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The Socialization of Culturally Related Values and Prosocial 
Tendencies among Mexican American Adolescents

George P. Knight1, Gustavo Carlo2, Nicole E. Mahrer1, and Alexandra N. Davis2

1Department of Psychology, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, 85287

2Department of Human Development and Family Studies, University of Missouri, Columbia, MO, 
65211

Abstract

The socialization of cultural values, ethnic identity, and prosocial behaviors is examined in a 

sample of 749 Mexican American adolescents [age 9–12 at the 5th grade; M(SD) = 10.42(.55); 

49% female], their mothers, and fathers at the 5th, 7th and 10th grades. Parents’ familism values 

positively predicted their ethnic socialization practices. Mothers’ ethnic socialization positively 

predicted adolescents’ ethnic identity, which positively predicted adolescents’ familism. Familism 

was associated with several types of prosocial tendencies. Adolescents’ material success and 

personal achievement values were negatively associated with altruistic helping and positively 

associated with public helping, but not their parents’ corresponding values. Findings support 

cultural socialization models, asserting that parents’ traditional cultural values influence their 

socialization practices, youth cultural values, and youth prosocial behaviors.
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There has been an increasing interest in the impact of the dual cultural adaptations of ethnic 

minority youths on their mental health, academic outcomes, and resilience (see Gonzales, 

Fabrett, & Knight, 2009 for a review). One subset of this literature has focused on the role of 

ethnic or cultural socialization in the culturally related behavior of Latino youths (e.g., 

Hughes, Rodriguez, Smith, Johnson, Stevenson, & Spicer, 2006; Knight, Cota, & Bernal, 

1993). Although there is a relatively small empirical literature bearing on the changes 

experienced by Mexican American (or other Latino) youths resulting from ethnic 

socialization, much of this has focused on the relations between socialization experiences 

and ethnic identity (e.g., Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993; Supple, Ghazarian, 

Frabutt, Plunkett, & Sands, 2006; Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, Bámaca, & Guimond, 2009). The 

development of a strong ethnic identity has consistently been associated with positive 

psychological outcomes, including prosocial tendencies (e.g., Armenta, Knight, Carlo, & 

Jacobson, 2010; Supple et al., 2006). There is also an emerging literature focused on the role 

of ethnic socialization in the transmission of culturally related values in Latino families (e.g., 
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Calderón-Tena, Knight, & Carlo, 2011; Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, et al., 2009) and the relation 

of these values to adjustment (e.g., Berkel et al., 2010; Calderón-Tena et al., 2011). 

However, there is less known about the familial transmission of culturally related values and 

the associated behavioral changes such as the development of prosocial behaviors (e.g., 

Calderón-Tena, Knight, & Carlo, 2011; Carlo, Knight, Basilio, & Davis, 2014; Knight, & 

Carlo, 2012; Knight, Cota, & Bernal 1993). Of particular interest is the inherent motivational 

processes associated with ethnic identity and cultural values, which may account for 

individual differences in prosocial tendencies.

The present research is based on theoretical models (e.g., Knight, Bernal, Garza, & Cota, 

1993) that emphasize broader cultural and contextual factors including both familial and 

non-familial socialization agents. Given the plethora of research indicating that family 

members, and particularly parents, are the foremost source of information about ethnicity for 

youths (Brown, Tanner-Smith, Lesane-Brown, & Ezell, 2007; Hughes et al., 2006; Knight, 

Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993; Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, et al., 2009), we focused on 

the familial context, including the ethnic and mainstream values endorsed by parents, and 

parents’ ethnic socialization efforts. Theoretical models of ethnic socialization also highlight 

developmental differences in the specific features of ethnic identity that are salient at 

different developmental stages. For example, the greater social and cognitive capabilities 

associated with adolescence may allow ethnic socialization to foster the more advanced 

features of ethnic identity such as ethnic identity affirmation (the degree to which one feels 

that they are a member of the ethnic group), ethnic identity exploration (the degree to which 

one has tried to learn more about their ethnic group, including the associated values and 

behavioral expectations), and resolution (the degree to which one has clarified the role that 

ethnic identity plays in their life; e.g., Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond, 2009). 

Further, the development of ethnic identity exploration and resolution may be requisite for, 

and foster, the internalization of values associated with the ethnic culture and the behaviors 

consistent with those values. Younger children may be motivated to behave in accordance 

with cultural values because of the associated sanctions. In contrast, with repeated 

socialization experiences, advancing cognitive development, the development of the capacity 

to abstract rules from socialization experiences, and the developing awareness that parents’ 

behavioral expectations have some common and more general threads that apply to a broad 

set of situations, young adolescents internalize the values associated with their ethnic culture 

and these preferences facilitate a bias towards specific preferred behaviors. Indeed, there is 

evidence that late childhood or early adolescence is a time at which important changes in 

reasoning and values begin to emerge (e.g., Eisenberg, Miller, Shell, McNalley, & Shea, 

1991). Our theory of the dual cultural adaptation ethnic minority youth experience (e.g., 

Gonzales, Knight, Morgan-Lopez, Saenz, & Sirolli, 2002) suggests that these same 

developmental achievements are requisite for the internalization of the values, and the 

associated behavior preferences, of the mainstream culture.

