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Introduction

Over the last decade, social scientists have seen a gradual shift away from
research focused exclusively on children’s risk and problem behaviors to
research more balanced and focused on positive development (Dodge 2011;
Guerra et al. 2011). Attention to how parents raise healthy children and how
children develop skills and behaviors needed to be successful members of
society is timely and necessary for all children, especially in minority
families. Although children from minority families are from all social strata,
a sizable percentage grow up with limited financial and social resources due
to their parents’ lower socioeconomic status (SES). Many minority children
and their families are often faced with challenges unknown to those from the
majority population, such as learning two languages and navigating two or
more sets of cultural norms, values, and expectations. These experiences
might be challenging but might also confer cognitive and social advantages.
Thus, research on the positive development of children living in minority
families is essential in order to identify multiple sources and pathways of
adaptation. This research sheds light on (a) the linkages among social and
cognitive competence, ecological resources, and risk and protective factors;
(b) how children develop socially and cognitively, as well as how they forge
a sense of identity in a bi-cultural, bilingual environment; and (c) the multiple
pathways of adaptation and well-being through interactions with families,
peers, schools, and the neighborhoods/communities. For purposes of this
Handbook, we define minority children as children whose family of origin
identify themselves with an ethnic group different from the numeric majority.
Children in minority families vary in terms of socioeconomic, race, and
immigration (native vs. foreign-born) status.

Although research on minority children in the U.S. and Canada has a long
tradition, research on minority families, especially immigrants, has only
recently become mainstream research in Europe. The demographic shifts in
European societies, as in North American, are especially visible in preschool
and school-age children. These demographic shifts in the U.S. have resulted
in a population that is quite diverse. Although 22% of children in the U.S. are
born to immigrant parents, most of these children are native-born. Similar
changes in Europe have dramatically increased the diversity of these
countries. In Europe, the percentage of children from immigrant families has
increased rapidly and varies from 10% in Italy, 26% in Germany to 39% in
Switzerland (Hernandez 2012). Currently, these numbers are increasing as
thousands of families flee from war and extreme poverty to Europe. As a
result, all European countries now face the challenges of integrating children
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from diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds and facilitating their access to
comprehensive education. Despite this, research on minority children is still
scarce in many European countries.

To date, the bulk of the extant research on the development of minority
children has primarily focused on socio-emotional problem behaviors or on
the lack of academic success, which has been useful to advance effective
prevention and treatment programs. In comparison, research on the positive
adaptive outcomes of children living in minority families is very limited.
Nevertheless, there are notable efforts that have called attention to and begun
to document positive adaptation. First, the January 2000 Special Edition
of the American Psychologist focused on individuals’ positive and optimal
experiences, optimism and happiness, and the association between positive
emotions and physical health (Seligman and Csikzentmihalyi 2000).
However, with one exception (Larson 2000), the main focus of this special
issue was on adults. Minorities and immigrant children were not included.
Second, increased efforts to understand the role of resilience in child
development have been central to asking pivotal questions such as why do
some children who grow up in high-risk environments are able to cope with
these challenges successfully while others are not, and what are the protective
systems of an individual and of the social, cultural, and religious contexts
(Masten and O’Dougherty Wright 2010). But this research paradigm has not
always included minority children. Research on resilience provides important
insights on adaption (“doing okay/above expectations”) of high-risk
populations (e.g., homeless children) or of populations exposed to severe
threats and adversity (e.g., war). While minority children may be faced with
more and other challenges than majority children, they are not necessarily
experiencing severe risks and adversity. Therefore, the resilience framework
is important, but perhaps less suitable as a general framework to understand
the positive development of minority children, all of whom may not
experience adversity. Third, in the U.S., we know more about the factors that
are related to the decline of positive outcomes than we know about the
factors that promote and sustain positive development and adaptation. For
example, research on whether, and under what conditions, becoming an
American (acculturation) is a risk factor has shown that second or third
generation children have worse behavioral and educational outcomes than
their less acculturated parents but does not show which children in
acculturated families do better (Garcia Coll et al. 2012). Fourth, an emerging
body of research has focused on one aspect of adaptation of minority
children: the effects of bilingualism on cognitive processes (Adesope et al.
2010; Engel de Abreu et al. 2012) during the early childhood education
period (Han 2012; Stoessel et al. 2011). However, less attention has been
paid to other domains of development, such as social development, an area
where many minority children have shown strengths (Galindo and Fuller
2010). Fifth, in February 2012, the Society for Research in Child
Development held its first themed meeting in Tampa, Florida on Positive
Development of Minority Children. The conference was well received and
attended by the research community and featured numerous talks and posters
on theoretical, methodological, and empirical issues related to this topic.
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Finally, in September 2013, Positive Development of Minority Children was
the topic of the SRCD Social Policy Report.

The efforts to highlight positive adaptation of minority children make it
clear that this is an important area of research that has been growing slowly
but is not well synthesized. Thus it is difficult to discern what gains have
been made and what areas of research are ready for further exploration. This
Handbook addresses this gap by providing a forum for researchers from
across the U.S., Canada, and Europe to share research on children in minority
families and to clearly and succinctly offer a synthesis of where the field is
and where it needs to go. The Handbook answers a call to the field articulated
at the Tampa conference to include international scholars. In an area of
globalization and increased migration and immigration, international research
is critical to understand what aspects of children growing up in minority
families are universal across context and what aspects are more
context-specific. More specifically, the Handbook addresses the following
central questions: (1) What individual, family, peers, neighborhood/policy
factors protect children and promote positive adaptation; (2) what factors
support children’s social integration (e.g., the development of their cultural
competencies and their sense of belonging), psychosocial adaptation (e.g.,
subjective well-being and social and behavioral competence), and external
functioning (e.g., doing well in school, being motivated, and developing
broad interests), and, (3) what are the mechanisms that explain why social
adaptation occurs.

Structure of the Handbook

We organized the Handbook by using an ecological perspective that nests the
child in a complex network of interconnected systems. Consistent with an
ecological framework, there are individual, family, peers and friends,
neighborhood and community, and policy factors that separately and
collectively contribute to the positive developmental pathways of minority
children across developmental periods. The Handbook is organized by
sections. The authors invited to participate in each section are selected by the
section editor in collaboration with the editors. Following an ecological model,
the sections address specific levels of influence: individual, family/parenting,
peers/friendships, early childhood education and schools. Within each section,
chapters focus on specific countries, whenever possible. Given the dearth of
data, this was not possible for all topics. Each section starts with an
introduction written by a section editor whose expertise shaped the selection of
authors as well the content area covered in that section. The section
introduction alerts readers to the rationale for inclusion of topics/chapters
and offers an integrative summary of the chapters in the section. The section
editor, in collaboration with the editors, selected the countries and topics
covered in each section. This selection was based on the scholarship available
for a particular country (e.g., Albanian Families in Greece) or specific ethnic
groups (e.g., Roma Families in Europe). We made great efforts to include
scholars from Europe, the U.S., and Canada, but this was not always possible.
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Our original intent was to have all chapters organized with a common
structure with parallel subheadings. Given the nature of the field and the fact
that some areas of research are not mature enough, most chapters, but not all,
follow a common structure. This general approach enhances the readability
and integration across countries and topics. Each chapter is organized
according to the following headings: (1) Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives; (2) Current Research Questions; (3) Research Measurement
and Methodology; (4) Empirical Findings; (5) Universal vs. Culture-specific
Mechanisms; (6) Policy Implications; and (7) Future Directions. Reflecting
the state of the field, some chapters are no more than a research agenda,
others are more focused in scope. This uneven coverage highlights the areas
of research that are understudied and ready for future investigation. The goal
of Section V is to identify universal vs. cultural-specific mechanisms that can
enable researchers to consider the ways in which their findings might be
outcome-specific, culture-specific, domain-specific, or universal. The chap-
ters conclude with Future Directions that forms the basis for the next
generation of studies on children in minority families. Authors addressed the
following questions: What are the questions and topics that need to be
addressed in future studies? What can we do to identify the potential of
minority children, and how can we measure positive development, what are
the important predictors of positive adaptive outcomes? Overall, this
structure leads to a discussion of where the field has come from and build
up to the current state of theory, questions, methods, and research findings.

Section I: Conceptual and Methodological Approaches. The chapters in
this section focus on theoretical approaches to measure children’s positive
development; measurement issues and indicators of positive development;
and the broader ecological context. Measurement issues will are relevant to
positive development of all children but also address the question whether
instruments are suitable and ecologically valid for minority children. The
chapter on the ecological context in which positive development unfolds
focuses on the interactions between the home environment and the social
support provided by neighborhoods, social relationships and connections
within the community. This section addresses question of how key protective
factors such as connections to prosocial competent peers, as well as to
competent caring teachers and other adults, along with available resources in
the neighborhood, daycare, and schools influence children’s adaptation and
well-being (Masten and Obradovic 2006).

Frosso Motti-Stefanidi of the University of Athens in Greece is the editor
of the first section on conceptual and methodological approaches. This
section addresses two core issues: (1) who among minority children and
youth adapts well or even thrives and (2) why these children adapt and thrive.
Richard Lerner and his colleagues examine individual strengths in a
developmental context and discuss research that supports the positive youth
development (PYD) model. They also examine gaps in research regarding
minority youth. Frosso Motti-Stefanidi and Ann Masten present the resilience
perspective. While PYD stresses competence and optimal functioning, the
resilience perspective focuses on positive patterns of adaptation in the
context of adversity—doing “ok” or better than expected. The final two
chapters of this section address methodological issues. Jens Asendorpf
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provides a non-technical introduction to multilevel statistical analysis and
Fons van de Vijver and Jia He propose a systematic classification on
equivalence research on positive development of minority children.

Section II: Individual Level Influences. The chapters in this section, edited
by Robert H. Bradley, address the question of how children’s adaptive
systems (e.g., language, self-regulation, and social skills) as well as their
attachment relationships to their parents or caregivers facilitate their positive
developmental pathways. Bradley introduces his section by emphasizing,
“Humans are active self-regulating agents functioning within self-regulating
interconnected systems” and asks what positive development actually means.
As with the questions posed by Motti-Stefanidi and Masten, this question asks
whether we are talking about the absence of a negative outcome, about “doing
ok” or better than expected in light of severe adversity, or about children and
youth who thrive. In addition, Bradley questions the extent to which research
in the West can be transferred to research on minority children with a
non-Western background. All chapters in this section address the notion of
understanding child development in context. Elham To address this issue,
Assary and Michael Pluess employ the differential susceptibility and vantage
sensitivity framework; Maike Malda and Judi Mesman focus on parental
sensitivity and attachment relationships; Kelly Escobar and Catherine S.
Tamis LeMonda focus on language competence; Paul Vedder and Mitch van
Geel examine the developmental resource of cultural identity; and, Jennifer
Lansford discusses parenting and children’s adjustment. Both Sections I and
II emphasize the relationship between person and environment and conse-
quently the view that positive development of minority children requires a
supportive environment provided by parents and other responsible adults.

Section III: Family/Parenting Level Influences. The chapters in this
section focus on the role parents, siblings, and other close relatives have on
children’s development—how do key characteristics of parents, such as their
parenting cognitions, ethnic identity, religious orientation, and acculturation,
as well as languages spoken at home influence children’s everyday
experiences in the family context? The chapters in this section illuminate
the prevalence and diversity of children in minority families highlighting
family processes, the role of family cohesion, family structure (e.g., marriage
vs. co-habitation, single parenthood, number of children/children out of
wedlock, stability/dissolution of marriages, interethnic marriages), as well the
role of cultural membership and other factors and its relationship to identity.

Families are central to children’s positive development. As section editor
Marc H. Bornstein points out, all authors in this section emphasize the
importance of firmly rooting children in their families’ cultural heritage while
encouraging them to selectively adopt the values of the majority society.
Catherine Costigan, Joelle Taknint and Sheena Miao conclude that children
who have strong relationships with their parents and at the same time
navigate successfully both cultures have the best chances to use the available
resources to adapt successfully. Sabine Walper and Birgit Leyendecker write
from a European perspective and point out the importance of the legal status
of minority and of immigrant families. While the law protects many
indigenous minority groups and parents are encouraged to speak their
language and to pass on their culture, immigrant families are also expected to
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integrate or even to assimilate into the receiving countries. Immigrant parents
have little legal support and have many difficulties in fostering their
children’s cultural heritage. Natasha Cabrera, Elizabeth Karberg, and
Catherine Kuhns provide evidence from research on fathers in minority
families showing the unique influences of minority fathers on their children’s
positive development. The final two chapters of this section by Allyssa
McCabe and by Annick De Houwer focus on language. McCabe focus is on
the importance of bilingualism and emphasizes that growing up bilingually
provides a unique advantage for minority children. De Houwer supports this
view and emphasizes the importance of bilingualism for children’s and
parent’s socio-emotional well-being.

Section IV: Peers and Friendship Level Influences. The chapters in this
section examine the buffering influence of peers on the association between
environmental inputs and child outcomes, across developmental periods.
This section headed by Christiane Spiel focuses on peers and friendship level
influences on development. How does being integrated in a community and
having friends support children’s positive development? Peter Titzmann
addresses effects of homophile and friendships for immigrant and native
peers on their social adjustment. In contrast, Leonadra Onnie Rogers,
Erika Y. Niwa and Niobe Way examine the ways in which the macro-context
shapes the micro-context of friendships. Chapter “Minority and Majority
Children’s Evaluations of Social Exclusion in Intergroup Contexts” Aline
Hitti, Kelly Lynn Mulvey, and Melanie Killen examine social exclusion in
intergroup contexts while Tina Malti, Antonio Zuffianò, Lixian Cui, Tyler
Colasante, Joanna Peplak, and Na Young Bae discuss the risks associated
with peer exclusion. Rosveta Dimitrova and Laura Ferrer-Wreder review the
existing literature on Roma children and youth and point to the importance of
peer and family as a resource for the positive development of this particularly
vulnerable group in Europe

Section V: Early Childhood and School Level Influences. The chapters in
this section edited by Allan Wigfield focus on the impact of early childhood
education and schools on the development of children’s well-being,
self-esteem, achievement motivation, academic outcomes, and on the
mutually influential person-context relations. Nancy Perry, Nikki Yee,
Mazabel-Ortega, Simon Lisaingo, and Elina Määttää compare the education
experiences of immigrant, Aboriginal, and language minority children in
Canadian schools. They describe how educational strategies and practices
that match the educational needs of these students can foster their academic
achievements. Jochem Thijs and Maykel Verkuyten focus on the direct and
indirect influences of children classroom composition, degree of perceived
support, discrimination and multicultural education on minority children’s
developmental outcomes such as self-esteem. Rosario Ceballo, Rosanne M.
Jocson, and Francheska Alers-Rojas discuss how children’s SES, school
attendance, and experiences of discrimination contribute to the achievement
outcomes of many Latino children. Parents who want to become involved in
(under-resourced) schools are likely to face barriers. Ceballo and her
colleagues discuss the potential of raising parents’ academic awareness and
of facilitating their involvement in their children’s schools.
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Section VI: Policies/Prevention/Programs. Finally, at the macro level, the
chapters in this section edited by Nancy Gonzalez focus on the short- and
long-term impact that social policies can have on children’s levels of
adaptation. In her introduction to this section, Gonzalez sets the tone of this
section by stating that “It is not that ‘at-risk’ youth need special treatment for
their deficits; what is needed rather, is to ensure the basic conditions for
positive development are made accessible and equitable for all children and
youth”. The chapters by Natalie Rojas and Hiro Yoshikawa, Noni
Gaylor-Harden, Oscar Barbarin, and Pat Tolan, and Maria Evangelou, Jenny
Goff, Kathy Sylva, Pam Sammons, Teresa Smith, James Hall and Naomi
Eisenstad address the need for translational research: what are the policy
changes that will actually make a difference in the life of minority children
and youth? Adriana Umana-Taylor and Sara Douglass and Roma
Chumak-Horbatsch make the case for the development of curricula that
work for all students regardless of their cultural background.
Chumak-Horbatsch introduces her model for instructional practice for young
bilingual learners. Elan C. Hope and Margaret Beale Spencer focus on civic
engagement as an adaptive coping strategy that can facilitate the positive
development of children and youth.

This unprecedented collection of cutting-edge research offers the best
science available on the positive development of ethnic minority children. It
offers a comprehensive view of the advances in the way we conceptualize,
measure and research the challenges but more importantly the assets and
opportunities of this population. In so doing, it offers a clear set of research
recommendations for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers interested
in improving the lives of these families. The message of this Handbook is
simple: it is not enough to understand the adversity and challenges that ethnic
minority families face, to clearly understand the development of ethnic
minority children, we must also just as fiercely study the assets and strengths
that shape their development.
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Section I

Conceptual and Methodological
Approaches

Conceptual and Methodological Issues
in the Study of Minority Youth:
Adaptation and Development

Frosso Motti-Stefanidi, Section Editor

University of Athens, Athens, Greece

During the last decade research on the well-being
of children and youth has gradually shifted from a
deficit view, focusing on symptoms and disorders,
towards a strength-based view, focusing on posi-
tive adaptation, competence, and resilience. The
positive youth development perspective (Lerner
et al. 2015) and the resilience developmental
framework (Masten 2014a) largely express this
shift in focus that dominated developmental sci-
ence for decades. Research on minority children
and youth has followed the zeitgeist, and has also
increasingly focused on positive patterns of
adaptation and development and positive factors
and processes that can account for these positive
outcomes (see Cabrera 2013;Motti-Stefanidi et al.
2012; Motti-Stefanidi and Masten 2013).

Minority children and youth, like all children
and youth, face the developmental challenges of
their time and age. However, they are also exposed
to challenges that stem from their minority status.
Often minority families are embedded in the lower
social strata of societies. In addition to lower
socioeconomic status, minority families also have
to deal with experiences of prejudice and dis-
crimination, as well as with the fact that they have
to learn to navigate between at least two cultures.
In spite of these challenges, significant diversity in

their adaptation and development is observed.
Some minority children and youth are following
pathways towards positive adjustment and mental
health, whereas others are following pathways
towards adaptation difficulties and/or psycholog-
ical problems. A central question that research on
minority youth adaptation and development cur-
rently addresses is: “Who among minority youth
adapts well or even thrives and why?” These
issues are at the core of this section on conceptual
and methodological approaches to positive
development of minority children.

In Chapter “Positive Youth Development
Among Minority Youth: A Relational
Developmental Systems Model”, Lerner, Wang,
Hershberg, Buckingham, Harris, Tirell, Bowers,
and Lerner first present core constructs and prin-
ciples of the positive youth development
(PYD) perspective as well as empirical support for
this model. PYD examines individual strengths in
developmental context and focuses on the continual
bidirectional interactions between individuals and
their unfolding environments in understanding
which interactions promote development and
which have a preventive effect and lead to risk and
other problem behaviors. PYD stresses the impor-
tance of the alignment of youth’s strengths with the
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resources for positive adaptation found in their
ecological settings, as well as of the plasticity of
human development. However, to date, limited
scientific information exists as to what positive
youth development may look like for minority
youth. The authors present the extant evidence
regarding the application of this conceptual model
to understanding minority youth positive develop-
ment and end with a discussion of gaps in our
knowledge and a clearly articulated set of sugges-
tions regarding conceptual and methodological
issues concerning the study of PYD in minority
youth.

In Chapter “A Resilience Perspective on
Immigrant Youth Adaptation and Development”,
Motti-Stefanidi and Masten examine group and
individual differences in immigrant youth adapta-
tion and development through the lens of a resilience
developmental framework that incorporates accul-
turation and social psychological variables. They
propose that positive adaptation in immigrant youth
is judged based on how well they are doing with
respect to developmental and acculturative tasks and
on their psychological well-being. They address two
key questions. The first asks whether immigrant
status is a risk factor for youth’s adaptation and
development. The second concerns the identifica-
tion of processes that protect immigrant youth who
are doing well in spite of the challenges that they
face. This integrative conceptual framework allows
for a developmental, differentiated, contextualized,
and multilevel approach to explaining the diversity
in immigrant youth adaptation.

It should be noted that both PYD and the resi-
lience frameworks have their basis on a develop-
mental systems, dynamic approach to human
behavior and development. However, these two
developmental models have some important dif-
ferences in emphasis (Masten 2014b), which are
consequential for understanding minority youth
development. First, they focus on different indices
of positive adaptation. PYD focuses on indexes of
thriving among youth, that is, the “Five Cs”
(competence, confidence, character, connection,
and caring) (see Lerner et al. 2016). These are
attributes of the individual that are linked to youth
doing well in a particular context. Resilience
researchers define positive adaptation as doing

well with respect to age-salient developmental
tasks across the life course in the context of risk.
The integrative model presented in the chapter by
Motti-Stefanidi and Masten, proposes two addi-
tional criteria for judging positive adaptation,
namely adaptation with respect to acculturative
tasks (e.g., learning the characteristics of the
receiving society in addition to those of the home
culture and developing positive ethnic and
national identities) and psychological well-being.
Second, PYD stresses indexes of optimal func-
tioning, whereas resilience investigators often
define positive adaptation as doing adequately
well or “okay”. Third, resilience researchers,
unlike PYD researchers, are particularly interested
in individual-context interactions and adaptive
function at the high end of a continuum of risk and
adversity. The definition of resilience actually
requires evidence of positive adaptation under
conditions of risk or adversity. Positive adaptation
under low-risk conditions is considered to reflect
competence and not resilience.

The next two chapters focus on methodolog-
ical issues related to the study of minority youth
development. Asendorpf, based on the argument
that children’s lives are embedded in a hierarchy
of nested social systems, provides a step by step
non-technical introduction to multilevel statisti-
cal analysis, an important tool for understanding
social embeddeness, that allows us to disentangle
the influences of different levels of context and of
individual attributes, as well as of their interac-
tion, on minority youth adaptation and develop-
ment. He starts with two- and three-level models
and ends with the topic of longitudinal media-
tion. He argues that understanding how these
models are developed and tested is not only
required for avoiding biased results but also
helps sharpen one’s thinking with respect to
influences on youth’s adaptation at different
levels of context and analysis and to psycho-
logical mechanisms explaining these phenomena.

In Chapter “Equivalence in Research on
Positive Development of Minority Children:
Methodological Approaches”, van de Vijver
and He argue that the study of minority youth
inevitably brings to the fore the appropriateness
of measurement and of the comparability of one
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minority group either to another or to the
majority group. They propose a systematic clas-
sification of bias and equivalence, and describe,
using empirical examples, how to handle these
methodological issues. They continue with a
presentation of issues arising from participants’
response styles, which may vary in different
cultural groups. They end the chapter with a
presentation of mixed methods approaches to the
study of minority youth adaptation. They discuss
the method of triangulation, which involves the
different ways quantitative and qualitative
approaches may be combined. These approaches
are complementary but have their strengths and
weaknesses. They argue that when existing
research instruments may fail to cover relevant
aspects of the phenomenon under study in a
particular group, an open approach may provide
rich and new information.

Together, these four chapters present the
conceptual and methodological tools that enable
us to organize the extant evidence on positive
minority youth development with the purpose of
identifying gaps in our knowledge, guiding our
research questions, and developing the appro-
priate methods to study such complex, longitu-
dinal and multilevel phenomena. Lerner et al
(this book) quoted Lewin (1952) in saying that
“There is nothing so practical as a good theory”.
On the other hand, as van de Vijver and He (this
book) argue, adequately designed, conducted,

and analyzed studies are often easier to interpret
and more insightful since they allow us to deal
with cultural factors more adequately.
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Positive Youth Development Among
Minority Youth: A Relational
Developmental Systems Model

Richard M. Lerner, Jun Wang, Rachel M. Hershberg,
Mary H. Buckingham, Elise M. Harris, Jonathan M. Tirrell,
Edmond P. Bowers and Jacqueline V. Lerner

Abstract
We present an overview of the positive youth development (PYD) per-
spective and the relational developmental systems (RDS) metatheory that
frames this perspective. We describe the Lerner and Lerner model of PYD,
and some of the findings from the 4-H Study of PYD regarding how
thriving can be promoted among America’s diverse youth. We also address
limitations of this research, including the lack of a representative sample of
minority youth participants in this study. We discuss how further
RDS-based PYD research may be designed with the explicit goal of
addressing some of the limitations of past work. We present implications
for applying what we have learned from PYD research to programs that aim
to promote thriving among minority youth in the U.S. and internationally.

Interests in the strengths of youth, the relative
plasticity of human development (the potential
for systematic change in the structure and func-
tion of development; Lerner 1984), and the
concept of resilience (Masten 2014) coalesced in
the 1990s to foster the development of the con-
cept of positive youth development (PYD; Ler-
ner et al. 2015). As discussed by Hamilton

(1999), the concept of PYD was understood in at
least three interrelated ways: 1. as a develop-
mental process; 2. as a philosophy or approach to
youth programming; and 3. as instances of youth
programs and organizations focused on fostering
the healthy or positive development of youth.

In the decade following Hamilton’s (1999)
discussion of PYD, several different models of the
developmental process believed to be involved in
PYD were used to frame descriptive, explanatory,
or intervention/optimization research across
childhood and adolescence (e.g., Benson et al.
2011; Catalano et al. 2002; Damon 2008; Eccles
2004; Eccles and Gootman 2002; Flay 2002;
Larson 2000; Lerner et al. 2005, 2015; Masten
2001, 2014; Spencer 2006). However, all of these
models of the developmental process involved in
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PYD reflect ideas associated with what is termed
relational developmental systems (RDS) metathe-
ory (e.g., Overton 2015).

In this chapter, we first provide an overview of
the RDS metamodel and then briefly discuss, as a
sample case of RDS-based PYD models, the for-
mulation of such models that has the most
extensive empirical support (Heck and Subrama-
niam 2009), the Five Cs Model of PYD (Lerner
et al. 2015). We then point to what we know and
what remains to be discerned about PYD among
minority youth, that is, youth defined in this
chapter as young people of non-European
American/White and/or of Hispanic back-
grounds (Cabrera and The SRCD Ethnic Racial
Issues Committee 2013). As we will explain, at
this writing, knowledge of PYD among minority
youth is characterized by conceptual, method-
ological, and substantive limitations. Although
research and practice aimed at promoting PYD
among minority youth is growing (e.g., Cabrera
and The SRCD Ethnic Racial Issues Committee
2013; Hope and Jagers 2014; Travis and Leech
2014), a key limitation is the absence of longitu-
dinal studies with samples that represent the cur-
rent U.S. sociodemographic landscape (Spencer
and Spencer 2014). Accordingly, we conclude
this chapter by pointing to important issues to be
addressed in future research.

The Relational Developmental
Systems Metatheory: An Overview

From the late 1960s through the first half of the
second decade of the twenty-first century, the
study of human development evolved from a field
dominated by split, reductionist (psychogenic or
biogenic) approaches to a multidisciplinary (and,
in regard to aspirations of many developmental
scientists, an interdisciplinary) scholarly domain.
The goal of this scholarship is to integrate vari-
ables from biological through cultural and his-
torical levels of organization across the life span
into a synthetic, coactional system (e.g., Elder

et al. 2015; Ford and Lerner 1992; Gottlieb 1998;
Lerner 2012). Prior, reductionist accounts of
development that adhered to a Cartesian dualism
pulled apart (or split) facets of the integrated
developmental system (Overton 2015). For
instance, reductionist views typically elevated the
importance of such split formulations as nature
versus nurture, continuity versus discontinuity,
stability versus instability, and basic versus
applied science (Overton 2015).

Split approaches are rejected by proponents of
theories derived from RDS metatheory which, in
turn, are derived from a process-relational para-
digm (Overton 2015). Overton (2015) explains
that, as compared to a Cartesian worldview, the
process-relational paradigm focuses on process,
becoming, holism, relational analysis, and the
use of multiple perspectives and explanatory
forms. Within the process-relational paradigm,
the organism is seen as inherently active,
self-creating (autopoietic), self-organizing,
self-regulating (agentic), nonlinear/complex, and
adaptive (Overton 2015).

In turn, within the RDS metatheory, the inte-
gration of different levels of organization frames
the understanding of life-span human develop-
ment (Overton 2015). The conceptual emphasis
in RDS-based theories is placed on
mutually-influential relations between individu-
als and contexts, on individual $ context rela-
tions. These relations vary across place and time
(Elder et al. 2015); the “arrow of time,” or tem-
porality, represents history, which is the broadest
level within the ecology of human development.
History imbues all other levels with change. Such
change may be stochastic (e.g., non-normative
life or historical events; Baltes et al. 2006) or
systematic, and the potential for systematic
change constitutes a potential for (at least rela-
tive) plasticity across the life span.

As explained by Lerner (1984), the concept of
plasticity was emphasized by developmental
scientists who were interested in countering the
idea of fixity in human development, for instance
a fixity purportedly imposed by genetic inheri-
tance or neuronal “hard wiring.” Accordingly,
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the idea of plasticity arose to denote the capacity
in human development for systematic and rela-
tively continuous changes, as compared to
stochastic (random) and short-term changes.
Such relatively permanent and systematic change
can arise through individual $ context relations
that are either ontogenetically or historically
normative or from non-normative life or histori-
cal events (Baltes et al. 2006).

Theories derived from an RDS metatheory
focus on the “rules” or processes that govern, or
regulate, exchanges between (the functioning of)
individuals and their contexts. Brandtstädter
(1998) termed these relations “developmental
regulations” and noted that, when developmental
regulations involve mutually-beneficial individ-
ual $ context relations, these developmental
regulations are adaptive. To understand what
makes developmental regulations adaptive, one
needs both conceptual and empirical criteria.
Conceptually, developmental regulations are
adaptive when, and only when, they are benefi-
cial to the maintenance of positive, healthy
functioning of the components of a bidirectional
relation (e.g., both individual and context).

As we have noted, there are several models
associated with RDS-based ideas that have been
used to study processes pertinent to, or explicitly
about, PYD (e.g., see Lerner et al. 2015, for a
review). However, the central research question
in all of these RDS-based models is: Can youth
thriving be promoted through aligning the
strengths of young people with the resources for
positive development found in their ecological
settings? Because the Lerner and Lerner (Lerner
et al. 2015) model has more data pertinent to it
than any other model, we use it as a sample case
to discuss what is and what is not known in
response to this central question, especially in
regard to PYD among minority youth. Accord-
ingly, we describe several investigations from the
4-H Study of PYD—the research testing the
Lerner and Lerner model. We highlight findings
that may be most pertinent to research on PYD
among minority youth. However, the limitations
of the 4-H Study sample preclude findings from

these investigations being generalized to minor-
ity youth, a point we emphasize below (Spencer
and Spencer 2014). Nevertheless, we provide this
brief review as a starting point for discussing
future longitudinal research about PYD among
minority youth.

The Five Cs Model of PYD

Research onminority youth has often been framed
within a deficit conception of their development
(Cabrera and The SRCD Ethnic Racial Issues
Committee 2013; Travis and Leech 2014). How-
ever, as is the case with all RDS-based PYD
models, the Lerner and Lerner conception is a
strength-based model of development that seeks
to understand and enhance the lives of diverse
youth through engagement with key contexts in
their ecology (e.g., families, schools, peer groups,
and out of school programs). Indeed, a major
focus of the Lerner and Lerner PYD research has
been the study of the latter setting. There is con-
siderable research assessing if and how the lives of
diverse youth can be enhanced through engage-
ment with community-based youth-development
programs, especially if these programs align fea-
tures of both youth and program strengths (as
occurs when theoretical models, such as the
person-stage-environment-fit model, are used to
frame program design; Eccles 2004).

The model of the PYD process constructed by
Lerner, Lerner, and their colleagues explicitly
has drawn on the RDS individual $ context
conception as its foundation. This model has
been elaborated in the context of the longitudinal
study of PYD conducted by Lerner, Lerner, and
colleagues: the 4-H Study of PYD (e.g., Bowers
et al. 2014; Lerner et al. 2005, 2009a, b, 2010,
2011). This research seeks to identify the indi-
vidual and ecological relations that may promote
thriving and, as well, that may have a preventive
effect in regard to risk/problem behaviors. Within
the 4-H Study, thriving is understood as the
growth of attributes that mark a flourishing,
healthy young person. These characteristics are
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termed the “Five Cs” of PYD—competence,
confidence, character, connection, and caring.

Consistent with the central research question in
all RDS-based models of PYD, the core theory of
change tested in this approach to the developmental
process of PYD involved in youth programs is that,
if: 1. the strengths of youth (e.g., a young person’s
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement
with the school context, having the “virtue”of hope
for the future, or possession of intentional
self-regulation (ISR) skills such as Selection [S],
Optimization [O], and Compensation [C]); can 2.
be aligned with the resources for positive growth
found in youth development programs, for exam-
ple, the “Big Three” attributes of youth develop-
ment programs (i.e., positive and sustained
adult-youth relationships, skill-building activities,
and youth leadership opportunities); then 3. young
people’s healthy development will be optimized
(e.g., Lerner et al. 2009a, b, 2013; Lerner 2004).He
or she will manifest the Five Cs and, as well,

demonstrate other positive attributes of behavior
reflecting adaptive developmental regulations—
most fundamentally, a Sixth “C,” youth contribu-
tions to self, family, community, and civil society.
In other words, if positive development rests on
mutually-beneficial relations between the youth
and his/her ecology, then thriving youth should be
positively engaged with and act to enhance their
world. Further, the youth should be less prone to
engage in risk/problem behaviors.

Figure 1 presents an illustration of the Lerner
and Lerner conception of the PYD develop-
mental process. The figure illustrates, as well,
that these adaptive developmental regulations
and their positive and problematic sequelae exist
within the broader ecology of human develop-
ment. This ecology includes families, schools,
community institutions, and culture. As well,
historical (temporal) variation introduces change
at all levels of organization within the relational
developmental system.

Fig. 1 A relational, developmental systems model of the individual $ context relations involved in the Lerner and
Lerner conception of the PYD developmental process
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Tests of the Lerner and Lerner PYD
Model

To test the ideas presented in Fig. 1, researchers
at the Institute for Applied Research in Youth
Development (IARYD) at Tufts University
launched the 4-H Study of PYD, a longitudinal
study beginning at Grade 5 and ending at Grade
12. Overall, across eight waves of the study,
approximately 7000 youth and 3500 of their
parents from 42 states were surveyed. At all eight
waves, the sample varied in race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, family structure,
rural-urban location, geographic region, and
program participation experiences (Lerner et al.
2015). The research identified the resources, or
developmental assets, which existed in the key
settings of youth, that is, families, schools, and
community-based youth programs. In addition,
through obtaining information about the young
person’s strengths (e.g., ISR, school engagement,
and hopeful future expectations) the study
assessed the individual strengths of adolescents.
Patterns of participation in out-of-school time
(OST) activities were also assessed in this study.
These activities included Youth Development
programs, such as 4-H, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts,
YMCA, Boys & Girls Clubs, and Big
Brothers/Big Sisters, sports, arts and crafts,
interest clubs, religious clubs, performing arts
organizations, or service organizations. Infor-
mation about civic engagement/civic contribu-
tion, future aspirations and expectations,
relationships with parents, friends, and other
adults, and values were also measured. In addi-
tion, parents were asked about the nature and
composition of their household, education,
employment, and neighborhood.

The findings of the 4-H Study have been
reported in more than 100 publications (see Ler-
ner et al. 2015, for a review). Here, we summarize
some of the key findings bearing on the Lerner
and Lerner theory presented in Fig. 1. IARYD
researchers studied youth development programs
as settings for/sources of the key ecological assets
linked to positive developmental outcomes.
These ecological assets were categorized into four
categories—other individuals such as parents,

peers, mentors, and teachers; community institu-
tions, including youth development programs;
collective activity between youth and adults,
including program leaders; and access to the prior
three types of assets. Theokas and Lerner (2006)
found that, in all settings, assets represented by
other individuals were the most potent predictors
of PYD. Family assets such as parental involve-
ment, autonomy granting, communication, and
problem solving, were most important in the lives
of youth. One of the strongest predictors of PYD
was eating dinner together as a family. Subse-
quent analyses (Urban et al. 2010) of the youth
from Theokas and Lerner’s work indicated that
dimensions of the neighborhood coact with ado-
lescent youth development programs involve-
ment to predict PYD, depressive symptoms, and
risk behaviors—findings consistent with the the-
ory of change model shown in Fig. 1.

In addition, several studies have also used the
4-H Study data set to examine possible interac-
tions between self-regulatory processes and
youth development program participation. For
example, Urban et al. (2010) found that both the
strengths of youth, represented by ISR, and the
resources of their contexts are involved in
thriving. However, youth ISR abilities moderated
the effect of participation in youth development
programs on PYD among adolescents living in
neighborhoods with relatively low levels of
ecological assets. Youth in these settings who
had the greatest capacity to self regulate bene-
fitted the most from involvement in youth
development programs, in terms of PYD,
depressive symptoms, and risk behaviors. These
relations were particularly strong for girls.

Moreover, emotions, such as hope for one’s
future, along with the cognitive and behavioral
skills that youth need to activate ISR skills to
achieve future goals, may also play important
roles in the development of civic engagement.
For example, using data collected from youth
participants in Grades 7, 8, and 9 of the 4-H
Study, Schmid and Lopez (2011) assessed the
role of a hopeful future orientation in predicting
growth trajectories of positive and negative
developmental outcomes, including PYD, con-
tribution, risk behaviors, and depressive
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symptoms. Hopeful future orientation was a
stronger predictor than ISR for each of the out-
comes assessed.

The 4-H Study data have also been used to
examine the ecological assets of parenting and
youth programs in relation to variables reflecting
civic engagement. For example, using data from
youth in Grades 5 through 8 from the 4-H Study,
Lewin-Bizan et al. (2010) found a developmental
cascade, wherein positive parenting (indexed by
warmth and monitoring) was a key contextual
asset predicting subsequent ISR; in turn, ISR
predicted subsequent scores for PYD which, in
turn, positively predicted later youth Contribu-
tion scores.

Using data from Grades 8 through 11, Zaff
et al. (2010, 2011) derived a measure of active
and engaged citizenship (AEC) from items
within the measures used in the 4-H Study. AEC
involved four first-order latent constructs: civic
participation, civic duty, civic self-efficacy, and
neighborhood connection. These four factors
indexed the second-order latent construct of
AEC. Consistent with the model presented in
Fig. 1, engagement with the ecological devel-
opmental assets represented by community-based
institutions and programs (which, in the Zaff
et al. 2011 study involved youth development
programs and religious institutions) was associ-
ated positively with AEC.

In sum, findings from tests of the model
shown in Fig. 1 conducted with data from the
4-H Study of PYD support the idea that links
among the strengths of young people and the
ecological assets in their families, schools, and
communities predict their thriving and, in turn,
their contributions to, and active and engaged
citizenship within, their communities. However,
there have also been tests of the model that have
been inconsistent with expectations. For instance,
the predicted inverse relation between indices of
civic engagement and risk/problem behaviors
was not, as was expected, present for all partic-
ipants at all ages. That is, some trajectories of
high, positive civic engagement were coupled
with trajectories involving increasingly higher
levels of risk/problem behaviors for different

youth across different portions of adolescence
(Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010; Phelps et al. 2007).
Therefore, the overall strength and valence of the
relation represented in the model between civic
engagement and risk/problem behaviors remain
uncertain in any general sense (and is represented
by a “?” in Fig. 1).

Additional theory and research will be
required to identify the individual and ecological
conditions moderating the valence of this relation
for specific youth or groups of adolescents.
Moreover, future research will need to address
other methodological issues that arise when using
RDS-based models to study the development of
PYD, particularly among minority youth.

Limitations of the 4-H Study Vis-à-Vis
Understanding PYD Among Minority
Youth

All research has limitations. For instance, in the
4-H Study there were limitations of design and
measurement that have been discussed in prior
summaries of this work (e.g., Bowers et al. 2014;
Lerner et al. 2015) and will in part be returned to
again in this chapter. However, the primary
limitation of the 4-H Study, at least in regard to
understanding PYD among minority youth, per-
tains to sampling (Spencer and Spencer 2014).
Overall, the 4-H Study participants were part of a
convenience sample (Bowers et al. 2014).
Moreover, across the eight ways of testing, about
two-thirds of this sample was White and less than
10 % of the group was Black; similarly less, then
10 % was Latino. Other youth of color were
represented in even lower frequencies. In turn, a
little more than a third of the sample lived in
rural areas and about 25 % in suburban locales.
Less than a fifth of the sample lived in urban
settings. In addition, the participants came from
relatively highly educated families and
middle-to-above socioeconomic statuses.

The absence of sufficient, representative
numbers of youth from diverse racial and ethnic
groups and from urban settings limits the gen-
eralizability of the 4-H data set, particularly in
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regard to minority youth. Spencer and Spencer
(2014) underscore these limitations of the 4-H
Study data set. They note that the 4-H Study Five
Cs model is limited in its ability to illuminate
what positive youth development may look like
for America’s minority youth. Here, sampling
shortcomings combine with issues of measure-
ment and design to constrain what can be derived
from the data set in regard to PYD among
minority youth. Spencer and Spencer (2014) also
noted that the 4-H study has a problem of data
sufficiency for obtaining and analyzing
within-group, ethnic/racial-group findings. Not
only does the 4-H study contain a relatively small
sample of minority youth, but the sample that
does exist is not large enough to establish mea-
surement invariance across age for different
racial/ethnic groups. As such, Spencer and
Spencer (2014) conclude that the study is not
generalizable to non-European American youth.
We agree.

In addition, Spencer and Spencer (2014) point
to a design limitation of the 4-H Study vis-à-vis
minority youth. They note that minority youth in
the United States face structural challenges (e.g.,
institutional racism) and contextual problems
(e.g., lack of adequate access to health care) that
must be considered when empirically studying
this population. By failing to consider the unique
contextual challenges that minority youth face,
and by defining PYD perhaps too narrowly for
these youth (i.e., in regard to the Five Cs), there
may be an underestimation of the potentially
unique and creative ways in which minority
youth utilize perhaps unconventional contextual
assets (e.g., “entrepreneurial, but not criminal,
gangs;” Taylor 2003) to cope with their settings
and thrive, particularly when faced with excep-
tional circumstances (Spencer 2006).

Certainly, to address these limitations of
sampling, measurement, and design, future
research should be conducted with more diverse,
representatively sampled groups of youth than
are present in the 4-H Study data set. These
groups must be large enough to establish mea-
surement invariance across race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and areas of residence (as
well as gender, religion, etc.). Moreover, it may

well be that the survey approach used in the 4-H
Study needs to be triangulated with qualitative
methods in order to afford understanding of what
Spencer and Spencer (2014) believe may be the
distinct meaning of PYD among minority youth
and, as well, to describe what also may be the
distinct assets for coping that exist in their
settings.

We believe that adaptive developmental reg-
ulations are a fundamental part of thriving for
both majority and minority youth, that is, the
process of PYD is the same for all youth.
However, the content of these relations may
vary. What minority youth bring to these indi-
vidual $ context exchanges, what the context
provides to them, and how thriving may be
actualized in minority youth—has not been elu-
cidated adequately in the 4-H Study. We do not
know, therefore, if or the extent to which the
Lerner and Lerner model can be applied to
minority youth, at least in regard to the manifest
variables involved in their thriving.

Some scholars have recently begun to exam-
ine if and how facets of the PYD model may be
applied in research and practice for minority
youth (Travis and Leech 2014; Williams et al.
2014). How may sound developmental research
proceed to provide this information? We address
this question next.

Methodological Issues in the Further
Testing of RDS-Based Models Among
Minority Youth

Conducting research that derives from the RDS
metatheory requires that theoretical ideas about
development be actualized through methodolog-
ical approaches involving change-sensitive
research designs, measurements, and data anal-
ysis methods. This obligation is an essential
feature of “good science—selecting features of
one’s methodology based on the nature of the
(theoretically predicated) questions asked” (Ler-
ner and Overton 2008, p. 250).

Similarly, and as described in detail in Spen-
cer’s (2006) Phenomenological Variant of Eco-
logical Systems Theory (PVEST), as individuals
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actively engage in and experience their worlds,
their perceptions of the world, including partic-
ular actors in their worlds (e.g. teachers, police
officers) may change. Such changes may influ-
ence their subsequent actions, interactions, and
development (Spencer 2006). Moreover, no two
individuals experience and perceive their worlds
in the same way, and these individual differences
may be especially pronounced when comparing,
for example, the experiences of majority,
European-American youth to minority youth in
the U.S.

Thus, a focus on how individuals produce
their own development, and on the specific
course of their changes in PYD, must charac-
terize RDS-based research. In addition, a focus
on individual differences, both between and
within groups of youth, in regard to their PYD,
must continue to characterize developmental
science. This diversity oriented and
person-centered requirement has profound
implications for the future study of the develop-
ment of PYD among minority youth.

Molenaar (2014) explained that the standard
approach to statistical analysis in the social and
behavioral sciences is not focused on change but
is, instead, derived from mathematical assump-
tions regarding the constancy of phenomena
across people and, critically, time. He noted that
these assumptions are based on the ergodic the-
orems. These theorems indicate that 1. all indi-
viduals within a sample may be treated as the
same (this is the assumption of homogeneity);
and 2. all individuals remain the same across
time, that is, all time points yield the same results
(this is the assumption of stationarity). The pos-
tulation of ergodicity leads, then, to statistical
analyses placing prime interest on the population
level. Interindividual variation, rather than
intraindividual change, is the source of this
population information (Molenaar 2014).

If the concept of ergodicity is applied to the
study of PYD among minority youth, then
within-individual variation in PYD across time
would either be ignored or treated as error vari-
ance. In addition, any sample (group) differences
in PYD would be held to be invariant across time

and place. However, within the process-relational
paradigm (Overton 2015), development is non-
linear and characterized by autopoietic
(self-constructing) and, hence, idiographic
intraindividual change, features of human func-
tioning that violate the ideas of ergodicity. As
such, interindividual differences in trajectories of
PYD (i.e., in the course of intraindividual chan-
ges in thriving) are important foci for research
and, as well, for program and policy applications
aimed at enhancing PYD among minority youth
across time and place. That is, developmental
processes have time-varying means, variances,
and/or time-varying sequential dependencies
and, therefore, the structure of interindividual
variation at the population level is not equivalent
to the structure of intraindividual variation at the
level of the individual (Molenaar 2014). Devel-
opmental processes are, therefore, non-ergodic.

How, then, should research proceed to study
PYD among minority youth? One answer is
provided by Bornstein (2006), who proposed a
“specificity principle,” which involves research-
ers asking multi-part “what” questions when
conducting programmatic research exploring the
function, structure, and content of development
across the life span. Accordingly, to test
RDS-based ideas about the ontogenetically
changing structure of PYD among minority youth
—i.e., to test empirically the process-relational
conception of intraindividual change (Overton
2015)—the task for developmental researchers is
to undertake programs of research to gain insights
into the following multi-part “what” question:
(1) What individual-context relations in regard to
PYD emerge; that are linked to (2) What ante-
cedent and consequent adaptive developmental
regulations (i.e., what trajectories of individ-
ual $ context relations); at (3) What points in
development; for (4) What minority youth; living
in (5) What contexts; across (6) What historical
periods?

Gaining greater understanding of this com-
plex, multi-part question will enable develop-
mental scientists to understand the content and
course of adaptive developmental regulations
linked to the development of PYD among and
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across different groups of minority youth and, as
well, within any member of a sample of minority
youth. Using such multi-part “what” questions as
a frame would enable developmental scientists to
address several still unanswered questions about
the application of the PYD model to minority
youth1:

1. Would the definition of “thriving” need
reexamination in the case of minority youth?

2. Similarly, may any of the Five Cs need
redefinition?

3. Could the unique contextual challenges that
minority youth face (Spencer 2006), which
mostly refer to perceived discrimination that
these youth often confront, and their effect on
positive adaptation and development, be
examined through this model?

4. Do the contexts and the “mutually-beneficial
relations” between minority youth and their
ecology also need special attention? (Minor-
ity youth need to learn to navigate between at
least two different worlds: one defined by
their minority culture, such as family and
their own ethnic group; and the other by the
majority culture, such as schools, and youth
development programs.)

5. How do we define what are
mutually-beneficial relations between minor-
ity youth and their ecology?

Answers to these questions may provide the
evidentiary base for applications of develop-
mental science aimed at enhancing PYD among
diverse individuals across diverse contexts.

From Research to Application
in the Service of Promoting PYD
Among Minority Youth

Among the many split conceptions maintained
by viewing the study of development through a
Cartesian lens (Overton 2015) is the split
between basic and applied research. However,

within models of PYD derived from the ideas of
the RDS metatheory, this split joins other ones
(e.g., nature–nurture or continuity–discontinuity)
in being rejected. When one studies the embod-
ied individual within the developmental system,
then explanations of how changes in the indi-
vidual $ context relation (at Time 1) may
eventuate in subsequent changes in this relation
(at Time 2, Time 3, etc.) are tested by altering the
Time 1 person $ context relation. When such
alterations are conducted in the ecologically valid
setting of the individual, these assessments con-
stitute tests of the basic relational process of
human development and, at the same time,
applications (e.g., interventions) into the course
of human development (Lerner 2004). Indeed,
depending on the level of analysis, aggregation,
and time scale at which these interventions are
implemented, such changes in the ecology of the
individual $ context relation may involve rela-
tionships between individuals (e.g., mentoring
relationships), community-based programs, or
social policies (e.g., Bronfenbrenner 2005).

The rationale for applying developmental
science to enhance PYD is predicated on the
presence of relative plasticity in human devel-
opment, a concept that we have explained is
derived from RDS-based ideas, such as
bidirectionally-influential individual $ context
relations. The relative plasticity of human
development is a fundamental strength in, and
the basis of optimism about, youth development.
Developmental scientists can be hopeful that
there are combinations of youth and contexts that
can be identified or created (through programs or
policies) to enhance PYD of all individuals and
groups. In other words, developmental scientists
may act to change the course of developmental
regulations, or individual $ context relations, in
manners aimed at optimizing the opportunities
for individual and group trajectories across life to
reflect greater and more positive development.

However, this optimism must be tempered by
the above-noted unaddressed questions regarding
the applicability of the PYD model to minority
youth and, as well, in recognition of the con-
straints that may exist in implementing the PYD
model among diverse youth and communities.

1We are grateful to Editor Frosso Motti for suggesting
these key conceptual issues to us.
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As Spencer and Spencer (2014) have explained
(see too Taylor 2003), insufficient information
exists about how these constraints place con-
ceptual and theoretical limits on the PYD model.
To address fully the diversity of America’s
youth, important new research directions must be
taken. For instance, most work studying the links
between PYD and youth development program
participation is currently focused on adolescents
who are reasonably accessible—such as youth
who will volunteer to participate in studies and
from whom consent will be provided by their
parents. However, future research needs to move
beyond a focus on these portions of the nation’s
population of youth.

Developmental scientists need to know more
about youth at the lower end of the SES distri-
bution. The hardest-to-reach youth have not been
adequately involved in extant research, and no
existing research examines whether the model
shown in Fig. 1 applies to youth from challenged
ecological circumstances (i.e., from low SES,
highly-disorganized, and crime-ridden commu-
nities), or to youth who move with a high fre-
quency, are emancipated from their parents, or
live in places that are not readily accessible to
researchers (e.g., homeless youth).

Even less is known about what PYD is like for
youth in other parts of the world. What does pos-
itive development mean for children in Syria or
adolescents in Honduras—with their current
refugee crises—or youth inWest Africa where the
Ebola epidemic rages on?Themodel in Fig. 1may
need to be reconfigured to accommodate the lives
of these youth. According to the 2010 National
Census in mainland China, the child population
aged 0–17 in China was 279 million and spanned
56 ethnicities (UNICEF 2013). The size of this
youth population is larger than the national pop-
ulation of most countries in the world. Little
research has examined how the PYD model could
be implemented among these youth (Wen et al.
2015). There is also little research accounting for
the influence of their ethnic status on their devel-
opment within China. Until the multi-part “what”

question is addressed in the United States and
internationally, we need to be exceedingly humble
about what we know of PYD.

Conclusions and Future Directions

Developmental scientists have, in the repertoire
of models and methods in their intellectual “tool
box,” the means to promote more active and
positively engaged civic lives and contributions
among young people. Furthermore, through
enhancement of the adaptive developmental reg-
ulations between individual and context, devel-
opmental scientists may afford diverse
individuals the opportunities needed to maximize
their aspirations and actions by engaging with
social institutions that support individual agency,
freedom, liberty, civil society, and social justice
(Fisher et al. 2013; Lerner 2002, 2004; Lerner and
Overton 2008). In order to contribute signifi-
cantly to creating a developmental science aimed
at promoting such social justice-oriented out-
comes, scholars need to identify the means with
which to alter individual $ context relations in
ways that enhance the probability that all indi-
viduals, no matter their individual characteristics
or contextual circumstances, have greater oppor-
tunities for PYD (e.g., see Fisher et al. 2013).

The theoretical orientations and interests of
contemporary cohorts of developmental scien-
tists, the aspiration to produce scholarship that
matters in the real world, and the needs for
evidence-based means to address the challenges
to freedom, liberty, and democracy in the
twenty-first century have coalesced to make Kurt
Lewin’s (1952, p. 169) quote, that “There is
nothing so practical as a good theory,” an
often-proven empirical reality. The scientific and
societal merits upon which developmental sci-
ence will be judged in the future will be based on
whether its theoretical and methodological tools
accurately reflect the diversity and dynamism of
human development and are centered on pro-
moting thriving among the youth of all nations.
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A Resilience Perspective
on Immigrant Youth Adaptation
and Development

Frosso Motti-Stefanidi, and Ann S. Masten

Abstract
Immigrant youth comprise a sizable and integral part of contemporary
societies. Their successful adaptation is a high-stakes issue for them, their
families and for society. In spite of the challenges they face, most of them
adapt well in their new countries. However, considerable diversity in their
adaptation has been reported. This chapter examines the question: “Who
among immigrant youth adapt well and why?” To address this question,
first, we propose a definition for positive immigrant youth adaptation.
Second, we present extant knowledge on group and individual differences
in immigrant youth adaptation from the perspective of a resilience
developmental framework, which incorporates acculturative and social
psychological variables. Third, we examine whether immigrant status and
related social challenges place immigrant youth adaptation at risk. Finally,
we review social and personal resources that promote and/or protect
positive immigrant youth adaptation. In conclusion, we argue that
focusing on strengths and resilience, instead of on weaknesses and
psychological symptoms, among immigrant youth has significant impli-
cations for policy and practice.

Introduction

In the past two decades European Union coun-
tries have experienced a rapid surge in immi-
gration. The number of children living in families
with a least one-immigrant parent has geometri-
cally increased. Consequently, the integration of
immigrant youth in receiving societies has
become a pressing issue. Events, such as the riots
that took place this past decade in many Euro-
pean cities, were at least partially linked to
frustrated immigrant youth protesting about their
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experiences of discrimination, economic
marginalization, and social exclusion (Migration
Policy Institute 2013). Adding to this highly
politicized and polarized situation, the large and
increasing influx of Syrian refugee families has
created a humanitarian crisis. Nonetheless, it is
important to the economic and political future of
both receiving societies and immigrants, that the
former treat immigrants with fairness and dignity
and promote their positive adaptation and
well-being (Commission of the European Com-
munities 2003).

According to a 2012 report from the Organiza-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD 2012), the best way to measure how well
immigrants are integrated into a society is to assess
how well their children are doing. Considerable
group and individual differences in the adaptation
of immigrant youth have been reported (Masten
et al. 2012). Adaptation among immigrant youth
varies as a function of ethnic group and features of
the receiving society, as well as individual differ-
ences in personality, social resources, or other
attributes, with someyoung immigrants doing quite
well in spite of the challenges they face.

To account for these group and individual dif-
ferences in immigrant youth adaptation, it is
important to use a developmental lens because
immigrant youth, like all youth, are developing
individuals. Development always emerges from
interactions of organisms with their contexts
(Lerner et al., this volume; Overton 2015). As a
result, immigrant youth adaptation needs to be
examined in developmental context, taking into
account normative developmental processes
(e.g., cognitive, social, emotional), and the
socioecological contexts (e.g., family, school,
neighborhood) in which their life is embedded.
Additionally, immigrant youth also face unique
contextual influences, not faced by their
non-immigrant peers. Immigrant status and
culture, and related social variables such as
discrimination, also are expected to contribute to
their adaptation. Thus, to explain group and
individual differences in immigrant youth adapta-
tion, it is important to integrate developmental,
acculturative and social psychological approaches
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a).

The purpose of this chapter is to address the
question: “Who among immigrant youth adapt
well and why?” We examine extant knowledge
on group and individual differences in immigrant
youth adaptation from the perspective of a resi-
lience developmental framework, which incor-
porates acculturative and social psychological
variables (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a). This
integrative framework allows for a differentiated,
longitudinal, contextualized and multi-level
approach to understanding immigrant youth
adaptation.

The chapter is organized in three main sections.
After the introduction, the second section focuses
on the above-mentioned theoretical perspective
and on methodology related to the study of group
and individual differences in immigrant youth
adaptation. This section has two subsections. The
first subsection examines core concepts of the
resilience developmental framework and the sec-
ond subsection presents the main ideas of an
integrative model that was developed to account
for the diversity in immigrant youth adaptation.
The third section examines and discusses univer-
sal and specific mechanisms accounting for
immigrant youth adaptation. This section has
three subsections. The first subsection proposes a
definition for positive immigrant youth adaptation
that incorporates developmental and acculturative
perspectives. The second subsection examines
whether immigrant status and related social chal-
lenges place immigrant youth adaptation and
development at risk. The third subsection reviews
social and personal resources that promote and/or
protect positive immigrant youth adaptation.

Theoretical Perspectives
and Methodology

The Resilience Developmental
Framework

Resilience refers to the capacity for adaptation to
challenges that threaten the function or devel-
opment of a dynamic system, manifested in
pathways and patterns of positive adaptation
during or following exposure to significant risk
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or adversity (Masten 2014). The study of resi-
lience phenomena is an integral part of the dis-
cipline of developmental psychopathology
(Cicchetti and Rogosch 2002; Masten and Cic-
chetti 2016). Developmental psychopathologists
are interested in the interface between normal
and abnormal, which they consider mutually
informative. They focus on the full range of
functioning among individuals exposed to con-
ditions of adversity, and are committed to dis-
covering which young people at risk for
problems are following trajectories towards
mental health and/or positive adaptation, and
which, in contrast, are following trajectories
towards psychological symptoms and/or adapta-
tion difficulties, and why.

Resilience in an individual is inferred from
two fundamental judgments about the individ-
ual’s adaptation: First, the person must be, or
have been, challenged by exposure to significant
risk or adversity, and second, he/she must be
“doing ok”—functioning or developing well in
spite of exposures to adversity or risk (Masten
2014). Over decades of resilience science,
researchers have used a variety of criteria to
define and measure these two components of
resilience (Masten and Cicchetti 2016).

Positive adaptation in young people often is
defined based on how well they are doing with
respect to age-salient developmental tasks
(Masten 2014; McCormick et al. 2011; Sroufe
et al. 2005). These tasks reflect the expectations
and standards for behavior and achievement that
parents, teachers, and societies set for individuals
over the life span in a particular context and time
in history. As they grow older, children usually
(though not always) come to share these criteria
and evaluate their own success by these expected
accomplishments. Adaptive success is multidi-
mensional and developmental in nature.

Developmental tasks vary over the life course
of the individual. Each developmental period is
characterized by a group of salient developmen-
tal tasks that provide criteria for judging who is
doing well. Early in childhood, individuals are
expected to form attachment bonds with their
caregivers, learn to walk, and begin to commu-
nicate in the language of the family. Later in

development, children often are expected to go to
school, get along with other children, follow the
rules of society, and practice the religion of the
family.

These tasks wax and wane in significance
across development and across contexts. School
success, for example, becomes important in most
societies during the expected years of school
attendance and then decreases in salience as
young people enter adult roles of work and
family.

Families and societies value and attend to
achievements in salient developmental tasks
because these accomplishments are widely
assumed to forecast future success. Develop-
mental evidence from numerous longitudinal
studies over the years has corroborated those
expectations (Masten and Cicchetti 2016).

Developmental tasks can be organized in
broad domains: individual development, rela-
tionships with parents, teachers, and peers, and
functioning in the proximal environment and in
the broader social world (Sroufe et al. 2005).
Positive adaptation with respect to developmen-
tal tasks may be judged based on external
behavior, such as success in school, having close
friends/being liked by peers, knowing or obeying
the laws of society, civic engagement, or on
internal adaptation, such as development of
self-control or establishment of a cohesive, inte-
grated and multifaceted sense of identity (e.g.,
Motti-Stefanidi 2014a, b). Success in these
developmental tasks does not mean that youth
should exhibit “ideal” or “superb” effectiveness,
but rather they should be “doing adequately
well.”

To identify resilience, there also must be
evidence of past or present threat, trauma, or
negative life experiences in the life of the indi-
vidual. Such hazards often co-occur or pile up in
the lives of individuals or families and as risk
levels rise the level of average problems or
symptoms often increases as well, suggesting a
cumulative risk (or dose) gradient (Evans et al.
2013; Obradovic et al. 2012). In the absence of
risk or adversity, positive adaptation is not con-
sidered an expression of resilience but rather of
competence. The resilience literature includes
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studies of many different kinds of risks, such as
high-risk status variables (e.g., immigrant status,
low SES, single parent family), exposure to
traumatic and stressful experiences (e.g., mal-
treatment, community violence, war), or biolog-
ical risk markers (e.g., low birth weight, physical
illness).

The goal of resilience research is not only to
identify who is well-adapted in spite of adversity,
but also to identify the processes that explain
how positive adaptation was achieved. To
account for group and individual differences in
adaptation in the context of risk, potential pre-
dictors of positive adaptation have been exam-
ined at multiple levels of context and analysis
(Masten 2014). Two broad types of influences
that counteract or mitigate the potential effects of
adversity on adaptation and development have
been described. The first type of influence or
effects is called promotive (Sameroff 2000),
referring to factors that have a generally positive
effect on adaptation independent of risk level.
Promotive factors reflect “main effects” in sta-
tistical terms and these effects are sometimes
described as assets, resources, compensatory
effects, or social and human capital. Such pro-
moters support positive adaptation independently
of risk or adversity in the individual’s life, with
observable effects both in low and high adversity.
The second type of influence or effect is condi-
tional, with greater effects under more adverse
conditions. These influences reflect moderating
influences on risk or adversity, suggesting pro-
tective roles. Protective factors have a special
function when conditions are adverse or risky,
and they reflect interaction (risk X moderator)
effects in adaptation.

It needs to be emphasized that these different
effects are functional in nature, defined in part by
the context. The same characteristic of an indi-
vidual or a family can serve different functions
depending on the domain of adaptation under
consideration, the context, or the nature of the
threat. In the context of maltreatment or war, for
example, fearfulness and vigilance may well be
adaptive and protective, whereas in a safe and
supportive context, the same behaviors could be
maladaptive. Similarly, parents who monitor

their children closely in a dangerous environment
may be viewed as “overprotective” in a safe
context.

Integrative Conceptual Framework
for Immigrant Youth Adaptation

An integrative multilevel framework was devel-
oped to explain the diversity in immigrant youth
adaptation by Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a). This
framework was influenced by theory from mul-
tiple fields, but especially the following perspec-
tives: the resilience developmental framework
(Masten 2014), Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological
model of human development (Bronfenbrenner
and Morris 2006); Berry’s cultural transmission
model (Berry et al. 2006); and the three-level
model of immigrant adaptation proposed by
Verkuyten (2005), a social psychologist studying
issues of ethnicity and migration.

Based on this integrative framework, individ-
ual and group differences in immigrant youth
adaptation are examined in developmental and
acculturative contexts, taking into account multi-
ple levels of analysis (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a;
Motti-Stefanidi & Masten 2013). The backbone
of the framework consists of three levels. The
individual level concerns individual differences in
personality, cognition, and motivation. The level
of interaction is focused on interactions that shape
the individual life course of immigrants, and that
take place in contexts, such as the school and the
family. These contexts serve the purpose both of
development and acculturation, and are divided
into those representing the home culture (family,
ethnic peers, ethnic group) and into those repre-
senting the host culture (school, native peers).
Finally, the societal level is focused on variations
in cultural beliefs, social representations, and
ideologies, as well as variables that reflect power
positions within society (e.g., social class, eth-
nicity) that have been shown to have an impact on
immigrants’ adaptation. The three levels of the
model are viewed as interconnected and embed-
ded within each other.

No precedence is given either to the individual
as sole agent, or to society as sole determinant of
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individual differences in immigrant youth’s
adaptation. Instead, it is argued that both the
individual and society, that is, both sociocultural
circumstances and structures, and human agency
play a central role in the adaptive processes that
contribute to youth adaptation. Moreover, from a
developmental systems perspective, reciprocal
influences are expected from the interactions of
individuals with their contexts over time.

The levels of this integrative model refer to
system levels of context. However, the concept
of levels can also refer to levels of analysis, or
scientific explanation. The influence of each of
the levels of context (individual, level of inter-
action, societal) on adaptation can be examined
at different levels of scientific explanation. These
two conceptions of levels are interrelated, yet
distinct. For example, the influence of socioeco-
nomic status, a societal level variable, on adap-
tation can be examined at the individual level of
analysis, by assigning to each study participant a
score reflecting the SES status of the family, or at
the level of interaction, by assigning a score on
mean SES to schools or classrooms.

Influences at each of these three levels may
contribute independently, or in interaction with
each other, to group and individual differences in
immigrant youth’s adaptation. Furthermore,
variables from these three levels of context may
promote, or may instead present challenges and
obstacles, for their adaptation. Thus, influences
stemming from each of these different levels of
context could function either as risk, as promo-
tive or as protective factors for immigrant
youth’s adaptation.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

Criteria for Positive Adaptation

The integrative model of immigrant youth resi-
lience offers a conceptual framework for judging
positive adaptation in immigrant youth
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a; Motti-Stefanidi &
Masten 2013). Their adaptation can be judged
based on how well they are doing with respect to

developmental and acculturative tasks, as well as
in terms of their psychological well-being.

Immigrant youth, like all youth, face the
developmental tasks of their time and age
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a, b). However, their
adaptation takes place in the context of multiple
cultures, which may have conflicting develop-
mental task expectations and standards. Immi-
grant parents’ working models of culture, that is,
their beliefs, attitudes, values and practices were
formed in their culture of origin (Kuczynski and
Navara 2006). They bring from their home
country a conceptual model of the characteristics
and achievements of a successful adult and of
how to raise a child that will eventually become a
competent adult. However, socialization agents
in the receiving country may have different ideas
on who is a successful adult and relatedly on the
appropriate childrearing practices (Bornstein and
Cote 2010). Thus, parental ethnotheories, which
refer to the values and beliefs that parents con-
sider important for their children’s positive
adaptation in their culture (Harkness and Super
1996), and which often guide their child-rearing
practices (Ogbu 1991), may be at odds with the
criteria for positive adaptation set by teachers and
the majority culture.

It becomes clear that immigrant youth do not
only face developmental challenges but they also
have to deal with the acculturative challenges of
living and growing in the context of at least two
cultures (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a; Motti-
Stefanidi & Masten 2013). Numerous scholars
have suggested and evidence broadly supports the
hypothesis that learning and maintaining both
ethnic and national cultures is linked to better
developmental outcomes and psychological
well-being (Berry et al. 2006; Oppedal and Top-
pelberg 2016; Phinney et al. 2001). Immigrant
youth have to develop cultural competence, which
involves the acquisition of the knowledge and
skills of both ethnic and national cultures
(Oppedal and Toppelberg, 2016). From this per-
spective, culturally competent immigrants would
be able to communicate effectively in ethnic and
national languages, have friends from both their
own and other groups, know the values and
practices of both groups, code-switch between
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languages and cultures as necessary, and also
make sense of and bridge their different worlds.
They also would be expected to develop positive
ethnic and national identities (Phinney et al.
2001).

Developmental and acculturative tasks are
intertwined. Thus, the criteria for judging immi-
grant youth positive adaptation may involve a
combination of developmental and acculturative
tasks. Furthermore, performance with respect to
such criteria may reflect both how development
and how acculturation are proceeding. For
example, being liked by peers and having
friends, independently of the ethnicity of these
peers, is an important developmental task that
forecasts future adaptation (Rubin et al. 2015).
On the other hand, being liked by and having
friends among both ethnic and national peers is
an important acculturative task that plays a fun-
damental role in the acculturation process (Titz-
mann 2014). Thus, immigrant adolescents, like
all adolescents, need to be liked and accepted by
their peers, independently of the ethnicity of
these peers, but they also need to learn to navi-
gate successfully between intra- and inter-ethnic
peers. Thus, evaluations about the adaptation of
immigrant youth with respect to peer relations
would rest on both these criteria (Motti-Stefanidi
et al. 2012b).

Civic engagement is another task that youth
face which in the case of immigrant youth reflects
not only how development is proceeding, but also
how they are adapting in the receiving society.
Civic engagement, which includes
community-oriented and political participation
goals, is an emerging task of adolescence and early
adulthood that becomes more salient later in
development (Obradovic and Masten 2007). It
involves different forms of civic and political
participation such as volunteering, campaigning,
voting, protesting, and participation in social
organizations at school. It is positively linked to
other developmental tasks such as youth’s identity,
positive peer and family relations, as well as to
youth’s adjustment (e.g., Crocetti et al. 2012;
Pancer 2015). Both immigrants’ ethnic group and
receiving society are possible contexts for civic
engagement. Immigrant youth may contribute to

both cultures. Being civically engaged can signify
for all youth that development is proceeding well
(Obradovic and Masten 2007). For immigrant
youth, it may also reflect howwell they are dealing
with important acculturative tasks, such as their
involvement in the host society, as well as how
well they negotiate the relation between their home
and host societies (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a).

Developmental and acculturative tasks are also
intricately linked over time. The acquisition of
acculturative tasks is in some cases expected to
precede the acquisition of developmental tasks.
For example, immigrant youth’s proficiency in
the national language, a key acculturative task, is
essential for doing well academically in the
schools of the receiving nation, which is a
developmental task (e.g., Suárez-Orozco et al.
2008). However, most studies examining the
relation between developmental and acculturative
tasks are cross-sectional, fewer are longitudinal,
and very few examine the direction of effects
between the two types of tasks. To examine the
direction of effects between developmental and
acculturative tasks, one cross-lagged study
examined the longitudinal interplay between
immigrant youth’s orientation towards the host
culture, an acculturative task, and their self-
efficacy, a developmental task (Reitz et al. 2013).
Results indicated that immigrant youth’s orien-
tation towards the host culture predicted changes
in self-efficacy, not vice versa, and this finding
held for both time windows. Thus, the acquisition
of the acculturative task functioned as a signifi-
cant resource over time for immigrant youth’s
success in this developmental task.

It has been argued that the acculturative task
of acquiring bi-cultural competence may actually
be considered an additional developmental task
for ethnic minority youth (Oppedal and Toppel-
berg 2016). For example, the formation of ethnic
identity and learning the national language, in
addition to the ethnic language, are develop-
mental tasks triggered by the acculturation pro-
cess(e.g., see Umaña‐Taylor et al. 2014). They
reflect expectations of immigrant parents and
society, respectively. However, becoming
bi-culturally competent may not be a develop-
mental task as such. First, it does not necessarily
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reflect the actual expectations of receiving soci-
eties, schools and/or immigrant families. Second,
the acquisition of bi-cultural competence does
not always follow a normative developmental
timetable. These points are further developed
below.

As was mentioned previously, developmental
tasks reflect the expectations that society, schools
and families have regarding the behavior and
performance of developing individuals. Con-
ceiving the acquisition of bi-cultural competence
as a developmental task implies that immigrant
youth are expected by the receiving society,
schools, and families to develop cultural com-
petence in both cultures. In particular, acquiring
the ability to code-switch between languages and
cultures and to make sense of and bridge their
different worlds require that immigrant youth
achieve an integration of their ethnic and the
national cultures. The achievement of this inte-
gration partly depends on society’s expectations
regarding the acculturation of immigrants
(Bourhis et al. 1997), and necessitates that
receiving societies respect cultural diversity and
have adopted a multicultural ideology. However,
receiving societies often follow an assimilationist
ideology, as evidenced by the observation that in
many cases they do not recognize different ethnic
groups’ uniqueness and specific needs and do not
adapt their institutions to accommodate these
needs (Berry 2006). Schools and the school
system are a case in point, since they often
clearly express the assumptions or preferences of
a society for assimilation (Phinney et al. 2001;
Vedder and Motti-Stefanidi 2016). On the other
hand, even though immigrant parents differ in
their degree of involvement in the new culture,
often they have dissimilar levels of acculturation
with their children. Their main goal in the new
sociocultural context may be to protect the
transmission to their children of the ethnic cul-
ture, which may result in an extensive negotia-
tion process with their children as they develop
(Kwak 2003).

Developmental tasks follow a normative
developmental timetable that reflects both the
developing cognitive, social and emotional
capacities of the young person and the

developmental goals and milestones set by the
culture or community. Acculturative tasks do not
necessarily follow a developmental timetable.
The timing of migration may play a significant
role in the odds of migrating children to achieve
developmental tasks related to acculturation.
Whether, when, how and to what degree immi-
grant youth will acquire different dimensions of
bi-cultural competence may be linked to the age
of the child at migration. Research in Canada
suggests, for example, that the likelihood of
non-English speaking children to acquire strong
English proficiency diminished for migrants
arriving after age 7 and the likelihood of high
school graduation diminished with arrival after
age 9 (Corak 2012). Beyond these ages the
probability that immigrant children will achieve
these milestones decreases significantly every
year. Language acquisition of English profi-
ciency is easier at younger ages and plays a
critical role in academic success and the odds of
graduation. Similarly, migrating before the age of
5 seems to yield distinct social, language and
psychological acculturation processes for the
child, especially with regard to language and
ethnic identity, educational attainment and aspi-
rations, patterns of social mobility, outlooks and
frames of reference, and even their propensity to
sustain transnational attachments over time,
compared with youth who migrate when they are
13 years old or older (Portes and Rumbaut
2006).

Two important issues have emerged regarding
developmental tasks among immigrant youth
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a; Motti-Stefanidi and
Masten 2013). One is whether to compare the
behavior and successes of immigrant youth with
ethnic or nonimmigrant peers and the other
concerns the value judgments for evaluating
adaptive outcomes, that is, whether to use the
values of receiving society or the family or ethnic
community.

Comparing the behavior and achievements of
immigrant youth to that of their nonimmigrant
peers may lead to the conclusion that immigrant
youth are inferior in some way, which holds the
risk of mistaken attributions to genetic, behav-
ioral, or cultural “deficiencies”. This “deficit”
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approach to the study of minority group adapta-
tion has been resoundingly denounced; instead, it
has been argued that the adaptation of minority
children needs to be examined in its own right,
and not always in comparison to the standards of
the majority society (e.g., McLoyd 2006;
Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012b).

We propose that the criteria for judging the
quality of immigrant youth’s adaptation be dif-
ferentiated depending on the domain. This
argument follows the distinction made in the
acculturation literature between the public
(functional, utilitarian) domain and the private
(social-emotional, value-related) domain
(Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver 2006). It is
reasonable to judge immigrant youth’s current
behavior and performance that has consequences
for their future adaptation in the receiving society
by comparing their accomplishments to those of
nonimmigrant youth, with the caveat that the role
of socioeconomic differences also may need to
be considered (Motti-Stefanidi and Masten
2013). For example, doing adequately well in
school presupposes receiving grades that are
comparable to the normative performance of
nonimmigrant students and not dropping out
early, since these are indices of present positive
adaptation and forerunners of future adaptation in
society for both immigrant and nonimmigrant
youth.

On the other hand, immigrant youth adapta-
tion with respect to certain domains may involve
private values that are related to linguistic and
cultural activities, to religious expression, and to
the domestic and interpersonal domains of the
family (Bourhis et al. 1997). The appropriate
criteria for success in this case may be complex,
involving neither the adoption of the public
values of the receiving society nor that of the
values of youth’s ethnic culture. Instead, young
immigrants need to develop unique working
models of culture that integrate these values
(Kuczynski and Navara 2006; Oppedal and
Toppleberg 2016).

Internal psychological adaptation, evaluated
by indices of perceived well-being versus dis-
tress, is also a significant marker of positive
adaptation for all youth. The presence of

self-esteem and life satisfaction and the absence
of emotional symptoms are common markers of
psychological well-being used by developmental
and acculturative researchers (e.g., Berry et al.
2006; Masten 2014). Psychological well-being
and successful adaptation with respect to devel-
opmental and acculturative tasks are interrelated,
influencing each other concurrently and across
time (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a).

Risks for Immigrant Youth Adaptation

Is immigrant status a risk factor for youth’s
adaptation? The results from studies conducted
in different European countries and in North
America are mixed. Significant diversity has
been observed in the quality of adaptation of
immigrant youth, revealing a mixture of risk and
advantage. Some studies have found evidence
for what has been termed the “immigrant para-
dox” wherein immigrant youth adaptation is
more positive than expected and in some cases,
better than the adaptation of their nonimmigrant
peers (Berry et al. 2006), or first-generation
immigrants are found to be better adapted than
later generation immigrants (Garcia-Coll and
Marks 2012; Marks et al. 2014), whose adapta-
tion converges with that of their nonimmigrant
peers (Sam et al. 2008). The immigrant paradox
literature focuses on indices of adaptation that
are related to developmental tasks, such as aca-
demic achievement, school engagement and
conduct, as well as on youth’s psychological
well-being.

These results were not expected because first
generation immigrant youth often are overrepre-
sented in the low SES strata of host societies and
less acculturated, with less competence in the
national language, than later-generation immi-
grant youth. However, the immigrant paradox
has not been observed consistently. The immi-
grant paradox phenomenon seems to depend to a
large extend on the domain of adaptation, the
host society, and the ethnic group (Garcia-Coll
and Marks 2012; Sam et al. 2008).

A significant number of studies conducted
mainly in the USA and Canada comparing first-
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with second-generation immigrants provide evi-
dence in favor of the immigrant paradox (see
Garcia-Coll and Marks 2012). First-generation
immigrant children exhibit fewer risky behaviors,
such as substance use and abuse, unprotected
sex, and delinquency, have more positive atti-
tudes towards school, and present fewer inter-
nalizing problems than their second-generation
counterparts. In a comparative study including 5
European countries, Sam et al. (2008) found
some support for the immigrant paradox in two
of these countries (Sweden and Finland), partic-
ularly for adaptation with respect to develop-
mental tasks, such as is school adjustment and
conduct, but not with respect to psychological
well-being. In contrast to expectations, second-
generation immigrant youth reported better psy-
chological well-being compared both to their
first-generation counterparts and to national
peers. However, a meta-analysis based on 51
studies conducted across the European continent
revealed that being an immigrant was a risk
factor for academic adjustment, externalizing and
internalizing problems (Dimitrova et al. 2016).
Immigrant status has been linked not only to
worse academic achievement, but also to worse
school engagement, and conduct (Motti-Stefanidi
2014a, b, 2015). Furthermore, at the classroom
level of analysis, classrooms with a higher con-
centration of immigrants may be a risk factor for
all students’ academic achievement (e.g., OECD
2010).

In this regard, an OECD (2010) review of
reading performance of immigrant youths at age
15, based on data from 20 countries, reported that
in most countries (except Australia, Canada,
Ireland, and New Zealand) immigrant students
have on average lower reading performance
compared to nonimmigrant students. According
to this report, in most European countries,
immigrant students, independently of generation,
have lower reading performance scores than
nonimmigrant students, and second generation
immigrant students have higher reading perfor-
mance scores than first generation.

Longitudinal patterns of the academic
achievement, school engagement, and conduct of

immigrant and nonimmigrant early adolescents
seem to follow similar declining paths
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012b; Suárez-Orozco et al.
2010; Wigfield et al. 2006). The decline in school
engagement over the middle school years has been
found to be steeper for immigrant youth
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2014c). It is not clear
whether these declines reflect purely develop-
mental change or can be attributed to acculturation
on the developmental change, and, thus, entail risk
for immigrant youth’s adaptation. One would
need to study a third group—youth of same eth-
nicity as the immigrants but who remained in their
home country—to clarify this issue (Fuligni
2001). However, in the cases where the decline
over time is steeper for immigrants, one could
argue that immigrant status is a risk factor for
change in adaptation over the middle school years.

Positive peer relations are important for
immigrant youth’s development and accultura-
tion. At first contact in the classroom, as would
be expected based on the homophily phe-
nomenon (McPherson et al. 2001), immigrant
youth seem to be less liked and to have fewer
friends compared to their nonimmigrant class-
mates (see Motti-Stefanidi 2014a, b; Titzmann
2014). However, the classroom context differ-
entiates these results. When immigrants are the
majority in the classroom, they are more liked
and have more friends than the students who are
the minority. Similarly, Jackson, Barth, Powell
and Lochman (2006) found that Black students
in U.S. classrooms receive more positive nomi-
nations when they are the majority in a class-
room. Over time, through intergroup contact
(Pettigrew and Tropp 2006), immigrant students
who were the minority in their classrooms
became increasingly more liked by their nonim-
migrant classmates (see Motti-Stefanidi 2014a, b;
Titzmann 2014).

Immigrants often have to deal with the chal-
lenges of adapting to a new culture in a context
replete with prejudice and discrimination. Even
though discrimination is a very real experience
for minority group members, it is difficult to
measure objectively. Therefore, a distinction has
been drawn between objective discrimination and
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perceived discrimination. Another important
distinction is drawn in the social psychological
literature between perceived discrimination
against one’s ethnic group and perceived dis-
crimination against the self.

Perceived discrimination has been shown to
have deleterious consequences on immigrants’
adaptation, psychological well-being, and mental
health (Liebkind et al. 2012; Vedder and
Motti-Stefanidi 2016). However, most studies
that have included measures of both perceived
group and personal discrimination converge on
the finding that perceived discrimination against
the self has a stronger negative effect than per-
ceived discrimination against the group on these
outcomes (e.g., Verkuyten 1998). In the case of
immigrant youth, it has been shown, for example,
that perceived discrimination against the self is a
risk factor for depression, stress, behavioral
problems (e.g., Brody et al. 2006), self-esteem
(e.g., Verkuyten 1998), academic achievement
and, generally, school adjustment (e.g., Liebkind
et al. 2004; Wong et al. 2003). Perceived personal
discrimination has also been shown to be a risk
factor for immigrant youth’s national identity and
commitment to the new culture and for harmo-
nious intergroup relations (e.g., Berry et al. 2006).
In contrast, it is linked to stronger ethnic identity.

Immigrant youth’s proximal context also may
present challenges for their adaptation. Immi-
grant adolescents and their parents have different
experiences of cultures and different future
expectations (Kwak 2003). This acculturation
gap between parents and their children may
result in conflicts within the family (Vedder and
Motti-Stefanidi 2016). The underlying assump-
tion regarding this conflict is that immigrant
children acquire the prevailing values and norms
of their settlement society, which often stress the
need for the development of autonomy, much
faster than their parents do, who often emphasize
more the need for relatedness (Birman 2006).
The acculturation gap and the resulting parent-
adolescent conflict have been found to be sig-
nificant risk factors for immigrant adolescents’

adaptation and psychological well-being (e.g.,
Kwak 2003; Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2011).

Resilience for Immigrant Youth
Adaptation

In the previous section, we examined whether
immigrant status and social challenges encoun-
tered by immigrant youth function as risk factors
for their adaptation. While evidence indicates
risk, significant variation is reported both at the
group and at the individual level in the quality of
immigrant youth adaptation. This variation sug-
gests that some youth show resilience in multiple
domains and other youth show resilience in some
domains. These patterns of variation raise an
important set of questions about promotive and
protective resources and processes for immigrant
youth: What makes the difference for youth who
do well in spite of the social challenges that they
face?

Resources for youth’s positive adaptation and
development, just as risks, may stem from factors
situated within individuals (genetic and hormonal
systems, personality, intelligence), as well as in
the proximal (e.g., family and school) and distal
contexts (societal, cultural, institutional levels) in
which their lives are embedded (Masten 2014).
At the group level, research on the immigrant
paradox stresses the role of family values, which
involve a sense of family cohesion, closeness and
obligation, high parental aspirations for educa-
tion, and an emphasis on education, to promote
the positive adaptation of first-generation immi-
grant youth as compared to their later-generation
counterparts. First-generation immigrant youth,
many of whom share their family’s values and
attitudes, are academically motivated and invest
energy in school and learning, characteristics that
are also connected to positive adaptation (e.g.,
Garcia-Coll and Marks 2012; Kwak 2003;
Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008).

However, it should be noted that immigrant
families differ significantly in their ability to help
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their children translate their aspiration into suc-
cess in the educational system (Garcia-Coll and
Marks 2012). Therefore, Garcia-Coll and Marks
(2012), summarizing the results of studies
focusing on the academic achievement of immi-
grant children and adolescents, pointed out that
the immigrant paradox is more consistently
found in educational attitudes and behavior, such
as time spent preparing homework, than in
grades and test scores. However, higher levels of
parental education, more financial resources, and
better information and access regarding educa-
tional resources and opportunities are promotive
for immigrant youth’s academic achievement.

Youth’s social context and their individual
attributes do not only contribute to group differ-
ences in adaptation, such as between first and
second generation immigrants, but also to indi-
vidual differences within these groups. Their
regular interactions with people in their proximal
environment have been viewed as the primary
engines for their development (Bronfenbrenner
and Morris 2006) and their acculturation
(Oppedal and Toppelberg 2016; Vedder and
Motti-Stefanidi, 2016). Two key social contexts
that contribute to individual differences in
immigrant youth adaptation are the family and
schools.

Immigrant youth’s relationship with their
parents and the functioning of the immigrant
family play an important role in their life and in
their well-being. Immigrant parents need not only
to acculturate their children to their home culture,
but must also support them in getting along in the
culture of the receiving society and in succeeding
in society at large, and, furthermore, to help them
understand and teach them how to deal with
issues of discrimination and prejudice (Phinney
and Chavira 1995). Key to positive immigrant
adolescent-parent relationships is that parents
show flexibility and the ability to negotiate and
embrace their child’s developmental changes and
demands for more autonomy instead of imposing
high expectations of family embeddedness (Kwak
2003). It has been found that better family
functioning and lower parent-adolescent conflict
contribute to better adaptation. For example,
cross-lagged analyses revealed that well-

functioning families positively influenced chan-
ges in developmental (self-efficacy) and accul-
turative (ethnic identity) tasks (Reitz et al. 2014).
In contrast, after reaching a threshold in
parent-adolescent conflict, immigrant youth’s
psychological symptoms and conduct problems
increased, and self-esteem decreased, exponen-
tially (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2011).

Schools are also a key social context for
immigrant youth. They contribute both to their
development and their acculturation (Vedder and
Motti-Stefanidi 2016). Schools that respect their
students’ fundamental needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness are expected to pro-
mote their self-determined behavior, intrinsic
motivation, sense of belonging to their school, as
well as their engagement with the learning pro-
cess (Roeser et al. 1998). For example, mean-
ingful and relevant curricula, related to students’
own interests and goals, promote greater school
engagement and intrinsic motivation in all stu-
dents, but may be especially important for
immigrant youth who need to navigate between
at least two cultures. Similarly, caring relation-
ships with teachers have been shown to be par-
ticularly important for immigrant youth,
supporting them to better adapt to the new
country, language, and educational demands
(Suárez-Orozco et al. 2009).

Even though contexts play a preponderant role
for immigrant youth adaptation, they are clearly
not its sole determinant. Young immigrants are
active agents in their development and accultur-
ation (Kuczynski and Navara 2006). Youth pro-
cess first the influences emanating from the
contexts in which their lives are embedded,
before they translate them into behavior. Thus,
the meaning they attribute to experience functions
as a mediator between the actual context and their
behavior and adaptation in that context (see
Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a). They actively con-
struct working models of culture (see also
Oppedal and Toppelberg 2016), which accom-
modate the information and demands that their
parents, teachers, peers, as well as the media and
the broader social context present them with. As
development proceeds, youth are able to better
self-regulate and to decide which values and
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demands of the family and of the host society they
want to accept and incorporate into their identity
and which they want to reject. However, immi-
grant youth living in multicultural societies and
growing up in families that promote both the
enculturation and their acculturation would be
expected to be better able to become bi-cultural,
and to integrate into their working models of
culture both host and ethnic cultures.

Self-efficacy and locus of control are central
mechanisms of personal agency. Self-efficacy
refers to people’s beliefs in their capabilities to
regulate their functioning, and to manage envi-
ronmental demands in order to achieve desired
outcomes. Internal locus of control refers to the
extent to which individuals believe they can
control events affecting them. They both have
been shown to differentially predict immigrant
youth adaptation with respect to developmental
tasks and psychological well-being (e.g.,
Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012b).

Each of these contexts and personal attributes
contribute to immigrant youth adaptation. Consis-
tently with the resilience literature, youth who are
equipped with and bring to the experience solid,
normative human resources are better adapted with
respect to developmental tasks and to psychological
well-being, whether they live in low- or high-risk
circumstances, than those who did not possess such
social and personal capital (Masten 2014).

However, influences stemming either from
context or from the individual may contribute, in
accordance with the specificity principle in
acculturation (Bornstein, in press), to immigrant
youth’s adaptation in interaction with each other.
The effect of social challenges, such as discrimi-
nation or low SES, often facing immigrant youths
and their families, may be moderated by charac-
teristics of the young people and by other con-
textual features, the presence of which may
modify in a positive direction the expected out-
come. For example, it has been found that positive
connections to their ethnic group moderate the
negative association between perceived discrimi-
nation and academic achievement for adolescents.
In this case, feelings of positive connection
function as a protective factor for adaptation
(Brown and Chu 2012; Wong et al. 2003).

Over and above the independent contribution
of different contextual and personal resources to
immigrant youth’s adaptation, the congruence
between individual attributes and social contexts
are also important determinants of the quality of
their adaptation (see Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a).
In the case of immigrant youth, the match
between the needs of developing and acculturat-
ing youth and the opportunities afforded them by
their proximal environments significantly predicts
adaptation. For example, the schools that offer
immigrant students the opportunity to experience
their learning environment as relevant and
meaningful promote better adaptation (Roeser
et al. 1998). Along the same line, the quality of
interactions between people in children’s proxi-
mal contexts may also meet, or fail to meet, the
latter’s developmental and acculturative needs.
For example, parents and teachers who support
the missions of school and the family are likely to
have a positive influence on children’s adaptation
(Coatsworth et al. 2000). Similarly, the degree of
congruence, or the cultural distance, between the
social contexts of immigrant youth is also an
important predictor of their adaptation. For
example, for immigrant groups who value strong
family embeddedness and delayed autonomy,
migrating to an individualistic society may put a
strain on parent–child relations, as adolescents
demand autonomy sooner than parents are ready
to grant it to them (Kwak 2003).

Brown and Chu (2012) showed in an inter-
esting study the importance of the person-context
congruence for immigrant youth’s adaptation.
They found that for Latino children, who had
positive ethnic identity perception, and were
enrolled in a predominantly Latino school, higher
perceived peer discrimination was associated
with greater sense of school belonging. They
argued that peer discrimination, for children who
feel positively about their ethnicity and are
embedded in a context in which most other peers
are from the same ethnic group, is associated
with feeling like one fits in more, possibly
reflecting an agreed upon group norm.

Finally, in addition to current influences,
immigrant youth’s adaptive history with respect to
developmental and acculturative tasks may also
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function as a resource (or as risk) for current
adaptation (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a). Adaptive
functioning with respect to developmental tasks is
coherent and shows continuity over time (Sroufe
et al. 2005). Thus, positive adaptation with respect
to earlier stage developmental tasks increases the
probability of subsequent successful adaptation.
For example, in a recent study of immigrant stu-
dents those who were shown to follow the
high-stable school engagement pathway in ado-
lescence had as young adults more years of
schooling, earned a higher academic degree and
had better mental health (Hao and Woo 2012).

Future Directions for Research
and Policy Implications

Traditionally, researchers studying immigrant
youth adaptation and mental health followed a
risk approach focused on maladaptive processes
and negative outcomes. Acculturative stress was
assumed to increase the risk of immigrant youth
for psychological problems and adaptation diffi-
culties. However, research over the past decade
has shown that most immigrant youth, in spite of
the many developmental, acculturative and social
challenges that they encounter, adapt to their new
reality and actually do quite well. A growing
focus on resilience has shifted attention from
negative to positive outcomes and processes.

The framework presented to account for
resilience in immigrant youth adaptation and
development integrates developmental, accultur-
ative, and social psychological processes
(Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a; Motti-Stefanidi &
Masten 2013). This expanded integrative frame-
work guides the formulation of research ques-
tions taking into account the dynamic,
transactional, contextualized and multilevel nat-
ure of immigrant youth’s adaptation. Thus, it
aims to capture the complexity inherent in
describing and accounting for group and indi-
vidual differences in the adaptation and devel-
opment of immigrant youth.

An increasing number of studies on immigrant
youth adaptation adopt within-subjects, longitudi-
nal designs. Such designs facilitate the

disentangling of developmental and acculturative
influences on adaptation outcomes. However, most
of these studies are conducted in North America.
Longitudinal research in more diverse cultural,
political and economic contexts could expand the
evidence base on developmental and acculturative
processes involved in immigrant youth resilience.
The longitudinal tracking of immigrant youth
adaptation from different ethnic groups and living
in different host societies could shed light on
social, as well as individual, factors and processes
that promote and/or protect their adaptation, con-
currently and over time in the new country.

More multilevel studies conducted in diverse
host societies are also needed. They allow
researchers to disentangle the effect of contextual
influences, examined at different levels of anal-
ysis, on immigrant youth adaptation and devel-
opment. Immigrant youth’s low socio-economic
status and/or perception of being discriminated
against are important risk factors for their adap-
tation and well-being. However, the mean
socio-economic status and/or degree of perceived
discrimination of the students at the level of the
classroom/school may explain additional vari-
ance in adaptation outcomes.

Finally, we know significantly more about
patterns of immigrant youth adaptation than we
know about the processes explaining resilience
phenomena (Marks et al. 2014). To tackle
research questions regarding explanatory pro-
cesses we need to adopt a mediation modeling
approach. However, mediation implies change
over time and, thus, also requires the adoption of
time-varying, within subjects designs (e.g., see
Maxwell and Cole 2007). Analyses of longitu-
dinal mediation will provide better insights about
processes that cause or explain group and indi-
vidual differences in immigrant youth adaptation.

In conclusion, we would like to stress the
translational value of research on positive immi-
grant youth adaptation and related adaptive pro-
cesses. A focus on strengths and resilience among
immigrant youth instead of on weaknesses and
psychological symptoms has significant implica-
tions for policy and practice as well as public and
private perceptions of the potential of immigrant
youth. It generates interest, first, in finding out what
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may be helpful in reducing exposure to risk. For
example, reducing discrimination requires the
adoption of policy and program initiatives that
promote a positive public attitude towards immi-
grants. It also generates interest in promoting pos-
itive adaptation and development. For example, we
know that policies and practices that enhance
teaching immigrant youth the language of instruc-
tion and training teachers and school leaders to treat
diversity as a resource rather than an obstacle for
successful teaching and learning are expected to
promote the concurrent and long-term positive
adaptation of immigrant youth in the host country
(OECD 2010). This approach is likely to garner
greater support from immigrant youth and their
families for participating in society as well as
research, and could influence aspirations among
immigrant youth. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, the focus on strengths and positive
adaptation can contribute to changes in public
perceptions of immigrant youth, boosting recog-
nition that immigrant youth have enormous
potential to contribute to the economic and social
capital of receiving societies.
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Measuring Positive Development I:
Multilevel Analysis

Jens B. Asendorpf

Abstract
This chapter presents multilevel analysis as a useful tool for analyzing data
where individuals are nested in varying social contexts such as
classrooms, schools, or neighborhoods; time points are nested in
individuals (longitudinal analyses); or situations are nested in individuals
(diaries). Discussed are two-level models where individuals are nested in
social contexts, time points, or situations, and three-level models where
longitudinal changes or diary data are studied in varying social contexts.
These models are illustrated with data from a longitudinal study of
immigrant adolescents and their native classmates in varying classrooms
and neighborhoods. More advanced topics such as multilevel moderation,
multilevel mediation, and multilevel structural equation modeling are also
covered, and statistical software options for these analyses are described.

Why We Sometimes Need Multilevel
Analysis

Children develop in a nested world. For example,
children become part of classrooms that are
nested in schools which are nested in neighbor-
hoods which are nested in communities which

are nested in a society. Thus a major part of
children’s environment can be reconstructed as a
hierarchy of nested social systems (see Bron-
fenbrenner 1977, for a seminal theory of nested
environments).

Although psychologists focus on the level of
individualsand their immediateenvironment, there
are often good reasons to consider more distant
environments that influence the individuals indi-
rectly through their immediate or proximal envi-
ronments. The study of minority children’s
adaptation and development requires considera-
tion of both their proximal home culture contexts
and the distant dominant culture contexts, which
are both influenced by political, ideological, cul-
tural, and economic characteristics of the society at
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large (see Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012b, Fig. 5.1).
In addition to normative developmental contexts,
minority youth also face unique circumstances
such as immigrant/minority status and their culture
of origin, and related social variables such as dis-
crimination, which significantly contribute to their
adaptation. Furthermore, youth’s personal attri-
butes also influence their adaptation and develop-
ment. The influences are bidirectional suggesting
that all levels of contexts and individual attributes
have an impact on each other. That is, causal
influence can run both ways; lower-order units
influence higher-order ones through membership,
and higher-order ones can influence lower-order
ones directly or indirectly.

This nested world poses two main problems
for the statistical analysis of psychological data.
First, if some participants share the same higher-
order system, their data can be statistically
dependent. Statistical dependence violates the
assumption of most statistical tests that the units
of analysis are independently sampled, and thus
biases all significance tests. For example, in a
study of children sampled in classrooms, the data
of all children in a classroom on a particular
outcome can be dependent because they share
teachers and most often also the neighborhood of
the school. Consequently, any statistical test
about group differences, correlations, regressions,
paths in structural equation models etc. is biased
to the extent that classmates are more similar to
each other than to children in other classrooms.

This similarity is often measured in terms of
the intraclass correlation that compares the
variance of higher-order units with the overall
variance. The higher the intraclass correlation is,
the greater the problem of statistical dependency.
In a study of children in classrooms, an intraclass
correlation of 0.30 for some outcome variable of
interest indicates that 30 % of the variance in the
outcome concerns differences between class-
rooms whereas 70 % concerns differences within
classrooms; an intraclass correlation of zero
indicates that there are no classroom differences
in the outcome. The intraclass correlation can be
also interpreted as the expected correlation
between two randomly chosen lower-order units
of the same higher-order unit. If we randomly

choose one pair of children from each classroom,
the outcome is expected to correlate zero between
the paired children if there are no classroom dif-
ferences (thus, if the intraclass correlation is
zero). If however the intraclass correlation is 0.30,
even randomly chosen pairs from the classrooms
are expected to show some similarity due to the
differences between classrooms, and indeed the
correlation between the paired children is 0.30.

If all classrooms have the same distribution of
the outcome variable, the intraclass correlation is
zero and statistical dependency is not a problem.
If all classmates have identical values in the
outcome variable, but the outcome is different
across classrooms, the intraclass correlation is 1
and the analysis should be done at the classroom
level only. In most cases, the intraclass correla-
tion is not large but substantial such that ignoring
the nested structure of the data leads to biased
significance tests. This first problem of nested
data (often the alternative term clustered data is
used) can be completely resolved by adjusting
the standard errors for the statistical tests. Many
statistical packages such as R, SAS, or MPlus
provide simple adjustment procedures for clus-
tered data. It is not necessary to conduct a
multi-level analysis if one only wants to control
statistical dependencies in nested data.

The second problem of nested data is more
consequential because it requires more than a
correction of standard errors. Often, one is inter-
ested in effects of higher-order units on lower-
order units (cross-level effects). For example, does
individual math achievement, or the difference
between minority and majority children in math
achievement, depend on the teaching style of the
math teacher? Teaching style is a variable at the
classroom level, not at the individual level,
because all children in a classroom share it (its
intraclass correlation is 1).

Whenever cross-level effects are interesting,
multilevel analysis is required. If the effects can
be described by linear regressions, multilevel
linear regression models can be applied (also
called hierarchical linear models or random
coefficient regression models). In essence, these
are multiple regression models where the
regression coefficients obtained at a lower level
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are assumed to vary across higher-order units
(“random coefficients”), and therefore can be
regressed at the higher level on characteristics of
the higher-order units. For example, within each
classroom, children’s math achievement can be
regressed on their math anxiety. Classrooms may
vary in the extent to which achievement depends
on anxiety, and this variation may be predictable
by the teaching style of the math teacher.

Such cross-level effects could be tested without
applying multilevel models. One could simply
regress within each classroom achievement on
anxiety, record the intercepts and slopes, and regress
them in a second step on teaching style. However,
the advantage of multilevel models is that they
simultaneously estimate all effects within one model
and weight the lower-order regressions according to
their reliability. It is intuitively clear that the
within-classroom regressions are better estimated in
larger classrooms than in smaller classrooms such
that the larger classroom results should get a higher
weight in the between- classroom regressions (sim-
ilar to the weighting of large versus small studies in
meta-analysis). Multilevel models include such
weighting and have additional advantages from an
estimation point of view (see Hox 2010, or Rau-
denbush and Bryk 2002, for overviews).

In the reminder of this chapter, I provide a
step-by-step non-technical introduction to multi-
level analysis, starting from simple two-level
models and ending with the advanced topic of
multilevel mediation. This introduction is meant
to help researchers to understand published
results of multilevel analyses in the literature, to
decide whether multilevel analysis is helpful for
answering own research questions, to use multi-
level analysis when it it useful, and to avoid it
when it is not necessary (the last point is
important too because multilevel analysis is right
now fashionable and sometimes applied when it
is not really necessary).

Study Used for Illustration

Each step of the introduction to multilevel anal-
ysis is organized around a particular research
question in order to avoid too abstract arguments.

A longitudinal study of adolescent immigrant
students and their non-immigrant classmates
helps illustrate most of the steps (Motti-Stefanidi
et al. 2012a). It was designed within a develop-
mental risk and resilience framework where risks
and resources are assumed to operate at both the
level of individual adolescents and their envi-
ronment (families, classrooms, neighborhoods);
see Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012b). In such a
framework, individual students are nested in
classrooms and neighborhoods. Therefore, indi-
vidual risks and resources can be statistically
dependent, and any study of the impact of risks
and resources at the classroom or neighborhood
level on individual students requires multilevel
analysis.

Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a) studied the
adaptation and well-being of adolescents from
immigrant and non-immigrant families over the
first three years of middle school (ages 13–
15 years) and related it to individual and envi-
ronmental risks and resources. The students were
sampled from schools in Athens, Greece, in
neighborhoods with a high proportion of immi-
grant families. The proportion of immigrants in a
classroom varied strongly across classrooms,
with an average of 44 % immigrants. This design
made sure that immigrant and non-immigrant
children were matched in terms of their school
environment. They were even matched in terms
of their neighborhood because the students were
mandated by law to attend the nearest school in
their neighborhood.

The present chapter focuses on academic
achievement (grade point average) as the only
adaptation variable. It is predicted at the individual
level by the risks immigrant status (yes, no) and
family social adversity (a cumulative risk index) as
well as by resources such as self-efficacy (self-
rated by the students) and parental involvement in
school issues (teacher-rated). At the classroom
level, the average family social adversity in the
classroom serves as a good measure of the social
adversity of the neighborhood because all children
of a classroom shared the same neighborhood.

In the study by Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a),
students were nested in classrooms and class-
rooms in schools because in each school multiple
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first-grade classrooms were assessed. Therefore,
in principle, a three-level study design resulted:
1057 students were nested in 49 classrooms that
were nested in 12 schools. Although this design
suggests analyzing the data with a statistical
three-level model, this was not viable because
only few schools were assessed. The rule of thumb
in multilevel analysis is that approximately 50
units are required for the highest level of analysis
because all statistical tests are based on the units at
this level (see Hox 2010; Raudenbush and Bryk
2002). Twelve schools are clearly not sufficient
(regressions based on only 12 data points could be
seriously biased by one outlier). Therefore, only a
two-level structure can be modeled in this study,
with students nested in classrooms.

Two-Level Models of Adaptation
in Context

In this section I consider the probably most com-
mon case in research on minority children where
multilevel analysis is required: a cross-sectional
study of individuals nested in classrooms, schools,
or neighborhoods. For illustrative purposes I con-
sider in this section immigrant and non-immigrant
students’ academic achievement in the first grade
ofmiddle school.Were (a) immigrant status and/or
family social adversity risks for low achievement,
were (b) self-efficacy and parental involvement in
school issues resources for high achievement, did
(c) risks and resources interact in predicting
achievement, were (d) adverse neighborhoods a
risk factor for low achievement, and were (e) the
above individual risks and resourcesmoderated by
the adversity of the neighborhood (e.g., was being
an immigrant a stronger risk for low achievement
in relatively benign neighborhoods than in rela-
tively adverse neighborhoods?). Questions (a)–(c)
concern Level 1 effects, questions (d) and (e) con-
cern cross-level effects.

Is Multilevel Analysis Useful?

The first step in such a two-level analysis is
computing the intraclass correlation of the

outcome which is the percentage of variance
accounted for by the higher-order units, thus, in
the present case classrooms (see earlier section in
this chapter). If the intraclass correlation is close to
zero, between-classroom differences in the out-
come are unimportant, analyses of cross-level
effects make no sense, multi-level analysis is
unnecessary, and data analysis can proceed as
usual, only at the individual level. In the two-level
case, the intraclass correlation is computed with a
two-level model without predictors at both levels
(see “Appendix” for statistical software for mul-
tilevel analysis). In such an analysis, the variance
components for Level 2 and for Level 1 (the
residual variance) are determined, the significance
of the Level 2 component is computed with a χ2

test, and the intraclass correlation ICC is directly
shown in the output of the software or can be
easily computed as

ICC ¼ Level 2 component= Level 2 componentð
þ residual componentÞ

In the present example, the Level 2 (class-
room) component was 0.83 (p < 0.001) and the
residual component was 8.35 such that the intr-
aclass correlation was 0.09; thus, 9 % of the
variance in academic achievement was between
classrooms and significant such that a multilevel
analysis of the data was useful.

Level 1 Effects: Individual Risks
and Resources and Their Interactions

Academic achievement was predicted by a
sequence of hierarchical regressions. In Step 1a,
risks were entered first, followed by resources in
Step 2a; in Step 1b, resources were entered first,
followed by risks in Step 2b. Thereby, the unique
contributions of risks and resources were studied.
In Model 3, one Level 1 moderation was analyzed
(immigrant status by parental involvement); the
interaction term was entered in addition to the
main effects of risks and resources (see also later
section on multilevel moderation). The results for
these models are presented in Table 1 for two
different methods of coding group differences
with dummy variables (see Hox 2010,
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Appendix C, for these and more methods of
coding group differences).1

Group Coding Including Intercept
The first, more common method includes the
intercept at Level 1 and dummy-codes immigrant

status. The advantage is that the significance of
the immigrant status effect (which is central here)
is directly shown in terms of the effect of the
dummy variable. The disadvantage is that the
overall mean of the immigrants is not shown
although it can be easily computed from the table
because the intercept in multilevel models (just
as in any multiple regression model) refers to
cases with zeros in all predictors. Because all
predictors except for the dummy codes were z-
scored (M = 0, SD = 1), the intercept refers to

Table 1 Results of
two-level regressions
predicting academic
achievement from risks and
resources for two methods
of using dummy variables

Fixed effect (Level 2) Pseudo-
R2

Intercept included

Step Yes No

1a. Risks 0.20

Level 1 Intercept 14.76(0.18)*** –

Greek (0 = immigrant, 1 = Greek) – 14.76(0.18)
***

Immigrant (0 = Greek,
1 = immigrant)

−2.09(0.27)*** 12.67(0.18)
***

Adversity (z-score) −0.56(0.09)*** −0.56(0.09)
***

1b. Resources 0.36

Parental involvement (z-score) 1.66(0.13)*** 1.66(0.13)
***

Self-efficacy (z-score) 0.58(0.11)*** 0.58(0.11)
***

2a. Resources controlled for risks 0.43

Parental involvement (z-score) 1.39(0.15)*** 1.39(0.15)
***

Self-efficacy (z-score) 0.48(0.11)*** 0.48(0.11)
***

2b. Risks controlled for resources 0.43

Greek (0 = immigrant, 1 = Greek) – 14.40(0.21)
***

Immigrant (0 = Greek,
1 = immigrant)

−0.99(0.31)** 13.41(0.19)
***

Adversity (z-score) −0.33(0.09)*** −0.33(0.09)
***

3. Risks × resources 0.44

Greek × parental involvement – 0.21(0.24)

Immigrant × parental involvement −0.21(0.24) –

Reported are the results of two-level linear regression models without predictor at Level
2. Reported are for each model the Pseudo-R2 for the explained variance by the model
and the unstandardized regression coefficients b (SE in parentheses) for the included
Level 1 predictors. Significances for b refer to robust standard errors SE
**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

1The results differ somewhat from those reported by
Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a) in their Table 4 mainly
because the latter are estimates for Grade 1 from a
longitudinal analysis of Grades 1–3 and were controlled
for gender.
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Greeks with average scores in all other predic-
tors, thus to the estimated mean achievement of
Greek students, and the mean achievement of
immigrants is the intercept plus the immigrant
status effect.

