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Abstract 

The Interrelations Among Ethnic Self-Labels & Ethnic Identity            

Latoya G. Shand, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

Supervisor:  Elizabeth T. Gershoff 

This study examined the relationship between ethnic identity and ethnic self-

labels, and their associations with adolescents’ psychosocial outcomes (perceived self-

concept, self-reported grades, conduct disorder symptoms), in a diverse sample of 759 

adolescents (52% females; 46% Latino, 35% Black, 13% White, and 6% of another race) 

aged 12 to 20 years in New York City). To further elucidate these relationships, the role 

of parental ethnic/racial socialization and age were also examined. Regression analyses 

revealed that ethnic identity, parental socialization, and age all had significant 

associations with each other and with psychosocial outcomes. There were no significant 

associations between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity, behavioral symptoms or social 

competence. However, adolescents who used hyphenated ethnic self-labels reported 

higher academic achievement. Though the hypothesis that ethnic self-labels would 

predict adolescent outcomes was not supported, they suggest the need for greater 

accuracy in determining ethnic self-labels and delineation of ethnic identity.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

With the rapid diversification of American society, approximately 50 percent of 

the children born in the United States are members of minority groups (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2008). The Census Bureau predicts that, by the year 2050, minority groups will 

comprise more than half of the total American population of 420 million. The growing 

number of minority children struggle to find a place for themselves in American society, 

asking the questions, “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” Such questions are 

particularly poignant during the period of adolescence when children’s primary concern 

is the formation of identity (Erikson, 1968). A minority adolescent’s ethnicity is a central 

component in the development of self- identity (Rumbaut, 1994).  Ethnicity is a cultural 

grouping whose members identify with each other through a common ancestry or 

heritage (Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 2001).  

Adolescents make sense of who they are within the context of their environment. 

Erikson (1968) stated that adolescent identity is not only internal; it takes place “in the 

core of the individual and yet also in the core of his communal culture” (p. 22). How 

adolescents view themselves and their behaviours is guided by their group membership 

and social experiences (Ethier & Deaux, 1994). A significant social experience is 

parental ethnic/racial socialization (Hughes, Witherspoon, Rivas-Drake & West-Bey, 

2009). Parental ethnic/racial socialization guides group membership (Joseph & Hunter, 

2011). Memberships in different groups carry various meanings (Anglin & Whaley, 

2006; Rumbaut, 2005) and experiences (Knight, Bemal, Garza, & Cota, 1993). Ethnic 
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self-labels are indicative of group membership and acceptance of the characteristics 

representative of such group. Through the association between ethnic self-labels and 

group characteristics, adolescents learn the value of their ethnic group and these 

evaluations may be internalized (Hetch & Ribeau, 1991).    

Research has indicated that immigrant adolescents face additional stressors in 

traversing the period of adolescence due to their immigrant and ethnic minority status 

(Phinney, 2004). Minority children experience the lowest levels of psychological well-

being and experience the greatest behavioral and academic difficulties (Phinney, 2004). 

Understanding the factors related to their psychological, behavioral and academic 

adjustment is integral to enhancing their present psychosocial functioning and future 

productivity. Researchers have consistently found a positive relation between ethnic 

identity and positive psychosocial outcomes in minority children (Phinney et al., 2001). 

However, these findings have been found to vary by country of origin, racial-ethnic status 

and are based primarily on within group studies (Phinney & Alipuria, 1996). 

When examining these differences within ethnic groups, first generation 

immigrant children have consistently been found to experience greater ethnic identity and 

better psychosocial outcomes when compared to their native born counterparts (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001). Though studies have examined ethnic identity and its effects within 

specific ethnic groups, few have used diverse populations and differentiated their samples 

in terms of immigration status (Garcia Coll & Marks, 2009). Understanding the 

differences and similarities in the association between ethnic identity and psychosocial 
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adjustment  for a heterogeneous group of minority children has been hampered by 

multiple conceptualizations of ethnic identity (feelings & sense of belonging to an ethnic 

group) and of ethnic self-labels (the ethnic group with which one self identifies) in ethnic 

group categorizations (Phinney,1996).  

Use of ethnic self-labels has generally been found to be delineated by generation 

status (Joseph & Hunter, 2011). However, while researchers have found that some ethnic 

self-labels more positively associated with psychosocial outcomes (Rumbaut, 1994), 

determining which ethnic self-label has the most positive effects has proven difficult. 

Some studies have found that national origin labels are more beneficial to psychosocial 

outcomes (Rumbaut, 2005), while others have indicated that hyphenated labels are 

associated with better outcomes (Zarate, Bhimjii, & Reese, 2005), providing little insight 

into the association between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity. Researchers have 

argued that the varied categorizations of ethnic and racial groups have masked the 

heterogeneous effect between ethnic identity and specific ethnic groups or countries 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 1994).  

These effects may also be explained by the standard demographic race/ethnicity 

prompt used to determine ethnic self-labels and measure associations in prior studies; 

little theoretical grounding or contextual understanding guides the eliciting and 

categorization of ethnic self-labels. As such, there is a need to understand how different 

ethnic self-labels are related to ethnic identity, as well as their mutual effects on 

psychosocial outcomes. The present study uses a diverse population, elicits a personal 
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ethnic self-label, incorporates multiple antecedents of ethnic identity and ethnic self-

labels, and examines ethnic identity alongside ethnic self-label to isolate their unique 

associations with youth outcomes. 

The Development of Ethnic Identity 

Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is the period in which identity 

exploration and development are primary. Though Erikson did not speak directly to 

ethnic identity, he believed that identity is embedded within the culture(s) which create 

and maintain it. He referred to one’s social identities, those aspects of the self that are 

defined in terms of one’s group membership (Deaux, 2001). Five distinct types of social 

identity have been found to exist, namely, ethnic (includes national identity), religious, 

political, vocational/avocational, and stigmatized (Deaux, 2001). Erikson saw identity as 

a multifaceted developmental process, with adolescence being the period in which one 

came to terms with components of the self and incorporated them within an overall 

identity. This process was not considered static and individuals could always reevaluate 

aspects of their identity and make changes throughout their lives. Accordingly, identity is 

expected to transition as individuals age (Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1989; Marcia, 1980).  

The process of identity formation was operationalized by Marcia (1980) into two 

dimensions of identity, namely exploration and commitment. Though developed as a 

general model of identity formation, researchers (Cross, 1991; Helms, 1990; Phinney, 

1993; Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian & Bámaca-Gómez, 2004) have used this model to 

explore ethnic identity development specifically. Exploration looks at the degree to which 
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an individual examines different options and possibilities for identity, which may involve 

learning about one’s cultural history, getting involved in cultural activities through group 

membership, or developing relationships with ethnic peers (Phinney, 1993). Commitment 

measures the degree of adoption or endorsement of aspects of a particular identity and 

manifests itself in demonstrations of ethnic pride or involvement in promotion of the 

ethnic group (Phinney, 1993). According to Marcia (1980), identity achievement occurs 

when the adolescent has both explored and committed to key aspects of their identity. 

However, this achievement is not inevitable and some adolescents fail to explore or 

commit, or both. Those adolescents who commit to an identity without exploring are in 

identity foreclosure. If an adolescent is exploring but has not yet made a commitment 

they are in a period of moratorium. Adolescents who have neither explored nor 

committed are experiencing identity diffusion. 

The terms ethnic identity and racial identity are often used interchangeably, however 

ethnic identity is distinct from, or one component of ethnic identity (Sellers, Smith, 

Shelton, Rowley & Chavous, 1998). Research on racial identity focuses primarily on the 

experiences and unique history of African Americans, while ethnic identity research 

examines both ethnic and race membership as a similar process across ethnic/racial 

groups. In addition, models of ethnic and racial identity are usually categorized 

differently, ethnic identity models as process models and racial identity models. Process 

models examine the development of ethnicity in an individual’s life, whereas the content 

approach looks at the importance of the identity to an individual (Yip, Seaton & Sellers, 
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2006).  Nonetheless, a positive relationship has consistently been found between both 

ethnic and racial identity, and positive psychosocial outcomes (Phinney, 1993; Sellers et 

al., 1998; Umaña-Taylor, et al., 2004).  

Phinney (1992) has been central in defining important components of identity as it 

relates to ethnicity, including: 1) self-identification, such as through the use of labels, 

behaviours, and practices; 2) affirmation and belonging, which assesses how much one 

accepts one’s ethnicity; and 3) ethnic identity achievement, or the degree to which a 

person explores and identifies with a distinct group. She has also applied Marcia’s (1980) 

model of identity formation to, and developed a measure of, ethnic identity. Her Multi 

Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) (Phinney, 1992) uses two dimensions of identity, 

commitment and exploration. 

In developing the MEIM, Phinney and Rotheram (1987) defined ethnic identity as 

"one’s sense of belonging to an ethnic group, and the part of one's thinking, perceptions, 

feelings and behavior that is due to ethnic group membership" (p. 13). This construct has 

been found to consist of group esteem and exploration. Group-esteem is defined as how 

one feels about being a member of one’s racial or ethnic group. Group esteem is strongly 

positively related to commitment to one’s group (French, Siedman, Allen & Aber, 2006). 

