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This article takes stock of research methods employed in the study of racial and ethnic identity with ethnic
minority populations. The article is presented in three parts. The first section reviews theories, conceptualiza-
tions, and measurement of ethnic and racial identity (ERI) development. The second section reviews theories,
conceptualizations, and measurement of ERI content. The final section reviews key methodological and ana-
lytic principles that are important to consider for both ERI development and content. The article concludes
with suggestions for future research addressing key methodological limitations when studying ERI.

The widespread study of ethnic and racial identity
(ERI) has been ongoing for more than two decades.
A cursory search of the PsycInfo literature base
from 1990 to 2012 yielded 632 records with “ethnic
identity” in the title and 395 additional records
with “racial identity” in the title. These numbers
indicate that more than 1,000 journal articles were
published on ERI in a 22-year span. Although a
number of review articles have been written about
the course and content of ERI research (e.g., Cokley,
2007; Uma~na-Taylor, 2011), our intention in this

article is to focus specifically on methodological
issues in studying ERI from a developmental per-
spective. The methodological issues that we cover
here go beyond measurement concerns, which have
been reviewed by Phinney and Ong (2007), to
include issues of research design, measurement
equivalence, and analytic approaches that may be
uniquely matched to specific research questions that
can help to move the field forward.

This review is structured into three major sec-
tions. We begin with the issue of overlap versus
independence between ethnic and racial identity.
This issue is of critical importance because the litera-
tures on ERI developed largely separately from one
another, and integrating them into a superordinate
construct requires an examination of areas of poten-
tial overlap versus independence between them.
The second section presents a brief overview of the
major theoretical models, concepts, and measures
focusing on ERI development over time. Readers
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should consult Uma~na-Taylor, Quintana, et al. (in
press) for an in-depth conceptual discussion of eth-
nic identity and racial identity. In the second sec-
tion, we review key theories, concepts, and
measures related to ethnic or racial identity content.
Finally, we discuss what we believe are the primary
methodological and analytic considerations for the
ethnic or racial identity literature.

Ethnic Identity and Racial Identity: Overlapping
or Distinct?

We define both ethnic and racial identity as a sub-
jective, self-ascribed sense of oneself as a member of
an ethnic or racial group—rather than in terms of
the label that one assigns to the group itself. Con-
cerning the ways in which ethnic and racial identity
might be invoked in different situations, Cokley
(2007, p. 225) offers the following guidance:

When researchers are interested in how individu-
als see themselves relative to their cultural beliefs,
values, and behaviors, ethnic identity is the more
appropriate construct to study … however, when
researchers are more interested in how individuals
construct their identities in response to an oppres-
sive and highly racialized society, racial identity is
the more appropriate construct to study.

It may be possible to distinguish conceptually
between ethnic and racial identity as part of aca-
demic discourse. However, in daily life, particularly
in the United States, ERI are often functionally
equivalent. In this article, we adopt an integrative
perspective, where ERI are distinct in some ways
and overlap in other ways. Clarifying these areas of
difference and convergence is essential if we are to
develop an understanding of how race and ethnic-
ity contribute to the development of self-under-
standing and self-categorization.

We begin with ways in which ethnic and racial
identity may be distinct from one another. Although
Cokley (2007) argues that ethnic identity is often used
as a “euphemism” for racial identity, others have des-
ignated ethnic and racial identity as different from
one another, both theoretically (Helms & Cook, 1999)
and empirically (Worrell & Gardner-Kitt, 2006). Phin-
ney (1996) specifies the referent for ethnic identity as
a group with a shared set of values and norms, and
specifies the referent for racial identity as a group
with a specific skin tone. However, this distinction is
less relevant for some groups than for others. For
example, given the history of African Americans in

the United States, Sellers and colleagues (e.g., Yip,
Seaton, & Sellers, 2010) often use measures of ethnic
identity to index racial identity—with the assumption
that race and ethnicity are inseparable for African
Americans. Indeed, the social realities of African
Americans are shaped by a legacy of slavery and by
continued experiences of social devaluation (Gaskin,
Headen, & White-Means, 2005). Largely due to
unequal opportunities and discriminatory social
dynamics, African Americans are most likely to be
incarcerated (Crutchfield, Fernandes, & Martinez,
2010) and to be misdiagnosed by physicians (Mosko-
witz, Stone, & Childs, 2012), among other negative
outcomes. Although members of other ethnic minor-
ity groups (e.g., Latinos, Asians) may not have the
same specific social experiences (e.g., history of U.S.
slavery), they have other social experiences (e.g., anti-
immigrant sentiment; English-only policies) that are
similarly discriminatory (see Uma~na-Taylor, Quin-
tana, et al., in press). It is therefore not clear for
whom “race” and “ethnicity” carry the same (or simi-
lar) meanings, and for whom they do not.

Ethnic and racial identity also are both claimed
by individuals with different heritages, skin tones,
family socialization experiences, and so on—sug-
gesting a large degree of heterogeneity in the spe-
cific meaning of ethnic and racial identity both
within and across specific ethnic and racial groups.
Ethnicity and race may be highly salient to some
individuals but less salient to others. Furthermore,
through a process of intersectionality, ethnic and
racial identity will likely interact with other identity
categories to determine a given person’s unique
identity profile—for example, being an African
American woman is likely more than just a linear
combination of African American and female iden-
tities (Bowleg, 2008).

As noted by Uma~na-Taylor, Quintana, et al. (in
press), it is possible that the conceptualization and
use of a metaconstruct (i.e., ethnic-racial identity;
ERI) may be necessary for understanding and mea-
suring experiences that are not uniquely ethnic or
racial, and that inform one’s identity as a member
of a particular ethnic or racial group. Ethnic and
racial identity both draw upon the person’s concep-
tion of herself or himself as a member of a social
group, and as such, both of these identity dimen-
sions imply claiming membership in the group and
placing some degree of positive or negative affect
onto it (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe,
2004). Accordingly, we primarily refer to ERI,
although we sometimes use racial identity and
ethnic identity when describing models that make
reference to only one or the other.
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Developmental Models of Ethnic
and Racial Identity

Developmental models focus primarily on the
process of ERI development—the psychological
experience of developing an identity (Phinney,
1990). The primary focus in this case is how ERI
develops over time. Developmental models typically
trace the genesis and evolution of ERI during child-
hood, adolescence, and adulthood. Although not all
of these models are explicit regarding the specific
age periods to which they refer, this information
can often be inferred from the competencies that
are assumed to operate within each theory. For
example, perspectives that include exploring the
subjective meaning of one’s ethnic group member-
ship refer, by definition, to adolescence and adult-
hood; younger children do not possess the
necessary cognitive skills to engage in the counter-
factual thinking that exploration requires (Krette-
nauer, 2005).

We review two prominent developmental mod-
els of ERI introduced by Phinney (1990) and by
Cross (1991). Phinney’s model builds upon Erik-
son’s (1950) stages of psychosocial development
and identity status theory (Kroger & Marcia, 2011),
and it provides a universal template for studying
ERI across racial/ethnic groups. Her model and its
accompanying measures, including the Multi-group
Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992;
Phinney & Ong, 2007), focus almost entirely on the
processes underlying ethnic identity development.
By contrast, Cross’s model was developed specifi-
cally to index the African American experience
(Cross & Strauss, 1998; Helms, 1990). His model
and its accompanying measures, including the
Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS; Vandiver, Cross,
Worrell, & Fhagen-Smith, 2002), focus on the con-
tent of specific stages of racial identity develop-
ment. We briefly review these two approaches,
attending particularly to measurement approaches
and methodological assumptions.

