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Abstract

This paper presents an application of the Lifespan Model of Ethnic-Racial Identity (ERI) 

Development (see Williams, et al., in press). Using a tripartite approach, we present the affective, 

behavioral, and cognitive aspects of ERI in a framework that can be adapted for group and 

individual psychosocial interventions across the lifespan. These A-B-C anchors are presented in 

developmental contexts as well as the larger social contexts of systemic oppression and current 

and historical sociopolitical climates. It is ultimately the aspiration of this identity work that 

individuals will engage in ERI meaning-making, drawing from the implicit and explicit aspects 
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of their A-B-Cs, to support a healthy and positive sense of themselves and others as members of 

ethnic-racial social groups.

Ethnic-racial identity (ERI) has many implications for the development and well-being 

of children, adolescents, and adults of color. Broadly, individuals who form a strong and 

positive sense of their ERI often experience better academic outcomes, psychological 

adjustment (e.g., self-esteem), health, and overall well-being (Rivas-Drake, Seaton et al., 

2014). The benefits of a well-developed ERI are many, including reduced risk behaviors 

in adolescence, fewer chronic illnesses in adulthood, and greater emotion regulation in 

childhood (see review by Marks et al., 2015). Strong, positive ERI also has been linked to 

healthy adaptations, such as building resiliency in the face of discrimination (Marks et al., 

2015; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017). Although ERI experiences are not always centrally 

important or experienced as positive to an individual at a given time or point in their identity 

development, research suggests that the process of supporting individuals’ ERI exploration 

and consolidation are critically important (e.g., identity conversion, or similar processes of 

integrating one’s racial identity into the larger identity so that it is held; Sheets, 1999). 

These healthy psychological adaptation patterns are observed across many ethnic-racial 

groups in the U.S. and in Europe, and have led to recent intervention efforts targeting 

ERI as a resilience-building tool for minority youth1 (e.g., Umaña-Taylor, Douglass et al., 

2018). Importantly, past research has established the many ways that families and schools 

provide essential supports and intentional scaffolding in raising their children to be racially 

conscious and support positive youth ERI’s – whether through pride and positive affect or 

through more cognitive awareness and integration of identities (e.g., Aldana & Byrd, 2015; 

Harding et al., 2017). Still, limited attention has been given to how ERI development may 

be promoted in minority populations in the intervention literature, which represents a missed 

opportunity to highlight and leverage the strengths and well-being of Black, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC) in the U.S.

The purpose of this paper is to describe a framework that may serve as a guide in developing 

and applying psychosocial tools and interventions to enhance ERI. Our framework is 

grounded in a newly-developed lifespan model of ERI (see Williams et al., in press). Briefly, 

this new model argues for a lifespan perspective on ERI development from infancy through 

adulthood, and emphasizes the myriad contextual factors that prompt ERI-related meaning-

making experiences. Considering the complexity of the lifespan model, our goal was to 

describe its potential applications with individuals across the lifespan. The framework can be 

used to guide a comprehensive assessment of individual ERI in a particular place and time, 

and to identify aspects of individuals’ lived ERI experiences that may call for emotional 

support, greater awareness, or behavioral activation to help move the individual respond 

adaptively to ethnic-racial identity-salient experiences such as discrimination or migration. 

We envision the framework as having broad application in educational, counseling, 

and clinical settings as a guide for psychoeducational efforts, educational curricula, 

1.We use the term “minority” in this paper to indicate a social group or its member that has been historically marginalized or 
oppressed, and therefore has relatively less social, political, or economic power than the “majority” group or individual. Minority 
therefore does not mean the group is small in number, but rather that it does not share equal social, political, or economic power with 
the majority.
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counseling practice, and psychosocial prevention/intervention programs. Below, we provide 

a description of the framework and its conceptualization, and then move systematically 

through its main components. We end by discussing ideas for its application to different 

developmental periods and present the anticipated benefits of using the framework to help 

individuals’ ERI development and adaptation to identity-relevant experiences.

THE A-B-C FRAMEWORK OF LIFESPAN ERI DEVELOPMENT: AN 

OVERVIEW

To capture the complexities, nuances, and contextual influences that interact within an 

individual’s ERI experience at any given moment across the lifespan, we adopted a 

tripartite affective-behavioral-cognitive (A-B-C) framework situated in larger social and 

developmental contexts (see Figure 1). In doing so, we reorganized the literature presented 

in the Lifespan Model (Williams et al., in press) into a framework that can be easily adapted 

for intervention. At the heart of the triangle rests the central goal of this applied framework: 

positive ERI development in relation to self and others. We refer here to “positive ERI” 

not as singular or a predetermined set of attitudes but rather the integration and clarity 

of ethnicity-race into one’s overall sense of self (Cross, 1991; Sellers, 1998). Here, we 

emphasize ERI as relational, or as a critical lens through which individuals understand 

themselves and relate to others. Around the center of the framework stand the tripartite 

anchors of Affective, Behavioral, and Cognitive. As in traditional A-B-C models (e.g., Ellis, 

1955; Zhou et al., 2008), the affective (e.g., attachment, pride), behavioral (e.g., parent’s 

ERI socialization), and cognitive (e.g., self-labeling, awareness, and identity consolidation) 

features of ERI are represented as interdependent and multidirectional. We also view 

all three anchors as equally important. Too often, cognitive aspects of ERI have been 

emphasized in the early part of the lifespan (see Rogers et al., 2012; Semaj, 1980), without 

parallel attention to the affective and behavioral components. Likewise, in adulthood, we 

may attend more to the affective experiences of ERI, without full consideration of how 

experiences such as discrimination may shift ERI cognition in response (e.g., Branscombe 

et al., 1999). The comprehensiveness and multidirectionality of this tripartite model are 

intended to represent the fullness of the ERI developmental experience across all three 

domains—thinking, feeling, and behaving.

