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Introduction

Ethnic identity – the attitudes toward and feelings of belong-
ing to an ethnic group – plays an integral part in many aspects
of development, particularly among immigrant youth and
adolescents of color in the United States. Ethnic identity
reflects not only membership in an ethnic group, but also atti-
tudes and feelings including ethnic pride, the importance of
one’s ethnicity relative to other parts of the self (i.e., central-
ity), and involvement in one’s ethnic heritage (Nesdale & Mak,
2003; Phinney, 1990). Past research has established the
importance of positive ethnic identity and pride for optimal
educational and social development (Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz,
1997). Among immigrant adolescents, for example, ethnic
identity may support the extra motivation needed to attain
comparable levels of academic success with European
American students (Fuligni, Witkow, & Garcia, 2005). Among
African American adolescents, a strong sense of ethnic pride
may help to diminish the effects of school-based racial
discrimination (Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003). There is
also recent evidence suggesting that ethnic identity exploration
(i.e., active and abstract consideration of what it means to be

a member of an ethnic group) may promote deeper inter-
ethnic group social understanding among adolescents
(Karcher & Fischer, 2004), though the association between
ethnic identity exploration and inter-ethnic group social
processes in childhood is not well understood.

In spite of a sound foundation of research documenting the
importance of a strong ethnic identity for adolescent and adult
well-being, strikingly little is known of the development of
ethnic identity prior to adolescence. As school-aged children
form ingroup and outgroup social preferences and biases,
including those based on ethnicity and race (e.g., Doyle &
Aboud, 1995; Katz & Kofkin, 1997), it may be that the
strength of pride and salience a child feels about his or her
ethnicity plays an important role in developing preadolescent
interethnic group social preferences. In the tradition of social
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), research with children
has shown that national identification (i.e., a strong sense of
belonging to a nationality group) is associated with less social
distance to ingroup members and greater social distance to
outgroup members (Verkuyten, 1991a). Children also tend to
assign more favorable characteristics to members of their own
nationality group than to others, whether or not they identify
with being a member of their nationality group (Bennett,
Lyons, Sani, & Barrett, 1998). Among adolescents, the
amount of salience and importance one feels toward one’s
ethnic group also relates to ingroup social preferences
(Verkuyten, 1991b, 2001). Nevertheless, little is known about
emerging ethnic identity characteristics in childhood or the
connections among early ethnic identity development with
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both ingroup and outgroup social preferences among ethnic
minority youth.

In this paper, we draw from both the developmental and
interactional models of ethnic identity development by
Phinney and colleagues (Phinney, 1993; Phinney et al., 1997)
to examine the emergence of ethnic identity among second-
generation US children. Based on the research below, we
expected to find evidence of active ethnic identity exploration
during middle childhood. We conjectured that this exploration
would be particularly strong in our sample of second-
generation immigrant children, because the cultural contexts
in which they live include both family ethnic practices as well
as interethnic group peer contact in this urban area.This immi-
grant context, therefore, provides family and community social
environments that heighten the salience of ethnic identity prior
to adolescence. Further, we wished to place aspects of
emerging ethnic identity into context with social peer-group
preferences. In doing so, we contribute to a base of empirical
findings that may serve to extend both ethnic identity and
social inter-group relation theories among second-generation
children.

Ethnic identity development theory

Following the work of Erikson (Erikson, 1968), who brought
attention to the importance of identity formation in adoles-
cence, ethnic identity development is today considered an
essential developmental task among adolescents of color
(Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993;
Phinney, 1990). Several models have recently emerged to
provide a framework for understanding the development of
ethnic identity prior to adulthood. In Phinney’s developmental
model, individuals move from childhood, when ethnic identity
is largely unexamined by the child, through an identity explo-
ration that culminates in a fully achieved ethnic identity in late
adolescence (Phinney, 1989, 1993). Sociocognitive theories of
ethnic identity development also have been proposed, present-
ing a basis for incorporating pre-adolescent developmental
perspectives in ethnic identity formation (Aboud & Doyle,
1993; Bernal & Knight, 1997). In these models, children
acquire the capacity to form ethnic identities during middle
childhood when their cognitive abilities become more sophis-
ticated and abstract. There are conflicting findings, however,
with regard to the type of cognitive abilities that may support
early ethnic identity awareness. Nevertheless, the current study
draws from the perspectives of Aboud and Doyle (1993), who
demonstrate that “ethnic constancy” (i.e., the knowledge that
one cannot change one’s race or ethnicity) begins to appear
during middle childhood around age 10, and is important to
the formation of ingroup and outgroup social biases.