In addition, having a positive sense of group-esteem is an important part of being 

committed to one’s group. Group esteem has also been referred to as group affiliation 

(Phinney, 2001). Group-exploration refers to how much an individual tries to find out 

what it means to be a member of one’s racial or ethnic group (French et al., 2006). A 
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composite score is then used to determine an individual’s ethnic identity achievement.  

Researchers have also suggested that understanding ethnic identity is best 

achieved by examining the components of ethnic identity instead of using a single 

composite score to measure the degree of ethnic identity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004). 

Umaña-Taylor and colleagues (2004) argue that such an examination will allow greater 

insight into the development of ethnic identity and capture the variability in ethnic 

identity achievement. It is also argued that using subscales allows the development of 

typologies that better explicate Marcia’s (1980) ethnic identity dimensions.  However, the 

MEIM remains the most widely used and accepted measure of ethnic identity. 

Ethnic Identity, Psychosocial Outcomes and Antecedents 

With the use of the MEIM and other ethnic identity measures (e.g. Ethnic Identity 

Scale (EIS); Umaña-Taylor & Yazejan, 2006) there has been considerable research 

looking at the relationship between ethnic identity and psychosocial well-being, 

especially self-esteem. In a review of the literature, Phinney (1996) found a consistent 

positive relationship between ethnic identity and positive outcomes. Researchers assert 

that a positive ethnic identity enables the maintenance of positive and higher overall well-

being (Lee & Davis, 2000; Phinney & Alipuria, 1996; Ying, Lee & Tsai, 2000).   

Ethnic identity achievement has consistently been associated with positive 

developmental outcomes for adolescents from a variety of backgrounds, including among 

Latinos, Asian Americans, and African Americans (Phinney, 1989). Higher self-esteem, 

lower depression, higher general well-being, and greater fulfillment of academic goals 
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have been associated with stronger ethnic identity (Quintana, 2007). More positive family 

relationships, peer interactions and fewer aggressive behaviors have also been related to 

stronger ethnic identity (McMahon & Watts, 2002).This positive relationship has been 

attributed, in part, to the coping strategies and social competencies thought to be related 

to pride in one’s ethnic heritage (Arroya & Zigler, 1995) and to greater social 

connectedness (Tajfel, 1978). Conversely, low ethnic identity has been linked to a wide 

range of negative social and developmental outcomes including anxiety, delinquency, 

depression, low academic achievement, low self-esteem, school dropout, and substance 

abuse (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Cross, 1991; Greig, 2003).  

Rumbaut (2005) has found that whether adolescents are in a state of ethnic 

achievement, foreclosure, confusion, or diffusion is in part determined by their immigrant 

generation, socioeconomic status, and socialization. This trend is largely due to particular 

levels of exploration or commitment being associated with certain psychological and 

social factors (Rumbaut, 2005).  Commitment is more strongly associated with 

psychological well-being, while exploration is a stronger correlate of perceived 

discrimination (Phinney, 2004) and subsequent maladjustment. Among immigrant 

adolescents, changes in ethnic identity have been associated with length of time in 

America (Tseng & Fuligini, 2000). This is largely due to the process of integrating host 

and home cultures that must occur for immigrant adolescents (Phinney et al, 2001). As 

socialization with the dominant culture increases, there is a reanalysis of the adolescent’s 

ethnic group and that group’s status in society. Therefore less time in America can be 
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associated with less exploration and subsequently fewer experiences with or 

internalizations of negative views of the adolescent ethnic group.  

Parental ethnic/racial socialization has an important impact on ethnic identity 

development (Joseph & Hunter, 2011). Hughes (2003) outlines four categories of ethnic 

socialization: cultural socialization, preparation for bias, promotion of mistrust, and 

mainstream socialization. Cultural socialization messages provide information about 

cultural norms, practices and traditions, and have consistently been positively associated 

with ethnic pride and esteem (Hughes et al., 2009; Knight et al., 1993). Preparation for 

bias messages inform about issues related to racism and discrimination, and provide 

coping strategies to deal with such situations. The relation between these messages and 

positive outcomes has been mixed (Knight et al., 1993; Stevenson, 1995).  Mistrust 

messages promote distrust and wariness of out-group members but, unlike the other types 

of socialization messages, do not provide strategies with which to manage discrimination 

or bias (Hughes et al., 2009). These messages have been related to negative outcomes 

(Caldwell, Zimmerman, Bernat, Sellers, & Notaro, 2002). Mainstream socialization 

messages encourage assimilation and an adoption of mainstream identity. The use of such 

mainstream socialization messages has been found to vary across minority groups 

(Hughes, 2003).  

Studies indicate that the type of ethnic socialization message received has a 

differential impact on the development of ethnic identity (Hughes et al., 2006; Umaña-

Taylor & Yazedjian, 2006). Strength of ethnic identity has also been associated with 
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racial socialization practices. Both racial socialization and ethnic identity is influenced by 

generational status, which has important implications for the way persons think about 

their minority group membership and its impact on their lives (Deaux et al., 2007; 

Hunter, 2008).  First generation minority members are less likely to think about their 

minority status as an impediment to their future success and more likely to minimize 

racism (Hunter, 2008). In general, parents are also more likely to provide lessons about 

social mistrust and discrimination for older children (Hughes & Chen, 1997). This may 

be due to the increased exposure older children have to experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination or to their increasing ability to understand the socialization lessons of their 

parents (Lesane-Brown, 2006).  These differences have implications for what 

socialization messages minority parents send their children and a corresponding impact 

on the development of the child’s ethnic identity.  

In addition, though adolescence is the period in which individuals are thought to 

be immersed in the process of identity formation, the processes of exploration are 

consistently found to occur during middle adolescence (French, Seidman, Allen & Aber, 

2006; Pahl & Way 2006; Phinney, 1989), while in later adolescence more achievement or 

commitment is seen (Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993). French 

and colleagues (2006) found that group esteem in minority adolescents fell during middle 

adolescence, during which time a corresponding rise in exploration was seen. They 

suggest that as adolescents learn more about their minority ethnic group their esteem falls 

and these adolescents may distance themselves from their ethnic group to psychologically 
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protect themselves.  If adolescents are able to reject the validity of the standards by which 

their ethnic group is judged, they experience an increase in group esteem.  

This indicates that the positive relation found between ethnic identity and 

psychosocial outcomes changes depending on the ethnic self-identity adopted. According 

to Waters (1990), adolescents understand their ethnic identity differently and these 

differences may explain the sometimes, contradictory relationship between ethnic identity 

and psychosocial outcomes. The identity of an individual is rooted in a social context that 

is incorporated into their outlook and attitude. Portes and Zhou (1993) make a similar 

argument, stating that adolescents who identify strongly with American culture are more 

likely to have an adversarial outlook and to experience differential pulls in terms of 

values and social networks. These characteristics put such adolescents on a trajectory of 

lower academic achievement as well as increased psychosocial problems.   

Ethnic Self-Labels 

Ethnic self-labels refer to an individual’s self-identification of their ethnic group 

(Phinney, 1992). Some researchers have used the terms ethnic identity and ethnic self-

labels interchangeably (Rumbaut, 2005), while others consider ethnic self-labels, 

generally referred to as ethnic self-identification, as but one component of ethnic identity 

(Phinney et al., 2001). Researchers to date have used three main categories of ethnic self-

label groupings: pan-ethnic, hyphenated American, and national origin (Rumbaut, 2005). 

Pan-ethnic self-labels refer to broad, cross-national, and cross-race ethnic identifications 

(e.g. Latino, West Indian).  Hyphenated American refers to a self-label which includes an 
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American identity and a foreign national origin (e.g. African-American, Jamerican). 

National origin self-labels involve only the individual’s heritage nation or national 

identity (e.g. Mexican, Chinese). Race self-labels, which make reference to dominant 

phenotype or racial attributes, are also included as an ethnic self-label.  

Ethnic self-labels used by individuals vary in specificity and breadth (e.g. Asian 

vs. Chinese, Black vs. African-American, West Indian vs. Jamaican). Pan-ethnic self-

labels are commonly seen as the broadest of the ethnic self-labels, followed by a racial 

ethnic self-label, then hyphenated American and the narrowest being a national origin 

ethnic self-label. For instance, a pan-ethnic label (e.g., Asian) appears simple and all-

encompassing, which is perhaps why it often is used in standard forms where generic 

labels are the norm (Kaing, 2007). The choice of ethnic self-label has been found to be 

indicative of closeness of affiliation (Waters, 1990). Stronger ties or ethnic identification 

are generally associated with self-labels of national origin (e.g. Jamaican) (Waters, 1990). 

An individual with a national label may be assumed to have a more intimate awareness of 

the identified country’s customs and norms. Those who choose hyphenated self-labels 

can be said to have dual identification and may not identify strongly with either.  

Though ethnic self-labels and social identities (i.e. ethnic and racial,) are thought 

to be intimately linked (Boatswain & Lalonde, 2000), ethnic self-labels reflect different 

stages of ethnic identity awareness and may map a process of ethnic identity development 

(Malott, 2009). However, the relationship between psychosocial outcomes and ethnic 

self-labels has not been as extensively examined. The specificity of a group label (e.g. 
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Mexican vs. Latino) may indicate the proximity of the ethnic group relationship to the 

individual. A Latino categorization is general or broad, in the sense that the groups that 

fall under such an umbrella may have very diverse experiences (Malott, 2009).  Labelling 

oneself as Mexican, a more specific label, gives greater insight into the ethnic group 

experience and associates one more closely with a particular background (Garcia, 1981). 

