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Abstract

Given the prominence of ethnicity/race in the United States, many youths construct an ethnic/

racial identity (ERI). However, ERI development occurs against a backdrop of prejudice, 

oppression, and discrimination. This synthetic review explores (a) how identity and discrimination 

are related and (b) their association with psychological health. There is a reciprocal developmental 

association between ERI and discrimination, in which each informs the other. Although 

discrimination is detrimental for mental health, its impact depends on identity. In some cases, ERI 

confers protection from discrimination, and in others, it poses additional vulnerabilities. A strong 

sense of commitment to one’s identity confers protection against the negative effects of 

discrimination, while high levels of identity exploration are associated with increased 

vulnerability. However, the importance of ethnicity/race to one’s identity both protects from and 

increases vulnerabilities to discrimination. Suggestions for future research to help to disambiguate 

these associations are offered.
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“Who am I?” is not just an existential question but a developmental one. Youths struggle 

with this question as they develop a sense of self that is both independent from and 

connected to peers, friends, and family. Identity formation is a key developmental task (Yip, 

2014); but for ethnic/racial minority youths in the United States and many other countries, 

identity construction occurs in a sociocultural context rife with racism and prejudice (Coll et 

al., 1996). These messages are often conveyed as ethnic/racial discrimination, which is 

defined as pervasive unfair treatment that is inextricably embedded in social structures and 

institutions (Krieger, 1999; Priest et al., 2013). In societies such as the United States where 

ethnicity/race are intimately tied to where people live, where they go to school, access to 

health care, and health itself, ethnic/racial discrimination has both measurable and 

immeasurable influences on how youths develop an identity.
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Youths’ identity, both where they are developmentally in the formation of their ethnic/racial 

identity (ERI) and how they feel about their identity, influences the ways in which youths 

experience, interpret, and respond to discrimination (Sellers & Shelton, 2003). This 

synthetic review unpacks the reciprocal and complex ways in which ERI and discrimination 

inform each other and how they jointly impact psychological health among youths in the 

United States. This area of research is equivocal and without consensus. This ambiguity 

results from demographic diversity (e.g., ethnic/racial groups, age, socioeconomic status, 

immigration status, language, geography) and methodological diversity (e.g., 

epistemological view-points, disciplines of psychology, measurement instruments, research 

designs). Future research that delves deeper into the sources of this diversity may hold the 

key to identifying clear and distinguishable conclusions.

What Is ERI?

The complex natures of ERI and discrimination make it difficult to understand how they are 

related. ERI is considered to be a multifaceted constellation of one’s feelings, thoughts, and 

attitudes related to membership in an ethnic/racial group. ERI includes both the overall 

importance of ethnicity/race to one’s identity and feelings about one’s ethnic/racial group 

membership (Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997). Researchers have ascribed 

a universal developmental process across diverse groups (e.g., African Americans, Asian 

Americans, Latinxs), focusing on the feelings, thoughts, and behaviors associated with 

exploring the meaning of ethnicity/race, as well as psychological feelings of connectedness 

and commitment to one’s group (Phinney, 1992). It is also understood that although family, 

peer, school, neighborhood, and societal contexts impact how ERI develops from 

adolescence to adulthood (Yip, Douglass, & Shelton, 2013; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2010), 

ERI remains relatively stable from one situation and one day to the next (Sellers, Smith, 

Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998; Yip, 2005; Yip & Fuligni, 2002). At the same time, the 

psychological salience or relevance of that ERI changes across situations and days 

depending on characteristics of the immediate context (Cross & Strauss, 1998; Sellers et al., 

1998; Yip, 2005, 2014; Yip & Douglass, 2013; Yip & Fuligni, 2002).

What Is Ethnic/Racial Discrimination?

