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Abstract

The relationship between ethnic socialization by parents and peers and ethnic identity 

development was examined over a seven-year time span in a sample of 116 internationally adopted 

Korean American adolescents. Parent report data was collected in 2007 (T1) when the adopted 

child was between 7–13 years old and again in 2014 at ages 13–20 years old (T2). Adolescent 

report data also was collected in 2014. We examined differences in parent and adolescent reports 

of parental ethnic socialization at T2, changes in parent reports of ethnic socialization from T1 to 

T2, and the relationship among ethnic socialization by parents at T1 and T2, ethnic socialization 

by peers at T2, and ethnic identity exploration and resolution at T2. Results indicated parents 

reported higher levels of parental ethnic socialization than did adolescents at T2. Parent-reports of 

parental ethnic socialization also decreased between childhood and adolescence. Adolescents 

reported higher parental ethnic socialization than peer ethnic socialization at T2. Path analysis 

demonstrated positive indirect pathways among parental ethnic socialization at T1, parental ethnic 

socialization and peer ethnic socialization at T2, and ethnic identity exploration and ethnic identity 

resolution at T2. The study highlights the cultural experiences of transracial, transnational adopted 

individuals, the role of both parents and peers in ethnic socialization and ethnic identity 

development, and the importance of longitudinal and multi-informant methodology.
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Introduction

Ethnic socialization is often viewed as a parent-driven process that contributes to ethnic 

identity development, but there is growing evidence that ethnic socialization becomes more 

peer-driven during adolescence (Hu, Kim, Lee & Lee, 2012). This shift in socialization 

agents is consistent with the broader socialization literature (Harris, 1995). However, 

research on ethnic socialization efforts by parents and peers is limited. For international 

adoptive families, the ethnic socialization process is even more complicated due to the 
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transracial, transnational nature of most of these relationships (Lee, 2003; Massati, Vonk, & 

Gregoire, 2004). In this study, we explored ethnic socialization experiences in transracial, 

transnational adoptive families. Specifically, we examined difference in parent and 

adolescent reports of parental ethnic socialization, changes in parental ethnic socialization 

practices over time, and the relationship among ethnic socialization by parents, ethnic 

socialization by peers, and ethnic identity exploration and resolution over a seven-year time 

span.

Transracial, Transnational Adoption

An estimated one million children have been adopted internationally worldwide since the 

1940s (Selman, 2012). South Korea is the largest sending country accounting for more than 

20% of all international adoptions. In the United States, over 125,000 South Korean children 

have been adopted by Americans, who are predominantly White (Raleigh, 2013). In fact, 

84% of international adoptions can be considered transracial with parents and children from 

different racial backgrounds (Selman, 2012). Despite the transracial and transnational nature 

of internationally adopted youth, their ethnic experiences are not well understood (Lee, 

2003).

Transracial and transnational adoption exposes adoptive parents and adopted children to 

distinctive familial challenges that differ from the developmental tasks of non-adoptive, 

same-race family life (Brodzinsky, 1987; Samuels, 2009). Notably, transracially, 

transnationally adopted children are often treated as members of the majority culture by 

family members (and sometimes themselves) but are treated as ethnic minorities in society 

(Lee, 2003). This conflicting set of experiences can result in adopted youth who demonstrate 

discomfort with their appearances and have difficulty coming to terms with what it means to 

be members of an ethnic minority group (Feigelman, 2000). The exploration and resolution 

of these unique ethnic-specific developmental tasks are especially important in developing a 

stable and positive self-identity (Brodzinsky, 1987; Kirk, 1964).

Ethnic Socialization

Learning about and making meaning out of one’s ethnic heritage is a dynamic process 

known as ethnic socialization. Ethnic socialization specifically refers to beliefs, messages 

and practices that instruct children and adolescents about their racial or ethnic heritage and 

promote pride and commitment in their ethnic identity development (Hughes & Chen, 1999; 

Hughes et al., 2006; Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990). Numerous studies have 

documented the link between ethnic socialization and ethnic identity development (Tran & 

Lee, 2010; Hughes, Bachman, & Fuligni, 2006; Hughes & Johnson, 2001; Umaña-Taylor & 

Fine, 2004). However, ethnic socialization practices do not remain static over time and shift 

with the developmental needs of the child (Lee, Grotevant, Hellerstedt, & Gunnar, 2006). 

Parents may also conceptualize ethnic socialization differently from their children and vary 

in their willingness to engage in such socialization practices (Hughes et al., 2008). 

Moreover, both parents and peers are primary ethnic socialization agents (Umaña-Taylor & 

Fine, 2004). These changes and differences in ethnic socialization are less studied in both 

adopted and non-adopted populations, but may be even more noticeable in transracial, 
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transnational adoptive families given the different sets of ethnic and racial experiences of 

parents and children.

Ethnic socialization for transracial, transnational adoptive families with Korean American 

children may include ethnic-specific practices, such as discussing important Korean events, 

celebrating Korean holidays, and reading books about Koreans and Korean Americans. 

Adoptive families also need to navigate the added layer of being a family with a child who is 

an ethnic minority in society. Parents, for instance, may discuss the meaning, importance, 

and challenges of being both adopted and Korean American. However, the ethnic 

socialization process of adoptive families may be complicated by racial and ethnic 

differences among parents and children (Barn, 2013; Lee, et al., 2006; Rojewski, 2005; 

Scroggs & Heitfield, 2011). Hu, Anderson, and Lee (2015), for instance, found in a study1 

of families with adolescents adopted internationally from South Korea that parents and 

adolescents often have different perceptions of ethnic socialization, with parents reporting 

more parental ethnic socialization practices compared to adolescents. Other research 

indicates that adoptive parents are more inclined to emphasize episodic, explicit forms of 

socialization, whereas adolescents seek same-ethnic friendships and more everyday 

conversations about ethnicity (Kim, Reichwald, & Lee, 2012; Song & Lee, 2009). The 

parent-child discrepancy in self-reports may occur due to conceptual difference in ethnic 

socialization or adoptive parents’ tendency to over-estimate their engagement of ethnic 

socialization practices with their children (Kim et al., 2012). The complexity of transracial 

and transnational experiences, coupled with the potentially differing views on ethnic 

socialization, precipitate the need to include both parent and adolescent perspectives in 

studying ethnic socialization.