Meaning-making activity then surrounds these A-B-Cs in a continual and dynamic process 

that allows an individual to make sense of, find meaning in, and ultimately integrate 

their affective, behavioral, and cognitive experiences to form a coherent understanding of 

their identity (see Erikson, 1968; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017; Spencer et al., 1995). 

Importantly, this meaning-making is situated within an established social and political 

hierarchy (depicted as the outer-most box around the figure). The importance of attending to 

the contemporary and historical context regarding systems of racism and oppression cannot 

be underscored strongly enough because individuals will vary greatly in their positionality 

within these systems, experiencing privilege in some aspects of their ERI development and 

identity consolidation, and oppression in others. This understanding of multiple positions 

follows from work on intersectionality, acknowledging the layers of privilege and oppression 

that individuals can hold in their social identities (Crenshaw, 1989; Velez & Spencer, 
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2018). For example, a Latinx, phenotypically White, language-minority young person 

living in a particular U.S. community will see themselves and others in different ways 

than a Latinx, phenotypically Black, language-majority young person living in another 

community. The systemic, historical and present-day racism of the U.S. will present 

both individuals with differing forms of oppression, barriers to health care, educational 

opportunities, and economic advancement, and discrimination, which will in turn shape 

their ERI development in unique implicit and explicit ways. That is, each individual’s 

positionality within established social and political hierarchies will determine how they 

make meaning of their specific affective, behavioral, and cognitive ERI experiences to 

ultimately develop an ERI in relation to themselves and others.

According to the framework, this process of meaning-making and ERI development 

is driven, over developmental and sociohistorical time, by developmental contexts and 

capacities that serve as accelerators and enablers. We conceptualize enablers as individual 

developmental capacities that define the ways in which the individual is able to experience 

and understand the affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of their ERI. We highlight 

neuropriming, language development, self-regulation, theory of mind, empathy, essentialism, 

and moral reasoning as examples of enablers that produce qualitative shifts in how an 

individual interprets both their internal and their relational experiences. We conceptualize 

accelerators as contextual characteristics (i.e., occurring outside of the individual) that 

attach social meaning to ethnicity and race. We include accelerators in the framework to 

acknowledge that race and ethnicity are social constructs used to reinforce systems of power 

and oppression, upheld by social ideologies, policies, and structures that have favored White 

individuals categorically since the colonization of the U.S. Accelerators often manifest in 

the form of discrete events that prompt BIPOC individuals to examine or renegotiate their 

ERI. From this perspective, experiences of trauma, migration, and discrimination, and even 

normative life experiences, like puberty and becoming a parent, are significantly shaped by 

an individual’s race/ethnicity (e.g., Carter et al., 2017; Fox & Bruce, 2001). For example, 

Black American boys are viewed as threatening, and girls as sexually promiscuous, when 

they reach puberty; Latinx parents are regarded as having “anchor babies” to secure their 

residency status in the U.S. Our framework aims to elucidate the affective, behavioral, and 

cognitive responses that are triggered by accelerators across the lifespan - in the context of 

developmental enablers - and to advocate for interventions that would support the meaning-

making necessary for positive ERI development (see Table 1 for a sampling of application 

ideas related to the content throughout this paper). To this end, we begin by describing each 

anchor through a developmental and contextual lens.

THE “AS” – AFFECTIVE EXPERIENCES OF ERI ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

Current scholarship emphasizes positive ethnic-racial affect as a core component of ERI. 

According to traditional theories (Cross, 1991; Phinney & Ong, 2007; Sellers et al., 1997; 

Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004), positive ethnic-racial affect emerges as a result of exploration 

about one’s group membership and its meaning to one’s sense of self during adolescence. 

In this tradition, youth who feel happy and proud about their ERI are described as having 

achieved positive ethnic-racial affect, high private regard, group esteem, or affirmation 
(Rivas-Drake, Syed et al., 2014). A robust literature documents the benefits of positive 
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ethnic-racial affect for the health and well-being of adolescents and young adults (Rivas-

Drake, Syed et al., 2014). Notably, though, we break tradition with past theories of ERI to 

argue that ethnic-racial affect (a) emerges early in life as a leading and primary dimension 

of ERI; (b) manifests in various and complex ways across the lifespan; and (c) changes 

over developmental time and with context. These conceptual shifts are rooted in the 

Lifespan Model of ERI development (see Williams et al., in press). Importantly, accelerators 

and enablers are both relevant and essential to understanding the affective experiences 

of ERI development across the lifespan. Accelerators such as trauma and puberty, for 

example, introduce new emotional valence to individuals’ experiences, while enablers such 

as neuropriming and empathic abilities drive individuals’ affective responding.

Developmental Considerations

A lifespan perspective suggests that the affective component of ERI develops early with the 

help of neuropriming, perhaps even before ethnic-racial-specific cognitions and behaviors. 

Infants as young as 9 months show a nascent awareness of race and ethnicity such that 

familiar-race faces are more easily recognizable and preferable than unfamiliar-race faces 

(Telzer et al., 2013). Research is needed in this area to demonstrate the role of infants’ 

interethnic-racial awareness and affiliation, implicit socialization, and how these constructs 

relate to the early affective feelings of ERI.