Although youths have agency in their ERI development, forming a coherent sense of self is 

informed by a sociocultural context that includes ethnic/racial discrimination. Ethnic/racial 

discrimination is considered to be differential, typically unfair treatment due to membership 

in a marginalized ethnic/racial group. Ethnic/racial discrimination resides in a larger, 

intricate system of racism, prejudice, and oppression privileging the experiences of people in 

power while devaluing the experiences of others (Coll et al., 1996). In daily life, these social 

and institutional inequities are made proximal and relevant through interpersonal 

interactions. Discrimination conveys messages of inferiority and marginalized status sourced 

from perpetrators such as peers, teachers, adults, and strangers of all ages and backgrounds. 

Moreover, the source of discrimination has a differential impact on adolescent health 

(Benner & Graham, 2013). Although discrimination does not occur frequently (i.e., 1–2 

times a week), it is a normative experience for ethnic/racial minority youths, and its impact 

on their health cannot be ignored (Hughes, Del Toro, Harding, Way, & Rarick, 2016; 
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Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, & Garcia, 2014; Umaña-Taylor, 2016). Despite racism’s 

structural pervasiveness, interpersonal discrimination is relatively infrequent yet has robust 

negative effects on health.

How Are ERI and Discrimination Related to Each Other?

Connecting the dots between ERI and discrimination is increasingly important in a society 

that at once grapples with a growing, soon-to-be majority of ethnic/racial minority citizens 

(Colby & Ortman, 2015) and corresponding increases in national and regional bias-related 

crimes (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). Milestones in ERI development in adolescence 

and young adulthood are coupled with increases in discrimination experiences (Hughes et 

al., 2016), and these experiences are particularly influential for health both during 

adolescence and later adulthood (Adam et al., 2015; Schmitt et al., 2014). How do ethnic/

racial youths reconcile the need to form a healthy and integral identity in a sociocultural 

context that communicates their devalued and marginal status?

Discrimination and ERI inform each other (see Fig. 1, Paths 1a and 1b). Prejudice and 

discrimination increase identification with one’s ethnic/racial group (Path 1a; Branscombe, 

Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). Since discrimination conveys rejection from the dominant group, 

some ethnic/racial minorities recognize that inclusion in the dominant group is unlikely. 

Instead, these ethnic/racial minorities choose to identify more strongly with their own group, 

despite its marginalized status. Indeed, discrimination may serve as an impetus to seeking 

out information about youths’ membership in a marginalized group (Brittian et al., 2015; 

Pahl & Way, 2006). In other cases, ethnic/racial minorities may be more determined to gain 

acceptance from the majority and downplay their ethnicity/race (Cheryan & Monin, 2005).

At the same time, where youths are in their identity development and how they feel about 

their ethnic/racial group membership might impact their perceptions and experiences of 

discrimination (Fig. 1, Path 1b; Seaton, Yip, & Sellers, 2009; Torres & Ong, 2010). Yet 

specificity about ERI dimensions matters. Individuals who rate ethnicity/race as important to 

their overall sense of self, as well as those who are still in the process of exploring their 

identity, are more likely to report experiences with discrimination (Burrow & Ong, 2010; 

Pahl & Way, 2006; Sellers & Shelton, 2003). On the other hand, individuals who report 

feeling better about their ethnic/racial group membership report fewer experiences with 

discrimination (Burrow & Ong, 2010).

How Are ERI and Discrimination Related to Psychological Health?

There are several ways that ERI, discrimination, and psychological health could be related; 

the most common investigations make two foundational assumptions. The first is that ERI 

promotes psychological health (Fig. 1, Path 2). The second is that discrimination is 

detrimental for psychological health (Fig. 1, Path 3). Recent meta analyses and systematic 

reviews support both claims (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Priest et al., 2013; Rivas-

Drake et al., 2014). Given that ERI and discrimination influence each other, how do they 

jointly influence health?
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How ERI and discrimination impact psychological outcomes is equivocal (Fig. 1, Path 4; 

