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Abstract
Although researchers have made great strides in understanding colorism and skin tone stratification in the USA, important
connections are still outstanding. One of these connections lies at the intersection of skin tone and gender stratification among
black Americans, a place where researchers have certainly visited but work remains to be done. This manuscript builds on
previous work to examine how gender and skin tone combine to influence black Americans’ social outcomes. To that end, I
leverage data from the National Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) and regression analysis to test the effect of
skin tone and gender on black Americans’ individual incomes. My results suggest a three-tiered hierarchy of income stratifica-
tion. Light-skinnedmen sit atop this hierarchy with higher incomes than other black Americans after controlling for other relevant
factors. Dark-skinned people suffer at the bottom of this hierarchy with lower incomes than the other gender and skin tone
combinations (medium-skinned men, light-skinned women, and medium-skinned women).

Keywords Gender . Skin tone . Colorism . Race/ethnicity . Income

Introduction

Over the past two decades, the number of color discrimination
claims filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) has quadrupled even though the number
of overall claims has remained relatively consistent. This sig-
nals a spike in public awareness and acknowledgement of
color or skin tone discrimination. Concurrently, scholarship
dedicated to color has increased dramatically, and skin tone
has become an almost standard inclusion in social science
surveys. As a result, our knowledge of the extent of color
stratification has improved significantly in recent years, and,
so far, it seems ever-present, permeating almost every aspect
of society.

However, our knowledge continues to expand in important
ways. As we continue to establish that color stratification is a
constant throughout American society, we must also develop
our understanding of how it works. Although we have made
recent strides in developing theories to explain the

mechanisms (such as Goldsmith et al. 2007; Hargrove
2018a, b; Finkeldey and Demuth 2019; Louie 2019; Monk
2015; Painter et al. 2015; Reece 2018a, b, c), we still have
ways to go. One vital step is to examine how different groups
are affected by color stratification. For example, we have pro-
duced a robust amount of research that demonstrates the near-
ubiquity of color stratification among black Americans, but
moving forward to truly grasp the contours of the phenome-
non, we have to see black Americans as more than a homog-
enous group and explore whether colorism affects all black
Americans equally.

The most straightforward way to launch a research plat-
form that investigates how color intersects with other social
locations is through an analysis of gender, where full compar-
isons of the effects of color between men and women are
limited. Although income and wages are among the most
studied outcomes in color research with ten studies
(Goldsmith et al. 2006; Goldsmith et al. 2007; Hersch 2006;
Hunter 1998; Hunter 2002; Keith and Herring 1991;
Kreisman and Rangel 2015; Monk 2014; Robst et al. 2011;
Sweet et al. 2007), all consistently showing considerable ad-
vantages for lighter skinned black Americans, they lack a
thorough gender analysis. Some of these elected to build a
theoretical framework that focused on one gender (i.e.,
Hunter 1998, 2002), others focused on a single gender to
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circumvent data and methodological concerns (i.e., Goldsmith
et al. 2006; Goldsmith et al. 2007; Kreisman and Rangel
2015), and others offer side-by-side gender comparisons but
not necessarily intersectional comparisons (i.e., Hersch 2006;
Keith and Herring 1991). I seek to build on this groundwork
by bringing an intersectional lens to an analysis of color and
gender, where I will not only compare the effect of color
between men and women but also compare the combined
effect of gender and color. This will show whether colorism
remains consistent across gender, provide insight into whether
gender or color is more important to the life outcomes of black
Americans, and, because it is impossible to isolate real world
experiences to a single social characteristic, this will give us a
better view into how black Americans experience life.
Ultimately, my results reveal a complex relationship between
gender and color. Both lighter skinned men and lighter
skinned women earned more than their darker skinned coun-
terparts. However, when comparing combinations of gender
and color light-skinned men seem to stand apart from every-
one else, suggesting they benefit from a combination of favor-
able gender status and favorable color status. Conversely,
dark-skinned people seem to suffer the effects of subordinate
color status, while there seems to be no significant difference
between the individual incomes of light-skinned women,
medium-skinned women, and medium-skinned men.

