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Individual and Social Influences on
Ethnic Identity Among
Latino Young Adults

Lenna L. Ontai-Grzebik
University of California, Davis
Marcela Raffaelli
University of Nebraska, Lincoln

Building on prior Latino ethnic identity research, this study had three goals: describe
age-related trends in ethnic identity among young adults, examine relations among
ethnic identity and individual factors, and explore the impact of family and peer so-
cialization on ethnic identity. The participants (two hundred 19-to 30-year-olds; mean
age = 22.5) completed self-report surveys sent to Latino undergraduate and gradu-
ate students enrolled in four midwestern institutions of higher education. The findings
suggest individual factors are strong predictors of ethnic identity during early adult-
hood; respondents who were younger, high on Latino orientation, spent more time in
the United States, and whose parents had more formal education reported high lev-
els of ethnic identity achievement. In contrast, ethnic identity exploration was higher
among individuals whose parents preferred they date Latinos and had less formal ed-
ucation. The findings contribute knowledge regarding ethnic identity and suggest di-
rections for future research on its development among diverse populations.

Keywords: ethnic identity; socialization; Latino; family, peer group

Traditional identity issues such as love, work, and ideology described by
Erickson (1968) are theorized to be central concerns in the development of
adolescents and young adults in Western societies (e.g., Arnett, 2001; Er-
ickson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). Research with primarily White, middle-class
samples has confirmed the value of Erikson’s model (Marcia, 1966, 1980;
Waterman, Geary, & Waterman, 1974; Waterman & Goldman, 1976); how
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ever, scholars have recognized that the process of identity development is
markedly different among ethnically diverse adolescents and young adults
in the United States. For such individuals, identity development presents a
unique challenge because, in addition to negotiating the traditional domains
of identity, they must also decide what their ethnicity means to them (Phin-
ney, 1990); that is, they must develop a sense of ethnic identity.

Ethnic identity is conceptualized as that part of a person’s self-knowl-
edge defined by membership in, and emotional connection to, an ethnic
group (Phinney, 1992; Tajfel, 1981). The importance of developing a de-
fined sense of ethnic identity is supported by a body of literature linking
ethnic identity development and self-esteem, self-concept, use of proac-
tive styles to disprove stereotypes, and positive social interactions with oth-
ers, although results vary across studies (see Phinney, 1990, and Phinney &
Kohatsu, 1997, for reviews). A number of questions relating to the devel-
opment of ethnic identity remain. These include when ethnic identity for-
mation is completed, factors linked to individual differences in strength of
ethnic identity, and the identification of factors influencing ethnic identi-
ty formation. The goal of the current analysis was to begin addressing these
questions in a sample of Latino young adults.

Latinos (individuals of Hispanic or Latin American origin or descent liv-
ing in the United States) offer a unique opportunity to examine ethnic iden-
tity formation given differences from other ethnic minority populations on
factors that have implications for cultural retention and transmission. One
such factor is that most Latino subgroups in the United States are not isolat-
ed from their countries of origin as has been true of most other groups, in-
cluding involuntary immigrants like African Americans and voluntary im-
migrants from Europe. For example, many Mexican Americans now living
in the southwestern part of the United States are descended from Mexicans
who became U.S. citizens when Mexico ceded the land to the United States
under the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. As well, the
countries of origin of most Latino populations in the United States are geo-
graphically closer than those of other immigrant groups, permitting regular
travel back to countries of origin when political conditions permit. Another
unique feature is that Latino immigration has occurred primarily in the last
3 decades, allowing migrants to take advantage of technological advances
to maintain contact (e.g., air travel, long-distance telephone calling, faxes,
and e-mail). Finally, because Latino populations have endured generations
of exclusion and discrimination, full integration into mainstream society
has been barred to them, making issues of ethnicity and identity highly sa-
lient. Such circumstances create a unique cultural environment for Latino
adolescents; consequently, the process of attaining a sense of ethnic identity
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can be highly challenging as the disparity between the family’s values and
those of the majority culture are made more prominent by the maintenance
of strong ties to the family’s culture of origin.