Phinney’s Universal Model of Ethnic Identity

The study of ethnic identity has been dominated
by studies of adolescent and emerging adult partici-
pants, grounded in Phinney’s approach and using
the MEIM. Phinney’s conceptualization of ethnic
identity integrates the exploration and commitment
dimensions from Marcia’s (1966) identity status
model with the affirmation dimension from social
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Individuals
are assumed to proceed from a state of being

unconcerned with or unaware of ethnicity (diffu-
sion), to a state of active exploration of the meaning
of one’s ethnicity (moratorium), and finally to a res-
olution of what the person’s ethnicity means to her
or him (achievement). Along with achievement
comes affirmation—a positive attachment to one’s
ethnic group and to others who belong to that
group.

The MEIM has been the most frequently used
ethnic identity instrument (Phinney & Ong, 2007).
Phinney (1992) originally identified three subscales
within the MEIM: affirmation/belonging, achieve-
ment, and ethnic behaviors. Later, Phinney and col-
leagues (Roberts et al., 1999) adopted a two-factor
structure (exploration and commitment) for the
MEIM, making it more theoretically consistent with
Marcia’s (1966) identity status model. Many other
studies using the MEIM have created a composite
score by summing responses to the exploration,
commitment, and affirmation items (e.g., Bracey,
B�amaca, & Uma~na-Taylor, 2004), and still others
have used only selected items (e.g., Huang &
Stormshak, 2011). Furthermore, the exploration and
commitment subscales tend to be highly correlated.
For instance, Phinney and Ong (2007) found a cor-
relation of .74 between factors representing the two
subscales. Cokley (2007) notes that because of this
high correlation and the resulting ambiguity in the
MEIM’s factor structure, different researchers use
different scoring algorithms for the measure—
which likely increases confusion regarding precisely
what is being measured. This issue is important, as
research indicates that exploration and commitment
follow different developmental courses (Pahl &
Way, 2006) and are differentially related to psycho-
logical outcomes (Lee & Yoo, 2004). Indeed, it is
vitally important that the measures being used are
matched with the constructs specified within one’s
theoretical perspective. What is problematic is not
necessarily the use of the MEIM in and of itself, but
rather the uncritical use of the measure without
ensuring that it is properly matched with the
research questions being asked.

Some conceptual revisions have been made to
Phinney’s model in the years since it was intro-
duced. Principally, whereas Phinney considered
commitment and affirmation to be part of the same
process, Uma~na-Taylor, Yazedjian, and B�amaca-
G�omez (2004) unpacked commitment into two
separate processes—affirmation and resolution. As
described by Uma~na-Taylor et al., affirmation refers
to feelings of solidarity with and positive affect
toward a social group. In turn, social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986) hypothesizes this solidarity
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and positive affect as leading to increases in well-
being. Resolution refers to a personal sense of com-
mitment to a specific view of one’s ethnicity—such
that the person is comfortable with the subjective
significance of her or his ethnic group. Uma~na-
Taylor et al. designed the Ethnic Identity Scale (EIS)
to measure exploration, affirmation, and resolution
separately. Research on the EIS has been promising
so far (Uma~na-Taylor et al., 2004; Yoon, 2011).

Nigrescence Theory—A Group-Specific Approach to
Racial Identity Development in African Americans

Group-specific developmental models have
tended to focus on racial identity, largely among
African Americans. Nigrescence theory (Cross, 1991;
Parham & Helms, 1985) and its derivatives, such as
racial identity theory (Helms & Cook, 1999), outline
a progression of stages beginning from unawareness
of racial issues and proceeding toward integration of
race-related issues within one’s identity. Although
they adopt a developmental perspective, the Cross
and Helms models are not rooted in Erikson’s theory
and therefore are not explicitly associated with ado-
lescence and emerging adulthood. Instead, Cross’s
and Helms’s models refer to the entire life span and
allow for individuals to revisit other developmental
stages (later revised as statuses). Specifically, the pre-
encounter stage refers to adopting a White or Euro-
pean American worldview that devalues Blackness
and idealizes Whiteness. The encounter state refers
to abandoning this pro-Whiteness view in response
to specific life events such as discrimination. The
immersion–emersion stage reflects an idealization of
Blackness and a denigration of Whites, as well as
more active involvement in Black experiences. Inter-
nalization refers to the achievement of a feeling of
inner security with one’s Blackness and the incorpo-
ration of Blackness into one’s self-concept.

This CRIS, which is the most commonly used
nigrescence measure, consists of multiple subscales
for three of the four hypothesized racial identity
stages. For example, three subscales correspond to
the pre-encounter stage (Pre-Encounter Assimila-
tion, Pre-Encounter Miseducation, and Pre-Encoun-
ter Self-Hatred) and two subscales correspond to
the internalization stage (Internalization-Afrocentric
and Internalization Multiculturalist Inclusive; Van-
diver et al., 2002). Interestingly, no scale was devel-
oped for the encounter stage; Cross (1991) posits
that encounter is not so much a stage or status
of identity as it is a process of reexamination of
one’s reference group orientation in response to life
events.

The Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity:
A Content-Focused Model of ERI

Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, and Chavous (1998)
proposed a nondevelopmental approach to the
study of ERI. Rather than outlining a developmen-
tal sequence, this Multidimensional Model of Racial
Identity (MMRI) approach focuses on the signifi-
cance and meaning (content) of race for African
Americans in their daily life. In particular, Sellers
et al.’s model identifies four dimensions of racial
identity: salience, centrality, regard, and ideology.
Salience indexes the importance of racial identity in
specific situations, such as experiences of discrimi-
nation, whereas centrality refers to the extent to
which race is important to an individual in a more
characteristic or trait-like way. Centrality interacts
with characteristics of a specific situation to pro-
duce feelings of salience—although salience can
sometimes emerge from experiences of discrimina-
tion or hostility even among people for whom
ethnicity or race is not central (Rumbaut, 2008). The
regard dimension is further divided into public and
private components, where public regard refers to
the ways in which an individual believes that
others view her or his racial group, and private
regard refers to one’s feelings about one’s own
racial group membership. The ideology dimension
is divided into nationalism, oppressed minority,
assimilationist, and humanist beliefs. Nationalism
refers to a belief that African Americans share
a unique cultural and historical experience.
Oppressed minority attitudes refer to beliefs that
African Americans share similarities with other
minority groups. Assimilationist attitudes refer to
beliefs that African Americans share commonalities
with other Americans. Finally, humanist beliefs
highlight the commonality that African Americans
share with humanity as a whole.