Racial identity development theory has also contributed a
foundation for ethnic identity research. Cross proposed a
framework (Cross, 1971, 1991) in which individuals explore
their racial identities from ignorance to self acceptance. In this
framework, individuals remain largely unaware of their racial
identities until they encounter racism, which triggers active
identity exploration. As with ethnic identity theory, children
are not expected to actively explore their racial identities, as
they usually have yet to encounter racism and name it as such.
Racial identity is, therefore, typically not considered salient
during childhood. Children of color often are socialized at a
young age to recognize and understand overt and subtle acts
of racism as it pertains to others (Hughes, Rodrigues, Smith,

Johnson, & Stevenson, in press) and they often feel a sense of
ethnic group pride (Aboud, 2003; Bernal, Knight, Garza,
Ocampo, & Cota, 1990; Cameron, Alvarez, Ruble, & Fuligni,
2001).

A mounting body of empirical evidence exists to support
these ethnic identity developmental frameworks. A recent
paper by French and colleagues provides one of the few longi-
tudinal US studies of ethnic identity during the early and
middle adolescent period, including children of African
American, European American, and Latino American ethnic-
ities (French, Seidman, LaRue, & Aber, 2006). These authors
document the rise in ethnic group esteem across the course of
early and middle adolescence, and find evidence that explo-
ration of identity can be particularly salient during middle
adolescence. Importantly, ethnic group similarities and differ-
ences were observed. Exploring the longitudinal data within
the Latino American group (i.e., between Caribbeans, Puerto
Ricans, Dominicans), ethnic subgroups appeared to have
similar levels of identity and pride. However, differences
between the larger ethnic groups were observed, with African
American and Latino American adolescents starting with lower
levels of ethnic group esteem that rose sharply across adoles-
cence, while the European Americans maintained high, stable
ethnic group esteem throughout adolescence.

In addition to providing empirical support to Phinney’s
ethnic identity development theory, this and other studies
highlight the importance of considering the contexts of school
and family and the differences between and within ethnic
groups in forming adolescents’ ethnic identity (Ghuman,
1998; Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 2001). These
research findings may also be interpreted according to García
Coll and colleagues’ model of child development, which
recognizes the larger forces of language, culture, and social
stratification on development alongside contextual differences
between and within ethnic groups brought about through
communities, school settings and family practices (García Coll
et al., 1996). The current study, therefore, was designed to
include three different ethnic groups of children of immi-
grants, as the community, school, and family contexts vary
greatly between ethnic groups.

Although ethnic identity research has historically overlooked
the childhood developmental period, there are a few notable
exceptions. Bernal and colleagues (Bernal et al., 1990) studied
preschool and school-aged children using a cognitive develop-
mental framework to support the theory that as children
become capable of more complex and abstract reasoning
skills with age, their understanding of their ethnicity becomes
more sophisticated. In this cross-sectional study, 86% of
Mexican American children (6–10 years old) were able to
correctly identify themselves ethnically with labels, though
only about 10% of children were able to provide abstract
reasons to describe why they selected the labels they did. The
use of correct identity labels was correlated with Spanish
language use, and children’s preferences for ingroup ethnic
experiences increased with age. In subsequent studies,
however, these authors directly measured general cognitive
ability and found no association between cognitive stage
development and ethnic identity development (Ocampo,
Knight, & Bernal, 1997). Despite these inconclusive findings
regarding the relation between cognitive development and
ethnic identity, parent’s ethnic socialization practices were a
consistent correlate of ethnic identity development.

In the Netherlands, Verkuyten and colleagues also have
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contributed to both ethnic identity and social categorization
research by studying school-aged children. In one study,
Turkish children (10–13 years old) were more likely to describe
their ethnicity (as opposed to other parts of themselves) when
in a classroom with a high proportion of other Turkish
children, demonstrating a relation between peer group context
and identity salience (Kinket & Verkuyten, 1997). Still several
questions remain unanswered with regard to the timing of
ethnic identity emergence and its characteristics. Does the
emergence of ethnic identity among children in a community
vary by ethnic group? If aspects of ethnic identity, such as
centrality and pride, are present in childhood, how might they
relate to ingroup and outgroup social preferences?

