
Summary of Stages of Racial Identity Development 
 

Summary by Interaction Institute for Social Change 
 

The attached charts summarize several frameworks that have been developed to describe stages of 
racial and ethnic identity development. We found them mostly in the psychology and therapy literature. 
Some were developed as a way to expand on Erik Erickson’s model of human development (which goes 
from infancy to old age), taking into account factors such as race, gender and sexuality. Some of the 
frameworks are used to help therapists understand their patients more fully. The models also have 
broader applications for understanding how individuals function in community, family and 
organizational settings. 
 
Most of the framework carry the same few cautions. Not every person will necessarily go through every 
stage in a framework. Many of the authors specifically acknowledge that the stages might also be 
cyclical, that people might revisit different stages at different points in their lives. 
 
The frameworks summarized here describe people who are situated in many different ways, but they do 
not describe all of the possibilities. We have listed a few different frameworks that focus on the 
experiences of people of color, biracial people and white people in the U.S. We think they can be useful 
tools for self reflection and for building empathy and understanding of people who are situated 
differently from ourselves. 
 
People of Color  

x People of Color Racial Identity Model (William Cross, originally developed as the Nigrescense 
Model of African American Identity). This framework  (referenced by Barbara Burke Tatum in 
the companion reading) focuses on the process by which African Americans come to understand 
their identity. 

x Filipino American Identity Development, (Kevin Nadal). This framework focuses on Filipino 
Americans, highlighting the experience of cultural assimilation/acculturation of a distinct ethnic 
group.  

x Ethnic Minority Identity Development (John W. Berry). This framework focuses on the 
experiences of ethnic minorities, particularly immigrants to the U.S. 

Bi-racial People 
x Biracial Identity Development (W. S. Carlos Poston). Stages of identity development of biracial 

people. 
x Continuum of Biracial Identity Model (Kerry Ann Rockquemore and Tracey Laszloffy). Continuum 

rather than staged model. 
x Resolutions of Biracial Identity Tensions (Maria P. P. Root). Description of possible positive 

resolutions of biracial identity tensions. 

White People 
x White Racial Identity Model (Janet E. Helms, reference in Tatum article). This framework 

identifies a continuum that leads to developing an anti-racist identity. 

 
Integrated Model (John and Joy Hoffman) 

x This framework begins and ends with stages that are thought to be the same for all people. In 
between, different stages are articulated for People of Color and White People. 
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Integrated Model (John and Joy Hoffman) 
CONFORMITY (Whites and People of Color): In the first stage of conformity, people of color and Whites feel that 

they are just “regular Americans.” Unconsciously, members of both groups strive to emulate Whiteness in actions, 
speech, dress, beliefs and attitudes because Whiteness is perceived as positive. 

 
 
People of Color 
DISSONANCE: Dissonance for people of color occurs when 
they want to get along and be Americans but discover that 
their race or gender may preclude them from the benefits 
that Whites or males get. They start to feel confused about 
the beliefs they held about America and themselves as 
they begin to see that racism and sexism may be impacting 
them. 

 
White People 
ACCEPTANCE: In this stage, Whites can still dismiss or 
diminish comments or actions that indicate that 
racism is alive. They express the view that that 
everyone has struggles and people should just accept 
the way things are and try to be American. They 
expect of color to “get over it” and go forward as 
Americans which really means be more like White 
people. 
 

 
IMMERSION: These questions and disillusionment can lead 
to the immersion stage where women and persons of color 
feel angry about racism and sexism. They feel that most 
White people and males are racists and sexists and thus 
part of the problem. What might people of color do with 
this anger? 

 
RESISTANCE: Whites move from their acceptance 
stage to the resistance stage where they profess that 
racism is a thing of the past. Whites often express 
their belief that there is a new racism and that is the 
racism that they perceive is against Whites. This is 
popularly referred to as “reverse racism.” 
 

 
 
 
EMERSION: The fourth stage for people of color is 
emersion where their anger about racism directed towards 
Whites leads them to feel that they can only belong with 
others in their own racial group which understands them. 
They avoid, as much as possible, contacts with Whites and 
seek out people of their own race or gender. 

 
 
 
RETREAT: If their assumptions about people of color 
and their own lack of privilege are proven false, they 
may enter the retreat stage. They may feel guilty and 
ashamed by how hard life has been and still is for 
people of color. They are also frustrated by, annoyed, 
and impatient with other Whites who don’t get it. 
 

 
 
INTERNALIZATION: Internalization occurs when they 
realize that there are negative qualities among their own 
people and that all White people are not the enemy. They 
see racism and sexism as the enemy and as something that 
they can fight against. They also manifest the desire to 
have more control over who they want to be. They are 
more than just a person of color or a woman 

 
 
EMERGENCE: After feeling guilty and ashamed, Whites 
may move into the emergence stage where they start 
to understand their privilege and how it has and 
continue to benefit them. They also now begin to take 
control over the type of White person they want to be 
like. 

 
INTEGRATIVE AWARENESS (both): In the last stage of integrative awareness, Hoffman asserts that Whites and 

people of color both come to the conclusion that there is much more to them than their race or gender. Both groups 
are able to positively identify with their own racial group while also acknowledging that other aspects of their 

identity (their gender, their talents and abilities, their unique experiences) contribute to their personhood. 
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