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Racial and ethnic minority adolescents are increasingly being exposed to racism via digital platforms, but little is known about
the psychological processes through which online racial discrimination may be associated with depressive outcomes. In line
with minority stress theory, this study examined internalized racism as a mediating mechanism between perceived online
racism and depressive symptoms, and whether social media checking frequency moderated this indirect pathway. Participants
were N = 69 racially and ethnically diverse adolescents recruited as part of a parent study focusing on Asian American and
Latinx/Hispanic families. The analytic sample was predominantly Asian American (71.0%) and Hispanic/Latinx of any race
(23.2%). Self-report measures of perceived online racism, internalized racism, depressive symptoms, and social media checking
frequency were completed by participants. A moderated mediation model was tested in a path analysis with observed variables
and bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals. Perceived racism online was associated with higher levels of internalized
racism, which was associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms. The direct association between perceived racism online
and depressive symptoms was not significant. The indirect effect was significant for the mean and at low levels of social media
checking frequency, but the index of moderated mediation was not, and checking frequency emerged as a significant negative
correlate of internalized racism as a main effect. Due to the small sample size, cross-sectional design, and non-random sampling,
findings should be taken as preliminary and exploratory. However, the findings provide initial evidence that internalized racism
may be a relevant psychological process linking perceived online racism to depressive symptoms among Asian American and
Latinx/Hispanic youth.
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Introduction

The proliferation of social media has fundamentally trans-
formed the developmental contexts in which racial and ethnic
minority adolescents come of age. While digital platforms—
social networking sites (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, X/Twitter),
video-sharing platforms (e.g., YouTube), online gaming en-
vironments, and public comment sections on news and me-
dia sites—have increased opportunities for social connection,
peer support, and identity exploration, they have also become
fertile grounds for racially motivated harassment, microag-
gressions, and hate speech. For youth of color, these online
contexts are not racially neutral. That is, they are embedded
within broader structures of systemic racism that shape what
content algorithms amplify and what types of hostility youth
encounter daily1. As adolescence is a critical period of iden-
tity formation, understanding how exposure to online racism
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translates into psychological harm and what factors contribute
to this process is a pressing public health concern. Draw-
ing on minority stress theory, which posits that stigmatized
group members encounter unique chronic stressors in addition
to general life stressors that accumulate thru distal and prox-
imal stress processes to produce adverse health outcomes2,
the present study examines whether online racial hostility, as
a distal stressor, is associated with depressive symptoms thru
the proximal process of internalized racism, and whether this
indirect pathway varies by social media checking frequency.

Perceived online racism and depressive symp-
toms

Perceived racism (i.e., individuals’ subjective experience of
being treated discriminatorily on the basis of their race)
has been consistently linked to poor mental health outcomes
across a variety of racial and ethnic minority groups3. Per-
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ceived online racism is a distal stressor within the minority
stress framework2, an objective event based in the environ-
ment that triggers a sequence of psychological reactions. The
proliferation of digitally mediated communication has trans-
formed the ways racism is manifested. Online discriminatory
comments and exclusionary behaviors, often masked as humor
or innocent remarks, are now included in this spectrum. The
perception of online racism has increased dramatically in an
era of constant device usage4. Social media algorithms have
amplified this phenomenon.

Emerging evidence on the mental health consequences of
online racial discrimination among adolescents of color. In a
national longitudinal study, Black adolescents reported large
increases in online racial discrimination during 2020, and
those exposed predicted poorer mental health on the same and
the next day, even after controlling for general time online
and cybervictimization5. Latinx and African American ado-
lescents’ trajectories characterized by increasing online racial
discrimination were associated with increased depressive and
anxiety symptoms over time, as identified via growth mix-
ture modeling across a multilayer period. Online racial dis-
crimination was significantly associated with increased odds
of suicidal ideation among Latine youth even after control-
ling for depression6. The burden is not limited to one group:
after the rise in anti-Asian racism during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, two-thirds of Asian American adolescents and young
adults in one study reported worsening depressive symptoms
(5), and 93% of Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pa-
cific Islander youth ages 14-25 reported past-year race-based
discrimination, with nearly half above the clinical threshold
for moderate depression7,8.

At the same time, the link between online racial discrimina-
tion and depressive symptoms is not always strong. However,
several cross-sectional studies have found null or weak associ-
ations, with highly variable effect sizes9. Racial identity cen-
trality and social support may buffer the mental health impact
of online discrimination such that some youth demonstrate re-
silience or even identity-reinforcing responses to online racist
content10. The evidence base is also heterogeneous with re-
gard to operationalization, design, and populations sampled,
with relatively few studies of Asian American adolescents and
most studies based on self-reports of exposures and outcomes.
Therefore, a direct effect of online racism on depressive symp-
toms cannot be assumed. Mechanisms and boundary condi-
tions need to be identified for whom online racism translates
into mental health harm.

