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Key findings from the various studies of this special section of Child Development are that ethnic identity is
embedded in a positive proximal interpersonal context in adolescence and that the links between ethnic iden-
tity and the interpersonal context seem to become stronger from the beginning of early adolescence on.
Remarkably, the (longitudinal) studies do not show that ethnic identity is a better predictor of developmental
outcomes or that it can be better predicted in minority groups than in majority groups. I use one of the arti-
cles to demonstate that a longitudinal prediction model is different from a developmental sequence model.
Finally, an extension of the present measures of ethnic identity is proposed. This extension would allow for a
thorough investigation of the saliency of ethnic identity and its interplay with other identity domains during
adolescent development.

The articles in this special section have a number of
common features: (a) all study adolescents, (b) three
of four use longitudinal designs, and (c) all address
the links between ethnic identity and (various fea-
tures) of the social context, such as norms support-
ing cross-ethic friendships, interethnic contact,
diversity of friendships, the role of friendships in
ethnic identity formation (selection and influence),
and the impact of national policies on ethnic iden-
tity. So, the studies are on adolescent ethnic identity
in social context. The studies use sophisticated
methodological approaches and present novel find-
ings. In addition, this set of studies has a strong
cross-national orientation: Findings come from
Chile, four eastern-European countries, and various
sites from the United States.

In this commentary I will discuss the key find-
ings from the various studies, address a couple of
developmental issues, comment on differences in
associations between ethnic groups, discuss the
use of mediational models in longitudinal designs,
and suggest an expansion of ethnic identity mea-
sures. Although three (Gonzalez et al., 2017; Rivas-
Drake, Uma~na-Taylor, Schaefer, & Medina, 2017;
Santos, Kornienko, & Rivas-Drake, 2017) of the

four studies present longitudinal data, I will not
discuss mean-level change in ethnic identity. The
limited time span of the longitudinal studies
(6 months to a year) makes substantial mean-level
change quite unlikely. I will give special attention
to the similarity of findings across the various
studies. I was inspired to do so by a recent article
by Duncan, Engel, Claessens, and Dowsett (2014),
suggesting that we should focus more on the repli-
cability of findings in developmental research.

Key Findings

The three longitudinal studies show that ethnic
identity is embedded in a positive proximal inter-
personal context. Gonzalez et al. (2017) show that a
strong ethnic identity is associated with high-qual-
ity intergroup contact and with in-group norms
supporting cross-group friendships. These associa-
tions were found at Time 1 of the study as well as
across time. Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) show that
having more diverse friendships drives stronger
exploration of ethnic–racial identity half a year
later. In addition, Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) show
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that in early adolescence friends become more simi-
lar to each other in ethnic identity exploration and
resolution (influence effect in social network analy-
sis). This influence effect was replicated in the
study by Santos et al. (2017). In four of the six
models, they found that early adolescent friends
become more similar over time in three aspects of
ethnic–racial identity: ethnic–racial centrality, and
private and public regard of their ethnic group. So,
both within time and across time, a positive ethnic
identity is linked to positive and diverse interper-
sonal relationships.

The findings of the study by Dimitrova et al.
(2017) diverge remarkably from those of the three
other studies. Dimitrova et al. (2017) found ethic
identity to be as important as national and religious
identity, and relatively low as compared to familial
identity in Roma middle adolescents in Bulgaria,
the Czech Republic, Kosovo, and Romania. More
importantly, however, they found ethnic identity to
be negatively or not linked to well-being in Bulgaria
and Kosovo, and the Czech Republic and Romania,
respectively. These findings point out that a strong
ethnic identity in minority groups is not always
adaptive. Especially when, as Dimitrova et al.
(2017) suggest, individuals belong to a marginalized
minority group, and national policies are nonsup-
portive for this minority such as in Bulgaria and
Kosovo. One of the Dimitrova et al. (2017) findings
concurs with those of the other three studies: Famil-
ial identity was found to be strongly linked to well-
being in all Roma groups. Again, this shows that
being able to rely on a positive interpersonal con-
text is adaptive for development.