Of particular interest is the notion that cultural values and ethnic identity can also serve as 

motives for facilitating or mitigating behavioral tendencies. Scholars assert that values are, 

by definition, motivational, evaluative constructs that can energize and direct subsequent 

behaviors (e.g., Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987). Because value internalization can result from 

socialization processes, there may be similarities in value patterns within cultures, and such 

Knight et al. Page 2

Child Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 November 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



values can be transmitted from one generation to the next (Carlo & de Guzman, 2009; 

Grusec & Goodnow, 1994). Importantly, the guiding and motivational elements of values 

can directly (and indirectly via goals) predict behaviors (e.g., Bardi & Schwartz, 2003). 

Similarly, scholars have frequently conceptualized identity (including ethnic identity) as a 

construct that encompasses motivational and preferential qualities that can guide individuals 

towards and away from specific behavioral tendencies (e.g., Umana-Taylor et al., 2009; 

Oyserman, Fryberg, & Yoder, 2007). The present study applies cultural socialization and 

motivation approaches to better understand individual differences in prosocial behaviors 

among Mexican American youth.

A number of studies demonstrate close links between aspects of Mexican American culture 

and some types of prosocial behaviors. For example, comparative studies have indicated that 

Mexican American youth generally cooperatively share resources more with their peers than 

do their European American counterparts (Knight & Kagan, 1977a, 1977b; Knight, Kagan, 

& Buriel, 1981; McClintock, 1974; Toda et al., 1978). Further, the children of immigrant 

Mexican parents are more cooperative than the children of Mexican American parents born 

in the United States or European American children (de Guzman & Carlo, 2004; Knight, & 

Kagan, 1977a). Mexican Americans also engage in relatively high levels of a variety of other 

types of prosocial behaviors (e.g., Calderón-Tena et al., 2011). However, until recently, few 

studies have examined culture-related mechanisms that might account for such findings.

Conceptually, several culturally related psychological constructs (e.g., familism, ethnic 

knowledge, religiousness) have been identified as candidates that might predict the 

development of prosocial behaviors in Mexican American youth (for a review see Carlo et 

al., 2014). For example, Armenta and colleagues (Armenta, Knight, Carlo, & Jacobson, 

2011) have suggested that, in addition to socializing their children to be relatively familistic, 

highly familistic parents are more likely to: (1) ask their children to do household chores 

including care-giving of younger siblings, which may encourage compliant prosocial 

tendencies; (2) be more attuned to the emotional state of family members and provide more 

emotional support, which may encourage emotional prosocial tendencies; and (3) be more 

aware of, and provide more support for, extended family members who are in a crisis or 

emergency situation, which may encourage prosocial tendencies in dire situations. Hence, 

the internalization of familism values through socialization processes within the family is 

particularly likely to foster compliant, emotional, and dire prosocial tendencies used within 

the family, and there is emerging empirical support for the linkages between familism values 

and these specific types of prosocial tendencies (Armenta et al., 2011; Calderón-Tena et al., 

2011). Furthermore, Knight, Carlo, Basilio, and Jacobson (in press) demonstrated that 

familism values are associated with more frequent perspective taking and suggested that the 

development of perspective taking capabilities represents a psychological process embedded 

within the internalization of familism values that may also promote these specific prosocial 

tendencies both within and outside the family.

Our dual cultural adaptation perspective also suggests that the internalization of more 

mainstream cultural values (e.g., material success and personal achievement values) are 

fostered by socialization experiences both within and outside the family context, but to a 

lesser degree within the family context relative to ethnically related values. Furthermore, the 
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internalization of material success and personal achievement values is particularly likely to 

motivate different types of prosocial behaviors from those prosocial behaviors promoted by 

familism values. For example, material success and personal achievement values may 

particularly foster public prosocial helping because it may lead to others’ approval and 

enhanced status. In contrast, material success and personal achievement values may inhibit 

altruistic helping because this form of selfless helping may threaten the achievement of 

material success and personal achievement.

Furthermore, although there is not a large research literature specifically examining maternal 

and paternal ethnic socialization, there is evidence that African American mothers engage in 

higher levels of cultural socialization than do African American fathers and that culture-

related parental characteristics and past experiences contribute to their beliefs and cultural 

socialization practices (Hughes & Chen, 1997; McHale et al., 2006). There is also some 

evidence that maternal and paternal cultural socialization may be differentially related to 

youth outcomes, such that maternal cultural socialization was positively related to ethnic 

identity and paternal cultural socialization was negatively related to depression (McHale et 

al., 2006). In addition, Mexican American mothers’, but not fathers’, ethnic socialization 

was associated with adolescents’ ethnic identity two years later (Knight et al., 2011). Given 

these limited findings we expect that the Mexican American mothers’ ethnic socialization, 

relative to fathers’ ethnic socialization, will be associated more strongly with their 

adolescents’ ethnic identity, familism values, and prosocial tendencies.

