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Abstract
Children’s books can create opportunities for children to see themselves as well as 
others in different settings and stories, but cultural details and specificity within 
these stories can play an important role in the messages that children take away. 
Therefore, the present study aims to provide insight in the messages concerning eth-
nic diversity and various cultures in a subset of popular books that Dutch young 
children are likely to be exposed to. Books aimed at young children that were sold 
or borrowed most often or were awarded between 2009 and 2018 in the Netherlands 
are examined through the combined lens of critical race theory and critical multicul-
tural analysis. Specifically, books including a protagonist or secondary character of 
color were selected. The study provides insight in the degree of cultural specificity 
and cultural authenticity, as well as prevailing power relations between characters 
and ideologies that are portrayed within the books. Results indicate that while cul-
tural stereotypes and ideologies including White supremacy and eurocentrism are 
found only in a few books, cultural details are generally lacking and colorblindness 
is common in books aimed at young children. The study therefore underlines the 
particular need for books that are culturally specific and include authentic cultural 
details, to improve the reflection of various cultures and experiences of characters of 
color.
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Picturebooks are a form of children’s literature that is characterized by the com-
bination of visual and textual information (Nikolajeva and Scott 2013). These and 
other books aimed at young children are often read together with an adult, and can 
help children learn about themselves as well as about others (Bishop 1990). Schol-
ars have advocated for the representation of ethnically diverse characters, so that all 
children can identify with characters and learn about other cultures. Various studies 
have established that characters of color in children’s books are rare or underrepre-
sented (e.g., de Bruijn et al. 2021; Koss 2015; Koss et al. 2017). In addition, mere 
representation is not enough for readers to identify with characters, or for books to 
teach children about various cultures: it is also important how these characters of 
color and their environments are portrayed, and what values and messages are con-
veyed within the stories. Two frameworks can combinedly be applied to examine 
these issues: critical race theory (CRT), which focuses on race and the role of rac-
ism, and critical multicultural analysis (CMA), which more specifically focuses on 
power relations (Solórzano 1997; Botelho and Rudman 2009). The present study 
will examine popular books for young children (i.e., 6 years or younger) including 
protagonists or secondary characters of color in the Netherlands through the com-
bined lens of CRT and CMA. Results from the present study will provide insight 
in the content of stories to which Dutch children are exposed: even if characters of 
color are included, how are they portrayed and what messages about these characters 
and their relations with others are conveyed?

The purpose of children’s books

Bishop (1990) argued that books have to act as mirrors, as windows, and as glass 
sliding doors. The description of books as mirrors implies that ethnically diverse 
characters are needed, so that all children can identify with characters, which can 
impact their self-development (Roethler 1998) and potentially provide examples 
to learn from. In addition, being able to identify with characters might motivate 
children to read, which can positively impact their reading literacy (Becker et al. 
2010). The description of books as windows, on the other hand, implies that chil-
dren can learn about other cultures and cultural values. Windows can at the same 
time function as glass sliding doors, so that readers can pass through them and 
engage in the world created in the book (Bishop 1990), but whether this poten-
tial is reached seems dependent on factors such as readers’ emotional connection, 
response, and reflection (Johnson et al. 2018). Books can therefore serve differ-
ent functions for different readers. Indeed, previous studies have demonstrated 
that reading multicultural literature can have an impact on children’s interethnic 
attitudes (So 2016), as well as on the cultural awareness and perceived ability 
to be culturally responsive of (prospective) professionals in education working 
with multicultural literature (Frye et  al. 2010; Iwai 2013). Furthermore, books 
featuring characters with various ethnic backgrounds have the potential to estab-
lish extended contact effects, meaning that examples of characters with an eth-
nic appearance similar to that of the reader being friends with characters with a 
different ethnic appearance can positively influence readers’ interethnic attitudes 
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(Wright et  al. 1997). Previous studies have demonstrated this positive effect 
among children between ages 5 and 11 years (e.g., Cameron et al. 2006, 2007).

Focus on ethnicity and race

A review of work on the development of racial categorization describes that chil-
dren can already perceptually differentiate between faces from people with dif-
ferent racial backgrounds in infancy, and are able to categorize based on race by 
3- to 4-years of age (Pauker et al. 2017). Thus, from very early on racial differ-
ences are recognized by children. A focus on ethnicity and race when analyzing 
literature for these young age groups seems essential to examine whether chil-
dren’s literature makes use of its full potential to work as mirrors and windows 
(or even glass sliding doors), as well as to provide examples of interethnic contact 
and friendships. Race and ethnicity are highly debated socially constructed terms, 
sometimes used to refer to ‘groups’ of people based on either features that are 
argued to be biologically based (race), or on sociological or anthropological fea-
tures such as shared customs (ethnicity, Quintana 1998). Although from this per-
spective these terms are distinct, it is argued that children’s understanding of eth-
nicity is initially mostly based on physical, racial characteristics (Quintana 1994). 
Other scholars, in addition, have described that race is an inappropriate term to 
describe biological variation in humans (Keita et  al. 2004), and argue that eth-
nic groups are based on common culture, origins and history (Brown and Langer 
2010), and are associated with race (Berreman 1972). In this paper, we follow 
this latter perspective and thus ‘ethnicity’ is predominantly used when examin-
ing physical characteristics and cultural details of characters. However, the term 
‘race’ is used when discussing previous literature that refers to race.

