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Ethnic Identity and Psychological Adjustment:
A Validity Analysis for European American

and African American Adolescents
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Carole LaRue Dorham

Thomas J. Dishion
University of Oregon

This research studied the role of ethnic identity as a protective factor among European
American (n = 77) and African American (n = 82) adolescents identified either as high
risk or successful. Adolescents participated in a multiagent, multimethod assessment of
depression, internalizing and externalizing behaviors, competence, and academic
achievement. The levels of ethnic identity were the same across ethnic groups but were
higher among successful adolescents. Bivariate correlations revealed that ethnic iden-
tity was significantly associated with all measures of adjustment in the expected direc-
tions. Predicted validities were statistically higher among African American youth than
for European Americans on depression, total competence, and GPA. Similar associa-
tions were found when comparing ethnic identity to a construct of socioeconomic disad-
vantage. Findings suggest that ethnic identity is central to the self-system and motivation
for youth who develop in contexts that potentially undermine children’s socioemotional
adjustment.

Keywords: ethnic identity; adolescents; emotional adjustment

Minority youth constitute approximately 31% of U.S. adolescents and
40% of public school enrollees (Hill, 1993). Minority population growth is
expected to continue, reflecting a major shift toward increased diversity in
racial composition. The proportion of minority groups indicates that the
United States is one of the most culturally diverse countries in the modern
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world. Immigration trends, technological advances, and increasing global,
economic, and social interdependence have enhanced this diversity, which is
clearly reflected in the changing demographics of the American population.

The nation’s census poll (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001) reports that more
than 30% of Americans identify as belonging to non–White ethnicity.
Increasingly, the experience of American children in the coming decades will
be the experience of culturally diverse children. This trend highlights the
growing need for recognition of the important role culture plays in develop-
mental transitions for minority youth.

Adolescence is a biological and social transition period that is critical for
establishing developmental trajectories relevant to psychological adjust-
ment, coping, and identity development. Minority-group adolescents often
develop in an ecological context that presents a number of challenges that
distinguish their experiences from those of majority-group adolescents
(Phinney, 1990). For minority adolescents, factors such as ethnic identity and
SES would likely influence their psychological development and the various
trajectories and paths they choose to pursue (McLoyd, 1998). The influence
of any particular factor varies widely, depending on the youth’s community
and larger ecological context.

From an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; McLoyd, 1998),
several reasons exist for proposing that ethnic identity may contribute
uniquely to the well-being and successful development of ethnic-minority
adolescents. Ecological and cultural factors such as ethnicity, family envi-
ronment (SES, number of children in household), school environment, and
peer relations are variables within the cultural niche of the adolescent that
inevitably influence normative developmental paths (see Figure 1). A family
environment of poverty, minority status, or high number of children may
challenge an adolescent’s sense of agency and self-efficacy, which is critical
to achievement and positive adjustment (McLoyd, 1990).

Recent research has begun to address the psychological importance of
ethnic identity, a construct that describes an individual’s self-perception and
self-identification with a group of individuals characterized by a shared cul-
tural heritage. In a diverse nation like the United States, ethnic identity is a
critical component of the self-concept, especially for those who are members
of stigmatized cultures (Phinney & Chavira, 1992). To better understand the
unique role of ethnic identity for minority adolescents, this study examines
the validity of ethnic identity as it may differ for European American (EA)
and African American (AA) youth.

Several measures of ethnic identity have been developed for specific
groups, such as AAs, Mexican Americans, Chinese Americans, and so forth
(Phinney, 1992). Measures have been developed to assess various aspects of
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ethnic identity. For instance, political attitudes are important for AAs and
cultural attitudes are important for Asian Americans (Phinney, 1992); fewer
studies have validated a measure of ethnic identity with EA participants
(Phinney, 1996).

Such diversity in measurement provides culturally specified approaches
to ethnic identity; however, this specificity does not allow for the generaliza-
tion of ethnic identity across different groups. To measure ethnic identity as a
general phenomenon that is relevant across groups, Phinney (1992) devel-
oped a measure to examine the universal aspects of ethnic identity that are
common to all groups (i.e., the sense of self-identification with a particular
group and the feeling of belonging to the group).

The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992)
assesses ethnic identity as a general phenomenon across diverse groups. The
MEIM examines the general aspects of ethnic identity, such as the sense of
belonging, attitudes toward an individual’s own group, and self-identifica-
tion as a member of an ethnic group. The MEIM has three subscales: (a) affir-
mation and belonging; (b) ethnic identity achievement; and (c) ethnic
behaviors.

