aristocrat who did not 
have to labor outside (Lacey 1983). Blue blood, a term used 
for European nobles and royalty, refers to those whose veins 
appear blue under their very pale skin. Blue blood, a con-
cept recorded as early as 1834, was used to denote purity 
and distinguish Europeans from darker-skinned colonized 
peoples (Calvo-Quirós 2013; Carrera 2003; Lacey 1983). 
This mentality was carried over by Western Europeans who 
colonized the Americas. When darker-skinned Europeans 
immigrated to the USA in the nineteenth century they were 
treated as conditionally White, a category in between white-
ness and person of color status (Roediger 2005).

Contemporarily, tanned skin has replaced pale skin as a 
representation of Whites’ social class. Tanned skin is now 
indicative of the luxury to tan on vacation. Yet there are lim-
itations to the meaning of tanned skin among Whites: hav-
ing tanned to redness indicates a working class background, 
in which individuals toil outdoors (Flora and MacKethan 
2002; Slade et al. 2012). In addition, darker-skinned Whites 
could be perceived as more racially ambiguous. Hence, the 
meaning of skin tone has shifted for Whites in a way that it 
has not for racial minorities, and darkened skin means dif-
ferent things for Whites. I, therefore, do not expect darker 

skin to be associated with increased racial discrimination for 
Whites. I expect to find no significant differences in racial 
discrimination reported by Whites due to skin tone.

Racial Discrimination and Racial Identity Mismatch

In this study, I measure perceived, everyday racial discrimi-
nation which involves unfair treatment that people believe 
they encounter. This is not necessarily the “actual” amount 
of discrimination they are subjected to and does not evaluate 
the intentional versus unintentional nature of these experi-
ences. Perceived discrimination emphasizes the awareness 
and internal processing of events, which has important men-
tal health impacts and is related to how people believe others 
see them (Sellers and Shelton 2003) and strength of racial/
ethnic identity (Gong et al. 2017). Everyday discrimination 
is typically routine and individual incidents are seemingly 
“minor,” with a focus on chronic interpersonal interactions 
(Essed 1991; Williams et al. 1997). Using their everyday 
discrimination scale (EDS), Williams et al. (1997) find that 
increased frequency of everyday discrimination is associ-
ated with significant decreases in well-being and significant 
increases in self-reported ill health, psychological distress, 
and number of days physically incapacitated due to physical 
health and emotional distress. If a person believes they are 
discriminated against, their physical and emotional health 
declines.

Centuries of systematic denigration of Black people via 
slavery, black codes, Jim Crow, segregation, and convict 
labor are contemporarily reproduced in new forms, such 
as the school-to-prison pipeline, high rates of incarceration 
of Black people, and redlining, to name a few (Alexander 
2012; Coates 2017; Hattery and Smith 2018). Given this, I 
anticipate that Black respondents in this study will report 
high levels of racial discrimination, particularly people who 
believe they are seen as Black.

Historical and contemporary racialization in the USA is 
also apparent for Latinxs, and in particular Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans. The current political climate of Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and detention cent-
ers is the outcome, in part, of the USA’s history of creating 
the Border Patrol in the 1920s, Mexican Repatriation in the 
1930s, the Bracero Program 1942–1964, and the southern 
border wall initially constructed in the 1990s (Chavez 2013; 
Massey et al. 2002; Mize and Swords 2011; Ngai 2004). 
Therefore, I anticipate Latinxs (the majority of whom in 
the TDS are Mexican or Mexican American) to report high 
levels of racial discrimination, particularly if they believe 
others perceive them as Latinx.

Everyday discrimination reported by racial minorities 
reflects the current US racial hierarchy, with African Amer-
icans and Afro-Caribbeans reporting the highest amounts 
of racial discrimination and Asians and Latinxs reporting 
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the least among groups of color (Gong et al. 2017). Her-
man (2004) finds that darker-skinned multiracials perceived 
higher amounts of discrimination and linked this perceived 
discrimination with a racial minority identity. These stud-
ies indicate that Blackness and darker skin are connected 
to increased racial discrimination and may influence racial 
identity. I expand the reach of these studies to explore these 
phenomena among Black, Latinx, and White people, noting 
that darker skin is connected to intra- and inter-racial dis-
crimination for groups of color. If darker skin is associated 
with identification as Black or Latinx, and lighter skin with 
closer proximity to Whiteness, I hypothesize that those who 
believe they are perceived as Black or Latinx will report 
more racial discrimination:

Hypothesis 2  Latinxs who believe strangers see them as 
Latinx will report higher amounts of discrimination com-
pared to Latinxs who believe strangers see them as White.

Hypothesis 3  Black people who believe strangers see them 
as Black will report higher amounts of discrimination com-
pared to Black people who believe strangers see them as 
non-Black people of color.5

Data and Methods

The Texas Diversity Survey (TDS) provides data on racial 
identity, skin tone, reflected racial identity, and perceived 
discrimination reported by Black, Latinx, and White Texas 
residents. I use TDS to analyze how perceptions of imposed 
racial identifications collide with self-identifications by 
using data that directly asked respondents about reflected 
race and discrimination due to race.