Across ethnic groups, the process of ethnic identity development is
thought to parallel the process of ego identity development. In Marcia’s
(1966) ego identity status model, individuals are classified based on the ex-
tent to which they have explored identity options and made commitments to
particular aspects of identity (e.g., occupation, political beliefs). Individuals
classified as diffuse have not actively explored or made commitments to an
identity, whereas those who are foreclosed have made commitments with-
out exploration. Individuals who are in the process of active exploration
but have not yet made commitments are in moratorium, whereas those who
have explored their options and committed to an identity have an achieved
identity. Underlying this developmental process are cognitive advancements
and experiences that allow individuals to explore possible identity options.

Theorists have described a similar developmental process occurring for
ethnic identity. Precursors to the development of a fully fledged sense of
ethnic identity emerge during childhood (Bernal, Knight, Garza, Ocampo,
& Cota, 1990), but it is not until youth develop the capacity for abstract
reasoning that they can understand the meaning and permanency of their
group membership (Bernal & Knight, 1997; Knight, Bernal, Garza, & Cota,
1993). Once adolescents have developed the capacity to reflect critically on
their ethnicity and how their behaviors and feelings relate to it, they ex-
perience a series of stages in their search for ethnic identity. These stages
were explicated by Phinney (1989) within a model of ethnic identity devel-
opment based on Marcia’s ego identity status model. Phinney (1992) sug-
gests that prior to adolescence, ethnic minority individuals have taken on
the values and attitudes to which they have been exposed with little ques-
tioning or thought. Thus, they may engage in ethnic rituals and practices
without understanding their significance (equivalent to foreclosed). Attain-
ment of advanced cognitive abilities enables adolescents to enter a second
stage marked by questioning of the meaning of cultural customs and their
ethnic heritage and active exploration of their ethnic identity (equivalent to
moratorium). In the final stage, which usually occurs in late adolescence
or early adulthood, individuals achieve a complete sense of ethnic identi-
ty by accepting and internalizing their ethnicity. Empirical support for the
three stages of ethnic identity development has been found for Asian Amer-
icans, African Americans, and Latinos (Phinney, 1989, 1990). For exam-
ple, Mexican American children tend to have a clear sense of themselves as
part of a distinct group by age 7 (Bernal et al., 1990). As they enter adoles-
cence, the process of defining themselves as part of an ethnic group through
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increased exploration and understanding of their ethnicity is evident (Phin-
ney, 1989, 1992). This research provides a description of the stages of eth-
nic identity formation; however, empirical research on the process of ethnic
identity formation specific to Latinos is sparse, and many unanswered ques-
tions remain.

One issue that has not been fully explored is when the process of eth-
nic identity development is typically completed. Erickson (1968) theo-
rized that identity formation occurred primarily during adolescence, but the
lengthening of this period in Western societies to allow extended schooling
has led to an extension of identity formation into young adulthood (Mee-
us, ledema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1999). Empirical stud-
ies of ego identity development suggest that the majority of White, middle-
class young adults have not reached identity achievement by the age of 21
(Kroger, 1999). Similarly, research on ethnic identity among Latinos indi-
cates that ethnic identity consolidates with age as individuals develop the
ability to reflect on and understand the importance of their ethnicity and
have more chances to interact with people from other ethnic groups (Phin-
ney, 1992, 1996; Rotheram-Borus, Lightfoot, Moraes, Dopkins, & LaCour,
1998). The process appears to parallel that of ego identity formation, with
the majority of young adolescents in the process of exploring their identity
and the majority of college-age students reporting an achieved ethnic iden-
tity (Phinney, 1989, 1992). There is limited empirical evidence linking age
and ethnic identity achievement, however, and individuals may reexamine
aspects of their identity throughout their life and not proceed through the
stages in an invariant order (Phinney, 1996). Because most research on eth-
nic identity has involved individuals under the age of 21, the full course
of ethnic identity development is not represented in the current literature.
Thus, our first goal was to examine ethnic identity in a sample of Latino
young adults ranging in age up to 30 years.