The MEIM has a theoretical basis in two well-known approaches: social
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and the developmental theory
(Erikson, 1968). Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory points to an under-
lying need to maintain a self-system that is tightly linked to group identity. In
the MEIM, the social identity approach to ethnic identity is measured by the
subscale affirmation and belonging, which assesses ethnic pride, feeling
good about ethnic background, and the sense of group belonging. Individuals
differentiate their own group from other groups, evaluating their own group
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as more favorable as a means of enhancing individual self-concept. Ethnic
identity is one type of group identity that is highly important to the self-concept
of members of ethnic minority groups. Ethnic identity is an aspect of an indi-
vidual’s self-concept that derives from membership in a social group, as well
as with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership
(Tajfel, 1981). For ethnic minorities, ethnic identity formation involves
developing an understanding and acceptance of their own group in the face of
societal stigmatization (Phinney, 1991). Self-identification with one’s own
ethnic group is a salient issue that is assumed to influence the psychological
well-being of the individual. The importance of ethnic identity in developing
a self-system has been well documented for members of diverse ethnic
groups, including AAs (e.g., Cross, 1978), Hispanics, Asians (Makabe, 1979),
and various European ethnic groups (e.g., Rosenthal & Hrynevich, 1985).

Drawing from social identity theory and developmental theory, Phinney
(1989) constructed a model of ethnic identity development that progresses
over three developmental stages: (a) an unexamined or received ethnic iden-
tity framed by the attitudes of family, communities, or society; (b) a crisis or
exploration phase that involves a thorough reevaluation of the history and
culture of the group; and (c) an achieved ethnic identity. This model defines
achieved ethnic identity as a secure commitment to the group based on an
understanding obtained through an active exploration of the individual’s own
ethnicity (Phinney, 1996). Minority individuals who have achieved the final
stage of ethnic identity develop a secure, confident sense of themselves as
members of their group. They hold positive yet realistic views of their own
group, abandoning their anger toward the majority group and being generally
open to other groups (Cross, 1991). The MEIM ethnic identity achievement
subscale measures the process of ethnic identity achievement on a continuum
ranging from the lack of exploration and commitment (low ethnic identity) to
a secure and confident sense of one’s ethnicity (high ethnic identity).

Empirical evidence has indicated positive psychological outcomes that
are associated with an achieved ethnic identity (Phinney & Kohatsu, 1997).
Unexamined or low ethnic identity may be accompanied by low self-regard
and feelings of inadequacy, whereas high ethnic identity achievement typi-
cally might be associated with a positive self-concept and an absence of
psychological distress.

A positive correlation between ethnic identity and self-esteem has been
replicated in a number of studies in various populations, including middle
school (Belgrave et al., 1994; Roberts et al., 1999), high school (Phinney,
1989; Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Phinney & Chavira, 1992; Wright,
1985), and college-age (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990) students. Phinney,
Chavira, and Williamson (1992) found that adolescents with high ethnic
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identity had higher self-esteem and used more active strategies in dealing
with threats (e.g., discrimination and stereotypes) than did those with low
ethnic identity.

Current literature on ethnic identity supports the view that ethnic identity
is associated with psychological well-being of ethnic-minority adolescents.
However, the association of ethnic identity with adolescent development has
largely been limited to variables such as self-esteem and academic achieve-
ment. The present study serves as an extension of these findings by investi-
gating the role of ethnic identity in the areas of social adaptation (school and
home environments) and mental health (emotional adjustment) of adoles-
cents. The multimethod, multiagent approach provides a solid foundation of
measurement for examining the association of ethnic identity and adolescent
adjustment. This study also investigates the relative strength and valence of
ethnic identity between the two ethnic groups and provides a useful, rare
examination of ethnic identity development among EA adolescents.

The social identity theory implies that when group identity is threatened,
group members seek to assert a positive conception of their group through re-
affirmation and revitalization (Tajfel, 1978). For minority group members
who are often subject to negative stereotyping or discrimination, ethnic iden-
tity is predicted to be of high salience or high importance, both attributed to a
person’s ethnic background. As such, it would be predicted that both social
adaptation and emotional adjustment would be related more to ethnic iden-
tity achievement for AAs than for EAs. As a result, the present study
examined three hypotheses:

1. Ethnic identity will be associated with mental health outcomes in adolescents.
2. Ethnic identity will be associated with social adaptation, defined by parent re-

port, self-report, and a comprehensive school-based approach.
3. These associations will be stronger for AA adolescents.