The MMRI has been operationalized using the
Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI;
Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997),
which includes an adolescent version (Scottham,
Sellers, & Nguyen, 2008). Although the MMRI and
MIBI were originally developed to assess the ERI
development of African Americans, the model and
measure have been adopted for other racial-ethnic
groups, including Asian Americans and Latinos
(Rivas-Drake, Hughes, & Way, 2009; Yip, 2005).
The MIBI specifically measures centrality, ideology,
and regard, but does not include a measure of sal-
ience (which refers to specific life events). The MIBI
also draws upon Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992)
model and measurement of collective self-esteem to
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assess private and public regard. The MIBI also has
four ideology subscales (Nationalist, Oppressed
Minority, Assimilationist, Humanist) that, to an
extent, conceptually mirror some of the identity
stages articulated by nigrescence theory (Cross,
1991). Since its introduction, the MIBI has become
the second most commonly used ERI measure, fol-
lowing the MEIM. Most research using the MIBI
across racial/ethnic groups has typically used only
the centrality and regard (private and public) sub-
scales (e.g., Casey-Cannon, Coleman, Knudtson, &
Velazquez, 2011; Johnson, Kurpius, Rayle, Arredon-
do, & Tovar-Gamero, 2005), given that the ideology
subscales are tailored more specifically to the
African American experience.

Outstanding Conceptual and Methodological
Issues in the ERI Literature

As reviewed above, the ERI literature includes two
philosophically—and thus methodologically—dif-
ferent approaches. Stemming from these core philo-
sophical and methodological differences, there are a
number of related methodological debates within
the ERI literature. We review here what we believe
are the three most pressing of these issues. First,
to what extent should ERI models focus on the
processes (mechanisms, such as exploration and
commitment) through which ethnic or racial iden-
tity develops, and to what extent should ERI mod-
els focus on the specific content (characteristics, such
as centrality and valence) of the identity being
developed? Second, to what extent are developmen-
tal processes and related content universal versus
group-specific? For example, which is a better fit to
the ERI landscape—Phinney’s and Uma~na-Taylor’s
models, where a single theoretical understanding of
ethnic identity can be used across groups, or the
Cross, Helms, and Sellers models, which were origi-
nally developed to capture the experiences of a spe-
cific group? Finally, although many ERI models are
developmental, these models are inconsistent in
terms of the age periods studied. Most studies have
focused on adolescence and emerging adulthood,
with far less attention to childhood and adulthood.

Process and Content in ERI

The MEIM and EIS were designed primarily to
index ethnic identity processes, the CRIS was devel-
oped to assess racial identity processes, and the
MIBI was designed primarily to index racial (and in
some adaptations, ethnic) identity content. How-

ever, process and content cannot be so neatly sepa-
rated. If a person’s race or ethnicity is especially
central to her sense of self, then can we assume that
this person is committed to a specific view of her
race or ethnicity? Similarly, if a person has not
explored the subjective meaning of, and is not com-
mitted to a specific view of, her race or ethnicity,
then can we assume that she is low on centrality?
Although identity status approaches do not attend
explicitly to the content of the identity being devel-
oped, the very act of exploring potential identity
configurations in a given content domain—such as
ethnicity—suggests that the identity that is eventu-
ally developed will be regarded as central and
important. The amount of effort and psychological
resources that identity exploration requires (Sch-
wartz, Zamboanga, Weisskirch, & Rodriguez, 2009)
indicates that individuals are unlikely to invest
such effort and resources into domains that they do
not consider important.

An important first step in integrating process
and content is to examine the ways in which exist-
ing ERI measures have aimed to focus on process
and content. The MEIM and the EIS both include
items that capture process (exploration, resolution,
commitment) and content (affirmation), such that it
may be unclear whether these measures are
intended to assess process, content, or both. How-
ever, much of the work in which these measures
have been used focuses on the process of ethnic
identity formation—likely a consequence of the con-
ceptual grounding of these measures in Erikson’s
(1968) theory and Marcia’s (1966) identity status
approach. Consequently, studies using the MEIM
have typically conceptualized ERI as defined by
exploration and commitment, with the assumption
that a strong commitment would carry a positive
valence (i.e., high affirmation). In more recent work,
however, affirmation (content) has been examined
separately from exploration and resolution (e.g.,
Lee, 2005; Uma~na-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, &
Guimond, 2009). Indeed, empirical work suggests it
is possible for a person to be committed to a nega-
tive view of her or his ethnic or racial group
(Uma~na-Taylor et al., 2004).

There are at least two ways to facilitate a greater
understanding of the interplay between process and
content in ethnic/racial identity. One way is to
develop new measures that clearly tap into both
process and content. Another way, using existing
measures, is to draw upon the inclusion of process
and content to varying extents within different ERI
measures. Innovative combinations of existing
ERI instruments can lead to new and interesting
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research questions. For example, Yip, Seaton, and
Sellers (2006) found that African Americans with an
achieved sense of ethnic identity scored higher on
racial centrality and private regard compared to
those with a diffused sense of ethnic identity. This
finding supports the proposition that exploring and
committing to a sense of racial/ethnic identity
increases the likelihood that this identity will be con-
sidered positive and central. For another example,
integrating survey-based and narrative approaches,
Syed and Azmitia (2008, 2010) found that when
asked about an experience that first made them
aware of their race or ethnicity, individuals higher
in ethnic identity exploration were most likely to
recount experiences of discrimination or of connect-
ing to their cultural backgrounds. This integration
of process and content provides insight into “what
it is like” to identify with one’s ethnic group, and
thus goes beyond simple descriptions of “strength”
of one’s ethnic identity.

In sum, the integration of primarily process-
based approaches with primarily content-based
approaches can provide a richer, more nuanced
understanding of the ways in which individuals are
considering the role of race and ethnicity within
their overall sense of self, while at the same time
negotiating the significance and meaning of that
identity across situations. Importantly, this new line
of research has come about through methodological
innovations, which have subsequently led to new
questions that had not previously been considered.

Ethnic and Racial Groups: Universal Versus
Group-Specific Models

Ethnic and racial groups are collective entities
that confer specific identities on their members,
while at the same time permitting their members to
identify with the group to varying extents (Ash-
more et al., 2004). An individual is simultaneously
a unique person and a member of any number of
social groups (Brewer, 2003). In some situations,
personal identity may be most salient, such that
one’s individual goals and beliefs guide one’s deci-
sions and behaviors. However, in other situations,
such as when one witnesses or experiences discrim-
inatory acts against one’s ethnic or racial group,
group identity becomes most salient, and one’s
decisions and behaviors are guided more strongly
by the perceived needs and desires of the group
(see Spears, 2011, for a comprehensive review).

From an intergroup perspective, ERI might be
viewed as resulting from the tendency to self-cate-
gorize into groups when a group to which one

belongs is unfavorably compared to other relevant
groups (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell,
1987). “Identity management” strategies are used to
reframe one’s group membership positively rather
than negatively (Mummendey, Klink, Mielke,
Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999)—for example, some African
Americans may focus on superior athletic prowess
or musical ability rather than on other domains in
which they are perceived as inferior. ERI is essen-
tially an identity management strategy where group
membership is cast (in most cases) as a positive
attribute.

Groups have collective histories that influence
what it means to identify with the group. For
example, the collective history of African Americans
involves slavery, indentured servitude, and formal
and informal discrimination and oppression. In con-
trast, the group called “Latinos” is the product of
individuals from many different countries being
grouped together in the United States because of
their shared linguistic heritage. To what extent are
the processes and contents of ERI comparable
across these two groups? This tension between
group-specific models, where each group is consid-
ered to have its own unique identity concerns, and
generalizable models, where ERI is considered to
operate similarly across groups, remains a key
unresolved issue in the study of ERI. As we will
argue next, the resolution to this issue may not be a
“whether or not” answer, but rather a “how much
of each” answer.