Internalized racism as a mediating mechanism

The minority stress theory2 distinguishes between distal stres-
sors, which are objective and environmentally based events
such as experiences of racial discrimination, and proximal

stressors, which are the internal psychological reactions to
those events. Perceived online racism is a distal minority stres-
sor when adapted to digital spaces, and internalized racism is
the proximal psychological process through which the stressor
may be linked to depressive symptoms11. In line with social
identity theory12, repeated exposure to online racist content
may lead adolescents to internalize negative evaluations from
the dominant society and to develop feelings of hopelessness
and worthlessness characteristic of depression13,14, thus un-
dermining their positive feelings about their own racial group.

As defined by Campón and Carter (2015)15, internalized
racism (also called appropriated racial oppression) is the
method by which racially minoritized individuals adopt and
integrate the negative perceptions of their racial group from
the dominant culture into their self-concept and worldview.
The construct is distinct from the experience of discrimina-
tion (a distal stressor), general low self-esteem, and ethnic
identity. Consistent with the multidimensional structure of
the Appropriated Racial Oppression Scale used in the cur-
rent study15, internalized racism was operationalized across
four dimensions including emotional responses to one’s racial
group membership, endorsement of standards of beauty from
the dominant culture, devaluation of one’s racial group, and
patterns of thinking that reflect appropriated oppression.

This pathway is developmentally salient during adolescence
when identity formation is a major psychosocial task of the
period16. The potential for these messages to activate prox-
imal internalization processess may be heightened in online
contexts that continually expose young people to dehuman-
izing representations of their racial group via memes, slurs,
viral videos, and algorithmically amplified hate17 present
young people with dehumanizing representations of their
racial group Previous research has documented associations
between discriminatory experiences, internalized racism, and
psychological distress in adult samples14,18, and in ethnora-
cially minoritized college students, online racial discrimina-
tion has been associated with greater suicidal ideation thru
internalized racism19,20; however, these populations typically
have more consolidated racial identities than younger ado-
lescents, who may be especially susceptible to internaliz-
ing negative racial messages online10, No previous research
has examined internalized racism as a mediating mechanism
between perceived online racism and depressive outcomes
specifically in racially diverse youth, a gap this study seeks
to fill.

Social media use as a moderator

The extent to which online racism is internalized as internal-
ized racism may not be universal across all youth. Minority
stress theory posits that the health impact of distal stressors is
a function of not only their presence, but also their chronicity
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and accumulation2. Theoretically, social media use is rele-
vant to this framework as it determines the dose of the digi-
tal environment to which an adolescent is exposed: the more
the engagement, the more the occasions on which internalized
processes can be activated. In addition, African American and
Latinx youth have been found to spend more time online than
their White peers21, so differences in engagement may exac-
erbate existing inequities in exposure. At the same time, the
platforms that expose youth to racist content also provide ac-
cess to counter narratives, racially affirming communities, and
peer solidarity that may serve as buffers rather than intensifiers
of internalization22. The distal-to-proximal pathway may be
strengthened, weakened, or unaffected by social media use,
considering that higher engagement likely results in more ex-
posure to both harmful and protective content. It is this theo-
retical ambivalence that motivates the decision to treat social
media use as a boundary condition to be tested rather than as-
sumed.

The present study

The current study investigates a moderated mediation model
where internalized racism mediates the relation between per-
ceived online racism and depressive symptoms, and social me-
dia use moderates the indirect pathway among racial and eth-
nic minority adolescents. It is hypothesized that: (H1) per-
ceived online racism will be positively associated with depres-
sive symptoms, (H2) the association between perceived online
racism and depressive symptoms will be mediated by internal-
ized racism, that is, higher levels of perceived online racism
will be associated with higher levels of internalized racism
which, in turn, predicts higher levels of depressive symptoms,
and (H3) the indirect effect will be moderated by social media
checking frequency, that is, the indirect effect will be stronger
for adolescents who check social media more frequently. The
study draws on minority stress theory to offer a deeper under-
standing of the conditions under which online racism threatens
the psychological well-being of adolescents at a critical point
in identity development.

Methods

Participants

As shown in Table 1, the analytic sample consisted of N =
69 adolescents (49.3% female) between the ages of 14 and 19
(M = 18.14, SD = 0.90). The majority of the sample (89.9%)
was aged 18 or 19, and 49.3% identified as female. Consis-
tent with the parent study’s recruitment of Asian American
and Latinx/Hispanic families, the sample was predominantly
non-Hispanic Asian (71.0%, n = 49) and Hispanic/Latinx of
any race (23.2%, n = 16), with small numbers of non-Hispanic

Black (n = 2), non-Hispanic White (n = 1), and non-Hispanic
American Indian or Alaska Native (n = 1) participants. Nine-
teen percent of participants were first-generation (born outside
of the United States), 68% were second-generation (born in
the United States to immigrant parents), and 13% were third-
generation (born in the United States to U.S.-born parents).