CRT encompasses a framework with a specific focus on race and racism 
(Solórzano 1997). Although CRT stems from legal studies, it has been applied 
to numerous fields in the social sciences, including education and psychology 
(Crenshaw 2010). CRT in education research is guided by five tenets: (1) cen-
trality and intersectionality of race and racism, (2) challenge to dominant ideol-
ogy, (3) centrality of experiential knowledge, (4) an interdisciplinary perspective, 
and (5) commitment to social justice (Solórzano 1998). In a research note, Huber 
et al. (2018) propose that these tenets can also be applied to the analysis of chil-
dren’s literature, exemplified with the following questions:

What identities or characteristics are assigned by race and/or its intersec-
tions with class and gender? How are the experiences of People of Color 
represented, or not? In what ways does the story become raced, or not? Is 
there a context to situate race and/or its intersections (e.g., historical, politi-
cal, social)? How/do dominant ideologies operate (e.g., white supremacy, 
patriarchy, cultural deficits)? In what other ways does power operate (e.g., 
vantage point, resolution, and/or assumptions of the story)? (Huber et  al. 
2018, p. 16)
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Through these questions, the authors state that they center race (tenet 1), while 
focusing on dominant ideologies (tenet 2), and recognizing the importance of expe-
riences of people of color (tenet 3). In addition, Huber et al. (2018) state that ques-
tions concerning the interplay of race and power, and the contexts ask for an inter-
disciplinary approach (tenet 4), and together challenge the interposal of oppression 
in children’s literature (tenet 5).

Previous studies have applied CRT to the analysis of children’s literature. One 
branch of research has focused on the representation of authors, illustrators and 
characters of color in children’s literature, and demonstrated that their representa-
tion was rare (e.g., Hughes-Hassell et  al. 2009; McNair 2008a). This suggest that 
the range of available children’s books do not use their full potential of providing 
all children examples and characters to identify with and teaching them about vari-
ous cultures and worldviews, nor of providing examples of intergroup friendships. 
In addition, CRT has been used to assess the content of and messages conveyed in 
multicultural books (e.g., Brooks 2009; McNair 2008b), using concepts such as per-
manence of race, interest convergence (i.e., equality and equity for people of color 
will only be pursued when it is in line with the interest and ideologies of White peo-
ple; Milner 2008), whiteness as property (i.e., along lines of property rights, being 
born White carries privileges; Hughes-Hassell et al. 2009), colorblindness (i.e., the 
dismissal and neglect of the cultural, racial or ethnic experience of people of color; 
Winograd 2011), and counter-storytelling (for an overview see Huber et al. 2018).

Another framework applicable to analyzing how people of color and their envi-
ronments are portrayed and what values and messages are conveyed, is CMA: a 
framework developed to encourage teachers and educators to critically analyze 
and read children’s literature, and help children acquire these same skills (Botelho 
& Rudman 2009). CMA necessitates a focus on power relations of class, race and 
gender, and a connection to issues of social change and justice (Botelho & Rudman 
2009). The authors refer to example critical questions to be used:

What (or whose) view of the world, or kinds of behaviors are presented as nor-
mal by the text? Why is the text written that way? How else could it have been 
written? What assumptions does the text make about age, gender, class and 
culture? Who is silenced/heard here? Whose interests might be best served by 
the text? What ideological positions can you identify? What are the possible 
readings of this situation/event/character? How did you get to that reading? 
What moral or political position does a reading support? How do particular 
cultural and social contexts make particular readings available? How might it 
be challenged? (Wooldridge, as cited in Botelho & Rudman 2009, p. 4)

The authors highlight that the point of view, social processes among characters, 
story ending, and imbedded assumptions need to be considered, and that both lin-
guistic and visual information in children’s literature are important (Botelho & Rud-
man 2009).

Previous studies have used CMA to analyze children’s literature, examining 
power in various ways (e.g., Johnson & Gasiewicz 2016; Kelley 2008; Malcolm & 
Lowery 2011; Richards 2013). Richards (2013) for example focused on power in 
terms of ideologies that are represented in Jamaican children’s literature. Similarly, 
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Malcolm and Lowery (2011) examined power by studying representations of the 
Caribbean in children’s literature while identifying thematic trends and assessing 
authenticity. Johnson and Gasiewicz (2016) examined the characterization of immi-
grant characters and cultures, but in addition investigated power relations among 
characters. Kelley (2008) looked at power in relation to characters too, but focused 
on character’s actions and responses to power, and whether and how characters ben-
efited from power.

These previous analyses exemplify that CRT and CMA show some overlap in 
focus, can simultaneously be applied to both the character- and story-level, and can 
be used to analyze race as well as ethnicity. Whereas CRT provides more detailed 
guidelines and exemplary questions on how to examine race and racism, CMA 
provides a more detailed and specific focus on power relations. As both theoreti-
cal frameworks have been applied to children’s literature in various ways, combin-
ing these methods allows for the present research to be inspired by a wide range of 
exemplary analyses of race and/or ethnicity and related power issues within chil-
dren’s literature.