In her landmark review of ethnic identity
research, Phinney (1990) described the field as con-
sisting of studies focusing on individual ethnic
groups, often using measures designed for those
groups only (e.g., nigrescence theory; Cross, 1991).
This fragmentation, she suggested, was one of the
barriers to the advancement of research on ERI, as
there was no common language, set of definitions, or
measurement tools that could support a cumulative
knowledge base. Importantly, Phinney suggested
that the processes underlying ERI were similar
across various ethnic groups, and thus the MEIM
was ethnic general, in that it was not specific to the
culture of any one ethnic group. This ethnic general-
ity has facilitated comparative ERI research across
different ethnic groups (Pahl & Way, 2006; Roberts
et al., 1999; Syed & Azmitia, 2009) and has contrib-
uted greatly to the popularity of this instrument.

Partially in response to the proliferation of uni-
versal approaches to ERI, Sellers et al. (1998) devel-
oped the MMRI, which was intended to specifically
explicate the contents and functions of racial iden-
tity among African Americans. The MMRI and the
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MIBI return to a focus on theory and measures
targeted for specific groups. However, although the
MMRI collectively reflects a group-specific
approach, most of the model’s individual dimen-
sions are drawn from collective identity concepts
that can be applied to multiple groups. Indeed,
only the Ideology component is grounded in
uniquely African American themes identified in
pertinent literature, art, political issues, and histori-
cal dilemmas.

Although the development of ethnic-specific
models and measures may be appealing, they are
not without their pitfalls. One major issue is deter-
mining the specificity of an ethnic-specific model.
“Ethnic groups” are difficult to define and can be
understood at multiple levels (Gjerde & Onishi,
2000). For example, some researchers study ERI
within Asian Americans (Lee & Yoo, 2004), whereas
others study individual Asian-heritage subgroups,
such as Korean Americans (Lee, 2005) and Chinese
Americans (Yip, 2005). Similar issues arise in the
context of studying ERI among Latinos (see Way,
Santos, Niwa, & Kim-Gervey, 2008), where it is not
clear exactly who is—and who is not—included
under the heading of “Latino.” Complex migration
histories also can complicate the measurement of
ethnic/racial identity. For example, a child of
Korean immigrant parents who was born in Ecua-
dor and then immigrates to the United States as an
adolescent may identify ethnically as both Korean
and Ecuadorian due to shared cultural and linguis-
tic experiences with both groups. A Vietnamese
child adopted by White American parents likewise
may identify as both Vietnamese and White given
his upbringing in a White family. Thus, as research-
ers consider developing models and measures that
are specific to ethnic groups, they must use great
care in considering the boundaries of such groups.

Racial identity, by definition, may be difficult to
study across groups using the same theories and
measures. As a social construction, race is inter-
twined with the collective experiences of a given
racial group—such as slavery and institutionalized
discrimination for African Americans (Gaskin et al.,
2005), the trauma associated with systematic killing
or destruction of Native American people and their
lands (Markstrom, 2011), the model minority myth
among Asian Americans (Yoo, Burrola, & Steger,
2010), and the perpetual foreigner treatment of
Asian Americans and Latinos (Cheryan & Monin,
2005). Segmented assimilation experiences (e.g.,
Portes, Fern�andez-Kelly, & Haller, 2005) also chal-
lenge traditional models of racial identity. Immi-
grant youth who grow up in racially segregated,

urban areas may identify more strongly with the
dominant racial group (e.g., African Americans) in
their immediate environment, including that
group’s culture and lifestyle, than with their own
ethnic or racial groups.

Phenotype and national origin are sometimes,
but not always, considered in the study of ERI. For
Latinos, who can be of any race, phenotype is
complicated by the typical U.S. racial categoriza-
tions—which are influenced by skin tone and heav-
ily challenged biological theories of race (see Teo,
2009). Indeed, in the Census 2000 data collection,
over 40% of Latinos selected “some other race” for
their racial classification (Hitlin, Brown, & Elder,
2007). The importance of phenotype goes beyond
classification issues. L�opez (2008), for example,
found that skin color moderated the association
between ethnic identity and self-esteem among a
sample of mainland Puerto Rican women. Specifi-
cally, ethnic identity was more strongly predictive
of self-esteem for lighter skinned women than for
darker skinned women. This finding suggests that
darker skinned women—who are likely more easily
identifiable as Latino—are at a disadvantage even
when they do identify with their cultural heritage.
Similarly, in a study of Mexican American adoles-
cents, higher levels of family ethnic socialization
were associated with more positive feelings about
ethnicity, but only for youth rated as having a more
Latino appearance and darker skin (Gonzales-
Backen & Uma~na-Taylor, 2011). Latinos are not,
however, the only group for which varying pheno-
types and national origins can complicate the study
of ERI. Many Caribbean and African Blacks are
regarded as African Americans because of their
phenotypic similarity, even though the cultural
groups are quite different (Waters, 1999). In cases
such as this, is ERI promotive of well-being and
protective against internalizing symptoms, external-
izing problems, and health risk behaviors? For a
Caribbean Islander, does being mistaken for an
African American offset the protective and promo-
tive effects of ERI (Waldinger & Feliciano, 2004)?
How “Asian” must someone be to be eligible to
participate in a study of Asian American ethnic
identity? Must both parents be of Asian descent, or
is it sufficient to have only one parent (or even one
grandparent) with ancestry in an Asian country?
These are some of the tough questions that psycho-
logical research on ERI needs to address.

In some cases, such as the Ideology component
of the MMRI (Sellers et al., 1998), models of ERI
may be designed for specific groups, and there may
be no reason for examining such models or con-

64 Schwartz et al.



structs across groups. Given that theoretical models
guide analytical decisions, and given that research
results help to refine the theories on which the
research is based (Greenwald, 2012), the decision
regarding whether to sample from multiple ethnic,
racial, or cultural groups in a given study should
be guided by strong theorizing regarding the extent
to which the ERI model in question is applicable
across groups. In some cases, however, there may
be a posteriori reasons for examining the consis-
tency of models across groups. For example, Kao
and Travis (2005) evaluated the adequacy and use-
fulness of a measure of filial piety—a traditionally
East Asian value system emphasizing respect for
parents, deference to authority, and saving face—in
samples of Latinos. Although filial piety has been
discussed as an Asian value system, results
reported by Kao and Travis suggest that it may be
syntonic with other cultural groups as well. We
provide this example to illustrate that there may
sometimes be reasons to sample from multiple
groups even if a given model was designed with
one specific group in mind.

So how can we resolve this debate between
group-specific and universal models? How can we
increase the theoretical precision of ERI research,
which is facilitated by group-specific models, yet
also retain the ability to compare across groups,
which is facilitated by universal models? Although
this issue has been present in the literature for many
years, little research has addressed it directly. That
is, for the most part, researchers appear to choose
one approach or the other rather than engaging the
debate. However, integrating universal and group-
specific approaches is necessary to support expan-
sive research syntheses and the development of a
strong cumulative knowledge base. It may be useful
for future research to explicitly explore common
and unique elements of ERI across groups. That is,
there are likely aspects of ERI that are both ethnic
general (e.g., exploration) and ethnic specific (e.g.,
ideology). Next, we provide some methodological
approaches for addressing this issue.

