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Abstract

The present study was designed to ascertain the extent to which dimensions of acculturation would 

differ across personal identity statuses in a sample of 2,411 first- and second-generation, 

immigrant, college-attending emerging adults. Participants from 30 colleges and universities 

around the United States completed measures of personal identity processes, as well as of heritage 

and American cultural practices, values, and identifications. Cluster-analytic procedures were used 

to classify participants into personal identity statuses based on the personal identity processes. 

Results indicated that, across ethnic groups, individuals in the achieved and searching moratorium 
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statuses reported the greatest endorsement of heritage and American cultural practices, values, and 

identifications; and individuals in the carefree diffusion status reported the lowest endorsement of 

all the cultural variables under study. These results are discussed in terms of the convergence 

between personal identity and cultural identity processes.
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Two of the most commonly studied dimensions of identity are personal identity and cultural 
identity (Schwartz, Zamboanga, & Weisskirch, 2008). Identity can be defined as the 

individual’s cognitive, behavioral, and affective repertoire regarding who she or he is 

(Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011), to which groups he or she belongs, and behaviors 

enacted as a result of these thoughts and beliefs. Drawing from this definition, personal 

identity refers to the set of goals, values, and beliefs that one develops in areas such as 

career, relationships, and religious beliefs. Cultural identity refers to the ethnically or 

culturally based practices, values, and identifications that one maintains. Furthermore, 

whereas personal identity is salient for most young people, who must decide what they 

believe and what to do with their lives (Côté & Levine, 2002), cultural identity is most 

salient for members of immigrant and minority groups (Phinney & Ong, 2007) such as 

immigrants, children of immigrants, and individuals from visible-minority groups, who must 

straddle multiple cultural backgrounds (Syed & Azmitia, 2009). Immigrant families, then, 

represent unique opportunities for studying the confluence and shifting of these two 

dimensions of identity, which may be changing in tandem (Schwartz, Montgomery, & 

Briones, 2006). For example, experiencing discrimination or having novel experiences with 

other members of one’s ethnic group may serve to ignite the processes of personal and 

cultural identity development (cf. the “encounter” phase of nigrescence theory; Worrell, 

Cross, & Vandiver, 2001).

When examining identity, acculturation may be viewed as a cultural identity process 

(Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). Acculturation refers to orientation 

toward one’s cultural heritage and toward the receiving society in which one resides. For 

first-generation immigrants, acculturation refers to a process of cultural adaptation following 

migration to a new country (Smith, Bond, & Kağıtçbaşı, 2006). First-generation immigrants 

are challenged with selectively acquiring the practices, values, and identifications of their 

new homelands while selectively retaining those of their cultural heritage. For second-

generation immigrants, acculturation refers to balancing one’s cultural heritage with 

influences of the receiving society (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). Because most second- and 

later-generation immigrants have lived the majority (or all) of their lives in the receiving 

country, they know about their family’s countries of origin primarily through stories, travel, 

interactions with heritage-cultural individuals, and other brief or second-hand accounts. So 

for many first-generation immigrants, the heritage culture is a primary influence and the 

receiving culture must be balanced with the heritage culture. In contrast, for many second-

generation immigrants, family and community members are the primary source of heritage-

cultural influences (Schwartz, Unger et al., 2010), which must be balanced with the 
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receiving culture in which the person has lived for all (or most) of his or her life. 

Accordingly, the present study is guided by two theoretical models—Luyckx and 

colleagues’ (Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006; Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., 2008) 

personal identity commitment formation and evaluation perspective, and Schwartz, Unger, et 

al.’s (2010) multidimensional conception of acculturation. Both personal identity 

commitments and acculturation represent dimensions of identity (Schwartz et al., 2008).

Acculturation as an Identity Process

According to Schwartz, Unger et al.’s (2010) multidimensional conceptualization of 

acculturation, acculturative processes occur within a number of domains, including 

practices, values, and identifications. Heritage and receiving cultural influences are assumed 

to operate somewhat independently within each of these domains. Cultural practices include 

behaviors such as speaking the languages of one’s heritage and receiving cultural contexts, 

associating with heritage and receiving-culture friends and romantic partners, and accessing 

heritage and receiving-culture media. Cultural values include the relative priority that 

individuals assign to their own personal needs and desires and to those of important others, 

such as family and friends. Across ethnic groups, cultural values can include (a) 

individualism and independence, which refer to feeling separate from others and prioritizing 

one’s own desires and needs ahead of those of others; and (b) collectivism and 

interdependence, which refer to feeling connected to others and prioritizing their needs over 

one’s own. Because the majority of contemporary immigrants to the United States and other 

primarily individualist Western nations come from collectivist-oriented countries or regions 

in Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean, and the Middle East (Steiner, 2009; Van de 

Vijver & Phalet, 2004), the United States may provide a strong contrast against many 

immigrant-sending countries in terms of cultural values. Lastly, cultural identifications refer 

to the extent to which individuals feel a sense of belonging and attachment to the United 

States and to their cultures of origin. These three domains of acculturation are overlapping 

but distinct (Abraído-Lanza, Armbrister, Flórez, & Aguirre, 2006). For example, one can 

learn English out of necessity but not hold individualistic values or identify as American.

