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Abstract
The current study examined how parental ethnic socialization informed adolescents’ ethnic
identity development and, in turn, youths’ psychosocial functioning (i.e., mental health, social
competence, academic efficacy, externalizing behaviors) among 749 Mexican-origin families. In
addition, school ethnic composition was examined as a moderator of these associations. Findings
indicated that mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization were significant longitudinal predictors of
adolescents’ ethnic identity, although fathers’ ethnic socialization interacted significantly with
youths’ school ethnic composition in 5th grade to influence ethnic identity in 7th grade.
Furthermore, adolescents’ ethnic identity was significantly associated with increased academic
self-efficacy and social competence, and decreased depressive symptoms and externalizing
behaviors. Findings support theoretical predictions regarding the central role parents play in
Mexican-origin adolescents’ normative developmental processes and adjustment and, importantly,
underscore the need to consider variability that is introduced into these processes by features of
the social context such as school ethnic composition.
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Ecological theory posits that proximal and distal contextual factors interact with one another
and with individual characteristics to inform developmental processes and outcomes
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989). An important normative developmental process for ethnic minority
youth in the U.S. is their ethnic identity formation (Umaña-Taylor, 2011). Ethnic identity is
one component of adolescents’ broader identity, and those who have explored and resolved
the meaning of ethnic identity are theorized to be better prepared to navigate their social
worlds and make sense of experiences they may encounter, such as discrimination (Neblett,
Rivas-Drake, & Umaña-Taylor, 2012; Umaña-Taylor, Vargas-Chanes, Garcia, & Gonzales-
Backen, 2008). Indeed, there is some support for this notion in work that has identified
positive associations between adolescents’ ethnic identity and indicators of positive
adjustment (Ojeda, Pina-Watson, Castillo, Castillo, Khan, & Leigh, 2011; Schwartz,
Zamboanga, & Jarvis, 2007).

Consistent with an ecological framework, a significant body of work has identified the
family as a critical context that informs youths’ ethnic identity development (Knight, Bernal,
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Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993; Supple, Ghazarian, Frabutt, Plunkett, & Sands, 2006;
Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, Bámaca, & Guimond, 2009). An important limitation inherent in
existing work, however, is the lack of simultaneous examination of these associations. For
example, some studies have examined familial ethnic socialization as a predictor of ethnic
identity (e.g., Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004), while others have examined how ethnic identity
is associated with youth outcomes (e.g., Romero & Roberts, 2003); but few have
simultaneously tested ethnic identity as a mediator of the associations between family ethnic
socialization experiences and adolescents’ adjustment. Furthermore, to our knowledge, no
studies have examined how additional characteristics of youths’ proximal ecologies (e.g.,
ethnic composition of school setting) may further modify the associations between ethnic
socialization and ethnic identity, and between ethnic identity and adolescents’ adjustment.
Such an examination is consistent with scholars’ recommendations to use an ecological
approach to understand developmental processes and outcomes among ethnic minority
youth (García Coll et al., 1996). The current study attempts to fill this gap by simultaneously
examining complex associations among multiple variables.

Guided by notions from ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1989), the current study
examined the interaction between a proximal microsystem (i.e., parent-child ethnic
socialization experiences) and a more distal exosystem (i.e., ethnic composition of school)
during the 5th grade to inform adolescents’ ethnic identity in 7th grade; in addition, we
examined the concurrent associations among adolescents’ ethnic identity (i.e., an individual
characteristic), school ethnic composition (i.e., a feature of the exosystem), and psychosocial
functioning in various domains (i.e., depressive symptoms, social competence, externalizing
behaviors, and academic efficacy) during the 7th grade (see Figure 1 for conceptual model)
while controlling for the 5th grade reports on the outcomes. This study provides an
opportunity to empirically examine key tenets of ecological theory, which suggest that
features of environmental settings (e.g., family and school context) interact with one another
to inform development (e.g., ethnic identity) and, further, that individual characteristics
(e.g., ethnic identity) interact with features of the environment (e.g., school context) to
inform human development and adjustment. We focus on Mexican-origin youth in the U.S.
for three important reasons: (a) individuals of Mexican-origin represent a large and rapidly
growing population, comprising 66% of the U.S. Latino population and 10% of the U.S.
general population (U.S. Census, 2011); (b) Mexican-origin youth account for almost 15%
of all youth in the U.S. (Hernandez, Macartney, Blanchard, & Denton, 2010); and (c)
Mexican-origin adolescents are at significant risk for psychological maladjustment (Roberts,
Roberts, & Chen, 1997) and engagement in risk behaviors (Flores, Tschann, Dimas, Pasch,
& de Groat, 2010). Thus, understanding normative developmental processes and links to
positive adjustment among Mexican-origin youth carries significant practical implications.
Specifically, addressing the gaps in the extant literature will not only significantly advance
ethnic identity theory but will also provide counselors, clinicians, and intervention
specialists with tangible information regarding how these contexts interact and inform youth
development and adjustment.