TDS is a telephone survey of adults living in Texas con-
ducted by the Public Policy Research Institute at Texas 
A&M University (Keith and Campbell 2015).6 Ninety-eight 
percent of the completed surveys are conducted on cellular 
phones.7 Respondents answer questions in either English or 
Spanish, depending on their preference. Black people are 
systematically sampled in TDS to ensure a sufficient number 

of responses from this subgroup; to address this stratified 
sampling strategy, responses are weighed in Stata using 
the svy commands with weights constructed from the 2014 
American Community Survey by age, race, and sex popula-
tion estimates. I include respondents (N = 1306) who were 
successfully matched to their Zip Code Tabulation Area 
(ZCTA) of residence. Geographically matched data from 
the 2010 to 2014 American Community Survey allow for 
construction of additional explanatory variables, such as 
the percent of Latinxs and percent of Black people in each 
ZCTA. I include only the respondents with valid information 
on all of the key variables included in Table 1 below and use 
listwise deletion to drop any respondents with missing data, 
bringing the total sample size to N = 1093.

Key Variables

Self‑identified Race

Respondents are asked “What is your racial or ethnic back-
ground? Please choose ALL that apply.” Their options 
include Black or African American, White, European 
American, or Anglo, Hispanic or Latino/a, Asian or Pacific 
Islander, American Indian or Native American, and Other. I 
did not reclassify respondents who selected multiple racial 
categories into a monoracial category, as I expect their expe-
riences with racial identity and reflected race differ from that 
of self-identified monoracials. Instead, I drop these respond-
ents from the analyses.

Latinxs are often measured (especially in federal surveys) 
as an ethnic group which was then asked to also racially 
identify as Black, White, or other races in a separate ques-
tion. The TDS uniquely asks Latinidad using a combined 
question format that included Latinxs as a racial group 
category. I analyze the Latinxs in TDS who chose Latinx-
only, rather than incorporating Latinxs who chose multiple 
racial categories. This decision ensures that I analyze racial 
identity mismatch among self-identified Latinx-only, so 
that when these respondents indicate that they were seen 
as White or Black, this is unambiguously inconsistent with 
their racial identification.

Reflected Race

Respondents are asked “What race or ethnicity do strangers 
usually think you are?” and are provided the same set of race 
response options given for self-identified race, but are asked 
to choose just one. I drop Latinxs who believe they are seen 
as Black (N = 1), Whites who believe they are seen as Black 
(N = 1), and Black people who believe they are seen as White 
(N = 3), because these very small numbers that prevent me 
from providing robust analyses. Descriptive statistics shown 
in Table 1 indicate that Latinxs report the highest amount of 

5  The number of self-identified Black respondents who believe others 
see them as White (N = 3) is too small for reliable analyses.
6  To access the Texas Diversity Survey, researchers can email Mary 
Campbell (m-campbell@tamu.edu) requesting a copy of the data set.
7  14.1 percent of respondents completed the survey. Cell phone sur-
veys have relatively low response rates (recent averages are about 9 
percent), but are more effective at reaching hard-to-survey popu-
lations, such as people of color, young people, and working people 
(Keeter et al. 2017; Link et al. 2007). The Pew Research Center finds 
cell phone survey responses are generally similar to traditional sur-
veys, except that they have more civically-engaged respondents with 
higher average levels of education (Keeter et al. 2017).
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racial identity mismatch, with only 74% of Latinxs believing 
that strangers saw them as their self-identified race, com-
pared to 87% of Black people and 93% of Whites.

Everyday Racial Discrimination

Self-reported discrimination is collected with two different 
question formats. Both formats ask whether the respond-
ent experiences poor treatment in everyday situations, such 
as when shopping in a store or eating in a restaurant, with 
half of the sample prompted to report experiences of racial 
or ethnic discrimination and the other half of the sample 
asked to report any kind of discrimination and subsequently 
identify the cause of the mistreatment. The first group is 
prompted, “In your day-to-day life have any of the following 
things happened to you because of your race or ethnicity? 
Would you say almost every day, at least once a week, a 
few times a month, a few times a year, or less than a year” 
and then immediately asked about 10 examples, as shown 
in Table 2.

The second group is asked about the same 10 types of 
mistreatment without any mention of why they were mis-
treated and was provided a follow-up question about the 
primary cause of the mistreatment, with race and ethnicity 
as two of the options (others included age, gender, sexual 
orientation, and religion).

I combine those who reported mistreatment based on 
race/ethnicity from either format with a dummy variable 
controlling for which format they received.8 Those who 
report a different type of discrimination are coded as not 
experiencing racial discrimination. Respondents indicate 
experiencing racial discrimination on a sliding scale of 0 
to 5. A response of 0 indicates “I never experience that,” 1 

indicates “less than once a year,” 2 indicates “a few times 
a year,” 3 indicates “a few times a month,” 4 indicates “at 
least once a week,” and 5 indicates “I experience that almost 
every day.” I check for outliers among all groups, and drop 
one Latinx respondent reporting a discrimination level of 5 
(after dropping this one person, the next highest level among 
Latinxs is 4.1) and one White respondent reporting a dis-
crimination level of 4.8 (after dropping this person, the next 
highest response among Whites is 3.2) to avoid skewing 
the data. I estimate OLS models, all of which are run as 
two-tailed tests, to determine the relationships between the 
aforementioned variables. As a sensitivity measure, I also 
test these models with only respondents who are prompted 
to report racial discrimination.

Skin Tone

To determine self-rated skin tone, participants are asked 
the following question: “How would you describe your skin 
color/complexion? Compared to most people in my racial 
or ethnic group, I believe my skin color is…” and are given 
the option of choosing very light (1), light, medium, dark, 
or very dark (5).

Controls

In addition to the above variables, I include gender, working 
full time, household income, percent Latinx in the ZCTA, 
percent Black in the ZCTA, age, education, and immi-
grant status. Gender is coded as a dummy variable where 
females = 1, and working is coded as respondents who are 
employed full time = 1. To measure household income, 
respondents are asked “What is your total household income 
before taxes? Include your income and any other members 
of your household.” They are then provided nine categories: 
$10,000 and under; $10,001–$20,000; $20,001–$30,000; 
$30,001–$45,000; $45,001–$60,000; $60,001–$75,000; 
$75,001–$100,000; $100,001–$250,000; and more than 
$250,000.