The study of ethnic-racial affect during the preschool years (3- to 5-years old) has generally 

drawn on traditional developmental theories (e.g., social identity, cognitive developmental) 

to expand how children feel about the group(s) to which they belong relative to an “other 

group” (Bigler et al., 1997; Kowalski, 2003). According to this literature, both minority and 

majority preschool children develop the cognitive capacities to understand social categories 

and to affirm their own group memberships (Bigler et al., 2001; Nesdale & Flesser, 2001; 

Yee & Brown, 1992). In doing so, they tend to hold positive feelings about their ethnic-

racial group and negative feelings about other groups (Aboud, 2003). Importantly, recent 

scholarship has challenged the assumption that preference for an ingroup is correlated with 

negative feelings for an outgroup (Marks et al., 2007) and questioned whether past findings 

are simply an artifact of the measures traditionally used in experimental studies (Kowalski, 

2003); that is, children may hold positive views of ingroup and outgroups simultaneously, 

but when forced to choose between them tend to prefer ingroup members primarily.

Children in these early childhood ages are also capable of experiencing different or mixed 

emotions about the same stimulus or situation, introducing the possibility that children may 

feel both good and bad about their own ethnic-racial group (Phinney, 1991). At the same 

time, they begin to experience higher-level emotions such as empathy, pride, shame, guilt, 

and embarrassment – emotion experiences that are enabled by advances in theory of mind 

cognitive skills (Tangney & Fischer, 1995). Indeed, qualitative work suggests that preschool 

children hold relatively complex notions of ethnic-racial groups that are suggestive of 

underlying complex feelings (e.g., Seele, 2012). In one ethnographic study with a diverse 

sample of 3- and 4-year old children in a preschool classroom, Van Ausdale and Feagin 

(1996) describe how children used ethnic-racial group membership to include or exclude 

others, such as an incident in which a classmate moves away from a Black American boy, 
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declaring that he is “stinky” because of his race. Though the study did not examine how 

this comment made the boy feel about his racial background, we may expect that such 

interactions give rise to ethnic-racial shame, anger, guilt, or embarrassment, at least for some 

children in some contexts. Research is also needed to understand the affective experiences of 

children who harass or name-call their peers based on ethnic-racial group membership.

ERI in the affective domain continues to deepen in complexity during middle childhood, 

and more scholarly attention has been given recently to understanding ERI in school-aged 

children (roughly ages 6–10 years). The primary focus of research at this developmental 

stage has been on ethnic-racial pride, which appears to be both common and increasing 

with age (e.g., Corenblum, 2014; Marks et al., 2007; Rogers et al., 2012). To be sure, as 

also demonstrated in earlier ages, not all children feel positively about their ethnic-racial 

group; feelings of ambivalence (Corenblum & Armstrong, 2012) and anxiety (Gillen-O’Neel 

et al., 2011) have also been found. A recent framework proposed by Dunbar et al. (2016) 

illustrates the nuanced emotional responses children may have regarding their ethnic-racial 

group. They posit that feelings of fear (e.g., to police presence), anger (e.g., about systems 

of oppression), and sadness (e.g., about personal experiences of discrimination) may co-exist 

alongside feelings of joy and pride in African-American children.

Adolescence (roughly ages 11–19) has long been the population of interest in studies 

of ERI. Across disciplines, theoretical orientations, and ethnic-racial populations, positive 

ethnic-racial affect, generally operationalized as feeling “happy,” “good,” or “proud,” is 

widely observed in studies with adolescents (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). ERI pride has been 

delineated further across at least two dimensions that capture both private regard (i.e., 

how adolescents feel about themselves as a member of an ethnic group) and public regard 

(i.e., how adolescents believe others feel about their ethnic-racial groups; Hughes et al., 

2011). However, scholars also recognize the need for a more in-depth understanding of 

ethnic-racial affect, particularly at this stage of development. Beyond feelings of pride, 

adolescents may also experience negative emotions such as ambivalence, fear, shame, anger, 

helplessness, and worthlessness with regards to their ethnic-racial group membership (Carter 

& Reynolds, 2011; Davis & Stevenson, 2006; Way et al., 2008). The work of Sue et al. 

(2007), for example, describes feelings such as self-doubt, powerlessness, and frustration 

engendered by everyday microaggressions directed at BIPOC individuals. Thus, regardless 

of an individual’s sense of pride and happiness as a person of color (i.e., affirmation), it 

is likely that minority group membership elicits negative feelings, even if only temporarily 

and sporadically and especially as one enters education or occupational settings that reflect 

social inequity or enable racism.

Some research suggests that adolescents may also simultaneously hold positive evaluations 

of themselves as members of an ethnic or racial group while also viewing their own group 

members negatively. Rogers and Way (Rogers & Way, 2016; Way et al., 2013; Way & 

Rogers, 2015) have shown how minority youth may denigrate their own group in this way. 

For example, Black American youth may describe other Black Americans as lazy, bad, and 

embarrassing, or Chinese immigrant youth may describe their Asian peers as weak and 

uncool, adopting society’s negative evaluations of their ethnic group and seeing themselves 

as positive “exceptions” to those negative evaluations. More research is needed on these 
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potentially mixed emotional experiences, including the coping approaches most effective for 

working with negative emotions related to ERI experiences (see Anderson & Stevenson, 

2019).