Colorism, Gender, and Intersectionality

Colorism is the process by which people of color with pheno-
typic features more closely associated with whiteness—such
as lighter eyes, thinner noses and lips, straighter hair, and
particularly lighter skin tones—are offered social and eco-
nomic advantages relative to their counterparts with more
“ethnic” phenotypic features—darker eyes, thicker noses and
lips, curly hair, and darker skin. The near ubiquity of colorism
has been well researched, particularly among black
Americans, although the phenomenon has been documented
in almost every country in the world (Hunter 2005). In addi-
tion to wages and income, relative to darker skinned black
Americans, lighter skinned black Americans have been shown
to enjoy better mental and physical health (Diette et al. 2015;
Hargrove 2018a, b; Laidley et al. 2019; Louie 2019; Monk
2015; Perreira et al. 2018), experience fewer negative encoun-
ters with the criminal justice system (Blair et al. 2004;
Finkeldey and Demuth 2019; Monk 2018; Viglione et al.
2011), are punished less and less harshly in schools (Hannon
et al. 2013), and are viewed as more attractive (Reece 2016).
Moreover, the pernicious effects of colorism have remained
persistent since before emancipation, operating through a sys-
tem of light skin preference and long-term accumulated eco-
nomic advantage (Bodenhorn 2002, 2006, 2011; Bodenhorn

2007; Green and Hamilton 2013; Gullickson 2010; Reece
2018a, b; Saperstein and Gullickson 2013).

However, our ever-increasing knowledge of the workings
of colorism has not yielded a robust examination of the pos-
sible intersectional effects. Particularly, although some
scholars suggest skin color may be gendered (Hunter 1998,
2002), our empirical understanding of how colorism may
present differently for men and women remains limited. We
have yet to scrutinize whether there are differences in the
overall effect of colorism for men and women and, ultimately,
which is more important to shaping the lives of black
Americans, and how their lives may hinge on complex inter-
actions between the two social locations—color and gender.

Although “intersectionality” has become a popular term in
social science research and in public discourse, it is arguably
overused and misunderstood, which limits its usefulness in
scholarly contexts. Kimberle Crenshaw (1989, 1991) coined
the term to explain how social locations combined to produce
unique ways of interacting with the social world. Rather than
examining social phenomena in isolation, such as only race or
only gender or only color, Crenshaw encouraged scholars to
consider them in combination, with particular attention to how
they produced new and different social locations rather than a
collection of stacked categories. That means an intersectional
approach to understanding color and gender would examine
not simply whether color matters for men and women but how
color and gender may merge to shape social outcomes.
Essentially, it is the difference in “dark skinned + woman”
versus “darkskinnedwoman,” where the former indicates sim-
ply adding social categories and the latter represents how cat-
egories are transformed by one another. This offers deeper
insight into the complexity of the social forces that may shape
people’s lives and thus provides better leverage for staging
effective interventions.

Color and Income

I will focus my attention on the effect of color and gender on
individual income for black Americans. I chose income be-
cause it is an intuitive and important social outcome, and it is
among the most studied outcomes examined in relation to
color, but it lacks a thorough intersectional gendered analysis.

I found ten studies from 1991 to 2015 that connect color to
income. Each one offers unique insight into the workings of
colorism but they take a few different approaches to the anal-
ysis of gender. Two studies used samples of the entire black
American population and did not separate their analyses by
gender (Monk 2014; Sweet et al. 2007). The remaining studies
include gendered elements that I plan to build on with this
manuscript.

Hunter (1998, 2002) focuses on building a framework for
how black women experience colorism; therefore, she limits

J Econ Race Policy

Author's personal copy



her analyses to black women. Conversely, Goldsmith et al.
(2006, 2007) and Kreisman and Rangel (2015) limit their
analyses to blackmen.While they are not specifically building
a framework for black men in the way Hunter tries to do for
black women, they present methodological concerns that lead
them to narrow their samples to men. Particularly, because
they are making comparisons between black and white
Americans, are wary of comparing the wages of black and
white women. They sought to “[avoid] the modeling of female
labor force decisions, which are often substantively different
for black and white women” (Kreisman and Rangel 2015, p.
6). Robst et al. (2011) examine players in the National
Basketball Association (NBA) so their analysis is necessarily
limited to men.