Group Coding Excluding Intercept
Less common is the method of dropping the
intercept from the model and including instead
dummy variables for all groups. In this case, the
Greek effect is the mean of the Greeks, and the
immigrant effect is the mean of the immigrants.
The significance tests are not informative in this
case because they refer to a test whether the
mean is zero. The advantage of this second
method is that the mean of each group is directly
shown. The disadvantage is that group differ-
ences are not directly shown although they can
be simply computed by substracting group
means. The significance of the group differences
can be tested with appropriate contrasts between
the dummy variables. More generally, any two
effects can be tested for a significant difference
using contrasts, whether the intercept is included
in the model or not.

Standardization of Predictors
and Outcomes
In models with many continuous predictors as in
the present case, it is useful to standardize them
because it helps interpreting the intercept and the
meaning of the unstandardized regression coef-
ficients b. In general, b indicates the effect on the
outcome if the predictor value increases by 1.
Thus for standardized variables with SD = 1,
b = 1 indicates the effect on the outcome if the
predictor value increases by 1 standard deviation,
and the effect size of different predictors can be
directly compared with one another in terms of
the b values. If the outcome is also standardized,
b is a standardized regression coefficient, and the
predictor effects can be directly compared
between different outcomes.

Explained Variance
Unfortunately, adding a predictor to a multilevel
regression model may under certain conditions
decrease rather than increase the explained

variance such that the incremental explained
variance is negative (Hox 2010). These rare cases
are due to indirect effects through other levels of
the model. Therefore a more cautious approach is
in order where the explained variance is called
Pseudo-R2, and the significance of a model
comparison is interpreted as an overall difference
between the models rather than the significance
of incremental variance explained by the added
predictors.

Random and Fixed Effects
In multilevel analysis, the variance components
from which the intraclass correlation and the
explained variances are computed are called
random effects, and the unstandardized regres-
sion coefficients b are called fixed effects. The
standard errors of the fixed effects are either
computed based on the assumption of a normal
distribution of the outcome variable, or without
this assumption (robust standard errors).
Because the data often violate the normality
assumption, it is better to always report robust
standard errors. The significance of the fixed
effects is computed slightly differently by dif-
ferent statistical software but with only minimal
effects on the p values in most cases (see Hox
2010). The analyses reported in this chapter were
done with HLM 7 (Raudenbush et al. 2011).

Results
The results are reported in Table 1. In Step 1a
achievement is predicted by risks. Adding
dummy-coded immigrant status and adversity at
Level 1 to the model without predictors reduced
the Level 1 residual from 8.35 to 6.64 (not
reported in the table), thus explains 20 % of the
initial residual variance (Pseudo-R2 = 0.20). The
significance of this change can be tested by
comparing the deviance scores of the two models
(not shown in the table). The deviance for the
model without predictors was 4227 (2 estimated
parameters) and for the model in Step 1a 3886 (7
estimated parameters). The difference is tested
with a χ2 test with df = 7 − 2 = 5 (the logic is
similar to comparing the fit of structural equation
models), thus χ2(5) = 4227 − 3886 = 341, p <
0.001.
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The model with intercept shows that Greek
students achieved a grade point average of 14.76
(because the intercept represents Greek students);
that immigrants achieved 2.09 points less, thus
12.67, if adversity was controlled; and that 1 SD
more in adversity was accompanied by a
decrease of achievement of 0.56 points if immi-
grant status was controlled. Because both the
immigrant status and the adversity effects were
significant, it can be concluded that both risks
uniquely contributed to lower achievement. The
model without intercept directly shows the mean
for immigrants but the immigrant status effect
has to be computed by substracting the mean for
Greeks from the mean for immigrants, and test-
ing its significance requires an additional test of
the contrast comparing the means of Greeks and
immigrants (not shown in the table because the
result is identical with the immigrant status effect
in the model with intercept).

The alternative model in Step 1b predicts
achievement by resources. Resources predicted
achievement much more strongly than risks
(36 % versus 20 % explained variance) which
again can be tested for significance by comparing
the deviances of the two models. Parental
involvement in school issues strongly predicted
achievement when self-efficacy was controlled;
as Table 1 shows, a 1 SD increase in involvement
was associated with a 1.66 increase in grade point
average. This prediction was nearly three times as
strong as the prediction from self-efficacy when
parental involvement was controlled (0.58
increase; the unique effects of the two resources
can be directly compared because both refer to
standardized variables). The model without
intercept shows the same effects because they do
not involve the dummy variables.

Step 2a shows the effects of resources when
risks are controlled, thus the results for resources
in a model with four Level 1 predictors (2 risks
and 2 resources). This model explained 43 % of
the variance. Compared to Step 1b, the unique
effects of both resources decreased slightly due to
the control of the risks but remained highly sig-
nificant. Step 2b shows the effects of the two
risks in this model; compared to Step 1a they
decreased by approximately 50 % but remained

significant. The decreasing immigrant status
effect after controlling for both resources is also
reflected in the model without intercept that
directly shows the means of Greeks and immi-
grants. In sum, resources mattered more for
achievement than risks.

Finally, Model 3 indicates that the effects of
immigrant status and parental involvement on
achievement did not show a significant interac-
tion. The interaction effects in the models
with/out intercept are identical except for the sign
because the dummy variables for Greeks and for
immigrants correlate −1. If other interactions
between risks and resources are of interest, they
should not be added to this model because they
would be strongly correlated; instead, they
should be tested one by one in separate models.

A comparison of the two methods of using
dummy variables shows that the results differ
only for variables involving the dummy vari-
ables, and that all information of interest can be
reconstructed from either method. If the focus is
on group differences, the model with intercept is
preferable. The model without intercept is more
useful for interpreting effects group by group,
particularly in the case of more complex models
with more than one type of group differences
(e.g., if immigrant status and gender are both
dummy-coded). In these cases, computing effects
for specific groups is tedious such that I recom-
mend using both methods of dummy-coding in
order to cross-check results and avoid mistaken
interpretations.

Level 2 Effects: Main Effects
and Cross-Level Interactions

The models discussed up to now did not include
predictors at Level 2 and thus no cross-level
effects (main effects of Level 2 predictors and
cross-level interactions, i.e., moderation of the
Level 1 parameters by a Level 2 predictor). In the
present example, classroom characteristics such
as the mean social adversity of all students in
class or the percentage of immigrants in the
classroom may have an effect on achievement and
may moderate the effects of risks and/or
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resources. Table 2 reports the results of a
two-level model with both risks and both
resources as Level 1 predictors and mean adver-
sity in class as a Level 2 predictor.

Table 2 reports the results in a format used in
many publications of multilevel analyses (Table 1
used a more condensed format which is also
possible). The fixed effects are grouped by the
parameters at the lowest level (here: Level 1).

Level 2 Main Effect
Note that there are two types of intercepts. The
Level 1 intercept (which varies across class-
rooms) and the Level 2 intercept (the estimated
mean across all classrooms). In Table 1, Level 2
intercepts are reported for all Level 1 parameters
but this was not made explicit in the table
because there were no other Level 2 effects. In
Table 2, there are two Level 2 effects: the Level
2 intercept and the Level 2 slope which refers to
the effect of the Level 2 predictor classroom
adversity (mean adversity across all classmates).
Note that adversity is a variable at both Level 1
and Level 2; Level 1 adversity refers to

within-classroom differences, Level 2 adversity
refers to between-classroom differences.

The results for the Level 2 intercepts are highly
similar to those reported for Step 2a, b in themodel
including the intercept in Table 1; they are not
identical because inclusion of the Level 2 predic-
tor resulted in a more complex model with minor
consequences for the Level 2 intercept estimates.
New are the effects of classroom adversity. The
classroom adversity effect for the Level 1 intercept
of b = −0.41, p = 0.013, indicates that grade point
average significantly decreased by 0.41 points for
a 1 SD increase in classroom adversity (note that
SD refers here to between-classroom differences,
not to between-student differences); thus, students
in more adverse neighborhoods had lower grades.
This is a Level 2 main effect.

Cross-Level Interaction
The classroom adversity effect for immigrant status
of b = 0.55, p = 0.044, indicates that the immi-
grant status effect on achievement (after control-
ling for within-classroom adversity, parental
involvement, and student self-efficacy) was

Table 2 Results of
two-level regressions
predicting academic
achievement from risks and
resources and their
moderation by mean
adversity in class

Fixed effect (Level 2) b SE p

Level 1 intercept

Level 2 intercept 14.28 0.21 0.000

Classroom adversity −0.41 0.16 0.013

Immigrant status

Level 2 intercept −0.96 0.30 0.003

Classroom adversity 0.55 0.26 0.044

Adversity

Level 2 intercept −0.35 0.09 0.000

Classroom adversity 0.11 0.10 0.320

Parental involvement

Level 2 intercept 1.46 0.14 0.000

Classroom adversity −0.17 0.14 0.228

Self-efficacy

Level 2 intercept 0.47 0.09 0.000

Classroom adversity 0.13 0.11 0.257

Reported are the results of two-level linear regression models. Classroom adversity was
standardized across classrooms (M = 0, SD = 1). Reported are the unstandardized
regression coefficients b for the Level 1 predictors. Significances for b refer to robust
standard errors SE

42 J.B. Asendorpf



moderated by classroom adversity (a cross-level
interaction). Whereas it was b = −0.96 for a
classroom of average adversity, it was
−0.96 + 0.55 = −0.41 for a classroom 1 SD above
average classroom adversity, and
−0.96 − 0.55 = −1.51 for a classroom1 SD below
average classroom adversity. Thus, the immigrant
status effect became larger in more benign neigh-
borhoods. These cross-level effects can be visual-
ized just as in the case of ordinary moderated
regressions by plotting the regression lines for ±1
SD in the moderator variable (see Fig. 1). Figure 1
indicates that immigrant status had a stronger effect
on achievement in more benign neighborhoods
and that neighborhood adversity mattered only for
Greeks’ achievement (two alternative views of the
same effect).

Two-Level Models of Development
of Adaptation: Longitudinal Data

A second important application of multilevel
analysis is the longitudinal study of changes in
adaptation. In this case, time points are nested in
individuals. Whereas repeated ANOVA designs
require that each individual is assessed at the
same time points, multilevel models can handle
also studies with different numbers and/or dif-
ferent time points of assessment for different
individuals. At Level 1, a linear regression is
fitted to the available assessments of the outcome
for each individual, and at Level 2 the intercept

and slope of these individual developmental
functions are predicted by constant characteris-
tics of the individuals such as sex, age, SES, and
personality at the beginning of the study. Note
that these linear regression models can be adap-
ted easily to measure nonlinear developmental
functions by transforming the time scale. For
example, if the outcome is regressed on both time
and time squared, accelerated or decelerated
change (linear plus or minus quadratic) is mod-
eled. Thus, multilevel models are well suited to
measure interindividual differences in intraindi-
vidual change with great flexibility.

Two Main Assumptions

Standard applications of multilevel analysis to
longitudinal data make two important assump-
tions. First, they assume measurement equiva-
lence across time, that is, the same assessment
instrument or different instruments used at dif-
ferent time points have the same validity for each
time point. Whereas measurement equivalence
can be assumed for short-term studies, it can be
of concern in studies covering a large age inter-
val, even if the same instrument is used at all
assessments (see van de Vijver & He, this vol-
ume, for a discussion of measurement equiva-
lence). Second, standard applications assume
uncorrelated measurement errors across time.
This assumption is often violated if the assess-
ments are closely spaced in time. For example, if
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cognitive competence is tested a few days apart
with the same test such that many participants
remember their answers in the earlier assessment,
measurement error can be correlated. One solu-
tion is using parallel test versions at assessments
close in time. Another solution is modeling the
correlated errors within the multilevel model
with additional parameters (see Hox 2010;
Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).

Centering Time

An important decision in multilevel longitudinal
studies concerns centering time. If the longitu-
dinal observation starts or ends at a psychologi-
cally meaningful time point (e.g., birth, starting
to attend a particular classroom, menarche,
starting a job, separation from the partner, death),
it is useful to center time at the first or last
assessment (thus the first or last assessment is
coded as 0). If the observation starts at a more
arbitrary point in time (e.g., a study of changes
over adolescence between ages 12 and 18 where
the participants start puberty at different points in
time), it is more useful to center time at the
midpoint of the observed interval (thus, a study
with 5 yearly assessments is centered at the 3rd

assessment). Also, this choice has the advantage
that the intercepts are less correlated with the
slopes. Similar but not identical is “grand-mean
centering” where time is centered at the mean
assessment point of all individuals. Due to
missing data or different spacing of the assess-
ments, the mean assessment point can be differ-
ent from the midpoint of the observation such
that its interpretation is less obvious. Often not
useful is centering time within each individual
(often called “group-mean centering” where in
the present case “group” refers to individuals)
because in this case the individual Level 1
intercepts refer to different time points such that
these differences are confounded with other
interindividual differences. Group mean center-
ing is only useful if the zero point is psycho-
logically meaningful for each individual (e.g., if
data before and after the individually determined
onset of puberty is analyzed).

Dealing with Missing Data

Selective Attrition
A frequent point of concern in longitudinal
studies is biased results due to selective drop-out
of the participants (selective attrition). For
example, if low-achieving participants drop out
from school or refuse to further participate in the
study more frequently than high-achieving par-
ticipants (which is often the case in longitudinal
studies), the variance of achievement at later
assessments is restricted which leads in ANO-
VAs or ordinary regressions to an underestima-
tion of effects on later achievement. One
approach to avoid such biases is estimating the
missing assessments with (multiple) imputation
(see Asendorpf et al. 2014). If however the data
are analyzed with longitudinal multilevel models,
imputation is not necessary because the estima-
tion procedure corrects for selective drop-out as
far as it is related to the first assessment (see Hox
2010; Little 1995). Only if drop-out is related to
measured variables not included in the multilevel
model (auxiliary variables) biases due to such
selective drop-out are not corrected with the
multilevel estimation procedures. In this case, it
is useful to use multiple imputation with these
variables as predictors. Depending on the multi-
level software, multiple imputation is done
before the multilevel analysis is run, or there is
an auxiliary variables option in the multilevel
analysis procedure.

Missing Data at Higher Levels
Although missing data at the lowest level do not
present a problem in multilevel analysis in most
cases, they do present a problem at higher levels
because they reduce the number of included
higher-level units and all lower-level assess-
ments of these units. In the example in the pre-
ceding section, the classroom-level predictor
could be computed for all classrooms such that
this was not a problem. But assume that observed
teaching style is a classroom-level predictor but
some teachers refused to cooperate in the study.
In this case, the cross-level effect of teaching
style can be evaluated only for the students with
a cooperative teacher, which may bias the results.

44 J.B. Asendorpf



This problem is even stronger in longitudinal
studies of adaptation where multiple predictors
are studied at the individual level such as in the
present example because all individuals with a
missing value in one of the predictors are
excluded from analysis (listwise deletion), just as
in ordinary multiple regressions. Therefore it is
useful in this case to impute missing values at the
individual level, and the best method is multiple
imputation using all available individual-level
variables, even if they are not included in the
model (see Asendorpf et al. 2014, and Graham
2009, for non-technical overviews and practical
recommendations). Depending on the multilevel
software, multiple imputation is done before the
multilevel analysis is run, or it is an option in the
multilevel analysis procedure.

Illustration

The study by Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a) was a
longitudinal study with three yearly assessments
(waves) of all outcome variables. Therefore it
allowed for answering questions about overall
(mean) change in academic achievement and about
differential change for groups (e.g., different
change for immigrants versus non-immigrants)
and for individuals (e.g., change related to family
social adversity or student self-efficacy). The first
assessment was psychologically meaningful
because it was done in the first year at middle
school. Therefore wave was centered at Wave 1.
Because neither theoretical considerations nor
inspection of the mean change in academic
achievement suggested nonlinear change, the three
waves were coded as 0, 1, 2 such that linear change
was studied. Although individuals were nested in
classrooms, this fact is ignored in the present sec-
tion in order to simplify the issues addressed in this
section. Thus developmental changes in academic
achievement are studied here with a two-level
linear regression model, with time at Level 1 and
individuals at Level 2, and the two individual risks
and the two individual resources as the Level 2
predictors. Participant drop-out was significantly
related to initial low achievement but this selective
attrition was corrected by the multilevel estimation

procedure. Missing data at Level 2 was imputed
with SPSS 22 (5 imputations), and the multilevel
analyses were based on the 5 imputed Level 2 files,
using the multiple imputation option in the multi-
level software HLM 7.

Random Effects (Variance Components)
A model with wave as the Level 1 predictor and
no predictor at Level 2 showed that 88 % of the
variance was due to the Level 1 intercepts and
3 % of the variance was accounted by the Level 1
slopes. Because time was centered at Wave 1, the
Level 1 intercepts refer to interindividual differ-
ences in initial academic achievement, and the
slopes refer to interindividual differences in linear
change in achievement over 2 years, from Wave
1 to Wave 3. Although the slopes accounted for
only 3 % of the overall variance, this variance
component was significant (p < 0.001).

Fixed Effects for Intercepts and Slopes
The results for the fixed effects are presented in
Table 3.

The results for the Level 1 intercept were
similar but not identical to those reported in
Table 1 for the steps 2a, b for the model
including the intercept; the differences are due to
the fact that the Level 1 intercept (the initial
achievement) was estimated in the developmen-
tal model from the full data including Wave 2
and Wave 3. Because the interindividual differ-
ences in academic achievement were highly
stable across the three waves (see Motti-Stefanidi
et al. 2015), the developmental model led to a
better estimation of the Level 1 intercepts (the
standard errors became smaller and the signifi-
cance of the intercepts increased).

The results for the Level 1 slopes indicate that
academic achievement significantly decreased
overall by 0.34 points per year, and that this
decrease was not moderated by the Level 2 pre-
dictors, particularly not by immigrant status. One
reason for the lack of interindividual differences
in intraindividual change seems to be that the
reliability of the slopes was not high due to the
high stability of the interindividual differences in
achievement (the year-to-year stability was 0.89
which leaves little room for true differential
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change; see Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2015). Also,
three waves are not optimal for estimating
change because two assessments are already
needed to estimate a slope; thus even students
who participated in all waves contributed only 1
additional assessment for increasing the reliabil-
ity of the slope. More waves would yield more
reliable estimates of change.

Multilevel Versus Growth Curve
Modeling

Researchers familiar with growth curve modeling
(a particular type of structural equation models
where the intercepts and slopes of repeated
assessments are modeled) may wonder to which
extent the two-level approach discussed in this
section is similar to a particular growth curve
model. The answer is that it is identical with a
growth curve model where the residual variances
of the outcome variable are constrained to be
equal across time (see Hox 2010, chapter 16, for
the advantages and disadvantages of growth
curve modeling versus multilevel modeling of
longitudinal data). The main advantage of mul-
tilevel modeling is that the models can be easily
expanded to three-level models that include
contextual variables such as classrooms or
neighborhoods, as will be shown in the next
section.

Three-Level Models of Development
of Adaptation in Context

The results reported in the preceding section
have to be considered with caution because the
nested structure of the data (students were nested
in classrooms) was ignored to simplify the pre-
sentation. Instead a three-level model is appro-
priate, with time at Level 1, students at Level 2,
and classrooms at Level 3. Such three-level
models are rarely found in the literature due to
their complexity and the lack of longitudinal
studies with individuals nested in measured
contexts. But their application is a straightfor-
ward extension of two-level models to an addi-
tional level; there are no issues specific to
three-level models except for the fact that there
are more parameters for interpretation and more
complex tables for presenting the results.

Research Questions

Three-level developmental models answer all
questions answered by two-level cross-sectional
and by two-level developmental models. In
addition, they answer questions about
cross-level effects of context on overall change
(e.g., does academic achievement change dif-
ferently in adverse versus benign neighbor-

Table 3 Results of
two-level regressions
predicting initial status and
change in academic
achievement from risks and
resources

Fixed effect (Level 2) Level 1 intercept Level 1 slope

b SE p b SE p

Level 2 intercept 14.34 0.13 0.000 −0.34 0.05 0.000

Immigrant (0 = Greek,
1 = immigrant)

−1.45 0.20 0.000 0.01 0.08 0.869

Adversity (z-score) −0.35 0.08 0.000 0.06 0.03 0.099

Parental involvement
(z-score)

1.02 0.10 0.000 −0.05 0.04 0.274

Self-efficacy (z-score) 0.54 0.09 0.000 0.01 0.04 0.847

Reported are the results of two-level linear regression models. Time was centered at the
first assessment such that the Level 1 intercept refers to Greeks in grade 1
Reported are the unstandardized regression coefficients b for the Level 1 predictors.
Significances for b refer to robust standard errors SE
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hoods?) as well as questions about cross-level
effects of context on differential change (e.g., is
differential change of immigrants versus
non-immigrants in academic achievement mod-
erated by neighborhood adversity?). These latter
questions concern moderation of moderation
effects which are in fact anwered by three-way
interactions between time, interindividual or
between-group differences, and contextual dif-
ferences. As in ordinary multiple regression
analyses, the statistical power for testing the
significance of these three-way interactions is
often low except for very large samples (see Hox
2010, chapter 12, for power estimation in mul-
tilevel models). Thus the lack of significant
moderation of moderation effects may be due to
insufficient statistical power, and it is difficult to
replicate significant moderation of moderation
effects in another study. Therefore moderation of
moderation effects should be considered with
great caution.

But this problem should not distract from the
important advantage of three-level developmental
models that they correct for biased significance
tests if the context matters. Even three-level
developmental models without any contextual
predictor should be preferred to two-level devel-
opmental models if the outcome variable shows
significant variation across contexts.

Illustration

Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012a) used a three-level
model for analysis, with time at Level 1, students
at Level 2, and classrooms at Level 3.
A three-level model for academic achievement
with wave as the Level 1 predictor and no pre-
dictors at Levels 2 and 3 showed that the vari-
ance components for the intercepts and slopes
were significant at both Level 2 and Level 3.
Thus, there were significant interindividual dif-
ferences in intraindividual change, and signifi-
cant classroom differences in intraindividual
change. For example, the overall decrease of
academic achievement from Wave 1 to Wave 3
(see Table 3) varied significantly between class-
rooms. Because of these significant classroom
differences, the results in the preceding section
that ignored that students were nested in class-
rooms yielded biased results. The results for the
fixed effects estimated with the three-level model
are presented in Table 4.

The fixed effects were similar but not identical
to those reported in Table 3 because they respect
now the within-classroom similarity of academic
achievement. The standard errors were slightly
larger in the three-level model, indicating that the
significance tests for the two-level model were
somewhat too liberal. In addition to this

Table 4 Results of
three-level regressions
predicting initial status and
change in academic
achievement from risks and
resources

Fixed effect (Level 3) Level 1 intercept Level 1 slope

b SE p b SE p

Level 2 intercept 14.36 0.18 0.000 −0.36 0.08 0.000

Immigrant (0 = Greek,
1 = immigrant)

−1.38 0.26 0.000 0.02 0.08 0.819

Adversity (z-score) −0.35 0.08 0.000 0.04 0.03 0.155

Parental involvement
(z-score)

1.05 0.13 0.000 −0.01 0.04 0.875

Self-efficacy (z-score) 0.48 0.10 0.000 0.00 0.04 0.954

Reported are the results of three-level linear regression models without predictor at Level
3. Time was centered at the first assessment such that the Level 1 intercept refers to
Greeks’ achievement in Grade 1
Reported are the unstandardized regression coefficients b for the Level 1 predictors.
Significances for b refer to robust standard errors SE
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correction, the three-level model offers opportu-
nities for studying cross-level effects of class-
room characteristics. For example, classroom
adversity effects could be studied not only on the
initial academic achievement (see Table 2) but
also on change in academic achievement (see
Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012a, Table 5).

Multilevel Models of Daily
Adaptation

A last important application of multilevel models
to research on minority children is the study of
changes in daily adaptation over a period of
many days (diary studies). Nezlek (2012) pro-
vides an excellent introduction to diary methods
based on multilevel modeling. If the participants
report only summary ratings of daily mean levels
of adaptation, well-being, or their antecedents
and consequences, the data can be analyzed
similarly to developmental data, with days at
Level 1, individuals at Level 2, and (optionally)
context at Level 3. Nevertheless, there are two
main specifics of diary data. First, it is often
useful to model weekend effects by adding an
appropriate contrast as the Level 1 predictor
(e.g., Monday through Friday is coded as −1 and
Saturday and Sunday is coded as 2.5 such that
the sum of all contrast coefficients is zero). The
effect of days would then assess long-term trends
over the diary period (which are often very small)
whereas the contrast would model effects of
weekends (which can be large). Similar contrasts
can be used to model effects of expected events
or interventions that occur during the diary; days
before the event could be coded −1, and days
including the event and later could be coded 1.

The second specific feature of diary studies is
that the assumption of uncorrelated measure-
ments across days is often unrealistic. Instead,
lagged influences of the preceding days are often
modeled by including lagged variables. For
example, the effect of rejection by an outgroup
member on next days’ aggression against out-
group members can be included as a lagged
predictor in addition to the immediate effect of
rejection on the same day.

Diary studies are not limited to daily summary
reports (interval sampling where the interval is
one day). If participants report on particular
events or situations that may or may not occur
during a particular day, or that may occur multiple
times per day (event sampling, for example stress
situations, social interaction situations), these
data can also be studied with multilevel models,
with situations at Level 1, individuals at Level 2,
and (optionally) context at Level 3. In this case,
time of day or other characteristics of the situation
such as being alone versus dyadic situation versus
group situation, or the judged intensity of stress in
the situation can be used as Level 1 predictors.

Multilevel Moderation

Two types of moderation can be distinguished in
multilevel analysis: within-level moderation and
cross-level moderation. Within-level moderation
where the effect of a predictor on the outcome is
moderated by another predictor is studied exactly
as in ordinary regression analysis. Both predictors
have to be centered (or standardized), and inclu-
ded in a within-level multiple regression of the
outcome on both predictors and their product; the
product term assesses the moderation effect (see
Table 1, Model 3, where the interaction between
immigrant status and parental involvement was
studied at Level 1). As in ordinary regression,
inclusion of the product term changes the main
effects of the predictors such that the main effects
should be studied before the product term is added.

Cross-level moderation is any effect of a
higher-level predictor on a lower-level predictor
(e.g., the classroom adversity effects reported in
Table 2, or the effects of individual risks and
resources on change in adaptation reported in
Tables 3 and 4). Thus, moderation in multilevel
analysis is straightforward, and its implementation
is not difficult. One can even study the cross-level
moderation of a lower-level within-level moder-
ation effect. However, for similar reasons as for
moderation of moderation effects, such effects
should be considered with great caution because
they are in fact three-way interactions that are
unreliable unless the sample is very large.
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Multilevel Mediation

Multilevel mediation is much more complicated
than multilevel moderation because of hidden
cross-level effects. For example, it is not appro-
priate to run a mediation analysis at Level 1 of a
two-level model by simply computing the medi-
ation effect as in ordinary regression, ignoring the
multilevel structure of the data (see Preacher et al.
2010, who present the problems and propose a
general solution using multilevel structural
equation modeling). The reason is that all Level 1
variables contain Level 2 variation too unless
they are only measuring differences within Level
2 units. For example, the Level 1 immigrant status
effect in Table 1 contains also information on
effects of between-classroom differences in
immigrant status, namely the percentage of
immigrants in the classroom which varied widely
across classrooms. If one wants to study the
mediation of the effect of immigrant status on
academic achievement by individual social
adversity (all variables are at Level 1), the effects
of both the predictor and the mediator vary on
both Level 1 and Level 2, and the Level 2 com-
ponents are included in the Level 1 mediation.

Because the causal effects involved in the
Level 2 mediation part and in the Level 1 part can
be completely different (in nasty cases they may
even cancel each other if they are of equal
strength but opposite sign), it is important to
distinguish between the “pure” Level 1 part of the
mediation and the “pure” Level 2 part of the
mediation. Preacher et al. (2010) call themWithin
effects and Between effects; they are statistically

independent by definition. Ordinary applications
of multilevel modeling do not distinguish
Between effects from Within effects and instead
report a single mean estimate that combines the
two and thus confounds them. Preacher et al.
(2010) show that all possible instances of medi-
ation in two-level models can be decomposed into
Within and Between components such that causal
interpretation of the effects is improved (within
the limits of non-experimental designs).

In a two-level model, 8 different types of
mediation are possible; they are labeled by the
levels of predictor—mediator—outcome (see
Table 5). The case discussed above is a 1-1-1
mediation where all variables involved in the
mediation are Level 1 variables. The case of
2-2-2 mediation is unproblematic because all
effects are Between effects. The other mediation
types involve both Level 1 and Level 2 variables.
Because Level 2 variables are silent about Within
effects, and part of the mediation is at Level 2,
the causal effects are strictly at Level 2 only (see
Preacher et al. 2010). Only the 1-1-1 mediation is
informative about causal processes at Level 1.
These considerations show that it is important to
distinguish the level of assessment of a variable
from the level of causal processes. Level 1
variables can be involved in processes at both
Level 1 and Level 2, Level 2 variables can be
involved only in processes at Level 2.

For example, consider the case of a 2-1-1
mediation where the effect of the percentage of
immigrants in the classroom on individual aca-
demic achievement is mediated by individual
social adversity. The 2-1 part is a cross-level

Table 5 Different types of mediation in a two-level model of adaptation in context

Type Example

1-1-1 Immigrant effect on individual achievement mediated by individual social adversity

1-1-2 Immigrant effect on classroom achievement mediated by individual social adversity

1-2-1 Immigrant effect on individual achievement mediated by neighborhood adversity

1-2-2 Immigrant effect on classroom achievement mediated by neighborhood adversity

2-1-1 % immigrants in class effect on individual achievement mediated by individual social adversity

2-1-2 % immigrants in class effect on individual achievement mediated by individual social adversity

2-2-1 % immigrants in class effect on individual achievement mediated by neighborhood adversity

2-2-2 % immigrants in class effect on classroom achievement mediated by neighborhood adversity
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effect, namely the effect of a classroom variable
on an individual variable. Only causal processes
operating between classrooms can be responsible
for this effect; for example, neighborhoods with a
higher proportion of immigrants are characterized
by higher adversity; consequently, the students in
these neighborhoods are also characterized by
higher individual adversity on average. This part
of the mediation is unproblematic. Now consider
the 1-1 part. It is the effect of individual adversity
on individual achievement which confounds a
Within classroom effect with a Between class-
room effect. Only the Between classroom effect is
relevant in this case because only the Between
classroom effect of the mediator is relevant.
Therefore it would be misleading to multiply the
1-1 regression coefficient with the 2-1 regression
coefficient as in the case of ordinary mediation.
Instead, the Between component of the 1-1
regression coefficient should be multiplied with
the 2-1 regression coefficient.

A simple solution would be computing
classroom means for the mediator and the out-
come and regressing the outcome means on the
mediator means. However, if the classroom
means are not completely reliable, a more effi-
cient statistical solution is considering the
Between component as a latent variable (see
Preacher et al. 2010), and this is the point where
multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM)
is relevant. The other mediation types are ana-
lyzed similarly by considering only the Between
effect (see Preacher et al. 2010); MPlus (Muthén
and Muthén 1998–2012) scripts for analyzing the
most common multilevel mediation models can
be found at www.quantpsy.org/medn (retrieved
on February 17, 2015).

Multilevel Structural Equation
Models (MSEM)

Recent approaches to multilevel mediation use
MSEM in order to estimate Between effects as
latent variables. Recent advances in MSEM
allow for studying two-level structural equation
models where the path coefficients at Level 1
vary across the Level 2 units, and paths at Level

2 and cross-level effects are included (such
models can be estimated with MPlus; Muthén
and Muthén 1998–2012). However, often the
research questions do not concern higher-level
paths or cross-level effects. In these cases ordi-
nary structural equation models are sufficient for
estimating the path coefficients, and the nested
structure can be accounted for simply by cor-
recting the standard errors. In MPlus a single line
of syntax is sufficient to account for clustering
effects. Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2015) used SEM
for analyzing cross-lagged effects between
teacher-rated school engagement and academic
achievement, and Reitz et al. (2014) used SEM
for analyzing cross-lagged effects between family
functioning, self-efficacy, ethnic identity, and
acculturation. When the reported SEM results
were compared with SEM results where effects
of the clustering in classrooms were corrected,
the results were found to be highly similar (note
that the correlations and path coefficients are
identical in both cases, only the standard errors
and thus the significances may vary).

Thinking Clearly About Effects
at Multiple Levels

The preceding sections show how multilevel
analysis can be applied to answer research ques-
tions that concern nested data structures. Appli-
cation of multilevel analysis is not only required
for avoiding biased results but also has an impor-
tant training effect on one’s thinking about psy-
chological mechanisms. Psychologists unfamiliar
with multilevel analysis often confuse psycho-
logical mechanisms at different levels when they
interpret their data. Consider the classic study by
Robinson (1950) on reading ability in the USA in
1930. Across all federal states, the mean reading
ability in a state correlated 0.53 with the percent-
age of immigrants in the state, that is, the higher the
proportion of immigrants in a state, the better the
reading ability in this state. This may seem para-
doxical; do immigrants read better than natives?
Of course, the opposite was the case; within all
states, natives showed a higher reading ability than
immigrants. The correlation at the state level
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resulted from selective immigration; immigrants
selected states with better working opportunities
for their residence, and the natives in these states
had a higher reading ability. The seemingly para-
doxical result was not paradoxical at all, it was a
misinterpretation of the results by confusing the
level of states (Level 2) with the level of individ-
uals (Level 1). The 0.53 correlation concerned
Level 2 and informs about Between effects; it is
silent about correlations at Level 1 that inform
about Within effects. Robinson (1950) called this
confusion the ecological fallacy because the
“ecological” correlation involving environmental
differences is misinterpreted as a correlation
involving interindividual differences.

More common in psychology is the similar
confusion between intraindividual and interindi-
vidual effects. Consider the classic diary study by
Epstein (1983) where the participants reported
the intensity of emotions in particular situations.
Angriness (the average report of being angry
across all situations) and happiness (the average
report of being happy across all situations) cor-
related only slightly negatively because of
interindividual differences in the overall ten-
dency to report intense emotions (some
“unemotional” participants reported both low
angriness and low happiness, some “emotional”
participants reported both high angriness and
high happiness). In contrast, being angry and
being happy correlated strongly negatively across
situations within persons because situations
where one experiences mixed angry-happy
emotions are rare. It would be misleading to
infer from a correlation at the higher level
(sample of participants) the same correlation at
the lower level (sample of situations within par-
ticipants) or vice versa.

The correlations can even have a different
sign. For example, Cacioppo et al. (1992) mea-
sured students’ physiological arousal and facial
expressions of fear in multiple situations and
reported a positive correlation between students’
average frequency of skin conductance responses
and the average expression of fear but within
most students a negative correlation across situ-
ations between skin responses and fear

expression. After correction for attenuation,
correlations at the higher level can be expected to
be identical with those at the lower level only if
the condition of ergodicity is met (see Molenaar
and Campbell 2009). Ergodicity requires that the
intraindividual pattern is the same for all indi-
viduals in the sample such that it would suffice to
study only one individual (which would then
represent the whole population). In psychology,
such cases are extremely rare such that ergodicity
cannot be assumed. Instead, effects at the
intraindividual level have to be clearly distin-
guished from effects at the interindividual level,
and knowledge about multilevel analysis is
extremely helpful for making this distinction.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that multilevel analysis is
not only a useful tool for analyzing nested data
(individuals in context, individual development,
individual development in context) but is also
helpful to avoid the misinterpretation of
interindividual correlations in terms of intraindi-
vidual processes or intraindividual correlations in
terms of interindividual effects. Within-level
effects including moderations, cross-level
effects (cross-level moderations), various types
of multilevel mediations, and multilevel struc-
tural equation models can be studied although it
should be kept in mind that multilevel analysis is
unnecessary if higher-level and cross-level
effects are not interesting; in these cases, cor-
rection for clustering effects is sufficient.

Appendix: Statistical Software
for Multilevel Analysis

Numerous software packages can be used for
standard multilevel analysis. First, standard sta-
tistical software such as R, SAS, or SPSS contains
packages or procedures for multilevel analyses
(the R package lme4; the SAS procedure PROC
MIXED; and the SPSS procedure MIXED).
Although this is convenient for experienced users
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of this software, I recommend to beginners the
specialized software HLM (current version HLM
7; Raudenbush et al. 2011) because of its intuitive
graphical interface that helps to build more com-
plex models and to avoid confusion of levels.
A free student version is available that is only
limited in terms of the maximum number of units
and effects at different levels. A drawback of all
these alternatives is that multilevel mediation
using MSEM, and MSEM in general, cannot be
done. The software MPlus (Muthén and Muthén
1998–2012) deals with both standard multilevel
analysis and MSEM, and many MPlus scripts are
available for more advanced models including
multilevel mediation (see e.g. www.quantpsy.org/
medn, retrieved on February 17, 2015).

I recommend to methodologically more
advanced researchers to begin with running a few
standard models with HLM, apply MPlus to the
same models until the results are consistent, and
then continue with MPlus (note that the results
may show minor differences due to different
estimation procedures and significance tests).
HLM requires that special data files are prepared
before the analyses can be done, and if not all
variables are included, these data files have to be
prepared once more. MPlus is more flexible in
computing additional variables not included in
the original data set (e.g., standardized variables
or interaction terms for within-level moderation
analyses), and allows for using auxiliary vari-
ables for the imputation of missing values.
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Equivalence in Research on Positive
Development of Minority Children:
Methodological Approaches

Fons J.R. van de Vijver and Jia He

Abstract
We describe methodological challenges in studies of positive development
of minority youth. A framework is described that captures the main validity
threats in this type of research. The framework involves different types of
bias (referring to sources of systematic error in studies of minority youth).
If there is bias in a study, the comparability of constructs or scores across
minority groups can be challenged. Many procedures have been proposed
in the literature to deal with such methodological problems, which affect
either the design or the analysis of a study. We review such procedures and
pay special attention to two topics that attract much attention in recent
studies: response styles and mixed methods. It is concluded that sound
methods can help to make study results more robust and replicable.

Researchers studying positive development of
minority children face many conceptual and
methodological challenges (e.g., Motti-Stefanidi
2014; Spencer 1990). We argue that the combi-
nation of a culturally sensitive approach and rig-
orous researchmethods is crucial in advancing this

research field. Various methodological problems
in research on positive development of minority
children can be addressed by a careful design and
analysis of studies, building on the extensive
experience from cross-cultural and developmental
psychological studies of the last decades. This
chapter focuses on the methodological challenges
of comparability and validity in data obtained in
different immigrant groups. We first define and
review bias and equivalence in cross-cultural
research as a theoretical framework to address
the comparability and validity issues; we then
describe how to deal with bias and equivalence
issues, based on empirical examples; we end the
chapter with an overview of domains of current
research interest and rapid development, and a
description of possible future directions.
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Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

The research on minority children inevitably
concerns the appropriateness of measurement
and/or the comparability of one minority group
to another or to the majority group. According to
Poortinga (1995), studies with a cross-cultural
comparative nature in the 1940s based their
findings on two assumptions: firstly, existing,
notably Western, conceptualizations of psycho-
logical constructs in one culture are applicable to
other cultures; secondly, cultural contexts do not
affect the processes and outcomes of an assess-
ment. The second assumption was challenged in
the 1960s, and since then culturally sensitive
tests were promoted. In the 1980s, the pervasive
influences of culture on comparative studies
could no longer be ignored, therefore various
approaches to adapt tests and sophisticated psy-
chometric analysis tools have been developed
(e.g., Cronbach and Drenth 1972; Poortinga and
Van de Vijver 1987).

Van de Vijver and Leung (1997) put forward
a systematic classification of bias and equiva-
lence, which provides the framework to address
methodological issues of cross-cultural studies.
Bias occurs when score differences on the indi-
cators of a particular construct do not correspond
to differences in the underlying trait or ability. It
refers to systematic errors in data that are
expected to be found again were the study to be
repeated and that have an impact on the adequacy
of the measure for assessing the purported
underlying construct or the average scores of at
least of one of the cultures studied. Equivalence
refers to the implications of bias on test score
comparability. It is an indicator of the measure-
ment level at which scores obtained in different
cultural groups can be compared.

A Taxonomy of Bias

Three types of bias, namely construct, method,
and item bias, are distinguished based on the
source of invalidity (Van de Vijver 2015; Van de
Vijver and Leung 1997; Van de Vijver and

Tanzer 2004). Construct bias occurs when the
construct measured is not identical across cul-
tures, either because the concept or because the
elements taken to comprise its measure (e.g.,
attitudes, behaviors, or cognitions) are not com-
parable (Van de Vijver and Poortinga 1997). For
instance, resilience is defined by Ungar (2008) as
the capacity of individuals to navigate their way
to health-enhancing resources and the capacity of
individuals’ physical and social ecologies. The
definition may well be universally applicable;
yet, its manifestations may vary across cultures.
With minority children, resilience can manifest
itself in different ways. Drop-out is generally
recognized as a negative school outcome and an
important indicator of poor resilience (e.g.,
Masten and Coatsworth 1998); however, dropout
was found to be a positive indicator of resilience
in a group of African Canadian students to
establish dignity, personal efficacy, and inde-
pendence (Dei et al. 1997). A discussion of the
pros and cons of both operationalizations is
beyond the scope of this chapter. However, the
example illustrates that assessing resilience
requires researchers to have a good knowledge of
the cultural contexts of their studies and to take
culture-specific aspects into consideration (e.g.,
Masten and Motti-Stefanidi 2009).

Another example of construct bias comes
from acculturation research. Before describing
findings in the acculturation domain, a caveat on
terminology is needed. The literature on positive
youth development uses the concept of accul-
turation in two quite distinct meanings. In the
first, acculturation is the same as adjustment;
well acculturated children refer then to immi-
grant children who are well adjusted to their new
cultural context (e.g., Riggs 2006). The second
meaning, adopted here, is broader and views
acculturation as orientations towards both the
ethnic and mainstream culture (e.g., Neblett et al.
2012). In the psychological acculturation litera-
ture the latter view has become dominant (e.g.,
Sam and Berry 2006), whereas the former view is
common in acculturation literature in sociology
(Sakamoto et al. 2009) and public health (Lara
et al. 2005). The field of positive youth devel-
opment would gain in clarity if authors were
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more explicit about the view on acculturation
that they espouse.

It can be argued that these conventional mod-
els, notably the view of equating acculturation
with adjustment, are increasingly at oddswith how
acculturation takes place these days. In many
contexts youth does not deal with two but with
three or even more cultures. An example is
“3D-acculturation” which describes how Jamai-
can immigrants to the US simultaneously negoti-
ate the Jamaican, EuropeanAmericanmainstream,
and African American cultures (Ferguson et al.
2012). Another example is superdiversity, which
refers to neighborhoods where people from many
different ethnicities live together (Vertovec 2007);
in these neighborhoods acculturation (and iden-
tity) processes can no longer be captured in a
simple mainstream—immigrant dichotomy but
involve multiple allegiances, which can even
include cosmopolitanism (as a pan-human iden-
tity) (Van de Vijver et al. 2015).

According to Snauwaert et al. (2003), the
often employed classification in acculturation
orientations (i.e., integration, assimilation, sepa-
ration, and marginalization; Berry 1997) cannot
be taken to refer to immigrant preferences that
are the same across all life domains. These
authors studied immigrants in Belgium. If
acculturation was measured in a contact domain
(i.e., perceived desirability of having contacts
with both mainstreamers in the country of set-
tlement and immigrants from the same country of
origin), integration was preferred; most immi-
grants find it desirable to have contacts with both
groups, which in the conceptual model is taken
as evidence in favor of integration. However, if
identification with the mainstream and ethnic
culture was assessed, Snauwaert and colleagues
found support for separation, as identification
with the ethnic culture was much stronger than
identification with the mainstream culture. These
findings are in line with results obtained by
Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2003), who
found that Turkish-Dutch prefer separation in the
private domain and integration in the public
domain. These studies suggest that acculturation

orientations vary with personal involvement of
the domain and that domains with a strong per-
sonal involvement (such as identification and
religion) are most resistant to acculturative
change. As a consequence, there is no such thing
as the acculturation orientation of an immigrant
or an immigrant group. The common conceptu-
alization of acculturation orientations refers to a
domain-independent construct and does not refer
to any domain, where such domain dependence
may be part and parcel of the construct.

Method bias is a generic term for all forms of
systematic errors occurring during the process of
assessment. It can derive from sampling, struc-
tural features of the instrument, or administration
processes. Sample bias results from incompara-
bility of samples. Cross-cultural variations in
sample characteristics can be related to target
measures; confounding sample differences could
lead to observed score differences in the target
measures that do not involve valid cross-cultural
differences. A typical case in point is the
confounding of educational quality with IQ in
cross-cultural comparisons of IQ scores
obtained in very different cultural contexts.
A meta-analysis revealed that national expendi-
ture on education, which can be taken as a proxy
for educational quality, was a predictor of
cross-national differences in scores on the
Raven’s Progressive Matrices (Brouwers et al.
2009).

Instrument bias refers to incomparability
arising from instrument characteristics. In com-
paring the cognitive performances of children
from black and white groups in South Africa,
Malda et al. (2010) found that children from both
groups performed better when the version of the
test was designed for their own group, which
illustrates how differences in stimulus familiarity,
due to cultural differences, can affect
cross-cultural comparisons. Another source of
instrument bias is response styles, the systematic
tendency to use certain answer anchors on some
basis other than the target construct (Cronbach
1950). Okanda and Itakura (2010) reported that
3-year-old Japanese children tended to
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inappropriately say “yes” to yes–no questions,
although they knew the answers to the questions.
Comparing different ethnic groups in the
Netherlands, He and Van de Vijver (2013) found
that Nonwestern immigrants tend to use response
moderation strategies such as acquiescent and
midpoint responding more than Western immi-
grants and Dutch mainstreamers.

Administration bias can result from different
administration conditions (e.g., paper-and-pencil
versus online survey, individual versus group
administration), unclear instructions, and com-
munication between test administrator and
respondents, such as halo effects. For example,
African preschoolers showed higher test scores
on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-R when
tested by African American field staff than by
white field staff (Doucette-Gates et al. 1998).

Item bias, also known as Differential Item
Functioning (DIF), means that an item has a
different psychological meaning in the cultures
studied. Technically, an item is biased if persons
with the same trait or ability, but coming from
different cultures, are not equally likely to
endorse the item (Van de Vijver and Leung
1997). There are multiple sources of item bias,
both linguistic (e.g., poor translation, language
features) and cultural (e.g., inapplicability of item
contents in different cultures, and items with
ambiguous connotations). If item bias is
observed, it is important to identify explanations
for it (e.g., poor translation or inapplicability of
an item in a certain context) (Leung and Van de
Vijver 2008). In their study of interethnic atti-
tudes of German mainstream children and
Turkish children in Germany, Feddes, Noack,
and Rutland (2009) administered a four-item
scale, asking how many out-group children were
friendly, polite, smart, and bad. For Turkish
children, the item “bad” showed DIF, as it caused
a lower reliability in the Turkish group. The
authors speculated that this might be due to
children’s willingness to attribute less positive
traits to one group, but not necessarily also
attribute more negative traits to this group. Thus,
this item was dropped in their further analysis.

A Taxonomy of Equivalence

Equivalence reflects the level of comparability
across cultures. Three levels of equivalence are
identified (Van de Vijver and Leung 1997).
Whereas bias refers to sources of systematic
distortions in cross-cultural comparisons that
challenge their validity, equivalence deals with
the implications of bias for the comparability of
constructs and scores. Construct equivalence
means that the same theoretical construct is
measured in each culture studied. Construct
equivalence is a prerequisite for any
cross-cultural comparison in any study; without
it, no cross-cultural comparison involving the
construct would be valid. It is an important first
step in the statistical analysis of cross-cultural
data to explore the structure of the construct and
the adequacy of sampled items. When a construct
does not have the same meaning across the cul-
tures, researchers need to acknowledge the
incompleteness of conceptualization and can still
compare the equivalent facets of the construct
(i.e., partial invariance; Byrne et al. 1989). The
current Zeitgeist appears to emphasize identity of
constructs across cultures. In such a climate the
lack of construct equivalence can easily be
construed as a reflection of inadequacy of design,
sampling, or data administration. This is
regrettable as the observation of construct
non-equivalence can point to important
cross-cultural differences.

Measurement unit equivalence (or metric
equivalence) indicates that measures of interval
or ratio level have the same measurement unit
(metric) across cultural contexts, but they have
different scale origins. When measures show
metric equivalence, scores can be compared
within cultural groups (e.g., gender differences
can be tested in each group), but scores cannot be
compared across groups (means of females in
one group cannot be compared to means of
females in another group).

Full score equivalence (or scalar equivalence)
represents the highest level of equivalence,
which means that scales in all groups studied
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have the same measurement unit and origin.
Observed scores are then free from any type of
bias and can be compared directly within and
across cultures. When measures show full score
equivalence, analyses of variance and t tests to
examine cross-cultural differences in means are
appropriate for (and only for) this level of
equivalence.

Equivalence as a Characteristic
of a Cross-Cultural Comparison

Equivalence cannot be assumed, but should be
empirically demonstrated (Van de Vijver and
Poortinga 1997). Consequently, before means are
compared across cultures, the first research
question to address in minority children studies
should be whether there is equivalence, which is
the basis for any meaningful and valid conclu-
sion to be drawn (e.g., Benson et al. 2009;
Bodkin-Andrewsa et al. 2010; Buhs et al. 2010).
Such an analysis should be routinely conducted
in any cross-cultural comparison as a first check,
in the same way as internal consistency is
reported.

So, cross-cultural studies of immigrant youth
should report equivalence and internal consis-
tency. Internal consistency is not an intrinsic
characteristic of an instrument, but a character-
istic of scores obtained with an instrument in a
specific study. The same holds for equivalence.
Conclusions about equivalence are based on
analyses of data obtained in specific samples.
Studies of minority youth are often based on
non-probability sampling; as a consequence,
generalizability of conclusions about equivalence
may be limited. Like internal consistency,
equivalence has to be examined and demon-
strated in each study.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

It requires careful design, implementation, and
statistical analysis to ensure equivalence (e.g.,
Cheung and Rensvold 2002; Van de Vijver and

Tanzer 2004). We propose to integrate the
strategies at different stages of a study, focusing
on best practices in the design and implementa-
tion stage and on statistical measures that can
empirically test equivalence in the analysis stage.

Design and Implementation Strategies

Choice of Instrument
In the conceptualization and design stage of a
study involving minority children, a decision has
to be made as to whether an existing instrument
will be used or whether a new instrument is to be
developed. The choice should depend on more
than the availability of an existing instrument.
Available instruments have the advantage that
they often have been tried and tested, usually in
Western groups. Notably when such instruments
have shown robust psychometric properties, there
may be an expectation that similar characteristics
will be found in other cultural groups, although
obviously, such characteristics have to be shown.
However, it is not a foregone conclusion that
instruments applied in their original form can
transcend language and culture differences in a
new context (e.g., Peña 2007). A major weakness
of most existing instruments is that they have not
been developed with a cross-cultural target group
in mind. Therefore, even if their psychometric
properties are favorable, their cultural adequacy
may be problematic. It is often all too easily
assumed that the instrument may work well and
that equivalence analyses can be used to identify
possible problems. The development of minority
children can be easily construed as “deviant” if
majority-based norms are used as starting point
(Spencer 1990). Therefore, we argue that the
choice of an instrument in studies on minority
children and youth should be approached from a
broader perspective, balancing substantive and
psychometric concentrations.

We argue that three options are available in
instrument choice: adoption, adaptation, and
assembly (Van de Vijver and Leung 1997).
Adoption involves the use of the original of a
measure (and applying a close translation of an
instrument if needed) in another cultural group or
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context. The main advantages are that the process
is simple to implement and it makes a direct
comparison of scores possible (assuming that
equivalence can be demonstrated); yet, adoption
can only be used when the items in the source
and target language versions adequately cover
the construct measured and the response formats
are appropriate in the new contexts (Harkness
2003). Adaptation is a combination of a close
translation of certain stimuli and modification of
other stimuli; an adaptation is preferred when
adoption of all stimuli is inadequate for linguis-
tic, cultural, or psychometric reasons. Nowadays,
adaptation has become more and more frequently
used and the term is often used as the de facto
standard in working with tests in multiple con-
texts. The change of word signifies the change of
emphasis in the process of working with multiple
language versions. There is a change from a
linguistic to a multidisciplinary perspective in
which in addition to language, cultural informa-
tion and psychological knowledge about the
target constructs are viewed as essential in
preparing stimulus materials for a new cultural
context. Assembly refers to the compilation of a
new measure; it is indicated when neither adop-
tion nor adaptation would be adequate. Assembly
can maximize the cultural appropriateness of an
instrument, but it renders numerical comparisons
of scores across cultures impossible.

The choice for any of the three options should
depend on the target cultures and research aims.
Adoption is favored if the goal is to compare
scores across-cultures directly, whereas adapta-
tion and assembly are better to enhance the
suitability of the instrument for the context in
which it will be administered. It is important to
note that there is no intrinsically superior option;
adoption, adaptation, or assembly can be the best
choice, given the balance required between psy-
chometric and cultural considerations.

Adoption has long been viewed as the default
choice in cross-cultural research; it is often the
“quick-and-dirty” choice that combines relatively
little effort to create an instrument for a new
group with high levels of comparability. How-
ever, adopting an existing instrument may con-
ceal interesting cross-cultural differences that are

not covered by the items of an existing instru-
ment. When adopting an existing instrument, the
question is implicitly or explicitly asked whether
this instrument, developed for another group, is
adequate in the new group. However, the cul-
turally more appropriate question would be: Is
the existing instrument the best possible to
measure the target construct in the new cultural
group? There is a subtle, yet important difference
in perspective between these two questions: in
the first perspective one culture is taken as frame
of reference whereas in the second perspective
there is a balance between the perspectives.

Pretests and Standardization
of Procedures
It is recommended to carry out pilot studies and
cognitive interviews before the field work (Willis
2005), because they can provide information
about the adequacy of the instrument in a specific
cultural context, reveal possible design problems,
and serve to reduce the likelihood of systematic
measurement bias. Pilot studies are particularly
important when measures are to be assembled
from scratch or transported to locations with a
large geographic and cultural distance from the
culture in which the original instrument was
developed. For example, cognitive interviewing
elicits respondents’ opinions on the response
process, which serves as an effective tool to
detect possible bias (e.g., Friborg et al. 2006).
The target population should be involved at an
early stage for consultation to have assessment of
high levels of acceptability and meaningfulness
for ethnic minority children (Leff et al. 2006).

When implementing the study, all field
workers should abide by a standard protocol,
which may include a standardized training for all
interviewers. Additional elements aimed to
reduce bias, notably method bias, involve the
specification of suitable administration condi-
tions (e.g., individual assessment or group
assessment) and administration modes (e.g.,
face-to-face interview, telephone interview,
paper-and-pencil survey or online survey) and
monitoring the interaction of interviewers and
interviewees (in case of halo effects). Other
measures such as clear instruction and examples,

58 F.J.R. van de Vijver and J. He



detailed field work documentation, assessment of
response styles, and test-retest comparisons may
also contribute to the minimization of biases
(Van de Vijver and Tanzer 2004).

Statistical Strategies

After administration, various analytic approaches
to detect bias and ensure equivalence in collected
data can be applied. In this section, we illustrate
the utilization of factor analysis at the scale level
and Differential Item Functioning analysis
(DIF) at the item level.

Factor Analysis
Both Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) can be used
to examine construct bias, whereas it is the
advantage of CFA that it can also detect item bias
(Vandenberg and Lance 2000). When the
underlying structure of a construct is unclear,
EFA is preferred in investigating and comparing
factor structures. The use of EFA (and various
other dimensionality-reducing techniques) to
study equivalence is based on a simple reason-
ing: identical constructs are measured in all
groups if the structure of an instrument, as ana-
lyzed with these techniques, is the same across
cultures. So, identity of factors (or dimensions) is
taken as sufficient evidence for equivalence.
Comparisons of multiple cultures can be con-
ducted either in a pairwise or in a one-to-all
manner (in the latter case each culture is com-
pared with the combined solution; Van de Vijver
and Poortinga 2002). Target rotations are
employed to compare the structure across cul-
tures and to evaluate factor congruence, often by
means of the computation of Tucker’s phi coef-
ficient, which tests to what extent factors are
identical across cultures. Values of the coefficient
above 0.90 are usually considered to be adequate
and above 0.95 to be excellent (Van de Vijver
and Leung 1997). Yağmur and Van de Vijver
(2012) compared self-report acculturation and
language orientations of Turkish immigrants in
four host countries, and the structural equiva-
lence of all the scales were established by

pairwise target comparisons of factor solutions of
each scale in the four countries. Such a procedure
ensures comparability across Turkish immigrants
across host countries.

CFA, as one application of structural equation
modeling procedures, is often employed when the
structure of the construct can be derived from
theory or previous work. An acceptable fit from
the CFA indicates that the hypothesized factor
structure can be accepted, and there is evidence for
equivalence. CFA can test hierarchical models
based on information of covariance matrix. For
example, if we set to examine whether the same
one-factor model holds in various cultures, a series
of nested models are usually tested (Cheung and
Rensvold 2002). The configural invariance model
specifies that the same latent construct with the
same indicators are assumed. In the measurement
weights model, factor loadings on the latent vari-
able are constrained to be equal across cultures. If
a multigroup confirmatory factor analysis yields a
satisfactory fit, the construct under investigation
can be said to have construct equivalence. In the
intercept invariance model, items are constrained
to have the same intercept across cultures. A sat-
isfactory fit of the intercept invariance model
provides evidence that there is no item bias. Var-
ious additional types of invariance have been
proposed; for example, in a structural covariance
model the covariances of latent factors are identi-
cal across groups; a structural residual model
refers to identity of the error component of the
latent variable; a measurement residuals model
specifies the identity of error component of the
items. Although it is quite clear that factor loading
and intercept invariance are the most important
aspects, there is no agreement in the literature
about the importance of the other types of invari-
ance. When full invariance cannot be reached, it is
also possible to resort to partial invariance by
removing the constraints of equal factor loadings
and/or intercepts in non-invariant items (Byrne
2001; Byrne and Van de Vijver 2010).

Model fit in CFA is usually evaluated by χ2

tests, their significance, and tests of the change in
χ2 values between different models of invariance.
Additional and frequently used indices include
the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI; acceptable above
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0.90 and excellent above 0.95), Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA;
acceptable below 0.06 and excellent below 0.04),
and Comparative Fit Index (CFI; acceptable
above 0.90 and excellent above 0.95). Whether
or not a more restricted model is acceptable can
be established by the change of Comparative Fit
Index; changes of values within 0.01 from the
less restricted to the more restricted model usu-
ally suggest acceptable fit of the latter (Byrne
2001; Van de Vijver and Poortinga 1997).

The technique, combined with other strategies,
has been used in research on positive development
of minority children, and proven to prolific.
Michaels, Barr, Roosa, and Knight (2007) used
multigroup CFA to check the equivalence of the
five domains of self-esteem among Anglo, Mexi-
can, Africa and Native American youths aged 9–
14 years of low-income, inner-city school district
in a large metropolitan area in the southwestern
United States. Scalar equivalence was reached for
the global self-worth and scholastic competence
domain, whereas other domains only showed
scalar equivalence in some of those groups, indi-
cating that these domains were only meaningful to
certain ethnic groups or that items might not
adequately represent the construct in all groups.
White, Umaña-Taylor, Knight, and Zeiders (2011)
investigated the cross-language measurement
equivalence of three components of ethnic identity
(i.e., exploration, resolution, and affirmation)
among Mexican American early adolescents.
They reported scalar equivalence of measures of
exploration and resolution across language ver-
sions and compared full and partial invariance
models to draw conclusions on overall compara-
bility. Researchers are encouraged to use these
statistic tools to demonstrate comparability of data
before making inferences on cultural differences
and similarities.

DIF Analysis
DIF (item bias) analysis targets the identification
of anomalous items. DIF refers to the problems
caused by the differing probabilities of correctly
solving or endorsing an item after matching on
the underlying ability that the item is intended to
measure in different cultures (Zumbo 2007).

With some exceptions, DIF analysis is applicable
only to one-dimensional constructs; therefore for
multidimensional constructs, DIF analysis should
be performed per dimension. There are many
models and procedures one can follow to detect
uniform and non-uniform item bias, including
ANOVA, logistic regression, item response the-
ory, and the Mantel-Haenszel method. Computer
programs to conduct tehse procedures to study
DIF are widely available; examples are logistic
regression using SPSS (Zumbo 1999) and
Mantel-Haenszel using EASY-DIF (Gonzalez
et al. 2011).

Applications of DIF analyses in the literature
on positive youth development tend to be part of
invariance testing procedures using structural
equation modeling where invariance of intercepts
(taken as absence of item bias) is tested. A first
example comes from a study on invariance in
development (Bowers et al. 2010). Using a lon-
gitudinal design, these authors tested whether the
structure of measures gauging the Five Cs (i.e.,
Competence, Confidence, Connection, Charac-
ter, and Caring; see Lerner this volume) of Pos-
itive Youth Development were the same among
920 youth across grades 8, 9, and 10. They found
evidence for scalar invariance of the measures
across these grades, suggesting that their measure
can be used to assess the Five Cs in a comparable
manner in this age range. A second example is
due to Shek and Ma (2010), who tested the
gender invariance of the structure of the Chinese
Positive Youth Development Scale in a large
sample of lower-secondary school students
attending a positive youth development program
in Hong Kong. They found evidence of scalar
invariance of the 15 basic dimensions of this
scale and four higher-order factors (i.e.,
cognitive-behavioral competencies, prosocial
attributes, positive identity and general positive
youth development qualities).

Focus Areas of Development

In this section we review specific topics in
cross-cultural research methods that are relevant
for the study of positive youth development. Each

60 F.J.R. van de Vijver and J. He



area has the potential to lead to more insights in
this development. We discuss (a) response styles
and (b) mixed methods. For an overview of recent
developments in multilevel modeling, another
rapidly evolving field that is relevant for positive
youth development, we refer to Asendorpf’s
chapter in this volume.

Response Styles

Self-reports using a Likert-type response format
continue to be important in the study of youth
development. It has been argued repeatedly that
their advantages (easy to administer and analyze)
are offset by their shortcomings, notably their
susceptibility to impression management
(Paulhus 1986) and common method variance
(Podsakoff et al. 2003). Four response styles
have been frequently studied: Acquiescent
Response Style (tendency to agree irrespective of
item content), Midpoint Response Style (ten-
dency to choose the midpoint or scores around
the midpoint of the response scale), Extremity
Response Style (tendency to choose the extremes
of response scales), and Social Desirability
(tendency to choose responses that are in line
with perceived norms about what is appropriate
in a culture) (e.g., Van Vaerenbergh and Thomas
2013). In one of the few studies that used a
measure of response styles (more specifically,
social desirability), Papacharisis et al. (2005)
evaluated the effectiveness of a life skills pro-
gram, that was administered to adolescent vol-
leyball and soccer players during their regular
practice hours. The trained life skills were goal
setting, problem solving, and positive thinking.
The authors found that a social desirability scale
did not show correlations with questionnaire
items, such as items about self-beliefs. The
authors concluded that it was very unlikely that
social desirability would have any influence on
their findings. Gilman et al. (2008) administered
the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction
Scale to 1338 youth adolescents from Ireland, the
US, China, and South Korea. In line with liter-
ature on the strong response modesty of East

Asians, the authors found that American and
Irish adolescents reported more extremity and
acquiescence than Chinese and South Koreans
did.

In an attempt to integrate response styles, He
and Van de Vijver (2013) found in studies of
adults from different ethnic groups in the
Netherlands that all styles merge in a single
factor; this General Response Style factor has
Social Desirability and Extremity Response Style
as positive indicators and Acquiescent and
Midpoint response Style as negative indicators.
At the individual level, the General Response
Style is related to all Big Five personality traits
and several values (such as embeddedness). At
country level, the factor is negatively related to
countries’ socioeconomic development (with less
affluent countries showing higher scores on
Social Desirability and Extremity Response
Style). The existence of more restrictive norms in
less developed countries which emphasize con-
formity and promote amplified self-expression
may underlie these higher scores (He et al. 2014).
The General Response Style was even found in a
large cross-cultural study that used the Occupa-
tional Personality Questionnaire (OPQ32), a
forced-choice format personality measure
designed to be less affected by response styles
than regular personality measures.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that
response styles are better viewed as communi-
cation styles (amplifying versus moderating of
responses), internalized as part of the socializa-
tion process (Smith 2004), than as deliberate
errors or distortions. Much old research into
response styles was based on the idea that these
styles should be eliminated, notably the influence
of social desirability was to be eliminated
(Nederhof 1985). However, there is increasing
evidence that validity is not increased by cor-
recting for response styles. Ones et al. (1996)
demonstrated that job performance is not better
predicted after “peeling off” response styles from
applicants’ self-reports; in the same vein, He and
Van de Vijver (2015) found that statistical cor-
rections for the response style did not affect the
size or patterning of cross-cultural differences in
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teacher reports. These findings suggest that we
may need to reconceptualize and refine our views
on response styles.

Most studies of response styles involved
adults; therefore, extending these findings to
positive youth development awaits confirmation.
Still, the picture that emerges is rather clear.
Response styles are real, replicable, and can
explain sizeable amounts of variance in
cross-cultural studies (we found examples of
more than 20 %; He et al. 2014); yet, individual
differences in response styles explain consider-
ably more variance than cross-cultural differ-
ences do. However, statistical corrections may
create a false sense of security as these may not
increase the validity and typically cannot statis-
tically “explain away” cross-cultural differences.

Mixed Methods

Scientific progress can be stifled by persistent
controversies. The best best-known example in
the field of cross-cultural methods is the emic-etic
distinction (Pike 1967). The emic perspective is
associated with the qualitative approach (under-
standing a culture from within), whereas the etic
perspective is associated with the quantitative
approach (comparing samples from different
cultural groups). The two camps have long been
at loggerheads. Yet, there is good reason for try-
ing to integrate qualitative and quantitative pro-
cedures more (Van de Vijver 2015); the strengths
and weaknesses of both procedures are comple-
mentary, so that they do not only have their own
methods but also their own research questions.
The richness of qualitative research, with its
emphasis on an open approach to reality, has its
main strength in exploring new constructs and
cultures. The main strength of quantitative pro-
cedures is their rigor and allowance to test
specific hypotheses. So, qualitative procedures
are best in the context of discovery, whereas
quantitative procedures are best in the context of
justification (Reichenbach 1938).

In the last decades we have witnessed the
emergence of so-called mixed methods that
combine qualitative and quantitative methods

(Tashakkori and Teddlie 2010). The most fre-
quent combination is a study in which in a first
phase qualitative methods are used (in
cross-cultural studies this is often used to
examine the context), followed by a quantitative
stage in which a survey is conducted. However,
other combinations are possible, such as a
quantitative study with a qualitative follow-up
(the procedure is described by Onwuegbuzie and
Leech 2004). The statistical procedure will yield
outliers, which would be adolescents with
exceptionally low or high resilience scores, given
their parenting style scores. Follow-up interviews
with these adolescents are then conducted to
identify which factors could have contributed to
their extreme scores.

An important and not yet fully developed
methodological component of mixed-methods is
triangulation (Denzin 2012), which amounts to
the question of how the qualitative and quanti-
tative evidence can be combined. If two types of
evidence provide convergent information, trian-
gulation is straightforward. As an example, Van
de Vijver et al. (2015; see also Blommaert 2013)
were interested in the identity of immigrants in a
superdiverse area in Oud-Berchem, a suburb of
Antwerp, Belgium. Superdiversity refers to the
presence of many ethnic groups in a single
neighborhood, thereby creating their own mix-
tures, dynamics, and relationships. The common
distinction between ethnic and mainstream cul-
ture does not suffice to describe the cultural
richness and complexities of such neighbor-
hoods. Using an ethnographic approach, these
authors found a rather strong cohesion in the area
despite its huge ethnic diversity. This qualitative
leg of the study led to the expectation that the
immigrant inhabitants would show rather strong
Belgian, ethnic, and cosmopolitan identities,
which was confirmed in a quantitative survey.
The convergence of the qualitative and quanti-
tative results made the results easy to interpret.
Suppose now that Belgian and cosmopolitan
identity scores would have been low. Triangu-
lation of results could then become problematic
unless a clear interpretation of the low scores
could be given (e.g., poor measurement or
complete lack of coherence in the neighborhood).
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Mixed-methods applications in the field of
positive youth development have been reported.
For example, Henderson et al. (2005) were
interested in the influence of organized camp
programs on growth and development of youth
in the US. They derived quantitative (pre-post
surveys) and qualitative evidence (observations)
from a total of six camps. The data included pre-
and post-questionnaires given to campers (youth)
to measure domains, such as positive identity,
social skills, positive values, and thinking and
physical skills. The qualitative part focused more
on camp characteristics and included observa-
tions on the structure and delivery of the pro-
gram. There was some convergence of the main
findings of both approaches: the camps that
showed significant pre-post differences had also
the programs that yielded more favorable quali-
tative data. Yet, at a more detailed level, it was
difficult to link qualitative data about the camps
to (quantitative) changes in youth. The latter is a
common problem in triangulating quantitative
and qualitative data: both types of data often
address somewhat different issues (such as a
more contextual, qualitative analysis and a more
individual-oriented quantitative approach).

A second example uses a very different and
common type of triangulation: qualitative evi-
dence is converted to quantitative evidence (or the
other way around) so that triangulation takes
place within a single data mode. This is easier
than cross-mode triangulation. For example, if
qualitative data are quantified, regular statistical
approaches can be employed to analyze conver-
gence with the other, quantitative data. In a study
designed to explore links between perceived
family support, acculturation, and life satisfac-
tion, Edwards and Lopez (2006) studied Mexican
American adolescents. Qualitative data came
from a thematic analysis of open-ended responses
to a question about life satisfaction; notably if
existing instruments may fail to cover all relevant
aspects in a certain group, such an open approach
has important advantages. The other constructs
were assessed using quantitative instruments. The
quantified life satisfaction data were then used as
dependent variables in a regression analysis, with
perceived support from family and Mexican and

Anglo acculturation orientations as predictors. As
expected, both independent variables were sig-
nificant predictors of life satisfaction.

Future Directions

Positive development of minority children is an
emerging field; its potential to further promote
children’s welfare is remarkable, as it has been
repeatedly demonstrated that protective factors
are at least as important than risk factors in child
development (e.g., Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012).
Compared to decades ago, an impressive number
of studies have been conducted and we have
gained valuable experience informing us what
(not) to do in these studies. We argued in this
chapter that the quality of research on minority
children could be improved by paying more
attention to methodological issues. Adequately
designed, conducted, and analyzed studies are
often easier to interpret, have to deal with fewer
alternative score interpretations, and are more
insightful as they deal with cultural factors more
adequately. If we use the tools and experience
reviewed in this chapter, the future of positive
development studies on minority children is
bright and we can expect to considerably enlarge
our insights in the cross-cultural differences and
similarities of child development.
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Section II

Individual Level Influences

The Puzzle of Coaction and the Imbroglio of
Paradox

In their recent recapitulation of Relational
Developmental Systems (RDS) theory, Lerner
et al. (2015) argued that developmental science is
a non-ergodic field. Human development is
viewed as an embodied phenomenon that
involves ongoing coaction (mutual influences)
between an individual and the multiple systems
in which the individual is embedded. Humans are
active self-regulating agents functioning within
active self-regulating interconnected systems.
From this perspective, what does positive
development mean and how does one come to
understand individual differences using such a
framework? Each of the chapters in this section,
in its own way, takes a shot at answering these
two questions—but the authors candidly admit
that the information available does not allow one
to fully answer either question.

Assary and Pluess immediately confronted the
problem of “What does positive development
mean?” as applied to minority youth. As they
note, for some it means that absence of a likely
bad outcome (e.g., psychopathology). For others,
including the editors of this volume and Lerner
and colleagues (2015), it means more—thriving.
The latter perspective has advantages in the sense
of appreciating that developmental domains are
integrated and that strengths in one domain tend
to support strengths in others. The notion about
self-productivity in the work of Cunha and
Heckman (2007) reflects such a belief. In that
regard, the finding that exposure to multiple
languages early in life appears to enhance

executive functioning (as discussed in the
chapter by Escobar and Tamis-LeMonda) seems
revealing. On the other hand, the chapters by
Lansford and by Vedder and van Geel remind us
that it is not yet clear how exposure to different
ideas and practices concerning appropriate social
behavior within and across family, peer, and
community contexts leads to greater social
competence, higher achievement, or emotional
well-being. Unfortunately, as Lansford aptly
noted, most of what we know about individual
differences in human characteristics comes from
studies done in WEIRD countries (i.e., Western,
educated, industrialized, rich, democratic). Most
minority children do not live in WEIRD coun-
tries; and, even when they do, many occupy a
developmental niche that is quite different from
majority children in those countries (Super and
Harkness 1986). Different cultures (and minori-
ties living in a dominant culture) have both dif-
ferent values regarding what needs to be
developed and different ways of promoting
children’s development (Bornstein 1985). The
degree of alignment between the structures,
processes, and resources used to promote par-
ticular goals for children varies across develop-
mental niches. To the degree that everything in
every system connected to a child is “in synch”,
development in a particular domain is likely to
proceed at a good pace. However, things may not
always be in good alignment for minority chil-
dren. If not, it can have profound implications for
“what” develops and how fast it develops—and
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sometimes what emerges seems paradoxical.
Interesting in this regard is the discussion of the
movement toward radicalization by some
Muslim youth in Europe, even though many of
them attend excellent schools and receive solid
emotional support from family and peers. It is
further evidence that to some degree “everything
counts” and that there is dynamic interplay
between individual and all of the affordances
present in the environment.

The notion of person-in-context is addressed
in every chapter. It is at the heart of the chapter
by Assary and Pluess. The differential suscepti-
bility and vantage sensitivity frameworks address
biologically connected dispositions that increase
or decrease a person’s sensitivity to environ-
mental affordances. These frameworks suggest
that positive development will be more likely for
minority youth who have certain genetically
driven characteristics when those youth have
supportive encounters with the environment.
Consider as an example Asian minority groups in
the US. As noted in the chapters by Lansford,
Asian societies often place high value on edu-
cational achievement and Asian parents often
spend time encouraging academic efforts.
A temperamentally reactive Asian child may
especially benefit if parents are both supportive
and highly encouraging of the child’s investment
in education. At the same time, positive devel-
opment will be less likely if those same youth
have non-supportive encounters (e.g., acts of
discrimination), as was the case with African-
American adolescents (Brody et al. 2011). As is
noted in every chapter, minority families are
frequently faced with a multitude of contextual
risks (e.g., poverty, discrimination, household
instability, low social support/capital) that
decrease the likelihood that minority children
will adapt well and show positive development.
These same factors also decrease the likelihood
of good parenting, positive support from others
in the community, and ready access to commu-
nity resources (i.e., potentially offsetting con-
textual conditions). In effect, the coaction that
occurs between minority youth and the various

aspects of their overall environments often does
not bode well for optimal development. That
said, as Assary and Pluess make clear, being a
member of a minority group does not mean that
one faces environmental risks. Indeed, some
minority groups enjoy privileged status.

The chapters in this section address a broad
range of individual characteristics: attachment
relationships (Malda and Mesman); language
competence (Esccobar and Tamis-LeMonda);
identity development (Vedder & van Geel);
achievement, moral development, and social
development (Lansford); and maladaptive
behavior (Lansford; Assary and Pluess). In
addressing what research shows about factors
known to impact developmental course, the
authors give due consideration to systems theories
that view children’s development as embedded in
layers of interconnected systems: from family to
school to community to cultural and political.
Several of the authors make note of the fact that
the interplay among these systems makes it diffi-
cult to isolate how minority status per se “influ-
ences” the course of development, independent of
factors such as SES, nativity, geography, and
community resources. The authors discuss the
problems of trying to use standardized measures
in studies of minority children. Not only is there
the worry that the form some characteristic takes
(e.g., respectful behavior towards adults) could be
different in different groups (Bornstein 1985); but
the assumption of “sameness” across groups with
respect to phenomena being measured is ques-
tionable (Lerner et al. 2015)—is social savvy even
the same thing across groups? In effect,
researchers may well be comparing apples to
oranges in many studies of minority children or at
least comparing two kinds of apples.

The final chapter by Vedder and van Geel
would seem to offer an enlightening perspective
with which to view the development of minority
children and to consider what individual differ-
ences in minority children tell us as scientists,
practitioners, and policy makers. Their chapter
deals with the development of identity—who am
I? Forming attachment relationships with key
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caregivers directly connects to a child’s emerging
sense of whom she or he is (Malda and Mesman).
In a similar way, language skills contribute
to one’s understanding of self, others, objects and
how to engage the environment (Escobar and
Tamis-LeMonda). The places where children
grow up and the settings they inhabit also gives
children a perspective on who they are, what
things they should be doing, and how they
should react to the people and events they
encounter (Lansford). If, as Vedder and van Geel
made clear, the messages and structures are
fractured or if resources and reinforcements are
not optimally aligned, then it can lead to identity
diffusion or a decision to identify oneself with a
group or a purpose that has negative conse-
quences. As Lerner and colleagues argued,
optimal development (which includes a positive,
well-consolidated sense of identity) requires
ongoing supportive coaction between person and
environment, where each brings many mutually
supportive assets to ongoing encounters. When
this happens, it becomes more likely that a
minority child will commit to being someone

who contributes not only to his or her own
well-being but also to the benefit of the com-
munity she or he inhabits.
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Parental Sensitivity and Attachment
in Ethnic Minority Families

Maike Malda and Judi Mesman

Abstract
Attachment is considered a universal human need and, although relevant
studies are scarce, it appears that the main tenets of attachment theory (i.e.,
children becoming attached to one or more particular caregivers, the
normativity of secure attachment patterns, and the positive effects of
parental sensitivity) are also applicable to non-Western cultural groups,
including ethnic minorities. Parental sensitivity and secure attachment
appear to occur at a lower rate in ethnic minority than in ethnic majority
families, but such differences can generally be ascribed to group differences
in socioeconomic status and related social challenges. Attachment-based
intervention efforts specifically aimed at enhancing parenting practices
among ethnic minorities exist, but there is a scarcity of studies testing their
effectiveness. It is also important to pay more attention to the ethnicity of
coders in the mostly observational methods of attachment research, as there
is evidence that coder ethnicity may influence scoring. Finally, the field
would greatly benefit from a more theoretical and more overarching
approach to how attachment-related family functioning might vary
depending on migration background (e.g., refugee, labor migration,
postcolonial migration), and the extent to which they are linguistically,
culturally, and religiously (dis)similar to the ethnic majority.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Attachment theory is based on evolutionary and
ethological considerations, and was formulated
as a universally applicable framework describing
the bond between caregivers and infants
(Bowlby 1969). Attachment refers to a child’s
innate tendency to seek proximity to one or more
specific caregivers in times of distress or danger.
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In a secure child–parent attachment relationship,
the use of the parent as a haven of security in
times of need is in balance with the
child’s age-appropriate exploration behavior in
non-threatening situations (Ainsworth et al.
1978; Cassidy 2008). The child–parent attach-
ment relationship is viewed from an organiza-
tional perspective, meaning that its function is
central to its definition, not its context-specific
manifestation (Sroufe and Waters 1977). In other
words: the function of children’s attachment
behavior is to be close to one or more preferred
caregivers who can provide a safe haven when
necessary, but what this behavior looks like may
vary across cultures (see also Mesman et al.
2016a). This has also been referred to as uni-
versality without uniformity (Schweder and
Sullivan 1993).

One of the most researched parenting predic-
tors of a secure child–caregiver relationship is
parental sensitivity, defined as a parent’s ability to
notice child signals, interpret these signals
correctly, and respond to these signals promptly
and appropriately (Ainsworth et al. 1974). These
components of parental behavior refer to
universally relevant aspects of caregiving,
including proximity to the child (necessary
for protection and meeting basic needs) and
contingent responding (promoting social
development). Consistent with an organization
approach to the attachment relationship, the def-
inition focuses on the appropriateness of parental
interventions based on the child’s responses
(emphasizing the function of providing a
predictable and safe haven) rather than on a fixed
list of specific parenting behaviors (Mesman and
Emmen 2013; Mesman et al. 2012a). The
assumption that sensitive parenting fosters the
development of a secure attachment relationship
has been confirmed in two meta-analyses
(Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. 2003; De Wolff
and Van IJzendoorn 1997). In addition, both
parental sensitivity and a secure child–parent
attachment relationship have been found to
predict positive child outcomes across various
domains of functioning, including cognitive
competence, language development, and
social-emotional well-being (e.g., Bernier et al.

2010; Groh et al. 2014; Sroufe et al. 2005;
Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2001). Studies of attach-
ment security as well as parental sensitivity have
mostly been done with mothers, although
attachment theory and research is increasingly
focusing on fathers as well (e.g., Bretherton 2010;
Grossmann et al. 2002).

One of the main questions in cross-cultural
research in general, and in research addressing
ethnic minority populations in particular is
whether the major assumptions of attachment
theory, developed by Western researchers and
tested on Western samples, are applicable to
non-Western cultural groups and whether
maternal and paternal sensitivity and secure
attachment are also beneficial to child develop-
ment in these groups. Although the formation of
an attachment relationship between child and
caregiver is expected to be universal, the specific
nature of the relationship and its suggested cor-
relates could be culture-specific (Van IJzendoorn
and Sagi-Schwartz 2008). Despite the fact that
only a limited number of cross-cultural studies
have been conducted relative to the total amount
of research on attachment, existing data on par-
enting from a range of countries shows that
children use their mothers as a secure base from
which to explore the world (Posada et al. 2013).
This is also true for fathers (Bretherton 2010),
but father–child attachment has been much less
studied in countries outside the Western world.
Support for the universality and normativeness of
the attachment construct has been found in
Africa, Israel, Latin America and in East and
South-East Asia with mothers (Mesman et al.
2016a). The three primary attachment patterns of
secure, avoidant, and ambivalent attachment
were found in all studied contexts, and the secure
pattern was most common across all groups. In
keeping with the notion of universality without
uniformity, the specific behaviors that indicate
secure attachment do differ between cultural
groups. For example, Gusii infants in Kenya are
used to being greeted with a handshake by their
caregivers. Consistent with this custom, secure
infants would reach out to an adult with one arm
to receive the expected handshake after a brief
separation (as a North-American child would
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hold up two arms for a hug), whereas the inse-
cure infants would avoid the adult or reach and
then pull away after the adult approached
(Kermoian and Leiderman 1986).

With regard to maternal sensitivity, a recent
study showed strong convergence between
maternal beliefs about the ideal mother and
attachment theory’s description of the sensitive
mother across 26 cultural groups from 15 coun-
tries (Mesman et al. 2016b). Also, a review of
observational studies of sensitivity supports the
notion that the construct of sensitivity shows
meaningful relations with child outcomes outside
the cultural areas in which these instruments
were developed (Mesman and Emmen 2013),
and some have addressed sensitivity in fathers in
cultural minority families in the U.S. as well
(e.g., Kelley et al. 1998). Further, a growing
number of studies in non-Western countries
confirm the beneficial outcomes of sensitive
parenting (Mesman et al. 2016a).

Although the above discussed findings con-
firm the universal relevance of the attachment
and sensitivity concepts, their cross-cultural
applicability has also been criticized. It has
been suggested that the construct of attachment
by definition implies independence and auton-
omy of the child as important values and goals
whereas this behavioral pattern is not in line with
the values and socialization goals of many
non-Western cultural groups with cultural ori-
entations that focus on relatedness emphasizing
the social community in which people develop
(Otto and Keller 2014). However, the dichoto-
mous view on cultural orientation has been crit-
icized, and it is now more accepted to view
cultures on continuous scales, and as containing
elements of different cultural models (e.g.,
Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2007). Further, viewing
sensitivity and attachment as uniform without
room for cultural variation in their manifestations
is also no longer the norm (Mesman et al.
2016a). For example, Posada et al. (2002)
examined both the operationalization of the
sensitivity construct and the relation with
attachment security in the US and Colombia. The
overall relations between the constructs were
similar, but the specific behavioral content

showed some differences. This is in line with
studies describing culture-specific contingency
patterns in the interaction between mother and
infant (Carra et al. 2014; Kärtner et al. 2010) and
reflects the idea that although parenting behav-
iors may come in different forms (e.g., nursing
and rocking), they tend to have a similar function
(e.g., comforting a distressed infant) (Bornstein
1995).

Another interesting study comparing Anglo
and Puerto Rican infants (matched on SES)
showed that maternal physical control (observed
use of physical contact to manipulate, limit, or
control the infant’s movements), was related to
insecure attachment in the Anglo sample, but to
secure attachment in the Puerto Rican sample
(Carlson and Harwood 2003). These results may
have something to with the fact that the interac-
tional context can moderate the relation between
parenting and child outcomes. For example, high
maternal warmth has been found to attenuate the
negative effects of maternal intrusiveness (which
is similar to control) on child development in
African-American families (Ispa et al. 2004). The
higher normativeness of controlling behaviors in
certain ethnic minorities may result in less neg-
ative effects of these behaviors on children
depending on other aspects of the quality of
parenting. Unfortunately, the samples in the
Carlson and Harwood study (2003) were too
small to test moderation effects, and too small
and homogenous to detect a substantial range in
sensitivity scores so that potential effects of this
variable were difficult to capture.

Because the current chapter focuses on ethnic
minority children rather than on indigenous cul-
tural groups, the ongoing debate about the
cross-cultural applicability of the constructs and
measures of attachment and maternal sensitivity
may be of less relevance. Ethnic minority families
live their lives in the context of a majority group
with its specific ideas on which parenting and
child behaviors are expected and appropriate in
public domains, such as school and work settings.
Ethnic minority families generally hold on to
certain norms and values of their culture of origin,
mostly in private settings, and at the same time,
these families adopt characteristics of the

Parental Sensitivity and Attachment in Ethnic Minority Families 73



majority group, mainly in public settings
(Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver 2003). Ethnic
minority families generally value what is valued
in these public domains by the majority group not
only because these families feel pressured to
succeed in these domains, but also because they
want to succeed (Durgel et al. 2009; Fuligni and
Fuligni 2007). However, it was not until the late
1990s and early 2000s that studies on attachment
and sensitivity in ethnic minority families
emerged in more than negligible numbers, mostly
reporting on African Americans (e.g., Bost et al.
1998; Goodman et al. 1998; Ward and Carlson
1995) or Hispanic Americans (Fracasso et al.
1994; Schölmerich et al. 1997). During the 1990s
and 2000s, studies focusing on attachment- and
sensitivity-related family processes in ethnic
minorities in Europe also emerged, such as the
Surinamese-Dutch (Riksen-Walraven et al. 1996;
Van IJzendoorn 1990) and the Turkish-Dutch
(Leseman and Van den Boom 1999; Yaman et al.
2010). However, such studies remain very rare
despite the fast growth of the ethnic minority
populations in many European countries.

In sum, despite some criticisms and despite
variation in manifestations of parenting across
countries and cultures, attachment is considered a
universal human need and the universality and
normativity hypotheses are generally supported.
Further, the construct of sensitive parenting
appears to be applicable to different cultural
contexts and important to positive child devel-
opment across different cultures both within and
between countries. However, studies addressing
the specific ways in which sensitivity and
attachment occurs in ethnic minority groups are
still scarce, whereas this line of research could be
very important to understanding and positively
influencing ethnic minority family functioning
and minority children’s development.

Current Research Questions

The types of topics that are currently investigated
in attachment research in ethnic minority families
are rather basic and reflect the fact that this field
of research is still catching up with regard to

ethnic minority populations. Studies in
non-majority groups did not emerge until about
two decades after the notion of attachment
research became current. Nevertheless, basic
issues regarding the nature and meaning of sen-
sitivity and attachment in ethnic minority fami-
lies need to be addressed before moving on to
more complex issues. Thus, the literature in this
area generally focuses on the following topics
(a) comparing ethnic minority families to ethnic
majority families to uncover potential mean-level
differences and predictors of such differences;
(b) examining relations with child outcomes to
test whether the same patterns of associations are
found as in ethnic majority families; (c) testing
the effectiveness of interventions aimed at
improving parental sensitivity and/or child
attachment security.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

The attachment paradigm is characterized by the
expert administration of time-intensive stan-
dardized observational and interview measures
rather than questionnaires. This is a direct con-
sequence of the fact that its main constructs (at-
tachment and sensitivity) are not readily noticed
or interpreted correctly by untrained individuals.
For instance, the balance between attachment
behaviors (e.g., seeking proximity to the care-
giver) and exploration behaviors (e.g., examining
objects in the wider environment) is crucial to
determining attachment security, but can easily
be misunderstood. Attachment behaviors are
prone to being confused with dependence and
exploration behaviors with rejection. Indeed, the
use of the Attachment Q-sort (see below) as
self-report instruments for parents has been
shown to have serious validity problems (Van
IJzendoorn et al. 2004). Further, recognizing
one’s own sensitive parenting skills requires
substantial self-reflection and insensitive parents
are very unlikely to know that they are indeed
insensitive precisely because they lack skills
related to reflective functioning. It may even be
that sensitive parents are likely to underestimate
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their own sensitivity, because of their acute
awareness of the reality of not always being
responsive to all signals in all situations. It is
therefore not surprising that self-report measures
of sensitivity are practically non-existent. For
these reasons we will discuss only standardized
and validated observational and interview mea-
sures here.

Attachment Measures

Attachment patterns can be categorized according
to the Strange Situation procedure (Ainsworth
et al. 1978), commonly used with infants between
12 and 20 months of age. The procedure is the
most widely known assessment of attachment and
focuses on the infant’s response to reunions with
a parent after brief episodes of separation and of
interaction with a stranger. Infants can be classi-
fied showing secure, avoidant, ambivalent, or
disorganized attachment. Reliability and validity
of the instrument is well established in North
America and Western Europe, however, studies
outside of these areas are limited in number
(Solomon and George 2008). Although the
applicability of the Strange Situation procedure to
non-Western groups has been criticized (Keller
2013), the instrument has been used regularly and
successfully used with ethnic minority groups in
North America and Western Europe. The
Cassidy-Marvin Assessment of Attachment in
Preschoolers applies the principles of the Strange
Situation procedure to young children (Cassidy
and Marvin 1992).

The Attachment Q-sort (AQS; Vaughn and
Waters 1990) is used with children aged 1–5 and
is composed of 90 items reflecting behaviors
associated with a secure base. Trained indepen-
dent observers sort these cards into 9 stacks
reflecting behaviors from least to most descrip-
tive of the child’s behavior. Inter-rater reliabili-
ties between .72 and .95 have been reported
(Solomon and George 2008). Cross-cultural
validity of the AQS is not firmly established.
Although there are general similarities in the
structure of the responses, correlations between
card sorts across contexts were relatively low.

The Adult Attachment Interview (AAI;
George et al. 1984) is not only used for adults but
also for adolescents and requires the interviewee
to describe childhood experiences relating to
attachment as well as the effect of these experi-
ences on subsequent development and function-
ing (Hesse 2008). The resulting narratives are
then analyzed and classified according to a cod-
ing system into one of three main categories:
Secure-Autonomous (F), Insecure-Dismissing
(Ds), and Insecure-Preoccupied (E). Incoherent,
very short or very long narratives are associated
with insecure attachment, rather than the
characteristics of the attachment history itself.
The AAI has been used with groups from
various cultural and linguistic backgrounds
(Bakermans-Kranenburg and Van IJzendoorn
2009), yielding results that to a large extent fit
with the patterns of non-clinical Caucasian North
Americans. The stability and discriminant valid-
ity of the AAI have been thoroughly examined,
showing good psychometric properties. The
Child Attachment Interview (CAI; Target et al.
2003) was developed and validated for children
aged 8–13 years, and based on the principles of
the AAI. Inter-rater reliability, test–retest relia-
bility, concurrent and discriminant validity are
good (Shmueli-Goetz et al. 2008).

Other validated measures of attachment focus
on the symbolic representation of attachment,
such as the Manchester Child Attachment Story
Task which is a doll-play vignette completion
method for children aged 5–7 (Green et al.
2000). One doll represents the child and another
doll represents the caregiver. A story is initiated
by the experimenter (e.g., a child wakes up alone
in the middle of the night from a nightmare). The
child then completes the story by enacting it with
the dolls. The Attachment Script Assessment can
be used with older children and adolescents and
uses a story titles and a list of 12–14 word
prompts with each story title to evoke
attachment-relevant stories (Waters and Waters
2006). An example of such a story title is
“Doctor’s office” with word prompts such as
“mother”, “Tommy”, “bike”, “hurry”, and “cry”.
The narratives that are produced are analyzed
and scored for the presence of elements of a
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secure base script (i.e., consistency, coherence,
completeness).

Sensitivity Measures

Since the formulation of the sensitivity construct
by Ainsworth, many studies on parenting have
included a measure of sensitivity or constructs
closely related to sensitivity, such as respon-
siveness. In the nineties, De Wolff and Van
IJzendoorn (1997) already reviewed 66 studies
describing a many as 55 different constructs
reflecting behaviors labeled as sensitive or
responsive. Due to the fact that it is extremely
difficult to realistically evaluate one’s own sen-
sitivity by means of self-report, observational
measures seem to provide the most valid indi-
cation of the construct (Mesman and Emmen
2013). On the downside, these measures imply
expensive and laborious data collections which
may lead to feasibility issues.

Mesman and Emmen (2013) performed a
systematic review of observational instruments
measuring parental sensitivity. Out of at least
fifty reported instruments, the authors selected
the eight most commonly used measures reported
in the literature and described their similarities
and differences in comparison to Ainsworth’s
original Sensitivity-Insensitivity to Infant Signals
and Communications observational scale (Ains-
worth et al. 1974). Ainsworth formulated nine
descriptions of sensitive behaviors, from highly
insensitive to highly sensitive based on obser-
vations of mother–infant dyads in Uganda. All
descriptions address the extent to which the
mother notices the child’s signals, interprets
these correctly, and responds to them appropri-
ately, as derived from the child’s response to
mother’s behavior.

Examples of commonly used scales that are
examined by Mesman and Emmen are the
Emotional Availability Scales (the EA scales;
Biringen 2008), the Erickson scales (Egeland
et al. 1990), and the Maternal Behavior Q-sort
(MBQS; Pederson et al. 1999). The EA scales
have mostly been used to code parental sensi-
tivity in free-play settings. The 3rd edition of this

instrument includes one sensitivity scale whereas
the 4th edition contains seven sensitivity sub-
scales. The Erickson scales are generally used to
code interactions in teaching situations and
reflect the constructs of supportive presence, lack
of respect for autonomy (later labeled as intru-
siveness), hostility, clarity of instruction, sensi-
tivity and timing of instruction, and confidence.
The MBQS is generally used as an observational
instrument and consists of 90 items describing
maternal behaviors associated with sensitive
parenting. A trained coder organizes these 90
cards into 9 stacks of cards, reflecting behaviors
from least (stack 1) to most (stack 9) descriptive
of a particular mother that is being observed
when interacting with her child.

Some of the newer observational instruments
distinguish various sensitivity subscales that refer
to parenting related to sensitivity but not neces-
sarily identical to sensitivity, whereas the Ains-
worth scale only contains one global sensitivity
rating. The newer instruments also differ in the
in- or exclusion of positive affect or warmth as
reflecting sensitivity. Although observational
data on parent–child interactions obtained in
non-Western cultures are relatively rare, six out
of the eight reviewed instruments by Mesman
and Emmen (2013) were used outside of a
Western(ized) context. The generally successful
(though still rather limited) use of both attach-
ment and sensitivity measures with a diversity of
cultural groups supports the validity of the
empirical findings discussed in the next section.

Empirical Findings

Sensitivity Levels and Attachment
Classifications

Parental sensitivity encompasses both beliefs and
actual behaviors. Beliefs about what constitutes
the ideal mother as measured using the MBQS as
a self-report have been shown to be highly sim-
ilar across groups of Dutch, Moroccan and
Turkish mothers (convenience samples diverse in
SES) living in the Netherlands, regardless of
socioeconomic status (Emmen et al. 2012). In
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addition, the views of the Turkish minority
mothers included in this study appeared strongly
in line with the beliefs of native Dutch and
Turkish health care professionals as well as the
views of sensitivity experts (Ekmekci et al.
2014). These findings on the high cross-cultural
similarity of sensitivity beliefs correspond with
the results of a large international study by
(Mesman et al. 2016b) with 26 cultural groups
from 15 countries.

A review of studies applying observational
measures of parental sensitivity in ethnic
minority families in the US, the Netherlands, and
Canada (Mesman et al. 2012b) revealed that
families in these studies generally show less
sensitive parenting (i.e., less appropriate and
prompt responding to children’s signals) behav-
iors than majority families.. For example, com-
paring predominantly low-income samples
revealed that African-American mothers were
less sensitive towards their children than
Latin-American and European-American moth-
ers in free play, teaching, and daily routine
activities (Bernstein et al. 2005). Also, low- to
middle-class Turkish immigrant mothers in the
Netherlands were less sensitively supportive of
their children in a problem-solving task than
native middle class Dutch mothers, and they
were more intrusive and less authoritative
(Yaman et al. 2010). However, in their review,
Mesman et al. (2012b) note that the discrepancies
in sensitivity between ethnic groups are to a large
extent caused by discrepancies in socioeconomic
status as reflected by income and educational
level (with ethnic minority groups being mostly
of lower SES than majority groups) and its
related stressors (e.g., single parenthood, neigh-
borhood quality) rather than by specific cultural
factors. Nevertheless, not all group differences
tend to disappear when controlling for SES.
A recent study found that low-income
European-American mothers showed more posi-
tive and less negative mothering than
African-American and Latin-American mothers
(Fuligni and Brooks-Gunn 2013). Controlling for

remaining SES differences within the already low
SES groups did not eliminate the ethnic differ-
ences between the European- and
African-American mothers. The authors sug-
gested that the ethnic minority families may have
a longer history of poverty going back genera-
tions than the majority families, which may have
a more severe impact on parenting quality. The
same is likely to be true for the duration of single
parenthood (longer in ethnic minorities than
majority groups) and parental problems that may
relate to parenting quality such as poor physical
and mental health (Fuligni and Brooks-Gunn
2013).

With regard to attachment classifications based
on the Strange Situation procedure, similar per-
centages of children were found in each attachment
category for European Americans and immigrants
from Central America (Schölmerich et al. 1997).
Also, the distributions of attachment classifications
were very similar for Surinamese-Dutch and native
Dutch participants (Van IJzendoorn 1990).
Low SES Hispanic-American children who were
not born in the US and African-American children
showed higher percentages of insecurely attached
children than European-American,
Asian-American children, and Hispanic-American
children who were born in the US (Huang et al.
2012). In a study with low-SES Hispanic (Puerto
Rican and Dominican) infants in New York, about
half of the sample was evaluated as insecurely
attached (Fracasso et al. 1994). The authors stressed
that attachment classifications in lower-class sam-
ples tend to differ from middle-class samples.
Stressful and demanding living environments and
life experiences of the lower-class samples may
result in lower levels of maternal sensitivity which
may lead to insecure attachment patterns. Another
study found that the attachment classifications of
low-SES African American preschoolers matched
with the general findings for low-SES samples
(Barnett et al. 1998).A study examining differences
in attachment security between African-American
and European-American children with the NICHD
Early Childcare Research Network data set and the
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AQS (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. 2004), found
that the African-American children were less
securely attached, however, this discrepancy was
explained by differences in SES.

In sum, parental sensitivity and secure
attachment appear to occur at a lower rate in
ethnic minority than in ethnic majority families,
but such differences can generally be ascribed to
group differences in SES and related challenges,
such as stress and lack of support. This suggests
that these aspects of the parent–child relationship
are not so much culturally determined but rather
need to be interpreted from the perspective of the
Family Stress Model (Conger and Donnellan
2007), which is discussed in the section on uni-
versal versus culture-specific mechanisms in this
chapter.

Relations with Child Outcomes

According to attachment theory, a secure attach-
ment child–parent relationship would predict
positive child functioning across developmental
domains, because the securely attached child will
feel secure and confident enough to explore the
environment, make social contacts, and learn new
skills (Cassidy 2008). In addition, sensitive par-
enting, either through secure attachment or
directly, is expected to lead to positive child
outcomes, as it models positive and empathic
social interactions, and fosters behavioral con-
tingency detection processes that are conducive to
learning and behavioral regulation (Lohaus et al.
2005). We now review studies that have exam-
ined relations between parental sensitivity and
attachment security on the one hand with child
outcomes on the other hand.

Outcomes of Parental Sensitivity
With regard to child developmental outcomes,
research has generally shown that sensitivity is
(moderately) predictive of social-emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral outcomes. The review
by Mesman et al. (2012b) demonstrates that
sensitivity also relates to positive outcomes for
ethnic minority groups in North America and the
Netherlands, such as secure attachment, lower

levels of problem behaviors, self-regulation,
language development, and cognitive compe-
tence. For example, maternal sensitivity was
found predictive of attachment security of
African-American preschoolers in a low-income
sample (Goodman et al. 1998). For
European-American mothers and lower SES
mothers recently immigrated from Central
America, mother’s contingent responsiveness
(i.e., the timing of her behavior relative to her
infant’s behavior) predicted attachment security
(Schölmerich et al. 1997). Mexican-American
children of low-income mothers with high sen-
sitivity ratings showed higher responsiveness and
involvement over time in free play interactions
with their mothers (Howes and Obregon 2009).
Maternal sensitive supportiveness assessed in
structured play predicted cognitive outcomes in
3 year old children from a mixed sample of
low-income immigrant families (Mistry et al.
2008). A higher observed quality of mother–in-
fant interactions was related to infant’s higher
cognitive test scores in a low-SES
Latin-American sample (Cabrera et al. 2006).
Maternal responsiveness of Surinamese-Dutch
mothers with relatively low SES was predictive
of attachment security (Van IJzendoorn 1990).
The quality of proximal processes (quality of
book reading and problem solving interactions)
was associated with Surinamese-Dutch,
Turkish-Dutch, and native Dutch children’s
cognitive competence (Leseman and Van den
Boom 1999).

These findings support the cross-cultural
importance of sensitivity in fostering children
to thrive, although the specific nature of the
associations between sensitivity and outcomes
may still depend on ethnicity (Huang et al. 2012).
In a study with mostly African-American ado-
lescent mothers, sensitivity was not predictive of
their children’s attachment security (Ward and
Carlson 1995). This finding may be partly
explained by the multiple caregiving arrange-
ments in this sample (see also the section on
universal versus culture-specific mechanisms).
Ispa et al. (2004) also found that the relation
between (the sensitivity-related construct of)
nonintrusiveness and outcomes depended on
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ethnicity and level of acculturation. For
European-American families, intrusiveness rela-
ted negatively to child outcomes and the inter-
action with mother. For African-American
families, intrusiveness combined with high levels
of parental warmth did not result in negative
outcomes. For Mexican-American families,
intrusiveness was less predictive of outcomes
than for the other groups, however, the more
acculturated families showed more resemblance
with the European-American families in the
relations among constructs. For low-SES His-
panic infants in New York, maternal sensitivity
was related to secure attachment, but intervening
in the child’s behavior was related to secure
attachment as well (Fracasso et al. 1994). This
finding corresponded with valued cultural prac-
tices in parenting in these Hispanic groups.

Outcomes of Attachment Security
Several studies on the outcomes of attachment
security have been conducted with children and
adolescents from ethnic minority groups in the
US and the UK. Attachment security was posi-
tively predictive of the social network and social
competence of 3- and 4-year-old children from
mainly African-American origin (Bost et al.
1998). Another study included two American
low income cohorts with European Americans,
African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanic
Americans, or an ethnic mix (Bosquet Enlow
et al. 2014). The first cohort comprised mothers
and infants and results showed that mother’s
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) negatively
affected the quality of the attachment relationship
between mother and infant as measured by the
Strange Situation procedure. The second cohort
comprised adolescents, but data from their
infancy and childhood was available as well.
Results showed that insecure attachment in
infancy was predictive of PTSD in adolescence.

In the UK, families from low-income and
ethnically diverse backgrounds (black African,
Afro-Caribbean, white British, southeast Asian,
Indian, Mediterranean, and mixed) in an urban
context in England were studied (Futh et al.
2008). Children with a mean age of 5.5 years
participated in a play session with a child doll

and caregiver doll and four story themes. The
authors found that children’s attachment narra-
tives that were indicative of a more secure
attachment were predictive of fewer conduct
problems as reported by teachers and parents.
These narratives were also predictive of more
prosocial behavior and higher peer competence.
Relations between the constructs showed hardly
any variation across the different ethnic groups.
For the same sample, observer ratings of parent–
child interaction quality during standard interac-
tion tasks were predictive of the quality of chil-
dren’s attachment narratives (Matias et al. 2014).
Ethnic background did not moderate this relation.

Thus, thefindings in ethnicminority samples—
although relatively sparse—confirm one of the
basic tenets of attachment theory that sensitive
parenting and a secure attachment relationship
with a primary caregiver are beneficial to child
development.

Interventions

Assessing levels of maternal sensitivity and eval-
uating the presence of particular attachment pat-
terns are necessary starting points for studying
these constructs in an ethnic minority context.
However, to assist parents in optimizing their
parental behaviors so as to positively affect
developmental outcomes in their children requires
more than merely descriptive studies. Unfortu-
nately, particular ethnic minority groups are hard
to reach for intervention purposes, such as Latin
Americans and Asian Americans in the United
States and Moroccans and Turks in the Nether-
lands (Abe-Kim et al. 2007; Zwirs et al. 2006).
Nonetheless, various parenting interventions have
shown to be successful with ethnic minority fam-
ilies, although only few of them specifically target
attachment security and sensitivity.

Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. (2009) con-
ducted a series of meta-analyses on interventions
that explicitly focused on improving attachment
security and sensitivity and they found that the
most effective interventions were the ones that
were short-term and that addressed concrete
behaviors. Unfortunately, very few of them have
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been tested with and/or developed for ethnic
minority families. An example of an effective
intervention targeting attachment is Child–Parent
Psychotherapy (CPP; Lieberman and Van Horn
2005) which connects parents’ childhood expe-
riences to the interaction with their own children.
A therapist observes and addresses the dynamics
between parent and child during play and other
unstructured interactions. CPP is mainly used
with economically disadvantaged and trauma-
tized families with children below the age of five.
Several randomized control trial have shown the
program’s success, with medium to large effect
sizes. The CPP program has been applied to
families from various ethnic backgrounds in the
US (e.g., Weiner et al. 2009). Another effective
intervention is the Video-feedback Intervention
to promote Positive Parenting and Sensitive
Discipline (VIPP-SD; Juffer et al. 2008). The
intervention consists of six home visits of which
the first four have their own themes with regard
to sensitivity and discipline, and the last two
sessions are booster sessions to review the
themes from the previous sessions (see Mesman
et al. 2008 for a full description of the VIPP-SD
intervention sessions). Recently, the VIPP-SD
has been fine-tuned to suit Turkish minority
mothers in the Netherlands, and the resulting
VIPP-Turkish Minorities (VIPP-TM) has been
successful in improving the sensitivity and non-
intrusiveness of mothers in interaction with their
toddlers in a randomized control study, with
small effect sizes (Yagmur et al. 2014).
Cultural-tuning of the VIPP-SD program con-
sisted of replacing certain tasks because some of
the original materials were not familiar to the
Turkish families (e.g., playing with hand puppets
was replaced by playing with clay). Also, the
verbal language use of the experimenters was
matched with the language of the mother. The
appropriateness and effectiveness of intervention
programs for ethnic minority families could
benefit from sensitivity to parents’ linguistic and
cultural customs.