Analyzing characters

In accordance with CMA, important issues when examining the quality of the rep-
resentation of characters are whether the character has an active rather than a pas-
sive or subservient role, and whether the character is described in a positive manner 
(e.g., Al-Hazza and Bucher 2008; Cole and Valentine 2000). Further, in light of the 
extended contact theory (Wright et  al. 1997) characters’ relationships with others 
across ethnic boundaries should be examined, and the representation needs to be 
culturally authentic. Although this concept is complex and somewhat controversial 
(Fox and Short 2003), it generally refers to the absence of stereotypes and the depic-
tion of accurate cultural values and details (Yoo-Lee et al. 2014). Imaginably, read-
ing books in which only very stereotypical characters of color are presented might 
impact children’s interethnic attitudes in a negative way. High-quality multicultural 
literature has indeed been previously described as showing cultural authenticity at 
the character-level in terms of actions, thoughts, emotions or language use (e.g., Al-
Hazza and Bucher 2008; Salas et al. 2002).

Analyzing the story

Cultural authenticity at the story-level can be found in values, traditions, aspects of 
history and beliefs that are described (e.g., Al-Hazza and Bucher 2008; Salas et al. 
2002). Apart from cultural authenticity, CRT and CMA call for an analysis of per-
spectives and ideologies that predominate. Ideologies that are particularly relevant 
in relation to ethnicity and culture are ideologies favoring White people (White 
supremacy) or Western cultures (eurocentrism). In addition, colorblindness and race 
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neutrality have been identified as normative presuppositions in children’s literature 
(Huber et al. 2018), implying that specific experiences of people of color related to 
their ethnicity tend to receive little attention in these stories.

Based on the role and importance given to ethnic and cultural details, different 
types of books can be distinguished. Bishop’s work (Bishop 2012) formed the basis 
for a framework applied to general multicultural children’s literature, using the cat-
egories culturally specific (or culturally authentic), culturally generic (or generically 
American), and culturally neutral (Adam and Barratt-Pugh 2020; Möller 2016). 
Culturally specific books highlight the unique experience of characters of color and 
include cultural details to do so, while culturally generic books also feature charac-
ters of color in important roles, but do not contain any cultural details and instead 
focus on universal experiences. Culturally neutral books, in addition, feature people 
of color, but are about a very different topic. Culturally specific books generally are 
high in cultural accuracy and authenticity, while culturally generic and neutral books 
are not (Möller 2016). Studies outside the Netherlands applying this framework ear-
lier concluded that there is a need for more culturally specific, and thus authentic, 
children’s books in order for children’s literature to become more inclusive (Adam 
and Barratt-Pugh 2020).

The present study

The present study will provide a qualitative analysis of popular books for young 
children featuring characters of color in the Netherlands through the combined lens 
of CRT and CMA. Results from the present study will provide an insight in the 
messages concerning diversity and the portrayal of various cultures in books that 
young children in the Netherlands are likely to be exposed to. These insights will in 
addition be informative in terms of the types of multicultural children’s books that 
are represented. Results can lead to suggestions for authors, illustrators, publishers 
and consumers regarding room for improvement in terms of cultural specificity and 
authenticity in books, as well as underlying power relations that predominate chil-
dren’s books.

Method

Materials and procedure

The book selection process consisted of several steps (see Fig. 1). We selected books 
that had been (1) sold most, (2) borrowed most, or (3) received an award from 2009 
until 2018 in the Netherlands, based on information from the CPNB (Stichting Col-
lectieve Propoganda van het Nederlandse Boek, a foundation aimed at the promo-
tion of reading and book ownership) and various awards (Prentenboek van het jaar, 
Kinderboekwinkelprijs, Wouter Pieterse prijs, Griffels en Penselen, IBBY Honour 
List, Boekensleutel, Hotze de Roos Prijs, Jenny Smelik-IBBY-Prijs and Prijs van de 
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Kinderjury). Duplicates, books not aimed at children of six years old and younger 
(as indicated by the majority of libraries in three large cities in the Netherlands: 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague), and books without human figures whose 
ethnic appearance could be coded were excluded. In addition, one outlier regarding 
the number of human characters (estimated at 3343) was excluded.1 The remaining 
books were firstly coded quantitatively (for the complete quantitative coding pro-
cess, see de Bruijn et al. 2021), after which the selection process for the qualitative 
analysis continued.

Step 1: Titles obtained from records of most sold, most borrowed 

and books that received an award from 2009 until 2018

n = 492

Step 2: Exclusion of duplicate titles 

n = 383

Step 3: Exclusion of books not aimed at 6 years and younger 

n = 109

Step 4: Exclusion of books without human characters whose 

ethnic appearance could be coded

n = 70

Step 5: Exclusion of outlier on number of characters

n = 69

Step 6: Exclusion of books without protagonist or secondary 

character of color

n = 21

Step 7: Exclusion of books without ongoing storyline

n = 18

Fig. 1  Process of book selection

1 Nederland by Charlotte Demantons was excluded because the book contained an extreme number of 
characters that would skew the quantitative analysis. Furthermore, as there was no story line, rather the 
book consists of separate scenes, the book could not be analyzed qualitatively.



