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Abstract
The acting White accusation is a negative insult that many Black students 
encounter from peers, and research suggests that these experiences may 
be potentially detrimental to psychosocial outcomes. The current study 
examined the relationship between specific aspects of the acting White 
accusation (e.g., frequency of occurrence, induced discomfort), racial/ethnic 
identity (e.g., racial regard, exploration, commitment), and mental health (e.g., 
depressive symptoms, anxiety, emotional stress). Data from a sample of Black 
college students (n = 198) were evaluated using both variable-centered and 
person-centered analytical techniques. Results indicated that frequency of 
the accusation predicted lower racial/ethnic identity and more severe mental 
health symptoms, whereas the level of discomfort predicted higher racial/ethnic 
identification. Latent class analysis revealed that perceived experiences with 
the acting White accusation were represented by four distinct profiles, three 
of which differed significantly in dimensions of racial/ethnic identity. Findings 
suggest that the accusation of acing White is perceived differently by individual 
Black students and carries a distinctive risk for psychosocial outcomes.
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John Ogbu and Signithia Fordham were among the first scholars to reference 
the notion of “acting White” within the academic research community. In a 
landmark ethnographic study of a predominantly Black high school in 
Washington, DC, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) found that Black students were 
intentionally underachieving to avoid being accused of acting White by their 
peers. Therefore, the acting White hypothesis was conceptualized as an 
explanation for the chronic underachievement of Black youth and the oppo-
sitional culture theory reframed prior notions of intellectual inferiority by 
highlighting the conscious decision of Black students to avoid academic 
achievement all together (Fordham, 1996; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). The 
opposition to academic achievement is believed to be driven by motivation to 
deter criticism and ridicule from peers for demonstrating behaviors associ-
ated with mainstream White culture. The acting White hypothesis has gained 
considerable attention within academic journals as well as mainstream litera-
ture, but most of the attention has been within the domain of academic 
achievement (Horvat & O’Connor, 2006; Tyson, Darity, & Castellino, 2005). 
However, several researchers argue that the burden of acting White occurs 
under a variety of circumstances that extend much further than academic 
achievement and have implications for a broader range of outcomes (Carter, 
2005; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Singer, Murray, & Demmings, 2010). The cur-
rent article assesses the psychological impact of the accusation of acting 
White, in terms of racial and ethnic identity and mental health outcomes, 
among a sample of Black emerging adults.

Expanding the Accusation of Acting White
Research suggests that the label known as “acting White is one of the most 
negative accusations one African American adolescent can hurl at another” 
(Neal-Barnett et al., 2010, p. 103). Although this accusation has been docu-
mented as young as elementary school, most Black youth experience it for 
the first time during early adolescence and receive the accusation most fre-
quently during middle adolescence (Neal-Barnett, 2001; Spencer, Noll, 
Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001). In addition to the traditional domain of aca-
demic achievement, it has been reported that Black youth experience the bur-
den of acting White for a wide range of social characteristics and behaviors 
(Bergin & Cooks, 2008; Mickelson & Velasco, 2006). In fact, the basis for 
common encounters with the acting White accusation often includes behav-
iors such as style of speech, style of dress, racial make-up of friends, and 
music/dance preferences (Horvat & O’Connor, 2006; Neal-Barnett et al., 
2010). However, style of speech, which pertains to the distinction between 
standard English (also referred to as “talking proper”) and African American 
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vernacular English, is suggested to be the single most common catalyst for 
the accusation among Black youth (Neal-Barnett et al., 2010). Although this 
label is likely to be interpreted in a derogatory fashion and may have signifi-
cant mental health implications, the psychological consequences of the act-
ing White accusation are not thoroughly understood and much more work is 
needed in this area.

To avoid being accused of acting White, current evidence suggests that 
many Black youth selectively code-switch between standard English and 
“Black English” depending on the specific audiences that they engage with 
(Carter, 2003; Hemmings, 2006). In fact, highly efficient code-switching has 
been found to elevate the social status of Black adolescents in both the class-
room, where standard English is expected, and also with peers outside of 
class, where Black English is preferred (Hemmings, 2006). It appears that the 
ability to successfully code-switch between various settings enables some 
youth to maintain their social status among peers. Tatum (1997) suggests that 
acceptance from same-race peers may be especially important for Black 
youth in predominantly White settings because these peers often provide a 
safe context for youth to explore aspects of their identity with individuals that 
may have similar cultural understanding. Although peers can serve as a great 
source of support during the process of identity formation, findings also sug-
gest that they may provide extensive criticism and stress when group-specific 
norms are violated (Contrada et al., 2001).