Procedure

Data were drawn from the Navigating Race study (Mont-
clair State University; IRB protocol FY23-24-3223), an on-
going dyadic study of family, peer, and school influences
on racial-ethnic socialization, discrimination, and health out-
comes among Asian American and Latinx/Hispanic adoles-
cents and their parents. The present manuscript reports a sec-
ondary analysis of de-identified youth survey data collected as
part of that larger study.

Parent-adolescent dyads were eligible if one or both par-
ents identified as Asian and/or Latinx/Hispanic American, the
participating parent was at least 18 years old and resided in
the United States with legal custody of an adolescent aged
13–19, and both dyad members were able to complete an on-
line survey in English, Spanish, Chinese (Simplified or Tra-
ditional), Japanese, or Korean. Recruitment was conducted
through university and professional listservs, social media
platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram), and partnerships
with community-based organizations serving Asian and Lat-
inx/Hispanic families in the New York tri-state area. All re-
cruitment materials were translated into the six study lan-
guages by native-speaker members of the research team with
documented translation experience.

Parents first completed a brief eligibility screening survey in
Qualtrics. Youth aged 18 or 19 and their parents each provided
independent informed consent within their surveys. For youth
aged 13–17, parents provided consent through the screening
survey, and the youth’s assent was obtained during a brief
Zoom meeting, with the research team member reviewing the
assent form verbatim and observing the youth’s digital signa-
ture on a signable PDF. Surveys were administered online via
Qualtrics (approximately 45 minutes). Both parents and youth
received a $25 Amazon e-gift card upon completion of the sur-
vey, with the option to select “prefer not to answer” available
on sensitive items.

Because the study assesses sensitive content, a tiered safety-
response protocol was implemented in consultation with a li-
censed psychologist. Participants endorsing a score of 2 or
higher on the suicidal-ideation item were contacted within 24
hours by a trained student who administered the Columbia-
Suicide Severity Rating Scale (C-SSRS; Posner et al., 2011),
and depending on severity, a structured safety plan was pro-
vided or a warm transfer to the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline
(C-SSRS score of 4–6). All participants received a list of men-
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Table 1 Participant Demographic Characteristics (N = 69)

Characteristic n %

Age (years)
M (SD) 18.14 (0.90)
Range 14–19
14 1 1.4
15 1 1.4
16 1 1.4
17 4 5.8
18 39 56.5
19 23 33.3

Gender
Female 34 49.3
Male 35 50.7

Generational status
First generation (foreign-born) 13 18.8
Second generation (U.S.-born, immigrant parents) 47 68.1
Third generation or later 9 13.0

Race (single-select)
Asian 49 71.0
White 11 15.9
Black or African American 5 7.2
American Indian or Alaska Native 2 2.9
Another race not listed 2 2.9

Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity
Hispanic/Latinx 16 23.2
Non-Hispanic 53 76.8

Mutually exclusive race/ethnicity
Non-Hispanic Asian 49 71.0
Hispanic/Latinx (any race) 16 23.2
Non-Hispanic Black or African American 2 2.9
Non-Hispanic White 1 1.4
Non-Hispanic American Indian or Alaska Native 1 1.4

National/ethnic origin
Chinese 15 21.7
Korean 14 20.3
Mexican 12 17.4
Japanese 9 13.0
Singaporean 5 7.2
Indian 3 4.3
Taiwanese 2 2.9
Cuban 2 2.9
Thai 2 2.9
Puerto Rican 2 2.9
Filipino 1 1.4
Vietnamese 1 1.4
Mixed ethnicity 1 1.4

Note. N = 69. Race and Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity were assessed
using separate single-select items consistent with U.S. Office of
Management and Budget standards. Within the Hispanic/Latinx
subgroup (n = 16), 10 identified racially as White, three as Black or
African American, two as another race, and one as American Indian
or Alaska Native. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

tal health resources, and parents of minor youth who triggered
the safety protocol received follow-up within 48 hours.

The youth survey portion of the dataset, as of Septem-
ber 2025, comprised 84 youth respondents, 69 (82.1%) of
whom provided complete data on all variables, which were
included in the moderated-mediation model (perceived online
racism, internalized racism, depressive symptoms, social me-
dia checking frequency, age, gender, and generational status).
Listwise deletion was applied; given the small sample size,
multiple imputation procedures were not pursued. Because re-
cruitment targeted Asian American and Latinx/Hispanic fam-
ilies specifically, analyses described patterns within these
groups rather than across racially and ethnically minoritized
youth more broadly.