 SN Soc Sci           (2021) 1:206   206  Page 8 of 21

Of the 69 remaining books, 21 books included a protagonist or secondary char-
acter of color, which was defined as a character with an ethnic appearance that was 
not White, European/Caucasian, based on physical characteristics such as skin 
color, hair structure, and cultural aspects such as traditional clothing. Books with-
out any characters of color (n = 37) or with only background characters of color 
(n = 11) were not included for the qualitative analysis, because these books would 
not include enough detail about characters of color to serve the purpose of the study. 
In addition, three books that did not contain one storyline throughout the book but 
were made up of either short poems (n = 2), or only pictures and single words (n = 1) 
were excluded. The remaining 18 titles, of which two were translated from Eng-
lish and others were in Dutch originally (see Online Appendix A for the full list), 
were selected to be read multiple times and analyzed qualitatively, while focusing on 
both images and text to capture all the information presented and applying both CRT 
and CMA. It should be noted that five of the remaining titles were part of the same 
series, and thus partly featured the same characters (books number 13 to 17, Online 
Appendix A).

During each reading, observations in the following categories were noted: cul-
tural specificity, cultural authenticity, power relations. These categories were 
derived from example questions on how to apply CRT and CMA by Huber et  al. 
(2018) and by Botelho and Rudman (2009). The example questions were inter-
preted as implying a necessary focus on the ways in which the story ‘becomes raced’ 
(cultural specificity), the identities and characteristics assigned to people of color 
(cultural authenticity), dominant ideologies, other power operations, and social 
processes among characters (power relations; Huber et al. 2018; Botelho and Rud-
man 2009). Observations for the category cultural specificity were guided by the 
following questions: (1) Is the cultural background of the character of color men-
tioned or specified, and if so, to what purpose (i.e., how does it play a role in the 
story)? (2) How specific is the ethnic appearance of the character of color (i.e., is 
there only a difference in skin color or are other ethnicity related features used)? (3) 
Are any ethnicity-related features mentioned in the text and if so, to what purpose? 
Cultural authenticity was examined by assessing the degree of stereotypes and cul-
turally accurate details portrayed in (1) character behaviors, emotions, and descrip-
tions (i.e., are these positive or negative and are they stereotypical?), (2) settings in 
which characters are portrayed, and (3) values that are transmitted through character 
actions. Positive and negative descriptions are based on adjectives used to describe 
characters, inspired by (but not limited to) distinctions between positive and nega-
tive adjectives as used in child attitude measures (e.g., Preschool Racial Attitude 
Measure, Williams et al. 1975). Stereotypes were conceptualized as characteristics, 
behaviors, descriptions, or attributes with negative connotations or othering effects, 
often or typically associated with an ethnic group, distinguishing them from other 
ethnic groups. However, we acknowledge that there is some tension between stereo-
types and accuracy (Judd and Park 1993), which highlights that our interpretation 
might be different from how readers read and identify with characters. Observations 
in terms of power relations were guided by the following questions: (1) What rela-
tions does the character of color have with White characters? (2) How is power dis-
tributed among characters (e.g., in terms of status or active/passive behavior)? (3) 
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Do dominant ideologies such as White supremacy, eurocentrism and colorblindness 
prevail and if so, how? Results were combined to make inferences about the types 
of books as defined based on work by Bishop (Adam and Barratt-Pugh 2020; Möller 
2016). Given that all books featured a character of color as a protagonist or sup-
porting character we did not expect any culturally neutral books, and results on cul-
tural specificity and authenticity were indicative of books being culturally specific 
(featuring unique experiences of characters of color) or culturally generic (featuring 
more universal experiences without cultural details).

One third of the books was coded by three members of the research team (a 
White female, an Asian-European female and an Afro-Dutch male). The coding of 
the other books was done by one coder, a White cisgender female. Results from her 
observations were presented to the other authors and discussed. Specifically the dis-
tinction between accuracy and stereotypes posed some initial difficulties that were 
discussed among the authors to reach consensus. The research team is ethnically 
diverse, and the other authors are a White Dutch and Asian-European female (all 
cisgender). The team has extensive experience with research among different ethnic 
groups on interethnic attitudes, stereotypes, and prejudice of parents and children, as 
well as with service to public organizations through advice on intercultural issues.

Results

Cultural specificity

In five of the 18 books, explicit references were made to the cultural background or 
nationality of characters of color. In these stories, the reference is used to describe 
(1) an adoption process (Baby’tje in mama’s buik, Vriendjes van overal), (2) migra-
tion and homesickness (Bij ons in de straat, Dit is voor jou, Jan Toorop—Lied van 
de tijd), and (3) aid to countries in the Global South (Vriendjes van overal). In three 
of these cases, the cultural background or country of origin was not named specifi-
cally but descriptions as ‘from far’ or ‘the country of parrots’ were used (Baby’tje in 
mama’s buik, Bij ons in de straat, Dit is voor jou). In the other two books, a specific 
heritage was mentioned in the context of the current country of residence (Jan Too-
rop—Lied van de tijd, Vriendjes van overal).

In four of the 18 books, indirect descriptions in combination with appearances 
help understand the specific cultural background of the characters of color. These 
descriptions included languages characters speak or clothing (i.e., being able to 
speak Arabic and wearing a hijab; Vriendjes van overal), characters’ food prefer-
ences (i.e., couscous; Slagroom op je snoet), specific language use (i.e., ‘dushi’, a 
word from Papiamento; Naar opa en oma pannenkoek), and the setting surround-
ing characters (i.e., living in a palace in Islamic architectural style; Beste Bregje 
Boentjes). Although the last description was clearly used to create an unfamiliar, 
but exotic and adventurous setting, the other descriptions did not serve such a clear 
purpose in the story and were used in settings very familiar to young children: in the 
classroom and while visiting family. Although this was not a predefined question to 
guide coding, it was noticeable that responses to these implied references by White 
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characters were mixed: whereas the White character in the Middle Eastern palace 
seemed impressed and interested (Beste Bregje Boentjes), another White character 
was worried when a character of color used an unfamiliar word (Naar opa en oma 
pannenkoek). A similar reaction tapping into fear of the unknown, and specifically 
fear of Africa, is found in a book in which the main character is a bit scared of the 
African department of the museum (Omdat ik je zo graag zie).