Several researchers have argued that nonacademic aspects of acting White 
are more pertinent to youth because they relate more closely to insecurities 
regarding personal identity and self-image (Mickelson & Velasco, 2006; 
Neal-Barnett et al., 2010). Neal-Barnett et al. (2010) designed the Adolescent 
Acting White Experiences Questionnaire (AWEQ) to assess for indirect attri-
butes and behaviors associated with the accusation of acting White. Using 
this quantitative measure, they found that items relating to academic achieve-
ment did not predict whether or not a sample of 159 Black youth had been 
accused of acting White. However, they did find that nonacademic items 
were significant predictors of the accusation of acting White and these 
included behaviors such as style of speech (e.g., “The kids around me say I 
talk proper”), peer affiliations (e.g., “Because of my friends, my peers don’t 
think I’m Black enough”), and social interests (e.g., “People around me say I 
listen to White music”). Most important, Neal-Barnett et al. (2010) found that 
the nonacademic attributes of acting White were more significantly associ-
ated with psychological distress than academic traits. Additionally, the total 
amount of indirect experiences endorsed from the AWEQ was linked to 
increased anxiety (Murray, Neal-Barnett, Demmings, & Stadulis, 2012). 
Therefore, Black youth and emerging adults are likely to be accused of acting 
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White for many behaviors outside of the traditional realm of academic 
achievement. However, additional work is needed to determine whether the 
cumulative frequency of the accusation and/or perceived distress is signifi-
cantly linked to aspects of racial/ethnic identity and mental health.

The current study seeks to fill this gap by measuring the impact of accu-
sation characteristics from explicit encounters with the acting White label. 
This investigation is informed by the Phenomenological Variant of 
Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST), which emphasizes the influence of 
social factors (e.g., race/ethnicity) within an ecological framework and pro-
vides critical information about the subjective challenges that an individual 
may face (Spencer, 1995). PVEST privileges the perspective of the indi-
vidual and does not assume that the same phenomenon will be experienced 
similarly by all individuals of a particular group. Thus, from the PVEST 
framework, the current study conceptualizes the acting White accusation as 
a phenomenon that is likely to afflict some, but not all, Black youth. 
Furthermore, PVEST suggests that the acting White construct holds unique 
meaning for each individual depending on their subjective experience with 
the accusation, and this meaning can contribute to emergent personal and 
social identities (Spencer 1995).

Acting White and Racial/Ethnic Identity
A large body of literature has validated the importance of racial/ethnic iden-
tity as an integral process in youth development (Pahl & Way, 2006; Williams, 
Tolan, Durkee, Francois, & Anderson, 2012), particularly in relation to psy-
chosocial outcomes (Caldwell, Sellers, Bernat, & Zimmerman, 2004), racial 
discrimination (Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006), and aca-
demic achievement (Chavous et al., 2003). However, several models have 
been developed to empirically measure racial/ethnic identity and these frame-
works typically utilize either a process orientation, focusing on the develop-
ment of racial attitudes over time, or a content orientation, focusing on the 
significance and meaning attributed to racial attitudes (see Marks, Settles, 
Cooke, Morgan, & Sellers, 2004, for a review). Overall, the majority of iden-
tity measures have focused on the process of identity development through 
several stages of growth and a widely used example is the multigroup ethnic 
identity measure developed by Jean Phinney (1992). The framework support-
ing this scale suggests that individuals develop through progressive stages of 
ethnic identification based on low or high levels of exploration of cultural 
history and commitment to their own cultural group. According to this frame-
work, higher exploration and commitment are positively associated with 
identity development and growth.
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On the other hand, content-oriented models such as the multidimensional 
model of racial identity (MMRI; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 
1998) focus on variation within the characteristics of racial attitudes. The 
MMRI approaches racial identity from an individual difference perspective 
and highlights the heterogeneity to which individuals embrace several dimen-
sions of racial identity. One dimension that has received considerable atten-
tion in the literature is racial regard and this construct involves the affective 
attitudes that one attributes to their own racial group (private regard) as well 
as the extent to which they feel their racial group is viewed positively by the 
greater society (public regard). Current evidence suggests that in comparison 
with other racial identity dimensions, public and private regard have stronger 
associations with key psychological outcomes such as depressive symptoms, 
perceived stress, and psychological well-being (Hurd, Sellers, Cogburn, 
Butler-Barnes, & Zimmerman, 2013; Sellers et al., 2006). However, it is 
important to note that findings remain mixed within this body of literature 
and some studies have confirmed significant associations, whereas others 
have found no direct relationships between racial identity dimensions and 
psychological functioning (Neblett, Shelton, & Sellers, 2004; Sellers & 
Shelton, 2003).

Several scholars suggest that ethnic identity should be assessed in con-
junction with racial identity because these constructs share overlapping 
beliefs—particularly for African Americans where the distinction between 
race and ethnicity is difficult to unravel due to the loss of ethnic ties from the 
slave trade (Scottham, Cooke, Sellers, & Ford, 2010). Neal-Barnett et al. 
(2010) argue that the acting White phenomenon is deeply rooted within the 
racial identity literature and they advocate for future research to consider how 
process and content aspects of racial/ethnic identity are related to the acting 
White insult. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) proposed that oppositional culture 
theory was a framework for describing how Black students responded to the 
acting White label and suggested that opposition toward mainstream 
American values significantly shaped their sense of identity. However, sev-
eral researchers have explicitly rejected the oppositional culture theory as a 
valid framework for Black racial identity, by highlighting its deficit approach, 
which assumes that Black youth equate normative behaviors (e.g., academic 
achievement) with White cultural practices (Neal-Barnett, 2001; Spencer 
et al., 2001).