Factor Analysis as a Methodological Tool in ERI
Research

Despite the appeal of universal models of ERI,
the majority of ERI studies have sampled from a
single ethnic group (e.g., Lee, Yoon, & Liu-Tom,
2006; Pegg & Plybon, 2005; Schwartz & Zambo-
anga, 2008; Seaton, Yip, & Sellers, 2009), whereas a
smaller number of studies have examined multiple
ethnic groups (e.g., Roberts et al., 1999; Syed &

Azmitia, 2009). Even fewer studies have examined
ERI across ethnic groups and conducted statistical
analyses to examine the consistency of factor struc-
tures and structural associations across groups
(Knight, Roosa, & Uma~na-Taylor, 2009). Such
equivalence analyses can help to determine empiri-
cally the extent to which a specific model of ERI is
applicable to multiple ethnic groups. Next we dis-
cuss two uses of factor analysis—determining the
number of factors and invariance testing—that can
be helpful to this end.

Factor structure. All existing measures of ERI are
theoretically multidimensional. Accordingly, there is
a need to provide evidence for this multidimensio-
nality, both within and between groups. Despite its
widespread use, the factor structure of the MEIM is
not entirely clear and may depend on the version of
the instrument used. In terms of version, all avail-
able evidence supports a two-factor (exploration
and commitment) versus one-factor structure for the
12-item (Roberts et al., 1999) and 6-item (Phinney &
Ong, 2007; see Pegg & Plybon, 2005; Syed & Azmi-
tia, 2009; Yoon, 2011) versions. The factor structure
of the original 20-item version (Phinney, 1992), how-
ever, is less clear. As outlined by Worrell and Gard-
ner-Kitt (2006), part of the problem has to do with
the composition of the 20-item version. In actuality,
the MEIM–20 contains two scales—14 items assess-
ing exploration, commitment, affirmation, and
ethnic behaviors, and a separate 6-item scale for
other-group orientation. Some researchers have
included the other-group attitudes scale in their fac-
tor analyses (e.g., Ponterotto, Gretchen, Utsey, Strac-
uzzi, & Saya, 2003), whereas others have not (e.g.,
Lee & Yoo, 2004). Two studies conducting factor
analyses of the 14-item version have found three
factors, corresponding to clarity/resolution, pride/
affirmation, and engagement/exploration (Juang,
Nguyen, & Lin, 2006; Lee & Yoo, 2004). These are
the same factors that the EIS measures (resolution,
affirmation, and exploration; Uma~na-Taylor et al.,
2004; Yoon, 2011). The differences in factor structure
seem attributable to whether affirmation and resolu-
tion are combined into a commitment scale (MEIM–

6, MEIM–12) or kept separate (MEIM–14, EIS).
Importantly, the aforementioned analyses have been
conducted with ethnically diverse samples, provid-
ing support for the argument that the structure of
ERI, as measured by the MEIM and EIS, is robust
across groups. However, extracting parallel factors
for different groups across studies is not the same as
empirically evaluating the equivalence of these fac-
tors. For that, one would need to conduct measure-
ment invariance tests, to which we now turn.
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Invariance analyses: Determining structural similar-
ity of ERI components across groups. Provided that
data have been collected on multiple ethnic, racial,
or cultural groups, an important step in testing the
group specificity versus generalizability of ERI
models is to conduct multigroup invariance analy-
ses. These analyses are generally conducted on mea-
surement models (i.e., confirmatory factor analysis
models where latent variables are defined by their
indicators and are allowed to correlate, but where
no directional paths are included; Millsap & Olive-
ra-Aguilar, 2012). In a measurement model where
each indicator is attached to only one latent factor,
the regression model for predicting observed scores
on a given indicator variable Xi is presented as
Xi = si + kil + di, where s represents the item inter-
cept, k represents the factor loading (slope), l repre-
sents the mean of the latent factor, and d represents
the error or residual term. All four of these parame-
ters can be tested for invariance across groups.
However, it is most common for researchers to test
only factor loadings and item intercepts (Dimitrov,
2010).

Generally speaking, three levels of invariance are
of primary interest to most researchers—configural
invariance, metric/weak invariance, and scalar/
strong invariance. The invariance testing process
moves from the least to the most restrictive models,
with each successive model subsuming the previous
one. The first test is for configural invariance, which
involves estimating the same measurement model
simultaneously on each of the groups included in
analysis. That is, whether the same items load onto
the same factors for each group tested (as described
in the preceding section of the factor structure of the
MEIM). The second test is for metric/weak invari-
ance, which involves testing the assumption that the
factor loadings for each indicator on its correspond-
ing latent factor are equivalent across groups. Meet-
ing this assumption permits group comparisons of
correlations, covariances, or structural relations
involving the constructs for which metric/weak
invariance has been established. For example, if affir-
mation and resolution are both specified as latent
factors and defined by the individual item responses
included on each subscale, a finding of metric/weak
invariance across ethnic–racial groups permits exam-
ination of the correlation between these factors
within each group. The third step of the invariance
testing process involves testing for scalar/strong
invariance, which refers to the assumption that the
item intercepts, or item means, are equivalent across
groups. A finding of scalar/strong invariance per-
mits the comparison of mean scores across groups.

Additional invariance tests that can be conducted,
but are generally not viewed as required components
of the invariance testing process, are strict invariance
(equivalence of error/residual terms) and compari-
sons of latent means across groups (which are
analogous to t tests or analyses of variance, but are
conducted on error-free latent variables).

Determining whether or not invariance has been
established is dependent on both statistical and sub-
stantive criteria. The criteria for statistical fit indi-
ces, such as the chi-square goodness-of-fit test, the
comparative fit index, and the root mean square
error of approximation, have been a subject of con-
siderable debate (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Tomar-
ken & Waller, 2005; West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012). The
chi-square statistic, in particular, is very sensitive to
minor variations in model fit, and therefore could
lead researchers to reject invariance based on trivial
differences in model parameters (Cheung & Rens-
vold, 2002). Invariance tests can also sometimes
lead to a result of partial invariance, where most, but
not all, of the parameters tested will be equivalent
across groups (Millsap & Olivera-Aguilar, 2012).
Again, whether or not the identified source of vari-
ation is important—beyond statistical significance—
depends on the constructs, sample, and nature of
variation. Thus, it is imperative to examine the
magnitude and meaning of any potential differ-
ences in the model, rather than relying solely on
statistical criteria.

Given the widespread use of the MEIM and the
MIBI, the factor structure of scores generated by
these measures needs to be ascertained across
groups. It is also essential to ascertain the factor
structure of the ERI instruments over time so that we
know whether the hypothesized dimensionality of
scores generated by these measures is consistent or
discrepant across age periods. Such analyses can
speak directly to the question of universal versus
group-specific models of ERI. Adopting a rigorous
approach to ERI instrumentation may yield informa-
tion about which aspects are universal and which
aspects are group specific. Findings from such
research may help us to develop an expanded and
more nuanced theory of ethnic identity development,
as our measures—and how we use them—are critical
for theory development (Greenwald, 2012; Knight &
Zerr, 2010). Of course, even the most rigorous and
consistent tests will not tell us whether other identity
processes or content domains not included in the
MEIM or MIBI might be structured differently across
groups. This idea reinforces an important point, that
the construct (ERI) and the measure (MEIM/MIBI)
cannot be thought of as interchangeable.
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Empirically Measuring the Development of ERI