In the majority of the 18 books, (n = 10) no explicit nor implicit reference to a 
specific cultural background was provided, and ethnic appearance was the only indi-
cator that characters were not White. The appearances of the characters of color 
were mostly culturally specific: the characters not only had a different skin tone, 
but also other ethnicity-related characteristics, such as facial features, hair structure, 
hair style and clothing. These ethnicity-related characteristics were rarely mentioned 
in the text, rather, it seems that most books (n = 14) did not include these descrip-
tions in text. One book for example did mention several other details of a character’s 
appearance (i.e., her dress, the flower in her hair), but did not mention skin color or 
hair structure (Verliefd). In four books, ethnicity-related physical characteristics are 
mentioned. In three of these cases, the description is very brief, as it only concerns 
hair color (Vriendjes van overal), or the mention of a beard (Alle dieren drijven, 
Held op sokken). The other exception is a more extensive discussion with a specific 
purpose, as it explains similarities and differences in appearance between the char-
acter of color and his (adoptive) parents (Baby’tje in mama’s buik).

Cultural authenticity

Character level

Cultural authenticity can be examined at character and story level. At character level, 
this includes their behaviors, emotions and descriptions. Because books for young 
children mostly contain relatively short story lines with few words, the descrip-
tion of characters is often not very detailed. In none of the books the characters of 
color were explicitly described negatively or disliked by other characters. On the 
contrary, the characters were explicitly described with positive adjectives in several 
books (e.g., sweet, intelligent, kind, working hard, strong, Alle dieren drijven, Held 
op sokken, Verliefd). Because of the limited details, in half of the books descrip-
tions of characters’ behavior and emotions were neither culturally authentic nor ste-
reotypical (n = 9). In two books, in the context of migration, the characters of color 
showed emotions and behaviors that could be described as appropriate and cultur-
ally authentic, as they are similarly identified in real-world populations. A Middle 
Eastern character, about whom the suggestion was aroused that he was a refugee, 
was described as being homesick (Bij ons in de straat), which is in line with self-
reported stressors of refugees in the Netherlands (Gerritsen et al. 2006), but could 
at the same time reinforce the potentially stereotypical notion that migrants’ main 
tie will be with their country of origin. A Black character, in addition, re-migrated 
to live with his family (Dit is voor jou), which is one of the main reasons of remi-
gration to for example Suriname (General Bureau of Statistics 2013). In addition, 
an example of a counterstereotype is found in the book Handje, displaying a Black 
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father and his son in the zoo, which counters the stereotype that Black fathers are 
absent or less involved in the caretaking of children (Thomas et al. 2008).

In contrast, the behavior of characters in some books seemed more stereo-
typical. A Black boy, for example, was described as very flexibly swinging in the 
trees, while his White female friend was very cautious and not able to do the same 
(Kersenhemel), which could be seen as both a gender stereotype and an ethnic stere-
otype linking to the dehumanization of Black people by associating them with mon-
keys (Goff et al. 2008), or to the stereotype of heightened athletic ability (Harrison 
2001). In addition, the only classmates of color (one Moroccan and one Black) in 
the books from the same series (Series Jimmy and Lisa) were described as the most 
busy, outgoing, funny and cheeky in the classroom, which could tap into both an 
ethnic and gender stereotype about problematic behaviors and externalizing problem 
behavior. Generally, externalizing problem behaviors are reported more often for 
boys and children from underrepresented groups, specifically Moroccan and Suri-
namese, in the Netherlands, although it is unclear whether these differences reflect 
actual behavior differences or rater bias (Zwirs et  al. 2011). However, the charac-
ters were not explicitly described as having externalizing problem behaviors. There-
fore, the characters might also be perceived by children very positively and provide 
opportunities for children with similar behavioral patterns to identify with. There 
was also one example of characters of color together with White characters showing 
behaviors stereotyping others, as the characters in Vriendjes van overal dressed up 
as different nationalities in very traditional ways.

Story level

At the story level, cultural authenticity can be found in appropriate settings and val-
ues. In most of the 18 books studied (n = 13), characters of color were not displayed 
in culturally specific settings, but were found in more general settings such as at 
home (without cultural references), at school, in public places like a park or zoo, on 
the street, in the city, or in fantasy-like worlds. In one of the books, cultural decora-
tions and festivities (i.e., with references to dragons and lanterns) accurate for Chi-
nese culture are portrayed (Wang et al. 2014), even though cultural background did 
not play a significant role in the story (De tuinman van de nacht). In two books 
covering migration stories, thus in which cultural background did play a role, the 
characters of color were displayed in culturally accurate settings representing their 
country of origin, by displays of landscapes and forms of nature common in those 
countries and very different from the other settings in the book, representing the 
Western country (Dit is voor jou, Jan Toorop—Lied van de tijd). In another migra-
tion story, in contrast, the house of a Middle Eastern character resembling Islamic 
architecture was more stereotypical, as the story is situated in a Western society 
(Bij ons in de straat). It should be noted, however, that all other homes introduced 
were also very stereotypical for those characters (e.g., a sailor living in a boat and an 
old lady living in a knitted house). Although in another book a palace with Islamic 
architecture is more appropriate, as that part of the story is set in the Middle East, 
details such as a dressed monkey, a magic carpet and a harem of women in the 
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background make the setting more stereotypical (Beste Bregje Boentjes), with some 
aspects reminding readers of Disney’s Aladdin (Elturki and Shaman 2013).