The remaining two studies (Hersch 2006; Keith and
Herring 1991) offer side-by-side comparisons of men and
women, which offer important insights into the gender differ-
ences in skin color stratification. They both suggest the effects
of colorism on individual income may be stronger for men
than for women although both lighter skinned men and wom-
en are advantaged relative to their darker counterparts.

See Table 1 for a breakdown of these studies, including
descriptions of the gendered composition and dates of their
samples and whether they included a gendered analysis.

I plan to build on the previous analyses in a few ways.
Because I am not conducting interracial comparisons, I am
not forced to limit my sample to men. Instead, I will conduct
in-depth gender analyses to provide a fuller picture of how
gender and color may intersect. In addition to side-by-side
analyses similar to Hersch (2006) and Keith and Herring
(1991) that compare the effect of color between men and
women, I will examine the combined effect of color and gen-
der on income. Specifically, I will compare light-skinned men
to light-skinned women to-medium skinned men to medium-
skinned women to dark-skinned women to dark-skinned men.
Although previous research shows both men and women suf-
fer the effects of colorism, we do not understand what that
means substantively. Because people cannot isolate their

gender from their color in real-world situations it is important
to understand how they work in combination if we seek to
understand color at all. For example, lighter skinned women
earn more than darker skinned women and lighter skinned
men earn more than darker skinned men, and from that, we
learn colorism affects each gender. But what can we glean
from comparing lighter skinned women to darker skinned
men. Perhaps if lighter skinned women earn more in that sce-
nario, it is a signal that color trumps gender in shaping the
lives of black Americans. Conversely, if darker skinned men
earn more in that scenario, it may be a signal that gender is
more important than color in influencing the life chances of
black Americans. Either way we may find that favorable color
status can be tempered by subordinate gender status and/or
dominant gender status can be tempered by unfavorable color
status. The answer is surely more complex than this simple
example, but my analyses will help us begin to recognize
these complexities and gain a more complete understanding
of how black Americans experience the world.

Moreover, previous studies of gender and color, i.e.,
Hersch (2006) and Keith and Herring (1991), used data from
the early 1980s and mid-1990s that was timely when they
conducted their research, but more recent data is available that
I plan to leverage for my analyses. But this is more than a
general data update. A number of sources point to shifts in
the racial and color landscape that may lead to results that
differ significantly from those of studies that used older data.
Color stratification may be again coming to the fore of
American public discourse. As I opened this manuscript with,
color claims filed with the EEOC have increased dramatically
since the mid-2000s, and filmmakers have offered a public a
steady stream of documentaries examining colorism since
around the same time in the mid-2000s. Moreover, studies
suggest the racial and political attitudes of darker and lighter
skinned black Americans may have diverged over this same
period, shifting from a so-called “skin color paradox” (as
outlined by Hochschild and Weaver 2007) where black
Americans exhibited no color differences in attitudes to sharp

Table 1 Studies of color and
income/wages Study Sample gender Sample year Gender analysis

Keith and Herring 1991 Men and women 1979–1980 Compares men and women

Hunter 1998 Women only 1979–1980 No comparison group

Hunter 2002 Women only 1979–1980 No comparison group

Hersch 2006 Men and women 1979–1980; 1992–1994;
1995

Compares men and women

Goldsmith et al. 2006 Men only 1992 No comparison group

Goldsmith et al. 2007 Men only 1992 No comparison group

Sweet et al. 2007 Men and women 2000–2001 Does not compare genders

Robst et al. 2011 Men only 2001–2007 No comparison group

Monk 2014 Men and women 2001–2003 Does not compare genders

Kreisman and Rangel 2015 Men only 2008 No comparison group
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differences on a number of issues reflecting their social posi-
tions (Hutchings et al. 2016; Wilkinson and Earle 2012). In
general, more recent studies suggest darker skinned black
Americans are more liberal and less likely to embrace racial
stereotypes about black people; whereas lighter skinned black
Americans are less supportive of liberal social policies and
tend to embrace more racial stereotypes about black people
(Hutchings et al. 2016). These attitudinal shifts may coincide
with changes in the meaning of blackness as more and more
people begin to identify as multiracial on the heels of changes
to the 2000 Census that allowed people to select more than
one race for the first time, increasing numbers of interracial
marriages, and the election of the black multiracial Barack
Obama (Mason 2017). Finally, Kreisman and Rangel (2015)
find evidence that the color gap may be widening, and Reece
(2018a) argues the gap may continue to widen as more oppor-
tunities open for black Americans. In combination, these fac-
tors underscore the importance of analyzing color and income
using more recent data.