THE “BS” – BEHAVIORAL ASPECTS OF ERI ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

Throughout the lifespan, individuals engage in a range of behaviors, both implicitly (i.e., 

outside of conscious awareness) and explicitly (i.e., within conscious awareness), that reflect 

and contribute to ERI. In fact, all human behavior may be considered culturally-relevant 

and driven (Rogoff, 2003). For families of color, immigrant families, and other minority 

groups, ethnic-racial behaviors are more salient to the extent that they differ from those of 

majority populations. Food and dress, for example, are identified as culturally-specific only 

when they do not match mainstream cultural preferences and choices. Such ethnic-racial role 

behaviors may come to symbolize pride in and commitment to one’s ethnic-racial group, 

especially when enacted intentionally.

At the same time, such behaviors may serve to isolate and stereotype populations of color. 

Returning to the notion that ERI unfolds within established hierarchies of power, we also 

consider behavioral aspects of ERI that reflect the marginalized and oppressed experiences 

of ethnic-racial groups. As Ogbu has argued (2004), dominant group members stigmatize 

minority group behaviors in order to maintain a separateness, or boundary, between the 

majority identity group and the minority (see Cognitive section below on stereotypes and 

stigma). BIPOC individuals experience discrimination and oppression (noted as accelerators 

in our model) due to their ethnic-racial group membership, and these experiences prompt 

a range of behavioral responses. For example, in a study with Latinx college students, 

ethnic-racial discrimination predicted greater ERI, which led to more activism for their 

ethnic-racial group (Cronin et al., 2012). Others have noted that oppositional behaviors 

can be observed among marginalized groups as a way of pushing-back against the burden 

of being forced to conform behaviorally to the majority (i.e., White American) ways of 

doing things. A wide range of behaviors from language use, to religion, music, and social 

interactions have been governed and scripted by oppressive, dominant social groups with the 

intent of denigrating, separating, and oppressing minority groups politically, economically, 

and socially (see Ogbu, 2004). The enablers for behavioral experiences of ERI, then, 

are necessary for self-regulation, empathy, theory of mind, and other cognitive processes 

which support positive behavioral responding and activation in the context of challenging 

accelerators.

Developmental Considerations

Early in the life course, families are primary socialization agents when it comes to 

teaching children about their ethnic-racial background, (Hughes et al., 2006; Zayas & Solari, 

1994). The effects of socialization, including parents’ explicit and intentional ethnic-racial 

socialization messages, can be seen as early as infancy, demonstrated by infants’ preferences 

for social stimuli that most closely resemble their home cultural environment (Corenblum, 

2014; Rogers & Meltzoff, 2017; Rogers et al., 2012). This early exposure to social behaviors 

– such as accompanying a caregiver through daily routine chores, attending religious 
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services with family members, and eating certain foods – provides young children with 

implicit knowledge about how people behave (Rogoff, 2003). Young children depend on the 

behavioral routines and environments of their families, learning what types of ethnic-racial 

role behaviors they themselves should engage in (including intersectional culture × gender-

based behaviors) and what behaviors to expect from others in their social environments 

(Njoroge et al., 2009; Rogoff, 2003). For children speaking a language other than English at 

home, language use may become an important concrete behavioral manifestation of ethnic-

racial group membership as well. For example, in a study of children of immigrants ages 

6–12, Dominican-American children reported making social choices to speak Spanish in 

public so that passersby would identify them as Dominican, and not just as Black Americans 

(García Coll & Marks, 2009).

In adolescence, peers, schools, and community settings become increasingly important 

sources of opportunities for behavioral ERI exploration, with youth engaging in events 

outside the home that reflect their identification with their ethnic-racial group (Rivas-Drake 

et al., ; Umaña-Taylor, 2016). For example, in a daily diary study, Chinese-American 

adolescents reported higher levels of ERI salience on days in which they participated 

in culturally-relevant events (Yip & Fuligni, 2002). Similarly, when asked about their 

social group memberships, Puerto Rican youth mentioned participating in the Puerto Rican 

Pride parade as a reflection of their sense of belonging to this group (Way et al., 2008). 

Interestingly, research using social network analyses demonstrates how adolescent ERI-

related behaviors become increasingly similar to that of their friends over time (Kornienko et 

al., 2015; Santos et al., 2017).

Research on ethnic-racial behaviors in adulthood has not been as prominent as during 

adolescence, but in this life stage, individuals may begin to think about the ways in which 

their distinct social group memberships and identities are interconnected (Umaña-Taylor et 

al., 2014). Young adults engage in conversation and ERI exploration to continue learning 

about their heritage (Syed & Azmitia, 2009). In addition, many adults become parents, and 

this new identity may motivate new ERI behaviors as parents seek to socialize their own 

children to their ethnic-racial group membership (Hughes et al., 2006; Juang et al., 2018; 

Marshall, 1995). In a study of Latinx multigenerational families, mothers’ ERI exploration 

predicted their socialization efforts with their adolescent daughters, who were also mothers 

themselves (Derlan et al., 2017a). Furthermore, when adolescent mothers entered young 

adulthood, their ERI predicted their children’s ethnic-racial identification, mediated by 

mothers’ socialization efforts (Derlan et al., 2017b). The process of engaging in culturally-

specific behaviors appears to be passed on from one generation to the next, further validating 

a lifespan view of ERI development (Williams et al., in press).