Racialization is contextual and may vary by space (Omi 
and Winant 2014); the geographic space that people reside 
in could impact how they believed others racially classified 
them (Gonlin et al. 2019). In addition, racial demographics 
of an area can impact residents’ attitudes and perceptions 
of discrimination, as documented by group threat theorists 
and research on racial demographic shift (Craig and Rich-
eson 2017; Danbold and Huo 2015; Hempel et al. 2012). I 
account for variations in the racial composition in a geo-
graphic area by including racial percentage breakdowns in 
ZCTAs. Percent Latinx in a ZCTA and percent Black in a 
ZCTA are constructed from the Latinx and Black popula-
tions, respectively, and the total population in a ZCTA was 
based on the ACS. The zip codes where respondents lived 

Table 2   Everyday discrimination scale (EDS) items

You are treated with less courtesy than other people
You are treated with less respect than other people
You received poorer service than other people at restaurants and 

stores
People act as if they think you are not smart
People act as if they are afraid of you
People act as if they think you are dishonest
People act as if they are better than you are
You are called names and insulted
You are threatened or harassed
You are followed around in stores

8  I include this dummy variable in all analyses of discrimination, 
and find that the coefficients are never significant at p < .05, indicat-
ing that the level of discrimination reported across the two formats is 
similar.
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were geocoded using the ZCTAs provided by the Census 
Bureau. The ZCTAs are created by assigning Census blocks 
to the residential zip code that occurs most frequently within 
that block. I include the percent of residents who identify 
as Latinx or Black in a ZCTA to test whether any relation-
ship between racial identity mismatch and discrimination is 
driven by the significantly greater representation of Latinx 
or Black residents in the ZCTA.

To measure age, respondents are asked “How old are 
you?” without being prompted to put their age into an age 
range or category. I group these responses into 5-year age 
categories (e.g., 45–49 years) because some respondents did 
not provide an exact year. While age could have been meas-
ured as a continuous variable, analyzing it as such may hide 
important differences between age groups (e.g., middle-aged 
people may have different discrimination reporting patterns 
than younger or older generations, a difference that would 
be hidden using a continuous variable). Therefore, I analyze 
age by categories. Education is measured as the highest level 
of schooling completed.

Immigrant status is associated with racial discrimina-
tion, as recent immigrants tend to be discriminated differ-
ently than descendants of immigrants. Later generations 
descended tend to be more fluent in English and progress 
economically to a certain extent, compared to first-genera-
tion immigrants (Telles and Ortiz 2008). A lighter-skinned 
person of color who is a recent immigrant could face racial-
ized discrimination related to their immigrant status rather 
than their skin tone. Therefore, I control for immigrant sta-
tus: first- or second-generation immigrant was calculated 
from the questions “Were you born in the USA?” “Was your 
mother born in the USA?” and “Was your father born in the 
USA?” Anyone who was not born in the USA or had one 
or more parents who were not born in the USA was catego-
rized in a combined variable, as first- or second- generation 
immigrant. For Black and White respondents, I combine 
first- and second-generation immigrants to avoid further 
dividing already small racial identity mismatch cell sizes in 
order to include an aspect of immigrant status. For Latinxs, 
the sample sizes of first-generation immigrants (N = 86) 
and respondents with immigrant parents (N = 165) are large 
enough to disaggregate, so for this population I include two 
different control variables. Dividing this group into first-gen-
eration only and second-generation only immigrants would 
have excluded respondents who are immigrants and have 
immigrant parents (N = 83). Therefore, I include the vari-
ables first-generation  immigrant (1 = respondent is born 
outside the U.S., 0 = respondent is born in the U.S.) and 
respondent with immigrant parent(s) (1 = one or both parents 
are born outside the U.S., 0 = both parents are U.S. born) in 
the models for Latinxs. 

Results

The goal of the present study is to determine how the spe-
cific relationships between skin tone and racial identity 
mismatch, racial identity mismatch and discrimination, 
and the control variables differ for various racial groups. In 
comparing Black people, Latinxs, and Whites, I find skin 
tone significantly impacts racial identity mismatch for all 
groups. Racial identity mismatch and skin tone alone are not 
significantly connected to racial discrimination for any of 
these groups, but interaction of skin tone with racial identity 
match yields significant results for Latinxs and Whites. As 
suggested by the extant literature, certain control variables 
are significantly connected to these relationships to varying 
degrees depending on the group in question.

Skin Tone and Racial Identity Mismatch

To determine the relationship between skin tone and racial 
identity mismatch, I estimate OLS models shown in Table 3. 
I find that, compared to medium-skinned counterparts, 
lighter-skinned Black people (− 0.16, p < 0.05) and lighter-
skinned Latinxs (− 0.19, p < 0.01) are less likely to believe 
others see them as Black or Latinx, respectively, while 
lighter-skinned Whites are more likely to believe others see 
them as White (0.04, p < 0.05). Darker-skinned Black people 
are more likely to believe others see them as Black (0.13, 
p < 0.01), darker skin tone is not significant for Latinxs, 
and darker-skinned Whites are less likely to report match 
(− 0.27, p < 0.01). Being a first-generation immigrant is sig-
nificantly associated with a match in Latinx identity (0.21, 
p < 0.01) as well. Latinxs living in a predominantly Latinx 
area are more likely to believe others see them as Latinx 
(0.24, p < 0.05), and Whites living in a predominantly Black 
area are more likely to believe others see them as White 
(0.15, p < 0.05).