Measures

Perceived Online Racism. Perceived online racism was as-
sessed using the 15-item Perceived Online Racism Scale23.
Participants rated the frequency of their exposure to online
racial discrimination on a Likert-type scale. A mean compos-
ite score was computed across all 15 items, with higher scores
indicating greater perceived online racism. The scale demon-
strated excellent internal consistency (α = .96).

Internalized Racism. Internalized racism was measured us-
ing 24 items from the Appropriated Oppression scale15. Par-
ticipants rated their agreement with statements reflecting in-
ternalized negative racial attitudes. Responses of 8 (Prefer
not to answer) were recorded as missing. The total scale
demonstrated excellent reliability (α = .94). The measure in-
cludes four subscales: Emotional Responses (7 items; α =
.89), American Standard of Beauty (6 items; α = .94), De-
valuation of Own Group (8 items; α = .92), and Patterns of
Thinking (3 items; α = .74). In the subscale level correlations
were explored to examine differential patterns of association
with the key study variables, although the total score was used
in the moderated mediation model.

Depressive Symptoms. Depressive symptoms were as-
sessed using the 7-item Depression subscale of the Depression
Anxiety Stress Scales-2124 (DASS-21). Consistent with stan-
dard DASS-21 scoring procedures, raw item responses were
recoded to the 0–3 metric (i.e., 1 was subtracted from each
response), summed across the seven items, and the resulting
sum was multiplied by 2 to generate the standard DASS-21 de-
pressive symptoms score, which ranged from 0 to 42. Higher
scores indicate greater depressive symptom severity. The sub-
scale demonstrated good internal consistency (α = .89). In the
present sample, the mean depressive symptom score was 3.68
(SD = 5.15), with 65 participants (94.2%) scoring in the nor-
mal range (< 10), and one participant each falling in the mild
(10–13), moderate (14–20), severe (21–27), and extremely se-
vere (28+) categories per standard DASS-21 severity thresh-
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olds.
Social Media Checking Frequency. Social media checking

frequency was assessed with a single item asking participants
how often they check their most commonly used social net-
work site. Responses ranged from 1 (less than once a week)
to 8 (20 or more times per day), with 9 (Prefer not to answer)
recorded as missing. Higher scores indicate more frequent so-
cial media checking. The mean checking frequency was 6.14
(SD = 1.48), corresponding to approximately 7–12 times per
day, suggesting frequent daily engagement with social media
among this sample.

Covariates. Age, gender (0 = male, 1 = female), and gener-
ational status were included as covariates. Generational sta-
tus was dummy-coded with second-generation as the refer-
ence group (Gen1 = first-generation; Gen3 = third-generation
or later).

Analytic Plan

Analyses were conducted in R (version 4.5.2) using the lavaan
package25 for observed-variable path analysis (a special case
of structural equation modeling (SEM) restricted to manifest
variables, with no latent measurement model estimated). To
test the hypothesized moderated mediation model (PROCESS
Model 7)26, a path model was specified in which perceived
online racism (X) predicted depressive symptoms (Y) through
internalized racism (M), with social media checking frequency
(W) moderating the a-path (i.e., the relationship between per-
ceived online racism and internalized racism; see Figure 1).
Both the independent variable and the moderator were mean-
centered before computing the interaction term. Age, gender,
and generational status were included as covariates in both the
mediator and outcome equations.

Given the small sample size relative to the complexity of
the moderated mediation model, a sensitivity power analy-
sis was conducted to characterize the effects the present sam-
ple could reasonably detect. For a single coefficient in the
mediator model (which included seven predictors), the study
had 80% power (α = .05) to detect only effects of f2 ≥ .12,
corresponding to a medium-to-large effect. A Monte Carlo
power analysis (2,000 simulations, each with 1,000 bootstrap
resamples, using the observed parameter estimates as popula-
tion values) indicated that power to detect the index of moder-
ated mediation was approximately .07 and power to detect the
interaction coefficient on the a-path was approximately .13,
whereas power to detect the conditional indirect effect at the
mean level of social media checking frequency was approx-
imately .75. Accordingly, the mediation components of the
model were adequately powered, but the moderation compo-
nents were substantially underpowered. The moderation anal-
yses are therefore interpreted as exploratory rather than con-
firmatory throughout.

Figure. 1 Conceptual Model of Moderated Mediation: Perceived
Online Racism, Internalized Racism, and Depressive Symptoms
Among Youth of Color
Note. Solid lines represent hypothesized direct paths. The
dashed line represents the direct effect (c′) of perceived online
racism on depressive symptoms. The × symbol indicates the
moderating effect of social media checking frequency on the
a path. Covariates (age, gender, and generational status) were
included in both the mediator and outcome equations. The
conditional indirect effect is calculated as (a1 + a3W) × b,
where W = social media checking frequency.