The Present Study

The present study was designed to test a theoretical model proposing that the familism 

values of Mexican American mothers and fathers lead them to engage in ethnic socialization 

that enhances their adolescents’ ethnic identity and familism values and, in turn particularly 

promotes their adolescents’ emotional, dire, and compliant prosocial tendencies. In addition, 

this theoretical perspective proposes that the adolescents’ material success and personal 

achievement values will lead to higher public prosocial tendencies and lower altruistic 

prosocial tendencies. However, we expect parental and adolescent material success and 

personal achievement values to be more weakly associated, relative to parental and 

adolescent familism values, because much of the socialization of these mainstream values is 

based upon experiences outside the home with non-family members. We also examine the 

generality of the model by examining whether the model is moderated by adolescents’ 

gender and nativity.

Method

Participants

Data for this study come from the first, second, and third assessments of an ongoing 

longitudinal study investigating the role of culture and context in the lives of Mexican 

American families (see Appendix S1). The data for this project were collected between 

September 2004 and May 2011. Participants were 749 Mexican American adolescents (49% 

female), their mothers, and 467 (62.3%) of their fathers selected from the rosters of schools 

that served ethnically and linguistically diverse communities in the Phoenix metropolitan 
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area. Eligible families had a 5th grade child who was not severely learning disabled attending 

a sampled school. The participating mother was the biological mother, lived with the 

adolescent, and identified as Mexican origin; the biological father was Mexican origin; and 

no step-father or mother’s boyfriend (other than the biological father) was living with the 

adolescent. Out of the 749 families, 570 were two-parent families and 82% of these fathers 

agreed to participate.

The adolescents ranged in age from 9 to 12 with a mean of 10.42 (SD = .55; with 97.6% 

being 10 or 11 years old) at the first assessment. Of the 39 (5.2%) families who did not 

participate at the second assessment (approximately two years later when most of the 

students were in the 7th grade), 16 (2.1%) refused to participate. Of the 109 (14.6%) families 

who did not participate at the third assessment (approximately three years later when most 

of the students were in the 10th grade), 37 (4.9%) refused to participate. Comparisons on 

several demographic variables revealed no significant differences between the adolescents 

(i.e., gender, age, generational status, language of interview), the mothers (i.e., marital 

status, age, generational status), and the fathers (i.e., age, generational status) who did and 

did not complete the second and third assessments.

Procedure

Adolescents, mothers, and fathers completed computer assisted personal interviews at their 

home, scheduled at the family’s convenience, which were about 2.5 hours long. The 

interviewers were: 80–90% female; fluent in both English and Spanish; recipients of a 

master’s or bachelor’s degree (or the combination of education and at least 2 years of 

professional experience in a social service agency); strong in communication, 

organizational, and computer skills; and completed at least 40 hours of training. Interviewers 

read each survey question and possible responses aloud in participants’ preferred language. 

Participating adolescents were compensated $45 for the first, $50 for the second, and $55 for 

the third assessment.

Measures

Nativity—In response to the question “In what country were you born?” mothers and 

fathers were asked to select among three possible options (the United States, Mexico, or 

other). Mothers also reported on the country of birth of their participating child using these 

options.

Familism Values and Material Success & Personal Achievement Values—The 

adolescents, mothers, and fathers completed the Mexican American Cultural Values Scale 

(MACVS: Knight et al., 2010) to assess familism values and material success & personal 

achievement values. These specific MACVS subscales are used in this study because they 

have been theoretically linked to specific prosocial tendencies. The development of the 

MACVS was based on the values that Mexican American mother, father, and adolescent 

focus groups identified as associated with the Mexican American and mainstream U.S. 

cultures. The familism values scale consists of 3 correlated subscales from MACVS: 

Familism-Support (6 items, e.g., “parents should teach their children that the family always 

comes first”); Familism-Obligation (5 items, e.g., “if a relative is having a hard time 
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financially, one should help them out if possible”); and Familism-Referents (5 items, e.g., “a 

person should always think about their family when making important decisions”). The 

material success & personal achievement values scale consists of 2 correlated subscales 

from the MACVS: Material Success (5 items, e.g., “the best way for a person to feel good 

about himself (herself) is to have a lot of money”); and Personal Achievement (4 items, e.g., 

“one must be ready to compete with others to get ahead”). Participants` indicated their 

endorsement of each item by responding with a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from (1) 

not at all to (5) very much. Confirmatory factor analyses indicated that the items for each 

subscale fit best on the respective subscale; that these subscales also loaded on these two 

higher order factors; and that there was strong measurement invariance between the 5th 

grade adolescents and their mothers and fathers (see Knight et al., 2010 for these details). In 

addition, adolescent familism values displayed reasonably strong (metric) invariance (CFI 

= .89, RMSEA = .04, and SRMR = .05), and material success & personal achievement 

values achieved reasonably strict (scalar) invariance (CFI = .89, RMSEA = .07, and SRMR 

= .05), from 5th to 7th grade. Knight et al. (2010) also provide evidence of the validity of the 

MACVS subscale scores. The Cronbach’s α for the familism values scale was .79 for the 

mothers, .79 for the fathers, and .80 and .85 for the adolescents at the first and second 

assessment, respectively. The Cronbach’s α for the material success & personal achievement 

values scale was .83 for the mothers, .84 for the fathers, and .86 and .85 for the adolescents 

at the first and second assessment, respectively.