Several other attachment interventions have
been successfully applied to samples including
ethnic minority families, but without specifying
the results for these various groups. An example

is the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up
(ABC) program, which targets mothers and their
infant or toddler exposed to early adversity and
consists of 10 home-based sessions that are
guided by a trained intervener and uses video
recordings of mother–child interactions (Dozier
et al. 2005). The program has shown positive
behavioral effects (with medium effect sizes) as
well as biological effects in both mothers and
children in randomized control trials (e.g., Ber-
nard et al. 2014). The Circle of Security
(COS) program (Powell et al. 2014) has also
shown positive results with a randomized control
trial including ethnic minorities (Cassidy et al.
2011). A trained intervener teaches parents about
attachment and helps them in examining their
own parenting experiences and behaviors. Video
materials and graphical depictions of attachment
concepts are used. Fewer studies on the effec-
tiveness of COS are available, compared to the
three previously discussed intervention pro-
grams. Programs such as ABC and COS could
benefit greatly from explicitly examining ethnic
minority groups, preferably with randomized
control designs.

General parenting interventions that tap into,
but are not specifically aimed at, improving
sensitivity or attachment have been successfully
applied to ethnic minority groups. Many studies
on the outcomes of (Early) Head Start have
presented combined results for various ethnicities
in the sample (e.g., Love et al. 2005). However,
some studies took a closer look at ethnicity, such
as a recent study on the effectiveness of Early
Head Start with African-American families
(Harden et al. 2012). The results showed that the
program positively affected parenting aspects
such as supportiveness. Studies with the Incred-
ible Years Parenting Program (Webster-Stratton
2001) have shown increased positive parenting
skills (e.g., using more praise, being less critical
and more consistent) among various ethnic
minority groups in the US, UK, and in the
Netherlands. A recent meta-analysis showed that
the Incredible Years program was effective in
diminishing disruptive behavior and in increas-
ing prosocial behavior in children regardless of
ethnic background (Menting et al. 2013). The
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effectiveness of the program with families from
diverse backgrounds may originate from the
flexibility of the program to be adjusted to the
particular needs of parents.

In sum, although several general parenting
interventions have reached ethnic minority par-
ents in the US and Europe, only few programs
specifically target sensitivity and attachment
security. Programs focusing on these aspects of
the parent–child relationship may benefit from
testing their effectiveness in ethnic minority
groups in studies using randomized control
designs.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

A wide range of factors could affect sensitive
parenting and attachment security through a
variety of mechanisms. Some of these factors and
mechanisms are likely to be universal and
therefore applicable across cultures, whereas
others may be culture-specific. Socioeconomic
status (SES) is an example of a universal factor
affecting parenting and developmental outcomes.
Two mechanisms have been widely described to
explain the processes underlying SES effects
(Conger and Donnellan 2007). The Family Stress
model suggests that low SES relates to the
experience of multiple stressors that increase
parenting stress and negatively affect parenting,
which in turn takes its toll on child outcomes.
The Family Investment Model points out that
low SES families generally do not have the
means to foster their children’s development by
educational tools or by otherwise providing an
enriching home environment. Group differences
ascribed to differences in cultural beliefs or
practices can in many cases be ascribed to SES
rather than culture (Mesman et al. 2012b).
Taking into account SES differences between
groups generally leads to a decrease or even a
disappearance of group differences.

However, SES-related factors do not suffice to
fully explain cross-cultural differences in par-
enting in all studies (e.g., Yaman et al. 2010).
Ethnic minority groups may experience stressors

specific to their immigration history and experi-
ences in the country of settlement that signifi-
cantly affect their thoughts and behaviors which
may translate into daily practices such as par-
enting. Acculturation (i.e., the process of cultural
and psychological change that occurs when dif-
ferent cultures are in contact over time; Sam and
Berry 2010) and discrimination are examples of
such minority-specific experiences. In Turkish
families in the Netherlands, the relation between
SES and sensitive parenting was not only medi-
ated by general stress, but also by acculturation
stress (Emmen et al. 2013). These findings
indicate that mechanisms affecting parenting and
developmental outcomes cannot be easily gen-
eralized across contexts and groups. Not only is
it important to be careful in generalizing from
majority to minority groups, but also to take into
account that ethnic minorities themselves may
differ from each other substantially, for example
with regard to experiences of acculturation stress
or feelings of discrimination.

As mentioned in earlier sections, studies on
attachment have been mainly limited to Western
majority groups. The few studies that were con-
ducted with non-Western groups provided valu-
able information on the factors that should be
taken into account when testing the boundaries of
the attachment construct. One of the cultural
lessons learned is to widen the perspective on
attachment from a dyadic point of view to
include multiple attachment relationships (Jack-
son 1993; see also Keller 2013). Depending on
cultural characteristics, predictors of attachment
relations may vary and attachment relations with
certain individuals may be more predictive of
child outcomes than others. For example, the
absence of a relation between maternal
sensitivity and attachment security in an
African-American sample (Ward and Carlson
1995) could possibly be explained by the mother
not being the primary caregiver. However,
alternative explanations cannot be ruled out, such
as the instability of care provided by caregivers
in challenging circumstances. The complex
context in which children develop with multiple
caregivers with multiple roles may ask for mea-
surements of attachment and sensitivity that take

Parental Sensitivity and Attachment in Ethnic Minority Families 81



into account this complexity and the multiplicity
of input for child development, rather than con-
sidering relations among characteristics of a
single caregiver and child outcomes as linear
(Otto and Keller 2014). However, it needs to be
stressed that regardless of the exact nature and
number of attachment relationships, the mere
availability of care could be limited by disad-
vantageous circumstances. Even though care-
givers may be sensitive to the child’s needs,
unstable access to these caring adults could result
in insecure rather than secure attachment
patterns.

Policy Implications

The general conclusion that can be drawn from
attachment research in ethnic minority families is
that parental sensitivity and a secure child–parent
relationship are generally important precursors to
more optimal child development, similar to find-
ings in ethnic majority families. Further, there is
some evidence that attachment-based parenting
interventions can be effective in ethnic minority
families and can therefore be an important tool to
improve the lives of families in need of support.
Policies aimed at supporting struggling families
in terms of providing parenting programs should
therefore not distinguish between families from
different ethnic backgrounds. Attachment-based
interventions can be seen as basic groundwork for
all struggling families across ethnicities, espe-
cially in early childhood, before work on more
culturally sensitive issues such as discipline
(e.g., Lansford et al. 2005) are addressed. As in
many areas of intervention research, very few
attachment-based interventions have been tested
rigorously with RCT designs. However, the ones
that have been shown to be effective in
well-designed studies (e.g., VIPP-SD and CPP)
deserve special attention when policy-makers
decide which support programs to offer to eth-
nic minority families in need.

Because we do not yet know enough about the
importance of the ethnic match (having the same
ethnicity) versus the cognitive match (having the
same ideas about the goals of the intervention)

between parents and professionals in
attachment-based parenting interventions, it may
be fruitful to explicitly discuss such issues with
parents before embarking on a therapeutic rela-
tionship that can make or break the intervention’s
effectiveness. Since research suggests that sen-
sitive parenting and a securely attached child are
valued across many cultures, discussing the
parents’ ideas about these topics might serve as
an equalizer, i.e., a way to see past superficial
(ethnic or socioeconomic) differences between
the professional and the parent and to realize that
there can be a common goal to work towards.

The attainment of sensitive parenting is likely
to be hampered by daily stressors that go together
with economic pressures that are unfortunately
all too common in ethnic minority families in
many societies. To facilitate the application of
newly learned attachment-related skills in daily
life, some relief on the economic front would be
most helpful. Only when ethnic minority families
are not weighed down by disproportionate eco-
nomic stress will they have the same opportuni-
ties as ethnic majority families to build secure
attachment relationships that have the potential to
set their children on a positive developmental
pathway.

Future Directions

Ethnic minority families are a very heteroge-
neous group with a huge variety of cultural
backgrounds and smaller but significant variation
in the majority cultural context and the origins of
the minority status (e.g., labor migration versus
post-colonial migration). It is all too likely that
family processes in, for example, African
Americans who share a language and religious
orientation with the majority culture and often do
not have a recent migration background, are very
different from those in first-generation Turkish
migrants in Norway who speak a different lan-
guage and have a different religious orientation
than their very new host culture, or from those in
Somalian refugee families who have come to
Europe to escape war and are often traumatized.
Exactly how attachment-related family processes
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develop and show themselves in child function-
ing may very well vary according to such dif-
ferences in ethnic minority background and
characteristics. However, it appears that this has
never been investigated either empirically or
theoretically and the ways in which such varia-
tions might show themselves thus require further
study. The field would greatly benefit from a
more theoretical and more overarching approach
to what it means to be part of an ethnic minority
depending on such considerations and how this
would affect family functioning in general and
attachment-related family functioning in
particular.

It is also important to note that the vast
majority of research conducted on attachment
and sensitivity in ethnic minority families focu-
ses solely on mothers. This imbalance is also
found in studies on ethnic majority families, but
is probably more pronounced in minority
populations because of more traditional cultural
ideas about the role of men and women in
childcare that are less likely to foster fathers’
involvement and interest in parenting (such as in
Turkish-Dutch families), and because of the
absence of fathers as active caregivers (such as in
low-income African-American populations).
Further, many researchers are inexperienced in
recruiting fathers for research and could benefit
from expertise on specific strategies to include
them in studies on parenting (such as ways of
adapting information materials to be more
attractive to fathers). However, there are some
inspiring examples of studies in ethnic minority
fathers (e.g., Cabrera et al. 2011; Caldwell et al.
2014) that do not focus specifically on attach-
ment or sensitivity, but that can hopefully con-
tribute to the inclusion of fathers in attachment
studies in ethnic minorities in the future.

Further, the attachment research field has
expanded its area of interest to the neurobiological
and genetic underpinnings and consequences of
attachment-related family processes (e.g., Fox and
Hane 2008; Joosen et al. 2012; Riem et al. 2012).
This line of research has yielded some very
important and fundamental insights into the
mechanisms underlying sensitivity, attachment,
and child development. However, this area of study

does not appear to have been applied to ethnic
minority families yet. Since brain morphology and
genetic characteristics are known to differ between
ethnic groups (Brickman et al. 2008; Kitayama and
Uskul 2011), the inclusionof these factors in studies
on attachment and sensitivity in ethnic minority
families would be very valuable.

Another important avenue for future research
lies in randomized control trials to test the
effectiveness of interventions in specific ethnic
minority populations. There is some evidence
that attachment-based interventions are useful
across different ethnic groups, but well-designed
intervention studies testing their effectiveness
and the role of potential culture-specific adapta-
tions to the delivery and content of such inter-
ventions are rare. In a related vein, explicitly
studying the relative importance of the ethnic
match versus cognitive match between parent
and professional in attachment-based interven-
tions would also be informative and helpful to
understanding therapeutic processes that may
lead to enhanced parental sensitivity and child
attachment security.

Empirical studies of attachment and sensitiv-
ity generally employ observational methods, but
very few studies address issues of the influence
of coder and participant ethnicity on coding
processes. This is unfortunate given that there is
evidence for biased coding depending on the
combination of coder and participant ethnic
backgrounds (Melby et al. 2003; Yasui and
Dishion 2008). Thus an important future direc-
tion in attachment research in ethnic minority
families is the careful monitoring of coding bias
due to ethnicity, and ideally having all video-
tapes double-coded by both matching ethnic
minority and ethnic majority researchers (in
many cases the latter would have to use trans-
lated subtitles). This way, discrepancies between
the two types of coders can be uncovered and
discussed to provide a more thorough under-
standing of culture-specific and culture-general
aspects of attachment and sensitivity. It may also
be helpful to allow for the coding of sensitivity of
more than one caregiver in naturalistic observa-
tions, as multiple caregivers are the norm rather
than an exception in many cultural groups.
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Finally, very few studies have explicitly
aimed to elucidate the specific ways in which
sensitivity and attachment are manifested across
different cultures. The notion of universality
without uniformity is informative, but would be
much more powerful as a guiding principle in
attachment theory and research if there is a
broader knowledge base about the ‘without uni-
formity’ part of this idea. Filling this gap requires
more in-depth analyses of extensive observa-
tional data that is likely to be hard to obtain.
Nevertheless, the value of such observations and
their analyses would by far exceed the efforts
needed to obtain them, as they would fill in the
blanks that are still present in our understanding
of cultural specificity in attachment-related fam-
ily processes.
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Conceptualizing Variability in U.S.
Latino Children’s Dual-Language
Development

Kelly Escobar and Catherine S. Tamis-LeMonda

Abstract
Approximately 25% of the population of children in the United States
comes from Latino families, many of whom are immigrants and speak
Spanish in the home, and this number is steadily growing. However,
research on dual-language learning Latino children is lacking, especially
in the field of language development. In order to move toward a
framework of positive development of Latino children, it is important to
understand the inter- and intra-individual variability that exists within
language development of the DLL population in order to highlight their
unique skills and advantages that extend beyond the domain of language.
Moreover, a focus on variability can prevent negative biases and help
researchers and practitioners better support young DLLs in their early
education. Accordingly, this chapter presents two main research questions:
1) What does the early language variability of young Latino DLLs look
like? 2) What factors might contribute to this variability?

Historical Overview

Approximately one in four children in the United
States is Latino, and the majority of these children
(71%) come from immigrant families and live in
Spanish-speaking homes (García and Jensen

2009; Zong and Batalova 2015). These children
are considered dual-language learners (DLLs):
children 0–5 years of age who experience and
learn through two distinct languages during a
critical developmental period (Castro et al. 2013).
Over the last decade, U.S. schools have experi-
enced an enormous increase (105%) in the num-
ber of DLLs, 80% of who come from Spanish-
speaking homes (Collins et al. 2014). Despite
growing numbers, Latino DLLs are understudied
and underserved in research and early education
(Gutiérrez et al. 2010; Tienda and Haskins 2011).
It is critical that empirical research addresses the
early development and education of U.S. Latino
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DLLs to better understand the individual and
contextual factors that might shape their future
academic success. To do so, research must attend
to the variability that exists within the U.S.
Latino DLL population, as focusing on global
categories of “Latino,” “immigrant,” or “DLL”
children might obscure important variability in
children’s development within and across these
groups (Winsler et al. 2014).

Understanding variability is particularly
important in moving toward a framework of
positive development for young Latino DLLs.
The majority of research on Latino DLL devel-
opment generally compares DLL’s skills to those
of monolingual, English-speaking children
(Hammer et al. 2014). For example in the domain
of language, Spanish-speaking DLL children
tend to have fewer words in their vocabularies
than do English-speaking monolingual children.
Here the focus tends to be on what children are
lacking, leading to misinterpretations and biased
conclusions about these populations (Cabrera
et al. 2013; Castro et al. 2013). However, by
focusing on strengths and examining Latino
DLL’s vocabulary in both languages combined,
their vocabularies are at level-with, if not greater
than, their monolingual peers (e.g., Oller and
Jarmulowicz 2007; Oller et al. 2007), and
although the variability in language development
is large, it makes it possible for DLL children to
“lag” behind monolinguals yet still fall within the
normal range (Bialystok and Feng 2011). In
effect, the positive development of U.S.
Latino DLL children is often masked by infer-
ences made for Latinos as a group. Research
should thus attend to the variability that might
not have been examined or identified when
comparing children to monolingual, mainstream
counterparts. Understanding variability in the
language development of Latino DLL children
will help researchers and practitioners better
support young DLLs by considering a wide
range of features that uniquely characterize their
development (Castro et al. 2013).

Moreover, understanding the variability and
positive development of Latino DLLs will high-
light unique skills and advantages beyond the
domain of language development. For example,

DLL children vary significantly in the extent to
which they are exposed to and use both Spanish
(L1) and English (L2). Consistent dual-language
exposure and usage trains the brain in a way that
heightens the EF system, and thus Latino DLLs
are likely to develop more efficient attentional and
inhibitory skills as their proficiency in both lan-
guages increases (Kroll et al. 2014). In effect,
increased multilingual experience leads to a
cognitive advantage (Barac et al. 2014), and this
advantage serves as a developmental asset that
might explain help DLL children’s academic
success (Galindo and Fuller 2010).

Accordingly, there is need for research on U.
S. Latino DLLs from immigrant families during
the early years, as DLL children are exposed to
varying degrees of each language from birth, and
their dual language experiences are associated
with the development of various academic, cog-
nitive, and socio-emotional skills (e.g., Barac
et al. 2014; Bialystok and Feng 2011). This gap
in the knowledge base has created challenges for
schools and communities, leaving teachers and
policy makers ill-equipped to meet the needs of
U.S. Latino DLL children by the time they reach
the early school years (Castro et al. 2013). In this
chapter, we focus on the language development
of U.S. Latino DLLs during infancy, with
attention to the variability of children’s language
experiences, and how variability shapes chil-
dren’s language development.

Theoretical Perspectives

Research on the language development of U.S.
Latino DLLs requires an ecocultural approach
(Bronfenbrenner 1989; Weisner 2002), which
focuses on the intersecting, multiple systems in
which children are embedded, and the ways
children relate to and interact within those sys-
tems. We focus on the microsystem of the home
setting because the early experiences of Latino
DLLs begin in the home and comprise the core
social influences within young children’s zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky 1978). This
approach attends to the values and goals that
underlie parenting practices. Immigrant and
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Latino parents have high hopes that their children
will do well in school, master English, and excel
in the future labor market (Ng et al. 2012;
Yoshikawa 2011). When asked about the quali-
ties they hope to see in their children, mothers of
Dominican and Mexican descent uniformly
highlighted the importance of children’s learn-
ing, achievement, and personal growth (Ng et al.
2012). Many Latino immigrant parents faced
extreme hardships to migrate to the United
States, and given their low socioeconomic status
and levels of formal schooling, educating their
children is viewed as a path to children’s social
and economic mobility (Ng et al. 2012).

The theoretical framework of developmental
cascades highlights the cumulative effects of early
disparities and motivates our focus on language
development during the first years of life (Born-
stein et al. 2006; Marchman and Fernald 2008;
Masten and Cicchetti 2010; Smith and Thelen
2003). According to this theory, emerging skills
and experiences during infancy have cascading
influences on development across domains and at
later points in time. For example, children grow-
ing up in a language-rich home environment excel
in their vocabulary and language development
(e.g., Hart and Risley 1995), which in turn has
consequences for language and literacy develop-
ment years later (e.g., Marchman and Fernald
2008; Snow et al. 1998). Thus, understanding
language development from birth through age
4 years is of paramount importance, as children’s
early skills are rapidly emerging through interac-
tions in their daily settings, allowing them to
acquire foundational competencies that will pre-
pare them for later school experiences.

Young children who enter school with the
requisite developmental abilities are at an
advantage in their ability to learn language-based
skills, such as reading, writing, and communi-
cating appropriately, for two main reasons. First,
“skills build on skills” such that later achieve-
ments rest on foundations that were laid down
earlier (e.g., early oral language supports later
storytelling; Smith and Thelen 2003). Second,
young children “co-construct” their social expe-
riences, such that their skills shape other people’s

interactions with them (Sameroff and Fiese
2000). For example, children who display strong
language skills elicit responsiveness and stimu-
lation from their parents and teachers, which in
turn facilitate the acquisition of new skills (Hoff
2006; Pearson 2007; Tamis-LeMonda et al.
2001). In this regard, young children’s social
experiences, including their own contributions to
interactions with other people, provide a spring-
board for later learning and school success.

Current Research Questions

Children experience a great deal of variability
during early language development (Hoff 2009).
Although variability in monolingual children is
reasonably well documented, variability in mul-
tilingual children is not. Multilingual children
display greater variability than do their mono-
lingual counterparts because they typically
experience each language in different contexts
and with different people throughout the life
course (Conboy and Mills 2006; Marchman et al.
2010). Accordingly, two questions frame the
current chapter: What does the early language
variability of young U.S. Latino DLLs look like?
What factors contribute to this variability? To
date, these questions remain largely unanswered.

Conceptualizing Variability

Variability of language development in DLL
Latino children can be conceptualized in several
ways, just as is the case for the language devel-
opment of children more broadly. First, we
consider variability within time, that is, at a
specific child age. At the group level, substantial
differences exist in both the language develop-
ment and experiences that support skill devel-
opment of U.S. Latino children from different
backgrounds. The adult Latino population varies
on income, education, language preference,
English proficiency, literacy practices, genera-
tional status, and acculturation, thereby creating
vastly different home environments for children
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(Zong and Batalova 2015). However, focus is
typically on low-income, at-risk Latino families,
which overlooks the unique cultural factors that
may affect the language development of Latino
children from more advantaged backgrounds.
Information on Latino populations from rela-
tively higher socio-economic strata is lacking,
perhaps because they comprise a smaller pro-
portion of the Latino population in the United
States. Nonetheless, this omission paints a nar-
row picture of language development in the
population of U.S. Latino DLLs, and also con-
founds socio-economic status with culture.

We also consider variability within time at the
individual level. Children vary at any given age
in their language skills (Song et al. 2012). For
instance, although there tend to be mean level
differences favoring high-income children, there
exist substantial within-group variations. Even
when researchers focus on what is considered to
be a “homogenous” group of low-income, first-
generation Latino children, such as infants of
Mexican immigrants, they find that children’s
skills span the full range seen in any other
sample.

Third, we consider variability across devel-
opmental time, including rates of change in
children’s language skill growth. For instance,
children vary in how many new words they add
to their lexicons each month. Rate of language
growth is certainly relevant to the U.S. Latino
DLLs. In one study, the vocabulary development
of low-income Dominican and Mexican children
showed substantial variation from 14 months to
2 years (Song et al. 2012), a finding previously
observed in children from other ethnic groups
(Jackson-Maldonado et al. 2003).

Notably for DLLs, the three forms of hetero-
geneity—between groups, across individuals,
and across developmental time—must be exam-
ined in multiple languages. That is, Latino DLLs
vary in the relative sizes of their Spanish and
English vocabularies at any given age. Moreover,
Latino DLLs vary in the growth of their English
and Spanish across developmental time. Exam-
ples of these different forms of variability are
presented later in the chapter.

What Factors Contribute to Variability?

Identifying the determinants of language vari-
ability is critical to supporting the future aca-
demic success of diverse children in the United
States. We consider three parent-level variables
that might influence variability: (1) parental dual-
language input, (2) parents’ generational status
and time in the United States, and (3) socioeco-
nomic status. Although there are many more
broad contextual factors that influence children’s
dual-language development (e.g., experiences
with other caregivers), we focus on these three
contextual factors to highlight the prevalence of
parent-level influences during the first years
of life.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

In general, it is difficult to directly assess chil-
dren’s language skills in the laboratory during
the first 2 years of life, and thus a variety of
methods have been employed by researchers to
measure language development in children,
including direct assessments of child language as
well as information gathered from parents (pre-
dominantly mothers). Some researchers have
used preferential looking tasks in the laboratory
to capture estimates of children’s early language
processing and receptive language skills (e.g.,
Fernald et al. 2008; Hurtado et al. 2014), whereas
others often rely on parent-report measures
acquire or list of words that children currently
use and understand (such as the MacArthur CDI;
Fenson et al. 2004). Other types of methods
include naturalistic observations of caregiver-
child interactions, which provide researchers the
opportunity to examine parent and child lan-
guage use, as well as the temporal features of
language inputs and the non-verbal exchanges
between children and caregivers. These natural-
istic methods are particularly valuable in studies
of early child language in social context (Pan
et al. 2004), especially when trying to consider
sources of variability in children’s language
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development. As children increase in their lan-
guage skills, researchers might turn to standard-
ized assessments to measure children’s receptive
and expressive skills (Duursma et al. 2008).

However, there are several factors that need to
be taken into consideration when assessing the
language skills of DLL children. Latino children
who speak Spanish and English might not be
equally proficient in both languages, and often
researchers consider assessing children in their
dominant language. In doing so, researchers
might miss the full spectrum of children’s lexical
and grammatical knowledge, and thus many
assessments have been translated from English to
Spanish, such as the TVIP (Spanish version of
the PPVT) and the IDHC (Spanish version of the
MacArthur CDI). However, many translated
assessments do not show as strong validity reli-
ability as their English counterparts when used
with culturally and linguistically diverse samples
(Vogel et al. 2008), creating opportunities for
measurement error. For this reason, researchers
might consider assessments normed with Span-
ish–English bilingual children, such as the PLS-5
(Zimmerman et al. 2012), which aim to capture
children’s conceptual language skills rather than
the individual lexical and grammatical skills in
Spanish and in English. Decisions about lan-
guage administration should depend on whether
researchers want to capture children’s lexical and
grammatical skills in each language individually,
or whether they want to capture children’s total
conceptual knowledge as a combination of both
languages (Barrueco et al. 2012). Nevertheless,
the variety of available methods provide valuable
information on children’s language skills and
experiences.

Empirical Findings

We address the first research question by
describing what is currently known about the
variability in Latino DLL’s early language devel-
opment. Then we turn to a review of the factors
found to contribute to these various forms of
variability to answer the second research question.

Characterizing Variability in Language
Development

As previously discussed, variability in language
development for Latino children can be concep-
tualized in three ways: (1) within time (at the
group level and individual level); (2) over
developmental time; and (3) across two lan-
guages (Spanish and English).

Variability Within Time
Considering variability at one point in time, there
exist meaningful between-group differences in
children’s language skills. Data from our lab
show that 2-year old children from low-income
Dominican immigrant backgrounds produced
more words in both L1 and L2 combined than
did children from Mexican immigrant back-
grounds. Specifically, the average productive
vocabulary size of Dominican children was
178.79 words and the productive vocabulary size
of Mexican children was 137.89 words (Fig. 1).

However, a sole emphasis on between-group
differences overlooks the enormous within-group
heterogeneity that exists. Infants of any given
group vary in language skill, such as how many
words they can produce or understand. For
instance, the vocabularies of the Dominican- and
Mexican-heritage 2-year olds were characterized
by enormous standard deviations (SD = 115.70
and 106.43, respectively). Thus, Dominican
2-year old children had productive vocabularies
that ranged from 2 words to 527 total words (L1
and L2 combined), and Mexican children’s pro-
ductive vocabularies ranged from 15 to 446
words. Data such as these indicate the need to
consider Latino DLL children’s language devel-
opment at the individual level. By focusing only
on between-group differences, researchers
emphasize language disparities but fail to rec-
ognize subgroups of children within each popu-
lation who demonstrate relatively strong or weak
language skills.

This large within-group, within-time vari-
ability has been documented by others (Hurtado
et al. 2014). A study measuring vocabulary in
Spanish and in English separately found that U.S.
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Latino children’s expressive Spanish vocabulary
at 30 months ranged from 4 words to 676 words,
and their receptive vocabulary in Spanish ranged
from 87 words to 120 words. Large variability
was also observed in their English vocabularies,
such that expressive vocabulary ranged from 47
to 131 words and receptive vocabulary ranged
from 17 to 667 words (Hurtado et al. 2014).
These findings also show the importance of
considering what language looks like in each of
the two languages—L1 and L2—a point we
return to in sections following.

Variability Over Time
Young children—monolingual and bilingual
alike—also demonstrate considerable individual
differences in their growth of language as they
get older (Huttenlocher et al. 2010). These find-
ings on varying rates of change generalize to the
growth trajectories of Spanish–English speaking
children as well. For example, in our lab, we
followed U.S.-born Latino children yearly from
ages 2 to 5, and examined their growth in both
L1 and L2 word usage (Tamis-LeMonda et al.
2014a, b). For each language, children varied
immensely in their rates of change across the
three year period in terms of how many different
words they used (word types) and how many
words they used (word tokens) during a book-
sharing interaction with their mothers. To illus-
trate, consider the variability that characterizes
changes in Spanish word types of children from

Dominican immigrant backgrounds (Fig. 2).
Each line represents an individual child, and
shows that children show growth as well as
decline in the L1 usage, and rates of change,
represented by the different slopes of lines, vary
considerably among the sample. These results
highlight the importance of moving beyond
group averages to documenting individual vari-
ability in Latino children’s growth in language
over time.

Variability Over Time in Two Languages
The across-age findings reported above are based
on changes in children’s use of Spanish.
However, it is important to consider profiles of
developmental change over time in both L1 and
L2. These over-time-two- language profiles can
be presented at either the group or individual
level. To illustrate, Fig. 3 shows the group
function of low-income Dominican children in
the sample, indicating that although as a group
children averaged equal numbers of word types
per minute in L1 and L2 at 2 years of age, their
L2 skills continued to grow while their L1
skills began to level off, likely reflecting chil-
dren’s increased exposure to English during
preschool and kindergarten. The growth in Eng-
lish vocabulary over time is similar to what is
seen in monolingual children, who also expand
their vocabularies over the childhood years
with exposure to new words and concepts at
school.
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Considering variability by language in indi-
vidual children, different profiles of changing
language use can be identified. Some children
display growth in both L1 and L2, perhaps
reflecting emphases by families on the importance
of children learning English at school while
maintaining the Spanish language and culture in
their homes (Worthy and Rodríguez-Galindo
2006). Strong support for each language creates
a language profile that shows simultaneous growth
in vocabulary and language skills in English and
Spanish. Some Latino children switch from

predominantly L1 to predominantly L2 usage over
time. As family members become increasingly
acculturated and children enter childcare and
preschool settings, there is often increased expo-
sure to English that will prevail over the current
knowledge of Spanish. Under such circumstances,
if Spanish is not strongly supported in the home or
school, children will begin to reduce in their
Spanish usewhile concurrently showing growth in
their English language skills.

In our own research we identified four profiles
of changes in children’s English and Spanish
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language use across the ages of 2–5 years. Some
children showed concomitant gains in both lan-
guages (Fig. 4a), likely reflecting strong support
for the use of English and Spanish in their home
environments. Some children were consistent in
their English-dominance across time, likely
reflecting predominantly English inputs at home,
despite the immigrant status of their parents
(Fig. 4b). Still others were consistently Spanish-
dominant and used more Spanish than English
from ages 2 to 5 (Fig. 4c), most likely representing
the types of language development seen in chil-
dren of recently immigrated parents. Conversely,
some children were initially more Spanish-
dominant, and over time shifted to become more
English-dominant (Fig. 4d). This profile of
change is likely to be most common for many
children of immigrant parents as they are
increasingly exposed to English in the host coun-
try, particularly at school. Notably, we did not

observe a shift in language dominance from Eng-
lish to Spanish. This is not surprising, since Latino
children in the United States increasingly use
English as they are exposed to the host language.

Explaining Variability in Language
Development
Above we presented different ways that vari-
ability can be conceptualized in the study of
young Latino children’s language development.
A question that naturally arises is: What might
explain these individual differences? Here, we
consider two main contributors to individual
differences in young children’s language devel-
opment: (1) the nature of input from parents, and
(2) broader contextual factors that influence
parents’ child-directed language use. Children’s
language development is also affected by inputs
from caregivers outside the home as well as
siblings and peers; however, parents tend to be

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Fig. 4 Observed profiles of Latino children’s language
trajectories. Solid lines represent expressed word types per
minute in English; dashed lines represent expressed word
types per minute in Spanish. Profiles include:

a Dual-language growth; b Growth in English;
c Growth in Spanish; and d Change from Spanish to
English dominance
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the primary influences on language development
in the first years of life. Moreover, U.S. Latino
children, particularly those of recent immigrants,
are less likely to attend nursery or preschool in
the early years than are their monolingual
English-speaking peers (Yoshikawa 2011). Older
siblings often provide young Latino DLLs with
opportunities to be exposed to and use English
(Anderson 2012; Iglesias and Rojas 2012). As
such, Latino DLL children with older siblings
tend to become proficient in English at an earlier
age than those without older siblings. However,
siblings are rather understudied in any cultural
group, compared to the vast majority of work
done on mother-child relationships and the
effect of peers and teachers on children
(Barron-Hauwaert 2011). As a result, we focus
on parent-level contextual factors, which only
touch the surface of variability within Latino
families, but can serve as a framework for
thinking about variability more explicitly.

Nature of the Input
During the early years, mothers and fathers are
main contributors to infants’ language experi-
ences. A recent study on Latino bilingual
infants showed that parent–child interactions
accounted for 77 % of the total time spent in
conversations with others in the environment
(Place and Hoff 2011), meaning that the
majority of the time children are exposed to
language, they are in the presence of their pri-
mary caregivers. Three features of parental
language input largely affect the language
development of DLL’s: (1) amount and quality
of language, (2) proficiency of language, and
(3) relative use of Spanish and English. More-
over, all three features are influenced by
broader contextual factors, including parent
SES, which are reviewed later in the chapter.

Amount and quality of parent language are
two of the strongest predictors of children’s lan-
guage skill. Children can only learn the words to
which they are exposed, and adult caregivers offer
children a multitude of language experiences
during interactions that support children’s growth
in vocabulary. Specifically, the complexity,
diversity, and frequency of parent-language use

with children predict children’s vocabulary
development (e.g., Hart and Risley 1995; Hoff
2003, 2006; Tamis-Lemonda et al. 2012a). In a
study of children of Mexican and Dominican
descent, changes in parents’ language use over
time predicted children’s vocabulary growth in
the respective language (Tamis-Lemonda et al.
2014a). In another study, Latina mothers of
Spanish-learning infants were highly variable in
their input to children, and these differences
related to children’s vocabulary size at age 2
(Hurtado et al. 2008). Specifically, infants of
relatively talkative mothers heard seven times
more words on average, three times more differ-
ent words, and more complex sentences than
those heard by infants of less talkative mothers.
Additionally, positive associations were found
between the percentages of words children pro-
duced in Spanish and English and estimates of
input in each language (Hoff et al. 2012), such
that substantial parental language input fosters a
supportive environment for children to acquire
any given language (Place and Hoff 2011).

Parents’ proficiency of language input is also
central to the development of children’s language
skills, such that children acquire language best
when parents speak with them in the language in
which parents are most comfortable (McCabe
et al. 2013). Nearly ¾ (71 %) of Latino DLLs
have at least one parent with limited English
proficiency (LEP; Hernandez et al. 2007), and
children of Mexican, Dominican, and Central
American descent in particular are less likely to
have parents who are proficient in English rela-
tive to other Latino children (Hernandez 2006).
When parents with LEP speak English with their
children, they are not necessarily improving
children’s skills in English, but might be sacri-
ficing children’s skills in Spanish (Hammer et al.
2009; Paradis et al. 2011).

However, exposure to fluent and native
Spanish from early on can support children’s
development of their L2 (Brisk and Harrington
2007; Rinaldi and Páez 2008). Rich, high quality
language exposure during early language devel-
opment results in enhanced skills for children in
the languages they are learning (McCabe et al.
2013). Children who are exposed to Spanish and

Conceptualizing Variability in U.S. Latino Children’s Dual … 97



English from infancy start to learn both lan-
guages simultaneously, and their language tra-
jectories in each language seem to follow the
patterns observed for monolingual children
(Conboy and Thal 2006; Parra et al. 2011). DLL
children whose caregivers expose them to con-
sistent, high quality, and proficient language
input in both languages (to any degree of use in
each language) before the age of 3 outperform
other bilinguals who are exposed to the second
language later (age 3 and on) on reading,
phonological and syntactical awareness and
overall language competence (Kovelman et al.
2008a, b). Children who are given opportunities
to learn both languages from fluent speakers
starting in infancy are unlikely to be hindered in
their language development.

Parents’ distribution of English and Spanish
usage within and over time affects children’s
emerging skills in each of the two languages. Just
as was observed for Latino children’s language
trajectories in English and Spanish, individual
profiles of maternal language trajectories varied
for both Mexican and Dominican mothers: Some
mothers use English more than Spanish, whereas
others use Spanish more than English, usually
related to how long the mother has resided in the
United States and how comfortable the mother is
in each language. Moreover, mothers often
switch their language use over time, such as by
increasing the use of English and decreasing the
use of Spanish. Findings from our work, how-
ever, did not show a profile of change in which
mothers decreased English and increased Span-
ish, mirroring what was found for children’s
changing language use.

The profiles of parents’ L1 and L2 use high-
light variability in the timing of children’s
exposure to different languages. Some DLL
children are referred to as simultaneous bilin-
guals, since they have been exposed to both
languages early in life before L1 is solidified
(Genesee 1989). Although their exposure to both
languages is present very early on, their experi-
ences with each of the two languages may be
quantitatively and qualitatively distinct at any
given time (Genesee et al. 1995). As a result,
their comprehension and performance in each of

these languages will vary as a function of age of
exposure and quantity and quality of the input.
Sequential bilinguals, in contrast, are those who
are exposed to one language (L1) in infancy and
a second language (L2) a few years later, with
significant variation existing in the timing and
conditions under which the second language is
introduced (Iglesias and Rojas 2012).

Broader Contextual Factors
As reviewed thus far, Latino parents provide
dramatically different language environments to
their children, and these differences powerfully
influence the rates and profiles of children’s
vocabulary growth. However, parenting does not
occur in a vacuum. Rather, several factors influ-
ence the amount of parent talk to children, the
richness of their talk, and the language they use
with their children on a daily basis. We discuss
three characteristics that have been found to be of
importance: generational status, parents’ educa-
tion, and family economic circumstances.

Parents’ generational status and time spent in
the United States are associated with parents’
skills in the host language, and in turn the lan-
guage development of their children. For exam-
ple, the use of L2 within immigrant families
increases over successive generations, such that
the first generation tends to maintain the native
language (Silva-Corvalan 2003; Veltman 2003),
whereas subsequent generations begin to inte-
grate L2 into their daily conversations and use L1
to varying degrees (Hurtado and Vega 2004). By
the third generation, the native language is almost
lost, leaving L2 as the primary spoken language
used at home (Arriagada 2005). Generational
status predicts DLL’s vocabulary above parents’
education, such that children of more educated
parents have higher English vocabulary skills, but
education did not play a role in children’s Spanish
vocabulary; rather, children’s Spanish vocabu-
laries were larger for those children whose
mothers were immigrants (Hammer et al. 2012).

Consequently, it is important to consider the
amount of time that family has resided in the
United States rather than categorizing Latino
immigrants into a homogenous group. Latino
children from immigrant families (approximately
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2/3 of the Latino population; Hernandez 2006)
will encounter dramatically different experiences
than will children whose parents are U.S. born.
Latinos of different ethnicities, such as Mexican,
Puerto Rican, or Peruvian, vary in nuanced
aspects of culture, generation and legal status,
years spent in the United States, and the degree
of acculturation, which shape the daily contexts
and experiences of children.

Drawing from the examples in our laboratory,
low-income U.S.-born Dominican mothers
showed greater increases in English language use
over children’s first 5 years of life than did
low-income, immigrant Mexican mothers, an
ethnic difference that reflects differences in
mothers’ time in the United States and skills with
English (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2014a, b).
Specifically Dominican mothers had resided in
the United States longer and were more educated
than Mexican mothers.

Parents’ socioeconomic status strongly relates
to children’s language outcomes (e.g. Fernald
et al. 2013). Parent education levels are typically
much lower in immigrant Latino families than
they are for native-born Latinos and the U.S.
adult population at large (Hernandez et al. 2007),
and children from immigrant families originating
in Mexico, Central America, and the Dominican
Republic are likely to be among those whose
parents have completed the fewest years of
school (Hernandez et al. 2008). More years of
schooling for immigrant parents is associated
with higher levels of English proficiency, which
affects children’s English language skills by
kindergarten (Bohman et al. 2010). Moreover,
SES differences have implications for the quality
and quantity of parents’ language spoken to
children (Hoff 2003, 2006). There exists a
6 month gap in language ability in DLL Latinos
compared to monolinguals as early as 18 months
(Fernald et al. 2013). Compared to low-
responsive mothers, more responsive Latina
mothers who talk more to their children at
18 months have children with larger vocabularies
and faster language processing at 24 months
(Hurtado et al. 2008).

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

We have provided a review of some of the con-
textual factors that contribute to the language
development of U.S. Latino DLLs from immi-
grant backgrounds. Although we highlighted
specific challenges and opportunities that come
with learning two languages, several fundamental,
universal principles of early language develop-
ment based on research with monolingual children
readily apply to the development of all DLL
children. Consequently, many lessons learned in
the language field more broadly are relevant to the
language development of Latino DLL children
(for a review, see McCabe et al. 2013).

First, the languages children learn, the rate at
which they learn them, and thus the skill levels
children display at every age reflect their every-
day language experiences. Decades of research
with monolingual children and more recent
research with DLLs have identified properties of
language experience that support children’s lan-
guage learning including the quantity and quality
of caregiver speech, as described in this chapter.

Second, parents provide children the words of
their language through both verbal and nonverbal
behaviors. For example, parents’ use of gestures
facilitates matching words to referent objects by
“narrowing the search space” and offering children
a unitary language experience that allows them to
perceive the word and the stimulus as “belonging
together” (Rader and Zukow-Goldring 2010).
Individuals from some cultural communities use
gestures to a greater extent in communication than
do others. Two-year old children from these cul-
tural groups (e.g., Mexican children) display more
gesture use and higher skills at sequencing and
imitating actions and following commands that
incorporate gestures despite lower expressive
language than do children from other minority
backgrounds (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2012a, b).
Moreover, language experiences that are prompt,
contingent, and appropriate consistently predicts
children’s gains in language, especially during the
first 2 years of life (e.g., Bornstein et al. 2008;
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Goldstein and Schwade 2010). Contingent
responses to infant behaviors promotes word
learning by increasing the likelihood that infants
will hear words that are the focus of their attention,
thereby easing the referent-mapping task
(Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2014a, b). Using both
verbal and nonverbal language in integrated and
meaningful contexts deepens children’s concep-
tual knowledge and lexicons (Hirsh-Pasek et al.
2009). For example, an adult who talks about
hammers, hard hats, screw drivers, and tool belts
while building something with a child or reading a
book about building things is providing an optimal
type of context for acquiring extensive, connected
vocabulary and concepts.

In the context of these universal principles,
there exist several unique features of language
experiences and development that are important
to consider when investigating the development
of DLLs. First, age of exposure to different lan-
guages is a topic of specific relevance. Children
who hear two languages from infancy start to
learn both languages simultaneously and the
course of development in each language looks
similar to that of monolingual children (Parra
et al. 2011). Moreover, children who are exposed
to proficient speakers in native and host lan-
guages before the age of 3 years outperform
children with L2 exposure later than age 3 in
language organization, such as morphology and
phonology in both languages (Weber-Fox and
Neville 1996, 2001; Kovelman et al. 2008a, b).
Thus, if opportunities to learning more than one
language from native speakers are available early
on, the language development of DLL children
will not be hindered.

Second, children exposed to more than one
language differ in the strategies they use to map
words to their referents when compared to
monolingual children. Children learning multiple
languages are more likely than are monolingual
children to accept an additional, second label for
a previously known object or action (Kovács and
Mehler 2009; Yoshida 2008; but see Mervis et al.
1994). This makes sense since they soon learn

that things in the world can have at least two
names, one label for each language. In contrast,
monolingual children assume that novel words
refer to objects or events that do not yet have a
label, since most things typically have a single
name. Perhaps unsurprisingly, because dual lan-
guage learning infants must navigate a world of
multiple labels for the same object or event,
growth in the individual vocabularies in each of
the DLL’s languages is slower compared to
children learning one language (Carlo et al. 2004;
McCabe et al. 2013). However, when the total
language of DLL children is considered inclusive
of L1 and L2, the overall rate of lexical growth
and conceptual knowledge is at least equal to, if
not greater than, the rates of growth seen in
monolingual children (Hoff et al. 2012).

Finally, the cognitive advantage seen in
executive functioning and attentional control in
children who become fluent in two or more
languages (e.g. Akhtar and Menjivar 2012;
Bialystok 2015; Carlson and Meltzoff 2008;
Poulin-Dubois et al. 2011) is particularly relevant
to U.S. Latino DLL children. Multilinguals must
constantly hold in mind the relevant language
and inhibit the non-relevant language depending
on the environment, and thus must pay attention
to abstract dimensions of language and engage
executive functions that monolinguals do not
regularly have to do (Bialystok 2015).
Preschoolers who are able to apply these regu-
latory skills to general classroom learning tasks
and goals show higher levels of academic
achievement than do their less regulated peers in
later years (Denham et al. 2011), and thus mul-
tilingual children might have opportunities to
develop and employ advanced regulatory skills.
Consistent activation of these executive function
areas affects and restructures neural pathways
and brain structures (Costa and Sebastián-Gallés
2014), which might possibly slow the decline of
executive functions during adulthood (e.g. Luk
et al. 2011), suggesting that multilingual use and
exposure throughout the lifespan could slow
down the effects of aging.

100 K. Escobar and C.S. Tamis-LeMonda



Policy Implications and Future
Directions

Research and practice at the level of the family
should emphasize the ways that Latino parents
can promote their children’s development of
early foundational skills. From a strengths-based
perspective, Latino parents provide their children
with emotional support, place high value on
children’s academic achievement and also put
much effort into preparing their children for
school (Cabrera et al. 2013). Thus, Latino par-
ents’ goals for children can serve as a starting
point for designing strategies to effectively sup-
port children’s development. These strategies
might include highlighting practices that foster
the development of language and literacy skills,
such as book-reading (Raikes et al. 2006), recit-
ing nursery rhymes and playing rhyming games
(Baker et al. 1995), and sharing oral stories
(Schick and Melzi 2010; Snow and Dickinson
1990). Additionally, practitioners should work
with parents to identify family routines that
present meaningful opportunities for children’s
everyday learning. For instance, we found that
the emphasis on family solidarity in Mexican
families means that most Mexican children eat
meals with both their mothers and fathers on a
daily basis (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2009).
Conversations during mealtime or other everyday
routines provide young children with opportuni-
ties to practice and build oral language skills with
different partners (e.g. Pan 1995; Ochs and
Capps 2001; Reese 2012; Snow and Beals 2006).
In order to effectively incorporate language and
literacy into children’s daily lives, some
researchers are calling for two-generation literacy
programs in which children and their parents can
learn English together without losing their home
language. Interventions must target parents and
young children, keeping in mind that unautho-
rized immigrants are often excluded from pro-
grams (Crosnoe 2009).

Notably, parents’ practices to promote their
children’s language development would be best
when using the language with which the parent is
most comfortable. Often, immigrant Latino par-
ents with limited English proficiency believe that

their children will not enter school with sufficient
English skills if they do not speak English with
them at home, resulting in the child being exposed
to poor English that may impede development.
The use of the host language in the homes of
young immigrants only predicts positive devel-
opment once parents have reached a certain level
of proficiency in the L2 (Paradis et al. 2011). Early
exposure to proficient language promotes fluent
acquisition of that language (Kovelman et al.
2008a, b), which in turn has implications for the
children’s school readiness.

Because language experiences in the first years
of life are critical to children’s language devel-
opment, it is important to educate and engage
parents in children’s language development early
on, rather than wait until children are in school.
One effective platform for such outreach is
through pediatricians. Young children visit the
doctor about fifteen times before the age of five
(Hagan et al. 2008), thus the use of pediatric visits
is an efficient way to reach difficult-to-reach
populations, especially low-income and multi-
lingual Latino families. The Video Interaction
Project (VIP; Mendelsohn et al. 2005) is one
example of a program that reached out to Latino
families during child well visits. In the interven-
tion group, mothers and newborns participated in
one-on-one sessions with child development
specialists who facilitated interactions during
play and reading, using previously videotaped
interactions from primary care visit days as
guides for areas to work on. Studies of the VIP
program found increased parent- child interac-
tions from the intervention group, indicating
effective engagement from multilingual families
during early infancy (Mendelsohn et al. 2011).

Center-based programs provide the added
opportunity to engage with caregivers from
at-risk families with DLL children (McCabe et al.
2013). For example, federally funded programs
such as Early Head Start work with parents
directly (on site or through home visitation) to
facilitate parent–child interactions. Although
historically, DLL’s have been underrepresented
in all forms of early childhood education (García
and García 2012), several federal programs have
recently begun to establish learning principles
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specifically for children who are DLLs (Castro
et al. 2013), requiring programs to address the
needs of DLLs and their families across multiple
development and service areas.

As is evident from this chapter, there is a need to
identifyways to support and promote LatinoDLLs’
skills in both Spanish and English so that they
become proficient speakers of the two languages
and maintain proficiency over time. For many
young U.S. Latino DLLs, school is the first setting
that introduces them toEnglish,whichmight lead to
a considerable disadvantage at the start of school
(Magnuson et al. 2006). Not all Latino children
develop proficiency in both English and Spanish
and some children develop English at the expense
of competence in Spanish (García and Jensen
2009). For many such children these early disad-
vantages persist into adolescence, indicating the
need for continued language support.

However, U.S. Latino children who develop
solid bilingual skills can reap the benefits of
bilingualism with regard to both language
development and executive function. Thus
researchers and practitioners must work to pro-
mote the development of both languages
throughout the early years. Latino children with
a strong bilingual skill set may ultimately per-
form at level with, if not better, than their
monolingual counterparts upon entrance to for-
mal schooling. These skills can be developed in
the context of the family, and continue to be
supported as needed by schools or programs that
are equipped to work effectively with Spanish
speakers (Hernandez et al. 2007). By under-
standing the variability the exists within the
population of U.S. Latino children, researchers
and policymakers can build on the strengths of
children’s language abilities and develop inter-
ventions to effectively improve Latino children’s
academic outcomes.
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An International Perspective
on Parenting and Children’s
Adjustment

Jennifer E. Lansford

Abstract
This chapter provides an international perspective on parenting and
children’s adjustment, which can inform understanding of the develop-
ment of minority children. It begins with an historical overview of this
area of inquiry, which has been conducted primarily with North American
and Western European samples, and presents two of the main theories that
have guided research attempting to understand children’s development in
cultural contexts. The chapter then describes current key research
questions as well as measurement and methodological issues in adopting
an international perspective. The bulk of the chapter reviews empirical
research on links between parenting and children’s adjustment in a variety
of domains (socioemotional adjustment, behavioral adjustment, academic
achievement, moral development, social relationships) around the world.
The chapter then highlights universal versus culture-specific mechanisms
through which parenting has been found to relate to children’s adjustment.
Finally, the chapter suggests policy implications and directions for future
research. Throughout, the review of theories and empirical research is not
comprehensive but rather illustrative, attempting to provide an interna-
tional framework in which to conceptualize parenting and children’s
adjustment.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Historically, the majority of research on parent-
ing and children’s adjustment has been con-
ducted in the United States, Canada, and Western
Europe. Arnett’s (2008) analysis of the research
participants in the most influential journals in six
sub-disciplines of psychology from 2003 to 2007
revealed that 96 % of the participants were from
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Western industrialized countries, with 68 % from
the United States alone. Thus, 96 % of the
research participants in these studies were from
countries with only 12 % of the world’s popu-
lation (Henrich et al. 2010). These findings are
corroborated by analyses of other journals con-
ducted in different ways. For example, in a
review of developmental studies published
between 1986 and 2005, only 1.8 % involved
Central or South American countries (Ribas
2010). This historical underrepresentation in the
research literature of populations from most of
the world’s countries is concerning because
findings from Western, educated, industrialized,
rich, and democratic (WEIRD) societies may not
generalize to the majority of the world’s popu-
lation, which does not live in such countries
(Henrich et al. 2010). Despite this historical
underrepresentation, recent efforts by profes-
sional organizations, universities, and bodies
such as the United States National Academy of
Sciences have focused on promoting interna-
tional collaborative research and increasing
international representativeness of study samples
and researchers in the social sciences.

In the past, studies that included samples from
underrepresented countries tended to take a deficit
approach in which findings from the minority
world of WEIRD countries were used as the gold
standard against which findings from the majority
world were compared and often interpreted as
lacking (particularly in psychology, not asmuch in
anthropology). For example, parent and child
behaviors observed in low- and middle-income
countries were often compared unfavorably to
parenting in high-income countries. This has
posed a lasting weakness in the developmental
research base because indigenous childrearing
practices and aspects of child adjustment histori-
cally were treated not as crucial to scientific
knowledge in their own right but instead as con-
firming or failing to confirm theories that had been
developed primarily using middle-class European
American norms (Nsamenang and Lo-Oh 2010).
Scholars have increasingly recognized the
importance not only of including individuals from
many countries as participants in research studies,
but also of having native researchers lead scientific

study of parenting and children’s adjustment to be
able to bring an emic perspective to the research
questions, methods, and interpretation of results.

Two particularly notable theories have guided
research on children’s development as situated in
broad cultural contexts: Bronfenbrenner’s (2005)
bioecological model and Super and Harkness’s
(1986) developmental niche model. First, Bron-
fenbrenner’s theory places child development
within a set of systems ranging from proximal
processes (e.g., direct parent–child interactions) to
more distal processes (e.g., sociopolitical contexts
and cultural beliefs), which are situated within
chronosystems that acknowledge the importance
of historical time and cohort effects. One of the
primary contributions of Bronfenbrenner’s theory
is the idea that parent–child interactions are
embedded in larger ecological and cultural con-
texts that can have a profound effect on parents,
children, and their ways of interacting together.

Second, Super and Harkness’s (1986) devel-
opmental niche model emphasizes how culture
shapes children’s development through physical
and social environments, childrearing customs
and practices, and culturally-influenced beliefs,
attitudes, and values about parenting and chil-
dren’s development. This framework is built
from the understanding that different parts of
cultural systems influence one another such that
modes of childrearing stem from opportunities
and constraints in the larger society. For exam-
ple, in agrarian societies, children tend to be
taught responsibility and obedience from an early
age so that they can contribute to the family’s
livelihood through household chores. Their
framework also acknowledges similarities in
human development across the widely varied
contexts in which children are reared; for
example, children everywhere must learn to
walk, to get along with their peers, and to con-
tribute in meaningful ways to their communities.

Current Research Questions

Individuals in different countries conceptualize
positive parenting and child adjustment in ways
that vary in some respects by cultural context.
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Parents in all countries share goals of rearing
their children to be successful, competent mem-
bers of their respective societies, but what par-
ents believe is necessary to achieve these goals
and what defines success and competence varies
around the world. Current research questions
center on between-country differences in par-
enting and children’s adjustment, mechanisms
linking parenting with children’s adjustment in
different countries, and understanding universal-
ity versus cultural specificity in developmental
processes.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

Many measurement and methodology issues in
international research on parenting and children’s
adjustment are the same as in other areas of
psychological and developmental inquiry. For
example, researchers must attend to questions
about how samples should be drawn such as
whether it is possible to recruit a nationally
representative sample and, if time and budget
constraints make national representativeness
unfeasible, how a convenience sample can be
constructed to be as generalizable as possible.
Issues of measurement reliability and validity are
important to all research, particularly if measures
are being used for the first time with new pop-
ulations. Decisions must be made about the mode
of data collection (e.g., whether to use observa-
tions, parent reports, or direct assessments of
children).

Despite these similarities, international
research on parenting and children’s adjustment
faces several measurement and methodology
issues that differ from issues in research with just
a single population in one locale (Bornstein and
Lansford 2013). One of the most pressing issues
is whether to import into one country measures
that have been developed in another or to
develop new measures in the new country. Each
approach has advantages and disadvantages.
Adopting measures developed elsewhere has the
advantage of building on previous research and
making it easier to compare findings from the

new population with findings from previous
populations, perhaps identifying universal
aspects of parenting. However, taking an emic
approach and developing new measures instead
of importing already existing ones has the
advantage of being able to capture aspects of
parenting and children’s adjustment that may be
unique to the new context and therefore not
covered on measures imported from elsewhere. If
measures are imported from a different country,
then translation from the original language to the
target language, back-translation from the target
language to the original language to identify
problems in the translation, and a process of
cultural adaptation to check for inappropriate
items are necessary (Erkut 2010). Hambleton and
Zenisky (2010) described 25 criteria useful in
evaluating the quality of translated and adapted
measures. For example, does a particular item
have the same or highly similar meaning in the
two languages? Are there differences between the
two versions in the use of metaphors, idioms, or
colloquialisms? Are the format of the items and
required tasks equally familiar in the two lan-
guages? Using these methods, one might be able
to tap into universal constructs using measures
that are culturally-tailored.

A second issue involves establishing mea-
surement equivalence or invariance across
countries, a process meant to assure that con-
structs are being measured in the same way in
different groups. Vandenberg and Lance (2000)
outline a series of steps through which mea-
surement invariance should be established,
ranging from whether items load on the same
factors across groups to whether intercepts of
indicators are equal across groups. In practice, it
can be very difficult to establish strict measure-
ment invariance, particularly when working with
a large number of groups. Therefore, a challenge
for the field lies in determining when measures
have captured a construct similarly enough
across countries to produce confidence in the
comparability of the findings.

Finally, socioeconomic factors pose a number
of methodological challenges in conducting
international research because such factors
within countries can play as meaningful a role in
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shaping parenting and children’s adjustment as
differences between countries. For example, less
educated parents and parents with less household
income are less likely to provide cognitive
stimulation and more likely to behave harshly
toward their children (Hoff et al. 2002). Coun-
tries differ widely in the socioeconomic condi-
tions of daily life. Many countries in sub-Saharan
Africa and Asia, for example, have large pro-
portions of their populations (as high as 88 % in
Madagascar, World Bank 2014) living below the
international poverty line of less than US$1.25
per day, but this standard of poverty is seldom
found in North America and Western Europe.
Socioeconomic factors are reflected in large dif-
ferences in infant and child mortality rates, life
expectancy, literacy rates, and numerous other
indicators. For example, in sub-Saharan Africa,
the infant mortality rate is 10 %, and of children
who live to be age 6 years, one-third are chron-
ically malnourished; life expectancy is just
36 years in Zimbabwe and 38 years in Zambia,
in contrast to life expectancy of 82 years in Japan
and 80 years in Iceland and Switzerland
(Nsamenang and Lo-Oh 2010). Therefore, any
international comparison of research findings
must attend carefully to socioeconomic differ-
ences to avoid confounding country differences
with SES differences.

Yet, cultural contexts are varied above and
beyond differences between countries in poverty.
For example, Durbrow et al. (2001) collected
data from mothers of 5–18-year-old children in a
poor village in the Philippines, in a poor village
in St. Vincent in the Caribbean, and in an
inner-city African American homeless shelter. In
all three samples, mothers believed that chil-
dren’s competence was promoted by encour-
agement, attention, and discipline, but American
mothers also stressed the importance of physical
affection, praise, and minimizing the impact of
dangerous neighborhoods whereas mothers in the
Philippines and St. Vincent were more likely to
emphasize the importance of health and nutrition.
Attempts to understand parenting and children’s
adjustment in different countries should attend
carefully to socioeconomic in addition to cultural
factors.

Empirical Findings

The following sections provide illustrative
empirical findings regarding ways that parenting
is related to children’s adjustment in socioemo-
tional, behavioral, academic, moral, and social
relationship domains. Taken together, the
empirical literature suggests both similarities and
differences across countries in associations
between parenting and children’s adjustment.

Socioemotional Adjustment

Attachment theory has been one of the leading
frameworks through which developmentalists
have sought to understand children’s socioemo-
tional adjustment, but the basic tenets of attach-
ment theory are biased toward Western ways of
thinking (Rothbaum et al. 2000). A large body of
research using samples primarily from the United
States, Canada, and Western Europe supports
links between maternal sensitivity and secure
attachment (De Wolff and van IJzendoorn 1997),
between secure attachment and the development
of children’s social competence (Groh et al.
2014), and between secure attachment and
exploration (Grossmann et al. 2008). However,
each of those links is called into question using
data from Japan (Rothbaum et al. 2000). For
example, Japanese mothers anticipate their
infants’ needs and behave proactively to mini-
mize infants’ distress (e.g., avoiding situations
that are stressful to their infants), whereas pri-
marily middle-class European American mothers
tend to wait until their infants communicate
needs (e.g., by crying to show distress) and then
respond to those needs. Thus, a review of
research drawing from several samples suggests
that, on average, Japanese and American mothers
construe sensitive caregiving differently; when
American mothers behave in ways that would
appear to be sensitive caregiving in Japan,
American mothers have been described as
insensitive and their infants as insecurely
attached (George and Solomon 1999). Likewise,
social competence in children is regarded differ-
ently in Japan and the United States. In Japan,
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social competence is demonstrated by a child
who works well in a group and is interdependent
with others, whereas in the United States social
competence is demonstrated by autonomy, open
expression of emotions, and independently
exploring the environment. Different types of
parenting promote these different kinds of social
competence. For example, Japanese mothers
orient infants’ attention to themselves, whereas
American mothers orient infants’ attention to
objects in the environment (Rothbaum et al.
2000). American parents act as a secure base
from which infants can explore the environment,
whereas Japanese parents promote interdepen-
dence instead of exploration.

Chao (1994) described a conception of control
in China called guan, meaning “to govern,”
which has been related to upper middle class
American Chinese children’s socioemotional
adjustment. Guan involves firm control and
training but also love and caring (with some
similarities to authoritative parenting); without
guan, parents of Chinese origin would be regar-
ded as neglectful. This research suggests that the
meanings and manifestations of parental control
differ in different cultural contexts. Indeed, the
association between warmth and control differed
across 13 cultural groups in nine countries, with
correlations that averaged from a low of −0.35
for European Americans in the United States to a
high of 0.85 for Luos in Kenya (Deater-Deckard
et al. 2011). Thus, the association between con-
trol and children’s adjustment may depend on the
meaning conveyed by parental control within a
specific cultural context.

Differences across countries in aspects of
parenting that promote socioemotional adjust-
ment also are found during adolescence. For
example, increases in autonomy over
decision-making in grades 7–8 are more predic-
tive of working- and middle-class adolescents’
emotional functioning (operationalized as a
combination of life satisfaction, experience of
positive emotions, self-esteem, experience of
negative emotions, and anxiety) in the United
States (with a sample that was 88 % European
American, 9 % Hispanic American, 2 % African
American, and 1 % Asian American) than in

China, in part because decision-making auton-
omy is more normative during adolescence in the
United States than in China (Qin et al. 2009).

Different environmental conditions in differ-
ent countries sometimes lead to different forms of
parenting. For example, among the Yoruba in
Nigeria, interactions involving food are used by
parents to teach their children key life lessons to
socialize them to be well-functioning members of
their society (Babatunde and Setiloane 2014).
This part of West Africa has a rainy season and a
dry season, which results in fluctuations in the
availability of food during different parts of the
year. Parents teach children to wait patiently for
food, not to visit other families during mealtimes,
and to leave meat and fish (which are rare and
valuable) untouched until the end of the meal. In
this way, parents use food as a way of instilling
the importance of delaying gratification, being
thrifty, and showing proper etiquette, which will
contribute to success later in life (Babatunde and
Setiloane 2014).

Behavioral Adjustment

Perceptions of what constitutes desirable and
undesirable child behaviors differ across coun-
tries. For example, adults in the United States are
more likely to tolerate undercontrolled behavior
than are adults in Thailand, who are more likely
to emphasize the importance of respect toward
others and nonaggression compatible with Bud-
dhist teachings, which can manifest as overcon-
trolled behavior (Weisz et al. 1995). Similarly, in
a review of several studies comparing samples in
the United States and Canada with samples in
China, Chen and French (2008) concluded that
shyness and behavioral inhibition are perceived
by American and Canadian mothers as being
undesirable characteristics; shy children are less
accepted by their mothers and less well liked by
their peers than children who are not shy, and
shyness is associated with the development of
maladaptive behaviors such as poor academic
achievement (Chen and French 2008). In con-
trast, behavioral inhibition and shyness are per-
ceived by Chinese children and adults as being
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desirable; accordingly, shy children are treated
with warmth and favor by their mothers and are
perceived positively by their teachers and peers
(Chen and French 2008).

Discipline is one of the primary means parents
use to shape children’s behaviors, by punishing
undesired behaviors and rewarding desired
behaviors. Parents’ use of different forms of
discipline varies dramatically across countries.
For example, as of 2016, 50 countries have
outlawed all forms of corporal punishment
(www.endcorporalpunishment.org), a number
that is increasing steadily as countries attempt to
comply with standards related to protecting
children from abuse and exploitation as set forth
in the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC). Yet, in other countries (in-
cluding the United States), the use of corporal
punishment remains widespread. In a comparison
of rates of corporal punishment of 2–4-year-old
children in 24 low- and middle-income countries,
Lansford and Deater-Deckard (2012) found that
27–38 % of the variance in whether corporal
punishment was deemed necessary to rear a child
properly was accounted for by country of resi-
dence. Use of psychological aggression and
nonaggressive forms of discipline (such as
offering explanations) also varied widely across
countries.

Despite these differences in rates of different
forms of discipline in different countries, there
are many similarities in links between different
forms of discipline and children’s adjustment.
For example, although the strength of the relation
between corporal punishment and children’s
adjustment (aggression and anxiety) is moderated
by the cultural normativeness of corporal pun-
ishment, more frequent corporal punishment is
related to more child aggression and anxiety in
China, India, Italy, the Philippines Thailand, and
the United States (Lansford et al. 2005). A re-
view of studies primarily with different ethnic
groups in the United States concluded that cor-
poral punishment is harmful to children regard-
less of its intended purpose or cultural context
(Gershoff 2013).

Of course, behavioral adjustment involves not
just avoiding problem behaviors but also

engaging in prosocial behaviors. In a study of
Ngecha children in Gikuyu, Kenya, de Guzman
et al. (2005) found that contexts in which chil-
dren spent time elicited different types and
amounts of prosocial behavior. For example, in
this subsistence economy, infants and toddlers
are often cared for by older siblings; in the
context of caring for younger siblings, older
siblings were likely to display nurturant prosocial
behavior. Likewise, children are expected to
contribute to the family’s sustenance through
household chores, taking care of livestock, and
engaging in other types of labor for the benefit of
the family, all of which elicited responsible
prosocial behavior. Playing with other children
and taking care of oneself were the contexts least
likely to elicit prosocial behavior. Many indus-
trialized countries provide few opportunities for
children to engage in meaningful work to benefit
their families and communities, thereby limiting
their access to contexts that elicit prosocial
behavior. An important implication of these
findings is that parents in such countries or
communities may need to be especially mindful
about how to promote children’s prosocial
behaviors when children are not often able to see
the direct benefits of their actions on others.

Academic Achievement

Since Stevenson’s seminal studies of academic
achievement in China, Japan, and the United
States (e.g., Stevenson et al. 1986), comparisons
of what parents in different countries do to pro-
mote their children’s academic achievement have
been a major focus of international research on
parenting and children’s adjustment. In a review
of studies using several economically diverse
samples, on average, compared to parents in the
United States, parents in China spend more time
working on homework with their children,
extend learning opportunities beyond assigned
homework, and are more controlling in their
teaching-related interactions with their children
(Pomerantz et al. 2014). In working- and
middle-class families, when parents in the United
States are involved with their children’s learning,
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they tend to promote autonomy, whereas parents
in China are more controlling (Cheung and
Pomerantz 2011). Chinese and American parents
also respond differently to children’s successes
and failures, with Chinese parents reflecting on
children’s mistakes and minimizing their suc-
cesses more than American parents (Ng et al.
2007). These aspects of parenting are related to
children’s academic achievement (Ng et al.
2007), with Chinese children consistently out-
performing American children academically,
particularly in math and science. Despite the
academic advantages conferred by Chinese par-
enting, emphasis on mistakes and controlling
behaviors also appear to take an emotional toll,
with Chinese children feeling less happy and
having lower perceptions of their own worth
(Pomerantz et al. 2014). Pomerantz et al. sug-
gested that optimizing children’s academic
achievement and emotional well-being could be
promoted by parents’ greater involvement in
their children’s education (as in traditional Chi-
nese parenting) while at the same time using
strategies that are more autonomy-promoting
than controlling (as in traditional American par-
enting, which has been found to promote emo-
tional well-being in both the United States and
China; Pomerantz and Wang 2009).

Moral Development

Historically, researchers focused on whether
children’s moral development proceeded through
a universal set of stages such as Kohlberg’s
(1984) progression from an obedience and pun-
ishment orientation to a stage defined by uni-
versal ethical principles. As in other areas of
child development, this approach took a theory
developed primarily from studying middle-class
European Americans (in this case, just males)
and used it as a gold standard against which to
compare the moral development of females and
children in many other countries and cultural
contexts. This set of research sometimes con-
cluded that children from certain countries were
less morally advanced compared to children from
other countries, a perspective that has been

criticized as being biased because Kohlberg’s
stages place more emphasis on individual rights
and social justice than is common in many pla-
ces. For example, individuals from India
emphasize the importance of social relationships
and fulfilling one’s obligations to others and
meeting others’ needs, whereas individuals from
the United States are more likely to emphasize
what is fair or just as the basis for morality
(Miller and Bersoff 1992). In their work with
Black and White adolescents in South Africa,
Ferns and Thom (2001) have described how
these differences in cultural orientation can lead
to different end points in moral development.

More contemporary research has focused less
on stages of moral development and more on
different social cognitive domains (e.g., social
conventions versus morality; Smetana 2006;
Turiel 2002) and factors that affect children’s
moral judgments in different contexts (Lapsley
and Carlo 2014). In some cases, these factors
have been found to differ across countries. In a
comparison of primarily middle-class Japanese
and American (82 % European American, 8 %
Asian American, 6 % Hispanic American, 1 %
African American, and 3 % multiethnic) 7-, 9-,
and 11-year-old children, younger children in
both countries were more likely than older chil-
dren to indicate that they would report their
peers’ minor transgressions to authority figures;
however in Japan, participants of all ages
reported thinking it was more appropriate to
report minor transgressions than did American
participants (Loke et al. 2014). Compared to
middle-class Japanese mothers, middle-class
Israeli mothers are more likely to find chil-
dren’s disobedience acceptable when such dis-
obedience results from an expression of the
child’s individuality (Osterweil and Nagano
1991). Prosocial behavior may be fostered in
different ways in different societies. For example,
in societies in which children are responsible for
meeting others’ needs (e.g., by taking care of
younger siblings or doing housework for the
good of the family), parents may not feel the
need to specifically socialize prosocial behavior
because such behavior is encouraged implicitly
as children contribute to their families’
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well-being (de Guzman et al. 2005). In societies
in which children have fewer opportunities to
contribute to the welfare of the family through
daily responsibilities, parents may try to socialize
prosocial behavior through inductive reasoning
and authoritative parenting (e.g., Hastings et al.
2007). Burr (2014) describes how morality and
conceptions of what it means to be a “good
child” are entwined with a web of cultural values
in Vietnam. For example, knowing one’s place in
the social hierarchy is highly valued, and chil-
dren are expected to behave in ways consistent
with their position in this hierarchy. A child
might be expected to work on the streets to earn
money to support a brother’s education or to live
in an orphanage to give the family the opportu-
nity to try for more sons (Burr 2014). Zucker and
Howes (2009) found similar goals of Mexican
mothers in the United States for their children to
relate to other people by meeting their needs and
expectations.

Social Relationships

Different beliefs about the importance of social
relationships shape parent–child interactions in a
variety of ways. For example, many parents in
Bangladesh believe that showing children too
much affectionwill spoil them and that speaking to
infants is not important because infants cannot
understand language (Hamadani and Tofail 2014).
A classic ethnographic study of a rural, poor
sample of the Gusii in Kenya revealed that
co-sleeping, breastfeeding on demand, frequent
physical contact, and immediate consoling of
infants are expected features of mother–infant
relationships (LeVine et al. 1994). Gusii mothers
expressed shock when they were told that Amer-
ican parents rarely sleep with their infants, and
when shown videotapes of American families,
Gusii mothers were distressed by how long it took
American mothers to respond to infant crying
(LeVine et al. 1994). Gusii mothers do not believe
that infants are capable of understanding language
so do not speak with them in face-to-face inter-
actions that are common in American mother–

infant interactions. Gusii mothers spendmore time
soothing their infants, whereas American mothers
spend more time stimulating their infants (LeVine
et al. 1994). With older children Gusii mothers
stress obedience and respect and would not praise
their child for fear that praise would lead to conceit
and rudeness (LeVine et al. 1994). More contem-
porary research with socioeconomically diverse
and more urban Kenyan samples from different
ethnic groups shows diversity in parenting atti-
tudes and behaviors (see Oburu 2011).

Socialization in many countries focuses on
promoting social relationships more than any
other aspect of development. For example, in
South Africa, the Zulu nurture umuntu umuntu
ngabantu, which means that a person is only a
person with other people (Zimba 2002). Like-
wise, the Yoruba people of Nigeria rear children
using the concept of omoluwabi, which involves
a holistic approach emphasizing loyalty to family
obligations and traditions in interpersonal inter-
actions (Akinsola 2011). Family obligations are
emphasized in socialization in many countries, as
exemplified in the Filipino notion of utang na
loob, which involves a deep sense of gratitude
and respect that children feel toward their parents
and honor by carrying out their family obliga-
tions (Alampay 2014).

Developmental and Gender
Considerations

Differences across countries have been reported
in what is considered developmentally appropri-
ate and desirable at a given age. For example, the
timing of motor skill acquisition during infancy
and early childhood varies across countries, in
large part because of differences in parent–child
interactions related to the development of these
skills (Karasik et al. 2010). During adolescence,
increasing autonomy is expected in the United
States, but a large increase in autonomy is not
expected in China (Qin et al. 2009). Countries
differ even in how much influence parents are
expected to have on their adult children’s lives
(e.g., Alampay 2014).
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Cultural differences exist not only in parenting
and child behaviors at different ages but also in
how much parents believe they can shape chil-
dren’s development at all. For example, rural,
poor Yucatec Mayan parents in Mexico believe
that children’s development unfolds over time in
a steady progression regardless of what parents
might do; therefore, they do not attempt to
improve or hasten children’s development
(Gaskins 2000). In contrast, Luo parents in
Kenya believe that parents have the ability to
mold children’s development deliberately toward
desired outcomes, as illustrated in the Luo say-
ing, “A tree is shaped while young, or when it is
grown up it breaks” (Oburu 2011, p. 155). In
some countries, parents believe that they begin
influencing children even before they are born
(e.g., Shwalb et al. 2010). Similarly, socioeco-
nomically diverse mothers and fathers in pri-
marily urban areas of China, Colombia, Italy,
Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thai-
land, and the United States differ in the extent to
which they believe they have control over suc-
cesses and failures in caregiving situations
(Bornstein et al. 2011).

Gender warrants consideration, both in terms
of differences in mothers’ and fathers’ parenting
and in terms of how daughters and sons are
parented by both parents. Countries vary in
societal-level goals, expectations, and behaviors
related to gender such as girls’ versus boys’
access to education, women’s and men’s partic-
ipation in the paid labor force, and gender
equality or disparities in rights within the family
and broader communities. In international rank-
ings of countries by gender equality in health,
education, economy, and politics, Iceland, Fin-
land, Norway, Sweden, and Denmark are the
most gender equitable countries; Mali, Syria,
Chad, Pakistan, and Yemen are the least equi-
table (World Economic Forum 2014). Societal
factors related to gender have implications for the
ways parents rear sons and daughters, particu-
larly with respect to gender-typed activities such
as toy choices and household chores (Lytton and
Romney 1991). Nevertheless, effect sizes for

differences in how boys and girls are parented are
small when examined across a large number of
low- and middle-income countries (Bornstein
et al. 2016). Gender differences in how children
are parented may depend on developmental
stage, with infants and young children treated
more similarly than adolescents, particularly in
countries in North Africa and the Middle East
where girls’ mobility is more restricted after
puberty in contrast to boys’ mobility, which
increases to include more community involve-
ment and work outside the home (Ahmed 2010).

In a study of nationally representative sam-
ples of more than 170,000 families in 39 low-
and middle-income countries, mothers were
more likely to spend time with children under
5 years of age in primary caregiver roles than
fathers (Bornstein and Putnick 2016). In some
countries (e.g., Australia, Canada, the United
States), the proportion of caregiving done by
fathers has increased over time (Bianchi and
Milkie 2010). Differences in caregiving between
mothers and fathers are minimized in countries
that have paternal as well as maternal leave
policies following the birth or adoption of a
child (International Labour Organization 2014).
Factors such as family structure, socioeconomic
status, and the age of children also affect the
relative contributions of fathers and mothers to
caregiving (Bianchi and Milkie 2010). Although
fatherhood has been going through a reshaping
toward more involvement by fathers in roles
previously assumed primarily by mothers, his-
torically, in many countries, fathers have served
as playmates (Parke 2002) and as disciplinarians
(Li and Lamb 2013), as embodied in the Chinese
adage, “Kind mother, strict father,” a Confucian-
based distinction also common in other Asian
countries (Shwalb et al. 2010). However, recent
research shows that fathers are more than just
playmates and take on as many different roles as
mothers in childrearing (Cabrera et al. 2007,
2011, 2014). Overall, attention to gender is
warranted when considering how mothers and
fathers parent their daughters and sons in dif-
ferent countries.
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Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

Norenzayan and Heine (2005, p. 763) assert that
“The existence of cultural diversity poses a great
challenge to psychology: The discovery of gen-
uine psychological universals entails the gener-
alization of psychological findings across
disparate populations having different ecologies,
languages, belief systems, and social practices.”
Both theoretical and empirical approaches have
attempted to elucidate universal versus
culture-specific mechanisms through which par-
enting affects children’s adjustment. Rohner’s
parental acceptance-rejection theory represents
one example of an account of universal mecha-
nisms. Children’s perceptions of their parents’
rejection appear to be a universal mediator of the
link between parenting behaviors and children’s
maladjustment, whereas children’s perceptions of
their parents’ acceptance appear to be a universal
mediator of the link between parenting behaviors
and children’s positive adjustment (Rohner 2004;
Rohner and Britner 2002). For example, chil-
dren’s perception of their parents as being
rejecting mediates the link between parents’ use
of corporal punishment and children’s psycho-
logical adjustment (Rohner et al. 1996). There is
also some evidence for universality in social
cognitive mechanisms as predictors of parents’
behaviors and in the relation between parents’
behaviors and children’s adjustment. For exam-
ple, Lansford et al. (2014) found in nine coun-
tries that mothers and fathers who endorsed
aggressive forms of discipline in hypothetical
situations were more likely to report using such
forms of discipline with their own children.
Finally, several studies suggest universality in
how SES influences children’s well-being
through qualities of the home, including par-
ent–child interactions such as cognitive stimula-
tion and maternal supportiveness (Guo and
Harris 2000; Mistry et al. 2008).

In contrast, some mechanisms appear to be
culture-specific. Bornstein (1995) distinguished
between the form and function of caregiving.
Form encompasses parents’ behaviors; function
encompasses the purpose served for the child by

parents’ behavior. The form and function of
parenting can be either the same or different
across countries. In all countries, caregivers (in-
cluding parents and other adults) need to fill the
function of making their children feel loved and
accepted (Rohner 2004), but the form of care-
giving they use to fill this function may differ
(e.g., physical affection, including its intensity
and where affection is displayed, and verbal
expressions of love in some countries but indirect
actions such as preparing special foods in others).
In contrast, a particular form of parenting (e.g.,
making direct eye contact with a child) may
serve different functions depending on the
broader context in which it is used (e.g., estab-
lishing open communication with the child in
some countries but signaling aggression and
disrespect in other countries).

One consistency across both the apparently
universal versus culture-specific mechanisms is
that the meaning delivered by parents’ behavior
is more strongly related to children’s adjustment
than the behavior itself. If parents behave in a
manner that is accepted and endorsed by their
cultural group, on average, their behavior will be
more likely to have intended effects on children’s
adjustment than if parents behave in a way that is
at odds with the larger cultural group. Children
interpret their parents’ behavior from a perspec-
tive that involves social norms gathered from
observing others in the community.

Policy Implications

In the large majority of cases, one type of par-
enting strategy or behavior is neither better nor
worse than a different kind of parenting, but
caution is needed in not adopting a strict position
on cultural relativism because there are some
instances in which the international community
has reached consensus that a particular practice is
harmful to children and should not be imple-
mented regardless of how culturally normative it
is (see Coleman 1998). Female circumcision is
one example of such a practice. Corporal pun-
ishment is increasingly regarded as another
example. The United Nations (1989) has
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included mild corporal punishment as a human
rights violation in several official documents
since the time of the ratification of the CRC. For
example, the United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child, which is the body assigned
to monitor implementation of the CRC, defines
corporal punishment as “any punishment in
which physical force is used and intended to
cause some degree of pain or discomfort, how-
ever light. Most involves hitting (‘smacking’,
‘slapping’, ‘spanking’) children, with the hand or
with an implement—whip, stick, belt, shoe,
wooden spoon, etc.” (paragraph 11, United
Nations 2007). The Committee has specifically
targeted legislation in some countries that allows
corporal punishment as “reasonable chastise-
ment,” “moderate correction,” and so forth. In
referring to Article 19 of the CRC, which
requires protecting children “from all forms of
physical or mental violence,” the Committee
states (paragraph 18, United Nations 2007):
“There is no ambiguity: ‘all forms of physical or
mental violence’ does not leave room for any
level of legalized violence against children.
Corporal punishment and other cruel or degrad-
ing forms of punishment are forms of violence
and the State must take all appropriate legisla-
tive, administrative, social and educational mea-
sures to eliminate them.” The Committee goes on
to explain, “In the light of the traditional accep-
tance of violent and humiliating forms of pun-
ishment of children, a growing number of States
have recognized that simply repealing autho-
rization of corporal punishment and any existing
defences is not enough. In addition, explicit
prohibition of corporal punishment and other
cruel or degrading forms of punishment, in their
civil or criminal legislation, is required in order
to make it absolutely clear that it is as unlawful to
hit or ‘smack’ or ‘spank’ a child as to do so to an
adult, and that the criminal law on assault does
apply equally to such violence, regardless whe-
ther it is termed discipline or ‘reasonable cor-
rection’” (paragraph 34, United Nations 2007).
In outlawing all forms of corporal punishment
against children, countries are trying to change
what is considered normative and acceptable
parenting behavior in the interest of protecting

children from abuse and promoting their positive
development.

In addition to broad policy implications,
international research on parenting and children’s
adjustment also has implications for parenting
interventions designed to improve parenting and,
thereby, child outcomes. In low-income coun-
tries, parenting programs tend to focus on
improving parents’ knowledge about topics that
increase child survival (e.g., how to prevent
mother to child transmission in countries where
HIV/AIDS is endemic, the importance of having
children sleep under insecticide-treated nets in
countries where malaria is a risk). Yet even in
countries with high infant and early childhood
mortality rates, most children survive, making it
important for parenting programs to include
socioemotional and cognitive caregiving com-
ponents to optimize children’s development, not
just survival. In a review of interventions
designed to increase maternal responsiveness,
such interventions were found to be especially
effective in developing countries, leading the
authors to recommend that interventions to pro-
mote child survival should also include respon-
siveness training (Eshel et al. 2006). Although
some parenting programs specifically target
fathers, the majority of programs either target
only mothers [e.g., the responsiveness interven-
tions reviewed by Eshel et al. (2006)] or are open
to either parent, which usually ends up drawing
more mothers than fathers (Lansford and Born-
stein 2007). Evaluating interventions directed
toward fathers is an important direction for future
research.

In a meta-analysis of 76 studies, mental health
interventions that were adapted for use in par-
ticular cultures were four times more effective
than interventions not targeted to a specific cul-
tural group (Griner and Smith 2006). An
important implication of findings about the role
of culture in parenting and children’s adjustment
is that parenting interventions that are tailored to
particular cultural contexts are preferable to
implementing one-size-fits all programs. In
practice, the process of cultural adaptation can
occur in both content and mode of delivery. For
example, one goal of the Better Parenting
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Program in Jordan was to increase fathers’ time
with their children and knowledge about ways
they could positively interact with their children,
but the program initially had a difficult time
reaching fathers because they perceived chil-
drearing as the responsibility of mothers and
were unmotivated to spend time participating in a
parenting program (Al-Hassan 2009). Using a
culturally-grounded approach, the implementers
adapted the program so that it could be delivered
to fathers by Imams in mosques when fathers
were there for Friday night prayers; in this way,
fathers received the program’s messages from
highly respected authority figures who stressed
fathers’ roles within the family.

Future Directions

Adopting an international perspective offers
several lessons that can be applied to under-
standing the development of minority children
within a particular country. For example,
research questions centering on between-country
differences in parenting and children’s adjust-
ment, mechanisms linking parenting with chil-
dren’s adjustment in different countries, and
understanding universality versus cultural speci-
ficity in developmental processes apply not just
to international comparisons but also to under-
standing minority children within a society. In
addition, methodological challenges such as
establishing measurement equivalence and han-
dling socioeconomic factors are important in
research on minority children within a country as
well as in international research. Because inter-
national research often grapples with issues
related to studying populations other than the
middle-class Western samples that comprise the
majority of psychological research (Henrich et al.
2010), international research is well positioned to
inform the study of minority children.

Future studies can advance understanding and
promote minority children’s positive develop-
ment in diverse international contexts in at least
four ways. First, future research should sample
minority and majority children from countries
that have been historically underrepresented in

the research literature and should involve schol-
ars from those countries who can bring an emic
approach to understanding parenting and child
development in particular locales. This will
advance developmental science by illuminating
processes that are culture-specific versus more
universal. In some countries, researchers publish
their findings almost exclusively in
country-specific journals in the local language,
making the research inaccessible to readers out-
side of that country. As part of an attempt to
broaden the international knowledge base,
researchers should be mindful to present their
findings at conferences that draw international
audiences and to publish their findings in inter-
national journals.

Second, future research should attend to
within- as well as between-country differences.
Within-country differences may reflect ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, rural versus urban dis-
tinctions, and other factors that differentiate
individuals within countries. Within-country
differences also may reflect changes over his-
torical time. In some countries political, eco-
nomic, or other sociohistorical factors have
shaped the extent to which developmental sci-
ence is even an academic discipline. For exam-
ple, Soviet repression of the social sciences
hampered the fields of developmental psychol-
ogy and family studies until perestroika, and it
has taken some time since then to build a
developmental research base in Russia (Nelson
et al. 2010). Just as children develop over time,
so do countries. Traditional values and parenting
practices evolve over time, especially during
times of economic growth and modernization
(Chang et al. 2011), so parenting and child
development in a particular country should be
situated in broader historical contexts. The cir-
cumstances of minority children within a society
can change in tandem with forces such as
immigration policies and demographic shifts in
the full population.

Third, studies of parenting and children’s
development would benefit from including not
just mothers and fathers but other caregivers as
well. In some countries and in some ethnic
groups within countries, parents are children’s
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primary caregivers, whereas in other groups,
parents, grandparents, siblings, and other exten-
ded family members share the caregiving role.
For example, in India the majority of households
include extended family members who actively
participate in childrearing (Saraswathi and Dutta
2010). Including other caregivers will broaden
the definition of family and advance the field
beyond the study of traditionally middle-class
Western nuclear families and contribute to
understanding of child development in broader
family systems with complex configurations and
multiple caregivers that are common in many
parts of the world.

Finally, future research should try to deter-
mine which parenting programs work well in
which contexts and with which children. Espe-
cially in low- and middle-income countries, there
is a strong desire by researchers and practitioners
not just to gain knowledge for its own sake but
also to use this knowledge to improve the lives of
children and their families. By using knowledge
about parenting and child development in a
particular country or with a particular ethnic
group to tailor interventions to be culturally
appropriate, it will be possible to maximize the
potential effectiveness of such interventions.
Rigorous evaluation studies will then be needed
to determine whether the interventions are
working as intended.

Adopting an international, cross-cultural
framework in understanding parenting and chil-
dren’s adjustment offers several advantages over
using a monocultural approach. Such a frame-
work reduces the bias toward universality and
overgeneralization that comes from adopting a
monocultural approach and also adds important
cultural variation. Although the ideas and find-
ings discussed in this chapter reflect primarily a
between-country perspective, they likely apply
within countries as well. That is, they are relevant
for understanding factors that improve develop-
ment in ethnic, religious, socioeconomic, and
other minority groups. An international approach
advances understanding of the diverse ways that
competence and adaptation can be defined and
promoted around the world.
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Cultural Identity Development
as a Developmental Resource

Paul Vedder and Mitch van Geel

Abstract
Cultural identities can have a positive role in youths’ lives. Cultural
identity refers to cognitive and affective appreciation of group member-
ship. Depending personal and social circumstances, cultural identity can
either be an asset or a danger. Efforts to help youth achieve a positive
cultural identity should seek to create contexts in which they can safely
explore their identities.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

In 1968, in the preface of his book entitled
“Identity: Youth and Crisis”, Erikson contended
that to understand the concept of identity one
should analyze what and how people experience
its absence or incompleteness and what this does
to a person’s functioning in a variety of contexts.
This view suggests that identity depends on the
contexts in which a person functions and that
much can be written or said about it. And,
indeed, much has been written about it, reflecting
that there is neither consensus about the defini-
tion of cultural identity nor on adequate
methodological approaches to studying identity

formation. Actually, the concept of identity is
used in many different ways, often without a
clear definition, resulting in misunderstanding
and vagueness (Verkuyten 2005). Nevertheless
identity is an inspiring notion in psychology. To
avoid adding to the confusion, in this chapter we
use a definition of identity presented earlier by
Vedder and Phinney (2014). They describe
identity as a sense of self that is formed over
time, and that resolves doubt about personal
purpose and goals in life. The doubt as well as
the purpose and goals are linked to particular
activities that a person is engaged in. The sense
of goal and purpose a person is aspiring to is
linked to a particular time and situation. At the
same time this bond with time and place is
transcended because a secure sense of purpose
and goals not only guides current behavior, but
also future behaviors and activities. Erikson
(1968) refers to this quality of identity as “self-
sameness”: a personal sense of constancy and
continuity beyond time and situations. He
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stresses its social nature by emphasizing that not
only the person recognizes this selfsameness, but
others do as well. Identity has to do with personal
agency that is used to connect with the social
world to access resources that increase personal
well-being or that signifies the right thing to do in
a social setting.

In the remainder of this chapter we limit our
scope in that we focus on cultural identity. We
define cultural identity, a component of identity, in
the tradition of social identity theory (Tajfel and
Turner 1979) as a cognitive appreciation of group
membership together with an affective apprecia-
tion of the group (Tajfel 1981). We use the
adjective “cultural” to refer to a group or groups
defined by ethnicity (e.g., the Frisians in the
Netherlands and Germany), phenotypical charac-
teristics (e.g., black versus white South Africans),
country of origin (e.g., immigrants fromMorocco)
or of residence (e.g., nationals in the Netherlands),
or some combination of the four. Strictly speaking
these substantiations may each refer to a different
reality. Ethnic identity, for instance primarily
deals with the exploration and confirmation of
one’s cultural heritage and ancestral roots,
including beliefs and practices that are transmitted
from generation to generation. In contrast, cultural
identity primarily referring to one’s phenotype and
which is shaped by experiences akin to the phe-
notype, is likely linked to experiences of prejudice
and discrimination or of dominance and privilege.
Indeed, all these substantiations or qualifications
of cultural identity in terms of ethnicity, pheno-
type, country of origin, etc. may refer to quite
distinct entities (Navarrete and Jenkins 2011;
Williams et al. 2012). Still, they are frequently
used as overlapping or interchangeable (Berry
et al. 2006; Vedder and Phinney 2014). All refer to
socially constructed labels used for ascribing and
claiming cultural group membership.

This chapter is predominantly about ethnic or
cultural minority children who, almost by defi-
nition, grow up developing more than a single
cultural identity. They are commonly exposed to
and engaged with their own ethnic culture and
the culture of the surrounding society or their

society of settlement. The two cultures and
accompanying identities influence each other,
with the surrounding culture often having a
strong impact (Horenczyk et al. 2013). Indeed,
people acquire multiple identities and use dif-
ferent identities or combinations of identities
depending on the situation or context in which
they engage. In a sense, people act like chame-
leons. To feel safe and secure and accepted by
their social entourage, or to reconfirm a person-
ally appreciated ideological stance, people may
decide to use the identity that best serves their
purposes in a particular situation. Liebkind
(2001), working within the social identity
framework, contends that the notion of multiple
identities is better understood in terms of partial
identities, each referring to a different social
category (e.g., girl, Muslim, head scarf wearer,
sister, oldest daughter, good swimmer, white,
etc.). More so than adults, children want to select
situation or activity adapted identities and man-
ifest the accompanying behaviors to have access
to and to enjoy activity contexts and corre-
sponding activities. Young people make sure that
they fit into a variety of “activity cultures”
(Liebkind 2001; Verkuyten 2005). Most of the
literature we discuss in this chapter has focused
on adolescents or young adults. It is not sur-
prising that this developmental stage has received
so much attention, for it is during adolescence
that identity undergoes a major developmental
spurt (Erikson 1968) in which processes such as
exploration and commitment are used to create a
cultural identity. Even though many of the
spectacular processes connected to identity for-
mation may happen during adolescence, it is
important to realize that the development of
identity starts much earlier in life. Between the
ages of three and five most children develop the
ability to correctly label themselves in terms of
an ethnic or cultural group, though it is unclear
whether this label carries any meaning, let alone
functions as a developmental resource. Between
the ages of six and ten, children start to connect
‘their group’ to concrete cultural practices such
as food consumption or language use. Between
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10 and 14 children may become aware of the
social status and stereotypes associated with their
group. Later in adolescence, they develop an
increasingly clear sense of cultural identity, and
their cultural identity may become a source of
pride and inspiration for affecting and supporting
persons in one’s social network and feel cared for
by these same persons (Ruble et al. 2004). The
resulting sense of connection, direction, and
fulfillment not only has an energizing function
for engaging in activities with peers, but also
protects against confusion and feelings of fear
and threat linked with experiences of discrimi-
nation Indeed, ample studies show the positive
consequences and correlates of cultural identity
(Alvarado and Ricard 2013; Neblett and Carter
2012; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014).

The positive, protective quality of cultural
identity is also available from so-called multi-
cultural identities. Particularly in contexts in
which different cultural groups come in first hand
contact, for instance through immigration, it is
important for children to develop multicultural
identities that allow them to adapt their mode of
behaviors to requirements or preferences typical
of people and situations whom they want to
engage with in activities, either for enjoying a
good time or for achieving access to desired
resources (knowledge, company, help, material
goods). Liebkind (2001) mentions challenges
and resources that people encounter in their dif-
ferent cultural “worlds”. She stresses that this
corresponds to a so-called additive model of
cultural acquisition; additive because multiple
identities have the potential to enrich a person’s
world. The alternative is subtractive in which a
second identity is developed at the expense of
identities acquired earlier. Indeed, studies show
that in adolescence the development of a cultural
identity goes hand in hand with learning the
language, values, beliefs, behaviors and customs
typical of the cultural group that is the referent to
the acquired identity. Together these are con-
ducive to positive developmental outcomes and
psychological wellbeing (Berry et al. 2006;
Phinney et al. 2001).

Growth conducive for realizing an additive
function of cultural or multicultural identity is not
achieved automatically and without specific
effort. To clarify this we refer to the work of
Marcia (1966). She presented two concepts that
are important for identity development: commit-
ment and exploration. Commitment refers to the
affective appreciation and exploration to the
cognitive appreciation. These concepts are used to
describe four identity statuses: foreclosure, iden-
tity diffusion, moratorium, and identity achieve-
ment. Foreclosure refers to commitments without
exploring alternatives. This is typical of children
who do as their parents and other influential
people do (Wong et al. 2010). Identity diffusion is
typical of young people who do not commit
themselves and do not explore opportunities for,
or the desirability of commitment. This status
seems to resemble the notion of marginalized or
isolated people (Berry et al. 2006) and it is hard to
imagine that it can be an element in realizing an
additive function of cultural identity. Moratorium
refers to a state of intensive exploration of
opportunities for commitment without commit-
ment. And finally, identity achievement is the
state that follows after a profound exploration and
starts with the choice of a particular commitment.
Identity diffusion is considered the least adaptive
status and achievement the most adaptive (Kroger
et al. 2010). Lichtwarck-Aschoff et al. (2008)
contend that Marcia’s model is incomplete
because it insufficiently recognizes that explo-
ration does not necessarily lead to questioning
commitment, and consequently to status change.
They, as well as Crocetti et al. (2008), add a third
process, reconsideration. This third process means
that the outcomes that emerge from one’s explo-
rations may lead to a reconsideration of one’s
commitments. This can even happen when a
person has reached the stage of identity achieve-
ment but then encounters new circumstances that
promote further consideration. Although no direct
empirical evidence is available, it is likely that an
additive function of multiple cultural identities
can only be achieved when the level of commit-
ment is such that the commitment is converted
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into or goes hand in hand with support and
engagement in one’s social networks (cf. Fleis-
chman and Verkuyten 2016), hence, when the
stage of moratorium or achievement has been
reached.

Umaña-Taylor et al. (2014) followed a more
empirical approach to find out about conditions
that impact how strongly cultural identity serves
positive functions. They provide evidence that
the relationship between ethnic identity and
youths’ confidence in their capacities to learn
(academic self-efficacy) varies in strength
depending the school’s ethnic composition. Par-
ticipants were Mexican-American 5th grade
children living in Phoenix, Arizona, diverse on
socio-economic indicators, generational status
and language preference. The researchers com-
pared children from schools in which they were a
numerical minority to children from schools in
which the Mexican-American children were a
numerical majority. In the first group the rela-
tionship between ethnic identity and academic
self-efficacy was stronger than in the second
group. The researchers argue that this is likely to
be caused by the higher salience of being
Mexican-American in schools in which the
Mexican-American children formed a numerical
minority. In this context the sense of security and
resourcefulness attached to ethnic identity is
likely to be experienced as more important, and
consequently activated more. Possible interac-
tions with other contextual variables (e.g., SES
make-up of schools and neighborhoods) were not
analyzed. Later in this chapter, in the section on
empirical findings, we return to the positive and
protective function of cultural identity, providing
examples of how it works as well as further
qualifications.

Current Research Questions

In this section we discuss a variety of research
questions, ranging from questions like what a
normative course of cultural identity develop-
ment looks like and what challenges the

development of such a normative model, to what
the nature is of the relationship between social
contacts and cultural identity development; is
one of them leading and the other following or is
the relationship rather reciprocal? This latter
question is one of a series of questions that are all
variations on the notion that cultural identity is
context dependent.

In their editorial to a special issue for Child
Development about research on race, ethnicity,
and culture in child development Quintana et al.
(2006) suggest that we need more studies on the
normative development of ethnic minority chil-
dren and adolescents. Models of normative
development are important because they form a
referent or standard for evaluating the quality of a
young persons’ cultural identity development. As
such they lead to a better view on how to support
this development and how to overcome chal-
lenges when the development takes an unhealthy,
undesirable course. Creating such models is a
challenge that has not yet been resolved in the
domain of cultural and multicultural identity. One
of the reasons is that there is a multitude of groups
that vary in definition and size, making feasibility
and prioritization cumbersome hurdles. Another
challenge is that group membership has to be
defined and ascribed or claimed. Ascription,
however, may be problematic. An approach like
the one represented in the “one drop rule”, which
states that anyone with a Black ancestor is to be
considered Black (Hickman 1997), does not
square with how many individuals identify
themselves. Science does not and cannot clarify
how many generations should pass before schol-
ars quit categorizing people with a heritage that
includes ancestors of a given background as a
member of a particular minority or immigrant
group. Does this vary by group or is self-labeling
the way to go? In many cases, particularly when it
involves people with mixed backgrounds, it is
likely that self-labeling plays a role; who else
would know? If, however, the issue is surrounded
by fierce competition about access to scarce
resources (e.g., for getting refugee status in the
US or returnee status in Germany), then
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self-labeling will not suffice. The same editors
warn that normative theories that were con-
structed and validated with a particular cultural
group should not be applied uncritically to other
groups. Generalizability and applicability should
not be assumed, but explored time and again.

Vedder and Phinney (2014) state that dynamic
times ask for dynamic notions of cultural identity.
They clarified that culture as the referent for
identity is increasingly conceptualized as some-
thing that constantly changes. Culture is created
and renovated, but as important, or perhaps even
more important, is that inter- and intra-
generational processes of cultural transmission
do not result in a simple multiplier effect leading to
endless copies of cultural elements or building
blocks that are transmitted; they lead to changes in
culture. And cultural changes result in changes in
the input for the manifestations and emergence of
cultural identity. New variations show up with
changing times and places. The experience and
recognition of this dynamism have led researchers
to try to understand and model a dynamic, devel-
opmental view of (multi)cultural identities. In
studies focusing on this dynamic nature of cultural
identity development, contexts receive ample
attention.

Studies on identity development, although
recognizing the importance of a social context,
traditionally focus on the development of the self
as a primarily individually self-contained pro-
cess. In the last few decades, frameworks have
been developed that present identity develop-
ment as a contextualized transactional process in
which social interactions are not just manifesta-
tions of developmental processes, but also pro-
cesses that determine the course of the
development. In the introduction we referred to
studies typical of this latter understanding, viz.,
studies showing that multicultural youth adapts
their mode of behaviors to requirements or
preferences typical of persons and situations
whom they want to engage with in activities
(Liebkind 2001). Padilla (2006) refers to this
phenomenon when explaining what bi- or
multi-culturalism entails. He refers to the

completely bicultural person as one who has
acquired cultural competencies to a high degree
and who, when the situation demands, easily
switches or alternates between the competencies
required in the different cultural communities.
This alternating facility makes it easier to interact
with members of a broad variety of cultures. This
capability is linked to the acquisition and use of
different sets of knowledge, each linked to par-
ticular cultural contexts or frames. Studies (Mok
and Morris 2012; Verkuyten and Pouliasi 2002)
show that by priming a particular cultural frame,
or by manipulating the salience of particular
characteristics relevant to a particular identity
(e.g., by introducing persons representing a par-
ticular ethnic group by appearance or outfit), a
bicultural person makes sense of a presented
situation in a way quite distinct from the way the
same situation would have made sense if the
situation would not have changed. This comes
close to what we know about multilingualism
and language shifting (Diamond 2010).

Studies of the context dependency of identity
development also clarify that skills, and knowl-
edge are closely linked to persons’ identity
development (Hong et al. 2000; Luna et al. 2008).
Kim and Chao (2009), working with 207 Chinese
(1st and 2nd generation) and 354 Mexican (1st,
2nd and 3rd generation) 14–18 years old ado-
lescents living in Los Angeles, California,
showed that ethnic language proficiency and use
is an important component of 2nd generation
Mexican adolescents’ identity, but not of 2nd
generation Chinese youth. Between generations
in the Chinese community in Los Angeles this
proficiency and use of the heritage language
drastically declines, due to limited exposure to the
language and due to the difficulty to learn the
heritage language. For the Mexican adolescents’
heritage language this is different: exposure and
possibilities for use are ample and the language,
Spanish, is structurally more similar to English,
hence less difficult to learn. The study further
clarifies that language may be, but not necessarily
is, an important facilitator of identity develop-
ment. Kiang and Fuligni (2009), stress the
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importance of the ethnic background of the peers
whose company one keeps. If peers share their
ethnic background, ethnic identity tends to be
stronger than when peers have a different ethnic
background. Kiang and Fuligni (2009) suggest
that we are in need of studies that show the extent
to which the strength of ethnic identity affects the
social contacts that young people establish and try
to maintain. In effect, they ask do contacts follow
from identity, does identity follow contacts, or is
the relation reciprocal? And if the two are closely
interrelated could relational variation in ethnic
identity correspond to fluctuating levels of well-
being over shorter and longer stretches of time?

A final research question to be dealt with in
this section is “What causes radicalization?” In
the preceding section we stated that moratorium
refers to a state of intensive exploration of
opportunities for commitment, but without hav-
ing committed yet. Adolescence is a stage in life
during which individuals seem most susceptible
to radicalization. Radicalization is a concept that
refers to a process that combines a lower sym-
pathy for the commonly accepted value climate,
and a growing sympathy for or identification
with values, opinions and behaviors which con-
flict with the dominant value climate. It is the
expression of a strong urge to no longer abide by
the rules of common organizations, and a loss of
respect for earlier relations, attitudes and life
styles; in short, de-identification (Becker et al.
2011). At the same time radicalization is char-
acterized by efforts to seek and find a community
of like-minded people who share similar radical
opinions and behaviors. In terms of social
belongingness, as already described by Erikson
(1968), identity develops in such a way that the
social ties to the dominant majority are not only
severed, but there is actually an aversion to this
identity and the values it stands for, while at the
same time a very strong social belongingness is
felt towards the ethnic, religious or cultural
minority group to which a person belongs. In
short, there is a widening gap between “us and

them”. In the last decade it has been studied
mostly with respect to Muslim youth living in the
western world (Stevens 2011; Vedder and Van
Geel 2013). Though the focus is not explicitly on
radicalization, the Rejection Identification Model
(RIM) suggests that experiences of discrimina-
tion can lead to feelings of anger, and an
increased identification with the ethnic identity,
as well as rejection of the majority identity
(Branscombe et al. 1999). The RIM focuses on
personal experiences of discrimination and
rejection, but theories on radicalization stress that
feelings of discrimination, rejection, and depri-
vation towards the group one identifies with are
the primary catalysts in the radicalization process
(Borum 2011); these theories suggest that the
way in which immigrants and minorities are
received and treated in the receiving countries
may contribute to the development of radical-
ization. However, empirical research on radical-
ization processes is scarce, thus we cannot be
fully sure of what the push and pull factors per-
taining to radicalization are. More empirical
research is needed, because the personal and
societal consequences of this type of identifica-
tion processes are so grave, while we know so
little about how to prevent or cure it.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

For studying the questions identified in the pre-
ceding section we need a broad variety of research
approaches. Specifically, we need methodologies
that unravel the processes that constitute the
growth in youth’s balancing between personal
developmental needs of belonging, purpose and
accomplishment and the contextual forces that
define developmental tasks and social participa-
tion to achieve those tasks. We also need surveys
to identify normative processes of cultural identity
development in a variety of cultural groups and
social contexts and settings (Umaña-Taylor et al.
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2014). Such studies provide a basis for monitoring
youth cultural identity development and its pro-
tective, motivating, health enhancing qualities,
while allowing us to timely signal circumstances
and developmental courses jeopardizing these
positive qualities. We need more longitudinal
studies to learn more about the dynamics of the
development of cultural identities; not just to
know more about the order in which particular
aspects and manifestations of the development of
cultural identities follow each other, if at all, but
also to identify causes, consequences and trans-
actional processes linking these aspects.

When it comes to causes and consequences,
longitudinal studies are important, but not suffi-
cient. One of the challenges with longitudinal
studies is the risk of attribution errors that are due
to the infeasibility to control for the effects of
confounders. A type of design that allows for
more control and better exclusion of confounders
is an experimental design. Experimental designs
can, for instance, clarify how contextual cues raise
the salience of a particular cultural orientation and
activate particular identity relevant cognitions in
bicultural youths. The change of contextual cues
leads to cultural frame switching and triggers
particular knowledge structures that play a role in
identity development (cf. Luna et al. 2008). Ear-
lier in the chapter we referred to Mok and Morris
(2012) who showed that by priming a particular
cultural frame in a given situation (e.g., by
changing the use of the language primarily linked
to a particular culture) a multicultural person
appreciates the situation different depending on
the primed cultural frame. This type of research
may eventually clarify how and why people
experience and label particular information and
social interactions differently from other persons
(e.g., as culturally biased, as abusive).

One might wonder about the impact of policy
and events on the development of cultural iden-
tity. It is not difficult to think of both policies (e.g.,
legislation against headscarves), and events (the
Arab Spring, the terrorist attacks of the 11th of

September 2001) that may be sources of pride,
shame or anger, and lead an individual to reaffirm,
question or even alter that individual’s cultural
identities. Sirin and Fine (2007) used a mixed
method design to demonstrate how the terrorist
attacks of the 11th of September 2001 affected the
identity formation of Arab American youth, and
this study serves to demonstrate that major events
can indeed influence identity development among
minority youth. Another potentially powerful
technique to understand processes connected with
identity development are natural experiments.
Specifically, scholars can document the develop-
ment of identity amongst cultural minority youth
before and after a major event or policy change.
Such events or policy changes would serve to
define the “natural experimental condition”. Since
these grave events and policy changes are mostly
not foreseen or planned by researchers interested
in such natural experiments, such experiment are
largely lacking. Thus though we know that poli-
cies and events may have an influence, data to
study such general tendencies are lacking.

We wrote about the embeddedness of cultural
identity development in social contexts. In terms
of designs this almost automatically calls for the
use of multilevel designs. They are not just rel-
evant for studying the connection between
changes in social contexts and changes at the
individual plane (Christ et al. 2013; Fasel et al.
2013), they also may be applied to repeated
measures for modeling individual trajectories
(Hox and Stoel 2005).