It may be argued that a closer relationship is implied by the specificity of the ethnic label 

used. The subjective nature of ethnic self-identification may indicate a relationship 

between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity. Weinrich (1986) suggests that different 

self-identities (self-labels) are associated with different identity states and an individual’s 

self-construct. Individuals, whether conscious or unconscious, choose ethnic self-labels 

that are reflective of their level of ethnic identity.   

Social identity theory suggests that labels used by members of socially 

disadvantaged groups can be used as a way to foster more positive social identities given 

often disaffirming social environments (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). It is also possible that 

these labels may contribute to the internalization of certain negative stereotypes. Migrants  

from, or socialized in, cultures where negative stereotypes of their ethnic or racial group 

are absent experience their ethnicity more positively than those who do not come from 

such countries or cultures. Phinney and Onwughalu (1996) argued that the racial 

experiences of persons of African descent living in Africa differ from their American 

counterparts, because they are not minorities in their nations of origin, and as a result 

experience more positive group socialization practices and racial/ethnic identity 
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development. The same can be said for Latino, Caribbean and Asian immigrants who 

move from being majority to minority group members in society. An individual’s inter 

and intra ethnic group experiences affect their ethnic identity, their sense of self and their 

interactions with the wider society (Pellebon, 2000).  

Though the use of ethnic self-labels has been argued to oversimplify the shared 

relationship of members of a particular group (Zucherman, 1990), this criticism may be 

most appropriate when ethnic self-labels are ascribed rather than chosen, as is sometimes 

the case in research.  Ethnic self-labels that are chosen rather than ascribed are more 

likely to reflect the individual’s social, economic, cultural, and historical influences rather 

than just phenotypic or physical differences (Marsiglia, Kulis & Hetch, 2001). For some 

immigrants, the choice of ethnic self-labels may be less optional. Those individuals who 

are phenotypically representative of a minority group (e.g., dark skinned) or ethnically 

distinct (e.g., accent) may have limited ethnic self-label options (Larkey & Hetch, 1995). 

However, even among ethnically distinctive individuals, ethnic self-labels have been 

found to be a personal choice, both in terms of which ethnic identity to claim and whether 

to self-describe ethnically at all (Waters, 1990). Studies have consistently found that even 

within phenotypically distinct groups there are self-label preferences (Boatswain & 

Lalonde 2000; Larkey & Hecht, 1995; Speight, Vera, & Derrickson, 1996). 

Though studies have shown that the label the individual uses is of less importance 

than the strength of ethnic identification (French et al., 2006; Fuligni et al., 2005), studies 

have also indicated that certain labels are associated with stronger ethnic identity 
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(Rumbaut, 2005). Among a group of diverse immigrant youth with varied ethnic self-

labels, Rumbaut (2005) found that adolescents who used foreign national labels were 

more likely to maintain these labels over time and to indicate the highest level of 

allegiance and attachment to these labels when compared to those adolescents who used 

hyphenated, pan-ethnic or American labels. Cheryan and Monin (2005) noted that when 

non-White Americans adopt American self-labels, they are not seen as “American” as 

their white counterparts, which may inhibit strong ethnic identification with an American 

self-label for minority immigrant children.  

The specific ethnic self-label national origin is associated with greater levels of 

group esteem and exploration (Rumbaut, 2005). Rumbaut (2005) has found that that pan-

ethnic and national origin labels increase as adolescents get older. This finding supports 

the suggestion that adolescents’ identity formation progresses in a linear fashion.  On this 

premise, ethnic group esteem and exploration should increase with age. However, studies 

have consistently found that declines in ethnic exploration and commitment are 

associated with the use of pan-ethnic and American labels (Fuligini, Witkow, Kiang & 

Baldelomar, 2008). Other researchers have suggested that an increase in an adolescent’s 

ethnic exploration and commitment result in a greater adoption of pan-ethnic and 

American ethnic self-labels (Lien, Conway, & Wong, 2004). These variations in findings 

may be a product of the multiple ways self-labels are elicited. 

Associations have also been found between specific ethnic self-labels and 

adolescent academic performance. Zarate, Bhimjii, & Reese (2005) identified correlates 
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between academic success and ethnic self-labels indicating bicultural identity (e.g 

Mexican-American, American, and Chicano). The reverse was found by Matute-Bianchi 

(1991), with adolescents who chose national origin labels as opposed to Americanized 

(e.g. Mexican vs. Mexican American/ Chicano) experiencing greater academic 

achievement. This trend was also found with African American and Asian American 

populations (Rumbaut, 2005). These differences may indicate that both national origin 

and bicultural labels are associated with higher academic achievement, with the former 

having a stronger effect.  Though some studies have indicated that children who identify 

with their American culture are more likely to be well-adjusted and integrated within the 

mainstream culture, studies examining generational differences have found that first 

generation children (who identify more strongly with their native culture) match and 

surpass their native American counterpart youth in academic and behavioral realms 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). 

Study Aims 

The first aim of this study was to determine the relation between ethnic self-labels 

and ethnic identity. How studies conceptualize ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels has 

implications for our understanding of ethnic identity in minority groups. Ethnic self-

labels are indicative of the strength of ethnic identity and are directly related to 

psychosocial outcomes (Rumbaut, 2005; Waters, 1990). However, studies have not 

looked specifically at the interrelation of ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity.  

Identification of the interrelation between these two concepts is integral to the 
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simplification and thorough understanding of the development of ethnic identity. The 

integrated study of these two concepts is expected to contribute to greater consistency in 

the definition and greater comparative power across studies and various ethnic groups. 

The second aim of the study was to examine how parents’ ethnic/racial 

socialization (family lessons about prejudice and social mistrust) and adolescents’ age are 

associated with the development of ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels. First generation 

immigrant children have consistently been found to experience greater ethnic identity and 

better psychosocial outcomes when compared to their native born counterparts (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001). Use of particular ethnic self-labels has also been associated with 

generational status (Rumbaut, 2005). These associations have been linked to parental 

lessons about prejudice and social mistrust (racial/ethnic socialization) (Hughes et al., 

2009; Sellers et al., 1998). Accordingly, this study examined whether these variables 

affect ethnic self-labels, ethnic identity and psychosocial outcomes, to further elucidate 

the nature of the relation between ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels. Parental lessons 

(ethnic socialization), age and generation status were expected to affect ethnic identity 

and ethnic self-labels similarly. Finally, in light of the developmental nature of ethnic 

identity, it was proposed that the proximity (narrow vs. broad) of adolescents’ ethnic self-

labels and strength of ethnic identity will be related to their age.  

The study used an analysis of open-ended ethnic identity responses to determine 

ethnic self-labels. Ethnic identity was measured using an adaptation of Phinney’s (1992) 

ethnic identity achievement interview. Additionally, multiple psychosocial outcomes will 

17 
 



be examined using empirical measures. The following hypotheses were tested:  

Hypothesis 1: Adolescents with narrow ethnic self-labels (i.e., hyphenated and national) 

will have higher ethnic identity, particularly the subcomponent of ethnic 

identity known as ethnic group esteem, than adolescents with broader 

ethnic self-labels. 

Hypothesis 2: Narrow ethnic self-labels and high ethnic identity will both be associated 

with better social competence, higher self-reported grades, and fewer 

problem behaviors than will with broader ethnic self-labels. 

Hypothesis 3: Adolescents with broad ethnic self-labels (i.e., pan ethnic and race) will be 

characterized by higher levels of ethnic.group exploration, lower ethnic 

group esteem and higher overall ethnic identity during middle adolescence 

(15- 17yrs), in comparison to early (12-14yrs) and later adolescence (18- 

20yrs).  

Hypothesis 4: Higher levels of parents’ ethnic/racial socialization are expected to predict 

narrower ethnic self-labels, which, in turn, are expected to be associated 

with higher ethnic identity.  
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Chapter 2: Method 

Procedure 

Data for the present study came from a long-term follow-up of children in an 

evaluation of one of the largest school-based violence prevention programs in the 

country, the Resolving Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP).  The influence of RCCP on 

the social-cognitive, behavioral, and academic development of elementary school 

children has been reported previously by Aber and colleagues (Aber, Brown, & Jones, 

2003; Aber, Jones, Brown, Chaudry, & Samples, 1998; Brown, Roderick, Lantieri, & 

Aber, 2004). The study included all 1st through 6th graders from 15 schools in New York 

City from 1994 to 1996. A total of 11,160 children participated in the original study in at 

least one wave across the two evaluation years. (See Aber et al., 1996 for a full 

description of the design and rationale of the evaluation; see Aber et al., 2003, and 

Brown, Roderick, Lantieri, & Aber, 2004, for summaries of the results from the middle 

childhood evaluation.) 

The six- to seven-year lag between the last middle childhood assessment and the 

current adolescent assessment posed significant challenges to recruitment.  Contact 

information was obtained from the New York City Department of Education using 

identification numbers that uniquely identify the academic and personal records (such as 

residential address and phone number) of each student within the New York City public 

school system.  Twelve percent of the adolescents contacted no longer had records in the 

Department of Education computer system.  At the start of the study, 3323 families were 
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contacted by mail, requesting that they mail back a consent form or call us on a toll-free 

number; 10% of the adolescents contacted in this way agreed to participate in the study. 