Model parameters were estimated using maximum likeli-
hood (ML) estimation. Because the hypothesized path model
is just-identified (saturated; df = 0), it reproduces the observed
covariances exactly, and global fit indices (e.g., CFI, RMSEA)
are not informative; model adequacy is therefore evaluated
through the magnitude, direction, and precision of the esti-
mated paths rather than through global fit. Confidence in-
tervals for indirect effects were obtained using 10,000 boot-
strap resamples. Conditional indirect effects were probed at
low (−1 SD), mean, and high (+1 SD) levels of social me-
dia checking frequency. The index of moderated mediation
(IMM) was computed to evaluate whether the indirect effect
varied significantly across levels of the moderator. A simple
mediation model (without moderation) was also estimated for
comparison. Simple slopes analysis and Johnson-Neyman in-
tervals were computed using the interactions package27 to fur-
ther probe the interaction.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, and scale relia-
bilities are presented in Tables 1, 2, and 3. Among the key
study variables, perceived online racism was positively cor-
related with internalized racism (r = .20, p = .094) and neg-
atively correlated with depressive symptoms (r = −.20, p =
.094). Internalized racism was significantly and positively as-
sociated with depressive symptoms (r = .49, p < .001). Social
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media checking frequency was positively correlated with per-
ceived online racism (r = .49, p < .001) but negatively asso-
ciated with internalized racism (r = −.18, p = .134). Age was
significantly associated with all key variables, such that older
adolescents reported higher perceived online racism, lower in-
ternalized racism, and fewer depressive symptoms.

Moderated Mediation Analysis

As presented in Table 4, the overall model explained 40.9% of
the variance in internalized racism (R2 = .409) and 49.5% of
the variance in depressive symptoms (R2 = .495). Contrary to
H1 (shown in Table 4), perceived online racism did not pre-
dict depressive symptoms in the adjusted model. The negative
zero-order association between perceived online racism and
depressive symptoms (r = −.20) was reduced to zero after con-
trolling for age, gender, and generational status were included
(partial r = +.06, p = .653), whereas both mediational paths
remained positive after adjustment (perceived online racism–
internalized racism partial r = +.32, p = .008; internalized
racism–depressive symptoms partial r = +.35, p = .003). This
pattern is attributable primarily to age, which functioned as a
suppressor: older adolescents may have reported higher per-
ceived online racism (r = +.34, p = .004) but markedly lower
depressive symptoms (r = −.60, p < .001) and lower inter-
nalized racism (r = −.40, p = .001). This pattern suggests
inconsistent mediation rather than a direct inverse association
between perceived online racism and depressive symptoms.
Given the non-normality in the residuals for both the a-path
(Shapiro-Wilk W = .82, p < .001) and the b/c′-path (W = .94,
p = .001) models, bootstrapping resampling (10,000 resam-
ples) was used to estimate confidence intervals. Internalized
racism responses (skewness = 1.93, kurtosis = 5.26) and de-
pressive symptoms (skewness = 2.94, kurtosis = 10.39) were
positively skewed, indicating that the majority of participants
reported low levels on these constructs, with a subset reporting
substantially higher values. Variance inflation factors (VIFs)
ranged from 1.06 to 2.12, indicating no multicollinearity con-
cerns.

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, perceived online racism was
a significant positive predictor of internalized racism (B =
0.507, SE = 0.128, β = .535, p < .001). In turn, internal-
ized racism significantly predicted depressive symptoms (B =
1.822, SE = 0.586, β = .323, p = .002), controlling for per-
ceived online racism and covariates. The direct effect of per-
ceived online racism on depressive symptoms was not signifi-
cant (B = −0.308, SE = 0.592, β = −.058, p = .604). Age was
a significant negative predictor of depressive symptoms (B =
−2.380, p < .001).

Social media checking frequency was significantly and neg-
atively associated with internalized racism (B = −0.245, SE =
0.079, β = −.396, p = .002). However, the interaction be-

tween perceived online racism and social media checking fre-
quency was not significant (B = −0.058, SE = 0.064, β =
−.106, p = .367), indicating that social media checking fre-
quency did not moderate the relationship between perceived
online racism and internalized racism. The indirect effect
of perceived online racism on depressive symptoms through
internalized racism was significant at the mean level of so-
cial media checking frequency (indirect effect = 0.922, 95%
CI [0.184, 1.662], p = .014) and at low levels of checking
frequency (−1 SD; indirect effect = 1.080, 95% CI [0.216,
1.942], p = .014). The indirect effect at high levels of check-
ing frequency (+1 SD) was marginally significant (indirect ef-
fect = 0.766, 95% CI [−0.006, 1.538], p = .052). However,
the index of moderated mediation was not significant (IMM
= −0.107, 95% CI [−0.346, 0.134], p = .387), indicating that
the strength of the indirect effect did not differ significantly
across levels of social media checking frequency.

