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The Feasibility of Constructing Profiles
of Native Americans from the People
of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale:
A Brief Report

Alfred Bryant, Jr. and Stanley B. Baker

One hundred and fifty Lumbee Native American college students participated in an inves-
tigation of the feasibility of constructing profiles of Native Americans from the People of
Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale (PRIAS; Helms, 1995b). Findings suggest that Helms’s
instrument may be feasible for constructing racial identity attitudes of Native Americans.

�

Individuals identify themselves by various distinguishable racial, ethnic, and cultural
group characteristics (Locke, 1998). According to Arroyo (1995), the awareness of clearly
distinguished boundaries between members of differing groups defines group identifica-

tion. Distinguishable racial, ethnic, and cultural group boundaries are skin color, country of
origin, language, and religion (Canabal, 1995). The formation of these boundaries is impor-
tant to the psychological adjustment and development of individuals (Alvarez, 1996).

A newly articulated identity is now being sought that further defines these boundaries
and helps to refine one’s place in this increasingly complex society. This new identity is
being articulated in the conceptualization of racial identity development. Racial identity
involves the realization that one shares a collective racial culture with a particular racial
group (Helms, 1990a). Racial identity development focuses on the process that racially or
culturally diverse groups of people go through in developing a healthy, well-adjusted ra-
cial or cultural identity (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1998; Cross, 1995; Helms, 1994).

According to Cross, Parham, and Helms (1991), the more efficiently individuals are
able to resolve conflicts between the old and new worldview, the higher they are able to
progress within racial identity models. Thus, individuals who are never able to f ind
resolution in regards to these matters tend to remain at lower stages of racial identity
development. On the other hand, individuals who embrace and work to expand their
own self-awareness and acceptance of others are more able to move freely to higher
stages of racial identity development.

Racial identity development theory is condensed into models that map out the process of
racial identity development. The models contain stages that represent an individual’s psy-
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chological progress from lower to higher stages of development. Typically, lower stages
represent less-defined, underdeveloped psychological mentalities (Helms 1995a).

Helms suggests using the People of Color Racial Identity Scale (PRIAS; Helms, 1995b)
as a method of constructing profiles for individuals, but she does not use it to classify
people according to distinct categories.  To this end, Helms discontinued the concept of
stage and now uses the word status to conceptualize identity (Helms & Cook, 1999). She
approaches racial identity from an expanded cognitive perspective and suggests that each
status profile be seen as a distinctive worldview. Worldview can influence one’s patterns
of thought, behavior, decision making, as well as how one defines particular events in
one’s life (Cross et al., 1991).

Stage models began to appear in the late 1960s apparently as a result of civil rights
activities (Cross & Vandiver, 2001). Cross’s (1995) Black Racial Identity Development
Theory is based on the Black experience with oppression encountered during this time
period. This theory presents the racial identity transition of African Americans from a pro-
White and anti-Black attitude to a pro-Black orientation. The Atkinson and colleagues
(1998) Minority Identity Development Theory (which is based on Cross’s work) was cre-
ated in response to the experiences African Americans, Native Americans, Hispanics, Asian
Americans, and other ethnic groups have had with historical oppression by White Ameri-
cans. The effects of this past oppression and present attitudes of racism exhibited by many
White Americans have influenced the development of these theories.

According to Helms (personal communication, May 1, 1997), Native Americans have an
underlying racial identity with commonalities that transcend different tribal populations.
Although there are tribal differences, characteristics exist that cause Native Americans to
share a common racial identity. The differences are evident. “Race is how people or soci-
ety responds to you because of how you look (e.g., racism); culture is what a group of self-
defined people does to define itself and survive (i.e., customs, traditions, and rituals). In
this country, Native Americans (like everyone else) have both. Therefore, both adaptations
to racism (racial identity) and different cultural socialization (acculturation) should be
factors in their psychological development” (Helms, personal communication, May 1, 1997).

In addition, there are those who believe that minority groups share similar experiences
of being oppressed by the dominant culture (Atkinson et al., 1998; Sue, 2001). According
to Helms (1994), Native Americans have experienced the longest battle with historic op-
pression by White people. These experiences with oppression have helped form the racial
identity of this group of people. Although little research has been done with Native Ameri-
can adolescents in general (Bee-Gates, Howard-Pitney, LaFromboise, & Rowe, 1996), even
less attention has been directed toward their racial or ethnic identity (Martinez & Dukes,
1997; Mihesuah, 1999). Only a few published descriptions of Native American ethnic
identity instruments have been found, and those found generally were only used once
(Fischer & Moradi, 2001).

In the United States, people of color have developed an internalized racism resulting
from the visible and blatant societal stereotypes placed on them (Helms, 1995a). Recog-
nizing and overcoming the psychological manifestations of internalized racism is the cen-
tral theme in the racial identity development of people of color (Helms, 1995a). Helms’s
theory, which explains this process, integrates aspects of Cross’s (1995) Negro-to-Black
conversion model, Atkinson and colleagues’ (1998) model, Erikson’s (1963) collective
identity model, and Kohut’s (1971) self psychology (Helms & Cook, 1999). Recognition
of the problem takes place in a sequential and deliberate fashion.