METHOD

Participants and Design

The present analyses were performed using data from 159 adolescents,
representing a subset of the first assessment wave of a community sample of
adolescents involved in an ongoing prevention trial (Dishion & Kavanagh,
2000). Ethnicity of participants was approximately 48% EA (n = 77) and
52% AA (n = 82). Approximately 42% of the sample was male (n = 67) and
58% was female (n = 92), with an average age of 12.3 years (SD = .86).
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The cross-sectional data used in this report represent the first wave of
assessment for the high-risk adolescents and the only assessment for the suc-
cessful students. Because the data in this report were collected prior to the
prevention trial, the intervention is not described in this report but can be
found in detail in other published reports (Dishion & Kavanagh, 2000;
Dishion, Kavanagh, Schneiger, Nelson, & Kaufman, 2002).

Procedures

The sample consists of a group of successful and high-risk middle school
students. The successful students were recruited prior to onset of the preven-
tion trial to provide normative standards for the assessment battery to be used
in the trial. Students were defined as successful if they had no discipline con-
tacts, a grade point average above 2.0, and if they had not failed a class. Of the
families approached, 48% with a child identified as successful participated in
the study (Bullock & Dishion, 2002). The high-risk students were a subset of
a larger prevention trial sample. All sixth-grade students in three targeted
middle schools in Northeast Portland, Oregon, were recruited. Introductory
information and active informed consents were sent home with the children
for the first-tier intervention (universal). School-based assessment measures
were collected in the participating sixth-grade classrooms, including teacher
ratings, peer nominations, grades for academic subjects, and self-report
surveys.

A multiple-gating system of risk identification was used, relying primar-
ily on teacher ratings to define a group of youngsters at risk (Dishion &
Patterson, 1993; Loeber, Dishion, & Patterson, 1984). A brief teacher rating
instrument, referred to as the Teacher Risk Screening Index (see Dishion &
Kavanagh, 2002) was developed in previous research (Soberman, 1994) and
adapted to this study. Boys with four or more risk factors and girls with two or
more risk factors were identified as high risk. A lower cutoff score of two fac-
tors was used for girls because of the lower incidence of problem behavior in
school.

At a home visit, the identified families were invited to participate in fur-
ther assessment and were randomly assigned to a treatment or control condi-
tion after obtaining consent to participate in a family assessment. Among the
risk children, the high-risk youth were identified and recruited with a home
visit for additional assessment and intervention. Participation included 55%
of those youth who were identified as high risk (Dishion et al., 2002).

812 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / November 2004

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://jar.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jar.sagepub.com


Measures

Risk status. As described above, successful students were defined as those
with no discipline contacts, those with a GPA above 2.0, and those who had
not failed a class; they were recruited separately and prior to the first assess-
ment of the prevention trial.

High risk was defined using the Teacher Risk Scoring Index (Soberman,
1994). Because of the different distributions of risk for boys and girls, differ-
ent cutoff criteria were used for each. Boys with four or more risk factors and
girls with two or more risk factors were identified as high risk.

Ethnic identity. The MEIM (Phinney, 1992) was used to measure ethnic
identity and its subcomponents. The 14-item measure has a reported reliabil-
ity of .81 with high school students and of .90 with college students (Roberts
et al., 1999). The ethnic identity score is derived by summing across the 14
items and obtaining a mean. In the sample of 159 adolescents, internal con-
sistency reliability was high, with the coefficient alpha (Cronbach, 1951)
equal to .86. Two subcomponents of ethnic identity also were assessed: (a)
affirmation and sense of belonging to the group (five items) and (b) ethnic
identity achievement based on exploration and commitment (seven items,
including two that were negatively worded). Reliability for the affirmation
and belonging subscale was strong (α = .91) and for the ethnic identity
achievement subscale, alpha was moderate, .69. Items were rated on a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree.

Depression. The Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1985) is
a 27-item scale used to assess depression. This measure covers an array of
overt symptoms of childhood depression (e.g., sadness, anhedonia, suicidal
ideation, and sleep and appetite disturbances) during the 2 weeks prior to the
assessment. Each item had three related statements assigned with numerical
values of 0 to 2, graded in the order of increasing psychopathology. The
numerical score of each item was summed into a total score (0 to 54), with
higher scores indicating more depressive symptoms. Reliability for the sam-
ple of this current study indicated a Cronbach’s alpha of .95.