Family as an Important Predictor of Ethnic Identity
We conceptualize ethnic identity as a developmental process (i.e., exploration of one’s
ethnicity, and resolution regarding the meaning ethnicity has for oneself) that also carries an
affective component (i.e., content; the degree to which individuals feel positively about their
ethnic group membership; Phinney, 1993; Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond,
2009). The focus of the current study, on understanding how development unfolds within
Mexican-origin youth’s ecological contexts, directs our attention to the developmental
components of ethnic identity (i.e., exploration and resolution; see Umaña-Taylor,
Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gomez, 2004). Guided by ecological models that emphasize the
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central influence of the family context on youths’ identity development (e.g., Knight, Bernal
et al., 1993; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004), and work that underscores the significance of the
family for Mexican-origin individuals (Ojeda, Navarro, & Morales, 2011), we focus
specifically on how mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization practices inform adolescents’
ethnic identity exploration and resolution.

Existing work with Latino (Supple et al., 2006) and Mexican-origin (Umaña-Taylor & Fine,
2004) adolescents has provided support for the positive associations between familial ethnic
socialization practices and adolescents’ ethnic identity exploration and ethnic identity
resolution during middle adolescence. Moreover, with a predominantly Mexican-origin
Latino sample, Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, and colleagues (2009) found that family ethnic
socialization during mid-adolescence was associated with increased exploration and
resolution two years later, documenting the potential long-term impact of family ethnic
socialization on youth’s exploration and resolution. Limitations of this existing work,
however, include (a) relying exclusively on youth perceptions of familial ethnic
socialization and, thus, increasing the potential that shared method variance may partly
explain the significant associations that have emerged; and (b) not differentiating between
fathers’ and mothers’ ethnic socialization efforts. A few studies have noted the important
role that Mexican-origin fathers play in their children’s lives (e.g., Parke, Coltrane, Duffy,
Buriel, Dennis, Powers, French, & Widaman, 2004; White & Roosa, 2012), but for the most
part, Latino fathers have received little attention in empirical work (Cabrera & García Coll,
2004); thus, an examination of fathers’ unique contributions to youths’ identity formation
and adjustment is sorely needed. Finally, the existing work has been based largely on the
developmental periods of middle and late adolescence, and it is unclear whether familial
ethnic socialization efforts in early adolescence have a long-term impact on ethnic identity.

Our own work, using the same sample described in the current study, has addressed these
limitations by examining whether mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of ethnic socialization
during adolescents’ 5th grade year significantly predicted youths’ ethnic identity exploration
and resolution two years later (Knight et al., 2011). In the current study, we extend this
previous work by examining the potential mediating role of ethnic identity in the
associations between mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization and adolescents’
psychosocial adjustment.

Furthermore, as introduced below, we examine how school context may modify the
associations between parents’ ethnic socialization and adolescents’ adjustment.

Ethnic Identity as an Important Predictor of Youth Adjustment
Turning to psychosocial adjustment, developmental theory suggests that achieving a stable
identity is a key developmental task that has a considerable impact on individuals’
psychosocial adjustment (Erikson, 1968). Based on Erikson’s work, scholars studying ethnic
identity suggest that adolescents who have explored their ethnic group membership and feel
a sense of resolution regarding the meaning that their ethnicity has in their lives may
demonstrate better psychosocial adjustment (Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen et al., 2009).
Indeed, numerous studies have found a significant and positive association between Latino
adolescents’ ethnic identity and their self-esteem (Roberts, Phinney, Masse, Chen, Roberts,
& Romero, 1999; Schwartz, Zamboanga, & Jarvis, 2007; Umaña-Taylor, 2004). In addition,
among Mexican-origin adolescents, Ojeda and colleagues (2012) found ethnic identity to be
positively associated with career decision self-efficacy, and Roberts et al. (1999) found
ethnic identity to be positively associated with coping, mastery, and optimism. Researchers
also have found ethnic identity resolution, specifically, to be positively linked to Latino
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adolescents’ use of proactive strategies for coping with discrimination (Umaña-Taylor,
Vargas-Chanes, Garcia, & Gonzales-Backen, 2008).

Several studies also have found a positive association between familial ethnic socialization
and youth adjustment (for a review, see Hughes, Rodriguez, Smith, Johnson, Stevenson, &
Spicer, 2006). Because existing theory and longitudinal evidence suggest that familial ethnic
socialization plays a critical role in shaping youths’ ethnic identity (Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro et
al., 2009), and youths’ ethnic identity is expected to be linked to their adjustment (Schwartz
et al., 2007), it is a strong possibility that the positive association that has emerged between
familial ethnic socialization and youths’ adjustment is mediated by youths’ ethnic identity.
In fact, scholars suggest that ethnic socialization may foster the development of an achieved
ethnic identity that, in turn, may foster a variety of positive psychological outcomes (Knight
et al., 2011). The current study tests this possibility with a mediational model in which
mothers’ and fathers’ reports of ethnic socialization are examined as predictors of
adolescents’ ethnic identity exploration and resolution (i.e., ethnic identity achievement) two
years later and, in turn, as predictors of change in adolescents’ adjustment during this same
time (see Figure 2).

School Ethnic Composition as a Proximal Ecological Factor Informing
These Associations

As noted by Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological framework, human development is
informed by characteristics of the immediate settings in which individuals’ lives are
embedded as well as by the larger contexts in which these more immediate settings are
entrenched. Applying this to ethnic identity, two settings in which youths’ lives are firmly
embedded during adolescence are the family and school contexts. As noted above, a key
goal of the current study was to examine how familial ethnic socialization informed youths’
ethnic identity development. In an effort to provide a more nuanced test of ecological
theory, we take this analysis one step further by examining how a second contextual factor
may inform the associations among familial ethnic socialization, ethnic identity, and youth
adjustment. Specifically, we examined the extent to which these processes varied as a
function of adolescents’ school setting.