In light of this very low response rate,  IRB approval was sought and obtained from the 

Department of Education to obtain phone numbers for the families; again, some families 

did not have current phone numbers in the Department’s records.  When adolescents and 

parents were contactedby phone, 78% of these adolescents participated in the study.  The 

sample size for this follow-up was 908. 

If the adolescents expressed a willingness to participate, the project staff 

requested that their parent and/or legal guardian review and sign the consent form 

allowing their children’s participation.  Parental consent was not necessary for those who 

were 18 years of age or older at the time of the interview.  All of the adolescents also 

provided active written assent before participating in the interview. In order to minimize 

any intimidation adolescents might feel, a diverse research staff of trained research 

assistants (over half of the interviewers were racial-ethnic minorities), primarily female, 

and entirely young adults interviewed each adolescent participant for two to three hours 

using a semi-structured format.  Based on the how comfortable the individual adolescents 

felt reading the interview on a computer (determined informally by the interviewer 

through observations of how long the adolescent took to read the consent form and to 

complete initial demographic questions on the laptop), the interviews were either 

administered entirely by the interviewers, in which the interviewer read the protocol 

questions aloud to the adolescents and entered their responses onto a laptop computer, or 
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the students read the questions to themselves and entered their responses into the laptop.  

However, in the case of interviews read aloud, the interviewers did ask the adolescents to 

enter their answers to sensitive questions directly into the laptop (e.g., questions about 

sexual activity and drug use), both to protect the adolescents’ privacy during interviews 

conducted in public settings and to increase the likelihood of honest responses.  

Furthermore, a Certificate of Confidentiality was obtained from each participant and an 

explanation was given to the participants (and their parents) in the consent and assent 

forms that this certificate protected us from having to reveal any illegal activities to 

authorities.  Each interviewer carried a copy of the Certificate to show to participants if 

asked.  The interviews primarily took place after school or during weekends at locations 

that included public spaces such as community libraries or local parks, commercial 

establishments such as coffee shops, and, less frequently, adolescents’ homes.  The 

students were compensated $50 for their time.  

Participants 

The sample for the proposed study excludes youth who failed to respond to the 

ethnic identity prompt (N=112) or whose responses do not fit any of the predetermined 

ethnic group categories (N=37) were not be included in the analysis, resulting in a final 

sample size of 759. The sample was made up of 52% females and 46% Latino 

Americans, 35% African Americans, 13% European Americans, and 6% of individuals of 

another race (e.g. Asian, Native American, or biracial). The majority of the adolescents 

reported the United States as their country of origin (84%), but two-thirds of the sample 
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reported that one or both of their parents was born outside the United States. Generation 

status was based on adolescents’ self-reports of where they and their parents were born. 

Adolescents’ ages ranged from 12 to 20 years (M = 15.9, SD = 1.7).  

Measures 

Descriptive statistics for study variables and correlations among variables are 

included in Tables 1, 2 and 3, respectively.  

Ethnic self-labels. Ethnic self-labels were derived from an open-ended question. 

The ethnic identity questionnaire was introduced by saying,  

“Ethnicity is a word that describes a person’s family culture or background or 

race. I want to know what you think about ethnicity- how you’d describe yourself, 

and what that description means to you. You might use your family background or 

the country your family comes from, or your religion, or the color of your skin, or 

a combination of any of these.”  

Individuals were then asked to respond to the following prompt, “First of all, tell me what 

is your ethnicity. Use as many words as you need.” The responses to this prompt were 

coded using categorizations from prior research examining ethnic self-labels (e.g., 

Rumbaut, 1994; Matute-Bianchi, 1991). The relative narrowness of each label was also 

determined based on research by these authors.  Four categories of ethnic self-labels, 

were used to code the responses: pan-ethnic, race, hyphenated American, and national 

origin. Pan-ethnic labels referred to broad groupings that transcend countries and races 

(e.g. Latino). Race labels were those which mentioned racial attributes (e.g. Black, 

22 
 



White). Hyphenated-American labels referred to the explicit recognition of a foreign 

national origin as well American nationality (e.g. African American).  National origin 

labels involved references to membership to a heritage nation state, whether by birth or 

parentage (e.g., Jamaican). Coding was done by three independent raters who were given 

the definitions for each category. Adolescents who reported more than one label (81 % of 

sample) were assigned the narrowest of the labels they chose. Inter-rater reliability for the 

entire sample was strong, kappa = .76. Disagreements were discussed and resolved by 

consensus. 

Ethnic identity.The ethnic identity measure was an adapted version of Phinney’s 

(1992) original structured interview on ethnic identity (French et al., 2006). Phinney’s 

(1992) scoring method was retained. Students were instructed to respond to twelve items, 

from which a composite score and the two dimensions of ethnic identity, ethnic group-

esteem and ethnic group exploration, were derived. The items were rated on a 4-point 

scale ranging from 1 (very true) to 4 (not at all true). Ethnic group-esteem was based on 

five items, e.g. “I feel good about being in my racial/ethnic group”; “I want to raise my 

children to be aware of their own cultural or racial/ethnic background”; and “I feel 

comfortable among people of my own group and at least one other group”. Ethnic group 

exploration was based on seven items, e.g. “I talk with my friends about our racial/ethnic 

group and how it affects our lives”; “I have talked with my parents or other adults about 

what it means to be a member of my racial/ethnic group”; “I have thought about whether 

being a member of my racial/ethnic group will affect my future goals”; and “My parents 
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or other adults taught me about my racial/ethnic background.”  Internal consistency/ 

reliability was adequate for overall ethnic identity (α = 0.66) as well as for the subscales 

of ethnic group esteem (α = 0.70) and group exploration (α = 0.72). As expected and as 

shown in Table 3, ethnic identity, ethnic group esteem, and exploration were significantly 

and positively correlated. Intercorrelations among these variables ranged from r =.40 to 

=.87, p < .01.   

Parental socialization. Adolescents’ parental ethnic/racial socialization was 

assessed using the Intergroup Understanding or Bias Questionnaire (Flanagan, Gill, & 

Gallay, 1998; Flanagan, Ingram, Gallay, & Gallay, 1997). Responses to all items were 

along a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The family lessons about 

prejudice subscale included five items that asked respondents how much they agreed with 

statements such as, “My parents have taught me it is wrong to judge people before you 

get to know them,” and “My parents have told me there might be times when people will 

be prejudiced against me [them].” Internal consistency was good, (α =.79). The family 

lessons about social mistrust subscale consisted of four items, including, “My parents 

have warned me that people sometimes take advantage of you,” and “My parents have 

warned me you can’t always trust people.”  This subscale also demonstrated good 

internal consistency (α =.83) 

Conduct disorder. Adolescents’ conduct disorder symptoms were assessed using 

the Computer Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children–IV (C-DISC Development 

Group, 2000). The C-DISC is a highly structured interview designed to assess DSM–
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IV psychiatric disorders and symptoms in children and adolescents aged 9–17 years 

through self-report. The DISC has been used successfully with an 18- to 24-year-old 

population (Schaffer, Fisher, Lucas, Dulcan, & Schwab-Stone, 2000). The adolescents 

were asked if they had experienced symptoms of conduct disorder during the past year. 

Previous research has found that the C-DISC–IV is answered more consistently than any 

other psychiatric diagnostic interview that has been prepared for either children or adults 

and has established reliability (C-DISC Development Group, 2000; Shaffer et al., 2000). 

Grades in school. Adolescents’ academic achievement was derived from their 

self-reported average grades for the school year. They were asked, “What were most of 

your grades on your last report card?” Reponses were rated on a 7-point scale ranging 

from 1- (90-100 or A’s) to 5 - (Below 60 or F’s) with the two remaining points being 6- 

“other” and 7 – “don’t know.”  Responses of “other” and “don’t know” were analyzed as 

missing data.  Scores were reverse coded so that higher scores reflect higher grades.  

Social competence. A revision of Harter’s (1982) Perceived Social Competence 

Scale adapted by Eisenberg and colleagues (Eisenberg et al., 1993; Fabes & Eisenberg, 

1992) was used as a measure of adolescents’ perceived social competence. The measure 

was adapted to include items measuring empathy and change the dual item rating scale to 

a simpler four point Likert type scale. The Likert scale ranges from (1) really false to (4) 

really true. The measure assesses the level of social ability and awkwardness of 

participants through three subscales, general social competence, popularity, and 

sympathy. An example item is, “I rarely feel sympathy for other children who are upset 
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or sad” (reversed). This measure was internally consistent, with α = .71. 

Covariates. For children of immigrant families, research has consistently found 

parental ethnic-racial socialization to change with age (Hughes et al., 2006). Gender is 

also known to be significantly associated the outcome variables of interest, especially 

conduct disorder symptoms (Eme, 2007).  Thus, age, gender and generational status were 

included as covariates in the analyses outlined below.  
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Chapter 3: Results 

Analytic Procedures 

Analyses were completed using the SPSS statistical software program. 

Demographic characteristics were controlled in all models. Expectation maximization 

(EM) imputation was used to manage missing data. The EM method is particularly useful 

for exploratory factor analysis and internal consistency calculations (Schafer & Graham, 

2002). Given the diverse nature of the sample this method was especially beneficial.  