Given the often not very detailed stories, in most of the 18 books studied no cul-
turally authentic nor stereotypical values were identified (n = 13). A few examples of 
culturally authentic values were found. To start, two books referred to values appro-
priate for the Middle Eastern characters (without a reference to a specific cultural 
background), such as hospitality, working hard to reach achievement and the impor-
tance of family (Alle dieren drijven, Bij ons in de straat). Indeed, family solidar-
ity and (academic) aspirations for children generally tend to be of great importance 
to migrants from for instance Turkey and Morocco (Merz et  al. 2009; Phalet and 
Schönpflug 2001), and hospitality is in line with interdependent ideals common in 
Middle Eastern cultures (Buda and Elsayed-Elkhouly 1998). In another book, inter-
dependent values commonly associated with Asian culture (Markus and Kitayama 
1991) were portrayed through an Asian character whose main goal was to improve 
society, without being acknowledged for it (De tuinman van de nacht). Simultane-
ously, however, this could be interpreted as a serving role of this character. Lastly, 
in the story featuring a remigrating Black character, a degree of patriotism and love 
for the home country was portrayed (Dit is voor jou), which seems common in the 
context of remigration, as Suriname being the home country is most often named 
of as the reason for remigration (General Bureau of Statistics 2013). In contrast, 
the harem of women in the Middle Eastern palace in another book touched upon 
stereotypical power relations among dominant males and submissive females (Beste 
Bregje Boentjes).

Power relations

In most of the 18 books (n = 10), the characters of color had interethnic friendships 
with White characters (Dit is voor jou, Held op sokken, Kersenhemel, Series Jimmy 
and Lisa, De tuinman van de nacht, Verliefd). In four books, the characters of color 
had White family members with whom they had a close and positive relationship 
(Baby’tje in mama’s buik, Heb jij misschien olifant gezien?, Naar opa en oma pan-
nenkoek, Omdat ik je zo graag zie). In terms of power relations, the characters of 
color were generally portrayed as equal to the White characters in interethnic friend-
ships. In one case, the character of color is clearly in a passive role of being some-
one’s love interest (Verliefd), while in other (n = 7) cases, the characters of color 
were more active and dominant. Jimmy in the Series Jimmy and Lisa, for example, 
often took the lead and decided what to do, at the same time resembling gender 
stereotypical role patterns, and the characters of color in Dit is voor jou and De tuin-
man van de nacht taught others their skills and, implicitly, important values and life 
lessons. In three books, however, the power relations furthermore resembled another 
power structure. In one, a character of color seemed dependent on and worked on 
the property of a White character (Kersenhemel). In another, the character of color 
living abroad was rich and seemingly powerful, yet his family member living in a 
Western society had a low-status profession (Beste Bregje Boentjes). Furthermore, 
the description of the only character of color in a book introducing all residents in a 
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street (i.e., as being very sad and singing songs about homesickness at night), seems 
intended to evoke pity while this is not the case for the White characters (Bij ons in 
de straat).

Although there are no explicit examples of White supremacy in the books, the 
three examples mentioned above do suggest that these characters of color in Western 
settings have a relatively low status. In addition, eurocentrism is identified in two 
stories in which Western countries ‘help out’ individuals in non-Western countries, 
through adoption processes or aid programs (Baby’tje in mama’s buik, Vriendjes van 
overal). Furthermore, one example of applying Western standards is a character of 
color offering to adapt accordingly (i.e., abandon his harem, Beste Bregje Boentjes). 
One of the books in contrast seems to highlight diversity in the illustrations (show-
ing flags from numerous countries, a lot of diversity in people, mannequins in the 
shop window, and types of dogs), but without explicitly mentioning it (Omdat ik 
je zo graag zie). Earlier, it was already established that few references to cultural 
background were made, that these were mostly non-specific, and that in few of the 
books ethnicity-related physical characteristics were mentioned in text. In combina-
tion with the lack of cultural authenticity as described above, these statistics imply a 
degree of colorblindness, as little attention is paid to cultural and ethnic details and 
experiences.

Types of books

In 7 of the books studied, no aspects of cultural specificity or authenticity were iden-
tified for the characters of color, indicating that these are culturally generic, as they 
do not include any cultural details or stereotypes at character or story level. In the 11 
other books, there was an explicit or implicit reference to a specific cultural back-
ground, or some degree of cultural authenticity was identified.