Family ethnic socialization and ethnic identity: Variability by school context
Family is an important context for youth identity formation and, as noted previously, a
significant body of work has supported the notion that family ethnic socialization efforts are
important for adolescents’ ethnic identity formation (e.g., Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro et al.,
2009). However, the degree to which youth internalize ethnic socialization messages from
their parents may vary based on other features of their social ecologies. Scholars suggest that
the school context plays a critical role in youth development by interacting with individuals’
characteristics to inform adolescent development and outcomes (Eccles & Roeser, 2003).
Thus, the school context may shape how adolescents interpret and internalize messages from
parents regarding their ethnicity.

For instance, self-categorization theory suggests that being in a numerical minority is likely
to make one’s social group membership salient (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell,
1987). Thus, school contexts in which an adolescent’s ethnic group is a numerical minority
may increase the salience of ethnicity. Accordingly, Umaña-Taylor (2004) found that
Mexican-origin adolescents attending a school with a student body of over 96% Latino
students reported significantly lower ethnic identity than their counterparts attending a
school with a 15% Latino student body. Umaña-Taylor suggested that ethnicity is
increasingly salient in contexts where one’s ethnic group is a numerical minority, and that

Umaña-Taylor et al. Page 4

Couns Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 February 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



this increased salience may come from youth having to answer questions about their
ethnicity or simply being faced with the realization of being an out-group member of the
dominant ethnic group in their schools.

Given the potential for increased salience of ethnicity in a minority context, parents’ ethnic
socialization could lead to greater ethnic identity exploration and resolution among
Mexican-origin youth in such a context because youth are already facing questions about
their ethnicity in the school setting (i.e., having to answer the “What are you?” question),
which may be prompting the process of exploration and resolution. In a school context that
has a large population of same-ethnic group peers, parents’ socialization messages may have
a more limited impact on the process of ethnic identity formation because youth may take
parents’ efforts and messages for granted. When the school context is more consonant,
parents’ socialization efforts may be useful and may initiate a process of exploration and
resolution, but because ethnicity is less salient and youth may see less of a need for such
exploration, the association may be weaker. As such, we hypothesized that the positive
association between familial ethnic socialization and ethnic identity would be significantly
stronger among youth attending schools in which they were a greater numerical minority
(i.e., lower Latino student representation).

Ethnic identity and adolescent adjustment: Variability by school context
In a similar vein, the impact that ethnic identity may have on youths’ adjustment may vary
considerably based on characteristics of the school context. For youth who are numerical
ethnic minorities in their schools, ethnic identity may be especially important for youth
adjustment because youth may be relying on this aspect of their identity to inform their
general sense of self, given its salience (Umaña-Taylor & Shin, 2007). Indeed, research with
African Americans has noted that perceptions of discrimination are greater in school
contexts that have fewer same-ethnic peers (Seaton & Yip, 2009), and that individuals feel
more accepted in contexts with more same-ethnic peers (Postmes & Branscombe, 2002).
Given the established link between perceived discrimination and Mexican-origin youths’
adjustment (Berkel et al., 2010; Delgado, Updegraff, Roosa, & Umaña-Taylor, 2011;
Romero & Roberts, 2003), it is possible that school contexts with fewer same-ethnic peers
are more threatening to youths’ psychosocial adjustment, making the potential positive
effects of ethnic identity on psychosocial adjustment particularly consequential.
Furthermore, in an ethnically dissonant context, having an informed understanding of one’s
ethnicity may be necessary for positive adjustment because it is in such contexts that youth
may be ‘called out’ on their ethnicity and will need to have the knowledge, confidence, and
skills to process such exchanges. Thus, in settings where ethnicity is less salient, the link
between ethnic identity and adjustment may be weaker.

The Current Study
The current study provides an empirical examination of theoretical notions from ecological
theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Specifically, we hypothesized that the positive associations
between familial ethnic socialization and ethnic identity, and between ethnic identity and
adolescent adjustment, would be significantly stronger among youth attending schools with
relatively fewer same-ethnic peers. Our hypotheses were tested in a structural equation
model that enabled us to test whether adolescents’ ethnic identity mediated the association
between mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization and adolescents’ adjustment (see Figure
2).

Parents’ nativity status was included as a predictor of their ethnic socialization efforts, given
previous work establishing this association (e.g., Knight et al., 2011; Umaña-Taylor & Fine,
2004). Furthermore, we explored gender as a moderator of the associations of interest given
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that gender differences have emerged in the links between culturally informed processes and
youth adjustment among Latino adolescents (e.g., Alfaro, Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen,
Bamaca, & Zeiders, 2009; Delgado et al., 2011).

Importantly, we tested our hypotheses using multiple reporters’ accounts and tested multiple
indices of youth adjustment that captured the domains of education, externalizing behaviors,
peer relationships, and mental health. An examination of education-related outcomes is
important because Mexican-origin youth in the U.S. are at high risk for poor academic
outcomes (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004). Furthermore, academic failure and externalizing
behaviors have been identified as key indicators of a broader construct of adolescent
problem behavior (Dishion & Patterson, 2006). A focus on youths’ social competence with
peers also is important during adolescence given that peer relations become increasingly
salient during adolescence and are an important predictor of later adjustment (Brown &
Larson, 2009; Wentzel, Baker, & Russell, 2009). Finally, given Mexican-origin youths’
increased risk for psychological maladjustment (Roberts et al., 1997), examining mental
health as an indicator of adjustment is particularly important. Specifically, we examined
depressive symptoms because Latino youth demonstrate an elevated risk for depressive
symptomatology (Anderson & Mayes, 2010).