Data and Methods

The data for this study come from the National Study of
Adolescent to Adult Health (AddHealth), a nationally repre-
sentative longitudinal survey that has followed a cohort of
adolescents through four waves of data collection since 1994.

My sample includes black people based on their self-
identified race in wave 3, where the interviewers also recorded
skin tone.Where respondents selectedmultiple races, I includ-
ed them in the sample if they listed black as the race they most
strongly identified with.

My dependent variable is the natural log of individual in-
come in wave 4, which was collected in 2008. I excluded
respondents who reported 0 income.

Focal Independent Variable

My focal independent variable is skin tone, which is a proxy
for color. Although color is a complex interplay of skin tone
and other physical characteristics, skin tone remains most
closely associated with racial categorization (Feliciano
2016). Add Health codes skin tone using an interviewer-
coded 5-point scale during wave 3, with “1” representing the
darkest skin tone and “5” representing the lightest skin tone. I
reverse coded the variable so “5” is the darkest skin tone and
“1” is the lightest so the variable is a progressive scale of skin
darkness. With my later models, I collapsed the ends of the
scale for ease of interpretation, to ensure each category had
enough cases to make relevant comparisons, and to account
for the subjectivity of skin tone ratings (which I discuss in
greater detail below). Where the models indicate categorical
skin color divisions: light-skinned, medium-skinned, dark-

skinned: “1” and “2” are light-skinned, “3” is medium-
skinned, and “4” and “5” are dark-skinned.

A number of scholars have criticized the subjectivity of
interviewer-coded skin tone ratings. Systematic analyses have
found that when using the Massey-Martin Scale (the scale of
skin color from 1 to 10 using a palette of colored hands), white
interviewers overate the darkness of black respondents by one
compared to how black interviewers rate other black people,
which raises additional questions of endogeneity when esti-
mating the effect of color on skin tone where interviewers may
rate more affluent people as lighter (Hill 2002a, b; Hannon
and DeFina 2014, 2016). As a possible solution, they suggest
using a device such as a photospectrometer, which measures
the amount of light that reflects off the skin, to measure skin
tone. Add Health uses a five-point scale that differs from the
Massey-Martin Scale, but I sought to account for the possible
effect of interviewer bias on my results. First, I tested for
interviewer effects by introducing variables for interviewer
race, gender, and education. My results remained consistent,
and each of the interviewer variables was non-significant so I
ultimately excluded them from the analyses shown here.
Second, Hannon and DeFina (2020) suggest that rather than
asking interviewers to memorize a fine-grained scale such as
the Massey-Martin Scale, interviewers may be more equipped
to rate respondents on a simpler scale such as “light,” “medi-
um,” and “dark.” While I cannot control the rating scale of
Add Health interviewers, I adopted a version of this reasoning
in my analyses by collapsing the five-point scale into a three-
point scale.

I also include a number of other variables as controls to
isolate the relationship between skin tone and income: gender,
age, education, weekly hours worked, whether the respondent
grew up in a two-parent household, mother’s education, and
father’s education. Gender is a dichotomous variable for wheth-
er a respondent is a woman. Age is each respondent’s age in
wave 4. Education is a measure of total years of schooling, such
that a high school education is “12,” a bachelor’s degree is “16,”
and a master’s degree is “18,”. Weekly hours worked is the
respondent’s report of how many hours they typically work in
a week. This is important because men typically work more
hours per week than women and may partially account for the
income disparity between the two groups. Two-parent house-
hold and parents’ education are designed to measure family
background to account for the effect of childhood affluence on
future income. Two-parent household is a dichotomous variable
for whether a respondent reported having both parents at home
during wave 1. Father’s and mother’s education are coded the
same as the respondent’s education; if a parent was absent, their
education is coded as “0” (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics
and Table 3 for how the sample breaks down proportionally by
gender and skin tone).
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Analytic Strategy