Following Cross’s (see Worrell et al., 2001) concept of encounters within the racial identity 

literature, acculturation may stimulate (or represent) personal identity work in first- and 

second-generation immigrants through contact with members of the heritage-cultural 

community and receiving-society individuals. However, given the somewhat different 

cultural identity challenges facing first-versus second-generation immigrants, the confluence 

between personal and cultural identity may differ across generations. We address this issue 

in the present study, and we review personal identity in the next subsection.

Personal Identity: The Identity-Status Model and Its Extensions

Identity statuses represent individuals’ typical modes of handling personal life goals and 

decisions. Grounded in Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial stage theory, Marcia (1966) defined 

four identity statuses: (a) Achievement: individuals who have considered a number of 

possible life options and settled on one or more of these; (b) moratorium: people actively 

searching through potential alternatives; (c) foreclosure: adolescents and young adults who 
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have internalized identity choices and commitments from significant others with little or no 

consideration of other possibilities; and (d) diffusion: people who have not systematically 

explored possible life options and do not hold firm commitments.

Luyckx and colleagues (Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006) extended Marcia’s 

identity-status model into a commitment formation and evaluation model. Using cluster-

analytic methods on several Belgian samples of high school students, college students, and 

working emerging adults, Luyckx and colleagues (e.g., Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & De 

Witte, 2010; Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., 2008; Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, Beyers, & 

Vansteenkiste, 2005) redefined the identity-status model using five- rather than two-

component dimensions. Exploration is divided into two distinct processes—exploration in 

breadth (sorting through multiple alternative choices) and exploration in depth (thinking and 

talking more about commitments that have already been enacted). Commitment is divided 

into two distinct processes—commitment making (choosing a set of goals, values, and 

beliefs to which to adhere) and identification with commitment (deepening one’s fidelity to 

a specific set of goals, values, and beliefs). A fifth process, ruminative exploration, refers to 

a counterproductive process of obsessing over the need to make identity-related choices and 

becoming “stuck” in the identity-development process.

Using these cluster-analytic procedures, Luyckx, Schwartz et al. (2008) and Schwartz, 

Beyers et al. (2011) found that the foreclosure, moratorium, and achievement statuses 

emerged in accordance with Marcia’s model. However, the moratorium status extracted by 

Schwartz, Beyers et al. (2011), using a large American college-student sample, was 

characterized by the presence of commitments—in contrast to Marcia’s moratorium status, 

yet was associated with elevated levels of psychological distress (see Kroger & Marcia, 

2011, for a review). This status was thus relabeled as searching moratorium (see Meeus, van 

de Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010).

In addition, Luyckx and colleagues found two new statuses. First, the diffused status was 

subdivided into two separate statuses. Diffused diffusion represents Marcia’s original 

diffused status and refers to individuals who attempt to explore various options but do not 

systematically explore long enough to establish a firm set of commitments. Carefree 
diffusion refers to individuals who are not interested in engaging in identity work and are 

happy to remain uncommitted. They are generally uninterested in undertaking identity work 

and are at highest risk for antisocial and health-compromising behaviors, including fighting, 

rule breaking, dangerous drug use, unsafe sexual contact, and driving while intoxicated 

(Schwartz, Beyers, et al., 2011). Second, an undifferentiated status emerged, referring to 

individuals who scored near the sample mean on all of the identity processes and could not 

be categorized into any one status. The undifferentiated status has also emerged in earlier 

identity-status research (e.g., Bennion & Adams, 1986) and is generally the most common 

identity-status classification.

The Present Study

Given that cultural heritage is part of overall personal identity, it seems reasonable to 

propose that, for first- and second-generation immigrants, elements of one’s cultural heritage 
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and/or culture of settlement can become a part of the individual’s personal identity. First, if 

variables indexing acculturation were to differ systematically across personal identity 

statuses, such consistency would affirm Schwartz et al.’s (2006, 2008, 2010a, 2010b) 

contention that acculturation is indeed an identity process. Second, if the patterns of identity-

status differences were largely consistent across ethnicity and across immigrant generation, 

such a finding would suggest that acculturation, as an identity process, may also be 

characterized by a specific structure that cuts across ethnic groups and between first- and 

second-generation immigrants. Finally, the existence of an association between personal 

identity status and acculturation-related indices among first- and second-generation 

immigrants would suggest that each identity status may represent a characteristic way of 

addressing the challenges of acculturation. For example, the achieved status, which 

represents exploring options in breadth followed by making and identifying with 

commitments, might be associated with greater exploration of cultural options as well. 