Ethnic Socialization—Mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization was assessed with an 

adaptation of the 10-item Ethnic Socialization Scale from the Ethnic Identity Questionnaire 

(e.g., Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993). This measure was designed to assess 

ethnic socialization about cultural traditions, values, beliefs, and ethnic group history. The 

adaptation was designed to eliminate items more appropriate for youth younger than those in 

the present study and to generate a few items specifically focused on the socialization of 

values that have been associated with a Mexican heritage (Knight et al., 2010). Mothers and 

fathers were asked to indicate, using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from (1) almost 

never or never to (5) a lot of the time (frequently), how often had they socialized their 

adolescent children about the Mexican American culture. Sample items included: “How 

often do you: tell your child to be proud of his (her) Mexican background”; “tell your child 

that he (she) always has an obligation to help members of the family”; and “tell your child 

about the discrimination she (he) may face because of her (his) Mexican background.” 

Cronbach’s α was .74 for mothers and .75 for fathers.

Ethnic Identity—Adolescents’ ethnic identity was assessed for the first time during the 7th 

grade (the second assessment) because this was the earliest age at which the item context 

and structure was developmentally appropriate. The 17-item Ethnic Identity Scale (EIS; 

Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gómez, 2004), which includes three subscales that 

measure exploration (7 items), resolution (4 items), and affirmation (6 items), was used. 

Adolescents were asked to indicate how true each item was using a five-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from (1) not at all true to (5) to very true. Because the EIS is designed to be 

administered to diverse ethnic samples, items were slightly revised for the current study to 

be specific to individuals of Mexican origin. Sample items included: “You have attended 
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events that have helped you learn more about your Mexican (Mexican American) 

background” (exploration), “You have a clear sense of what your Mexican (Mexican 

American) background means to you” (resolution), and “You wish you were of a cultural 

background that was not Mexican (Mexican American)” (affirmation, reverse scored). 

Cronbach’s α for adolescents was .73, .86, and .76 for the exploration, resolution, and 

affirmation subscales, respectively. Although the affirmation subscale has a reasonable 

internal consistency, confirmatory factor analyses, construct validity analyses, and 

adolescents’ comments (see White, Umaña-Taylor, Knight, & Zeiders, 2011) led us to 

believe that the reverse wording of all of the items on this subscale limited the 

comprehension of these items for many of the relatively young 7th grade Mexican American 

youth in this sample. Given the findings reported by White et al (2011) we do not believe 

that these items provided an adequate assessment of ethnic identity affirmation, hence, the 

affirmation subscale was not included in the current analyses.

Prosocial tendencies—The Prosocial Tendencies Measure - Revised (PTM-R: Carlo, 

Hausmann, Christiansen, and Randall, 2003) was first administered during the 10th grade 

(the third assessment) of this longitudinal study. The PTM-R was developed to assess 

individual tendencies to engage in six different types of prosocial behaviors: emotional (5 

items – alpha = .86: e.g., helping when the situation is emotionally evocative), dire (3 items 

– alpha = .76: e.g., behaving prosocially in emergency situations), compliant (2 items – 

alpha = .64: e.g., assisting when such behavior is requested or demanded), anonymous (4 

items - .76: e.g., helping without being recognized), public (3 items – alpha .75: e.g., helping 

when observed by others), and altruistic (3 items – alpha = .75: e.g., helping without 

anticipated self-rewards). Each item describes a type of prosocial behavior and the 

respondent indicates how characteristic the behavior is of them on a 5-point scale that ranges 

from “does not describe me at all” to “describes me very well.” Example items include, 

“When people ask me to help them, I don’t hesitate” (compliant), “It makes me feel good 

when I can comfort someone who is very upset” (emotional), “I tend to help people who are 

in a real crisis or need” (dire), “Most of the time, I help others when they do not know who 

helped them” (anonymous), “I can help others best when people are watching me” (public), 

and “I think that one of the best things about helping others is that it makes me look good” 

(altruistic, reverse coded).