A third issue concerns the ways in which ERI
develops over time. Patterns of developmental
change in ERI are only beginning to be understood,
for a number of reasons. First, although some longi-
tudinal studies of ERI have begun to appear in the
literature in recent years (e.g., French, Seidman,
Allen, & Aber, 2006; Hughes, Way, & Rivas-Drake,
2011; Kiang, Witkow, Baldelomar, & Fuligni, 2010;
Knight, Vargas-Chanes, et al., 2009; Pahl & Way,
2006; Rivas-Drake & Witherspoon, in press; Seaton,
Yip, Morgan-Lopez, & Sellers, 2012; Syed & Azmitia,
2009; Uma~na-Taylor et al., 2009), the study of ERI is
still largely limited to cross-sectional studies during
adolescence and emerging adulthood. In their meta-
analysis of research on ethnic identity and well-
being, Smith and Silva (2011) reported that more
than 93% (172 of 184) of the studies they included
were cross-sectional. This focus on the adolescent
and emerging adult age periods may be a function of
Erikson (1950, 1968) and Arnett (2000) designating
these age periods as the time when the majority of
identity development work takes place. Restricting
the study of ERI largely to adolescents and emerging
adults “assumes the theory” and does not allow us
to test the extent to which greater degrees of ERI
development activity occur in adolescence and
emerging adulthood than during other age periods.

During adolescence, the advent of formal opera-
tional thought allows for consideration of hypotheti-
cal and alternative possibilities—and the availability
of counterfactual thinking opens up the potential for
identity exploration (Krettenauer, 2005). In longitu-
dinal studies of ERI from childhood to adolescence
and emerging adulthood, the availability of more
advanced cognitive abilities over time may allow—

and perhaps dictate—changes in measurement
approaches during the various age periods exam-
ined. What is needed is prospective longitudinal
research on ERI, beginning in elementary school
and continuing into adolescence and emerging
adulthood. Such work is critical to establishing ERI
as a developmental construct that emerges well
before adolescence and continues to develop into
the emerging adult years and beyond (see Bernal &
Knight, 1993, for a collection of reviews). Of course,
measurement invariance analyses and multimeth-
od–multitrait research designs would be necessary
to ensure that the same construct was being
assessed across the various developmental periods
under study.

Measurement issues are especially important
when conceptualizing studies that can advance and

refine theory (Greenwald, 2012). For example, in
longitudinal research, studies of developmental pro-
cesses are predicated on the use of measures that
are sufficiently reliable and sensitive to change over
time. Measures with low reliability are likely to
produce scores that vary randomly over time,
which in turn compromises our ability to examine
systematic developmental change (Little, 2013).
Measures that are not sufficiently sensitive to devel-
opmental change are likely to produce scores that
are more stable over time than are the true develop-
mental processes under study. Rigorous research
designs, including reliable and developmentally
sensitive measures, are essential to advancing our
understanding of how ERI develops over time.

Future Directions: Four Key Challenges to ERI
Development Research

Addressing the overlap between ethnic and racial
identity, as well as generating further insights into
the three conceptual issues discussed above, will
require some important methodological decisions.
In our discussion of the three issues, we included
methodological material where it was directly rele-
vant to specific topics. In this section, we discuss
more general methodological issues that are essen-
tial to address in the study of ERI. Given the reci-
procal relation between theoretical and
methodological issues (Greenwald, 2012), we explic-
itly attend to the ways in which the methodological
advances we suggest are likely to inform the con-
ceptualization of ERI. In particular, we focus on four
key methodological challenges that face the field: (a)
the need for more sophisticated longitudinal data
analytic techniques to capture the dynamics and
heterogeneity of development, (b) increased empha-
sis on sampling and retention, (c) inclusion of
mixed-ethnic youth in ERI theory and research, and
(d) broadening the range of research methods that
are employed in the ERI literature. These challenges
reflect core methodological issues that have the
potential to broaden the inclusiveness of ERI
research and bring greater attention to the heteroge-
neity of ERI process and content.

Longitudinal Data Analytic Issues

Addressing the confluence versus divergence
between ethnic and racial identity, the overlap
between processes and content domains, the group
specificity versus generalizability of ERI models,
and longitudinal trajectories of ERI processes and
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content domains, and other important research
issues requires innovative, and often complex, lon-
gitudinal data analytic techniques (see Hedeker &
Gibbons, 2006, for an in-depth review of some of
these methods). Because the issues that we raised
above are interconnected, the analytic techniques
that we suggest here can be used to examine one or
more of these issues at a time. Furthermore, the
various issues that we raised at the beginning of
this article are not necessarily “either–or” questions.
For example, issues of race and ethnicity may be
more interrelated for some groups than for others,
and the developmental trajectories of ERI compo-
nents may depend, at least in part, on the context
in which this development is occurring (Uma~na-
Taylor, Benet-Martínez, et al., in press). This princi-
ple of within-group heterogeneity suggests that
studies examining key issues in ERI—regardless of
which specific issues they are examining—should
use mixture modeling (Muth�en, 2001), which
extracts latent groups of participants with similar
patterns on the variables of interest. We provide
more details and examples of two of these
approaches that have particular relevance to ERI
development research: latent growth mixture mod-
eling (LGMM) and latent transition analysis. We
offer an important word of caution first: Because
latent classes almost always involve some degree of
imprecision, care should be taken when placing
participants into their “most likely” classes and
using class membership as an observed variable
(e.g., in chi-square analyses, analyses of variance, or
t tests). Clark and Muth�en (2011) suggest that it
may not be appropriate to use class membership as
an observed variable if the entropy (classification
reliability) of the class solution is below .80.

LGMM (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2000), along with
group-based trajectory modeling (GBTM; Nagin &
Odgers, 2010) extracts unobserved groups based on
similar starting points and change trajectories. That
is, LGMM and GBTM identify multiple trajectories
of growth within the sample, rather than a single
growth trajectory that is typical of multilevel mod-
eling, for example. The differences between LGMM
and GBTM are both conceptual and statistical.
LGMM assumes that the different groups extracted
in the analyses actually represent distinct popula-
tions, and therefore, variations around the fixed
parameters within each class are allowed. In con-
trast, GBTM is considered a convenient method to
divide a single population into potentially useful
categories. Because there is no assumption that the
groups represent distinct distributions, the variation
in growth parameters within each class is fixed to

zero (see Jung & Wickrama, 2008; Nagin & Odgers,
2010, for more details).

Huang and Stormshak (2011) applied LGMM to
examine change in ethnic identity from sixth to
ninth grades among an ethnically diverse sample of
early adolescents. Their analysis identified six
groups. The two largest groups both began with
moderately high levels of ethnic identity, with one
group remaining at those levels (28% of the sample)
and another group increasing (45%). The other four
groups were all relatively small (4%–10%), but were
theoretically interesting. For example, one group
started out very low and increased sharply, and
another group started out very high and decreased
sharply. These findings show both convergence and
divergence with single-trajectory studies covering
the same period. For example, French et al. (2006)
found a linear increase in ethnic identity affirmation
from sixth to ninth grades, which was similar to
largest class found by Huang and Stormshak
(2011). The advantage of LGMM and GBTM, how-
ever, lies in identifying the classes that do not fol-
low the majority path. Identifying such groups can
lead to important questions: Why do some youth’s
ERI pathways diverge at sixth grade, with some
increasing and others remaining stable? Why do
some youth decrease sharply over time? Using
methods that identify the less common pathways
raises questions such as these that have the poten-
tial to advance our theoretical understanding of
ERI.