How parents ethnically socialize a child during early childhood likely differs from how 

parents ethnically socialize their child during middle childhood and adolescence. This 

question is particularly relevant as children enter adolescence and begin to make meaning 

out of their own and others’ ethnic identities (Ruble et al., 2004; Brown, Alabi, Huynh, & 

Masten, 2011). As children gain a deeper understanding of their ethnic identities, parents 

may engage in less ethnic socialization to allow for other socialization practices, such as 

discussing prejudice and discrimination. In a cross-sectional study of children 4–14 years 

old, Hughes and Chen (1997) found a small correlation (r = .16) between child age and 

ethnic socialization. Lee and colleagues (2006), by contrast, found greater parental efforts at 

ethnic socialization with internationally adopted children (ages 5–9) than internationally 

adopted adolescents (ages 10–18). To date though, there are few, if any, published 

longitudinal studies examining changes in ethnic socialization across developmental periods.

Although most attention is placed on the role of parents in ethnic socialization, peers serve 

as equally important socialization agents (Hu et al., 2012; Syed, 2012; Rivas-Drake, Umaña-

Taylor, Schaefer, & Medina, 2017; Yip, Douglass, & Shelton, 2013). Ethnic socialization 

among peers is more likely to occur during adolescence when adolescents seek more 

1The KAD dataset includes transracially, transnationally adopted children between the ages of 7 and 20. The current study examined 
children who were between the ages of 7–12 in 2007. Other studies have examined adolescents between the ages of 13–20 in 2007 
(Hu et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2015). These studies used data from the same dataset, but different age cohorts.
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autonomy from parents and are more influenced by peer relationships (Harris, 1995). In 

studies of non-adopted ethnic minority youth, ethnic socialization often takes place with 

peers who share similar levels of ethnic identity (Schwartz et al., 2014). These intraracial 

friendships, in turn, likely guide the way in which ethnic minority adolescents experience 

and engage in ethnic socialization. For example, Latin American, Asian, and White 

adolescents’ increase in intraracial friendships was associated with increases in ethnic 

identity development (Kiang, Witkow, Baldelomar, & Fuligni, 2010). For ethnically diverse 

youth, having more diverse friendships was related with higher ethnic-racial identity 

exploration at a later time (Rivas-Drake et al., 2017). For Asian adolescents, contact with 

same-ethnic friends was associated with higher ethnic identity (Yip et al., 2013). In a study 

with college-aged friends, “ethnic identity homophily2” was similarly related to individuals’ 

tendency to engage in conversations with their friends about ethnicity-related issues (Syed & 

Juan, 2012). Thus, it may be that engaging with ethnically diverse and similar friends about 

ethnicity-related issues helps to clarify and stimulate thinking regarding ethnic identity. 

Moreover, talking about ethnicity-related issues with intraethnic friends may keep that 

identity active in one’s mind. In transracial, transnational adoptive families, parents were the 

most frequent ethnic socialization agents for transracially adopted adolescents, but 

conversations with peers in general, regardless of ethnic or racial similarity, regarding 

ethnicity had a greater association with transracially, transnationally adopted adolescents’ 

ethnic identity development (Hu et al., 2012). These findings suggest peers – whether 

intraethnic, intraracial or not – are a crucial aspect of ethnic socialization and may serve 

different roles depending on the age of the target individual.

Channeling Hypothesis

The channeling hypothesis (Himmelfrab, 1979) captures the process between parent and 

peer cultural socialization in development. Channeling has been primarily studied with 

religious socialization – parents shape children’s religious environment by “channeling” or 

placing them into religious communities and activities (Himmelfrab, 1979). The process 

allows children to socialize with their religious peers and develop their religious identity 

over time. Once children enter adolescence and expand their social network outside the 

home, these rooted socialization agents continue to indirectly shape their religious identity 

(Cornwall, 1989; Park & Ecklund, 2007). Channeling captures the transactional nature 

among parents, adolescents, and peers, as well as the longitudinal influence of parent’s 

socialization efforts on youth’s future socialization patterns and outcomes.

Channeling hypothesis has been studied to a lesser extent outside of religious socialization 

research. A longitudinal study following African American families found that parents who 

were authoritative in their parenting style were able to deter adolescents’ affiliation with 

deviant peers and involvement in delinquent behavior (Laird, Criss, Pettit, Dodge, & Bates, 

2008). Another longitudinal study found that parental monitoring reduced the selection of 

delinquent peers for youths three years later (Tilton-Weaver, Burk, Kerr, & Stattin, 2013). In 

the same study, when parents expressed high levels of disapproval of delinquent peers, it 

reduced the rates of adolescents engaging in delinquency. Although limited, these studies 

2Ethnic identity homophily occurs when pairs of peers share similar levels of ethnic identity (Syed & Juan, 2012).
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suggest channeling similarly may occur for other forms of socialization as children 

transition into adolescence.

Channeling hypothesis offers a helpful framework to understand the ethnic socialization 

process during adolescence. Parents may indirectly promote adolescents’ peer ethnic 

socialization practices by engaging them in ethnically diverse environments, such as 

enrolling them in an ethnically diverse school (e.g., Feigelman & Silverman, 1984) or 

modeling behavior that promotes racially and ethnically similar peer friendships. In doing 

so, children are likely to experience peer ethnic socialization and, in turn, to develop their 

ethnic identities. For example, immigrant parents send their children to language schools to 

learn ethnic language, as well as attend relevant cultural events (Park & Sarker, 2007; Zhou 

& Kim, 2006). Channeling for transracial, transnational adoptees may occur when adoptive 

parents move to a neighborhood populated with more ethnic minorities, enroll adoptees in 

culture camps, or arrange play dates with children who share similar ethnic backgrounds. It 

also may occur through encouraging friendships with peers who are more open to 

conversations about ethnic and racial differences. Through these parent-initiated activities, 

transracial, transnational adoptees will have opportunities to interact with peers who are 

more open to discussions about ethnicity and race, and perhaps increase their propensity to 

engage in ethnic socialization practices in the future.