Because Cronbach’s alpha is a limited estimate of the internal consistency when a scale has 

relatively few items, factor analytic evidence is often more useful. A confirmatory factor 

analysis of the PTM-R six correlated factor structure fit well (CFI = .93, RMSEA = .06, and 

SRMR = .04). Several studies have demonstrated the convergent and discriminant construct 

validity of the PTM (see McGinley, Opal, Richaud, & Mesurado, 2014, for a review) as well 

as strong factorial invariance across European American and Mexican American adolescents 

(Carlo, Knight, McGinley, Zamboanga, & Jarvis, 2010). In addition, the construct validity 

evidence of the PTM in Mexican Americans samples has also been demonstrated (e.g., 

Armenta et al., 2011; Carlo et al., 2010; Knight et al., in press). For example, Carlo et al. 

(2010) provided evidence consistent with theoretically-based expectations that altruistic, 

anonymous, and compliant helping (but not other types) were positively related to 

religiousness.
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were examined for all study variables (see 

supplemental material). Emotional, Dire, Compliant and Anonymous prosocial tendencies 

were highly positively inter-correlated and positively correlated, albeit somewhat lower with 

public prosocial tendencies (see Supplemental Table S1). In addition, altruistic prosocial 

tendencies were negatively correlated with the other prosocial tendencies, although this 

negative correlation was not statistically significant for compliant prosocial tendencies. 

Table 1 presents the 5th and 7th grade concurrent correlations and the 5th to 7th grade 

prospective correlations among the mothers’, fathers’, and adolescents’ cultural variables. 

These correlations are generally consistent with the proposed socialization model. Table 2 

shows the descriptive statistics of the mothers’, fathers’, and adolescents’ cultural variables 

and their correlations with the six prosocial tendencies. Consistent with their cultural 

background, the prosocial tendency means indicate that the adolescents’ strongly endorsed 

the emotional, dire, and compliant prosocial tendencies. Although the 5th to 10th grade 

prospective total correlations of the prosocial tendencies (except for the altruistic prosocial 

tendencies) with the mother’s fathers’ and adolescents’ cultural variables are mostly non-

significant and very modest, the 7th to 10th grade prospective correlations between the 

adolescents’ cultural variables and the prosocial tendencies were mostly consistent with the 

proposed model. Hence, the prospective correlations in Tables 1 and 2, taken together, are 

most consistent with the proposed model.

Model Testing

The hypothesized model of the socialization of cultural values and prosocial tendencies in 

Mexican American adolescents was tested through structural equation modeling (SEM) 

using Mplus software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012), which employs full information 

maximum likelihood estimation for handling missing data. All variables were treated as 

latent variables. Latent variables were identified using subscales as parcels when subscales 

existed, except for the prosocial tendency scales where single item indicators were used. 

Two ethnic socialization items were excluded from the model, one because it had a low 

factor loading and the other because it cross loaded on multiple latent variables. As a result, 

all factor loadings for each latent variable were above .65 and statistically significant. 

Adolescents’ reports of familism and material success & personal achievement values at 5th 

grade were included in all models in order to better assess change in values over time. 

Variables measured at the same time point were allowed to correlate in the models (e.g., 

mother and father familism values at the first assessment). We considered the model fit to be 

good (acceptable) if the SRMR ≤ .05 (.08) and either a RMSEA ≤ .05 (.08) or a CFI ≥ .95 (.

90) because simulation studies suggest that this combination rule resulted in low Type I and 

Type II error rates (e.g., Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2005). Modification indices were 

examined to assess whether additional, non-hypothesized paths should be added to the 

model.

The model proposing how mothers’, fathers’, and adolescents’ familism and material 

success & personal achievement values were prospectively associated with prosocial 
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tendencies (Figure 1) fit the hypothesized model adequately: CFI = .92, RMSEA = .03, 

SRMR = .05. Mothers’ and fathers’ familism values were positively associated with 

mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization, respectively, when their child was in the 5th grade. 

Mothers’ and father’s familism values also predicted adolescents’ familism values in the 7th 

grade (i.e., familism values at 7th grade after controlling for familism values at 5th grade). 

Mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade predicted adolescents’ ethnic identity at 7th grade 

but fathers’ ethnic socialization did not. In turn, adolescents’ ethnic identity was positively 

associated with adolescents’ familism values at 7th grade. Adolescents’ familism values 

were positively related to emotional, dire, compliant, anonymous, and public prosocial 

tendencies and negatively related to altruistic prosocial tendencies.

In stark contrast, mothers’ and fathers’ material success & personal achievement values at 

5th grade did not significantly predict adolescents’ material success & personal achievement 

values at 7th grade. Further, adolescents’ material success & personal achievement values 

only significantly positively predicted public and negatively predicted compliant and 

altruistic prosocial tendencies. Adolescents’ ethnic identity at 7th grade also significantly 

predicted emotional, dire, compliant, and altruistic prosocial tendencies at 10th grade.