Conformity, the first status in Helms’s People of Color Racial Identity model, represents
a devaluing of one’s own racial group and a desire to embrace White culture. Dissonance,
the second status, represents a state of confusion concerning one’s racial identity. The
third status, Immersion–Emersion, delineates an embracing of one’s own culture and a
refusal of White culture. “Note that Immersion and Emersion are described as a single
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status. I think that eventually it will be possible to distinguish them empirically as well as
theoretically, although this is not the case at present” (Helms, 1995a, p. 190). Status four,
Internalization, depicts a positive racial identity with clearly defined racial attributes. The
final status, Integrative Awareness, illustrates an ability to value one’s own culture and at
the same time empathize and seek to understand the culture of others. This status has not
been operationalized and therefore does not appear as a part of the research instrument.

Helms’s (1995b) scale, which operationalizes her theory, has been modified and renamed
several times since its inception. The People of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale
(PRIAS; Helms, 1995b) measures the racial identity attitudes derived from perceived
shared experiences with racial oppression of those residents of the United States whose
ancestry appears to be Asian, African, Latino or Latina, or Native American.

Helms’s (1995b) People of Color Racial Identity Scale may be a useful tool constructing
profiles of the racial identity development of Native Americans. The present study pro-
vided an opportunity for accumulating empirical data and suggesting future research di-
rections. The research questions for the present study were (a) What is the factor structure
of the PRIAS for a sample of Lumbee Native Americans? and (b) What is the reliability
estimate of the PRIAS for the scores of a sample of Lumbee Native Americans?

METHOD

Participants

A sample of 150 Lumbee Native Americans (68 males, 82 females ) was recruited from
two higher education institutions. Of the 150, 37% (n=55) attended a southeastern land
grant university and 63% (n=95) attended a small southeastern public university. All par-
ticipants were single and were from Robeson County, North Carolina. The two samples
were compared on PRIAS subscales (i.e., conformity, dissonance, immersion, and inter-
nalization scales), and no significant differences emerged. The t test summaries for the
scales respectively were t (148) = –1.19, p = .24, d = .29; t (148) = –.97, p = .34, d = .22;
t (148) = –.68, p = .50, d = .14; t (148) = 1.75, p =.08, d = .28. Sixty-three participants
(42%) were freshmen, 24 (16.67%) sophomores, 28 (18.67%) juniors, and 35 (23%)
seniors. The mean age was 19.61 (SD = 1.7).

Instrumentation

The People of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale (PRIAS; Helms, 1995b) contains 50
questions that are divided into four subscales corresponding to four of the five statuses of
Helms’s PRIAS. Participants are asked to respond to each item of the PRIAS using a
Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree). Higher scores on each of the
four subscales indicate stronger levels of the relevant racial identity attitudes. The subscale
scores range from 10 to 50 on the Conformity–Preencounter subscale, 15 to 75 on the
Dissonance subscale, 13 to 65 on the Immersion–Resistance subscale, and 10 to 50 on the
Internalization subscale. Alvarez (1996), Helms and Carter (1990), Kohatsu (1992), and
Miville (1996) reported alpha reliability coefficients for the scores on subscales ranging
from a high of .87 to a low of .61.

Procedure

Based on Gorsuch’s (1997) guidelines for factor analytic investigations, a sample of 150
prospective participants was recruited to achieve sufficient statistical power. Each partici-
pant received a packet containing a cover letter, an informed consent statement, a demo-
graphic data sheet, and the People of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale. The first author
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collected the data when the participants had finished and proceeded to convert the data for
analysis. All 150 prospective participants invited to take part agreed to do so. Participation
was voluntary and anonymous, and no inducement was offered for participating in the study.

Data Analysis

An exploratory factor analysis was performed on the PRIAS item responses to obtain
evidence of construct validity, and a Cronbach (1951) alpha internal consistency coeffi-
cient was used to obtain evidence of reliability.

RESULTS

Exploratory Factor Analysis

Table 1 shows the rotated structure coefficient for each item from the exploratory factor
analysis. Eigenvalues greater than 1.00 identified the presence of 16 factors. A scree test
indicated four factors. Twenty-nine of Helms’s (1995b) original 50 items had structure
coefficients above .50. Helms’s proposed four factors were identified with the following
structure coefficients in this study: Factor I had 12 items (11 from Helms’s Immersion–
Resistance status); Factor II had 6 items (5 from Helms’s Internalization status); Factor III
had 5 items (all from Helms’s Conformity–Preencounter status); and Factor IV had 6 items
(all from Helms’s Dissonance status). Immersion–Resistance accounted for 7% of the to-
tal variance with Internalization accounting for 4%, Conformity–Preencounter account-
ing for 4%, and Dissonance accounting for 4%. The four factor solution accounted for
19% of the total variance.

Reliability Estimate

Scale reliability for the scores of the present sample was assessed by calculating coeffi-
cient alphas for the four subscales. Subscale reliability estimates in the present sample
were .61, .69, .83, and .73 for the Conformity–Preencounter, Dissonance, Immersion–
Resistance, and Internalization subscales, respectively. Interscale correlations for the four
subscales range from –.11 to .51.

