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 CURRENT
OPINION Colourism: a global adolescent health concern

Nadia Craddocka, Ncoza Dlovab, and Phillippa C. Diedrichsa

Purpose of review

Colourism, a form of prejudice and discrimination based solely upon skin colour, stands to jeopardize the
physical health, wellbeing and life chances of adolescents of colour, globally.

Recent findings

Research shows that adolescents can experience colourism at school and college, in the criminal justice
system, at work and in the media they consume. It is therefore unsurprising that adolescents of colour often
express a desire for lighter skin tones and/or are dissatisfied with their skin tone. Although research is
scarce, some studies include older adolescents in their samples of skin-lightening product users. This is
significant as the evidence is clear that the unmonitored use of skin-lightening products can be harmful to
physical and psychological health, with evidence linking skin-lightening use to skin damage, kidney failure
and depression.

Summary

Although it is evident that colourism is central to the lives of adolescents of colour, more research is needed
concerning the use of skin-lightening products among adolescents. Media literacy and critical race theory
offer avenues in helping attenuate the harmful impact of colourism for adolescents of colour.
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INTRODUCTION

Colourism is central to the lives of adolescents of
colour, globally [1]. Defined as the prejudicial or
preferential treatment of an individual based solely
on skin colour [2], colourism typically privileges
those with lighter skin tones and occurs both within
and between racial groups [3

&

]. Importantly, colour-
ism intersects with sex as a lighter skin tone is recog-
nized as a key component of global beauty ideals and
thus is embodied as a form of ‘beauty capital’, partic-
ularly for women of colour [4]. Unsurprisingly, the
global cosmetic skin lightening industry reflects a
burgeoning market, as its products symbolize a gate-
way to accessing the social status associated with
lighter skin tones [5

&&

]. Consequently, the practice
of skin-lightening has been identified as a serious, yet
overlooked, public health and social justice priority
due its negative health outcomes and intersection
with colourism, racism and sex [6,7

&&

].
This review will discuss how colourism can affect

the lives of adolescents of colour. Next, it will describe
how the skin lightening industry can be harmful to
adolescent health, identifying important gaps in the
literature. Then, given the salience of skin colour
to body image, this review will draw upon body
image literature to explore possible avenues to disrupt
sociocultural pressures experienced by adolescents to

aspire to lighter coloured skin and engage in skin
lightening practices.

HOW ADOLESCENTS EXPERIENCE
COLOURISM IN THEIR DAILY LIVES

Adolescence is a critical period of physiological and
socioemotional development, representing the
transition from childhood to adulthood between
the ages of approximately 12 and 25 years [8]. Given
the salience of this life stage, prejudice, stereotypes
and discrimination as a consequence of colourism
can negatively impact the health, wellbeing and life
opportunities of adolescents of colour [1]. Although
colourism has received noticeably less attention in
the literature than racism [9], mounting evidence
indicates that adolescents experience colourism in
multiple contexts in their daily lives [1].
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Education

Experiences of colourism in educational settings
include preferential treatment by teachers and peers
and can affect educational outcomes [1,3

&

,10].
Indeed, lighter-skinned people of colour, particu-
larly in Western countries, spend more years in
education overall, perform better and have greater
access to higher education than their darker-
skinned contemporaries [3

&

]. Research using nation-
ally representative data from the United States
found that African–American adolescent girls with
darker complexions were more likely to receive an
out-of-school suspension than African–American
girls with lighter complexions [11

&

]. Another study
using nationally representative, longitudinal data
found a lighter complexion was associated with
higher educational attainment among both
Asian–American adolescent girls and boys after con-
trolling for other factors such as socioeconomic
status [12]. Interestingly, a further longitudinal
study following Asian American young adults over
a 4-year period found that lighter coloured skin was
a protective factor against experiences of prejudice
and depression, particularly for Asian–American
girls [13

&&

], factors which, in turn, may inhibit aca-
demic performance. Importantly, such research
introduces some additional nuance to the com-
monly discussed ‘black-white’ achievement gap in
the USA, as skin colour intersects with race for
educational outcomes [14].