A second issue that has not been fully addressed in previous research
with Latinos involves the identification of demographic factors linked to
differences in ethnic identity. Research on earlier European immigration
suggests that individuals from the same geographic region only develop
a sense of a larger ethnic community in response to postimmigration ex-
periences. For example, Italian immigrants of the late 19th century tend-
ed to identify themselves as Sicilians, Calabrians, or Neapolitans rath-
er than as Italians; an Italian American ethnic identity emerged as a result
of how immigrants were treated in the United States (Yancey, Ericksen, &
Juliani, 1976). This suggests that a sense of ethnic identity may depend,
in part, on demographic factors such as time and experience in the United
States. Research on how Latino ethnic identity varies according to demo-
graphic factors is quite limited. A review by Hurtado (1995) revealed that
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although ethnic labels vary by generation and language, ethnic identity re-
mains strong. Other studies have found no relation between ethnic identi-
ty development and social class in Hispanics, as well as in African Ameri-
can and Asian American high school and college students (Phinney, 1989,
1992). Furthermore, research conducted with multiple ethnic groups reveals
no consistent pattern of relations between ethnic identity and generation-
al status (Phinney, 1990). Taken together, these studies suggest that demo-
graphic factors may not be significant predictors of ethnic identity. Howev-
er, researchers have used a variety of methods and have not simultaneously
examined a full range of demographic factors, making it impossible to draw
firm conclusions. Despite sharing a common heritage of Spanish coloni-
zation and geographic proximity, there are significant differences between
Latino subgroups, including diversity in timing of migration, national ori-
gin, and postmigration experiences (Rumbaut, 1996). Thus, in the current
study, we examined interrelationships between ethnic identity and factors
that differentiate among Latino subgroups, including SES, time in the Unit-
ed States, and acculturation.

A third issue is what types of experiences influence ethnic identity devel-
opment. Theorists suggest that family and peer contexts may play signifi-
cant roles. For example, Phinney (1992) proposes that individuals enter ado-
lescence with a view of their ethnic heritage that has been shaped by family
influences and involvement in the ethnic community. For Latinos, much of
this influence may come in indirect forms such as the implicit teaching of
the concepts of familia (deep connection and loyalty to extended family) and
respeto (respect of elders). Direct teaching within the family may also be an
important influence on ethnic identity development. Knight and colleagues
(Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993; Knight, Cota, & Bernal,
1993) have examined a socialization model in which parental factors (e.g.,
ethnic knowledge, generation of immigration) influence the parents’ teach-
ing of the Mexican culture to their children, which, in turn, influences chil-
dren’s ethnic identity. Similarly, Phinney, Romero, Nava, and Huang (2001)
report a significant relation between parental cultural-maintenance behav-
iors (e.g., discussing ethnic history, encouraging children to learn cultural
traditions) and ethnic language proficiency, which tends to be highly related
to ethnic identity status. These studies suggest that family experiences may
influence the process of ethnic identity development in young children, al-
though the impact on older adolescents remains unexplored.

Although the family context represents a significant source of socializa-
tion surrounding identity formation, the construct of ethnic identity assumes
a contrast group (Phinney, 1990). For ethnic adolescents, the peer group
may be an important source of contrasting socialization experiences. Giv-
en the significant amount of socialization adolescents receive from peers