Ethnic Identity Development

Ethnic identity broadly refers to the degree to which an individual identifies as being a 

member of an ethnic group, and is a crucial aspect in the development of self-concept and 

psychological functioning for ethnic minorities (Phinney, 1990; Rumbaut, 1994). Ethnic 

identity development is theorized as a dynamic product that is achieved over time and 

through various social contexts (Caltabiano, 1984; Hogg, Abrams, & Patel, 1987; Syed & 

Azmitia, 2009). In particular, ethnic identity development gains more prominence as youth 

develop the cognitive abilities to process the information they receive regarding prejudice 

and discrimination (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). As individuals 

become more aware of their status as an ethnic minority and become more independent in 

the decision-making process, the process of exploring and committing to their ethnic identity 

becomes a more prominent developmental task.

When discussing the process of ethnic identity development, a distinction should be made 

between exploration and commitment because they follow distinct developmental courses 

(Pahl & Way, 2005) and are related to different psychological outcomes (Lee & Yoo, 2004). 

Ethnic identity exploration is a period in which adolescents search and examine the meaning 

and history of their ethnic group memberships, as well as participate in cultural activities to 

affirm their ethnic group membership. Ethnic identity commitment refers primarily to the 

resolution and clarity with the subjective significance of ethnic group membership to one’s 

overall identity (Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gómez, 2004).

Other ethnic identity scholars have included positive affect toward one’s ethnic group as a 

part of ethnic identity commitment (Phinney, 1992). However, private regard more 

accurately reflects the content of ethnic identity and is not consistent with Erikson’s (1968) 
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theoretical work on identity development (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Thus, it is possible 

that an individual has resolution and clarity about the significance of being a member of an 

ethnic group but not necessarily concurrent positive private regard. Therefore, in this study, 

we focused on ethnic identity development, as operationalized and measured by exploration 

and resolution, and not the content of ethnic identity (i.e., private regard) (Umaña-Taylor et 

al., 2014).

For transracially, transnationally adopted individuals, a more committed ethnic identity has 

been found to be associated with better psychological adjustment (Cederblad, Höök, 

Irhammar, & Mercke, 1999; Feigelman & Silverman, 1984; Yoon, 2001). By contrast, a 

more recent study found ethnic identity exploration was correlated with worse psychological 

adjustment, whereas other aspects of ethnic identity, such as resolution and private regard, 

were unrelated to adjustment (Lee, Lee, Hu, & Kim, 2015). Ethnic identity, measured by 

combining exploration and commitment, also has been found to mediate the relationship 

between parental ethnic socialization and psychological well-being among transracially, 

transnationally adopted adolescents (Basow, Lilley, Bookwala, & McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 

2008; Yoon, 2001). These extant studies suggest the relationship between ethnic identity 

development and adjustment is complex among adopted Korean Americans and 

understanding the distinct developmental pathways toward ethnic identity exploration and 

resolution is needed.

Present Study

This study advances current research on ethnic socialization and ethnic identity development 

in a number of ways. Although socialization becomes more peer-driven during adolescence 

(Harris, 1995), most studies on ethnic socialization still focus only on parental ethnic 

socialization, draw from parent reports, and use single-informant methodology. Thus, the 

transactional nature among parent, children, and peers are not captured in these studies. 

Further, single-informant studies do not account for potential discrepancies between parents 

and children in perceptions on parental ethnic socialization (Hu et al., 2015; Kim et al., 

2012). Changes in ethnic socialization, particularly during childhood to adolescence, also 

have not been explored in these cross-sectional studies. Additionally, the ethnic experiences 

of transracially, transnationally adopted youth are not well understood (Lee, 2003). For these 

youth, the ethnic socialization process is complicated by the transracial, transnational nature 

of their family and peer relationships, but most adoption studies largely overlook the 

possible role of ethnic socialization and its correlates in psychological development and 

adjustment.

In this study, we incorporate parent reports of parental ethnic socialization, adolescent report 

of parental and peer ethnic socialization, and adolescent report of ethnic identity exploration 

and commitment. The longitudinal and multi-informant nature of the study also allows an 

examination of the potential long-term associations of parental ethnic socialization with 

ethnic identity development in transracial, transnational adoptive families. The present study 

addressed the following hypotheses:
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H1. Transracial, transnational adoptive parents would report higher levels of ethnic 

socialization than transracially, transnationally adopted adolescents.

H2. Parental ethnic socialization would decrease from 2007 (Time 1; T1), when 

transracially, transnationally adopted youth were younger to 2014 (Time 2; T2), when 

the same group of transracially, transnationally youth were older,

H3. We expected the level of ethnic socialization to be greater with peers as 

socialization agents than with parents.

H4. There will be positive indirect paths among T1 parental ethnic socialization, T2 

parental ethnic socialization and T2 peer ethnic socialization, and T2 ethnic identity 

exploration and resolution.

Method

Participants

The sample included internationally adopted Korean American individuals and one of their 

adoptive parents. The study followed up with families who participated in the Korean 

Adoption Survey (KAD) Project in 2007 during which the adopted youth was between the 

ages of 7–13. The adoptees and families were recruited in 2007 from a registry of 

international, transracial adoptees whose families reside mainly in Minnesota, United States.

In 2007 (T1), a total of 593 out of 786 families (with some families having more than one 

child) expressed interest in participating in the study. A survey was completed for each 

adopted child by one parent who self-identified as the primary caretaker, making a total of 

578 returned parent surveys for a return rate of 73.5% (Lee, Lee, Hu, & Kim, 2015). Out of 

578 surveys for adopted youth between age 7 and 18, 225 were completed for adopted 

children who were between the ages of 7 and 12. Youth between the ages of 7 and 12 did not 

participate in T1 data collection due to age (age 13 was the cutoff). Out of 225 surveys, 14 

were excluded due to discrepancies in reported gender (i.e., parents reported incorrect 

gender for the child) or being duplicates (i.e., the same parent reported on the same child 

multiple times). Thus, the final sample size of parent-child dyads at T1 was 211. In 2014 

(T2), adoptive parents from T1 (n = 211) were contacted, and 151 parent-adolescent dyads 

agreed to participate in the study. Of the 60 adolescents who were excluded, six had 

outdated contact information, and 40 did not respond to repeated outreach. Out of the 151 

dyads, 119 dyads of parent and adoptee surveys were completed. Three parent-adolescent 

dyads were further excluded from further analysis due to discrepancies of parent gender 

from T1 and T2 datasets; thus, 116 dyads were included in final analysis, making a final 

retention rate of 55%.