In addition, Spencer et al. (2001) sampled more than 500 Black youth and 
found no evidence to suggest that oppositional attitudes influenced students’ 
beliefs toward academic achievement. However, they did find that academic 
achievement was higher for youth who identified more with their racial group 
through the Racial Identity Attitude Scale (Parham & Helms, 1985). More 
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recent work from Neal-Barnett et al. (2010) has used the MMRI to demon-
strate that African American adolescents with higher private regard were 
more bothered by indirect experiences of the acting White accusation. These 
associations were strongest for social features of the insult, such as being 
accused of “talking proper” or “listening to White music.” Additionally, pub-
lic regard was a significant predictor of the extent to which individuals were 
bothered by the accusation, such that public regard predicted higher levels of 
discomfort. It is worth noting that racial centrality was not a significant pre-
dictor in the findings from Neal-Barnett et al. (2010). Previous studies have 
evaluated the association between the acting White burden and racial iden-
tity, but the present study will contribute by including several dimensions of 
racial/ethnic identity content and process models as well as psychological 
functioning.

Acting White and Psychological Functioning
To date, there is still a dearth of research that has empirically tested the 
impact of the acting White accusation on mental health and psychological 
functioning; yet, the acting White hypothesis has been theoretically associ-
ated with psychological well-being. For example, previous evidence suggests 
that some Black youth accused of acting White develop a “raceless” persona, 
rejecting Black culture and embracing White mainstream culture (Fordham 
& Ogbu, 1986). This orientation may place youth at-risk for psychological 
dysfunction if they are not accepted by the dominant group and are left feel-
ing alienated (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Fordham, 1996). In recent years, 
researchers have started evaluating the psychological distress and anxiety 
linked to the AWEQ (Murray et al., 2012; Neal-Barnett et al., 2010), but 
much more work is needed to test whether other indicators of mental health, 
such as depressive symptoms or emotional stress, are affected by the accusa-
tion of acting White.

Current Study
Despite widespread coverage of acting White within the academic achieve-
ment literature, few studies have explored the psychological implications 
associated with this accusation. Therefore, the current study analyzes how 
the accusation of acting White is associated with several outcome variables, 
including racial/ethnic identity, depressive symptoms, anxiety, and emo-
tional stress. First, we assessed whether there were group differences between 
those who did or did not receive the accusation in their lifetime. Next, we 
tested whether the frequency in which participants were accused of acting 
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White or the amount of discomfort they associated with the accusation were 
each significant predictors of the outcome variables. The distinction between 
frequency and discomfort was necessary to better understand the phenome-
nological nature of this accusation. Additionally, we performed a person-
centered profile analysis that grouped participants based on similar 
experiences with the accusation in order to assess the simultaneous influence 
of frequency and discomfort. Last, we compared these profiles to each other 
and evaluated if there were any significant differences between the profiles. 
To our knowledge, no other study has attempted to compare latent profiles 
for similar experiences with the accusation of acting White and the nature of 
these analyses are thus exploratory.

We hypothesized that participants accused of acting White would report 
more severe mental health symptoms because the accusation is likely to be 
perceived in a discriminatory fashion (Williams & Durkee, 2013) and previ-
ous research has linked perceived racial discrimination with negative mental 
health outcomes (Seaton, Neblett, Upton, Hammond, & Sellers, 2011; Sellers 
et al., 2006). Based on the same logic, we also hypothesized that frequency of 
the accusation and discomfort level would both positively predict negative 
mental health symptoms. Considering the sparse amount of research in this 
area, only a limited amount of a priori hypotheses could be made. However, 
it was expected that private regard and public regard dimensions of racial 
identity would be positively predicted by discomfort level, based on similar 
analyses in previous research (Neal-Barnett et al., 2010).

Method

Participants
The sample consisted of second- through fourth-year undergraduate students 
attending a predominantly White institution (PWI) located in a mid-Atlantic 
city in the United States. To be eligible for the study, students had to identify 
as Black or African American and be between 18 and 23 years old. A total of 
219 students followed the link to the online survey, 198 started the survey 
and 145 students completed the survey. The mean age of the sample was 20 
years (SD = 1.31), and an equal representation of second-, third-, and fourth-
year college students (33% each) were included. The majority of participants 
were female (79%), and while there was a larger percentage of Black females 
(65%) compared with Black males (35%) attending the targeted institution, 
our sample still contained an underrepresentation of males. In terms of eth-
nicity, 69% of students identified as Black/African American, 10% as 
African, 7% as Caribbean/West Indian, and 13% as multiracial. Although 
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immigration status was not collected, international students were not excluded 
from the current study. In general, students came from highly educated fami-
lies; 61% of mothers and 52% of fathers had obtained at least a bachelor’s 
degree.