564 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / SEPTEMBER 2004

(Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998), it is likely that the peer group also af-
fects ethnic identity development by either reinforcing the values adoles-
cents receive at home or by providing a contrast if they are from traditional
homes. Indeed, Mexican, Armenian, and Vietnamese adolescents who inter-
acted with peers from the same ethnic group tended to have a more consol-
idated ethnic identity status (Phinney et al., 2001). Similarly, recent Mex-
ican immigrants and those who identified as Mexican American tended to
be involved in school activities related to their ethnicity and to speak Span-
ish with their families and friends; in contrast, students of Mexican descent
who identified as Chicano were less likely to be involved in school pro-
grams (Matute-Bianchi, 1986). Several researchers have also reported that
adolescents’ feelings regarding their ethnicities vary depending on the so-
cial context. In one study, Cuban American adults had higher Cuban identi-
ty scores when they were entrenched within Cuban communities (Garcia &
Lega, 1979). Similarly, Greek Australian and Italian Australian adolescents
reported feeling more Greek or Italian while around others of their ethnic
group or while participating in traditional activities; in contrast, they felt
more Australian when in school and participating in mainstream recreation-
al activities (Rosenthal & Hrynevich, 1985). Taken together, this research
led us to speculate that family and peer factors would influence ethnic iden-
tity exploration and development.

In sum, the goal of the current analysis was to build on existing knowl-
edge in three ways. First, we examined ethnic identity during late adoles-
cence and early adulthood, complementing prior research that has focused
mainly on younger age groups. Second, we investigated the possible influ-
ence of factors that differentiate between Latino subgroups, yielding a more
nuanced understanding of Latino ethnic identity development. Third, we
extended existing research on the developmental significance of families
and peer groups by examining their influences on ethnic identity in young
adulthood.

METHOD

Participants and Procedures

The sample was drawn from a larger study targeting 19— to 45-year-olds
who self-identify as Latino or Hispanic. With the cooperation of four mid-
western postsecondary institutions (two state universities, one community
college, and one private university), survey packets and subsequent remind-
er postcards were sent to all currently enrolled Latino or Hispanic under-
graduate and graduate students. Depending on the institution, respondents
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either received $10 and were entered into a drawing for an additional bo-
nus payment of $50 or were paid $15 for completing the survey. To protect
students’ privacy, survey packets were mailed directly by each institution’s
registration department; the investigator did not have access to any identi-
fying or demographic information. At three institutions, it was not possi-
ble to restrict the mailing to students in the target age range, so the mailing
was sent to all currently enrolled Hispanic students. Students were instruct-
ed not to return the survey if they were younger than 19 or older than 45.
Thus, the exact number of students who were eligible to participate is un-
known. Eight hundred and seventy one surveys were mailed; 26 were un-
deliverable or recipients informed the investigator that they were ineligible.
Of the remaining 845 surveys, 242 (28.6%) were returned. To limit sample
heterogeneity, the current analysis was restricted to the 200 respondents be-
tween the ages of 19 and 30 (83% of the original sample).

Sample description. The sample consisted of 117 female and 83 male
young adults (mean age = 22.5). Respondents were highly educated: 6%
had completed high school or a general equivalency diploma; 80% (n =
160) were either pursuing or had obtained a college degree; and 14% (n =
28) were either pursuing or had a graduate or professional degree. Most re-
spondents were not married (n = 163; 81.5%); 15.5% (n = 31) were mar-
ried; 2.5% (n = 5) were separated or divorced; and 1 respondent lived with
a life partner. Respondents lived in college housing (17%; n = 34), in apart-
ments alone or with roommates (33%; n = 66), with parents or other rela-
tives (26%; n = 52), or with a spouse (22%; n = 44). In terms of parental na-
tional origin, fathers were from 19 different countries and mothers from 22
different countries (including the United States). The majority of respon-
dents had two U.S.-born parents (n = 112; 56.3%), whereas 18.6% (n = 37)
had at least one parent from Mexico; 21.6% (n = 43) had at least one par-
ent from a South American country; and 3.5% (n = 7) had at least one par-
ent from another country.

Measures

Surveys included demographic information and ethnicity-related mea-
sures. Measures are described below; descriptive statistics are listed at the
bottom of Table 1.