Of the 116 adopted Korean American adolescents included in the final sample, 56 

adolescents (48.3%) identified as female, 58 adolescents (50.0%) identified as male, and one 

adolescent (0.9%) did not disclose gender. The mean age of the sample was 9.37 years (SD 
= 1.69) in T1 and 16.33 years (SD = 1.71) in T2. All of the adolescents were internationally 

adopted from South Korea at the mean age of 7.86 months (SD = 5.17), with 105 

adolescents (90.5%) adopted before 12-months-old.
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Of the 116 adoptive parents included in the final sample, 107 parents (92.2%) identified as 

female, seven parents (6.0%) identified as male, and two parents (1.7%) did not disclose 

gender. The mean age of the parents was 53.41 years (SD = 4.37). The majority of the 

parents (n=114, 98.3%) identified as White, two parents identified as Korean American 

(with their spouses being White). Further analysis indicated the results obtained using the 

116 sample were identical to the ones obtained using the 114 sample with the primary 

reporters being White; therefore, the results using the 116 sample were reported. In terms of 

education level and income, 81.9% adoptive parents reported having obtained a Bachelor’s 

or higher degree, and 50.5% reported an income of $126,000 or more. One hundred and 

thirteen parents (97.4%) reported having a spouse and three parents (2.6%) reported not 

having a spouse in T2. Average age of the spouse was 54.23 years (SD = 4.32). One hundred 

and eight parents (93.1%) identified their spouse as White and three parents (2.6%) 

identified their spouse as Asian American. Of the 103 parents who reported their spouses’ 

education level, 85 parents (75.2%) reported their spouses having obtained a Bachelor’s or 

higher degree. The demographics of the adoptive family in the current sample (i.e., 

predominantly White, highly educated and of high income) are representative of those in the 

U.S. population that adopt internationally (McGue et al., 2007).

We compared the 116 parents who completed both T1 and T2 data collections (respondents) 

with the 109 T1 only (non-respondents) parents on the key study variables for attrition 

analysis. There were no significant differences on parent’s age, gender, ethnicity, parent’s 

education level, or income. However, the respondent group reported higher level of ethnic 

socialization in T1 relative to the non-respondent parents, F(1, 223) = 5.12, p = .025, η2= .02 

(Respondent parents: M = 2.85, SD = .67, n = 116; non-respondent parents: M = 2.63, SD = 

0.74, n = 109).

Procedure

In 2014 (T2), updated contact information of the adoptive families was retrieved from the 

International Adoption Project registry. Adoptive parents who consented to participate in the 

KAD project in 2007 (T1) (refer to procedure in Lee, Lee, Hu, & Kim, 2015) were contacted 

via email, letters, or phone to see if they would be interested in participating in this 

longitudinal study. Each family was contacted at most three times. After the target adoptive 

parent provided consent, they were asked to provide assent for their children who were 

under the age of 18. All participants provided electronic consent or assent prior to study 

participation. Parents and their adolescents completed parent- and adolescent-versions of the 

online survey respectively. Each parent who completed the survey received an Amazon gift 

card of $10.00 and each adolescent received an Amazon gift card of $20.00 due to the longer 

length of the adoptee survey. The University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board 

approved this study.

Measures

The study included a variety of measures from both T1 and T2.

Demographic variables—Parent completed a demographic questionnaire in T1, and 

parent and adolescent each completed a demographic questionnaire in T2 to obtain 
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biographical data including their age, gender, family income, relationship status, education, 

etc.

Parental ethnic socialization—Parental ethnic socialization was assessed using the 

ethnic socialization subscale from the Racial, Ethnic, and Cultural Socialization measure 

(Johnston et al., 2007, adapted from Hughes & Chen, 1997). The ethnic socialization 

subscale pertains to the extrinsic ways in which parents teach adopted children or 

adolescents about Korean culture and history (e.g., “… talked to child about important 

Korean people or historical events.”). This measure was reported by parents only in T1 and 

was reported by both parent and adolescent in T2. Each item was modified to reflect the 

ethnic socialization experiences relevant to Korean adoptive homes (i.e., Black was replaced 

with Korean and/or Asian). T2 survey for adolescents was further modified to reflect the 

ethnic socialization experiences relevant for adolescents. For example, “… play with other 

children who are Korean or Asian Americans” was changed to “… socialize with other 

adolescents who are Korean or Asian Americans.” Two items were dropped because one (“I 

have encouraged my child to read books about other racial/ethnic groups”) was not directly 

related to Korean culture and the other (“I have talked with my child about dating Korean or 

Asian people”) was not relevant to T1 socialization practices for children of younger age. 

The final ethnic socialization subscale includes six items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Very Often).

Although the scale was not originally developed specifically for adoptees, Johnston and 

colleagues (2007) demonstrated good internal consistency of parental ethnic socialization 

subscale, with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from α = .81–.82 for transracially adopted 

Chinese and Korean American children between the ages of 4 to 20. In the current sample, 

Cronbach’s α = .79 for T1 parents, α = .84 for T2 parents, and α = .82 for T2 adolescents.