I use three series of models to examine the intersection of skin
tone and gender and their effect on income. The first models
serve as a baseline for my deeper examinations. I estimate one
model with my entire sample, including all of my independent
variables. Next, I disaggregate my sample by gender and es-
timate separate models for men and women to test whether the
relationship between skin tone and income holds for each
group. The second set of models emerged from the first. As
I realized gender was onlymarginally significant, I estimated a
series of models with the sample disaggregated by skin tone—
light skinned, medium skinned, dark skinned. This revealed
whether the relationship between gender and income varied
by skin tone. Finally, my third series of models attempts to
offer a better understanding of how skin tone and gender work
together to shape income. I do this by estimating a series of
models that includes dummy variables to represent combina-
tions of gender identity and skin tone. That means I created
dummy variables for light-skinned men, medium-skinned
men, dark-skinned men, light-skinned women, medium-
skinned women, and dark-skinned women. I estimated six
individual models, excluding each category in turn as the ref-
erence category. Light-skinned men is the reference category
in one model, then medium-skinned men, then dark-skinned
men, then light-skinned women, then medium-skinned wom-
en, and finally dark-skinned women. This allowed me to com-
pare each category to every other category to determine which
are significantly different from each other and which are not.

I used PROC SURVEYREG in the SAS statistical software
to apply the appropriate sampling weights to my models.

Results

My results reveal a complex story about color and gender.
Table 4 offers a series of baseline results. As expected, skin

tone was negative and significant for the entire sample, mean-
ing darker skinned black Americans earned less money on
average. This is consistent with previous studies of colorism
and income. However, the woman variable was only margin-
ally significant, which I sought to investigate in the next series
of models. Continuing with the current models, skin tone was
negative and significant for both men and women, meaning
both darker skinned men and darker skinned women earned
less money. However, the skin tone coefficient is larger in the
model for men, suggesting men may suffer the impact of color
on income more severely than women, but the remaining se-
ries of models offers more insight into that possibility.

The marginal significance of gender in my first model
prompted me to test whether the relationship between gender
and income varied by skin tone (see Table 5 for the results of
these models). The woman variable was negative and signif-
icant for light-skinned black Americans but non-significant
for medium- and dark-skinned black Americans. This means
relative to light-skinned men, light-skinned women tend to
earn less income, while medium-skinned and darker skinned
women do not earn less on average than medium-skinned and
darker skinned men respectively. This means the income dif-
ference between light-skinned men and light skinned women
is likely larger, net of other factors, than the difference be-
tween medium- and dark-skinnedmen and women, but it does
not tell us how the six groups ultimately stack up relative to
one another. For that, I needed another series of models.

Table 2 Descriptive
statistics (n = 2047) Variable Mean SD

Income 26,172 1328.81

Log (income) 9.85 0.05

Skin tone 3.71 0.06

Woman 0.51 –

Age 28.75 0.19

Two parent 0.43 –

Mother’s edu 12.5 0.20

Father’s edu 5.91 0.25

Edu 13.60 0.15

Weekly hours 38.81 0.69

Table 3 Sample proportions by gender and skin tone

All Men Women

All 0.49 0.51 1.00

Light skinned 0.14 0.05 0.08

Medium skinned 0.28 0.12 0.17

Dark skinned 0.58 0.31 0.27

1.00 1.00

Table 4 OLS estimates of income for black Americans by gender

All Men Women
β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Intercept 5.75*** (0.79) 6.13*** (1.11) 5.38*** (0.95)

Skin tone − 0.09** (0.03) − 0.13* (.05) − 0.06* (0.03)

Woman − 0.15† (0.08) – –

Age 0.05* (0.02) 0.06* (0.03) 0.03 (0.03)