We conducted a number of additional model tests to determine if constraining specific path 

coefficients to be equal for mother and father constructs resulted in a significantly poorer 

fitting model. Although the path coefficient between parental familism values and parental 

ethnic socialization were substantial and significant for both parents, the mothers path 

coefficient was significantly higher than the fathers [i.e., the model constraining these path 

coefficients to be equal for mothers and fathers fit significantly poorer than the model that 

allowed these path coefficients to be different; Δχ2 (df =1) = 15.85, p < .01]; and the path 

coefficient from the parental ethnic socialization to the adolescents ethnic identity was 

significantly higher for mothers than fathers [Δχ2 (df =1) = 5.37, p < .05]. In addition, the 

path coefficients from parental material success & personal achievement values to 

adolescents’ material success & personal achievement values were not significantly different 

for mothers and fathers [Δχ2 (df =1) = .37, p = .54], and the constrained path coefficient was 

not significant. Although, mothers’ and fathers’ born in Mexico report higher familism 

values, ethnic socialization, and material success & personal achievement values 

(correlations reported in Supplemental Table S2 and are consistent with previous findings; 

Knight et al, 2010); a model including the parents’ nativity as predictors of their 

endorsement of familism and material success & personal achievement values also fit the 

data, but did not result in any differences in significance of path coefficients in the reported 

model. Finally, Wald Tests were conducted to compare the pathways from adolescent 

familism values versus material success & personal achievement values to the various 

prosocial tendencies. Findings revealed that the two values systems were significantly 

different in how they predicted emotional dire compliant and anonymous prosocial 

tendencies, but similarly predicted public and altruistic prosocial tendencies (see 

Supplemental material for more detailed information). Given these findings, the subsequent 

analyses were based upon the model reported herein.

Tests of mediation—After examining the pathways in the structural equation model 

showing the longitudinal influence of parents’ values to adolescents’ values to adolescents’ 
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prosocial tendencies, mediational analyses were conducted to more formally assess the 

nature of indirect effects on prosocial tendencies. According to guidelines outlined by 

MacKinnon (2008), two sets of hypotheses are necessary to establish mediation effects: a) 

the independent variable should predict the mediator, and b) the mediator should predict the 

outcome after controlling for the direct effect. When both sets were qualified, the 

significance of the mediational pathways was tested using the bootstrapping method 

(MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004).

These analyses identified seven significant mediational (i.e., indirect) pathways: one 

pathway each for emotional, dire, compliant, anonymous, and public prosocial tendencies 

and two for altruistic prosocial tendencies (see Table 3). The effects of mothers’ familism 

values at 5th grade on adolescents’ 10th grade emotional prosocial tendencies, dire prosocial 

tendencies, anonymous prosocial tendencies, and public prosocial tendencies were 

significantly mediated by mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade, adolescents’ ethnic 

identity at 7th grade, and adolescents’ familism values at 7th grade. The effect of mothers’ 

familism values at 5th grade on adolescents’ 10th grade compliant prosocial tendencies was 

significantly mediated through mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade and adolescents’ 

ethnic identity at 7th grade.

The negative effect of mothers’ familism values at 5th grade on adolescents’ altruistic 

prosocial tendencies at 10th grade was mediated by two indirect pathways. First, mothers’ 

familism at 5th grade was associated with mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade, 

mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade was associated with higher adolescents’ ethnic 

identity at 7th grade, ethnic identity at 7th grade was associated with adolescents’ familism at 

7th grade, and adolescents’ familism values at 7th grade was negatively associated with 

altruistic tendencies at 10th grade. Second, mothers’ familism values at 5th grade were 

associated with higher mothers’ ethnic socialization at 5th grade, mothers’ ethnic 

socialization at 5th grade was associated with higher adolescents’ ethnic identity at 7th grade, 

and ethnic identity at 7th grade was associated with higher altruistic tendencies at 10th grade.

Tests of Moderation by Gender and Nativity

To evaluate the degree to which the hypothesized model varied by gender or nativity of the 

adolescent (U.S. versus Mexico-born), two multi-group structural equation models 

(constrained and unconstrained paths) were computed. A χ2 difference test (Δχ2) was 

computed to compare the model fit between the constrained and unconstrained models. The 

non-significant Δχ2 (df = 51) = 53, p =.46 for gender and the non-significant Δχ2 (df = 51) 

= 50, p =.30 for adolescent nativity, and the relatively similar practical fit indices of the 

constrained and unconstrained models indicated that the adolescents’ gender and nativity did 

not significantly moderate the path coefficients. Thus, the tests revealed that the model fit 

the data equally well for boys and girls, and for U.S. and Mexican born youth.

Discussion

The longitudinal findings supported the proposed theoretical model suggesting that the 

processes of adaptation to the ethnic culture and adaptation to the U.S. mainstream culture 

are differentially predictive of different types of prosocial tendencies. However, there was 
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supportive evidence for the associations between mothers, but not fathers, socialization of 

familism values and prosocial tendencies. These findings provide overall support for a 

cultural transmission model that suggests the central role of mothers in socializing prosocial 

behaviors among Mexican American youth. Moreover, the findings provide support for 

conceptual models that posit the motivational elements of ethnic identity and cultural values 

as explanatory mechanisms that account for individual differences in prosocial behaviors. To 

our knowledge, this is the first direct, longitudinal data that provides such evidence.