A second finding that is quite consistent across the
three longitudinal studies is that the links between
ethnic identity and the interpersonal context seem to
become stronger from the beginning of early adoles-
cence onward. Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) and Santos
et al. (2017) tested selection and influence effects of
friendships in ethnic–racial identity in eight social net-
work models. They only found selection effects in one
of the models, whereas influence effects were reported
in six of the models. This clearly suggests that ethnic–
racial identity is not a strong or consistent factor in the
formation of friendships in the beginning of early ado-
lescence. The quite systematic influence effects, how-
ever, show that friends become more similar in
ethnic–racial identity during early adolescence. Con-
sistent with this observation, Rivas-Drake et al. (2017)
found a link over time between ethnic–racial resolu-
tion and friend diversity in the first two waves of their
study in boys only, whereas the link over time
between friend diversity later in early adolescence

was found systematically for both boys and girls.
Together these findings seem to suggest that the links
between ethnic identity and the interpersonal context
start to become more meaningful and consistent from
the beginning of early adolescence. This observation is
consistent with the process of adolescent maturation
that has been found in many longitudinal studies
across multiple developmental domains: for instance
that rank order stability of Big Five personality traits
(Klimstra, Hale, Raaijmakers, Branje, & Meeus, 2009),
self-concept clarity (Crocetti, Rubini, Branje, Koot, &
Meeus, 2016), cognitive empathy (Van Lissa, Hawk,
De Wied, Van Lier, & Meeus, 2014), and political atti-
tudes (Rekker, Keijsers, Branje, & Meeus, 2015)
increases systematically during adolescence; that the
formal intraindividual organization of the personality
profile systematically grows during adolescence
(Klimstra et al., 2009); that the prevalence of the resili-
ent personality type (Meeus, Van de Schoot, Klimstra,
& Branje, 2011) and the identity status identity
achievement (Meeus, Van de Schoot, Keijsers,
Schwartz, & Branje, 2010) increase during adoles-
cence; and that the intraindividual stability of both the
resilient personality type (Meeus et al., 2011) and the
identity status identity achievement (Meeus et al.,
2010) grow during adolescence. A review of longitudi-
nal studies into adolescent maturation can be found in
Meeus (2016).

The Moderating Role of Age and Ethnic Group in
Developmental Covariation

Two findings from the study by Gonzales et al.
(2017) are not at all consistent with the maturation
hypothesis I proposed earlier. Gonzales et al. (2017)
found support for two longitudinal mediational
models claiming that norms supporting cross-group
friendships led to stronger (Mapuche) ethnic iden-
tity, which in turn led to support for maintenance
of Mapuche culture and Mapuche adoption of
Chilean culture, respectively. Gonzales et al. (2017)
however, found these mediating effects to be stron-
ger in younger Mapuche adolescents as compared
to older Mapuche adolescents, whereas in Chilean
adolescents both mediating effects were found to be
stronger in older adolescent as compared to
younger adolescents. Clearly, the mediational pat-
terns found in Chilean adolescents are consistent
with the maturational hypothesis (effects become
stronger when adolescents become older), whereas
the mediational patterns in the Mapuche group are
inconsistent with the hypothesis (effects were stron-
ger in younger adolescents). An explanation for the
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effects inconsistent with the maturation hypothesis
may be that very young Mapuche adolescents
(Mage = 10.28 years) lack the capacity to make a
clear distinction between the measures of norms
supporting cross-group friendships (example item:
“my family appreciates that I have Mapuche
friends”) and Mapuche identification (“I feel very
connected to Mapuche people”). Clearly these con-
cepts are conceptually very close, and that could
lead to young Mapuche seeing them as indistin-
guishable, which could in turn lead to very high
correlations between the measures of both concepts,
and therefore, a stronger mediational effect of
norms on identification and consequently on main-
tenance of Mapuche culture and Mapuche adoption
of Chilean culture. The explanation suggested by
Gonzales et al. (2017) that the stronger mediational
effect is due to the fact that ethnic identity forma-
tion becomes salient earlier in minority groups,
may be valid for this specific group of Mapuche
adolescents but is not supported by the age-related
findings of the other longitudinal studies.

On a related note, the Gonzales’ interpretation is
also not in agreement with the longitudinal findings
on the differences between minority and majority
groups in ethnic identity formation. Remarkably, none
of these studies show that ethnic identity is a better
predictor of developmental outcomes or that it can be
better predicted in minority groups than in majority
groups. Gonzales et al. (2017) found that in majority
Chilean adolescents, but not in minority Mapuche
adolescents, better quality of contact with minority
adolescents predicted stronger support for Mapuche
ethnic identity, which in turn predicted support for
maintenance of Mapuche culture and Mapuche adop-
tion of Chilean culture. In addition, the longitudinal
social network studies by Rivas-Drake et al. (2017)
and Santos et al. (2017) did not show differences in
selection and influence effects of friendships on ethnic
identity between minority and majority groups. Like-
wise, Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) did not find differences
between ethnic groups in the cross-paths between T1
ethnic–racial identity resolution and T2 diversity of
friendships, and T2 diversity of friendships and T3 eth-
nic–racial identity exploration. So none of the longitu-
dinal studies show that ethnic identity is more salient
in minority groups.