Diffused and foreclosed individuals, on the other hand, might be expected to adopt a much 

less agentic— and more passive—approach to acculturation.

To investigate the associations between personal identity status and acculturation-related 

processes, we used a sample of first and second generation college students. Immigrant 

college students represent a rapidly increasing population, comprising approximately 25% of 

students on United States campuses (Schwartz, Waterman, et al., in press). Likewise, the 

university experience provides a context for identity development (Montgomery & Côté, 

2003; Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005) with an array of options that may promote a diverse 

set of identity statuses. Our first hypothesis was that statuses characterized by highest levels 

of commitment—achievement and foreclosure—would be linked with the highest degrees of 

heritage-culture retention. Because foreclosure involves acceptance of parental values and 

ideals without exploration, such individuals might uncritically internalize their cultural 

heritage with few attachments to American culture. Achieved individuals, on the other hand, 

might be more likely to synthesize their heritage and American cultures into a combined and 

unique identity mosaic (cf. Huynh, Nguyen, & Benet-Martínez, 2011).

Second, we hypothesized that the statuses characterized by the highest levels of exploration

—achievement and searching moratorium—would be associated with high degrees of 

heritage-culture retention and American-culture acquisition (i.e., biculturalism). We put 

forth this hypothesis assuming that (a) heritage-cultural influences offered by parents and 

other members of the heritage-cultural community and (b) American-cultural influences 

offered by peers, media influences, et cetera, would provide potential identity alternatives. 

Exploration, especially as defined within the identity-status model, often involves 

considering options other than those transmitted by parents (Grotevant, 1987), but it can also 

involve a deepening and reaffirming of prior commitments (Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 

2008; Luyckx, Schwartz, Goossens, Beyers, & Missotten, 2011). The agentic orientation 

that characterizes the moratorium and achieved statuses may be similar to the agency that 

underlies biculturalism. We did not advance a specific hypothesis for the undifferentiated 

status, given that it refers to individuals who are not typical of any of the original identity 

statuses. Moreover, with the relative recency of the demarcation between diffused and 

carefree diffusion, we did not advance a prediction regarding which variant of diffusion 

would be associated with lower degrees of heritage and American cultural orientations.
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Method

Participants and Procedures

Data for this study were taken from a larger data collection involving emerging adults at 30 

United States colleges and universities (Schwartz, Beyers, et al., 2011; Schwartz, Waterman, 

et al., 2011). Given the focus on acculturation-related variables, in the present study we 

included only those individuals who reported that both of their parents were born outside the 

United States. This sample comprised 2,411 participants (70% women; mean age 19.69 

years, SD 1.63 years, range 18 to 25). Regarding ethnicity, 9.2% of participants were non-

Hispanic White, 10.5% were non-Hispanic Black, 31.6% were Hispanic, 34.0% were East 

Asian, 11.1% were South Asian, and 3.5% were Middle Eastern. First-generation 

immigrants represented 68% of Whites, compared with 38% of Blacks, 34% of Hispanics, 

37% of East Asians, 42% of South Asians, and 31% of Middle Easterners. International 

students were not included in the present sample.

Sites were selected to provide a diverse representation of regions of the United States, types 

of institutions, and ethnic backgrounds. Six sites were located in the Northeast, seven in the 

Southeast, seven in the Midwest, three in the Southwest, and seven in the West—

representing 20 states in total. We received approval from the institutional review board at 

each participating site.

Participants were first directed to an online consent form. Participants who provided consent 

then logged in to the website using university name and student number, which were later 

replaced with code numbers to ensure confidentiality both for individual participants and for 

universities. Each participant received research credit. The survey was divided into six 

pages, and students could save their work and resume later. All measures were in English. 

Eighty-five percent of participants submitted all pages. Missing data were handled through 

the use of full-information maximum-likelihood estimation (Schlomer, Bauman, & Card, 

2010).

Measures

Identity status.—The Dimensions of Identity Development Scale (DIDS; Luyckx, 

Schwartz et al., 2008) consists of five-item scales for each of the five identity dimensions 

proposed by Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, and Beyers, (2006); Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., 

2008): commitment making (α = .91; e.g., “I know what I want to do with my future”), 

identification with commitment (α = .93; e.g., “My future plans give me self-confidence”), 

exploration in breadth (α = .84; e.g., “I think a lot about the direction I want to take in my 

life”), exploration in depth (α = .81; e.g., “I think a lot about the future plans I have made”), 

and ruminative exploration (α = .85; e.g., “I keep wondering which direction my life has to 

take”). These reliability coefficients are comparable to those from the Belgian datasets. 