THE “CS” – COGNITIVE ASPECTS OF ERI ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

The cognitive aspects of ERI include awareness (i.e., that individuals are grouped based 

on race and ethnicity), affiliation (i.e., that one belongs to a specific ethnic-racial group), 

attitudes (i.e., how important ethnic-racial group membership is to an individual), and 

knowledge (i.e., what it means to belong to an ethnic-racial group; Cuéllar et al., 1997; 

Negy et al., 2003; Phinney, 2000). In the study of ERI development, many of the most 
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prominent measures used are based on cognitive representations of one’s ERI, including 

ethnic-racial labeling, public regard, identifications, salience, and centrality (e.g., Phinney, 

2000; Sellers et al., 1997). Social scientists have also studied the emergence of biases, 

prejudices, stereotypes, and other cognitive biases reflecting racism and discrimination. ERI 

cognitions incorporate such biases and reflect an individuals’ understanding of who they 

are in relation to others, as defined by established social hierarchies that privilege White 

Americans over BIPOC and other minority groups. Such cognitions are enabled by many 

developmental processes, including essentialism, moral reasoning, language development, 

and theory of mind. Events such as migration, trauma, and new language acquisition 

accelerate the cognitive processes behind ERI consolidation, integration, and conversion.

Developmental Considerations

Though little research has explored ethnic-racial awareness in infancy, infants have been 

shown to recognize faces as early as two weeks after birth, and to show attentional 

gaze preference for their caregivers’ racial characteristics at eight months (Schneider & 

Ornstein, 2015). These implicit priming experiences contribute to young children’s abilities 

to understand fairness and equity, and to make social preferences based on those biases. For 

example, White American 15-month-old children participating in a study of fairness socially 

preferred a fair actor (who distributed toys in an equitable way), to an unfair actor - but only 

when the fair actor was also White. When the fair actor was Asian, the toddlers preferred the 

unfair White actor instead (Burns & Sommerville, 2014).

In early childhood, children continue their awareness of ethnic-racial group differences, 

begin to label individuals as belonging to ethnic-racial groups (theirs and others), and 

develop ethnic-racial knowledge, or the explicit understanding of the ethnic-racial role 

behaviors associated with their groups (Aboud, 1987; Bernal et al., 1990; Quintana & 

Vera, 1999). These ERI cognitions are often examined through the lens of social identity 

theory (Tajfel, 2010), which posits that individuals are motivated by the constant pursuit 

of a positive group identity (Hogg & Williams, 2000). Cognitive biases about one’s own 

and others’ ethnic-racial groups also develop during early childhood (Marks et al., 2015). 

Aronson (2004) found that children develop social theories to explain ingroup and outgroup 

behaviors, and they seek out information to support their theories.

Importantly, school-aged children engage in moral reasoning as they choose to include or 

exclude peers from ingroups and outgroups, and most children state that social exclusion is 

wrong (Rutland et al., 2010). In other words, most children are aware of inter-ethnic-racial 

group social differences, and typically espouse egalitarian values about inclusivity. At the 

same time, some children exclude peers based on social group ethnic-racial membership 

anyway, engaging in conventional reasoning strategies to justify their actions (e.g., “our 

team was full, so that is why we excluded them”). Importantly, the conventional excuses for 

excluding outgroup peers increase in complexity as children age, as situations become more 

contextually complex, and as resources become scarcer.

With the development of ethnic-racial biases, affiliation, and inter-ethnic-racial group 

attitudes in childhood and adolescence, children also demonstrate a more nuanced 

understanding of inter-ethnic-racial group differences over time, allowing them to challenge 
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the cognitive biases, prejudices, and stereotypes they form (Bigler & Liben, 1993; Doyle & 

Aboud, 1995; Doyle et al., 1988). Still, children, adolescents, and adults can also come to 

define themselves in relation to negative ethnic stereotypes (Tajfel, 1981). Self-stereotyping, 

including stereotype threat and internalized racism, pose strong hazards to individuals’ 

well-being. In a recent study of elementary-aged children, African-American children who 

had prior awareness of stereotypes about African-American children’s lower performance 

on standardized tests showed poorer performance when they were given an evaluative 

exam. Academic performance on the exam was not hindered for students who had no prior 

awareness of the stereotype (Wasserberg, 2014).

Critically, the stereotype threat phenomenon (Steele & Aronson, 1995) does not hinge 

on internalized racism or believing the stereotype, but rather underscores the power of 

contextual cues and cognitive awareness to trigger it. For example, McKown and Weinstein 

(2003) found that minority children (6–10 years) with the cognitive awareness to infer racial 

stereotypes of others underperformed on an academic task, but only when it was primed 

as a diagnostic test through experimental manipulation (i.e., not without the prime). Thus, 

children were aware of the stereotype but not affected by it without a trigger. Similarly, 

Nasir et al. (2017) distinguished between “knowing versus believing” racial stereotypes, 

finding that African American and Latinx youth (4th–8th graders) who knew but rejected 

stereotypes were more academically engaged. Stereotype threat effects also intersect with 

immigrant generation stereotypes (e.g., that second-generation immigrants are less capable 

of academic achievement than their first-generation peers; Deaux et al., 2007).

In adolescence and adulthood, internalizing the negative biases and stereotypes about 

academic or job performance, physical ability, or other sources of achievement can 

have profoundly negative effects on individuals’ economic prospects and physical health 

(Aronson et al., 2013), demonstrating the need to help individuals counteract cognitive 

biases they may form based on stereotypes. Among college students, resisting stereotype 

threat is associated with positive academic outcomes, and intervening by providing identity 

supports for African American students has shown improvements in cognitive testing 

scores (Nadler & Komarraju, 2016; Owens & Lynch, 2012). As a whole, studies across 

the lifespan underscore the relevance, context dependency, and complexity of cognitive 

processes underlying ERI.

IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVENTION: APPLYING THE A-B-C FRAMEWORK

Our approach of unpacking the affective, behavioral, and cognitive components of ERI 

aligns with a rich history of psychological theory and intervention. Specifically, evidence 

supports the effectiveness of targeting thoughts, feelings, and behaviors to address a wide 

range of psychosocial and educational needs (e.g., Van Dis et al., 2020). Despite this 

promise, traditional programming has fallen short of addressing the unique lived experiences 

of minoritized groups. Interventions that promote ERI naturally, and with “conscious 

engagement,” align with individuals’ values, beliefs, norms, customs, and behaviors, and 

can lead to improvement in youths’ critical consciousness and intergroup bias reduction 

(Rivas-Drake & Umaña-Taylor, 2019, p. 214). Moreover, a focus on ERI acknowledges 

the realities of minority individuals and groups through a strengths-based lens to promote 
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well-being, while the emphasis on meaning-making embedded within established social 

hierarchies acknowledges the systemic and oppressive forces that shape an individual’s ERI. 

In short, we see tremendous potential for enhancing the appeal and efficacy of programs by 

marrying well-established traditional approaches to intervention (i.e., A-B-C models) with 

careful consideration for the lived experiences of BIPOC individuals with the ultimate goal 

of promoting ERI development.

An A-B-C heuristic aims to enable practitioners, researchers, and educators to apply ERI 

theory to educational and psychosocial curricula and intervention, including those targeting 

anxiety and depression among individuals from marginalized groups (Cooley-Strickland 

et al., 2011). We argue for the importance and value of attending to the ERI affective, 

behavioral, and cognitive components separately and in concert; we highlight accelerators 

and enablers of ERI development in the model so that educators and practitioners can be 

better attuned to—and appropriately react to—the factors that may positively or negatively 

influence ERI development and consolidation; and we conceptualize meaning-making as a 

process that can be scaffolded and supported starting in infancy and throughout the lifespan.

Our tripartite model provides a quick, palatable infographic for practitioners, researchers 

and educators. For example, children can be provided with helpful affective, behavioral, and 

cognitive exercises and experiences that may facilitate a positive ERI exploration process 

and later consolidation in adolescence/adulthood. For those working with adolescents, 

understanding how the A-B-Cs each are uniquely influenced by puberty, social contexts, 

and adolescents’ growing awareness of societal systems may facilitate adaptive responding 

to experiences of discrimination and other challenges of inequity. The framework can serve 

as a heuristic for parents to support meaning-making processes at home (again, starting in 

infancy) through the ERI socialization processes that have been discussed above. Educators, 

who themselves serve as agents of socialization (Priest et al., 2014), may use the tripartite 

model as a guide to facilitate ERI in developmentally appropriate and concrete ways in 

schools (i.e., grade- or school-wide), considering that school experiences influence ERI 

(Smith et al., 2003). In adulthood, integrating ERI with other aspects of identity in response 

to oppressive sociopolitical climates or policy changes may be an important task that could 

be facilitated by using the A-B-C framework in a counseling setting.

We reiterate that feelings, thoughts, and behaviors do not occur in isolation and must be 

considered in light of issues of social positionality and historical context. As articulated 

in (Williams et al., in press), we caution against assumptions regarding what constitutes a 

“healthy” ERI, and encourage practitioners to explore the most meaningful and adaptive 

ways in which a given individual might approach their race-ethnicity. In other words, ERI 

may best be understood as a constellation of positive and negative experiences that develop 

over the lifespan and shift across time and situation. Our perspective is consistent with 

the concept of dynamism and recognizes ERI as a malleable factor that may be targeted 

in intervention (Kaplan & Garner, 2017). Ideas for specific A-B-C related intervention 

elements – many of which can be applied in both individual and group (e.g., school, 

community) settings – appear in Table 1 below.

Marks et al. Page 11

Res Hum Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 January 26.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



To support and optimize the A-B-C experiences of ERI across the lifespan, educators, 

practitioners, and researchers must attend to them in context. Here, we emphasize the 

role of meaning-making to draw forward the person-context interaction, and describe how 

meaning-making promotes self- and other-oriented narratives that will ultimately contribute 

to ERI exploration and consolidation across the lifespan. These narratives are an essential 

way of testing and forming beliefs about ERI and processing difficulties – including trauma 

– related to identity consolidation. Narratives can be reinforced, explored, and supported 

through writing (e.g., journaling both on and offline), school-based cultural fairs and sharing 

opportunities, community story-telling events and gatherings, counseling/therapy, and many 

more modalities (McLean, 2005; Syed & Azmitia, 2008).

Synthesizing A-B-C Intervention Elements into Psychosocial Programming

Scholars have already begun synthesizing ERI-related A-B-C activities such as those found 

in Table 1 with meaning-making practices that promote diverse individuals’ well-being (see 

review by Jones & Neblett, 2016). In a recent framework for responding adaptively to 

discrimination, Anderson and Stevenson (2019) presented the RECAST (Racial Encounter 

Coping Appraisal Socialization Theory) theory to support African-American youth and 

families in facing racism and race-related trauma. This model combines aspects of 

behavioral and cognitive elements of the ERI A-B-C’s, focusing on racial coping skills 

(including reappraisal, decision-making, and resolution of the discriminatory experience), 

family socialization practices and behaviors, and cognitive understanding of self-efficacy to 

promote positive outcomes related to identity and psychological, academic, and social well-

being. The authors explain how these activities can then be applied in cognitive-behavioral 

therapy settings to promote cognitive restructuring in ways that will form positive self-

beliefs and self-efficacy.