A combination of both was found in only three books (Bij ons in de straat, Dit is 
voor jou, Jan Toorop—Lied van de tijd). These could be categorized as culturally 
specific, although the degree of cultural specificity is limited to descriptions of a 
‘different’ (but no specific) background in two of these books (Bij ons in de straat, 
Dit is voor jou), some degree of stereotypes is also identified in one of the books (Bij 
ons in de straat), and only one of these books showed aspects of cultural authentic-
ity on both the character and story level (Dit is voor jou). Therefore, even within 
books categorized as culturally specific, there is room for more cultural specificity 
and authenticity to fully meet the description of highlighting the unique experience 
of characters of color and including cultural details to do so. The other books in 
which some degree of cultural specificity or cultural authenticity was found (n = 8) 
can be divided into two groups: in five of these books, explicit or implicit references 
to cultural backgrounds were made but no other cultural details or authentic aspects 
were included or stereotypes were shown, while in the other three no references to 
cultural backgrounds were made, but culturally authentic values in accordance with 
the ethnic appearance of characters were portrayed in the story. These eight books 
fall somewhere in between the categories culturally generic and culturally specific, 
as they do not contain no cultural details at all (culturally generic), but also do not 
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use enough cultural details to highlight the unique experience of characters of color 
(culturally specific).

Discussion

In this study, popular children’s books in the Netherlands that featured characters 
of color as protagonists or secondary characters were analyzed through the lens of 
CRT and CMA, to examine messages about various cultures and characters of color 
that are conveyed to young children. Combining information on cultural specific-
ity and authenticity revealed that only three out of 18 books could cautiously (as 
there was still room for more specificity and authenticity) be categorized as cultur-
ally specific. Other books included less or no cultural specificity or authenticity, and 
some (implicit) examples of prevailing ideologies including colorblindness, white 
supremacy and eurocentrism were identified.

In terms of cultural specificity, findings showed that in only a few books, an 
explicit reference to the cultural or ethnic background of a character of color was 
made. These references were not always specific but for instance referred to ‘being 
from far away’. These descriptions imply that although the fact that the character 
was ‘from elsewhere’, and thus different from the other characters, was important 
to mention, the specific cultural background did not matter. Therefore, the degree 
of cultural specificity is debatable and descriptions could reflect a form of other-
ing. The explicit references were only made in very specific situations, namely in 
stories about adoption, migration or development aid. This could convey the mes-
sage that explicitly talking about cultural backgrounds should only happen in very 
specific situations that explicitly concern differences between people or countries. In 
contrast, most implicit references to cultural or ethnic backgrounds did not serve a 
clear purpose in the story and were used in stories about the daily lives of children, 
such as talking about language knowledge at school. On the one hand, these exam-
ples ensure that children are exposed to culturally specific details in contexts that are 
very familiar to them, potentially normalizing these details, but on the other hand 
it is unlikely that young readers can easily understand these implied references and 
link them to specific cultures. Although characters of color were drawn with eth-
nicity-related characteristics in addition to skin color, such as hair styles or in some 
cases clothing, most books did not refer to these characteristics in text. These results 
imply that most stories did not ‘become raced’, to answer the exemplary question 
based on CRT (Huber et al. 2018).

Avoiding the topic of ethnicity is a key feature of the colorblind ideology  that 
has been described as normative in children’s literature (Huber et al. 2018; Wino-
grad 2011), and is often practiced by White parents (Pahlke et  al. 2012). Notably 
colorblindness refers to the avoidance of topics on all ethnicities, including White, 
although the depiction and discussion of White characters was not analyzed in the 
present study, in line with common applications of colorblindness in White norma-
tive settings. Although the use of group labels is thought to contribute to othering 
and negative intergroup attitudes (e.g., Bigler and Liben 2007), using colorblind 
strategies can also result in bias (e.g., Apfelbaum et al. 2010). Increasingly, scholars 
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argue that silence on the topic contributes to the problem and thus encourage dis-
cussions about race and racism by parents (Perry et al. 2021) and teachers (Boutte 
et al. 2011). Specifically shared-book reading is thought to be a strategy to discuss 
concrete and observable physical aspects of diversity with young children (Kemple 
et  al. 2016). The results from the present study, showing that references to these 
aspects were not often made in text, imply that the initiation of these conversations 
is very dependent on the adults reading the books, even more so than when textual 
references would create openings. Given that White parents generally seem reluc-
tant to initiate conversations about ethnicity (Vittrup 2018), explicit discussions 
of this topic in children’s books might help them start a conversation. These par-
ent–child race- or ethnicity-related discussions, in contrast to colorblind parenting, 
could eventually help improve children’s intergroup attitudes and thereby reduce 
bias (Vittrup and Holden 2011), although more detailed research on the content of 
these discussions and socialization practices is highly needed.

Apart from not mentioning ethnicity-related characteristics of appearance, the 
lack of details in stories in books aimed specifically at young children is an obstacle 
in examining cultural authenticity or stereotypes. Therefore, in the majority of books 
no cultural authenticity or stereotypes were found on the character or the story level. 
Descriptions of the characters of color were not explicitly negative (i.e., no nega-
tive adjectives were used, the characters were not disliked by other characters), on 
the contrary, they were either neutral (i.e., no negative or positive adjectives were 
used) or explicitly positive (i.e., positive adjectives such as intelligent and kind, 
were used). Interestingly, characters of color for whom either stereotypical or cul-
tural authentic characteristics were found, were all male. This result highlights the 
importance of intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989), which emphasizes the importance 
of taking into account the interaction between dimensions of identity such as eth-
nicity and gender, and fits the first tenet of CRT that centralizes intersectionalities 
(Solórzano 1998). Authenticity at the story level in terms of settings and values, 
was found for a wide variety of cultures (Asian, Middle Eastern, Caribbean). All 
stereotypes found at the story level, in contrast, referred to Middle Eastern settings 
and values, suggesting that children are especially exposed to stereotypes pertain-
ing to this culture. This might reinforce the relatively large perceived distance to 
people of Middle Eastern descent and the relatively high degree of prejudice by the 
White majority in the Netherlands (de Bruijn et al. 2020; Schalk-Soekar et al. 2004). 
Therefore, the characteristics assigned by ethnicity and the representation of people 
of color, to answer the exemplary questions of CRT application (Huber et al. 2018) 
were mostly positive but generic (i.e., without cultural details and thus accuracy). 
However, some examples of stereotypes specifically for males and Middle Eastern 
characters were found.