Consistent with the sensitivity analysis, the non-significant
index of moderated mediation should not be interpreted cau-
tiously, given the small effect size (f2 = .01) and limited power
to detect moderation. In the simple mediation model, per-
ceived online racism predicted internalized racism (B = 0.320,
SE = 0.126, β = .337, p = .011), but internalized racism did
not predict depressive symptoms (B = 1.822, SE = 1.270, β

= .323, p = .152). The bootstrapped indirect effect was not
significant (B= 0.582 (95% CI [−0.064, 2.072], p = .274), and
the total effect was also not significant (B= 0.276 (95% CI
[−1.054, 1.518], p = .679). Thus, although the moderated me-
diation model yielded significant conditional indirect effects
at the mean and low levels of checking frequency, the overall
pattern should be interpreted as preliminary.

Discussion

The present study examined whether internalized racism
would indirectly link perceived online racism and depres-
sive symptoms in racial and ethnic minority adolescents, and
whether frequency of social media use would moderate this
indirect pathway. Overall, results provided partial support for
the hypothesized mediation model. Perceived online racism
was associated with greater internalized racism, and internal-
ized racism was associated with greater depressive symptoms.
However, the direct effect of perceived online racism on de-
pressive symptoms was not significant after controlling for
covariates, and there was no evidence for the moderation of
social media checking frequency on the indirect effect.

These findings are broadly consistent with minority stress
theory2, which suggests that distal stressors such as experi-
ences of racism may influence health via proximal psycho-
logical processes. The current study suggests that internal-
ized racism may be a viable pathway linking perceived on-
line racism to depressive symptoms. The pattern suggests that
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Table 2 Descriptive Statistics, Bivariate Correlations, and Scale Reliabilities Among Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD α

1. Perceived Online Racism — 2.55 0.97 .96
2. Internalized Racism .20† — 2.37 0.92 .94
3. Depressive Symptoms −.20† .49∗∗∗ — 3.68 5.15 .89
4. SM Checking Frequency .49∗∗∗ −.18 −.22† — 6.14 1.48 —
5. Age .34∗∗ −.40∗∗∗ −.60∗∗∗ .24∗ — 18.14 0.90 —
6. Female −.18 −.24† −.19 −.04 .00 — 0.49 0.50 —

Note. N = 69. SM = social media. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s α) are reported for multi-item scales. SM Checking
Frequency, Age, and Female were single-item or single-indicator variables and therefore do not have reliability estimates.

† p < .10. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

Table 3 Zero-Order, Partial, and Model-Based Estimates for Focal Associations (N = 69)

Association Zero-order r Partial r (adj.)a Model-based β b

Perceived online racism → Depressive symp-
toms (c′)

−.20 (p = .094) +.06 (p = .653) −.06

Perceived online racism → Internalized racism
(a1)

+.20 (p = .094) +.32 (p = .008) +.53

Internalized racism → Depressive symptoms
(b)

+.49 (p < .001) +.35 (p = .003) +.32

Note. N = 69. aPartial correlations adjust for age, gender, and generational status. bModel-based standardized coefficients are
drawn from the moderated mediation model; the a1 path additionally adjusts for social media checking frequency and the online
racism × checking frequency interaction, which accounts for its larger magnitude relative to the partial correlation. The reversal

in sign of the perceived online racism to depressive symptoms association between the zero-order (−.20) and adjusted (+.06)
estimates reflects suppression by age (see text).

exposure to online racism is potentially related to depressive
symptoms, but perhaps not through a direct, immediate effect,
but rather through its association with internalized negative
racial beliefs.

However, the results should be interpreted with caution at
the same time. The substantial conditional indirect effects in
the moderated mediation model should not be interpreted as
strong evidence for a moderated process, because the index of
moderated mediation was not significant and the simple me-
diation model was also not significant. Taken together, these
results indicate that an indirect association may be present un-
der some model specifications, but we find no evidence for a
robust moderating role of frequency of social media checking.

The index of moderated mediation was not significant,
meaning that the indirect effect did not differ significantly
across different levels of social media engagement. This
null finding may be partly due to restriction of range, as
participants reported high and relatively homogeneous lev-
els of checking frequency (M = 6.14, corresponding to ap-
proximately 7–12 times per day), which limit statistical power
to detect moderation. In addition, a single-item measure of

checking frequency cannot capture the dimensions of social
media use that would be most theoretically relevant to the hy-
pothesized moderation, including time spent on the platform,
active versus passive use, platform-specific exposure patterns,
exposure to identity-threatening or identity-affirming content,
or critical social media literacy practices28. Notably, social
media checking frequency was nonetheless a significant neg-
ative predictor of internalized racism as a main effect, which
is a finding somewhat unexpected given the assumption that
greater platform exposure increases vulnerability to harmful
content. This result may be consistent with the increasing
salience of platforms such as TikTok and Instagram as sites of
racial pride, collective identity, and counter-narratives among
minority youth. Research on Black and Asian adolescents
has demonstrated that social media may function as a site
of racial socialization, in which youth actively seek and en-
gage with content that promotes positive racial identity and
mitigates the internalization of racist ideologies10. Similarly,
Latinx youth have been shown to use social media platforms
to access ethnicity-affirming communities that support bicul-
tural identity development and resist dominant cultural hier-
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Table 4 Moderated Mediation Results: Perceived Online Racism, Internalized Racism, and Depressive Symptoms