Popular culture

Colourism is pervasive in celebrity culture, music
and media where light skin is endorsed and dark
skin is erased or vilified [15]. This messaging is
significant given how influential popular culture
is upon adolescents’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviour
[16]. Media images of celebrities of colour (particu-
larly women) are frequently digitally lightened in
beauty or fashion magazines and advertisements,

and preference is commonly given to models with
naturally lighter skin [6,17]. In addition, the higher
status and apparent desirability for light-skinned
women of colour are ubiquitous in rap/hip-hop
music lyrics and videos [18]. Conversely, negative
stereotypes rooted in colourism are common in
media representations of people of colour. For
example, dark-skinned actors are disproportionately
cast as criminals or unsavory characters compared
with lighter-skinned actors [15].

Furthermore, social media platforms popular
with adolescents (e.g. Instagram, Snapchat) have
filters that automatically lighten the skin, thus indi-
rectly endorsing lighter coloured skin. There are also
editing tools that allow users to self-lighten their skin
in images, which seem to be popular among adoles-
cents of colour. For example, in an ethnographic
study, Varghese [19

&

] found the young Indianwomen
used lightening filters in every photo of themselves
before they uploaded them to social media, as they
perceived this would make the images more ‘attrac-
tive’ and ‘likable’. Given the importance of peer
validation and social media in the lives of adoles-
cents, the reinforcement of colourism via social
media images may be particularly potent in how
adolescents feel about their own skin tone.

Criminal justice and employment

Recent evidence indicates colourist stereotypes play
out in the criminal justice system and employment,
negatively affecting dark-skinned individuals of col-
our beyond the impact of race alone. For example,
using sentencing data collected by the Georgia
Department of Corrections (USA), researchers found
that while medium and dark-skinned African Amer-
ican men and adolescents (13–80 years, median
age¼25) receive sentences 5.5% higher than their
white counterparts [20], light-skinned African–
Americans received sentences that were not statisti-
cally significantly different from their white peers
after controlling for socioeconomic status. A dis-
crepancy was also observed in the average sentenc-
ing length of a first offence among light- (-20 days),
medium- (þ200 days) and dark-skinned (þ400 days)
African–American inmates compared with the aver-
age white inmate.

Investigating the influence of skin colour in
employment earnings, a study found differences
in earnings stratified by skin tone among young
African–American men using representative data
from the National Longitudinal Study of Youth
[21]. After controlling for skills accumulated prior
to entering the labour market, the research found
light-skinned African–American men earned signif-
icantly more than their dark-skinned peers, and this

KEY POINTS

� Colourism can affect adolescents of colour in a
multitude of ways in their daily lives.

� Colourism refuels the large and growing skin
lightening industry.

� Skin lightening products can be extremely dangerous to
an adolescent’s physical and psychological health.

� More research is urgently required on skin lightening
among adolescents.
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gap increased over time. Similarly, a study examin-
ing the influence of skin colour on wages among
immigrants to the USA using nationally representa-
tive data of 8573 individuals also found a ‘skin shade
penalty’ in wages for darker-skinned immigrants
compared with their lighter-skinned peers [22].
Interestingly, this finding was most pronounced
among Latin-American immigrants.

Beauty ideals and body image

Colourism is also deeply embedded in global beauty
ideals [23] and so is especially salient for adolescent
girls of colour, as adolescent girls are particularly
susceptible to sociocultural pressures to achieve
unrealistic beauty standards [24,25]. Indeed, body
image research demonstrates that body dissatisfac-
tion is highly prevalent among adolescent girls. For
example, between 34 and 62% of adolescent girls
across 24 countries reported body weight dissatis-
faction [26]. Significantly, body dissatisfaction is
associated with negative health outcomes among
adolescents such as anxiety, depression, eating dis-
orders and risky weight management behaviours
(e.g. diet pills) in an attempt to change their appear-
ance [27].