I test the interaction of skin tone and income and skin 
tone and education, given that researchers find skin tone 
interacted with SES (which is generally measured as a com-
bination of income, education, and occupation) impacts the 
race people believe others classify them as. In this model, 
education, which was previously not significantly connected 
to racial identity match, is significant for all three groups. 
Black and White medium-skinned respondents with a high 
school diploma or greater are less likely to believe others see 
them as Black (− 0.15, p < 0.05) or White (− 0.08, p < 0.05), 
respectively. Medium-skinned Latinxs with a high school 
diploma or more are marginally more likely to believe others 
see them as Latinx (0.14, p < 0.10). However, the interac-
tion between skin tone and education is not significant, nor 
is income or the interaction between skin tone and income, 
on racial identity match, as shown in Table 4 below.
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Racial Identity Mismatch and Discrimination

I estimate OLS regression models to assess the relation-
ship between racial identity mismatch, skin tone, and 
discrimination, shown in Table 5. Neither racial iden-
tity match nor skin tone is significantly associated with 
racial discrimination. Rather, age, working full time, and 
income are significantly associated with racial discrimina-
tion. Black and White people who are 50 years or older 
are significantly less likely to perceive racial discrimina-
tion than younger counterparts (Blacks: − 0.38, p < 0.01; 
Whites: − 0.20, p < 0.05). In addition, Black people who 
work full time are significantly more likely (0.34, p < 0.05) 
to perceive racial discrimination, and as income increases 
Whites are less likely (− 0.05, p < 0.05) to perceive racial-
ized discrimination. The only statistically significant vari-
able associated with Latinxs’ reported discrimination is 
percent Black in a ZCTA—as the percentage of Black 

people in a ZCTA increases, Latinxs’ reported racial dis-
crimination increases. Being prompted to report racial dis-
crimination did not significantly impact Black people’s 
responses, but marginally decreased Latinxs’ reported dis-
crimination (− 0.29, p < 0.10) and significantly decreased 
Whites’ reported discrimination (− 0.29, p < 0.05). As a 
sensitivity test, I run these models again without skin tone 
and find the same results (available upon request).

I test the interaction between skin tone and gender, 
given the immense body of research indicating that color-
ism operates differently among men and women. In these 
analyses, presented in Table 6, skin tone interacted with 
gender is not statistically significantly associated with 
reported discrimination. I also interact skin tone with 
racial identity match and find that Latinxs with lighter skin 
and racial identity match are more likely (0.73, p < 0.01) 
to report discrimination, as are Latinxs with darker skin 
and racial identity match (0.91; p < 0.05), compared to 

Table 3   Self-reported skin tone 
predicting racial identity match. 
Source Texas Diversity Survey 
2015

All models include dummy variables for age categories
Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10

Blacks (N = 237) Latinxs (N = 241) Whites (N = 512)

Skin tone (ref: medium skin)
 Light skin − 0.16** − 0.19*** 0.04**

(0.09) (0.06) (0.02)
 Dark skin 0.13*** − 0.12 − 0.27***

(0.04) (0.10) (0.09)
Controls
 Female − 0.04 0.09* − 0.04*

(0.04) (0.05) (0.02)
 Age 50 or greater − 0.04 − 0.07 0.02

(0.05) (0.06) (0.02)
 High school diploma or greater 0.02 0.07 0.05

(0.15) (0.07) (0.10)
 Working full time 0.02 0.05 − 0.01

(0.05) (0.05) (0.02)
 First- or second-generation immigrant 0.01 − 0.06

(0.05) (0.05)
 First-generation immigrant 0.21***

(0.07)
 Parent(s) are immigrant(s) 0.09

(0.07)
 Percent Latinx in a ZCTA​ − 0.01 0.24** − 0.13

(0.14) (0.11) (0.08)
 Percent Black in a ZCTA​ − 0.02 − 0.04 0.15**

(0.09) (0.25) (0.07)
 Household income − 0.00 0.00 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
 Urban area 0.03 − 0.10 0.02

(0.13) (0.11) (0.03)
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Latinxs with medium skin who believe strangers do not 
see them as Latinx. Meanwhile, Whites with darker skin 
and racial identity match are marginally less likely (−0.74; 
p < 0.10) to report discrimination, compared to Whites 
with medium skin who believe strangers do not see them 
as White. In addition, I analyze the impact of skin tone 

interacted with education on discrimination and find it is 
not significantly associated with racial discrimination 
for any of the three groups. Finally, I test the interaction 
between skin tone and income on discrimination (available 
upon request) and find that lighter-skinned Black people 
who earn 100,001 to 250,000 (−1.77, p < 0.01) report sig-
nificantly less racial discrimination than medium-skinned 

Table 4   Self-reported skin tone predicting racial identity match, considering interaction effects. Source Texas Diversity Survey 2015

All models include dummy variables for age categories
Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10
ƚ N = 0 darker-skinned Whites with less than a high school diploma

Blacks (N = 237) Latinxs (N = 241) Whites (N = 512)

Skin tone (ref: medium skin)
 Light skin − 0.52* 0.04 − 0.16

(0.27) (0.15) (0.20)
 Dark skin − 0.05 0.26 − 0.39

(0.07) (0.19) (0.33)
Interaction effects
 Lighter skin (ref: medium) * income 0.02 − 0.03 − 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.01)
 Darker skin (ref: medium) * income 0.02 − 0.00 0.02

(0.02) (0.06) (0.05)
 Lighter skin (ref: medium) * high school diploma or greater 0.28 − 0.14 0.27