Procedures
Students were recruited through university email lists that targeted members 
of the Black community and students who were affiliated with one of several 
student organizations designed for individuals of African descent (e.g., the 
Black Student Alliance). University administrators also assisted by distribut-
ing an email to all self-identified Black students, unless the individuals 
explicitly requested to be removed from the institution’s email list. Students 
received an email containing a description of the study and a link to the online 
survey. Individuals who completed the survey were entered into a raffle to 
win one of two $75 gift cards. Procedures were approved by the university’s 
institutional review board, and participants provided informed consent prior 
to beginning the survey.

Measures
Accusation of Acting White. To assess experiences with the accusation of act-
ing White, participants were first asked, “Some Black students have been 
accused by their peer or friends of ‘acting White’. Have you ever been 
accused of ‘acting White?’” and response options included “yes,” “no,” and 
“I don’t know.” Those who reported “yes” were then questioned about the 
frequency and discomfort of these experiences. Participants were asked “how 
often have you been accused of ‘acting White?’” and responses were based 
on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (once or twice in your lifetime) 
to 6 (once a week or more). This question was followed by “when you were 
labeled as ‘acting White’ how much did it bother you?” and response options 
ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Centered raw scores for each ques-
tion were used in the analyses.

Racial and Ethnic Identity. The Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measure–Revised 
(Phinney & Ong, 2007) is a 6-item questionnaire comprising two subscales: 
exploration and commitment. Exploration measured the extent that partici-
pants sought out information about their own ethnic group (Cronbach’s α = 
.85), and commitment evaluated the extent to which individuals felt attached 
to their ethnic group (Cronbach’s α = .89). Participants responded on a scale 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two subscales for racial 
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regard were selected from the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity 
(Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997) to assess the positive 
feelings that society attributed toward the Black race (public regard) as well 
as the positive regard that individuals have for their own racial group (private 
regard). Responses to both public regard (Cronbach’s α = .82) and private 
regard (Cronbach’s α = .84) were on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Composite mean scores were 
computed for each subscale and used in the analyses.

Anxiety. The Carroll-Davidson Generalized Anxiety Disorder Screener (Car-
roll & Davidson, 2000) is a 12-item measure that assesses anxiety symptoms 
including “most days I cannot stop worrying” and “I get easily annoyed or 
irritated.” Participants were asked to select “yes” or “no” for each symptom 
they had felt most days over the past 6 months. Scores were calculated by 
adding the total number of items endorsed, and the scale had good reliability 
(Cronbach’s α = .85).

Depressive Symptoms. The Harvard Department of Psychiatry/National 
Depression Screening Day Scale (Baer et al., 2000) is a 10-item self-report 
questionnaire. Participants were asked to report how often they experienced 
each item in the past 2 weeks on a scale from 1 (none or little of the time) to 4 
(all the time), and sample items include “been blaming yourself for things” 
and “been feeling no interest in things.” The mean of all 10 items was used in 
the analyses and the scale demonstrated good reliability (Cronbach’s α = .91).

Emotional Stress. The emotional well-being measure was taken from the Life 
Experiences and Stress subscale of the RaLES (Harrell, 1997) and assessed 
how much of a problem each of six items (e.g., “drug problems,” “controlling 
your temper”) were for participants on a scale from 1 (not a problem for me) 
to 6 (most serious problem). The mean of all items was computed and the 
scale showed adequate reliability (Cronbach’s α = .74).

Analyses
Analyses were conducted with SPSS 19.0 and Mplus 6.12. Data were first 
screened for outliers, normality of distribution, homogeneity of variance, and 
multicollinearity. All indicators were in the acceptable range (Huberty & 
Petoskey, 2000; Morrow-Howell, 1994); thus, it was not necessary to trans-
form the data. T tests were used to measure demographic differences between 
those with and without missing data. Next, analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 
was used to evaluate group differences in racial/ethnic identity and mental 
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health outcomes between individuals who were and were not accused of act-
ing White, while controlling for demographic variables (e.g., age, gender, 
and maternal education). For those accused of acting White, stepwise regres-
sion analysis was used to evaluate whether (a) frequency of the accusation or 
(b) discomfort from the accusation, were associated with racial/ethnic iden-
tity and mental health outcomes. Demographic control variables were entered 
into the first step of the regression models and predictor variables were 
entered into the second step. Participant age was included as a covariate in 
models predicting racial/ethnic identity, and maternal education was included 
as a covariate in models predicting mental health outcomes.