True experiments, natural experiments, and
multi-level methods are all valuable in the study
of cultural identity formation, but each by itself is
too limited given the complex nature of the pro-
cesses involving the interaction of multiple indi-
vidual and contextual factors occurring over time.
Unfortunately, most studies of identity that
explore changes in cultural identity use single
wave measures; typically surveys that require
individuals to reflect on their attitudes. This may
result in an indication of a current position in an
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adolescent cultural identity development, but it
provides no information of how the youth came to
this position. Lichtwarck-Aschoff et al. (2008)
even contend that when surveys are used repeat-
edly in a longitudinal design, it is likely to result
in just “snapshots” of development. Survey data
do not consistently provide accurate and com-
prehensive pictures of how relevant processes
take shape and what triggers the processes to
change or adapt to changing circumstances. To
overcome this limitation they propose to conduct
micro-level research focusing on concrete expe-
riences where actions and interactions take place
in minutes or hours. Micro level research, such as
case studies, interviews, narratives, and vignettes,
can reveal moments in which individuals are
faced with identity challenges and make decisions
that shape identity development. These identity
challenges can be triggered by others such as
parents who try to regulate a person’s identity
choice and accompanying identity manifesta-
tions. Examination of a series of such moments
could trace progress of identity development. As
clarified by Vedder and Phinney (2014) these
types of designs are challenging because they are
extremely intensive and time consuming, hence
feasibility is under constant pressure. Moreover,
due to the scale and specificity, such studies are
likely to produce results of limited generaliz-
ability. Nevertheless the promise to come closer
to a good representation of the emergence of
cultural identity is a tempting perspective.

Empirical Findings

In this section we focus on how cultural identity
leads or corresponds to protection against nega-
tive influences and positive developmental
adaptations. We present research showing that a
sense of cultural identity often has these positive
correlates or consequences. Yet, not in all situa-
tions and with respect to all manifestations of
development and personal appreciations this is
always experienced as something positive.

We return to the notion that cultural identity in
modern western societies often entails multicul-
tural identity. We contend that cultural identity is
often experienced as a resource. The feeling of
connectedness with a community of like-minded
people and the accompanying perception of the
availability of support from these people imbues a
sense of resourcefulness. Another instantiation is
found in the skills and knowledge accompanying
a particular identity (i.e., language competence,
commonalities of style, social participation and
culture specific as well as intercultural compe-
tences). And finally, the capacity to shift between
different cultural frames and move with confi-
dence in a variety of cultural contexts testifies to a
person’s cultural identity as a resource. These
capacities all facilitate a person’s connection to
and engagement with multiple cultural groups.

This being said, it is important to note that
youth growing up with more than one cultural
frame of reference do not necessarily grow up
with a positive and strong sense of belonging,
good availability of, and access to social resour-
ces. The different cultural frames of reference may
be all linked to some minority group. The status
and sense of identity derived from belonging to
multiple minority groups depends on how each is
viewed within the larger society, the distribution
of power and wealth in society as well as how
members of each of the minority groups perceives
the other. This is, for instance, the case for chil-
dren growing up in the Netherlands with a mother
who has an Indo-Caribbean background and a
father from Morocco. Neither the Indo-Caribbean
frame, with its Hindu cultural connections, nor the
Muslim-Moroccan frame is commonly seen as an
asset by members of the majority group; in this
case, white European Dutch. Such children will
grow up in a culturally diversified and rich envi-
ronment but frequently experience that neither
minority cultural group is appreciated by the
majority group. They may grow up as a member
of multiple minority groups, experiencing
harassment, disappointments and rejection what-
ever cultural frame of reference they use in a given
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situation. Navarrete and Jenkins (2011), referring
to multi-racial emergent adult, undergraduate
students living in the USA show that such youth
runs a higher risk of feeling lost. In effect, they
experience a kind of cultural homelessness. This
study shows that the contextualized nature of
cultural identity in practice deals with multiple
and hierarchically structured contexts that are
connected by particular power relationships. The
young adults in the study of Navarrete and Jenkins
(2011) deal with social contexts substantiated by
members of two minority cultures to which the
students are linked through their father and
mother. These two culture specific social contexts
are overshadowed by the American majority cul-
ture that at the level of personal and institutional
contacts not always provides equal rights to all its
inhabitants. Such circumstances are not uncom-
mon throughout the Western world (cf. Berry and
Vedder 2016).

A further qualification of the notion of cultural
identity as a resource can be found in studies on
radicalization. Radicalization in a sense is a pro-
cess of re-identification. Skrobanek (2009) stud-
ied this phenomenon in Germany with Turkish
immigrants offirst and second generation. Results
showed that when Turkish immigrants felt that
members of their own group were victims of
discrimination, such a perception enhanced the
distance between Turks and Germans as well as a
reorientation of Turks towards their fellow Turks.
To replenish the feelings of loss and frustration,
people look for improved access to and intensified
social bonds with their own group. As a result of
these processes, Turks become increasingly more
conservative, more radical and less open to the
German society (Ramm 2010). This process does
not take shape in all Turks and when it does it is
not equally intensive between Turks. Whether it
takes shape and how intensively depends on
concrete living conditions in the country of set-
tlement (Berry et al. 2006; Ersanilli and Koop-
mans 2010). Vedder and Van Geel (2013) define

this process as basic to radicalization processes
and add that feelings of discrimination and
depreciation preceding radicalization may be
relieved by seeking revenge (e.g., demolishing
public property). When it is combined with iden-
tification processes, seeking connections and
having discussions with like-minded youth,
opinions tend to become more extreme (Thomp-
son et al. 2000). In such situations, youth may
voice support for acts of terrorism or argue the
justification of terrorist acts. In rare cases this may
eventually be followed by actual involvement in
terrorism.

The process of identity exploration and
mutual commitment that often occurs when
youth feel alienated from the larger society is
nicely depicted in a study by Adraoui (2009).
Referring to Muslim youth in France, Adraoui
shows how group consensus on the correct
interpretation of particular parts of the scripture
helps Muslim youth to cope with the situation of
depreciation that they experience. From being
judged and rejected by others, they move to a
situation that allows them to see themselves as
safeguards of truth and the just. From victims or
losers they change into the imposers of the
standard of right and wrong. In short, they gain
control of their lives. We refer to this process as
akin to cultural identity, but in the end it is
probably better to refer to it as a religious iden-
tity. Note that also for these adolescents cultural
identity is experienced as a resource. It adds to a
feeling of fulfillment and direction in life that is
connected with feelings of happiness and inner
strength. It concurs to the notions and expecta-
tions entailed in the RIM put forward by Bran-
scombe et al. (1999).

Findings by Knight et al. (2012) demonstrate
how the value of ethnic identity as a resource
depends on the social context. The researchers
followed 300 14–17 years old Mexican Ameri-
can juvenile offenders over a period of 7 years
analyzing relationships between changes in
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ethnic identity, gang membership and offending.
Most of these adolescents came from single
parent homes (67 %) and 42 % had parents who
had not complete high school. They suspected
that adolescents who actively and intensively
seek to know more about their ethnic background
have a higher chance of becoming a gang
member of an ethnically homogeneous gang, and
then find opportunities to explore their ethnic
identity, but are simultaneously modeled and
enticed to engagement in serious offending. Their
findings suggest a more subtle story. They dis-
tinguished four groups: the first two were youth
low on offending but one was high on ethnic
identity, whereas the other was moderate. The
other two groups were moderate on ethnic
identity, and one was moderate on offending and
the other was high on offending. These results
clarify that there is no simple relation between
ethnic identity and offending. Gang membership
was most prevalent in the two groups moderate
on ethnic identity, of which one was moderate on
offending and the other high on offending. In
comparison to the group with adolescents who
scored low on ethnic identity and low on
offending the group combining high ethnic
identity scores and low offending scores were
predominantly 1st and 2nd generation immigrant
adolescents whose mothers predominantly spoke
Spanish and who more often were gang mem-
bers, whereas in the first group the adolescents
were predominantly 3rd and 4th generation
immigrants, far less had a Spanish speaking
mother and they were far less often gang mem-
bers. The researchers suggest that for the latter
group ethnic exploration was likely less impor-
tant than it was for those high on ethnic identity
and with this came a lower chance of getting
involved in a gang. A final interesting finding
was that youth in the moderate ethnic identity
and high offending group, not only had the
highest chance of being involved in a gang, but
also showed the lowest stability over time in
ethnic identity. They started relatively low in

ethnic identity, but increased considerably over
time, which corresponds with increases in time
spent with ethnically homogeneous gang mem-
bers. The authors conclude that the quality of
ethnic identity as a protective or risk factor
depends to a large extent on such circumstances
or opportunities available through peer relation-
ships, accessibility of cultural resources and
probably many more. Nevertheless, even given
the context dependence of the resourcefulness of
cultural identity, it is tempting to use a telling
title of an article by Elmore and Oyserman
(2012) as a general rule that stresses contextu-
ality but also shows that it can transcend partic-
ular contexts or situations: “If ‘we’ can succeed,
‘I’can too!”

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

More than a decade ago Phinney et al. (2001)
argued that there is no common global process of
multicultural identity development in immigrant
youth. Rather, data and the literature indicate that
the most positive outcomes of this process result
when societies provide real opportunities for
immigrants to make choices as to the way and the
extent to which they retain their ethnic identity.
Hence, supportive societies or communities
make for resourceful cultural identities (Shweder
et al. 2006). This expresses what is likely a very
broadly applicable rule: a sense of alignment
between personal and group purposes with
respect to personal as well as social challenges
makes for inner personal as well as group based
strength to invest effort and time in changing
one’s life and community in a desired direction.

Such basic processes as exploration, commit-
ment and reconsideration are the cognitive tools
for developing a notion about “who I am”. They
also help in the formulation of ideas of how I am
perceived by others and what these others want of
me (Phinney and Baldelomar 2011). These
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processes shape the building blocks of any cultural
identity and are, in that sense, universal. The
outcomes, however, always will be person, time
and situation specific. Even when the goal is, as
suggested by Erikson (1968), to transcend partic-
ular situations and particular times and sometimes
even particular cultural or group related appreci-
ations, identity development and cultural context
are interdependent (Hammack 2008; Schachter
2005; Vedder and Phinney 2014). Moreover,
arguing that the processes of exploration, com-
mitment, and reconsideration are universal does
not mean that the outcomes in terms of identity
status are universal. What is evaluated or pre-
sented as the status that normatively represents the
most advanced level of identity development
depends on the dominant view on desirable rela-
tionships between dependent persons and on
preferences for types of interactions and interper-
sonal restraint between these people (Phinney and
Baldelomar 2011). For instance, the achieved
status, may be seen as the most preferred status
from an American or western perspective. In
communities that are characterized by more and
strong interdependent relationships, or even
dependent relationships between children and
adults, foreclosure may be the preferred status.
There is no universal goal or standard in identity
development (Vedder and Phinney 2014).

Johnson et al. (2012) provide a nice example
in a study employing the Multigroup Ethnic
Identity Measure (Phinney 1992) to compare the
ethnic identity between 11 and 27 years old
students living in Uganda (242), Tanzania (231),
and the USA (81). Students in Uganda and
Tanzania came from lower SES backgrounds
than students in the USA. About 40 % of the
students in Uganda and Tanzania lived under
harsh economic conditions, often lacking basic
needs such as food and shelter. None of the
American students lived under such circum-
stances. Most US-students were Caucasian, while
the East-African students came from a wide
variety of self-reported groups, predominantly

with tribal references or reference to linguistic
communities. A remarkable finding was that the
East-African students had extremely low scores
on the exploration part of the MEIM. This is not
to say that they do not explore their cultural
roots, but it is likely to reflect that no one in their
community questions it. They live in highly
culturally diverse communities and it is taken for
granted that adolescents belong to and represent
a particular tribal or linguistic segment. Most of
these youth communicate in a variety of lan-
guages allowing them to understand each other
and blend whenever needed. They are likely to
feel like a fish in water that accommodates a
fish’s needs. This is different with the US stu-
dents. They grow up with the experience that
cultural distinctions do matter in terms of social
mobility and access to desirable places and
commodities. They have to explore, find, estab-
lish, deny or reconfirm their cultural identity on
their way to adulthood, particularly if they
belong to a visible minority. In their study
Johnson et al. (2012) clarify that for the Ameri-
can Caucasian youth this is less a challenge at the
moment, but they predict that this will change by
2050 when the Caucasian Americans will likely
be an ethnic minority in the USA.

Policy Implications

Throughout this chapter we mentioned studies
that have repeatedly demonstrated that identity is
related to both feeling well and doing well for
youth. Youth may derive a sense of pride and a
sense of belonging from their cultural identity,
which may make them feel good about them-
selves, and that may urge them to do their best in
school, and help out in the family and the wider
community. Furthermore, a strong cultural iden-
tity may buffer against experiences of discrimi-
nation, as youth who feel certain about their
cultural identity may see discrimination as an act
of the perpetrator and not blame themselves or
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internalize the experience. Allowing youth to
explore and form their own identities is also a
cornerstone of a truly multicultural society, in
which youth can learn about different cultures
and prepare for participation in a culturally
diverse world.

Yet the identity formation process also comes
with risks and challenges both to youth person-
ally and to the larger community in the instance
of radicalization. A common denominator for
both these problems appears to be that youth can
feel that the larger community may not value, or
may even derogate, the cultural group(s) that
they belong to. Feelings of alienation, derogation
and discrimination may frustrate a healthy
exploration of identity and lead youth to unhap-
piness, marginalization or radicalization rather
than transcendence. We may than conclude that
policy regarding cultural identity should stimu-
late the healthy exploration and development of
cultural identity, but prevent the pitfalls of
marginalization and radicalization. This is not an
easy task, but in democratic societies certainly
one that should be taken up by schools. And yet,
because longitudinal studies are largely lacking,
and results are difficult to generalize across
contexts and ethnic groups it is difficult to pro-
vide a one-size-fits-all advice. Yes, schools are
likely to play an important role, but how and
what about other people or institutions? We miss
important information. For instance, we need to
know what support is needed and acceptable to
adolescents. Would peers make for good coaches
and do they need training? Would kin be a better
option, or is a self-help app a preferred one? We
don’t have the answers. Given what we know,
however, it seems safe to say that we should
allow youth to explore and discuss their identity
in freedom, provide them with the resources
necessary for exploration, provide advice and
support where needed, and create a safe envi-
ronment free of discrimination and ostracism in
which youth can explore.

Future Directions

At the end of a paper emphasizing the complex
and dynamic nature of cultural identity, it is
tempting to suggest that this complexity and
dynamism are the precise reasons for returning to
a more simple approach of cultural identity in
research. And indeed, we do need better-validated
instruments that more accurately represent the
contextualized nature of cultural identity devel-
opment (Johnson et al. 2012). To be able to do this
we need to stick to the notion of self-sameness as
an important constituent element or process of
identity development. It is at the same time the
representation that allows scholars to distinguish
the object of their study that is constantly chang-
ing and adapting to constraints and requirements
that differ over time and between situations. It
should allow us to keep track of the essence of
what we are studying. We need better instruments
to capture the complexities and developments in
identity, and future research should focus on
developing and validating such instruments.

Cultural identity is not a static characteristic.
Like many risk factors and processes of adapta-
tion, identity is always under construction, even
when a mature sense of identity has been largely
achieved (Masten 2014). There is ongoing inter-
play between context, a person’s competencies
and proclivities, and a person’s sense of identity. It
is, therefore, particularly interesting to examine
their longitudinal interplay. This interplay is likely
to reveal when and to what extent cultural identity
is functioning as a resource that really supports a
child or adolescents’ development and health.

Earlier in the chapter we contended that there
is a continued need for studies on normative
cultural identity processes. These studies will
likely be group or community specific. And yet
the question remains whether it is possible to
identify normative paths of cultural identity
development that are effectively universal. Ved-
der and Phinney (2014) wondered whether we
can develop relatively stable notions of ideal and
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optimal bicultural identities for youths from
particular cultural groups, and if so, how? These
scholars suggest that we need more research on
the way developmental paths of cultural identity
take shape. We need information on the rela-
tionship of cultural identity development to child
and adolescent cognitive, linguistic and emo-
tional development and on the influence of
family, community, and societal contexts. In
short, it makes sense to accept the challenge of
the complex nature of cultural identity develop-
ment in context as our study object.
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Differential Susceptibility in Minority
Children: Individual Differences
in Environmental Sensitivity

Elham Assary and Michael Pluess

Abstract
In developmental psychology, individual differences in response to
environmental influences have often been conceptualized from a perspec-
tive of diathesis-stress. According to this framework, adversity will lead to
negative outcomes only in individuals that also carry some form of
vulnerability (e.g. genetic, psychological traits). Children without such
vulnerability, on the other hand, are likely to be resilient in the face of
adversity. This model, however, does not lend itself to the examination of
individual variability in response to effects of positive influences. Over the
last decade, several new frameworks have been developed that describe
individual differences in environmental sensitivity more generally,
including differential susceptibility theory, biological sensitivity to context
and sensory-processing sensitivity. These concepts are based on the notion
that individual differences in response to environmental influences reflect
an individual’s general sensitivity to environmental influences. Impor-
tantly, such general sensitivity moderates the effects of negative as well as
positive environmental influences. Empirical studies indicate that indi-
vidual differences in environmental sensitivity may explain variation in
the well-being of minority children when exposed to adverse environ-
ments, but also in response to supportive exposures (including interven-
tion). Adopting a perspective of individual differences in general
environmental sensitivity will benefit researchers, policy makers and
practitioners alike in their efforts to better understand and promote positive
development and well-being in minority children.

Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Minority groups, in comparison to non-minority
groups, are faced with more prejudice, discrimi-
nation and racism, which hinder their integration
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into society and, at times, lead to social exclu-
sion, with adverse effects on the psychological
health of minority children and families (Brody
et al. 2006; Coll et al. 1996). For example, dis-
crimination has been found to be associated with
depressive symptoms and lower self-esteem
(Pascoe and Smart Richman 2009). Further-
more, those with minority status are more likely
than other groups to experience poverty and
lower socio-economic status (SES) (Rogler 1994;
Timberlake 2007), which means they are more
likely to live in more dangerous neighborhoods
and in more crowded conditions (Iceland and
Bauman 2007). Not surprisingly, such living
conditions are also associated with increased
levels of stress and maladjustment (Dahl et al.
2010; Evans and Kim 2007; Schapkin et al.
2006).

Acknowledging the increased exposure of
minority groups to environmental risk factors
and the negative outcomes associated with these
risks, much of the research with minority groups
has concentrated on evaluating the detrimental
effects of contextual adversities on a wide range
of psychological and physical health outcomes.
Findings from these studies with adult and child
minority groups suggest that minority children,
compared to non-minority children, are generally
at increased risk of mental health problems such
as anxiety, depression and conduct problems
(Munroe-Blum et al. 1989; Rousseau et al.
1996). The psychological development and
well-being of minority children can be directly or
indirectly affected by discrimination, prejudice,
poverty and lower levels of social support. For
example, the child of an asylum-seeking family
might develop depression or anxiety directly as a
result of facing discrimination at school or,
alternatively, may be affected indirectly, by par-
ental conflict brought about by increased levels
of stress due to parental unemployment and other
migration related issues.

Given that this volume focuses on positive
development of minority children, it must be
noted that children’s well-being and positive
development can be conceptualized from two
different perspectives: (1) positive development
inferred by the absence of psychopathology

(i.e. resilience); or (2) positive development
characterized by the presence of competence,
ability and achievement (i.e. thriving), as is the
position taken by the editors of this handbook.
Considering the bias in much of psychological
research to study the negative effects of
adverse environments on individuals, positive
development is often equated with the absence
of psychopathology in the presence of adver-
sity. However, though we acknowledge that
positive development is fundamentally about
more than being resilient to adversity, we will
often discuss well-being from a perspective of
resilience throughout this chapter, given that
this is currently the perspective underlying
much of the empirical research in the field (see
Motti-Stefanidi and Masten, this volume).
Despite this limitation in current research, the
theoretical perspectives discussed in the forth-
coming sections pertain to behavioral and
psychological outcomes more broadly, includ-
ing competence and well-being and not just
maladaptive behaviors and mental health
problems.

It is also important to note that the nature of
environmental influences that minority children
are exposed to depends on how they come to
hold the minority position. Some children may
be considered minority due to their ancestral
ethnic background, even though they and previ-
ous generations were born in the same country as
the majority ethnic population. Other children,
born to a first generation economic migrant
family or those settling in a new country as part
of an asylum seeking family, can also be classi-
fied as minority. While these different types of
minority groups may vary in respect to their SES,
the majority are likely to be of lower SES, and
children of asylum seekers may be exposed to
additional challenges. Importantly, the specific
cultural background of a minority group (e.g.
moral values, social norms, parenting practices
etc.) may account for further individual differ-
ences between minority groups in adjustment to
the host context (Mohler 2001). Caution is thus
required in taking a blanket approach in inter-
preting and applying the findings from studies
with one type of minority group to others.
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While, historically, research with minority
groups have reported increased risk for mental
health problems in minority children compared
to non-minority children (Aronowitz 1984;
Munroe-Blum et al. 1989), more recent research
in the field suggest that this association may be
exaggerated, or inflated by other factors, includ-
ing SES. For example, a meta-analysis of studies
with children of economic migrant families by
Stevens and Vollebergh (2008) suggested that
factors such as informant bias (e.g. differences in
reports of problem behavior/depression depend-
ing on the information source) and cultural dif-
ferences (e.g. teacher ratings of child behavior
being influenced by cultural differences in
behavioral standards between the minority and
majority culture) complicates drawing firm con-
clusions as to whether minority children, in
comparison to native children, are at genuinely
increased risk of internalizing and externalizing
problems. Interestingly, research suggests that in
some cases, minority children, in comparison to
non-minority children, do not differ or are actu-
ally at lower risk of developing externalizing and
internalizing problems (Alati et al. 2003; Beiser
et al. 2002; Harker 2001), possibly due to the
presence of protective factors such as close
relationships between family members and
strong cultural identities (Harker 2001; Virta
et al. 2004).

As alluded to earlier, holding a minority status
is associated with higher risk of mental health
problems, either directly as a result of minority
group membership which exposes the individuals
to more discrimination and racism, or more
indirectly due to higher prevalence of poverty in
minority groups. Notwithstanding the significant
contribution of minority status to risk of devel-
oping mental health problems, there is a con-
sensus for the existence of individual differences
within minority groups, where environmental
risk factors associated with minority status do not
homogenously illicit the projected negative out-
comes. Simply put, although poverty and dis-
crimination are strongly implicated in increased
risk of negative mental health outcomes, the risk
does not materialize for all individuals exposed
to them. The same observation tends to emerge

with regards to the effects of positive environ-
mental influences on children’s development. For
example, in a recent study a school-based inter-
vention program intended to prevent internalising
problems, benefited some but not all children
(Pluess and Boniwell 2015). Undeniably,
researchers in the field of individual differences
have long been attempting to explain how these
individual differences emerge, and what factors
contribute to this observed variation. To this end,
resilience research has identified two main cate-
gories implicated in individual differences in
well-being: one relates to individual characteris-
tics (e.g. genetic, biological, and physiological
factors or behavioural phenotypes such as tem-
perament); and the other relates to contextual risk
and protective factors (e.g. family, society). With
regards to the latter, for example, while low SES
is seen as an established risk factor for conduct
problems and reduced cognitive abilities
(Brooks-Gunn et al. 1996; Duncan et al. 1994),
stimulating activities and maternal warmth have
been reported to act as protective factors in low
income families, ameliorating the adverse effects
of low SES (Kim-Cohen et al. 2004).

The contribution of individual characteristics
(such as genes or temperament) to variability in
response to the effects of environmental influ-
ences across development has been the subject of
extensive investigation. In the following sections,
we will present different theoretical perspectives
pertaining to individual differences in environ-
mental sensitivity and consider how
individual-level characteristics moderate the
effects of environmental influences on beha-
vioural outcomes including competence and
psychological well-being.

Theoretical Perspectives of Individual
Differences

Questions pertaining to individual differences in
the development of competence and wellbeing
can be investigated and interpreted from two
similar but fundamentally different theoretical
perspectives. The older and more widely
embraced perspective supposes that variability in
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response to negative effects of environmental
influences is due to inherent individual differ-
ences in vulnerability or resilience. The more
recent, alternative perspective proposes that
observed variation is due to individual differ-
ences in general environmental sensitivity.

The vulnerability/resilience view is best
reflected in the Dual-Risk or Diathesis-Stress
model (Monroe and Simons 1991; Zuckerman
1999). Based on this model, psychopathology
emerges when environmental stressors interact
with a vulnerability inherent in the individual
(genetic, physiological, and psychological).
From this perspective, individual differences in
the development of mental health problems in
response to contextual adversity emerge because
these inherent vulnerability factors exist only in
some individuals. The absence of psychopathol-
ogy despite a history of environmental adversity
is viewed as resilience and is usually a function
of the absence of vulnerability factors or the
presence of protective factors.

Historically, the focus of much research in
psychology on the development of psy-
chopathology led most researchers to adopt the
diathesis-stress framework to explain individual
differences in mental health outcomes (Gottes-
man and Shields 1967; Monroe and Simons
1991; Zuckerman 1999). The diathesis-stress
perspective has been very helpful in conceptu-
alizing the interactive effects of contextual risk
(e.g. poverty), protective factors (e.g. sensitive
parenting) and individual characteristics (e.g.
temperament) to predict psychopathology (e.g.
externalizing behaviors). However, while the
diathesis-stress model aptly explains individual
differences in response to adverse exposures, this
model is not well suited to explain individual
differences in response to positive/supportive
environments. This is because diathesis-stress
does not make any specific prediction about
individual differences in the absence of adverse
contextual influences, besides implying that in
the absence of adversity, individual vulnerability
factors would not necessarily result in any
observable behavioral differences.

Over the last two decades, three related but
different theoretical frameworks for individual

differences in general environmental sensitivity
have been developed as an alternative perspec-
tive to the vulnerability view embraced by the
diathesis-stress model. Although these frame-
works differ in important ways, including the
hypothesized origins and specific mechanisms of
environmental sensitivity, they are all rooted in
evolutionary reasoning to explain why individual
differences in environmental sensitivity should
exist. Three theoretical frameworks that describe
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity more generally include: biological sensitivity
to context (BSC; Boyce and Ellis 2005; Ellis
et al. 2005), sensory-processing sensitivity (SPS;
Aron 1996; Aron and Aron 1997) and differential
susceptibility theory (DST; Belsky 1997, 2005;
Belsky and Pluess 2009, 2013). All three
frameworks build on the dynamic of the
diathesis-stress model, where variation in well-
being is the result of the interaction between
environmental risk factors and individual char-
acteristics. However, rather than considering
these individual characteristics as vulnerability
factors that increase vulnerability to the detri-
mental effects of adverse environments, they
consider these factors to be sensitivity markers
that predispose the individual to be more
responsive to both negative and positive envi-
ronmental influences. Consequently, this per-
spective proposes that individual variation in
general environmental sensitivity may explain
widely observed variability in the effects of both
negative and positive environmental factors on
psychological outcomes (both psychological
problems and well-being).

To summarize, environmental sensitivity
frameworks differ in important ways from the
diathesis-stress model: (1) they all focus on
variability in general sensitivity to environmental
influences on the basis of evolutionary theory;
and (2) they propose that individual differences
in environmental sensitivity moderate the effects
of both negative and positive environmental
influences.

In what follows, we will discuss in more
detail, the three dominant theoretical frameworks
of environmental sensitivity and review selected
empirical evidence. Importantly, although the
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aim of this chapter is to focus on individual
differences in minority children, some of the
reviewed research is conducted with
non-minority populations, given the relative
scarcity of research that examines these theories
in minority groups.

Differential Susceptibility Theory

The DST (Belsky 1997, 2005; Belsky and Pluess
2009, 2013) postulates that individuals differ in
the extent to which they are affected by envi-
ronmental influences as a result of individual
differences in general susceptibility—and not just
vulnerability. Importantly, DST proposes that
those individuals who are more susceptible to the
effects of negative environments are also likely to
be more susceptible to the effects of positive
environmental exposures. The inherent general
sensitivity thus functions in a “for better and for
worse” manner (Belsky et al. 2007).

DST was initially proposed by Belsky (1997,
2005) on the basis of evolutionary theory,
according to which the primary goal of all living
beings is to pass on their genes to future gener-
ations. From that perspective, developmental
strategies that enhance the chances of reproduc-
tive fitness are considered optimal even if they
infer psychological maladjustment. For example,
whereas heightened levels of aggression are
considered maladaptive in most societies, an
evolutionary-developmental view may suggest
that aggression in a context of low resources may
be an adaptive and optimal strategy that increases
the chances of obtaining resources and, hence,
promote reproductive fitness. Developmental
plasticity, the ability to adapt the phenotype to
environmental conditions, may increase repro-
ductive fitness through optimal adaptation to the
prevailing context. However, such plasticity also
carries costs and includes risks due to a potential
mismatch between the developing environment
and the one in which the developed individual
finds itself during the reproductive period. Thus,
developmental plasticity is associated with both
risks and opportunities. Consequently, DST
proposes that there should be variation in such
developmental plasticity. Drawing on

evolutionary theory, Belsky (1997, 2005) pro-
posed that since the future is inherently unpre-
dictable, high plasticity would not always prove
to be adaptive—specifically in environments
where the current environment is not predictive
of what is to come. Hence, natural selection
would have led to propagation of at least two
plasticity types: high and low phenotypic plas-
ticity. Following on from this line of reasoning,
DST maintains that individual differences in
environmental sensitivity are predominantly
genetically determined, although more recently,
it has been suggested that high susceptibility may
also be shaped by early environmental influences
(Belsky and Pluess 2009; Pluess and Belsky
2011).

Most importantly, DST suggests that indi-
vidual susceptibility extends to the positive end
of the quality of environment spectrum. While
vulnerability, as captured in the diathesis-stress
model, reflects the “dark side” of differential
susceptibility, Vantage Sensitivity has been sug-
gested more recently as a concept and terminol-
ogy to describe the “bright side” of differential
susceptibility (Pluess and Belsky 2013). The
concept of Vantage Sensitivity is closely related
to DST and characterizes the disproportionate
advantage a highly susceptible individual may
gain in the context of supportive environments,
as opposed to the disproportionate disadvantage
in response to adverse environments. Failure to
benefit from positive environmental influences
has been termed Vantage Resistance (Pluess and
Belsky 2013). Vantage Sensitivity proposes that
individual differences in response to positive
environmental influences are a function of an
individual’s inherent environmental sensitivity.
Importantly, although Vantage Sensitivity
describes primarily the positive end of differen-
tial susceptibility, in some cases a sensitive
individual might be especially responsive to the
effects of positive environments but not neces-
sarily to the effects of negative environments.
Similarly, a vantage resistant individual may be
resistant to the effects of positive environments
but not necessarily resilient to the negative
impact of adverse experiences. Hence, although
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Vantage Sensitivity is part of DST, it is not the
same as it.

Biological Sensitivity to Context

Similar to DST, BSC (Boyce and Ellis 2005;
Ellis et al. 2005) is also concerned with devel-
opment from an evolutionary perspective, but
proposes that individuals adapt the degree of
their environmental sensitivity to the conditions
of the specific context. Notably, BSC suggests
that individual differences in physiological reac-
tivity—reflected in the stress response systems—
contribute to individual difference in environ-
mental sensitivity in response to both negative
and positive environmental influences. Accord-
ing to this model, children in more positive
environmental contexts, as well as more adverse
conditions, will both develop higher physiologi-
cal reactivity (Boyce and Ellis 2005; Ellis et al.
2005). In line with this reasoning, stressful
childhood environments predispose a child to
develop a heightened reactivity in order to detect
and respond to environmental threats, whilst
supportive early environments predispose a child
to develop heightened reactivity in order to
benefit from positive features of the environment.
Environments that are not particularly adverse or
supportive, on the other hand, lead to the
development of physiological reactivity patterns
that are less biased and less responsive to envi-
ronmental influences. Although there are clear
conceptual differences between DST and BSC, it
is possible to integrate both by considering
physiological reactivity as a marker of differen-
tial susceptibility reflecting environmental sen-
sitivity at the physiological level (for a detailed
comparison of both models, see Del Giudice
et al. 2011).

Sensory-Processing Sensitivity

Though taking a slightly different approach than
the aforementioned frameworks, SPS (Aron
1996; Aron and Aron 1997) is also concerned
with individual differences in environmental
sensitivity. However, in contrast to DST and
BSC, SPS was originally less concerned with

developmental processes and more focused on
explaining individual differences in sensory
sensitivity and depth of processing in adults
(Aron 1996; Aron and Aron 1997). Most
importantly, SPS theory approaches the notion of
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity from a personality perspective, suggesting
that heightened environmental sensitivity is
reflected in a highly sensitive personality type.
SPS, similar to DST and BSC, proposes that
individuals characterized as highly sensitive are
more influenced by both negative and positive
environmental influences. According to SPS, the
highly sensitive personality trait is characterized
by greater awareness of sensory stimulation,
behavioral inhibition, higher emotional and
physiological reactivity, and deeper cognitive
processing of environmental stimuli (Aron et al.
2012). Although heightened SPS is hypothesized
to have a genetic basis and to emerge in infancy,
it is understood that this trait is further shaped by
the specific environments that the individual is
exposed to during development (Aron et al.
2005).

An Integrated Perspective

As noted earlier, although the three frameworks
for individual differences in environmental sen-
sitivity differ in several aspects, it has been
suggested—in an attempt to integrate these dif-
ferent models—that heightened environmental
sensitivity may be the function of a generally
more sensitive central nervous system. This
heightened sensitivity of the central nervous
system may be reflected in various biological,
physiological and psychological markers found
to increase sensitivity to both negative and pos-
itive aspects of the environment (for review, see
Pluess 2015). According to this hypothesis of
“neurosensitivity”, genetic and environmentally
induced epigenetic factors influence physiologi-
cal structures and functions of organs, including
the central nervous system, which is hypothe-
sized to result in a brain that is more sensitive to
environmental influences. Indeed, a large num-
ber of gene–environment interaction studies
provide empirical evidence that differences in
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environmental sensitivity are associated with
specific genetic polymorphisms involved in brain
function (Belsky et al. 2009; Belsky and Pluess
2009, 2013). For example, a genetic variation in
the serotonin transporter gene (i.e. 5-HTTLPR)
has been shown to moderate environmental
influences in a differential susceptibility manner
—for better and for worse (van IJzendoorn et al.
2012) and found to also predict amygdala reac-
tivity (Munafo et al. 2009). Important to mention
that, the same genetic factors that predict indi-
vidual differences in environmental sensitivity
are also associated with a range of other physi-
ological outcomes besides brain functioning,
including reactivity of the physiological stress
system.

In summary, although these theoretical
frameworks differ in some aspects, they share
some important features regarding the notion of
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity: (1) they all adopt evolutionary reasoning—to
some extent—for explaining why individual
differences in environmental sensitivity should
exist in the first place; (2) they propose that
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity would emerge in response to both negative as
well as positive environmental influences; and
(3) they suggest that individual differences in
environmental sensitivity have a biological basis
(i.e. are genetically influenced).

Current Research Questions

Whilst our knowledge of how risk and protective
factors shape psychological development has
greatly improved over the last 50 years, partic-
ularly as a result of extensive research related to
resilience, our understanding of individual dif-
ferences in more general environmental sensi-
tivity is not as advanced yet. Since the
publication of the first SPS, DST and BST papers
in the late 1990s, most research inspired by these
concepts has been aimed at investigating person–
environment interactions in cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies. The majority of these stud-
ies relied on simple visual comparisons or, in
some cases statistical follow-up analyses, to test

whether emerging interaction patterns would fit
better with diathesis-stress or general environ-
mental sensitivity. In other words, researchers
have been and still are examining the main
assertion of DST, which posits that inherent
general sensitivity to environmental influences
functions in a for better and for worse manner,
such that the sensitivity to the effects of envi-
ronmental influences can be extended to positive
as well as negative environments. Given the
limitations of correlational designs, more recent
research has focused on applying experimental
designs to the investigation of individual differ-
ences in environmental sensitivity, including
genetic moderation of intervention effects; some
examples of which will be presented in this
chapter.

In what follows, we will provide a brief
overview of the methods and measurements
currently used to address these questions and
present selected empirical evidence for individ-
ual differences in environmental sensitivity.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

The majority of research concerning individual
differences in environmental sensitivity has been
conducted from a DST- and BSC-influenced
developmental perspective, which interprets
environmental sensitivity as developmental
plasticity—in contrast to SPS, which conceptu-
alizes environmental sensitivity within a per-
sonality framework.

The developmental plasticity approach is
mainly concerned with how environmental sen-
sitivity is implicated in developmental processes,
and the related studies tend to investigate the
moderating effects of individual factors. These
characteristics are hypothesized to reflect envi-
ronmental sensitivity on the association between
various environmental factors and psychological
outcomes, usually in longitudinal prospective
research designs. Depending on the research
interests of the investigators, individual differ-
ences in environmental sensitivity can be studied
using genetic (e.g. 5-HTTLPR), physiological
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(e.g. cortisol reactivity) or psychological (e.g.
infant temperament) markers of environmental
sensitivity. In molecular genetics studies, asso-
ciations between a genetic variant, an environ-
mental variable (e.g. life events) and a
psychological outcome (depression) are exam-
ined in so-called gene-environment interaction
studies. These studies usually test whether a
given genetic marker moderates the association
between the environmental variable and the
psychological outcome. On the physiological
level, skin conductance reactivity is used, for
example, as a marker of environmental sensitiv-
ity which has been reported to moderate the
relationship between marital conflict and child
externalizing behavior consistent with DST
(El-Sheikh et al. 2009). On the
psychological/behavioral level, environmental
sensitivity has been tested, for example, as a
function of infant temperament, which has been
found to moderate the effects of maternal disci-
pline on child externalizing behavior in a Dutch
non-minority sample, for better and for worse—
consistent with DST (van Zeijl et al. 2007).
Importantly, in all of these studies, and hence the
majority of existing empirical evidence, individ-
ual differences in environmental sensitivity are
being assessed indirectly, based on interaction
patterns between individual characteristics and
environmental factors, rather than direct mea-
sures of individual general environmental
sensitivity.

A personality approach to individual differ-
ences in environmental sensitivity, as reflected in
SPS, conceptualizes environmental sensitivity as
a personality trait that is measurable, temporally
stable and consistent across different contexts. To
this end, the Highly Sensitive Person scale
(HSP) has been developed as an index for an
individual’s self-reported propensity to be highly
sensitive toward environmental influences (Aron
and Aron 1997). This quantitative measure of
environmental sensitivity allows direct exami-
nation of an individual’s general environmental
sensitivity, independent of the interaction
between individual and environment.

It must be noted that whilst there are many
longitudinal studies that have examined the

various hypotheses of DST, BSC and SPS, the
majority of these studies are correlational,
meaning the findings cannot be interpreted cau-
sally. With regards to statistical analysis, much of
the data have been analyzed using exploratory
methods to test for hypothesized cross-over
interactions, followed by visual inspection of
interaction patterns to test whether observed
interactions are more consistent with
diathesis-stress or differential susceptibility. More
recently, new statistical procedures have been
developed and applied that allow for more
advanced statistical testing of competing theo-
retical models, such as Regions of Significance
analysis (Preacher et al. 2006; Roisman et al.
2012) and model fit comparison (Belsky et al.
2013; Widaman et al. 2012). Recent studies that
applied these new statistical methods provide
strong evidence that environmental sensitivity
stretches indeed from the negative across the
positive end of the spectrum of environmental
quality (for a review see Belsky and Pluess 2013,
2016).

In the following section, we will review a
selection of more recent empirical studies that
applied the aforementioned advanced method-
ological approaches in investigating individual
differences in environmental sensitivity.

Empirical Findings

A growing number of studies focus on the
empirical investigation of individual differences
in environmental sensitivity rather than vulnera-
bility. In other words, they are concerned with
testing a range of individual characteristics as
potential susceptibility factors, investigating
whether these characteristics moderate environ-
mental effects in a ‘for better and for worse
manner’ (i.e. differential susceptibility) rather
than just ‘for worse’ (i.e. vulnerability). In other
words, the investigation of diathesis-stress has
been extended to include the moderation of
effects of positive environmental influences (i.e.
Vantage Sensitivity). Evidence in support of
DST comes from two lines of research: (1) stud-
ies in which the DST was not directly examined,
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but results seemed supportive of differential
susceptibility when interpreted post hoc (e.g. as
reviewed in Belsky and Pluess 2009); and
(2) studies that have specifically set out to test a
hypothesis of differential susceptibility. Below,
we review a selection of more recent studies that
specifically focus on the a priori investigation of
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity from a perspective of differential susceptibil-
ity. We selected studies that include the kind of
environmental influences that will be most rele-
vant to minority children, even though the
majority of these studies were not specifically
conducted with minority children.

Empirical evidence for DST can be divided
into three areas of investigation, which most
likely reflect the same underlying mechanisms of
environmental sensitivity but are measured at
different levels of analysis: the genetic, the
physiological and the behavioral level (Pluess
2015). Drawing on evidence from gene–envi-
ronment interaction studies, findings suggest that
certain variants of serotonergic and dopaminergic
genes (e.g. 5-HLLTPR short allele and DRD4
7-repeat) act as markers of environmental sensi-
tivity. For example, the short allele of the
5-HTTLPR has been shown to moderate the
effects of maternal responsiveness on child’s
moral internalization (Kochanska et al. 2011), the
influence of supportive parenting on child’s
positive affect (Hankin et al. 2011) and, among
male African-American adolescents, the influ-
ence of perceived racial discrimination on con-
duct problems (Brody et al. 2011). In all three
examples, those carrying the 5-HTTLPR short
allele had the least adaptive outcome under less
favorable conditions and the most adaptive out-
come under more favorable conditions, com-
pared to children with different gene variants.

On the behavioral level, some of the most
consistent evidence in support of DST is found in
developmental studies on parenting and infant
temperament. Much of the research indicates that
the negative emotional dimension of infant tem-
perament moderates the effects of quality of care
on various indices of children’s psychosocial
development (Dopkins Stright et al. 2008; Pitzer
et al. 2011; Pluess and Belsky 2010; Poehlmann

et al. 2012). Generally, children with more neg-
ative emotionality in infancy have been found to
be more adversely affected by unresponsive
parenting as well as benefiting substantially more
from responsive parenting, in comparison to
those children with less negative emotionality
(Obradovic et al. 2010; Pluess and Belsky 2009).

Because minority children in the US are more
likely to be poor, poverty reflects an important
component of the minority context. In a longi-
tudinal study of 1259 poor White and African
American children and their mothers, Raver et al.
(2012) examined the effects of chronic poverty
and poverty-related risks such as family financial
strain and housing quality, and the moderating
role of infant’s temperament on variability in
executive function. Controlling for demographic
differences including ethnicity, geographic loca-
tion, mother’s age and educational level, the
results supported DST. In children characterized
with a high reactive temperament, chronic
exposure to financial strain was associated with
lower executive function at 4 years while lower
exposure to financial strain was associated with
higher executive functioning. For children with
low-reactive temperament, however, financial
strain was not related to differences in executive
functioning. Hence, the more reactive children
were more affected by both high and low levels
of financial strain compared to children with a
less reactive temperament.

Empirical investigation of the “bright side” of
DST—individual differences in response to pos-
itive experiences (i.e. Vantage Sensitivity; Pluess
and Belsky 2013)—is of particular relevance
when focusing on positive development.
Although research here is still relatively sparse,
several recent studies (Cassidy et al. 2011; Eley
et al. 2012; Pluess and Boniwell 2015; Scott and
O’Connor 2012) have used randomized con-
trolled trial designs to examine whether individ-
ual differences in environmental sensitivity
moderate the positive effects of psychological
intervention programs. For example, Eley et al.
(2012) evaluated the moderating effects of
5-HTTLPR regarding the efficacy of cognitive
behavioral therapy for anxiety in 6–13 year old
children (N = 359). While all children followed
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up at 6 months post-treatment seemed to have
improved from their baseline symptoms, those
carrying the short allele had significantly lower
scores, suggesting that they benefited more than
the rest of the children from intervention. Simi-
larly, testing the a priori hypothesis that children
scoring high on a measure of SPS would be more
responsive to psychological intervention, Pluess
and Boniwell (2015) investigated variation in the
anticipated positive effects of a school-based
resilience-promoting program administered to a
sample of more than 300 11-year old girls in one
of the most deprived and multi-ethnic areas in
London, United Kingdom. The intervention led
to a significant decrease of depression symptoms,
observable up to the 12 month follow-up
assessment, but, consistent with Vantage Sensi-
tivity, exclusively among children who scored
high on the SPS measure. All other children
failed to benefit from the intervention, at least
regarding changes in depression symptoms.

Finally, it must be noted that although this
selective set of empirical studies supports the
notion of individual differences in environmental
sensitivity, not all a priori studies of DST provide
evidence consistent with its predictions, or find
the same genetic markers to act in accordance
with DST [see, e.g. for behavioral study:
Kochanska and Kim (2012); for genetic studies:
Cicchetti et al. (2012), Felmingham et al.
(2013)]. Whether positive DST findings gener-
alize to minority children is discussed in the
following section.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

Current findings from genetic and behavioral
studies suggest that, in line with DST, the extent to
which environmental risks (e.g. low SES, victim-
ization) as well as promotive factors (i.e. sensitive
parenting, psychological interventions) contribute
to the development of psychological outcomes,
including competence and well-being, may be a
function of the individual’s general sensitivity.
Findings from intervention studies also indicate
that individuals vary in the extent to which they

benefit from the well-being-promoting features of
environmental factors. This variation in Vantage
Sensitivity may be due to the same characteristics
that drive more general individual differences in
environmental sensitivity, including genetic fac-
tors. However, despite the fact that theoretical
frameworks for individual differences in environ-
mental sensitivity are rooted in evolutionary the-
ory and, thus, imply some degree of universality, it
is important to carefully consider whether current
findings are likely to generalize across cultures and
different contexts.

Most research on individual differences in
environmental sensitivity has been conducted
with European and American samples, and there
are very few studies specifically testing vari-
ability in environmental sensitivity in minority
groups (e.g. Brody et al. 2011). This is an
important limitation of research in the field, since
minority children as a group represent a special
subpopulation within the general population,
whose development is often shaped and influ-
enced by more complex cultural and psychoso-
cial dynamics (and environmental risks and
opportunities). Notwithstanding this limitation,
we suggest that findings from DST in the general
population may generalize to minority children.
This is because supportive parenting, as an
example for a positive influence, can be consid-
ered beneficial independent of the cultural con-
text (even though what constitutes good
parenting is culturally defined), and poverty, as
an example of adversity, can be universally
considered a negative environmental influence
(even though the extent of its negative impact on
wellbeing may be culture-specific). Hence, while
there are important cultural differences, the
specific impact of contextual conditions will still
be moderated by individual differences in envi-
ronmental sensitivity. However, while the gen-
eral principle of DST is applicable universally
due to its root in evolutionary reasoning, the
specific genetic markers of environmental sensi-
tivity may differ across ethnicities. This is due to
significant differences in the genetic architecture
across different ethnicities, therefore limiting the
generalizability of specific genetic findings from
DST studies somewhat. For this reason, it is
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essential to replicate genetic findings in minority
populations, before concluding that the same
genetic factors that emerged in European and
American non-minority children would predict
individual differences in environmental sensitiv-
ity in minority groups.

In summary, although evolutionary consider-
ations predict that individual differences in envi-
ronmental sensitivity should be found in all
populations, studies specifically targeting minor-
ity children will have to be conducted before
concluding that these children are characterized
by the same variability in environmental sensi-
tivity as other children. This is especially impor-
tant given that complex interactions between
different aspects of the environment that minority
children find themselves in may bring about dif-
ferent dynamics than in non-minority children.

Policy Implications

The notion of individual differences in environ-
mental sensitivity suggests that environmental
risks encountered by minority children will not
affect all children to the same extent, and that
those children most sensitive to the negative
effects of adverse experiences may also benefit
substantially more from positive features of the
environment. While prevalent and pervasive
contextual adversity may generally expose many
minority children to greater risk for mental health
problems or suboptimal development, individual
differences in sensitivity to environments may
indicate which children might be most likely to
succumb to these negative exposures. On the
other hand, individual differences in sensitivity to
environments may also explain why some chil-
dren seem to be more likely to benefit from
well-being-promoting programs (Vantage Sensi-
tivity). Acknowledging that variability in general
environmental sensitivity may contribute to
variations in psychological outcomes in response
to both environmental risk and support, should
encourage policy makers to focus on the provi-
sion of well-being promoting support rather than
simply ameliorating risk, given that the children
most negatively affected by risk may also be the

ones who would benefit most from improve-
ments in their environments.

Furthermore, as current research suggests,
provision of intervention efforts to individuals
most likely to benefit given their heightened
environmental sensitivity may produce the lar-
gest effects. In other words, the notion of indi-
vidual differences in general environmental
sensitivity calls for the provision of personalized
programs that take this variation into account and
argues against a “one-size fit all” approach, in
order to promote optimal psychological func-
tioning across all degrees of environmental sen-
sitivity. Finally and importantly—as it relates to
positive development—focusing intervention
strategies specifically on those children who
appear to be more environmentally sensitive may
have the most significant impact given that these
children are also the ones at greatest risk for the
development of problems.

Future Directions

Despite growing empirical support for individual
differences in general environmental sensitivity,
there are important questions that future research
in the field should prioritize (for a more detailed
discussion, see Belsky and Pluess 2016; Pluess
2015). For example, while current evidence
suggests both a genetic contribution as well as
environmental programming of environmental
sensitivity, the exact origins of environmental
sensitivity remain largely unknown. Longitudinal
research examining the contribution of genetic
and environmental factors in the development of
environmental sensitivity will be crucial in this
respect. Additionally, one of the main proposi-
tions of environmental sensitivity theories is that
the same individuals who are most negatively
affected by adversity will also benefit most from
positive aspects of the environment. However,
due to the correlational nature of most differential
susceptibility studies, it is difficult to test whether
this is really the case. Future research will have
to observe the same individuals in both adverse
and supportive environments to test for consis-
tency of environmental sensitivity across
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contexts. Particularly important for a better
understanding of positive development is to
investigate whether individual factors that con-
tribute to increased vantage sensitivity are the
same ones that predict vulnerability or whether
there are some characteristics that are specific to
increased sensitivity to supportive environments.
Furthermore, it is important to investigate whe-
ther environmental sensitivity is limited to
specific sensitive periods, during which individ-
uals are more susceptible to environmental
influences and whether environmental sensitivity
changes over time. Investigation of these ques-
tions will require longitudinal prospective studies
with repeated measures of environmental quality
and environmental sensitivity. Finally, while
there is substantial evidence for differential sus-
ceptibility in childhood, only a few studies have
investigated individual differences in environ-
mental sensitivity in adolescence and adulthood.

In conclusion, a growing number of studies
provide empirical evidence for the proposition
that children differ in the extent to which they are
impacted by both positive and negative aspects of
their environments as a function of their general
environmental sensitivity. The more complex
environmental settings of minority children war-
rants further research with these groups, in order
to fully understand the genetic factors and envi-
ronmental processes that may predispose them to
developing high sensitivity. Researchers and
policy makers, as well as practitioners, should
consider that just as not all minority children will
be affected by environmental risk to the same
degree, not all minority children will benefit to the
same degree from supportive components of the
environment. Policies and services that take such
differences into account are likely to be the most
economic and effective ones.
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Being an ethnic minority child in an ethnic
minority family is challenging on multiple fronts,
and being an immigrant child in an immigrant
family is a disorganizing experience; thus, both
are vulnerable populations that face significant
common and unique trials. Among their shared
potential vulnerabilities are limited education,
constrained finances, small social networks,
volatile neighborhoods, and everyday distress.
Ethnic minorities and immigrants also face unique
developmental circumstances, in legal status and
cultural acceptance for the former and for the latter
in the ways ethnic socialization efforts distinc-
tively intersect with the broader social contexts
where families live. Little wonder that the con-
temporary public, political, and scientific conver-
sation about ethnic minority and immigrant
children and families largely revolves around risks

and struggles for ethnic minorities and migrants
themselves and for the majority populations in
their homelands and in their countries of destina-
tion. Chapters in this section on Family and Parent
Level Influences of Cabrera and Lyendecker’s
Handbook of Positive Development of Minority
Children and Youth happily turn the focus to
positive development in these children and their
families, that is, their assets and strengths and
factors that promote those assets and strengths.
This section offers three chapters on parenting and
family and two on language that join together to
answer the question: What resources are available
to children in and outside the family that foster
their positive development and increase their
capabilities to participate in the society where they
live? Spoiler alert: Across diverse groups, parents
teaching children about the history and values of
their cultural heritage, and children’s adoption of
core cultural values, benefit them in terms of
academic competence and feelings of cultural
belonging and ethnic identity.

In “Parenting and Families in the United
States and Canada,” Costigan, Taknint, and Miao
review the current state of knowledge regarding
parenting and family influences on positive
development among ethnic minority adolescents
in North America. They include research related
to the roles of supportive family relationships in
fostering children’s social connection, parental
school involvement in promoting children’s
academic competence, and positive parenting



practices in consolidating children’s social and
behavioral competencies. They find that families
can influence positive development, that family
dynamics are associated with children success-
fully navigating bicultural environments, and that
strong relationships with parents and positive
approaches to parenting shape positive qualities
in children. Moreover, these findings are similar
to those in non-minority adolescents, suggesting
their universal applicability within families for
positive youth development.

“Family Resources for Promoting Positive
Development among Minority Children: Euro-
pean Perspectives,” is a companion chapter to
Costigan and colleagues wherein Walper and
Leyendecker continue the discussion of family
factors in fostering positive development among
minority children in the diverse states of the
European Union. These authors distinguish
indigenous minority groups from immigrant
minority groups. The two have some things in
common. For example, diverse minorities share
interests in being recognized and respected as
distinct cultural groups. However, in many
European countries, the former have been suc-
cessful in obtaining extended legal protections
for their culture and language, where by contrast
the latter are expected to integrate or assimilate
into the majority society and do not enjoy the
same privileges for their heritage cultures and
languages. These authors acknowledge the
extraordinary complexities that attend the con-
temporary immigrant scene in the EU. Cultural
traditions and adaptations are particularly salient
in studies comparing immigrants to majority
families in their host country and to families in
their country of origin.

These first two chapters set minority child
development in families. However, much more is
known about mothers’ than fathers’ roles, and
more research is needed to fully understand the
parts fathers play in these processes. Fathers may
exert unique influences on positive child devel-
opment in minority (and majority as well) chil-
dren. In “Minority Fathers and Children’s
Positive Development in the United States,”
Cabrera, Karberg, and Kuhns begin to fill in the
picture by answering three interrelated questions

about the ways ethnic minority fathers interact
and provide safe and stimulating experiences to
shape their children’s positive cognitive and
social development. First, how are ethnic
minority fathers involved in their children’s
lives? That is, how much time do these fathers
spend with their children and what do they do for
them (in terms of economic resources) and with
them (in terms of interacting). Second, what
factors explain variability in fathers’ involve-
ment? Fathers’ residence and family structure,
their co-parenting relationships, and individual
characteristics (education and income), family
functioning, cultural beliefs, and the quality of
father–child interactions appear to explain vari-
ability in ethnic minority father involvement.
Third, how is father involvement related to their
children’s development? How ethnic minority
fathers influence their children’s development in
a strengths-based framework is a relatively new
area of inquiry. The authors here review research
that identifies the ways in which fathers’ assets
(e.g., responsiveness) foster positive develop-
ment among ethnic minority children.

Language is essential in parenting and family
life. Without a language to competently use with
children, parents cannot satisfactorily execute
their parental role. The issue of language
becomes particularly clear in minority contexts,
where parents might speak a language to children
they themselves hardly know, or where children
may not speak the language that their parents
speak with them. Because of such linguistic
variation, minority language background parents
may feel insecure in their parenting role, and
their children's positive development may be
adversely affected. Chapters 4 and 5 of this
section are also companion pieces, both focusing
on language in the family nexus.

In “Language and Parenting: Minority Lan-
guages in North America,” McCabe points to the
many positives of bilingualism, countering the
negative associations of older studies that con-
founded socioeconomic status with bilingualism.
The apprehension that bilingualism is “subtrac-
tive” lies behind outmoded notions that once
undermined bilingual education. Modern
researchers of bilingual language development
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subscribe to a view that bilingualism can be
“additive” so long as there is ample support in
families, schools, and larger communities for
children speaking and becoming literate in more
than one language. The emerging consensus
from much research is that dual language expo-
sure not only does not harm children, but the
same kinds of input that have been found
advantageous for monolingual children might be
doubly advantageous for multilingual children.

In “Minority Language Parenting in Europe
and Children’s Well-being,” De Houwer reviews
research from various traditions that inform
relations between language use by parents with
minority language backgrounds and their chil-
dren's socio-emotional well-being. Children may
hear only or mainly a minority language at home
in the first years of life, and not until later
become bilingual through exposure to a majority
language. These children grow up in an Early
Second Language Acquisition setting (ESLA).
Alternatively, children may hear both a minority
and a majority language in the home regularly
from birth, a setting known as Bilingual First
Language Acquisition (BFLA). Both in Europe
and in the United States BFLA likely occurs
much more often as ESLA. Parental language use
includes language choice in different commu-
nicative situations, the frequency with which the
minority language is used, and parental discourse
strategies in response to children's language
choice. In bilingual families where children hear
both minority and majority languages, children's
minority language acquisition is supported by a
high frequency of parental minority language
use.

What does the reader of Family and Parent
Level Influences learn from this section of the
Handbook of Positive Development of Minority
Children and Youth? Notwithstanding the wide
variation in countries, research settings, methods,
social levels, minority and majority cultures and
languages, many parallel points crop up. More-
over, all chapters acknowledge the centrality of
an ecological perspective and the interplay of
challenges and support on the personal, rela-
tional, institutional, and cultural levels. All
chapters in this section address universal as well

as culture-specific mechanisms, and all conclude
with solid policy implications and novel and
constructive suggestions for future research.

The empirical foundations of these chapter
integrations derive from a wide variety of
methods and sources, self-reports and
variable-centered analyses, qualitative interview
data and person-centered analyses, representative
surveys within and across countries, observa-
tional, qualitative, and intervention studies, and
admirably each takes a hard look at the advan-
tages and disadvantages of different methods.
Although the majority of the research in this
still-nascent field relies on cross-sectional corre-
lational designs and samples of convenience, and
so the empirical base is limited in assessing
relations between family/parenting influences
and important aspects of youth development,
increasingly research conclusions are based on
large and representative community samples,
longitudinal designs, and independent reports
from parents, youth, and others (e.g., teachers).
These currents improve understanding processes
and the direction of associations among con-
structs of interest and enhance validity and gen-
eralizability. Standardized tests are also being
supplemented by in-depth observations of home
interaction in families with young children and
use a range of data collection methods, including
the diary method, field notes, and/or audio-
and/or video recordings, ethnographies of struc-
tured and open interviews, questionnaire studies,
and surveys. That said, there are still too few
studies that experimentally evaluate the impact of
parenting and family on children’s positive
development. In short, close attention to methods
is an admirable feature of all these chapters.

Returning to the bottom-line: What have we
learned? Research on immigrant families sug-
gests that children do best if they have parents
who convey a connection to the culture of origin
and maintain a voice of authority, but at the same
time encourage children to take advantage of the
opportunities offered by the larger society in
which they live. The research supports the con-
clusion that embracing both the heritage and
mainstream cultures constitutes an adaptive
approach to balancing the two. Reduced conflict
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and emotional closeness are likely protective
factors for minority and immigrant families alike.
Where social and economic stresses can under-
mine positive parenting, warmth and sensitivity
are linked to better child outcomes.

These kinds of conclusions have immediate
social policy implications. One clear policy rec-
ommendations that emerges from these chapters
is the value of supporting the transmission of the
ethnic culture within minority and immigrant
families. As a corollary, policies and programs
that provide resources and supports for families
and their communities to maintain their heritage
culture and feelings of belonging to the majority
culture likely contribute to the positive develop-
ment of minority youth. The minority language is
important for family relationships and values,
and the majority language is important for public
life. Given the weighty role of socioeconomic
resources, efforts to improve access to higher
levels of education and income should be pro-
moted. Schools, health care, and social services
offer institutional opportunity structures, facili-
tate integration, and promote positive develop-
ment. Families are the most proximal context of
children’s development, so parental well-being
per se is also vital to positive parenting.
Accordingly, more attention should be paid to
mental and physical health services, access to

counseling, and support for successfully coping
with stress. Families are systems that include
mothers, fathers, children, and significant others.
Because each member of the family ecology
plays a significant proximal part in shaping
children’s lives, supporting positive involvement
of individual members of minority families needs
to be a priority for policy makers and practi-
tioners. Notably, fathers’ contributions to child
welfare are unique over and above the contribu-
tions of mothers; excluding fathers from pro-
grams or interventions sends the mistaken
message that fathers are not worthy.

Together, these five chapters argue for a shift
in focus from deficit perspectives on minority
and immigrant youth development towards more
sophisticated ecological models that consider the
effects of culture in conjunction with other salient
contexts, such as social class, gender, school, and
neighborhoods that focus affirmatively on posi-
tive aspects of youth development. Many of the
same family factors that promote positive
development among minority and immigrant
youth also encourage positive adjustment and
competence in the face of adversity. Given global
demographics, the future of developmental sci-
ence needs to embrace the study of positive
development among minority and immigrant
youth.
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Parenting and Families in the United
States and Canada

Catherine Costigan, Joelle Taknint, and Sheena Miao

Abstract
This chapter reviews the current state of knowledge regarding parenting
and family influence on positive development among ethnic minority
adolescents in the United States and Canada. First, general family
processes that promote positive development are reviewed in relation to
the “Five C’s” of positive youth development: connection, competence,
confidence, character, and caring (Lerner et al. in J Early Adolesc 25
(1):17–71, 2005). The review includes research related to the role of
supportive family relationships in promoting connection, parental school
involvement in promoting academic competence, and positive parenting
practices in promoting social and behavioral competence. Next,
culture-related family influences on positive development are identified,
including links between family cultural values and academic competence,
parents’ cultural socialization efforts and adolescents’ academic compe-
tence and ethnic heritage culture identification, and parents’ support for
adolescents’ competent functioning in the mainstream culture. Third,
family dynamics associated with navigating a bicultural environment are
addressed. These dynamics include family support of adolescents’
biculturalism, the benefits of parent–child similarities in cultural orienta-
tions, and the positive developmental correlates of adolescents’ language
brokering assistance for parents. Finally, research investigating family
influences on positive adolescent development in the context of adversity
is reviewed. The chapter concludes with a discussion of policy implica-
tions and recommendations for future research, including a call to direct
research attention to the role of families in promoting a variety of as yet
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unstudied domains of positive adolescent development, such as hope,
purpose, spirituality, thriving, civic engagement, and media literacy.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

This chapter reviews the current state of knowl-
edge regarding parenting and family influence on
positive youth development among ethnic
minority adolescents in the United States and
Canada. Both the United States and Canada have
multicultural populations and are large immi-
grant receiving countries. As a result, the litera-
ture on positive youth development spans
multiple ethnic backgrounds, with the greatest
representation from African, Latino (especially
Mexican), and Asian cultural backgrounds. This
chapter brings together examples from literature
that adopts a strengths-based perspective on
ethnic minority adolescent development.

The study of positive development among
ethnic minority adolescents in North America is
in its infancy. In a review of the literature on
ethnic minority families at the start of this cen-
tury, McLoyd et al. (2000) argued for a shift in
focus from deficit models of minority youth
development towards more sophisticated eco-
logical models that consider the effects of culture
in conjunction with other salient contexts, such as
social class, gender hierarchies, and school and
neighborhood environments. The cultural eco-
logical model presented by García Coll et al.
(1996), which situates a complex, multidimen-
sional view of culture at the core of the devel-
opment of minority children, embodies this shift.
The literature in this chapter builds on these the-
oretical foundations by shining a spotlight on the
adaptive capacities of families. These capacities
include the resources and strengths that ethnic
minority families possess that are shaped, pro-
moted, or constrained in dynamic interplay with
multiple contexts of family life (e.g., Rodriguez
et al. 2009). Although much research still focuses
on problematic outcomes, such as mental health

problems, substance use, and aggressive behav-
ior, research with ethnic minority youth increas-
ingly incorporates the study of positive
developmental outcomes, such as prosocial val-
ues and behaviors (e.g., Calderón-Tena et al.
2011; Pina-Watson et al. 2013).

In this chapter, we only include research that
addresses affirmatively positive aspects of
development, rather than the absence of negative
developmental outcomes. In addition, although
we consider family influences broadly, the vast
majority of literature we review is focused
specifically on parental influences. We note
whenever possible when the research included
mothers, fathers, or both (see also Chap. 20 of
this Handbook for a chapter devoted to fathers).
Ethnic minority families are included regardless
of generation in the United States or Canada,
with specific attention to the challenges and
strengths of ethnic minority families from
immigrant communities as warranted.

Current Research Questions

The research questions that underlie the reviewed
literature fall into four broad categories. The first
category examines how general family-based
assets relate to positive developmental out-
comes within ethnic minority families. Research
under this umbrella investigates the role of nor-
mative family processes, such as supportive
family relationships and parental involvement in
school, in fostering positive development.
Although the importance of cultural context in
these processes is recognized, the identified
family processes and positive developmental
outcomes are not specific to ethnic minority
youth. The second category of questions
focuses on understanding more specifically the
links between cultural processes (e.g., ethnic
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socialization) and positive youth development.
These studies place culture front and center in
understanding positive developmental outcomes.
A third set of questions addresses how ethnic
minority parents help their children navigate a
bicultural environment, and how family dynam-
ics related to living in a multicultural environ-
ment relate to positive youth development.
A final set of questions addresses how ethnic
minority families promote positive development
in the face of risk (e.g., due to experiences with
discrimination). Although resilience research
often centers on identifying factors that minimize
problematic outcomes associated with adversity,
research increasingly addresses the promotion of
competence and well-being despite risk (e.g.,
McMahon et al. 2013).

Research Measurement
and Methodology

The majority of the research that we review relies
on cross-sectional designs to assess relations
between family/parenting influences and impor-
tant aspects of youth development. Self-report
methods of data collection and variable-centered
analyses are most common, although qualitative
interview data and person-centered analyses
occasionally appear. Increasingly, research con-
clusions are based on large-sized community
samples, longitudinal designs, and independent
reports from parents, youth, and others (e.g.,
teachers) which enhance their validity and
generalizability.

Positive youth development is predominantly
indexed by superior academic performance,
school engagement, and psychological
well-being (e.g., life satisfaction). Furthermore,
unique to the study of positive development
among ethnic minority youth, a number of
studies evaluates the role of parenting and family
relationships in fostering competence and con-
nection for adolescents in their heritage culture
and (less commonly) the mainstream society.
These developmental outcomes can be mapped
onto the “Five C’s” of positive youth develop-
ment (Lerner et al. 2005): connection,

competence, confidence, character, and caring.
Multiple aspects of the domain of connection are
investigated, including bonding to parents,
friends, and schools, as well as the development
of feelings of ethnic group affiliation and
belonging. Within the domain of competence,
academic abilities are by far the most studied
outcome in relation to family influences,
although some research also addresses social
competence. However, with a few exceptions,
little research addresses the other three domains
of confidence (e.g., self-regard), character
(e.g., sense of right and wrong), or caring
(e.g., empathy for others).

Empirical Findings

General Family Promotion of Positive
Developmental Outcomes

Connection
Across a variety of ethnic groups, a number of
studies documents links between closeness with
parents and a sense of connection in other aspects
of life. For example, Rodríguez et al. (2014),
with a sample of Mexican American adolescents,
examined the links between perceptions of
warmth from mothers and fathers in early ado-
lescence and feelings of friendship intimacy
2 years later. They found that warmth from both
mothers and fathers is related to later intimacy in
friendships for females, whereas only warmth
from fathers was related for males. Similarly,
among middle class African American adoles-
cents, more relatedness with mothers and fathers
in early adolescence is associated with more
supportive romantic relationships in late adoles-
cence (Smetana and Gettman 2006). High relat-
edness in the context of low autonomy, however,
is not as positive. Supportive relationships with
parents also predict greater connection to
schools. For example, Wang and Ecceles (2012)
found that adolescents’ reports of greater parent
social support in middle school predict greater
school compliance, participation in extracurricu-
lar activities, school identification, and subjective
valuing of learning in high school. These
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relations were apparent among both African
American and European American adolescents,
and parent support was generally a stronger
predictor than peer support of these indicators of
school engagement. Closeness with mothers and
fathers is also related to greater religiosity among
Asian American adolescents (Zhai and Stokes
2009). Finally, for Filipino adolescents in
Canada, family cohesion is associated with more
positive attitudes towards school, whereas for
Caribbean adolescents, greater family cohesion is
related to more positive appraisals of their ethnic
group (Rousseau et al. 2009). Collectively, these
studies suggest that cohesion and support within
minority families is a resource that may promote
positive engagement in relationships outside of
the home among peers, romantic partners, and
school communities.

Competence
Families also play an important role in the
development of competence among ethnic
minority adolescence across various domains.

Academic Competence
Research into predictors of competence among
minority adolescents most commonly focuses on
academic competence. One key family predictor
of academic competence is parents’ involvement
in school. Parental involvement includes home
activities that support achievement (e.g., talking
with children about school work, grades, or other
aspects of school, checking on homework, and
limiting the adolescent’s time going out with
friends), as well as parental involvement at
school (e.g., attending parent-teacher conferences
and volunteering at school; e.g., Corwyn and
Bradley 2008; Turney and Kao 2009). These
home-based parental involvement activities help
structure and support the child’s learning, and
school-based involvement enhances parents’
social capital with children’s teachers and pro-
vides parents with information about what chil-
dren are learning and how they are performing
(Hill and Tyson 2009; Turney and Kao 2009).
By middle school, parental involvement expands
further to include “academic socialization,”
which refers to parents’ efforts to communicate

with their children about the value of education,
discuss learning strategies, and encourage chil-
dren’s future aspirations (Hill and Tyson 2009).
Parents’ academic socialization highlights to
children the value of achievement and helps
children make the connection between their
school work and their future goals. Much
research (e.g., Areepattamannil and Lee 2014;
Corwyn and Bradley 2008; Eng et al. 2008),
including meta-analysis (Hill and Tyson 2009;
Jeynes 2007), show that parents’ involvement,
both at home and at school, is related to better
educational outcomes (e.g., overall achievement,
grades, and standardized test scores). In both
meta-analyses, parental involvement related to
communicating high academic aspirations
showed the strongest relations with achievement,
and school-based involvement was more mod-
estly, yet still significantly, related to achieve-
ment outcomes. Parental checking on homework,
a common home-based form of parental
involvement, has the most mixed relations with
achievement. Overall, relations between parental
involvement and achievement are of similar
strength for ethnic minority and European
American children, and remain significant after
controlling for salient background characteristics
such as family income.

Ethnic minority parents, and particularly
immigrant parents, are less likely to be involved
in their children’s education at school, especially
when language barriers are present (e.g., Dyson
2001; Leidy et al. 2012; Tang 2015; Turney and
Kao 2009). Whereas language barriers limit
immigrant parents’ direct participation at school,
a lack of familiarity with the educational systems
can also hinder their ability to guide their chil-
dren’s educational experience (e.g., course
selection, extra-curricular activities). In these
instances, supportive social networks may effec-
tively compensate. For example, the presence of
positive role models in the family is related to the
development of academic competence (Roosa
et al. 2012). Specifically, in a large sample of
Mexican American families, mothers’ reports of
positive academic and occupational family role
models in the immediate or extended family
when their children were in elementary school
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(average 10.4 years old) were associated with
higher academic performance among the children
after they transitioned into junior high school
2 years later.

Social and Behavioral Competence
Family influences have also been linked to the
development of social and behavioral compe-
tence among ethnic minority youth. These
studies typically focus on the quality of parenting
and parent–child relationships. For example,
among low-income immigrant Latino families,
mothers’ (93 %) reports of family cohesion were
related to middle school children’s higher
problem solving skills and social self-efficacy
9 months later (Leidy et al. 2012). In this study,
more positive mothering (i.e., limit setting,
communication) was also associated with later
social self-efficacy. The link between positive
mothering (i.e., high warmth and low hostility
and conflict) and greater social competence was
also found in a separate large sample of Mexican
American early adolescents (Corona et al. 2012).
The cultural context of parenting within
immigrant samples is acknowledged in research
that links caregivers’ cultural orientations to their
parenting. For example, among immigrant
Chinese parents (81 % mothers) in the United
States, greater English media use is associated
with more authoritative parenting (e.g., high
in warmth, reasoning, responsiveness, and
encouragement of child’s democratic participa-
tion), which in turn is associated with higher
social and behavioral competence among
children (Chen et al. 2014). Additionally, fami-
lies in which parents and children were similar in
their high Chinese media use (according to
parent reports) were also most likely to report
authoritative parenting practices and better child
adjustment.

Confidence, Character, and Caring
Little attention has been paid to the development of
confidence, character, and caring among minority
and immigrant youth. In a notable exception, with
respect to character, Calderón-Tena et al. (2011)
examined the development of prosocial behavioral
tendencies among Mexican American mothers and

their early adolescents (mean age 11 years). Ado-
lescents’ prosocial behaviors were assessed in
terms of behaviors that are intended to benefit
others, including comforting others when they are
upset, helping others when asked, and assisting
others during a crisis. Mothers’ use of prosocial
parenting behaviors (such as explaining to children
why their help around the house is needed and
expecting children to take care of younger family
members) predicted prosocial behaviors among
adolescents. These links were evident for males
and females, as well as first and second generation
adolescents.

Taken together, the reviewed research sug-
gests that strong relationships with parents and
positive approaches to parenting are associated
with a variety of positive qualities among ethnic
minority adolescents, especially positive emo-
tional connections with others, academic com-
petence, and social self-efficacy. These findings
are similar to what is found among non-minority
adolescents, suggesting a universal advantage of
these qualities within families for positive youth
development.

Culture-Related Family Influences
on Positive Youth Development

A second set of research questions focuses on
how features of the culture itself foster the
development of adaptive qualities among ethnic
minority adolescents. This body of work links
family transmission of core elements of the
ethnic heritage culture to positive youth
development.

Family Cultural Values and Positive
Development
Cultural values are central components of cultural
socialization processes. For example, familism is
a key Latino cultural value that emphasizes the
importance of loyalty, connectedness, and sup-
port within the family (Neblett et al. 2012;
Pina-Watson et al., 2013). Similarly, family
obligation values, which are important across
many ethnic groups, also emphasize the impor-
tance of providing support to one’s family
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emotionally, practically, and financially (e.g.,
Fuligni et al. 2002). Parent and youth endorse-
ment of core values such as familism and family
obligation is related to more positive develop-
ment. For instance, in the study by Calderón-Tena
et al. (2011) reviewed above, Mexican American
mothers’ endorsement of familism values pre-
dicted their greater use of prosocial parenting
practices, which in turn predicted more prosocial
behavior among the adolescents (as well as higher
familism value endorsement among adolescents).
Similarly, Pina-Watson et al. (2013) demon-
strated links between Mexican American adoles-
cents’ endorsement of familism values and their
feelings of greater self-esteem and life
satisfaction.

Endorsement of cultural values is also related
to academic achievement. For example, in a
sample of Asian American adolescents, Kiang
et al. (2013) found that a strong sense of family
obligation was related to higher academic
adjustment (educational aspirations and the
importance of academic success) during high
school, beyond the influence of socioeconomic
status. Similarly, in a large sample of Mexican
American youth (average age 12.3 years old),
Gonzales et al. (2008) found that stronger
endorsement of traditional cultural values was
related to higher academic engagement, as
reported by both the adolescent and the teacher.

Parental Ethnic Socialization
A related literature explicitly links parents’ ethnic
socialization efforts to adolescents’ positive
developmental outcomes. Ethnic socialization
(sometimes also referred to as racial socializa-
tion) consists of at least two distinct components:
cultural socialization and preparation for bias
(Peck et al. 2014). Cultural socialization efforts
refer to various means by which parents transmit
to their children the history, values, and practices
of their cultural background, as well as a sense of
connection to the heritage culture (Hughes et al.
2006). In contrast, preparation for bias messages
refer to parental efforts to help youth prepare for
the experience of discrimination, stereotypes, and
other barriers related to their ethnic background
(Peck et al. 2014). Parents typically send more

cultural socialization messages than preparation
for bias messages (Peck et al. 2014).

In a review, Evans et al. (2012) argued that
ethnic minority parents’ efforts to teach their
children about the values and practices of their
ethnic culture should receive greater attention in
the positive youth development literature as an
central family influence on development. They
outline ways in which parents’ cultural social-
ization efforts may contribute to the development
of leadership, character, civic engagement,
agency, and prosocial attitudes. Although the
empirical literature with ethnic minority adoles-
cents has not spanned such diverse positive
developmental outcomes, existing research has
consistently linked parents’ ethnic socialization
to adolescents’ academic competence and ethnic
identity.

Academic Competence
Different aspects of ethnic socialization (e.g.,
cultural socialization and preparation for bias)
may show different relations with academic
competence. Cultural socialization efforts by
parents have generally been linked to higher
academic competence among African American
youth. For example, children in grades 4–6
(which corresponds to 9–11 years old) who report
more cultural socialization messages about Afri-
can American heritage, history, and pride from
their parents also report greater academic
engagement and efficacy (Hughes et al. 2009).
These authors suggest that parents’ cultural
socialization efforts (e.g., teaching children the
history and values of their heritage culture) might
help buffer adolescents from negative stereotypes
about their academic potential so that they can
apply themselves more fully to their studies.
These relations may be more complex later in
adolescence, and may depend on gender,
according to research by Brown et al. (2009) with
a sample of middle-to-late adolescent African
American youth from 14 to 19 years old (average
age 15.9 years). Specially, these investigators
found that cultural socialization messages that
emphasize the importance of African American
heritage (i.e., to importance of remember one’s
heritage and encouragement to attend Black
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cultural events), from both mothers and fathers,
were associated with lower grades among
females. In contrast, these same cultural heritage
messages from fathers were associated with
higher grades among male adolescents. In addi-
tion, cultural values messages from mothers (i.e.,
regarding the importance of family and giving
back to the Black community) were also associ-
ated with higher grades among males. All anal-
yses controlled for family demographics such as
parent education and employment. These inves-
tigators speculate that messages may be delivered
differently or interpreted differently based on
gender. For girls, for instance, they suggest that
there may be a point where cultural messages are
parent-directed rather than adolescent-directed,
rendering females hypersensitive to issues of race
and ethnicity, which may create anxiety. Brown
and colleagues also highlight the different learn-
ing environments that African American males
and females encounter (e.g., males are more
likely to experience a hostile context and be seen
as lack aspirations); they suggest that cultural
socialization may be useful in counteracting the
negative expectations that males may face at
school.

In contrast to cultural socialization efforts
related to developing pride and understanding
about the heritage background, preparation for
bias efforts, such as teaching children how to
cope with discrimination or identify racism, has
mixed relations with achievement. That is,
research has found that preparation for bias
socialization messages (e.g., that prepare youth
for discrimination) are either unrelated to
achievement (Brown et al. 2009) or may even
have deleterious effects on achievement (e.g.,
Rodriguez et al. 2009). However, preparation for
bias messages may support academic achieve-
ment among African Americans when paired
with positive parenting. For example, Smalls
(2010) found that children from families in
which mothers simultaneously prioritized chil-
dren’s needs, fostered a positive emotional cli-
mate, and engaged in a high level of ethnic
socialization (i.e., encouraging both racial pride
and addressing potential barriers) had the highest

levels of academic engagement (e.g., task per-
sistence, class participation). Similarly, Smalls
(2009) found that preparation for bias messages
were associated with academic persistence and
engagement when paired with a maternal demo-
cratic parenting style (e.g., youth involvement in
decisions, open communication, quality time
together).

Another study of the mechanisms by which
parents’ cultural socialization may influence
adolescents’ academic competence found that
adolescents’ higher self-esteem and stronger eth-
nic identity meditate these links (Hughes et al.
2009). That is, parents’ efforts to teach their chil-
dren about their ethnic culture helps children feel
connected to their culture and feel better about
themselves, which in turn predict better academic
outcomes. A strong sense of ethnic identification
is associated with a host of positive developmental
qualities, including academic self-efficacy and
social competence (e.g., Umaña-Taylor et al.
2014). A strong ethnic identity may also protect
youth in the face of adversity (Costigan et al.
2010). Thus, ethnic identity is an important
developmental outcome in itself, and can be
considered a culture-related aspect of Connection
in the 5 C’s of positive youth development model.
The role of the family in fostering a strong sense of
ethnic identity is reviewed next.

Ethnic Identity
Parental cultural socialization is consistently
associated with higher levels of ethnic identity,
including ethnic identity pride, cultural knowl-
edge, ethnic identity exploration, and ethnic iden-
tity resolution among adolescents (e.g., Lo 2010;
Umaña-Taylor et al. 2013). For example, among a
large sample of Mexican Americans, Knight et al.
(2011) found that mothers with stronger Mexican
values engaged in more cultural socialization,
which was related to their adolescents’ higher
ethnic identity and stronger endorsement of
Mexican values over time. Fathers’ cultural
socialization efforts did not show similar links,
suggesting that the cultural socialization efforts of
mothers aremore closely linked to the formation of
an ethnic identity among adolescents.
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A study of parental cultural values among
immigrant Chinese Canadians reached similar
conclusions (Su and Costigan 2009). Specifi-
cally, for mothers only, greater endorsement of
family obligation values was associated with
higher ethnic identity achievement among early
adolescents. This link was mediated through the
adolescents’ perceptions of their mothers’ family
obligation values, suggesting that adolescents
need to accurately perceive their mothers’ values
for family values to influence ethnic identity.
A study with self-identified Black American
adolescents and a parent (93 % mothers) con-
firmed the important role of children’s percep-
tions of their parents’ cultural socialization
messages (Peck et al. 2014). In this study, par-
ents’ reports of their cultural socialization mes-
sages were only indirectly linked to adolescents’
ethnic identity via adolescents’ reports of par-
ents’ cultural socialization messages; youth must
accurately perceive parental messages in order
for them to be constructed into their identity. In
this study, only cultural socialization messages,
and not preparation for bias messages, showed
significant links with youth ethnic identity.

A longitudinal study suggests that fathers’
cultural socialization efforts are related to ado-
lescent ethnic identity formation under certain
circumstances (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014). In
this study, the investigators confirmed the
important role of mothers’ ethnic socialization
efforts in fostering the development of a strong
sense of ethnic identity among Mexican
American adolescents over time. In addition,
they found that fathers’ ethnic socialization also
predicted adolescents’ ethnic identity, but only
when adolescents attended schools with a low
proportion of other Latino students. The authors
propose that fathers’ influence may be more
content-dependent and therefore missed if the
broader ethnic composition of adolescents’ lives
is not considered. Specifically they suggest that
fathers may engage in more cultural socialization
in contexts where their children are a minority
and/or that adolescents may be more likely to
draw on multiple socialization messages

(e.g., from mothers and fathers) when they are in
the minority compared to when there are large
numbers of same-ethnic peers.

Collectively, across diverse ethnic groups,
parents’ efforts to teach children about the history
and values of their cultural heritage, and chil-
dren’s adoption of core cultural values, may
confer benefits to adolescents in terms of aca-
demic competence and feelings of cultural
belonging and ethnic identity. More research is
needed to fully understand the role of fathers in
these processes, and how ethnic socialization
efforts intersect with the broader social context in
which families live (e.g., Umaña-Taylor et al.
2014).

Parent Facilitation of Mainstream
Cultural Competence

In contrast to the focus on how parents foster a
sense of understanding and connection to the
ethnic heritage culture, much less attention has
been paid to the ways in which minority parents
contribute to their children’s successful integra-
tion into the mainstream US or Canadian cul-
tures. Although relevant to non-immigrant ethnic
minority families, most of this research has
focused on immigrants. Immigrant parents may
play a role in their children’s adoption of the
mainstream culture via the opportunities they
facilitate for their children outside the home, as
well as through the adoption of childrearing
goals that reflect qualities that are valued in the
mainstream society.

Research with immigrant families often
assumes that immigrant parents are threatened by
their children’s increasing involvement in the
mainstream society in the years following
immigration. Adolescents’ involvement in
mainstream culture, however, does not inevitably
create conflict or distress within immigrant fam-
ilies, even when parents do not share a high
orientation to the mainstream culture (e.g.,
Costigan and Dokis 2006). This is likely because
immigrant parents typically desire their children
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to be successful in the new culture, and their
children’s ability to speak the new culture’s
language, form positive relationships within the
new culture, and understand nuances in how
members of the new culture think and behave,
are all indications of successful attainment of this
goal. Children’s involvement in the mainstream
culture may be especially non-problematic if
adolescents’ adoption of the new culture is not at
the expense of maintaining important heritage
cultural values and practices.

Parents are introduced to a host of new ideas
regarding childrearing after immigration, and
they may modify their parenting cognitions to
more closely match the larger society in order to
socialize their children to be successful in a new
multicultural context (Yee et al. 1998). Consis-
tently, value transmission studies within families
demonstrate that parents understand what is
normatively important in a society and socialize
their children towards those values, even when
these values do not mirror parents’ own
(Benish-Weisman et al. 2013; Chen and Chen
2010). Thus, immigrant parents’ socialization
goals for their children may not perfectly match
their own personal values (e.g., Farver et al.
2007), and parents may actively and intentionally
foster their children’s competencies in the
mainstream culture regardless of their own cul-
tural orientation. Parents may also pursue
socialization goals that do not match their per-
sonal goals by identifying and encouraging other
socialization agents (e.g., opportunities at
schools, extended family, extra-curricular activi-
ties) to assist their children to develop compe-
tencies that are salient in the mainstream culture
(Tam and Lee 2010). More research is needed to
understand how parents’ childrearing goals and
cultural socialization efforts are related to posi-
tive developmental outcomes.

Family Influences on Navigating
a Bicultural Environment

A third set of research questions has examined
more closely the family processes involved in
helping ethnic minority adolescents develop a

positive sense of identity and well-being as
they find their way in diverse, sometimes
conflicting, cultural worlds. Navigating multiple
cultural identities can be a challenge for ado-
lescents who experience competing pulls from
parents toward the ethnic heritage culture and
from peers towards the mainstream society
(Giguère et al. 2010). Much research in this
area focuses on the stresses and strains (for
both youth and their parents) inherent in bal-
ancing two cultures, including the risk of
heightened family conflict and distress (e.g.,
Telzer 2011). Less attention has been paid to
the ways in which the process of navigating
two cultural contexts can contribute to positive
youth development.

Family Influences on Bicultural
Competence
One domain of positive development associated
with the need to navigate two cultural worlds
simultaneously is the concept of biculturalism.
Biculturalism refers to an individual’s comfort
interacting in both ethnic and mainstream con-
texts, ease of switching between the two con-
texts, and perception of advantages in being able
to move between the two contexts (Basilio et al.
2014). Thus, it is relevant to the domain of
competence in the Five C’s of positive youth
development model. Research generally supports
the conclusion that embracing both the heritage
and mainstream cultures is the most adaptive
approach to balancing two cultures (e.g., Nguyen
and Benet-Martínez 2013).

As the definition of the concept of bicultur-
alism has advanced, research has begun to
investigate how bicultural competence develops,
including the role of families. Research with
Mexican American adolescents suggests that
high parental acceptance, in conjunction with
higher friendship intimacy, fosters bicultural
competence (i.e., endorsement of both familism
values and a high Anglo orientation; Davidson
et al. 2011). In a conceptual paper, Mistry and
Wu (2010) proposed that one of the ways in
which families foster biculturalism is by expos-
ing children to and valuing diverse frames of
reference so that children become familiar with
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and feel comfortable interacting in multiple
groups. Schwartz and Unger (2010), operating
from a heritage culture focus, argued that
parents’ ethnic socialization efforts are a key
contributor to the development of bicultural
competence. Rather than fostering separation
from the mainstream culture, they review
research suggesting that parents’ intentional
efforts to teach children about their heritage
culture facilitate the development of bicultural-
ism. Parents’ role in supporting bicultural com-
petence may be especially strong in community
contexts with little cultural diversity, where there
is less community support for heritage cultural
retention (Schwartz and Unger 2010).

Parent–Child Cultural Dynamics
and Positive Youth Development
Navigating two sets of cultural norms and values
at the same time has implications for family
relationships as well as individual development.
In immigrant families, discrepancies often exist
in parents’ and children’s language skills, social
contacts, identifications, and values (e.g., Kwak
2003). Previous research has identified these
parent–child differences as a significant obstacle
to positive adjustment among adolescents and
their families (Unger et al. 2009; Wang et al.
2012). For example, acculturation gaps in lan-
guage abilities can present obstacles to effective
communication, making it more difficult to dis-
cuss sensitive emotional issues. One significant
challenge for work in this area, however, is
disentangling parent–child conflict that is related
to cultural differences and parent–child conflict
that is developmentally normative (e.g., Phinney
and Vedder 2006). This is, all families (e.g.,
immigrant and non-immigrant) experience
intergenerational differences to some extent.
Furthermore, it is important to remember that not
all parent–child conflict is associated with
adjustment challenges for adolescents. Consid-
erably less research has been directed at identi-
fying developmental opportunities that may be
embedded in the experience of navigating two
cultural worlds as a family. There may be ben-
efits to adolescent adjustment related to similarity

in cultural orientations between parents and
children (e.g., Lo 2010). For example, when
Asian Indian parents (83 % mothers) and their
children in the United States reported the same
overall cultural orientation, adolescents reported
higher self-esteem (Farver et al. 2002). Parent
and child similarity in their orientation to the
heritage culture appears to be more important
than their similarity in orientation to the main-
stream culture. For example, a match between
adolescents and their mothers in heritage lan-
guage skills is associated with higher math scores
and overall grade point averages among Chinese
American families (Liu et al. 2009). Likewise,
among Chinese Canadian families, parent–child
similarity in orientation to Chinese culture is
associated with higher achievement motivation
among adolescents (Costigan and Dokis 2006).
In this study, adolescents’ similarity in Chinese
language use with mothers and in Chinese media
use with fathers (whether similarly high or low)
showed the strongest links with achievement
motivation. When adolescents are better able to
communicate and share interests with their par-
ents, they may also be more likely to internalize
cultural norms related to the importance of
achievement, which may translate into greater
effort put towards their studies and stronger
achievement motivation. In addition, when
mothers and adolescents both speak Chinese,
mothers can be more involved in their children’s
education, so that adolescents experience greater
support (Costigan and Dokis 2006). Further
research is needed into the mechanisms by which
similarity in cultural orientations supports ado-
lescents’ positive development across multiple
domains of functioning.

Within immigrant families, adolescents’
bilingual abilities may also indirectly create
developmental opportunities by enabling chil-
dren to serve as “language brokers” for their
parents. Language brokering refers to assistance
that children provide their parents in translating
and interpreting linguistic and cultural material
from the mainstream culture (e.g., Chao 2006).
This material may be written or spoken, formal
or informal. The literature is currently
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inconsistent with respect to whether language
brokering confers risk on children (e.g., placing
too much responsibility on them, exposing them
to sensitive personal information about a parent)
or whether it can benefit children’s cognitive and
emotional development (e.g., Hua and Costigan
2012). On the positive side, a number of studies
document positive correlates of language bro-
kering experiences. For example, among Latino
adolescents, more frequent language brokering is
associated with greater biculturalism and aca-
demic performance (Buriel et al. 1998) and
higher ethnic identity and cultural value
endorsement (Weisskirch et al. 2011). Among
young adults from multiple ethnic backgrounds,
more frequent language brokering is associated
with enhanced perspective taking and greater
empathic concern (Guan et al. 2014). More fre-
quent language brokering is also associated with
greater respect for mothers among Mexican and
Chinese American youth and for fathers among
Mexican and Korean American youth (Chao
2006).

The family context in which language bro-
kering occurs (e.g., as supportive or conflictual)
may shape whether or not the experience is
related to the development of adaptive qualities
(Hua and Costigan 2012; Weisskirch 2007). In
addition, adolescents’ own cultural orientation
may also shape whether language brokering has a
positive or negative impact on adolescent
development. For example, adolescents who are
more oriented to the heritage culture are more
likely to feel they matter to their parents and are
more likely to experience feelings of efficacy
related to language brokering, whereas adoles-
cents who are less oriented to the heritage culture
are more likely to feel alienated from their par-
ents and to experience feelings of burden related
to language brokering (Wu and Kim 2009).

Overall, there is little research linking parent–
child cultural dynamics with positive develop-
mental outcomes; instead, these dynamics are
most often conceptualized as risks. When posi-
tive correlates are sought, the most typical out-
comes continue to be academic competence and
ethnic identity. A broader perspective on positive
development that considers qualities such as

connection, empathy, and leadership may enrich
the research agenda in this area.

Family Promotion of Positive
Development in the Face of Adversity

The final set of research questions addresses
ways in which ethnic minority families promote
positive adolescent development in the face of
risk. The challenges and risks faced by ethnic
minority families are well documented, including
discrimination, prejudice, low income, and
acculturative stress; much research documents
the deleterious effects of these risks on individ-
uals and families (e.g., Garcia Coll and Magnu-
son 1997; García Coll et al. 1996; Hwang and
Ting 2008; Pérez et al. 2008). Increasingly,
research is identifying strengths and protective
processes that promote positive development
despite these challenges (e.g., Neblett et al. 2012;
Zhou et al. 2012).

Many of the same family factors that promote
positive development among ethnic minority
youth overall also encourage positive adjustment
and competence in the face of adversity. Neblett
et al. (2012) presented a conceptual model
highlighting cultural protective factors that pro-
mote positive adaptation in the context of dis-
crimination. These protective factors include
ethnic socialization, cultural orientations, and
ethnic identities. For example, they propose that
connections to the family may become more
potent when confronting discrimination, such
that familial ethnic socialization messages may
show particularly strong links with adaptation in
these circumstances. Consistently, Kiang et al.
(2013) found that strong endorsement of family
obligation values among adolescents buffered the
effects of low socioeconomic class on adoles-
cents’ achievement outcomes; adolescents with
high family obligation values maintained high
achievement despite economic risks.

Generally supportive family relationships also
protect minority and immigrant adolescents in
the context of stress. For example, among a
sample of African American adolescents who
had been exposed to community violence,
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positive family functioning (i.e., parental
communication, parental concern, and parental
supervision) was associated with higher scores
on a composite measure of the Five C’s of pos-
itive youth development (McDonald et al. 2011).
Similarly, among American Indian early adoles-
cents living on or near reservations, maternal
warmth and support protected youth from risks
related to poverty and discrimination (LaFrom-
boise et al. 2006). Specifically, these positive
maternal characteristics, along with greater
community support, were associated with higher
levels of pro-social behavior, including a positive
school attitude, high academic aspirations, and
good grades. Finally, Tiet et al. (2010) identified
longitudinal predictors of positive adjustment
among a large and diverse sample of ethnic
minority adolescents who were considered to be
at risk due to living in an inner city environment
(e.g., disadvantaged neighborhoods with high
crime rates). These researchers found that family
bonding (e.g., depending on parents for advice
and guidance) predicted later resilience, assessed
as higher academic achievement, self-esteem,
and psychosocial functioning. In addition, among
a subset of youth in this study from two-parent
families, higher levels of parental monitoring of
youth activities and lower levels of marital dis-
cord were also associated with more resilient
outcomes over time.

Policy Implications

Perhaps the clearest policy recommendation that
emerges from this review is the value of sup-
porting the transmission of the ethnic culture
within minority and immigrant families. Across
disparate samples and methods, with few
exceptions, parents’ cultural socialization efforts,
children’s endorsement of heritage cultural val-
ues, and parent–child similarity in ethnic heritage
culture orientations were associated with more
positive youth development, particularly in the
areas of academic achievement, ethnic identifi-
cation, and bicultural competence. Thus, policies
and programs that provide resources and

supports for families and their communities to
maintain an understanding of their heritage cul-
ture and feeling of belonging should contribute to
the positive development of youth in these fam-
ilies (e.g., Hughes et al. 2009; Rodriguez et al.
2009). These efforts require that cultural knowl-
edge and values are seen as assets and resources
for families that support bicultural integration
and general well-being, rather than treating the
heritage culture as unrelated, or even as a threat
to integration into the mainstream society.

In addition to fostering ethnic heritage culture
assets, general family processes that are adaptive
in non-minority families support the positive
development of ethnic minority youth as well,
both as promotive factors for all youth and as
protective factors for youth facing adversity.
Thus, policies and programs that build on these
strengths within minority and immigrant families
can have far-reaching effects on youth develop-
ment. For example, programs that promote and
support positive parenting and build family
cohesion would contribute to the positive
development of youth (e.g., Corona et al. 2012;
Leidy et al. 2012). Programs that assist families
in identifying positive roles models of academic
and occupational success for youth to emulate
are another means of promoting positive devel-
opment (e.g., Roosa et al. 2012). Finally, school
policies and programs that support the involve-
ment of minority and immigrant parents in their
children’s school work could contribute to aca-
demic achievement in these families.

Future Directions

Future research should embrace the study of
positive development among minority and
immigrant youth. To date, the majority of work
on positive youth development has not integrated
key aspects of culture (e.g., cultural values, cul-
tural socialization, parent–child cultural similar-
ity) in fostering positive development (Evans
et al. 2012). Yet, for ethnic minority youth,
heritage cultural factors are integral to their
developmental experiences. Research that has
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included cultural models in the study of positive
youth development has been limited in scope
with respect to the types of developmental out-
comes that are assessed. With few exceptions
(e.g., Smetana and Metzger 2005), little or no
research addresses the role of parents and fami-
lies in promoting domains of positive youth
development such as vocational competence,
hope, empathy, morality, leadership, purpose,
spirituality, thriving, civic engagement, or media
literacy. In addition, research should address the
question of whether positive development is
defined differently in diverse ethnic communities.
Qualities that are valued in mainstream US and
Canadian society may be irrelevant or devalued
in certain ethnic groups, and other
culture-specific developmental strengths may be
overlooked.

Most of the literature reviewed spans the
developmental period from early to late adoles-
cence. More attention is needed on the transition
into adulthood for ethnic minority youth and how
families facilitate the successful navigation of
this phase of life. Young adulthood is the stage of
life when young people accrue the capacity for
growth in economic and social capital that sets
the stage for their lifetime contributions as citi-
zens. In young adulthood, youth may experience
extra pressures to succeed in order to honor
sacrifices their parents made in raising them. In
addition, immigrant parents in particular may
look to their children’s success to validate the
risks they took in migrating. A better under-
standing of the ways in which families continue
to support youth development through this tran-
sition is critical.

Although short-term longitudinal data are
becoming increasingly common, particularly
with Latino populations, longer-term longitudi-
nal data that can begin to address the direction of
effects among constructs would be valuable. The
inclusion of experimental and observational
research methods would also expand the scope
of the questions that are asked. In addition,
although there are notable exceptions, many
studies that report of “parental” correlates of
youth development are in fact predominantly
assessing maternal influences; continued efforts

to include fathers in research will allow
researchers to more systematically address
shared and unique roles for mothers and fathers
in the development of minority and immigrant
youth. Finally, more large representative samples
are needed across varied community contexts
(e.g., based on the ethnic composition of the
surrounding community) in order to represent the
full diversity of experiences that exist within
ethnic groups.

Research methods and questions in this area
would also benefit from expanding beyond the
study of mono-cultural youth and traditional
definitions of the family. The high and growing
number of bicultural and multicultural children in
the United States and Canada warrants greater
attention to the universal and unique family
process that promote positive youth development
among these children. Similarly, the influence of
families on the positive development of minority
youth should expand beyond traditional family
roles of mothers and fathers to include a broader,
more inclusive lens on what constitutes a family
by including other types of family structures,
such as grandparent-led families, stepfamilies,
and extended kinship networks.

Finally, research designs should routinely
situate families in their larger ecological con-
texts. For example, immigrant families enter the
United States and Canada through a variety of
mechanisms (e.g., refugee, skilled worker,
undocumented), and the vulnerabilities and
strengths that each context introduces to the task
of raising well-adjusted children are different.
Non-immigrant ethnic minority families, as well,
experience considerable diversity in their
day-to-day experiences due to factors such as
socioeconomic status. The associated financial
resources, social capital, and human capital that
families have available to them interact in a
dynamic fashion with the capacities of families to
nurture children’s positive development. The
broader social structures in which families are
located (e.g., contexts of reception, neighbor-
hood context, power differentials, ethnic com-
position of communities, support for diversity)
similarly shape and constrain minority and
immigrant families’ socialization efforts. The
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work of Umaña-Taylor et al. (2014), for instance,
exemplifies how the ethnic composition of
schools intersects with parental influences on
youth development. A full understanding of
family influences on positive youth development
requires the integration of real-world constraints
and opportunities from families’ broader eco-
logical context.

Conclusions

The study of parental and family influences on
ethnic minority youth development using a
strength-based approach is a growing area of
inquiry, but many gaps remain. The research
reviewed in this chapter identifies general pro-
cesses (e.g., sense of connection with parents)
and culture-specific processes (e.g., cultural
socialization efforts) that are essential to foster-
ing positive development among ethnic minority
youth. The clear association between parents’
efforts to transmit their ethnic culture and ado-
lescents’ positive adaptation signals the impor-
tance of supporting parents in this vital activity.
Cultural processes (e.g., transmission of cultural
values, sense of belonging) also buffer the
adverse impacts of contextual threats, such as
discrimination, on adolescents’ positive devel-
opment. Further, our review suggests that family
dynamics related to navigating a bicultural
environment are not inherently stressful or
detrimental to individual or family functioning.
In the future, research that is framed from a
positive youth development point of view, rather
than a deficit model, may reveal further benefi-
cial aspects of bicultural family dynamics. Areas
of positive youth development that have not yet
been addressed (e.g., leadership, civic engage-
ment) should also be incorporated into future
research. Finally, our understanding of how to
best support positive development among ethnic
minority youth will be advanced by research that
situates family influences on positive develop-
ment within a broader ecological context that
carefully considers social structures, school and
neighborhood environments, and immigration
pathways.
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Family Resources for Promoting
Positive Development Among
Minority Children: European
Perspectives

Sabine Walper and Birgit Leyendecker

Abstract
The focus of this chapter is the role of family factors in fostering positive
development among minority children in Europe. The historical overview
highlights the heterogeneity among minority families in Europe, differences
between indigenous minorities and immigrant minorities and related
cross-country differences. The focus of the following sections is mainly on
immigrant minority families. Current key research questions relate to
families’ coping with challenges resulting frommigration, cultural distance,
and socio-economic strain. Empirical studies rely mainly on large
representative surveys within one or across several European countries
but also include some observational, qualitative, and intervention studies.
The findings discussed in this chapter address changing family forms, point
to strong family ties among immigrant families, provide evidence for the
general benefits of parental involvement and care, and highlight the role of
early daycare and parental involvement in children’s schooling. The chapter
concludes with policy implications and directions for future research.

Introduction

The colonial past of many European countries,
including economically driven migration, and the
current inflow of refugees from war zones and
terror regimes have contributed to considerable

ethnic heterogeneity in European countries. From
1980s to 1990s, the inflow of foreigners to (and
between) European countries doubled (Hooghe
et al. 2008). By 2010, about 6.5 % of the total
population among the 27 European countries had
foreign nationalities and 9.4 % of the population
in Europe were born outside their country of
residence, mostly outside of Europe (Vasileva
2011). The recent increase in refugees exceeds
these numbers considerably.

Migration may not only increase individuals’
opportunities for better prospects in the host
country, but it may also benefit their host countries
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by meeting demands of expanding labor markets
and/or compensating demographic problems (e.g.
arising from low birth rates). Nevertheless,
migration poses major challenges to migrants as
well as their host countries in coping with
migration experiences, ethnic diversity, the risks
of segregation and alienation and its implications
for the development of minority children. In fact,
much of the public and scientific discourse about
immigrants and ethnic minorities focuses on risks
and problems resulting for ethnic minorities,
migrants, and their children (e.g., Hjern et al.
1991; Kouider et al. 2014; Tan et al. 1991) or for
the majority population in host countries (e.g.,
Lancee and Dronkers 2008). Such one-sided
views are likely to affect interethnic exchange
and institutional responses which may turn out to
work as self-fulfilling hypotheses. Accordingly,
there has been increasing attention to the so-far
neglected reverse side: positive development of
minority children and youth, their particular assets
and strengths, and factors that promote positive
development (Cabrera 2013; Cabrera et al. 2012).

While schools and institutions such as the
health care system and social services play an
important role in offering opportunities to indi-
viduals and promoting positive development,
families are the most proximal context of chil-
dren’s development. The focus of this chapter is
on the role of family factors in fostering positive
development among minority children in Europe.
We will take a broad look not only at family
resources, a major source of disadvantage among
minority youth (Duncan and Magnuson 2005;
Karlsen and Nazroo 2002; McNulty and Bellair
2003; Molcho et al. 2010), but also at multiple
domains of family socialization (Grusec and
Davidov 2010) including attachment with care-
givers, parenting, and providing access to stim-
ulating experiences within and outside the
family. Because parents influence children
directly through interactions and relationships
and indirectly through access to other contexts
(Lin et al. 2001; Nauck and Lotter 2015), we will
also examine the use of day care and informal
education.

Unlike recent research efforts in the USA,
there has been less attention paid to the positive

development and particular strengths of minority
youth in Europe. Accordingly, this chapter can-
not meet the demands of a comprehensive,
theory-driven approach to positive development
as presented in relevant conceptualizations
(Lerner et al. 2005). However, we will focus on
some key issues, such as health and general
well-being, including the lack of problem
behavior, social competencies and schooling.

In the following section, we start highlighting
the heterogeneity among minority families in
Europe and related cross-country differences. We
differentiate between indigenous minorities and
immigrant minorities because these often differ
in the support provided by the majority
group. Within in the European Union (EU),
languages and cultures of indigenous minority
groups tend to be more protected than languages
and cultures of immigrant groups. The focus of
the following sections is mainly on immigrant
minority families. We describe the current key
research questions in regard to (1) changing
family forms and family norms, (2) variations in
parenting and the links of parenting to positive
child development, and (3) the role of parents,
communities and schools in launching and pro-
moting children’s pre- and post-natal health as
well as their success in the educational system.
Our empirical findings rely mainly on large
representative studies within one or across sev-
eral European countries. The chapter concludes
with policy implications and directions for future
research.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

How can we define a minority in Europe? To
what extent are different minority groups unique
or similar to other minority groups? Across most
groups, speaking a language not spoken by the
majority of the country they live in is likely to be
a common experience. Aside from the language
feature, their experiences of belonging to a cul-
tural minority group are likely to vary greatly
across the different minority groups. Within the
28 states of the European Union, there appears to
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be a subtle, yet important divide between
indigenous minorities (often referred to as
national minorities) and immigrant minorities.
This is most evident in terms of the status of the
language of a minority group. In many countries,
indigenous minority groups were quite success-
ful in obtaining extended legal protection for
their culture and language. In contrast, immigrant
minority groups are more or less expected to
integrate (or even to assimilate) into the majority
society (Extra and Gorter 2001; Extra and Yağ-
mur 2011).

The Largest Minority: Roma

The Roma people present the largest European
minority group of 10–12 million people (see
Dimitrova and Ferrer-Wreder in this volume).
Roma (sometimes referred to as Romani people)
is an umbrella term which includes numerous
groups of people who share, to some degree, the
same cultural heritage as well as similar experi-
ences with discrimination (antiziganism), social
exclusion and extreme poverty. The Roma peo-
ple are set apart from other minorities because
they have less power and hardly any lobby
within Europe. Depending on their country of
settlement, they have adopted parts of the lan-
guage, culture, and to some extent even the
religion of each country. Even though they are
divided in many different subgroups and scat-
tered all over Europe, most Roma people have
continued to speak one of several dialects of the
Roma language.

The proposal for effective Roma integration
measures (European Commission 2013)1 intends
to eliminate discrimination, to ensure at least
primary education for all Roma children, to
improve access to healthcare and to minimize the
gap between the Roma and the majority popu-
lation of their country of residence in terms of
housing and employment. A related EU report
(European Commission 2013)2 describes that

many Roma children live in poverty, do not
attend school, and are victims of violence and
exploitation both within and outside of their
community. Aside from providing support for
families and children, encouraging parents’ par-
ticipation, and aiming to raise parents’ awareness
of the importance of education, EU member
states are requested to obtain a better under-
standing of the history and culture of the Roma,
for example, by including their history and cul-
ture in school curricula. If these long-term goals
are eventually implemented by the member
states, and if the intended empowerment of the
Roma minority will be taken seriously, these
families might have a chance in the long run of
an actual integration and to reach a status similar
to the ones granted to numerous other European
minority groups (see Dimotrova et al., in this
Handbook for more information on the Roma
population). In 2014, the EU announced after a
Roma Summit that the integration yielded results
and suggested that the inclusion of the largest
minority should be a priority for spending EU
funds in the next seven years of the financial
period.3

Indigenous Minorities in the EU

The top-down support structure that the EU has
recently adopted for the Roma has been
implanted for other, smaller minorities for many
years. Eurominority, an organization devoted to
provide information on Stateless Nations and
national minorities of Europe, lists an impressive
number of minorities in Europe.4 Some of these
are very accomplished and well known and have
political institutions and a high degree of auton-
omy, such as the Basque and Catalan in Spain,
the Scottish and Welsh people in the United
Kingdom, or the Sardinians in Italy. Others are
striving to maintain their cultural identity, such
as the French (Wallonia) and Flamish (Flanders)

1http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-1226_en.htm.
2http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/roma/index_en.
htm, accessed Jan. 12, 2015.

