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It is well known that adolescence is the biggest time of change and development in a human being’s life.  Not only is it the transitional stage which marks the onset of puberty, stimulating biological and physical changes which lead a child on the way to developing an adult body and sexual maturity, but it is a time when many mental changes occur as well.  Such changes include further development in cognitive, emotional, and social realms, and play a key role in helping adolescents achieve identity formation, which according to Erik H. Erikson (1968), is the central task of adolescence.

Although adolescence is a time of turbulence and stress for all teenagers, it can be an especially overwhelming time for teenagers who are members of immigrant and minority groups, since ethnicity and cultural influences are central to their quest for identity (Berk, 1999).  Cultural differences can provide overwhelming challenges for adolescents (in addition to the already existent ones present in adolescence) as they strive to become individuals, since these youth must seek an identity which addresses the values and beliefs of their subculture (the ideas they were brought up with throughout childhood and family life), and incorporate their dominant American mainstream culture.

To give better insight into the many challenges that teenagers of minority groups face in adolescence, specifically in the areas of identity formation, this paper will focus on Black, Latino, and Indian/Asian Americans.  In addition, this paper will serve as a cross-cultural comparison between the three groups, in hopes of gaining some insight as to how various ethnic groups compare and contrast in their quest for identity formation.  

When developing their “identity,” or a well-organized conception of the self made up of values, beliefs, and goals to which an individual is solidly committed (Berk, 1999),  adolescents must undergo four basic stages. According to James Marcia’s studies (1966, 1980), these include:

1.  Identity diffusion, the initial status, which is represented by an absence of both search (or the active pursuit of achieving identity), and commitment to values and goals.

2.  Identity foreclosure, the second status, which is characterized by a commitment/acceptance to predetermined (either by family, culture, or status) values and goals, without search.

3.  Moratorium, the third status, which is indicated by active involvement in identity search where an individual seeks to establish his/her own goals and values for life.

4.  Identity Achievement, the fourth status, which is demonstrated by a clear commitment to certain values and goals, resulting from moratorium, or identity search and exploration.

It has been found that ethnic minority adolescents and young adults rated ethnicity as a central concern, equal to religion, and above politics, when striving to achieve their identity (Phinney & Alpuria, 1990).  Often times, growing teens initially form a negative outlook on their culture, primarily influenced by prejudices, or negative feedback from the dominant American culture in which they are living.  However, as they mature, and develop in adolescence, they learn to accept their subculture/ethnicity as an integral part of them and begin to try to integrate its values and beliefs in the formation of their own personal identity.  Such integration is not an easy task for adolescents to undergo, since their growing cognitive development causes them to be more sensitive to feedback from their social environment (Berk, 1999).  In fact, many adolescents become overwhelmed by the challenges they face to integrate their subculture with their dominant culture, thereby delaying or eliminating altogether their success at identity achievement.  As a result, these individuals often develop low self-esteem and confidence, which could significantly hamper efforts at obtaining future success and happiness in their lives.  In order to gain a better understanding of identity achievement for ethnic minority groups this paper will examine each cultural entity individually. However, first it is necessary to understand that newer research has uncovered a racial/cultural identity development model, or R/CID. According to Sue & Sue (2003) there exist five basic stages to ethnic identity formation. These stages include, “conformity, dissonance, resistance/immersion, introspection, and integrative awareness” stages. The conformity stage includes identification with White dominant culture, and dismissal of own ethnic culture (Sue & Sue, 2003). The dissonance stage includes dismissal of racial prejudices and beginnings of ethnic pride (Sue & Sue, 2003). The resistance/immersion stage includes the rejection of White culture and affective feelings of guilt, shame, and anger (Sue & Sue, 2003). The introspection stage includes individualism and realization that prejudices and anger against Whites are counterproductive and draining (Sue & Sue, 2003). Finally, in the integrative awareness stage, conflicts are resolved, and there is an increasing sense of security and commitment to eliminate oppression (Sue & Sue, 2003).
Black-Americans:

When participating in the process of identity formation, Black-American youth often begin at an initial stage of “pre-encounter,” where they form a negative view of their race, based on initial discrimination and prejudices they encounter in the dominant American White culture (Sue & Sue, 2003).  From early childhood, black individuals in American society become aware of racism (Aries & Moorehead, 1989) in the predominant American society, and in assimilation with their historical background of slavery, often develop low levels of racial identity, which, in turn, lead to low self-esteem, as well as feelings of inferiority and anxiety (Parham & Helms, 1985).  Often times, the anxiety resulting from experience and history direct black children into believing that they are inferior to whites.  This is demonstrated by a quote made by an African-American journalist, looking back on his adolescence: 

“If you were black, you didn’t quite measure up…you didn’t see any black people doing certain things, and you couldn’t rationalize it. You don’t think it out, but say, ‘Well it must mean that white people are better than we are. Smarter, brighter-whatever’” (Monroe, Goldman, & Smith, 1988 pp.98-99 in Berk 1999, p.608)  

By the time they reach adolescence, many black adolescents often find themselves caught between two sets of values; Afro-American, which is characterized by “openness to self and others, tragedy and resilience, psychological connectedness and interdependence” (White, 1984 p.2 in Aries & Moorehead, 1989), and Euro-American, characterized by  “individualism, competition and establishing power, dominance and control” (White, 1984, p.11 in Aries & Moorehead, 1989).