Method
Data came from the first two waves of a longitudinal study investigating the role of culture
and context in the lives of Mexican American families (N = 749; Roosa et al., 2008).
Families with a 5th grade student were recruited from elementary schools in a large
southwestern metropolitan area. Recruitment materials were sent home with students and
over 86% were returned. To be eligible to participate: (a) families had to have a fifth grader
attending a sampled school; (b) both mother and child had to agree to participate (all fathers
were encouraged, but not required, to participate; over 80% of fathers from two-parent
families (n = 466) participated); (c) the mother had to be the child’s biological mother, live
with the child, and self identify as Mexican or Mexican American; (d) the child’s biological
father had to be of Mexican origin; (e) the child could not be severely learning disabled; and
(f) no step-father or mother’s boyfriend could be living with the child (to minimize in-home
exposure to other cultures).

At Wave 1 (W1), 77.2% of families were two-parent families; this number decreased
slightly to 74.6% at W2. In contrast to the majority of previous studies of Mexican
American families, this sample was diverse on SES indicators, generational status, and
language preference. Family income ranged from less than $5,000 to more than $95,000,
with the average family reporting an income of $30,001 – $35,000 at W1 and W2. About
30% of mothers, 14% of fathers, and over 80% of adolescents (48.9% female) were
interviewed in English. The mean age of mothers, fathers, and adolescents at W1 was 35.9,
38.1, and 10.4 years, respectively. At W1, mothers and fathers reported an average of 10.3
and 10.1 years of education, respectively. A majority of mothers (74%) and fathers (80%)
were born in Mexico, and a majority of adolescents were born in the U.S. (70%). Of the
families in the study in which both mothers and fathers participated (n = 466), 74% were
dyads in which both partners were born in Mexico, 15% were dyads in which both were
U.S. born, and 10% were dyads in which one parent was born in Mexico and one was U.S.
born.

Procedure
The complete procedures are described elsewhere (Roosa et al., 2008). Here we summarize
key features of the study. Using a combination of random and purposive sampling, the
research team identified communities served by 47 public, religious, and charter schools
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from throughout a southwestern U.S. metropolitan area that represented the economic,
cultural, and social diversity of the community. Recruitment materials were sent home with
all children in the 5th grade in these schools, and over 86% returned materials. Participants
completed computer-assisted personal interviews that lasted about 2.5 hours. Interviewers
read questions and response options aloud in the participants’ preferred language, and
participants were paid $45 and $50 each at W1 and W2, respectively. Comparisons with the
U.S. Census data for the metropolitan area from which families were recruited indicated that
the current sample was similar to the local Mexican American population in terms of
parental education, father’s employment status, income, and children’s language (Roosa et
al., 2008).

Measures
Nativity

Mothers and fathers were asked to report the country in which they were born at W1 (1 =
U.S.; 2 = Mexico).

Ethnic composition—Ethnic composition was computed using school data retrieved
from the Arizona Department of Education (2005). The variable used in the current study
represented the percentage of Latino students in adolescents’ grade within each school
during the spring of their fifth and seventh grade year in school. Higher values indicated a
greater percentage of Latino students in adolescents’ grade level at their school.

Ethnic socialization—Ethnic socialization was assessed with an adaptation of the 10-
item Ethnic Socialization Scale from the Ethnic Identity Questionnaire (e.g., Knight, Bernal
et al., 1993). This study used 15 items that represented the extent to which mothers and
fathers socialized children into Mexican culture (e.g., “How often do you encourage [target
child] to speak Spanish”). Responses ranged from Almost never or never (1) to A lot of the
time/frequently (4). Cronbach’s alphas were .73 for mothers and .75 for fathers. Support for
validity of the measure emerged in early work conducted by Knight et al. (1993), in which
the measure was associated in a theoretically expected manner with mothers’ cultural
orientation and with children’s ethnic behaviors, self-identification, and knowledge. For the
current measure and all measures described below, participants were asked to think about
the timeframe of the past three months.

Ethnic identity—Adolescent ethnic identity was assessed using the exploration (7 items;
e.g., “I have attended events that have helped me learn more about my ethnicity”) and
resolution (4 items, e.g., “You are clear about what your background means to you”)
subscales of the Ethnic Identity Scale (EIS; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004). Participants
responded using options ranging from Not at all true (1) to Very true (5). In prior work with
Latino adolescents, the exploration and resolution subscales of the EIS demonstrated
internal consistency (e.g., alphas above .83; Umaña-Taylor & Guimond, 2010). Support for
construct validity has been demonstrated by positive associations between each subscale and
measures of family ethnic socialization (e.g., Supple et al., 2006) and self-esteem (e.g.,
Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007) with Latino samples. Alphas in the current study were .
73 (exploration) and .86 (resolution).

Academic self-efficacy—Adolescents’ reports on academic self-efficacy were assessed
using the mastery subscale of the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey (Midgley, Maehr, &
Urdan, 1996). Items are not specific to subject matter or tasks, and instead specific to
students’ classroom experiences (e.g., “I am certain I can master the skills taught in school
this year”). Students responded to the six items with options ranging from Not at all true (1)
to Very true (5). Alpha coefficients were .75 and .79 at W1 and W2, respectively. In a prior
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study that included Latinos students (Conley, 2012), subscales demonstrated adequate
reliability (α = .86) and, providing support for validity of the measure, students
characterized by high levels of mastery beliefs scored higher on achievement and affect
(Conley, 2012).