Additionally, a person-centered evaluation was conducted using latent 
class analysis (LCA) in Mplus to identify latent groups that represent profiles 
for similar experiences with the accusation of acting White (Muthen & 
Muthen, 2010). LCA classified these experiences using latent profiles that 
accounted for both the frequency and the amount of discomfort experienced 
from the accusation. A strength of LCA is that it accounts for error within 
each indicator variable whereas other techniques (e.g., cluster analysis) 
assume that observed variables are measured without error (Romesburg, 
1990). The Bayesian information criterion (BIC) was used to determine the 
appropriate number of latent classes by capturing overall model fit and penal-
izing for oversaturation (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthen, 2007; Schwarz, 
1978). Once the best fit model was selected, posterior probabilities for class 
membership were computed and participants were assigned to one of the 
latent classes based on the highest probability for class membership. Latent 
profiles were then compared using multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) to evaluate group differences in racial/ethnic identity and men-
tal health. Additionally, group differences were further explored using 
Bonferroni post hoc analysis and this technique conservatively adjusted con-
fidence intervals to reduce the likelihood of Type I error (Holland & 
Copenhaver, 1988).

Results

Descriptives
Independent-samples t tests were performed on participants who did and did 
not complete the entire survey, and there were no significant differences 
across demographic or predictor variables. In total, 74% of participants 
reported being accused of acting White at some point in their lifetime, 23% 
never received the accusation, and 3% did not know if they had been accused. 
Participants who indicated “I don’t know” were excluded from analyses due 
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to the small cell size. A higher proportion of females (80%) received the 
accusation than males (63%) and this difference was significant, χ2(1) = 4.39, 
p = .04. Gender was the only demographic variable correlated with the accu-
sation of acting White, r(151) = −.17, p = .04; however, gender was not sig-
nificantly correlated with either the frequency or discomfort of the accusation. 
In terms of outcome variables, participant age was significantly correlated 
with racial private regard, r(136) = .24, p < .01, and maternal education level 
was significantly correlated with both depressive symptoms, r(133) = .19, 
p = .03, and anxiety, r(123) = .20, p = .03. A correlation matrix and descrip-
tive information is presented in Table 1.

Comparisons Based on Occurrence of Acting White
ANCOVA results indicated that after accounting for gender and age as 
covariates, there were no significant differences in racial/ethnic identity 
based on the accusation of acting White (all ps > .05). Although individuals 
accused of acting White did not demonstrate lower racial/ethnic identity than 
those who never received the insult, a marginal significant difference in this 
direction was found for ethnic commitment, F(1, 128) = 3.69, p = .057. A 
second set of ANCOVA comparisons, with gender and maternal education as 
covariates, found no significant mental health differences between partici-
pants who did or did not receive the accusation (all ps > .05). Therefore, those 
accused of acting White did not demonstrate any more risk for depressive 

Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Bivariate Correlations for the Acting 
White Accusation and Outcome Variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 1. Acting White —  
 2. Frequency −.18* —  
 3. Discomfort .14 −.00 —  
 4. Private regard −.10 −.32** .27** —  
 5. Public regard −.12 −.20* −.11 .08 —  
 6. Ethnic exploration −.16* −.24** .24** .40** −.09 —  
 7. Ethnic commitment −.16* −.26** .11 .49** .01 .72** —  
 8. Depressive symptoms −.01 .26** .11 −.09 −.08 −.12 −.17* —  
 9. Anxiety −.01 .22* .11 −.06 −.23** −.09 −.20* .80** —  
10. Emotional stress .02 .40** .12 −.10 −.25** −.20* −.27** .67** .66** —
Mean 0.76 3.28 2.89 6.06 3.53 3.79 3.99 1.90 4.14 1.82
Standard deviation 0.43 1.38 1.30 0.83 1.08 0.91 0.88 0.72 3.65 0.82

Note: Frequency and discomfort items excluded participants who never received the accusation of acting 
White.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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symptoms, anxiety, or emotional stress than participants who never received 
the accusation. Group mean comparisons are reported in Table 2.

Variable-Centered Analyses
Results indicated that frequency of the accusation significantly predicted 
lower racial/ethnic identity across all four subscales (Table 3). However, the 
amount of discomfort experienced from the accusation significantly pre-
dicted higher racial identification in terms of private regard and ethnic explo-
ration. Together frequency and discomfort explained 17% of the variance in 
private regard and 11% of the variance in ethnic exploration. For mental 
health outcomes, the amount of discomfort reported from the accusation of 
acting White did not yield any significant findings. Nonetheless, frequency 
of the accusation significantly predicted more severe mental health symp-
toms across all three indicators of psychological distress (Table 4).

Person-Centered Profile Analyses
LCA was performed on two-class, three-class, four-class, and five-class 
models. Lower BIC values indicate better model fit, and the five-class model 
had the lowest BIC value and overall best fit (BIC = 826.65). However, fur-
ther examination revealed that the five-class model did not have sufficient 
power for multivariate analysis because the size of the latent classes were 
highly skewed and ranged from as few as 9 participants to as many as 50 
participants. Therefore, the four-class model (BIC = 835.19) was selected 
due to the second lowest BIC value and a sample size distribution that satis-
fied the minimum power criteria of 20 participants per cell (Cohen, 1988). 

Table 2. ANCOVA and Descriptive Statistics for the Accusation of Acting White.

Ever accused of acting White?