Two parents − 0.11 (0.19) 0.22 (0.32) − 0.45 (0.17)
Mother’s edu 0.01 (0.01) − 0.002 (0.02) 0.03 (0.01)

Father’s edu 0.02† (0.01) 0.002 (0.02) 0.04** (0.01)

Education 0.13*** (0.02) 0.10** (0.03) 0.17*** (0.02)

Weekly hours 0.03*** (0.003) 0.03*** (0.005) 0.03*** (0.005)

n 1715 702 1013

r-squared 0.16 0.12 0.23

***p < 0.0001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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First, Fig. 1 shows mean income by gender and skin tone to
provide an idea of the numbers I am comparing with the next
regressions. As expected, there appears to be a stepwise de-
crease in income as skin tone darkens, for both men and wom-
en. Notably, however, men earn more than women at each
skin tone level, and only light-skinned women earn more than
any group of men. Light-skinned women earn slightly more
than dark-skinned men. The following models will elaborate
on this figure and indicate whether the comparisons are statis-
tically significant.

Table 6 shows six individual models, each using one of the
gender-skin tone combinations as the reference category.
Taken together, the models seem to reveal a three-tiered struc-
ture with light-skinned men standing ahead, dark-skinned
women standing behind, and everyone else in the middle.

The first model reveals light-skinned men earn more on
average than every other group. With light-skinned men as
the reference category, each of the other group variables is
negative and significant. The next two models, with
medium-skinned men and dark-skinned men as the reference

category respectively, begin to reveal how light-skinned men
stand above the other groups. In each of these models, the
variable for light-skinned men is positive and significant,
while the variables for the other categories are non-significant.
That affirms that light-skinned men earn more on average than
medium- and dark-skinned men, but there appears to be no
difference between medium- and dark-skinned men and be-
tween medium- and dark-skinned men and women regardless
of skin tone.

The following three models use light-skinned women,
medium-skinned women, and dark-skinned women, respec-
tively, as the reference category. They offer additional evi-
dence of the advantages of light-skinned men and also reveal
the disadvantages of dark-skinned women.

For the models using light-skinned women and medium-
skinned women as the reference category, the variable for
light-skinned men is positive and significant and the variable
for dark-skinned women is negative and significant. That
means light-skinned men earn more than-light and medium-
skinned women while dark-skinned women earn less than

Table 5 OLS estimates of
income for black Americans by
skin tone

All Light skinned Medium skinned Dark skinned
β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Intercept 5.75*** (0.79) 6.00** (1.45) 4.86** (1.22) 5.51*** (1.07)

Skin tone − 0.09** (0.03) – – –

Woman − 0.15† (0.08) − 0.34* (0.15) − 0.03 (0.16) − 0.15 (0.12)
Age 0.05* (0.02) 0.07 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04)† 0.04 (0.03)

Two parents − 0.11 (0.19) 0.43 (0.30) 0.02 (0.47) − 0.33 (0.21)
Mother’s edu 0.01 (0.01) − 0.01 (0.02) 0.02 (0.03) 0.02 (0.01)

Father’s edu 0.02† (0.01) −0.03† (0.02) 0.01 (0.03) 0.04** (0.01)

Eeducation 0.13*** (0.02) 0.11** (0.03) 0.12** (0.03) 0.14** (0.04)

Weekly hours 0.03*** (0.003) 0.03*** (0.01) 0.03*** (0.004) 0.02*** (0.004)

n 1715 270 508 937

r-squared 0.16 0.27 0.20 0.13

***p < 0.0001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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light- and medium-skinned women. The model with dark-
skinned women as the reference category builds on this find-
ing. In that model, the variable for light-skinned men is pre-
dictably positive and significant, and the variables for light-
skinned women andmedium-skinnedwomen are also positive
and significant. That means dark-skinned women earn less
than light-skinned men, as does every other group being ana-
lyzed here, but they also earn less than light- and medium-
skinned women. Taken together, these three models support
the earlier three models that light-skinned men are advantaged
relative to every other group and show dark-skinned women
are disadvantaged relative to other women while there seems
to be no significant difference between light- and medium-
skinned women.