3http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-14-371_en.htm,
accessed Jan. 12, 2015.
4http://www.eurominority.eu/version/eng/, accessed Jan.
12, 2105.
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speaking cultural groups in Belgium, the Sorbs
or the Danish minority in Germany, or the Fri-
sians in the Netherlands. Some of these groups
share that they speak a distinct language not
spoken elsewhere, whereas other minorities
speak a language common in another country but
not in the country in which they live. These
diverse indigenous minorities are all united by
the common interest to be recognized and
respected as a distinct cultural group. They are
protected by EU laws, e.g., in terms of the right
to speak their own language and to have children
taught in the minority language in school. In
some regards, the ones who are living in auton-
omous regions in their respective countries share
more features typical for a majority population
than for a minority population. In contrast to the
Roma minority, there is little indication in the
literature that the positive development of chil-
dren from these indigenous groups is hampered
by their minority status.

Immigrant Minorities

The increase of migration within the EU as well as
into the EU has resulted in an increase as well as a
diversification of immigrant groups. While
indigenous minorities are more likely to be pro-
tected, immigrant minorities do not enjoy the
same privileges for their heritage cultures and
languages. Instead, parents and migrant organi-
zations have to pursue a bottom-up approach to
ensure that their rights to speak their heritage
language and to maintain their heritage culture are
recognized and accepted. By EU policies, they are
encouraged to learn the culture and language of
the host country and, in addition, they may
maintain their own culture and language. How-
ever, maintaining their own culture and language
is mostly delegated to the immigrant families
themselves and is not considered a task of the
receiving country. This practice in policy suggests
that not all languages and cultures are equally
valued and protected (Schjerve and Vetter 2012).
An example of the differences between indige-
nous and immigrant minorities is the Moroccans
living in Catalonia, a comparably wealthy

autonomous region in Spain at the Mediterranean
Sea. The Catalonians take pride in their culture
and language, they fiercely protect their rights,
and children learn both Catalan as well as Spanish
in schools. A linguistic census in 2013 indicated
that 51 % of the population prefers to speak
Castilian Spanish and 36 % prefer to speak
Catalan.5 Another sizable minority are immi-
grants from Morocco. They present 20 % of all
non-Spanish nationals in Catalonia, making Ara-
bic the third most spoken language in this region.
However, in contrast to the indigenous Catalan
minority, they are not likely to encounter public
policies towards the promotion of Arabic culture
and language in the schools or at home. In sum,
not all minorities enjoy equal rights and policies
protecting their cultural heritage. Instead, there
appears to be a hierarchy among the minority
groups in Europe. In this chapter, we will focus on
immigrant minorities rather than on the more
privileged indigenous or national minorities.

The New Status of European
Countries as Countries
of Immigration

Many European countries have perceived them-
selves as countries of emigration rather than
preferred countries of immigration. This has
changed over the last 50 years and by now many
European countries have realized that they are
target countries for immigration. In 2013, for
example, 7 million people living in Germany
were foreign nationals and another 8.6 million
were immigrants with a German passport. As a
result, 20 % of the German population are either
foreign-born or have at least one foreign-born
parent. Every third child age 5 or younger grows
up in an immigrant family (Woellert and Klin-
gholz 2013). OECD data from 2010 (cited in
Woellert and Klingholz 2013) indicate that Ger-
many, as well as several other European coun-
tries, has higher immigration rates than the

5http://www.idescat.cat/dequavi/?TC=444&V0=15&V1=
2, retrieved Jan. 15, 2015.
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United States. The top three countries in the
world are Switzerland with 28 %, Israel with
32 %, and Luxembourg with 42 % foreign born
population. In all countries of the EU, part of the
population is made up of immigrants from other
EU countries. Within the EU, people can choose
their country of residence freely and aside from
the participation in state elections, they enjoy the
same basic rights and access to the labor market
as the local majority. In most EU countries,
immigrants within the EU do not represent a
sizable number from one single country, but are
from a wide range of EU countries. They may
come for shorter or longer periods of time and
manifest a high degree of diversity in terms of
education, the timing and the reason for immi-
gration. However, with the exception of the
Roma people, they all have in common that they
are rarely perceived as a problem; they are
accepted by the host society and can move back
and forth as much as they please. As a result,
these immigrants appear in the national statistics
but are largely ignored both by national politics
as well as by public research. Until recently,
immigration from outside of the EU was severely
restricted and basically limited to family unifi-
cation, to (acknowledged) refugees, or to the
coveted highly skilled professionals. Since 2011,
the EU has tried to attract the high potentials with
a so-called “Blue-Card”. However, this group is
rather small, very diverse, and very mobile.
Starting in summer 2015, large numbers of
refugees have entered the European Union and it
can be expected that these new immigrants will
transform the European societies.

Differences Between Immigrant
Minorities in North America
and Europe

Much of our knowledge of processes of immi-
gration and adaptation is based on studies from
the “old world” to the “new world”. Portes and
Rumbaut (2001) describe that over the course of
two or three generations, immigrants in the US or
Canada are likely to become either part of the
majority society or part of a minority group but

do not consider themselves to be immigrants
anymore. The familiar hyphenated identity of
Italian-American or Chinese-Canadian indicates
the ethnic background while the main emphasis
is on being an American or Canadian citizen.
Inter-European migration, however, appears to
follow a different pattern. Rather than becoming
an integral part of the host society and striving to
acquire citizenship, inter-European immigrants
often prefer to become an integral part of both:
the host country and their country of origin
(Leyendecker 2011). Inexpensive flights across
Europe, vacation times of 4–6 weeks per year, as
well as modern communication facilitate staying
connected with the country and the culture of
origin, including the former’s political and soci-
etal institutions.

One indicator of this development is the trend
for people from outside of the EU to acquire and
to maintain dual citizenship. This new type of
hybrid identity appears to be a possible pathway
preferred by many new immigrants from outside
of the EU (Leyendecker 2011). For children,
some European countries have noticed this
development and have adopted less restrictive
policies in recent years. In Germany, for exam-
ple, children born to foreign nationals were
allowed to have dual citizenship, but they had to
decide on one of the passports once they reached
the age of 23. A new law established at the end of
2014 allows children to maintain their dual citi-
zenship for as long as they want. In a video
announcing this new regulation, Aydan Özguz,
the representative of the German government,
states that young adults are no longer forced to
decide between Germany and their families.6 As
she points out, immigrants and their offspring are
likely to have more than one identity and to feel
at home in more than one country.

Another aspect that keeps the ties to the
country of origin alive is the so-called marriage
migration. This is particularly evident in the
Turkish community in Europe. Marriage migra-
tion between a first and a second generation
immigrant is likely to occur when one or all of
the following apply: (1) Family reunion is the

6https://einleben-zweipaesse.de/, retrieved Jan. 15, 2015.
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major legal way of entry for new immigrants,
(2) immigrant parents prefer their children to
marry someone from the country of origin,
(3) the home country is easily accessible and
families tend to spend vacation time in their
country of origin, and (4) those women who have
acquired a higher education have a better chance
of finding a well-educated husband in their
country of origin (Leyendecker et al. 2006).
Marriage migration is likely to result in accul-
turation gaps between mothers and fathers.
A study exploring the impact of these accultur-
ation gaps found that they were either unrelated
to acculturation stress or even associated with
lower levels of stress (Spiegler et al. 2015). In
families with at least one first generation parent,
culture and language of the country of origin
were more likely to be kept alive than in families
with two second generation parents. For their
offspring, speaking parents’ heritage language
presents an important task in order to be able to
communicate with the first generation parent
(Willard et al. 2014).

Overall, there is a tremendous heterogeneity
among minority families in Europe. The huge
number of indigenous or national minorities is
very diverse. Immigrant families differ in many
socio-demographic aspects such as their
socio-economic status, reason for migration,
country of origin, legal status, time of arrival, etc.
Additional complexities are created within fam-
ilies. These complexities may be due to the bi-
and multi-national context that typically results
from intermarriage or due to marriages between
first and second generation partners from the
same ethnic group.

Current Research Questions
and Methodology

Research Themes and Questions

In comparison to the United States and Canada,
most European countries have only recently
started to invest more in research into minority
families. Much of this research is descriptive,
looking at differences and similarities between

families of minority and majority youth (e.g., in
parent-child relationships, parenting, family
stress). Focusing on the challenges of migration
and/or minority status, most research questions
are directed at likely problems and disadvantages
of minority youth and their families, but some
attention has been paid to family factors that
promote integration. Overall, however, the
attention to positive development is still scarce.

Immigration has been described as one of the
most disorganizing individual experiences
(Bornstein et al. 2007). On the one side, immi-
grant families are more vulnerable and face
greater, as well as different, challenges when
compared to non-immigrant families. Among the
potential risk factors for immigrant families are
limited education, constrained financial resour-
ces, a smaller social network of available family
members and friends, unstable neighborhoods,
and increased levels of everyday distress. With
these risk factors in mind, many studies have
looked at mental health and well-being among
minority children in Europe. Available evidence
provides some support for increased stress and
problem behavior (e.g., Flink et al. 2012), sug-
gesting elevated levels of internalizing and peer
problems, but not externalizing problems (Der-
luyn et al. 2008; Jäkel et al. 2015; Kouider et al.
2014). However, the overall pattern of findings
across countries and informants is less clear than
might be expected (Stevens and Vollebergh
2008), and most differences disappear once
families’ economic resources are taken into
account (Molcho et al. 2010).

On the other side, immigrants have moved to
another country in hopes of improving their liv-
ing conditions as well as those of their offspring.
This has coined the description of “immigrant
optimism” and has been used to explain the
academic achievement of second generation in
the U.S. (Kao and Tienda 1995). Accordingly,
considerable attention has been paid to issues of
schooling and academic success among minority
youth in Europe, be it focusing on the role of
early education and school systems in improving
integration and providing equal opportunities for
immigrant children compared to those for the
majority group (Dronkers et al. 2012; Spiess
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et al. 2003) or focusing on the role of parenting,
parents’ educational aspirations, and their per-
ceptions of schooling (Nauck and Lotter 2015)
and their school involvement (Kohl et al. 2015).
In line with the above mentioned notion of
“immigrant optimism”, a study from Germany
confirms that Turkish and Vietnamese minority
mothers attribute higher instrumentality to aca-
demic success for their children’s long-term
well-being than German mothers do, but the
findings also point to the higher perceived costs
of schooling, e.g., by increasing the child’s dis-
tance to his or her heritage culture (Nauck and
Lotter 2015).

Immigrant families are confronted with the
task of bridging multiple worlds (Cooper 2011).
The majority of immigrant families in Europe
have roots in countries characterized by collec-
tivistic cultures, which stress norms of obedience
and communion (Kağıtçıbaşı 2007). Parents are
faced with the task to raise their children in
Western individualized host countries, which
emphasize norms and values of independence.
From a psychological point of view, a positive
attitude of immigrants towards the culture and
the language of the host country AND the
country of origin are considered to be of vital
importance for successful adaptation (Leyen-
decker 2011). This positive attitude is evident on
a much deeper level than superficial preferences
for music, food, or specific festivities of either
country. Research on immigrant families sug-
gests that children do best if they have parents
who convey a connection to the culture of origin
and maintain a voice of authority, and at the
same time encourage them to take advantage of
the opportunities offered by the receiving country
(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). For
parents and children, this task implies that they
have to find a balance between the country of
origin and the country of residence (Stuart et al.
2010). Along these lines, some research has
addressed issues of intergenerational transmis-
sion as well as adaptation to the host culture, e.g.
with respect to gender attitudes (Idema and
Phalet 2007) and educational success (Nauck and
Lotter 2016). Bridging cultures is a task which
can not be accomplished by parents alone but

rather a task which requires the collaboration of
the entire society as bridges can be crossed in
both directions. Most European countries have
aging societies and as a result, the need to invest
into children and youth of immigrant families has
been more and more recognized. Given the sal-
ience of educational attainment for successful
integration into the labor market and social par-
ticipation in general, even more so for immigrant
youth, further research on immigrant families’
resources and their match to demands of the
educational system, as well as on the support that
can be provided by the receiving countries, are
particularly worthwhile.

We may hypothesize that a receiving country
which respects the families’ culture of origin and
facilitates their access to these opportunities
provides an environment which allows immi-
grant children to develop their potentials to a
higher degree than contexts which confront
families with discrimination and ethnic prejudice.
Negative effects of racial discrimination, inde-
pendent of socio-economic resources, have been
reported in studies on adult health among ethnic
minorities in England and Wales (Karlsen and
Nazroo 2002). These negative effects are likely
to impact family resources. Furthermore,
restricted access to desired resources (such as
education and occupation) and perceived dis-
crimination are challenges which call for coping
not only at an individual level, but also at a
family level, e.g. by preserving a strong family
orientation and restricting children’s social net-
work to the ingroup. This leads us to our over-
arching key question: What are the resources
available to children within their families that
foster their positive development and increase the
capabilities to participate in the society they
live in?

Family processes play a major role in
explaining children’s well-being. As evident
from numerous studies in family science, this
holds for the quality of the interparental rela-
tionship (Davies et al. 2002; Grych and Fincham
2001), parents’ cooperation or conflict in
co-parenting (Margolin et al. 2001; McHale and
Lindahl 2011), the quality of sibling relationships
(Lamb and Sutton-Smith 2014), and most
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prominently for the quality of parent-child rela-
tionships and parenting (Bornstein 2002; Collins
et al. 2000). European research on minority
families has primarily focused on similarities and
differences in parenting and its links to contex-
tual features and child outcomes. Since parenting
is likely to be affected by cultural beliefs and
practices inherited from the country of origin
(Harkness and Super 2002), comparing minori-
ties from collectivistic cultures to the majority
groups in more individualistic European social
contexts is of particular interest.

However, differences between more individ-
ualistic majority families and minority families
from more collectivistic cultures may reflect not
only cultural heritage, but also coping processes
in managing challenges of migration. Immigra-
tion is, as noted by Rumbaut (1997), a “family
affair”, and the success or positive development
of immigrants is likely to be facilitated by social
support provided by the nuclear and extended
family. Accordingly, family solidarity may be of
particular salience and functional value for
immigrant families, remaining high even along-
side adaptation processes in other domains of
family life. As a consequence, adaptation can—
like social change—bring about new constella-
tions of values and behaviors. Findings from
research on social change in more collectivistic
countries are a case in point, suggesting consid-
erable continuity in family orientation despite
social trends towards greater personal autonomy
and independence. Kağıtçıbaşı (2007), who has
studied changes within the Turkish society,
found that well-educated parents in urban set-
tings were likely to grant more autonomy to their
children. At the same time, however, the
importance of the family remained high, pointing
to a new pattern of interdependence.

Such findings raise the question how norms
and values of immigrant families change, sug-
gesting that minority parents may prefer an
integration of both cultural traditions rather than
assimilating their values of the majority society.
Any family services targeting immigrant families
ought to be sensitive to these issues. Along these
lines, Kağıtçıbaşı suggests that “interventions
may be expected to work better if they take into

consideration the existing human connectedness,
as reflected in closely knit family, kinship, and
community ties, rather than counteracting them,
for example, in building individualistic inde-
pendence and completion” (Kağıtçıbaşı 2007,
p. 4). Last but not least, integration may also
affect norms and values of the majority
group. Given that, in countries like Germany,
more than one third of all children grow up in
immigrant families, and immigrants, plus the
offspring of immigrants, are an increasingly
important part of the work force, this also raises
the question to what extend the majority societies
will over time accept and adopt norms and values
of the minorities.

Research Measurements
and Methodology

As mentioned above, most research on minority
families is comparative, looking at differences to
the majority group. In light of this situation and
in light of the enormous heterogeneity of immi-
grant families in Europe, our report of findings
primarily relies on large scale national and
international representative studies which allow
us to control for relevant background variables
and investigate mediating as well as moderating
factors to shed light on family processes and their
links to positive youth development. In addition,
some studies focus on certain ethnic or immi-
grant subgroups, providing more in-depth insight
into their situation, often with particular interest
in cultural factors. Only few intensive studies
using observational data have been conducted.
Finally, we also report few small scale
non-representative, partly qualitative studies to
illustrate the experiences of children and their
parents and to highlight some of our points.

Very few studies allow for a comparison of
minority families to families in their country of
origin for addressing issues of adaptation (e.g.,
Daglar et al. 2011; Moscardino et al. 2011).
Interestingly, Daglar et al. (2011) chose not only
Turkish non-migrants, but also migrants within
Turkey as comparison groups to Turkish immi-
grants in the UK in order to capture effects of
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mobility. Most available studies compare
minority families and children to those of the
majority group (see also Kouider et al. 2014; e.g.
Molcho et al. 2010; Nauck and Lotter 2015,
2016). Given the prevailing focus on stress and
disadvantages, these studies are rather unlikely to
shed light on particular strengths of minority
families and their children unless they pay
attention to moderating factors or special features
of migrant families. Rather, they seek to inform
about general processes that work for minority
families as well as those from the majority
group. Studies focusing on processes within
minority families are better able to capture par-
ticular attributes or experiences of migrant fam-
ilies but are scarce (e.g., Emmen et al. 2013).
Intervention studies with minority families tar-
geting families processes, most prominently
parenting (e.g. Bjørknes et al. 2012; Yagmur
et al. 2014), are of particular interest since they
avoid causality problems in interpreting the link
between parenting and child well-being.

Several limitations of the available research
should be noted. Firstly, minority groups are
often not adequately represented in the samples.
Despite their advantages, large-scale studies tend
to under-represent minority families, particularly
when language barriers are involved. This is
often the case for first and even second genera-
tion immigrants. In written questionnaire
assessments using translated versions, issues of
literacy may limit participation. Accordingly,
personal interviews are better able to reach
minority families, particularly if the interviewers
are of similar background.

Secondly, the heterogeneity of minority
groups is often neglected unless specific sub-
groups are targeted in the research. Many studies
combine immigrants into one group without
references to their ethnicity, country of origin,
and to their generational status regarding immi-
gration, thus limiting the conclusions that can be
derived from the analyses.

Finally, there is still a lack of culturally sen-
sitive measures in European research. Most
studies just translate existing indicators and
measures into the minority languages using
standard translation—back translation

procedures. In addition to the lack of suitable
measures, group-specific norm values are miss-
ing for assessing children’s language and overall
development. Accordingly, future research
efforts should aim at improving access to
minority groups, providing a more detailed pic-
ture of different subgroups, and developing
suitable measures that can be used for a variety
of minority groups.

Empirical Findings

In reporting selected findings, we first focus on
changes in family forms, particularly due to
divorce, and how these apply to minority fami-
lies. We then turn to the role of family ties which
have been pointed out as particularly salient in
minority families. With respect to cultural and
contextual influences on family processes, we
address similarities and differences between
minority and majority families in parental sen-
sitivity, a major resource for facilitating chil-
dren’s secure attachment relationships. We then
discuss issues of parenting, comparing immi-
grants not only to the majority group, but also to
families in the immigrants’ country of origin, and
address the cultural framing of parenting by
looking at differential effects of parenting on
child outcomes. Thereafter, findings on minority
families’ coping with stress are reviewed.
Finally, we look at families’ investments in
children’s education.

Changing Family Forms

Due to increasing divorce rates, declining mar-
riage rates, and increasing child-bearing among
non-married parents, families have changed
considerably across the past decades. Between
1970 and 2010, the average crude marriage rate
for EU-27 dropped from 7.9 marriages per 1000
inhabitants to 4.4, while the crude divorce rate
almost doubled from 1.0 to 1.9 (Eurostat 2015).
Relative to the number of marriages, the divorce
risk amounts to 44 % for EU-27 with particularly
high divorce rates in Belgium (71 %) and lower
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figures for countries in Southeastern Europe (20–
30 %) and Ireland (15 %).

As suggested by some findings, divorce risks
may differ for immigrants. Longitudinal data
from the German Socio-Economic Panel for over
5600 marriages indicate a lower divorce risk for
immigrant couples than German-origin majority
couples (Milewski and Kulu 2014). However,
mixed marriages between a German-born partner
and an immigrant had a higher likelihood of
divorce than marriages between two German
partners or between two immigrants from the
same country. This difference can only partly be
explained by a large number of background
factors including differences in religion or edu-
cation, although differences in social background
and cultural distance contributed to a higher
divorce risk.

Divorce rates vary among different immigrant
groups. For example, the Dutch Generation R
Study, a population-based birth cohort study
from Rotterdam, revealed large differences in
family structure across the various ethnic
minority groups. While only 5 % of the Dutch
toddlers and their peers from Moroccan or
Turkish-origin families were raised by a single
parent, 40 % of the children from Antillean,
Cape Verdian, and Surinamese Creole families
lived in single-parent families (Flink et al. 2012).

Single parenthood, as well as the formation of
a stepfamily through re-partnering, affects family
ties, and it seems that this impact is similar across
immigrants and non-immigrants. A study based
on the German Generations and Gender Survey
and the supplementary survey of Turkish citizens
in Germany revealed that adult children’s contact
to parents was lower if both biological parents
did not live together, be it that they lived as
single or in a new partnership (Steinbach 2013).
Although this difference was somewhat reduced
when taking numerous background factors into
account, it remained significant. Most impor-
tantly, while intergenerational contact was more
frequent for Turkish families, the same pattern of
differences by family type was found.

While the large majority of research suggests
that parental divorce has negative effects on
children’s development, the effects are not

uniform (Amato 2010). A number of studies
from the US suggests that effects of parental
divorce and single parenthood on children are
weaker among African American than among
European Americans (Amato and Keith 1991;
McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). One study from
the Netherlands (Kalmijn 2010) tested such dif-
ferences comparing Caribbean and Dutch adult
children from divorced or single parent families
to those from nuclear families. The expected
differences could be confirmed. Whereas there
were no or only minor effects of parental divorce
on Caribbeans’ own divorce, cohabitation, home
leaving, and contact frequency with father, sig-
nificantly stronger disadvantages emerged for
adults from divorced homes in the Dutch
majority group. Regarding contact to mother, the
effect of parental divorce was even positive
among Caribbeans, confirming the strong role of
maternal kinship ties, particularly in stressful
times such as parental divorce.

A study from Belgium (Derluyn et al. 2008)
also suggests that single parents can be a major
resource for immigrant youth. The authors
compared 1249 recently arrived migrant adoles-
cents from 93 different countries to 602 Belgian
peers, finding significantly more traumatic
experiences among the immigrant adolescents.
Nevertheless, anxiety and externalizing and
hyperactivity problems were less prevalent
among immigrant youth. However, they reported
more peer problems and higher avoidance. As
can be expected, immigrants who lived without
their parents reported higher rates of depression
and emotional problems compared to those living
with at least one parent. Immigrants from nuclear
families had no additional advantage.

Family Ties

Several studies point to the great importance of
family ties in non-Western cultures characterized
by more collectivistic cultures which stress soli-
darity, interdependence, and filial obligations. In
line with notions of cultural heritage, immigrants
from non-Western countries tend to have stron-
ger feelings of filial obligation than non-migrants
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and immigrants from Western countries (e.g.,
Dykstra and Fokkema 2012; Liefbroer and
Mulder 2006). At the same time, evidence from
the Netherlands suggests that second-generation
immigrants tend to differ less from the native
population in terms of the strength of filial obli-
gations than first-generation migrants (cf. Dyk-
stra et al. 2013). As pointed out by Dykstra et al.,
this supports the view that people of non-Dutch
descent who grow up in the Netherlands acquire
a cultural orientation that is similar to that of
people of Dutch descent.

While filial obligations are mostly addressed
in research on multigenerational living arrange-
ments, the role of family ties is also evident in
studies on minority youth. In a forthcoming
report by the Scientific Board on Family Issues
of the German Federal Ministry of Family,
Seniors, Women, and Youth, two large data sets
support the increased importance attributed to
family members among youth with migration
background compared to their non-migrant peers
(Wissenschaftlicher Beirat für Familienfragen
2016). This holds for mothers as well as for
fathers and siblings, even when controlling large
sets of background factors, and irrespective of
how migration background was defined. Parents
and siblings are particularly important for ado-
lescents with both parents born abroad, while
those who have only one foreign-born parent
indicated somewhat lower importance of primary
family members but still exceeded their
non-immigrant peers. Only in the third genera-
tion of immigrants, whose grandparents were
born abroad, does this effect of increased family
ties disappear. Interestingly, a third data set used
in these analyses did not find such differences
once importance of parents was combined with
issues of independence as suggested by concep-
tions of individuation. However, questions about
emotional closeness resembled the above picture
of increased parental importance inasmuch as
foreign born adolescents reported higher close-
ness to their mothers. In addition, two of the
analyzed data sets provided support for reduced
conflict between adolescents and their parents in
immigrant families. Particularly foreign born
adolescents reported less conflict with their

mothers. Overall, these findings suggest that
family ties remain at elevated levels for first and
second generation immigrants but adapt to those
of the host country in further generations.
Reduced conflict and high emotional closeness
are likely to be protective factors for immigrant
families.

Parental Sensitivity

The provision of a secure base in parent-child
attachment has been pointed out as a particularly
relevant resource for children’s emotional and
social development (Ainsworth et al. 1978;
Sroufe et al. 2007). Following Mary Ainsworth’s
seminal research on maternal sensitivity,
numerous studies have addressed how mothers
recognize, interpret, and react to their children’s
signals. This research provides ample evidence
that maternal sensitivity is causally related to
positive child development, including secure
attachment (e.g., Bakermans-Kranenburg et al.
2003), self-regulation (e.g., Eisenberg et al.
2001), social functioning (e.g., Bohlin et al.
2000), and cognitive competence (e.g., Stams
et al. 2002). Although some evidence suggests
that maternal contingency in mother-infant
interaction is rooted in universal aspects of par-
enting, it has been questioned whether the con-
cept of sensitivity is similarly supported by
values characteristic of collectivistic cultures, as
these may be less conducive to parents’ respon-
siveness to children’s individual needs than
norms and values in individualistic cultures (see
Mesman et al. 2012). Furthermore, given the
evidence for increased stress encountered by
minority families, difficult life circumstances
could similarly undermine sensitivity among
minority parents.

In their review of research addressing parental
sensitivity in minority families with young chil-
dren, Mesman et al. (2012) found six studies
from the Netherlands that investigated maternal
sensitivity comparing Dutch majority families to
minority families of Turkish or Surinamese ori-
gin. Overall, the six studies found both Suri-
namese and Turkish minority mothers show
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lower levels of sensitivity than native Dutch
mothers. Although some of these differences
were still evident after controlling for SES, they
were substantially diminished, particularly when
matching the ethnic groups on SES. As con-
cluded by the authors, it seems unlikely that
cultural factors are responsible for these differ-
ences. Instead, the evidence rather points towards
the central role of social and economic stress in
undermining maternal sensitivity in minority
groups.

Parenting

Differences in parenting and their consequences
for children’s development have garnered sig-
nificant attention. Several studies from Germany,
the Netherlands, the UK and Norway suggest
that parents from minority families are less likely
to show warm, involved, supportive and author-
itative parenting (Maynard and Harding 2010;
Nauck and Lotter 2015; Yaman et al. 2010).
They are more likely to report high control
(Maynard and Harding 2010), harsh parenting
(Flink et al. 2012), an authoritarian style (Daglar
et al. 2011), and physical punishment despite
higher permissiveness (Javo et al. 2004).

A study from Germany (Nauck and Lotter
2015) investigated whether ethnic differences in
parenting styles reflect different investment
strategies in the future welfare of offspring as
indicated by parents’ expectations about the
instrumentality, i.e. perceived costs and benefits,
of schooling. Based on a combination of parental
warmth/involvement and strictness/control, they
distinguished authoritative, authoritarian, indul-
gent, and neglectful parenting styles. Comparing
544 German mother-child dyads, 508 Viet-
namese dyads, and 471 Turkish dyads, the
authors found expected differences in parenting
styles, reflecting more active control in collec-
tivistic cultures (Vietnam) and a strong emphasis
on children’s individual needs in individualistic
cultures (Germany) with an intermediate position
of Turkey. Authoritarian parenting was most
prevalent among Vietnamese mothers, while
indulgent parenting was the dominant style

among Germans. Turkish mothers showed a
more equal distribution of parenting styles with
highest frequency of neglectful parenting. As
expected, high perceived costs of schooling (e.g.,
child’s increased distance to the culture of origin)
predicted authoritarian parenting, whereas per-
ceived benefits of schooling increased the like-
lihood of authoritative parenting. However,
contrary to expectations, the higher likelihood of
authoritarian parenting among Vietnamese
mothers could not be explained by their higher
perceived costs of schooling. Differences in
authoritative parenting between Turkish minority
and German mothers could fully be accounted
for by individual resources such as education,
language competence, and social capital. Fur-
thermore, resource-rich mothers were less likely
to be neglectful in parenting but instead reported
considerably more authoritative or indulgent
parenting. This underscores the strong associa-
tion between mothers’ personal resources and
their emotional closeness to children.

Contrary to notions of gendered parenting,
indicating a role division between fathers and
mothers with authoritarian paternal parenting and
permissive maternal parenting, the study by Flink
et al. (2012) found increased harsh parenting
among minority fathers as well as mothers across
all ethnic groups (Antillean, Cape Verdian,
Maroccon, Surinamese and Turkish origin) when
compared to parents from Dutch majority fami-
lies. However, as suggested by this latter data,
differences in parenting account only little for
children’s increased problem behavior among
minority groups compared to children from
Dutch majority families, once controlling for
background factors such as SES and family
structure. Prenatal family stress proved a con-
siderably more powerful factor in explaining
ethnic differences in child problem behavior.

Comparing Parenting Among
Immigrants and Non-immigrants
in the Country of Origin
Issues of cultural traditions and adaptation are
particularly salient in studies comparing immi-
grants not only to majority families in their host
country but also to families in their country of

186 S. Walper and B. Leyendecker



origin. A study from Italy focusing on families
with infants applied this design comparing Italian
families to first generation immigrants from
Romania as well as Romanian families in
Romania (Moscardino et al. 2011). Investigating
mother-infant interaction and childrearing pat-
terns, the authors found immigrant mothers to
resemble more closely Italian mothers in the
importance attributed to stimulating children’s
cognitive competence, autonomy, and
self-fulfillment, whereas Romanian mothers
emphasized values and behaviors related to
interdependence/sociocentrism.

Adding a focus on more general (selection or
socialization) effects of mobility, a study on
Turkish immigrants in the UK with 4- to
6-year-old preschoolers compared these not only
to Turkish families with stable residence in
Turkey, but also to residentially mobile migrants
within Turkey (Daglar et al. 2011). These three
groups differed significantly in terms of social
background: Immigrants were most likely to
come from rural areas, to have less than high
school education, and to be unemployed. Based
on the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Ques-
tionnaire and Baumrind’s (1971) classification of
parenting styles, parents’ dominant parenting
style was identified as authoritative, authoritar-
ian, or permissive. Controlling for child gender
and parental education, Turkish immigrants to
the UK were found to be less permissive and
more authoritarian than stable residents in Tur-
key but were not significantly less likely to report
the most favorable authoritative parenting style.
Immigrant children had more problems across a
variety of domains (externalizing, hyperactivity,
internalizing, emotional regulation, social com-
petence) than residentially stable children within
Turkey. Controlling for child gender, parental
education, and SES, Daglar et al. (2011) found a
strong link between parenting and child social
adjustment. Permissive and, to a greater degree,
authoritarian styles of parenting were signifi-
cantly linked to children’s higher problem scores.
However, differences between immigrants and
locals remained highly significant, suggesting
that additional factors account for immigrant
children’s elevated problems.

Differential Effects of Parenting on Child
Outcomes
It has repeatedly been argued that parenting may
have different effects on children from minority
groups than majority families due to the cultural
framing of parenting practices. Evidence for such
differential effects of minority mothers’ parenting
comes from a Norwegian study (Javo et al.
2004). Among Norwegian majority families,
physical punishment was significantly related to
children’s higher externalizing problem behavior,
and teasing/ridiculing was linked to children’s
higher internalizing problems. However, no such
effects were found for the indigenous Sami
families. These differences in effects were par-
ticularly pronounced among boys.

While this study suggests that some minority
children may indeed be less vulnerable to aspects
of parenting which are detrimental for Western
majority children, other evidence emphasizes
similarities in the effects of parenting. Using a
large multi-ethnic sample of adolescents from 51
schools in London, subgroup analyses control-
ling for background factors showed that parental
care was similarly linked to lower self-reported
psychological difficulties (Strengths and Diffi-
culties Questionnaire) among minority youth
from five ethnic groups as found for British
majority youth (Maynard and Harding 2010).
Similarly, all adolescents profited from low par-
ental control, i.e. higher autonomy granted by
parents. Interestingly, contrary to most available
data, this study found quite consistent evidence
for lower psychological problems among
minority youth, even when parental care was low
or control was high.

Intervention studies provide additional sup-
port for the notion that theoretical models of
parenting developed in Western societies can
also be applied to minority families. For exam-
ple, a study from Norway (Bjørknes et al. 2012)
used the Parent Management Training—Oregon
Model (PMTO) to enhance positive parenting
and decrease harsh parenting among a sample of
96 Somali and Pakistani mothers with children
ages 3–9 years who were at risk of or had already
developed conduct problems. Mothers were
randomly assigned to the 18 weekly group
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sessions or a waiting group. As expected,
mothers in the intervention group reported a
significantly stronger increase in positive par-
enting, a stronger reduction in harsh discipline,
and a stronger reduction in children’s conduct
problems (pre-post-comparisons) than mothers in
the control group. In line with assumptions of the
mediation model, the improvement in children’s
behavior could be fully explained by mothers’
enhanced positive parenting as well as their
reduced harsh discipline.

Coping with Family Stress

Given the considerable concern about
socio-economic inequalities between minority
and majority families, one study from the
Netherlands (Emmen et al. 2013) has extended
the well-known family stress model (Conger
et al. 2000, 2010) to immigrant families (see also
Mesman, in this volume). According to the
family stress model, low SES triggers economic
pressure which, in turn, undermines parental
well-being, the quality of the interparental rela-
tionships, and—mediated through these latter
two factors—the quality of parenting. Emmen
et al. (2013) included acculturation stress in
addition to daily hassles and parents’ psycho-
logical distress to account for effects of family
SES on observed maternal positive parenting.
Findings for 107 Turkish-Dutch families con-
firmed that low SES contributed to more accul-
turation stress as well as higher maternal
psychological distress which were both linked to
less positive parenting. However, high SES had
additional, independent advantages for positive
parenting. Interestingly, low SES minority fam-
ilies did not report higher levels of daily hassles,
suggesting that they were well able to manage
everyday tasks and demands even with fewer
resources. Furthermore, acculturation distress did
not seem to undermine parents’ general psycho-
logical well-being.

Evidence from the US suggests that experi-
ences of discrimination are more detrimental than
acculturation stress (Stein et al. 2012). Such

challenges for minority youth well-being, as
pointed out in the study by Stein et al. (2012),
have received some attention in research on
ethnic-racial socialization. This research addres-
ses specific parenting strategies as means to cope
with highly multicultural contexts and related
risks of facing discrimination (Hughes et al.
2006). However, available evidence from Europe
is rather limited. A small-scale qualitative study
from the UK compared non-immigrant White,
Indian, and Pakistani families with children
between 5–7 years of age (Iqbal 2014). The
semi-structured interviews revealed that all par-
ents had experienced some discrimination and
frequently engaged in efforts to prepare their
children for such bias by making them aware of
discrimination and teaching them how to deal
with it. Furthermore, qualitative interviews with
53 adolescents of Black African origin in the UK
point to the perceived significance of parents and
family networks in helping to cope with social
discrimination and refraining from problem
behavior and unhealthy lifestyles (Ochieng
2014).

Most studies, however, address more general
features of family well-being versus family
stress. A study from Germany (Jäkel et al. 2015)
focused on predictors of Turkish immigrant
children’s and adolescents’ mental health and
provides support for the equally negative role of
family strain and adversity among migrant chil-
dren and adolescents as well as among their
German peers. This, at the same time, suggests
that these effects are limited to the family con-
text. While each feature of family adversity
(mothers’ daily hassles, maternal depressive
symptoms, parents’ marital problems) was
reported at significantly higher levels by Turkish
immigrant mothers compared to German moth-
ers, family adversity was similarly linked to
maternal reports of children’s problem behavior
in both groups, except for emotional problems
which were more strongly affected by family
adversity in the immigrant group. Interestingly,
family adversity proved irrelevant for children’s
social competencies in both groups. In fact,
immigrant mothers reported higher social
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competencies for their children, providing evi-
dence for positive development among these
minority youth, even though there was higher
prevalence of emotional symptoms and particu-
larly peer problems. As expected, increased
family adversity explained that
Turkish-immigrant mothers reported higher
problem scores for their children than German
mothers. However, teachers’ ratings did not
reflect any elevated problems among minority
youth suggesting that the problems encountered
by immigrant mothers could be confined to the
family context.

Parental Investments in Education

Several studies have looked at parental invest-
ments in promoting children’s competence.
While immigrant status is mostly only a back-
ground factor, these studies are still of some
interest. For example, based on a large sample of
families with 6- to 8-year-old children from
Germany and controlling for many background
factors (e.g., parental education, family structure,
number of children in the household, maternal
employment), migration background as captured
by family language was not found to relate to
educational activities with the child, involvement
in household chores, or parental strictness or
warmth (Walper and Grgic 2013). Although
mothers from immigrant families reported
slightly more child problem behavior, neither
prosocial behavior nor language competencies in
everyday communication differed from children
whose family language was exclusively German.

Given the significance of early preschool
education for children’s cognitive development
(Burger 2010) and their later success in the
educational system, minority parents’ access to
and choice of child care is an important issue.
Studies in Germany consistently find that chil-
dren from immigrant families are less likely to
enter public daycare before the age of 3. Even
though the fees for daycare depend on parents’
income and can be waived for families with no or
low income, 25 % of Turkish immigrant families

were found to attend public daycare for 2 years
or less (Leyendecker et al. 2014). These differ-
ences disappear when taking other factors like
family structure and maternal employment into
account (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat für Fami-
lienfragen 2016). Somewhat stronger differences
are evident with respect to the use of non-formal
education, e.g. baby swimming, mother-child
groups, music or dance instruction, etc. Immi-
grant parents are less likely to use these options,
even when controlling for background factors
(Leyendecker et al. 2014).

With regard to parental school involvement,
elementary school age children and younger
adolescents from immigrant and non-immigrant
families alike report equal parental interest in
their experiences at school and their achieve-
ments (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat für Familien-
fragen 2016). The large majority of adolescents
from immigrant families reported that they
receive help with homework assignments and
when preparing for exams. No differences or
even higher levels of support were observed for
mixed families with one immigrant and one
non-immigrant parent as well as for families who
use German as the family language, suggesting
that familiarity with the school system and lan-
guage plays a role.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

Although research on minority families in Eur-
ope has increased, available data linking parent-
ing to relevant contextual and personal resources
as well as to children’s development are still
largely limited to cross-sectional data. Accord-
ingly, inferences about causal mechanisms can
only be drawn with considerable caution. With
these limitations in mind, the findings reported in
the previous section suggest at least two univer-
sal patterns. First, there is consistent evidence
with respect to the role of socio-economic and
personal resources. Most notably, although the
family stress model was developed for Western
families, it has proven applicable to minority
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families, as well. In the study by Emmen et al.
(2013), the lack of socio-economic resources was
linked to parents’ psychological distress which,
in turn, predicted less positive parenting. Simi-
larly, findings by Nauck and Lotter (2015)
emphasize the role of parental resources—
socio-economic as well as personal—in predict-
ing higher warmth and less neglectful parenting.
While not all parenting differences between eth-
nic groups may be explained by socio-economic
resources, the latter clearly plays a role in making
parenting an easier task for resource-rich parents
than deprived parents.

Second, there is considerable evidence that
positive parenting and particularly parental
warmth and sensitivity are linked to better child
outcomes across different ethnic groups (e.g.,
Maynard and Harding 2010; Mesman et al.
2012). With respect to parental control, however,
findings are less conclusive. While the interven-
tion study by Bjørknes et al. (2012) suggested
that children from minority families profit from a
decrease in harsh parenting, other data suggest
cultural differences in children’s susceptibility to
different types of control (Javo et al. 2004).
Given the evidence that authoritarian parenting is
considerably framed by cultural factors (Nauck
and Lotter 2015), minority children whose fam-
ilies are rooted in a collectivistic country of ori-
gin are likely to interpret high parental control as
more involved parenting. However, respective
research which focuses on children’s interpreta-
tions of parental child-rearing in cultural context
is still missing.

Differences have also been pointed out with
respect to the effects of parental
separation/divorce on children’s well-being.
Findings suggest that parental divorce is a sub-
stantially less important risk factor for certain
ethnic groups compared to white majority fami-
lies (Kalmijn 2010). This could either imply
smaller advantages of nuclear families for these
groups due to less paternal involvement or lower
economic resources even if both biological par-
ents are present, or parental divorce could be less
stressful because certain related risk factors (e.g.,
interparental conflict) are weaker. So far, Euro-
pean research has shed little light on the specific

strains and stressors associated with parental
separation and divorce among minority families.

Policy Implications and Future
Directions for Research

Implications for policy and practice can be
derived from several findings. First, given the
important role of socio-economic resources,
efforts should be increased to improve access to
higher levels of education and better-paid jobs.
For first-generation immigrants, this includes
better recognition of formal qualifications
achieved in the country of origin, because edu-
cational resources play an important role in the
access to better-paid jobs. Similarly, improved
access to higher education for immigrant youth
and better integration into job training and the
labor market are of vital importance for their life
prospects. Such advances may not only help to
reduce risks like teenage pregnancy but would
most likely also pay off later, in early and middle
adulthood, when successful occupational careers
provide a better standard of living for young
migrants’ family of procreation.

Second, parental well-being is vital to positive
parenting. Accordingly, more attention should be
paid to (mental) health services, access to coun-
seling, and support for successful coping with
stress. This ought to be a central focus in seeking
to provide for the refugees who currently enter
Europe, often with many traumatic experiences
prior to or along the way. Accordingly, while a
major focus of social services on unaccompanied
youth is clearly justified, we also need to monitor
and support parents’ well-being.

Third, given the higher divorce risk for
interethnic marriages, it would seem worthwhile
to invest in primary prevention, e.g. by informing
more broadly about related challenges or by
using pre-marital training courses or counseling.
Although some findings suggest that children
from some minority groups are well—or even
better—able to cope with parental divorce, we
still lack information about many other groups
and the particular problems involved in
interethnic marriages, especially legal conflicts
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about custody. Accordingly, this problem
deserves more attention.

Finally, linked to the previous two points,
further development and implementation of par-
enting programs for minority groups seem par-
ticularly promising. Given the often-reported
stress-induced or culturally driven differences in
child-rearing, parenting programs should aim to
convey more supportive, sensitive parenting.
Such programs can be expected to successfully
promote children’s positive development while at
the same time facilitate parents’ adaptation to the
Western context. Furthermore, children may
benefit from experiencing more consistent pat-
terns of child-rearing at home and at school.

Future Directions for Research

For future research direction, we want to point to
three aspects. The first issue concerns the
importance of an ecological perspective. Cooper
(2011) suggests that in order to understand how
minority children and their families succeed
despite adverse conditions, how they forge their
sense of identity and find their pathways, one
needs to trace the interplay of challenges and
support on the personal, relational, institutional
and cultural level. Following Cooper’s concept,
we want to point out the necessity to adopt an
ecological perspective for future research in
order to understand how multiple levels directly
and indirectly interact and influence the condi-
tions of child-rearing and of parenting practices.
We need studies which provide examples of how
families, peers, schools, and communities can
support children’s positive development. We
need to pay particular attention not only to the
unique role of parents, peers, schools, and com-
munities in launching and promoting children’s
well-being, but also to their joint interplay, e.g.
by compensating for the lack of support from
either of these contexts and by facilitating family
well-being.

The second issue concerns the different status
of minority groups in Europe. As we have
described in the historical overview of this
chapter, the status of national or indigenous

minorities is mostly protected under EU laws,
whereas immigrant minorities are expected to
integrate into the majority society with no or
much less support for their heritage culture and
heritage language. In addition, some minority
groups, most notably the Roma, have hardly any
lobby. Studies which differentiate between these
different status groups allow one to tease apart
the influence of the minority status per se, the
support provided by the government, and the
various degrees of discrimination children and
their families from different minority groups
experience.

The third issue relates to the enormous and
increasing numbers of refugees entering Europe.
Since 2013, Europe has witnessed a sharp
increase in the number of asylum seekers. In
Germany, more than 35,000 people applied for
political asylum in the month of June 2015,7 and
these numbers have increased drastically in the
second half of the year. One-third are children,
and 5–10 % of the children are unaccompanied
minors.8 There is no indication that war, dicta-
torial oppression, religious extremism or extreme
poverty will decrease in the near future, and
many will stay permanently.

Compared with native minority groups and
immigrant minority groups, these refugees and
especially the unaccompanied minors present a
much more vulnerable group. Many were
exposed to severe violence and suffer from
post-traumatic stress disorders, and all are likely
to miss their family and their homes. A stable
environment, social support and the perspective
of being allowed to stay in the new country are
likely to increase the chances for a positive
development of these extremely vulnerable chil-
dren. In a review article on refugee children
resettled in high-income countries, Fazel et al.
(2012) conclude that in order to understand the
positive effects on children’s psychological

7http://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/
Downloads/Infothek/Statistik/Asyl/statistik-anlage-teil-4-
aktuelle-zahlen-zu-asyl.pdf?__blob=publicationFile.
8http://www.unicef.de/blob/56282/
fa13c2eefcd41dfca5d89d44c72e72e3/fluechtlingskinder-
in-deutschland-unicef-studie-2014-data.pdf, accessed
August 12, 2015.
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functioning, we have to go beyond studies
focusing on the associations between adverse
exposures and psychological symptoms and
focus instead on longitudinal studies with an
ecological perspective like the one described by
Cooper (2011).
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Minority Fathers and Children’s
Positive Development in the United
States

Natasha J. Cabrera, Elizabeth Karberg,
and Catherine Kuhns

Abstract
This chapter reviews the literature on fathers and their unique influences
on positive child development in minority children in the United States. It
begins with an historical overview of the field of fatherhood research that
has been conducted primarily with minority (African American and
Latino) families in the United States. It then describes the central research
questions framing studies on ethnic minority fathers and discusses issues
related to measurement and methodology. The majority of the chapter
reviews empirical findings on the ways that ethnic minority fathers are
engaged with their children, the factors that differentially relate to their
involvement, and how father involvement relates to children’s adjustment
in a number of domains (cognitive, language, social skills, and peer
relationships). Finally, the chapter suggests policy implications and
directions for future research. The chapter provides an illustrative rather
than definite review of theories and empirical research on fathers in
minority families aiming to offer a framework in which to conceptualize
fathering and children’s adjustment.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

This chapter reviews the literature on fathers and
their influences on positive child development
among minority children in the United States.
Ethnic minority families are a heterogeneous
group and vary significantly in terms of

immigration status, country of origin, economic,
social, and personal histories. This chapter
focuses on research in the United States because
of the scarcity of research conducted with
minority populations in Western European
countries (Mesman et al. 2012). The United
States has a diverse and growing ethnic popula-
tion, and this review focuses particularly on
Latino and African American families because
they are the largest ethnic minority groups in the
United States and therefore the most studied
(Humes et al. 2011). Nevertheless, the science
based on African American and Latino fathers,
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especially the ways in which they influence their
children in positive ways, is quite limited.
Therefore, to draw comparisons or highlight
certain aspects of positive development, in some
instances, this chapter includes findings from
studies with minority mothers or other minority
groups.

Positive development refers to the strengths or
assets (e.g., being bilingual) that ethnic minority
children and their families exhibit in particular
contexts (Cabrera 2013). The emphasis on the
positive development of minority children is
rooted in the positive youth development
(PYD) literature that aligns adolescents’ contex-
tual strengths (e.g. parental involvement in
school) with their individual strengths (e.g.,
academic motivation) to promote well-being
(Lerner et al. 2009). Positive development is
distinct from children’s resilience. Research on
resilience focuses on children who thrive in the
face of developmental risk factors and children
who do not thrive in optimal conditions (Masten
and Wright 2009). The resilience paradigm has
been particularly important for understanding the
mechanisms that promote children’s well-being
in the face of adversity, but has been less helpful
in understanding the promotive and protective
factors that support children who are not expe-
riencing risk. In contrast, research on positive
development explores the varied, and sometimes
overlooked, assets of ethnic minority popula-
tions; offers a more nuanced perspective about
the ecology in which minority children grow; and
highlights the heterogeneity in this population
(Guerra et al. 2011). Although many minority
children experience hardship and disadvantage,
many children thrive and live in supportive
environments that are not characterized by risk
(Cabrera 2013).

The research reviewed in this chapter builds
broadly on bioecological models of human
development that highlight the direct influence of
the home microsystem on children’s develop-
ment (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998). Ethnic
minority fathers have assets (e.g., responsive-
ness) that foster children’s positive development.
What fathers do for their children, the way they
organize their social environment, and the

multiple ways in which they interact and provide
a safe and stimulating set of experiences shape
children’s cognitive, linguistic, and social
development (e.g., Cabrera et al. 2007; Flouri
and Buchanan 2004; Sarkadi et al. 2008).

Current Research Questions

Overall, the study of how ethnic minority fathers
influence their children’s development has been
guided by three interrelated questions. First, how
are ethnic minority fathers involved in their
children’s lives? Research addressing this ques-
tion investigates how much time fathers spend
with their children and what they do for them
(e.g., provide economic resources) and with them
(e.g., quality of father-child interactions). The
focus on economic provision is especially
important for minority low-income men who are
more likely than White fathers to be nonresident
and to have a child out of wedlock, conditions
that tend to reduce economic and emotional
support (Humes et al. 2011). Second, what are
the factors that explain variability in father
involvement? Understanding why some ethnic
minority fathers are more involved than others,
even when they do not live with their children, is
central to understanding their influence on chil-
dren’s development. Researchers have paid most
attention to structural factors, such as education
and income, that predict men’s ability to fulfill
their role of providers. There is less research on
how other factors, such as fathers’ psychological
or personality characteristics, and family func-
tioning processes might predict father involve-
ment in other domains of parenting, such as
providing emotional support. Third, how is father
involvement related to children’s development?
To be meaningful, fathering behaviors must
predict or relate in significant and positive ways
to children’s development over time. As with
research on mothers’ influences on children’s
development, this question assumes that what
fathers do, and the choices they make for their
children, are central to the psychological, intel-
lectual, behavioral, and social development of
their children (Collins et al. 2000).
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Research Measurement
and Methodology

The majority of the research reviewed in this
chapter relies on cross-sectional designs and
samples of convenience (that over represent
low-income families). In the United States there
are few longitudinal studies of fathers, and there
are virtually no studies that collect data on fathers
and their children from birth to adulthood. The
associations reported in the literature typically
range from small to modest and tend to test direct
linkages. Moreover, the research on ethnic
minority fathers has mostly focused on
low-income population; thus, the generalizability
of this research to other groups is difficult. There
are virtually no studies on middle-class ethnic
minority fathers.

A stumbling block in fatherhood research has
been the lack of conceptual consensus regarding
what is father involvement and how to measure
it. In lieu of a grand theory of fathering,
researchers have appealed to a potpourri of the-
oretical approaches (e.g., attachment, family
systems) resulting in a body of work that is dif-
ficult to integrate into a coherent whole. In efforts
to address this gap, Cabrera et al. (2014) devel-
oped an heuristic ecological model of fathering
(or mothering) that accounts for individual,
family, and social influences on parenting, and,
consequently, on children’s development. In this
framework, father involvement varies as a func-
tion of changes in other individuals within the
family system and reflects both the characteris-
tics and behavior of children as well as events in
family history (e.g., paternal job loss). The model
stipulates that the father’s economic resources
may influence not only the father’s well-being
and capacity to provide for his children, but also
that of the mother’s, as well as the levels of stress
(or well-being) experienced by the whole family.
Likewise, child characteristics, including health
and disability, may incur costs that decrease the
father’s economic resources in ways that have
spillover effects on the co-parenting system.

Across a variety of conceptual frameworks,
research with ethnic minority fathers has used
quantitative methodologies, including surveys
where mothers (or fathers) report on the fre-
quency of fathers’ involvement with their chil-
dren (Mitchell et al. 2009). Unlike research
conducted with mothers, survey research con-
ducted with fathers must first tackle the question:
who is the father of the target child? A father can
be biological, “social”, or other men (e.g., priest)
unrelated to the mother, who play a fatherly role
in the child’s life (Coley 2003; Tach et al. 2010).
Moreover, who the father of the target child is
will vary as time goes by and as families dissolve
and recombine in different ways, posing partic-
ular challenges for longitudinal research.
Researchers’ decisions about which father (bio-
logical vs. social) to include in the study will
depend on the research question as well as on
researchers’ resources, with important implica-
tions for recruitment, retention, and follow-up.

Although identifying and locating biological
fathers for research is less arduous than locating
non-biological fathers, this process is neverthe-
less very challenging. For many minority men, in
particular men who have a child outside of
marriage, residence is fluid, increasing the diffi-
culty (and cost) of engaging them in research.
Therefore, in some cases, researchers opt for
collecting data on biological fathers from moth-
ers. This approach is also fraught with problems
as some mothers may report inaccurately on
fathers’ behaviors or may not know. Studies have
shown that maternal reports of the frequency of
father involvement are on average lower than
fathers’ reports of their own behaviors, but there
is more convergence when fathers are resident
than nonresident (Coley and Morris 2002;
Mikelson 2008). Moreover, regardless of resi-
dence status, low-income minority mothers and
fathers have more agreement about items of
contact (e.g., “how often does father see/visit
child?”) than about items measuring support of
the mother (Coley and Morris 2002). Findings
from such studies need to clearly state that they
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are measuring mothers’ perceptions of father
involvement rather than father involvement per
se.

Another salient issue in survey fatherhood
research is what to measure about fathers or their
behaviors with their children that can capture
how it matters for their development. Reflecting
the lack of conceptual consensus in the field,
father involvement has been measured using an
array of questionnaires, many of which do not
have psychometric information. A notable effort
in this regard is the Developing a Daddy Survey
(DADS) that aimed to develop a set of mea-
surement tools for studying fatherhood (Cabrera
et al. 2004). DADS consists of coordinated sur-
vey modules focusing on various dimensions of
father involvement (e.g., accessibility, engage-
ment, responsible, and family functioning) that
were developed for and introduced into major
national surveys (e.g., the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study—Birth Cohort) that had
previously had limited or no content related to
fatherhood (Cabrera et al. 2004). The DADS
measures are available to the public and can be
downloaded from the Department of Health and
Human Services website (http://fatherhood.hhs.
gov/Research/DADS/newborn/).

Other issues related to the lack of consensus
on measurement of father involvement reflect the
interdisciplinary nature of the field. Sociologists,
demographers, and economists often favor a
present versus absent measure, which is rooted in
some realities about family life in the United
States (Carlson and Magnuson 2011). Families
today can be single, cohabiting, married, same-
sexed, recombined, and nonresident (Ganong
et al. 2015). In these diverse family types, fathers
can be resident or nonresident, and this varies by
ethnicity: 24 % of African American fathers and
18 % of Latino fathers have a child they do not
live with, compared to 8.2 % of White fathers
(Jones and Mosher 2013). As a group, nonresi-
dent fathers, are far less likely than resident
fathers to have contact with their children or to
be involved in their rearing (Carlson and Mag-
nuson 2011). By implication, fathers’ residential
status (resident vs. nonresident) is an important
indicator of father involvement.

In contrast, developmental scientists are
interested in assessing the quality of father-child
relationships. To this end, they use quantitative
surveys and, the gold standard, observational
methods. In observational research mothers are
instructed to play or read with their children
while a researcher videotapes (digitalized) the
interaction. Observational data provide objective
insights into the quality (i.e., sensitive, respon-
sive, intrusive) of the parent-child relationship
(Bornstein et al. 2006). The down side of
observational research is that it is time-intensive
and very expensive. Videotaping interactions of
fathers and their children in minority families,
especially when fathers do not reside with their
children, is a herculean task that often results in
very small sample sizes with limited analytical
options. Nevertheless, studies using videotaped
data of fathers and their children are gaining
ground in the field (e.g., Cabrera et al. 2007;
Kochanska et al. 2008).

Another methodological approach used in
fathering research is qualitative (e.g., focus
groups, ethnographies). Qualitative research
methods are valuable in providing rich and
nuanced descriptions of complex phenomena,
clarifying individuals’ experiences and interpre-
tations of events, giving voice to those whose
views are rarely heard, and conducting initial
explorations to develop theories and generate
hypotheses. Qualitative and quantitative methods
can be complementary, used in sequence or in
tandem. A popular and inexpensive method to
gather data on fathers is focus groups where
fathers’ views and perceptions are recorded,
transcribed, and analyzed (e.g., Umaña-Taylor
and Bámaca 2004). Focus group methodology is
useful because it enables investigators to explore
themes that arise in new lines of research where
theory and past empirical studies cannot inform
hypotheses, especially with understudied groups,
and enables researchers to contribute to theory
and generate hypotheses (Umaña-Taylor and
Bámaca 2004). However, focus group samples
are small and select, and may provide a skewed
perspective of fathers’ behaviors or parenting;
thus, interpretation needs to be careful and not
overreach.

200 N.J. Cabrera et al.

http://fatherhood.hhs.gov/Research/DADS/newborn/
http://fatherhood.hhs.gov/Research/DADS/newborn/


Empirical Findings

How Are Ethnic Minority Fathers
Involved in Their Children’s Lives?

Before addressing the question of how fathers are
involved, it is important to look at the amount of
time fathers spend with their children. For a long
time fathers have been characterized as being
highly involved by economically providing for
their children, but less involved in their daily care
(Amato and Gilbreth 1999). However, because
most children today live in households where
both parents work outside the home, it is difficult
to imagine contemporary resident fathers not
involved in the daily care of their children.
Indeed, research finds that in dual earner house-
holds, both parents share in the caregiving (e.g.,
feeding, bathing) of their children as well as in
the organization of daily routines, such as taking
children to and from school (Coltrane 2000).
Nevertheless, there is substantial variation within
and across ethnic minority groups in the amount
of time that fathers spend (or are able to spend)
on activities related to the direct care of their
children. National data show that contemporary
fathers are more hands-on than they used to be in
previous decades and, consequently, more
involved in the daily care of their children (Sayer
et al. 2004). Although mothers still do more
household tasks than fathers (about 17 h per
week compared to fathers’ 10 h), men and
women’s time doing chores and other household
labor has converged over the last 4 decades
(Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010). A similar
trend in parents’ time is seen with child-specific
care. Research based on time diary data con-
ducted in the United States showed that, although
mothers spend more time with their children than
fathers, on average, fathers’ time spent with their
children has increased over the last few decades,
especially on weekends (Craig 2006; Yeung
et al. 2001; Hofferth 2003).

The amount of time fathers spend with their
children is also related to the roles they play in
families. The multiple family configurations in
which ethnic minority fathers live suggest dif-
ferent roles for mothers and fathers (Ganong

et al. 2015), especially when fathers are not
resident. In these diverse family configurations,
with the exception of the provider role, fathers’
roles are less defined than mothers’ and more
dependent on contextual factors. When unions
dissolve and fathers become nonresident, a
father’s role as provider will (hopefully) remain
stable, but his role as caregiver or disciplinarian
will depend on, among other things, the rela-
tionship with his partner and accessibility to his
children (Arditti et al. 2005; Fagan and Barnett
2003). If mothers “close the gate” between father
and child, fathers’ time with his children is
reduced making it very difficult for them to be
involved in the daily care of their children.

In addressing the question of what fathers do
when they are present and involved with their
children, researchers have compared what fathers
do to what mothers do with their children (Bel-
sky et al. 1984; Notaro and Volling 1999).
Research focusing on similarities has revealed
parallels on a variety of measures (Lewis and
Lamb 2003; Lewis 1997). For example, both
mothers and fathers seem to engage in more
physical play with their sons than with their
daughters (Lewis 1997). Overall, both mothers
and fathers, across ethnicity and SES, are sensi-
tive to their children’s needs, show love and
affection, and provide safe and stimulating
environments for their children (Cabrera et al.
2014; Fagan et al. 2014).

Researchers focusing on the differences
between mothers and fathers have reported that
these differences reflect more intensity of
engagement rather than type of engagement. For
example, fathers are more likely to tease their
children, engage in “rough-and-tumble” play,
encourage risk-taking, and socialize gender roles
than mothers (Fletcher et al. 2013; Grossmann
et al. 2008; Paquette and Dumont 2013). There is
also evidence that compared to mothers, fathers
use higher quality language and are more lin-
guistically challenging partners for their children
(Rowe et al. 2004; Pancsofar and Vernon-
Feagans 2010; Malin et al. 2012).

Studies that have examined within-group dif-
ferences generally report differential rates of
involvement that vary by ethnicity. A study using
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the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Birth
Cohort (ECLS-B), a national sample of babies
born in 2001 and their parents, found that ethnic
minority fathers reported higher levels of
engagement in both caregiving and physical play
activities and were reported as being more
involved than White fathers (Cabrera et al. 2011;
Leavell Smith et al. 2012). When compared to
White or other ethnic minority fathers, Latino
fathers are rated as being highly engaged (i.e.,
accessible, engaged, and responsible) with their
children, spending, on average, more than 1 h
more with them (ages birth to 12 years) during
the weekend, and engaging in more responsibil-
ity activities (i.e., care-giving, discipline, deci-
sion making; Cabrera et al. 2008, 2013).

What Predicts Father Involvement
in Minority Populations?

The second research question focuses on the
factors that explain variability in father involve-
ment among minority families. Variation in the
amount and quality of father involvement is said
to reflect multiple factors operating at different
levels: individual, family, and societal (Cabrera
et al. 2014; Castillo et al. 2011). Fathers’ resi-
dence and family structure, fathers’ individual
characteristics, family functioning, cultural
beliefs, and the quality of father-child interac-
tions explain variability in father involvement
among ethnic minority fathers.

Fathers’ Residence and Family Structure
Studies using representative samples of
low-income urban minority men show that father
residence (i.e., two-parent households) is strongly
linked to father’s involvement with their children
in age-appropriate activities, such as playing
peek-a-boo, singing songs, and reading stories
(Cabrera et al. 2011; Carlson 2006; Castillo et al.
2011). Fathers who reside with their children,
either because they are married or cohabiting, are
more likely to be involved and present in their
children’s lives than fathers who do not. How-
ever, the story is not straightforward as there are

mitigating factors that can trump residence. In a
study of urban poor families, African American
fathers were more likely to be nonresident, but
were also more likely to have maintained contact
with their child over the first 5 years of life
compared with White or Hispanic non-resident
fathers because they maintained a supportive
coparenting relationship (Carlson et al. 2008).

However, there is also substantial variation
among types of two parent households, and so in
addition to father’s residential status, family
structure is an important determinant of child
well-being. Compared to minority cohabiting
men, married minority men have more resources
because of the characteristics of fathers and
mothers who select into marriage and because
married households tend to be more stable than
those in which parents are only cohabiting
(Manning and Brown 2006; Osborne et al. 2007).
Married fathers are less likely than only cohab-
iting men to become nonresident and thus less
involved in their children’s lives.

Fathers’ Characteristics
Men’s levels of education and income are strong
predictors of their involvement. Fathers with
higher levels of education and more income are
better able to support their children than fathers
with less (Carlson and Magnuson 2011; Duncan
et al. 2014). Other individual factors that have
been implicated in father involvement include
fathers’ mental and physical health and paternity
establishment (Wilson and Brooks-Gunn 2001;
Guzzo 2009).

Among nonresident fathers, ability to finan-
cially support their children determines in large
part how much access they have to their children.
Nonresident fathers are involved with their chil-
dren by providing money through the formal
child support system, wherein a child support
order is established that requires a father to
provide a consistent level of support, and wages
are often automatically withheld from fathers’
pay to this end (Carlson and Magnuson 2011).
Paying child support does not automatically give
nonresident fathers access to their children
(Koball and Principe 2002). Many states do not
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have visitation rights contingent on child support
payments (e.g., Texas Attorney General 2004).

Some nonresident fathers provide support
informally by giving money directly to mothers
or providing in-kind (or non-cash) support by
paying for necessities, such as diapers, food, or
doctor’s visits (Grall 2013). Fathers who are able
to offer in-kind support are more likely to see and
spend more time with their children than those
who do not (Kane et al. 2015) and may be
actively involved with their children, which is
often dictated by formal or informal arrange-
ments with mothers (Choi 2010).

Family Functioning
The ways in which parents get along and relate to
one another have important implications for the
amount and quality of father involvement (Fagan
and Barnett 2003). Fathers who report being
happy with their partners also report higher levels
of involvement with their young children
(Cabrera et al. 2010; Fagan and Palkovitz 2011).
Fathers who report conflict with their partners are
less likely to have access to their children, which
reduces the amount of time with them, especially
if fathers become nonresident. In addition,
because custodial mothers are often the gate-
keepers of children’s time, nonresident fathers’
relationship with the mother is an important
determinant of their involvement. Not surpris-
ingly, nonresident fathers who are on good terms
with mothers, and especially those who are still
romantically involved with them, are much more
likely to be involved across every domain of
caregiving (Fagan and Palkovitz 2011).

As important as the quality of the couple rela-
tionship seems to be for father involvement,
research has shown that the quality of the
co-parenting relationship, or parents’ ability to
work together as parents to rear their children
(Feinberg 2003), may be most important.
Although direction of causality is unclear,
emerging findings suggest that in families where
couples who are supportive of each other’s par-
enting, fathers tend to be more involved than in
families where fathers are undermined (Cabrera
et al. 2010; Fagan and Palkovitz 2011). Fathers
who perceive being supported (report more shared

decision making and communication) by their
partners in their role of parentsweremore involved
with their children over time than fathers who felt
criticized and not supported (Fagan and Palkovitz
2011; Hohmann-Mariott 2011). In a study using
the ECLS-B, researchers found that when Mexi-
can American fathers reported conflict with their
partner about child rearing (co-parenting conflict)
they reported being less involved (e.g., caregiving,
physical play) with their toddlers (Cabrera et al.
2010). In other analyses, the quality of the
co-parenting relationship appears to be the stron-
gest predictor of involvement especially for non-
resident low-income African American (Carlson
et al. 2008).

Acculturation and Adaptation
Scholars interested in how minority parents adapt
to the cultural norms and values of the host
society (acculturation) have focused on the status
of adaptation or acculturation (i.e., length of time
in the United States, English proficiency). As
individuals adapt to the new society, they choose
the values, beliefs, and behaviors of the host
culture to which they want their children to adapt
as well as the norms and values of their country
of origin they wish to retain (García Coll et al.
1996). Correlational studies find that levels of
acculturation are somewhat associated with
father involvement. A study of middle-class,
married, Indian immigrant fathers in the United
States found that fathers who were more accul-
turated (e.g., use English more, eat non-Indian
food, do not yearn for their homeland) were more
engaged with their toddlers than fathers who
were less acculturated, controlling for family
characteristics (e.g., parents’ age, family size;
Jain and Belsky 1997). Other studies using
national United States data find that Mexican and
Chinese American fathers who are more accul-
turated (i.e., longer residence, United States cit-
izenship, English proficiency) were less warm
but engaged in more cognitively stimulating
activities than their less acculturated counterparts
(i.e., shorter residency, preference for foreign
language use; Capps et al. 2010).

Studies that have examined within-group dif-
ferences find that most differences in type of
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father engagement between Mexican American
and other Latinos (including Puerto Rican,
Cuban) disappeared once SES and acculturation
(e.g., English proficiency) were controlled
(Cabrera et al. 2006). It is difficult to explain why
acculturation is negatively related to father
involvement because most studies are correla-
tional in nature, vary in how acculturation is
measured, and do not often disentangle devel-
opmental from acculturation change (Phinney
et al. 2000). One possible explanation for the
finding that acculturated fathers are more
involved is that father involvement in these
studies is measured in a way that conforms to
American normative parenting practices (e.g.,
reading to babies). This deficit model approach
does not allow for the possibility that ethnic
minority fathers from other cultures might be
engaged in literacy activities other than reading,
for example story telling that also promote lit-
eracy. Indeed, research suggests that reading
might not be the preferred way to promote lit-
eracy in many non-Western countries (Perry
2008). The most we can conclude from these
findings is that acculturated fathers (or mothers,
as the case may be) have learned American
parenting practices but not that less acculturated
fathers do not support their children’s learning.

Fathers’ Cognition: Cultural Beliefs
and Values
Scholars interested in fatherhood in minority
populations have examined the ways in which
specific aspects of culture might relate to positive
parenting. Culture is defined as a shared system
of commonality, usually operationalized as
beliefs, values, norms, and practices (e.g., Har-
wood 2006; Weisner 2009).

Research on Latino parenting has highlighted
the importance of cultural values, such as
familism (i.e., valuing of family solidarity and
family integration) for paternal involvement
(Cruz et al. 2011; Morcillo et al. 2011). On
average, Latinos have been found to report
higher levels of family cohesion (often used
interchangeably with familism) when compared
to individuals of other ethnic groups (Baer and

Schmitz 2007). Studies show that low-income
Latino parents who believe that children should
grow up in united and strong families have fewer
depressive symptoms and are also warm and
accepting of their children (Potochnick and Per-
reira 2010; Smokowski et al. 2008). A study of
Mexican American mothers and fathers found
that fathers who highly believed in the value of
familism (i.e., family rituals) and had a stronger
Mexican orientation (e.g., I enjoy speaking
Spanish; I like to eat Mexican food) also reported
being more involved (monitoring and interacting)
with their children than fathers who did not
(Coltrane et al. 2004).

Cultural beliefs about gender roles and divi-
sion of labor within the family have also been
found to relate to positive parenting behaviors.
Fathers who hold less traditional gender roles
(i.e., believing that men are more integral to
society and the family than women) are more
involved in all aspects of parenting (e.g., moni-
toring, supervising, and interacting with their
child) than parents who hold more traditional
beliefs (Coltrane et al. 2004). Moreover, fathers
whose partners hold less traditional gender roles
have more access to their children than fathers
whose partners hold more traditional gender roles
(Kulik and Tsoref 2010).

Cultural scholars have also turned their atten-
tion to the psychosocial function of immigrant
parents to understand why some parents who face
adversity do not exhibit negative parenting. Opti-
mism, a positive expectation for the future, is
considered to be an important psychological
resource for those experiencing negative or
stressful life circumstances (Carver et al. 2010).
Being optimistic may be particularly important for
immigrant parents. The “immigrant optimism
hypothesis” posits that immigrants have faith in
the future despite the many barriers (e.g., lan-
guage, poverty) to social and economic mobility
and therefore have better outcomes (e.g., are
happier) than those without faith in the future (Kao
and Tienda 1995). Optimistic parents’ positive
outlook on life may spill over to their parenting
views and behaviors showingmore sensitivity and
patience in their interactions with their children.
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How Is Father Involvement Related
to Children’s Development?

The third set of questions has examined how
father involvement is related to children’s
development. The science on parenting, which is
focused mostly on mothers, has unearthed a solid
and consistent set of findings about the process
by which mothers rear their children and help
them thrive in their cultural niches (Bornstein
2015; Bretherton 2010; Grusec and Davidov
2010). Although research on fathers is playing
catch-up to the research on mothers and is not as
extensive, it has also produced an important set
of findings regarding the role that fathers play in
their children’s development (Cabrera et al.
2000; Flouri and Buchanan 2004; Lamb 2000).
As a body of work, however, research on fathers
has focused less on the constellation of parenting
behaviors, practices, and cognitions that charac-
terize research on parenting (mothering, really)
and more on contextual factors that relate to
whether fathers are present or absent in their
children’s lives (Adamson and Johnson 2013;
Palkovitz 2007). Nevertheless, below we include
some studies that are making headway in these
areas. In particular, we highlight correlational
data suggesting that key predictors of children’s
development include family structure, fathers’
economic provision, cognitions (e.g., optimism,
cultural values) and parenting practices (i.e.,
family routines).

Social Competence
The benefits of living with fathers for children’s
social adjustment cannot be overstated
(McLanahan et al. 2013; Mead 1991). Social
scientists have amassed a large body of evidence
showing that children who live with their fathers
have better behavioral outcomes, are less likely
to be involved in delinquent behaviors, and are
more likely to have friends. The adverse effect of
father absence on children’s social adjustment is
well documented in a review of rigorous studies
that found evidence for a causal effect (though
generally smaller than previously found) of father
absence on children’s socioemotional adjustment
(McLanahan et al. 2013; Sigle-Rushton and

McLanahan 2004). In contrast to absent fathers,
resident fathers have the opportunity to spend
time with their children, which is important for
relationship building and hands-on parenting.
Although an early meta-analysis found little
benefit to nonresident fathers’ time spent with
children, later studies that have used more refined
measures of involvement provide more nuanced
results. In a study of African American fathers,
Choi (2010) found that mothers who reported
high levels of nonresident father contact also
reported fewer behavioral problems in their
children.

In addition to spending time with their chil-
dren, resident fathers also influence them through
the economic provisions they bring to the
household. This association is also true for non-
resident fathers. Research shows that nonresident
fathers’ provision of economic support is asso-
ciated with fewer externalizing behavior prob-
lems (Amato and Gilbreth 1999; Argys et al.
1998; Choi 2010). Although the mechanism is
less clear, some findings suggest that child sup-
port among nonresident ethnic minority fathers
seems to be beneficial for children because it
improves mothering behaviors and reduces par-
enting stress (Choi 2010; Choi and Pyun 2014).

Although less extensively studied, research
has shown that ethnic minority fathers’ warmth,
affection, and responsiveness are positively
related to children’s social competence (Adam-
son and Johnson 2013; Cabrera et al. 2014;
Flanders et al. 2010). Children whose fathers are
responsive to their needs while interacting during
play are more likely to have higher cognitive and
language skills than children whose fathers are
not (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2004).

Minority fathers can also influence their
children’s social development through their
cognitions, including knowledge and beliefs
about how to rear their children. Scholars have
argued that having optimism or believing in the
future may be a particularly important charac-
teristic of Latino parents that may help to con-
tribute to their children’s socioemotional
development (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco
2001; Taylor et al. 2012). Being optimistic is a a
protective factor against adversity and hardship
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and a promotive factor linked with positive
developmental trajectories across ethnic and
cultural groups (Carver and Scheier 2014).
A study of Mexican American fathers and
mothers and their teen children found that both
mothers’ and fathers’ own reports of optimism
were directly and concurrently associated with
children’s peer competence as well as indirectly
associated through their partner’s reports of
positive parenting (Castro-Schilo et al. 2013).

Similarly, Latino mothers and fathers who
believe that family cohesion is important (aka
familism) have children who exhibit good psy-
chosocial functioning (social problem solving
skills, social self-efficacy; Gamble and
Modry-Mandell 2008; Leidy et al. 2010; Mor-
cillo et al. 2011; Rivera et al. 2008), have fewer
depressive symptoms, and are more engaged in
school (Stein et al. 2013). Familism might also
be a protective factor that buffers children from
the negative effects of environmental risk on their
behaviors (German et al. 2009; Neblett et al.
2012).

There are also hints that Latino children
whose parents teach them to be bien educado
(i.e., proper demeanor and behavior) and to have
respeto (i.e., obedience and respect to authority
figures, deference) are socially competent and
regulated in school settings (Calzada et al. 2010;
Crosnoe 2007). Children who are polite and
respectful of adults and others and show good
manners are generally well liked and exhibit
good social skills (Calzada et al. 2010). Zucker
and Howes (2009) found that found that children
whose mothers more frequently mentioned indi-
cators of bien educado were reported by their
teachers to have higher social skills (i.e., friendly,
cooperative, and compliant behavior). Although
there are no studies examining whether fathers
hold similar beliefs, preliminary data show that
fathers, too, endorse beliefs that promote chil-
dren’s skills needed to interact in social situations
(Aldoney and Cabrera 2015). These correlational
findings are promising and show that many
minority children have early experiences that
socialize them to be competent and well adjusted.
The next step in this line of research is to

follow-up with more rigorous designs that
includes fathers.

Language Skills
Although low-income minority parents, and
fathers in particular, are found to read less often
to their children than their middle class coun-
terparts (Duursma and Pan 2011; Malin et al.
2014), studies have pointed to culturally rooted
ways that minority fathers and mothers may
provide literacy support. Heath (1994) found that
Black preschool age children were more likely to
develop literacy skills through participation in
narrative talk at home with their mothers and
fathers than their White counterparts. Black
mothers and fathers encouraged their children to
begin storytelling at an early age, which
increased narrative competence (Sperry and
Sperry 1996). A study investigating the use of
literate language features (such as noun phrases,
adverbs, conjugations, and mental and linguistic
verbs) in low-income Black and White
preschoolers’ oral narratives found no difference
between the groups (Curenton and Justice 2004),
suggesting that culturally diverse paths to literacy
(e.g., through narrative talk or book reading at
home) are successful at promoting the same lit-
eracy skills.

In addition to using narrative and storytelling,
fathers can also influence their children’s lan-
guage skills through the quality of their linguistic
interactions with them. Fathers, across minority
and SES groups, have an advantage over mothers
in the ways they influence the development of
language skills in their children (Rowe et al.
2004; Malin et al. 2012; Pancsofar and
Vernon-Feagans 2010). A large study of rural
African American and White low-income
two-parent families with toddlers found that
father’s use of vocabulary during interactions
with his 6-month-old predicted children’s
expressive language at 3 years old, above the
influence of mother’s vocabulary and education
(Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans 2010). In
another study, fathers use more complex lan-
guage (e.g., more wh-questions, more requests
for clarification) than mothers, which is
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associated with greater vocabulary development
with their 2-year-olds (Rowe et al. 2004). Malin
et al. (2012) found that compared to fathers with
few depressive symptoms, fathers who reported
more depressive symptoms used fewer words
and less complex language with their children,
which explained their children’s poorer linguistic
development.

Studies with low-income minority samples
suggest that fathers who are responsive and
engage in mutually attentive, sensitive interac-
tions have children with stronger language and
social skills (Hoff 2006; Tamis-LeMonda et al.
2004; Cabrera et al. 2007). During interactions,
black fathers who reported being sensitive and
responsive had children rated by their teachers as
being more school ready (Black et al. 1999;
Downer and Mendez 2010).

Cognitive and Academic Competence
Ethnic minority children who live with their
fathers have higher levels of academic achieve-
ment and get more schooling than children who
do not (McLanahan et al. 2013; Sigle-Rushton
and McLanahan 2004). Latino children are more
likely than other minority children to live with
both parents (Crosnoe 2007).

Indisputably, fathers’ income and resources
make an important contribution to children’s
development (Duncan et al. 2014). Fathers’
income and education are linked to better cog-
nitive outcomes both directly and indirectly
through the influence on the quality of the home
experiences mothers provide for their children,
including better parent-child interactions (Guo
and Harris 2000). According to investment
models, ethnic minority fathers who are more
educated and have more income are able to
provide material goods, such as books, toys,
enriching activities, and good schools and col-
leges for their children that may enrich and
encourage their intellectual and academic growth
(Duncan et al. 2014; Guo and Harris 2000).

Fathers’ economic provision is particularly
important for academic outcomes when they do
not reside with their children (Amato and Gil-
breth 1999; Choi 2010). Informal support (e.g.,
cash, diapers) given directly to the mother is also

related to children’s higher cognitive skills
(Nepomnyaschy et al. 2012, 2014). Child support
among nonresident ethnic minority fathers is
beneficial for children because it improves
mothering behaviors and reduces parenting stress
(Choi 2010; Choi and Pyun 2014).

One important way in which parents shape
children’s social development is by being emo-
tionally supportive, warm, and affectionate
(Feldman and Masalha 2010). Although less
extensively studied, research on the quality of
minority father involvement has burgeoned over
the last decade showing that fathers’ warmth and
affection are also related to children’s cognitive
development (Adamson and Johnson 2013;
Cabrera et al. 2014; Fagan et al. 2014; Flanders
et al. 2010).

Minority fathers also positively impact their
children’s academic competence through the
high expectations they have for their success.
A study revealed that East Asian elementary
school age children performed better academi-
cally than their White counterparts because of
high parental (mothers’ and fathers’) expecta-
tions for success (Schneider and Lee 1990).
Asian parents (mostly mothers) tend to structure
children’s extracurricular activities with an aca-
demic focus. Whether Asian fathers also struc-
ture their children’s activities in the same way as
mothers is unclear; this is another important area
of future research.

Self-Regulatory Behaviors
Fathers’ influence seems to be particularly salient
in the domain of self-regulation. Reviews of the
literature have shown that across a variety of
ethnic groups, fathers’ involvement is signifi-
cantly related to children’s executive functioning,
self-regulation, and social competence (Adamson
and Johnson 2013; Amato and Gilbreth 1999;
Cabrera et al. 2014; Deater-Deckard et al. 2004;
Flanders et al. 2010). A national longitudinal
study of American teenagers found that teens’
reports of a close, affectively warm relationship
with their fathers were associated with more
(self-reported) socially competent behaviors; this
association was stronger for nonresident fathers
(Carlson 2006). A large study of low-income

Minority Fathers and Children’s Positive Development in the United States 207



African American, White, and Latino fathers
found that observed father supportiveness during
an interaction with his 2-year-old was positively
related to children’s emotion regulation at 2 and
3 years (Cabrera et al. 2007).

Over the last decade, researchers have turned
their attention to play as an important context for
fathers and children’s social development.
Compared to mothers, middle-class fathers spend
more time engaged in physical play with their
toddlers than in care giving activities (Paquette
2004). One central aspect of this active, physical
play (aka rough-and-tumble play; RTP), is the
physical dominance that fathers display. When
fathers dominate the play they provide key
feedback for children to learn to regulate their
emotions (Flanders et al. 2010; Fletcher et al.
2013). Observed RTP interactions between
4-year-olds and their fathers were correlated with
fewer mother-reported conduct problems
(Fletcher et al. 2013). When fathers were
observed to be high on RTP and high on domi-
nance during play with their toddlers, fathers
rated their children as having fewer aggressive
behaviors 5 years later (Flanders et al. 2010).

Policy Implications

The most salient implication emerging from the
research summarized in this chapter is that fam-
ilies are systems that include mothers, fathers,
children, and, sometimes, other relatives.
Because each member of the family ecology
plays a significant proximal role in shaping
children’s lives, supporting positive father
involvement in ethnic minority families needs to
be a priority for policy makers and practitioners.
In numerous studies, varying in scope, methods,
and samples, fathers’ education, income, resi-
dence status, practices, and quality of interaction
with their children as well as supportive
co-parenting relationship with their partners were
associated with children’s adjustment, academic
achievement, cognitive and language skills, and
social behaviors. Many ethnic minority fathers
are engaged in parenting that is of enough quality
to promote their children’s development.

Importantly, findings suggest that fathers’ con-
tributions are unique over and above the contri-
butions of mothers, implying that not including
them in research might underestimate parenting
“effects” on children. Thus, policies and pro-
grams that include fathers, provide supports for
fathers and mothers, and value and encourage
resident and nonresident fathers’ contribution to
their children’s well-being, beyond economic
provision, should enhance the development of
children. Not including fathers into programs or
interventions sends a message that fathers are not
as important as mothers, potentially discouraging
them from continued involvement with their
children. Moreover, as Sanders et al. (2007) has
shown, single mothers have the highest levels of
stress related to parenting, and so including
fathers, even when they do not reside with their
children, has the potential to indirectly promote
child well-being by decreasing maternal parent-
ing stress and thus improving mother-child rela-
tionships. These efforts require that fathers be
considered assets and an untapped source of
support for children and mothers, rather than as
insignificant or not worth the investment.

In addition to encouraging and supporting
high quality father involvement in various ways
and domains, adaptive family functioning pro-
cesses seen in non-minority families also support
the positive development of ethnic minority
children, both as promotive factors for all chil-
dren and as protective factors for children living
in disadvantage. Building on these strengths will
enhance the efficacy of policies and programs
aimed at improving the lives of ethnic minority
families and their children. For example, pro-
grams that promote positive mothering and
fathering and build family cohesion should con-
tribute to children’s positive development (e.g.,
Building Strong Families Project). Programs that
assist fathers and mothers in identifying the
specific ways in which they promote their chil-
dren’s development are another way of promot-
ing positive development (e.g., Head Start; Fagan
and Iglesias 1999). Finally, school policies and
programs that acknowledge that many nonresi-
dent fathers want to be involved (spend time) in
their children’s lives could support them and
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contribute to children’s well-being in these
families.

Through Responsible Fatherhood Programs
(RFPs), a substantial amount of federal money
has been allotted to improving father involve-
ment among low-income, minority, and at risk
families (Karberg et al. 2016). These programs
are specifically targeted to nonresident,
low-income, ethnic minority fathers and are
aimed at improving fathers’ relationships with
partners; parenting skills; and, financial respon-
sibility (US HHS 2014). Although the evaluation
of these findings is not yet available, the pro-
grams’ delivery varies from program to program,
with many programs not including mothers, for
example, or even children (US HHS 2014).
Whether or not these programs will be effective
is an open question.

The review in this chapter suggests that
fathers’ levels of education and income, cultural
values and beliefs, and the quality of their rela-
tionship with their partners are significantly
related to increasing positive involvement in their
children’s lives. Currently funded RFPs already
include curricula to improve men’s human capi-
tal, manage depression stress and improve par-
enting [e.g., 24/7 Dads; The ABC(3) D approach
(2014)], and improve the co-parenting relation-
ship (Avellar et al. 2011; Wood et al. 2014).
However, to improve co-parenting both parents
must be present (Feinberg et al. 2010), though
this is not the case in any current RFPs programs.
If the ultimate goal is to improve children’s
well-being, programmatic efforts that include
only one member of the system (either mother or
father) may not be as effective as efforts that
include both.

Another important implication from this
overview is that father’ cultural values and
beliefs as well as their strong ethnic identity are
significantly related to their involvement with
their children. Programs that help fathers main-
tain their cultural identities while adapting to life
in America (e.g., learning English) are beneficial
for fathers and children. Building ethnic minority
fathers’ human capital and at the same time
helping them to be proud and retain their culture
are important ways to improve fathers and

children’s well-being. Currently, HHS is inves-
tigating the ways in which RFPs address the
needs of Latino men and how programs provide
services in a cultural context (Avellar et al. 2011;
Cabrera et al. 2013).

Future Directions

Research on the specific pathways that link
positive fathering to children’s positive devel-
opment is in its infancy, although it is steadily
growing. The focus on positive development of
minority ethnic children has prompted many
scholars to worry that by focusing on positive
development, the research community might
de-emphasize the adversity that many
low-income minority families and their children
face. They need not worry. A focus on positive
outcome is an effort to provide a balance and
comprehensive portrait of the positive and neg-
ative outcomes; of the strengths and liabilities.
Only by having a clear sense of what is promo-
tive or protective can limited resources be allo-
cated judiciously and effectively to improve
children’s lives.

To date, research on positive development of
ethnic minority children has not examined how
specific aspects of culture (e.g., cultural values)
foster positive development (Evans et al. 2012).
Yet, for ethnic minority children, (bi)cultural
factors are integral to their developmental expe-
riences. The high and growing number of bicul-
tural children in the United States demands
greater attention to the universal and unique
family process that promote positive child
development (Costigan and colleagues, this vol-
ume). Research that has included cultural models
in the study of positive development of young
children is just emerging and consequently lim-
ited. However, these models often treat culture as
static and non-changing and as if culture is only
important for minority families. But culture is
dynamic and changes all the time, thus models of
culture need to account for it by incorporating
reflective ways in which parents evaluate the
value of cultural norms as being adaptive or
maladaptive for rearing children.
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With some exceptions (e.g., Cabrera et al.
2007; Deater-Deckard et al. 2004; Flanders et al.
2010; Malin et al. 2012), little research has
examined the role of fathers in promoting do-
mains of positive child development, such as
language skills, social behaviors, self-regulation,
and literacy. The myriad ways in which positive
development might be defined differently in
diverse ethnic groups that are also acculturating
to the norms and values of the United States are
missing from research. There is cultural vari-
ability regarding what cultures value or find rel-
evant at different points in time along the lifespan
and under certain conditions. Because American
ethnic minority children are developing in a
bicultural context, there is a need to understand
what parents value of their own country and of
their host country to pass on to their children.
The immigration context might provide a par-
ticular important opportunity for immigrant par-
ents to be reflective about the values they pass on
(or not) to their children.

The bulk of the research on positive father
involvement focuses on early childhood. More
research attention is needed on the transition into
middle school and into adulthood for ethnic
minority children. Specifically, there is a need to
understand how fathers navigate the interface
between home and school and how they facilitate
successful transitions. As children grow they
develop the skills that will help them learn, have
positive peer relationships, get along with others
and eventually contribute meaningfully to soci-
ety. Ethnic minority children may experience
extra pressures as they become competent in two
cultural settings that may necessitate them
learning two languages and two sets of social
norms. Future research should explore how
Latino fathers promote their young children’s
bilingualism or social skills.

As with the study of parenting, in general, the
lack of longitudinal data has been a barrier to
understanding processes and the direction of
associations among constructs of interest. To
date, there are no experimental and observational
studies to understand the “impact” of fathering
behaviors on children’s development. The
research base on fathering is mostly correlational

and limited. Studies that report “parental” cor-
relates are mostly based on mothers, which are
not parenting research. We need more studies
that include both parents to enable researchers to
systematically address unique and interaction
associations between mothers and fathers and
children’s development. Additionally, there is a
need for more diverse and large representative
samples that include varied community contexts
and middle class minority families so that we can
begin to address the confound that exists today in
most research on minority families that is based
mostly on low-income samples.

Research methods and questions in this area
would also benefit from better conceptualization
models of father involvement and what it means
to be a father. Until researchers are more able to
clearly define father involvement, measurement
of the construct will remain vague and overlap-
ping. There is an urgent need to provide the
burgeoning field with a set of measures and tools
to assess fathering behaviors that capture the
developmental needs of children. Measures of
father involvement need to be examined side by
side with measures of mother involvement to
understand what adjustments need to be made
and then determine whether these tools help us to
understand the unique and shared role of mothers
and fathers. Moreover, research methods need to
grapple with what constitutes a family by
including diverse types of family structures, dif-
ferent roles of different family members, and the
interaction among them.

Additionally, more attention needs to be paid
to how to conceptualize and assess nonresident
father involvement. Although we have made
some progress in more clearly delineating the
financial and social contributions of nonresident
fathers, we would benefit from efforts that
include fathers’ own reports of the amount and
quality of fathers’ relationships with their chil-
dren. These efforts would necessitate federal and
policy leadership that purposefully allocates
resources to sample fathers and mothers, not just
mothers in research designs. Currently, the
expense of locating and including fathers into
research designs excludes fathers from the onset
and makes them optional. The research
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infrastructure needs to change if we are going to
make headway in including both parents in par-
enting research.

Lastly, research examining how culture,
broadly defined, provides a context for fathering
should be more theoretically motivated. If there
is no theoretical reason to expect differences
among cultural groups, then researchers should
not compare them. Statistically comparing dif-
ferent groups can lead to deficit thinking in terms
of minority families’ outcomes.

Conclusions

The study of how ethnic minority fathers influ-
ence their children’s development using a
strengths-based approach is a relatively new area
of inquiry, and consequently many questions
remain unanswered. The research reviewed in
this chapter identifies the ways in which fathers’
foster positive development among ethnic
minority children. The consistent associations
between fathers’ education, income, cognitions,
parenting practices and relationship with chil-
dren’s positive development underscore the
importance of supporting fathers (and mothers)
in this process. Cultural values and beliefs (e.g.,
familism) also buffer the adverse impacts of
contextual threats, such as depression and anxi-
ety, on children’s positive development. Further,
the research reviewed in this chapter suggests
that minority fathers can and do engage in pos-
itive interactions with their children that are
promotive, even as they parent in a context of
poverty. Future research that is framed from a
positive development point of view, rather than a
deficit model, may reveal further beneficial
aspects to father involvement in a specific cul-
tural context. Areas of positive child develop-
ment that have not yet been addressed (e.g.,
social skills) should also be incorporated into
future research. Finally, policies and programs to
support positive development among ethnic
minority children will be advanced by research
that acknowledges that fathers are parents, too.
Fathers make a unique contribution to children’s
positive development and in doing so they need

to be included in any research on parenting or in
any program/intervention aimed at improving
children’s lives.
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Language and Parenting: Minority
Languages in North America

Allyssa McCabe

Abstract
Numerous children in North America speak a dialect and/or languages other
than those in which they are schooled and can acquire new languages
without jeopardizing their heritage languages. Current research questions
regarding the impact of bilingualism have documented many positive
results, countering the negative findings of older studies that confounded
socioeconomic status with bilingualism. Accurate assessment of bilingual
children with typical and atypical language development remains challeng-
ing despite a great deal of work on this subject and some progress. Early and
frequent exposure to high-quality diverse and responsive input from
speakers of multiple languages, along with continued support for those
languages, results in optimal academic success for bilingual children
regardless of whether they are typically or atypically developing. Universal
versus culture-specific mechanisms, future directions for research, and
policy implications are discussed. Parents should be encouraged to speak
frequently and positively with their children using whatever language(s)
and/or dialect(s) they are comfortable speaking.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

ManyNorthAmericans speak aminority language
at home at least some of the time. According to the
National Center for Education Statistics

(http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=96),
the percentage of public school students in the
United States who were classified as English Lan-
guage Learners was “higher in school year 2011–
2012 (9.1 %, or an estimated 4.4 million students)
than in 2002–2003 (8.7 %, or an estimated 4.1
million students.”). Similarly, Canadian Census
data reveal numerous individuals—one in five in
2006—whose mother tongue was neither English
nor French, but rather an aboriginal or nonaborigi-
nal non-official language (http://www.statcan.gc.
ca/daily-quotidien/071204/dq071204a-eng.htm).
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This chapter will address optimal parenting prac-
tices for the millions of North American children
who speak minority languages at home.

TheYiddish scholarMaxWeinreich reportedly
overheard and subsequently made known a wise
remark that “A language is a dialect with an army
and a navy.” Thus, my definition of minority lan-
guages in this chapter will include non-standard
dialects such as Black English Vernacular (also
known as African American English; Labov
1972), Pennsylvania Dutch (Adkins 2011), or
Appalachian English. The number of childrenwho
speak a non-standard dialect of North American
languages is quite large. Add to these, non-oral
languages such as American Sign Language for
Deaf andHard of Hearing (DHH) children, and the
numbers are even higher.

Whereas Canada is officially a bilingual
nation, the United States has had a history of
ambivalence or even antagonism towards
speaking any language other than English. For
example, in 1993, Ron Unz, a wealthy busi-
nessman, began his campaign to outlaw bilingual
education in the U.S. (Ryan 2002). However,
researchers who study multilingualism have
documented its many advantages in general and
advantages of bilingual education in particular.

Fear of children speaking minority languages
stems in part from an unfortunate view that
bilingualism is subtractive. That is, that the more
children speak a language other than standard
English, for example, the less they will become
capable of speaking English. There are cases of
subtractive bilingualism (Baker and Hornberger
2001). Some children from low socioeconomic
backgrounds come to preschool in the United
States speaking a language other than English
and do in fact fail to acquire enough English to
succeed at school, whereas others become adept
in English at the expense of their original lan-
guage. The fear that bilingualism is inevitably
subtractive lies behind outmoded notions such as
the one that forbade deaf children to use sign
language lest it would somehow prevent them
from using other forms of communication.

However, modern researchers of bilingual lan-
guage development, some well-educated and
usually affluent parents,—and countries such as
Canada—subscribe to a different view, namely
that bilingualism can be additive so long as there
is ample support in families, schools, and larger
communities for speaking and becoming literate
in more than one language (De Houwer 1990).

In addition to the notion of additive bilin-
gualism, two other theoretical perspectives are
important for this chapter: (1) social interaction-
ism is the account of how language is acquired
subscribed to by the author, and (2) the Com-
prehensive Language Account of early literacy
(Dickinson et al. 2003) defines the scope of lan-
guage abilities to be addressed. First, the more
children are exposed to any particular language,
the more they will become capable of using that
language. Children learn a language through
social interaction with more competent speakers
of a language. Hart and Risley (1995) docu-
mented the fact that monolingual children born
into lower socioeconomic (SES) groups are
exposed to substantially less conversation and
substantially less positive conversation than their
peers born into higher SES groups and that this
difference has an enormous impact on the chil-
dren’s language acquisition. Immigrants to North
America are likely to be poor (Hernandez et al.
2008), and numerous older studies (e.g., see
Cohen 1970) of bilingual children neglected to
take into consideration this common confound
between bilingualism and poverty.

Second, people rearing children in multiple
languages should be aware that language is a
multi-layered construct, with phonology, vocab-
ulary, grammar, narrative, and literacy—i.e., all
levels of language—worthy of stimulation and
instruction (Dickinson et al. 2003). Thus, parents
of children who speak aminority language should,
if possible, seek out opportunities for them to
acquire literacy in that language(s) in addition to
seeking members of extended family and com-
munities for conversation to stimulate acquisition
of language-specific phonology, vocabulary,
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grammar, and narrative structure. True (biliterate)
bilingualism is considered an economic asset by
most of the world outside the United States and
even by many individuals who seek at some con-
siderable expense to themselves to learn a second
language within the U.S. (see Hoff 2013).

A great deal of research in language acquisi-
tion done over the last 40 years has established
the characteristics of optimal linguistic input to
monolingual children (see McCabe et al. 2013,
for review of this literature). The most important
characteristic of optimal child-directed language
is that it is responsive to children’s interests and
behavior (Bornstein et al. 2008). Such respon-
siveness is key probably due to the fact that it
occurs at the same time as or shortly after chil-
dren look at or do or say something and is con-
ceptually related as well (Tamis-LeMonda et al.
2014). Responsive input also labels, describes,
and questions about objects or events rather than
commanding children to stop doing something.
Responsive input is delivered by words and
gestures (e.g., pointing; Tamis-LeMonda et al.
2014) and is high-pitched in a manner most
likely to capture children’s attention (Fernald and
Mazzie 1991).

Not only is optimal child-directed language
responsive, it is also quite varied. The overall
grammatical complexity of input, the informa-
tiveness of the context in which it is delivered,
and the range of different syntactic constructions
in which verbs appear are all positive predictors
of vocabulary development (Hoff 2003; Hoff and
Naigles 2002), as is mother’s co-construction of
narratives with their children (Peterson et al.
1999; Rowe 2012). The number of different
grammatical forms mothers use predicts chil-
dren’s grammatical development (Huttenlocher
et al. 2010). A longitudinal study of children who
were typically developing from various SES
backgrounds and those with brain injury found
numerous very specific effects of parental lin-
guistic input to children in terms of various types
of diversity, talk about number and space, and
similarity of objects (Goldin-Meadow et al.
2014): Parental (primarily maternal) lexical

diversity (i.e., number of different words used
with children) predicted children’s lexical diver-
sity. Parental constituent diversity predicted child
constituent diversity. Parents’ cumulative talk
about number predicted children’s subsequent
knowledge of cardinal numbers. Parents’ spatial
language predicted children’s spatial language.
Parent talk about similarities (e.g., “the butterfly
is like a rainbow” is a global similarity rela-
tionship) was related to the acquisition of abstract
(e.g., “The crayon is brown like my hair.”) sim-
ilarity relations.

In short, optimal linguistic input labels objects
and events that capture a child’s attention, uses
different types of words, contains complex
grammar, and has a positive tone (see review in
McCabe et al. 2013). Optimal input to children
also includes talking extensively about past
events (see Fivush et al. 2006, for review). If
parents are comfortably literate in a language,
optimal input also involves sharing books inter-
actively with children on a regular basis (e.g.,
Rodriguez and Tamis-LeMonda 2011); however,
the quality of book reading affects children’s
language and literacy gains (Dickinson and
Smith 1994; Whitehurst et al. 1994). What par-
ents say and how they talk about books may well
explain the benefits of book reading interactions
for early language development (Hoff-Ginsberg
1991). Parents who do not have access to books
in their native language (Raikes et al. 2006) or
who do not feel comfortable or confident of their
literacy skills should take heart from the fact that
it is oral conversation in the context of looking at
books, rather than reading per se, that is most
beneficial to young children.

In summary, numerous children in North
America speak a dialect and/or language(s) other
than those in which they are schooled. Scholars
have moved away from assuming that bilin-
gualism is inevitably subtractive (one language is
learned at the expense of another) to recognizing
that children can benefit from learning more than
one language. Scholars have also pointed to the
need to disentangle socioeconomic status from
bilingualism.
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Current Research Questions

Typically Developing Bilingual
Children

As mentioned earlier, key (and related) research
questions for some time have been (1) whether
dual language exposure harms children, and
(2) whether children should be discouraged from
speaking their native language at home in favor
of the majority language. The emerging consen-
sus from much research is that no, dual language
exposure does not harm children (Paradis et al.
2011). Bilingual children develop separate, albeit
related, linguistic systems, allowing them to learn
a second language without interference from the
first (Paradis et al. 2011). However, learning two
languages often takes longer than learning one;
when the total language of bilingual children is
considered, the overall rate of growth is at least
equal to the rate of language growth in mono-
lingual children (Hoff et al. 2012). Thus, parents
who speak a minority language at home should
be encouraged to continue to speak that language
with their children. Not only is it not harmful, a
study done with a large, representative sample of
immigrant families found that immigrant chil-
dren were at risk of developing poorer cognitive
skills only when English was the only language
spoken in the home (Winsler et al. 2014). That is,
use of a heritage language at home served as a
protective factor for children of immigrant fam-
ilies; such children had better early cognitive
outcomes and preschool math skills. In fact,
Winsler et al. (2014) found that children exposed
exclusively to the heritage language at home
made particularly strong gains in preschool on
English literacy relative to children who spoke
both a heritage language and English or only
English at home. Benefits of speaking the her-
itage language at home are not limited to literacy
acquisition; such children enjoy better relation-
ships with their parents and can communicate
with other relatives, who may well only speak
the heritage language (Oh and Fuligni 2010;
Tabors 1997).

Assessment of Deficit

Assessment of bilingual children is a key current
research question and has been so for a number
of years. Researchers advise Speech Language
Therapists to test bilingual children in both their
languages and use a number of different assess-
ments (Peña et al. 2003; Laing and Kamhi 2003).
Dynamic Assessment of word learning skills has
been recommended especially in identifying
language impairment in bilingual children
(Kapantzoglou et al. 2012). Assessments mindful
of documented cultural differences in narration
have also been developed for use with personal
narratives told by individuals from diverse cul-
tures and across the lifespan (McCabe and Bliss
2003).

Support for Both Languages

Some current investigations examine the issue of
how best to provide therapy and other interven-
tions to children from bilingual families who face
special obstacles to language acquisition. Many
individuals in the fields of language development
and education subscribe to a subtractive model of
bilingualism particularly for children with special
needs, fearing that the “burden” of an extra lan-
guage will further delay their progress (see Bunta
and Douglas 2013, for review of these claims).
Bunta and Douglas (2013) assessed children with
Hearing Loss who had received cochlear
implants before the age of 5 years, half of whom
were from monolingual, half from bilingual,
Spanish-English homes. Children were matched
on chronological age, length of device use,
duration of intervention, type of intervention, and
type of device used. Home assignments were
given to parents in English in the case of
monolingual participants and in Spanish in the
case of bilingual participants. Children were
tested on the Auditory Comprehension, Expres-
sive Communication, and total language scores
of the Preschool Language Scale, fourth Edition
(Zimmerman et al. 2002). Despite the fact that
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the two groups of children could not be matched
regarding mother’s education level (monolingual
English-speaking children’s mothers had higher
levels) and the findings that poverty is associated
with less than optimal linguistic input even for
monolingual children (Hart and Risley 1995), the
English language skills of the children in the two
groups were not significantly different. Spanish
and English scores of the bilingual group were
also similar. Parents were encouraged to speak
whatever language they were comfortable with
and fluent in. For these children who faced a
double risk for literacy acquisition (e.g., hearing
loss and bilingualism; see Snow et al. 1998),
parents speaking their native Spanish evidently
provided as much of the kind of responsive,
varied, optimal input as those speaking their
native English—with no deleterious effect on
their children’s acquisition of English.

Intervention

Studies of successful intervention programs for
facilitating multilingual language and literacy
acquisition in young learners who are not yet
proficient in English are few and far between
(August 2013). Nevertheless, the few such
studies as do exist support encouraging children
to speak their parents’ native language as well as
English in the United States (August 2013).

Some researchers have noted a vocabulary gap
in bilingual children (see McCabe et al. 2013, for
review), so a focus on improving their vocabulary
is apt. A child’s vocabulary in the language of
school is best developed at school by methods
that (1) take advantage of their first language if
that language shares cognates with the school
language (family in English is a cognate for fa-
milia in Spanish and vice versa—the two words
similar in orthography and meaning), (2) ensure
that children learning English know the meaning
of basic words (i.e., words like clock and baby
that monolingual English-speaking children
would know but which require instruction for
children learning English, and (3) include ample
time for review and practice (August et al. 2005).

Perozzi and colleagues demonstrated that even
when children struggle with language impairment,
teaching concepts in two languages resulted in
faster acquisition of those concepts in children’s
second (majority) language compared to teaching
such concepts only in their second language
(Perozzi 1985; Perozzi and Chavez-Sanchez
1992). Restrepo et al. (2013) tested the impact of
bilingual instruction of preschoolers in vocabulary
(through shared, interactive book-reading,
hands-on activities, and repeated exposure to
vocabulary) compared to English-only vocabulary
instruction, bilingual mathematics instruction,
English-only mathematics instruction, and a no
intervention, business-as-usual group of English
language learners with typical development.
Bilingual instruction in vocabulary of bilingual
childrenwith language impairmentwas equivalent
to English-only instruction in promoting English
receptive and expressive vocabulary and signifi-
cantly more effective than all 4 other conditions in
promoting Spanish receptive and expressive
vocabulary.

In short, both bilingual children with typical
and atypical language acquisition benefit from
continued support in both their languages.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

There are numerous challenges in the study of
multilingualism. To begin with, many immigrant
children (one in three in the U.S.) are classified as
impoverished (Hernandez et al. 2008). Many
studies of multilingual children confounded
poverty and multilingualism, as noted above. The
wide-ranging impact of poverty on measures of
well-being has been amply established. The
specific impact of poverty on child language
acquisition has also been established, as noted
(Hart and Risley 1995). Researchers need to tease
apart the impact of multilingualism from that of
poverty on language acquisition by increased
studies of middle-class multilingual families.

In addition, assessment of a child’s language
and literacy development in multiple languages
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is far from simple and has important practical and
theoretical implications. First, there are many
languages for which no appropriately normed,
standardized tests of linguistic ability exist. Even
when such standardized norm-referenced tests do
exist, most speech-language therapists argue that
accurate assessment of spoken and written lan-
guage skills of children who are from culturally
and linguistically diverse backgrounds should
never depend solely on the use of such tests due
to content bias (e.g., some objects are far more
common in some cultures than in others), lin-
guistic bias (clinician and child do not speak the
same dialect or language), and/or disproportion-
ate representation of some populations in nor-
mative samples (see Laing and Kamhi 2003, for
review).

Consider the case of the third edition of the
much-validated, much-used (in research and
clinical practice) Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test (PPVT-III; Dunn and Dunn 1997). Despite
the fact that the test’s normative sample included
minority (34 %) children, and the fact that
Washington and Craig (1999) found the
PPVT-III to be appropriate for use with African
American preschoolers who were deemed at
social risk, other researchers (Champion et al.
2003) found that African American Head Start
children in the Tampa Bay area showed consis-
tent errors on a few of the PPVT-III items and
thus scored significantly below the mean for the
normative sample used to establish the test
parameters. For example, trunk is a word that in
African American English means a person’s
derriere but on the test is exemplified by luggage.