Children of immigrants and emerging ethnic identity

For children of immigrants, the fastest growing subpopulation
of children in the US (Hernandez, 1995), forming an ethnic
identity may be particularly important to their social develop-
ment. Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco depict the many
nuances of culture, language, race, and socialization that shape
the ethnic identities among children of immigrants (Suarez-
Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). In their description of
second-generation Hispanic youth development, children
become aware of the social stratification of race in the US at
an early age. Children also are influenced by their parents’ dual
frames of reference (i.e., culture of origin and mainstream
American culture) to interpret and understand all aspects of
their life, including education, socialization with peers,
community resources, and their identity. Importantly, Suarez-
Orozco and Suarez-Orozco note that the qualities of children’s
ethnic identity development are influenced by the family’s
adaptation (i.e., acculturation) to the US. In this and other
accounts of immigrant child development (e.g., Portes &
Rumbaut, 2001), socialization with peers provides early influ-
ence on identity development. To date, however, quantitative
research studies of second-generation children have yet to
document most of these important aspects of ethnic identity
development over time, including the association among family
cultural routines and developing ethnic identity.

Phinney and colleagues have proposed an interactional
framework to understand ethnic identity in adolescent immi-
grants that may be extended to children (Phinney et al.,
2001). According to this model, based in part on Berry’s bi-
directional model of acculturation (Berry, 1997), individuals
can have independent feelings about their (or their family’s)
culture of origin and the new host culture. Applied to ethnic
identity, the interactional framework posits that adolescents
may have independent feelings regarding their ethnic (i.e.,
original cultural heritage) and national (i.e., their new receiv-
ing community) identities, and that it is the variation and
association between these two identities that will differ
between and within ethnic groups according to the context of
immigration. Though the authors acknowledge that no frame-
work exists specifically addressing the unique aspects of
second-generation ethnic identity formation, we draw from
this interactional model of adolescent immigrants by measur-
ing children’s identification with both American ethnic
descriptors as well as a variety of national, panethnic, and
hyphenated descriptors. Rumbaut (1994) has used such
labeling methods in studying immigrant identity among
adolescents, particularly as identity relates to acculturation
and psychosocial outcomes. In his work, immigrant

adolescents identify more with hyphenated labels if their
families are more acculturated to the US. Further, students
who identify with the dual national-American identity or
American identity also perform better in school and have fewer
psychosocial problems. Importantly, in the current study,
the number of labels selected by children to describe their
ethnicity also serves as one of several markers of ethnic identity
exploration. Using data from the first year of the current study,
Akiba and colleagues demonstrated that, among children aged
6–10 years old, older children selected a greater number of
labels to describe their own race and ethnicity and demon-
strated more complex reasoning when describing why the
labels were selected (Akiba, Szalacha, & García Coll, 2004).
These associations among abstract reasoning, number of labels
selected, and child age suggested early evidence of ethnic
identity exploration in middle childhood through the amount
of self-labeling.

Identity and developing social group preferences

Children learn at an early age to identify and form social
groups, including those based on ethnicity and race (Aboud,
2003). Some of the earliest studies of young children’s racial
attitudes proposed alarming evidence of racial prejudice as
early as three years of age (Clark & Clark, 1974; Doyle &
Aboud, 1995). More recent research, using increasingly
specific methods for separating the measurement of ingroup
and outgroup processes, has challenged the findings of these
earlier studies. According to current studies, ingroup social
preferences form before outgroup judgment begins; in the
early childhood years, ingroup favoritism is thought to develop
alongside early cognitive skills that allow the child to under-
stand their own group identification, and recognize others that
belong in the group (Bigler, Brown, & Markell, 2001; Nesdale
& Flesser, 2001; Yee & Brown, 1992). By about middle child-
hood, children are cognitively capable of multidimensional
methods of categorization, allowing them to come to under-
stand outgroup membership (Bigler & Liben, 1993; Clark,
Hocevar, & Dembo, 1980). These changing developmental
processes have been documented using laboratory-based
minimal group paradigms (i.e., creation and assignment of
children to ingroups and outgroups that are arbitrary; Tajfel,
1978). In naturalistic ingroup and outgroup social processes,
it may be that among children of immigrants, for whom ethnic-
ity and culture are particularly salient within their family’s dual
cultural frames of reference, early ethnic identification facili-
tates the formation of ethnic ingroup social preferences. For
the purposes of the current research paper, we seek to under-
stand the dynamic processes of emerging ethnic identity
among children of immigrants, and directly test the strength
of associations among dimensions of ethnic identity and social
ingroup preference. We also include a measure of outgroup
social preference, instead of using the more commonly used
social bias measurement approach (for research and a theor-
etical discussion of the distinction between these perspectives,
see Bennet et al., 2004; Cameron et al., 2001), in order to draw
a clear rationale between ethnic identity development, ingroup
preference and outgroup preference. Research has yet to test
these relations in children of immigrants, the results of which
may have important implications for advancing both social
prejudice research as well as providing conceptual clarity to
ethnic identity processes as they relate to ingroup and
outgroup social preferences.
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The current paper