Adjustment. The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach &
Edelbrock, 1981), a 118-item questionnaire, was used to assess youth behav-
ior from the parent’s perspective (P-CBCL). The Youth Self-Report (YSR), a
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child version of the questionnaire, gathered information directly from the
child. Both parent-report and child-report versions of the CBCL were
included as a means of eliminating the possibility of mono-method bias.
Items were scored from 0 (not true) to 2 (very true), according to the child’s
behavior over the 6 months preceding the reports.

The CBCL included broadband factors of internalizing and externalizing
pathology as well as narrowband factors representing the more specific per-
sonality characteristics of the broadband factor. Internalizing problems con-
sisted of subscales assessing several syndromes: withdrawn, somatic com-
plaints, anxiety, and depression. Externalizing behaviors consisted of
subscale syndromes assessing delinquent behavior and aggressive behavior.
In addition, the CBCL included a standardized measure of positive function-
ing (e.g., activity, social competence, and school performance ratings) that
created a total score of competence.

Demographic Information

Participant demographics included in this study were gross annual house-
hold income ($10,000 to $130,000 per year), parental education, and the
number of children in each household. Parents provided this information by
completing a demographics questionnaire.

School Data Collection

School data on participants included GPA, which was reported on a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 (D or lower) to 4 (A– to A).

Socioeconomic Disadvantage

Socioeconomic disadvantage was computed as a single score that
included gross annual income, parental education, and number of children in
household. For all three indicators, a cutoff score (median) was set that deter-
mined whether the participants were at disadvantage for each item. Presence
of disadvantage was scored as +1 and absence as 0 for each indicator. The
mean of all three indicators provided a single construct score of socioeco-
nomic disadvantage.

Analysis

To provide an overall description of the sample, means and univariate
analyses were computed for measures of ethnic identity and variables of psy-

814 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / November 2004

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://jar.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jar.sagepub.com


chological adjustment. Bivariate correlations then were computed to deter-
mine both the degree and direction of the relationship between ethnic identity
and overall adolescent adjustment (social adaptability and emotional adjust-
ment). Correlations were carried out independently for each ethnic group.

Regression analyses were performed to investigate whether ethnic iden-
tity predicts adolescent adjustment above and beyond the effects of ethnicity
and socioeconomic disadvantage. Hierarchal multiple regressions were car-
ried out independently for each psychological variable using ethnicity, socio-
economic disadvantage, ethnic identity, and the interaction of Ethnicity ×
Ethnic Identity as predictors.1 Ethnicity was dummy coded and entered into
the regression as EA = 1 and AA = 2. Logistic regression was performed to
examine whether ethnic identity predicted risk status.

To further investigate the predictive validity of ethnic identity as measured
by the MEIM, analyses were performed to examine whether the full scale
MEIM or specific subscales were better predictors of outcomes. Regression
analyses were performed with each of the dependent variables for the two
subscales, affirmation and belonging and ethnic identity achievement.

RESULTS

To summarize the overall level of ethnic identity in this sample, the means
and standard deviations were examined on the MEIM. For the entire sample,
the mean score was 35.94 (SD = 9.09, range = 17-55). Means and standard
deviations according to ethnic group were M = 36.16 and SD = 8.11 for EA
(range = 17-54) and M = 35.75 and SD = 9.96 for AA (range = 17-55). Means
and univariate effects for predictor and outcome variables are shown in
Table 1.

The overall descriptive data suggest a large difference between risk and
successful adolescents for both ethnic groups. The differences between suc-
cessful and risk adolescents are demonstrated by the significant main effects
of risk status for all measures. Moreover, for measures of ethnic identity, total
competence, and parent report of internalizing and externalizing behavior,
there is a significant interaction of risk status by ethnicity.

Ethnic Identity and Adolescent Adjustment

As described earlier, it was expected that ethnic identity is associated with
measures of mental health and social adaptation for all adolescents. In exam-
ining these hypotheses, bivariate correlations were performed for each ethnic
group to test the strength and direction of the relationship of ethnic identity
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and all dependent variables. For AA adolescents, ethnic identity (total score)
was correlated significantly with all variables of social adaptation (total com-
petence, externalizing problems, GPA, and risk status) and emotional adjust-
ment (depression and internalizing problems). Similarly, the EA sample
showed significant correlations, except for externalizing and internalizing
problems measured by the YSR and P-CBCL (see Tables 2 and 3).