To test the hypotheses proposed in this study and to understand the relation 

among the variables of interest in more detail, the following analyses were conducted. 

First, correlations and a cross tabulation were performed to investigate the relationships 

among the variables of interest examined in this study (see Table 3and 4). Then, 

ANOVAs were performed on the demographic (age, generation status, gender), ethnic 

self-label and outcome variables to examine potential differences within these groups by 

outcome variables. A series of regressions were performed. The first was used to 

determine the extent to which ethnic identity and its two subscales (ethnic group 

exploration and esteem) scores vary by ethnic self-labels. The second regression explored 

the relationships among ethnic self-labels, ethnic identity and the psychosocial outcomes 

of interest, while the third determined the moderating effect of age on the relationship 

between ethnic self-labels and adolescents’ ethnic identity. Additional regressions were 

conducted to examine the mediating effect of ethnic self-label on the relationship 

27 
 



between parental socialization and ethnic identity, and ethnic identity and ethnic self-

labels as possible mediators of generational status on psychosocial outcomes.  

Descriptive Analyses  

 Results from a cross-tabulation examining the use of ethnic self-labels across 

different racial/ethnic groups suggest that adolescents from all ethnic groups, with the 

exception of African Americans exhibited a preference for national origin self-labels. 

African Americans exhibited a strong preference for race self-labels. Latinos and Whites 

varied in their secondary preference: Pan ethnic self-labels were preferred by Hispanic 

adolescents, while Whites preferred racial labels. Of all the ethnic groups, Whites were 

least likely to use a hyphenated or pan ethnic self-label. Adolescents choosing “other” as 

their ethnicity/race had no secondary preference for ethnic self-label (See Table 4).   

 ANOVA’s were conducted to examine possible associations among the ethnic self-

label and various demographic variables: gender, generation status, ethnicity/race, and 

broad vs. narrow ethnic self-labels for ethnic identity and its two subscales (ethnic group 

exploration and esteem), conduct disorder, academic achievement and social competence. 

The first set of ANOVA’s indicated that adolescent females had significantly 

higher scores for overall ethnic identity (F (1, 757) = 11.54, p = .001), ethnic group 

exploration (F (1, 757) = 6.62, p = .010) and esteem (F (1, 755) = 5.37, p = .021). In 

addition, gender had a significant effect on social competence (F (1, 754) = 69.45, p = 

.000), academic achievement (F (1, 694) = 22.41, p = .000) and conduct disorder 

symptoms (F (1, 755) = 45.82, p = .000). Females had higher social competence scores 
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(M = 3.30, SD = .34) and reported greater academic achievement (M = 2.52, SD = .92) 

compared to the males (M = 3.07, SD = .41) and (M = 2.20, SD = .91) respectively. 

However, males (M = 6.17, SD = 4.63) reported more conduct disorder symptoms than 

females (M = 4.14, SD = 3.56). 

ANOVAs were also conducted to test for possible associations between 

generational status and the main variables. The results revealed differences between 

generational groups in mean scores on overall ethnic identity (F (3, 755) = 6.57, p = 

.000), ethnic group exploration (F (3, 755) = 3.10, p = .026), ethnic group esteem (F (3, 

753) = 4.64, p = .003) and conduct disorder symptoms (F (3, 753) = 6.58, p = .000). 

Turkey’s HSD indicated that overall ethnic identity scores, group exploration and group 

esteem scores were significantly higher for second generation adolescents than third 

generation adolescents. Though not significantly different, the mean ethnic identity 

scores group exploration and group esteem scores of first generation adolescents were 

also higher than those of third generation adolescents. In addition, the youth conduct 

disorder scores were significantly higher for third than first generation.  And again, 

though not significantly higher, scores of first generation adolescents were lower than 

those of second generation adolescents. Also noteworthy is the near significant difference 

in the self-reported grades of adolescents (F (3, 692) = 2.32, p = .083), means were 

lowest for third generational students and highest for first generation. The means and 

standard deviations are shown in Table 5.  
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Possible differences in ethnic identity scores among the different racial/ethnic 

groups were then examined. The results of this ANOVA indicated differences between 

groups in mean scores on ethnic identity (F (3, 754) = 4.95, p = .002), ethnic group 

esteem (F (3, 752) = 3.54, p = .000) and on reported academic achievement (F (3, 691) = 

9.92, p = .000). The overall ethnic identity scores of Black (M = 2.84, SD = .45), Latino 

(M = 2.82, SD = .47) and “other” race category (M = 2.89, SD = .41) adolescents’ were 

higher than those of white (M = 2.64, SD = .44) participants. Black, Latino and “other” 

race category adolescents also had significantly ethnic group esteem scores. However, 

when asked about academic achievement, White (M = 2.83, SD = .91) adolescents had 

significantly higher self-reported grades than Black (M = 2.29, SD = .87) and Latino (M = 

2.27, SD = .94) adolescents. Though not significantly different, “other” race category 

adolescents self-reported grades (M = 2.58, SD = .86) were also lower than White 

adolescents but higher than both Black and Latino adolescents (see Table 6).   

The Relations between Ethnic Identity and Ethnic Self-labels 

It was hypothesized that adolescents with narrow ethnic self-labels (i.e., 

hyphenated and national origin) will have higher ethnic identity, particularly the 

subcomponent of ethnic identity known as ethnic group esteem, than adolescents with 

broader ethnic self-labels. Given that the specificity of the ethnic self-label was being 

examined, the most global label, pan ethnic, was selected as the referent group. Internal 

consistency/ reliability was adequate for overall ethnic identity (α = 0.66), but better for 

the separate subscales ethnic group esteem (α = 0.70) and group exploration (α = 0.72). 
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This suggested that ethnic identity may be conceptualized as two subscales rather than an 

overall score.  As such, ethnic identity, ethnic group esteem, and ethnic group exploration 

were entered as dependent variables, in separate regressions, predicted by ethnic self-

labels.  

After controlling for demographic variables, no significant associations were 

found between ethnic self-labels and overall ethnic identity, or subscale scores, group 

esteem and group exploration (see Table 7).  

Similar results were found when ethnic self-labels were categorized as broad (pan 

ethnic and race) vs. narrow (national origin and hyphenated). Though the overall model 

was statistically significant, R2=.05, F = 4.23, p =.000, narrow labels did not predict 

overall ethnic identity (β =.03, p =.42). Likewise, no significant associations were found 

for the group esteem (β =.20, p =.62) and group exploration (β = -.01, p = .73) subscales. 

Narrowness of ethnic self-labels did not explain any of the variance in ethnic identity or 

its subscales. 

Demographic variables, gender, ethnicity and generation status were all 

significant predictors of ethnic identity and its subscales, group esteem and exploration.  

Ethnic Self-labels, Ethnic Identity and Psychosocial Outcomes 

The second research question asked whether narrower ethnic self-labels and 

higher ethnic identity were associated with better social competence, higher self-reported 

grades, and fewer problem behaviors than were broader ethnic self-labels. Using pan 

ethnic self-label as the referent group, a significant association between hyphenated self-
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label and grades was found (see Table 8). However, there were no significant 

associations between ethnic self-labels and behavioral symptoms or social competence. 

Results of the regression also indicated that overall ethnic identity significantly 

predicted grades (β = .56, p <.001) as well as social competence (β = -.36, p < .01). Its 

subscales, group exploration and group esteem, had differential effects, with group 

esteem predictive of social competence and group exploration predicting academic 

achievement.   

Again, gender, ethnicity and generation status were significant predictors of social 

competence, conduct disorder, and academic achievement (see Table 8).  

Age as a Moderator  

Age was hypothesized to moderate the influence of ethnic self-labels on ethnic 

identity and its two subscales, group exploration and group esteem. A regression model 

was used to investigate whether the association between ethnic self-labels and ethnic 

identity depends on the age of the adolescent. After centering predictor variables and 

computing the terms (Aiken & West, 1991), the predictors (including covariates) and the 

interactions were entered into a regression model.  

The results of the regression indicated that age and ethnic self-labels did not 

explain the variance in ethnic identity (see Table 7). The interactions of race x age (β =-

.05, p= .27), national origin x age (β =-.02, p =.70), and hyphenated x age (β = .05, p = 

.27) were also not significant.  Though age was previously analyzed as a categorical 

variable (late, mid and early adolescence), it was examined as a continuous variable for 
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this analysis. No main or interactions effects were found when ethnic group exploration 

was examined (see Table 7).   

Ethnic Self-labels as a Mediator 

Ethnic self-labels were hypothesized to mediate the relationship between parental 

socialization and ethnic identity. Baron and Kenny’s (1986) steps were used to test 

mediation effects. Accordingly, (a) the predictor variable (Parental Socialization) must be 

associated with the criterion variables (Ethnic Identity); (b) the predictor variable must be 

associated with the mediators (Ethnic self-labels); (c) after controlling for the association 

between the predictor and criterion, the mediator must be associated with the criterion 

variable; and (d) the addition of the mediator variable must significantly decrease the 

magnitude between the predictor and criterion.  

The requirements for testing mediation were not fulfilled. Though parental 

socialization was significantly related to ethnic identity, R2 = .09, F (9,678) = 7.43, p 

<.001, ethnic self-labels were not significantly related to ethnic identity and its 

components. Therefore, testing for full mediation effects was not possible.    