Mediational Models in Longitudinal Research

Gonzales et al. (2017) present four mediational
models that quite consistently show that positive
(norms for) intergroup contact predicts stronger

ethnic identity and consequently stronger support
for maintenance or extension of the minority
group culture. It is of importance to note that the
mediational models of Gonzales et al. (2017) are
prediction models. Prediction models estimate the
extent to which an earlier Process A is predictive
of a later Process B. In these models, the predic-
tor variable is measured earlier in time than the
predicted variable. Therefore, the predictor can be
seen as a developmental marker of the predicted
variable. In the case of Gonzales et al. (2017) the
predictor variables are positive norms for—and
quality of—intergroup contact measured at T1,
the outcome variables are indicators of support
for minority group culture measured at T2, and
the mediating variable is ethnic identity, also
measured at T2. Basically this means that if we
know that individuals have high-quality inter-
group contact, they will support ethnic identity
and consequently minority group culture half a
year later. This is meaningful information of
course, but it would be incorrect to claim that
high-quality intergroup contact is a developmental
precursor of support for ethnic identity and con-
sequently of minority group culture. A develop-
mental claim like this would require a
longitudinal design where all model variables
have been measured at no fewer than three time
points (see Figure 1). The figure also demonstrates
what a model in which quality of contact is a
developmental precursor of ethnic identity and
consequently of support for minority culture
would look like. The figure also shows how
demanding this type of model is: It requires
directional paths from quality of intergroup con-
tact T1 to ethnic identity T2, ethnic identity T2 to
cultural maintenance T3, along with an indirect
path between quality of contact T1 to cultural
maintenance T3. Also, it requires that the paths
cultural maintenance T1 to ethnic identity T2, eth-
nic identity T2 to quality of intergroup contact
T3, and the indirect path cultural maintenance T1
to quality of contact T3 are nonsignificant. When
we look at the correlations in table 1 of Gonzales
et al. (2017) we see that this type of developmen-
tal sequence would probably not emerge from a
three-wave data set with all three variables. There
are two reasons that this is quite unlikely. First,
the T1 correlations between quality of contact,
ethnic identity, and cultural maintenance are sub-
stantial and similar in effect size. Because we
know that within-wave correlations tend to be
replicated across waves in longitudinal research
(Meeus, 2016), I believe that this T1 pattern
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would also be present in Waves 2 and 3 of a
study. Second, the cross-correlations between
ethnic identity T1 and cultural maintenance T2
and vice versa are substantial and not very differ-
ent from each other. This pattern of correlations
between variables within and across waves sug-
gests relatively strong associations across time
between the three variables of interest; this would
mean that across time, quality of contact, ethnic
identity, and cultural maintenance show develop-
mental overlap: they go together quite consis-
tently over time. Of course this is a hypothesis
that needs to be tested in a three-wave study.
The main point I wanted to make, however,
remains the model presented by Gonzales et al.
(2017) is a prediction model and is not informa-
tive on developmental sequence. An extended dis-
cussion on various longitudinal models can be
found in Meeus (2016).

An Extension of Ethnic Identity Models

Dimitrova et al. (2017) present two remarkable
findings on the salience (personal importance) of
ethnic identity. First, they show that ethnic identity
is not the most salient identity domain in Roma
adolescents; familial identity is more important for
them, and religious identity about as important.
Second, they reveal negative or nonsignificant asso-
ciations between ethnic identity and well-being.
Taken together, these findings show that ethnic

identity is not always very important, and also that
it is not always adaptive. These findings raise the
question about the relative importance of ethnic
identity during adolescent development. I offer a
couple of suggestions to study this issue.