Latent transition analysis is ideally suited to test
the developmental sequences posited within some
ERI models, such as Phinney’s model of ethnic
identity statuses (Matsunaga, Hecht, Elek, &
Ndiaye, 2010; Seaton et al., 2012). Classification into
the ethnic identity statuses can be accomplished
through latent class analysis. Latent class analysis is
a form of cluster mixture analysis where the cluster-
ing variables are assumed to be largely independent
of one another (K€ohn, Steinley, & Brusco, 2010).
The algorithm extracts heterogeneous groups of
individuals based on their standing on a set of vari-
ables entered into the model. Thus, using explora-
tion and commitment as input variables, latent
class analysis can be used to classify individuals
into one of the four ethnic identity statuses:
achieved, moratorium, foreclosed, and diffused.

Stage-based theories postulate specific patterns of
transitions that should, and should not, occur—and
to the extent to which the empirically extracted
transition probabilities match the theoretical expec-
tations, support for the theory can be assumed
(al-Owidha, Green, & Kroger, 2009). Thus, once
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latent class solutions are extracted at each time
point, latent transition analysis can be used to com-
pute the probabilities of moving between or among
specific sets of classes over time. For example, given
that a person is in the diffused status at age 14,
what is the likelihood of progressing to the morato-
rium status at age 16? Assuming that all of the
statuses emerge empirically at both time points (this
is not a necessary condition for latent transition
analysis to be conducted), the probabilities of a
diffused individual at age 14 transitioning to any of
the statuses—including remaining in diffusion—at
age 16 can be computed.

Seaton et al. (2012) used latent transition analysis
in a three-wave study of ERI among African Ameri-
can adolescents. After identifying latent classes that
approximated the four ERI statuses at each time
point, they calculated the probabilities of transition
from one class to another between time points.
Their findings provided particularly interesting
insights regarding the diffused status. Youth in
the diffused status were most likely either to
remain diffused or to move to foreclosure. How-
ever, some did move from diffused to achieved,
and this movement was predicted by higher levels
of parental racial socialization. Thus, latent transi-
tion analysis allowed for an understanding of the
nature of movement between identity status and
what predicts such movement—and represents a
promising analytic method for ERI researchers who
are interested in the status model.

One of the limitations of latent class and latent
transition analyses, like any clustering procedure, is
that the classes or clusters extracted are sample spe-
cific. In addition, it cannot necessarily be assumed
that the categories extracted will correspond to the
categories posited by one’s theory. If the sample
being used is not representative of the target popu-
lation, then the groups extracted within the sample
may not reflect the clusters or classes in the popula-
tion. An important implication of this sample speci-
ficity is that the classes or clusters extracted must
be mapped onto existing theory, replicated with a
new sample, or both (Busseri, Sadava, Molnar, &
DeCourville, 2009). For example, ERI trajectory clas-
ses found with a sample of Mexican Americans in
Los Angeles, or with a sample of Chinese Ameri-
cans in San Francisco, might be replicated in a sam-
ple of Puerto Ricans in New York or in a sample of
Vietnamese Americans in New Orleans. If a multi-
site or multiple-group longitudinal study is used,
the multiple sites provide a built-in replication (cf.
Luyckx, Klimstra, Schwartz, & Duriez, 2013). Given
the expenses involved in collecting longitudinal

data, it may also make sense to combine data sets
across samples to increase power (Cooper &
Koenka, 2012).

However, to the extent to which one’s sample is
sufficiently representative, the extent to which the
categories (both in terms of how many categories
emerge and in terms of the content of those catego-
ries) extracted from the component dimensions
correspond to what would be theoretically expected
can be construed as a test of the theory itself. A
similar statement can be made regarding patterns
of transitions across categories over time. If the cat-
egories extracted, or the patterns of movement
between and among categories are not consistent
with theoretical expectations, then the underlying
ethnic or racial identity model might need to be
questioned (al-Owidha et al., 2009).

Nevertheless, mixture modeling (where latent
classes are created) has several advantages over tra-
ditional longitudinal models. One such advantage
is its flexibility. For example, if endorsement of each
stage has been measured continuously, as is the
case with the CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002), then
LGMM or latent class growth analysis can be used
to determine the extent to which over-time changes
in endorsement of specific racial identity stages
support the predictions advanced by the theory.
Mixture modeling can also address important ques-
tions that do not necessarily require longitudinal
data, such as the interrelation of process and con-
tent. The latent groups extracted through the analy-
sis may or may not coincide with membership in
specific ethnic or racial groups, which in itself
represents an important research question. For
example, the associations between ERI processes
and content areas can be allowed to vary across
latent groups, with the assumption that race and
ethnicity may be more interwoven for some indi-
viduals, groups, and contexts than for others.

Sampling and Retention

Sampling

The vast majority of ERI research relies on con-
venience sampling. For example, even if one accepts
the developmental rationale for designating adoles-
cence and emerging adulthood as an important
period for identity development, one must
acknowledge that one specific subset of these age
groups—college students from 4-year institutions—
represents the vast majority of individuals who
have been studied in the ERI literature. There are a
number of psychosocial and socioeconomic differ-
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ences between college students and non-college-
attending emerging adults in a number of areas,
including engagement in active identity exploration,
assumption of adult roles, and financial resources
(Halperin, 2001). With specific reference to ERI,
ethnic minorities—especially African Americans,
Latinos, and American Indians—are less likely to
attend 4-year colleges compared to Whites and
Asian Americans (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2011). This suggests that the ethnic minor-
ity students enrolled in 4-year colleges and univer-
sities may be particularly nonrepresentative of their
respective ethnic groups—for example, college-
attending Latino emerging adults may not represent
the population of Latino emerging adults in gen-
eral. Accordingly, the field would benefit from
using more sophisticated sampling techniques.

Fundamental epidemiology holds that represen-
tative samples are required to support the most
definitive statements about a population (Scheaffer,
Mendenhall, Ott, & Gerow, 2012). However, popu-
lation-based research is expensive and time con-
suming. Not surprisingly, then, the majority of
studies have sampled from a single high school
(e.g., Pahl & Way, 2006), university (e.g., Rivas-
Drake, 2012; Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008), or
community (e.g., Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin,
& Lewis, 2006; Uma~na-Taylor, Zeiders, & Upde-
graff, 2013). Syed et al. (2013) used a sample drawn
from 30 U.S. colleges and universities, but the sam-
ple was not randomly selected. The amount of bias
created by sampling only subsets of the population
in these studies is not known.

However, there may also be important disadvan-
tages to using population-based data sets. Many
population-based data sets, such as the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, do not
include validated measures of ERI—and therefore,
population-based studies of ERI are difficult to con-
duct. Some authors (e.g., Marsiglia, Kulis, Hecht, &
Sills, 2004) have sampled all schools with certain
characteristics (e.g., primarily Latino and low
income), whereas some have used population-based
data sets that included some ERI items (e.g., the
National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol Related
Conditions, Burnett-Zigler, Bohnert, & Ilgen, 2013;
the National Latino and Asian American Study,
Yip, Gee, & Takeuchi, 2008). Again, however, there
is a trade-off that must be made. Collecting popula-
tion-based data requires sampling individuals from
the target ethnic group across a range of socioeco-
nomic and residential contexts—and may require
complex sampling strategies such as stratified or
cluster sampling so that underrepresented segments

of the target ethnic group are included in sufficient
numbers for analysis. Data sets collected for public
use, which generally have already addressed these
sampling issues, often can accommodate only a few
items assessing each construct. The psychometric
rigor that is gained through use of complete mea-
sures may not be available when only a subset of
items is used—or when items from several different
instruments are used together. In both convenience
and population-based sampling, then, there may be
important compromises made. The precise effects
of these compromises need to be systematically
studied.