Predictor B SE β p 95% CI LL 95% CI UL

Mediator: Internalized Racism
Perceived Online Racism (a1) 0.507 0.128 .535 < .001 0.256 0.757
SM Checking Frequency (a2) −0.245 0.079 −.396 .002 −0.400 −0.091
Online Racism × SM Checking (a3) −0.058 0.064 −.106 .367 −0.185 0.068
Age −0.487 0.105 −.477 < .001 −0.694 −0.281
Female −0.286 0.173 −.158 .098 −0.625 0.053
First generation (vs. second) 0.086 0.269 .037 .748 −0.440 0.613
Third generation (vs. second) −0.145 0.265 −.054 .583 −0.664 0.374
R2 = .409

Outcome: Depressive Symptoms
Internalized Racism (b) 1.822 0.586 .323 .002 0.674 2.969
Perceived Online Racism (c′) −0.308 0.592 −.058 .604 −1.469 0.853
Age −2.380 0.618 −.414 < .001 −3.591 −1.169
Female −1.446 0.918 −.141 .115 −3.245 0.353
First generation (vs. second) 2.061 1.325 .158 .120 −0.537 4.660
Third generation (vs. second) −1.653 1.343 −.109 .219 −4.287 0.981
R2 = .495

Conditional Indirect Effects
At −1 SD SM Checking 1.080 0.441 .224 .014 0.216 1.942
At Mean SM Checking 0.922 0.377 .173 .014 0.184 1.662
At +1 SD SM Checking 0.766 0.393 .122 .052 −0.006 1.538
Index of Moderated Mediation −0.107 0.122 −.034 .387 −0.346 0.134

Note. N = 69. SM = social media. Unstandardized coefficients (B), bootstrap SEs, standardized coefficients (β ), and 95%
bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals (CI; LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit) based on 10,000 resamples. Generational

status dummy-coded with the second generation as reference.

archies. The association found in the present study is small
in magnitude, observed within a cross-sectional design, and
based on a single-item measure of checking frequency, all of
which further limit the interpretive conclusions that can be
drawn. An interpretation in which more frequent social media
checking exposes youth to identity-affirming counter-narrative
content that buffers internalization processes10,22 extends be-
yond the measured variables in the present study and is not
supported by the data presented here. Future research using
validated multidimensional social media measures that distin-
guish content exposure, active versus passive use, exposure to
racist content, and exposure to identity-affirming content will
be needed to clarify the substantive meaning of associations
between social media activity and internalized racism.

Implications

The results of the present study should be interpreted with cau-
tion due to the preliminary and exploratory nature of the ana-
lyzes. The observed associational pattern is theoretically con-

sistent with the broader proposition of minority stress theory
that distal stressors and proximal psychological processes co-
occur in members of stigmatized groups2 and is preliminary
motivation for future longitudinal research examining whether
internalized racism operates as a within-person psychologi-
cal process linking online racial discrimination exposure to
depressive symptomatology over time. However, the non-
significant moderation result and the relatively small sample
size prevent us from making strong theoretical claims about
the conditions under which such a process may unfold.

Because of the cross-sectional design and the non-
significant total effect found in the simple mediation model,
the current study does not allow for concrete recommen-
dations for interventions or applied programming guidance.
These results alone should not be used to recommend specific
school-based, clinical, or community programming. Many
of the practice approaches that an over-interpretation of the
present results would have suggested10,29 are better supported
by the broader literature on racial identity development, crit-
ical consciousness, and culturally responsive practice. Prac-
titioners interested in supporting adolescents of color navi-
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gating online racial hostility are encouraged to consult that
broader evidence base rather than to conclude from a small
exploratory study.

From a practical perspective, the present exploratory find-
ings suggest that interventions targeting internalized racism,
if replicated in adequately powered longitudinal studies, may
be a relevant component of mental health programming for
adolescents of color. This can include school counselors or
community mental health providers integrating psychoeduca-
tion about racial identity development into social-emotional
learning curricula, including activities based in Critical Con-
sciousness frameworks30 that help adolescents to recognize,
name, and critically analyze the negative racial messages they
encounter online rather than passively accepting them. Mod-
els such as the Say It Loud curriculum and Positive Youth
Development that affirm racial and ethnic identities may be
models, but their efficacy for interrupting pathways of online
racism–internalization has not been tested and should be eval-
uated empirically before recommending adoption. Emphasis
placed on ’tentatively’ is based on theory and prior adult re-
search, rather than on causal evidence in the present sample,
and should not be implemented as evidence-based practice
without further empirical support.