Following the literature reviewed above, we believed that
ethnic identity exploration in this sample could be evidenced
by children’s identification with ethnic labels of both American
and ethnic nationality labels, as well as by strong ethnic pride.
By including in our study three different immigrant groups
(Cambodian, Dominican, and Portuguese) of varying racial
groups, ethnic backgrounds, and immigration histories, we
expected to see both similarities and differences between and
within groups (García Coll et al., 1996; Phinney et al., 2001).
In particular, we anticipated that, due to the social desirability
of being a member of the white majority in the US, Portuguese
children would identify more frequently with racial labels than
their Cambodian and Dominican peers.We also expected that,
in examining associations between ethnic identity and social
preferences within immigrant group, different patterns would
emerge. For example, based on our ethnographic understand-
ing of immigration processes for the Cambodians (Bailey,
2000a), we anticipated that these children of refugees would
use fewer labels to describe themselves and would be more
socially isolated (show less outgroup social preference), than
the Portuguese, from a more established, voluntary immigrant
community. We also expected that family cultural routines
would vary by immigrant group and would support the forma-
tion of both early ethnic identity and interethnic group social
preferences (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001), such
that children who report greater family cultural routines at
home would also report higher levels of ethnic identity salience
and pride, as well as greater ingroup social preferences.

Our other hypotheses were rooted in our developmental
perspective. Following Phinney’s framework, we expected to
see older children selecting a greater number of labels than
younger children. We also anticipated that older children
would select a greater number of hyphenated labels, reflecting
both the increasingly sophisticated cognitive classification skills
and social experiences that develop throughout middle child-
hood. Lastly, we hypothesized that emerging ethnic identity
qualities, such as ethnic pride and identity centrality, would
positively relate to social ethnic ingroup preferences more than
outgroup preferences, as children are socialized to understand
their own cultural traditions, and have been shown to form
ingroup preferences before outgroup biases (Bigler et al., 2001;
Nesdale & Flesser, 2001; Yee & Brown, 1992).

Methods

Sample description and study design

This three-year longitudinal study included children of
Cambodian, Dominican, and Portuguese families in a North-
east US urban area from 1998–2001. Despite their common
status as immigrants, participants from these families were
selected for their great cultural diversity in terms of language,
community location, and context of immigration (Bailey,
2000a, 2000b, 2000c). These three immigrant ethnic groups
also represent the largest proportion of Asian, Latino, and
European ethnic groups for this urban area, respectively (US
Census Bureau, 2000).

Two cohorts of children (mean ages in the first year of the
study were 6.5 and 9.4 years) in 1st and 4th grade spanning ages
6 to 12 in middle childhood were recruited through local
public and independent schools. Undergraduate and graduate

students trained to conduct ethnographic classroom observa-
tions initially conducted recruitment. As part of the classroom
observations, potential participants were recruited by distrib-
uting consent forms to the entire classroom. In some cases
consent forms were left with teachers or principals to be
distributed to the age-appropriate classes. Initially, different
rates of consent were obtained for each immigrant group, with
the Cambodian group yielding the lowest rate at the initial call.
Multilingual research assistants consequently contacted
Cambodian families that had been identified through the class-
room lists via telephone to set up interviews. For many Cambo-
dian families, and some Portuguese families, research
assistants also made community visits to temples and churches
to encourage and increase the participation within these
groups.