Yip, Gee, & Takeuchi, 2008). Empirical confusion is further confounded by theoretical 

divergences, with some researchers suggesting that identity should defend against the 

vulnerabilities associated with discrimination, while others suggest that identity should 

exacerbate these vulnerabilities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1985). What is clear is that 

ERI and discrimination work together to impact psychological health; yet the nature of this 

association depends on the dimension of identity. For example, individuals who are still in 

the process of grappling with their ethnicity/race (i.e., ERI exploration) seem to be 

especially negatively impacted by experiences of discrimination (Torres & Ong, 2010). On 

the other hand, individuals who have committed to their ethnic/racial group membership 

seem to be protected against the detriments of discrimination (Romero, Edwards, Fryberg, & 

Orduña, 2014; Stein, Kiang, Supple, & Gonzalez, 2014).

However, when one considers the association between discrimination and outcomes for 

youths who have decided that ethnicity/race is important to their overall sense of self, there 

is no clear pattern. Some research finds the importance of ethnicity/race to be more 

damaging (Yip et al., 2008), while other research finds it to be protective (Sellers, Caldwell, 

Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003). A recent meta-analysis found an equal number of 

studies supporting the benefits and detriments of ERI for the effects of discrimination on 

mental health outcomes (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). Notably, other research has failed 

to show an effect of identity altogether (Seaton, Neblett, Upton, & Hammond, 2011). In part, 

the lack of consensus may be attributable to the diversity of ethnic/racial groups, ages, 

nativity status, measures, and psychological outcomes.

And yet the key to achieving consensus may lay in this diversity. A recent meta-analysis 

explored how diversity may be contributing to the obscurity in the literature (Yip, Wang, 

Mootoo, & Mirpuri, 2018). For example, samples with a larger proportion of Latinx and 

Asian American participants (compared with African American participants) are more likely 

to observe a protective effect of ERI commitment. Feeling good about one’s ethnicity/race 

(i.e., private regard) was associated with a stronger exacerbating effect for samples with 

more Asian American compared with African American and Latinx participants. Believing 

that other people hold one’s ethnic/racial group in high esteem (i.e., public regard) was 

associated with a stronger buffering effect for samples with more Asian (relative to African 

American) participants. These group differences are likely tied to the unique sociohistorical 

experiences of these groups. Gender also matters; exploring one’s ERI is more detrimental 

for health (particularly mental health) in samples with a larger proportion of females, 

suggesting qualitatively different experiences for women of color who must contend with a 

double minority status. Not surprisingly, age also matters. Exploring one’s ERI seems to 

have a peak exacerbating effect around age 23. Developmental research typically groups 

samples by broad age categories (Yip et al., 2008) or considers age to be a covariate rather 

than an important moderating variable; these results call for more fine-grained analyses of 

age. Finally, research methodology also matters; longitudinal research designs are more 

likely to reveal a weaker buffering effect of ERI commitment compared with cross-sectional 

approaches.
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Conclusion and Future Directions

First, it is clear that identity development occurs within a sociocultural context of 

discrimination, and it is important to consider their mutual influence. Investing in more 

longitudinal research is one approach to teasing apart this reciprocal association, while 

acknowledging that research with ethnic/racial minorities can be more challenging and 

resource intensive (Hall, Yip, & Zárate, 2016). Another challenge for future research is that 

ERI development and discrimination occur on different time scales. ERI development is a 

process that unfolds over time, space, and context, while interpersonal discrimination is 

composed of discrete events experienced on a daily basis that have an acute impact on health 

and whose health effects also accumulate over time. Therefore, a combination of longer-term 

(e.g., annual, biannual) and shorter-term (e.g., daily diaries, experience sampling) 

longitudinal approaches is necessary to capture the bidirectional association between these 

constructs.