 Yes, M (SD) No, M (SD) F statistic p Value

Private regard 6.03 (0.88) 6.23 (0.64) 1.03 .31
Public regard 3.46 (1.11) 3.77 (0.99) 1.46 .23
Ethnic exploration 3.76 (0.89) 4.09 (0.88) 2.12 .15
Ethnic commitment 3.95 (0.87) 4.28 (0.85) 3.69 .06
Depressive symptoms 1.89 (0.74) 1.91 (0.71) 0.06 .80
Anxiety 4.09 (3.57) 4.19 (4.08) 0.60 .44
Emotional stress 1.83 (0.84) 1.80 (0.76) 0.45 .50
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The latent classes within the four-class model were characterized by: low 
frequency and low discomfort (n = 26; from here on referred to as “low”), 
average frequency and average discomfort (n = 32; “average”), average fre-
quency and high discomfort (n = 41; “high discomfort”), and high frequency 
and low discomfort (n = 22; “high frequency”). Therefore, LCA results sug-
gested four unique profiles for how participants experienced the accusation 
of acting White. Figure 1 depicts the centered means of each profile in terms 
of frequency and discomfort associated with the accusation.

A MANOVA found significant differences between the latent profiles in 
terms of racial/ethnic identity, Wilks’s Λ = .81, F(12, 256) = 1.85, p = .04. 
The multivariate effect size indicated that 7% of the variance in racial/ethnic 
identity was accounted for by group comparisons between the latent profiles. 

Table 3. Regression Analyses Predicting Racial and Ethnic Identity Outcomes.

Step 1 Step 2

Outcome B (SD) β B (SD) β

Private regard  
 Age .15 (.07) .22* .14 (.06) .20*

 Frequency −.20 (.06) −.31**
 Discomfort .17 (.06) .26**
 R2 .05* .21***
Public regard  
 Age −.08 (.09) −.09 −.07 (.09) −.08
 Frequency −.16 (.08) −.20*
 Discomfort −.09 (.08) −.11
 R2 .01 .06†

Ethnic  
  exploration

 

 Age .03 (.07) .04 .03 (.06) .04
 Frequency −.15 (.06) −.24**
 Discomfort .15 (.06) .22*
 R2 .00 .11***
Ethnic  
  commitment

 

 Age .04 (.07) .06 .04 (.06) .05
 Frequency −.16 (.06) −.26**
 Discomfort .08 (.06) .11
 R2 .00 .08**

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.***p < .001.
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Table 4. Regression Analyses Predicting Mental Health Outcomes.

Step 1 Step 2

Outcome B (SD) β B (SD) β

Depressive symptoms  
 Mom’s education .08 (.04) .18† .08 (.04) .18†

 Frequency .15 (.05) .27**
 Discomfort .06 (.06) .10
 R2 .03† .11*
Anxiety  
 Mom’s education .42 (.22) .19† .42 (.21) .19*
 Frequency .62 (.26) .23*
 Discomfort .25 (.27) .09
 R2 .04† .10*
Emotional stress  
 Mom’s education .06 (.05) .11 .05 (.05) .10
 Frequency .25 (.06) .40***
 Discomfort .08 (.06) .12
 R2 .01 .19***

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 1. Graph of the centered mean distributions for the latent class profiles.
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One-way ANOVAs were performed for each of the racial/ethnic identity 
measures and significant differences were only found within private regard, 
F(3, 102) = 2.88, p = .04, η2 = .08, and ethnic exploration, F(3, 102) = 3.87, 
p = .01, η2 = .10. Bonferroni post hoc analysis revealed significant group dif-
ferences between the high discomfort and the high frequency profiles. The 
high discomfort group had significantly more private regard than the high 
frequency group (p = .03), and also reported more ethnic exploration than the 
high frequency profile (p = .04). The high discomfort profile was also found 
to have significantly more ethnic exploration than the low profile (p = .05). 
Overall, the high discomfort group reported the highest level of private regard 
and ethnic exploration among the four latent profiles, whereas the high fre-
quency group reported the lowest level of racial/ethnic identity across each 
subscales except public regard (Table 5).

An additional MANOVA model assessed for group differences between 
the latent profiles in terms of mental health outcomes. However, no signifi-
cant differences were found on the multivariate level, Wilks’ Λ = .88, 
F(9, 217) = 1.25, p > .05, and the latent profiles did not differ in terms of 
mental health indicators.

Discussion
Prior research has established that the accusation of acting White may be one 
of the most negative insults that Black youth can make toward one another; 
yet it is still unclear how this accusation relates to racial/ethnic identity and 
mental health (Neal-Barnett, 2001). The present study found no significant 
differences between individuals who did and did not report being accused of 
acting White. However, results suggest that the manner in which the accusa-
tion was experienced is meaningful. Specifically, the frequency in which par-
ticipants were accused of acting White significantly predicted lower racial/
ethnic identity across all four subscales and also predicted higher symptoms 
of mental health risk across all three measures of psychological distress. The 

Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations for the Latent Class Profiles.