Nevertheless, friend or family relationships between characters of color and 
White characters were commonly presented in the studied books. This suggests 
that the books contain numerous examples of interethnic friendships, which could 
be conducive to the extended contact effect (Wright et  al. 1997). In line with the 
extended contact hypothesis, the interethnic attitudes of readers could benefit from 
being exposed to examples of characters with an ethnic appearance similar to that of 
the reader being friends with characters with a different ethnic appearance. Previous 
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studies have demonstrated that stories for children are capable of establishing this 
effect (Cameron et  al. 2006, 2007). A specific focus on power within these rela-
tionships revealed that the characters of color were mostly equal to or even more 
dominant than the White characters in most of the books. However, some examples 
of power relations in line with the view of White supremacy were also identified, 
as were examples of eurocentrism, favoring White people and Western countries. 
These results tap into exemplary questions of both CRT and CMA that highlight the 
need to analyze ideologies and how they operate (Botelho and Rudman 2009; Huber 
et al. 2018). Despite the fact that not all examples were very pronounced, these ide-
ologies can impact children’s worldviews, as Sutherland (1985, p. 11) argues that ‘if 
ideologies have potential powers of persuasion, they are no less persuasive because 
they are hidden’.

Although the present study investigated only a subset of books available to young 
children in the Netherlands, the set reflects the most popular books, as books sold 
most often and borrowed from libraries most often were combined with award-win-
ning books. As the selected subset is based on records from 2009 to 2018, it would 
be interesting to examine books from more recent and future records to establish 
patterns over time. Unfortunately, the relatively small sample in the present study, 
and the fact that most books (n = 13) were included based on having won an award, 
precluded comparisons between categories. It is important to note that the selection 
process resulted in the inclusion of five books from the same series, which were the 
only books included based on sale ranks rather than awards (books number 13 to 
17, Online Appendix A). Although this means that the  same characters were rep-
resented in multiple books studied, results showed that levels of cultural specificity 
and authenticity among characters were different in the different books, and thus 
that each provides a unique perspective on messages about diversity. An impor-
tant observation in the selection process was that a large proportion of books were 
excluded because no protagonists or secondary characters of color were represented. 
Additionally, the results from the present study revealed that there is a limited sup-
ply of culturally specific books that include cultural details and thereby highlight the 
unique experience of characters of color and often include most cultural accuracy 
and authenticity (Möller 2016). This result is in line with earlier studies that con-
clude that there is a need for more children’s books that are culturally specific and 
authentic (e.g., Adam and Barratt-Pugh 2020).

The research team is ethnically diverse and has experience with research on the 
topic of interethnic attitudes and stereotypes, but it is important to note that it can-
not be ruled out that their positionality and own experiences have influenced their 
interpretations of the materials. Although categories and accompanying questions 
were outlined to guide the coding process, the positionality of the research team 
may have played a role. We tried to diminish this risk by having one-third of the 
books coded by three ethnically diverse researchers, and by discussing results from 
all of the books with the ethnically diverse research team. However, there still is 
a risk that potentially descriptions that are perceived as stereotypical by others or 
are less familiar reflections of cultural details may have been missed in the remain-
ing set, as most of the initial coding was done by a White scholar, and thus from 
a privileged perspective. Furthermore, although the questions guiding the coding 
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process in the present study were based on CRT and CMA, other interpretations 
derived from both frameworks could not easily be applied to the books in the pre-
sent study, and deserve attention in future research. For example, the historical and 
political contexts (CRT, Huber et al. 2018) were not included in the present study 
as the focus was on books for very young children with relatively short and sim-
ple, respectively, storylines. Studies zooming in on fewer books in even more detail 
and on books aimed at (slightly) older children could include these aspects of the 
theoretical frameworks as well, adding to the present results. Moreover, in addition 
to the content of the books, the way in which adults discuss the books with chil-
dren is of great importance (see Farago et al. 2015). Future research should examine 
how books are read to children by parents of different ethnic backgrounds to truly 
examine the explicit and implicit messages that children receive during shared book 
reading, for example using observational studies guided by the ethnic-racial sociali-
zation framework (Hughes et al. 2006). In addition, it would be interesting to exam-
ine books focusing on the topic of diversity specifically, to see what ideologies are 
presented there.

The present study gives insights in the messages that are conveyed in books 
including characters of color aimed at young children in the Netherlands. The 
results highlight that the inclusion of characters of color in children’s literature still 
deserves attention, and that this should not be focused on mere representation, but 
also the portrayal of enough cultural specificity and authenticity to reflect the experi-
ences of characters of color. Only in this way can children’s books reach their full 
potential as mirrors, windows, and glass sliding doors (Bishop 1990), and can differ-
ent viewpoints and ideologies challenge the dominant ones.
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