Studies by Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, (2006); Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., (2008); 

Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & De Witte, (2010) have demonstrated the factorial and construct 

validity of these subscales.
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Acculturation-related variables.—We assessed heritage-cultural and American-cultural 

practices, values, and identifications. To measure cultural practices, we used the 32-item 

Stephenson (2000) Multigroup Acculturation Scale, consisting of 15 items (α = .85) 

indexing use of English, association with American friends and romantic partners, and 

engagement with American media; 17 items (α = .90) measure use of one’s heritage 

language, association with friends and romantic partners from one’s cultural group, and 

engagement with heritage-cultural media.

We indexed cultural values as individualism–collectivism and self-construal. Individualism 

and collectivism are subdivided into horizontal and vertical variants, resulting in three sets of 

cultural values: horizontal individualism–collectivism, vertical individualism–collectivism, 

and self-construal. Horizontal individualism refers to competing against (or otherwise 

feeling separate from) friends and coworkers. Vertical individualism refers to feeling 

separate from, and not required to defer to, parents or authority figures. Horizontal 

collectivism refers to feeling connected to, and responsible for the welfare of friends and 

coworkers. Vertical collectivism refers to having respect for hierarchical relationships, such 

as parent–child, teacher–student, or boss–employee.

Individualism and collectivism were assessed using corresponding 4-item scales developed 

by Triandis and Gelfand (1998): Horizontal individualism, α = .78 (sample item: “I’d rather 

depend on myself than on others”); vertical individualism, α = .77 (“Winning is 

everything”); horizontal collectivism, α = .74 (“I feel good when I collaborate with others”); 

and vertical collectivism, α = .74 (“It is my duty to take care of my family, even when I have 

to sacrifice what I want”). Triandis and Gelfand report results of analyses demonstrating the 

factorial and construct validity of these subscales.

Self-construal was measured using the 24-item Self-Construal Scale (Singelis, 1994). 

Twelve items measure independence (α = .74; sample item “I prefer to be direct and 

forthright in dealing with people I have just met”) and 12 assess interdependence (α = .77; 

“My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me”). An in-depth psychometric 

analysis of this measure (Guo, Schwartz, & McCabe, 2008) supported the factor structure 

proposed by Singelis (1994).

Versions of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992) were used to 

assess both heritage and United States cultural identifications. To assess heritage-culture 

identifications, we used the original version of the MEIM, which consists of 12 items (α 
= .90) that assess the extent to which one (a) has considered the subjective meaning of one’s 

ethnicity and (b) feels positively about one’s ethnic group. Sample items include “I think a 

lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership” and “I am happy 

that I am a member of the ethnic group I belong to.” Although the MEIM was originally 

designed to yield separate subscales for ethnic identity exploration and affirmation, Phinney 

and Ong (2007) have reviewed studies supporting a single-factor structure.

To assess American identity, we adapted the MEIM so that “the U.S.” was inserted into each 

item in place of “my ethnic group” (Schwartz et al., 2012). This adapted measure was highly 

internally consistent (α = .90). As an index of construct validity, United States identity 
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scores were moderately and significantly correlated (r = .56, p < .001) with scores on United 

States cultural practices. Schwartz et al. (2012) found that the factor structure of the adapted 

MEIM items was consistent across ethnicity and immigrant generation.

Results

Plan of Analysis

Analyses consisted of five steps. First, we used cluster-analytic methods with the five 

personal identity dimensions as continuous input variables to test the hypothesis that the 

clusters from the Belgian datasets would emerge in the present data. We used cluster 

analysis, rather than latent-class analysis, because latent-class analysis assumes that the 

clustering variables are uncorrelated with one another (the identity dimensions are 

significantly intercorrelated; Ritchie et al., in press). Second, we examined the extent to 

which the identity-status cluster solution would relate to ethnicity, gender, and immigrant 

generation. Third, we compared continuous scores for the cultural processes across personal 

identity statuses to test the hypothesis that moratorium and achieved individuals would be 

bicultural, that foreclosed individuals would be most likely to retain their cultural heritage, 

and that diffused individuals would score lowest on all of the cultural variables. Fourth, we 

examined intraclass correlations to determine whether multilevel modeling (participants 

within universities) would be required. Finally, we used structural invariance testing to 

examine the extent to which the patterns of differences identified in the third step of analysis 

would be consistent across ethnicity and immigrant generation.