Social competence—Adolescents’ reports on social competence were assessed using the
peer competence subscale of the Coatsworth Competence Scale (Coatsworth & Sandler,
1993). Each item was an indicator of adolescents’ manifest behaviors, rather than his/her
capacity for effective behavior or perceived competence (e.g., “You get along well with
others your age). Adolescents responded to eight items with options ranging from Not at all
true (1) to Very true (5). Alpha coefficients were .64 and .70 at W1 and W2, respectively. In
a study with Mexican Americans in California (Taylor, et al., 2012), support for the validity
of the subscale emerged when it was positively associated with nurturant parenting, which
was consistent with theory.

Depressive symptoms—Both mothers and children reported children’s depressive
symptomatology using the Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children (Shaffer, Fisher,
Lucas, Dulcan, & Schwab-Stone, 2000). The current study utilized the major depressive
disorder (MDD) symptom count within the past year to assess youths’ depressive symptoms.
Mother and child reports were combined such that a given symptom was considered present
if reported by either; this approach is consistent with common clinical and research practice
(e.g., Shaffer et al., 2000). The reliability and validity of the DISC is well established
(Shaffer et al., 2000). With a sample largely comprised of Latino students (i.e., 46% of the
sample), Jones et al. (2010) found that a school-based program targeting socio-emotional
development effectively reduced depressive symptoms in this sample, as measured via the
DISC. Comparing our sample to that of Jones et al., MDD symptom count was similar (i.e.,
Mcount = 3.0 vs Mcount = 2.94).

Externalizing behaviors—Both mothers and children reported children’s externalizing
behaviors using the Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children (Shaffer et al., 2000). The
indicators of externalizing behaviors used were adolescent conduct disorder (CD) and
opposition defiant disorder (ODD) symptoms. Given that CD and ODD often co-occur in
this age group and that CD is thought of as a precursor to ODD (Hinshaw & Zupan, 1997),
these symptom counts were summed into a combined CD/ODD score. Similar to depressive
symptoms, mother and adolescent reports were combined. In a study with Mexican
American adolescents (Lau, et al., 2005), findings supporting the hypothesized positive
relation between family conflict and conduct problems provide support for the validity of the
measure.

Analytic Approach
Prior to examining our hypothesized model, we tested a measurement model using
confirmatory factor analysis to determine whether the observed variables in our model
reliably assessed their respective latent constructs (Hatcher, 1994). After establishing
adequate model fit for our measurement model, we proceeded to test our hypothesized
model using multiple group analyses within a structural equation modeling framework, with
gender as the grouping variable. This allowed us to examine whether there were gender
differences in the paths estimated in our hypothesized model. Using the χ2 difference test
(Kline, 1998), we compared a model in which all estimates were free to vary across groups
to a model in which all of the paths were constrained to be equal across groups. A
significant change in chi square coupled with a significantly poorer fit for the fully
constrained model would indicate that all paths in the model could not be constrained to be
equal (Kline, 1998). Subsequent models would then be tested to identify which specific
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paths must be free to vary across group. After arriving at a final model for both boys and
girls, mediation analyses were conducted using the bias-corrected empirical bootstrap
method (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004) to construct confidence intervals that
estimate indirect effects. Analyses were conducted with Mplus 5.2 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998–2009), and multiple fit indices were used to conclude acceptable model fit: CFI
above .90, and SRMR and RMSEA below .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 1998; 2005).

Missing data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (Arbuckle, 1996;
Schafer & Graham, 2002). At W2, two years after W1, 95% of families were retained.
Families who were not retained were compared to those retained on key W1 demographic
variables and no differences emerged on child characteristics (i.e., gender, age, generational
status, language of interview), mother characteristics (i.e., marital status, age, generational
status), or father characteristics (i.e., age, generational status). Given that fathers’
participation was optional, we were missing data on father variables in 38% of cases;
however, as noted by Enders (2010), FIML is robust to parameter bias caused by missing
cases in excess of this.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables are presented in Table 1.
Descriptives are presented separately for boys and girls.

Measurement Model
As described above, we first tested a measurement model to confirm the methodological
appropriateness of estimating the two latent constructs in our hypothesized model (i.e.,
ethnic identity [EI] achievement; the interaction term for EI achievement x school ethnic
composition). EI achievement was defined by two observed variables, which were drawn
from two subscales of the EIS: EI exploration and EI resolution (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004).
The latent interaction construct was defined by 2 observed interaction terms (i.e., EI
exploration x school ethnic composition; EI resolution x school ethnic composition). All
variables were standardized at the individual level to get accurate interaction terms for the
interactions being tested. Examination of the measurement model indicated an acceptable fit
to the data [χ2 (12) = 19.19, p = .08; CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.02].

Hypothesized Model
The initial estimated model (i.e., the unconstrained model) allowed all paths and covariances
to freely estimate across gender. This model fit the data adequately [χ2 (261) = 432.56, p < .
001; CFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.06]. To initiate the process of examining
moderation by gender, a second model was tested in which all of the paths were constrained
to be equal across gender. Findings indicated the constrained model also fit the data
adequately [χ2 (284) = 455.10, p < .001; CFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.07] and did
not significantly differ from the model in which all paths were freely estimated [χ2(23) =
23.54, ns]. Therefore, the fully constrained model was chosen as the final model because it
was the more parsimonious of the two models (Figure 2).