Post Hoc Analyses 

When the associations of ethnic self-labels with youth outcomes were examined 

for the entire sample, few associations with the outcome variables of interest were found. 

However, generational status has consistently been associated with differential outcomes 

in immigrant youth (Fuligni et al., 2008; Masuoka, 2006; Rumbaut, 2005). As such, the 

main models were run for each generation (1st, 2nd and 3rd+) to determine if the 
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associations of ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity with the outcomes would differ by 

generation status.   

When the relationship between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity was 

examined by generation status, ethnic self–labels were not found to be predictive of the 

ethnic identity composite score, with the exception of the hyphenated label in third 

generation adolescents with this association being driven by relationship between ethnic 

group exploration and hyphenated self-labels in third generation adolescents, R2 = .11, F 

(8, 187) = 2.857, p < .01. In addition, race labels were significant predictors of ethnic 

group esteem for second generation adolescents, R2 = .14, F (8, 338) = 7.024, p < .001. 

Ethnic self-labels were also found to have little association with the psychosocial 

outcomes of interest. Though the national origin ethnic self-label was significantly 

associated with conduct disorder symptoms for second generation adolescents R2 = .07, F 

(8,338) = 4.06, p < .001, no other significant associations were found when ethnic self-

labels and psychosocial outcomes were examined. 

However, the ethnic identity composite score was a significant predictor of social 

competence for first (R2 = .11, F (9, 82) = 2.830, p < .01), second (R2 = .14, F (9, 338) = 

6.048, p < .001) and third generation adolescents (R2 = .10, F (9, 186) = 3.320, p < .01), 

though it only predicted conduct disorder symptoms for third generation adolescents (R2 

= .08, F (9, 186) = 2.792, p < .01) and academic achievement in second generation 

adolescents (R2 = .07, F (9, 309) = 2.902, p < .001). When the subscales scores were 

examined, national origin ethnic self-label was significantly associated with conduct 
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disorder symptoms for second generation adolescents (R2 = .07, F (10, 345) = 3.520, p < 

.001), while the ethnic group exploration was significantly associated with first 

generation adolescents conduct disorder symptoms though the overall model was not 

significant (R2 = .17, F (10, 82) = 2.857, p = .104). Surprisingly, no other significant 

associations were found when ethnic self-labels and psychosocial outcomes were 

examined.  
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

Minority children comprise approximately 50% of the U.S. child population, with 

that number expected to rise each year (Census Bureau, 2008). However, these children 

experience the lowest levels of psychological well-being and experience the greatest 

behavioral and academic difficulties (Rumbaut, 2005). These facts have motivated 

research interest in identifying factors related to the enhancement of minority children’s 

psychosocial functioning.  Researchers have determined that ethnic identity is an integral 

part of identity development for minority adolescents and tied to the psychological well-

being of immigrant youth; higher reports of life satisfaction and self-esteem, better 

academic achievement, and lower reports of negative psychological symptoms are all 

associated with higher reports of ethnic identity (Kiang et al., 2006; Yip & Fuligni, 

2002).  

Although the importance of studying ethnic identity in minority youth has been 

well established, the rapid changes in ethnic and racial background has also made use and 

choice of ethnic self-labels a topic of interest.  However, variations in the understanding 

and operationalization of the ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels has limited integration 

of the literature (Phinney, 2003; Fuligni et al., 2008; Kiang et al., 2006). Though these 

constructs have been assumed to be related and been researched as such, little empirical 

evidence delineates their specific relation (Phinney, 2003). Determining the differences 

and/or similarities between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity is critical to valid 
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research studies and findings, and policy interventions that influence societal norms, 

especially in light of the propagation of pan ethnic self-labels. 

In previous research, the populations in which ethnicity and ethnic self-labels 

have previously been studied were largely mono ethnic, with few studies examining the 

pattern of ethnic identity development and ethnic self-label use across different ethnic 

groups (e.g. Fuligni et al., 2008; Lien, Conway, & Wong, 2004). Even fewer studies have 

examined how ethnic self-label choice is related to ethnic identity and psychosocial 

outcomes in adolescents with diverse populations. This has prevented a comparative 

understanding of the development of ethnic identity. Examining these processes using a 

multi-ethnic/racial sample enables the differentiation of group specific versus common 

aspects of ethnic identity and ethnic self-label development. 

The Problem with Ethnic Self-labels 

Given the widespread use of ethnic self-labels and the large public debate about 

appropriateness and implications of particular labels and use, little examination of the 

relation between ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels has been done (Lien, Conway, & 

Wong, 2003). This may be a result of the assumption that ethnic self-labels are not in 

themselves important (Phinney, 2003). Though some researchers have suggested that 

ethnic self-labels represent psychosocial states and called for additional research in this 

area (Fuligni et al., 2008; Waters, 1990), most studies have primarily examined use of 

ethnic self-labels, i.e. what demographic factors are associated with particular label 

choice. The present study sought to expand the understanding of ethnic self-labels by 
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determining whether a relationship exists between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity, 

and how they both relate to psychosocial outcomes.  

Ethnic Self-labels as Indicators  
 

The main aim of this study was to determine a relation between ethnic self-labels, 

ethnic identity, and psychosocial outcomes. More specifically, it was hypothesized that 

narrower ethnic self-labels predicted higher ethnic identity and better psychosocial 

outcomes. Results indicated that ethnic self-labels are not significantly related to strength 

of ethnic identity or to psychosocial outcomes. This study found that demographic 

variables such as gender, ethnicity, and generation status are key indicators of ethnic 

identity. However, this does not mean that ethnic self-labels are not significant to 

psychosocial development, but that a multiplicity of factors may limit the identification 

of a relation to specific labels. For example, the background and or social meanings 

associated with a specific ethnic self-label have been found to vary and to affect 

psychosocial outcomes (Waters, 1990). Studies have also indicated that the diversity of a 

community and demands of the social setting influence the ways in which ethnic self-

labels are used (Fuligni et al., 2008; Moje & Martinez, 2007).  

Though adolescents may choose multiple or various ethnic self-labels, how they 

are perceived by others and the subsequent experiences they have may not be affected by 

their ethnic self-labels but rather their physical attributes. Adolescents of diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, but of the same race, have been found to share greater similarity in strength 

of ethnic identity than those who shared the same ethnic self-label category (French et al., 
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2006). It is these social experiences and how adolescents manage them that contribute to 

their ethnic identity; how others see them (physical attributes) may trump how they see 

themselves (ethnic self-label). Ethnic self-labels may therefore do little to affect ethnic 

identity, especially in a racial minority community. 

 Alternatively, the categorization of narrow and broad labels may be a reflection 

of generational ties and not developmental processes. Consistent generational differences 

in ethnic labeling have been found (Lien et al., 2003; Masuoka, 2006). Such consistent 

findings indicate that use of the full range of ethnic self-labels may not be appropriate for 

some adolescents (Fuligni et al., 2008; Rumbaut, 2005). Strong generational associations 

with ethnic self-labels may limit the range of labels available to some adolescents. 

Adolescents born outside the United States may not consider themselves American, 

irrespective of the strength of their ethnic identity. Similarly, third generation adolescents 

with limited connection to their heritage country may be unwilling to identify with only 

this country. Examining diversions from this general pattern in a sample of mono 

generation adolescents may provide greater insight into how ethnic identity is affected by 

use of ethnic self-labels.  

An ethnic self-label effect may have been difficult to elucidate because of the 

diverse immigrant community from which the sample was taken. Perhaps this diversity 

contributes to greater acceptance of multiple ethnic self-labels. If this is true, ethnic self-

label choice may be more indicative of ethnic identity in less diverse areas. The 

association between ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity may be more meaningful 
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depending on the social context in which the ethnic label is chosen.  Adolescents from 

diverse communities may need to use a greater variety of ethnic self-labels and therefore 

not attach much meaning to any specific ethnic self-label (Fuligni et al., 2008).  On the 

other hand, adolescents living in less diverse communities may not have the need to use 

varied ethnic self-labels due to the homogeneity of their communities. However, this may 

minimize the salience of their ethnic identity. Additional research should explore how the 

community context influences the development of ethnic self-labels and ethnic identity 

especially in light with the growing diversity of American communities.    

It is also important to note that adolescents may use multiple self-labels that 

become more salient depending on the situation and that they vary in the strength of their 

ethnic identity for each. In this study, many adolescents reported multiple ethnic self-

labels, both broad and narrow. It is difficult to conclude whether these labels represent 

the multidimensional nature of modern adolescents living in a diverse society or if it is a 

function of the prompt that requested that participants “list as many as possible”. The 

period of adolescence may be especially susceptible to variations in use of ethnic self-

labels because identity is in its formation and adolescents may not yet have determined 

their preference for a particular label (Rumbaut, 2005). Therefore, attempts to limit 

adolescents to one label and one measure of ethnic identity may limit rather than increase 

insight into the development of ethnic identity. This reductionist perspective may 

simplify data collection but fail to provide true understanding of the processes at work. 
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Ethnic Self-labels and Psychosocial Outcomes 

This study also sought to determine whether adolescents with the same ethnic 

self-labels would have more similar psychosocial outcomes than same-ethnic youth with 

different ethnic self-labels. However, the only association found was between the 

hyphenated ethnic self-label and grades. This finding is congruent with studies that 

indicate that hyphenated self-labels are indicative of a bicultural outlook and most 

beneficial for minority individuals (Nyugen & Benet-Martinez; 2007). However, as 

mentioned earlier, this study’s use of a diverse population may mask the effect of ethnic 

self-label choice.  Within both homogeneous and heterogeneous communities, the 

meanings attached to ethnic self-labels differ and some labels within the category of 

narrow or broad may have more or less positive connotations (Waters, 1990). 