The Tripartite Model [28] is one of the most well
established sociocultural theories for the develop-
ment of body dissatisfaction and subsequent eating
disorder. The model proposes that family, friends
and the media influence body image and disordered
eating via the extent to which individuals internal-
ize cultural beauty ideals and make appearance-
related social comparisons. The Tripartite Model
has been well supported among adolescent samples
[29,30]. Given than skin colour is a salient part of
cultural beauty ideals [31], this model might use-
fully explain how sociocultural pressures for lighter
coloured skin can lead to body dissatisfaction and
subsequent harmful skin-lightening behaviour
among adolescents of colour, through the internal-
ization of appearance standards that privilege ligh-
ter skin and appearance comparisons with those of
lighter coloured skin [9].

Importantly, for adolescents of colour, skin col-
our is a significant component of their body image.
For example, researchers found British Asian and
African Caribbean participants (mean age¼24
years) were dissatisfied with their skin tone and
expressed a preference for a lighter coloured skin
[31]. Significantly, dissatisfaction with skin colour
predicted decreased body appreciation, even after
controlling for ethnicity, age, ethnic identity attach-
ment and self-esteem [31]. Furthermore, dissatisfac-
tion with skin colour may evoke similar or even
greater levels of concern compared with concerns

surrounding body weight and shape [32]. Although
nonweight-related characteristics are important to
adolescent girls’ and women’s body image, they are
often overlooked in mainstream body image
research [33].

SKIN LIGHTENING AND ADOLESCENTS

Given the pervasiveness of colourism, adolescents
are at risk of adopting harmful skin lightening prac-
tices [9,34]. Skin-lightening involves the use of cos-
metic products (including creams, face washes,
tablets and injectables) that promise to lighten skin
colour [9]. Although the practice of skin-lightening
is not new, the growing availability and expanding
range of products and procedures reflects a burgeon-
ing global industry projected to be worth $31.2
billion by 2024 [35]. The industry is buoyed by
women in ‘global south’, who are the most frequent
consumers of skin lightening products [6]. Up to
77% of women in parts of Africa, Asia and the
Middle East use products to lighten their skin
[36]. In some countries (e.g. India, Thailand), skin
lightening products represent over half of the entire
dermatological market [5

&&

,37].
Skin-lightening poses a significant risk to

health, as many products contain toxic chemicals
such as mercury, hydroquinone and corticosteroids
[6]. Their (unmonitored) use can cause permanent
skin damage (including post-inflammatory hyper-
pigmentation, contact dermatitis and ochronosis),
as well as life-threatening conditions such as renal
failure and skin cancer [38]. Despite the ban of
hazardous chemical ingredients such as hydroqui-
none in over-the-counter cosmetic skin lightening
products in countries such as Australia, Ghana,
South Africa and throughout Europe, these products
are still widely available elsewhere and on the black
market, and are often very affordable and accessible
[38]. Moreover, some evidence suggests that even
when products have been deemed to have ‘safe’
levels of hydroquinone by FDA standards, regular
unmonitored use can lead to accumulation of ingre-
dients in the liver and kidneys, which can eventu-
ally cause irreversible damage [39

&

]. Therefore,
commencing skin lightening practices during ado-
lescence stands to have enduring cumulative reper-
cussions to an individual’s physical health.

Research indicates that skin lightening product
use is also correlated with negative mental health
outcomes among adolescents and young adults. A
large cross-sectional study of female university stu-
dents from 26 countries found depression was sig-
nificantly correlated with skin lightening product
use [5

&&

]. Another cross-sectional study found poor
mental health was associated with skin lightening

Adolescent medicine
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product use among female university students in
five Southeast Asian countries [40

&&

]. In addition,
one study explored the link between skin-lightening
and body dissatisfaction and found that 50%
(n¼80) of skin lightening product users reported
body dissatisfaction [41

&&

]. Notably, the common
limitation of these studies is their cross-sectional
design; thus, the directionality of the relationship
between skin lightening use and psychological well-
being is unclear.