Standardized tests should be supplemented by
(1) language sampling, (2) ethnographic inter-
viewing, (3) processing-dependent measures
(e.g., repetition of non-words), and (4) dynamic
assessment (e.g., testing, teaching a child to
name objects and pictures on a standardized test,
and then retesting the child). Considerable
attention has been paid to the assessment of
children who speak African American English
(e.g., Taylor and Payne 1983), but children who
speak other dialects (e.g., Appalachian English)
may also be unfairly scored as answering a
question incorrectly with what is an acceptable

form in their dialect (Wolfram 1983). Remark-
ably, standardized tests have sometimes been
found to underestimate the ability even of chil-
dren who speak Standard English; Prutting et al.
(1975) found that such children displayed greater
expressive grammatical ability in a free speech
sample than on the standardized Northwestern
Syntax Screening Test. Moreover, not all free
speech sampling situations produce identical
results: children produced more utterances and
word roots and expressed longer Mean Length of
Utterance when interacting with their mothers
than when playing alone, particularly during
times mothers judged to provide a sample of their
children’s optimal language (Bornstein et al.
2002). One test has been developed that promises
fairer assessment of some dialects—primarily
directed at accurate assessment of speakers of
African American English—by focusing on
whether children deviate from the linguistic
patterns in their home language rather than
whether they have mastered constructions in
Standard English that contrast with their dialect:
The Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Varia-
tion (Seymour et al. 2005). This test has proven
valid for speakers of some other English dialects
(such as Cajun English and Appalachian English;
see Norbury and Sparks 2013, for review).
Similar assessments are underway for children in
the United States from Spanish-speaking
backgrounds.

Yet another important source of cultural and
individual variation is whether or not children’s
performance in some aspect of language is con-
sidered a deficit by their parents and their culture;
many children who score low on language tests
are not identified as having language difficulties
by parents or practitioners, and the benefits ver-
sus the costs of identification as deficient must be
carefully weighed (Norbury and Sparks 2013).

For researchers attempting to explore such
theoretical concerns as the relative rate of lan-
guage development of bilingual children, com-
parable assessment in both of their languages is
critical. For example, Hoff et al. (2012) found
that monolingual children were significantly
more advanced than bilingual children on mea-
sures of vocabulary and grammar in the majority
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language (English), but when the bilingual chil-
dren’s vocabulary in both languages was totaled
they were comparable to monolingual children.

Many researchers have suggested that lin-
guistic and literacy skills transfer from one lan-
guage to another. For example, constituents (i.e.,
number of utterances, orientations, and actions)
were correlated in the English and Spanish per-
sonal narratives of children with and without
typical language development (McCabe and
Bliss 2005). Phonological awareness measures in
Spanish or English in 4–5-year-old bilingual
preschoolers account for a great deal (68 %) of
variance in phonological awareness in the other
language (Dickinson et al. 2004). Word reading,
spelling, vocabulary knowledge, reading com-
prehension, use of reading strategies, and strate-
gic aspects of writing in one language correlate
with the same abilities in the other (see Snow
2006). However, Snow (2006) cautioned that
although correlations of similar aspects of lan-
guage in different languages are consistent with
transfer claims, they do not constitute strong,
causal proof of those claims. Transfer as a con-
cept has only been defined operationally; evi-
dence supporting or refuting the existence of
transfer has not been clearly and unequivocally
thought through.

In short, current research questions regarding
accurate assessment of the impact of bilingualism
remain largely unanswered despite a great deal of
work on this subject and some progress.

Empirical Findings Regarding
the Impact of Bilingualism
on Language and Literacy
Acquisition

Bilingual individuals and families—even those
who speak a similar heritage language (e.g.,
Spanish in the U.S.)—are quite diverse. “The
Specificity Principle in multiple language learn-
ing asserts that the acquisition of multiple lan-
guages is moderated” by many specifics (e.g.,
girls often learn languages faster than boys;
Bornstein in McCabe et al. 2013, p. 5). Thus,

research findings below must be understood as
generalities with many exceptions and caveats.

Disadvantages?

Bilingualism does not in and of itself result in
cognitive disadvantages, despite poorly con-
ceived, long-outdated, and unfortunately widely
disseminated research to the contrary. In fact,
studies in the 1950s and 1960s (and even earlier)
that showed negative impacts of bilingualism on
mental ability and/or academic accomplishment
can be dismissed on methodological grounds
(Bialystok 1991; see Hakuta 1986, for review).

Advantages

In fact, the advantages of multilingualism are
many. Individuals with fluency and literacy in
more than one language are qualified for more
jobs and can communicate with more people.
Individuals who speak the language of their
parents and grandparents can communicate with
them more meaningfully than those who do not.
In fact, the lack or loss of a heritage family
language can have quite poignant effects on
family relationships.

Compared to speaking only one language,
speaking more than one language confers
advantages on tasks that relate to executive
function (inhibitory control) and attentional
control, metalinguistic awareness, the ability to
understand the intentions and knowledge of
others, and, sometimes, concepts of print and
phonological awareness (see Hoff 2013; McCabe
et al. 2013, for review).

Exposure to High-Quality Input

We reviewed what constitutes high-quality lin-
guistic input above, and the same kinds of input
that are advantageous for monolingual children
are advantageous for multilingual children (also
see McCabe et al. 2013, for review). The rate of
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language development in a bilingual child
depends on amount of language exposure to each
language (e.g., Place and Hoff 2011). Hearing
extensive input in each language from multiple
speakers is also important (Place and Hoff 2011).
Adults who are proficient in a language provide
considerably better input than adults who are less
so. Parents who are fluent in a second language
induce fluency in that language in their children
(Jia et al. 2002; Paradis et al. 2011). Unfortunately,
when parents increase their use of second (ma-
jority) languages with their children—languages
in which they are not fluent—they do not neces-
sarily improve their children’s skills in that lan-
guage, but they do decrease their children’s skill in
the first (native) language (Hammer et al. 2009).

Early Exposure to Appropriate Input

The benefits of early exposure to high-quality
input in an accessible language may perhaps best
be seen by looking at what happens when such
exposure does not occur. Many individuals who
are Deaf or Hard of Hearing (DHH) are not
exposed to a sign language until they are over
3 years of age; Mayberry and colleagues (see
Mayberry 2010, for review) found that such
individuals have significant sign language defi-
cits even after 20–40 years of using sign lan-
guage as their primary means of communication.
Throughout the twentieth century, national sur-
veys in the United States found that the average
DHH individual graduated from high school
reading at the fourth grade level, and this trend
extended to DHH individuals in other countries
and the present century (see Lederberg et al.
2013, for review). In contrast, DHH children
exposed from birth to American Sign Language
(ASL) acquire not only that language but also
written English grammar and semantics to a near
native level and such children (skilled in ASL)
also demonstrate English reading achievement
between grade 10 and college level (Mayberry
2010). There are few clearer cases than this that
bilingualism need not be subtractive; early and
fluent signing facilitated spoken English despite

the differences in modality, vocabulary, syntax,
and discourse between the two languages.

To ensure that bilingual children succeed in
becoming fluent and literate at school, it is
important to expose them as early as possible to
native speakers of the language in which they
will be schooled as well as the one their parents
use at home. For example, bilingual children
exposed to high-quality input in two languages
prior to the age of 3 perform better in phono-
logical awareness, reading, and language com-
petence than those first exposed to one of those
languages after age 3 (Kovelman et al. 2008).

Continued Support for Both
Languages Is Desirable

Support for both languages of a child is highly
effective; studies of children in environments that
actively support (through both formal, academic
and informal, nonacademic, means) both of a
child’s languages find that bilingual children can
perform on par with monolingual children in
those languages by the age of 10 years (Gather-
cole and Thomas 2009). For example,
dual-language bilingual schools (such as the
Amigos primary school in Cambridge, MA, for
children whose native language is English as
well as those whose native language is Spanish)
offer half their instruction in English and half in
Spanish to encourage bilingualism and literacy in
both languages in both native English and native
Spanish speakers.

Unfortunately, lack of support of children’s
native languages (regardless of whether that
native language is European, African, Native
American, etc.) is common, regrettable, and has
potential negative consequences for literacy
acquisition; recall that Winsler et al. (2014) found
that controlling for heritage country of origin,
family education and income, speaking some
heritage language at home (as opposed to English
only) was associated with more positive early
cognitive outcomes. In the United States, a gen-
erational pattern of language usage for immigrants
has been noted (see Verdon et al. 2014, for
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review). The immigrant generation is mostly or
exclusively fluent in their first language, their
children are also fluent in that language to some
degree (depending on which language their par-
ents speak with them), but the third generation—
immigrants’ grandchildren–speak English exclu-
sively (Fishman 1966). Furthermore, this shift
may be taking place more rapidly (Hurtado and
Vega 2004). The familial loss of heritage lan-
guage is unfortunate, especially given the con-
siderable and often less-than-successful emphasis
on learning foreign languages at school at older
ages. Familial loss of languages involves indi-
vidual decline in mastering a heritage language
orally. Young children in America who are from
immigrant, multilingual families often become
increasingly English-dominant during their pre-
school years and decelerate their mastery of their
parents’ native language due to increases in
exposure to English inside and outside their home
(Bridges and Hoff 2012). What is crucial for all to
realize is that parents who may have low literacy
or who may even be illiterate in their native lan-
guage nonetheless speak that language with far
greater skill, complexity, comfort, and frequency
than they do a second language acquired later on,
and the oral skill, complexity, comfort, and fre-
quency of their conversation in the native lan-
guage is what is of most social-emotional,
cognitive, linguistic, and academic benefit to their
children.

A National Literacy Panel surveyed extensive
research on language-minority children and
youth and concluded that, on the whole,
language-minority children are at levels equal, or
can be instructed to be equal, to those of their
monolingual peers as far as word-level compo-
nents of literacy (e.g., decoding, spelling) are
concerned (August and Shanahan 2006), but that
such is not the case for text-level skills, espe-
cially reading comprehension (Snow 2006). That
same panel also noted that using culturally rele-
vant materials improved comprehension (Gold-
enberg et al. 2006b), although this practice is not
necessarily common nor nearly as extensive as it
might be. As Snow (2006) noted, part of this
comprehension problem might derive from
schools’ unfamiliarity with cultural differences in

discourse. In particular, there are notable cultural
differences in the way narratives are told
(McCabe 1996; McCabe and Bliss 2003), and
these differences have a strong impact on narra-
tive comprehension. Having children read stories
that originate in the children’s home culture and
conform to the kind of narrative valued by the
children would likely improve those children’s
reading comprehension as well as their enjoy-
ment of reading.

In short, early and frequent exposure to
high-quality input from multiple languages,
along with continued support for those lan-
guages, results in optimal academic success for
bilingual children.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

In reviewing the work of the National Panel on
Language-Minority Children and Youth, Snow
(2006) noted the remarkable lack of information
available regarding skilled and developing read-
ers of many (probably most) languages other
than those who speak the majority languages of
North America. Snow (2006, p. 645) argued “the
task of learning to read in any language is
defined by the orthographic system of that lan-
guage,” an observation that underlies why
monolingual and English-as-a-Second-Language
students require such similar skills. Skills for
reading Chinese or Arabic—with orthographies
distinct from European languages—are very
different and much under-studied.

Numerous sociocultural variables also affect
multilingual acquisition (see Goldenberg et al.
2006a, for review). The readiness of schools to
be more compatible with interactions a child has
at home affects student engagement in school in
that requiring children to do something at school
that they have been taught at home is rude (e.g.,
looking adults directly in the eyes) is unlikely to
be successful. As noted above, reading materials
congruent with storytelling forms of children’s
ethnic backgrounds can also improve reading
comprehension performance (Goldenberg et al.
2006b; McCabe 1996). Schools might also find
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more effective ways of engaging immigrant
parents in facilitating their children’s education.
Policies at the district, state/province, and federal
levels (e.g., English-only education in the United
States) affect students’ literacy development. The
status or prestige of a minority language versus a
majority language also has an impact on chil-
dren’s success at school; academic achievement
of children whose minority language is as
respected as the majority language is much closer
to that of the majority than when the discrepancy
in status of the two languages is considerable
(Goldenberg et al. 2006a).

Policy Implications of Research
Findings on Bilingualism

An interdisciplinary committee of scholars on
language acquisition, multilingualism, and pedi-
atrics reviewed current research on best practices
and policies for dealing with multilingual chil-
dren and families (McCabe et al. 2013). They
made four specific recommendations for an action
plan: (1) collaborations regarding multilingual
children across disciplines and involving dia-
logues between researchers and practitioners
(teachers, medical healthcare providers, Speech
Language Therapists, policymakers) should be
ongoing, both for sharing current research and for
addressing concerns of practitioners and parents;
the Providence Talks program (http://www.
providencetalks.org/) is one such attempt to
close the word gap faced by children who grow
up in poor households (Hart and Risley 1995).
(2) Child professionals and policymakers should
routinely engage in making research accessible to
practitioners and parents using multiple platforms
(e.g., health care settings, home visitation).
(3) Federal governments should fund research
that advances understanding of basic processes of
multilingual children’s language and literacy
development, with a specific eye to identifying
best practices to support such development.
(4) Strategies should be developed to address
practical obstacles to implementation of recom-
mendations regarding multilingual children’s

optimal development in existing professional
development requirements of administrators,
teachers, and speech-language pathologists.

Future Directions of Research
and Policy Regarding Bilingual
Families

Most researchers with extensive experience
studying multilingualism express dismay that
what we do not know about this issue dwarfs
what we do know. Hoff (2013) noted several key
questions for future research: (1) there is a gap in
research documenting trajectories of bilingual
development from 2½ years to age 5 or 6 years;
that is, many studies find that low-income chil-
dren who enter school speaking a language other
than English in the United States display a
“school readiness gap” compared to monolingual
and/or middle-class children (Castro et al. 2011).
Snow (2006) noted that this age gap in the
research is especially egregious in view of the
considerable amount of information suggesting
that this period is critical for the development of
oral language and emergent literacy skills in
monolingual children. (2) There is a need to
study large samples of children from high-SES
bilingual homes in North America and elsewhere
in order to tease apart the common confound of
SES and multilingualism (Hoff 2013). (3) We
need to know whether and when bilingual chil-
dren catch up to monolingual children in their
levels of majority language skill to best support
families of bilingual children in preparing their
children well for school (Hoff 2013). In an
overview of extensive research on the issue of
bilingualism, August and Shanahan (2006)
pointed to some other critical gaps in the litera-
ture: (4) we still do not know exactly what
high-quality literacy instruction of multilingual
children consists of; even Quebec, which for
50 years has had a exemplary history of
endorsing bilingualism in instruction and daily
interaction, reports that the actual rate of bilin-
gualism in the province is less than 50 % at
present (http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75-006-x/
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2013001/article/11795-eng.htm); and (5) we do
not know how to build the extensive oral lan-
guage skills in majority languages that are
essential to reading comprehension. August
(2013) pointed to a remarkable dearth of studies
focusing on intervention to promote multilingual
language and literacy development. (6) Snow
(2006) pointed also to the need for appropriate
assessment of and intervention with older
low-income immigrant children who do not have
extensive command of a majority language and
who may not have had much prior schooling at
all in their country of origin.

In addition to such research with families of
typically developing children, there is a pressing
need for far more extensive research on the
developmental trajectories, assessment of, and
intervention with children of multilingual fami-
lies who appear to present with atypical condi-
tions. Thus far, the bulk of such research has
been aimed at assessment; specifically, many
researchers have been concerned about misdiag-
nosing differences as deficits or misdiagnosing
deficits as differences—both egregious. Research
on the optimal treatment of such children, how-
ever, is quite scant. A comprehensive survey of
research concluded that most reading difficulties
can be prevented, that reading disability accounts
for about 80 % of all learning disabilities (Snow
et al. 1998, p. 13, 89), and that children entering
school speaking a minority language—especially
when compounded by growing up in an impov-
erished home—are at risk for successfully
acquiring the kinds of literacy required by many
jobs in North America. Equipped with knowl-
edge derived from past, present, and future
research, families who speak heritage languages
at home and practitioners who teach or counsel
such families can better guide language-minority
children to academic and social success.

Conclusions

Many children in North American and throughout
the world enter formal schooling speaking a lan-
guage and/or dialect other than that in which they
will be schooled. Fear that such multilingualism

was detrimental stemmed from outdated studies in
which immigrants’ poverty was confounded with
their multilingualism. Modern studies have to
some extent rectified this historic confound and
discovered that, like monolingual children, mul-
tilingual children benefit from talking extensively
with adults. The more language children hear, the
more they learn. Optimal linguistic input is con-
versational, responsive to children, positive in
tone, and diverse in vocabulary, syntax, and other
aspects of language. Adults who are comfortable
with and fluent in a language or dialect best pro-
vide such input. In fact, recent well-founded evi-
dence shows that immigrant children learn the
language of school best when at least some her-
itage language is spoken in the home. Not only
does such practice benefit children academically,
it also improves the quality of their relationships
with their families. Assessment of children has
been and still is a pressing research concern for
many reasons, as has intervention with children
who may face additional challenges to language
acquisition (e.g., brain injury). Intervention with
at-risk children from multilingual backgrounds
has also been plagued by the notion that such
children may be overburdened with speaking
more than one language. However, the scant
recent research on bilingual interventions is quite
opposed to this notion: parents (and speech lan-
guage therapists) of children with challenges
benefit them best by speaking the language(s)
those adults are most comfortable with and,
therefore, adept in. Much work remains to devise
tests that reveal children’s highest abilities,
though progress has been made in this regard.
Early and frequent opportunities to talk with flu-
ent adults in both heritage and school languages
are critical to all children’s success, as are con-
tinued support for both languages. The most
important policy implication is that schools, the
medical profession, and others concerned with the
well-being of immigrant children not only do not
discourage parents from speaking their native
language with their offspring but also positively
encourage them to do so and to do so frequently.
Parents who are comfortably literate and who
have access to good books written in their native
language should be encouraged to read those
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books with their children. But parents who may
have struggled with literacy in their home cultures
and/or who do not have access to appropriate
books should know that ultimately speaking with
their children in their native language frequently is
much more important than reading to those chil-
dren in any language. We need more information
regarding how best to support educational and
therapeutic interventions for multilingual and/or
multidialectical children given the vast diversity
of the children we now find in our school systems.
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Minority Language Parenting
in Europe and Children’s Well-Being

Annick De Houwer

Abstract
Language is of central importance in parenting. This becomes particularly
clear in a minority context, where parents may be pressured into speaking a
language to children that they hardly know, or where children may not
speak the language that their parents speak with them. Because of linguistic
issues, minority language background parents may feel insecure in their
parenting role, and their children’s positive development may be adversely
affected. This chapter reviews research from various research traditions in
the currently (2015) 28 countries of the European Union that can potentially
inform relations between language use by parents with a minority language
background as an integral part of parenting on the one hand‚ and young
children’s socioemotional well-being on the other. Few European research
projects so far have specifically addressed the complex relations between
the language related aspects of parenting in minority language background
families and children’s socioemotional well-being. However, the evidence
brought together here supports the notion that children’s minority language
use and proficiency as mediated by their parents’ linguistic choices and
practices positively affects both parents’ and young children’s well-being,
thus contributing to harmonious bilingual development.

Introduction

Most children in the European Union (EU) speak
the language used at school (De Houwer 2003;
Extra and Yağmur 2004). The school or majority

language is usually also the main and/or official
language of local public life. Many children in
the EU in addition speak a minority language
(Baker and Eversley 2000; CILT 2005; De
Houwer 2003; Extra and Yağmur 2004). Typi-
cally, these minority languages are infrequently
or never used in education and public life.

Children learn minority languages almost
exclusively at home. Children may hear just (or
mainly) a minority language at home in the very
first years of life and only later become bilingual
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through additional access to the majority lan-
guage. These children are growing up in an Early
Second Language Acquisition setting (ESLA; De
Houwer 1990). Alternatively, children may reg-
ularly hear both a minority and a majority lan-
guage in the home from birth, a setting known as
Bilingual First Language Acquisition (BFLA;
Meisel 1990). Both in Europe and in the United
States BFLA likely occurs three times as often as
ESLA (De Houwer 2017).

Whether potentially bilingual children have
any chance of acquiring a minority language in
the home depends on the linguistic choices made
by the adults who take care of them, that is, by
their parents (De Houwer 1999, 2009).1 Both
parents or one of them may have a minority
language background, and may address children
in that minority language (or in more than one
minority language). Both parents or one of them
may in addition have some proficiency in the
local majority language and may speak it to
children as well. Minority language background
parents may not speak the minority language to
their children, but may still use it amongst each
other. Alternatively, they may not use the
minority language at home at all. Parental lin-
guistic choices may be made quite consciously,
or may just emerge.

Parental linguistic choices in terms of which
language(s) are used at home and with whom are
to a large degree dependent on parental attitudes
towards each of the languages involved (De
Houwer 1999, 2009). At the same time, bilingual
settings involving a minority and a majority
language form a hierarchical relation that often
leads to conflicts at the societal level (Darquen-
nes 2013). Such conflicts may also play out at the
family level, and will influence parental language
attitudes and their language choices (Anderson
2002; De Houwer 1999, 2015a). For instance,
parents may feel pressured into speaking a lan-
guage to children that they hardly know.

Language development is a core aspect of
children’s development that parents typically
play a foundational role in. In bilingual settings,

many children experience what De Houwer
(2006, 2015a) has termed “harmonious bilingual
development”, that is, bilingual language devel-
opment in the absence of interpersonal conflict
and feelings of dissonance attributable to the
bilingual setting. Because of linguistic issues,
however‚ many minority language background
parents may feel insecure in their parenting role.
If parents in a bilingual setting cannot fully fulfill
their foundational role in children’s language
development because of linguistic issues, chil-
dren’s socioemotional well-being may be
adversely affected.

This chapter reviews research from various
research traditions in the currently (2015) 28
countries of the European Union that can
potentially inform relations between language
use by minority language background parents as
an integral part of parenting, and young chil-
dren’s socioemotional well-being. The focus is
on families with children under the age of six.

Historical Overview

Because minority languages are used within a
majority language environment the question
about the link between parental minority lan-
guage use and young children’s socioemotional
well-being is also one about early bilingualism.
Even before 1930, Vygotskij (2007 [1928–29]:
73) called for researchers to investigate the
influence of early child bilingualism on chil-
dren’s global psychological development,
including emotional and personality aspects,
rather than “just” on cognition and practical
intelligence, as was common prior to the 1930s.
Until today, Vygotskij’s call has hardly been
heeded, with European psychologists still mainly
examining the effects of early bilingualism on
cognitive aspects (e.g., Blom et al. 2014;
Lauchlan et al. 2013) but rarely, if at all, on
socioemotional well-being. Linguists working on
psycholinguistic aspects of bilingual acquisition
have likewise paid little attention to socioemo-
tional aspects.

The very first study on early bilingual acqui-
sition within the family had an enormous impact

1The term “parent(s)” here refers to any adult responsible
for children's day-to-day education and socialization.
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on parenting in a bilingual setting. Ronjat (1913)
advised the use of the “one parent, one language”
principle, whereby each parent should address
children in only a single, but different language.
Up until today, the “one parent, one language”
principle has been upheld as an ideal (e.g., see
http://bilingualmonkeys.com/the-best-language-
strategy-for-raising-bilingual-children/).

Ronjat’s detailed study of his young BFLA
son was soon followed by Pavlovitch’s (1920)
less detailed study of his young ESLA son. Both
authors emphasized linguistic developments in
the first 2 years of life, and both children were
growing up in upper middle class environments
with French as the majority language and Ger-
man and Serbian as minority languages, respec-
tively. Both children interacted more often with
people speaking the minority than the majority
language. They each spoke the minority lan-
guage better and more often than the majority
one, but children were still very young (under
age three) when data collection ended. Uneven
development of two languages, with bilingual
children showing higher proficiency in one of
them, is common (De Houwer 2009).

Rūķe-Draviņa (1959) showed that it is possi-
ble for young children growing up with just a
minority language at home to have hardly any
contact with the majority language in the first
years of life and as a result not speak it. This is
typical of ESLA.

In Europe it took more than 60 years for the
next in-depth longitudinal studies of bilingual
acquisition within the family context to appear.
Porsché’s (1983) study of his BFLA son
acquiring English and German in Germany and
Taeschner’s (1983) study of her two BFLA
daughters acquiring German and Italian in Italy
expanded on the themes covered by Ronjat
(1913) and Pavlovitch (1920). Taeschner (1983)
also reported on her daughters’ refusal to speak
German once they were of preschool age, a
phenomenon that von Humboldt had experienced
with his 4-year-old daughter in Italy more than
200 years before (De Houwer 2009: 46).

This refusal to speak the minority language
was also noted by Métraux (1965), who collected

maternal questionnaire data in France on 47
children between zero and 20 years of age
growing up in 25 upper middle-class American
English-French bilingual families. Probably as a
first in the EU, Métraux (1965) documented the
incidence of non-minority language transmission
in this group: In a third of families, children did
not speak English. Métraux (1965) is also likely
the first European study that mentions emotional
and behavioral problems in children as linked to
the use of a particular language, that is, to lan-
guage choice: Amongst others, some children
reportedly showed anger and withdrawal symp-
toms if pressed to speak or even listen to English.
Several decades later, Vasquez (1991) reported
on language-related socioemotional problems in
a young Argentinian boy in France, who ended
up refusing to speak Spanish with his exiled
single mother at home, resulting in little com-
munication between mother and child. The boy
spoke French fluently and was well-adjusted
outside the home.

At the same time that European psycholin-
guists were studying minority and majority lan-
guage development on the micro-level of the
case study, contact linguists and sociologists
were examining patterns of intergenerational
minority language transmission. Harrison et al.’s
(1981) interview study with 311 Welsh-English
mothers of young children in Wales was likely
the first attempt to help explain children’s lesser
use of a minority language through analyzing
maternal language use patterns and attitudes.
Veltman’s (1983) census-based study on the
transmission of Alsatian, a regional minority
language in France, looked at parental language
proficiency in trying to explain children’s
minority language use. Whereas 78 % of parent
pairs could speak Alsatian, only 52 % of children
were able to, indicating a large intergenerational
language loss. The loss was greater for couples
where one parent did not know Alsatian than for
parents who both knew Alsatian.

As parents, the von Humboldts and Taeschner
were not happy with their daughters’ refusal to
speak the immigrant minority language. With a
lot of effort, the children’s mothers managed to
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motivate their children to speak the minority
language to them again instead of the majority
language (De Houwer 2009; Taeschner 1983).
They did so using what Lanza (1992, 1997) in
her bilingual interaction model called “monolin-
gual discourse strategies”, that is, conversational
strategies encouraging and enabling children to
use the minority language. These include, for
example, feigning to understand children when
they speak the majority language, asking children
to repeat their majority language sentence in the
minority language, or translating children’s
majority language word into the minority lan-
guage and then asking children to repeat what
they wanted to communicate.

Up until the mid 1980s scholars reported on
their own families (see De Houwer 1990;
Taeschner 1983 for reviews). De Houwer’s
(1983, 1990) and Lanza’s (1988, 1992) case
studies of bilingual development were the first by
family-external researchers. There were also new
psycholinguistically oriented studies of bilin-
gually reared children’s language development
which did not collect data within the family: for
instance, Meisel and colleagues (e.g., Meisel
1990) focused on BFLA, while Boeschoten and
Verhoeven (1987) focused on ESLA. The latter
examined lower-SES children’s use of Turkish
and Dutch. This shift to also studying children
from lower-SES backgrounds and to
non-European minority languages marked a
trend that continues today, bringing us to the next
section, which considers studies of minority
language background parents and their children
in the EU in the 25-year period between 1990
and 2015.

Research Measurement
and Methodology: Focus on Families
with Young Children

In preparing this chapter I searched for any EU
study offering empirical data of any kind on
(1) parental minority language practices with
young children in the home, (2) young children’s
(language) behavior in relation to such practices,
and (3) young minority language children’s

psycho-social adjustment.2 Most studies address
(1) and/or (2), but rarely (3). Many studies do not
limit themselves to the age period in focus here,
but include data regarding the parenting of both
younger and older children. Such studies com-
bining data on the parenting of both younger and
older children are included in this section. Rele-
vant studies concerning parents of primary
school-aged children are furthermore occasion-
ally cited in the next section, which discusses
findings from the studies listed below. Studies
offering data on aspects of parenting and/or child
(language) development that are not targeted here
are included below as long as they also contain
data on topics (1), (2) and/or (3) above. Psycho- or
neurolinguistic studies focusing just on bilingual
children’s language development or processing
are excluded, even if they contain global infor-
mation on the overall language input situation.

Within the framework of this chapter it is
impossible to list each study with its separate
findings. Instead, selected studies are tabulated
according to their main methods, with indications
of which minority and majority languages were
involved, the kind and number of respondents, and
children’s ages. Studies come from a large variety
of research traditions and disciplines, including
developmental psycholinguistics, developmental
and educational psychology, contact linguistics,
social work, family sociology, and ethnicity
studies. Hence, they vary greatly in methodolog-
ical approaches and theoretical assumptions.
However, in spite of these methodological and
theoretical differences many of the findings con-
verge (see the summary in the next section).

Some studies are listed more than once because
they contain different relevant subparts. Studies
are listed alphabetically according to minority
language, except when there were several
minority languages (then studies are listed
according to majority language). Only two studies

2With few exceptions, the literature reviewed here is
limited to publications in English, French and German,
with an emphasis on those in English. Many points made
in these publications were previously raised by authors
writing in other languages. Particularly important Euro-
pean studies from outside the EU are included where
relevant.
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consider a regional minority language (Gathercole
2007; Smith-Christmas 2014). Indeed, whereas
European contact linguistics mostly concerns
regional minority languages (e.g., Darquennes
2013) and pan-European minority languages such
as Yiddish, surprisingly few studies focus on their
use in families with young children. All other
studies listed cover immigrant minority lan-
guages, though De Houwer’s (2007) and De
Houwer and Bornstein’s (2016) studies in offi-
cially Dutch-speaking Flanders, Belgium, also
contain information about French, which could be
considered a regional minority language.

Longitudinal Observational Case
Studies of Spontaneous Family
Interaction in the Home

In-depth observational studies of home interaction
in families with young children use a range of data
collection methods, including the diary method,
field notes, and/or audio- and/or video-recordings.
The studies in Table 1 employed at least one of
these, or relied on a combination. They focus on a
range of different topics. Afshar’s (1998) rich and
insightful study is unusual in many ways, espe-
cially because occasionally the author (the chil-
dren’s mother) gives attention to the family’s
emotional well-being by evaluating aspects of
family interaction and children’s language use.

Observational Studies of Mother-Child
Interaction in the Home Involving
Structured Tasks

The studies in Table 2 are longitudinal in the
sense that they observed the same persons more
than once, but they lack the in-depth empirical
basis of the longitudinal studies of home

interaction listed in Table 1. The studies here
compensate for that by collecting data on many
people rather than just on one or two families. In
contrast to the studies in Table 1, data collection
in the studies in Table 2 was mostly structured
around specific tasks. Observations consisted of
videorecordings.

Ethnographic Studies

These studies relied on in-depth interviews that
used an ethnographic approach and were quali-
tatively analyzed (see Table 3).

Interview Studies

The studies in Table 4 are based on structured or
more open interviews, whether or not combined
with separate data on children’s language
development. They differ from the ethnographic
studies in Table 3 in offering quantitative anal-
yses (with or without additional ethnographic-
type qualitative analyses).

In-Depth Maternal Questionnaire
Studies

Table 5 lists studies based on written question-
naires, whether or not combined with more
in-depth interviews. All studies asked about
home literacy activities and included demo-
graphic information. Most studies also asked
about general maternal language use to children.
Scheele et al. (2010) had more specific questions
about domains of language use. Jäkel et al.
(2011) included a maternal self-report measure of
language proficiency in the minority and the
majority language.
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Table 1 In-depth observational studies of home interaction

Study Minority
language

Majority
language

Persons observed C ages

Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal
(2001)

English Catalan 1M, 1F, 1C B 1;3–4;2

De Houwer (1990) English Dutch 1M, 1F, 1INV, 1C G 2;7–3;4

Lanza (1997) English Norwegian 2M, 2F, 1INV, 2C G 1;11–2;7
B 2;0–2;3

Afshar (1998) Farsi German 1M, 1F, 2C B 1;0–4;8
G 0;0–3;0

Deuchar and Quay (2000) Spanish English 1M, 1F, 1C, paternal
grandmother

G 0;10–2;3

Garlin (2008) Spanish German 1M, 1F, 2C B 0;1–6;11
G 0;0–5;8

M mother, F father, INV investigator, C child(ren); a number in front of these indicates their number; G girl, B boy

Table 2 Observational studies of parent-child interaction in (semi-)structured tasks

Study Minority
language

Majority
language

Persons
observed

C ages

De Houwer (2014) French Dutch 16M, 16C 1;1 and 1;8

De Houwer and Bornstein
(2016)

French Dutch 31M, 31Ca 0;5, 1;8 and
4;5

Lundén and Silvén (2011) Russian Finnish 24M, 24 F,
24Cb

0;7

Prevoo et al. (2011) Turkish Dutch 87M, 87Cc 2;2 and 3;2

Demir-Vegter et al. (2014) Turkish Dutch 15 M, 15Cd 3;2 and 4;2

M mother, C child; a number in front of these indicates their number
aAt age 0;5, recorded M-C interaction was unstructured; at child age 4;5 there were only 25 M-C dyads left in the study;
there were also maternal questionnaire data
bM-C and F-C dyads were recorded separately; at 1;2, parents also filled out questionnaires on children’s
communicative development
cThis study additionally relied on maternal questionnaire data
dThis study additionally used extensive maternal interviews and vocabulary testing of the children in the minority
language at ages 3;2 and 4;2 and in the majority language at age 5;10

Table 3 Ethnographic studies

Study Majority language Minority language Interviews with C age(s)

Smith-Christmas (2014) English Gaelic 1 family a

Drury (2007)b English Pahari 3 families 4

Okita (2002) English Japanese 28 families 1–29

Brizić (2006) (Austrian) German Several Parents c

Selimi (2013) (Swiss) German Several 27 families 3–6

C child(ren)
aThis is an in-depth longitudinal participant observation case study of a single extended family with 3 young children;
the data are complemented by audio-recordings made when there were only 2 children (1 aged 7 then, 1 aged 3)
bThis study combines home recordings in the minority language, recordings at preschool in the majority language, and
maternal and teacher interviews with data collection both at the beginning and at the end of a school year. Three girls
are the focus children
cIt is not stated how many parents were interviewed, nor what their children’s ages were, but parents talked about
themselves and their (pre-)primary school aged children
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Survey Studies

The survey studies in Table 6 collected infor-
mation on parental and child language use

through written questionnaires. They contain less
detailed information than the studies in Table 5
but offer data on a larger scale.

Table 4 Interview studies

Study Majority language Minority language Interviews with Child age (s)

Raschka et al. (2002) English Cantonese 34 children 5–16

Gathercole (2007) English Welsh 302 parentsa 0–7;11

Gathercole (2007) English Welsh 57 children 4;6–7;11

E-Rramdani (2003) Dutch Tarifit-Berber 31 mothers 4–6b

DJI (2000) German 55 minority languages 1209 children 5–11

Kratzmann (2011) German Turkish 25 families 3–4

Leist-Villis (2004) German Greek 50 mothers 4–16

Leist-Villis (2004) Greek German 50 mothers 4–16

Sirén (1991) Swedish Polish or Spanish 20 sets of parents 4
aIn addition there were ad hoc observations of many interviewees’ home language use with family members and Welsh
and English language tests for a portion of the interviewees; this sample includes the parents of the 57 children
interviewed in the same study
bThis study also contains extensive information on the children’s proficiency in the minority language as obtained
through language testing

Table 5 In-depth maternal questionnaire studies

Study Minority language Majority language Questionnaires filled in by Child age(s)

Scheele et al. (2010) Tarifit-Berber Dutch 46 mothersa 3

Scheele et al. (2010) Turkish Dutch 55 mothersa 3

Prevoo et al. (2014) Turkish Dutch 111 mothersa Average 6;1

Jäkel et al. (2011) Turkish German 79 parentsb 3–4;9

Willard et al. (2014) Turkish German 119 mothersc 5;5–7;3
aIn addition, children were tested in the minority and majority language
bIn addition, children were tested on majority language speaking proficiency and were given cognitive tests
cThis study also tested children’s receptive vocabulary in the minority language

Table 6 Surveys

Study Majority
language

Minority language Data collected for C age(s)

De Houwer
(2007)

Dutch About 73 different minority
languages

1899 FAMS with 4556 C 1–20

Gathercole
(2007)

English Welsh 586 FAMS with 724 C 0–7;11

Okita (2002) English Japanese 135 FAMS Under 5

Sirén (1991) Swedish About 66 different minority
languages

595 FAMS with 595 C 4

FAMS families, C child(ren)
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Empirical Findings and Theoretical
Perspectives

The findings from the studies in the previous
section confirm and expand on the major trends
found in the earlier research summarized in the
Historical Overview.

Studies confirm that young children in the EU
typically hear a minority language in the private
sphere. In the rare cases that extra classes in the
minority language are offered through pre-
schools, minority language parents rarely make
use of these (DJI 2000; Selimi 2013; Sirén 1991).
Children in a majority language preschool may
meet peers there who share the same minority
language, though (reports of children visiting
bilingual preschools are rare).

Many young children learn to speak the
minority language that they hear at home (see
mostly the survey studies in Table 6). At the
same time, many other children do not speak the
minority language. The results from most parent
report studies in Tables 3 and 4 suggest that the
lack of minority language transmission is quite
common. The survey studies (Table 6) and the
studies with children’s self-reports (Table 4)
nuance this impression somewhat. Although
different methods make it difficult to specify with
any certainty what the average proportion is of
young children who could be speaking a minor-
ity language but do not, a conservative estimate
for 4-year-olds based on the available data lies
around 20 %. Thus, unlike the 100 % majority
language transmission rate in both monolingual
and bilingual families, minority language trans-
mission is not a given.

At issue is whether the early use versus
non-use of a minority language by young chil-
dren in a minority language family has a relation
with children’s socioemotional well-being. To
date, there are only anecdotal data on this aspect,
namely when parents (and some children) refer to
children’s embarrassment, shame, or anger when
they are unable to speak the minority language in
interactions with extended family members in the
country of origin (see most of the parent reports
in Tables 3 and 4; see also De Houwer 2015a).
I know of no reports of children who speak the

minority language well and who show distress in
interactions with minority language speakers.
Children who speak both the minority and the
majority language are proud of their bilingualism
(DJI 2000).

There is overwhelming evidence that parental
socioemotional well-being is negatively affected
when young children do not speak the minority
language that parents address them in. Parents
show a full range of negative emotions in
response to their children’s non-use of the
minority language: They blame themselves for
being a bad parent, feel guilty for failing to
transmit their language, feel depressed, feel
rejected by their children, feel embarrassed and
ashamed towards their own parents, feel that they
have failed as a person, and are dissatisfied with
their bilingual child rearing. In short: Parents’
sense of (cultural) identity appears to be under
attack when their children do not speak their
(minority) language (Anderson 2002).

It is mostly in bilingual families where chil-
dren hear both a minority and a majority lan-
guage that minority language transmission is at
risk (De Houwer 2007). It is thus not surprising
that negative feelings about their children’s
non-use of the minority language are mostly
expressed by parents in families where two lan-
guages are spoken at home, that is, in families
where children are growing up with two lan-
guages from birth (see the studies in Tables 3
and 4). Children in BFLA settings are more
likely, then, to not speak the minority language
than are ESLA children, who start off hearing
only the minority language at home and typically
come into first regular contact with the majority
language through day care or preschool.

As toddlers, BFLA children often start out
speaking both the minority and the majority
language at home (De Houwer 2009).
Most BFLA children are able to adapt their lan-
guage choice to their interlocutor soon after their
second birthdays, and they adjust their language
choice to their interlocutor’s language profi-
ciency (see the studies in Table 1; De Houwer
2009). They will usually not speak a majority
language to someone who only understands the
minority language, or the other way round.
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However, once BFLA children start regularly
attending a preschool, their language choice
patterns often quickly change, and they start to
limit themselves to speaking just the majority
language, even when parents had done their best
to adhere to Ronjat’s “one parent, one language”
principle (cf. the Historical Overview). This
principle is not easy to put into practice (De
Houwer and Bornstein 2016; Lippert 2010), and
parents often feel particularly confused and upset
if they did their very best to follow it and yet did
not raise an actively bilingual child (Leist-Villis
2004; Hammer 2014). Only in 75 % of bilingual
families using the “one parent, one language”
approach do children actually speak the minority
language (De Houwer 2007).

Even ESLA children may start to gradually
use the majority language at home where previ-
ously they had only spoken the minority lan-
guage, sometimes resulting in complete minority
language replacement (Kostyuk 2005).

While children’s entry into preschool can lead
to minority language loss in BFLA children and
thereby to lower levels of socioemotional
well-being in parents, the effect of starting with
majority language preschool leads to initial low
levels of socioemotional well-being in ESLA
children who speak only the minority language
(no such effect has been reported for BFLA chil-
dren). It is usually a traumatic experience for
children to have to start attending (pre)school in a
language they do not know. All of a sudden, they
can no longer understand anything, and they
themselves are not understood, either. Thus
communication is severely hampered. Added to
this, children find themselves in unfamiliar sur-
roundings with unfamiliar people. Older children
in the large DJI (2000) study talk about how
embarrassed and ashamed they felt when they
could not understand what was going on. They
were also often ridiculed for their poor use of the
majority language. Research in Switzerland found
that children with low majority language skills in
preschool were more likely to be bullied and
victimized by their majority language-speaking
peers (von Grünigen et al. 2012). The three ESLA
children in Drury’s (2007) study who heard only
the minority language at home were extremely

upset and unhappy in the first 2 months they
started to go to a majority language preschool, and
did not want to go (see also Kostyuk 2005;
Nap-Kolhoff 2010). Drury (2007) explains how
many minority language children’s strategy to
deal with the new majority language is to actively
disengage. This disengagement may remain a
stance taken throughout the school career, which
is not conducive to academic achievement.

In a study of German children between 3 and
17, Hölling et al. (2007) found that 3- to
6-year-olds with a migration background showed
more behavioral problems than peers without
such a background, and that the migration/non-
migration difference was larger in this age range
than in any other. The authors give no informa-
tion on children’s language backgrounds, but it is
striking that this special vulnerability for
preschool-aged migrant background children
happens to coincide with the difficult transition to
the majority language in an institutional setting if
it was not learned in the family.

Parents who started out speaking a minority
language to their children may start to speak the
majority language to them more and more. This
shift in language choice often is a response to
children’s increased use of the majority language
once they start attending (pre)school. Pre-school
entry may have another effect: Many of the
parents interviewed in the studies listed in
Tables 3 and 4 refer to preschool teachers, school
nurses and school psychologists advising parents
to stop speaking the minority language at home.
Such advice makes parents insecure (Vasquez
1991). Some follow it, whereas others do not,
and feel guilty for not doing so. Parents are torn
because they wish to speak their own language to
their children and want their children to speak the
minority language, while at the same time they
realize and support the importance of the
majority language; they want their children to do
well in both the minority and the majority lan-
guage. There is a great deal of parental insecurity
about how to make sure that children learn both
the minority and the majority language (e.g.
Kratzmann 2011).

Not all parents with a minority language
background who are in a position to speak a
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minority language to their young children actu-
ally do (De Houwer 2009). Parents often believe
that their speaking the majority language to
children at home will help children develop
majority language skills, and do not consider the
role of their own majority language skills (see
below). Furthermore, as evidenced in the studies
in Tables 3 and 4, many parents believe that
exposing children to two languages from an early
age will confuse them. As a consequence of these
beliefs, parents decide to just speak the majority
language to children. Other reasons for individ-
ual parents deciding not to use their minority
language with children may be that their spouse
does not know that language or does not have a
positive attitude towards it.

In many families parents speak a minority
language amongst each other but address the
children solely in the majority language, even if
their majority language proficiency is very poor.
However, without a language to competently use
with children, parents cannot satisfactorily
assume their parental role. Communication is
hampered. This emerges from many parent
interviews. Furthermore, interview studies
reporting on parents who could have addressed
children in their minority language invariably
mention parents’ regret at not speaking the
minority language to children. Often, parents feel
a lack of emotional connection to their children if
they speak a language to them that parents did
not grow up with themselves (Hammer 2014).
Psychoanalysts have argued that not speaking
one’s “own” language to children can negatively
affect parent-child bonding (Couëtoux-Jungman
et al. 2010). They work with parents to help them
(re-)discover the minority language in interac-
tions with their children. However, trying to
switch to using the minority language at home
where previously it was never or no longer used
is a difficult undertaking (Sirén 1991).

When parents do speak a minority language to
young children, children’s minority language
development is supported by a high frequency of
parental minority language use (Anstatt 2008;
Klassert and Gagarina 2010). The frequency of
parental minority language use is higher when
both parents speak the minority language to

children. This may help explain the large differ-
ence that De Houwer (2007) found between
minority language transmission in bilingual
families where both parents spoke the minority
language and one parent also spoke the majority
language (in 93 % of families using this pattern
children spoke the minority language), and in
families where both parents spoke the majority
language at home and only one parent also spoke
the minority language (only in 36 % of families
using this pattern did children speak the minority
language). Input frequency will also be higher if
children have the chance to visit a minority lan-
guage program at preschool or at a child-care
center. Attending such programs may lead to
children’s increased use of the minority language
at home (Sirén 1991).

Although it is often claimed by parents and
scholars alike that maternal language input to
children weighs more in minority language
transmission than does paternal language input,
the largest study to date that has addressed this
issue showed no relation between parent gender
and intergenerational language transmission (De
Houwer 2007).

Okita (2002) was the first to uncover the
emotionally demanding nature of trying to make
sure that children learn to speak a minority lan-
guage. Many studies have since confirmed the
fact that trying to ensure that children speak a
minority language is highly stressful. Minority
language-speaking mothers married to majority
language-speaking fathers refer to the arduous
but invisible work they do every day in offering
children sufficient minority language learning
opportunities. The use of monolingual discourse
strategies that support minority language use (see
the Historical Overview) can be hard to realize,
especially with a child who tends not to speak the
minority language. Such discourse strategies are
paramount: Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal (2001)
report on a minority language-speaking father’s
conscious and ultimately successful efforts to
turn around his son Andreu’s use of the majority
language with him through discourse strategies
encouraging Andreu to speak the minority lan-
guage. The father’s use of puppets who, Andreu
was told, did not understand him when he spoke
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the majority language and who provided minor-
ity language translations of what Andreu was
saying in the majority language was particularly
helpful in getting Andreu to start using more of
the minority language. The use of such minority
language supporting discourse strategies will
partly depend on parental “impact beliefs” (De
Houwer 1999), that is, on their beliefs as to
whether they can exercise some sort of control
over their children’s linguistic functioning. As
illustrated by many of the parental interviews in
the previous section, not all parents believe they
can.

On the whole, the findings here support De
Houwer’s (1999) three-tier model of bilingual
development. In this bidirectional feedback
model, (1) parental attitudes and beliefs regard-
ing languages, early bilingualism and parental
impact on children’s language learning are cru-
cial in (2) shaping parental language use towards
children and ultimately, (3) children’s bilingual
language use and proficiency.

Universal Versus Specific
Mechanisms

Notwithstanding the wide variation in countries,
research settings, methods, social level, minority
languages, majority languages and specific
minority language-majority language combina-
tions in the studies reviewed above the same
points come up again and again. Most of the
findings find confirmation in Kennedy and
Romo’s (2013) account of an upper middle class
family trying to raise children with Spanish and
English in the United States, and many are
reflected in Iqbal’s (2005) study of middle class
Canadian mothers with a French minority lan-
guage background in an English majority lan-
guage environment.

Healthy children universally learn to speak
the majority language, but not necessarily the
minority language. This fact is evidenced by
the EU studies reviewed here and by studies in
the United States (Pearson 2007) and Australia
(Verdon et al. 2014). Parents from a wide variety
of cultural backgrounds are very distressed if

their children do not speak the parent’s minority
language. The fact that generally parents wish
their language to be transmitted to their children
suggests a potential universal. It seems equally
universal that minority language parents want
their children to do well in the majority language.
Even parents who themselves do not speak the
majority language underscore this importance
(Kratzmann 2011).

Whereas there are few EU studies that have
tested Lanza’s (1992, 1997) bilingual interaction
model (see the Historical Overview), a longitu-
dinal US-based study with 68 parent-child pairs
representing the entire SES range (Park et al.
2012) showed the importance of minority
language-supporting parental discourse strategies
for fostering children’s minority language use
and proficiency (these are the monolingual dis-
course strategies referenced above). This finding
suggests that such discourse strategies are cru-
cial, regardless of which minority-majority lan-
guage combination is involved. At the same time,
such discourse strategies supporting minority
language use may be at odds with minority
language-speaking parents’ child rearing beliefs
(van Tuijl et al. 2001). How parents’ emotional
investment in the minority language translates
into parental practices supporting intergenera-
tional language transmission may thus depend on
parents’ cultural backgrounds.

The generally supportive role of the frequency
of parental minority language input for children’s
minority language use and proficiency is not only
evidenced for the EU but also for the United
States (e.g., Tsai et al.’s 2012 study with 79
Chinese immigrant families with children aged
four to seven). Additionally, minority language
transmission is influenced by factors external to
the family, such as whether families live in close
proximity to other families using the same
minority language and whether the minority
language is valued in society at large (Boyd and
Latomaa 1996). The latter attitudinal aspect
recurs in all studies of minority language trans-
mission. The German immigrant families that
Lippert (2010) interviewed in Italy often heard
quite denigrating comments from non-Germans
about their use of German. Attitudes towards
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early bilingualism were often negative, and
doctors and teachers often went as far as actually
telling parents to stop speaking German at home.
Many minority language-speaking parents,
regardless of country of origin and regardless of
the country they live in, share such experiences.
However, a particular minority language may be
valued more in one region than in another.

Finally, whenever studies in the EU have
looked at minority language children who
entered preschool not yet knowing the majority
language the reports are of distressed, unhappy,
depressed, or aggressive children. These findings
are in line with results from a large Australian
study (Goldfeld et al. 2014). Children who did
not yet know the majority language showed
greater levels of vulnerability in several domains,
including well-being, as rated by their school
teachers in the first month after school entry. This
finding suggests that we are, sadly, dealing with a
widespread phenomenon.

Policy Implications

A 2014 Council of Europe publication states that
programs to promote adult migrants’ “linguistic
integration” should “encourage them to pass
[their mother tongue(s)] on to their children (at
least using them within the family)” (Beacco
et al. 2014: 12). This is a major break with tra-
dition, where in spite of scholars’ long-past
exhortations to pay attention to children’s
minority languages (e.g., Verdoodt 1975) the
attention went mainly to the majority language.

Although I have been unable to find any
policy documents at the EU level specifically
promoting children’s use of minority languages,
a UNICEF report covering several EU countries
stresses the importance of proficient bilingualism
for young immigrant children’s well-being
(Hernandez et al. 2009). The minority language
is important for family relationships and values,
and the majority language is important for public
life. Children should have the chance to attend

daycare centers and preschools that introduce
children to the majority language but that at the
same time value and are open to their minority
languages (Hernandez et al. 2009).

Educational policies that acknowledge chil-
dren’s minority languages, value them, and per-
haps even incorporate them in the (pre)school
curriculum, even to a limited extent, will help
minority language background children to feel
more self-confident and valued (De Houwer
2015b). Such efforts are important because going
to preschool often seems to be the “breaking
point” for minority languages, partially because
both BFLA and ESLA children experience a
devaluation of their identity there (De Houwer
2015b). All of a sudden, ESLA children visiting
majority language preschools no longer experi-
ence themselves as communicatively and socially
competent. Projects using “bridge” persons
between schools and homes are promising as
well (Agirdag and Van Houtte 2011). Indeed,
working together with parents is of utmost
importance, and will also make parents feel val-
ued. In addition, the creation of structured pro-
grams for parents with a minority language
background could help in raising parental
awareness of how to best support minority lan-
guage transmission (Leyendecker et al. 2014).
The symbolic value of such programs would be
very high, because at present there is generally
still little attention to minority languages on the
part of social workers or other professionals who
are in contact with minority language speakers.

Future Directions

Although there is currently much research inter-
est in the well-being of immigrant families and
school-aged children in the EU (e.g., Dimitrova
et al. 2013), there has been little attention to the
well-being of young children with an immigrant
or minority language background. Where young
immigrant background children’s socioemotional
well-being has been studied, their minority
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language use has not received any consideration
(e.g., Hölling et al. 2007), or children were too
young to be fluent speakers (Yaman et al. 2010).

This chapter has documented how parental
socioemotional well-being is negatively affected
by children’s lack of minority language profi-
ciency. Anecdotal reports mention children’s lack
of socioemotional well-being when they cannot
speak the minority language or cannot speak it
well. Systematic studies are needed to further
explore children’s socioemotional well-being in
relation to minority language use. In these stud-
ies, children’s language learning environments
should be closely documented. In particular, it
should be made explicit to what extent children
have had the chance to learn the majority lan-
guage alongside the minority language from birth
(BFLA) or not (ESLA). As the findings of the
studies reviewed here show, socioemotional
well-being is likely more at risk for BFLA chil-
dren who stop speaking a minority language
whereas it is more at risk for ESLA children once
they start attending a majority language pre-
school. Minority language learning opportunities
and social contacts outside the home should also
be documented, as they may play a vital role in
children valuing their minority language more.

Furthermore, dedicated projects are needed
that systematically compare different languages
in similar situations and the same languages in
different settings so as to tease out attitudinal
(status) issues. Given the complexity of the
issues involved, studies from different theoretical
and disciplinary perspectives are needed.

In conclusion, it is currently not clear from
research done in the EU to what extent children’s
minority language use and proficiency relate to
child socioemotional well-being. However, chil-
dren’s minority language use and proficiency are
to a large degree determined by parental lan-
guage use towards children. Parental language
use includes language choice in different com-
municative situations, the frequency with which
the minority language is used, and parental dis-
course strategies in response to children’s lan-
guage choice. Parents are not always aware of the
importance of these factors. Parental attitudes
towards particular languages and towards early

child bilingualism are the basis for parents’ basic
decision to use a minority language with children
in the first place. The distress that parents expe-
rience when their children do not speak the
minority language that they wish them to learn
makes parents feel insecure in their parenting
role. This cannot be of benefit to their children.
As such, minority language parents’ socioemo-
tional well-being will be a major factor to control
for in further explorations of European minority
language background children’s harmonious
bilingual development.
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Section IV

Peers and Friendship Level Influences

The Contribution of Friendship and Peers to
Immigrant Youth’ Positive Development

Christiane Spiel, Section Editor

University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria

Being integrated in a community and having
supportive relationships are key for positive
development. Successful integration influences
psychological and socio-cultural adaptation, such
as personal well-being and academic achieve-
ment. During adolescence, the amount of time
spent with parents and family decreases and
peers become increasingly important to individ-
uals’ adaptation. Relationships with peers are
shown to play a major role in the development of
children’s and youth’s cognitions, emotions, and
behaviors. The establishment of friendships
begins early in development, is considered to be
a major developmental task for pre-schoolers,
and it continues to be important for social rela-
tionships during the adolescent years. Successful
formation of friendship contributes to self-esteem
and socio-emotional support and provides chil-
dren and adolescents with a sense of acceptance
and belonging. Positive friendships may be par-
ticularly important for immigrant youth, as par-
ents and peers may represent more contrasting
value systems, compared with native adolescents.
For immigrants, the peer context provides a
major arena for the acquisition of the new lan-
guage, customs and habits of the society. Social
scientists and educators have identified inter-
group peer relations among immigrants and
natives as central to promoting racial harmony.

However, the milieu of cultural norms, expecta-
tions, and stereotypes influence peer relation-
ships and friendships and could—in the worse
case scenario—lead to peer victimization, rejec-
tion or peer exclusion.

So far, there is a lack of knowledge on the
influences peers and friendship have on the
positive development of minority children and
youth. The chapters in this section of the Hand-
book present cutting-edge scholarship on the
peer and friendship factors that support minority
children’s social integration, psychosocial adap-
tation, and school functioning. Furthermore, the
section provides knowledge about the mecha-
nism that explains why social adaptation occurs.

The section comprises five chapters. Chapter
“Interethnic Friendship Formation” by Titzmann
focuses on interethnic friendship formation.
Titzmann examines the friendships of immigrant
adolescents and presents general theoretical
considerations as well as immigrant-specific
theories regarding friendships during the ado-
lescent years. Specifically, he discusses empirical
findings on issues such as homophily and
friendship effects for immigrant and native peers.

Chapter “The Friendships of Racial–Ethnic
Minority Youth in Context” by Rogers, Niwa,
and Way focuses on friendships of ethnic
minority youth in context. Rogers and colleagues

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43645-6_15
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review research on the friendships of
racial-ethnic minority youth by highlighting how
the macro-context of ethnic, racial, gender, and
sexuality stereotypes shape the micro-context of
friendships. This is an innovative approach as the
study of friendship among youth rarely attended
to the influence of the macro-context.

In Chapter “Minority and Majority Children’s
Evaluations of Social Exclusion in Intergroup
Contexts”, Hitti, Lynn Mulvey, and Killen
examine minority and majority children’s eval-
uations of social exclusion in intergroup con-
texts. Hitti and her colleagues highlight recent
research that reveals areas of convergence and
divergence regarding peer-based social exclu-
sion. While most children and adolescents view
social exclusion based on group membership
such as race and ethnicity as wrong, differences
emerge between majority and minority perspec-
tives. Based on the literature review the authors
discuss implications for interventions to fostering
positive peer relationships for both majority and
minority youth.

Chapter “Children’s Healthy Social–
Emotional Development in Contexts of Peer
Exclusion” focuses on children’s healthy
socio-emotional development in contexts of peer

exclusion. Malti, Zuffianò, Cui, Colasante,
Peplak, and Young Bae review existing literature
on the socio-emotional processes of peer inclu-
sion and exclusion from childhood to adoles-
cence with a specific focus on peer exclusion
based on minority status in distinct categories.
The authors discuss the specific risks of failing to
address peer exclusion in multicultural societies.
To overcome these risks they offer guidelines
and strategies for prevention and intervention
and provide avenues for future research.

In Chapter “Positive Youth Development of
Roma Ethnic Minority Across Europe” in this
section, Dimitrova and Ferrer-Wreder provide a
brief overview about historical and current
research as well as empirical findings on Roma
children and youth, an underrepresented group in
research, within the peer and family contexts.
Furthermore, Dimitrova and her colleagues
address resources with proximal contexts, such
as peers and family, that have the potential to
foster positive youth development in Roma eth-
nic minority populations in Europe. They end the
chapter with a set of implications for the devel-
opment of resource-oriented policy and practice
for Roma youth.
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Interethnic Friendship Formation

Peter F. Titzmann

Abstract
The establishment of mutual and supporting friendships is considered to be
a major developmental task during the adolescent years, and both
immigrant and native majority adolescents have to deal with it. Immigrant
adolescents, however, often face additional challenges, such as discrim-
ination and prejudice, and experience different cultural norms and values
across different life domains. The aim of this chapter is to take a closer look
at the friendships of immigrant adolescents; it starts with general theoretical
considerations regarding friendships during the adolescent years. These
general considerations are complemented by immigrant-specific theories
on friendships. Next, the chapter discusses empirical findings on the
homophily and friendship experiences of immigrant and native majority
peers and methodological concerns, including sampling and assessment
issues. The chapter ends with a discussion of current and future research
questions as well as implications for policies.

Introduction

During the adolescent years, peer relations
become increasingly important for individuals’
development—at the same time as the dependency
on parents decreases (Brown and Klute 2006;
Steinberg and Silverberg 1986). Positive peer
relationships such as friendships provide adoles-

cents with a sense of acceptance and belonging,
play a role in the development of social compe-
tences, are first steps towards romantic relation-
ships, and instigate changes in cognitions and in
emotion regulation (Adams and Berzonsky 2003;
Hartup 1996). Its importance is further demon-
strated by the fact that successful formation of
adolescent friendships contributes to self-esteem
and socio-emotional support (Hartup 1996) and
facilitates long-term adjustment in other domains
of development, such as the work or partnership
environment (Roisman et al. 2004). Given the
important functions of friendships, it is not sur-
prising that the establishment of mature mutual
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friendships is considered to be a major develop-
mental task for the adolescent years, albeitfirst and
formative friendship experiences are made during
the pre-school years (Havighurst 1972).

The aim of this chapter is to take a closer look
at the friendships of immigrant adolescents.
Immigrant adolescents are confronted with the
challenges of a transition into a new cultural
context but also undergo the normative changes
of growing up. This chapter presents, first, some
theoretical considerations that focus on universal
and immigration-specific aspects of friendship
formation. Second, it presents selected empirical
results followed by methodological considera-
tions, current research questions, and future
directions for research. The chapter concludes
with some thoughts about policy implications.

First and foremost, however, the chapter
addresses some definitional considerations of who
is an immigrant. The growing body of research on
immigrants in Europe focuses on people who
temporarily or permanently move from one
country to another (IOM 2010). Children or youth
are identified as immigrant based on their country
of birth, the country of birth of their parents, or
their cultural group (e.g. mother tongue, ethnicity,
cultural background). This chapter uses the term
‘ethnic group’ to refer to an immigrant youth’s
background. Ethnicity is defined broadly as ‘the
social group a person belongs to, and either
identifies with or is identified with by others, as a
result of a mix of cultural and other factors
including language, diet, religion, ancestry, and
physical features’ (Bhopal 2004, p. 443). Thus,
ethnicity cannot be seen as an unchangeable stable
characteristic of a person, because some of these
features can change through constant exchange
with the majority population or other minorities.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

General Considerations

When reflecting on friendships of immigrant
adolescents, the general (immigration-unspecific)
aspects of adolescent friendships have to be

considered. Three such general aspects are (a) the
peer ecology in which adolescents and their
friendships are embedded, (b) the similarity as a
general principle in friendship formation, and
(c) the developmental changes in friendships that
occur over the adolescent years. These general
aspects seem to be universal and the incorpora-
tion of these aspects in the study of friendships
among immigrant adolescents is crucial, because
otherwise general phenomena of growing up may
be misattributed to acculturation-related factors.

The first general principle is that friendships
are embedded in a complex ecology of peer
relationships. Based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1986)
work, Brown (1999) developed a model that
depicts adolescents’ peer ecology by differenti-
ating between dyadic relations (best friends,
romantic relationships), cliques of small friend-
ship groups, crowds, and the overarching youth
culture. Although these peer structures are
interrelated, each of these peer structures serves a
specific function in adolescent development (e.g.,
Brown 1999; Urberg et al. 1997). The dyadic
relationships’ function is mutual disclosure and
the development of interpersonal skills, whereas
cliques (small friendship groups) predominantly
provide companionship for joint activities.
Crowds are rather cognitive abstractions of
groups to which individuals feel attached to and
often carry a particular reputation (Brown and
Klute 2006). Crowds can be, for example, fans of
a particular sports club, people from a particular
geographical region, or members of a particular
ethnic group. Thus, crowds are less concrete and
can be based on formal (neighbourhood, ethnic
group) or informal (interests, beliefs) criteria that
are shared among members of the crowd.
Crowds provide role models for behaviour and
identity development. Youth culture, the fourth
peer structure, is the most abstract part of
Brown’s (1999) peer ecology and shares some
parallels with Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) macro
context. It resembles youths’ exposure to media
and the general adolescent lifestyle at a particular
historical period. All adolescents’ experiences
and behaviours (whether immigrant or not) are
shaped to some extent by these peer structures,
and adolescents, in turn, influence these
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structures. Nevertheless, adolescents’ ability to
influence each structure varies. Whereas adoles-
cents may easily affect best friends, they may be
limited in affecting the youth culture by adopting
a specific music or clothing style and the related
consumption behaviour (Brown 1999) or by their
political or social engagement.

The second general aspect concerns the simi-
larity assumption in friendships (Hartup and
Stevens 1997). Adolescent friends have long
been found to be similar in many aspects, par-
ticularly in demographic characteristics such as
grade, age, gender and ethnicity (Kandel 1978).
Three processes are relevant for this similarity:
the initial selection of similar peers as friends,
mutual socialization resulting in higher similarity
over time, or deselection, which means that
relationships with dissimilar friends are dissolved
over time (van Workum et al. 2013).

The third general aspect in adolescents’ friend-
ships is normative development. During the ado-
lescent years, individuals are confronted with
substantial biological, psychological and social
changes (Adams and Berzonsky 2003). These
changes pose age-specific developmental tasks on
individuals. In the friendship area, one of the most
prominent developmental task in adolescence, a
developmental task is to develop more mature
social relationships with friends (Havighurst 1972).
Whereas in early childhood friendships refer to
companions for play activities, in adolescence,
friends increasingly become confidants with
mutual disclosure and trust, and bonding (Epstein
1989; Hartup and Stevens 1997). Furthermore, as
the dependency on parents decreases, peer relations
become increasingly important for adolescents’
further normative development (Brown and Klute
2006; Steinberg and Silverberg 1986).

Friendships of Immigrants

Besides these general characteristics of adoles-
cent friendships, immigrant adolescents are con-
fronted with additional challenges: They often
face discrimination, language problems and a
substantial lack of resources in terms of finances
and social network contacts (Stoessel et al. 2011;

Titzmann et al. 2011). In addition, immigrant
adolescents are more likely to be involved in two
or more cultural scripts depending on the life
domain. Whereas the family environment often
represents norms, values and cultural practices of
their heritage culture, the school environment
represent the norms, values and cultural practices
of the dominant majority society. Bridging these
cultures can pose a serious challenge for ado-
lescent immigrants. Research has shown, for
example that immigrant adolescents’ wish to
form friendships with native majority peers can
be associated with higher levels of family conflict
if parents do not support this wish (Titzmann and
Sonnenberg 2016). These immigration-specific
challenges may be reasons why research consis-
tently and across various countries has shown
that immigrant adolescents form friendships pri-
marily within their own ethnic community and
much less across ethnic groups (Titzmann 2014),
a phenomenon that has been termed friendship
homophily (McPherson et al. 2001).

Although ethnic homophily can be explained
by the friendship similarity assumption and the
many similarities adolescents from one cultural
group share, ethnic homophily is not desired
from a multicultural society’s perspective. Ethnic
homophily contradicts multicultural ideologies,
hinders cooperation between ethnic groups and
can threaten societal cohesion. For this reason,
research started to investigate how interethnic
relationships can be fostered and ethnic homo-
phily reduced. Various theoretical approaches
have been developed in this regard, more than
can be presented in a single chapter. Hence, the
following theoretical approaches present a
selection of theories that have stimulated
research in the area of adolescent immigrants’
friendships, but they are far from being
exhaustive.

A very prominent theoretical approach to
interethnic friendships is intergroup contact
theory. Intergroup contact theory argues that
intergroup contact reduces prejudice and dis-
crimination between groups as long as the con-
tact situation ensures an equal status of groups,
the support from authorities, intergroup cooper-
ation and common goals (Allport 1954;
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Pettigrew and Tropp 2006). Interethnic friend-
ships are seen as the model case for meeting all
these conditions and are thus assumed to be the
ideal form of intergroup contact: ‘friendship
potential is an essential, not merely facilitating,
condition for positive intergroup contact effects
that generalize’ (Pettigrew 1998, p. 76). In
alignment with these theoretical assumptions,
interethnic friendships were found to be associ-
ated with better intergroup relations as indicated
by lower levels of mutual mistrust, less dis-
crimination and prejudice (Aberson et al. 2004;
Aboud et al. 2003; Titzmann et al. 2015). Due to
the substantial evidence, including findings from
a meta-analysis (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006),
contact theory can be seen as one of the best
tested intergroup theories. Based on this theory,
interethnic friendships can be enhanced by
bringing groups into contact situations that fulfil
the contact conditions mentioned earlier.

Nevertheless, the focus of intergroup contact
theory is primarily on the effects of contact on
children and adolescents rather than the predic-
tors of intergroup friendships. A theoretical
approach on the predictors of interethnic friend-
ships is the intergroup perspective and particu-
larly social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner
1986). Social identity theory assumes that
self-ascribed membership in social groups guides
individuals’ intergroup attitudes and behaviours
because individuals try to bring their behaviour
in alignment with what they believe is expected
from group members. Research from this per-
spective emphasises cultural identification with
the host or heritage culture as an opportunity for,
or barrier to, emerging intergroup friendships of
immigrants (Stoessel et al. 2012). According to
this theory, group boundaries have to be reduced
and group permeability and identification with
the host society have to be increased in order to
decrease levels of friendship homophily. To
achieve this goal, the discrimination of immi-
grants has to stop as an important first step, as it
can foster the identification with the heritage
group (Jetten et al. 2001).

Somewhat related to the intergroup perspective
is the concept of acculturation orientations or
acculturation strategies (Berry 1997, 2005). This

theoretical approach assumes that acculturative
processes are worked out along two dimensions:
(a) heritage cultural maintenance (contact with the
co-ethnic in-group) and (b) participation in the
receiving society (contact with the majority
out-group) (Berry 1997). Based on these two
dimensions, four acculturation orientations can be
differentiated. These four acculturation orienta-
tions are not only held by individual immigrants,
but can also be identified in the larger (receiving)
society. High expression in both dimensions, that
is, immigrants’ maintaining of aspects of the
heritage culture while also establishing relation-
ships with people from the majority leads to
integration at the level of individual immigrants
and to multiculturalism at the level of the larger
society. Low expression in both dimensions (i.e.,
abandoning and/or devaluing both the culture of
origin and the new culture) leads to marginalisa-
tion when held by the immigrant and exclusion
when held by the larger society. The other two
combinations lead either to assimilation (immi-
grant) and the melting pot (larger society) or to
separation (immigrant) and segregation (larger
society). Based on this theoretical model and
further developments of it (e.g., Bourhis et al.
1997), interethnic friendships should become
more likely when immigrants and natives have
consensual acculturation orientations that include
the cooperation of immigrants and the native
majority group—for example when immigrants
favour integration and the majority favours mul-
ticulturalism. If, however, immigrants and natives
have conflictual acculturation orientations (e.g.
immigrants want to integrate, whereas natives
prefer the exclusion of immigrants) the emergence
of interethnic friendships is likely to be reduced.

Another theoretical perspective from accul-
turation research is sociocultural learning theory.
Sociocultural learning theory would argue that
friendships are the behavioural outcome of the
acquisition of cultural skills (Masgoret and Ward
2006; Ward 2001). This theoretical approach is
in line with general considerations of similarity
as being the backbone of all friendships (Hartup
and Stevens 1997). According to this perspec-
tive, sociocultural adjustment of adolescent
immigrants, given that it takes place over time in
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the new country, can reduce cultural dissimilarity
between immigrants and natives and result in a
higher likelihood of interethnic friendships. This
line of thinking, therefore, emphasises the
strengthening of cultural competences, particu-
larly in the linguistic domain, as a means to
promote interethnic friendships. A disadvantage
of this view, however, may be that the respon-
sibility for positive intergroup relations is pre-
dominantly assigned to the immigrant
adolescents, although it is the joint responsibility
of immigrants and the native majority.

Besides these psychological processes, the
developmental contexts in which interethnic
friendships may occur have received substantial
attention. Theoretically, both Hallinan’s oppor-
tunity hypothesis (Hallinan 1982; Hallinan and
Teixeira 1987) and Blau’s macrostructural the-
ory (Blau 1974, 1977) suggest that friendship
homophily is more likely in contexts with a
higher share of same-ethnic individuals. Blau
argues that humans always prefer in-group con-
tact over out-group contact, but if opportunities
for in-group contact become smaller (fewer
in-group members in a context), individuals
prefer out-group contacts over not having any
social interaction. According to this line of
thinking, contexts are potential instruments to
reduce friendship homophily or to increase
interethnic friendships, by avoiding high levels
of segregation in schools or neighbourhoods.

All of these theoretical approaches have
received empirical support, but none of these
theories alone seems to be able to explain the
complexity of interethnic friendships. For this
reason, more comprehensive approaches have
been developed in recent years. These approa-
ches combine different mechanisms and various
sources of influence (Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012;
Titzmann 2014). In addition, the theories men-
tioned differ in their assumptions about the
causality of effects. Intergroup contact theory, for
example, assumes that contact leads to changes
in attitudes, whereas social identity theory sees
friendships as the outcome of adolescents’ atti-
tudes and group identification. Most probably,
however, processes are linked through dynamic
interactions with mutually enhancing effects.

Empirical Findings

The theoretical frameworks presented in the
previous section have received substantial atten-
tion in empirical research. However, the research
on interethnic and intraethnic friendships often
has been descriptive and not yet fully integrated
into a broader framework. Ethnic groups
belonging to different ethnic, racial, cultural or
immigrant groups have been studied and differ-
ent methods for data collection have been used,
ranging from peer nomination to questionnaires
to observational data. Due to space limitation,
this chapter does not present an exhaustive
overview of the existing literature, but it covers
selected empirical findings that have been repli-
cated in various studies.

Intraethnic Friendship Preference

In general, there is robust empirical evidence that
adolescents have friends who are similar in age,
gender and ethnic background (Kandel 1978).
The preference for peers with similar ethnic or
religious backgrounds can already be found in
preadolescence (Jugert et al. 2011; Verkuyten
and Kinket 2000) but remains high during the
adolescent years. Harris and Cavanagh (2008)
reported, for example, that about 75 % of friends
of black youth are also black. In the same study,
55 % of friends of Hispanic adolescents were
reported to also have a Hispanic background and
about 40 % of friends of Asian adolescents
shared their Asian background. These numbers
are from research conducted with American
samples and predominantly refer to minority
adolescents, but the findings are similar among
immigrants in the European context. Shortly after
immigration nearly all friends of adolescent
immigrants from the former Soviet Union in
Germany were found to have a similar (Russian)
background (Titzmann 2014). Over time in the
new country, the proportion of intraethnic friends
in immigrants’ friendship networks decreased,
but after about 7 years, it levelled off at about
65 % without any further significant change,
although the proportion of this group in the

Interethnic Friendship Formation 253



school context was on average only 24 %
(Titzmann and Silbereisen 2009). The studies
described here are no exceptions. Similar find-
ings have been revealed in the US (e.g., Aboud
et al. 2003; Graham et al. 2009) and Europe (e.g.,
Baerveldt et al. 2004; Reinders and Mangold
2005; Strohmeier et al. 2006). In addition, the
results are stable across different assessment
methods, including socio-metric nominations,
observational techniques and other methods
(Graham et al. 2009). It is noteworthy, however,
that ethnic homophily is not an
immigrant-specific phenomenon. Non-immigrant
(majority) adolescents have been found to show
an even higher preference for intra-ethnic
friendships than immigrant adolescents (Baer-
veldt et al. 2004; Strohmeier 2012). In the study
by Harris and Cavanagh (2008), the share of
intraethnic friends was highest among the white
majority with about 85 %.

Predictors of Interindividual
Differences in Friendship Homophily

Although friendship homophily is, in principle, a
general phenomenon describing an overall ten-
dency for intraethnic social relations, researchers
conceptualize it as an individual characteristic
that can vary across individuals so that predictors
for these interindividual differences can be
identified (Titzmann et al. 2012). The crucial
question is why some adolescents have more
intraethnic friendships than others. To answer
these questions empirical results can be used that
explain interindividual differences in friendship
homophily.

First of all, demographic characteristics have
to be considered in the formation of interethnic
friendships or in the study of friendship homo-
phily. While data concerning gender differences
have been inconsistent (Graham et al. 2009),
findings repeatedly showed that interethnic
friendships decline as adolescents grow older, i.e.
ethnic homophily increases with age (Aboud
et al. 2003; Graham et al. 2009; Strohmeier 2012;
Titzmann and Silbereisen 2009). One potential
explanation for this effect might be the change in

friendship quality over the adolescent years. As
discussed earlier, friendships in late childhood
refer predominantly to companionship and joint
playing, whereas friendships in adolescence
increasingly include mutual disclosure and sup-
port (Epstein 1989; Hartup and Stevens 1997).
The latter may be more easily achieved with
intraethnic friends, because these friends share
similar experiences of the transition from one
country to another, often have the same social
status and may also face discrimination. These
shared characteristics may enhance mutual
understanding and support. Nevertheless, the
findings are not fully consistent. Shrum et al.
(1988) observed a curvilinear relationship
between ethnic homophily and grade in a
cross-sectional study of grades 3–12 and Titz-
mann (2014) argued that some age effects may in
fact be the result of hidden associations with
other variables. Length of residence in the host
country is another demographic factor associated
with lower levels of homophily in cross-sectional
and longitudinal studies (Titzmann 2014; Titz-
mann and Silbereisen 2009). Most likely, this
association points to adaptation processes with
increased language and sociocultural competence
with time spent in the new society.

In addition, research across a number of
studies showed that context matters, particularly
the class or school ethnic composition. These
variables received substantial attention in
research on ethnic homophily of adolescents with
the opportunity hypothesis (Hallinan 1982; Hal-
linan and Teixeira 1987) and macrostructural
theory (Blau 1974, 1977) as theoretical back-
grounds. Both these theories predict lower levels
of homophily and a higher likelihood of
interethnic friendships in contexts with low pro-
portions of intraethnic peers. This hypothesis has
been supported for black and white students
(Graham et al. 2009; Hallinan and Teixeira 1987)
as well as for immigrants from the former Soviet
Union in Germany (Titzmann and Silbereisen
2009). Furthermore, if students were assigned
roommates of a different ethnic group, they
started to develop more friendships with other
members of that group (Mark and Harris 2012).
The effect of opportunity structures is also
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demonstrated by findings showing that the
association between friendship homophily and
length of residence depended on the proportion
of intraethnic peers in the school context (Titz-
mann 2014). This association was strongest in
schools with less than 12 % intraethnic peers
(r = −0.40), somewhat smaller in schools with
12–30 % intraethnic peers (r = −0.27) and not
significant in schools with more than 30 %
intraethnic peers (r = −0.10). All these results
indicate that the opportunity for contact is a
major factor for interethnic friendships to occur,
but the conditions of the contact also matter.
Settings that encourage close interactions
through repeated and extensive contact have
been found to result in high friendship potential
(Jugert et al. 2011). In addition, Spiel and
Strohmeier (2012) showed the importance of the
school context for creating contact opportunities.
When friendship homophily was compared
between inside and outside school relations,
friendship homophily was significantly lower
inside schools.

The sociocultural adaptation perspective
assumes that cultural adaptation to a new context
increases the similarity with native majority
peers and decreases the cultural distance between
immigrants and natives. Accordingly, interethnic
friendships (low friendship homophily) should
occur in greater likelihood when immigrants
develop cultural skills that fit with the majority
culture. One of the most prominent predictors in
this regard is use of the new language. Across
various cross-sectional and longitudinal studies,
those individuals who spoke the new language
better and more frequently reported lower levels
of friendship homophily (Titzmann and Sil-
bereisen 2009; Titzmann et al. 2012). A likely
explanation for the strong association between
language and friendship homophily can be seen
in the fact that language is not just a tool for
interpersonal communication and for access to
host-culture information, but that it is also a
vehicle transporting identity (Caldas and
Caron-Caldas 2002; Gudykunst and Schmidt
1987) and self-worth (Schnittker 2002). Among
adolescents, language is also used to determine
group boundaries (Androutsopoulos and

Georgakopoulou 2003; Stenström and Jørgensen
2009). Thus, language seems to be an important
tool that can help ease the communication
between immigrant and native majority adoles-
cents with a higher likelihood of emerging
interethnic friendships (i.e., lower friendship
homophily).

Finally, the acculturation orientations have
been studied as predictors of interethnic friend-
ship. Empirical research has developed two
methodological approaches to assess accultura-
tion orientations. One approach combines the
two dimensions of (a) heritage cultural mainte-
nance and (b) participation in the receiving
society in single items (Berry et al. 2006a, b) so
that adolescents rate statements like “I prefer
social activities which involve both [nationals]
and [my ethnic group]” or “I prefer social
activities which involve [nationals] only” (Berry
et al. 2006a, p. 309). Another approach assess
both these dimensions as independent constructs
(Ryder et al. 2000) so that participants have to
rate separate statements for their willingness in
heritage and host culture involvement. Both these
methods have shown that acculturation orienta-
tions are associated with adolescent immigrants’
interethnic friendships and friendship homophily
(Berry et al. 2006a, b; Titzmann 2014). If
immigrant adolescents are willing to have contact
with native majority peers, interethnic friend-
ships become more likely whereas the opposite
result was found for adolescents preferring con-
tact with their own group. This association was
found on various friendship levels (best friends
and more distant friends) as well as in compar-
isons across receiving societies (Titzmann et al.
2007) and may be explained by the theory of
planned behaviour (Armitage and Conner 2001;
Fishbein and Ajzen 2010). The theory of planned
behaviour assumes that individuals try to bring
attitudes and behaviour into alignment. For
interethnic friendships this means that native
majority and immigrant adolescents may actively
seek out situations or contexts in which they
meet peers of one or the other ethnicity
depending on their acculturation orientation.
Nevertheless, there is a lack of research to
identify the order of effects. Whereas Fishbein
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and Ajzen (2010) assume that intentions precede
the behaviour, others assume and find evidence
for the opposite (e.g., Turner and Brown 2008),
so, perhaps, transactional processes describe the
association between acculturation orientation and
interethnic friendship patterns better than causal
assumptions in one or the other direction.

Interethnic Friendships: Effects
and Friendship Quality

Interethnic friendships are one of the most
powerful sources for changing intergroup rela-
tions. Intergroup friendships have been found to
reduce the level of intergroup prejudice, to
decrease implicit and explicit bias, to reduce
discrimination and to improve interactions
between members of the two groups (Aberson
et al. 2004; Antonio 2001; Perry 2013; Pettigrew
and Tropp 2006; Titzmann et al. 2015). Fur-
thermore, having native majority friends is
helpful for immigrants to enhance their access to
resources and information in local organisations,
which gives them the opportunity to cope with
the new environment more effectively (Bochner
et al. 1977; Mollica et al. 2003; Titzmann et al.
2010). In addition, a Swedish study revealed that
having native majority friends can reduce levels
of maladjustment among immigrant youth: The
data showed that immigrant boys who had pre-
dominantly immigrant friends exhibited higher
levels of norm-breaking behaviour compared to
immigrant boys who also had Swedish friends
(Svensson et al. 2011). In general, however, it
has to be noted that native majority adolescents
seem to profit more from interethnic friendships
than the immigrant adolescents because effects of
interethnic friendships on changes in attitudes
were found to be stronger for native majority
than for immigrant adolescents (Feddes et al.
2009).

The underlying mechanisms for the associa-
tion of interethnic friendships and intergroup
relations have also received attention. Research
has identified several mechanisms, including
reduction of intergroup anxiety, increase in
intergroup empathy and advancement in

intergroup perspective taking (Pettigrew and
Tropp 2006; Stephan and Stephan 2001). In
addition, contact in the form of interethnic
friendships seems to increase knowledge about
the out-group and the acquisition of
culture-specific information (Bochner et al. 1977;
Titzmann et al. 2010).

Given this substantial body of research, it is
not surprising that interethnic friendships “have
become an important benchmark in efforts to
reduce racial segregation and prejudice” (Aboud
et al. 2003, p. 165). One has to be careful,
however, with regard to the direction of effects,
because some longitudinal studies found that
interethnic contact precedes changes in inter-
group attitudes (Dhont et al. 2012; Feddes et al.
2009), whereas other (also longitudinal) studies
have found bidirectional models more appropri-
ate in describing the association between contact
and prejudice (Binder et al. 2009; Swart et al.
2011). Again, bidirectional models with simul-
taneous longitudinal effects from intergroup
contact on prejudice and from prejudice on
intergroup contact seem to be underlying these
associations.

Besides these positive qualities of interethnic
friendships and low levels of friendship homo-
phily, research has also demonstrated some vul-
nerabilities in interethnic friendships. One such
vulnerability that has been found repeatedly is
the lower stability of interethnic as compared to
intraethnic friendships (Aboud et al. 2003; Jugert
et al. 2013; Schneider et al. 2007). This finding
led to research on differences in friendship
quality between interethnic and intraethnic
friendships. Aspects of friendship quality that
have been studied include, among others, loyalty,
emotional security, intimacy, closeness, compe-
tition, reciprocity and or spare time activities
(Aboud et al. 2003; Kao and Joyner 2004;
Reinders and Mangold 2005; Schneider et al.
2007; Strohmeier et al. 2006). Results show both
similarities and differences between intraethnic
and interethnic friendships. No differences were
identified for loyalty and emotional security
(Aboud et al. 2003), conflict (Reinders and
Mangold 2005; Strohmeier et al. 2006) or mutual
care (Strohmeier et al. 2006). At the same time,
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interethnic friendships seem to be somewhat
lower in closeness (Schneider et al. 2007), joint
activities (Kao and Joyner 2004; Strohmeier et al.
2006) and intimacy (Aboud et al. 2003). Such
differences may pose greater challenges for
relationships in interethnic compared with
intraethnic friendships. Future research may shed
more light on these inconclusive findings and
would benefit from studying interethnic friend-
ship quality in combination with the gender
composition and specific cultural background of
the friends, as both these factors seem to mod-
erate the effects of interethnic friendships on
friendship quality (Reinders and Mangold 2005;
Strohmeier et al. 2006).

Methodology

Research on immigrant adolescents’ interethnic
friendship formation is quite a complex issue and
various methodological challenges have to be
considered. This section will address two aspects
in greater detail: the selection of groups for the
study of interethnic friendships and the question
of the assessment of interethnic friendships in the
current literature.

Group Selection

A particular challenge in the research of immi-
grant peer relations is the selection of groups to
be studied. In principle, researchers can choose
between two strategies. The first strategy was
suggested by Berry et al. (1987). The basic idea
of this strategy is to select acculturating groups
from various backgrounds and to observe these
groups in various receiving contexts. The more
groups and receiving societies, the more com-
plete the picture is that can be derived from such
a design. Together with the advent of new
methodologies, such as multi-level modelling,
such a design offers many opportunities for
studying the interactive nature of acculturation
processes in general and friendship formation
processes in particular (Motti-Stefanidi et al.
2012). Although such designs are labour

intensive and require a large network of collab-
orators, they certainly have a large potential to
advance research.

A second strategy suggests studying a small
number of well-chosen groups. Fuligni (2001)
suggests, for example, comparing an immigrant
group with a native majority reference group and
with a culturally similar group of individuals in
the country of origin. Such a design, allows the
estimation of similarities and differences between
the groups and differentiation of whether a par-
ticular outcome is due to the migration experi-
ence, due to cultural background, or due to the
normative development and the environmental
constraints and opportunities in the country of
residence. An additional elaboration of the
design would be the inclusion of groups that
migrate within the country of origin, in order to
have a group without a cultural transition but
similar experiences of being cut off from their
familiar environment. Ideally, such comparisons
should be conducted in longitudinal fashion
(Fuligni 2001) because only longitudinal
research can uncover the processes of change
that are immanent in both acculturation and
normative development. A disadvantage of this
strategy, however, is that only specific groups are
studied and that the generalizability to other
groups or contexts is limited. One solution to this
problem is suggested by Kohn (1987). Kohn
recommends a comparative design, in which
results found in one group or context are repli-
cated in another group or context that is funda-
mentally different and which can challenge the
assumptions made from the original results. If the
results are replicated, the effects can be assumed
to be quite robust.

Both these approaches have been applied in
research on immigrant adolescents and also on
friendship patterns. One example for the com-
parison of multiple groups in multiple contexts is
the ICSEY project which was conducted in 13
countries (Berry et al. 2006a). Nevertheless, the
study of specific ethnic groups with a compara-
tive perspective seems a little more prominent in
existing research (Jugert et al. 2011;
Motti-Stefanidi and Asendorpf 2012; Titzmann
et al. 2012).
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Assessment of Interethnic Friendships

The second important decision to be made in the
study of interethnic friendships is the choice of
the specific indicator for interethnic friendships
or friendship homophily. The most common
approach is to assess the composition of immi-
grant adolescents’ friendship networks by cal-
culating the percentage of intraethnic friends
among all friends for assessing friendship
homophily (Chan and Birman 2009; Spiel 2009;
Titzmann 2014). Some authors (McCormick
et al. 2014; Strohmeier and Spiel 2012) criticise
such measures for not taking into account the
availability of intraethnic peers in the relevant
context, for example, in a classroom. In order to
incorporate these arguments, other indices have
been developed that take into account the
opportunity structure of a given context (Joyner
and Kao 2000; Strohmeier 2012). Thus far,
indices that control or do not control for oppor-
tunity seem to reveal rather similar findings when
compared (McCormick et al. 2014), but indices
that account for contact opportunities may gain
in importance with the growing number of eth-
nicities in multicultural classrooms. A disadvan-
tage of these indices is, however, that the
opportunity structure becomes part of friendship
homophily index, although it is one of the most
important predictors of it. More recent approa-
ches apply network analyses in the study of
interethnic friendship formation that allow taking
into account characteristics of the social network,
such as reciprocity and transitivity (Leszczensky
and Pink 2015; Smith et al. 2016).

Current Research Questions
and Future Directions

The theoretical, empirical and methodological
considerations outlined above show that research
in the peer environment of adolescent immigrants
has been fruitful to increase the understanding of
opportunities and risks of interethnic contact. But
there is more to do. This section presents some of
the issues that deserve more attention in future
research.

The first issue is that current research is rather
scattered. Various groups of immigrants are
typically investigated in various contexts. Given
the specific situation of a particular immigrant or
ethnic group in a particular context, the gener-
alizability of these results is an issue of debate.
Comparative research would help to identify
similarities, as well as group-specific aspects
(Berry et al. 2006b; Slonim-Nevo et al. 2009).
These groups may not necessarily represent
specific nationalities. Berry et al. (1987) differ-
entiated immigrant groups (e.g., refugees), native
majority people, ethnic minority groups and
sojourners. Nowadays, other types of immigrants
move into the focus of attention, for example
ethnic diaspora migrants or repatriates. Diaspora
migrants return to their country of origin after
living in a diaspora for quite some time, some-
times even for generations, and face partly dif-
ferent acculturation experiences and conditions
than other immigrant groups (Motti-Stefanidi and
Asendorpf 2012; Silbereisen et al. 2014; Suss-
man 2011; Weingrod and Levy 2006). The
comparative study of different types of minority
and majority groups is one possibility to find
groups of immigrants who function similarly or
differently. In addition to differentiating types of
immigrants, the identification of higher order
dimensions on which host societies and accul-
turating groups differ seems a way forward to
reduce the complexity of acculturation research.
Such dimensions could be derived from cultural
differences (Hofstede 2003), economic prosper-
ity, or national policies for dealing with immi-
grants (Huddleston et al. 2011). Identification of
such underlying macro-level dimensions for
successful or challenging adaptation courses
would help to make predictions about groups and
contexts that are not yet studied.

A second issue is the domain specificity of
many results obtained. Research often focuses on
single domains, such as success in school or
psychological functioning in the family envi-
ronment. Friendships with native majority peers
may, for example, increase the level of educa-
tional attainment of adolescent immigrants,
because they have better access to information.
Adolescent immigrants, however, have to deal
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with different challenges and cultural scripts in
different domains of development. An adaptation
to the host-culture dominated peer or school
domain, for example, may come at the cost of
maladaptation in the heritage-culture dominated
family domain (Fillmore 2000; Telzer 2011;
Titzmann 2012; Titzmann and Sonnenberg
2016). How adolescents successfully deal with
the different demands and cultural scripts needs
research covering multiple life domains simul-
taneously. Promising avenues in how adolescents
can successfully navigate through a multicultural
society are biculturalism (Schwartz and Unger
2010), models on the situational variations in
ethnic identity (Zhang and Noels 2013) and the
development of several cultural scripts or work-
ing models (Oppedal 2006).

A third aspect is the strengthening of the
developmental perspective in research on the
adolescents’ adaptation to the peer domain.
Keeping in mind that a growing number of
immigrants are children and youth, the many
social, psychological and biological changes that
occur at this period of life need to be addressed.
Research has already started to investigate the
interplay of adolescent age with the immigration
process (Cheung et al. 2011) and it does make a
difference whether the family migrated with a
baby or toddler, a kindergarten child, a school
child or an adolescent. A good example in this
regard is language acquisition. Whereas language
acquisition in the receiving country is assumed to
be the learning of a second language after the age
of 3 years, it is still considered as first language
acquisition before this age, even though children
may learn both heritage and host culture lan-
guage as first languages in this case (Hamers and
Blanc 2000; Klein 1987). Similarly, normative
development is related to important biographical
transitions in life that are culturally and socially
structured in societies (Nurmi 1993). In indus-
trialised societies, children start primary school at
the age of about five or six. Such ‘normative’
transitions are of central interest for develop-
mental psychology (Bronfenbrenner 2005; Sil-
bereisen et al. 2012; Walsemann et al. 2009).
Children who have to interrupt their school
career in one country and who have to restart

schooling in another country obviously face
different challenges compared with children who
migrated before such formative transitions.

Fourth, despite the many developmental sim-
ilarities between immigrant and native majority
adolescents, mean level differences between both
groups can be found in various other character-
istics. These differences should be explored more
carefully and not simply documented. Ethnic
differences in any given outcome are often the
result of different levels of well-known risk or
protective factors (Feldman and Rosenthal 1994),
such as economic disadvantage or lower levels of
support. Achievement differences between
immigrants and natives turned out to be in favour
of immigrants, for example, after analyses
accounted for the socio-economic disadvantage
the immigrants were confronted with (Kristen
et al. 2014). It is a major responsibility of
research to disentangle economic,
transition-related, context-based, developmental,
or cultural factors, because this differentiation is
important for a better and less biased under-
standing of any ethnic differences.

A fifth aspect concerns the increasing diver-
sity in multicultural societies. London, for
example, accommodates individuals from as
many as 179 countries (Vertovec 2007), which
are also present in growingly multicultural
schools. Intergroup approaches that only focus
on two groups may be limited in understanding
such a multicultural complexity. Some research
showed, for example, that lowest levels of seg-
regation are observed in settings with moderate
(not low, not high) levels of cultural hetero-
geneity (Moody 2001) and that high levels of
cultural heterogeneity relate to fewer interethnic
friendships and lower levels of interethnic sup-
port (Chan and Birman 2009). Research has to
take into account this increasing ethnic and cul-
tural complexity, particularly when studying
interethnic friendships.

Finally, more longitudinal research is needed
(Fuligni 2001) for documenting and differentiat-
ing acculturative and normative changes in
friendship patterns, for explaining interindividual
differences in these changes, and for studying the
order of effects. Although cross-sectional
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research is an important asset in comparative
analyses, it can be misleading. In a study on
immigrants from the former Soviet Union, for
example, positive associations between age and
friendship homophily were uncovered in
cross-sectional analyses (Titzmann et al. 2007),
whereas negative associations were found in
longitudinal data (Titzmann and Silbereisen
2009; Titzmann et al. 2012). The explanation for
this contradiction was found in differences
between younger and older adolescents (Titz-
mann 2014). Younger adolescent immigrants
were more similar to their native majority peers.
Hence, their level of friendship homophily was
rather low with little change over time. Older
adolescents, in contrast, were more dissimilar to
native majority peers but adapted to the native’s
values over time (Titzmann and Silbereisen
2012). Thus, older adolescents’ friendship
homophily was significantly higher than that of
their younger counterparts with a pronounced
decrease over time. In an age-heterogeneous
sample, these characteristics result in a positive
association between age and the level of homo-
phily and a negative association between age and
rate of change in friendship homophily. Only
longitudinal research could uncover these effects
in greater detail.

Policy Implications

The empirical findings presented above show
that there is still a need for more research to fully
understand the complexity of the precursors and
effects of interethnic friendships. Nevertheless,
the existing findings allow deriving strategies for
the promotion of positive peer relationships in
multicultural settings, such as schools. The major
aims of such programmes are to increase inter-
group contact (especially friendships) and to
improve intergroup attitudes, but the measures to
achieve these aims differ. So what can be done?

At the most basic level, contexts (school,
neighbourhood, spare time activities) have to be
created to allow interethnic contact to emerge. In
this regard, it seems beneficial to avoid highly
segregated schools or neighbourhoods (Moody

2001; Titzmann 2014). More specifically, as no
significant decrease in friendship homophily was
found in schools with more than 30 % of
intraethnic peers (Titzmann 2014), it seems advis-
able that the share of a specific ethnic or cultural
group in a school context should be lower than that.

Given current knowledge on the effects of
interethnic contact, however, it would be negli-
gent to rely just on the effects of a particular
school or neighbourhood composition. Schools
in particular can create conditions that bolster the
effects of interethnic contact. These conditions
include equal status of groups, support from
authorities (teachers), intergroup cooperation and
common goals. Cooperative learning situations,
in which small teams of mixed ethnicity work
jointly on academic assignments meet most of
these conditions and have been found to increase
interethnic friendships as well as interethnic
friendship reciprocity (Hansell and Slavin 1981).
In the past, different versions of cooperative
learning have been developed (see Slavin and
Cooper 1999, for an overview). All these meth-
ods aim at improving cooperation and joint
success of small, heterogeneous work groups.

Cooperative learning is an indirect (i.e. does
not directly address the intergroup situation) and
interactive (i.e. individuals of different ethnicity
interact with each other) method (Stephan and
Stephan 2001). Other interventions are more
direct in addressing cultural diversity and use
more didactic teaching methods. One such
method is multicultural education or multicul-
tural learning. Multicultural learning approaches
systematically integrate learning about other
cultures, races and ethnicities into everyday
teaching (Sleeter and Grant 2009). The main
goals are the acknowledgement and recognition
of existing cultural differences as well as the
transfer of intercultural knowledge and tolerance
(Verkuyten and Thijs 2013). Such interventions
have been shown to improve cultural knowledge
and understanding across groups and to establish
anti-racism norms in multicultural classrooms,
which in turn help to improve interethnic rela-
tions (Verkuyten and Thijs 2013).

The two interventions just mentioned are only
two examples that have been applied in
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multicultural school settings. Other methods
focus on moral education programmes, inter-
group dialogues, conflict resolution training, or
intercultural training methods (see Stephan and
Stephan 2001, for a systematic overview). What
is still missing, however, are systematic evalua-
tions of such prevention and intervention pro-
grammes as well as knowledge about the
underlying mechanisms. Such knowledge is
needed to inform practitioners about the differ-
ential effects of these programmes to enable them
to choose which programme is best for which
intergroup situation.

At first sight, the application of theoretical and
empirical findings seems challenged by
ambiguous findings with regard to the causality
of interethnic friendships and their
precursors/effects. This chapter showed that
some theories and findings assume that contact
precedes cultural knowledge and intergroup
attitudes, whereas others assume and find the
opposite. The most plausible explanation for this
seemingly inconsistent evidence is that these
processes are intertwined, dynamic and bidirec-
tional. Language competence may, for example,
ease communication with native majority peers
who, in turn, may help immigrants in further
language acquisition. The implication of this
bidirectionality assumption is that interventions
need not seek causes and consequences, but have
two starting points for improving interethnic
relations. They could, for example, simultane-
ously convey the new language and establish
situations for interethnic contact.

Of course, most of these approaches should not
only target immigrants. More needs to be known
about the effects of multicultural classrooms and
interethnic friendships on native majority adoles-
cents and how they profit from these relationships.
In order to capitalise on the potential of immigrant
youth, comprehensive research is needed which
includes all students enrolled in multicultural
schools. This perspective is in line with interactive
models of acculturation (Berry 2005; Bourhis et al.
1997) and with findings showing that adolescents’
adaptation can only be understood in light of
intraethnic and interethnic peers’ attitudes and
behaviours in a given school context (Schachner

et al. 2015; Titzmann and Jugert 2015). The goal of
sustainable change in the intergroup school climate
and school culture, however, may require inter-
vention programmes that target not only adoles-
cents, but the entire school staff. Teachers, typically
from the majority population, were found to report
reservations about minority students, resulting in
teacher–pupil social distance and disaffection
(Alexander et al. 1987). Clearly, teacher attitudes
also have to be a target of interventions fostering
the positive relations between different ethnicities
in schools. Furthermore, intervention programmes
targeting immigration-unrelated behaviours, such
as aggression or bullying, may profit from cultural
components. The Viennese Social Competence
(ViSC) training, for example, includes training
units that directly focus on the intercultural com-
petencies required in modern multicultural school
settings (Strohmeier et al. 2012). The general
conclusion of this chapter is, hence, that interethnic
friendships and positive intergroup relations are
desirable and an aim in multicultural societies.
Achieving this aim requires the cooperation of all
parties involved—the native majority group, the
immigrant community and the individual
adolescent.
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The Friendships of Racial–Ethnic
Minority Youth in Context

Leoandra Onnie Rogers, Erika Y. Niwa, and Niobe Way

Abstract
An extensive theoretical and empirical literature suggests that friendships are
an important, if not essential, micro-context of adolescent development—
shaping youth identity, school and civic engagement, and psychological and
physical wellbeing. Friendships are also themselves embedded within, and
shaped by, the larger macro-context of culture (Bronfenbrenner in Am
Psychol 34:844–850, 1979. doi:10.1037/0003-066X.34.10.844), including
racial–ethnic stereotypes (García-Coll et al. in Child Dev 67:1891–1914,
1996; Spencer in Black youth: perspectives on their status in the United
States. Praeger,Westport, pp 37–69, 1995).Yet, the studyoffriendship rarely
examines the influence of the macro-context or includes racial–ethnic
minority adolescents despite the fact that half of all the youth in American
schools are members of a racial-ethnic minority group. In this chapter, we
review research on the friendships of racial–ethnic minority adolescents and
focus specifically on how the macro-context of socialidentity-based stereo-
types shapes the micro-context of friendships.

Human beings are innately designed for rela-
tionships. The ability to relate to another person-
to feel empathy and intimacy- is a defining feature
of being human, and our innate desire for rela-

tionship shapes every aspect of who we are and
who we become (Bond 2013; Bowlby 1969/
1982; Chu 2014; de Waal 2006; Gilligan 1982,
2011; Hrdy 2009; Trevarthen 1979; Way 2011).
Decades ago, Sullivan (1953) argued that
friendship—that intimate emotional bond with
one’s age peers—was the chief source of a child’s
sense of security, self-worth, and wellbeing. Yet,
our relational nature, though universal, does not
exist in a vacuum. Who we befriend and how we
experience those relationships are shaped by the
norms, expectations, and stereotypes of the con-
text and culture in which we are embedded. In a
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socially stratified society like the U.S., youth are
shaped by their “social address”—their race and
ethnicity, gender, and nationality—and, more
importantly, the beliefs that accompany these
social positions (García-Coll et al. 1996; Gar-
cía-Coll and Szalacha 2004; Spencer 1995;
Spencer et al. 1997). While a vast empirical lit-
erature documents the consequences of friend-
ships for adolescents’ social, emotional, and
cognitive development and adjustment (see
Rubin et al. 2009 for review), it rarely attends to
the ways the cultural ecology shapes friendships
or the friendship experiences of racial–ethnic
minority youth. (For exceptions see: Azmitia and
Cooper 2001; Cauce 1986; Graham et al. 2009;
Way et al. 2006; Way and Chen 2000; Way and
Silverman 2011; Way 2011).

In this chapter, we employ an ecological lens
(Bronfenbrenner 1979; García-Coll et al. 1996;
Spencer 1995) to understand friendships among
racial–ethnic minority youth living in the United
States. We utilize data from our research with
ethnically diverse American adolescents, col-
lected over the past two decades, to reveal theways
in which the macro-context of ethnic, racial, gen-
der, and sexuality stereotypes shapes the quality
and experience of adolescents’ friendships (e.g.,
Niwa et al. 2011;Niwa 2012;Rogers 2012;Rogers
andWay 2016; Way 2011; Way et al. 2008, 2014;
Way and Rogers 2014). In this chapter, we first
discuss the ecological framework as used in our
analysis and then review existing research on the
friendships of racial–ethnic minority youth. In the
remainder of the chapter, we use empirical
examples from our research, as well as others, to
illustrate the ways that stereotypes shape friend-
ships via two interrelated processes: peer dis-
crimination and identity development.

Historical Overview/Theoretical
Perspectives

An Ecological Model of Adolescent
Development

An ecological approach to human development
assumes that the individual is dependent upon and

inextricable from the environment around him or
her (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 1998). Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological
model contends that development is the result of a
dynamic transactional relation between individuals
and their environment(s). These reciprocal inter-
actions “are posited as the primary engines of
human development” (Bronfenbrenner andMorris
1998, p. 798) in which the unit of analysis is not
only the individual but the individual-in-context,
attending to the ways that the context shapes the
person’s development and experiences. The envi-
ronment is operationalized as nested systems that
include themicro- andmeso-systems, as thosemost
proximal to the individual, and the exo- andmacro-
systems that are more distally situated (Bronfen-
brenner 1979). The micro-system is marked by
ongoing exchanges that occur within the immedi-
ate contexts of home, family, school, and neigh-
borhood, and the meso-system consists of the
reciprocal interactions between the people in those
environments: parents, teachers, and peers. The
exo-system refers to those contexts in which the
individual is not directly located but impact the
child’s development nonetheless, such as parents’
workplace. Finally, the macro-system includes
the larger cultural norms, stereotypes, beliefs,
expectations and practices as well as governmental
laws—all of which impact both the structure and
function of settings (e.g., schools), as well as
relational dynamics within those settings. An
important assumption of the ecological model is
that these systems function jointly. As such, the
macro-system impacts the individual via the pro-
cesses that operate within the micro- and
meso-systems. Thus, it is through relationships,
such as friendships, that values from the
macro-system are manifested, enacted, and
experienced.

Two key scholars have extended Bronfen-
brenner’s ecological systems theory to address
the ways in which social status and power
influence the dynamics of the ecosystem: Cyn-
thia García Coll and Margaret Beale Spencer.

García-Coll’s integrative model of develop-
ment (1996) places beliefs systems about race,
ethnicity, and class at the center of her ecological
theory and asserts that developmental processes
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are deeply affected by a child’s social position or
“social address” (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender)
within a social-stratified society (García-Coll and
Szalacha 2004). Social position, according to
García-Coll, gains meaning through the
macro-context and has a direct and indirect effect
on individual development as well as the
micro-contexts. Importantly, it is not the social
category per se that influences development, but
the cultural meaning associated with that position
which influences developmental processes. In
other words, it is the stereotypes, norms, and
expectations about race–ethnicity that shape
development rather than the social positions
themselves (Sanchez-Jankowski 1992; Suárez-
Orozco 2004).

While García-Coll’s (1996) model empha-
sizes how the meaning of a social position is
shaped by the context, Spencer’s (1995) P-VEST
(Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Sys-
tems Theory) incorporates inter-subjective expe-
rience to focus on how adolescents process or
make sense of their social positions. P-VEST
asserts that “… the individual’s ability to
understand societal expectations, stereotypes and
biases—even those that they themselves endorse
or fulfill” frames their experiences within and
responses to the context (Gordon and Gergen
1968; Spencer et al. 1997, p. 818). In this way,
P-VEST asserts the role of identity as a mecha-
nism through which the macro-context is mani-
fested at the level of individual development.
Race–ethnicity, then, is a lens through which
adolescents experience the world—shaping how
they see themselves (i.e., identity) and interact
with others (i.e., their friendships).

Taken together, ecological systems theory and
its theoretical extensions highlight three relevant
points in the examination of adolescent friend-
ships. First, contexts make indelible imprints on
the relationships that youth develop and experi-
ence. Second, socio-historical and cultural forces
alter the very geography of adolescents’ rela-
tionships. Finally, explorations of adolescent
friendships should include the perceptions of the
adolescents themselves (i.e., identity), who are
active agents in their own development.

Friendships Among Racial–Ethnic
Minority Youth

Sullivan (1953) theorized that establishing close
and intimate connections with peers or “chums”
during adolescence is essential for psychological
and emotional development, for “… it is during
this period that a child begins to develop a real
sensitivity to what matters to another person
(p. 245).” In other words, friendships or
“chumships” lay the groundwork for social
skills and perspective-taking, while also provid-
ing opportunities for self-worth and a blueprint
for future romantic relationships. Empirical
research on American adolescents’ friendships
has primarily assessed friendship quality (e.g.,
intimacy, affection, companionship, satisfaction)
and how friendship quality is linked to adoles-
cent wellbeing (see Bukowski et al. 1996; Fur-
man 1996; Rubin et al. 2009). Decades of theory
and research demonstrate the link between
friendships and a range of social, academic, and
cognitive outcomes. Adolescents who report
higher quality friendships report better psycho-
logical wellbeing, academic performance, social
skills, and health (Berndt 2004; Crockett et al.
1984; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson 1984; Hartup
1996; Osterman 2000; Rubin et al. 2009;
Savin-Williams and Berndt 1990; Way 2011).