I chose one final analysis to help me continue to build a
well-rounded picture of the relationship between gender and
skin tone. I used the previous regressions to generate predicted
values of log (income). The following tables show the ratio of
men’s to women’s mean predicted income organized by skin
tone. This will offer comparisons of each gender-skin tone
combination. Each cell in the table shows a ratio, so values
above 1 show men earn more, values below 1 show women
earn more, while a value of 1 means their incomes are equal. I
shaded cells where women’s incomes are equal or greater than
those of men. To account for differing labor market decisions
between men and women, I provide two tables: one for re-
spondents with more than a high school education and one for
respondents with a high school or less education.

Table 7 shows ratios for respondents with over a high
school education. The “L” shape of the shading suggests that
among this segment of respondents, color seems to have a
stronger influence on income than gender. Women of each
color category earn equal or more than men who are darker
than them. Light-skinned women earn more than medium-

and dark-skinned men. Medium-skinned women earn more
than dark-skinned men. Supporting the premise from the pre-
vious analyses that light-skinned men stand in a tier above
everyone else, they are the only group of men to earn more
than each group of women. Light-skinned women only earn
less than light-skinned men. While dark-skinned men and
dark-skinned women both earn less than everyone lighter re-
gardless of gender, while their incomes are roughly equal to
each other, which reinforces the above findings suggesting
dark-skinned people face unique disadvantages.

However, the table of respondents with a high school edu-
cation or less reveals a different, less complex story. There,
men earn more than women regardless of skin tone, suggest-
ing gender supersedes skin tone for that group, which stands
in sharp contrast to respondents with more education. But
even though men earn more in each cell, the difference be-
tween men with darker skin tones and women with lighter
skin tones is smaller than the difference between men with
darker skin tones and women with darker skin tones. For
example, the gap between dark-skinned men and light-
skinned women is smaller than the gap between dark-
skinned men and dark-skinned women. Therefore, while gen-
der appears to be more important, there is still an interactive,
buffering effect of skin tone that decreases the gender gap.

Table 6 OLS estimates of income for black Americans by gender and skin tone

Reference group Light-skinned
men

Medium-skinned
men

Dark-skinned
men

Light-skinned
women

Medium-skinned
women

Dark-skinned
women

β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Intercept 5.75*** (0.80) 5.42*** (0.81) 5.36*** (0.84) 5.46*** (0.82) 5.35*** (0.82) 5.23*** (0.80)

Light-skinned man – 0.36** (0.17) 0.42** (0.14) 0.31* (0.14) 0.43*** (0.11) 0.55*** (0.11)

Medium-skinned man − 0.37* (0.17) – 0.05 (0.17) − 0.05 (0.19) 0.07 (0.16) 0.19 (0.15)

Dark-skinned man − 0.42** (0.13) − 0.07 (0.16) – − 0.11 (0.11) 0.01 (0.10) 0.13 (0.11)

Light-skinned woman − 0.33* (0.14) 0.03 (0.18) 0.09 (0.11) – 0.11 (0.09) 0.23* (0.11)

Medium-skinned
woman

− 0.44*** (0.10) − 0.09 (0.16) − 0.02 (0.10) − 0.13 (0.09) – 0.11† (0.06)

Dark-skinned woman − 0.56*** (0.11) − 0.21 (0.15) − 0.14 (0.11) − 0.25* (0.11) − 0.13* (0.06) –

Controls not shown

n 1720 1720 1720 1720 1720 1720

r-squared 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16

***p < 0.0001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Table 7 Ratio of men-to-women’s predicted income for respondents
over high school edu

WOMEN
light medium dark

light 1.02 1.04 1.05
MEN medium 0.99 1.02 1.03

dark 0.97 0.99 1
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Discussion/Conclusion