(0.26) (0.15) (0.18)
 Darker skin (ref: medium) * high school diploma or greater 0.07 − 0.41 ƚ

(0.06) (0.29)
Controls
 Female − 0.05 0.10* − 0.03

(0.04) (0.05) (0.02)
 Age 50 or greater − 0.04 − 0.07 0.02

(0.05) (0.06) (0.02)
 High school diploma or greater − 0.15** 0.14* − 0.08**

(0.07) (0.08) (0.04)
 Working full time 0.00 0.05 − 0.00

(0.05) (0.06) (0.02)
 First- or second-generation immigrant 0.00 − 0.05

(0.05) (0.04)
 First-generation immigrant 0.21***

(0.06)
 Parent(s) are immigrant(s) 0.10

(0.07)
 Percent Latinx in a ZCTA​ − 0.01 0.25** − 0.13

(0.14) (0.11) (0.08)
 Percent Black in a ZCTA​ − 0.02 − 0.04 0.14*

(0.09) (0.24) (0.07)
 Household income − 0.01 0.02 0.01

(0.01) (0.02) (0.01)
 Urban area 0.04 − 0.10 0.02

(0.14) (0.10) (0.03)
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Black people earning $45,000  to  60,000; lighter-
skinned Latinxs who earn $30,001 to $45,000 (0.81, 
p < 0.10) report significantly more racial discrimination 
compared to medium-skinned Latinx earning 45,001 to 
60,000; and darker-skinned Whites who earn 60,001 to 
75,000 report less discrimination than medium-skinned 
Whites earning 45,001  to  60,000. In Table 6 below, I 
include analyses of all the aforementioned interaction 
effects in a combined model, with the exception of income 
due to the large number of income categories.

Discussion

Skin Tone and Racial Identity Mismatch

Among Black people, Latinxs, and Whites, the closer they 
are to popular perceptions of what it means to be a member 
of a specific racial group, the more likely they are to feel 
seen as a group member. If Black people are conceptual-
ized as darker, Latinxs as medium, and Whites as lighter 
skinned, it is unsurprising that lighter-skinned Black and 
Latinx people and darker-skinned Whites feel strangers do 
not see them as a member of the group they claim.

Unlike Latinxs, racial identity mismatch is an uncommon 
phenomenon among self-identified Black and White people 

Table 5   Racial identity match 
predicting racial discrimination, 
considering skin tone. Source 
Texas Diversity Survey 2015

All models include dummy variables for age categories
Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10

Blacks (N = 196) Latinxs (N = 165) Whites (N = 292)

Racial identity match − 0.05 0.24 0.05
(0.22) (0.15) (0.14)

Skin tone (ref: medium skin)
 Lighter skin 0.26 0.12 − 0.07

(0.20) (0.15) (0.08)
 Darker skin 0.04 − 0.20 − 0.10

(0.15) (0.22) (0.20)
Controls
 Female − 0.09 − 0.19 0.06

(0.13) (0.13) (0.09)
 Age 50 or greater − 0.38*** − 0.06 − 0.20**

(0.14) (0.15) (0.09)
 High school diploma or greater − 0.31 0.01 0.27

(0.28) (0.17) (0.29)
 Working full time 0.34** 0.04 0.19

(0.15) (0.14) (0.09)
 First- or second-generation immigrant 0.06 0.12

(0.20) (0.18)
 First-generation immigrant − 0.23

(0.16)
 Parent(s) are immigrant(s) 0.06

(0.17)
 Percent Latinx in a ZCTA​ 0.02 − 0.01 0.14

(0.42) (0.26) (0.21)
 Percent Black in a ZCTA​ 0.04 1.08** − 0.09

(0.28) (0.55) (0.32)
 Household income − 0.02 − 0.02 − 0.05**

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
 Urban area 0.30 − 0.27 0.01

(0.50) (0.33) (0.12)
 Prompted to report racial discrimination − 0.14 − 0.29* − 0.29**

(0.14) (0.16) (0.14)
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Table 6   Racial identity match predicting racial discrimination, considering multiple interaction effects. Source: Texas Diversity Survey 2015

All models include dummy variables for age categories
Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10

Blacks (N = 196) Latinxs (N = 165) Whites (N = 292)

Racial identity match 0.06 −0.15  0.10
(0.29) (0.23) (0.16)

Skin tone (ref: medium skin)
Lighter skin −0.26 −0.74* −0.45

(0.60) (0.41) (0.50)
Darker skin 0.86 −1.28** 0.36

(0.69) (0.59) (0.33)
Interaction effects
 Lighter skin (ref: medium) * female −0.14 −0.05 −0.38

(0.48) (0.27) (0.17)
 Darker skin (ref: medium) * female −0.45 −0.28  0.07

(0.30) (0.47) (0.48)
 Lighter skin (ref: medium) * racial identity match −0.35  0.73*** 0.40

(0.48) (0.29) (0.27)
 Darker skin (ref: medium) * racial identity match −0.03  0.91** −0.74*

(0.41) (0.47) (0.39)
 Lighter skin (ref: medium) * high school diploma or greater 0.95  0.43 0.18

(0.60) (0.33) (0.43)
 Darker skin (ref: medium) * high school diploma or greater −0.58  0.58