Positive associations emerged between mother nativity and mother ethnic socialization as
well between mother ethnic socialization and EI achievement. Furthermore, EI achievement
positively predicted adolescent academic self-efficacy and social competence, whereas it
negatively predicted depressive symptoms and externalizing behaviors. Finally, school
ethnic composition was a significant moderator of the relation between father ethnic
socialization and EI achievement, and a trend emerged suggesting school ethnic composition
may also moderate the relation between EI achievement and academic self-efficacy. All path
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coefficients are standardized, which is one approach to demonstrate effect size in more
complex, multivariate regression models (Peterson & Brown, 2005; Trusty, Thompson, &
Petrocelli, 2004).

To probe the interaction involving father ethnic socialization and EI achievement we
followed guidelines by Aiken and West (1991) in which we examined simple regression
slopes. We graphed the relation between father ethnic socialization and EI achievement at
varying levels of school ethnic composition (i.e., the moderator). The moderator was
graphed at one standard deviation above the mean (i.e. high, greater than 92%) and one
standard deviation below the mean (i.e., low, less than 46%). As shown in Figure 3a, we
found a positive relation between father ethnic socialization and EI achievement at lower
levels of school ethnic composition (β = .23, p < .01) and no significant relation at higher
levels of ethnic composition (β = −.11, p = .19).

We were unable to statistically probe the marginal interaction effect involving EI
achievement and self-efficacy, as there are not yet statistical procedures available to test
significant interactions in which the independent variable is a latent construct (Tein,
February 7, 2011, personal communication). Nevertheless, we were able to graph the
interaction, which allowed us to interpret the direction of effects at varying levels of the
moderator. Findings indicated that the relation between EI achievement and academic self-
efficacy was positive at both lower and higher levels of school ethnic composition; however,
this relation appeared to be stronger when school ethnic composition was lower (see Figure
3b).

Mediation Analyses
Results from the final model showed that four of the mediation paths were significant.
Specifically, (a) mother nativity was related to EI achievement through its positive
association with mother ethnic socialization (Indirect effect = .07, CI = .04, .12), (b)
mothers’ ethnic socialization related to academic self-efficacy through its positive
association with EI achievement (Indirect effect = .05, CI = .03, .08), (c) mothers’ ethnic
socialization related to social competence through its positive association with EI
achievement (Indirect effect = .04, CI = .02, .05), and (d) mothers’ ethnic socialization
related to depressive symptoms via its positive association with EI achievement (Indirect
effect = −.05, CI = −.01, −.02). Because there were no direct effects from the independent
variable to each of the dependent variables, our findings suggest full mediation for each of
the effects described above.

Discussion
Ethnic identity has been identified as a normative developmental process among Latino
youth (Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen et al., 2009). Using a multi-informant, longitudinal
design, findings from the current study extend previous theoretical and empirical work in a
number of ways. First, findings linking ethnic identity exploration and resolution to four
indices of adolescent adjustment support the notion that ethnic identity may serve an
important promotive function for Mexican-origin adolescents. Second, our findings
indicating that familial ethnic socialization interacted with youths’ school context to
influence youths’ ethnic identity provide support for the notion that contexts interact with
one another to inform development (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Finally, the current study
provides strong longitudinal support for the notion that mothers’ and fathers’ reports of
ethnic socialization efforts during early adolescence predict adolescents’ ethnic identity
development two years later.
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Familial Ethnic Socialization among Mexican-origin Families
A number of studies have noted a positive association between familial ethnic socialization
and Latino and Mexican-origin adolescents’ ethnic identity with cross-sectional data (e.g.,
Supple et al., 2006; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004). The current findings extended previous
work by examining this association longitudinally, examining the unique influence of
mothers’ and fathers’ ethnic socialization efforts, and utilizing parents’ reports rather than
relying on adolescents’ self-reports. Importantly, we extended our own prior work (Knight
et al., 2011) by examining whether mothers’ and fathers’ unique influence on adolescents’
ethnic identity varied as a function of social context and, indeed, the findings of the current
study suggest that fathers’ influence appears to be relatively more contextually informed.
Specifically, our findings indicated that fathers’ ethnic socialization efforts were associated
with increased exploration and resolution, but only when youth were in a school context that
had fewer Latino students (i.e., fewer than 46% Latinos). This distinction is critical given
that in our previous study (Knight et al., 2011) we only examined the direct association
between fathers’ ethnic socialization and adolescent ethnic identity and, in fact, concluded
that fathers’ ethnic socialization was not significantly associated with youth ethnic identity.
The current findings, however, suggest that fathers’ influence is evident only under certain
conditions.

It is possible that fathers are keenly aware of the ethnic characteristics of the schools that
their children attend and perhaps modify the manner in which they convey ethnic
socialization messages to their children based on their perceptions of what their adolescents
need when they are in a school context with few ethnic group members, which then has a
stronger impact on adolescents’ ethnic identity. This idea is supported by a small body of
literature that has investigated the effects of neighborhood on racial/ethnic socialization and
found that African American parents’ racial socialization efforts (preparation for bias,
specifically) were greater when they resided in neighborhoods where they were not the
majority (i.e. operationalized as more cultures represented in the neighborhood) as compared
to when they resided in predominately Black neighborhoods (Stevenson, Herrero-Taylor, et.
al, 2002, Stevenson, McNeil, Herrero-Taylor, & Davis, 2005). It is important to note that
school ethnic composition is often a proxy indicator of other processes such as intergroup
conflict and support. Thus, these variables may also inform parents’ socialization efforts and
should be examined.