Understanding of the varied social meanings and social positioning of ethnic self-labels, 

as well as the ways in which minority adolescents  make sense of those social meanings, 

will enable researchers to better elucidate the effects of ethnic self-labels.   

It is also possible that a quantitative method of analysis is not best suited to 

explore the very fluid process of ethnic self-labeling and ethnic identity development in a 

rapidly changing society.  A more detailed account of how this process is unfolding is 

necessary before it can be categorized and restricted to a few questions and 

predetermined categories of development. Using a qualitative approach would allow 

researchers greater opportunity to discovery the intricacies of ethnic identity and ethnic 

self-label development.  
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Ethnic Identity as an Indicator  

When ethnic identity was examined as a predictor, the results confirmed prior 

findings; ethnic identity was positively associated with grades and social competence. 

However, no association was found between ethnic identity and conduct disorder 

symptoms.  

Results also indicated a differential effect of the two subscales group esteem and 

group exploration. Group esteem was associated with social competence while group 

exploration was associated with higher self-reported grades.  These results highlight the 

fact that ethnic identity is a multidimensional construct and that subscales provide greater 

insight into the process of ethnic identity (Kiang, Yip & Fuligni., 2008 & Phinney 

2003).This is further suggested by the improvement in alpha when calculated for 

subscales group esteem and exploration. These findings indicate that ethnic identity is 

best understood with separate components rather than an overall score.   

 This conceptualization would allow researchers to examine whether various 

dimensions exhibit similar or different patterns across ethnic groups and intra-individual 

change over time. Variations in the ethnic identity subscale associations found in prior 

research may be a function of preferred cultural expression of ethnic identity or different 

patterns of change across ethnic groups.  Researchers have found that even for same 

ethnic group members, the components of ethnic identity (i.e., exploration, resolution, 

and affirmation) were differentially related to self-esteem (Umaña-Taylor & Shin, 2007). 

Prior inconsistencies  may confirm that certain measures are better suited to identifying 
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specific cultural expressions (e.g. Racial Identity Scale; Cross, 1991) or just place greater 

emphasis on certain components of ethnic identity (e.g. MEIM vs. EIS).  

Researchers concur that much work is needed in clarifying the measurement of 

ethnic identity (Phinney & Ong 2007; Marsiglia et al., 2004). Unfortunately, these efforts 

may have segmented the area of study by proposing separate models of ethnic identity 

development for African Americans, Latino Americans, and European Americans (e.g., 

Cross, 1991; Helms, 1990). These attempts may have limited rather than expanded the 

measurement of ethnic identity (Phinney & Ong 2006; French et al., 2006). Future studies 

should examine how different measures and or subscales indicate cultural preferences for 

certain components of ethnic identity and how these components contribute 

independently to different psychosocial outcomes. In addition, more systematic research 

is needed to identify the role of different measures and subscales in explaining variations 

found in the field. Such exploration could demonstrate how the selection of conceptual 

frameworks and methodological decisions influences the ethnic identity relations 

identified.  

Limitations  

The open-ended prompt for ethnic identity, though providing an opportunity to 

elicit the true ethnic self-label of the adolescent, may have also elicited ethnic self-labels 

that were not particularly salient to the adolescent. Adolescents were able to give multiple 

responses but not state how important each label was. These multiple, unfettered 

responses may have inhibited the identification of a direct relationship between a specific 
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label, ethnic identity and psychosocial outcomes.  It is recommended that future studies 

use open ended prompts, accompanied by a measure of salience for the labels given. 

An additional limitation is that Phinney’s first measure of ethnic identity was 

used, which since then has been updated and restructured multiple times. The version of 

the instrument used in this study may therefore not be the best suited to accurately 

measure the constructs of ethnic identity (Phinney, 1992). However, it is important to 

note that later versions of the measure minimized the number of subscales measured and 

the number of questions used to calculate these subscales, which was also done in the 

adaptation used for this study.  

Lastly, this population is notably diverse and though this may give insight into a 

range of ethnic groups, their ethnic identity development may be very different than that 

found in more homogenous populations. Given the very multicultural nature of New 

York city, the development of ethnic identity and choice of labels may be a lot more fluid 

than in communities that are less diverse and multicultural. 

Conclusion 

  Overall, this study contributes to a growing body of findings on the influence of 

ethnic identity and ethnic self-labels in the lives of urban American adolescents. Despite 

assertions that ethnic self-labels are not in and of themselves important, few empirical 

studies substantiated these claims. This study’s results indicate that ethnic self-labels are 

not indicators of ethnic identity or psychosocial outcomes. However, this finding may be 

a product of poor measurement, namely, determining the ethnic self-label of greatest 
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salience to the adolescent.  Nonetheless, ethnic identity remains a strong predictor of 

psychosocial outcomes, specifically grades and social competence. The results also 

highlight the need for greater exploration of the various components of ethnic identity as 

they may account for the incongruent effect of ethnic identity across ethnic groups.  

Though these findings may not be generalizable to all ethnic minority adolescents, this 

study does provide some understanding of the implications of adolescent’s ethnic self-

labels and ethnic identity in an increasingly diverse and multicultural society.  
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Table 1.Demographic Characteristics (N=759) 
Variables       % 

Race/Ethnicity    
     Black 
     Latino  
     White 
     Othera 

 
35 
46 
13 
6 

Age (M = 15.9, SD = 1.7) 
     Early adolescence (12-14yrs) 
     Mid adolescence (15-17yrs) 
     Late adolescence (18-20yrs) 

 
23 
59 
18 

Gender 
    Female 
    Male 

 
52 
48 

Generation status 
     1st generation immigrant 
     2nd generation immigrant 
     3rd generation or greater 

 
14 
53 
31 

Note: a Asian, Native American, or biracial 
 

46 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Table 2. Means & Standard Deviations for Predictor & Outcome   
Variables 
  

N 
 

M 
 

SD 
 

α 
 
Ethnic identity exploration 
 

 
759 

 
2.08 

 
.66 

 
.70 

Ethnic identity esteem 
 

757 3.50 .61 .72 

Ethnic identity 
 

759 2.81 .47 .77 

Lessons about prejudice  
 

723 2.83 .62 .79 

Lessons about social mistrust 
 

723 4.65 1.07 .83 

Conduct disorder 
 

757 5.11 4.23 - 

Grades 
 

696 2.36 .92 - 

Social competence 
 

756  3.19 .39 .71 
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Table 3.Correlations among Study Variables 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10       11        12 13 14 15     16 

1    Age 
                                2    Gender -.04 
                               3    1st Generation .09 * .01 

                             4    2nd Generation -.04 
 

.04 
 

-.43 ** 
                          5    3rd Generation .03 

 
-.02 

 
-.27 ** -.72 ** 

                       6    Pan ethnic self-label .05 
 

.02 
 

.07 
 

.15 ** -.22 ** 
                     7    Race self-label -.02 

 
-.06 

 
-.09 * -.18 ** .26 ** -.16 ** 

                    8    National origin self-label  .00 
 

.10 ** .11 ** -.00 
 

-.08 * -.27 ** -.27 ** 
                  9    Hyphenated self-label  .09 * .03 

 
-.03 

 
-.00 

 
.02 

 
-.12 ** -.08 ** -.34 **  

              10    Ethnic identity composite .01 
 

.12 ** .02 
 

.11 ** -.10 ** -.07 * -.00 
 

-.00 
 

.05 
               11    Group exploration  .02 

 
.09 * .00 

 
.08 * -.07 

 
.06 

 
.01 

 
-.02 

 
.05 

 
.87 ** 

           12    Group esteem -.02 
 

.08 * .03 
 

.09 * -.09 * -.06 
 

.06 
 

-.02 
 

.03 
 

.68 ** .40 ** 
         13    Lessons about prejudice .09 * .01 

 
-.04 

 
.07 

 
-.05 

 
.05 

 
-.04 

 
-.02 

 
.05 

 
.06 

 
   .03 

 
.08 * 

       14     Lessons social mistrust  .09 * .06 
 

-.07 
 

.09 * -.06 
 

.05 
 

-.04 
 

-.05 
 

.08 * .12 ** .08 * .12 ** .85 ** 
     15    Conduct disorder .15 ** -.24 ** -.09 * -.07 

 
.12 ** .01 

 
.04 

 
-.08 * .01 

 
-.09 ** -.05 

 
-.09 ** -.04 

 
-.03 

    16    Grades  -.13 ** .18 ** .08 * -.01 
 

-.03 
 

-.01 
 

-.05 
 

-.08 * .06 
 

.12 ** .17 ** .04 
 

.10 * -.01 
 

-.30 ** 
 17   Social competence  .07 

 
.29 ** -.04 

 
.06 

 
-.02 

 
.04 

 
-.03 

 
.08 * .00 

 
.22 ** .16 ** .23 ** .07 

 
.10 ** -.30 ** .21 

*  p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01  
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Table 4. Crosstabulation of Race and Ethnic Self-labels  
Ethnic Self-label 