(0.51) (0.37)
Controls
 Female  0.06 −0.19 0.28

(0.22) (0.19) (0.12)
 Age 50 or greater −0.44*** −0.05 −0.21**

(0.14) (0.15) (0.09)
 High school diploma or greater −0.66* −0.14 0.04

(0.35) (0.20) (0.31)
 Working full time 0.29* 0.04 0.17**

(0.15) (0.14) (0.09)
 First- or second-generation immigrant 0.05 −0.10 0.14

(0.20) (0.14) (0.18)
 First-generation immigrant −0.24

(0.16)
 Parent(s) are immigrant(s) 0.02

(0.27)
 Percent Latinx in a ZCTA​ 0.08 0.02 0.20

(0.43) (0.27) (0.21)
 Percent Black in a ZCTA​ 0.11 1.04* −0.19

(0.29) (0.54) (0.32)
 Household income −0.01 −0.03 −0.04**

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
 Urban area 0.28 −0.34 −0.01

(0.46) (0.33) (0.11)
 Prompted to report racial discrimination −0.16 −0.31** −0.32**

(0.14) (0.16) (0.14)
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in TDS. This finding is in line with the majority of research 
that focuses on differences in racial identity and observed 
race: Saperstein (2006) finds the two measures to be consist-
ent for Black people and Whites but not for “Others,” and 
Alba et al. (2016) determine that self-reported and observed 
race overlap for the majority of Black and White people, but 
less so for Hispanics. The racial makeup of geographic loca-
tion is important: Latinxs living in a predominantly Latinx 
area being more likely to believe others see them as Latinx 
and Whites living in a predominantly Black area being more 
likely to believe others see them as White fits with the idea 
that the racial demographics of a community significantly 
influence someone’s own racialized perceptions.

For Latinxs in this sample, skin tone and immigrant 
status are the most significant predictors for racial identity 
match, with lighter-skinned Latinxs reporting significantly 
less match than medium-skinned Latinxs and first-genera-
tion Latinx immigrants reporting significantly more racial 
identity match than all other generations. That being a first-
generation immigrant is significantly associated with racial 
identity match for Latinxs is in line with the USA’s current 
social construction of Latinxs as immigrants. This gives 
credence to the significance of immigrant status, and that 
immigrants vary by immigrant generation (Telles and Ortiz 
2008). The findings that skin tone interacted with income 
and skin tone interacted with education are not significantly 
related to racial identity match goes against Vargas’ (2015) 
finding that lighter skin and higher SES are associated with 
Latinxs believing others see them as White. This may be 
indicative of our different measures—in this study, educa-
tion and income are treated as variables in their own right. 
Perhaps a combined measure, such as SES, leads to out-
comes not presented by these variables on their own. In 
addition, this Texas-based sample may have different char-
acteristics than the nationally representative samples used 
by other researchers. The results reported herein support 
the notion that racial identification on a form, which nota-
bly may be used to reflect political identity (Dowling 2015; 
Telles 2018), is more complex for Latinxs across identity 
measurements. Furthermore, these findings suggest that the 
Black-White binary continues to effectively divide Black and 
White people across identity measures.

Racial Identity Mismatch and Discrimination

Respondents experiencing racial identity mismatch should 
theoretically perceive differences in racial discrimination, 
yet the Black respondents in this study report no signifi-
cant differences. Black people who believe they are not seen 
as Black are not reporting a difference in discrimination, 
which goes against research indicating that lighter-skinned 
Black people and Black/White biracials (who generally are 
lighter-skinned) report feeling rejected as not Black enough 

(Khanna 2011), and that Black people with more stereo-
typically Black features experience greater discrimination 
from out-group members (Hebl et al. 2012). Khanna’s find-
ing focuses on intra-racial discrimination within the Black 
community, and Hebl et al. (2012) emphasize interracial 
discrimination, whereas the discrimination variables in the 
TDS do not specify the source of discrimination. There-
fore, respondents may report discrimination from multiple 
sources (e.g., lighter-skinned Black people might report 
greater discrimination from in-group members and darker-
skinned Black people might report greater discrimination 
from out-group members), which may cancel each other out 
so that no statistically significant differences are found.

In addition,  the only skin-tone related difference I 
find is lighter-skinned Black people earning 100,000 
to 250,000 are less likely to report discrimination than 
medium-skinned counterparts earning 45,001 to 60,000. It 
is perhaps unsurprising that lighter-skinned Black people 
with this high income level report significantly less dis-
crimination: they may interpret their economic success as 
the breaking down of racial barriers, and may have expe-
rienced less out-group discrimination due to their lighter 
skin privilege. Hochschild and Weaver’s (2007) skin tone 
paradox helps explain the otherwise lack of significance: 
even though darker-skinned Black people are more likely to 
have lower socioeconomic status, have a higher likelihood 
of punishment from the criminal justice system, and are 
less likely to hold political office than their lighter-skinned 
counterparts (Johnson and King 2017; King and Johnson 
2016; Weaver 2012), Hochschild and Weaver (2007) find 
that perceptions of discrimination do not vary by skin tone. 
They explain that middle class Black people (who are more 
likely to be lighter-skinned) are more likely to be in pre-
dominantly White environments, leading them to recognize 
their experiences as racial discrimination. While working 
class Black people experience racial discrimination, they 
are less likely to assert it as such, perhaps because they 
perceive most people around them to also be experiencing 
this, leading them to de-emphasize the amount of racial dis-
crimination they personally experience or be less inclined 
to interpret their experiences as discriminatory (Hochschild 
and Weaver 2007). Therefore, reported racial discrimination 
focusing on skin tone may present statistically insignificant 
results because there are likely important differences in the 
groups respondents are comparing themselves with.