Low (n = 26), M (SD)
Average (n = 32), 

M (SD)
High discomfort 
(n = 41), M (SD)

High frequency 
(n = 22), M (SD)

Private regard 5.91 (0.99) 6.12 (0.68) 6.26 (0.72) 5.59 (1.07)
Public regard 3.53 (1.07) 3.44 (0.93) 3.32 (1.29) 3.51 (0.92)
Ethnic exploration 3.44 (0.89) 3.84 (0.76) 4.05 (0.83) 3.38 (1.01)
Ethnic commitment 3.93 (0.79) 4.16 (0.58) 4.01 (0.82) 3.60 (1.24)
Depressive symptoms 1.64 (0.63) 1.95 (0.78) 2.05 (0.70) 1.93 (0.92)
Anxiety 3.30 (3.03) 3.76 (3.65) 4.79 (3.54) 4.61 (4.13)
Emotional stress 1.51 (0.69) 1.60 (0.64) 2.10 (0.90) 1.84 (1.04)
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amount of discomfort reported from experiencing the accusation of acting 
White significantly predicted higher levels of racial private regard and ethnic 
exploration, but was not associated with mental health indicators. The 
person-centered analysis revealed that four distinct profiles represented the 
manner in which participants experienced the accusation of acting White. 
Among these profiles, the high discomfort group reported the highest levels 
of private regard and ethnic exploration, and differed significantly from the 
high frequency profile who reported the lowest identification along these 
constructs.

While previous empirical studies have suggested that the direct accusation 
of acting White may independently be a risk factor for negative psychosocial 
outcomes (Murray et al., 2012; Ogbu, 2004), the current study found no 
group differences between those who did and did not explicitly receive the 
accusation in their lifetime. It is likely that the nonsignificant findings can be 
explained by the wide variation among individuals who experienced this 
label. Results indicate that participants varied in how frequently they were 
accused of acting White and the dichotomous report of whether or not they 
ever encountered the accusation may mask the overall diversity within these 
experiences. Furthermore, while the explicit report of acting White was not 
associated with any outcomes, characteristics pertaining to the nature of the 
accusation were linked to psychosocial variables. The discrepancy in find-
ings between the explicit report and characteristics of the acting White accu-
sation can be further explained by the PVEST framework, which emphasizes 
an individual’s subjective experience with racial stressors such as the acting 
White label (Spencer, 1995; Spencer et al., 2001). By placing the individual 
at the center of the phenomenological experience, PVEST suggests that inter-
nal attributes can be assessed to determine the degree of sensitivity and net 
stress that may be experienced from a particular stressor. Therefore, it is 
likely that the acting White insult may have been perceived differently by 
participants and thus elicited unique coping responses, which would explain 
the differential association with racial/ethnic identity and psychological 
outcomes.

The current study found strong evidence to suggest that the manner in 
which participants experienced the accusation of acting White, emphasizing 
the meaning-making process central to the PVEST perspective, was closely 
associated with psychosocial outcomes. In fact, the frequency to which they 
received the accusation was associated with lower racial/ethnic identity and 
also more severe mental health outcomes. The assessment of frequency 
enabled this study to tease apart the variance within the accusation and reveal 
the detrimental effect of more frequent experiences. Previous research with 
Black adolescents has confirmed that increased exposure to indirect accusa-
tions of acting White (e.g., “talking proper,” “dressing preppy”) were also a 
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significant predictor of anxiety (Murray et al., 2012). These findings contrib-
ute to the literature by suggesting that increased focus on phenomenological 
aspects of the acting White accusation may provide a better account of the 
subjective experience, compared with the general report of whether or not an 
individual has ever encountered the label.

The level of discomfort associated with acting White was also an informa-
tive aspect of this study. Results from both the current study and previous 
research suggest that discomfort is positively associated with private regard, 
such that individuals more bothered by the accusation of acting White also 
report more positive feelings toward their own racial group (Neal-Barnett 
et al., 2010). These findings also support qualitative evidence which argues 
that Black youth who identify with their racial group are more likely to expe-
rience psychological discomfort when they are accused of being a non-
authentic member of that racial group (Bergin & Cooks, 2008; Fordham, 
1996). Although discomfort was significantly associated with dimensions of 
racial/ethnic identity in the current study, it was not a significant predictor of 
mental health outcomes. However, previous research using Black adoles-
cents has found that anxiety significantly predicted higher levels of discom-
fort from the AWEQ (Murray et al., 2012).