Creation of the Identity-Status Clusters

In the larger sample, to create identity-status categories and to classify participants into these 

categories, scores on each DIDS subscale were standardized according to their placement 

along the range of possible scores (Steinley & Brusco, 2008). We then split the sample 

randomly in half and conducted a two-step clustering procedure within each half sample 

(Gore, 2000). First, a hierarchical cluster analysis using Ward’s method with squared 

Euclidean distances (Steinley & Brusco, 2007) was conducted, requesting a six-cluster 

solution as previously found in several Belgian studies (e.g., Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., 2008; 

Luyckx, Seiffge-Krenke, et al., 2008). This six-cluster solution provided a significantly 

better fit to the data than did four-, five-, and seven-cluster solutions (see Schwartz, Beyers, 

et al., 2011, for statistical details). Second, to classify participants into identity statuses for 

the present sample, we then entered the cluster centers from the full sample (Schwartz, 

Beyers, et al., 2011) into a noniterative, k-means cluster analysis (Breckenridge, 2000) using 

only the cases included in the present sample. We compared the two solutions within each 

half sample using the Hubert-Arable Adjusted Rand Index (Steinley, 2004). Values for this 

index range from 0 to 1, with higher values indicating greater agreement between the two 

cluster solutions and underscoring the conclusion that the obtained clustering does not 

depend on the specific sample involved. Provided that the replicability of the cluster solution 

was high, we then used the clusters extracted from the full sample for the present study.

The cluster solution was highly reliable across randomly selected half samples (Hubert-

Arable Adjusted Rand Index = .98). We therefore retained the cluster solution from the full 
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sample. The six identity statuses were labeled Achievement (n = 321), Diffused Diffusion (n 
= 257), Carefree Diffusion (n = 444), Searching Moratorium (n = 345), Foreclosure (n = 

304), and Undifferentiated (n = 740). The Achievement cluster was above the mean on 

exploration in breadth, exploration in depth, commitment making, and identification with 

commitment, but below the mean on ruminative exploration. The Diffused Diffusion cluster 

was below the mean on commitment making and identification with commitment and well 

above the mean on ruminative exploration. The Carefree Diffusion cluster was below the 

mean on all five identity processes. The Searching Moratorium cluster was approximately 1 

SD above the mean on all three exploration dimensions, and somewhat elevated on 

commitment making and identification with commitment. The Foreclosed cluster was high 

on both commitment dimensions and low on all three exploration dimensions. The 

Undifferentiated cluster was very close to the sample mean on all five identity processes. 

The cluster solution is displayed in Figure 1.

Identity Statuses by Ethnic Groups

As a descriptive analysis, we examined the distribution of identity statuses across the six 

ethnic groups, as well as across immigrant generation (first vs. second). The identity-status 

distribution differed significantly and moderately across ethnicity, χ2(25) = 106.18, p 
< .001, Cramér’s V = .09 (see Table 1). Hispanics were overrepresented in the achieved 

status, Middle Eastern participants in the undifferentiated status, and East and South Asians 

in the carefree diffusion status. Black and Middle Eastern participants were 

underrepresented in both diffusion statuses. The identity-status distribution did not differ 

significantly between first- and second-generation immigrants, χ2(5) = 7.59, p = .18, 

Cramér’s V = .06.

Examination of Intraclass Correlations

Because of the complex sampling method that we used, with participants nested within data-

collection sites, the first step of analysis was to examine the intraclass correlations (ICC). 

ICC values indicate the percentage of variability in a given variable that is due to between-

sites differences rather than to between-participants differences. Raudenbush and Bryk 

(2002) suggest that, in cases where the ICC is greater than about .05, multilevel nesting must 

be accounted for in the statistical analyses.

To obtain ICC values, we estimated unconditional multilevel models using Mplus release 5.0 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2007). Unconditional models do not contain any predictor variables and 

are used only to ascertain the percentage of variability at the level of the individual case 

versus at the aggregate (site) level. ICC values for the cultural variables ranged from .016 

to .219, with a mean of .085. As a result, we concluded that it was essential to control for the 

effects of multilevel nesting in our analyses.

Cultural Variables by Identity Status

Because we were interested only in controlling for multilevel nesting, and not explicitly in 

between-site differences, we used the sandwich covariance estimator (Kauermann & Carroll, 

2001), which adjusts model parameters, standard errors, and fit indices for the effects of 

nesting, but does not explicitly model between-sites variability as part of the analysis. 
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Multilevel models are estimated in regression form, so omnibus statistics (such as F and η2) 

are not available. However, pairwise differences between and among statuses on each 

dependent variable were estimated using the sandwich estimator, and using an alpha level 

of .001 to adjust for the number of comparisons conducted for each cultural variable.

We estimated a series of models to identify pairwise differences between statuses on each 

cultural variable. Within each model, one of the statuses was used as a reference group and 

compared with all of the other statuses on each dependent variable. Results are displayed in 

Table 2. Such an approach is analogous to pairwise comparisons in analysis of variance.