Second, where youths are and how they feel about their ERI matters for the psychological 

impact of discrimination. This area of research is too equivocal to draw broad conclusions 

from; however, meta-analytic approaches find that specifying the ERI dimension, ethnicity/

race, gender, age, and study design matter for whether ERI is observed to protect or increase 

vulnerabilities associated with discrimination. Future research should also consider the role 

of nativity status, since moderating effects have been observed in United States–born but not 

foreign-born individuals (Yip et al., 2008); however, nativity status is not always assessed or 

reported (e.g., African American samples). It might also be fruitful to consider geographic 

region when comparing ethnic/racial minorities’ experiences in more and less diverse and in 

socially and politically conservative areas (Soto et al., 2012). Future research would also 

benefit from a broader focus on health. While meta-analyses have focused on the impact of 

discrimination on physical health outcomes (e.g., Priest et al., 2013), much less research has 

examined the moderating impact of ERI. In a recent meta-analysis, only 2 of 51 studies 

focused on physical health outcomes (e.g., illness, sleep; Yip et al., 2018). Relatedly, while 

meta-analyses typically aggregate various indices of psychological health, future research 

might aim to hone in on the effects of ERI for a single outcome, aiming to link specific 

sources and types of discrimination to specific domains and outcomes. Taking a whole-

person (vs. variable-centered) perspective, it is important for future work to consider the 

intersections of social categories (e.g., Black women in the northeast).

Another area that undoubtedly contributes equivocality is measurement. There is no 

consensus on the best measures of ERI or discrimination. Sampling ERI measures alone, 

there are over six multidimensional (and countless other single-item) measures, many of 

which have undergone revision since initial publication. Some measures focus on 

developmental processes, while others focus on the meaning and significance of ethnicity/

race. Within these two broader categories, some measures focus on the development of 

beliefs and values, while others focus on behavioral engagement. Even more confusing is 

that there are nearly 40 different measures of ethnic/racial discrimination. Some measures 

focus on frequency of events over different time spans (e.g., daily, monthly, lifetime), while 

others focus on the distress related to these experiences; some identify a perpetrator/source, 
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while others do not; and some focus on direct experiences, while others include vicarious or 

group-based experiences.

There is still much research to be done. While discrimination may be associated with 

increases in ERI, research outside of the United States fails to reveal such associations (Lee, 

Noh, Yoo, & Doh, 2007). There may be universal commonalities across minority groups all 

over the world; however, experiences are couched in unique sociohistorical and cultural 

contexts. Future research should continue to consider the importance of immediate and 

proximal as well as distal contexts that influence ERI, discrimination, and their joint impact 

on psychological health. Endeavoring to appreciate both how ERI confers protection and 

vulnerabilities can help elucidate what it means to be an ethnic/racial minority. While it is 

important to acknowledge the multiple and distinct dimensions of ERI, it is also important to 

remember that these dimensions come together to form a coherent sense of self. Some 

research seems to suggest that importance and exploration of identity is maladaptive, 

whereas feeling good about one’s group is beneficial; however, it is important to remember 

that in most cases, individuals who have decided that ethnicity/race is important also feel 

good about their group membership (Sellers et al., 1997; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2006).

The solution to protecting youths from the discriminatory correlates of ERI is not to de-

emphasize its importance or to deter its exploration but to cultivate a deep sense of pride and 

affection for one’s group, regardless of, and perhaps in spite of, societal values. We cannot 

easily eliminate or mitigate the negative impact of deeply entrenched social and institutional 

prejudices and oppression, whose historical foundations predate the research reviewed here, 

but we can begin to cultivate esteem and positive regard in all youths regardless of their 

backgrounds.
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Fig. 1. 
Schematic representation of the associations between ethnic/racial identity (ERI), 

discrimination, and psychological well-being. Path 1a depicts a positive association from 

discrimination to ERI. Path 1b depicts a positive association from ERI to discrimination. 

Path 2 depicts a positive association between ERI and psychological health. Path 3 depicts a 

negative association from ethnic/racial discrimination to psychological health. Path 4 depicts 

a positive and negative moderating influence of ERI on the impact of discrimination on 

psychological health.
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