The affirmation and belonging subcomponent indicated significant corre-
lations with all social adaptation and emotional adjustment variables across
ethnic groups (see Tables 2 and 3). These findings indicate that a sense of
belonging and that having positive feelings about an ethnic group serve as
important factors in the psychological adjustment of adolescents regardless
of their ethnicity. In comparison, the ethnic identity achievement subcom-
ponent showed significant correlations with social adaptation and emotional
adjustment variables for the AA adolescents only. No significant correlations
were found for the EA sample (see Tables 2 and 3). This indicates that ethnic
identity achievement functions as a resiliency factor for AA adolescents,
whereas it is unrelated to psychological outcome for EA adolescents.

816 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / November 2004

TABLE 1: Means and Univariate Effects of Variables by Group

European American African American

Univariate
Variable Risk Successful Risk Successful Effects

Predictor variable
Ethnic identity 31.57 42.67 27.34 38.13 R, R × E
Ethnic identity achievement 2.57 2.55 2.20 2.82 R, R × E
Affirmation and belonging 1.71 3.06 1.54 3.48 R, R × E

Outcome variable
Depression (CDI) 25.92 5.53 25.51 5.63 R
Internalizing (YSR) 14.68 9.00 16.14 9.39 R
Externalizing (YSR) 16.96 8.62 16.34 8.84 R
Total competence (YSR) 3.28 16.06 3.54 14.75 R, R × E
Internalizing (P-CBCL) 13.05 5.08 6.97 4.18 R, E, R × E
Externalizing (P-CBCL) 17.23 4.12 10.55 4.43 R, E, R × E
Total Competence (P-CBCL) 2.11 16.60 2.05 14.26 R, E, R × E
GPA 2.18 3.48 1.84 3.09 R, E

NOTE:  R = risk;E = ethnicity;CDI = Children’s Depression Inventory;YSR = Youth Self-
Report; P-CBCL = Child Behavior Checklist, Parent Version.
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Ethnic Identity Comparisons Across Ethnic Groups

Our third hypothesis assumed that the association between ethnic identity
and measures of emotional adjustment and social adaptation would be stron-
ger for AA than for EA adolescents. Regression analyses were carried out to
independently examine the multivariate effect of the predictors for each of
the psychological variables. The hierarchical regression analysis was run
first by entering the variables ethnicity and socioeconomic disadvantage, fol-
lowed by ethnic identity, and, in last level, the interaction variable of Ethnic-
ity × Ethnic Identity. Ethnic identity was a significant predictor for all the psy-
chological variables across both EA and AA groups. The interaction variable
(Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity) was a significant predictor for depression, GPA,
and total competence. The interaction term did not predict outcome for other
psychological variables (internalizing problems and externalizing behaviors
for both YSR and P-CBCL; see Tables 4 and 5, respectively), a result that
supports the finding that comparable levels of ethnic identity serve different
functions for adolescents, depending on their ethnicity.

In addition, logistic regression was performed to examine whether ethnic
identity predicted risk status. Ethnicity and ethnic identity were entered first,
followed by the interaction term Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity, which signifi-
cantly predicted risk status. For AA adolescents, lower ethnic identity is
associated highly with being identified as at risk, suggesting the importance
of ethnic identity as a predictor of negative adjustment, especially for AA
adolescents.

Yasui et al. / ETHNIC IDENTITY AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ADJUSTMENT 817

TABLE 2: Correlations Between Measures of Ethnic Identity and Social
Adaptation

Social Adaptation Variables

Total Competence Externalizing

Predictor Variable YSR P-CBCL YSR P-CBCL GPA Risk Status

European American (EA)
Ethnic identity total .405* .349* –.120 –.209 .240† –.384*
Ethnic identity achievement .330 –.032 .144 .128 –.010 .015
Affirmation and belonging .666* .626* –.314* –.397* .672* –.671*

African American (AA)
Ethnic identity total .764* .730* –.367* –.412* .568* –.771*
Ethnic identity achievement .538* –.455* –.198 –.294† –.100 .486*
Affirmation and belonging .836* .844* –.434* –.444* .672* –.891