Peer ethnic socialization—Peer ethnic socialization was also assessed using the adapted 

version of the Racial, Ethnic, and Cultural Socialization measure (Johnston et al., 2007, 

adapted from Hughes & Chen, 1997). Only adolescents completed this measure in T2. The 

measure was adapted to reflect the ethnic socialization experiences related to peer 

interactions. Adolescents were asked to indicate “how frequently you have done or said the 

following things with/to your close friends over the past year”, adapted from “how 

frequently your parents (one or both) have done or said the following things to you.” The 

instruction for peer ethnic socialization was not the exact equivalent to the parent ethnic 

socialization, as it reflected the interactive, horizontal nature of peer socialization that differs 

from the vertical transmission of culture from parents to children (Cavalli-Sforza, Feldman, 

Chen & Dornbusch, 1982). Similar to the parental ethnic socialization measure, all 6 items 

were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Very Often). 

Cronbach’s α = .83 for T2 adolescents.

Ethnic identity exploration and resolution—Adolescents completed the Ethnic 

Identity Scale (EIS; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004) in T2. The EIS is a 17-item self-report 

measure that is comprised of three subscales: exploration, resolution, and affirmation. Items 

are measured with a 4-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1 (Does not describe me at 
all) to 4 (Describes me very well). The distinct subscales allow researchers to examine the 
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associations between each aspect of ethnic identity separately. The study included the 

developmental process aspects (i.e., exploration and resolution) rather than content aspect 

(i.e., affirmation) for the longitudinal analyses in examining ethnic identity development. 

The exploration subscale includes seven items that focus on the activities through which 

adolescents have explored their ethnic identity (e.g., “I have participated in activities that 

have exposed me to my Korean heritage”). The resolution subscale includes four items on 

clarity and meaningfulness of their ethnicity (e.g., “I understand how I feel about being 

Korean”). Umaña-Taylor and colleagues (2004) demonstrated that the three subscales 

obtained strong internal consistency. In the current study, Cronbach’s α = .90 (exploration), 

and α = .89 (resolution) for T2 adolescents.

Data Analysis Plan

Research questions were tested using Mplus 7.3 by creating a series of path models fitted 

with full information maximum likelihood method (FIML; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012), 

which is the recommended approach to handle missing data. Missing data for the studied 

variables ranged from 1% to 3%, with most variables missing < 1%.

Two sets of path models were fitted for each outcome variable. For all tested models, the 

paths between parental and peer ethnic socialization T2 were bidirectional due to the 

exploratory nature of the channeling hypothesis and adjustment for temporal measurement 

covariance (i.e., both measures taken at T2). For ethnic identity exploration models (Model 1 

& 2; see Figure 1), the relationship between parent ethnic socialization in T1 and ethnic 

identity exploration was tested for indirect pathways by (1) parent ethnic socialization in T2 

reported by parent (Model 1) or reported by adolescent (Model 2), and (2) peer ethnic 

socialization in T2 reported by adolescent. Similar paths were conducted for ethnic identity 

resolution models (Model 3 & 4; see Figure 2); the relationship between parent ethnic 

socialization in T1 and ethnic identity resolution was tested for indirect pathways by (1) 

parent ethnic socialization in T2 reported by parent (Model 3) or reported by adolescent 

(Model 4), and (2) peer ethnic socialization in T2 reported by adolescent.

Two demographics variables, child age and primary parent’s education, were used as 

covariates for all variables in path analyses. Child age was included due to previous research 

findings that suggested parents socialized adopted children of 5–9 and those of 10–18-years-

old differently (Lee et al., 2006). Further analyses indicated ethnic socialization was neither 

significantly correlated with age, nor differed when age was dichotomized into younger-

than-9 and older-than-12 groups. We also correlated socialization and identity variables with 

child gender, age at adoption, parents’ income and education. Only primary parent’s 

education was significantly correlated with parental ethnic socialization in T1 (r = .23, p < .

05) and parent ethnic socialization reported by adolescent in T2 (r = .24, p < .05) (See Table 

1). Parent education was coded in 7 categories from 1 (less than high school to degree) to 7 

(professional degree and/or doctorate degree), and it was treated as continuous variable in 

current analysis.

The hypothesized models were “just-identified” in the current study because each exogenous 

variable was hypothesized to directly influence each endogenous variable. Therefore, no 

model fit indices (i.e., chi-square of goodness-of-fit index, CFI, RMSEA, SRMR) will be 
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reported. Both direct and indirect paths were evaluated. Three specific indirect paths were 

estimated in each of the four models: 1) indirect effect from T1 parental ethnic socialization 

to T2 parental ethnic socialization to ethnic identity, 2) indirect effect from T1 parental 

ethnic socialization to T2 peer ethnic socialization to ethnic identity, and 3) indirect affect 

from T1 parental ethnic socialization to T2 parental ethnic socialization to T2 peer ethnic 

socialization to ethnic identity. These effects were estimated by creating 1,000 bootstrap 

samples via random sampling with replacement. Simulation studies (MacKinnon, 

Lockwood, & Williams, 2004) have found that bias-corrected bootstrapping is the best 

statistical procedure for obtaining high statistical power and low Type I error rates.

In addition, for each of the four models, an alternative model was fitted where the 

relationship between parental ethnic socialization in T1 and peer ethnic socialization in T2 

was tested for indirect pathways by (1) ethnic identity in T2 and (2) parent ethnic 

socialization in T2. Other model specifications to these alternative models were the same to 

those of the original models. Because both the original and the alternative models were 

“just-identified”, no model fit indices will be used for model comparison (as the fit indices 

are the same). The primary interest in fitting these alternative models was to examine the 

role of ethnic identity as a potential channel for youth seek out more parental and peer ethnic 

socialization. Thus, three alternative indirect paths were estimated: 1) indirect effect from T1 

parental ethnic socialization to ethnic identity to T2 peer ethnic socialization, 2) indirect 

effect from T1 parental ethnic socialization to ethnic identity to T2 parental ethnic 

socialization to T2 peer ethnic socialization, and 3) indirect effect from T1 parental ethnic 

socialization to ethnic identity to T2 peer ethnic socialization to T2 parental ethnic 

socialization.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations, and Pearson-product moment correlations for T1 and T2 

measures are presented in Table 1. Bivariate correlations (Table 1) indicated that all ethnic 

socialization measures varied by reporters, socialization agents, and time of reporting were 

interrelated with each other. Ethnic identity exploration was significantly correlated with all 

ethnic socialization measures. Ethnic identity resolution was only significantly correlated 

with T2 parental ethnic socialization reported by adolescent and T2 peer ethnic socialization 

reported by adolescent.