Another recent intervention, the Identity Project, drew specifically from much of the ERI 

theory and research presented in this paper and in the Lifespan Model paper (Williams 

et al., in press) in combination with a universal mental health promotion approach to 

promoting ERI exploration and consolidation (Umaña-Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018). In 

this intervention, Umaña-Taylor and colleagues take a multicultural approach to promote 

positive ERI development among adolescents from all ethnic-racial backgrounds, focusing 

on identity consolidation, or the meaning-making necessary to integrate a sense of self as 

one currently is, with an identity one hopes to become (Erikson, 1968). Using a randomized 

controlled design, the intervention showed positive effects not only on promoting ERI 

consolidation, but also in promoting positive psychosocial well-being outcomes, including 

increased self-esteem and improved academic grades.

As most of the extant ERI-related interventions have been developed for and used with 

adolescents and young adults, new intervention approaches for use across the entire 

lifespan are sorely needed. In alignment with (Williams et al., in press), we also recognize 

the limitations of operationalizing and measuring positive ERI in terms of academic 

performance and individual-level psychological well-being. For example, positive ERI 

outcomes might include a more critical reflection on structural inequality, as critical 

consciousness (Diemer et al., 2015) has been shown to have complex relationships with 
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normative indicators of academic adjustment and well-being (e.g., Godfrey et al., 2019). We 

encourage intervention work that broadens the scope of the outcomes ERI may promote.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Ample research suggests that when individuals engage in ERI exploration and consolidation, 

and are able to make meaning of those experiences for positive self and other-oriented 

relationships, well-being is amplified. These implications are wide and diverse. For example, 

health protective outcomes resulting from positive identity development include healthy 

eating, increased physical activity, decreased cardiovascular risk, and lower incidence of 

pulmonary disease (e.g., Clark & Gochett, 2006; Fuller-Rowell et al., 2012). Behaviorally, 

adolescents and adults alike show lower rates of substance use, sexual risk taking, 

engagement in violence, and other risk behaviors when they experience more positive 

ERI development (e.g., Alderete et al., 2012; Marsiglia et al., 2001). Other individual-

level outcomes of promoting positive ERI development include higher self-esteem, greater 

compassion, academic/occupational achievement, and personal resiliency (see Armenta & 

Hunt, 2009; Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007; Wong et al., 2003).

At the group level, promoting positive ERI is related to increased inter-ethnic and racial 

group harmony, greater awareness of and disruption of race-based hierarchy and systems 

of power, activism, and therefore policy change. For example, a study of early adolescents 

in the UK documented the impact of increased interethnic group contact for promoting 

empathy, cultural openness, and decreasing interethnic group biases (Abbott & Cameron, 

2014). These positive effects of interethnic group contact, in turn, helped to promote 

heightened intentionality for intervening in an ethnic-based bullying scenario. In fact, 

the lack of attention to positive ERI development, particularly among individuals whose 

positionality in oppressive systems favors them as individuals with power, is responsible 

for the maintenance of oppressive practices, systemic racism, and race/ethnicity-based 

policies (e.g., the Patriot Act; see Pitt (2011). We encourage scholars and practitioners to 

widely apply the A-B-C framework to group-level processes and explore how understanding 

its components might benefit not only individuals, but also boost positive intergroup 

relationships.

Whereas the focus of this paper has primarily highlighted the outcomes of ERI across 

affective, behavioral, and cognitive domains for minoritized youth, ERI development is 

also relevant for White American youth (see Helms, 1990). Most ERI literature focuses 

exclusively on ethnic-racial minority group members’ development. Although this is 

understandable given the oppressive, racist systems that lead to the social construction 

of ethnic-racial groups in the U.S. to begin with, continuing this research practice could 

perpetuate an assumption that ethnicity and race are not also salient constructs to White 

American youths’ identities. We therefore urge future research and intervention to consider 

the unique contexts of White American youths’ ERI development, building from Critical 

Race Theory (CRT), to prevent the perpetuation of White American “perspectivelessness” 

about racism and marginalization that is indicative of White American privilege and allows 

cycles of systemic racism to continue (Harris, 2012; Moffitt et al., under review).
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Although historically thought of as being “cultureless,” there are important implications 

and outcomes for ERI exploration and subsequent consolidation in youth who identify as 

White (Perry, 2001). These outcomes can follow at least two directions. The first is a 

more positive, consolidated identity within an ERI paradigm that posits all youth—ethnic 

minority or otherwise—undergo similar processes of ERI development and experience 

positive outcomes. Research suggests, for example, that integrating CRT into schools by 

encouraging ethnic-racial identity discussions among all students can foster ERI as real and 

decrease ethnocentrism in majority youth (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). The second is 

routed toward the development of a supremist identity, claiming White identity as superior 

to others and the identity standard to which all others should be judged (Perry, 2001). 

Although understudied, the development of White American identities in youth, including 

supremist ideologies, is an important area for future research. According to the Southern 

Poverty Law Center, there were 954 hate groups in the U.S. as of 2017, a 22% increase 

from 2014. This percentage encompasses all supremacist groups, but the rise in total neo-

Nazi and other White supremacist groups specifically increased by 22% in 2017. Studying 

ERI development, particularly processes of meaning-making, accelerators, and enablers, 

will be an important future direction when considering both positive and supremist White 

identity development. It will also be important to consider the developmental processes of 

understanding privilege and oppression among White youth and their subsequent impacts on 

the A-B-Cs of ERI development.