Specifically, Mexican American mothers (and fathers) who were higher in familism values 

engaged in more ethnic socialization when their child was in the 5th grade. The mothers 

who engaged in more ethnic socialization also had adolescents who were higher in ethnic 

identity in the 7th grade and higher in familism values in the 7th grade (controlling for 5th 

grade youth familism values). Further, adolescents with greater familism values reported 

more emotional, dire, and compliant prosocial tendencies at the 10th grade. These 

adolescents also reported less altruistic tendencies, perhaps because familism values are 

designed to support and benefit the family, which includes the adolescent. That is, the 

prosocial actions driven by the socialization of familism values are not likely to be selfless, 

and because the family as a whole benefits, there are likely to be rewards for the youth. In 

addition, there were direct effects indicating that adolescents who were higher in ethnic 

identity at the 7th grade reported more emotional, dire, and compliant prosocial tendencies at 

10th grade. Hence, the consistent model findings, across both gender and nativity, suggest 

that much of the socialization of the Mexican American culture occurs within the family and 

that this ethnic socialization by the mother is linked to the adolescents’ prosocial tendencies.

Also consistent with the proposed theoretical model, adolescents with more material success 

& personal achievement values in 7th grade (controlling for these values in the 5th grade) 

reported more public prosocial tendencies and less altruistic prosocial tendencies in the 10th 

grade; however their material success & personal achievement values in 7th grade are not 

related to their mother’s and father’s material success and personal achievement values when 

the youth was in the 5th grade. These model findings suggest that much of the socialization 

of mainstream culture may not occur in the family but may be socialized by agents outside 

the family, and that this mainstream socialization is related to specific types of prosocial 

tendencies. Furthermore, the associations of material success & personal achievement values 

with specific types of prosocial tendencies held true across both gender and nativity. 

Unfortunately, we did not have assessments of non-familial socializing agents that may have 

predicted the adolescents’ endorsement of material success and personal achievement 

values.

There were also a few model pathways that we did not expect. First, the adolescent’s 

familism values in 7th grade were associated with a broader range of 10th grade prosocial 

tendencies than expected. That is, although the associations between the adolescent’s 

familism values and the prosocial tendencies theoretically linked to the Mexican American 

culture (i.e. higher emotional, dire, and compliant prosocial tendencies and lower altruistic 

prosocial tendencies) were consistent with theory, familism values were also associated with 

higher levels of public prosocial tendencies, similar to the relation between material success 

& personal achievement values and public prosocial tendencies. This latter unexpected 
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finding may reflect a tendency for youth who strongly endorse familism to gain the approval 

of their parents and family members by engaging in prosocial behaviors in a very public 

way. Furthermore, familism was positively related to helping anonymously. Hence, the 

socialization of familism values may have a more pervasive effect on a range of prosocial 

tendencies across contexts and motives (including prosocial tendencies that may be 

motivated by self-interest) than we hypothesized. Second, in addition to the adolescents’ 

material success & personal achievement values in 7th grade being associated with the 

hypothesized 10th grade prosocial tendencies (i.e., higher public prosocial tendencies and 

lower altruistic tendencies), these values were also modestly associated with lower 

compliant prosocial tendencies. One might speculate that the adolescents who were high in 

material success and personal achievement values perceive compliance with requested 

prosocial behaviors as costly and therefore avoid these actions. However, responding to 

requests for help should improve one’s stature much the way engagement in public prosocial 

tendencies may; therefore, such values may result in compliant helping when youth are 

motivated to improve one’s social status. Also difficult to explain is the positive direct path 

from the adolescent’s 7th grade ethnic identity to their 10th grade altruistic prosocial 

tendencies, particularly in light of the countervailing negative indirect path between 7th 

grade ethnic identity and 10th grade altruistic prosocial tendencies through 7th grade 

familism values. However, this pattern of relations was consistent with the findings in prior 

research (Armenta et al., 2011). Taken together, these findings suggest that familism values 

by themselves may narrow one’s willingness to help for selfless reasons unless youth 

prominently incorporate the concept of being Latino(a) into their broader sense of identity.

The finding that mothers’, compared to fathers’ ethnic socialization, was more strongly 

associated with the adolescents’ ethnic identity, familism values, and in turn indirectly 

associated with prosocial tendencies is consistent with previous findings linking maternal 

variables with youth prosocial tendencies in samples that were largely European American 

(e.g., Hastings, Utendale, & Sullivan, 2007). These patterns of relations suggest that mothers 

may be more influential than fathers on adolescents’ prosocial development. One possibility 

is that mothers spend more time with their teens than fathers and/or perhaps adolescents are 

more often exposed to their mothers, rather than fathers, as prosocial models (e.g., 

expressions of sorrow, comforting others). However, caution is needed in underestimating 

fathers’ influence on their adolescents’ prosocial tendencies. It may be that fathers’ 

influences are more indirect via other mechanisms or perhaps they moderate the relations 

between adolescents’ personal traits and prosocial behaviors. For example, perhaps fathers’ 

influence their teens’ prosocial tendencies through other forms of ethnic socialization such 

as by providing an ethnic role model, or the quality of relationship with their spouse such 

that more positive spousal relationships predict more prosocial behaviors in teens. 