Study Hypotheses

Difference in reported parental ethnic socialization—A series of paired samples t-
tests were conducted. Consistent with hypothesis 1, parent reported higher level of parental 

ethnic socialization in T2 compared with parental ethnic socialization reported by adolescent 

in T2 (t = 5.72, p < .001, d = .54).

Parental ethnic socialization decreased over time—Consistent with hypothesis 2, 

parental ethnic socialization as reported by parent in T1 and as reported by parent and 
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adolescent in T2 decreased from T1 to T2 (t = 4.63, p < .001, d = .43; t = 9.63, p < .001, d 
= .91).

Parental and peer ethnic socialization—We also compared the ethnic socialization in 

T2 by different socialization agents. Contrary to hypothesis 3, peer ethnic socialization 

reported by adolescent in T2 was lower than parental ethnic socialization in T2 reported by 

either parent (t = 11.83, p < .001, d = 1.11) or adolescent (t = 8.41, p < .001, d = .80).

Ethnic socialization on ethnic identity exploration—In Model 1, ethnic identity 

exploration was predicted by T1 parental ethnic socialization, and there was evidence that 

suggests potential indirect pathways by T2 parental ethnic socialization reported by parent 

and T2 peer ethnic socialization reported by adolescent (Figure 1). As indicated in Table 2 

(Model 1), T1 parental ethnic socialization was significantly correlated with T2 parental 

ethnic socialization (β = .69; SE = .07, p < .001) and T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .31; 

SE = .11, p < .01), but not with T2 ethnic identity exploration. T2 parental ethnic 

socialization was neither correlated with T2 peer ethnic socialization nor T2 ethnic identity 

exploration. T2 peer ethnic socialization was correlated with T2 ethnic identity exploration 

(β = .39; SE = .08, p < .001). Estimates of indirect effects suggested there was potential 

indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization to ethnic identity exploration via T2 peer 

ethnic socialization (β = .13; SE = .05, p < .01). In the alternative model, there was potential 

indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization to T2 peer ethnic socialization via ethnic 

identity exploration (β = .14; SE = .05, p < .01).

In Model 2, the relationship between T1 parental ethnic socialization and T2 ethnic identity 

exploration demonstrated potential indirect pathways by T2 parental ethnic socialization 

reported by adolescent and T2 peer ethnic socialization reported by adolescent (Figure 1). 

T1 parental ethnic socialization was significantly correlated with T2 parental ethnic 

socialization (β = .44; SE = .11, p < .001) and T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .31; SE = .

11, p < .01), but not with T2 ethnic identity exploration. T2 parental ethnic socialization was 

correlated with both T2 ethnic identity exploration (β = .47; SE = .08, p < .001) and T2 peer 

ethnic socialization (β = .30; SE = .06, p < .001). T2 peer ethnic socialization was not 

significantly correlated with T2 ethnic identity exploration. Estimates of indirect effects 

suggested there was potential indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization to ethnic 

identity exploration via T2 parental ethnic socialization (β = .21; SE = .07, p < .01). In the 

alternative model, there was also potential indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization 

to T2 peer ethnic socialization via ethnic identity exploration (β = .13; SE = .05, p < .01).

Ethnic socialization on ethnic identity resolution—Results for Model 3 and Model 

4 with T2 adolescent ethnic identity resolution are reported in Figure 2 and Table 2. Model 3 

yielded similar results to Model 1. T1 parental ethnic socialization was correlated with T2 

parent ethnic socialization (β = .69; SE = .07, p < .001) and T2 peer ethnic socialization (β 
= .31; SE = .11, p < .01), but not with T2 ethnic identity resolution. T2 parental ethnic 

socialization was not correlated with T2 peer ethnic socialization or T2 ethnic identity 

resolution. T2 peer ethnic socialization was correlated with T2 ethnic identity resolution (β 
= .41; SE = .09, p < .001). Additionally, estimates of indirect effects suggested there was 

potential indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization to ethnic identity resolution via 
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T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .13; SE = .05, p < .01). In the alternative model, none of the 

indirect paths were estimated to be significant.

In Model 4, T1 parental ethnic socialization was significantly correlated with T2 parental 

ethnic socialization (β = .44; SE = .11, p < .001) and T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .31; 

SE = .11, p < .01), but not with T2 ethnic identity resolution. T2 parental ethnic socialization 

was correlated with T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .30; SE = .06, p < .001), but not with 

T2 ethnic identity resolution. T2 peer ethnic socialization was significantly correlated with 

T2 ethnic identity exploration (β = .35; SE = .11, p < .01). Additionally, estimates of indirect 

effects suggested there was potential indirect path from T1 parental ethnic socialization to 

ethnic identity resolution via T2 peer ethnic socialization (β = .10; SE = .05, p < .01). In the 

alternative model, none of the indirect paths were estimated to be significant.

Discussion

The study expands research on ethnic socialization and ethnic identity development by 

conducting a seven-year follow-up of ethnic socialization practices in transracial, 

transnational adoptive families. We specifically examined differences in parent and 

adolescent reports of parental ethnic socialization, changes in parental ethnic socialization 

over time, and the relationship among ethnic socialization by parents over a seven-year 

period, peer ethnic socialization, and ethnic identity exploration and resolution in transracial, 

transnational adoptive families.

We first examined whether adoptive parents and adolescent-aged adopted children agreed on 

the level of parental ethnic socialization. Results indicated adoptive parents reported higher 

levels of parental ethnic socialization than adolescents. This discrepancy in parent and 

adolescent report is consistent with research on discrepancies in ratings of parent-child 

relationships (Hu et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2012; McElhaney, Porter, Thompson, & Allen, 

2008; Stuart & Jose, 2012). Specifically, mothers tend to report engaging in more ethnic 

socialization efforts than adolescent reports of their mothers (Kim et al., 2012). It is possible 

that adoptive parents incorrectly rate their ethnic socialization practices as higher than what 

is actually being conducted. Alternatively, adopted youth and their parents may 

conceptualize the type, amount, and quality of ethnic socialization differently. This finding 

highlights the importance of employing multi-informant methodology in adoptive family 

research. Additionally, it demonstrates the complexity of ethnic socialization in transracial, 

transnational adoptive families (McGinnis, Livingston, Ryan, & Howard, 2009; Docan-

Morgan, 2010).