 
Race 

African 
American 

 
Latino 

 
White 

 
Other 

 
Total 

National Origin 
Count 
% Ethnic Self-label 
%  of Race 
% Total                              

 
61 

18.4 
22.7 

8 

 
186 
56.2  
53 

24.5 
 

 
65 

19.6 
68.4 
8.6 

 
19 
5.7  
44.2 
2.5 

 
331 
100 
43.7 
43.7 

 Hyphenated  
Count 
% Ethnic Self-label 
%  of Race 
% Total  

 
61 

18.4 
22.7 

8 

 
9 

11.8 
2.6 
1.2 

 
2 

2.6 
2.1 
.3 

 
4 

5.3 
9.3 
.5 

 
76 
100 
10 
10 

Race 
Count 
% Ethnic Self-label 
% of Race 
% Total 

 
120 
64.5 
44.6 
15.8 

 
30 

16.1 
8.5 
4 

 
26 
14 

27.4 
3.4 

 
10 
5.4 
23.3 
1.3 

 
186 
100 
24.5 
24.5 

Pan ethnic 
Count 
% Ethnic Self-label 
% of Race 
% Total 

 
27 

16.4 
10 
3.6 

 
126 
76.4 
35.9 
16.6 

 
2 

1.2 
2.1 
.3 

 
10 
6.1 
23.3 
1.3 

 
165 
100 
21.8 
21.8 

Total 
Count 
% Ethnic Self-label 
 

 
269 
35.5 

 

 
351 
46.3 

 
95 

12.5 

 
43 
5.7 

 
758 
100 
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Table.5 One-Way Analysis of Variance of Variables of Interest by Generation Status 
 Ethnic 

Identity 
Group 
Esteem 

Subscale 

Group 
Exploration 

Subscale 

Social 
Competence 

Conduct 
Disorder 

Grades 

Generation 
Status 

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

1st 2.83 (.47) 3.54 (.59) 2.08 (.63) 3.15 (.40) 4.17 (4.04) 2.54 (.95) 
2nd 2.86 (.45) 3.55 (.56) 2.12 (.67) 3.21 (.37) 4.84 (4.07) 2.35 (.93) 
3rd 2.73 (.47) 3.42 (.64) 2.01 (.64) 3.18 (.42) 5.84 (4.30) 2.32 (.90) 
F 6.57 4.64 3.10 1.07 6.58 2.23 
p .000 .003 .026 .359 .000 .083 

Turkey HSD 2nd > 3rd 2nd > 3rd  2nd > 3rd NS 3rd > 1st, 2nd NS 
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Table.6 One-Way Analysis of Variance of Variables of Interest by Race/Ethnicity 
 Ethnic Identity 

Overall 
Group 
Esteem 

Subscale 

Group 
Exploration 

Subscale 

Social 
Competence 

Conduct 
Disorder 

Grades 

Race M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
African 

American 
2.84 (.45) 3.55 (.55) 2.12 (.66) 3.16 (.38) 5.28 (4.00) 2.29 (.87) 

Latino 2.82 (.48) 3.55 (.56) 2.07 (.67) 3.22 (.39) 4.77 (4.38) 2.27 (.94) 
White 2.65 (.44) 3.19 (.74) 1.97 (.60) 3.19 (.39) 5.72 (4.24) 2.83 (.91) 
Other  2.89 (.41) 3.54 (.61) 2.14 (.62) 3.12 (.41) 5.26 (4.02) 2.58 (.86) 

F 4.95 10.34 1.44 1.60 1.61 9.92 
p .002 .000 .23 .189 .185 .000 

Turkey HSD B, L, O > W B, L, O > W NS NS NS W > B, L 
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Table 7. Results from Regression Predicting Ethnic Identity by Ethnic Self-labels 
 Ethnic Identity Overall Group Esteem 

Subscale 
Group Exploration 

Subscale 
 B SE β B SE β B SE β 

 
 

          Constant   2.48   .07   3.06  .10   1.78  .10  
Ethnic self-labels a          
    National Origin .02 .04 .02 .05 .05 .04 -.01 .05 -.01 
    Hyphenated .08 .06 -.05 .09 .08 .05 .04 .08 .02 
    Race -.01 .08 -.01 .09 .06 .06 .01 .07 .01 
 
Age 

 
.01 

 
.02 

 
.04 

 
.03 

 
.02 

 
.08 

 
-.01 

 
.02 

 
-.03 

Race x Age -.03 .03 -.05 -.08 .03 -.10* .01 .04 .01 
National Origin x Age -.01 .02 -.02 -.02 .03 -.04 .02 .03 .01 
Hyphenated x Age .01 .03 .01 .01 .04 .01 .04 .08 .02 
 
Covariates 

         

Genderb .08 .04 .08* .04 .05 .03 .10 .05 .07* 
Race 
    African American 

 
.14 

 
.06 

 
.14* 

 
.24 

 
.07 

 
.19* 

 
.10 

 
.08 

 
.07 

    Hispanic .05 .06 .04 .09 .08 .05 -.05 .08 -.04 
    Other .26 .11 .10* .12 .14 .03 .30 .15 .08* 
Generation Status 
    First 

 
.12 

 
.06 

 
.08* 

 
.17 

 
.08 

 
.09* 

 
.11 

 
.08 

 
.06 

    Second .12 .04 .13* .18 .06 .14* .14 .06 .10* 
R2 .05 .05 .03 
F 2.69** 3.18** 1.76* 
*  p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. a Pan-ethnic self-labels is the reference category.bMale =1, Female = 0 
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Table 8. Predicting Ethnic Identity Subscales and Psychosocial 
Outcomes by Ethnic Self-labels 
 Model 1 
 Social Competence Conduct Disorder Grades 
 B SE β B SE β B SE β 
Constant 2.89 .06  9.2 .66  2.15 .14  
Covariates          
Age .02 .01 .08 .37 .09 .15** -.08 .02 -14** 
Gender .20 .03 .25* -1.67 .31 -.20** .21 .07 .11* 
Ethnicity/Race 
    African American 

 
-.07 

 
.04 

 
-.09 

 
-.51 

 
.48 

 
-.06 

 
-.36 

 
.11 

 
-.20* 

    Hispanic -.04 .04 -.04 -.39 .49 -.04 -.36 .11 -.18* 
    Other -.01 .08 -.01 -.66 .91 -.03 .20 .20 .04* 
Generation Status 
    First 

 
-.06 

 
.05 

 
-.05 

 
-1.95 

 
.52 

 
-.16** 

 
.32 

 
.11 

 
.12* 

    Second .01 .03 .01 -1.07 .36 -.12* .10 .08 .05 
 
Ethnic Self-Label a 
    National Origin 

 
 

.04 

 
 

.03 

 
 

.05 

 
 

-.33 

 
 

.33 

 
 

-.04 

 
 

.07 

 
 

.07 

 
 

.37 
    Hyphenated .01 .05 .01 -.12 .52 -.01 .28 .11 .10* 
    Race .03 .04 .03 -.14 .40 -.02 -.03 .09 -.02 
Group Exploration .04 .02 .07 .10 .27 .02 .21 .06 .15** 
Group Esteem .10 .02 .16** -.16 .25 -.05 -.07 .06 -.05 
R2 .12 .09 .10 

F 8.27**              6.32** 6.06** 
*  p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01 a Pan-ethnic self-labels is the reference category. 
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Table 9. Predicting Ethnic Identity and Psychosocial Outcomes by Ethnic Self-labels 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Model 2 
 Social Competence Conduct Disorder Grades 
 B SE β B SE β B SE β 
Constant 2.89 .06  9.10 .65  2.17 .14  
Covariates          
Age .02 .01 .08* .37 .09 .15** -.08 .02 -.14** 
Gender .20 .03 .25* -1.68 .31 -20** .22 .07 .12* 
Ethnicity/Race 
    African American 

 
-.06 

 
.04 

 
-.08 

 
-.51 

 
.48 

 
-.06 

 
-.38 

 
.11 

 
-.21** 

    Hispanic -.03 .04 -.08 -.34 .48 -.69 -.39 .11 -.10** 
    Other -.02 .08 -.01 -.66 .92 -.03 .21 .20 .04 
Generation Status 
    First 

 
-.05 

 
.05 

 
-.05 

 
-1.91 

 
.52 

 
-15** 

 
.31 

 
.11 

 
.12 

    Second .01 .03 .01 -1.01 .36 -.12* .09 .08 .05 
 
Ethnic Self-Label a 
    National Origin 

 
 

.04 

 
 

.03 

 
 

.04 

 
 

-.29 

 
 

.33 

 
 

-.03 

 
 

.06 

 
 

.07 

 
 

.03 
    Hyphenated .01 .05 .01 -.07 .52 -.01 .27 .11 .10* 
    Race .04 .04 .04 -.10 .40 -.01 -.04 .09 -.02 
Ethnic Identity .15 .03 .19** -.19 .31 -.02 .14 .07 .07* 
R2 .04 .05               .03 

F 3.36** 3.54** 2.20** 
*  p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01 a Pan-ethnic self-labels is the reference category. 
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