CONCLUSION

In sum, the tripartite framework offers a heuristic for how to best identify the needs 

and optimal points of intervention for individuals’ ERI, with the end goal of positive 

adjustment. The framework can be broadly applied with individuals from varied ethnic/racial 

backgrounds (while attending to important individual differences) across educational and 

therapeutic settings and takes into account age-graded developmental considerations as 

well as sociohistorical contextual factors that inform the meaning-making process and the 

implications of ERI for individuals and their views of others across the lifespan. It is our 

hope that this paper initiates a discourse that puts ERI theories, empirical literature, and 

practitioners in closer conversation with one another.
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FIGURE 1. 
The A-B-C applied framework of ethnic-racial identity development.
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Table 1.

Practice Implications of the ERI A-B-C Framework

Applications Affective (A), Behavioral (B) and Cognitive (C) Goals

Starting in 
Infancy

•Provide regular and positive intercultural 
experiences that expose babies to diverse 
caregivers and peers
•Engage in ethnic-racial role behaviors within the 
family (e.g., celebrate traditions, discuss heroes, 
create cultural artifacts, cook traditional meals)
•Facilitate play with diverse peers and 
multicultural toys, songs, videos, and books

Prevent distress, fear, and inter-ethnic-racial group confusion through 
affiliation and intergroup contact (A)
Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B)

Build awareness and knowledge of diverse ethnic- racial groups to 
minimize implicit biases (C)

Starting 
around Early 
Childhood

•Provide regular and positive intercultural 
experiences that expose children to diverse 
educators and peers at school

•Provide opportunities for ethnic-racial role 
behaviors at school (e.g., celebrate traditions, 
discuss heroes, create cultural artifacts, eat 
traditional meals)

•Provide bilingual education

•Provide multicultural, group-based curriculums 
that normalize ethnic-racial differences and build 
acceptance of ethnic-racial groups

•Provide opportunities for children to discuss 
and prepare for racialized experiences (e.g., 
discrimination)

•Recognize and respond to the racialized 
experiences of children

•Teach children about the historical context of 
race and ethnicity in the U.S.

Promote a sense of comfort, safety and familiarity across ethnic-racial 
groups (A);
Build diverse knowledge of inter-ethnic-racial group behavior to 
encourage seeing individual characteristics (and thereby reduce 
stereotyping) (C)
Promote ethnic-racial pride (A);
Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B);
Promote positive implicit cognitive associations between the self and 
school context to counteract stereotype threat (C)
Build home language skills and promote strong family relationships (B)
Build awareness and knowledge of diverse ethnic- racial groups (C);
Scaffold positive inter-ethnic-racial group experiences (A,B)
Validate a range of ethnic-racial feelings (A); Teach coping skills for 
negative ethnic-racial feelings and stereotype encounters (A/B/C); Teach 
positive ethnic-racial self-talk (C)
Validate a range of ethnic-racial feelings (A); Teach coping skills for 
negative ethnic-racial feelings, and appraisal strategies for identifying 
stereotypes and discrimination (A/B/C);
Teach positive ethnic-racial self-talk (C);
Emphasize individual characteristics and growth mind-sets when 
discussing achievement (stereotype threat prevention) (C)
Build knowledge and understanding of diverse ethnic-racial group 
experiences (C)

Starting 
around Middle 
Childhood

•Encourage friendship networks that include 
coethnic and diverse peers

•Teach social and behavioral necessary for 
resisting by-stander effects and intervening in 
peer-based discrimination.

•Scaffold children’s independent efforts for 
exploring their ERIs.
•Acknowledge the complex (i.e., positive and 
negative) implications of race and ethnicity in 
historical and local context and teach about 
positionality

Promote ethnic-racial pride (A);
Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B);
Build acceptance of diverse ethnic-racial groups (C)
Increase knowledge about intra- and inter-ethnic /racial group 
differences current-day peer experiences (C);
Build competencies for empathy and restorative justice skills (A/B)
Promote ethnic-racial pride (A);
Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B)
Validate a range of ethnic-racial feelings (A);
Teach coping skills for negative ethnic-racial feelings (A/B/C);
Teach positive ethnic-racial self-and-other talk (C);
Counteract race-based supremacy beliefs (C)

Starting 
around 
Adolescence

•Support independent efforts to understanding the 
meaning of their ERI
•Promote positive interethnic and same-ethnic 
group friendships

•Encourage critical dialogue about the historical 
and local context of race and ethnicity in the U.S.
•Provide opportunities for activism

Promote ethnic-racial affiliation, or sense of belonging (A)
Provide supportive, positive opportunities to socialize and work 
alongside same and other- ethnic group peers (B)
Build knowledge and understanding of diverse ethnic-racial group 
experiences (C)
Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B);
Build opportunities for interethnic-racial group advocacy and friendships 
(A/B/C)

Starting 
around 
Adulthood

•Combat experiences of marginalization (e.g., 
tokenism, emotional labor, imposter syndrome) 
in higher education and work settings

•Support parents in socializing their own children 
to race and ethnicity in the U.S.

•Discuss integration of multiple social identities

Build ethnic-racial behavioral competencies (B) Counteract self-
stereotyping, reduce implicit biases (C);
Create and maintain supportive and responsive systems to end systemic 
discriminatory policies and procedures (A/B/C)
Promote ethnic-racial pride (A);
Validate a range of ethnic-racial feelings (A); Build ethnic-racial 
behavioral competencies (B);
Create community (online and offline) opportunities for positive 
intergenerational interethnic-racial group socialization (A/B/C)
Promote consolidation of identity (C)
Support self-awareness and counteract selfstereotyping across 
intersectional aspects of identity (A/B/C)
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Applications Affective (A), Behavioral (B) and Cognitive (C) Goals

Encourage continued ERI exploration in response to accelerators, with 
interpersonal support of meaning-making (A/B/C)
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