These initial recruitment efforts identified 772 first and
fourth grade students classified by their schools as White,
Latino, Black, Asian, and “other” students, with at least one
immigrant parent. From this group, a longitudinal sample of
Cambodian (n = 152; parental participant, n = 131), Domini-
can (n = 149; n = 101), and Portuguese (n = 133; n = 99),
children were recruited. Children in each immigrant group
were divided similarly in number by cohort (Cambodian, n =
77 first graders, n = 75 fourth graders; Dominican, n = 74,
n = 75; Portuguese, n = 62, n = 70) and gender (Cambodian,
n = 77 females, n = 75 males; Dominican, n = 77, n = 72;
Portuguese, n = 63, n = 69). The Cambodian sample had the
largest percentage of children born in the United States (89%)
followed by the Portuguese (85%) and the Dominicans (69%).

The demographic and immigration characteristics of
participants in this study have been described in detail else-
where (García Coll, Szalacha, & Palacios, 2005; Szalacha,
Marks, Lamarre, & García Coll, 2005). For the purposes of
this study, it is important to highlight that the Cambodian and
Dominican families immigrated more recently to the US than
did the Portuguese families. Further, the Portuguese
community is a historically established one, particularly in
comparison to the Cambodian community, reflecting their
different immigration routes to the US (for Portuguese, the
route is often “voluntary” whereas the Cambodians arrived
as refugees). Finally, both the Cambodian and Dominican
families have fewer economic resources than the Portuguese
families, as evidenced through access to community supports,
family income and education levels.

Procedure

Family demographic and immigration information were
gathered from interviews with parents during the second year
of the study; children were interviewed by research staff of the
same ethnic background. Children’s emerging ethnic identities
were assessed through a label selection procedure during the
yearly interviews at the child’s home, and an in-depth inter-
view during year 2 provided information on ethnic identity
attitudes and family cultural routines. The interview format
and measures of ethnic identity and social preferences were
based on previously developed assessments and extensive pilot
testing in all three immigrant groups prior to the study (also
see detailed interview procedures Akiba et al., 2004).This pilot
testing was essential, as several measures of ethnic identity
needed to be adapted for use in middle childhood (see below
for details).The piloting included questions designed to ensure
that children were able to distinguish between racial and ethnic
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groups, as well as place themselves as members of the correct
corresponding groups. Finally, during the ethnic identity
labeling portion of the interview we asked each student “why”
they selected each label; “why” responses were double-checked
during analyses to ensure that our measure of ethnic identity
salience and coding of label categories were consistent with
children’s intended responses.

Social group preferences were assessed during the inter-
view in years 2 and 3 of the study. The interviewer recorded
all responses verbatim, and questions were asked systemati-
cally from a structured interview script that included the
measures listed below. For questions involving scaled
responses, 5-point or 7-point Likert-type scales were used,
and the anchors often were reversed later for a new section
of the interview. This interview methodology helped to ensure
that children were responding accurately and with good
understanding of the questions being posed throughout the
entire interview.

Measures

Ethnic identity: Label selection. To measure the development
of ethnic identification among children in middle childhood,
a variation of an instrument originally proposed by Alarcón
and her colleagues at the Puerto Rican Child Study (Alarcón,
Szalacha, Erkut, Fields, & García Coll, 2000) was developed.
In this checklist-based method, children were presented with
a list of identity labels. The list for the current study consisted
of 92 words, generated through a series of pilot studies inves-
tigating the cultural backgrounds of the students enrolled in
several schools where the study was conducted. The list was
therefore exhaustive, so as to accommodate all the children in
the study. Students were presented with labels written on
cards (also read aloud by the interviewer), and were asked to
select the labels that described them. For the purposes of this
report, ethnic identity analyses included categorizing and
dummy coding labels according to the type of ethnic label
(Rumbaut, 1994). According to previous research by
Rumbaut, labels were categorized into nationality (i.e.,
Dominican, Portuguese), hyphenated (i.e., Portuguese-
American), panethnic (i.e., Latino, Asian, Southeast Asian),
“American,” Racial (white or black), and a new category
created for this study of Ethno-linguistic (i.e., Spanish,
English, Khmer). For longitudinal within-group analyses, the
number of labels selected for each category was summed
across the three years of the study for each individual.