Although friendships appear to be critical for
all adolescents (Berndt 2004; Hinde 1987; Pet-
terson et al. 2000), the majority of the research has
been conducted with White, middle-class, Amer-
ican adolescents. In fact, a recent content analysis
of the friendship literature found that less than 7 %
of the studies on friendships referenced racial–
ethnic minority adolescents (Graham et al. 2009).
Yet, 37 % of the U.S. population is of ethnic
minority status (Latinos, Asians, Blacks; Pew
Research Center 2014), and in the last decade,
from2000 to 2010, ethnicminorities accounted for
91.7 %ofAmerica’s total population growth (Pew
Research Center 2011). This increase is concen-
trated among youth as half (50.3 %) of students
enrolled in American public schools are ethnic
minorities (Pew Research Center 2014). These
demographic trends raise concerns about the
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generalizability of research findings that are based
onWhite, middle-class youth to any youth outside
of those demographic categories, including racial–
ethnic minority, immigrant, non-American, or
poor and working-class adolescents.

The literature that has included racial–ethnic
minority adolescents focuses mostly on ethnic
differences or specific topics within the study
of friendships. For example, studies find ethnic
differences in the importance of friendships
(e.g., Gupta and Sirin 2010), levels of friend-
ship quality (e.g., Azmitia and Cooper 2001;
Azmitia et al. 2006; Jia et al. 2009; Way et al.
2006), and friendship support (e.g., Kao and
Joyner 2004; Way and Chen 2000; Way and
Greene 2006). The study of cross-race friend-
ships, which necessarily includes racial–ethnic
minority youth, suggests that adolescents prefer
same-race friends (DuBois and Hirsch 1990;
Hamm et al. 2005; Mouw and Entwisle 2006)
and that cross-race friendships tend to be less
stable over time (McGill et al. 2012). Research
on peer social status suggests that White stu-
dents garner popularity for prosocial behaviors
(being cooperative and cool) whereas African
American students (particularly boys) are
esteemed for tough, aggressive and antisocial
behaviors (e.g., Luther and McMahon 1996;
Rodkin et al. 2000). The topic of antisocial or
delinquent peer groups focuses almost exclu-
sively on African American boys who are
also disproportionately labeled as aggressive by
adults and peers and suspended and expelled
for behavioral problems (e.g., Noguera 2008).
Prior studies find that youth with more anti-
social friends exhibit more antisocial behaviors
(e.g., Dodge et al. 2006), due to process called
“deviancy training” whereby youth “train” their
peers in rule breaking and bad behaviors to
solidify a delinquent peer culture (Dishion and
Piehler 2009). Interestingly, in a study of
adolescents’ susceptibility to such negative peer
pressure, or deviancy training, Steinberg and
Monahan (2007) found that African American
adolescents were actually the most likely to

resist the influence of negative peers compared
to other racial–ethnic groups.

Other friendship research involving racial–
ethnic minority youth examines how different
levels of context (e.g., family, school) shape
friendship processes. For example, in terms of
the family context, research suggests that
maternal support or acceptance of one’s friends is
strongly associated with more positive friendship
quality (Updegraff et al. 2001; Way and Silver-
man 2011; Way 2011). In a longitudinal analysis
of friendship quality, Way and Greene (2006)
found that adolescents who reported the lowest
levels of maternal support reported the sharpest
increases in friendship support over time, sug-
gesting that the family context significantly
impacts adolescents’ friendships. Parents’ atti-
tudes are also predictive of the quality of ado-
lescents’ friendships, where supportive parental
attitudes predict more positive friendship quality
over time (Way and Silverman 2011; Way 2011).
Yet, the influence of parental attitudes towards
friendships varies across cultures and cultural
variations in parenting beliefs and practices
impact how adolescents experience their friend-
ships (e.g., Gupta and Sirin 2010).

The school context also impacts adolescents’
friendships. For example, positive school climate
and sense of belonging shapes not only adoles-
cents’ own self-perceptions (identity) but also
their social interactions and relationships (Cros-
noe et al. 2003; Eccles and Roeser 1999). In
hostile school environments, adolescents are less
likely to develop positive and supportive friend-
ships (Crosnoe et al. 2003), and school-level
practices that reify stereotypes (e.g., tracking)
disrupt positive peer relationships and incite peer
discrimination (e.g., Lei 2003; Rosenbloom and
Way 2004). Studies of cross-race friendships also
note the relevance of context, finding that the
likelihood of cross-race friendships is
“opportunity-based”—youth in more diverse
schools are more likely to befriend peers from a
different ethnic–racial group (e.g., Hallinan and
Teixeira 1987; Moody 2001). At the same time,
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other ecological factors, such as ability tracking,
instructional practices, and teacher expectations,
can disrupt these opportunities. For example,
Hallinan and Williams (1987) found that
cross-race friendships between Black and White
students were significantly less likely when
teachers structured their classroom and instruc-
tional practices around levels of academic
achievement (e.g., ability grouping).

While prior studies highlight relevance of
ecological factors in adolescents’ friendships, the
study of context has been largely limited to the
meso-system (family or schools) with little
attention given to the mechanisms through which
macro-cultural forces, such as stereotypes and
expectations, impact the friendships of racial–
ethnic minority adolescents in the United States.

Stereotypes and Adolescent
Friendships

Stereotypes are widely held cultural beliefs and
expectations, generalized attitudes or evaluations
about individuals who share a social address or
position, such as ethnicity, race, gender, social
class, or nationality (Stangor and Schaller 1996).
Stereotypes offer a lens through which one can
observe the impact of macro level forces (e.g.,
culture) on micro level contexts, such as friend-
ships. African-American adolescents, for example,
are stereotyped as rhythmic and athletic, but also
lazy and dumb. African-American males, specifi-
cally, are stereotyped as violent, aggressive, and
hypersexual whereas African-American females
are stereotyped as overweight, loud and angry
(Fordham 1993; Ghavami and Peplau 2013;
Stevenson 1997). Latino males are similarly
stereotyped as lazy and dumb, as well as gangsters
and drug lords whereas Latina females are stereo-
typed as the hyper-sexualized “mamasita” (López
2003). Asian-American youth, in contrast, are
stereotyped as “model minorities”—smart, quiet,
and obedient (Lee 1994; Lei 2003), but also weak
and feminine (Lei 2003; Ghavami and Peplau
2013).At the same time,Asian immigrant youth are
viewed as dirty and poor (Chua and Fujino 2008;

Lei 2003; Shek 2006). Notably, stereotypes are not
limited to ethnic minorities. Whites are stereotyped
as wealthy, smart and successful, but also weak or
“soft” and for White males, gay (Ghavami and
Peplau 2013; Pascoe 2007). Such racial-ethnic (as
well as gender and sexuality) stereotypes make up
the very “fabric of the [American] society” (Stan-
gor and Schaller 1996, p. 10).

Stereotypes are inherently relational, such that
beliefs about one group are defined in relation-
ship to another (Lesko 2001; Nasir 2011). For
example, “acting Black” refers to speaking in
slang, dressing in urban style, and listening to hip
hop music (Carter 2006), whereas “acting White”
refers to speaking proper English and excelling
in school (Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Carter
2006). Nasir and Shah (2011) describe these
racial and ethnic contrasts in this way:

As with ‘Asians are good at math’, the notion that
‘White men can’t jump’ exemplifies how racial-
ized narratives tend to be inherently relational in
character. The inability of White men to jump is
only visible because of the (presumed) certainty
that non-White men (usually African American
men) can jump (p. 30).

Stereotypes, then, not only shape how youth
see themselves, but also how they see others
(Way and Rogers 2016). Adolescents from dif-
ferent racial–ethnic groups encounter unique yet
related cultural ecologies in the form of stereo-
types that shape all aspects of their development,
including their peer interactions and friendships.

Current Research and Method

The data we present in this chapter come pri-
marily from the studies with racially–ethnically
diverse American adolescents conducted by
Niobe Way and her students over the past
20 years, and the dissertation research conducted
independently by Onnie Rogers. We draw from
four longitudinal mixed-method studies involv-
ing, in total, over one thousand youth attending
six middle schools and three high schools located
in two cities in the United States. Our samples
include: African-American, European-American,
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Chinese-American, Dominican-American, and
Puerto Rican adolescents, most of whom atten-
ded schools where the majority of the students
qualified for the free/reduced lunch program.

The first two projects, Connections and Rela-
tionships Among Peers (RAP), were conducted by
Niobe Way and funded by the National Science
Foundation and The William T. Grant Founda-
tion. These longitudinal studies took place in a
co-educational high school in a city in the
Northeast, and focused on adolescents’ identity
development and friendships. The third project,
called Project RAP, was another longitudinal
project conducted by Niobe Way and Diane
Hughes at the Center for Research on Culture,
Development, and Education at New York
University and was funded by the National Sci-
ence Foundation.1 This was a 6-year longitudinal
project that included six middle schools with a
total of 1034 students involved in the survey
component and 250 students and their mothers in
the interview component that took place from 6th
through 11th grade (for more information about
the samples, see Niwa et al. 2014; Rogers and
Way 2016; Way 2011; Way et al. 2008). The
project focused on the ways in which the contexts
of school, families and peers, shape the social,
emotional, and academic development of ethni-
cally diverse urban youth. Lastly, The Identity
Project, funded by The Spencer Foundation, was
a 2-year mixed-method study conducted by
Onnie Rogers at an all-Black, all-male high
school in a city in the Midwest. The Identity
Project used in-depth interview, survey and
observation methods to examine adolescent racial
and gender identity development.

Our research repeatedly demonstrates that
racial–ethnic, gender, and sexuality stereotypes
are salient and integral in adolescents’ daily
experiences and interactions with friends (Niwa
et al. 2011, 2014; Rogers 2012; Rogers and Way
2016; Way 2011; Way and Rogers 2014, 2016;
Way et al. 2008, 2013). These processes are
evident in adolescents’ friendships through peer
discrimination and identity development.

Peer Discrimination

Prior research, including our own, suggests that
adolescents use stereotypes to exclude and dis-
criminate against peers in accordance with social
norms. For example, Pascoe’s (2007) ethnography
of masculinity in an urban high school shows how
boys enforce masculine stereotypes in their
friendships by excluding boys who deviate from
masculine norms. Such boys were teased, rejected
and sometimes permanently banned from the
group because their actions posed a threat to
maintenance of masculine norms—tough, crass,
athletic, funny, troublemakers. In an analysis of
gender, race and schooling,Davis (2001)finds that
“Black boys who do not meet the standards of an
acceptable masculinity are treated as masculine
mistakes,” they are teased by their peers, called
“gays” and “sissies,” and relegated to socialize
with girls (p. 147). Studies on the “acting white”
phenomenon (Carter 2006; Fordham and Ogbu
1986; Horvat and O’Connor 2006) similarly
reveal how peers may police the cultural stereo-
types about what it means to be (and not to be) a
member of a particular racial-ethnic group. “Act-
ing white” is set of norms about how one ought to
behave (e.g., carry him/herself, dress, speak) given
his or her race-ethnicity, and it functions to dis-
criminate against certain peers thereby structuring
the dynamics of adolescents’ friendships.

In Rogers’ dissertation study with
African-American adolescent boys attending an
all-Black male high school, she finds that
stereotypes about race, gender, and sexuality
structured the friendship dynamics of boys within
the school (Rogers 2012). Many of the boys
indicated that simply attending an all-male school
was “gay.” Teddy (African-American) explained
that he did not want to attend the all-boys’ school
“[Be]cause I heard a lot of stuff about all boys
schools.…People turn gay. That’s what I heard.”
Brandon (African-American) explained that there
was a “good side and a bad side” to attending an
all-boys’ school and the bad side is “that people
be thinkin’ you gay or something like that. Yeah,
a lot of guys I know be thinkin’ that’s gay.” In this
context where simply attending an all-boys’
school was framed as a threat to one’s

1National Science Foundation (NSF) grant number:
021859.
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heterosexuality, boys avoided other boys who
“acted feminine.” A common strategy among the
boys was to use homophobic language to assert
their heterosexual identities and maintain
boundaries between themselves and the boys who
“acted feminine” (Rogers 2012). For example,
Kirk (African-American) said:

I mean, dudes play around in this school, they go
around tappin’ other dudes on the butt and stuff
like that. I just try to stay away from that stuff. It’s
just disgusting…It’s just – I don’t think I’m
homophobic it’s just that kind of stuff bothers me
…{laughter} I kinda, I just get up and move. I try
to just keep ‘em over there.

Illustrating how stereotypes were used to draw
friendship boundaries, Brandon (African-
American) explained: “It ain’t none of my busi-
ness I just stay out of it, I’ll be like, that’s your all
opinion. They just stay together. They mind their
business, the others mind theirs, I mind mine.”
Lewis (African-American) also explained:

Like we’re all friendly and stuff… But we still
keep it low because we just don’t talk about other
gay people; we don’t do that unless they make us
mad or keep on coming by us. But basically, they
keep their distance and we keep our distance. They
mind their business and we mind ours.

In other words, stereotypes about (African-
American) males’ sexuality and how they
“should act” were both a barrier to building
friendships and a tool to exclude particular stu-
dents. In this way, stereotypes structured the
boys’ friendship opportunities.

Even for boys who were not blatantly homo-
phobic, the context of stereotypes actively
shaped which peers boys interacted with and the
quality of those friendships. For example, Devin
(African American) explained how the expecta-
tion for boys “to act more masculine…I guess
you could say like straight…” was used in the
school to exclude peers who did not conform:

I mean we have some feminine guys here at the
school. I’ve got one in my [class] and he’s gay,
you know. I’m not going to say any names, but I’m
just saying I don’t have anything against him.
I talk to him and he’s a cool guy, like he ain’t
stereotypically all gay. You know, oh you can’t
even talk to them [gay students] without them
thinking about boys and that they just want to go

with you; that’s why some dudes don’t talk to
them. But he’s just like a regular dude. You know,
he’s gay; he just acts cool.

Devin is acutely aware that “feminine
behavior” is problematic for boys, and he feels
the need to protect the identity of his gay friend
(“I’m not going to say any names”). But Devin
also protects himself, explaining that he some-
times “ignores” this friend who is gay by keeping
his distance:

I mean, I don’t hang around him like all the time,
you know, I say what’s up to him and all that stuff.
I don’t just like chill with him, you know. But I say
hey what’s up, you know and I’m cool with him…

Even though Devin challenges the idea that he
needs to completely avoid feminine boys, the
threat of the stereotype still looms and directly
shapes his friendship.

In Way’s studies of racial–ethnic minority
adolescents in co-educational and diverse school
contexts, we similarly find that stereotypes are
used to exclude peers and structure adolescents’
friendships (e.g., Niwa et al. 2011, 2014; Way
et al. 2008; Way 2011). For example, Patricia
(Dominican-American) described the “ghetto
kids” in a clique at her school as “Spanish and
Black people that are in gangs and people that do
drugs” and “beat you up.” Abel (Dominican-
American) said: “one time, some kid was calling
me ‘Spanish boy, Spanish boy!’…I think he just
hates Latino kids.” In contrast, the
Chinese-American students were described by
their peers (as well as by themselves) as “weak”
and “nerdy,” and, as a result, were often vic-
timized by their peers (e.g., Niwa 2012; Niwa
et al. 2011; Way et al. 2008). For example,
Henry (Chinese-American) described the “nerdy
Chinese students”: “They’re weird. They know
everything…All of them have glasses…Like
math questions, they will always know it …
They’re smart.” These stereotyped descriptions
facilitated peer discrimination: “They call the
Chinese kids nerds and chinks…they call them
chinks.” Other students similarly shared exam-
ples of racial slurs based on stereotypes. Judy
(Chinese-American) explained: “Sometimes
people would bully us in school, like not bully,
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but like say really racist things about Chinese
people.” In these examples of peer discrimina-
tion, stereotypes, or “racist things” are used to
exclude, isolate, and victimize thereby shaping
adolescents’ friendship experiences.

Other students described experiences of implicit
discrimination. For example, Cira (Dominican-
American) said “since I’m a Dominican [other stu-
dents] think I’mnot going tobeas smart as they are.”
She offered an example from math class:

Um, two weeks ago or something…we had to
measure apartments and we had to do the dimen-
sions and stuff. And I was going to measure it. And
[my classmate] was like oh, let me do that, and I was
like oh, okay. …It hurts. Because, you know, they
don’t really know if you know [the answer] they just
assume you won’t because of your ethnicity.

Cira is acutely aware of the racialized expec-
tations regarding her intellectual abilities and this
awareness filters her peer interactions. These
empircal examples illustrate that the cultural
stereotypes related to race–ethnicity, gender, and
sexuality that emanate from the macro-context
are manifested in adolescents’ friendships
through instances of peer discrimination (Niwa
2012; Niwa et al. 2014; Rogers and Way 2016).

Identity Development

The second way that we observe the impact of
stereotypes on adolescents’ friendships is via
identity processes (e.g., Way 2011; Way and
Rogers, in press). Adolescents are preoccupied
with who they are in the eyes of others (Erikson
1968), and friends are a captive audience, in part
because adolescents spend much of their free
time in the company of peers (Blyth et al. 1982;
Brown 2004; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson
1984). For racial–ethnic minority youth, the
normative task of identity development is inten-
sified as they work to cultivate a positive sense of
self in the face of negative cultural expectations
and stereotypes (García-Coll et al. 1996; Spencer
1995). Macro-level stereotypes are like “social
mirrors” that color how youth view themselves in
the social world (Suárez-Orozco 2004). Prior
research shows that adolescents may respond to

stereotypes by positioning themselves in align-
ment with the stereotypes, endorsing or rein-
forcing society’s expectations for them, or they
may actively position themselves in opposition to
them, challenging the stereotypes and defining
themselves as distinct from the stereotypes
(Anyon 1984; Spencer et al. 1997; Rogers 2012;
Way and Rogers 2014; Way et al. 2008).

In our prior studies we find that the desire not
to be seen as a stereotype—and to resist stereo-
types—dominates the identity narratives of
racial–ethnic minority adolescents (Way et al.
2008, 2013; Way and Rogers 2014). African
American youth in our studies, for example, did
not want to be seen as “dumb,” “lazy,” and “bad”;
Chinese American youth did not want to be seen
as “nerdy” or “weak,” and Dominican American
youth did not want to be seen as “gangsters” and
“unsuccessful” (Way et al. 2013). Moreover, we
find that how youth position themselves relative
to these stereotypes—their identities—influences
their friendship opportunities and the quality of
those friendships. For example, Rogers (2012)
found that Black boys who positioned themselves
in opposition to racial and gender stereotypes,
challenging cultural norms that frame them as
emotionally stoic and independent, emphasized
the value and importance of friendships; they had
“best friends,” and shared stories of disclosure
and intimacy with their friends (markers of high
friendship quality). For example, asked if friend-
ship is important, Brandon (African-American)
said: “Yeah. Because like say for instance, you
need something, like a helping hand or some-
thing, it’s important. If you don’t have no friends
you be like, ‘man it takes two to do this job,’ then
you just be out of luck.” Monte (African-
American), similarly responded: “Yeah, friend-
ship is important through your whole life.
Because without friends, you would be lonely,
you wouldn’t have nobody to talk to.” In
describing his relationship with his best friend,
Monte, said: “it’s real, real close. You just feel it.
That’s how I feel around Terrance.” In contrast to
racial and gender norms that position African
American males as unemotional and autonomous,
boys who constructed their identities in opposi-
tion to racial and gender stereotypes revealed
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their vulnerability and desire for intimacy and
interdependence with friends.

These stories of desire for intimate friendships
were contrastedwith boyswho aligned themselves
more with mainstream racial and gender stereo-
types that position Black males as unemotional,
hyper-aggressive, and hypersexual (Rogers 2012).
For boys in this identity pattern, friends were seen
as “acquaintances” and having a best friend was
neither desirable nor necessary. As Steven
(African-American) explained, “there’s no reason
to [have a best friend]. Basically everybody is the
same.” That is, boys whose identities aligned with
stereotypes viewed friendships as interchangeable
and dispensable. For boys who accommodated to
stereotypes, friends were not seen as intimate
“chumships” but distant associates to “kick it
with,” or “who got your back when you in trou-
ble”, or “just like to have fun.” Thus, stereotypes
about how boys “should be” shaped boys’ identi-
ties, which in turn informed the quality and inti-
macy of their friendships.

Other research on adolescent boys’ friendships
also suggests that when boys position themselves
in opposition to gender stereotypes—specifically,
challenging the belief that they should be autono-
mous and emotionally stoic, they aremore likely to
express emotional vulnerability in their friendships
and describe their friendships as more supportive
(Cunningham and Meunier 2004; Chu 2004; San-
tos 2010; Way 2011; Way et al. 2014). For exam-
ple, Cunningham and Meunier (2004) found an
inverse relation between vulnerability/relational
intimacy and masculine bravado attitudes among
African American males, such that boys with less
bravado reported greater desire for intimacy and
self-disclosure in their friendships. Santos (2010)
similarly finds that adolescent boys with higher
levels of adherence to norms of masculinity report
lower levels of friendship quality (in terms of
support) over time. In this way, friendship can
function as a micro-context where youth are sup-
ported to challenge cultural expectations and resist
negative stereotypes about who they “should be”
(Chu 2004;Gilligan 2011; Nasir 2011;Way 2011).

This process of identity development as a
response to stereotypes is evident in the broader
context of peer interactions as well. For example,

the Chinese-American high school students from
Way’s longitudinal studies (Niwa et al. 2011)
sometimes responded to instances of peer dis-
crimination by deliberately defining themselves as
strong and tough—as resistance to the the stereo-
type that Chinese people are weak and passive:

People are under the impression that I’m passive.
Beginning of high school there were a few kids
who picked on me, just pushed me out of the way.
Thought I was a quiet kid and you know, I just had
to do something to display to them that I’m not
somebody you just fuck with.

Ronald (African-American) also explained
that although others may expect him to conform
to the stereotype “to act tough to be accepted or
be in a gang,” he positions himself differently:

I know that like if you are about to get in a fight
and you walk away from it, that’s the right thing,
but some, other people, they’ll say you’re lame for
leaving, ‘you’re scared,’ ‘you’re a punk,’ all of
that. And I think that’s why people try to act tough
all the time. But it doesn’t matter, I just walk away.

Ronald recognizes that the stereotype to “act
tough” among friends is not the “right thing” and
cultivates an identity that counters the cultural
expectation (“I just walk away”). The adolescents
across our studies were actively constructing their
identities in response to cultural stereotypes about
who they are and should be, and where they
positioned themselves within this cultural narra-
tive impacted their friendships. Taking up iden-
tities that challenge these macro-level stereotypes
shifted the landscape of adolescents’ friendships.

Universal and Cultural-Specific
Findings

Our data allows us to see how the macro-context
of stereotypes shapes relationships across a range
of contexts. Friendships, and relationships more
broadly, appear to act as a conduit for the
macro-context, a mechanism through which
macro-level processes of racism, sexism, and
homophobia, are manifested in the proximal
experiences of relationships between individuals.
In this chapter, we focused on peer relationships
among racially–ethnically diverse American
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youth, as an example of this link between the
macro and micro-context. The link between
macro- and micro-, however, can be realized on
multiple levels of relationships and thus, these
processes may occur within the family, with
teachers, and in community/neighborhood rela-
tionships. Similarly, the relationship with the
self, or identity, is shaped by stereotypes. Long
ago, Erikson (1968) argued that self-processes
laid the foundation for relational processes. Our
data support this reasoning and further show that
this does not occur in a vacuum. Instead, iden-
tities are affected by cultural stereotypes that, in
turn, shape relational pathways. Thus, the
dynamic bidirectional relationship between self
and other are inextricable from the macro-context
of culture and this interaction likely reflects
universal processes about human development
rather than isolated culturally-specific findings.

Our research findings are based on studies
with adolescents in both racially–ethnically
diverse settings and a racially homogeneous
setting. In diverse settings, adolescents interface
with youth of different backgrounds and are
afforded the opportunity to use and experience
stereotypes across groups, thus increasing, for
example, the opportunity for peer discrimination
across racial–ethnic groups. Our research, how-
ever, also includes data from a homogenous
context—an all-Black, all-male high school. In
this context, we also observed how stereotypes
function to stratify adolescents’ friendships.
Thus, it seems that the process through which the
macro-context of stereotypes impacts the
micro-context of friendships may be evident in
both diverse and homogenous contexts, though
the dimensions of judgment and value may differ.
For example, in racially diverse schools, ado-
lescents discussed race-ethnic stereotypes and
discrimination in their friendships. But, in the
all-male school context, adolescents used gender
and sexuality stereotypes (interwoven with race)
to discriminate and exclude their peers. That is, a
specific context may activate particular stereo-
types, but the process is likely present across
settings. For example, in a predominately White
private school, adolescents’ friendships may be
structured more along the lines of social-class

stereotypes than race–ethnicity. In this way, the
process of the macro-level context of cultural
stereotypes influencing adolescents’ friendships
may indeed be a universal phenomenon.

Implications and Future Directions

The goal of this chapter was to highlight the
impact of the macro-context on adolescents’
friendships by examining how cultural stereo-
types shape the friendships’ of racial–ethnic
minority adolescents. Our studies suggest that two
paths of such influence are peer discrimination
and identity processes. The ecological perspective
underscores how social position variables (e.g.,
race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality) and social pro-
cesses (e.g., discrimination) shape adolescents’
perceptions and responses to themselves and
those around them. Our data reveal how stereo-
types simultaneously inform self-processes (i.e.,
identity) and relational processes (i.e., friend-
ships). Placing the study of adolescents’ friend-
ships in an ecological paradigm underscores the
intersecting nature of micro- and macro-level
developmental processes.

The racial–ethnic differences we found in our
studies were in the content of the stereotype rather
than the process of impact. For example, the
Chinese-American adolescents in our studies
were stereotyped as weak and passive and as a
result were victimized by peers. In contrast, the
African-American adolescents, who were stereo-
typed as tough and aggressive, rarely endured
such threats from peers. The significance of this
“ethnic difference” is not only that one group is
harassed more than another but also in revealing
the ways in which negative stereotypes structure
the friendship experiences and opportunities of
adolescents within each ethnic group. At the same
time, our studies make evident that stereotypes
and ecologies are not only relevant for racial–
ethnic minority adolescents but for all adoles-
cents as all adolescents are stereotyped regarding
some aspect of their social identities. In addition,
stereotypes are relational and formed in response
to one another (Nasir and Shah 2011; Way et al.
2008, 2013) and thus the stereotypes that
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structure the friendships of ethnic minority youth
simultaneously inform those of the ethnic
majority and vice versa. If, for example, being
aggressive and a troublemaker is the stereotype
that defines the friendships of Black boys then not
being aggressive and delinquent (i.e., pro-social
and compliant) becomes the framework for the
friendships of White boys (e.g., Dishion and
Piehler 2009). Examining the ecological context
of friendships can deepen the study of friendships
among racial–ethnic majority adolescents
because it recognizes that the macro-context of
stereotypes positions youth in ways that differ-
entially shape their friendship opportunities and
experiences and influences the quality of and
choices made by adolescents.

Although we know from an extensive litera-
ture that friendships are a robust and important
predictor of adolescent outcomes (e.g., Rubin
et al. 2009), this chapter contributes to our
understanding the factors that shape friendships
themselves. Given the relevance of friendships to
healthy youth adjustment, understanding the
factors that undermine positive, high quality
friendships is critical for understanding how to
foster resistance to those factors so that positive
adjustment occurs (Way and Rogers 2016). Our
findings suggest that cultural stereotypes can
(and, in fact, do) pose a critical barrier to positive
peer relationships especially across racial–ethnic
groups. Thus, helping youth cultivate friendships
that counteract negative messages that emanate
from the larger cultural environment is essential.
If we take seriously that stereotypes form the
context of friendships, it becomes evident why
youth often gravitate toward same-ethnic peers
while cross-ethnic friendships are rare and less
stable (e.g., McGill et al. 2012; Tatum 2003).
Increasing cross-ethnic friendships is not merely
about the “opportunity” for interaction with peers
of other racial–ethnic groups (e.g., Moody 2001),
but also, perhaps more critically, about chal-
lenging longstanding stereotypes that interfere
with positive peer interactions across racial–eth-
nic groups. This process has significant impli-
cations for interventions and programs designed
to support positive youth development.

Friendships are essential in the lives of ado-
lescents as they create a space for self-exploration
and transformation. And these friendships are
intricately woven into the fabric of the environ-
ments in which they reside. As so eloquently
described by Erikson (1968) many decades ago,
individual development is a constant interplay
between the psychological and the social, the
developmental and the historical. Friendships that
exist in the micro-contexts of adolescents’ lives
are indelibly shaped by the larger macro-contexts,
specifically the stereotypes that envelope and give
meaning to those micro-contexts. Negative
stereotypes threaten to undermine adolescents’
friendships by fostering divisions and perpetuat-
ing inequality. At the same time, however,
friendships offer an opportunity and space for
social change when youth challenge negative
cultural norms, expectations and stereotypes in
their everyday relationships.
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Minority and Majority Children’s
Evaluations of Social Exclusion
in Intergroup Contexts

Aline Hitti, Kelly Lynn Mulvey, and Melanie Killen

Abstract
Social exclusion based on race and ethnicity occurs within the context of
peer relationships beginning in childhood. Surprisingly little is known
about the minority youth perspective regarding experiences and evalua-
tions of social exclusion. While it is important to investigate and identify
how majority youth’s biases contribute to social exclusion of ethnic
minority individuals, a full understanding of the factors that contribute to
social exclusion necessitates examining both the minority and majority
perspectives. In this chapter we highlight recent research which has
revealed areas of convergence and divergence regarding peer-based social
exclusion. Overall, most children and adolescents view social exclusion
based on group membership such as race and ethnicity as wrong.
Differences emerge between majority and minority perspectives, however,
regarding the expression of outgroup attitudes, ingroup bias, and the
factors that contribute to social inclusion and exclusion. We review
existing research and discuss implications for interventions, such as how
to promote positive intergroup contact, social identity development to
foster positive peer relationships, and healthy development for minority
and majority youth.

Introduction

Children from different ethnicities, cultures, and
nationalities increasingly encounter one another
due to a myriad of factors including increasing
mobility and migration of those seeking a better
quality of life, refuge from conflict, and economic
stability. Diverse environments can potentially
lead to increased cross-ethnic or racial friendships
which are often beneficial for children (Bagci
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et al. 2014; Graham et al. 2014; Tropp and
Prenovost 2008). At the same time, ethnically and
racially diverse environments can lead to social
exclusion, rejection, and, in some cases, prejudice
and discrimination. Thus, peer relationships and
friendships in intergroup contexts are complex.
They require that children draw on developing
knowledge about individuals who are affiliated
with groups that are based on ethnicity, race,
religion, and nationality. This information is often
laden with stereotypic expectations based on what
children infer about a group’s identity, beliefs,
norms, and social status. At the same time, when
it comes to decisions about exclusion or inclusion
and inter-individual treatment, children often
apply concepts about fairness, concerns for the
welfare of others, and justice.

Until recently, the literature on majority and
minority youth development in intergroup con-
texts reflected different research traditions. His-
torically, research examining intergroup peer
relationships in childhood focused on majority
children’s attitudes with the goal to reduce prej-
udice and discrimination against minority groups
(Aboud 1993; Bigler and Liben 1993; Killen
2007; Nesdale 2004). Although, intergroup
research with minority children began in the late
1940s with the seminal work by Clark and Clark
(1947), in the past two decades, it has regained
momentum and expanded to include research
from around the world, with both racial minority
children as well as ethnic minority immigrant
children (Bigler and Liben 2007; Dunham et al.
2014; Graham et al. 2014; Flanagan et al. 2009;
Killen and Rutland 2011; Nesdale 2008; Ver-
kuyten 2008). Further, research methodologies to
measure racial attitudes and racial bias in the
context of social exclusion have expanded
tremendously to include a range of explicit and
implicit forms of bias as well as reasoning and
judgments about interracial encounters (as we
discuss below).

Current intergroup peer relationships research
on minority children and adolescents focuses on
how ethnic identity often serves as a buffer to
victimization and harassment (Phinney et al.
2001). This research finds that minority children
from homes with parents who prepare their

children for discrimination are better prepared to
resist its negative influences (Hughes et al.
2009). Further, peer groups that provide sup-
portive environments help to reduce prejudice
and bias in the school social environment (Tropp
et al. 2014; Verkuyten and Thijs 2013). In gen-
eral, current research on minority children’s peer
relationships provides recommendations for
optimizing diverse school environments in ways
that promote minority children’s well-being
(Nesdale and Lawson 2011; Tropp and Pren-
ovost 2008; Verkuyten 2008). These recom-
mendations pertain to the goals of (1) fostering
positive ingroup identity for members of disad-
vantaged groups, who are often minority in
number as well as excluded from the predomi-
nant society, (2) reducing intergroup bias that
may exist with the predominant majority (and
advantaged) groups and increasing opportunities
for positive intergroup contact; and (3) creating
integrated, multicultural school contexts in which
authority figures, parents, and students from
different backgrounds recognize and support the
goals of mutual respect, acceptance, fair and
equal treatment of others (Killen et al. 2011;
Thijs et al. 2014).

In this chapter, intergroup peer relationships
regarding minority and majority status will be
examined by focusing on children’s evaluations
of social exclusion (Killen and Rutland 2011).
This includes addressing children’s moral judg-
ments and social reasoning regarding situations
of intergroup social exclusion, as well as con-
sidering the stereotypes and biases that inhibit
positive peer group environments. These differ-
ent aspects of how minority and majority chil-
dren think about social exclusion form the
obstacles (e.g., outgroup prejudice and stereo-
types) and the catalysts (e.g., empathy, inter-
group contact, common social identities) to
children’s healthy social development. This per-
spective offers insight into minority youth’s
social judgments, which often reflect a strong
sense of social justice, empathy, and fairness
(also see chapter by Malti et al.). The conse-
quences of being a constant victim of exclusion
include depression, social anxiety, and social
withdrawal (Juvonen 2013).
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Healthy inclusive peer relationships can foster
the positive development of minority youth, who
experience exclusion more often than majority
youth because of their ethnic and racial back-
grounds and their minority status (Rosenbloom
and Way 2004). Therefore, examining children’s
evaluations of exclusion is important for identi-
fying ways to encourage inclusivity within peer
relationships.

Theoretical Framework

Investigating minority and majority youth’s per-
spectives on social exclusion requires ascertain-
ing judgments and beliefs about the contexts
when exclusion is necessary to make groups
work well (such as excluding a slow runner from
the track team) and when exclusion is unfair
(such as excluding a new student from a school
club due to their race). An integrative theoretical
approach, a social reasoning developmental
(SRD) perspective (Rutland et al. 2010), has
been applied to the topic of social exclusion and
inclusion and has revealed how judgments about
social exclusion are multifaceted, involving
concerns for fairness and equality, as well as for
group identity and group functioning, and psy-
chological considerations of autonomy. SRD
integrates theoretical models about social and
moral cognitive development (Turiel 2006),
referred to as social domain theory (Smetana
2006) with developmental theories about group
identity and group dynamics (Abrams and Rut-
land 2008; Nesdale 2004). In brief, social domain
theory identifies three domains of social knowl-
edge: moral (fairness, equality), societal (group
functioning), and psychological (personal
choice) used by individuals to evaluate social
issues. Developmental group identity theory
recognizes the ways that ingroup preference and
outgroup attitudes interact in intergroup contexts,
and how this changes with age (Nesdale 2008;
Abrams and Rutland 2008).

As the SRD model explicitly addresses chil-
dren’s social reasoning, the SRD model has been
particularly helpful in shedding light on ethnic
minority children’s perspectives when examining

group dynamics from multiple perspectives
(majority and minority; ingroup and outgroup).
A social reasoning developmental perspective
asserts that children balance information about
group norms, their loyalty to their group, and
their moral principles when approaching com-
plex social situations, such as those which
involve outgroup members (Rutland et al. 2010).
This framework highlights the instances when
factors such as intergroup contact, societal norms
about equality, as well as parental messages
about egalitarianism, serve as catalysts for
applying moral judgments in intergroup con-
texts. It also recognizes certain obstacles to
applying moral judgments that can lead to prej-
udice and discrimination, such as ingroup biases,
stereotypes, exclusive norms of majority groups,
and expectations about outgroup homogeneity.

To date, research from this perspective shows
that, with age, children begin to weigh concerns
related to group dynamics in addition to moral
concerns when making judgments about ingroup
and outgroup members (Hitti et al. 2014; Killen
et al. 2013; Mulvey et al. 2014a, b). This
research reveals that, as children gain more
experience with groups and greater awareness of
societal norms, they display complex thoughts
about the factors and issues that must be con-
sidered in intergroup relationships. In addition,
children’s experiences with intergroup exclusion
bear on their understanding of what makes it
wrong. What factors children from minority and
majority backgrounds give priority to is a func-
tion of their experiences as members of these
groups and how these experiences shape their
evaluations of social exclusion will be examined
in this chapter.

Current Questions, Measurement,
and Methodology

The current questions regarding social exclusion
pertain to how ethnic and racial minority and
majority youth evaluate social exclusion and
inclusion, the messages that children and ado-
lescents receive from adults (expectations about
parental views), and the social experiences that
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bear on evaluations of exclusion. A central
question for evaluation of social exclusion per-
tains to the distinction between intragroup
exclusion (excluding someone from the ingroup)
and intergroup inclusion (including someone
from the outgroup). Affiliation with groups often
results in group loyalty, and these loyalties have
a powerful impact on how individual members
treat one another within their own
group. Reducing bias means challenging ingroup
members who espouse racial biases, or who
reject equal treatment of others, and this can be
difficult when the outcome may be exclusion
from one’s own group. Alternatively, group
loyalty also makes it difficult to include members
of outgroups, as this can also result in exclusion
when ingroup members view this act to be a
reflection of group disloyalty. These pressures in
childhood begin early and are difficult to
maneuver for many children. What makes it
feasible is the strong endorsement of fair and
equal treatment of others, as we describe below.
Thus, the dynamics between loyalty to ingroups,
attitudes about outgroups, and principles of fair
and equal treatment are complex to coordinate.
Additionally, as children’s social cognitive
development progresses, they increasingly
understand that groups often have intentions that
differ from those held by individual members
(Mulvey et al. 2014b). We will examine both
individual level characteristics (e.g., intergroup
contact, shared interests in hobbies) as well as
group level characteristics (e.g., social norms,
status) that are reflected in how children and
adolescents experience and evaluate social
exclusion. In addition, messages from parents
may reinforce ingroup loyalty or focus on
inclusion of outgroup members, and experiences
with others from outgroups can enhance concepts
of fair treatment of others.

The measurements and methods for examining
how minority and majority youth evaluate social
exclusion are diverse. These involve judgments,
behavior, and reasoning about inclusion and
exclusion, and are reflected in both implicit and
explicit methods. Implicit methods are used to
examine the biases unbeknownst to the individ-
ual, particularly about race and gender. Explicit

methods are used to directly assess motivations,
intentions, and reasoning about interracial
encounters. Increasingly, researchers have rec-
ognized the value of using both types of mea-
sures, as methods reflect a continuum from direct
and explicit to more indirect and implicit.
Age-related changes have been documented
using both forms of assessments.

A major change in the research approaches for
this topic over the past decade has been to
include the racial or ethnic composition of the
schools that children are sampled from as a
central variable in the research design. Rather
than solely focusing on children in homogenous
school (and neighborhood) environments,
research has studied classroom and school
diversity as a factor that contributes to percep-
tions of school safety (Juvonen et al. 2006),
opportunities for contact (Tropp and Prenovost
2008; Feddes et al. 2009) and support from peer
groups. Thus, children with varying levels of
social experiences (e.g., attend ethnically
heterogeneous or homogeneous schools) have
been sampled to study the extent to which
cross-group friendship is related to an increase in
the use of moral reasoning to reject racial
exclusion, for example (Crystal et al. 2008;
McGlothlin and Killen 2010; Ruck et al. 2011;
Ruck et al. 2014). Surveys and semi-structured
interviews about morally relevant third-party
scenarios are often used in this research to cap-
ture children’s moral reasoning and whether they
reference concerns for fairness, justice, and oth-
er’s welfare when justifying their judgments
(Turiel 2008). Children’s judgments about
hypothetical scenarios tend to map onto to their
judgments and behavior in actual situations
(Turiel 2008). Thus these methods offer insight
into children’s developing social cognitions as
well as how they may act when faced with
similar situations.

The research reviewed in this chapter focuses
on judgments about intergroup exclusion that
children often make within the context of their
peer groups. Judgments about such situations can
vary as a function of children’s experiences with
cross-ethnic and racial peers. Decisions about
including or excluding an ethnic outgroup
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member highlight tensions between moral judg-
ments and other factors, such as culturally
exclusive norms and traditions, as well as per-
sonal interests and prerogatives.

Social Exclusion: Empirical Findings

Minority Children’s Experiences
with Social Exclusion

While both ethnic and racial majority and
minority children experience exclusion and
prejudice in peer relationships, minority children
experience it more than their majority counter-
parts do (Rosenbloom and Way 2004). This has
been documented in racial and ethnic minorities
in the United States (Flanagan et al. 2009;
Rosenbloom and Way 2004) and in immigrant
children in Europe (Monks et al. 2008; Verkuy-
ten and Thijs 2002). Extreme forms of social
exclusion can result in long-term negative out-
comes in terms of mental health and academic
achievement (Buhs et al. 2006). However expe-
riences across different groups of minority chil-
dren are varied. For example, African American
and Latino/a American adolescents report preju-
dices based on race and ethnicity more than do
Arab Americans, who experience prejudice
based on religion, language, and personal attri-
butes (Flanagan et al. 2009). Furthermore, Ver-
kuyten and Thijs (2002) reported that Turkish
children in the Netherlands more often perceived
their own ethnic group to be excluded than did
Moroccan and Surinamese children. Minority
children are aware that exclusion based on their
ethnicity and race does occur and do recognize
that it occurs at both the societal level, through
inequitable distribution of resources, and in
intergroup peer contexts. Both levels of exclu-
sion are important to consider because, as
explained in the next section, societal levels of
exclusion can impact one’s perceptions and
judgments about peer relationships.

Societal Levels of Exclusion
One area of research has examined children’s
awareness of socioeconomic status (SES) as a

basis for social exclusion. This variable is often
related to ethnic or racial minority status (un-
fortunately, SES is often confounded with race
and ethnicity in many cultural contexts). Chil-
dren begin to perceive societal levels of income
inequalities as early as 6 years of age (Leahy
1983). In his study of social judgments about
income inequality, Leahy (1983) found that both
European American and African American chil-
dren across the developmental spectrum (6, 11,
14, and 17 year-olds) challenged wealth differ-
ences between the rich and the poor by citing
concerns for the poor. Further, increasingly with
age, children began to justify inequalities by
referencing merit. African American minority
children, however, were more likely to perceive
the need for social change and were less willing
to justify economic stratification than children
from advantaged backgrounds (e.g., middle-class
European Americans). These findings, suggest
that minority children are motivated to challenge
social exclusion.

Other recent research shows both African
American and European American children
(5–11-year olds) who witnessed an inequality of
school supplies between schools that differed in
racial group membership allocated more resour-
ces to the disadvantaged groups (Elenbaas et al.
2016). While younger children (5–6 years) allo-
cated more resources to the disadvantaged group
when it was their own racial ingroup, older
children (10–11 years) allocated more resources
to the disadvantaged group regardless of whether
it was their own group or the outgroup. Older
children also recognized the societal patterns of
disadvantaged status more so than did the
younger children. Therefore, as children get older
their social awareness of status and social
exclusion increases. This awareness can play an
important role in motivating both minority and
majority children to partake in social change
(e.g., rectifying resource allocation inequities).

Prolonged experiences of resource deprivation
as well as experiences with societal levels of
exclusion are clearly maladaptive for ethnic and
racial minorities. For example, when assessing
racial and ethnic minority adolescents, Arsenio
et al. (2013) found that the extent to which
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African American and Latino/a American ado-
lescents perceived their social structure to be
unfair was associated with them expressing less
negative emotions (e.g., guilt and shame) after a
transgression involving a peer. While this sample
of minority adolescents thought their current
social order needed restructuring, they expected
it to get worse in the future. Thus adolescent
minority youth recognize that social change is
needed to end social exclusion of minorities in
society, but their future expectations that change
will come are bleak. Although this research
suggests that awareness of societal levels of
exclusion may help children rely on moral con-
cepts in intergroup peer situations at a young age,
it also shows that over time such awareness can
be maladaptive for racial and ethnic minority
youth, particularly for the development of posi-
tive peer relationships.

Peer Group Exclusion and Stereotypes
Minority youth often expect that their majority
peers will act in prejudiced ways. In a study with
immigrant youth, Malti et al. (2012) found that
Serbian 12- and 15-year-olds attributed more
positive emotions to a Swiss excluder, implying
they expected that Swiss national peers would
feel good about only being with other Swiss
peers. With age, minority children in the United
States expect race-based exclusion in peer con-
texts would occur more often than their majority
counterparts (Killen et al. 2007b), and attribute
this to negative stereotypes. For example, in one
study Ruck et al. (2011) found that ethnic
minority females and older participants (10-, 13-,
16-year-olds) expected majority individuals to
use stereotypes to exclude others based on race,
more so than did minority males and younger
participants, respectively. Therefore,
gender-based experiences and experiences of
minority youth with time led them to anticipate
exclusive behavior by majority ethnic outgroup
peers. Expecting exclusivity from majority peers
can result in less motivation to interact with and
engage in friendships with majority peers. This
could be maladaptive for minority children, on
the one hand, as it discourages cross-ethnic or
racial friendships, but on the other hand, it could

be protective as it helps them avoid situations in
which they could be harmed by being excluded.

Racial minority children in the United States
reject the negative academic stereotypes that are
associated with their race (Copping et al. 2013).
Minority youth, however, can also hold stereo-
types about and expect ethnically exclusive
behavior from other minority peer groups (e.g.,
Arab Americans, Hitti and Killen 2015). In this
study, Hitti and Killen (2015) surveyed both
majority and minority youth (12 and 16 years
old) regarding their expectations about the ethnic
exclusivity of an Arab American out-
group. Minority youth as well as majority youth
anticipated that an Arab American peer group
would give priority to peers of the same ethnic
identity, but also reported low levels of contact
with Arab American peers. Therefore, it is
important to consider these findings in light of
research on cross-group friendships. For
instance, while research revealed that children
with greater levels of intragroup contact report
lower levels of anxiety (Douglass et al. 2014),
research also showed that children with higher
levels of cross-group friendships reported lower
levels of perceived vulnerability than those with
lower levels of cross-group friendships (Graham
et al. 2014). The next sections highlights
instances in which many minority children
challenge social exclusion in intergroup peer
contexts and demonstrate inclusive orientations.
Inclusivity can be protective for minority youth
as it is beneficial for forming positive peer
relationships.

Minority Children’s Perspectives
About Exclusion

While majority and minority children share many
similar viewpoints about social exclusion,
including when it is unfair to exclude someone
based solely on group membership (such as race,
ethnicity, culture, and sexual orientation),
minority children often become exposed to
prejudicial behaviors from others earlier than
majority children, and these experiences help
them to recognize the negative consequences of
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exclusion and deter many from partaking in it.
Research has shown that a large portion of ethnic
minority U.S. children, for example, reject
exclusion based on race or ethnicity, and cited
empathic concerns for the victim when they did
so (Crystal et al. 2008; Killen et al. 2002, 2010a;
Killen et al. 2007a, b; Ruck et al. 2011, 2014).
One’s ability to empathize with a victim and use
the victim’s emotions as an evaluative appraisal
of the situation helps in the application of moral
judgments (Turiel and Killen 2010). Although
this process becomes more complex in inter-
group contexts when biases and misattributions
of others based on their racial or ethnic group are
invoked (Hitti et al. 2013), the ability to empa-
thize with a victim of exclusion has been asso-
ciated with children’s evaluations of how wrong
exclusion is (Malti et al. 2012).

In another study, ethnic and racial U.S.
minority children compared to their U.S.
European-American counterparts were more
likely to indicate that non-race based exclusion
was wrong (Killen et al. 2007b). Thus, in mul-
tifaceted contexts, when group concerns and
concerns of fairness are considered, minority
children, in this study, were more likely to reject
exclusion of an outgroup member based on race
when group functioning considerations were low
in salience. Additionally, in the context of dyadic
friendships, research showed that at an early age
(6 years), ethnic and racial U.S. minority chil-
dren relied on shared interests more than race and
ethnicity when perceiving similarity between
cross-race and same-race dyads as well as when
making decisions about cross-race friendship
potential (Margie et al. 2005). Similar findings
were shown for ethnic majority children (i.e.,
European Americans) who attended ethnically
heterogeneous schools but not for those who
attended ethnically homogeneous schools
(McGlothlin and Killen 2006). U.S.
European-American majority children with little
cross-ethnic social experiences assumed out-
group homogeneity in their judgments about
same-race dyads and friendship potential
between cross-race and same-race dyads. These
findings indicated that cross-ethnic friendships
impact children’s judgments about peer inclusion

and exclusion. Intergroup contact increased
inclusive orientations and is examined in the next
section.

Intergroup Contact
Intergroup contact experiences, whether direct or
indirect (e.g., through media and storytelling),
can reduce anxiety toward the outgroup and
promote understanding and perspective taking
(Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Tropp and Prenovost
2008). Evidence exists to support the benefits of
contact but mainly for children of majority
groups (Feddes et al. 2009). Findings for children
of minority groups are mixed. Some findings
indicated other factors such as superordinate
common identification with the outgroup (i.e.,
school or classroom identity) play an important
role in reducing prejudices (Jugert et al. 2011).
Other findings showed that contact increases
ethnic minority children’s rejection of race- or
ethnic-based exclusion (Crystal et al. 2008; Ruck
et al. 2011, 2014).

For example, Crystal et al. (2008) found that
both majority and minority students with high
contact were more likely to perceive race-based
exclusion as wrong than those with low contact.
This is consistent with other studies with Euro-
pean American children that assessed varying
levels of diversity in school environments (Killen
et al. 2010a, b). Compared to students in low
diversity schools, students in high-diversity
schools generally reported more cross-race
friendships, rated race-based exclusion as more
wrong, and were less likely to use stereotypes to
explain what it is about race that makes people
uncomfortable. Similarly, urban minority chil-
dren (African American and Latino/a American)
who had high levels of intergroup contact rated
race-based exclusion as more wrong than those
with low intergroup contact (Ruck et al. 2011).

While there is some evidence indicating that
contact with majority outgroups for minority
children can be beneficial, more research is
warranted to fully understand the range of con-
texts that have a significant impact. For example,
Feddes et al. (2009) found that for Turkish
minority children living in Germany, intergroup
contact did not affect their attitudes toward
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German peers. Recent work by Bagci et al.
(2014), however, showed that high quality
cross-race friendships among South Asian British
children moderated the negative effects of per-
ceived discrimination on children’s psychologi-
cal well-being and resilience. Additionally, other
research has found that intergroup contact and
cross-race friendships in adolescence, for U.S.
racial and ethnic majority and minority samples,
can serve as a shield against negative parental
messages about race (Edmonds and Killen 2009).
More research is warranted which explicitly
focuses on identifying the characteristics of
intergroup contact which make the experience for
minority youth positive. For instance, prelimi-
nary evidence suggests that majority-minority
peer relationships could benefit from intergroup
contact that fosters a common identity among
youth from different ethnic backgrounds (Jugert
et al. 2011).

Ethnic Identity
Ethnic identification is the extent to which one
identifies with their ethnic group and has positive
feelings about being a member of this group
(Phinney 2008). The role of ethnic identification
on children’s evaluations of exclusion is still
unclear. Findings from a study by Pfeifer et al.
(2007) show that ethnic minority children, in the
United States, who show high identification with
their ethnic group (e.g., “My Mexican culture is
important to me.”) demonstrated negative biases
toward an outgroup. However, ethnic minority
and immigrant children who demonstrated iden-
tification with a larger American national identity
(e.g., “Being American is important to me.”),
reported less biases overall. Thus identifying
more with a superordinate national identity that
encompasses people of all ethnic backgrounds
and identification with a nation, as opposed to a
unique ethnic identity within that nation, was
more adaptive. The latter finding is supported by
intergroup contact research which focused on
emphasizing superordinate identity categories
(e.g., schools and classrooms) to promote posi-
tive intergroup peer relationships for minority
children (Jugert et al. 2011; Guerra et al. 2010).
Clearly, more research is needed to understand

the role of ethnic identification on minority
children’s perceptions and attitudes about
cross-ethnic or racial relationships.

Affiliation with a larger common identity,
however, serves to mediate intergroup tensions in
a heterogeneous society (Jugert et al. 2011;
Guerra et al. 2010). Evidence also exists showing
that ethnic and racial identification is protective
for minority youth who perceive high levels of
discrimination (Brown and Chu 2012;
Rivas-Drake et al. 2014; Seaton et al. 2014).
Identification with a group is not implied through
mere membership but develops over time and
through a process of internalization (Bennett and
Sani 2011; Phinney 2008). This often entails
taking on the group’s cultural practices, tradi-
tions, and norms. These are facilitated through
parental ethnic and racial socialization practices.
Among ethnic and racial minority children, eth-
nic and racial socialization often promotes ethnic
and racial identity development (Phinney et al.
2001; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2006). Socialization
that promotes knowledge about cultural heritage
and instills ingroup pride has been found to
positively affect early adolescents’ cultural
identification, self-esteem, academic efficacy,
and engagement (Banerjee et al. 2011; Huynh
and Fuligni 2008). Further research on the role of
multiple identities in evaluations about inter-
group social exclusion is needed to better
understand the implications of common identities
(e.g., national, school, classroom) and ethnic
identities on children’s social relationships.

Policy Implications and Future
Directions

Findings from the research reviewed contribute
to our understanding of the positive development
of minority children. What is clear across all the
bodies of research reviewed is that minority
youth often have a unique and different per-
spective on ethnic-based and race-based social
exclusion. The findings suggest that many
minority youth exhibit a strong sense of social
justice, empathy, and fairness. They are attuned
to the possibility of discrimination and the
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importance of treating others’ equitably. While
minority children often express more inclusive
orientations than their majority peers, with age,
they become more aware of societal levels of
exclusion, anticipate exclusive behavior from
others, and expect stereotypes to drive peer
exclusion. Research on intergroup contact,
cross-race friendships, and ethnic identification,
however, suggests that these external and psy-
chological experiences can be protective and
promote positive development in minority youth.

Intergroup contact has implications for poli-
cies that can help promote positive peer rela-
tionships in diverse settings. For instance,
increasing diversity in schools, fostering ethni-
cally inclusive norms, and adopting curricula that
focus on multicultural education can all serve to
promote positive social cognitive development in
intergroup contexts (Nesdale and Lawson 2011;
Rutland et al. 2010; Verkuyten 2008). A signifi-
cant lesson learned from the 1970s and 1980s
backlash regarding redistricting and busing of
racial minority children to racial majority schools
in the U.S. was that a number of conditions need
to be met for it to work successfully (Franken-
berg and Orfield 2007). Specifically, training is
essential for school administrators, teachers,
parents, and educators regarding the value of
diversity for all children (authority support), and
the ways to enable children from different
backgrounds to work together (common goals,
equal status) as well as supplemental support in
terms of curricula training and counselors (Killen
et al. 2007a). When these conditions are met then
school districts can implement policies which
ensure opportunities for positive intergroup
contact both through considering income and
ethnicity when using algorithms to assign stu-
dents to schools and considering the ways in
which income and ethnicity are often conflated
when determining policies (Reardon et al. 2006).
Further, school districts should consider imple-
menting heterogeneous grouping and eliminating
school tracking policies which have historically
led to segregated classrooms (Oakes 2005; Cor-
bett Burris et al. 2006).

Additionally, schools can adopt curricula
which encourage children and adolescents to

value differences among peers, as such curricula
have proven successful in European contexts
where they have been adopted (Verkuyten and
Thijs 2013). Moreover, research indicates that
some of the reasons why school-wide bullying
interventions are not very effective in the United
States may be because of issues related to neg-
ative intergroup contact (Evans et al. 2014).
Policies related to bullying prevention, social
exclusion, and peer rejection should also aim to
recognize the role that negative intergroup rela-
tions and prejudice may play in the manifestation
of these forms of negative peer relations (Killen
et al. 2013). Thus, the research on minority youth
perspectives related to social exclusion and peer
relations suggest the importance of directed
policy actions to better structure our educational
systems so that all youth have opportunities for
positive, healthy peer interaction. While the
current body of research answers many questions
about social exclusion among minority and
majority youth, it also raises many additional
questions.

The findings reviewed in this chapter indicate
that the very question of group membership as a
minority is complex: minority status could refer
to ethnicity, numerical presence, gender, and
socioeconomic status among other identities.
Research on social identities indicates that chil-
dren simultaneously hold a myriad of group
memberships and that in different contexts these
different memberships may be more or less
salient (Bennett and Sani 2011; Phinney 2008).
Therefore, future research should aim to under-
stand the complex, fluid and dynamic interplay
between group identities (for instance gender and
ethnicity or ethnicity and religion) in examining
children’s social cognitions in intergroup con-
texts. Future research should therefore examine
intergroup exclusion in which multiple identities
intersect, such as those where children vary not
just by ethnicity but also by socioeconomic sta-
tus. In addition, the perspectives of biracial
children, or children who identify with multiple
ethnicities should be included and contrasted
with other minority and majority perspectives.
While research on social cognitive development
in intergroup context has expanded to include
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minority children from different racial and ethnic
backgrounds in the United States and abroad,
more research with different ethnic groups is also
still needed.

Further, additional research is needed on
intragroup dynamics within ethnic minority peer
relationships. This will identify how minority
children evaluate exclusion of or by other ethnic
minority groups and reveal intragroup tensions
that children have to confront as well as inter-
group ones. How do ingroup and outgroup
practices and norms contribute to such interpre-
tations? Related to this, much more research
needs to be conducted on how intergroup contact
impacts children who are part of different
minority groups and to identify individual factors
related to differential outcomes (i.e., psycholog-
ical well-being). For example, in the face of
increasing social inequalities, intergroup contact
among historically advantaged and historically
disadvantaged children can be adaptive (Reid
and Ready 2013). However, more research is
needed to understand the mechanisms at play that
promote the positive effects of intergroup
friendships. We still know very little about what
makes a high quality intergroup experience for
minority youth and what factors relate to positive
outcomes of intergroup contact for minority
youth.

Finally, in our increasingly global world, it is
important that research examine a wider range of
intergroup experiences as children are increas-
ingly encountering others who do not share their
group membership at earlier and earlier ages and
in a wider range of contexts. For instance,
research could more directly examine the role of
exclusive and inclusive peer group norms in
intergroup encounters across a range of settings
(i.e., home, school, community, cyberspace).
Additionally, such research could more directly
examine the interplay between parental ethnic
socialization and messages about cross-group
friendships. The research to date indicates just
how complex intergroup cognition is for majority
and minority youth and highlights the need for
nuanced future research across group categories
and settings, especially given evidence showing
that children do not treat all intergroup contexts

in the same way (Mulvey et al. 2014a). In sum,
the research findings indicate the astute aware-
ness many minority youth have of both the
complexity of group dynamics and the unfair
nature of bias, prejudice or preferential treatment.
The current research suggests that there is still
much more work to be done to uncover how best
to support positive youth development in inter-
group contexts and to understand when inter-
group contexts provide opportunities for positive
development.
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Children’s Social–Emotional
Development in Contexts of Peer
Exclusion

Tina Malti, Antonio Zuffianò, Lixian Cui, Tyler Colasante,
Joanna Peplak, and Na Young Bae

Abstract
In this chapter, we review literature on the social–emotional processes of
peer inclusion and exclusion from childhood to adolescence with a focus
on peer exclusion based on minority status in distinct categories (e.g.,
ethnicity/nationality, gender, socioeconomic status). We begin with a brief
historical review of research on social–emotional development in the
context of peer relationships, followed by current research questions and
methods. In our review of empirical findings under prevailing integrative
developmental theories (i.e., moral emotions theory and social–develop-
mental reasoning theory), we highlight children’s feelings and reasoning
in contexts of peer exclusion, and the emotional and behavioral outcomes
thereof. We then discuss the risks of failing to address peer exclusion in
multicultural societies and offer guidelines and strategies for prevention
and intervention. Finally, we conclude with a proposed research agenda
that aims to address gaps in the literature and provide avenues for future
research.

Positive peer relationships play a critical role in
ensuring healthy social–emotional development
from childhood to adolescence, whereas peer
exclusion can have detrimental effects in this
domain. While peer victimization and rejection
have been longstanding topics in the peer rela-
tions literature, recent efforts have focused on
children’s social–emotional development in
contexts of peer exclusion. This integrative
developmental research has studied peer exclu-
sion based on ethnicity/nationality and gender
(e.g., Malti et al. 2012), as well as atypical
behavioral characteristics and developmental
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disabilities (Gasser et al. 2013; Nahmias et al.
2014).

In this chapter, we focus on research from an
integrative, moral-developmental perspective,
which has examined children’s and adolescents’
emotion attributions to excluders and excluded
individuals, as well as their reasons for anticipated
emotions and evaluations within majority and
minority groups. After a brief historical account of
research on social–emotional development in
contexts of peer exclusion, we discuss our
research questions and prevailing methods in this
area. We then review recent empirical literature
under integrative theoretical paradigms (i.e.,
moral emotions theory and social-developmental
reasoning theory) on children’s emotional and
social-cognitive processes in contexts of peer
inclusion and exclusion. Finally, we briefly sum-
marize the developmental and health outcomes of
peer exclusion, discuss implications for educa-
tional and intervention strategies, and offer sug-
gestions for future research.

History of Research on Social–
Emotional Development in Contexts
of Peer Victimization and Exclusion

Current literature on children’s emotions in con-
texts of peer exclusion can be traced to early
research on social–emotional and moral devel-
opment. Specifically, the first accounts of the
“happy victimizer” phenomenon (Barden et al.
1980; Nunner-Winkler and Sodian 1988) estab-
lished an experimental paradigm for understand-
ing the development of emotional experiences in
contexts of peer victimization. This paradigm has
consistently shown that early childhood is char-
acterized by the attribution of positive (e.g.,
happy) emotions to hypothetical victimizers (e.g.,
a protagonist who steals another child’s choco-
late). By age 6 or 7, children increasingly asso-
ciate negative emotions, such as guilt and sadness,
with moral transgressions (Arsenio 2014).

In the 1980s and 1990s, children’s emotion
attributions to themselves and others as hypo-
thetical victimizers were predominantly studied

in contexts of physical harm (e.g., Arsenio and
Lover 1995). In line with a stronger focus on the
role of peers in children’s social–emotional
development, research on emotion attributions
expanded into contexts of peer exclusion by the
2000s (see Killen and Cooley 2014; Malti and
Ongley 2014). Understanding the excluder’s
emotions has been the main concern of such
studies, although emotion attributions to excluded
children and bystanders have been considered in
recent years (Malti et al. 2015). Importantly, this
line of work has also introduced vignettes
depicting the inclusion and exclusion of protag-
onists with minority status in distinct categories,
such as ethnicity/race (e.g., Killen et al. 2002),
nationality (e.g., Jugert et al. 2011; Verkuyten
2001), gender (e.g., Killen et al. 2002), and
mental or physical ability (e.g., Gasser et al.
2013).

A related vein of research on peer relations
also emerged in the 1980s under the auspices of
the developmental psychopathology movement.
It highlighted the psychological risks of peer
rejection and culminated with a seminal review
thereof (see Parker and Asher 1987). By the
1990s, evidence clearly showed that rejected
children are more vulnerable to concurrent and
later maladjustment, such as antisocial behavior
and academic difficulties (e.g., DeRosier et al.
1994). With a particular emphasis on in-group
bias and out-group threat, this area has since
examined various forms of peer rejection (Asher
et al. 2001) and resulting social withdrawal
(Rubin et al. 2011).

In sum, research has traditionally emphasized
social–emotional development in contexts of peer
victimization and the psychological risks of peer
rejection, whereas recent studies have aimed to
understand children’s feelings and judgments in
contexts of peer exclusion. When deciding whom
to include and exclude, children are required to
distinguish, reflect upon, and balance moral
norms, self-interests, and group functioning. The
recent conceptual approaches reviewed in this
chapter have attempted to reconcile these indi-
vidual- and group-level factors within an integra-
tive developmental framework that considers
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children’s emotional experiences and motivations
in multifaceted contexts of peer exclusion (Killen
and Malti 2015).

Current Research Questions

Comprehensive approaches to understanding the
various emotions that children attribute to
excluders and excluded targets have brought
developmental scientists new questions that
promise further insight into the antecedents,
correlates, and consequences of peer exclusion.
We focus on three interrelated research questions
throughout this chapter: First, what emotions do
children experience as excluders and excluded
targets across development? Second, how do
these emotions differ when the excluded target is
a minority (e.g., in terms of ethnicity/nationality,
gender, developmental ability, or behavior)?
Third, what are the consequences of peer exclu-
sion for children’s social–emotional development
and health?

Research Methods

Developmental researchers have typically relied
on questionnaires to assess children’s social–
emotional development and health outcomes in
contexts of peer inclusion and exclusion. More
recent techniques include peer nominations, class
play, and teacher ratings (e.g., Buhs et al. 2006).

In line with a longstanding tradition of
clinical-developmental interview methods in
developmental psychology (Piaget 1932/1965),
such procedures are also used to study children’s
emotions and reasoning in contexts of peer
exclusion. Experimenters depict hypothetical
scenarios of peer inclusion and exclusion that
children most likely experience, and ask a series
of related questions. For example, children are
asked to: (1) judge whether it is right or wrong to
exclude a peer based on their specific qualities
(e.g., gender or ethnicity); (2) attribute emotions
to the excluder and the excluded characters (e.g.,

“how does the excluder feel after excluding the
peer?” or “how does the excluded child feel?”);
and (3) justify their judgments and attributed
emotions (e.g., “why would the excluded child
feel this way?”; Gasser et al. 2013; Killen et al.
2001; Malti et al. 2012; Wainman et al. 2012).
This paradigm has recently shifted from depict-
ing straightforward acts of social exclusion or
peer rejection to invoking multifaceted decision
making with more complex interview procedures
and vignettes. For example, Brenick and Killen
(2014) employed forced-choice scenarios asking
children to include or exclude in-group or
out-group members and justify their decisions.
Similar vignettes have also been used to invoke
children’s reasons for excluding deviant in-group
members (e.g., Hitti et al. 2014b). Researchers
(e.g., Oxman-Martinez et al. 2012) have also
assessed children’s feelings of psychological
isolation in school contexts and organized groups
(e.g., music clubs) to gain more information
about peer exclusion in children’s everyday lives.

A number of laboratory tasks have also been
developed to simulate children’s experiences of
peer exclusion and study their associated physi-
ological and psychological responses. These
include a “Survivor” task (based on the popular
television show Survivor) and a “Chatroom” task
(Guyer et al. 2014). In these interactive tasks,
participants are voted in/out of a certain game or
chosen/not chosen by virtual peers to talk about a
topic in a chat room. Similarly, the Yale Inter-
personal Stressor-Child Version (YIPS-C)
includes two confederates who gradually use a
variety of verbal and nonverbal techniques to
exclude the participant from a discussion while
connecting and getting along with each other
(e.g., Stroud et al. 2009). These controlled
paradigms effectively tap into the physiological
and psychological underpinnings of distinct
aspects of peer exclusion. However, interview
procedures using hypothetical vignettes that
depict children’s everyday life experiences offer
an ecologically valid assessment of their multi-
faceted emotional experiences and associated
reasoning.
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Empirical Findings

From a young age, children make decisions about
the inclusion and exclusion of peers (Killen and
Rutland 2011). Understanding how children from
minority and majority groups feel about the
exclusion of children from other groups can elu-
cidate the development of social attitudes (e.g.,
prejudice; Nesdale et al. 2007) and motivations
underlying their inclusive and exclusive behavior
(Killen and Malti 2015; Hitti et al. 2014b). As
likely targets of peer exclusion, children with
minority status may be prone to depression,
withdrawal, and sometimes anger, which may
exacerbate intergroup tensions and influence
future behavior in the roles of the excluder and
excluded.

Research on children’s emotion attributions
has mostly examined majority children’s per-
ceptions of and feelings toward the exclusion of
minority group members based on various cate-
gories, such as their ethnicity/nationality and
gender (e.g., a boy in an all-girls ballet class), as
well as their atypical behavior and developmental
disabilities (e.g., aggressive behavior and
ADHD; Barnett et al. 2012). However, little is
known about minority children’s perceptions and

feelings in such situations. Throughout this sec-
tion, we will discuss key findings in this research
area based on integrative developmental
approaches to the study of emotions and cogni-
tions in contexts of morality and peer exclusion
(Killen and Malti 2015; Malti et al. 2015). These
frameworks posit that emotions and judgments
in various contexts of peer exclusion are inter-
related across development and, in interaction
with group processes, affect children’s subse-
quent decisions to include or exclude in such
contexts.

Children’s Emotion Attributions
to Excluded Peers and Excluders

Research suggests that children understand the
negative affective repercussions for excluded
individuals. For example, they understand that
others experience negative emotions, such as
sadness and anger, when excluded from a
group. However, when it comes to the attribution
of emotions to excluders, children and adoles-
cents report a variety of positively and negatively
valenced feelings, such as happiness, pride, guilt,
and sadness (see Fig. 1, reprinted from Malti

Fig. 1 Emotion attribution
by target (excluder versus
excluded; reprinted from
Malti et al. 2012)
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et al. 2012; Nguyen and Malti 2014). In line with
integrative developmental models of emotions
and reasoning in these contexts (Killen and Malti
2015), this variability reflects the various con-
cerns that typically arise in multifaceted contexts
of peer exclusion, since children need to balance
moral and social conventional concerns when
deciding whether or not to exclude a peer. As a
result, these competing considerations may
influence whether a child feels positively or
negatively—or both—about their own or others’
exclusive behavior (Chilver-Stainer et al. 2014;
Gasser et al. 2013). Children typically justify
negative emotions with moral concerns (i.e.,
considering the welfare of the other and/or fair-
ness of the situation), suggesting congruence
between their affective experiences and cognitive
elaborations in contexts of peer exclusion.

There appear to be developmental differences
in children’s emotion attributions to excluders and
excluded minority group members. For instance,
Gasser et al. (2013) found that 12-year-olds
attributed more negative moral emotions (e.g.,
guilt, sadness) to the excluder of children with
disabilities than 6- and 9-year-olds did. Further-
more, Nguyen and Malti (2014) found that
13-year-olds, compared to 9-year-olds, better
understood that a peer excluded based on weight
would feel predominantly negative emotions.
However, it was also found that 13-year-olds were
more likely to differentiate between contexts, as
they found it more acceptable to exclude an
overweight child when the activity was athletic.
This highlights children’s increasing ability to
balance individual-level concerns of excluding
minority others with the group-level costs of
including these children (Mulvey et al. 2014), and
speaks to the importance of examining context
differences in their emotion attributions.

In sum, children recognize the negative con-
sequences of exclusion for others and attribute
negatively valenced emotions to excluded chil-
dren (e.g., sadness and anger). They also tend to
assign negative emotions to excluders (e.g., guilt
and empathy). However, they attribute positively
valenced emotions to excluders as well, such as
happiness and pride. Some studies have revealed
developmental differences in emotions attributed

to excluders, but further evidence is needed to
confirm age differences across different contexts of
peer exclusion.

Children’s Emotion Attributions
in Different Contexts of Exclusion
Based on Minority Status

Children and adolescents view the exclusion of
others based on ethnicity, nationality, and/or
race, as morally wrong (Killen and Rutland
2011) and less legitimate than exclusion based on
other characteristics (e.g., gender). Although
children frequently attribute negative emotions to
the excluder regardless of context, these attribu-
tions are often contingent on whether children
associate themselves with the majority or
minority group. For example, group status mat-
ters for the anticipation of emotions in contexts
of exclusion based on nationality. This is shown
in Malti et al. (2012), where adolescents were
shown hypothetical vignettes that depicted a
minority group member being excluded from a
social activity by a majority group member. One
vignette presented a Swiss adolescent choosing
to invite a Swiss peer to a Switzerland versus
Serbia soccer game, and thereby excluding a
Serbian peer. Adolescents who associated them-
selves more with the minority group member
(i.e., the Serbian peer) than the majority group
member (i.e., the Swiss peer) attributed more
positive emotions (e.g., happiness and pride) to
the excluding majority group member.

Research regarding exclusion based on gender
has largely focused on children’s judgments and
reasoning. There is some evidence that children
attribute more positive emotions (e.g., happiness
and pride) to excluders in contexts of gender (e.g., a
girl excluding a boy from ballet class) compared to
other contexts (i.e., contexts of race or nationality),
for reasons of group functioning and social
acceptability (Malti et al. 2012). Interestingly,
although the happy victimizer phenomenon is most
frequent in early childhood (Arsenio 2014), these
findings demonstrate context-dependent happy
victimizer effects in adolescence (also see Recchia
et al. 2012).
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Recently, inclusion/exclusion research has
been expanded to encompass contexts of
behavioral problems and disability. For example,
Gasser et al. (2013) examined children’s emotion
attributions in contexts of exclusion based on
physical and mental disability. Similar to other
exclusion contexts, they found that children sel-
dom attributed only happiness to the excluder.
The attribution of negative emotions, however,
was related to the frequency of children’s expo-
sure to the minority group. Specifically, when the
excluded minority group member was a child
with a disability, children who frequently inter-
acted and had more contact with peers with dis-
abilities (i.e., children who were part of inclusive
classrooms) were less likely to attribute positive
emotions to the excluder compared to children
who did not frequently interact with peers with
disabilities (i.e., children who were not part of
inclusive classrooms).

Empirical research on children’s emotion
attributions in contexts of peer exclusion based
on behavioral difficulties is largely absent. Yet,
the increasing prevalence of behavioral prob-
lems, such as aggression and ADHD, speaks to
the importance of expanding this line of research.
In a related study, Barnett et al. (2012) examined
third through fifth grade children’s prosocial
responding to peers with aggression and symp-
toms of ADHD. They found that the more chil-
dren thought a peer’s particular characteristics
were under personal control, the more they
reported they would dislike, tease, or refrain from
helping that peer. Specifically, children were less
likely to feel positive affect (i.e., like) and
respond prosocially towards aggressive children
than those with ADHD symptoms, because they
believed that aggression was more controllable.
Based on these findings, one may speculate that
children associate positive emotions with the
exclusion of children with behavioral problems,
especially if they believe that problematic char-
acteristics are controllable or alterable.

In sum, researchers have predominantly
investigated emotion attributions to excluders in
contexts of ethnicity/nationality, gender, and, to a
lesser extent, disability and behavior problems.

Complementing this line of research, develop-
mental scientists are beginning to shift perspec-
tives to examine group processes of
inclusion/exclusion through their exploration of
the roles bystanders play in children’s exclusion
behavior (e.g., Malti et al. 2015). This is impor-
tant because bystanders are often present in
encounters of peer exclusion, particularly in
school contexts (Barhight et al. 2013), and may
either prevent exclusion or exacerbate its negative
effects. Recent research indicates that the pres-
ence of bystanders affects children's anticipation
of emotions and judgments in these contexts. For
example, Malti et al. (2015) found that the pres-
ence of on-looking bystanders encouraged ado-
lescents to anticipate more positive emotions
(e.g., happiness and pride) to the excluding
group. Adolescents may consider on-looking
bystanders (i.e., bystanders who observe the sit-
uation without engaging) as encouraging the
exclusion and consequently attribute more posi-
tive emotions to excluders.

As children develop, they increasingly con-
sider a multitude of factors when partaking in
inclusive or exclusive behavior. They understand
the negative affective consequences of exclusion,
particularly in that the excluded predominantly
feel negatively valenced emotions (e.g., sadness,
anger), but that excluders feel more ambivalent
and attribute a variety of positively and nega-
tively valenced emotions. However, there are
contextual and developmental differences in the
anticipation of emotions to excluders, and further
research is warranted to test if and how group
status and development are associated with
emotional experiences in these contexts.

In addition, much of the research on this
topic has focused on how majority children feel
about the exclusion of minority group members,
but less is known about how children from
minority groups feel about the exclusion of
majority group members. Accordingly, future
research on minority children’s evaluations of,
and emotions associated with, exclusion is nee-
ded to provide a more comprehensive picture of
children’s social–emotional development in
these contexts.
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Effects of Peer Exclusion on Children’s
Social–Emotional Development
and Health

Extensive developmental research has demon-
strated the long lasting, negative consequences of
peer exclusion (both at the inter-personal and
inter-group level) on children’s and adolescents’
social and emotional development and health (see
Bynner 2001; Killen and Rutland 2011, for
reviews). At the inter-personal level, socially
excluded children are more likely to be victimized
by their peers (Rubin et al. 2011) and to exhibit
externalizing behavior problems, such as aggres-
sion, disruptive behavior, and bullying. This, in
turn, may lead them to be even more excluded
(Killen and Malti 2015). At the inter-group level,
the effects of peer exclusion are far more detri-
mental, leading to widespread prejudice and
social discrimination (Killen and Malti 2015).
Children belonging to minority groups deserve
special attention because they are visible targets of
peer exclusion. For instance, studies conducted in
the US have reported robust differences in aca-
demic performance between children of ethnic
minorities (e.g., African American and Hispanic)
and children of the majority group (i.e., European
American), with the latter group scoring higher on
measures of cognitive abilities and academic
achievement (Huston and Bentley 2010). Because
high percentages of ethnic minority children
(under the age of six; 70 % African Americans,
66 %Hispanics; Addy andWight 2012) in the US
live in low-income families, socioeconomic dis-
advantage has usually been considered as one of
the principal reasons for these academic dispari-
ties and related negative health outcomes, such as
substance abuse (Mays et al. 2007). Similar
results have also been found in Europe. Recent
data from the Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) showed that European ado-
lescents (i.e., 15-year-olds) from immigrant fam-
ilies scored lower on mathematical skills than
their non-migrant counterparts, although this gap
was reduced by 30 % when the socio-economic
disadvantage of the immigrant adolescents was
controlled for (European Commission 2013).

A study conducted in Canada with Asian
immigrant children aged 11–13 years showed
that 25 % of the minority children reported being
discriminated against by their peers
(Oxman-Martinez et al. 2012). The results of this
study also indicated that the minority children
who experienced higher social exclusion had
lower social competence, self-esteem, and aca-
demic performance.

The negative consequences of peer exclusion
on children’s social–emotional development and
mental health are not limited to group status
based on gender or ethnicity/nationality, but
extend to children and adolescents with physical
and mental disabilities. For example, studies
conducted with children (ages 6–13 years;
Schenker et al. 2006) and adolescents (ages 12–
16 years; Engel-Yeger et al. 2009) with cerebral
palsy or developmental coordination disorder
(ages 5–7 years; Jarus et al. 2011) indicated
lower participation in out-of-school activities
(an indicator of well-being) in children with
these disabilities compared to typically devel-
oping children. Importantly, children with and
without disabilities reported similar levels of
enjoyment in these out-of-school activities,
affirming the negative impact of disability-based
exclusion.

Collectively, these studies suggest the pres-
ence of a negative link between children’s
adjustment and peer exclusion across develop-
ment. Yet, some research questions remain
unanswered. For instance, it is unclear if specific
types of peer exclusion, such as exclusion based
on ethnicity and nationality, are more detrimental
to mental health during adolescence than child-
hood. Some differences depending on timing of
experience seem reasonable. That is, as peer
groups and social norms become central to the
development of one’s own identity during ado-
lescence, adolescents may become particularly
sensitive to the negative consequences of exclu-
sion. Future research on the long-term effects of
exclusion in childhood and adolescence on
subsequent health outcomes will help further
elucidate how they affect social–emotional
development and health across the lifespan.
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Universal Versus Culturally-Specific
Mechanisms

To date, most studies on children’s and adoles-
cents’ emotions and reasoning in contexts of peer
exclusion have been conducted in North America
(e.g., Killen et al. 2007; Oxman-Martinez et al.
2012) or Europe (e.g., Abrams and Rutland
2008; Enesco et al. 2005; Gasser et al. 2013).
Only a few studies have included children from
Arabic (e.g., Brenick et al. 2010) and Asian
countries (e.g., Park and Killen 2010). Overall,
there seems to be some evidence for universal
negative consequences of peer exclusion on
minority children’s social–emotional develop-
ment (Hitti et al. 2014a).

Although a large portion of these studies has
investigated the moral judgments underlying peer
exclusion, cross-cultural comparisons of the
emotions experienced by excluders/excluded
children and integrative studies of judgments
and emotions in contexts of peer exclusion are
still limited (Killen and Malti 2015). Recent
studies suggest that children and adolescents
from different cultural contexts (e.g., Malti et al.
2012; Nguyen and Malti 2014) may attribute
similar, mostly negative, emotions to excluded
children (e.g., sadness, anger), whereas excluders
are expected to experience a variety of both
positively and negatively valenced emotions,
depending on the specific context of peer
exclusion, group status, and development.

Due to the scarcity of cross-cultural research
on emotions in contexts of peer exclusion, we
briefly review the related cross-cultural literature
on judgments about peer exclusion. Generally,
cross-cultural comparisons attest to children’s
general perception of straightforward peer
exclusion as wrong. For example, Rutland et al.
(2005) found that children and adolescents
regarded peer exclusion based on ethnicity as
unfair, although older adolescents were more
likely to accept exclusion based on nationality
than younger children (see Hitti et al. 2014a).
Additionally, children and adolescents tended to
perceive exclusion based on ethnicity/nationality
and gender as less acceptable than exclusion
based on behavioral problems (e.g., aggressive

behavior). Yet, being excluded based on behav-
ioral problems is considered more acceptable in
some countries than others. For instance, Park
and Killen (2010) found that American children
(i.e., 10- to 13-year-olds) were more likely to
exclude aggressive peers than Korean chil-
dren were. The authors argued that the higher
salience of overt aggression and its negative
consequences in American society (compared to
Korean society) might have been driving this
cultural difference. However, American children
were less likely to exclude peers according to
their nationality compared to their Korean
counterparts, probably because they are exposed
to a stronger multicultural environment.

Some interesting culturally-specific mecha-
nisms have also been found in studies investi-
gating peer exclusion in children living in
contexts of conflict and violence. In a study
involving Middle Eastern children (4- to
7-year-olds), Brenick et al. (2010) found that
Israeli-Jewish, Israeli-Palestinian, Jordanian, and
Palestinian children equally evaluated peer
exclusion based on nationality as negative, yet
Palestinians were more likely to use nationality
as a criterion for exclusion. As suggested by the
authors, the negative consequences (e.g., pov-
erty, stress) of a long-lasting religious and
political conflict on Palestinian children might
have enhanced the role of nationality in their
judgments about peer exclusion.

Thus far, little attention has been devoted to
understanding cross-cultural similarities and dif-
ferences regarding peer exclusion of minority
children based on developmental disability.
Although previous research suggests that chil-
dren are more likely to condone the exclusion of
peers with mental or physical disabilities if it
benefits group functioning in academic or ath-
letic settings (e.g., Gasser et al. 2013), future
studies are needed to better understand if there
are cross-cultural differences in children’s rea-
soning and anticipation of emotions in these
contexts. These studies should consider the
prevalence of disability-based stigma and
self-enhancement values, such as competitive-
ness and need for achievement, as potential
influencing factors across cultures.
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Implications for Practice and Policy

Research on children’s and adolescents’ social–
emotional development in contexts of peer
exclusion provides information on motives that
may underlie their actual inclusive/exclusive
behavior, which may exacerbate or buffer the
negative effects of peer exclusion on develop-
mental and mental health outcomes. Specifically,
integrative developmental research that investi-
gates the emotional experiences associated with
peer inclusion and exclusion of all participants in
these encounters (i.e., excluders, excluded,
bystanders) is beneficial to understand: (a) The
proximal, developmental processes (e.g., emo-
tions and related judgments and reasoning)
associated with the experience of peer exclusion
across various social contexts (e.g., classrooms,
peer play) that are typical of children’s everyday
lives; (b) the role of minority group status in
these experiences; and (c) the effects of exclusion
on social–emotional development and health. As
such, these lines of research provide useful
knowledge that can inform the design and
implementation of educational practices and
social policies that aim to reduce the negative
consequences of exclusion and promote the
benefits of inclusion in peer contexts. Specifi-
cally, prevention and intervention practices
aimed at enhancing the positive development of
minority children should promote their social–
emotional skills and moral development while, at
the same time, sustaining social environments
(e.g., classrooms) in which they can build strong
social bonds that will help them create a positive
sense of self and identity (see Catalano et al.
2004; Malti and Noam 2008).

For example, it is well documented that
excluded children feel negative emotions, sadness
in particular. This finding is important because
prolonged exclusion and associated sadness may
develop into more serious psychopathological
problems, such as depression and social anxiety.
Children and adolescents also sometimes associ-
ate feelings of anger with being excluded, which
may contribute to intergroup tension. If the
minority group feels oppressed by the majority
group and forges their identity on this basis,

tensions may culminate in severe forms of inter-
group aggression. Thus, a thorough understand-
ing of the emotional experiences of excluded
children is necessary to enact better practices
aimed to improve the social–emotional develop-
ment and mental health of minority children.

In addition, considering the full spectrum of
emotions associated with excluding others based
on a variety of minority statuses may help to
tailor intervention strategies to specific contexts
of peer exclusion. For example, a positive emo-
tion like pride in the context of peer exclusion
based on ethnicity/nationality may be problem-
atic due to high levels of hostility between
groups in these categories (Golec de Zavala
2011). The experience of mixed emotions (e.g.,
feeling both happy and sad), however, may
trigger the reflection of contrasting feelings and
thereby sharpen the perspective-taking skills of
excluders (Malti and Ongley 2014).

In general, past practice against peer exclusion
has been developed independently from past
practice against bullying and victimization.
However, recent research indicates that these
boundaries are permeable. Interventions at the
individual and group level addressing children’s
social–emotional functioning and peer group
processes associated with minority status may be
a promising future avenue (Killen and Malti
2015).

Conclusions and Future Directions

While much research has investigated how chil-
dren think and reason about peer inclusion and
exclusion, more research on the affective pro-
cesses involved in these experiences is needed.
This includes not only research on emotions of
the excluder and the excluded, but also on
emotions of bystanders. Although some recent
research has examined how bystanders in con-
texts of peer victimization feel (e.g., Malti et al.
2015), little is known about how bystanders feel
in exclusion contexts. This is particularly
important given the powerful role that bystanders
play in potentially mitigating or aggravating the
effects of victimization.
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Importantly, more research on how minority
children feel about exclusion in multifaceted
contexts is needed. Most research has been
studying how children from the majority group
feel about the exclusion of children from
minority groups. However, understanding the
perspectives of children from minority groups is
critical to foster their resiliency and to offset the
risks they face. It is also important to understand
the long-term effects of exclusion on minority
children’s development and health, as one’s
group status might be an important predictor of
atypical development and poor health outcomes.

Applied research is also needed that develops
assessment tools to understand children’s and
adolescents’ feelings about peer inclusion and
exclusion based on different group categories.
Lastly, we urge the design and implementation of
intervention programs and educational practices
that aim to counteract the exclusion of minority
children. Indeed, the ultimate goal is to sustain
social environments, at both school and com-
munity levels, characterized by inclusion and
tolerance in which minority children can build
the social–emotional skills that serve as the core
of their positive development.
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Positive Youth Development
of Roma Ethnic Minority Across
Europe

Radosveta Dimitrova and Laura Ferrer-Wreder

Abstract
Roma are one of Europe’s largest and most vulnerable ethnic minority
groups, currently making up nearly 12 million people, and have historically
experienced severe marginalization and discrimination. Roma children and
youth in particular are globally recognized to be in need of support and
their successful adaptation and optimal outcomes are of major interest to
practitioners and policy makers. This chapter addresses resources within
proximal contexts, such as peers and family contexts that have the potential
to foster positive youth development in Roma ethnic minority populations
in Europe. Roma are mainly a sedentary indigenous ethnic minority group
characterized by strong family, community and peer bonds, thereby
creating a unique and underrepresented context to study PYD. In this
chapter, we provide a brief historical overview, current research and
empirical findings on Roma children and youth within peer and family
contexts. We draw on core theoretical models of PYD as well as selected
developmental theories of normative development to highlight the
applicability of these traditional frameworks to Roma ethnic minority
groups. In so doing, we pay careful attention to the cultural, ethnic, and
economic characteristics of Roma youth and their family context. In the
conclusion, we explored the implications of the reviewed evidence to the
development of resource-oriented policy and practice for Roma youth.

Introduction

This chapter addresses the positive youth devel-
opment (PYD) of Roma ethnic minority popu-
lations in Europe by focusing on peer and
friendship relations and how they are informed
by socialization factors in family, community
and school settings. Roma are a large and
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vulnerable ethnic minority, currently making up
nearly 12 million people, and have historically
experienced severe marginalization and discrim-
ination (Council of Europe 2010). Roma children
and youth in particular are globally recognized to
be a group in need of support and their successful
adaptation and outcomes are of major interest to
practitioners and policy makers due to, in part,
the extreme and long-standing marginalization of
their community across Europe (European
Commission 2013). In fact, well-being, school
and social adjustment of Roma youth are par-
ticularly salient in post-communist countries
which started the process of democratization
after 1989. Following the collapse of the com-
munist state system in Europe, many countries
hosting Roma who hold the official nationality of
their countries of settlement, experienced marked
economic and political transitions, rising
nationalism, inter-ethnic hostilities, negative
attitudes and discrimination toward Roma
(Barany 2002). For example, Central-Eastern
Europe hosts the largest Roma settlement in the
world. The life conditions and chances of Roma
youth in this part of the world are partially rooted
in historic ethnic tensions and a policy of
assimilation of Roma during communist rule, as
well as the present-day fluidity of official inte-
gration and support efforts for Roma youth.

With this wider context in mind, in this
chapter we take a strengths-based, positive youth
development (PYD) perspective of adolescence
and the social contexts (peers, friendships, fam-
ily, community) of Roma youth. What cultural
resources and key ecologies such as life with
peers and family are likely to promote optimal
outcomes in Roma youth? Roma populations are
indigenous ethnic minority groups characterized
by strong family, community and peer bonds,
thereby creating a unique and underrepresented
context to study positive youth development.

This chapter has three major sections. In the
first section, we begin with a brief historical
overview and the description of the Roma con-
text. In the second section, we review current
research and empirical findings on Roma chil-
dren and youth within peer and family settings.
Although the focus of this chapter is on peers and

friendships, the scarcely available literature on
this topic with Roma youth limits our treatment
in this area. We therefore present an overview of
the most frequently investigated topics of family,
community and multiple identity socialization
factors that have been indicated as resources for
optimal outcomes with relevant consequences on
peer relations and friendships among Roma
youth. Looking at the contexts of family, com-
munity, and neighborhood, and interactions
among these settings provides a better under-
standing of how such settings may be important
to peer relationships of Roma children. Roma
children and youth spend a majority of their time
at home or in the community/neighborhood,
making these settings their primary environments
(Okely 2008). To best understand and provide a
context for Roma peer and friendships, it is
important to consider their natural environments
in a holistic fashion and to observe how such
environments affect Roma as they build rela-
tionships with their friends and peers within their
community. We draw on core theoretical models
of PYD as well as selected developmental theo-
ries of normative development to highlight the
applicability of these traditional frameworks to
Roma ethnic minority groups. In so doing, we
briefly discuss measurement and methodology
issues, while also paying careful attention to the
cultural, ethnic, and economic characteristics of
Roma youth and their families. We provide the
first review of studies on Roma youth in Europe
to discover both universalities and specifics of
Roma youth development. In the third section,
we derive theoretical implications from the
reviewed empirical findings as a step towards
informing efforts to promote successful peer and
social relations and PYD among Roma youth.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

To better understand the specific resources and
challenges of many Roma youth, it is important
to consider the varying social, political and his-
torical features of Central-Eastern Europe. An
important feature of this region is the historical
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presence of native Roma ethnic minority settle-
ment accompanied with much longer integration
(or assimilation) during communist rule, leaving
little to no room for acceptance of diversity
(Prieto-Flores 2009). Ethnic minority groups
such as Roma were not officially recognized and
much of their culture was not valued, therefore
contributing to extreme marginalization of their
communities (Filipescu 2009). The democratic
transition following the collapse of the commu-
nist state in 1989 has seen reawakened nation-
alism in many countries, which witnessed the rise
of a number of extreme right political parties
(Mudde 2000). As a consequence, negative atti-
tudes towards Roma have been heightened by
making them a target group to blame for a
diversity of socio-economic problems in Europe
(Brosig 2010; European Union Agency for
Fundamental Rights 2010). Nevertheless, Roma
are officially recognized ethnic minority in their
respective countries and tolerance, respect and

rights of Roma are usually safeguarded
(Triandafyllidou 2011).

Accurate data about Roma demographics are
difficult to obtain (European Union Agency for
Fundamental Rights 2010) primarily because of
the absence of census information on ethnic
origin in the majority of the European Union
(EU) and ethnic mimicry, that is one’s refusal to
disclose one’s ethnicity to avoid stigmatization
(Prieto-Flores 2009). Roma are undoubtedly the
most significant segment of the ethnic minority
population of Europe in terms of the size of their
community (9–12 million people) and
marginalized social status. The Roma estimates
in Europe are presented in Table 1. The highest
share of Roma is estimated to live in Bulgaria,
the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia,
Slovakia, Romania, Serbia and Hungary. The
largest Roma settlement is in Romania, and is
home to the largest Roma population in the world
(Crowe 2008).

Table 1 Roma ethnic minority groups in Europe

Country Total population Official censusa Average estimate % of total population (%)

EU Member States

1. Austria 8.384745 6.273 35.000 0.42

2. Belgium 10.879159 NA 30.000 0.28

3. Bulgaria 7.543325 325.343 750.000 9.94

4. Cyprus 1.103647 502 1.250 0.11

5. Czech Republic 10.525090 11.718 200.000 1.90

6. Denmark 5.544139 NA 2.500 0.05

7. Estonia 1.339646 584 1.050 0.08

8. Finland 5.363624 NA 11.000 0.21

9. France 64.876618 NA 400.000 0.62

10. Germany 81.702329 NA 105.000 0.13

11. Greece 11.319048 NA 175.000 1.55

12. Hungary 10.008703 190.046 750.000 7.49

13. Ireland 4.481430 22.435 37.500 0.84

14. Italy 60.483521 NA 150.000 0.25

15. Latvia 2.242916 8.517 12.500 0.56

16. Lithuania 3.320656 2.571 3.000 0.09

17. Luxembourg 505.831 NA 300 0.06

18. Malta 412.961 NA 0 0.00

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Country Total population Official censusa Average estimate % of total population (%)

19. Netherlands 16.612213 NA 40.000 0.24

20. Poland 38.187488 12.731 32.500 0.09

21. Portugal 10.642841 NA 52.000 0.49

22. Romania 21.442012 619.007 1.850000 8.63

23. Slovak Republic 5.433456 89.920 490.000 9.02

24. Slovenia 2.052821 3.246 8.500 0.41

25. Spain 46.081574 NA 750.000 1.63

26. Sweden 9.379116 NA 50.000 0.53

27. United Kingdom 62.218761 NA 225.000 0.36

Non-EU Member States

28. Albania 3.204284 1.261 115.000 3.59

29. Andorra 84.864 NA 0 0.00

30. Armenia 3.92,072 50 2.000 0.06

31. Azerbaijan 9.047932 NA 2.000 0.02

32. Belarus 9.490500 9.927 47.500 0.50

33. Bosnia and Herzegovina 3.760149 8.864 58.000 1.54

34. Croatia 4.424161 9.463 35.000 0.79

35. Georgia 4.452800 1.200 2.000 0.04

36. Iceland 317.398 NA 0 0.00

37. Kosovo 1.815000 45.745 37.500 2.07

38. Liechtenstein 36.032 NA 0 0.00

39. Macedonia 2.060563 53.879 197.000 9.56

40. Moldova 3.562062 12.271 107.100 3.01

41. Monaco 35.407 NA 0 0.00

42. Montenegro 631.490 8.305 20.000 3.17

43. Norway 4.885240 NA 10.100 0.21

44. Russian Federation 141.750000 205.007 825.000 0.58

45. San Marino 31.534 NA 0 0.00

46. Serbia 7.292574 108.193 600.000 8.23

47. Switzerland 7.825243 NA 30.000 0.38

48. Turkey 72.752325 4.656 2.750000 3.78

49. Ukraine 45.870700 47.917 260.000 0.57

Total in Europe 828.510000 1.809631 11.260300 1.36

Authors’ own elaboration based on official reports by The Council of Europe (2010), Index Mundi (2012), The World
Fact Book (2014) and The World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous People (2014)
NA not available data
aOfficial census data based on self-declared Roma individuals
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The World Bank indicated that in Romania,
Bulgaria, Slovakia and Macedonia, the Roma
proportion of the total population is between 8
and 12 % with an age profile of almost half of
Roma being under 18, therefore in these coun-
tries, Roma constitute approximately 20 % of the
school population (Hawke et al. 2008). Roma
children and youth fall behind in education with
an average enrolment rate in primary school
below 50 % (United Nations Development Pro-
ject 2011). The lowest preschool coverage for
Roma is in South-Eastern Europe, ranging from
0.2 % in Kosovo and 17 % in Romania (UNI-
CEF 2011). Large gaps in Roma school enrol-
ment are also present in Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro, ranging from 45
to 50 %. Twenty percent of Roma children in
Bulgaria and 33 % in Serbia never go to school
(Save the Children 2005). In Slovakia, Roma
children are 30 times more likely to drop out
school than the rest of the school population, and
in Bulgaria, most of the 45,000 students who
drop out annually are Roma. Roma enrolment
beyond primary school is dramatically lower
than that of the majority population in several
countries. In South-Eastern Europe, for example,
only 18 % of Roma attend secondary school,
compared with 75 % of the majority, and less
than 1 % of Roma attend university. According
to recent survey conducted by the United Nations
Development Programme (2011), two out of
three Roma children do not complete primary
school compared with one child out of seven in
majority school population in Europe (Ivanov
2006). Only 15 % of young Roma complete
upper-secondary education and those who
remain beyond primary level have low qualifi-
cations and prospects for gainful employment
(UNICEF 2011).

Particularly interesting for the purpose of the
present chapter are the specific cultural resources
and strengths of Roma. Strong family and com-
munity cohesion represent essential features of
Roma and main vehicle for preservation of their
traditions and values, although cultures evolve
and adapt to new developments such as

technology as also evidenced among young
Roma travelers (Daily Mail 2012; Kárpáti 2004).
The family remains a central organizing factor of
Roma life with socialization norms, including the
association of manhood with the role of provider
for the family and the virginity of women before
marriage. For example, the virginity of single
women prior to marriage is relevant in Roma
communities to the extent that significant value is
often attached to it, and sometimes is a motiva-
tion for parents to pull their daughters out of
school when they reach puberty (World Bank
2014). Roma are also characterized by increasing
birth rates, in particular among teenage girls
(Durst 2002). From a young age, children and
youth are involved in all family matters (e.g.,
taking care of younger siblings, helping in
domestic work or working to support their fam-
ily). Roma children are also confronted with
death of the family members and allowed to
participate in rituals, therefore having firsthand
learning experience to support their family and
the loss of its members (Okely 2008).

In general, much is known about problematic
behavior and development among children and
adolescents, including youth from Roma com-
munities. Yet, we are just beginning to gain
ground empirically on mapping out positive
facets of development and the scarcity of rigor-
ous, large-scale investigations of positive youth
development in culturally diverse, minority
youth (Spencer and Spencer 2014), is clearly
illustrated when considering the evidence base
on Roma youth and their families. Research with
Roma children and adolescents offers opportu-
nities to deepen our understanding of this under
researched community and to provide a better
foundation for efforts to ameliorate the life con-
ditions and chances of this group. Future research
efforts in this area also promise to yield broader
“lessons learned” for developmental science, by
providing specific empirical illustrations of how
complementary, but different views of human
development can be effectively brought to bear to
illuminate positive adaptation processes (Masten
2014).
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Current Research Questions

The available research on Roma has adopted
various approaches with a common goal of
improving conditions for Roma youth and fam-
ilies. The European Union promoted the Decade
for Roma Inclusion running from 2005 to 2015
to address education, employment, health and
housing for Roma. The available findings on
Roma children and youth presented in this
chapter outline important advancements in the
areas of research, theory and practice with these
populations, while also raising relevant questions
for the future. In the following sections, we
highlight key issues that emerged from our lit-
erature review in terms of methodological
approaches, empirical findings and culture
specific mechanisms for PYD among Roma. In
so doing, we address the primary goal of this
chapter, which is to provide an understanding of
the context for Roma youths’ relationships with
peers and friends and how these relations may be
shaped and influenced by major socialization
factors within the family, community and
neighborhoods. Our goal is to specifically focus
on the major topics investigated in the available
literature that inform PYD and provide insight
into peer/friendship relations among Roma (i.e.,
family, community and multiple identities as
promoting resources for optimal outcomes for
Roma youth).

Research Measurement
and Methodology

Several methodological challenges characterize
research on Roma, which are important to bear in
mind when designing and interpreting studies of
Roma adolescents and specifically with regards to
positive indicators of adjustment and well-being.
These challenges are: (a) prevalent conceptual
approaches to the study ofRomagroups; (b) sample
representativeness; (c) the need for more culturally
situated theory and research; and (d) multi-method
and multidisciplinary perspectives.

Regarding conceptual challenges, the preva-
lent conceptual approach in studies of Roma

youth has been a deficit-oriented one, which
emphasizes school-related difficulties, limited
levels of education, mental health issues, and a
variety of developmental delays. However,
increasingly in the overall literature on ethnic
minority youth, resource-oriented models have
replaced or complemented deficit perspectives
with a growing interest in ethnic minority chil-
dren and youth who succeed as well as factors in
their immediate social environment that promote
well-being (e.g., García Coll and Marks 2009;
Masten 2014). The most salient feature of such a
paradigm shift is the focus on positive aspects of
development, and resources and strengths, both
at individual and context levels. This emerging
scholarship is particularly valuable for Roma
because it increases the odds of developing
strength-based prevention programs and inter-
ventions for Roma youth and their families
(Dimitrova et al. 2015c).

The second challenge in conducting research
on Roma is the difficulty in accessing this group
for research (Prieto-Flores 2009). Lack of rep-
resentation can inflate the potential for selection
bias and thereby reduce generalizability. This
challenge is multi-faceted and complex. For
instance, the meticulous gathering of data on
Roma during communist rule poses a barrier to
present-day efforts to solicit information from
Roma even several generations later because it
created mistrust among Roma. Roma’s trust in
state institutions may also be affected by Euro-
pean Communist regimes’ production of official
figures about Roma based on governmental
sources (official statistics and reports managed by
the state), rather than actual survey data from
Roma participants (Triandafyllidou 2011). On
the other hand, many Roma declare in censuses
and surveys a different ethnicity, most often that
of the mainstream culture in order to avoid
stigmatization (Prieto-Flores 2009). Other issues
concerning sample selection include the condi-
tions of Roma youth in important social institu-
tions such as schools. Recruiting Roma youth
from schools is a useful research strategy.
However, school administrators may be reluctant
to endorse research focused on controversial
issues such as Roma because of the severe
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discrimination and negative stereotypes about
this group (Doubek and Levinska 2015). By
necessity, most research on Roma youth involve
young people who attend school and are willing
to participate in studies. Yet, the high school
dropout rate among Roma makes such studies
unrepresentative of all Roma youth (Ringold
2000). Regardless of how the sample is obtained,
like other hard to access and severely marginal-
ized groups, Roma adolescents and families who
consent to participate in research might differ
from adolescents who are unwilling to participate
(Font and Méndez 2013).

Another challenge is the need for more cul-
turally situated research among Roma to address
the gap in the literature on cultural processes and
contexts and how they affect development. Cul-
turally informed research has the power to call
attention to the cultural assets and strengths of
ethnic minority communities that can help them
to rear the next generation in healthy and suc-
cessful ways (García Coll et al. 1996). Specific
cultural values and socialization practices (e.g.,
family/community cohesion, obligations, con-
nectedness, bicultural identity) can promote
positive outcomes among children and youth
living in a context of adversity (Dimitrova 2014).
More attention is needed on the unique ethnic
resources of Roma to promote theory, research,
and practice advances that will further the posi-
tive adaptation of Roma youth.

Finally, research among Roma is less likely to
integrate multidisciplinary perspectives on
development and adjustment than research in
other ethnic minority groups (Stuart and Rövid
2010). The vast majority of research on Roma is
rooted in anthropological, educational, socio-
logical and economical perspectives, leaving lit-
tle room for multidisciplinary integration or
multi-method approaches. Additionally, most
data on Roma are likely to come only from
official census or self-report questionnaires, with
the over reliance on self-reports increasing the
potential for common method variance. Studies
using different perspectives and methods should
be conducted to assess whether similar findings
emerge regardless of methodology (Tremlett and
McGarry 2013). For example, qualitative and

quantitative data, in addition to official reports
and focus groups of Roma may broaden insight
into their community (Dimitrova et al. 2015b). In
this pursuit, mix methods studies employing
large community samples of Roma should
include both quantitative and ethnographic
methods to provide a broader perspective on the
complexity of associations among developmental
assets for Roma youth.

Empirical Findings

In this section, we review the available relevant
literature on Roma children and youth. We focus
on key socialization factors investigated in the
literature (i.e., family, community and multiple
identities) because they have clear implications
for peer and friendship relations among Roma.
Studying peer relationships cannot be done in
isolation of family and community settings,
where Roma children spend most of their time
and acquire basic social skills that aid them in
navigating social networks. How youth form
close relations with peers is also informed by
multiple identifications they develop and by the
way they manage to traverse the complex rela-
tions between them and the mainstream culture.
In summarizing the relevant literature, our aim is
to shed light on peer and friendship relationships
among Roma and how these relations are influ-
enced by major socialization factors within
family and community as well as in light of the
multiple identities that Roma youth may develop.

Family and Community Resources
for Roma

Protective factors (e.g., sense of purpose,
self-esteem, and family support from multiple
levels of influence such as individual, familial,
peers, schools, and community; Gaylord-Harden
et al. 2012) for Roma youth are clearly identifi-
able in their family and community relationships.
Family and community connectedness have been
associated with positive mental, physical, psy-
chological and educational outcomes (Abubakar
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et al. 2014). In fact, among adolescents from
highly marginalized communities such as Roma,
family connectedness is particularly salient to
their well-being because it moderates the impact
of exposure to adverse conditions (Abubakar and
Dimitrova 2015). Additional research reports that
Roma youth who perceive that their families
value their adherence to Roma cultural traditions
and customs are more likely to evidence optimal
psychological outcomes than their peers who do
not have high adherence to such traditions and
customs (Dimitrova and Jordanov 2015).

Multiple Identity Resources for Roma

A core developmental task for ethnic minority
youth is to develop multiple social identities in a
variety of acculturation contexts. Roma youth
with multiple or flexible ethnic identities are
more likely to be successful in school and in the
society at large than those who do not evidence
such identity patterns (Dolgozat 2013). Prior
research has shown that ethnic, familial, and
religious identities are particularly salient for
Roma (Dimitrova et al. 2013). Ethnic identity is
defined as the process of maintaining positive
attitudes and feelings of ethnic group belonging
(Erikson 1968; Phinney 1989) and has consis-
tently been found to positively relate to psycho-
logical well-being and adjustment in various
groups (Rivas-Drake et al. 2014; Schwartz et al.
2009) and Roma, in particular (Dimitrova et al.
2013). Religious identity concerns the sense of
group membership to a religion or set of religious
convictions, and their importance for individual
identity (Nesbitt and Arweck 2010). Particularly
among members of ethnic minority (Roma)
communities, religious identity can be crucial for
enhanced psychological well-being. Familial
identity represents the degree of identification
with and sense of familial group member-
ship. The family is a core identification domain
for Roma youth that provides a sense of relat-
edness, and commitment. Similarly to ethnic and
religious identity, a strong familial identity
among Roma groups is often associated with

positive adjustment and health-protective
behaviors (Dimitrova et al. 2014a).