DISCUSSION

The findings suggest that Helms’s (1995b) People of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale
may be useful for constructing profiles of racial identity attitudes of Native Americans.
Further research with Native American participants is encouraged. Possible investigations
are replications of the present validity study with participants from other Native American
tribes and other age cohorts and relationships between Native American racial identity
development and postsecondary education choices, academic performance, retention rates,
graduation rates, and career choice. Information from the PRIAS may help counseling
practitioners understand the cultural context of Native American clients and how racial
identity attitudes affect other parts of their lives.

Enormous variability exists within Native American Indian populations (Fischer & Moradi,
2001). “Locke asserts that the differences existing between members of the dominant culture
and members of ethnically diverse cultures are real” (Fuertes & Gretchen, 2001). Racial
identity attitude development of Native Americans seems to be very complex due to vast
tribal differences. According to Alexander and Suzuki (2001), within-group differences in
racial and ethnic groups exceed between-group  differences on most assessed psychologi-
cal constructs. Studies investigating the racial identity attitude development process may
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TABLE 1

Rotated Structure Coefficients for the People of Color Racial Identity Scale

Item

Preencounter
Anglos are superior
More comfortable with Anglos

than my own
My people have not added much

to society
Embarassed of own race
I would succeed if I was White
Anglos are more attractive
Indians should act like Anglos
Limit self to Anglo activities
Minorities blame Anglos too much
I am sometimes embarrassed by

my people
Dissonance

Minorities should stop blaming
Anglos

Why do Anglos mistreat minorities
Feel embarrassed of my people
Don’t know where I belong
Question beliefs
I can learn much from my race
Can learn to be human from own

race
Unsure if race is an asset or deficit
Sometimes think Angos are superior
Proud and ashamed of race
Think a lot about values and beliefs
Unsure of feelings of self
Anglos are difficult to understand
Replace old friends with same

race friends
Anxious about feelings of own

people
Value Anglo culture

Immersion
More involved in own culture
Angry at Anglos’ historic treatment

of minorities
Want to know more about my

culture
Limit self to own race activities
Can’t trust most Anglos
Society would be better if it were

based on my culture
Determined to find cultural identity
Most Anglos aren’t sensitive
Reject Anglo culture
Fighting oppression is very

important
Prefer being with own race
Angry at Anglo treatment of Indians
Follow own cultural teachings
Dislike people acting Anglo

Internalization
My culture has given me many

strengths

.35

.32

.16

.43

.37

.34

.48

.31

.26

.23

.40

.33

.34

.46

.51

.31

.24

.39

.24

.37

.21

.39

.64

.24

.20

.36

.49

.53

.27

.14

.64

.27

.42

.58

.44

.32

.48

.49

.35

.48

.38

.08

–.38

.04
–.10

.07
–.14
–.14

.30
–.16

.26

–.18
.44

–.03
–.04

.12

.22

.19
–.06

.20
–.09

.38

.13

.70

.47

.18
–.25

.66

.64

.33

.23

.67

.50

.47

.64

.61

.52

.67

.59

.56

.65

.34

–.14

.07

–.28
.00
.09

–.04
–.02
–.09
.37

.15

.60

.33
–.07
–.17
–.07
.41

.20
–.11
.00
.06
.20

–.03
–.17

.06

.31

.00

–.11

–.02

.37
–.18
–.34

–.06
.43

–.24
–.18

.06

.12

.31
–.04
–.01

.29

.56

.09

–.01
.56
.56
.53
.68
.45
.21

.10

–.02
.14
.07
.29
.11

–.02

.34

.30

.42

.31
–.03

.13

.34

.12

.11

.23

–.01

.33

–.15
.01
.26

–.10
–.11

.33
–.09

–.21
.05
.17

–.18
–.04

–.37

.02

.40

.29

.33

.20

.18

.09

.13

.23

.36

.07

.11

.57

.59

.69

.30

.22

.54

.15

.51

.17

.59

.07

.05

.25

.49

–.19

–.12

.00

.24

.05

.08

.02
–.03
.17

.07
–.08
.10

–.05
.25

.21

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 h2
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lead to new ways of looking at and understanding these differences. Further exploration of racial
identity attitude development may very well provide information that will help counseling prac-
titioners, educators, and other helping professionals to understand Native Americans better.

Generalizing from the present study is limited to one Native American cohort and to
freshman and sophomore college students. On the other hand, the findings provide new
information about Helms’s (1995b) scale, and the range of people of color whose responses
have been investigated has been increased. Helms’s effort to develop a psychometrically
sound measure of racial identity development seems to have received some support. Al-
though there is still much to do in this domain, the quest seems promising.
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Rotated Structure Coefficients for the People of Color Racial Identity Scale

Item

Internalization (continued)
Am comfortable wherever I am
All races have pluses and minuses
No cultures are superior
Pride in culture
Cultures can learn from each other
Enjoy Anglo culture
Enjoy all races
Good and bad in all
Minorities should not blame Anglos
Am comfortable with my race

Eigenvalue
Percentage of variance
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.50
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.33
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.42

.40
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.17
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.67
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