NOTE:  YSR = Youth Self-Report;P-CBCL = Child Behavior Checklist, Parent Version.
†p < .10. *p < .05.
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Regression analyses also were performed to investigate the predictive
power of two ethnic identity subcomponents: (a) ethnic identity achievement
and (b) affirmation and belonging. For both regressions, ethnicity and socio-
economic disadvantage were entered in the first level, followed by one of the
subcomponents (ethnic identity achievement or affirmation and belonging),
and, in the last level, the interaction term (Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity
Achievement) or (Ethnicity × Affirmation and Belonging). The ethnic iden-
tity achievement subcomponent predicted total competence, GPA, and
depression. Affirmation and belonging predicted all variables of emotional
adjustment and social adaptation except GPA. It is interesting to note that the
interaction term (Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity Achievement) significantly pre-
dicted all social adaptation variables (see Table 4) and depression (see Table
5), suggesting that the predictive power of ethnic identity achievement differs
by ethnic group. In contrast, the interaction term (Ethnicity × Affirmation
and Belonging) predicted only risk status as significant.

In addition, logistic regressions were performed to examine whether the
subcomponents predicted risk status. Ethnicity and socioeconomic disad-
vantage were entered in the first level, followed by ethnic identity achieve-
ment or affirmation and belonging, and, lastly, an interaction term (Ethnicity
× Ethnic Identity Achievement or Ethnicity × Affirmation and Belonging).
Both interaction terms predicted risk status.

818 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / November 2004

TABLE 3: Correlations Between Measures of Ethnic Identity and Emotional
Adjustment Variables

Emotional Adjustment Variables

Depression Internalizing Internalizing

Predictor Variable CDI YSR P-CBCL

European American (EA)
Ethnic identity total –.402* –.118 –.207
Ethnic identity achievement –.037 –.092 –.004
Affirmation and belonging –.639* –.301* –.207*

African American (AA)
Ethnic identity total –.783* –.306* –.378*
Ethnic identity achievement –.538* –.192 –.340*
Affirmation and belonging –.876* –.342* –.336*

NOTE:  CDI = Children’s Depression Inventory; YSR = Youth Self-Report; P-CBCL =
Child Behavior Checklist, Parent Version.
*p < .05.
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DISCUSSION

Ethnic identity was a significant predictor of adolescent adjustment in
both areas of social adaptation and emotional adjustment for AA and EA
adolescents. Both groups reported comparable levels of ethnic identity, indi-
cating that they are in the same stage of ethnic identity development.
Although comparable in levels of ethnic identity, AA adolescents’ positive
adjustment was more consistently predicted by higher levels of ethnic iden-
tity, a prediction less consistent among EA adolescents.

Conversely, lower levels of ethnic identity were found to predict more
difficult adjustment. When adolescents have negative attitudes or are un-
committed to their ethnicity, they are also more likely to experience negative
psychological outcomes, including depression and internalizing and extern-
alizing problems. These findings converge with previous studies that have
supported correlations between ethnic identity and self-esteem (Phinney,
1992) and academic achievement (Phinney et al., 1992). Moreover, these
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TABLE 5: Standardized Beta Values Predicting Emotional Adjustment From
Measures of Ethnic Identity

Emotional Adjustment Variables

Depression Internalizing Internalizing

Predictor Variables CDI YSR P-CBCL

Regression 1: Ethnic identity total score
Socioeconomic disadvantage .647** .406* .220
Ethnicity –.477** –.296 –.360†

Ethnic identity –.575*** –.211** –.254**
Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity –.721* –.384 .092

Regression 2: Subcomponent 1,
Ethnic identity achievement

Socioeconomic disadvantage .642** .408* .219
Ethnicity –.491* –.289 –.364†

Ethnic identity –.285*** –.054 –.132
Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity –1.190** –.730† .597

Regression 3: Subcomponent 2,
Affirmation and belonging

Socioeconomic disadvantage .642** .408* .219
Ethnicity –.491* –.289 –.364†

Ethnic identity –.741*** –.291*** –.290***
Ethnicity × Ethnic Identity –.237 –.096 .363

NOTE:  CDI = Children’s Depression Inventory; YSR = Youth Self-Report; P-CBCL =
Child Behavior Checklist, Parent Version.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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findings extend the predictive validity of ethnic identity to areas of emotional
adjustment and psychological functioning.