Minimizing Attrition in Longitudinal Studies

As noted above, addressing the debate issues
that we have raised in this article requires the con-
duct of rigorous longitudinal research. This rigor
refers not only to how participants are sampled,
but also to how they are followed up over time.
That is, not only do longitudinal research designs
need to start with relatively representative samples
of the ethnic or cultural minority populations of
interest, but they also need to maintain these
representative samples by minimizing attrition.
Associations between observed attrition in these
longitudinal studies and either (a) participant char-
acteristics or (b) intercepts or slopes of the individ-
ual change trajectories in ERI suggest that the
attrition may bias our understanding of the devel-
opmental issues under study (cf. Dumville, Torger-
son, & Hewitt, 2006). However, in cases where
substantial attrition occurs, the longitudinal data
collection procedures may offer a statistical way of
estimating the impact of the attrition on the
observed individual trajectories if sufficient data
points have been obtained from individual partici-
pants prior to dropping out. If differential attrition
is expected based on prior findings, it can be built
into the research design and power analyses
before data are collected (Roy, Bhaumik, Aryal, &
Gibbons, 2007). Even so, the goal of any longitudi-
nal study should be to maintain retention rates that
are as high as possible.

Knight, Roosa, et al. (2009) describe a number of
strategies for minimizing attrition in longitudinal
studies of ethnic minority populations. For exam-
ple, it may be useful to employ the same study staff
over time as a way of establishing rapport between
study staff and participants, and to obtain contact
information for friends or relatives who will know
how to reach participants who have relocated or
are otherwise unreachable. Assessments can be con-
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ducted in locations convenient to participants—
such as in their homes, their workplaces, or coffee
shops—rather than asking them to come to a
university or research center. Assessment materials
and consent/assent forms must be made available
in language that is accessible to participants, where
“language” refers both to the native tongue that
participants speak and to the specific vernacular
and colloquialisms that are familiar to them. Even
some participants who speak English as a first lan-
guage (e.g., African Americans, Caribbean Island-
ers) may use a different form of English than the
researchers do, and research materials must be
phrased in ways that are comfortable for the study
population. A similar scenario occurs with other
languages, such as Spanish, that are spoken in
many different countries and where regional dia-
lects may cause some words to carry different
meanings for different cultural groups. In some
cases, words that are part of everyday conversation
in one subgroup may be considered vulgar in other
subgroups. Demonstrating respect and consider-
ation for participants and their beliefs and tradi-
tions is essential for retaining them in the sample,
and ultimately for providing the most rigorous
evaluation of key issues in the ethnic and racial
identity literatures—such as the overlap between
process and content, the developmental trajectories
of these processes and content areas, and the appli-
cability of these processes and content areas across
ethnic, racial, and cultural groups.

ERI in Biracial and Multiracial Individuals

Yet another key challenge for ERI theory and
research involves how to apply theoretical models
and research measures to individuals from multiple
racial or ethnic backgrounds. Bracey et al. (2004), for
example, found that biracial individuals appear to
represent a separate group—distinct from individu-
als who claim only one racial background—in terms
of the association between ethnic identity and self-
esteem. Renn (2008) echoed this position, reviewing
research suggesting that, as part of the process of
developing a biracial identity, individuals from
mixed racial backgrounds often eventually develop
a “biracial” identity that is not reducible to the indi-
vidual racial groups in which the person has ances-
try. Brittian, Uma~na-Taylor, and Derlan (2013)
found that certain dimensions of ethnic identity
were most important for biracial college students,
depending on the racial composition of the univer-
sity that they attended. For biracial individuals
attending more diverse universities, ethnic identity

resolution (having committed to a specific view of
one’s ethnic group, whether positive or negative)
was protective against anxiety symptoms, whereas
for biracial individuals attending less diverse univer-
sities, ethnic identity affirmation (viewing one’s eth-
nic group positively) was promotive of self-esteem.

From a collective identity perspective, the rap-
idly increasing number of biracial and multiracial
individuals—as well as the prominence of biracial
and multiracial people such as Barack Obama and
Tiger Woods—has permitted these individuals to
identify with one another and with a superordinate
biracial or multiracial group (see Ashmore et al.,
2004, for a review of collective identity principles).
Such identification may have different effects
depending on the context in which biracial or mul-
tiracial people find themselves. In any case, how-
ever, biracial or multiracial people most often
cannot be placed into one of the standard racial or
ethnic groups (e.g., White, Black, Latino, Asian,
Native American)—and the applicability of ERI
models should be examined with biracial or multi-
racial individuals considered as a separate group.

Use of Diverse Methodological Approaches

Thus far, most of the measurement instruments
that we have reviewed in this article are used to eli-
cit self-reports of ethnic/racial identity. However,
there are a number of limitations involved in self-
report measures, such as socially desirable or
inattentive responding, misinterpretation of item
content, and use of words or idioms that are not
familiar to the target population (Holtgraves, 2004).
Greater attention to developing non self-report
measurement approaches vis-�a-vis ERI is critical if
we are to circumvent the limitations associated with
the exclusive use of self-reports.

Some progress has already been made in this
regard. Narrative or mixed-method approaches
have been used fruitfully in recent ethnic identity
research (Syed & Azmitia, 2008), and experimental
methods have been used to examine measurement
equivalence of ethnic identity across language of
assessment (Schwartz et al., in press). Some studies
have used vignettes followed by questions about
the beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors of the characters
in the vignette (Cameron, Rutland, Brown, &
Douch, 2006; Yoo & Lee, 2008). Using daily diary
methods, Yip (2005) has used survey methods in
new and interesting ways to understand ERI at dif-
ferent time scales. The convergence (or divergence)
of data from multiple methods can facilitate a better
understanding of the developmental nature of
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ethnic and racial identity by teasing apart potential
confounds related to measurement limitations (cf.
Campbell & Fiske, 1959).

Conclusion

In this article, we have reviewed a number of key
conceptual and methodological issues in ERI
research. In many cases, methodological innovations
and advances can be used to address important
questions in the field, such as the overlap between
ethnic and racial identity, the interplay between pro-
cess and content, the group specificity of ERI mod-
els, and the developmental course of ERI. Self-report
measures such as the MEIM, EIS, CRIS, and MIBI
have facilitated great progress in establishing ERI as
a construct worthy of scientific investigation. The
expansion of ERI theory and research outside of the
cultural studies community and into fields such as
public health, political science, sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and communication requires that we develop a
common set of assumptions, terminology, and
methodological approaches that will permit synthe-
sis and comparison of ERI findings across disci-
plines. Advances in data analytic techniques, such
as mixture modeling, have facilitated the conduct of
innovative and important ERI studies that would
not have been possible 10 or 15 years ago. It is our
hope that the recommendations we provide in this
article will promote further progress in our under-
standing of ERI and its implications for develop-
mental outcomes across ethnic and racial groups.
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