Demographics. Individuals reported on their gender, age, and years of
education completed by each parent. A combined score for parental edu-
cation was obtained by averaging mother’s and father’s years of educa-
tion (r = .65, p <.001).
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Acculturation. Subjective aspects of acculturation were assessed using

the Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II (Cuellar, Arnold,
o PRI S SIS N S " & Maldonado, 1995). The instructions were altered to read the following:
= | 825088828~ BE
L : i This scale was originally designed for Mexican-Americans. If you are
w lwobrhoebbobhh - o not of Mexican heritage, please substitute whatever country your family
=~ |-~ wmo o dl o~ | o @ . .
[ I i o comes from as you fill out the scale. For example, if your family is from
. Chile, wherever the scale says “Mexico” or “Mexicans” you should re-
T|lzgs83=ylhgg | N DO A
meEeseTmaans - spond as if it said “Chile” or “Chileans”.
o m D Ei i o m - No other changes to the instrument were made. Two scores were derived
~ |accunnn 5} =23 | EH — . . . . . .
I [ - from this scale. Anglo orientation consists of 13 items assessing the degree
oo | ben b wn | o o to which the res'ponde.nt ha§ been e).;posed to and a<.ih.eres to Apglo Amerl—
& meTgTg e R can culture. Latino orientation (equivalent to the original Mexican orienta-
.'g Lt tion scale) consists of 17 items assessing the degree to which the respondent
S |= |88 ? al 285 | 88 has been exposed to and adheres to traditional cultural practices (e.g., Span-
8 T3 ish language use and preference, parental identification as Mexican). Items
E N lEsYREE | o were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to 5 = extremely often or almost
'§ v o always) and averaged to form an overall score. Reliabilities in the current
® o |gea3Ty | o sample were comparable to those reported by Cuellar et al. (1995): Anglo
$ L = E: orientation alpha = .97; Latino orientation alpha = .88. Length of time in the
Ty rolnb | @ E United States was computed in years.
5|7 |889% g5 e
g g Family socialization. Two aspects of ethnic socialization within the fam-
E + |88 [ ng E ily of origin were assessed. Spanish use with family while growing up was
| - N computed as a mean of four items (alpha = .95), assessing language use
m | wo @ i with father, mother, brothers or sisters, and relatives (scored on a 5-point
&a | [ = p
‘E r ol o ] scale; 1 = English only, 3= both the same, and 5 = Spanish only). Parental
L I | o preference about the ethnicity of dating partners during the respondents’ ad-
£ f; bout the eth f dating partners during th dents’ ad
3 “ e 8 g olescence was assessed with three items (scored on a 5-point scale; 1 = dis-
: = agree strongly, 3= in the middle, and 5 = agree stron, or mothers an
'g B g trongly, 3= in the middl d5=ag trongly) fi th d
T %% .§ fathers separately (e.g., “This parent told me I could only date people of the
- . L] . . . .
o £ 58 same ethnic group as our family”). Responses to the six items were aver-
H 5 < [ I _ .
g v oo g T EvgsQ aged and an overall score computed for each respondent (alpha = .76), with
=82 £ = E 5 a higher score indicating that parents preferred their child to date within
p gjc 2 ;%E;EV high dicating that parents preferred th hild to date with
8 fEe 5 TLHigy Lo their ethnic group.
| ssshelEs . 12wt 2E
e T E T3 SE iq,, c E = SE E_g E 5 Peer socialization. Three measures of peer-group influence were as-
ﬁ = 5 25 ﬁ%; 558 2 Iy «gjﬁ @ 2 sessed. Ethnicity of first serious or steady relationship was coded as 0
L = = = O, i - . . . . . . . .
R - o E: Z2eag .E =3 = L E% 5 E = non—Latino or 1 = Hispanic or Latino. Spanish use with friends while
= c =g . . . . .
Y |5 | g258FE %5 = (%g o 5 vy 8 growing up was assessed with a single item (scored on a 5-point scale
B (=1l = - . . .
g 8| -edfuidragasad LB 'g id 6T g o from 1 = English only to 5 = Spanish only). Finally, respondents rated



568 JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT RESEARCH / SEPTEMBER 2004

the extent of behavioral restrictions relative to same-sex friends in 10 ar-
eas (e.g., “How late you could stay out on weeknights”; “When you could
start dating”; “Having friends of the opposite sex”). Each item was scored
on a 5-point scale (1 = friend had more limits, 3= about the same, and 5=

1 had more limits) and an overall limits scale computed (alpha = .90).