Another possibility is that adolescents who attend schools in which they are significant
minority may rely more heavily on messages from all socialization agents to make meaning
of their experiences relating to ethnicity. Likely, it is a combination of both factors at work,
given that parents and adolescents both play an active role in the process of socialization and
development. Because of the lack of prior work from which to draw conclusions, our ideas
are speculative and underscore the need for further research.

Turning to mothers, it is possible that we see no moderation by social context in this
association for mothers because of the critical role that mothers play in the process of
cultural transmission; indeed, previous work has demonstrated that youths’ self-
identifications are more influenced by maternal than paternal ethnic identifications
(Rumbaut, 1994). Thus, regardless of whether ethnicity is salient, youth benefit from
mothers’ socialization attempts. However, it also is important to consider that fathers’
socialization efforts may be particularly consequential for youth who are attending schools
in which their ethnic group is a significant minority. For youth in such contexts, it seems
that an additional effort should be made to encourage mothers and fathers to expose youth to
their ethnicity and partake in other socialization activities that may help to increase youths’
exploration and resolution of their ethnic identity. This recommendation stems from existing
literature that has documented (a) increased risks among youth in contexts with fewer same-
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ethnic group members (e.g., Seaton & Yip, 2009) and (b) a positive association between
ethnic identity and youth adjustment (e.g., Ojeda et al., 2012).

Our findings also support prior theory and research suggesting that familial ethnic
socialization is positively associated with youth adjustment (Hughes et al., 2006).
Furthermore, our findings identify ethnic identity as a significant mediator of the links
between ethnic socialization and youth adjustment. Parents’ socialization efforts may
encourage youth to engage in ethnic identity exploration and resolution (Umaña-Taylor &
Fine, 2004), which may lead to better psychosocial functioning (Neblett et al., 2012).

Finally, it is important to note that our findings suggest that the processes examined in the
current study were consistent for boys and girls. Although this may seem inconsistent with
prior work that has identified significant gender differences among Latino adolescents (e.g.,
Umaña-Taylor & Guimond, 2010), the focus on early adolescence in the current study may
help explain why the processes were similar for boys and girls. The gender intensification
hypothesis suggests that boys and girls experience increased socialization pressures to
conform to traditional gender roles during adolescence (Hill & Lynch, 1983). For Latino
adolescents this can involve expectations for girls to follow cultural norms regarding
appropriate behavior and to experience more restrictions on autonomy, which can initiate
ethnic identity processes earlier for girls (Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen et al., 2009).
Because the current study focused on early adolescence (and prior work has focused largely
on middle to late adolescence), it is possible that the gender intensification process was only
beginning and, thus, different expectations for girls and boys regarding gender roles were
less pronounced given the developmental period studied.

Ethnic Identity and Mexican-origin Youth Adjustment
Another important contribution of the current study was the examination of the multiple
indicators of adjustment. Conceptually, adolescents’ ethnic identity is expected to lead to
better psychosocial functioning because it provides youth with a sense of purpose, an
understanding of their ethnicity, and a sense of confidence regarding their ethnic group
membership, which may sometimes be threatened given their ethnic minority status in the
U.S. (Neblett et al., 2012; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004). In the current study, adolescents’
ethnic identity had notably strong positive associations with academic self-efficacy and
social competence with peers in addition to less strong (but significant) negative relations
with depressive symptoms and externalizing behaviors. The associations of ethnic identity
with academic outcomes and social competence with peers may be particularly important
given existing work noting threats ethnic minority youth face to their academic self-concept
as a result of preconceived stereotypes others have of their group. Concerns about being
judged based on group membership could be particularly salient in school and work
environments, where these judgments could have strong consequences in one’s ability to
succeed (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). Our findings may be an indication of group
identification acting as a source of confidence that may offset the negative implications of
stereotyping (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999) by promoting academic self-efficacy
and peer competence.

It is important to note, however, that the associations examined were concurrent and, thus,
we cannot draw conclusions regarding the direction of effects. Nevertheless, based on
existing theoretical work, it is expected that youth who have explored their ethnicity and
have a sense of resolution regarding the meaning they attach to their ethnic group
membership are better adjusted and likely have better skills to cope with potential threats to
their self-concept that result from cultural stressors such as discrimination.
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School Ethnic Composition as a Significant Contextual Influence on Mexican-origin
Youths’ Development and Adjustment