The function of ethnic identity in the psychological adjustment of adoles-
cents differed between the EA and AA adolescents. The regressions indicate
ethnic identity as integral to the emotional and social adjustment of adoles-
cents, particularly for AAs. These findings parallel previous findings that
suggested ethnic identity as a critical component of the self-concept, espe-
cially for ethnic minorities who may experience stigmatization and discrimi-
nation that would influence their psychological well-being. The differences
between groups were most distinctly revealed as the result of subcomponent
analysis. Affirmation and belonging was significantly associated with all
variables of emotional adjustment and social adaptation (except GPA) across
groups. This indicates that adolescents’ sense of belonging and positive feel-
ings toward the ethnicity is pertinent to psychological well-being for both EA
and AA adolescents. In contrast, the ethnic identity achievement subcom-
ponent was a more salient predictor of adolescent adjustment for AA adoles-
cents. Self-identification as a prideful member of an ethnic group is more
central to positive adjustment, especially when this identity develops in the
face of stereotypes and discrimination.

These data suggest that the interaction between cultural context and the
development of the self-system plays an important role in the achievement of
adolescents. The findings in this study on ethnic identity and social and emo-
tional adjustment indicate that one’s self-system is embedded within the
group within which the adolescent identifies.

Future research should address differences within ethnic groups concern-
ing the processes and functions of developing an ethnic identity. Twenge and
Crocker (2000) found geographic and cohort differences in associations
between ethnic identity and self-esteem within AAs. The authors propose
that future research acknowledge the diversity within ethnic groups when
examining the importance of ethnic identity and similar constructs. In the
field of developmental psychology, ecological variables that contribute to
variation within ethnic groups might include aspects of an adolescent’s
family, school, and peer environments.

With respect to causality, it may well be that a third factor accounts for
both higher ethnic identity and positive adjustment in adolescents. Moreover,
it may be that having a high score on total competence contributes to ethnic
identity or that depression leads to an adolescent identifying less with his or
her ethnic group. Also, the limited variability in age in this sample may have
affected results, such as attenuating correlations. Further longitudinal studies
will be required to examine how psychological adjustment is influenced by
ethnic identity and other factors as adolescents develop over time. Addition-
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ally, the sample size for this study was relatively small, indicating the need
for use of a larger representative sample in future studies.

The relatively young age of the adolescents in the present study may have
had an effect on the level of achievement of ethnic identity. The mean scores
for the measures of ethnic identity indicate that the adolescents in this study
are in the middle range of ethnic identity development. Because the MEIM is
based on a conceptualization of ethnic identity as a continuous variable rang-
ing from low to high ethnic identity and does not allow assignment of individ-
uals to stages (Phinney, 1996), it is difficult to categorize adolescents into
specific stages of ethnic identity development. However, mean scores
reported for EA, Hispanic, and AA high school and college students in previ-
ous studies were higher than mean scores for this study. Sampling from a
larger population of adolescents from a wider age range (early to late adoles-
cence) may allow the examination of the developmental changes of ethnic
identity.

Future research also should address the degree of salience of the sub-
components (ethnic identity achievement or affirmation and belonging) dur-
ing development periods in which full-scale ethnic identity has not been
achieved. Phinney (1992) found that ethnic identity achievement was higher
among older (college) students than among younger (high school) students,
suggesting a developmental trend. On the other hand, ethnic affirmation,
belonging, and behaviors were not different between age groups. Family and
environmental factors, rather than developmental factors, may explain varia-
tion in the attitudes of adolescents toward their own ethnic group. Little
research has addressed the effects of the environmental and familial factors
that contribute to shaping ethnic identification.

In summary, the present study provides valuable insight into the important
role of ethnic identity in the psychological adjustment of adolescents. Ethnic
identity is clearly an important contributor to adolescents’ sense of self, and
the relevance of ethnic identity appears strongest for ethnic-minority youth
living within socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts.

Future research should investigate ethnic identity as a reliable predictor of
depression and other negative psychological factors. When developing inter-
ventions to be implemented among various ethnic groups, it would be logical
to incorporate a basis of developing adolescents’ ethnic identity as a contrib-
utor to psychological well-being. Further investigation of the relationship
between ethnic identity and psychological adjustment of adolescents will be
a valuable step in both understanding and developing interventions to pro-
mote the healthy adjustment of adolescents within increasingly diverse
environments.
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NOTE

1. Gender was neither significantly related to any of the dependent variables, nor was there
any significant interactions of gender with the dependent variables. Therefore, gender was not
considered in the subsequent analyses.
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