One distinctive aspect of the study is that it is one of the longest longitudinal follow-up 

studies on ethnic socialization, as well as on transracial, transnational adoptive families. To 

this end, we were able to track changes in the frequency of parental ethnic socialization over 

a seven-year time span. Results indicated parental ethnic socialization decreased as 

transracially, transnationally adopted youth entered adolescence. This is consistent with 

extent cross-sectional research of ethnic socialization in that parents are likely to engage in 

less ethnic socialization as their children age (e.g., Hughes & Chen, 1997; Lee et al., 2006). 

As youth develop cognitive ability to process and understand complex cultural interactions, 

Hu et al. Page 13

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 November 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



adoptive parents may be consciously decreasing ethnic socialization and increasing racial 

socialization practices, such as discussing prejudice and discrimination with their 

transracially, transnationally adopted adolescents. Future research should explore the process 

of parental and peer racial socialization for adopted adolescents.

Another contribution of the study is the incorporation of adolescents’ report of peer ethnic 

socialization. Contrary to study hypothesis, both transracially, transnationally adopted 

adolescents and adoptive parents reported higher parental ethnic socialization than peer 

ethnic socialization. This finding goes somewhat against the prevailing view that peers play 

a more prominent role than parents in adolescence (Harris, 1995). However, it is consistent 

with the Hu and colleagues (2012) study that found adoptive parents are still considered the 

primary socialization for this adoptive cohort. It may be that what is most important is the 

quality, not the frequency or quantity, of socialization that may contribute to ethnic identity 

development.

Furthermore, the longitudinal and multi-informant study design allowed a test of the 

channeling hypothesis. Regarding ethnic identity exploration, there was partial evidence to 

support possible channeling from parent ethnic socialization to peer ethnic socialization. 

Specifically, the study identified indirect pathways from parental ethnic socialization in 

childhood to parent and peer ethnic socialization in adolescence, and then to ethnic identity 

exploration in adolescence. In the alternative models, there was evidence to support indirect 

pathways from parental ethnic socialization in childhood to ethnic identity exploration, and 

then to peer ethnic socialization. Based on the findings from these competing models, it can 

be concluded that parental ethnic socialization is associated with peer ethnic socialization 

and ethnic identity exploration; however, directionality of the channeling hypothesis could 

not be determined. On the one hand, conversations about one’s ethnicity with parents and 

peers may encourage adolescents to further explore the meaning of this specific 

membership. On the other hand, it may be that ethnic identity exploration encourages further 

interaction among adolescents, parents, and peers, which is why both hypothesized and 

alternative models were valid. Of course, both explanations may be equally true given the 

dynamic and active nature of ethnic identity exploration.

Stronger support for the channeling hypothesis was found with ethnic identity resolution. 

Results suggest an indirect relationship between ethnic socialization in childhood and ethnic 

identity resolution in adolescence through both parental and peer ethnic socialization. The 

alternate models, by contrast, did not find any significant indirect paths. Unlike ethnic 

identity exploration, which is inherently dynamic and active, ethnic identity resolution 

reflects a more committed and clear understanding of one’s ethnicity that develops over 

time. That is, ethnic identity resolution is more likely to be influenced by childhood ethnic 

socialization from parents, nurtured through peer socialization, and then further developed in 

adolescence. In sum, these associations demonstrate the influence of early childhood 

parental ethnic socialization on adopted adolescents’ peer ethnic socialization and ethnic 

identity development.

The relationships between parental ethnic socialization, peer socialization, and adolescent 

ethnic identity have a few important implications. First, the findings provide partial evidence 
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for the channeling hypothesis – adoptive parents’ introduction of culturally-relevant 

practices in childhood shaped adopted adolescent’s engagement with peers seven years later, 

and further solidify adopted adolescent’s search and comfort in their ethnic identity. Second, 

the indirect relationships suggest the importance of consistent parental ethnic socialization, 

as well as the addition of peer socialization in adolescence as transracially, transnationally 

adopted youth encounters more culturally-relevant experiences and undergo ethnic identity 

development. Third, the findings add to the limited peer ethnic socialization literature by 

demonstrating the importance of peers on ethnic identity development. Future studies should 

examine the content and context in which these ethnic-specific conversations and activities 

occur. It would be important to examine the effect of diversity, or lack thereof, within the 

peer group, given that many transracial, transnational adoptive individuals reside in 

ethnically homogenous neighborhoods.

Limitation

Although the study offers several interesting contributions, the findings must be considered 

alongside limitations. Given the complexity of analyses, a larger sample size to increase 

power would strengthen the study. Additionally, while adopted Korean American 

adolescents are the most populous group of international adoptees in the United States 

(Selman, 2012), the study only included adolescents who were adopted from South Korea 

during infancy. Thus, the findings may not be generalizable to internationally adopted 

children from other countries who are adopted at different ages and for whom resources to 

aid in cultural socialization vary greatly (Vonk, Lee, & Crolley-Simic, 2010).

Additional time points are needed to strengthen the study of channeling hypothesis. The 

present longitudinal study contains only two time points. Additionally, both parent and 

adolescent report of parent and peer ethnic socialization were measured concurrently in T2. 

Due to timing of parent and adolescent report, directionality of the channeling hypothesis 

could not be determined. While it provides fruitful information about the relationship 

between parent socialization and adolescent ethnic identity development, the study could not 

test for full mediation. It is critical for future research to include three or more time points 

from both parent and adolescent to fully test the channeling hypothesis.