Ethnic identity: Label salience and retention. After students
selected their ethnic labels to describe themselves, they were
asked, “Of all these words about you, which one makes you
the happiest?” If the student selected more than one label, the
interviewer reminded the student “Remember, there are no
ties allowed.” To gauge the salience of ethnicity in the child’s
overall identity (the student also may have selected gender,
family role, and academic role labels), the proportion of times
that the child selected an ethnic descriptor over the three years
as his/her “happiest” was calculated (range possible values
0–1). For example, a child with a salience value of .33 would
have selected an ethnic descriptor as his/her most important
one-third of the time across the three years of the study. This
method of asking children about the salience of their identity
label was found to be most reliable during pilot testing, as
young children (age 6) tended to express importance using

affective terms such as “happy.” In order to further address the
question of stability and exploration of identity, we also
created a label retention proportion (range 0–1) to represent
the proportion of times that the child selected the same ethnic
descriptors for all three years of the study. For example, a child
with a label retention of .81 chose the same labels 81% of the
time across the three years of the study.

Ethnic identity: Centrality. Adapted from the work of Ruble
and colleagues (Ruble et al., 2004), the centrality of each
child’s ethnic identity was measured by eight summed items
asking the child whether it was important (yes or no) for his/her
classmates to know about his/her ethnicity. This scale included
items such as, “Would you want the class to know what
country your parents come from?” and “Would you want the
class to know what language you speak at home with your
parents?”

Ethnic pride. Also adapted from Ruble (Ruble et al., 2004), a
series of four questions were asked about ethnic pride (i.e.,
how happy it makes them to be of their ethnicity, how import-
ant it is to be of their ethnicity in the US, how proud it makes
them, and if being their ethnicity makes them feel good around
other people).The scale reliabilities for these four items ranged
between α = .60 and .70 across the ethnic groups; a higher
value indicates a greater amount of ethnic pride. Responses
range in scale from –2 to 2, with 0 indicating neither pride nor
lack of pride.

Family cultural routines. In order to investigate how much
exposure each child has to routine cultural practices specific to
their immigrant group, children were asked if they participated
in specific cultural activities such as watching television and
video programs, reading printed materials in their native
language, attending community activities, and going to
churches and temples. These questions were designed with
ecocultural models in mind that stress the importance of daily
routines in cultural transmission from parent to child within
families (Cooper & Denner, 1998; Rogoff, 1990; Super &
Harkness, 1986; Weisner, 1984). For the current study, the six
cultural practices questions were coded (1 = yes, the child does
the activity, and 0 = no, the child does not do the activity), and
were summed (possible range of responses 0–6).

Ingroup and outgroup social preferences. During the second and
third years of the study, children were asked about their prefer-
ences for socializing with children of their own and other ethnic-
ities and racial groups. This measure consists of fourteen
questions and was scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 =
“not at all”, 7 = “very much”). While viewing a set of photo-
graphs of White, Black, Asian, and Latino groups of children,
interviewers asked the child, “How comfortable would you feel
if one of these [ethnic descriptor] kids came over to your house
to play?” and “How much do you want to be friends with [ethnic
descriptor] kids at school?” asking a separate question for each
of the seven ethnicity descriptors (White, Portuguese, Black,
Dominican, Latino, Asian, and Cambodian). Two scales were
subsequently constructed for each immigrant group separately:
a social preference scale for the ingroup and a social preference
scale for the outgroup. For Portuguese students, questions with
the descriptors “White” and “Portuguese” were considered
ingroup, and all others were outgroup (ingroup α = .89;
out-group α = .88). Typically, for Dominican students the
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descriptors “Dominican,” or “Latino” were considered
ingroup, and all others were considered outgroup (ingroup
α = .75; outgroup α = .77). For Cambodian students the
descriptors “Asian” or “Cambodian” were considered in-
group, and all others were considered outgroup (ingroup α =
.73; outgroup α = .74). Exceptions were made for children who
self-selected racial labels in addition to their nationality during
the ethnic identity labeling task. For example, for Dominican
students who identified with being Black at some point through-
out the study (n = 10), “Black” was considered an ingroup along
with “Dominican” and “Latino.” The same procedure was
used for 14 Dominican students who identified with being
White; no Dominican students identified with being Asian.
Also, no Portuguese students identified with being Black or
Asian. Because preliminary analyses indicated that ingroup
and outgroup social preferences did not vary from year 2 to
year 3 (between ethnic groups, cohort or gender), the average
ingroup and outgroup score was taken across the two years.