Lastly, given our interest in examining ethnic and immigrant-generation variations in 

patterns of identity-status differences in acculturation-related variables, we conducted 

invariance tests on the pairwise differences across ethnicity and across immigrant 

generation. We compared (a) a model with the magnitude of each pairwise comparison free 

to vary across ethnic groups or immigrant generations with (b) a model with the magnitude 

of each pairwise comparison constrained to be equal across ethnic groups or immigrant 

generations. The form of invariance that we examined here is therefore a combination of 

metric invariance (factor loading and path-coefficient equivalence) and scalar invariance 

(mean and intercept equivalence).

For comparisons across ethnicity and across immigrant generation, the unconstrained and 

constrained models were compared using differences in the two models’ χ2, comparative fit 

index (CFI), and nonnormed fit index (NNFI) values. The null hypothesis of invariance 

across ethnic groups or across immigrant generations would be rejected if two or more of the 

following three criteria were met: Δχ2 significant at p < .05 (Byrne, 2009), ΔCFI > .01 

(Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), and ΔNNFI > .02 (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). These 

invariance tests were therefore designed to ascertain the extent to which the magnitudes of 

pairwise differences were equivalent across ethnic groups and across immigrant generations.

The pairwise comparisons differed significantly across ethnic groups, Δχ2(250) = 402.62, p 
< .001; ΔCFI = .019; ΔNNFI = .044, and across immigrant generations, Δχ2(50) = 146.14, p 
< .001; ΔCFI = .005; ΔNNFI = .021. As a result, separately for ethnicity and for immigrant 

generation, we followed a procedure outlined by Byrne (2009) and constrained one 

comparison at a time (e.g., moratorium vs. achievement for American practices) to identify 

the sources of the variance. With regard to ethnicity, the lack of invariance was due to ethnic 

differences in the comparison between the achieved and carefree-diffused statuses with 

regard to heritage practices, American practices, and independent self-construal. For 

heritage practices, the difference between the achieved and carefree-diffused statuses was 

largest for Middle Eastern participants and smallest for East Asian participants. For 

American practices, this difference was largest for South Asian participants and smallest for 

Hispanic participants. For independent self-construal, this difference was largest for Black 

participants and smallest for Middle Eastern participants. No other sources of significant 

variance were identified among the 150 comparisons tested—suggesting that the three paths 

characterized by significant variance may have occurred by chance. None of the status 

comparisons were significantly different across immigrant generation. We therefore 
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concluded that the identity-status differences in acculturation-related variables were largely 

consistent across ethnicity and across generation.

Discussion

The present study was designed to examine associations between personal identity-status 

and acculturation-related variables in first- and second-generation immigrant college 

students. The identity-status distribution that emerged is consistent with those obtained from 

college (Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., 2008) and noncollege (Luyckx, Seiffge-Krenke, et al., 

2008) emerging adults. As was the case in the Belgian samples, the undifferentiated status 

represented approximately one third of the present sample, and the other five statuses each 

represented between 11% and 18% of the sample. Indeed, the undifferentiated status refers 

to individuals who score near the sample means on the various personal identity dimensions, 

and given that most of the scores in a normal distribution fall near the mean, the 

undifferentiated status would be expected to be well-represented (see Jones, Akers, & White, 

1994, for further discussion). The undifferentiated status appears to represent individuals 

who exhibit characteristics of more than one status and could not be safely placed into one 

of the other statuses. It is noteworthy that the present study is one of the first to use the 

Luyckx, Schwartz, et al., (2008) identity-status model with a sample of first- and second-

generation immigrants and found largely the same identity-status distribution as has been 

found in past work.

The present sample differed from the Belgian samples in two primary ways. First, although 

some of the Belgian samples (e.g., Luyckx et al., 2005) were comprised of college students, 

these samples were gathered at a single university. The present sample was gathered at 30 

colleges and universities across the United States. Second, whereas the Belgian samples 

were primarily White and native-born, the present sample consisted exclusively of first and 

second-generation immigrants and more than 90% were ethnic minorities. The similarities 

between the identity-status distributions in the present sample and in the Belgian samples 

suggest that personal identity development in immigrant United States college students is 

characterized by the same identity processes and statuses as is personal identity development 

in other emerging-adult populations.

Across the various indices of acculturation, a consistent pattern of differences emerged 

across personal identity statuses. Individuals in the searching moratorium and achieved 

statuses scored highest, and those in carefree diffusion lowest, on nearly all acculturation-

related variables. This suggests that acculturation is closely linked to personal identity 

exploration, which is a defining dimension of both achievement and searching moratorium. 

As immigrants explore potential personal identity alternatives, they are also likely to endorse 

both heritage and American cultural elements. It seems, therefore, that acculturation may be, 

at least in part, a process of exploration in which the individual is able to examine cultural 

choices (heritage, receiving, or both) to which she or he might commit.