The present study also adapted the parent version of the Racial, Ethnic, and Cultural 

Socialization measure (Johnston et al., 2007, adapted from Hughes & Chen, 1997) to create 

adolescent report of parent and peer ethnic socialization. As a result, the wording in 

adolescent version of parent and peer socialization scales was similar, and this similarity 

likely accounted for some of correlation that was not captured in analyses. Future research 

should use an adolescent-driven measure of parent and peer socialization. Recent research, 

however, has indicated that adolescent report of peer behaviors may be under or over 

estimated (Rivas-Drake, et al., 2017; Yip et al., 2013).

More research is needed to refine measurements of ethnic socialization and ethnic identity 

development to account for demographic variations among ethnic minority populations. The 

study only explored the developmental process aspects related to ethnic identity 

development (i.e., exploration and resolution) instead of content aspect (i.e., affirmation, 

ideology). Transracial, transnational adopted youth’s paradoxical experience of being both a 
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member of the dominant White majority and an ethnic minority may complicate the process 

of ethnic socialization and ethnic identity development. For example, adopted adolescents’ 

daily ethnic socialization practices usually consist of less culture-specific events, but adopted 

adolescents are reminded of their ethnic difference when they attend summer culture camp. 

Additionally, adopted adolescents may also experience the stigma of adoption (Lee, 2010). 

The study conceptualized parental and peer ethnic socialization as similar processes; 

however, adopted adolescents may engage in different ethnic socialization practices with 

peers than with their adopted parents. Similarly, peer ethnic socialization was measured 

using an adapted version of the parent ethnic socialization measure but other aspects of peer 

socialization may shed additional insight into ethnic identity development. It should also be 

noted that the race and ethnicity of the adoptees’ peers are not reported in the study, but past 

research suggests intraracial/intraethnic peer relationships may offer distinct benefits to 

ethnic identity development (Syed & Juan, 2012). Future studies should explore the potential 

implications of intraracial/intraethnic friendships with regard to ethnic identity development.

Conclusion

The study extends current knowledge regarding the ways in which ethnic socialization 

contribute to ethnic identity development among transracially, transnationally adopted 

individuals. Discrepancy between adoptive parents and adolescents were found – parents 

reported higher levels of parental ethnic socialization than adolescents. Additionally, 

parental ethnic socialization decreased as adopted youth entered adolescence. Further, 

transracially, transnationally adopted adolescents reported higher parental ethnic 

socialization than peer socialization. Last, the positive relationships between parental ethnic 

socialization in childhood and ethnic identity resolution in adolescence were indirectly 

associated with both parental ethnic socialization and peer ethnic socialization during 

adolescence. There was partial evidence to support the indirect pathways among parental 

ethnic socialization in childhood, peer ethnic socialization, and ethnic identity exploration. 

The study demonstrates the cultural experiences of transracial, transnational adopted 

individuals and illustrates the importance of longitudinal and multi-informant methodology.

Appendix

Table 1

Descriptives and Correlations for the Total Sample (n = 116)

Variables 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Mean SD

1. T1 Par ES (P) 1 3.09 .75

2. T2 Par ES (P) .633*** 1 2.80 .80

3. T2 Par ES (A) .431*** .363*** 1 2.32 .84

4. T2 Peer ES (A) .319** .262** .636*** 1 1.79 .73

5. T2 EI-E (A) .330*** .341*** .617*** .452*** 1 2.41 .72

6. T2 EI-R (A) .050 .143 .309** .376*** .530*** 1 3.07 .76

7. Child Age −.028 −.116 −.037 .118 −.014 .003 1 9.44 1.66

8. Education .228* .093 .236* .048 .125 .111 −.241** 5.28 1.16

Notes.
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*
p < .05;

**
p < .01;

***
p < .001.

T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, Par = Parent, ES = Ethnic socialization, EI-E = Ethnic identity – exploration, EI-R = Ethnic 
identity – resolution, (P) = Reported by parents, (A) = Reported by adolescents.

Table 2

Unstandardized Path Estimates for Direct and Indirect Effects

Paths
Model 1

Exploration
Model 2

Exploration
Model 3

Resolution
Model 4

Resolution

β SE β SE β SE β SE

T1ParES → T2ParES .69*** .07 .44*** .11 .69*** .07 .44*** .11

T1ParES → T2PeerES .31** .11 .31** .11 .31** .11 .31** .11

T2ParES ↔ T2PeerES .04 .04 .30*** .06 .04 .04 .30*** .06

T1ParES → EI .09 .10 .10 .07 −.19 .13 −.12 .10

T2ParES → EI .19 .11 .47*** .08 .15 .12 .12 .11

T2PeerES → EI .39*** .08 .08 .10 .41*** .09 .35** .11

Indirect effects for original models

T1ParES → T2ParES → EI .13 .08 .21** .07 .10 .08 .05 .05

T1ParES → T2PeerES→ EI .13** .05 .03 .03 .13** .05 .10** .05

T1ParES → T2ParES → T2PeerES → EI < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01

Indirect effects for alternative models

T1ParES → EI → T2PeerES .14** .05 .13** .05 .01 .04 .01 .03

T1ParES → EI → T2ParES → T2PeerES < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01

T1ParES → EI → T2PeerES→ T2ParES < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01

Notes.
**

p < .01;
***

p < .001.

T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, Par = Parent, ES = Ethnic socialization, EI = Ethnic identity, β = Unstandardized path estimates, 
SE = Standard error.
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Figure 1. 
Path Analyses for Ethnic Identity EXPLORATION – Model 1 and Model 2: 

Unstandardized regression coefficients for the relationships among T1 parental ethnic 

socialization, T2 parental ethnic socialization reported by parent (Model 1) or by adolescent 

(Model 2), T2 peer ethnic socialization reported by adolescent, and T2 adolescent ethnic 

identity exploration, after controlling for child age and primary parent’s education. **p < .

01, ***p < .001.
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Figure 2. 
Path Analyses for Ethnic Identity RESOLUTION – Model 3 and Model 4: Unstandardized 

regression coefficients for the relationships among T1 parental ethnic socialization, T2 

parental ethnic socialization reported by parent (Model 3) or by adolescent (Model 4), T2 

peer ethnic socialization reported by adolescent, and T2 adolescent ethnic identity 

resolution, after controlling for child age and primary parent’s education. *p < .05, **p < .

01, ***p < .001.
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