Results

Descriptive statistics were used to confirm that variables met
assumptions for parametric inferences. For all measures of
ethnic identity and social preference, ANOVA was used to
compare means across the three ethnic groups (with Bonfer-
onni post hoc tests), as well as test for gender and develop-
mental cohort differences within ethnic group. Pearson
correlations were used to capture the strength of association
among identity variables and social preference variables.
Multiple linear regression models then tested the competing
effects of age, gender, and ethnic identity dimensions to
explain ingroup and outgroup social preferences.1 Correlations
and linear modeling were conducted within ethnic groups
separately using parallel design theory (Cooper, Jackson,
Azmitia, & Lopez, 1998), which provides a framework for
understanding similarities and differences in child develop-
ment across cultural groups. According to this model of study
design, parallel research (in this study, conducting comparable
analyses separately for each ethnic group) enables researchers
to prevent the interpretation of differences among cultural
groups as deficits with respect to one another, while allowing
the researcher to discuss both common and unique correlates
of development across different cultural groups.

Ethnic identity: Label selection. As anticipated, all children
chose at least one ethnic descriptor at each time point; children
selected between 1–8 ethnic labels, with an overall average of
4.5 ethnic labels per student each year.

To quantify the number of labels selected by each child across
the three years, a sum of each type of label was taken within
subject.Nationality labels were most commonly selected among
the three ethnic groups; nearly 100% of students selected a
nationality descriptor (i.e., Portuguese, Dominican, and
Cambodian) at each study session (average number of nation-
ality labels selected per person across the three years: m =
3.19, SD = .87; m = 3.10, SD = 1.44; m = 2.90, SD = .40
for Portuguese, Dominican, and Cambodian, respectively).

Among the other types of ethnic labels, however, several differ-
ences were observed between ethnic groups (see Figure 1). Very
few Portuguese students selected panethnic labels (on average,
less than one label per student across all three years, m = 0.19,
SD = 0.51), compared to an average of 2.2 labels (SD = 1.63)
among Cambodians and 3.0 labels (SD = 2.03) among Domini-
cans (F(2,242) = 73.10, p < .001). Portuguese students identi-
fied with being “American” (m = 2.28, SD = 1.05) more often
than Cambodian (m = 1.51, SD = 1.00) and Dominican
students (m = 0.89, SD = 0.89; F(2,242) = 40.90, p < .001),
and selected a racial label (i.e., “White;” m = 3.09, SD = 2.81)
more frequently than Cambodian (m = 0.68, SD = 1.00) and
Dominican students (m = 1.39, SD = 1.42; F(2,242) = 98.95,
p < .001). Cambodian and Dominican children selected both
Ethno-linguistic (Cambodian m = 3.81, SD = 1.09; Dominican
m = 4.48, SD = 1.16) and Hyphenated labels (Cambodian m =
4.40, SD = 2.81; Dominican m = 5.07, SD = 2.95) more
frequently than Portuguese children (Ethnolinguistic m = 2.38,
SD = 0.94; Hyphenated m = 2.77, SD = 1.58; F(2,242) =
82.78, p < .001; and F(2,242) = 17.69, p < .001, respectively).
Because numerous past studies have documented gender differ-
ences in ethnic identification in adolescence (e.g., Phinney,
1990; Rumbaut, 1994), we looked for gender differences across
all measures of ethnic identity, including label selection. In this
middle childhood sample, only one gender difference was
observed: girls identified with panethnic labels more frequently
than boys among the Cambodians (girls m = 2.56, SD = 1.60;
boys m = 1.78, SD = 1.58; F(1,101) = 4.78, p < .05) and
Dominicans (girls m = 2.51, SD = 1.98; boys m = 3.48, SD =
1.96; F(1,95) = 4.95, p < .05). In other aspects of the study,
girls and boys generally reported similar characteristics of
ethnic identity.

In sum, Portuguese children identified with being
Portuguese, white and American, while Cambodian and
Dominican children selected a greater number of hyphenated,
panethnic and ethnolinguistic labels in addition to their
parents ethnic nationalities. It is also important to note that
children displayed a very high degree of accuracy in selecting
labels; fewer than 3% of labels selected by children were
incorrect (i.e., a Cambodian child selecting “Portuguese”).2