Given the multiculturalism present in many areas in the United States, it is not surprising 

that immigrants are likely to encounter cultural identity elements as they search for personal 

goals, values, and beliefs. Alternatively, it is possible that the distinction between personal 
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and cultural identity is artificial (cf. Usborne & Taylor, 2010), especially in today’s 

globalized world. Exploring personal identity might also mean exploring cultural identity, 

and vice versa, especially for individuals from immigrant and ethnic minority backgrounds. 

At an individual level, such a parallel between personal and cultural identity exploration may 

be similar to—and reliant upon—the exchange of ideas between and among cultures as a 

result of globalization and international migration (Arnett, 2002; Jensen, Arnett, & 

McKenzie, 2011).

Moreover, achievement is marked by strong commitments, and searching moratorium is 

marked by maintenance of at least some commitments that the person retains even as she or 

he evaluates new identity choices. Similar to personal identity formation, acculturation 

involves both considering potential cultural orientations and adopting one or more of these 

orientations. The concept of selective acculturation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006) suggests that, 

at least to some extent, immigrants and their children can decide which elements of 

American culture to incorporate into their identities. The same may be true of the heritage 

culture. Immigrants and their children may decide to retain or not to retain specific 

components of their cultures of origin (Weinreich, 2009). The results suggest that selective 

acculturation may operate in a similar fashion as does personal identity development—that 

is, through processes of exploration and commitment. First- and second-generation 

immigrant students may respond to cultural and personal identity challenges in many of the 

same ways.

A contemporary and recurrent theme in the acculturation literature is that biculturalism is 

often the most favorable approach to acculturation (Coatsworth, Maldonado-Molina, Pantin, 

& Szapocznik, 2005; Sam & Berry, 2010). Within bidimensional models of acculturation, 

biculturalism represents high levels of both heritage and American cultural practices, values, 

and identifications (Castillo & Caver, 2009; Schwartz, Unger, et al., 2010). In the present 

results, individuals in the achieved status and those in searching moratorium reported the 

highest levels of both heritage and American cultural indices, and therefore, would likely be 

classified as bicultural. Because biculturalism represents an individualized and agentic 

orientation, individuals must select aspects of their heritage and receiving cultural streams 

and integrate them into a bicultural identity (Huynh et al., 2011). Similarly, moratorium and 

achievement represent sorting through potential life choices and selecting one or more to 

which to adhere. An agentic and creative approach to cultural identity is therefore linked 

with an agentic and creative approach to personal identity.

In contrast, individuals in carefree diffusion reported the lowest scores on all of the cultural 

identity indices. For immigrants who adopt a carefree-diffused approach, acculturation may 

represent a task to be avoided. Because it represents an identity transition, acculturation may 

be somewhat distressing and disequilibrating for some individuals (e.g., Kasinitz, 

Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2008; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 

2008). One of the hallmarks of carefree diffusion is a desire to avoid identity work by any 

means necessary (Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, Beyers, & Vansteenkiste, 2005; Luyckx, 

Schwartz, et al., 2008; Schwartz, Beyers, et al., 2011). However, such an approach may 

come with costs. Immigrants who are not strongly attached to either their heritage or 

receiving cultures would fall into Berry’s (1980) marginalized category, which is equated 
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with “cultural identity confusion” (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008) or with rejecting (or 

feeling rejected by) both one’s heritage and receiving cultural communities (Sam & Berry, 

2010). Thus, a carefree-diffuse approach to personal and cultural identity may have been 

preceded by a sense of cultural rejection. The same individuals may avoid both cultural 

identity issues and personal identity development—and this may lead them to become 

“stuck” in both of these areas.

It is interesting to note that the foreclosed status did not map onto low levels of endorsement 

of American cultural practices, values, and identifications. Although it appears to make 

sense that foreclosed individuals should retain their cultural heritage without considering 

American cultural options, this may not have been the only form of foreclosure present in 

our sample. It is also possible that some “1.5-generation” or second-generation immigrants 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2006) may foreclose on American culture without considering the 

possibility of retaining elements of their cultural heritage. Indeed, some immigrant groups, 

such as Chinese and Russians, tend to discard aspects of their heritage (particularly 

language) following arrival in the United States (Kasinitz et al., 2008; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001). In contrast, Hispanics are more likely than other immigrant groups to retain their 

heritage language into the second and even third generations (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008). 

Therefore, participants identified as foreclosed may represent a mixture of those who 

foreclosed on their heritage culture and those who foreclosed on American culture. Because 

we did not ask about the ways in which participants developed their cultural identities, we 

were not able to provide a definitive verdict on this possibility in the present study.