Ethnic identity. The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) (Phin-
ney, 1992) was administered and scored according to recent studies of ad-
olescents from diverse backgrounds (Roberts et al., 1999; Spencer, Icard,
Harachi, Catalano, & Oxford, 2000). The revised MEIM consists of 12
items (one item loads on both subscales) rated on a 4-point scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). Exploration (6 items, alpha = .75)
assesses the extent to which individuals have explored or are currently ex-
ploring the meaning of their ethnic identity (e.g., “I have spent time trying
to find out more about my own ethnic group, such as its history, traditions,
and customs”). The achievement (affirmation and belonging) subscale (7
items, alpha = .88) taps the extent to which individuals have formed a clear
sense of their ethnic identity and what it means in their life (e.g., “I have a
strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group”).

RESULTS

Bivariate Relations Between Ethnic Identity and Individual and
Socialization Factors

Correlations were computed to examine bivariate relations between eth-
nic identity measures and demographic, acculturation, family socialization,
and peer socialization variables (see Table 1). Both components of ethnic
identity (exploration and achievement) were significantly associated with
subjective measures of acculturation (negatively with Anglo orientation,
positively with Latino orientation) and with parental preference for Latino
dating partners, speaking Spanish with family and friends, and having a first
relationship with a Latino or Latina. Few significant relations between eth-
nic identity and demographic variables were found; exploration was nega-
tively associated with parent education and achievement was negatively as-
sociated with age. Correlations between predictor variables are also shown
in Table 1.
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TABLE 2: Regression of Individual and Social Factors on Ethnic ldentity

Ethnic Identity Exploration®  Ethnic Identity Achievement b

B i)
Step 1
Gender —p2 -0 -02 .0 00 -0 05 —08
Age .05 08 0B 07 11" =20 —20"" —20"*
Parent education =11 =117 =117 =117 o5 ATt oaFt o oastt
Achieverment I i I Sl 5+ Y -
Exploration J7TT Battt mgttt Bttt
Step 2
Anglo orientation 03 05 04 -05 -06 -06
Latino orientation 08 05 0B aett 37t Eettt
Years in United States -06 -068 -.06 28t 27ttt zettt
Step 3
Spanish with family 0E .07 om o1
Parents’ ethnicity
preference o8 1t -03  -03
Step 4
Relationship ethnicity =10 08
Spanish with friends 03 -0z
Restrictions -.08 —-02

MOTE: N=183.Values are standardized regression coefficients (betas). Males coded
as 0, females coded as 1.

a Step1 RZ=61"""; Step2 B2 = .61**"; Step 3 B2 = .62***; Step 4 B % = 63",

b. Step 1 A% = 61***; Step2 B = 89"**; Step 3 B = 70***; Step 4 A% = 70"**,
*pe .05 Tp <01 ""p <001

Predictors of Ethnic Identity

To assess the relations of demographic, acculturation, and socialization
factors with components of ethnic identity, hierarchical multiple regressions
were computed separately for exploration and achievement. Variables were
entered in four steps: demographics (gender, age, and parent education), ac-
culturation variables (Anglo orientation, Latino orientation, and time spent
in the United States), family socialization variables (Spanish use with fam-
ily and parents’ preferences for Latino partners), and peer socialization
factors (experiencing a first romantic relationship with a Latino, speaking
Spanish with friends, and having more restrictions than friends) (see Ta-
ble 2). To control for the significant bivariate relation between the two de-
pendent variables, exploration was entered in the first step of the regression
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predicting achievement, and achievement was entered in the first step of the
regression predicting exploration.