In terms of digital environments specifically, the present
findings tentatively suggest that it is of value to support ado-
lescents in the development of critical appraisal skills for on-
line content. This could include technological literacy pro-
gramming to help students identify algorithmic amplification
of harmful content, to actively curate their social media feeds
toward affirming and counter-narratives, and to differentiate
between online spaces that reinforce negative racial messages
and those that support positive racial identity. This type of pro-
gramming could be offered as standalone workshops within
school health curricula or as part of existing media literacy
courses. Again, the present data cannot determine whether
approaches such as these would reduce internalized racism or
depressive symptoms, and empirical evaluation using random-
ized or quasi-experimental designs is necessary before such
recommendations can be considered evidence-based.

Limitations

Several limitations of the present study warrant consideration
when interpreting these findings. First, the design is cross-
sectional and based on single-time-point self-report measures,
which precludes inferences about directionality or causal se-
quence and allows for plausible alternative explanations, in-
cluding reverse causation, mutual influence, and unmeasured
third-variable confounding. Relatedly, all constructs were as-
sessed via youth self-report, raising the possibility that ob-
served associations partly reflect shared method variance; fu-
ture research should incorporate multi-method or objective

indicators, particularly behavioral measures of social media
use. Second, the sample was relatively small (N = 69),
which precludes group-specific or comparative analyses by
race or ethnicity. A sensitivity analysis further indicated that,
although the sample was adequately powered to detect the
mediator-related associations, it was substantially underpow-
ered to detect the magnitude of moderation observed; the non-
significant index of moderated mediation therefore reflects
limited statistical power rather than demonstrated absence of a
boundary condition. The sample is composed predominantly
of Asian American and Latinx/Hispanic youth, which pre-
cludes group-specific or comparative analyses by race or eth-
nicity. Third, the sample is heavily skewed toward older ado-
lescents and emerging adults (89.9% aged 18–19), such that
findings more closely approximate emerging adulthood than
adolescence broadly defined; this should temper any develop-
mental interpretation of the results. Fourth, depressive symp-
toms in the analytic sample were substantially floor-restricted,
with 94.2% of participants scoring in the normal range on the
DASS-21 depression severity index; this restricted variability
limits the ability to detect associations with clinical-range de-
pressive outcomes. Fifth, the measure of social media use was
limited to a single item assessing checking frequency, which
fails to capture the quality, content, or context of engagement.
Future research should assess social media use across multi-
ple dimensions, including passive versus active use, content
type, and platform-specific engagement. Sixth, while racial
and ethnic diversity is a strength of the sample, race was
not formally examined as a moderator; future research with
adequately powered samples should test whether these path-
ways operate with differential strength across racial and eth-
nic groups. Relatedly, the assessment of online racism was
not specific to participants’ own racial-ethnic group, and the
measured constructs are themselves heterogeneous across the
Asian American and Latinx/Hispanic populations represented
in the sample; national-origin and pan-ethnic variation could
not be examined at this sample size. Seventh, both internal-
ized racism and depressive symptom distributions exhibited
significant positive skew. Although bootstrapped confidence
intervals were used to address non-normality, findings should
be interpreted with caution, and replication in more clinically
symptomatic or high-risk samples is warranted. Finally, the
sampling and recruitment context limits the cultural and con-
textual generalizability of findings; the present results should
not be assumed to characterize adolescents of color in regions,
family structures, or community contexts beyond those re-
flected in the recruitment frame.

Conclusion

The present study offers preliminary, exploratory evidence for
an associational pattern in which perceived online racism, in-
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ternalized racism, and depressive symptoms co-occur among
Asian American and Latinx/Hispanic adolescents and emerg-
ing adults. Finally, in the moderated mediation model, the
cross-sectional indirect effect of perceived online racism on
depressive symptoms via internalized racism was statisti-
cally significant at the mean and low levels of social me-
dia checking frequency. The index of moderated mediation
was non-significant, and the total effect in a simple mediation
model without the moderator was non-significant. The current
findings are intended to motivate future longitudinal studies
with adequately powered and more demographically diverse
samples to investigate whether internalized racism operates
as a within-person psychological process connecting online
racial discrimination to depressive outcomes in adolescent and
emerging adult development.

Replications must be longitudinal, multi-method, and suf-
ficiently powered to establish whether the associations ob-
served are representative of robust psychological processes
and to clarify the role of social media in moderating this
pathway. The present findings represent one preliminary data
point in an expanding literature and should be viewed more as
hypothesis-generating for future research than as settled con-
clusions.
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