In addition, the presence of commitments did not necessarily guarantee maximal retention of 

heritage-cultural practices, values, and identifications. Indeed, for nine of the 10 cultural 

identity variables, individuals in the foreclosed status scored significantly lower than their 

achieved and searching-moratorium counterparts. Foreclosed emerging adults from 

immigrant families may therefore be less likely to hold onto their cultural heritage than 

anticipated—or, alternatively, the achieved and searching moratorium statuses may involve a 

creative “deepening” of heritage-cultural affiliations. Supporting this contention, Schwartz 

and Zamboanga (2008) found that Hispanic emerging adults endorsing the most agentic 

form of biculturalism were more strongly attached to their cultural heritage than participants 

classified as separated (i.e., those who retain their cultural heritage and reject the receiving 

culture). Further, Benet-Martínez and Haritatos (2005) found that bicultural individuals high 

in bicultural identity integration—a creative and agentic approach to acculturation—

endorsed their cultural heritage more strongly than those who did not utilize such an agentic 

and creative approach. The heritage culture may therefore not be a static entity that is either 

retained or rejected, but rather a cultural stream that can be personalized through processes 

of exploration and creativity. Again, this finding represents a parallel between cultural 

identity and personal identity. Achieved individuals, who maintain flexible and agentic 

commitments, are more likely to enact commitments that resonate with their personal 

potentials than are foreclosed individuals, who internalize their commitments from others 

(Schwartz, Beyers, et al., 2011; Waterman, 2007). Although we did not assess biculturalism 

directly in the present study, biculturalism may be inferred from high levels of endorsement 

of both heritage and American cultural elements (Sam & Berry, 2010).

Schwartz et al. Page 13

Cultur Divers Ethnic Minor Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 February 15.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



The present findings are also bolstered by consistency across ethnicity. Of the 150 potential 

ethnic differences in patterns of pairwise comparisons, only three were statistically 

significant. Further, although all three significant differences were found between the 

achieved and carefree-diffused statuses, no clear pattern emerged. These differences may 

therefore be due to chance—especially given that only 2% (3 of 150) of the comparisons 

conducted yielded significant results. Moreover, results appeared to be fully consistent 

across immigrant generation, suggesting that between-status differences in patterns of 

acculturation are similar for first-generation and second-generation individuals. Carefree 

diffusion was characterized by the lowest mean on all 10 acculturation-related variables for 

all six ethnic groups examined. Similarly, either achievement or searching moratorium was 

associated with the highest means for all five heritage-cultural indices and for all five 

American-cultural indices— and this pattern held for all six ethnic groups. This suggests 

that Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, East Asians, South Asians, and Middle Easterners who adopt 

an agentic approach to personal identity development are also likely to adopt a bicultural 

approach to acculturation. So, although levels of American-cultural acquisition and heritage-

cultural retention may differ between or among ethnic groups, the structure of the 

intersection between personal and cultural identity is likely similar across ethnicity.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The present results should be considered in light of at least two important limitations. First, 

the cross-sectional design does not permit examination of directionality or change processes 

across time. As a result, although the present findings indicate that personal and cultural 

identities are systematically related, the direction of effects cannot be ascertainedhere. 

Longitudinal studies are needed to better understand the mechanics underlying the interplay 

of personal and cultural identity development.

Second, the exclusion of noncollege-attending emerging adults from the present sample does 

not allow us to examine whether the present results generalize to all emerging adults. Given 

that more than 15% of Blacks and 25% of Hispanics do not complete high school or an 

equivalent degree (Gerald & Hussar, 2010, p. 9), the Black and Hispanic participants in the 

present sample may be less representative of their respective populations compared with the 

other ethnic groups.

Despite these and other limitations, the present study has generated important new 

knowledge concerning the convergence of personal and cultural identity development. 

Specifically, biculturalism—an agentic and creative approach to acculturation—is most 

likely to be undertaken by individuals who may have purposefully explored personal identity 

alternatives. Therefore, an agentic and creative approach to acculturation is likely to be 

linked with an agentic and creative approach to personal identity development. Conversely, 

individuals who do not engage in much personal identity work are also unlikely to engage in 

much cultural identity work. These results support prior theoretical (Schwartz et al., 2008) 

and empirical (Syed, 2010; Usborne & Taylor, 2010) work linking personal and cultural 

dimensions of identity, and they reinforce the contention that acculturation is in fact an 

identity process. The task of promoting agentic identity exploration may be doubly 

important for immigrants—who must define themselves within two cultural worlds, as well 
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as in terms of their personal goals—and it is essential for intervention work to target 

immigrants who are struggling with (or unwilling to engage in) personal and cultural 

identity issues. We hope that the present results help to contribute to the well-being and 

development of first- and second-generation immigrant adolescents and emerging adults, 

who are one of the fastest growing segments of the United States population.
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Figure 1. 
Identity-status cluster solution.
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