At the first step, demographic and control variables accounted for a
significant amount of variance in ethnic identity (exploration, F[4, 171]
= 65.92, p < .001; achievement, F[4, 171] = 65.98, p < .001). Accultura-
tion variables entered at the second step explained a significant addition-
al amount of variance for achievement but not exploration (exploration,
Fchange[3, 168] = .90, ns; achievement, Fchange[3, 168] = 15.86, p < .001) At
Step 3, family socialization variables did not add a significant amount of
explained variance (exploration, Fchange[Z, 166] = 1.88, ns; achievement,
Fchange[Z, 166] = .28, ns). Similarly, the addition of peer socialization vari-
ables on the fourth step did not add a significant amount of explained vari-
ance to either component of ethnic identity (exploration, Fchange[3, 163] =
1.72, ns; achievement, Fchange[3, 163] = .92, ns). In the final model for ex-
ploration (multiple R2 = .63, F[12, 163] = 23.43, p <.01), only parent ed-
ucation and parent ethnicity preference were significantly related to ethnic
identity exploration: Respondents who had less educated parents and whose
parents preferred that they date Latinos had higher levels of ethnic identi-
ty exploration. The final model for achievement (multiple R2 = .70, F[12,
163] = 31.65, p <.001) showed a different pattern: Respondents who were
younger, had more educated parents, had higher levels of Latino orienta-
tion, and had spent more time in the United States tended to have higher
levels of ethnic identity achievement.

DISCUSSION

By the year 2050, Hispanics will make up about one quarter of the U.S.
population. Despite this fact, remarkably little is known about Latino youth
and their families. The current analysis examined ethnic identity formation
during late adolescence and young adulthood. Based on a review of the the-
oretical and empirical literature, we identified three questions to address in
a sample of Latino young adults attending institutions of higher education
in the Midwest. The goals of our analysis were to (a) describe ethnic iden-
tity development across late adolescence and early adulthood, (b) examine
individual factors linked to ethnic identity development, and (c) explore so-
cial influences on ethnic identity. In our discussion, we address findings re-
lating to each of these goals and suggest directions for future research.

The first goal was to examine age-related patterns in ethnic identity
across late adolescence and early adulthood (for ages 19 to 30). In multi-
variate analyses, no age differences emerged for ethnic identity exploration,
but younger respondents reported higher levels of ethnic identity achieve-
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ment than did older respondents. Because most research on ethnic identi-
ty has involved high school and college students under the age of 21, it is
not possible to compare these findings to those from other studies. How-
ever, the findings do support the notion that the process of ethnic identi-
ty formation is largely complete by late adolescence, as has been reported
in prior research with college students (Phinney, 1989, 1992). The lack of
age differences in levels of ethnic identity exploration in the current sample
of Latino young adults suggests that exploration has ended by the college
years. Moreover, identity theorists posit that adolescence and early adult-
hood are times when identity issues are particularly salient; thus, the find-
ing that younger individuals have higher levels of ethnic identity achieve-
ment is consistent with theoretical predictions. Because the current study
was cross-sectional, it was not possible to examine individual trajectories of
identity development; future longitudinal research is needed to examine in-
dividual variations in the timing and course of ethnic identity development.

A second goal of the current analysis was to identify factors linked to
Latino ethnic identity. As discussed earlier, Latino subgroups differ on a
number of dimensions that might be linked to ethnic identity. Therefore,
we examined a set of demographic factors identified as potential sourc-
es of variations in ethnic identity exploration and achievement. In multi-
variate analyses, only parent education was a significant (negative) predic-
tor of ethnic identity exploration; acculturation factors were not associated
with exploration scores. In contrast, respondents whose parents had higher
levels of formal education tended to report higher levels of ethnic identity
achievement. Parental education may be an indicator of the kinds of oppor-
tunities individuals have had to engage in ethnic identity exploration and,
thus, ultimately to form a strong sense of ethnic identity. For example, the
differential associations between parent education and ethnic identity ex-
ploration and achievement may reflect socioeconomic differences in avail-
able opportunities for interacting with people from different groups, which
has been linked to reflection about ethnic identity (Phinney 1992, 1996).