I find age significantly predicts reported racial discrimi-
nation among Black people. Watts Smith (2014) finds that 
period and cohort effects largely explain discrepancies in 
discrimination reported by different generations of Black 
people. First, regardless of age, Black people have become 
less likely to assert discrimination as a credible explana-
tion because they have lived through macro-level cultural 
changes, such as the first Black president; and second, 



260	 Race and Social Problems (2020) 12:246–264

1 3

younger cohorts of Black people are more likely to use indi-
vidualist rather than structural reasons to explain why Black 
people socioeconomically fall behind Whites (Watts Smith 
2014). Older Black respondents in my study may be less 
likely to report discrimination due to memories of events 
like Jim Crow and the Civil Rights Movement (i.e., cohort 
effect), which they may interpret as “actual” discrimina-
tion that has since lessened. Younger adults without these 
memories may instead focus on the everyday discrimination 
they experience and the systemic racism that has brought 
movements such as Black Lives Matter, and have a definition 
of discrimination that may embody both overt and covert 
racism.

While skin tone is an important predictor of racial iden-
tity mismatch, I do not find skin tone or racial identity mis-
match alone to be significantly associated with perceived 
racial discrimination  for Black respondents. Additional 
factors, such as phenotype, body type, style, and manner-
isms, may be used to assert Blackness, negating the effect 
of skin tone in this context. For example, Schachter et al. 
(2019) indicate that observers may rely on ancestry, skin 
color, social class, name, language, religion in determin-
ing someone else’s race. While the present study focuses on 
reflected rather than observed race, their discussion of the 
factors influencing observed race suggests some of these 
characteristics may influence reflected race, which I argue 
may influence perceived discrimination.

The results presented herein indicate three important pre-
dictors for racial discrimination reported by Latinxs. First, 
as the percentage of Black people in a ZCTA increases, 
Latinxs’ reported racial discrimination increases. This 
may be explained by group threat—two different groups 
vying for resources may have greater animosity as the size 
of one group increases (Barreto and Sanchez 2014; Gay 
2006; McClain et al. 2006; Oliver and Wong 2003). Sec-
ond, lighter-skinned Latinxs who believe others see them as 
Latinx and darker-skinned Latinxs who believe others see 
them as Latinx reporting more discrimination than medium-
skinned Latinxs who believe others see them as non-Latinx 
emphasizes the importance of racial identity match. Believ-
ing others see them as Latinx significantly impacts per-
ceived discrimination at both ends of the skin tone spec-
trum. Latinxs in this Texas-based study may view the racial 
discrimination they face as exacerbated if others see them as 
Latinx because of the emphasis on controlling the “brown-
ing of America” (Craig and Richeson 2017; Hempel et al. 
2012), the phenotype-based nature of stop-and-frisks (Tor-
res 2015), and the conflation of immigrants with criminal-
ity (Stumpf 2006). Hence, believing strangers see them as 
Latinx is understandably connected to increased reports of 
racial discrimination. Finally, income interacted with skin 
tone is connected to significant differences in reported dis-
crimination. That lighter-skinned Latinxs earning 30,001 

to 45,000  report significantly more discrimination than 
medium-skinned Latinxs one income bracket higher (45,001 
to 60,000) provides evidence that increased class status may 
be associated with believing racial discrimination is not a 
factor in hiring decisions.

Using the triracial system theory, I expected to find skin 
tone alone to be significant for Latinxs in their reporting of 
discrimination, but the data do not support these expecta-
tions. Bonilla-Silva posits that darker-skinned Latinxs will 
be subsumed into the Collective Black category, experienc-
ing more racialized discrimination. However, the darker-
skinned Latinxs in this sample do not report more discrimi-
nation than their medium-skinned counterparts. This may 
potentially be due to colorblindness and association of a 
White identity with Americanness, as Dowling (2014) found 
with her Texan Latinx respondents; survey questions inquir-
ing about a colorblind framework would be useful in future 
studies to determine. In addition, Bonilla-Silva expects that 
lighter-skinned Latinxs will be incorporated into the Honor-
ary White category and experience less discrimination, yet 
lighter-skinned Latinxs in TDS do not report significantly 
more or less discrimination than medium-skinned Latinxs. 
Rather, I find skin tone interacted with racial identity match 
is key, and that these results are in line with research focus-
ing on the significance of the intersections of race and 
income. Perhaps greater variation in Latinxs’ skin tone, the 
incorporation of self-identified Afro-Latinxs, and including 
racial identity match, or at least a reflected race measure, 
may be used in future studies.

Finally, that the small percentage of Whites who believe 
they are seen as people of color do not report more racial 
discrimination indicates that this perceived loss of White 
status is not associated with the consequence of discrimina-
tion. They may subscribe to colorblind racial ideology, the 
most common ideology among Whites (Bonilla-Silva 2017; 
Lopez Bunyasi 2019), in which they may de-emphasize 
race and therefore racial discrimination.  The interaction of 
darker-skin and racial identity match for Whites is margin-
ally associated with less discrimination, which may indicate 
darker skin in this case is used as a proxy for class status 
(i.e., having the luxury to tan), which fits with the finding 
that increased income is associated with less reported racial 
discrimination among Whites. I find age and income to be 
the only control variables that significantly predict reported 
discrimination among Whites. Younger Whites may be 
more likely to perceive racial discrimination because they 
are more likely to be held accountable for racist remarks 
(e.g., the advent of social media increases the likelihood 
of being fired due to insensitive comments) and may inter-
pret increased opportunities for people of color as a loss of 
opportunities for Whites (e.g., claims of reverse racism). 
These events are less likely to occur for older Whites (for 
example, older Whites are likely not applying to colleges). 
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Indeed, Lopez Bunyasi (2019) finds that Whites who believe 
their group does worse on the job market than Black Ameri-
cans and feel that being White is detrimental to their job 
prospects were especially likely to vote for Trump in 2016 in 
an effort to “reclaim” racial advantages. Similarly, identify-
ing as White, believing Whites are discriminated against, 
and feeling tied to White people are connected with vot-
ing for a White candidate (Schildkraut 2017), and changing 
racial demographics are associated with Whites’ increased 
fear of replacement (Pérez Huber 2016). Whites with lower 
income reporting significantly more racial discrimination 
may indicate they are more likely to perceive discrimination 
due to their Whiteness than Whites with greater income. 
This is indicative of the significance of the interaction effect 
of race and class, in that Whites with less income may be 
more likely to face disparaging comments, such as “red-
neck,” that are used to negatively describe working class 
Whites. Higher income Whites may be less likely to experi-
ence such slurs, therefore reporting less racial discrimination 
because discrimination is both racialized and class-based.