Nonetheless, the findings suggest that Mexican American mothers play a prominent role in 

their youth’s prosocial development.

Of particular interest from understanding prosocial development within culture groups is the 

differential pattern of relations between traditional Mexican American values and U.S. 

mainstream values, to distinct forms of prosocial behaviors. These relations demonstrate 

heterogeneity within Mexican American groups and suggest that notions regarding the 

prosociality of Mexican Americans may be more nuanced than previously believed. For 

Knight et al. Page 12

Child Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 November 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



example, there is an accumulated body of research that suggests that Mexican Americans are 

relatively more cooperative than European Americans (see Knight, & Carlo, 2012). 

However, the present findings suggest that Mexican American teens may be predisposed to 

frequently engage in some forms of prosocial behaviors depending upon the degree to which 

they endorsed specific cultural values. Therefore, research on specific forms of prosocial 

behaviors may lead scholars away from simplistic notions of prosocial tendencies within and 

between culture groups.

Although this study provides valuable evidence that may help us understand how culture-

related family processes may lead to more generalized prosocial tendencies among Mexican 

American youth, this study also has limitations. We were able to examine prospective 

relations with our longitudinal data, but we were not able to conduct strong tests of all of the 

hypothesized mediational relations because of the limited assessments we had of several 

variables. For example, because we did not assess prosocial tendencies until the 10th grade, 

we could not control for previous levels of prosocial tendencies in 7th grade. Although we 

did have parents’ and adolescents’ reports on their own cultural variables, a second 

limitation is our reliance only on self-report data. This creates a concern that the findings are 

subject to reporter bias (i.e., common method variance) and possible self-presentational 

biases. While possible, the different directions in the relations between the adolescent self-

reports of prosocial tendencies and the variety of culturally related variables suggests that 

such biases are unlikely to be serious. Nonetheless, future studies using multiple methods 

(e.g., observational measures) are needed to fully address these possibilities. A third 

limitation is the reliance on a measure of prosocial tendencies that does not specify the 

recipient of these prosocial behaviors. However, prior research suggests that Mexican 

American youth who more strongly endorse familism values also score higher in empathic 

responding (Knight et al., in press), and empathic tendencies have been linked prosocial 

behaviors towards others in general (Eisenberg et al., 2006). Thus, it may be that familism 

may indirectly facilitate prosocial tendencies towards non-family members via increased 

empathic motivation. Future studies could benefit from the use of empathy measures and 

measures that assesses prosocial behaviors within and outside the family.

Despite the limitations, the findings show longitudinal evidence for a cultural transmission 

model of prosocial development in Mexican American adolescents such that maternal values 

are transmitted to their teens via practices. Moreover, the roles of cultural values and ethnic 

identity figure prominently as mediators of maternal, but not paternal, ethnic socialization 

practices and their adolescents’ prosocial tendencies. Of perhaps greater importance is the 

demonstrated utility of a culture-specific model of prosocial development that goes beyond 

traditional (generic) models of prosocial development that focus on sociocognitive or 

socioemotive traits (see Knight et al, in press). Culture-specific models that incorporate 

culturally-relevant predictors such as ethnic-based parental practices, cultural values, or 

ethnic identity may better account for individual differences in prosocial development 

within- and between-culture groups.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. 
Cultural Values Predicting the Prosocial Tendencies of Mexican American Youth.

Note: Standardized betas presented. CFI = .92, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .05. Same time-

point correlations, error variances, and non-significant paths (except for those with important 

theoretical implications) are not shown. M = mother, F = Father, A = Adolescent, PT 

=Prosocial Tendencies. * p < .05, ** p < .01.
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Table 3

Significant indirect pathways predicting adolescent prosocial tendencies

Mediation Pathway b 95% Confidence 
Interval (CI)

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s familism values → A’s 
emotional prosocial tendencies

.04* .014 – .102

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s familism values → dire 
prosocial tendencies

.05* .018 – .124

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s familism values → 
anonymous prosocial tendencies

.04* .012 – .107

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s familism values → public 
prosocial tendencies

.04* .010 – .094

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s compliant prosocial tendencies .09* .018 – .238

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → A’s familism values → A’s 
altruistic prosocial tendencies

−.06* −.134 – .017

M’s familism values → M’s ethnic socialization → A’s ethnic identity → altruistic prosocial tendencies .12* .030 – .282

Note: Mother’s referred to as M’s. Adolescent’s referred to as A’s.

*
p < .05
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