All studies of this special section use a measure of
strength of ethnic identity: ethnic identity attachment
and evaluation (Dimitrova et al., 2017), ethnic iden-
tity centrality (Santos et al., 2017), ethnic identity
identification (Gonzales et al., 2017), and ethnic iden-
tity resolution (EIS resolution; Rivas-Drake et al.,
2017). In addition, Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) and Dim-
itrova et al. (2017) use a measure to tap the way in
which adolescents explore their ethnic identity.
Rivas-Drake et al. (2017) use the exploration scale of
the EIS of Uma~na-Taylor and colleagues (Uma~na-
Taylor, Vargas-Chanes, Garcia, & Gonzales-Backen,
2008; Uma~na-Taylor, Yazedjian, & B�amaca-G�omez,
2004), and Dimitrova et al. (2017) use an item of
behavioral involvement that they include in their gen-
eral measure of ethnic identity. Typically, measures
of the strength and exploration of ethnic identity tend
to be highly correlated. For instance, Uma~na-Taylor
et al. (2008) found correlations > .50 between EIS res-
olution and EIS exploration, and Dimitrova et al.
(2017) could include their exploration item on behav-
ioral involvement in a general scale of ethnic identity,
which again reveals a substantial correlation between
ethnic identity strength and ethnic identity explo-
ration. These substantial associations indicate that
adolescents with a strong ethnic identity also tend to
be active in finding out more about their identity.
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Figure 1. Long-term mediational model showing that quality of intergroup contact leads to increased support for Mapuche cultural
maintenance via ethnic identity. Hypothetical parameter estimates of the mediational path are shown. Estimates of stability paths and
within-wave association estimates are not shown.
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The distinction between ethnic identity strength
and exploration comes conceptually close to the dis-
tinction between commitment and exploration in
Marcia’s (1966) identity status model. For the EIS of
Uma~na-Taylor et al. (2004), this is no surprise
because it was explicitly based on Marcia’s model.
Marcia (1966) proposed two key processes of per-
sonal identity formation: exploration and commit-
ment. Exploration indicates the extent to which
adolescents consider various alternative commit-
ments in relevant identity domains. Commitment is
the degree to which adolescents have made choices
in important identity domains and are committed
to these choices. Conceptually, Marcia’s identity
model is a model of identity formation: Adolescents
consider alternative identity commitments and then
decide to choose one. Here a distinction between
Marcia’s model and the ethnic identity models
arises. Although exploration in Marcia’s model
means thinking about and deciding on alternative
commitments, in the ethnic identity models it mea-
sures finding out more about the present identity.
Therefore, exploration in the ethnic identity models
does not measure identity formation but identity
maintenance. This also explains why there are sub-
stantial correlations between the strength and
exploration of ethnic identity. Adolescents who
have a strong ethnic identity also are very active in
finding out more about their identity, whereas ado-
lescents with a weak ethnic identity do not do a lot
of identity work.

In sum, measures of identity exploration can
have a twofold meaning: they can tap into the pro-
cess of identity formation as well as the process of
identity maintenance. Recent European personal
identity models by Luyckx et al. (2017) (see Luy-
ckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006) and
Meeus/Crocetti (see Meeus et al., 2010) have incor-
porated both types of exploration in their measure-
ments. Both models use a scale of exploration in
depth to tap identity maintenance and a scale (ex-
ploration in breadth and reconsideration of com-
mitments, respectively) to tap identity formation.
Both models therefore are dual-cycle models, they
distinguish between two separate cycles in identity
development: the first cycle indexes the process of
identity formation (saliency of the interplay of
commitment and exploration in breadth and recon-
sideration, respectively), whereas the second cycle
indexes maintenance of an acquired commitment
(saliency of the interplay of commitment and
exploration in depth, respectively). The identity
status moratorium is an identity formation status,
whereas the statuses closure and identity

achievement are identity maintenance statuses
(Meeus et al., 2010).

The dual-cycle models make clear that identity
formation is missing from the present ethnic iden-
tity models. Therefore, I suggest including a scale
on the reconsideration of ethnic identity in the
present measures. This scale should measure the
extent to which individuals think about replacing
their ethnic identity for another group identity, for
instance, religious or national identity. Adding
such a scale would allow for the possibility to dis-
tinguish between individuals whose ethnic identity
is salient (high on ethnic identity commitment and
exploration in depth and low on reconsideration
of ethnic identity) and individuals whose ethnic
identity is not that salient (low on ethnic identity
commitment and exploration in depth, high on
ethnic identity reconsideration, and for instance, high
on commitment and exploration in depth of religious
or professional group identity). Studying the interplay
of these processes during adolescent development
could give us a fascinating new perspective on the
dynamics of the formation of ethnic and personal iden-
tity. Of course we need long-term longitudinal studies
here, preferably studies that span the period from
early adolescence to emerging adulthood.
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