In addition, respondents who reported higher levels of Latino orientation
and had spent more time in the United States had higher levels of ethnic
identity achievement. These findings are consistent with prior research and
with theoretical models of ethnic identity formation. It is not surprising that
individuals who score high on Latino orientation would have a clear under-
standing of their ethnicity as both acculturation and ethnic identity achieve-
ment involve exposure to cultural practices that provide opportunities for
reflection. The finding that time spent in the United States was positive-
ly related to ethnic identity achievement reinforces the notion that ethnic
identity development requires a contrast group (Phinney, 1990). Ethnical-
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ly diverse adolescents and young adults immersed in a multicultural soci-
ety are likely to think about their ethnicity in a different way than individ-
uals in a monocultural society or those who have recently arrived in a new
country. Future research is needed to examine the mechanisms by which
demographic factors influence ethnic identity development; for example, it
would be extremely informative to study changes across time in how Latino
immigrants think about their ethnicity.

The third goal of our analysis was to examine social influences during
the teen years on ethnic identity development. In bivariate analyses, respon-
dents who dated a Latino in their first relationship and used Spanish with
friends had higher levels of ethnic identity exploration and achievement.
These results are consistent with prior reports that minority adolescents
who are engaged in their culture through language, friends, and cultural ac-
tivities also have higher levels of ethnic identity (Phinney, 1990). More-
over, respondents who reported fewer social restrictions as compared with
friends tended to have higher ethnic identity exploration scores, suggesting
that having freedom to participate in social activities during adolescence
may provide opportunities for exploring the meaning of one’s ethnicity.
This is consistent with the notion that individuals confronted with a con-
trast group are forced to explore what their ethnicity means to them. How-
ever, although the bivariate analyses supported the hypothesis that family
and peer socialization factors contribute to ethnic identity formation, the
multivariate analyses did not support these associations once demographic
and acculturation variables were taken into account. Only parents’ ethnicity
preference for their adolescents’ dating partners was a significant indepen-
dent predictor of exploration (although family variables did not add signifi-
cantly to the overall model), such that respondents whose parents preferred
that they date Latinos reported higher levels of ethnic identity exploration.

The weak predictive value of socialization variables in relation to indi-
vidual variables may be because of the differential impact of family fac-
tors at different developmental stages. Phinney (1989) proposes that chil-
dren enter adolescence with a view of their ethnicity that has been largely
defined by their family. However, once in adolescence, they begin an inde-
pendent, active exploration of the meaning of their ethnic identity. Thus,
by the late teens and early 20s, prior family influences may have an indi-
rect effect on ethnic identity, and other factors, such as living in more di-
versified communities, have a more direct impact. This possibility should
be explored in future longitudinal research that examines the contribution
of individual, social, and community factors to the course of ethnic identity
formation at different developmental stages. For example, future research
could investigate how parents in ethnic minority families affect their chil-
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dren’s friendships and activities and how differences in these social experi-
ences are linked to ethnic identity development.

This study has several limitations that suggest directions for future re-
search. One limitation is the retrospective nature of the questions regarding
family and peer socialization, as these questions limit our ability to discern
the direction of influence among study variables. Clearly, causal pathways
cannot be identified without prospective research. A second limitation is that
the sample is not representative of the general U.S. population of Latinos.
The sample consisted of undergraduate and graduate students, and in 1996,
just one fifth of Hispanics ages 18 to 24 were attending college (Wilds &
Wilson, 1998). Therefore, the findings from this study cannot be general-
ized to Latino young adults who do not have the opportunity to attend col-
lege. Finally, our sample was extremely heterogeneous in terms of paren-
tal national origin or descent; respondents’ parents represented 22 different
countries, but the sample size did not permit us to examine subgroup varia-
tions. The issue of how families from different national backgrounds social-
ize their children is an important avenue for future research. Despite these
limitations, this study builds on prior ethnic identity research and provides
novel information regarding ethnic identity development among Latinos.
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