Self-categorization theory suggests that being in a situation in which one is a numerical
minority may make one’s social group membership more salient (Turner et al., 1987), and
we expected that this increased salience would intensify the association between ethnic
identity and adjustment. We found a trend consistent with this idea, but only for the
indicator of youth adjustment capturing the educational domain. Specifically, being in a
school with fewer same-ethnic peers appeared to strengthen the positive association between
ethnic identity and youths’ academic self-efficacy. Because we did not find school ethnic
composition to moderate the associations between ethnic identity and the other indicators of
adjustment, it is possible that the manner in which context interacts with ethnic identity to
inform psychosocial functioning may be largely domain specific. Put differently, the social
context we chose to examine was the ethnic composition of youths’ schools, if we had
examined another aspect of youths’ social context such as the ethnic composition of their
peer group, perhaps this would have moderated the association between ethnic identity and
adolescents’ social competence with peers. However, because this interaction was only
marginally significant, it should be interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, we present it
given the increased interest in understanding how features of the school context inform
ethnic minority adolescents’ development and adjustment (e.g., García Coll et al., 1996;
Umaña-Taylor, 2004) coupled with the statistical difficulty inherent in detecting significant
moderation in social science research (McClelland & Judd, 1993). Future research should
examine this association in a sample that captures greater variability in school ethnic
composition, which would facilitate the detection of this effect if it is non-trivial.
Furthermore, it will be important for future research to look beyond the ethnic composition
of a school to define the school context and examine how other features of the school
context (e.g., teachers’ ethnic biases, administration support for diversity) support or inhibit
the process of ethnic identity development and its links to adolescents’ adjustment.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Although the current study makes several unique contributions to the literature, there are a
number of limitations to consider. First, we did not examine the longitudinal associations
between ethnic identity and youth adjustment. Although we controlled for prior levels of
adjustment, predicting future levels of adjustment would provide a more rigorous test of this
association and provide more flexibility in concluding a directional link between ethnic
identity and youth adjustment. In addition, father participation was optional; thus, although
over 80% of fathers participated, there is a possible selection bias skewed toward
participation by more involved fathers. These limitations of our design will be important to
address in future work.

Second, we focused on one aspect of youths’ school social context and only had information
about the Latino (not other ethnic groups) composition of the schools. Scholars have
suggested the need to look at more comprehensive measures of school ethnic composition,
such as proportions of different ethnic groups or school diversity (e.g. Jackson et. al, 2006,
Quintana et. al, 2006). Relatedly, future studies must capture greater variability in school
contexts. In the current study only 9% of schools were considered to have high (greater that
92%) Latino composition and only 25% of schools had low (less than 42%) Latino
composition. The limited variability impeded our ability to test for quadratic or curvilinear
effects of ethnic composition.

Finally, future research will benefit from an examination of other influential contexts such
as youths’ peer networks, after school settings, and neighborhood characteristics. An
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additional context to consider will be the potential dyadic effect of mothers’ and fathers’
nativity.

In our study, a majority of the sample in which both parents participated reflected parents
who were both born in Mexico. It will be informative to determine whether there could be a
cumulative or interactive effect of parents’ nativity on youths’ experiences with ethnic
socialization. Examining the potential interaction among contexts will be an important factor
to consider because, for example, the conflicting messages youth receive about their
ethnicity in different contexts may prompt more exploration of ethnicity.

Conclusion
In closing, the family context is an important predictor of Mexican-origin adolescents’
ethnic identity formation and the current findings have important implications for theory
building and assessment of ethnic identity, given that they suggest that drawing any
conclusions regarding the antecedents and outcomes associated with ethnic identity must be
considered with attention to context. In addition, consistent with a growing body of research,
our findings suggest that ethnic identity is an important correlate of youth adjustment. An
important next step will be to consider ethnic identity as a target for intervention, which will
first involve examining its potential meditational effect on youth outcomes in a more-
controlled intervention setting. Given the theoretical and empirical work linking familial
ethnic socialization efforts and ethnic identity, it may be useful to examine these
possibilities in a family-based intervention approach. Because several studies (some
longitudinal) have supported the positive associations between ethnic identity and youth
adjustment (e.g., Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen et al., 2009), and scholars encourage
intervention scientists to consider culturally based strengths as targets for intervention (Case
& Robinson, 2003), ethnic identity seems an ideal variable to consider.

Finally, findings from the current study identify important recommendations for practice.
First, counselors and specialists who work in school settings should be aware that the ethnic
composition of a school may inform the manner in which youth interpret messages about
their ethnicity. Furthermore, our findings underscored the promotive nature of ethnic
identity, given that higher ethnic identity was associated with better academic self-efficacy,
better social competence with peers, lower depressive symptomatology, and fewer
externalizing problems. Parents sometimes question whether talking to youth about ethnicity
is a good option, or whether it has the potential to single them out and make them feel
different from their peers; our findings indicated that, regardless of the type of school in
which adolescents were enrolled, maternal ethnic socialization was associated with better
psychosocial adjustment via adolescents’ ethnic identity. Thus, an important message for
mothers of Mexican-origin adolescents is to encourage them to teach their children about
their ethnic background and help their children develop an understanding of their Mexican
heritage and the role that it may play in their overall identity.
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Figure 1.
Conceptual model.
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Figure 2.
Final structural model of ethnic socialization, adolescent ethnic identity, and adolescent
adjustment. Standardized coefficients are presented for girls/boys; all paths were constrained
to be equal across gender. Dashed lines are not significant. 0 = U.S. born, 1 = Mexico born.
χ2 (284) = 455.10, p ≤ .001; RMSEA = .04 (.03 – .05); CFI = .91; SRMR = .07. MES =
Mother Ethnic Socialization, FES = Father Ethnic Socialization; EXP = Exploration; RES =
Resolution; SEC = School Ethnic Composition; EI = Ethnic Identity. One-tailed significance
tests presented at *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05; † p < .10.
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Figure 3.
Moderation effects of school ethnic composition on the association between (a) father ethnic
socialization and ethnic identity achievement, and (b) ethnic identity achievement and
academic self-efficacy. ** Denotes significant slope at p < .01.
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