LCA enhanced the current study by using person-centered techniques to 
identify latent profiles within the data. These profiles were determined by 
similar experiences based on the nature of the acting White accusation and 
results indicate that the variance was best explained by four distinct profiles: 
high frequency, high discomfort, average (frequency and discomfort), and 
low (frequency and discomfort). This technique was helpful because it 
allowed us to identify the way that individuals experienced both frequency 
and discomfort in relation to one another. For example, participants in the 
high frequency profile not only received the accusation of acting White most 
often, but they also reported the lowest amount of discomfort from these 
experiences. Considering this unique contrast, it is very likely that the accu-
sation of acting White may carry a different meaning for participants in the 
high frequency profile compared with those in the high discomfort group, 
who received the accusation an average amount but were highly bothered by 
these experiences. The PVEST model supports this argument because dimen-
sions of racial/ethnic identity were significantly elevated in the high discom-
fort profile and the perceived level of distress may also be increased for this 
group because their racial/ethnic identification may sharply contrast with the 
accusation of acting White. The PVEST framework helps to explain why 
individuals may vary in terms of sensitivity toward the acting White accusa-
tion because both environmental and internal characteristics (e.g., identity, 
social status) may influence the level of distress that youth experience 
(Spencer, 1995).
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It is worth noting that the sample in the current study was collected at a 
PWI, whereas previous research used samples from predominantly Black 
high schools (Fordham, 1996; Murray et al., 2012). However, both the cur-
rent study and recent quantitative investigations have similarly analyzed 
samples that were overrepresented by female participants (Murray et al., 
2012). Therefore, the collective findings from these studies may more accu-
rately depict the experiences of Black female participants compared with 
Black males. Furthermore, it is likely that individuals in the current study 
may represent a particular segment of the Black population, considering their 
enrollment at a selective PWI. The salience of ethnic minority membership 
within a predominantly White context may have an influence on the type of 
acting White experiences that individuals encounter as well as their percep-
tions toward this label.

Future Directions and Limitations
Additional research is needed to uncover the underlying mechanisms by 
which the accusation of acting White influences psychosocial outcomes, par-
ticularly mental health. It is well documented that racial/ethnic identity can 
serve as a protective factor and buffer the harmful effects of interracial dis-
crimination on mental health and well-being (Seaton et al., 2011; Sellers & 
Shelton, 2003). However, research suggests that Black youth most commonly 
receive the accusation of acting White from other Black peers (Fordham, 
1996; Ogbu, 2004) and frequently perceive this label as a form of intraracial 
discrimination when it is perpetrated by fellow members of their race 
(Williams & Durkee, 2013). Similar to previous research (Murray et al., 
2012; Neal-Barnett et al., 2010), the current study did not ask participants to 
specify the race of perpetrators who accused them of acting White and is thus 
unable to make implications in terms of intra- or intergroup accusations. 
Although previous work indicates that early encounters with interracial dis-
crimination can trigger individuals to seek refuge with same-race peers 
(Cross, 1978; Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1998), findings from the present 
study suggest that exposure to the acting White accusation may operate in the 
opposite direction and encourages individuals to identify less with their 
racial/ethnic membership. Given the uncertainty of the perpetrator’s racial 
background, it is important to further explore these nuanced dynamics 
through additional research to unpack the psychological implications that are 
specific to intragroup and intergroup encounters with the acting White 
accusation.

Generalizability of the present study is limited by the population in which 
the sample was collected. Data were obtained from students attending a 
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selective PWI in the mid-Atlantic region. Therefore, results may only be gen-
eralized to other Black students in similar environments because behavioral 
characteristics can vary widely across contexts (Cokley, 1999). Additionally, 
the sample size was somewhat small and until data are compared across sev-
eral diverse environments, results from the current study may not be appli-
cable to the full population of Black emerging adults. Although national 
trends suggest that a higher proportion of Black women are enrolled in col-
lege than Black men (U.S. Department of Education, 2011), the gender dis-
tribution in the current study was still not representative. Female participants 
were overrepresented in the present study and as a result gender was con-
trolled for in most analyses to reduce potential threats to external validity.

Findings are also limited by the fact that the accusation of acting White 
was collected in a retrospective fashion where participants were instructed to 
report on cumulative experiences across their lifetime. Consequently, it is 
likely that the wide variation of when the accusation last occurred could have 
partially masked the influence of these experiences. However, the significant 
findings between previous exposure to the accusation and current psychoso-
cial outcomes help to highlight the lasting impact of the acting White insult 
over time. Considering the cross-sectional nature of this study, longitudinal 
work is needed to test the directionality of pathways between the acting 
White accusation, mental health, and racial/ethnic identity.

Conclusions
While the burden of acting White has received a great deal of attention over 
the past two decades, the current study contributes to the literature by find-
ing significant links between the accusation of acting White, racial/ethnic 
identity, and mental health outcomes. Findings suggest that the acting White 
accusation can potentially be a traumatic experience for Black emerging 
adults and lead to negative implications for mental health and racial/ethnic 
identity. The current study contributes additional clarity by finding very few 
group differences between those who did and did not experience the accusa-
tion of acting White in their lifetime. However, characteristics regarding the 
frequency and discomfort among those who did encounter the accusation 
were significantly associated with psychosocial outcomes. A combination of 
variable-centered and person-centered analytical techniques were used to 
identify significant associations with the accusation of acting White. 
Therefore, future studies should continue to focus on specific aspects of 
these experiences in order to more accurately explain the mechanisms by 
which the accusation of acting White affects psychosocial outcomes and 
identity development.
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