Despite the potential risks of skin lightening to
adolescent health, there is a need for more research
to document the prevalence of skin lightening prac-
tices among adolescents, as robust research is sparse.
There are, however, a few recent studies exploring
the practice of skin-lightening that have included
mid to late adolescents in their samples. One study
examined skin lightening practices among 620
female university students in Cameroon (mean
age¼21.3, range 16–46 years), and found that
27.3% of participants reported to be currently using
skin lightening products [42

&

]. Current skin light-
ening practices did not vary by age when compared
with nonusers. However, the authors noted that the
practice of skin lightening is taboo in Cameroon;
consequently, the incidence of skin-lightening use
among this population may be underreported.

A much larger, cross-sectional study including
19 624 university students from 26 low and middle-
income countries found the 12-month prevalence of
skin lightening product use to be 16.7% in male and
30% in female students [5

&&

]. Use varied greatly by
country, from 0% in Turkey to 83% in Thailand.
However, as the mean age was 20.8 (SD¼2.8), the
findings may not be entirely reflective of younger
adolescents. Furthermore, the generalizability of
the findings is limited to university students in
these countries.

TACKLING COLOURISM AND SKIN
LIGHTENING AMONG ADOLESCENTS

Intervention and prevention efforts are required to
attenuate the negative impacts of colourism on
adolescents’ lives. Media literacy and critical race
theory offer potential fruitful avenues for reducing
the negative impact of colourism on an adolescent’s
life, as it relates to body image and the harmful
practice of skin lightening.

Media literacy skills training is a common strat-
egy in prevention programmes targeting unhealthy
beliefs and behaviours, such as body dissatisfaction
and disordered eating, among adolescents [43].
Media literacy encourages adolescents to question
how realistic images presented in the media are,
how stereotypes and prejudices are communicated,

and the ubiquity of commercial motives to sell
products [44]. Body image researchers theorize that
media literacy has the potential to be effective by
disrupting the pathway between media pressure to
achieve appearance ideals and subsequent internal-
ization and upward appearance-related social com-
parisons in line with the Tripartite Model [29]. This
is partly supported by a recent systemic review of 16
studies exploring the role of media literacy inter-
ventions, often conducted in schools, for body dis-
satisfaction and disordered eating. The review found
that increased media literacy (e.g. scepticism and
awareness of media motives for profit) improved
body image-related attitudes, although it did not
affect disordered eating behaviours [43]. Media lit-
eracy approaches to reducing colourism among ado-
lescents could encourage young people to think
critically about advertising and media practices in
relation to skin colour (including beauty ideals and
other stereotypes) and skin lightening products.

As the practice of skin lightening is rooted in
colourism, incorporating critical race theory in pre-
vention programmes could serve to address the
wider societal issue of colour-based privilege and
oppression. Critical race theory offers counter-nar-
ratives as a means to recognize and legitimize the
perspectives of traditionally marginalized groups of
people [45]. Tenants of critical race theory, such as
power and privilege of (intra)racial identities, find-
ing voice for the disempowered and the use of
counter-narratives to share perspectives can be
applied to colourism and thus are relevant in
remedying negative associated outcomes such as
skin lightening product use [4]. Incorporating criti-
cal race theory into programmes designed to atten-
uate the negative effects of colourism allows
students to, for example, examine the colonialist
roots of many major skin lightening manufactures,
which are European, yet sell these products exclu-
sively to the global south.

CONCLUSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE WORK

Colourism and the pursuit of lighter coloured skin is a
highly relevant topic for adolescents of colour [9].
Despite this, research investigating the prevalence,
nature and consequences of colourism for adolescents
in recent years is sparse. Evidently, there is an urgent
need for more research exploring the trends, motiva-
tions, risk factors and outcomes of colourism and skin
lightening in general and among adolescents in par-
ticular. One priority is to ascertain age of onset of skin
lightening product use in order to determine when to
target prevention programs. A second priority con-
cerns work around the acceptability and effectiveness

Colourism: a global adolescent health concern Craddock et al.
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of skin lightening prevention and intervention pro-
grammes given the sensitivity of the topic and the
vulnerabilityof theadolescentperiodofdevelopment.
For example, research should examine whether race-
matched facilitators impact outcomes. Finally, given
the systemic nature of colourism, intertwined with
issues of race, sex and class, macrolevel intervention
(e.g. advertisementregulation,educationandemploy-
ment policy) is required.
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