These results suggest a complex tiered system in regard to the
intersection of gender and color. Light-skinned men unambig-
uously stand at the top of this intersectional hierarchy as they
have higher incomes than every other group, in every analysis,
even after accounting for a number of other factors. Below,
light-skinned men is where the complexity lies. Seems as if
there is little difference between light-skinned women,
medium-skinned women, and medium-skinned men, even as
they are disadvantaged relative to light-skinnedmen. Sitting at
the bottom of the hierarchy are dark-skinned men and women.
This points to color as a central organizing feature of black life
that trumps gender for some groups, while for others, the
combination of the two stands out. Light-skinned men benefit
from the dual advantages of favorable skin tone and favorable
gender, whereas dark-skinned people cannot overcome the
disadvantage of their skin tone even if they also have a favor-
able gender. Dark skin seems to flatten the gender hierarchy
into a puddle of disadvantage while light skin exacerbates the
gender hierarchy by offering room for differences to emerge.
However, it is also important to acknowledge that the predict-
ed values in Table 8 suggest additional complexities based on
education level that warrants a fuller analysis. Lower levels of
education seems to provide the opportunity for men to create
greater income differences between themselves and women,
particularly women of darker skin tones.

The mechanisms that produce color advantage and color
preference may also differ by gender such that dark-skinned
women may suffer uniquely compared to other women than
compared to similarly complexioned men. That idea war-
rants deeper investigation. For example, a number of studies
connect color and attractiveness (Hill 2002a, b; Hunter
2002; Reece 2016; Ryabov 2019). In the most recent,
Ryabov (2019) finds attractiveness is more strongly tied to
color and status attainment for women than men. Social
differences in the value of attractiveness for women relative
to men, where attractiveness is a more dominant force in the
lives of women, may be an important factor explaining why
dark-skinned women are disadvantaged when specifically
compared to other women but not when compared to most
other men.

Although this study shows the relationship between gender
and color is complex, it also points to light skin as a central
factor in shaping black social outcomes. Previous research
suggests skin tone may be a stronger predictor of black life
chances than parents economic status (Keith and Herring
1991), and this paper suggests it may exacerbate gender strat-
ification as light-skinned men appear to be particularly dom-
inant, at least as far as income is concerned. Social scientists
and policy makers must reorient themselves to consider color
as one of the defining factors in black lives and devote the
necessary amount of attention to it. The conventional “big
three” of social science—race, gender, and class—cannot con-
tinue to dominate our discussions of stratification if studies
continue to show that other factors, in this case color, may
be more influential. We have to break with tradition and em-
brace alternate explanations for stratification and perhaps even
alternate ways of measuring stratification, which I will address
next.

Studies such as this also force us to continue to question the
nature of race in the USA, particularly whether our standard
system of racial classification with its supposedly closed
boundaries, and sharp racial demarcations accurately measure
the experiences of black Americans and offer a truthful
representation of racial inequality. A study by Goldsmith et al.
(2007) suggests the wage gap between light-skinned black
Americans and dark-skinned black Americans may be larger
than the gap between white Americans and light-skinned black
Americans. Moreover, a study by Kreisman and Rangel (2015)
suggests that the gap between light- and dark-skinned black
Americans may actually be widening. And a study of obesity
by Reece (2018a ) suggests light-skinned black Americans suf-
fer an obesity wage penalty more similar to white Americans
than their darker skinned counterparts. If light-skinned black
men are so different from medium- and dark-skinned black
Americans, racial data that does not account for color risks
greatly underestimating the disadvantage of darker black
Americans and women, especially relative to white people. It
is possible that apparent opportunities opening for black
Americans actually represent increasing opportunities for light-
skinned black Americans who have been able to dramatically
increase their social standing while darker black Americans con-
tinue to languish and fall further and further behind.

To ignore alternate or additional ways of measuring race is
to fail to comprehensively examine the contours of racial strat-
ification. As social scientists, we must refuse to become
trapped by tradition, which means we need to constantly in-
terrogate whether we are capturing what we seek to capture
using our chosen methods of measurement. It is simply not
enough to continue to measure race “the way we have always
done it” if those ways mask critical aspects of our society. I
hope to join the call to sociologists, race scholars in particular,
and social scientists in general, to rethink how we measure
race in the USA.

Table 8 Ratio of men-to-women’s predicted income for respondents
high school edu or less

Women

Light Medium Dark

Light 1.09 1.1 1.11

Men Medium 1.04 1.05 1.06

Dark 1.03 1.04 1.05
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