During moratorium, or the exploratory stage, Blacks must deal with many ethnic struggles to augment their self-esteem and perpetuate a feeling of belonging.  Among the struggles that Black youth face include the realization that White standards of beauty (i.e. skin and hair color/type) don’t apply to them (Phinney, 1991).  However, to counteract these obstacles, Blacks often rely on group pride and identity, fostered by close interaction with individuals within their race, and thereby come to attribute discrimination faced in the American society as a racial insult, instead of a personal one.  As a result, self-esteem is protected and individual self-concept is not as affected as it would have been, had the discriminatory events been taken personally (Crocker and Major, 1989 in Phinney, 1991).

Eventually, after search and exploration [moratorium], some Black youth, 21.7% out of a sample size of 23 (Phinney, 1989) are able to reach a sense of strong ethnic identity achievement, which is tied with Latino as being the highest percentage of ethnic minorities to reach identity achievement, with commitment to social change, justice, and civil rights, in what is termed by Sue & Sue (2003), as the internalization-commitment stage.

Latino-Americans:

Similar to Black-American youth, Latino-American youth also face initial negatives when forming their identity, which can be attributed to both the causal and cognitive stages of identity formation; the former being described as being influenced by messages from the environment and failure to identify with Latino culture, and the latter being the processing of negative messages that steer away from Latino culture and instead aims at integration with White America (Sue & Sue, 2003).  Much like Blacks, Latinos encounter many prejudices and discriminatory attitudes from the onset of childhood, which have an early impact on self-esteem.  However, unlike Black-American youth, Latinos are particularly known for having strong family networks that go beyond the realms of the nuclear family, and encourage strong ties with members of extended family as well. Such kin networks often serve as a source of social/emotional support system, and facilitate ethnic identity development (Vega, 1990).  In addition to the promotion of Latino awareness through kinship, Latinos come from a history of strong ethnic pride, stemming from a collective Latino/Hispanic group identification, often termed as Latinismo.  Latinismo, or the Latin ethnicity/spirit, is the product of interaction and communication among Latin/Hispanic groups in response to their marginal position in the institutional life of the larger American society, and often signifies devotion and loyalty to the collective concerns of Spanish-speaking groups (Padilla, 1985). It is perhaps this strong sense of ethnic pride and familial support that contributes to the lowest percentage of adolescents in the diffusion/foreclosure stage of ethnic identity at 52.1% when compared to Asian-American, and Black-American youth at 57.1% and 56.5% respectively (Phinney, 1989).

Upon searching to form an ethnic identity, Latino/Hispanics show the greatest percentage of youth in the moratorium stage, at 26.9% when compared to their Black and Asian counterparts at 21.7% and 21.4% respectively (Phinney, 1989).  This indicates that Latinos, while having established personal goals and values, are still struggling with incorporating their subculture into the mainstream American culture.  This stage is especially hard for Latino youth since they are suddenly confronted with many of the strongly held values that they grew up with and the majority mainstream American culture in which they currently live.

Finally, in the area of identity achievement, Latino-American youth, are tied for the highest percentage, at 21.7%, with Black-American youth, exceeding Asian-American youth, at 21.4% (Phinney, 1989).  This data indicates that once Latino teens overcome the struggles of exploration during moratorium, they are able to achieve a personal ethnic identity with some success.

Indian/Asian-Americans:

The most seemingly ethnically confused adolescents are the Indian/Asian-Americans.  Although facing discrimination and prejudice in American society is not as prevalent for Indian/Asians as it is for Blacks, and Latinos, Asians must deal with other ethnic issues that are faced by their immigrant group.  Whereas, for the most part, Blacks and Latinos come from a history of European/American conquest (Blacks from slavery and Latinos, such as Mexican-Americans, from western expansion, and/or refugee situations), Indian/Americans are immigrants who initially came to America by their own free will in hopes of better education and work opportunities.  Thus, in the U.S., Indian/Asians lack the binding sense of ethnic pride and cultural entity that is prevalent in the Black and Latino cultures.  Often, Indian/Asians learn values and gain sense of their culture through their parents. However, once Indian youth reach adolescence, they, as most teens, begin to question parental views and acquire the need to develop values and beliefs of their own.  Whereas struggles to find a place in mainstream society are prevalent issues for Blacks and Hispanics, Indian/Asians must primarily deal with the high pressures to achieve academically in order to get into good colleges, and feel the overwhelming need to rebel and distinguish themselves from recent immigrants (Phinney, 1989).  This can often be a very confusing time for Indian/Asian adolescents, as they lack a strong cultural base in which they truly believe, and are more inclined to lean toward their dominant American culture.  However, the values instilled by their parents, still impact their integration into American society, thus distinguishing them from White Americans.  As a result of these inner struggles, Indian/Asian Americans are somewhat unconcerned towards their ethnicity at early stages of development. Consequently, this group has the highest percentage of ethnic minority adolescents in the diffusion/foreclosure stage at 57.1%, compared to Black and Hispanic adolescents who have respective percentages of 56.5% and 52.1% (Phinney, 1989).  Also reflecting the lack of ethnic identity interest among Indian/Asian teens is their low percentage in the stages of moratorium and identity achievement at 21.4% a piece, comparatively lower than Black and Latino percentages at 21.7% a piece for Blacks, and 21.7% & 26.9% respectively for Latinos (Phinney, 1989).  
Upon analyzing the cultural entities of Blacks, Latinos, and Indian-Americans, many similarities and differences can be observed.  It is evident that adolescents from all three ethnic groups encounter many more struggles than do White, American adolescents, since each cultural entity faces the challenge of integrating their subculture with the dominant American culture in which they are living.  This facet of identity achievement causes each ethnic adolescent teen group to be rated highest in the identity development stage of diffusion/foreclosure (Phinney, 1989).  However, in the struggle to achieve ethnic identity, each youth group, nonetheless, has unique struggles to face, which are specifically pertinent to their own individual cultures.  For the Black-American youth, the major challenge is overcoming history and prevalent racial discrimination in order to achieve an individual sense of beauty (differing from the standard white definitions), and self-worth.  For the Latino-Americans, it is coming to grips with facing the heavy challenges of conflicting values between their strong ethnic views and those of the mainstream, American majority culture in which they are living. Finally, for the Indian/Asian Americans, it is achieving some sort of individuality, (even if by rebellion) that incorporates finding pride in their seemingly foreign/rigid ethnic heritage while embracing views of the dominant American culture with which they are more familiar. 
Clinical Implications

Upon examining the identity formation processes for all of the three aforementioned  ethnic groups, there exist many clinical implications. According to Sue & Sue (2003), these implications are as follows. First, it is important to realize that identity formation stages are fluent, not static, and that they are also not linear. Therefore, it is important to realize that clients can fluctuate and regress between the many stages. Next, as a clinician, it is important to be aware of cultural stereotypes, and treat according to the individual instead of the group stereotype. It is also important for the clinician to be aware of oppression, and realize that many ethnic groups come from a history of oppression and suppression by the White dominant culture. In addition, it is important for the clinician to realize that different identity models suggest that different stages of identity formation assume that some cultural resolutions are healthier than others. Thus the clinician should be aware of these biases. Also, it is important that when treating ethnically diverse clients, the clinician should pay attention to sociocultural forces that play a role in their clients’ lives. Finally, clinicians should be aware that the R/CID is not a simple global concept, and that it, in fact, requires one to consider individual differences in their clients’ persona, with ethnicity being only one dimension to their background.

References
Aries, E.& Moorehead, K. (1989). The importance of ethnicity in the development of 

identity of Black adolescents. Psychological Reports. 65(1), 75-82. 

Berk, L.E. (1999). Third edition: Infants, children and adolescents. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Erikson, E.H. (1980). Identity and the life cycle. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.
Erikson, E.H. (1968). Identity Youth and Crisis.  New York: W.W. Norton & Company.

Jensen, L.A. (2003). Coming of age in a multicultural world: Globalization and adolescent cultural identity formation. Applied Developmental Science, 7(3), 189-196.

Marcia, J. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 3, 551-558.

Marcia, J. (1980). Identity in adolescence. In J. Adelson (Ed), Handbook of adolescenct psychology, (pg.159-187). New York: Wiley.

Padilla, A. M. (1985). Acculturation and stress among immigrants and later generation 
individuals. Spanish Speaking Mental Health Research Center Occasional 
Papers. 20, 41-60. 

Parham, T. A, & Helms, J. E. (1985). Attitudes of racial identity and self-esteem of Black 
students: An exploratory investigation. Journal of College Student Personnel. 
26(2), 143-147. 

Parham, T.A, & Helms, J. E. (1985). Relation of racial identity attitudes to self-
actualization and affective states of Black students. Journal of Counseling 
Psychology. 32(3), 431-440. 

Phinney, J.S. (1990). Ethnic identity in adolescents and adults: Review of research. Psychological Bulletin, 108(3), 499-514.

Phinney, J.S. (1989). Stages of ethnic identity in minority group adolescents. Journal of Early Adolescents, 9, 34-49.

Phinney, J.S. (1991). Ethnic identity and self-esteem: A review and integration. Hispanic 
Journal of Behavioral Sciences,13(2), 193-208. 

Phinney, J.S. (1996). Understanding ethnic diversity. The American Behavioral Scientist, 40(2), 143-152.

Phinney, J.S., & Alipuria, L. (1990). Ethnic identity in older adolescents from four ethnic groups. Journal of Adolescence, 13.
Sue, D.W., & Sue, D. (2003). Counseling the culturally diverse: Theory and practice. Canada: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

PAGE  
2