Limitations

White Latinxs–Latinxs who are White-passing and/or iden-
tify as White—and Afro-Latinxs—people who identify as 
Black and Latinx—may have unique experiences not cap-
tured in this data. While TDS includes respondents who 
identify as multiracial and may choose Latinx as one of 
their component groups, it is unclear whether respondents 
are identifying as multiracial or are identifying as a specific 
type of Latinx. Relatedly, respondents are only allowed to 
choose one category for reflected race, and I am interested 
in whether or not respondents believe others see them as 
how they see themselves. Therefore, I analyze people who 
explicitly self-identified as only Black, Latinx, or White. In 
addition, TDS does not provide information on the race(s) 
of the perpetrator(s) who discriminated against respondents, 
which is an important consideration as Khanna (2011) found 
that the race of the perpetrator can impact (in her case, Black/
White biracial) respondents’ racial identity formation. It logi-
cally stems that the race of the perpetrator could influence 
whether respondents believe they are seen as their self-iden-
tified race. This paper is a step in the direction of recogniz-
ing the relationship between discrimination, skin tone, and 
racial identity mismatch; future data collectors may consider 
including questions on the source of the discrimination.

In addition, people of different national origins have vary-
ing sociohistoric relations with identity politics in the USA, 
which leads to differences in self-perception and experiences 
of racialization (Nelson and Tienda 1997; Telles 2018). 
Given that the majority of Latinxs in Texas claim Mexi-
can ancestry (87% in 2014: Pew Research Center Hispanic 
Trends 2014), Latinxs in this study are grouped together 

under a panethnic “Hispanic or Latino/a” identity, but likely 
are dominated by Mexicans and Mexican Americans, which 
may mask important within-group differences. I am not able 
to disaggregate based on national origin, as TDS does not 
provide this information; I encourage future analyses using 
detailed data on national origin. Relatedly, the TDS does not 
include a measure of respondents’ English fluency, which 
is an important predictor in discrimination and racializa-
tion. While the majority of respondents opted to take the 
survey in English (93 percent of all respondents) rather than 
Spanish (seven percent), the present study does not capture 
how level of comfort with English relates to mismatch and 
discrimination.

Finally, the distribution of skin tone among Latinxs 
ranges from 1 to 3 with an average of 1.74 and of Whites 
ranges from 1 to 3 with an average of 1.54, indicating that 
most of the Latinxs and Whites in this sample consider 
themselves to be on the lighter end of the spectrum com-
pared to others in their group. Respondents self-rated their 
skin tone in relation to others in their group. Monk (2015) 
finds self-rated skin tone to be a better measure of perceived 
discrimination among Black Americans than interviewer-
rated skin tone, but this finding may or may not apply to 
Latinxs or Whites. For example, Latinxs may be inclined to 
view themselves as lighter because it is connected to higher 
status (Schwartzman 2007). Uzogara (2019) finds that at 
higher levels of SES, lightest-skinned Latinas report lower 
discrimination and darker-skinned Latinas report more 
discrimination. Self-rated skin tone is theoretically related 
to perceived discrimination across groups as perceptions 
of skin tone may be related to one’s perceptions of racial 
discrimination.

Conclusion

Racial identity mismatch and its consequences (in this 
study, racial discrimination) are experienced differently 
by various racial groups. Future analyses of racial identity 
mismatch should incorporate, when possible, the experi-
ences of multiple groups to gain a fuller understanding of 
and appreciation for racial identity mismatch. For exam-
ple, in the future, researchers may consider comparing 
Afro-Latinxs who believe they are seen as Latinx to those 
who believe they are seen as Black to measure potential 
differences between groups and better understand the 
experiences of Afro-Latinxs. Racial identity mismatch 
is likely quite common among groups that are frequently 
miscategorized, such as Filipinos (Ocampo 2016) and 
Afro-Latinxs, and more racially ambiguous groups, such 
as bi- and multiracials, a group continuing to grow numeri-
cally (Jones and Bullock 2012; Pew Research Center 
2015).
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In terms of racial discrimination, these results emphasize 
the importance of age-related perceptions of what may be 
considered racial discrimination by various generations of 
Black and White respondents, and the interaction of skin 
tone and racial identity match for Latinxs in particular. The 
implications of these findings are vital for understanding 
racial identification, racial identity mismatch, skin tone, and 
discrimination. The inter-related nature of these concepts 
means that if we better understand one aspect we have a 
more accurate conceptualization of race in the twenty-first 
century and are closer to exposing the various factors con-
nected to everyday discrimination, particularly as the per-
centage of racial minorities in the USA increases. This 
timely work prepares scholars, legislators, and profession-
als to anticipate future demographic trends, be more able to 
address psychological needs considering multiple dimen-
sions of race, and connect micro- and macro-tiers of our 
shifting society.
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