Ethnic identity: Developmental cohort differences in label selection.
Within-group analyses on the sum of labels selected by
students across the three years revealed several developmental
cohort differences. As anticipated, older children selected a
greater number of ethnic labels to describe themselves than did
younger children across several types of identity descriptors,
suggesting that exploration of ethnic identity increases with age
(see Table 1). Regarding the specific types of labels, younger
and older students selected “American” and Ethnolinguistic
labels in equal numbers across the three years of the study;
however, older children consistently selected nationality
(F(1,80) = 3.98, p < .05 for Dominican; and F(1,79) = 10.83,
p < .001 for Portuguese), hyphenated (F(1,80) = 15.48, p <
.001 for Cambodian; F(1,80) = 25.08, p < .001 for Dominican;
and F(1,79) = 13.20, p < .001 for Portuguese), and panethnic
labels (F(1,80) = 144.30, p < .001 for Cambodian; and
F(1,80) = 102.63, p < .001 for Dominican) more frequently
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1 Socioeconomic factors such as family income and parent education were
not correlated with ethnic identity or social preferences. This is likely due to the
small variability in socioeconomic factors within and between ethnic groups in
our study.

2 Seven children (approximately 2%) were excluded altogether from labeling
analyses for selecting a very large number of labels (i.e., >20), as it appeared
these children did not understand the task. All but one of these children were in
the younger cohort; two were Dominican and five were Cambodian.
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than younger children. A notable exception to this pattern was
observed for racial labels: younger Cambodian children
selected racial labels (i.e., “white” or “black”) more frequently
than older Cambodian children (F(1,80) = 5.85, p < .05),
while in the Portuguese group older children selected more
racial labels (i.e., “white;” F(1,79) = 11.35, p < .001).

Ethnic identity label salience, retention, and attitudes. To capture
attitudes and feelings toward the children’s ethnic identities,
label salience (i.e., the proportion of times the child chose an
ethnic descriptor as their “happiest” across the three years),
and label retention (i.e., the proportion of time the child
selected the same labels to describe themselves) were calcu-
lated for each child (see Table 2). Ethnic identity label salience
was greater for the Cambodian and Dominican children when
compared to the Portuguese (F(2,301) = 15.40, p < .001).
Label retention was significantly higher among Portuguese
than Dominican children (F(2,303) = 4.07, p < .05), indicat-
ing that Dominican children changed their selection of labels
throughout the three years more often than Portuguese
children. These between-group differences demonstrate the

particular importance of ethnic identity exploration (through
both number of labels and changes in label selection) among
second-generation children of color, as well as the greater
variety of labels the children of color in our study have to
describe themselves.

Two scales, ethnic centrality and ethnic pride, also measured
ethnic identity attitudes (see Table 2). All three ethnic groups
reported similar levels of ethnic identity centrality, indicating
that children would like their peers to know about their ethnic
identity in approximately half of the eight centrality questions.
Ethnic pride was reported positively for each group, demon-
strating children’s overall positive feelings about their ethnic
group. One ethnic group difference was observed, with
Portuguese children reporting a greater amount of pride than
Cambodian children (F(2,315) = 4.01, p < .05). Taken
together, children in all three ethnic groups reported positive
levels of ethnic identity centrality, salience, and pride; for
Cambodian and Dominican children, ethnic identity salience
was particularly important.
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Figure 1. Ethnic identity labels selected over three years.
Notes. a Bonferonni post hoc analysis indicates all three groups significantly differ from one another, p < .001; b Portuguese significantly

different from Dominican and Cambodian, p < .001.

Table 1
Cohort differences in ethnic identity label selection over three years, by type of label

Cambodian Dominican Portuguese
n = 82 n = 82 n = 81

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Younger Older Younger Older Younger Older

Nationality 2.82 (.55) 2.97 (.15) 2.76 (.58)* 3.40 (1.87) 2.86 (.72)*** 3.47 (.89)
Hyphenated 3.25 (2.45)*** 5.50 (2.70) 3.56 (2.47)*** 6.44 (2.70) 2.11 (1.23)*** 3.31 (1.64)
Panethnic .88 (.96)*** 3.47 (.99) 1.43 (1.25)*** 4.47 (1.44) .10 (.23)* .31 (.63)
American .77 (.86) 1.00 (.91) 1.38 (1.01) 1.63 (1.00) 2.05 (1.06) 2.47 (1.01)
Racial .95 (1.10)* .43 (.74) 1.41 (1.23) 1.37 (1.58) 2.75 (.80)*** 3.06 (.80)
Ethno-linguistic 3.93 (1.30) 3.71 (.80) 4.72 (1.21) 4.26 (1.07) 2.41 (.84) 2.35 (1.02)

Note. Younger and older cohorts significantly differ at *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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