A recent study compared multiple identities
and well-being in Roma across Bulgaria, the
Czech Republic, Kosovo, and Romania. Results
suggested overall positive relations between
ethnic, familial, and religious identity and
well-being among Roma youth, with the stron-
gest and most consistent association between
familial identity and well-being (Dimitrova et al.
2017). These findings support the notion that
familial identity is a core psychological resource
in the context of Roma youth, given the central
role of the family within their community.
Relatedly, research has shown strong intergen-
erational continuities of identity among Roma
mothers and their offspring and those strong
ethnic, mainstream, familial, and religious iden-
tities of the Roma are particularly important for
their well-being (Dimitrova et al. 2014a). Similar
results were confirmed in another study investi-
gating intergenerational transmission of ethnic
identity and psychological well-being of Roma
adolescents and their mothers and fathers.
Results confirmed that ethnic identity was a
positive predictor of well-being in both adoles-
cents and parents and that parents’ ethnic identity
was a predictor of adolescent well-being. The
authors concluded that for Roma youth and their
parents, ethnic identity represents salient source
for well-being and that there was evidence for the
intergenerational continuity of identity and
well-being (Dimitrova et al. 2015a).

Peers and Friendships Resources
for Roma

Adolescence is a developmental period when
peer relations are clearly important in that peer
groups and close friends are socialization agents
and are key contributors to adolescents’ overall
social interactions (Kroger 2007; Rubin et al.
2011). Peers and friends serve as a significant
reference group throughout adolescence and the
norms of the peer group play a role in the
expression of prejudice and behaviors of
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adolescents as they adjust to their peer group
(Brown 2001). Inevitably, peer relations of Roma
youth are affected by intergroup attitudes of
majority group adolescents towards the Roma.
The literature on this topic suggests that attitudes
towards Roma are a relevant factor structuring
peer relationships with their majority counter-
parts. Youth having a coherent attitude con-
cerning the Roma (either clearly prejudiced or
clearly tolerant) are more likely to have friends
who are similar to them than those whose atti-
tudes are ambivalent. This finding supports the
notion that non-Roma adolescents’ attitudes
towards the Roma are influenced by those of
their friends (Váradi 2014).

Several studies have focused on peer rela-
tionships of Roma youth across a variety of
European contexts. A general characteristic of
these studies is that they address peer and family
relations in a broader social context of Roma
using mostly cross-sectional designs and
self-reported measurement methods. Findings
from these studies suggest that secure social
networks with non-Roma peers, as well as
friends from Roma and other minority ethnic
backgrounds, were positively linked with reten-
tion in secondary school among Roma students
(Derrington and Kendall 2004). Findings also
suggested that Roma girls in particular, reported
feeling more socially secure in the company of
other Roma peers at school (Derrington and
Kendall 2004) and that some Roma children
distanced themselves socially from their majority
peers as a coping strategy to avoid social dis-
comfort (Derrington 2007). Related research has
shown that peer relationships that provide Roma
students with the companionship, help, comfort,
and make school more enjoyable, promote their
academic success, increase resilience among
Roma and their chances of remaining at school
(Dimakos and Papakonstantinopoulou 2012). For
Roma youth, school can be a significant aspect of
their personal experiences and interpersonal
relationships with teachers and peers that
strongly contributes to their sense of school
belonging (Macura-Milovanovic and Pecek
2013). Also, friendship with non-Roma peers can
act as a protective factor for Roma in regards to

bullying at school. Roma students who have
interethnic friendships are also those who are
more integrated into the peer group (Elamé
2013). Strong peer networks can protect Roma
youth from risky behaviors. For example, Roma
adolescents have been shown to use less alcohol
than non-Roma adolescents due to monitoring
influences of their parents. A recent study was
conducted on 330 Roma and 722 non-Roma
youth in Slovakia, analyzing adolescent drunk-
enness (being drunk at least once in the past four
weeks), parental monitoring (parents knowing
with whom their children are when they go out)
and peer influence (best friend drinking alcohol
at least once a week). Results showed that
although Roma adolescents reported more par-
ental monitoring and less peer influence when
compared with their non-Roma counterparts,
stronger parental monitoring and weaker peer
influence predicted lower prevalence of drunk-
enness among Roma adolescents (Babakova
et al. 2012).

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

Is PYD conceptualized in the same way or dif-
ferently for Roma families? A more revealing
question is what exactly resonates across diverse
youth and what maybe unique in the conceptu-
alization of PYD among Roma youth and their
families? This issue also raises the question of
how universal theories of development apply to
Roma groups and how we interpret group dif-
ferences in norms of health, success, and com-
petence. In recent years, several studies have
been conducted to investigate the specific child
and youth socialization practices among Roma
based on anthropological and sociological
fieldwork.

In Roma communities, children are encour-
aged to be independent at very early age by
participating in economic activities and observ-
ing adult verbal and non-verbal communication
skills (Kyuchukov 2011; Messing 2008). In fact,
Roma socialization practices occur in the exten-
ded family network, which provides children
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with emotional and physical support. Traditional
Romani education is community education,
where children participate in the communities’
every day activities and learn by watching, lis-
tening and observing, social, linguistic, and
moral codes of their society (Smith 1997). Edu-
cation within Roma communities differs consid-
erably from educational approaches common in
the mainstream population. The highly structured
mainstream schools (competitive environments,
regulated timetables, learning activities and cer-
tain expectations of children and their parents)
may not fit favorably with traditional Roma
socialization processes. Many Roma parents do
not see mainstream education as essential, or
necessary for their children, because they may
view the educational system as representing a
means of controlling their community and chil-
dren (Lee and Warren 1991). The consequent
incompatibility between mainstream and tradi-
tional Roma education reflects these opposing
structures, values and beliefs. In fact, knowledge
in traditional Roma society is passed on orally
and is associated with the wisdom of the elderly,
who preserve traditional customs and cultural
beliefs. Therefore, many Roma parents consider
school to be a disruptive influence for their
children’s lives, because it takes their children
away from parental guidance and the cultural,
social and economic activities of their traditional
education (Lee and Warren 1991). The question
is then, are these values and goals still present
and salient today in contemporary society, rela-
tive to the past or has there been more integration
since the 1990s? Recent research has shown that
some Roma parents may not value integration or
being “bicultural” and this holds true for both
mothers and their adolescent offspring (Dim-
itrova et al. 2014a).

The family and the extended kinship network
are the primary influences in a Roma child’s life.
The socialization and education of Roma chil-
dren takes place in their community. Roma
children are taught to develop self-confidence
and acquire culturally appropriate values of their
community. They are encouraged to be inde-
pendent and make a valuable contribution to the
community’s economic activities. Independent

behavior of Roma children is promoted by
encouraging children to seek and prepare their
own food, dress themselves, go to bed without
supervision, and taking care of younger siblings
(Berthier 1979). Therefore, Roma children are
encouraged to contribute to the real-life eco-
nomic activities of the community.

A Roma childhood is characterized by being
free from many social responsibilities until the
onset of puberty, a time when young Roma
adults adopt traditional gender-assigned roles.
Usually, boys acquire more rights and fewer
obligations than girls and often parents will
search for a suitable wife for their son as a
symbol of his approaching manhood (Berthier
1979; Kyuchukov 2011; Messing 2008). Roma
girls in comparison are expected to adopt a series
of socially responsible behaviors once they reach
puberty (Wood 1973; Sutherland 1975). These
traditional gender roles continue today. Tradi-
tional Roma families generally pull their daugh-
ters from school when they reach 10–12 years of
age (World Bank 2014). By the age of 12–13,
Roma girls are being prepared for marriage and
for their wedding night. Young married women
are responsible to their mother-in-law, whom
they are obliged to help with cooking, cleaning
and child care. In the Roma community, a girl’s
virginity is of great importance and the lack
thereof may expose a girl and her family to social
rejection and gossip within the community
(Kyuchukov 2011). As a consequence, Roma
girls at a very early age face the decision of
whether to stay in their communities and accept
such restraints or break with tradition, leave their
villages, and pursue their lives outside of the
Roma community.

Policy Implications

The last decades have seen repeated efforts by the
European Union and international organizations
to promote evidence-based policy for Roma.
Following the end of communist rule in the
1990s, many governments in Eastern Europe
officially recognized Roma as a legitimate
minority with rights for the preservation and
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development of their culture. Such recognition
was a clear improvement in contrast to previ-
ously enacted assimilative policies in these
countries. In the early 2000s, the EU elaborated
national-level policy documents for the Decade
of Roma Inclusion and the subsequent years saw
a growth in policy activity in relation to Roma
also at regional and local levels. The European
Union has increased its engagement on policy
toward Roma publishing the EU Framework for
National Roma Integration Strategies in 2011 as
a call to Member States to pursue integration of
Roma. On additional positive note, the quality of
census data on Roma has begun to improve,
presumably due to the increased participation of
Roma in the census reports in many European
countries.

Nevertheless, attention to successful adapta-
tion and positive outcomes for Roma youth at the
level of policy design and implementation are
still in need of improvement. Naturally, families
and schools are primary social settings for the
implementation of research-based policy and
practice. School policy should take into consid-
eration bicultural processes as well as the Roma
and their values, and to develop socially and
culturally responsive educational processes and
to make schooling appropriate to meet the needs
of Roma pupils. It is crucial that school policies
give voice to Roma children who are vulnerable
to academic underachievement and to promote
the effectiveness of schooling for these children
(Marc and Bercus 2007). Related to schooling,
issues of discrimination significantly affect Roma
minority youth and how they form significant
peer and friendship relations. These relations and
their implications for well-being of Roma need
substantial scholarly and public policy attention
to facilitate deeper analysis to the conceptual-
ization and implementation of meaningful social
relations and tolerance among marginalized
minority youth. These efforts need to be
addressed through school programs as well as
through stakeholder involvement in the wider
local Roma communities. Community participa-
tion can be at the core of successful partnerships
between schools and Roma communities, where
Roma families can play a critical role

(Greenfields and Home 2006; Messing 2008).
Ultimately, such local programs should go hand
in hand with government policies to ensure
adequate institutional and financial means
allowing for the implementation of such policies
to facilitate good peer (interethnic) relations and
ultimately PYD of Roma.

Future Directions

The unique cultural and demographic character-
istics of Roma and empirical studies included in
this chapter raise a number of issues regarding
the conceptualization and theoretical implica-
tions for the study of PYD and peer relations of
Roma in European countries. The findings pro-
vide some support for the conceptual model of
PYD and the relevance of cultural assets as
sources of psychological well-being and mean-
ingful peer networks of Roma youth across
Europe. Even under conditions of adversity,
some Roma youth show positive adjustment
outcomes (e.g., Dimitrova 2014). Importantly, as
for many youth, family, peers, a well-developed
identity can provide a source of strength and can
be associated with well-being and adjustment for
Roma (Dimitrova et al. 2013). Therefore, we
should recognize that oppressed minority groups
such as Roma have potentially several built-in
strengths and researchers need to build on these
strengths and not assume that these communities
are only characterized by adversity and deficits.

Based on the above considerations, new
models need to go beyond prior conceptualiza-
tions of Roma minority groups to further theo-
retical elaborations. These new models should
pay close attention to potential factors that res-
onate across cultures such as the importance of
relationships in the family and peers as well as
core developmental process such as identity
development that can foster positive outcomes
and close social relationships. Such conceptual-
izations should also consider the role of current
and past policy towards Roma groups, their
sedentary long-term settlement, and history of
assimilation and segregation as well as how these
factors may influence child and adolescent
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development, their relations with peers and for-
mation of friendships. These efforts should facil-
itate exchange and intercultural dialogue among
different European youngsters and Roma com-
munities. As the field of positive youth develop-
ment focuses on resources, including scholarly
and public attention to the whole child (e.g.,
Benson et al. 2012; Bowers et al. 2014; Catalano
et al. 2002; Lerner et al. 2005; Moore and Lipp-
man 2005; Silbereisen and Lerner 2007), the
fundamental challenge remains to translate
intentions into action and to carry out empirical
studies that measure aspects of the whole child in
context, as well as to better understand what
positive youth development is in a diversity of
youth living in a wide variety of conditions across
the globe (Spencer and Spencer 2014). The
overview of research on Roma children and youth
in Europe presents a picture reflecting universal
and common experiences of their group in how
they face and deal with demands and challenges
in their local context. The current policy in many
European countries sees increasing strategies
aimed at the improvement of well-being and
conditions for Roma minority groups. This is
particularly valuable and relevant because Roma
have lived in these countries for centuries and
represent sizable and the fastest growing ethnic
minority population with an increasingly relevant
role in the future of Europe.
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Section V

Early Childhood and School Level
Influences

The Positive Development of Minority
Children At Home and In School

Allan Wigfield, Section Editor

The authors of the chapters in this section focus on
issues of great importance to the positive develop-
ment of different groups of ethnic minority chil-
dren: the nature of their self-esteem and influences
on it, how ethnic minority parents can be positively
involved in their children’s education, and the
experiences of Canadian immigrant, Aboriginal,
and ethnic minority children in Canadian schools.
These chapters fit well within the positive psy-
chology framework (e.g., Seligman et al. 2005) in
that they focus on “understanding how, why, and
underwhat conditions emotions, positive character,
and the institutions that enable them flourish”
(p. 410). Likewise, the authors’ works are in line
with a relational-developmental-systems approach
on development (e.g., Lerner et al. 2015) that looks
at the positive development of minority children in
terms of mutually influential person—context
relations; specifically, the family and school
contexts.

Thijs and Verkuyten make the crucial point that
to understand ethnic minority children’s positive
development it is critical to understand how their
self-esteem develops and the influences on it,
because of self-esteem’s importance to our overall
well-being. In their chapter they focus on ethnic
minority children in different European countries,
primarily immigrant children. They review
research showing that for these (and other)minority
children racial/ethnic identity has a strong

association with their self-esteem. They also
describe three central sources of information for the
development of self-esteem in these children: their
own self-perceptions, social comparison with other
children, and their relational appraisals, or under-
standings of how others’ view their group. These
relational assessments may be especially important
for European ethnicminority children at the present
time, given the migrant crisis affecting many
European countries as well as the recent terrorist
attacks in Paris and other cities.

Thijs and Verkuyten review research showing
that despite histories of experiencing discrimina-
tion and prejudice, European ethnic minority
children’s self-esteem overall is at similar and
sometimes higher than that of other non-minority
European children. However, they also discuss the
importance of examining both explicit
(self-reported) self-esteem and implicit
self-esteem, reviewing findings showing that
stereotyping and discrimination appear to impact
these children’s implicit but not explicit
self-esteem. They also discuss research on how the
following variables impact ethnic minority chil-
dren’s self-esteem: schools’ ethnic composition,
the groups to whom one compares oneself (ma-
jority children or one’s own group), and the degree
of perceived support and discrimination in the
school setting. In the final section of their chapter
they review work on the direct and indirect effects



of multicultural education and teacher–student
relationships on minority children’s self-esteem.
For instance, a positive direct effect of multicul-
tural education is the celebration of different
groups’ culture. However, a potentially negative
indirect effect of multicultural education is the
accentuation of differences among groups, which
may lead to greater exclusion. Although there is
not much research on the direct effects on
self-esteem of teachers’ relations with ethnic
minority children, Thijs and Verkuyten argue that
such relations can have a positive impact. Positive
relations with teachers also have indirect effects on
different positive developmental outcomes by
providing ethnic minority children with a sense of
trust and support of important adults in their lives.

Ceballo, Jocson, and Alers-Rojas discuss
work on the positive development of Latino
children in the U.S., focusing in particular on
how their parents can be involved in school in
ways that support their children’s engagement
and achievement in school. They review different
models of Latino children’s development, from
“deficit” models to Ogakagi’s (2001) triarchic
model that emphasizes children and parents’
perceptions of education, family cultural norms
and beliefs, and children’s characteristics as
critical factors explaining why some minority
children succeed in school and others do not.
They also provide an interesting and informative
update of Ogbu’s (1992) cultural view of why
some minority groups do well in American
schools and others do not. Latino children pri-
marily fit Ogbu’s “voluntary” minority category,
yet unlike children from many other voluntary
groups many Latino children struggle in school.
They discuss how these children’s socioeco-
nomic status, attendance at under-resourced
schools, maternal education, and discrimination
all contribute to the relatively poor achievement
outcomes of many Latino children.

In discussing Latino parents’ involvement in
school Ceballo and her colleagues discuss dif-
ferent barriers these parents face in trying to
become involved. They also discuss the impor-
tance of academic socialization for Latino

children, or the ways in which their parents talk
about school and its importance to their children.
This socialization goes beyond simply having
high expectations for how education will benefit
their children. They then take a developmental
perspective on parent involvement by discussing
how parent involvement changes across ele-
mentary, middle, and high school, and the
developmental needs of Latino children at each
of these levels of schooling. They note important
differences in the academic performance of sub-
groups of Latino children; for instance, Latino
girls generally do better than Latino boys. They
also note the “immigrant paradox” phenomenon
that describes why second generation Latino
students often do less well in U.S. schools than
children who immigrate to the U.S. on certain
outcomes. They close their chapter with a dis-
cussion of policy implications and suggestions
for how to involve more effectively Latino par-
ents in their children’s education.

Perry, Yee, Mazabel-Ortega, Lisaingo and
Määttä describe Canadian immigrant, Aborigi-
nal, and language minority children’s perfor-
mance in Canadian schools, focusing on these
children in British Columbia. They discuss how
many children in these groups continue to do
relatively poorly in school, despite the Canadian
provincial governments’ strong efforts to provide
more inclusive education for these children. They
note that most teachers in Canada are white,
female, middle class and monolingual, and also
that teacher training programs still do not deal
effectively with the growing minority popula-
tions in many schools.

They then turn to a discussion of the particular
challenges the different groups face in school.
For instance, many Aboriginal children do less
well in school than many other children, and are
much less likely to graduate from high school.
They are more likely to be poor, and often have
to travel longer distances to attend schools than
do other children. To deal with these and other
issues Canadian schools are developing curricula
that match better with these students’ educational
needs.
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Perry and her colleagues discuss strategies
and practices included in models of
self-regulated and co-regulated learning such as
those developed by Winne and Hadwin (1998),
Zimmerman and Campillo (2003) and McCaslin
(2009) that can be used to help minority children
do better in school. They describe how these
strategies are tools that all learners can utilize,
and also that they can be tailored to the educa-
tional experiences of different groups. They fin-
ish the chapter with a description of how one
elementary school teacher embedded these
practices in her classroom.

In sum, the authors of the chapters in this
section provide important foundational knowl-
edge on factors impacting a wide variety of
minority children’s self-esteem and their aca-
demic achievement. The authors emphasize the
challenges many of these children face, but
also the conditions under which they can
thrive. The authors’ suggestions for future
research and emphases on different ways of
studying the impact of these factors on the
positive development of minority children
provides many rich ideas for researchers inter-
ested in these topics.
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Promoting Positive Self-Esteem
in Ethnic Minority Students: The Role
of School and Classroom Context

Jochem Thijs and Maykel Verkuyten

Abstract
Self-esteem is considered a core component of psychological well-being,
and it has long been assumed that disadvantaged ethnic and racial minority
children and adolescents suffer from low self-esteem due to discrimination
and the internalization of prejudice. Yet research has contradicted this
assumption and shown that they are able to maintain relatively positive
self-evaluations and general self-esteem despite the threats of discrimina-
tion and prejudice. In this chapter we discuss past and future research on
school and classroom characteristics that can promote positive self-esteem
among ethnic minority students. We start by giving a broad overview of the
nature and antecedents of self-esteem more generally, and then discuss the
research on self-esteem in minority children and adolescents. Next, we
consider research on three critical aspects of the educational environment
that might contribute to the promotion of positive self-esteem among
disadvantaged minority students: school ethnic composition, cultural
diversity education, and students’ relationship with their teachers. We end
with a discussion of practical implications and directions for future research.

A handbook on the positive development of
ethnic and racial minority1 children would be
incomplete without a discussion of self-esteem.

Self-esteem is a core component of psychological
well-being and has been extensively studied in
developmental and social psychology (see Harter
2006; Mruk 2013). It generally is defined as the
person’s overall judgment of her worth as a
person. Researchers such as Harter (2006) and
Marsh, Shavelson, and colleagues (Marsh 1990;
Shavelson et al. 1976) distinguish it from
self-concept, which concerns individuals’ beliefs
and evaluations of themselves regarding partic-
ular activities (e.g., one’s beliefs about one’s
ability in math). Numerous studies have exam-
ined the self-esteem of ethnic and racial minority
members, and much of that research was con-
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1There is no consensus about how the terms ethnic and
racial differ and whether they are applicable to different
national contexts. Here we do not have the space to
discuss this issue and we follow the ethnic and racial
identity (ERI) approach (see Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014)
in the use of these terms.
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ducted among children and adolescents (see
Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000; Harter 2006;
Twenge and Crocker 2002). These studies have
challenged the assumption of a self-esteem defi-
cit among disadvantaged minority children.
Many of them appear to be able to maintain
relatively positive self-esteem despite the threats
associated with their minority position, such as
discrimination and low social status. Particular
circumstances and contexts can promote or
hamper minority children’s positive self-esteem,
and in this chapter we consider the role of school
and classroom characteristics. For children the
educational environment is an important source
of information about themselves because it is
here that they (further) discover what they are
capable of relative to others, and what important
others outside the family think of them (see
Harter 1999). Moreover, schools are institutions
that tend to represent the norms and standards of
the culturally dominant majority in society
(Motti-Stefanidi and Masten 2013) and therefore
education has special relevance to self-esteem
development in ethnic minority students.

Before considering the different ways in
which schools and educational contexts can
affect the self-esteem of minority group children
we will first discuss common conceptualizations
of self-esteem and theoretical approaches for
understanding self-esteem development. Subse-
quently we will give a short overview of the
existing research on self-esteem of ethnic
minority children. We focus predominantly on
middle to late childhood but will also refer to
research on other age groups.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives on Self-Esteem

Western psychology has taken a strong interest in
the study of the self, beginning with the seminal
work of James (1890). Especially in the last
decennia of the 20th century high self-esteem
was considered a panacea for all kinds of indi-
vidual and social problems, and this idea was,

and still is, often endorsed by the general public.
Although the research evidence for the claims of
the “self-esteem movement” is not as clear or
strong as assumed (Baumeister et al. 2003; Emler
2001), self-esteem is still regarded as central to
individual happiness and psychological well-
being (see Sowislo and Orth 2013).

The Nature of Self-Esteem

Definitions and models

Self-esteem is conceptualized in different ways,
such as a motivation or need, as a ratio between
one’s achievements and one’s aspirations, as an
evaluative judgment about oneself, and as a
self-feeling (Harter 2006). Further, distinctions
between (1) trait-like and state-like self-esteem,
(2) between global and domain specific
self-esteem, and (3) between explicit (conscious)
and implicit (unconscious) self-esteem, are made.

State- and trait-like self-esteem
All of us are familiar with temporary increases or
decreases in self-esteem due to, for example, a
compliment or a criticism. But most of us have
also developed a more habitual or stable form of
self-esteem. Trait-like self-esteem refers to how
one feels about oneself on average or generally,
whereas state-like self-esteem is assessed by
asking how one feels about oneself right here and
now (Heatherton and Polivy 1991). Empirically,
Savin-William and Demo (1984, p. 131) found
that “Self-feelings are apparently global and
context dependent. The largest number of our
adolescents had a baseline of self-evaluation from
which fluctuations rose or fell mildly, most likely
dependent of features of the context”. There are
several studies that examine situational or state
dependent self-esteem. For example, Brown
(1998) shows that ethnic stigma is a contextual
experience that leads to negative self-feelings in
the context of certain relationships. In one of our
studies among Turkish-Dutch early adolescents
we collected self-reports on experiences with peer
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victimization, and assessed momentary self-
feelings directly after these reports (Verkuyten
and Thijs 2001). Results showed that peer vic-
timization had a negative effect on momentary
self-feelings, independently of the level of trait-
like self-esteem. This suggests that peer discrim-
ination might have a stronger negative impact on
situational self-feelings than on trait-like feelings
of global self-worth.

Research has shown that global self-esteem
starts to develop around age eight and that its
trait-like stability increases during adolescence
and early adulthood (Harter 2006; Robins and
Trzesniewski 2005). Although there is evidence
of a drop in self-esteem in early adolescence
(particularly if children make a school transition;
e.g., Wigfield et al. 1991), longitudinal research
has shown a gradual, but small, increase in
average self-esteem during adolescence. These
trajectories of change generally hold across race
and ethnicity (e.g., Greene and Way 2005;
Whitesell, et al. 2006) and have also been found
for ethnic self-esteem (French et al. 2006). These
changes appear to be quite common and cannot
explain individual differences in self-esteem. The
relative ordering of individuals’ self-esteem is
quite stable over time, comparable to the stability
found for personality traits, and this rank-order
stability has been found for different racial and
ethnic groups (Trzesniewski et al. 2003).

Global and domain specific self-concept
and self-esteem
There are various hierarchical models for the
self-concept and most of them assume that it
consists of multiple domains or dimensions. For
instance, the model of the self-concept by
Shavelson, Marsh, and their colleagues (e.g.,
Byrne et al. 1996; Marsh 1990; Shavelson et al.
1976) posits that (pre)adolescents’ global self-
worth (or global self-esteem) reflects their self-
feelings in the academic, social, physical, emo-
tional realms, which in turn are based on their
self-concepts (or self-beliefs or self-perceptions)
relating to more specific subareas (e.g., English,
history, math, and science, for the academic
domain). Other multidimensional models also
make the distinction between global and

domain-specific self-concepts but are less strictly
hierarchical. For instance, Harter’s (1982)
Self-Perception Profile for Children measures
children’s perceptions of scholastic competence,
athletic competence, peer likability, physical
appearance, and behavioral conduct, as well as a
their global self-worth. As in the hierarchical
models, the former are regarded as sources for the
latter. Yet the relative importance of each domain
is assumed to vary from child to child, and global
self-worth is considered to bemore than the sumof
the separate perceptions (Harter 1999).

Most of the research on racial and ethnic
minority children has treated self-esteem as a
general attitude toward the self in which trait-like
global feelings of self-worth are examined (e.g.,
Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000). In addition,
research has focused upon trait-like feelings that
children have towards their racial or ethnic group
membership: racial or ethnic self-esteem. How a
person feels about him- or herself in general is
something different to how he or she feels about
being a member of a specific ethnic or racial
group (Crocker and Luhtanen 1990). Youngsters
with high ethnic self-esteem feel good about their
ethnic group and are proud of their ethnicity.
These feelings are conceptually and empirically
different from their global self-esteem. Yet the
former may contribute to the latter and research
in The Netherlands among preadolescents from
different ethnic groups showed that ethnic
self-esteem was moderately and positively
(r = 0.33) related to global self-esteem (Ver-
kuyten and Thijs 2006). Similar findings are
reported in studies of African American adoles-
cents in the U.S. (Rowley et al. 1998). The
moderate association indicates that ethnic group
belonging does not fully determine older chil-
dren’s self-feelings: there are many possible
contingencies upon which children can base their
global self-esteem (Crocker and Wolfe 2001).

Explicit and implicit self-esteem
In an article on racial identity, Erik Erikson (1966)
argued that a sense of identity has conscious as
well as unconscious aspects. He pointed out that
there are aspects that are accessible only at
moments of special awareness or not at all. In line
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with psychoanalytical ideas he talked about
repression and resistance. And he claimed that
racial minorities would have more negative
self-feelings on an unconscious or implicit level.
The implicit-explicit distinction is also made in
relation to self-esteem. Explicit self-esteem is the
thoughtful response one typically gets on
self-report questions that predominate in studies
on self-esteem, whereas implicit self-esteem refers
to ‘the introspectively unidentified…effect of the
self-attitude on evaluation of self-associated and
self-dissociated objects’ (Greenwald and Banaji
1995, p. 11).

An increasing number of researchers have
emphasized the importance of the distinction
between explicit and implicit self-esteem (e.g.
Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Hetts and Pelham
2001). Both may develop differently resulting
in a discrepancy in implicit and explicit self-
evaluations. The distinction is important because
it is possible that stereotypes and discrimination
negatively affect the implicit rather than the
explicit self-esteem of ethnic minority children.
For example, in a study among Turkish-Dutch
early adolescents it was found that perceived
discrimination was associated with lower implicit
ethnic self-esteem but not with explicit self-
esteem (Verkuyten 2005).

Origins and antecedents

There are various theoretical propositions about
the origins of self-esteem and these are closely
connected to the way in which the concept is
defined and examined. Roughly at least three
broad and complementary processes can be
identified (see Mruk 2013; Rosenberg 1979). The
first one is the self-perception process that holds
that children’s self-esteem is based on their own
perceptions and appraisals of their behaviors or
accomplishments. This view has similarities with
hierarchical self-concept models (e.g. Shavelson
et al. 1976) that propose that global self-esteem is
based on domain-specific self-concepts which, in
turn, are based on behaviors in specific

situations. The notion that children’s self-esteem
depends on their behavior does not mean that
they always think less of themselves when they
do not perform well in a particular domain.
James (1890) indicated early on that the impor-
tance of a particular outcome for the self depends
on one’s pretensions for it. Thus even if their
academic self-concept is not too positive, chil-
dren can still have high self-esteem as long as
they do not stake it on their academic accom-
plishments (see Crocker and Wolfe 2001; Harter
1999).

Second, social comparison processes are
important for developing self-esteem (Festinger
1954). Comparisons with others provide impor-
tant information about the self. An example is the
big-fish-little-pond effect (BFLPE) which is the
finding that children’s academic self-concept
reflects their academic achievement relative to
those of their classmates rather than their abso-
lute achievement (Marsh et al. 2008). Similarly,
Rosenberg (1979) showed that racial minority
children and adolescents (9–17 years) do not
tend to have lower self-esteem because they
compare themselves selectively with other racial
minority children.

The third perspective considers the so-called
reflected appraisal process, which describes how
self-feelings are influenced by the perceived
opinions and standards of others. This perspec-
tive includes symbolic interactionist theories in
sociology (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934) but it is
also consistent with sociometer theory (Leary
and Baumeister 2000), as well as attachment
theory (Bowlby 1982). The core idea is that
significant others are a continuous and important
source of feedback on one’s personal qualities,
competences, and worthiness, and that especially
children rely on this feedback to develop a sense
of self. According to Harter’s (1999) develop-
mental model the sensitivity to the judgments of
others starts in early childhood and gradually
changes over time. From middle childhood on
children can assess the opinions and standards of
others, internalize them, and use them as a basis
for their self-feelings.
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Self-Esteem in Minority Group
Children

Until the end of the 1960s psychologists and
sociologists alike assumed that disadvantaged
ethnic and racial minority children and adoles-
cents suffered from relatively low self-esteem.
Given the three theoretical processes discussed,
this assumption is not an unreasonable one to
make. Despite the existence of so-called model
minorities, many ethnic minority groups fare
relatively poorly in various domains of life, such
as education, work or health, and this might
negatively affect the self-feelings of children
from those groups. Furthermore, children from
racial and ethnic minority groups are confronted
with unfavorable images of their own group in
the media and from others, and they can expe-
rience discrimination in school and other set-
tings. Compared to majority group children, they
have to deal with these negative messages more
often and sometimes on a regular basis. Ethnic
devaluation comes from various sources and in
early adolescence disadvantaged minority chil-
dren are clearly aware of the prejudice and dis-
crimination that confronts them as member of
their ethnic group (Verkuyten and Thijs 2002).
Moreover correlational studies in different
countries and among different disadvantaged
minority groups have demonstrated that per-
ceived discrimination can threaten the
self-esteem of minority children and adolescents
(Pascoe and Smart Richman 2009; Schmitt et al.
2014; Verkuyten and Thijs 2006).

The assumption of low self-esteem in children
from some minority groups received initial
empirical support but the research evidence was
indirect, such as in the famous Clark and Clark
(1947) doll studies in the 1930s and 1940s done
in the U.S., which showed that black children
“preferred” to play with white dolls. The inter-
pretation of these findings was that minority
group children come to internalize society’s
negative view about their group and therefore
show the ‘mark of oppression’ (Kardiner and
Ovesey 1951). After the 1960s, research in the U.
S. started to examine the assumption of low
self-esteem among minority groups by using

standardized self-esteem scales, such as the
well-known Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale
(Rosenberg 1965). In general, these studies
showed that despite the existence of prejudice
and discrimination, minority group membership
was not systematically related to lower
self-esteem. This finding was called the ‘puzzle
of high self-esteem’ (Simmons 1978) and various
explanations have been given for it (see Ver-
kuyten 2005). Much of this research involved
comparisons between African-American versus
European-American youth (children, adoles-
cents, and college students), and a meta-analysis
on 257 of those studies concluded that
self-esteem was actually higher for the former
group (Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000). A later
meta-analysis included more ethnic groups and
yielded the same conclusion: the average
self-esteem was higher for European-Americans
compared to some ethnic groups (Hispanic,
Asian, American-Indian) but it was highest for
African-Americans. As the latter are arguably the
most stigmatized group in American society,
these finding cannot be explained in terms of
discrimination or low status positions (Twenge
and Crocker 2002; Bachman et al. 2011).

There has been far less research on the relation
between ethnicity and self-esteem in Europe.
Generally speaking, ethnic diversity is less com-
mon and less accepted in in European countries in
which there is a historically large native majority
population, than in traditional immigrant countries
like the U.S. and Canada. However, there also
considerable differences between the major eth-
nic minority groups within and between Euro-
pean countries. For example, Pakistani-British,
Algerian-French, or Surinamese-Dutch people
have a history of colonialism which makes them
more culturally similar to natives, than Turkish-
German and Turkish- and Moroccan-Dutch people
who have a history of labor migration. In addition
to this, various ethnic groups differ in terms of
socioeconomic status and outward appearances
which may make them more or less easy targets of
discrimination. Yet despite these differences, there
appear to be no systematic self-esteem differences
between various ethnic minority and majority
groups, but rather a tendency for higher self-esteem
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among the former (Verkuyten 1994). For example,
in a large-scale, nation-wide study in the Nether-
lands, early adolescents of Turkish, Moroccan and
Surinamese background had higher self-esteem
than the Dutch (Verkuyten and Thijs 2006). Fur-
thermore, a study that examined global and ethnic
self-esteem among almost 40 different ethnic
groups in 8 European countries, as well as in
Canada, the U.S., Australia and New Zealand,
found that all ethnic minority groups scored above
the neutral mid-point of the scale suggesting a
satisfactory level of self-esteem, and that there were
no differences in self-esteem between minority and
majority adolescents (Phinney et al. 2006).

These similarly high levels of self-esteem are
striking considering the different national contexts
with their different histories of slavery, colonial-
ism, immigration and integration policies, as well
as the cultural diversity of the immigrant and eth-
nic minority groups concerned. They indicate that
a disadvantaged minority position does not simply
lead to lower explicit self-esteem. This is not to say
that contextual and cultural differences do not
matter for the ways in which minority children and
adolescents think and feel about themselves. For
example and in relation to cultural differences,
research in cross-cultural psychology has shown
that the self can have quite diverse cultural con-
notations related to distinctions such as indepen-
dence versus interdependence and individualism
versus collectivism (Markus and Kitayama 2010;
Triandis 2001). One of the research findings is that
personal self-esteem is sometimes lower in cul-
tures that prioritize the group over the individual
(e.g., Japan) versus cultures that prioritize the
individual over the group (e.g., Canada) (Heine
et al. 1999; Schmitt and Allik 2005; but for a dif-
ferent outcome, see Verkuyten 2005).2 Research
with implicit measures has shown that this finding
cannot be explained by a higher concern with
self-modesty in more collectivist cultures (Falk
and Heine 2014). Twenge and Crocker (2002)
referred to collectivism rather than the experience

of stigmatization in explaining their meta-analytic
finding that native, Hispanic and Asian Americans
reported lower self-esteem than European-
Americans. Yet this interpretation was indirect as
it was based on their finding that self-esteem was
highest for African Americans, the most stigma-
tized group in the studies they analyzed. To com-
plicate matters even more, the impact of the
original culture may wane in the specific case of
immigrants because of their exposure to new cul-
tural norms and values in the host society. For
instance, Hetts and colleagues (1999) compared
two groups of Asian-Americans: those who were
born in the US, and those who recently immi-
grated. They found that both groups had relatively
high explicit global self-esteem. Yet they also
measured implicit self-esteem (to be described
below) and found that it was relatively low for the
recent immigrants but relatively high for the
American-born group. According to the authors,
this was an effect of the latter’s stronger exposure
to the individualistic U.S. culture whereas for the
recent immigrants the impact of the original, more
collectivist culture was still lingering on a more
implicit level.

In considering ethnic group differences in
self-esteem it is important to note that most
self-esteem measures are self-report scales on
which children have to indicate how they feel
about themselves. Thismethod can be problematic
if children do not yet have the capacity for
self-reflection or when they have a tendency to
give socially desirable responses (Harter 1999)—a
tendency that might be stronger for some cultural
groups than for others. In response to this problem,
behavioral measures of self-esteem have been
proposed (e.g., Savin-William and Demo 1984;
Verschueren et al. 1998), as well as implicit
measures such as the Implicit Association Test
(Buhrmester et al. 2011, p. 366; Falk and Heine
2014). Implicit self-esteem is considered to be
unrelated to cultural norms about self-presentation
which is relevant when different ethnic groups are
compared (Hetts et al. 1999). However, there has
been very little research on implicit self-esteem in
ethnic minority children. An exception is a study
by Pelham and Hetts (1999) that examined the
puzzle of high self-esteem among minority

2There is no systematic evidence that collective
self-esteem is higher in collectivistic cultures (Heine
et al. 1999).
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groups. They suggest that this puzzle may refer to
the explicit self-esteem of minority youth and that
on an implicit level minority youth might feel less
positive about their ethnic group member-
ship. They found that, relative to Anglo Ameri-
cans, minority youth was lower in implicit ethnic
self-esteem. In addition, however, minority group
members were not lower on implicit personal
self-esteem. A similar result was found in a study
among Turkish-Dutch and native Dutch early
adolescents (Verkuyten 2005). The Turkish-
Dutch early adolescents reported an equally pos-
itive (explicit) ethnic identity but suffered from
lower implicit ethnic self-esteem which was rela-
ted to perceived discrimination. Hence, at an
explicit or more conscious level, ethnic minority
youth can endorse the kind of favorable concep-
tions of themselves that are common in western
societies, whereas at an implicit or unconscious
level their ethnic self-feelings can be more con-
sistent with their disadvantaged minority position.
Such a discrepancy can result in fragile and
defensive high self-esteem (Jordan et al. 2003).

Current Research Questions
Regarding the Influence of Education
on the Self-Esteem of Disadvantaged
Minority Children

The puzzle of high explicit self-esteem among
disadvantaged minority children is a good exam-
ple of resilience. The resilience framework res-
onates well with positive psychology and
examines how children are able to receive “good
outcomes in spite of serious threats to adaptation
or development” (Masten 2001, p. 228). A dis-
tinction is made between two kinds of factors that
enable children to deal with potential adversities:
promotive factors, which compensate for the
negative impact of the risks children face by
having independent positive effects themselves,
and protective factors which reduces the negative
impact of risk factors by interacting with them
(Masten 2007; Motti-Stefanidi and Masten 2013).
In the case of learning disabilities, for example,
academic motivation might be considered a

promotive factor whereas secure attachment can
have a protective effect (see Margalit 2004).

Like the risk factors, these so-called resilience
factors can involve characteristics of the child but
also of the environment. In addition to the home
environment, the educational context can play a
crucial role. Schools have the important task
of helping children to develop intellectually,
socially, and emotionally (see Ladd et al. 2010),
and from the moment children start formal edu-
cation they spend many of their waking hours in
the presence of their teachers and fellow students.

In the rest of this chapter we discuss current
research on the different ways educational con-
texts can affect self-esteem in ethnic minority
children. More specifically, we will consider the
questions how schools and classrooms can pro-
mote the formation or preservation of positive
self-esteem, and how they can protect children’s
self-esteem against prejudice and discrimination,
and individual or group outcomes that are rela-
tively unfavorable and ‘disproportionally poor’
(see Crocker and Major 1989). But first we will
briefly discuss some methodological issues.

Research Methodology: Cluster
Sampling and Multilevel Analysis

To examine properly the impact of the educa-
tional context on children’s self-esteem it is
important to use a cluster sampling procedure
and to study a whole array of classrooms and
schools. Many school and classroom character-
istics are interrelated and it is impossible to
evaluate their unique contributions based on
findings in just a few schools. For instance, in
the Netherlands, where schools are relatively
free in their implementation of diversity educa-
tion, multicultural education is more emphasized
in schools with an ethnically mixed population
than in schools that have a majority of native
Dutch pupils (van Geel and Vedder 2010; Ver-
kuyten and Thijs 2002), and classes with a larger
proportion of minority students tend to be
smaller in size (Verkuyten and Thijs 2002).
Studies that sample classrooms (or schools)
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instead of individual students have hierarchically
nested data which should be analysed with
multilevel modeling. Multilevel analysis corrects
for dependencies between observations (e.g.,
student data) nested in the same units (e.g.,
classes), and it can handle variable numbers of
observations per unit (Snijders and Bosker
1999). Multilevel research on students typically
starts by examining how much of the variance in
a particular dependent variable (e.g., self-esteem)
depends on the school classes students are nested
in, and it seeks to explain this higher-level vari-
ance by properties of the classroom context. In
addition, this kind of research can examine
whether the classroom context makes a differ-
ence for the relation between variables at the
student level (e.g., perceived discrimination and
self-esteem).

The use of cluster sampling also allows
researchers to construct more ‘objective’ class-
room (or school) measures based on students’
subjective perceptions. For example, in one study
(Thijs et al. 2012) we asked children about their
teacher’s attitudes toward cultural diversity and it
appeared that there was considerable agreement
among classmates. Taken together the individual
judgments in each classroom formed a reliable
scale and could be averaged to create a
classroom-level variable. Because this aggregate
measure reflected classmates’ shared perceptions
about their teacher it was less biased than indi-
vidual perceptions. Unfortunately most empirical
studies have not used aggregation techniques.

Empirical Finding on the Role
of School and Education in Minority
Children’s Self-Esteem

In this section we discuss research on three
critical aspects of the educational environment
that might contribute to the promotion of positive
self-esteem among disadvantaged minority stu-
dents: school ethnic composition, cultural diver-
sity education, and students’ relationship with
their teachers. These three aspects have been
found to be important for children’s interethnic
relations (Verkuyten and Thijs 2013). We will

consider existing research, but also discuss pos-
sibilities for future study.

School ethnic composition

In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court made a historic
decision by declaring that it was unjust and
illegal to sanction school ethnic segregation by
law. Ever since this famous Brown versus Board
of Education ruling there have been regular and
sometimes heated debates about the ethnic or
racial composition of schools, not only in the U.
S. but also in Europe. In many western countries
schools tend to be more segregated than the
communities they serve and the segregation
tends to be higher in primary than secondary
schools.3 One of the original arguments against
law-based segregation was that it sends out a
message of inferiority to minority students which
would leave a ‘mark of oppression’ (Kardiner
and Ovesey 1951) in the form of self-hatred and
low self-esteem (Zirkel 2005). This has led to the
more general claim that segregation per se has
negative implications for the self-esteem of
minority group children. Studies in Europe have
shown, however, that there are little to no effects
of school ethnic segregation (proportion of
minority students) on the global or ethnic
self-esteem of ethnic minority children (Agirdag
et al. 2012; Kinket and Verkuyten 1997; Ver-
kuyten and Thijs 2004a). And research in the U.
S. indicates that African-American students are
more, rather than less, likely to have high
self-esteem in schools with a higher proportion
of African-American students (see the
meta-analysis by Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000).
Apparently school ethnic segregation does not
undermine the self-esteem of ethnic minority
students and there are several reasons for this.

Social comparisons

One self-esteem ‘advantage’ of segregation is
that it decreases the likelihood of making

3Please note that this is an example of de facto rather than
de jure segregation (see Zirkel 2005).
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unfavorable comparisons with majority group
peers. In general, children from (many) ethnic
minority groups would be more likely to have
more negative domain-specific self-feelings
because on average their individual outcomes
are ‘disproportionally poor’ compared to those of
the majority group (see Crocker and Major
1989). However, an important question is whe-
ther in their everyday life minority children make
such intergroup comparisons. According to Fes-
tinger’s (1954) social comparison theory, com-
parisons with others provide relevant information
about the self. Yet those others need to be similar
to the self because “if the only comparison
available is a very divergent one, the person will
not be able to make a subjectively precise eval-
uation of his opinion and ability” (Festinger
1954, p. 121). This means that in more segre-
gated situations minority children may be more
likely to compare themselves to their co-ethnic
peers rather than to ethnic majority peers (see
Crocker and Major 1989; Rosenberg 1979).

The fact that children’s self-esteem is typi-
cally based on comparisons with others in their
direct environments is shown by the earlier
mentioned big-fish-little-pond-effect (BFLPE).
This implies that an academically weak student
can have more positive academic self-esteem
than a strong student as long as the former but
not the latter outperforms her classmates (Marsh
et al. 2008). To our knowledge research on the
BFLPE has not explicitly focused on ethnic
minority children, but the effect can explain why
ethnic school segregation can protect the
self-esteem of students that have an ethnic
achievement gap. For instance, in our research
we examined the academic self-esteem of ethnic
minority preadolescents (from either Turkish,
Moroccan, or Surinamese backgrounds) com-
pared to that of native Dutch contemporaries
(Thijs and Verkuyten 2008). Despite evidence
for lower absolute academic achievement among
the minority children there were no systematic
group differences in academic self-esteem.
Importantly, the classrooms involved in this
research were relatively segregated—as the
average proportion of native Dutch classmates
was smaller for the minority than for the majority

children—and in another study we demonstrated
that the BFLPE held for both the minority and
the majority students (Thijs et al. 2010).4

Support and discrimination

There are other reasons why a more segregated
context can protect the self-esteem of disadvan-
taged minority children. In these contexts
minority children can experience a stronger sense
of ethnic group belonging and stronger peer
support, which promotes the development of
positive (ethnic) self-esteem. In addition, segre-
gation often implies less direct exposure to
prejudice and discrimination (Rosenberg 1979).
Both of these possibilities were addressed in our
studies among preadolescents and we found most
support for the second one. We used a multilevel
approach by sampling 182 school classes (grades
5–6) from 82 schools in 30 different cities. We
assessed a number of classroom characteristics
including the proportion of various ethnic groups
in the classroom and we measured students’
ethnic and global self-esteem. For minority stu-
dents, ethnic self-esteem (but not global
self-esteem) was higher if they had proportion-
ally fewer native Dutch classmates. Additional
analysis showed that there were no effects of the
proportion of co-ethnic students which indicated
that it was the presence of the majority out-group
rather than the ethnic in-group that mattered for
children’s self-esteem (Verkuyten and Thijs
2004a). Majority group peers are the likeliest
perpetrators of discriminatory peer behavior, at
least according to children’s own perceptions
(Verkuyten et al. 1997). Indeed, in an earlier
study we found that ethnic minority children with
proportionally more native Dutch classmates

4Even in the absence of tracking there can be strong
differences in absolute achievement levels between
schools and classrooms, due to factors such as the
composition of the student body or the quality of the
teaching. This means that the absolute achievement
differences within classrooms are relatively small, and
that the academic achievement gap will not show up in the
self-perceptions of minority versus majority children.
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reported more experiences with ethnic peer vic-
timization (Verkuyten and Thijs 2002).

However, ethnic composition entails more
than the degree of majority-minority segregation.
Schools and classrooms also differ in terms of the
number of ethnic groups and this can be captured
by diversity indexes. For example, higher scores
on the Simpson diversity index imply that more
different groups are present and also that the sizes
of these groups are more equal. Graham and
Juvonen and colleagues, in their studies in the U.
S., have used this index to evaluate the imbalance
of power thesis. This is the idea that school and
classroom diversity has positive consequences
for students’ social relations and psychological
well-being because it decreases the likelihood of
imbalanced power relations between different
ethnic groups. Their findings support the thesis
by showing that higher diversity is associated
with less peer victimization and higher
self-esteem among Latino and African-American
students (Graham 2006; Juvonen et al. 2006).
This kind of research demonstrates that it is not
only the relative presence of the in-group (versus
the majority out-group) that matters for the
self-esteem of ethnic minority children but that it
is also crucial to consider the nature of the rela-
tions between different ethnic minority groups at
school. Furthermore, questions on the implica-
tions of school (de)segregation should not only
consider self-esteem and intergroup relations but
also the possibilities for intercultural contacts and
learning, and academic achievement.

Diversity education

In many western countries there has been the
development and implementation of school cur-
ricula and educational practices that focus on the
acknowledgment, acceptance, and recognition of
ethnic and cultural diversity. The variation in this
so-called multicultural (or intercultural) educa-
tion is substantial, but there is quite some
agreement that a major goal of these approaches
is to foster ethnic tolerance and equality (Kahn
2008; Portera 2008). The vast majority of the
theorizing and research on diversity education

has been conducted in the U.S. and is influenced
by the country’s long history of slavery and
continuous immigration. An influential frame-
work is Banks’ (2004) conceptualization of five
aspects of multicultural education: cultural con-
tent integration in the curriculum, learning to
question and consider how knowledge is con-
structed, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy,
and empowering school culture. In the
non-settler European countries, the situation is
different because there is a historically large
native majority group and a relatively recent
inflow of labor migrants and ex-colonial
minorities. In Europe the notion of multicul-
tural education is less well articulated and there
are debates about the need for intercultural and
citizenship education rather than forms of mul-
ticultural education. Furthermore, although there
are some qualitative studies (e.g., Doppen 2007)
there is a lack of large-scale quantitative research
on cultural diversity education. To our knowl-
edge, one of the exceptions is our research in the
Netherlands (see Verkuyten and Thijs 2013).
Multicultural education might both directly and
indirectly enhance the positive self-esteem of
ethnic minority children.

Direct effects of multicultural
education

It is likely that multicultural education fosters
positive global and ethnic self-esteem in ethnic
minority students because it tends to recognize
their identity and support their heritage culture.
In our study among Turkish-Dutch, Moroccan-
Dutch, Surinamese-Dutch, and native Dutch
preadolescents (Verkuyten and Thijs 2004a) we
measured in different ways the degree of multi-
cultural education in the classroom. We asked
teachers how much attention they pay to teaching
about cultural differences and discrimination, and
we asked students to report on their teacher’s
educational practices as well as on the (probable)
teacher and student reactions to discrimination in
the classroom. Results showed that teachers’ own
reports of multicultural education were unrelated
to the global and ethnic self-esteem of the
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students of different ethnic groups. Yet, there
were two effects of children’s perceptions that
were consistent with our theoretical expectations:
Children who perceived more multicultural
teaching reported higher global self-esteem, and
children who indicated that their teacher and the
students would stand up against discrimination
reported both higher global and ethnic
self-esteem. Interestingly, these results were
similar for the ethnic minority and majority
children. They therefore suggest that multicul-
tural education and educational practices can
have a beneficial impact on the self-feelings of all
students regardless of their ethnic background.
This was also found in an earlier study among
Turkish-Dutch and native Dutch preadolescents
(Kinket and Verkuyten 1997).

Indirect effects of multicultural
education

A central aim of most forms of multicultural edu-
cation, both in Europe and North America, is to
improve inter-ethnic relations among children by
reducing ignorance and misunderstandings about
cultural differences and by transmitting norms
against prejudice and discrimination (Verkuyten
and Thijs 2013). The available evidence in the
North American context indicates that multicul-
tural education is moderately successful in reach-
ing these goals (Aboud et al. 2012; Bigler 1999;
Stephan et al. 2004). This means, for example, that
multicultural education can contribute to less eth-
nic peer victimization and discrimination at school.
By reducing these risks, it may indirectly increase
the self-esteem of ethnic minority students.

However, multicultural education can also
have unintended effects. By highlighting the
differences between ethnic groups, multicultural
initiatives may actually increase stereotypical
thinking about ethnic others (Bigler and Liben
2007). Thus “curriculum-based interventions
may potentially increase children’s racial and
ethnic bias via the attention they draw to such
groups” (Bigler 1999, p. 700). This is especially
relevant for younger children who lack multiple
classification skills, i.e. the ability to consider

that people belong to different types of nonex-
clusive categories at the same time (e.g., female,
African-American, left-hander) (Aboud 1988).
For younger children, ethnic groups may become
all-important if multicultural education neglects
cross-cutting or overarching categories or the
many individual differences that exist within
ethnic groups. In addition, multicultural educa-
tion might backfire if it neglects the cultural
distinctiveness and identity of majority students
(Tajfel and Turner 1979). Research among white
American adults (including university students)
has shown that they can be hesitant in embracing
multiculturalism when they feel left out and
developed a sense of ‘what about us’ (Plaut et al.
2011). When this happens, multiculturalism can
increase rather decrease negative reactions
towards ethnic minority groups (Morrison et al.
2010). To our knowledge these processes have
not been examined among children and adoles-
cents but it seems an important line of investi-
gation to pursue.

Multicultural education can also have the
effect of making children more aware of prejudice
and discrimination. In our research, we measured
children’s own experiences with peer ethnic vic-
timization as well as their perception of the
experiences of members of their ethnic group
(Verkuyten and Thijs 2002). We related these
experiences to teachers’ assessments of their
multicultural teaching and students’ perceptions
of this teaching, as well the classroom reactions
against discrimination. It appeared that students
reported less personal experiences with ethnic
victimization in classrooms where discrimination
was actively resisted (according to the aggregated
student perspective), and perceived less victim-
ization of their ethnic group if their teacher
reacted more against discrimination. Yet, the
teacher’s multicultural teaching as perceived by
the children was associated with higher experi-
ences and perceptions of ethnic victimization.
This suggests that multicultural education can
make children more sensitive and attentive to
discrimination and thereby more vulnerable to it.5

5Related to this, there is evidence that minority parents’
attempts to prepare their children for discrimination and
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Relationships with Teachers

In developmental and educational psychology
the student-teacher relationship is seen as a
micro-system with important implications for
children’s adjustment (Pianta et al. 2003). Vari-
ous studies have shown that the quality of this
relationship is uniquely associated with many
positive outcomes including higher academic
achievement and educational engagement
(Roorda et al. 2011), and less social, behavioral,
and emotional problems (Baker 2006; Rudasill
et al. 2010). Although relatively few studies have
examined ethnic group differences in
teacher-student relationships, these relationships
appear to be more important for the school
adjustment of ethnic minority than majority stu-
dents (e.g., den Brok et al. 2010; Murray et al.
2008). One of the explanations for this finding is
that a supportive bond with the teacher can help
to bridge the relatively large gap that sometimes
exists between the home and school environment
(Suárez-Orozco and Pimentel 2009). For exam-
ple, Suárez-Orozco and Pimentel (2009) inter-
viewed immigrant adolescents about their school
experiences. The adolescents reported that
teachers who cared for them and helped them
with the language barrier made a difference in
their cultural transition. Unfortunately, some
adolescents also perceived cultural insensitivity
and discrimination by teachers.

Direct effects

Very few studies have examined the direct
impact of the student-teacher relationship on
children’s self-esteem, and there is even less
research that makes a comparison between
minority and majority students. Theoretically,
however, self-esteem is one of the more impor-
tant outcomes of this relationship because it can
function as a potential secondary attachment
bond (Ainsworth 1989). This means that it can be

an important source of emotional support and
comfort that provides children with the necessary
security for exploration and initiative (Ver-
schueren and Koomen 2012). Children who are
securely attached to their caregivers learn that
they are socially accepted and worthy of love and
affection, and this promotes the development of
high self-esteem (Verschueren and Marcoen
1999).

In line with these propositions, research has
shown that children (Verschueren et al. 2012)
and early adolescents (Ryan et al. 1994) who
have high quality relationships with their teacher
also have more positive self-esteem. To our
knowledge, only two studies have compared the
importance of teachers for the self-esteem of
children of different ethnic groups. Both of them
found no group differences; however, both were
done in the U.S., one study was limited to early
adolescent girls from three schools in Texas
(Carlson et al. 2000), and the other made the
broad distinction between students from
western-European versus non-western-European
backgrounds (Agirdag et al. 2012). Furthermore,
most teachers in both the U.S. and Europe tend to
belong to the ethnic majority group (Hamre et al.
2007; Thijs et al. 2012; Zirkel 2008) and research
has shown that the quality of the relationship can
be compromised when the teacher and the stu-
dent do not share the same ethnicity (Ewing and
Taylor 2009; Saft and Pianta 2001). This is
especially likely when there is cultural miscom-
munication and when teachers have unfavorable
attitudes toward ethnic diversity (Thijs et al.
2012). Related to this, research has shown that
minority students can feel discriminated by their
teachers which leads to lower self-esteem (Wong
et al. 2003).

Indirect effects

In addition to promoting positive self-esteem in
minority children, the student-teacher relation-
ship might also play an indirect, protective role.
Children who can trust their teachers and feel
comforted by them are more resilient in dealing
with stressful life events (Pianta et al. 2003).

(Footnote 5 continued)
bias can have unintentional negative effects on self-esteem
(Hughes et al. 2009).
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A longitudinal study among immigrant adoles-
cents from 54 different countries in Sweden
shows that this also holds for the risks associated
with a minority position. It was found that ethnic
victimization predicted lower self-esteem over
time, which in turn was related to lower school
adjustment. However, these effects were not
significant for children who reported positive
relationships with their teachers (Bayram Özde-
mir and Stattin 2014).

Future Directions and Policy
Implications

There is a long research tradition on the
self-esteem of ethnic and racial minority group
children but much less is known about the role
that schools and education can play in the
development of self-esteem in children of these
groups. School is a very important everyday
context for children and it is clear that schools
matter for how children feel about themselves. It
is less clear, however, how schools play a role in
self-esteem development and whether this role
differs for ethnic minority and majority students,
for global and domain-specific self-esteem, for
personal and ethnic self-esteem, and for explicit
and implicit self-esteem. Research typically
focuses on global self-esteem but there are dif-
ferent self-feelings that can be distinguished and
therefore provide a more detailed understanding
of how ethnic minority children are doing. For
example, global self-esteem can be based on
different domains for ethnic minority than
majority children. It has been suggested for
instance that African American adolescents
diminish the value of academic achievement on
their global self-esteem as a self-worth protection
(Osborne 1997) and there is also evidence for
this process of disengagement in the Netherlands
(Verkuyten and Thijs 2004b). Furthermore, per-
sonal self-esteem can be relatively independent
of ethnic self-esteem and explicit and implicit
self-esteem can differ resulting in a fragile,
defensive self-esteem. These distinctions provide
various directions for future research that could

greatly advance our understanding of the
self-esteem of minority group children.

Future research should also systematically
examine the role of various school and educa-
tional characteristics for ethnic minority chil-
dren’s self-esteem. The existing research has
focused predominantly on ethnic segregation and
forms of cultural diversity education, and the
findings are not unequivocal. For example, mul-
ticultural education with its acceptance and
recognition of cultural diversity and group iden-
tities can be important for developing positive
self-esteem. The evidence, however, is limited
and in practice the variation of multicultural
ideas, initiatives and programs is substantial
(Banks 2004), and not all of these can be expected
to have a similar effect on children’s self-esteem.
Additionally, there might be important contextual
and country differences that shape the forms and
content of cultural diversity education and
thereby have an effect on students’ self-esteem.
Further, there is the danger that the thinking in
terms of groups and group differences, which is
inherent in multiculturalism, leads to reified
group distinctions that promote group stereotyp-
ing and negative inter-ethnic relations which may
hamper a positive sense of self. These unintended
and subtle processes are not always easy to
examine in large-scale quantitative research.
In-depth studies that more closely examine what
exactly happens on a day-today basis in class-
rooms and in the educational process might be
very useful here. This type of research can give a
more detailed understanding of the proximal
processes that are involved.

Furthermore, it is important that future
research examines different school characteristics
in combination with each other. It might be the
case, for example, that the effect of the ethnic
composition of the classroom (level of segrega-
tion or diversity) on children’s self-esteem
depends on multicultural education. Ethnically
mixed classrooms might hamper a positive sense
of self when there is not a school climate of
acceptance and endorsement of diversity. In such
a context ethnic minority students might face
more negative stereotypes and discrimination
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compared to a mixed context in which multi-
culturalism is endorsed. Similarly, the impact of
ethnically mixed classrooms on students’
self-esteem might depend on the quality of the
teacher-student relationships, and vice versa. For
example, a majority group teacher might follow a
multicultural curriculum in her classroom but
might also have frequent conflictual interactions
with her minority group students. This could
potentially undermine the perceived consistency
and effectiveness of her diversity teachings and
could make children insecure about their accep-
tance and value. To our knowledge, there are no
studies on these topics but examining whether
teachers ‘practice what they preach’ is an
important task for future research.

There have been many popular ideas and
programs about improving children’s and ado-
lescents’ self-esteem that have been implemented
in many schools, especially in the United States.
And although the expectations and promises of
these programs are substantial, there is little
systematic and methodological sound evidence
for drawing firm conclusions about what works
and why (see Emler 2001). It also is unclear
whether interventions work equally well for dif-
ferent ethnic and age groups and in different
countries, and whether there are long-term
effects. Furthermore, it is important to note that
the explicit concern with planned interventions
for self-esteem improvement does not exist, or is
much less common, in other countries than the
United States.

In addition to these initiatives that directly try
to address children’s self-esteem there are inter-
ventions that can improve self-esteem more
indirectly. As noted, many studies have demon-
strated that negative experiences such as ethnic
exclusion, victimization and discrimination tend
to have negative effects on minority children’s
self-esteem. This means that it is important to
address these negative behaviors in a systematic
and effective way. Unfortunately, the various
programs and initiatives for countering ethnic
prejudices, peer victimization and harassment are
not always very successful (Aboud et al. 2012).
One key issue is that it is necessary to have a
better understanding about children’s own

perceptions, interpretations and reasoning about
these negative behaviors. Effective interventions
are more difficult without such an understanding
and an appreciation of the importance of the
ways that children among each other negotiate,
share and create meanings and interpretations.

Finally, in future research and in developing
effective interventions to improve self-esteem it
is important to consider the role of parents. Par-
ents have great emotional significance for chil-
dren and a large influence on the development of
self-esteem well into adolescent years (Emler
2001; Harter 1999). The importance of parental
acceptance, approval, nurturance and support to
self-esteem is found in various (western and
eastern) countries (e.g. Faruggia et al. 2004;
Scott et al. 1991), and among both ethnic
majority and minority groups (e.g. Greenberger
and Chen 1996). Furthermore, ethnic minority
families are sometimes able to filter out racist and
discriminatory messages from the dominant
community and to provide positive feedback that
will enhance self-esteem (see Hughes et al.
2009). Thus both parents and schools are
influential in the development of children’s
self-feelings. But research on the role of parents
tends not take the role of the school into account
and vice versa. Yet, it can be expected that for a
teacher-student relationship to have a positive
effect on the self-esteem of minority children it is
of importance that parents also have an emo-
tional supportive relationship with their child.
This would mean that there can be important
individual differences that are responsible for
school and education having a positive effect on
the self-esteem of some minority children but not
of others.
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Parental Educational Involvement
and Latino Children’s Academic
Attainment

Rosario Ceballo, Rosanne M. Jocson,
and Francheska Alers-Rojas

Abstract
A preponderance of research documents the benefits of parental educa-
tional involvement on children’s academic performance. However, the
majority of this work has primarily focused on European American
children in middle to upper income homes as well as examining mostly
school-based forms of parental involvement. By contrast, this chapter
relies on developmental theories and a resilience framework to address
parental educational involvement as a protective factor, bolstering the
academic performance of low-income, Latino children specifically. We
examine parental educational involvement across Latino children’s
elementary through high school years. Further, we conceptualize parental
involvement as a multidimensional construct, incorporating parental
behaviors and strategies beyond the traditionally measured aspects of
parental participation in school-based activities (e.g., PTO meetings,
parent-teacher conferences). Finally, we discuss implications, provide
suggestions for future research directions, and highlight the importance of
incorporating Latino cultural values in future work.

Historical Overview

Researchers typically define parental educational
involvement as encompassing all of the resour-
ces, via interactions with their children and
schools, that parents devote to their children’s
academic success (Grolnick and Slowiaczek
1994; Hill and Tyson 2009). A large body of

research firmly establishes the benefits of par-
ental educational involvement on children’s
scholastic achievement, academic motivation,
and school engagement (Crosnoe 2001; Fan et al.
2012; Fan and Chen 2001; Hill et al. 2004; Hill
and Tyson 2009; Rasinski and Stevenson 2005;
Seginer 2006; Sheldon and Epstein 2005). These
findings are consistently reported even while
controlling for prior academic achievement, in
some cases, and with samples across a variety of
grade levels. Thus, for decades, social science
researchers, educators, and policy experts have
lauded the benefits of parental involvement on

R. Ceballo (&) � R.M. Jocson � F. Alers-Rojas
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA
e-mail: rosarioc@umich.edu

© The Editor(s) 2017
N.J. Cabrera and B. Leyendecker (eds.), Handbook on Positive
Development of Minority Children and Youth, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-43645-6_21

343



children’s education. However, the bulk of this
research has been conducted with European
American children in middle to upper income
homes, and few researchers have addressed the
role of parental involvement in the educational
performance of racial/ethnic minority youth (Fan
et al. 2012). To expand upon the work addressing
the importance of parent involvement, the pre-
sent chapter examines parental educational
involvement as a protective factor supporting the
academic achievement of low-income, Latino
children. Before continuing, we should note that
when referring to “Latinos,” we are specifically
referring to Spanish-speaking people who trace
their ethnic heritage to Mexico, Central and
South America, and the Caribbean. It is, thus,
important to highlight the tremendous hetero-
geneity that exists among Latino families. In
addition to differences in national origins, Latino
families represent a diversity of immigration
histories, socioeconomic statuses, racial pheno-
types, and educational backgrounds—within
group distinctions that researchers are only now
beginning to address with Latino samples.

National data indicates that the educational
attainment of Latino youth remains disturbingly
low, as evidenced by numerous different indica-
tors of achievement (Hill and Torres 2010).
According to data from the National Center for
Educational Statistics [NCES] (2007) and the U.
S. Census Bureau (2007), Latino youth have
lower achievement test scores, higher drop out
rates, and lower college attendance compared to
European American and African American
youth. Within Latino groups, stark gender dif-
ferences in rates of educational attainment are
also present, highlighting a particularly disad-
vantaged position for Latino males. Compared to
Latinas, Latino males have lower reading scores
in 12th grade, higher high school drop out rates,
lower college enrollments, and lower rates of
completing college degrees (Kena et al. 2015).
Notably, poverty rates among Latino families are
disproportionately high, even for those families
with an employed adult living in the home.
Whereas 8 % of non-Latino White children live
in poverty, over three times more Latino chil-
dren, 29 %, live below the poverty line (U.S.

Census Bureau 2007). Thus, the conglomeration
of social and economic stressors associated with
poverty and new immigrant status likely play a
potent role in the educational underperformance
of Latino youth. The negative impact of growing
up in poverty on Latino youth’s educational
achievement is further compounded by the dis-
proportionate enrollment of Latino students in
lower quality, poorly equipped schools, English
language barriers, and discriminatory educational
practices (Ceballo et al. 2010; Eamon 2005; Hill
and Torres 2010; Zambrana 2011). Despite the
numerous structural obstacles faced by many
Latino children, our chapter will highlight sour-
ces of strength in Latino families in support of
educational achievement.

Theoretical Perspectives Explaining
Latino Youth’s Academic
Underachievement

Historically, Latino children’s academic achieve-
ment was explained using deficit-oriented models
in which European American, middle class
families were exalted as the normative group
(Garcia Coll et al. 1996, 2002). Academic “de-
ficiencies” could therefore be explained by the
ways in which low-income Latino homes and
parents differed from the normative, mostly
middle class, European American standard. From
this vantage point, the scholastic underachieve-
ment of poor Latino youth was attributed to less
stimulating home environments, poorer academic
motivation, linguistic deficits, lower self-esteem,
poorer cognitive skills, and difficulties with
delaying gratification (Ceballo et al. 2010; Hill
and Craft 2003). Not surprisingly, a lack of
parental involvement in children’s education was
yet another explanation proffered for Latino
youth’s lower academic attainment. Strikingly
absent from these explanations was any
accounting of the socioeconomic and institu-
tional disadvantages that many Latino families
face as well as a blatant confounding of
race/ethnicity with socioeconomic class, such
that poor Latinos came to represent all Latinos.
Poor, Latino parents, for example, may be less
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active in their children’s schools due to
demanding work schedules (e.g., working night
shifts and multiple jobs), language barriers,
unfamiliarity with the American school system,
and difficulties with transportation rather than a
lack of concern or investment in their children’s
education (Ceballo et al. 2010; Garcia Coll et al.
2002).

In response to such deficit approaches, one
alternative perspective proposed by some
researchers was a cultural discontinuity perspec-
tive (Reese andGallimore 2000; Tyler et al. 2008),
highlighting a cultural mismatch between home
practices and school norms such that poor Latino
parents may not understand the parental roles and
practices expected by American teachers and
school staff. From this perspective, the lack of
congruence between Latino family norms (e.g.,
deferring to teachers’ academic authority) and the
expectations of American schools (e.g., valuing
parental participation in school) may serve as
barriers to parental school involvement. Addi-
tionally, the high emphasis placed on individual
rights and assertive self-expression in American
schools may be inconsistent with Latino values
promoting harmonious social relationships and the
importance of obedience and respect toward elders
and authority figures. In fact, the Spanish word for
education, educación, encompasses more than
mere academic attainment, it also broadly incor-
porates acquiring strong moral values, integrity,
and responsibility (Halgunseth et al. 2006; Tyler
et al. 2008). These types of cultural differences
may promote feelings of uncertainty and discom-
fort among some Latino parents about the parental
roles and practices expected from them in Amer-
ican schools (Reese and Gallimore 2000); yet, by
the same token, many schools may not accom-
modate their parental outreach practices to adopt
to new immigrant groups.

However, the academic underachievement of
some racial/ethnic minority students cannot be
entirely explained by a cultural discontinuity
perspective, as some racial/ethnic minority chil-
dren succeed academically despite experiencing
cultural differences between their home and
school contexts. Another theoretical approach

was proposed by Ogbu’s (1981, 1992)
cultural-ecological theory. According to Ogbu,
awareness of racially discriminatory practices in
education and employment may dissuade many
racial/ethnic minorities from adopting main-
stream beliefs and socialization norms. Ogbu
theorized that this was particularly true for Afri-
can Americans whose ancestors were involun-
tarily brought to the United States as slaves.
However, Ogbu’s distinction between
racial/ethnic groups with “voluntary” versus “in-
voluntary” histories of migration to the United
States seems far less applicable to Latino families.
Many Latinos voluntarily immigrate to the U.S.
for economic and educational opportunities,
especially for the advancement of future genera-
tions (Perreira et al. 2006). In spite of these
“voluntary” decisions to migrate, structural fac-
tors that include, but are not limited to, poverty,
limited maternal education, low literacy levels,
attendance in low-quality under-resourced
schools, placement into lower track classes, lim-
ited neighborhood resources, discrimination, and
acculturative stress may nevertheless compromise
the academic performance of many Latino youth
(Zambrana 2011). Across several studies, for
instance, low-income Latino adolescents report
facing high levels of racial/ethnic discrimination,
and experiences of discrimination are, in turn,
associated with worse academic performance and
school engagement (Benner and Graham 2011;
Delgado et al. 2011). Further, Latino parents and
children may feel discouraged from investing in
educational pursuits, because they are aware of
the educational barriers and lack of opportunities
afforded to them (Becerra 2012). Thus, even
though Latinos were not involuntarily brought to
the U.S. as slaves (a crucial factor in Ogbu’s
theorizing), many Latino families face severely
restrictive social and economic conditions that
cannot be easily overcome in this country.

A more expansive theoretical model was pre-
sented by Okagaki’s (2001) triarchic model of
minority children’s school achievement.
According to Okagaki (2001) three factors are
critical in explaining the academic performance
of poor, racial/ethnic minority students: (1) the
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form and perceived function of education,
(2) family cultural norms and beliefs about edu-
cation and development, and (3) child character-
istics. For example, awareness of discriminatory
practices and lack of opportunities in education
and employment may dissuade some minority
students from putting effort into their schoolwork,
whereas the belief in the long-term benefits of
education (e.g., as a means to improve their
family’s social and economic condition) may
encourage others to do well in school. Although
cultural discontinuity may inhibit some parents’
involvement in schools, for instance, Latino par-
ents may promote academic success in other
ways, as in the case of a Latino parent working
multiple jobs to ensure that their child has ample
time and resources to study (Suarez-Orozco 1993,
as cited in Okagaki 2001). Finally, familial,
school, and cultural influences on academic
achievement should always be considered in
conjunction with individual child characteristics,
like intelligence and temperament.

A past focus on the academic under-
achievement of poor Latino youth and their
familial deficiencies effectively suppressed work
on the strengths and resources of academically
successful Latino children. Consequently, far less
theory and research, to date, has focused on
factors that promote academic achievement and
resilience among Latino youth. While resilience
research is fraught with complex definitional
issues, “resilience” generally refers to the ability
to maintain positive functioning despite experi-
encing significant adversity (Zolkoski and Bul-
lock 2012). From a resilience perspective, a
compelling research question would be: what are
the parenting values and behaviors that foster the
academic success of some Latino children
despite numerous socioeconomic constraints and
life stressors? Recently, more researchers have
approached empirical investigations from a resi-
lience perspective. Rather than examine factors
accounting for academic underperformance,
researchers have begun to investigate factors that
promote academic success among Latino youth,
such as parental involvement in education

(Alfaro et al. 2006; Ceballo 2004; Ceballo et al.
2014; Cruz-Santiago and Ramirez Garcia 2011;
Sánchez et al. 2005).

Relatedly, placing this work in a develop-
mental context provides a critical grounding for
studying parental involvement. Developmental
perspectives underscore changes in the nature of
parental involvement as children move through
different developmental transitions and stages of
schooling. As children move from preschool to
high school, for instance, some evidence indi-
cates that parental educational involvement
declines (Dearing et al. 2006; Hoover-Dempsey
et al. 2005). In so doing, parental involvement
strategies are also likely to shift from checking
homework to providing motivational support at
home, and from helping in classrooms to
attending school initiated events at school
(Seginer 2006). Although parents may adopt
different strategies during different developmen-
tal periods, parental educational involvement
continues to be related to positive educational
outcomes throughout high school. For instance, a
small body of quantitative and qualitative
research, reveals a positive influence of parental
involvement, specifically reading-supportive
behavior and beliefs, on older children’s and
adolescents’ (4th through 12th grades) reading
motivation and activity (Klauda 2009).

The types of educational outcomes that are
typically studied in relation to parental involve-
ment become broader and more complex across
later developmental periods. In particular, studies
on preschool-aged children highlight school
readiness and early literacy skills (e.g., Kingston
et al. 2013), whereas studies on elementary and
middle school youth often investigate a larger set
of school-related outcomes such as grades,
reading and math achievement, academic moti-
vation, and degree completion (Hill and Tyson
2009; Jeynes 2007). Perhaps most importantly, it
is quite possible that the strength of the relations
between parental involvement and school
achievement change across different develop-
mental stages. In other words, certain parenting
strategies like school-based practices may
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decline in effectiveness from elementary to
middle school-aged children, whereas other
aspects of parental involvement (e.g., reading-
supportive behaviors) may have an increasingly
positive impact on achievement (Hill and Tyson
2009). Yet again, a paucity of work examines
Latino parents’ educational involvement from a
developmental perspective. Hence, in the present
chapter, we use a developmental approach to
organize our review of the existing literature
while relying upon a resiliency framework to
examine parental educational involvement in
Latino children’s academic performance from
elementary through the secondary schools years.

Current Research Questions

Going forward, it is important to relinquish a
deficit-oriented approach and instead, examine
the parental values and behaviors that promote
positive academic performance despite the
adverse social and economic conditions that
many poor, Latino children encounter. Rather
than simplifying our investigations of these
relations, we argue for the incorporation of
greater complexity and contextualizing in this
field. Firstly, broadening our definition of what
“counts” as parental educational involvement
will mean expanding our focus beyond tradi-
tional measures of parents’ school-based partic-
ipation to identify other parenting approaches
used by Latino parents to promote academic
achievement. Secondly, we must examine how
the effects of parental educational involvement
vary across different developmental periods and
are moderated by different familial factors, such
as socioeconomic class, immigrant and genera-
tional status, and the endorsement of culturally-
specific values. Relatedly, research must now
attend to the vast heterogeneity within Latino
groups by specifying how parental educational
involvement functions in specific Latino ethnic
subgroups, residing in specific geographical
locations, and of particular generational cohorts.

Definitional Issues, Research
Measurement, and Methodology

Despite growing scholarly acknowledgement that
parental involvement in education is a multidi-
mensional construct, measures of parental
involvement remain remarkably unidimensional
(Fan et al. 2012; Garcia Coll et al. 2002). Grol-
nick and Slowiaczek (1994) define parental
involvement as the resources that parents dedi-
cate to their children’s education. In other words,
parental involvement in education encompasses,
“parents’ interactions with schools and with their
children to promote academic success” (Hill and
Tyson 2009, p. 741). Even with such clear and
straightforward definitions, no exact and consis-
tent operationalization of parental educational
involvement exists in the literature. Conse-
quently, measures of parental involvement differ
drastically across studies, ranging from parental
valuing of education to parental assistance with
homework to parent-child discussions about
school.

Traditional frameworks for studying parental
involvement typically distinguish between two
major types of parental involvement strategies:
school-based involvement and home-based
involvement (Epstein and Sanders 2002; Hill
and Tyson 2009; Seginer 2006; Shumow and
Miller 2001). School-based involvement consists
of practices such as attending parent-teacher
conferences, talking with school personnel, and
participating or volunteering in school activities
and governance. Home-based involvement
includes provision of educational activities and
support for learning at home by, for example,
engaging in cognitively stimulating activities,
helping with homework, or discussing school
activities. To date, the bulk of existing research
on school-age children, regardless of children’s
developmental levels, assesses only school-based
forms of parental involvement, adopting a nar-
row, unidimensional conceptualization of par-
ental involvement (Cooper and Crosnoe 2007;
Henry et al. 2011; Hill et al. 2004). Among

Parental Educational Involvement and Latino Children’s Academic … 347



Latino families, high levels of parental school
involvement are associated with more parental
education, English language proficiency, and
welcoming responsive school systems (Zam-
brana 2011).

In a recent meta-analysis on the types of
parental involvement associated with achieve-
ment in middle school that included studies with
diverse samples, Hill and Tyson (2009) con-
firmed the importance of parental involvement
via another type of activity: academic socializa-
tion. Academic socialization refers to parents
who have discussions about educational expec-
tations, values, or utility with their children, link
school subjects to current events, discuss learn-
ing strategies and future goals, and foster aca-
demic aspirations. The latter component, parents’
academic aspirations and/or expectations, is
consistently found to have strong associations
with children’s educational outcomes (Ceballo
et al. 2014; Fan and Chen 2001; Fan et al. 2012;
Juang and Silbereisen 2002). By many accounts,
researchers report that Latino parents express
high educational aspirations for their children
(Garcia Coll et al. 2002; Hill and Torres 2010);
only negative social stereotypes, unsupported by
empirical evidence, profess otherwise (Seginer
2006). Still, parental aspirations regarding edu-
cational attainment appear to be all the more
effective when they are directly communicated to
children and when parent-child discussions
broadly encompass many school-related topics,
as documented in measures of academic
socialization.

Beyond the parental strategies discussed thus
far (e.g., home- and school-based involvement,
academic socialization, and parents’ academic
expectations), viewing parental involvement in
education as a multidimensional construct means
expanding our conceptualization of this construct
even further (Fan et al. 2012; Garcia Coll et al.
2002; Henry et al. 2011). Extending our con-
ceptualization of parental involvement is espe-
cially important given that some studies report
that more traditional, school-based forms of
parental involvement are less effective with
racial/ethnic minority youth. Specifically, using
data from the National Education Longitudinal

Study (NELS), researchers found that traditional
measures of school-based involvement were
better predictors of achievement for European
American students than for Latino youth (Desi-
mone 1999; Valadez 2002). Whereas parents’
PTO participation increased the odds of taking
algebra and advanced math classes for European
American students, PTO participation had no
such effect for Latino students in a large
nationally representative sample of European
American and Latino eighth graders (Valadez
2002). Likewise, parental monitoring of school
behavior and progress positively affected Euro-
pean American students’ enrollment in algebra
but not Latino students’ enrollment in algebra
classes (Valadez 2002). Thus, it behooves
researchers to rely upon a multidimensional
framing of parental educational involvement,
incorporating cultural, social, and familial factors
that may impact parental involvement among
different racial/ethnic groups.

Additionally, qualitative and ethnographic
researchers have made important contributions to
broadening our notions of parental educational
involvement and thereby illuminating non-
traditional strategies practiced by poor, Latino
parents in support of their children’s educational
pursuits (Ceballo 2004; Lopez 2001; Menard-
Warwick 2007; Sy 2006). Non-traditional
strategies of parental involvement in education,
particularly in homes where there are limited
resources, may include finding children a quiet
place to work in small, overcrowded homes,
excusing children from certain family obligations
in order to focus on school work or school
activities, providing realistic examples of the
types of jobs available without a high school
degree, and making personal or economic sacri-
fices in support of children’s schooling. Further,
parental involvement in Latino families may
include drawing upon complex and rich networks
of extended family members and fictive kin
(Ryan et al. 2010). Compared to non-Latino
parents, Ryan et al. (2010) reported that Latino
parents were more likely to draw upon assistance
from significant others (e.g., older siblings,
godparents) in addressing the academic needs of
their children. An important next step, then, is to
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test the relations between such extended network
support and children’s academic achievement. In
sum, broadening notions of what “counts” as
parental involvement in children’s education may
be essential to understanding the ways in which
Latino parents influence their children’s aca-
demic performance. We turn now to a discussion
of the effects of parental educational involvement
across different levels of schooling among Latino
parents and children specifically.

Empirical Findings

Elementary School-Aged Children

In samples with few or no Latino families, sup-
port for the protective role of parental educa-
tional involvement is revealed in associations
between parental involvement and better aca-
demic orientations among young, economically
disadvantaged children (Dearing et al. 2006;
Englund et al. 2004). However, research on
parental educational involvement and its relation
to the academic achievement of Latino elemen-
tary school-aged children, in particular, is
exceedingly sparse. With elementary school aged
children, school-based forms of parental
involvement, such as classroom assistance and
providing help with schoolwork, are the most
frequently assessed parental strategies (Seginer
2006). In a representative sample of 415 third
through fifth graders (representing 7 public ele-
mentary schools in a southeastern U.S. commu-
nity), parental school involvement (e.g.,
volunteering in classrooms and attending
parent-teacher conferences) was greater among
European American parents as compared to both
Latino and African American parents (Lee and
Bowen 2006). Further, in this same sample that
included 62 Latino children, school-based par-
ental involvement was related to higher academic
achievement, but educational discussions at
home about things learned at school and things
that happened during the school day were not
(Lee and Bowen 2006). Although Latino parents
may face numerous obstacles to becoming
involved in children’s schools (e.g., language

barriers, stressful life demands, nuanced or overt
discrimination), Lee and Bowen (2006) under-
scored that the benefits of school-based parental
involvement on children’s academic achievement
occurred for all children—regardless of social
class and racial/ethnic group.

Furthermore, some researchers have found
associations between home-based parental
involvement and positive academic outcomes
among Latino elementary school children
(Cooper et al. 2010). Utilizing nationally repre-
sentative data from the kindergarten cohort of the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K),
Cooper et al. (2010) reported that home-learning
activities predicted reading achievement in
Latino families. Home learning activities inclu-
ded engaging children in activities related to art,
building, games or puzzles, chores, nature or
science, reading, singing, physical exercise, and
telling stories at home. In this study, the effects
of home learning activities were greater for
Latinos, in comparison to African American and
European American families. The benefits of
home-based involvement are all the more
important given the authors’ finding that tradi-
tional forms of school-based involvement (e.g.,
attending open houses, PTA meetings, class
events, and parent-teacher conferences) were not
positively linked to achievement for Latino
children, as they were for African American and
European American children.

In a large, multiethnic sample (with Latino
children) drawn from the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD)
Study of Early Child Care and Youth Develop-
ment (SECCYD), El Nokali et al. (2010) did not
find any significant associations between
engagement in a number of different parental
involvement strategies and children’s academic
achievement over time, from first through fifth
grades. The unexpected lack of associations, in
this case, may be due to the breadth of the par-
ental involvement measure used; their measure
encompassed traditional school-based involve-
ment, parental investment in education, as well
as educational attitudes and values. The authors
speculate that parent involvement may be more
efficacious when it is subject-specific. Yet
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another possible explanation may be that parental
educational involvement is linked to more global
achievement outcomes but not to the more
domain-specific measures of achievement (read-
ing, math, and vocabulary scores) that were used
in this study. Support for the latter hypothesis is
provided by Fan and Chen’s (2001) meta-
analysis where the relation between parental
involvement and academic achievement was
stronger in studies that represented academic
achievement with global indicators (e.g., GPA)
rather than subject specific indicators, like math
or English grades.

Middle School Students

Most children transitioning to middle school deal
with multiple physical, cognitive, social, and
identity changes associated with early adoles-
cence (Lerner and Steinberg 2009) while simul-
taneously adjusting to larger, more complex, and
typically less supportive school environments
(Roeser et al. 2000). Documented declines in
students’ academic performance and motivation
during middle school are partially attributed to
the mismatch between middle school structures
(e.g., larger classes with more restrictions) and
children’s changing developmental needs (e.g.,
desires for greater autonomy and individual
expressiveness) during early adolescence (Eccles
et al. 1993; Wigfield et al. 2015). Moreover, for
Latino students, the transition to middle school
may bring additional stressors related to
racial/ethnic discrimination and cultural barriers
to participation in school activities (Martinez
et al. 2004). Among 564 Latino and non-Latino
middle school and high school students, Latino
students reported higher rates of racial/ethnic
discrimination and institutional barriers to school
participation, such as prohibitive fees, missing
events because of work schedules, and not
receiving necessary information. Likewise,
Latino parents also reported more unwelcoming
encounters at their children’s schools than the
non-Latino parents (Martinez et al. 2004).
Despite the challenges encountered by many
Latino middle school children, parental

involvement and educationally-supportive prac-
tices may, nonetheless, enhance academic per-
formance, especially if parental strategies fit the
changing developmental needs of early
adolescents.

It is not surprising, however, that traditional
forms of parental involvement in education
decline during children’s middle school and high
school years (Crosnoe 2001; Hill and Tyson
2009). This may be a response to adolescents’
growing needs for autonomy or it may be due to
parents’ own lack of comfort with more difficult
or complex school material (Crosnoe 2001;
Martinez et al. 2004). Alternatively, declines in
parental involvement, in some cases, may be
driven by academically successful students, such
that parents see less need to monitor children
who are doing well academically (Crosnoe
2001). In general, parental involvement tends to
shift from providing assistance within classrooms
and help with homework for younger children to
attending school-sponsored events and providing
academic encouragement for young adolescents
in middle school (Seginer 2006). Nevertheless,
some evidence reveals positive relations between
traditional school-based parental involvement
and better academic functioning among Latino
youth in middle school (Kuperminc et al. 2008).

Overall, parental involvement in middle
school students’ education is related to positive
academic outcomes for children; further, Hill and
Tyson’s (2009) previously mentioned meta-
analysis revealed that academic socialization
had an even stronger and more positive relation
to academic achievement in middle school than
other forms of parental involvement, including
both school- and home-based involvement.
Based on 50 articles (representing 127 correla-
tions), their meta-analysis included longitudinal
and cross-sectional studies as well as articles
using nationally representative datasets with
European American, African American, Latino,
and Asian youth. Across all racial/ethnic groups,
academic socialization is one of the most likely
forms of in-home parental involvement, encom-
passing parent-child discussions about school
subjects, about educational values and utility,
and about future plans. Further, academic
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socialization may be one of the most beneficial
parenting strategies—precisely because it is
compatible with young adolescents’ advancing
cognitive and decision-making skills, it facilitates
the internalization of educational values, and it is
not likely to interfere with students’ needs for
autonomy at school and with peers (Hill and
Tyson 2009).

Accordingly, for Latino middle school stu-
dents, home-based parental involvement strate-
gies, especially parent-child discussions or
parents’ investment in academic socialization,
are related to higher academic functioning. Sev-
eral studies report that discussions regarding
school-related matters were significantly related
to better academic outcomes among Latino
middle school students specifically (Eamon
2005; Valadez 2002; Woolley et al. 2009).
Relying on a large, nationally representative data
set, Valadez (2002) reported that parent-child
discussions about school predicted Latino eighth
graders’ enrollment in algebra and advanced
math classes. (Conversely, school-based parental
involvement, like attendance at PTO meetings,
increased the likelihood that European American
students would enroll in advanced math classes.)
Likewise, using data with a national sample of
388 Latino early adolescents, Eamon (2005)
similarly found that parent–child discussions
(about school-related issues and events outside of
school) and cognitive stimulation in the home
were associated with higher reading and math
achievement. Additionally, while accounting for
emotional support from parents and peers,
Woolley et al. (2009) reported that parents’
educational monitoring, including discussions
about school-related activities and homework,
was indirectly related to Latino middle school
students’ higher grades via increases in teacher
support, positive school behaviors, and school
satisfaction. Of note, these results differ from Lee
and Bowen’s (2006) findings with elementary
school children and perhaps indicate that the
importance of academic socialization increases
with children’s age.

High School Students

Several studies indicate that Latino parents’
school-based involvement continues to play an
influential role in adolescents’ academic func-
tioning throughout the high school years. In a
study of 324 mostly Mexican, middle school and
high school students, Kuperminc et al. (2008)
reported significant associations between school-
based parental involvement specifically and stu-
dents’ academic adjustment and reported that the
association between parental involvement and
academic functioning was stronger for students
in high school than in middle school. Com-
menting on this unexpected finding, the authors
noted the relative absence of a developmental
perspective in this research area. In their sample,
Latino middle school students reported higher
levels of parental involvement than did high
school students. Given the lower levels of par-
ental involvement in high school, Kuperminc
et al. (2008) speculate that parental involvement
may be more salient for students when it occurs
in high school, compared to middle school. In
another study with 223 Latino, mostly Domini-
can American, ninth graders, school-based par-
ental involvement and parental assistance with
schoolwork at home were significantly and pos-
itively related to adolescents’ educational
expectations, academic values, and school effort
(Ceballo et al. 2014). Ibañez et al. (2004)
reported similar findings with a sample of 129
Mexican, mostly immigrant youth. School-based
parental involvement was positively linked to
adolescents’ achievement motivation. More
specifically, valuing school was related to ado-
lescents’ perceptions of traditional school-based
parental involvement for high acculturated stu-
dents, more so than for low acculturated students.
Altogether, these findings confirm the influential
role of school-based parental involvement during
Latino adolescents’ high school years.

Similar to school-based involvement, home-
based forms of parental involvement and aca-
demic encouragement have also been associated
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with positive educational outcomes among
Latino high school students (Alfaro et al. 2006;
Ceballo et al. 2014; Fan et al. 2012; Martinez
et al. 2004; Mena 2015). Once again, the potency
of academic socialization to positively influence
educational outcomes for Latino youth emerges
in several studies. Relying upon data from the
Educational Longitudinal Study with 1,919
Latino tenth graders, Fan et al. (2012) found that
parental advice and communication about school
matters was positively associated with Latino
students’ intrinsic motivation toward English and
academic self-efficacy in English (but not
Mathematics). These results remained while
controlling for gender and socioeconomic class.
More specifically, in this study, the researchers
included questions tapping parental educational
advice concerning a number of topics, such as
selecting school courses, preparing for college
entrance exams, applying to college, availability
of jobs for high school graduates, current com-
munity, national or world events, and “things that
are troubling your 10th grade student” (Fan et al.
2012, p. 25). In a similar fashion, using a scale of
future-related discussions that tapped communi-
cation about different kinds of jobs, future career
goals, and future interests, Ceballo et al. (2014)
reported that such parent-adolescent discussions
were significantly and positively related to ado-
lescents’ academic values and school effort.
These results emerged while controlling for
gender, immigrant status, and mothers’ educa-
tional aspirations and while accounting for sev-
eral other types of parental educational
involvement.

To examine parental educational involvement
as a multidimensional construct, Ceballo et al.
(2014) surveyed a sample of Latino ninth grade
high school students from low-income homes
about an array of different types of parental
involvement strategies. The results of an
exploratory factor analysis identified six distinct
and coherent components of parental educational
involvement. Along with school-based involve-
ment, home-based involvement, and future dis-
cussions (e.g., academic socialization), a fourth
parental strategy was identified as “gift/
sacrifice.” The scale for “gift/sacrifice”

consisted of items assessing students’ desire to
succeed in school in order to help parents in the
future, acquiring academic inspiration from par-
ents’ sacrifices, and wanting to do well aca-
demically because of parents’ own hard work.
While controlling for adolescents’ age, gender,
immigrant status, and mothers’ educational
aspirations, “gift/sacrifice” was positively related
to higher academic values and school effort
among Latino adolescents. Two of the identified
parental involvement strategies that were asso-
ciated with adolescents’ academic outcomes—
future discussions as well as “gift/sacrifice”—
may be especially salient to low-income, Latino
youth since they tap a desire to do well aca-
demically that is motivated by parents’ hard
work, sacrifice, and communication about the
value of education for future opportunities.
Moreover, such forms of parental involvement
are not dependent upon learned knowledge or the
accumulation of social resources. In essence,
Latino parents and immigrant parents may
effectively call upon non-traditional parental
involvement practices, such as discussions of
their own sacrifices, in order to bolster their
children’s academic functioning. Hence, a more
comprehensive and culturally-specific under-
standing of parental educational involvement
among poor, Latino families is highlighted by
these findings and by researchers’ efforts to
expand our conceptualization of parental educa-
tional involvement.

Academic Performance of and Parental
Involvement with Immigrant Latino
Youth

According to demographers, immigrant youth,
defined as those children (under 18 years of age)
who are foreign-born or U.S.-born to immigrant
parents, account for one-fourth of the nation’s 75
million children (Passel 2011). Of these immi-
grant youth in the U.S., about 58 % are Latino.
Typically, “first generation” refers to foreign-
born children that immigrated to the U.S.; “sec-
ond generation” consists of U.S.-born children
with at least one immigrant parent; and “third
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generation” are U.S.-born children with two U.
S.-born parents. Further, in 2009, there were
approximately 1.1 million unauthorized,
foreign-born children in the United States, and
the majority of unauthorized children are chil-
dren in Latino families (Passel 2011). “Unau-
thorized” immigrants are those who reside in the
U.S. without the legal authority to do so. In some
families, referred to as “mixed status” families,
there may be both U.S.-born, citizen children as
well as unauthorized, foreign-born children;
similarly, different adults in the same family may
have different legal statuses. In fact, an estimated
14.6 million people live in a mixed-status home
with at least one unauthorized family member,
and there are approximately 4 million citizen-
children growing up with unauthorized parents,
fearing deportation, in the United States (Suár-
ez-Orozco et al. 2011). In families with unau-
thorized members, parents’ ability to engage in
school-based activities is restricted by a host of
challenges, including severe economic hardship,
grueling work conditions, and the fear of sepa-
ration and deportation of family members. Con-
sequently, immigrant Latino children in families
with unauthorized members may face particu-
larly elevated risks for academic underperfor-
mance; unfortunately, this highly vulnerable
group also presents a uniquely challenging group
for researchers to study because their very sur-
vival rests upon staying “in the shadows”
(Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011).

By contrast, much more research has exam-
ined generational differences in the academic
performance of Latino youth. Most recently,
mounting evidence suggests that Latino youth
of later generations, those whose families have
been living in the U.S. for longer, perform
worse academically than their earlier generation
immigrant counterparts (foreign-born youth and
children of foreign-born parents) (Hill and
Torres 2010; Perreira et al. 2010; Portes and
Rumbaut 2001). This pattern, whereby early
generation youth exhibit more positive aca-
demic outcomes than their later generation
peers, is referred to as the “immigrant paradox”
(Garcia Coll and Marks 2009). It is strikingly
counterintuitive, because as families acculturate

to the U.S., they typically gain social and eco-
nomic resources such that we would expect
children in these families to excel scholastically.
Although the “immigrant paradox” cannot be
explained by differences in socioeconomic sta-
tus, self-esteem, or racial/ethnic identity, several
alternative explanations have been offered.
Researchers speculate that the immigrant para-
dox may be due to certain advantages associated
with characteristics more commonly found in
earlier immigrant generations such as fluency in
multiple languages, the presence of strong
parent-child bonds in immigrant families,
immigrants’ firm belief in the importance of
education, or pre-migration factors that lead to
immigrant selectivity (Crosnoe and Lopez Tur-
ley 2011). For example, some studies have
linked bilingualism to higher academic perfor-
mance, and parents with higher educational and
professional training in their home countries
may transmit strong educational values to their
immigrant children (Crosnoe and Lopez Turley
2011).

In keeping with the immigrant paradox, some
research indicates that the relation between par-
ental educational involvement and academic
outcomes is also stronger among Latino immi-
grant youth than among their later generation
peers (Hill and Torres 2010; Plunkett et al.
2009). Ceballo et al. (2014) provide corroborat-
ing support for the immigrant paradox among a
mostly Dominican American sample. In essence,
the positive relation between parental involve-
ment (e.g., school-based involvement and gift/
sacrifice) and academic outcomes was stronger
for immigrant, in comparison to non-immigrant,
Latino youth. Perhaps, parental support for edu-
cation assumes greater salience and import
among immigrant adolescents who have experi-
enced the hardships of moving to a new country
and are therefore strongly motivated to make the
most of new opportunities.

Undoubtedly, immigration poses an array of
challenges for parents and children that include,
but are not limited to, the loss of close relation-
ships, inadequate and overcrowded housing con-
ditions, isolation, legal uncertainty, English
language barriers, renegotiation of ethnic identity,
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and adjusting to new school contexts (Perez et al.
2009). Some scholars report that immigrant par-
ents prefer to engage in home-based parental
involvement strategies, limiting their participation
at children’s schools (Seginer 2006). In their study
of immigrant families, Garcia Coll et al. (2002)
found that Dominican American parents cited
language barriers, lack of education, long work
hours, and lack of familiarity with the American
school system as impediments to becoming
involved in their children’s American schools.

Policy Implications and Future
Directions

While most parents engage in behavior to pro-
mote their children’s academic success (perhaps
a close to universal phenomena), our chapter
focuses specifically on identifying culturally-
salient mechanisms that foster academic
achievement for Latino parents and children. As
the largest and fastest-growing ethnic group in
the United States, it can be no less than a national
imperative that we find ways to improve the
educational performance and attainment of
Latino youth. On a practical level, we must
invest in providing Latino youth with a sound
education; our very future in maintaining a
competitive work force and an engaged, pro-
ductive citizenship depends upon these efforts.
Collectively, a number of studies reviewed in this
chapter illustrate the protective role of parental
educational involvement—of various kinds and
with different age groups of children—for pro-
moting the academic performance of Latino
youth (Alfaro et al. 2006; Ceballo et al. 2014;
Cooper et al. 2010; Eamon 2005; Fan et al. 2012;
Ibañez et al. 2004; Kuperminc et al. 2008; Lee
and Bowen 2006; Martinez et al. 2004; Valadez
2002; Woolley et al. 2009). Yet, the immigrant
paradox indicates that we need research on why
these protective factors may decrease in effec-
tiveness across generations.

Even more importantly, parental educational
involvement is a malleable and viable target for
prevention and intervention efforts (Henry et al.
2011). Relatedly, some scholars view parental

involvement as key to closing the achievement
gap across racial and socioeconomic divides with
a clear necessity for providing
culturally-sensitive programs to Latino popula-
tions (Henry et al. 2008; Hill and Tyson 2009).
In a meta-analysis of 51 studies, Jeynes (2012)
highlighted a significant relation between par-
ental involvement programs and academic
achievement for students from pre-elementary
school through high school. Thus, increasing the
ability of immigrant parents—authorized or
unauthorized—to engage in their children’s
schools is good policy, as are policies that
increase and support parental educational
involvement in Latino families.

Research efforts should continue to expand
and broaden our conceptualizations of parental
educational involvement. A narrow, myopic, and
unidimensional focus on traditional school-based
involvement, such as participation in PTO
meetings and attendance at parent-teacher con-
ferences, will not broaden our knowledge base
nor facilitate our ability to intervene as we move
forward. In adopting a multidimensional
approach to parental involvement, different
dimensions of parental involvement should be
measured separately, rather than combining fac-
tors into one summary composite score. Further,
qualitative methods may be especially fruitful in
revealing different forms of parental educational
involvement that are contextually grounded in
the life circumstances of poor, Latino families, as
well as other immigrant families. In this regard,
many qualitative studies underscore the role of
parental sacrifice as a compelling source of
inspiration and educational motivation for
Latino, especially immigrant, children (Ceballo
2004; Lopez 2001; Sánchez et al. 2005; Suár-
ez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). Since par-
ental migration stories are often plagued with
hardship and adversity, it is not surprising that
immigrant Latino children may view academic
success as a means of returning their parents’
investment and demonstrating appreciation for
the opportunities that they were given. Indeed,
Sánchez et al. (2005) found that scholastically
high-achieving Mexican American youth often
identified their academic success as a way of
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contributing to their families of origin. In this
sense, then, family stories in which parents share
experiences about their struggles with poverty,
immigration, and a lack of education may pro-
vide a crucial and meaningful form of parental
educational involvement—one that is typically
unexamined in scholarly research.

As noted earlier, Latino families come from
many different countries and cultural back-
grounds even though the term “Latino” is used to
describe them all. Despite the tremendous
heterogeneity that exists among Latino families
(e.g., immigration histories, countries of origin,
socioeconomic statuses, acculturative stressors),
cultural values, such as educación, familismo,
and respeto, have been identified as shared
commonalities across different Latino subethnic
groups (Cruz-Santiago and Ramirez Garcia
2011). Accordingly, Latino parents often seek to
instill in their children cultural values that
emphasize diligent study (estudios), dedication
and commitment to goals (empeños), and the
drive to succeed (ganas) (Hill and Torres 2010).
Yet, few researchers actually incorporate Latino
cultural values when studying parenting and
academic performance among Latino children.
As deeply motivating aspects of family func-
tioning, cultural values are likely to influence
both Latino youth and parents. For instance, re-
speto refers to the valuing of decorum, polite-
ness, deference to elders, and harmonious
interpersonal relationships (Calzada et al. 2010).
Acknowledging the importance that Latino par-
ents give to inculcating the value of respeto in
their children, Latino youth with higher
endorsements of respeto may be more likely to
pursue the educational goals and aspirations set
by their parents. Indeed, in one study, the link
between parental educational involvement and
academic outcomes was stronger for Latino
adolescents with higher endorsements of the
traditional cultural value of respeto (Ceballo
et al. 2014). Perhaps the endorsement of such
cultural values declines in subsequent genera-
tions of more “Americanized” Latino children,
contributing to the immigrant paradox.

Another illustrative example of how cultural
values may enhance our understanding of Latino
parenting is provided by the cultural value of
familismo. In particular, familismo entails having
a strong sense of family unity and loyalty, pri-
oritizing family over personal needs, and relying
upon family, first and foremost, for support
(Calzada et al. 2010; Halgunseth et al. 2006).
Scholarly evidence indicates that familismo can
serve as a protective buffer for Latino youth
(Kennedy and Ceballo 2013; Ojeda et al. 2010;
Roche et al. 2012). In this way, a strong sense of
familial obligations and closeness may be expe-
rienced by youth as a source of educational
inspiration and motivation. In fact, Roche et al.
(2012) reported that familismo positively pre-
dicted academic achievement among second
generation Latino youth. Thus, youth who
endorse a strong sense of familismo may be more
likely to spend time at home with parents and
other family members and wish to “give back” to
their families by doing well academically. These
reasons may be particularly salient to Latina
girls. Additionally, familismo may motivate
Latino youth to do well academically in efforts to
reunite families separated by immigration.

Conversely, cultural values like familismo
may incur vulnerabilities for youth and even
impair academic functioning. Suárez-Orozco and
Suárez-Orozco (1995) proposed that, for some
adolescents, familial duty and obligations may
assume priority over academic tasks, particularly
in families facing severe financial difficulties.
Moreover, in families with more traditional
gender role scripts, parents may expect girls to be
less focused on academics and more devoted to
traditional household responsibilities. At present,
according to Suárez-Orozco and Qin (2006), the
effects of household responsibilities on academic
outcomes among immigrant youth and immi-
grant girls, in particular, are inconclusive and
contradictory. While there is some evidence that
high-achieving Latinas report greater responsi-
bilities at home, there are also studies showing
that excessive home responsibilities hinder the
educational performance of immigrant girls. It is
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important to note that changes in traditional
gender role attitudes and behaviors have occur-
red in Latino families over time and with gen-
erational increases in educational attainment
(Zambrana 2011).

As previously mentioned, Latino males tend to
perform worse across numerous educational
indicators compared to Latina females (Kena et al.
2015). Lower rates of academic achievement
among Latino boys, in comparison to girls, are
most likely determined by numerous factors, such
as racial/ethnic stereotypes, teacher expectations,
and familial demands. When Latino families face
difficult economic circumstances, parents may
expect adolescent males to seek employmentmore
often than girls, perhaps partially explaining
higher drop out rates and lower college attendance
among Latino boys. Racial/ethnic stereotypes and
discrimination may also contribute to lower aca-
demic performance among Latino males
(DeGarmo and Martinez 2006). In a longitudinal
study of 221 Latino adolescents, perceived dis-
crimination was significantly associated with
academic motivation a year later for boys, but not
for girls (Alfaro et al. 2009). Moreover, cultural
stereotypes of young Latino males portray them as
lazy, unmotivated, unintelligent, and violent
(Hudley and Graham 2001). When investigating
adolescents’ achievement-related cultural stereo-
types, photos of African American, Latina, and
European American females were selected most
frequently for scenarios of achievement striving;
whereas African American and Latino males were
most often chosen for scenarios of academic dis-
engagement (Hudley and Graham 2001). Even
more telling for our purposes, Latino male ado-
lescents were the most likely to be selected for low
achievement striving scenarios by all adolescents
—even Latinos themselves. Thus, negative
stereotypes and expectations are quite likely to
influence the motivation and academic perfor-
mance of Latino boys.

As we noted at the beginning of this chapter,
more research on Latino parents’ educational
involvement should adopt a developmental per-
spective, identifying what specific types of par-
ental involvement are most strongly related to

achievement and educational outcomes at dif-
ferent developmental periods and tracking chan-
ges in these relations over time. Additionally,
future research should incorporate both qualita-
tive and quantitative methodologies, include
samples with different Latino subethnic groups,
besides Mexican Americans with whom the
majority of research has been done (Hill and
Torres 2010; Ibañez et al. 2004), and investigate
the differential and combined contributions of
mothers’ and fathers’ involvement on children’s
academic achievement. Far too little work
attends to fathers’ educational involvement as
well as potential gender differences in Latino
parents’ involvement and academic expectations
for their sons and daughters. Moreover, future
work should also address the experience of
unauthorized youth, students who are academi-
cally under-achieving, as well as those who have
dropped out of school altogether. Finally, we
must look beyond the direct relations between
parental educational involvement and academic
outcomes to test potential moderating and
mediating factors between parental involvement
and children’s educational outcomes.
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Using Self-Regulated Learning
as a Framework for Creating
Inclusive Classrooms for Ethnically
and Linguistically Diverse Learners
in Canada
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Abstract
Canada is rich in ethnic and linguistic diversity. For example, in 2011
more than 200 ethnic origins were reported in Canada’s National
Household Survey. Similarly, those surveyed identified more than 200
languages as their home language or mother tongue. Most of this diversity
is concentrated in Canada’s largest urban centers: Montreal (Quebec),
Toronto (Ontario), and Vancouver (British Columbia). Canadian class-
rooms reflect this diversity, which is a challenge for our predominantly
Euro-Canadian and monolingual teaching force. This chapter for the
Handbook of Positive Development of Minority Children describes the
demographic characteristics and experiences of diverse groups of students
in Canadian classrooms, with a particular focus on immigrant, Aboriginal,
and language minority (LM) learners. Then we consider self-regulated
learning (SRL) as a framework for creating inclusive and culturally
responsive contexts that accommodate multiple pathways to knowing and
learning and foster productive approaches to learning in all children.

Portrait of Canadian Classrooms

Canada is rich in ethnic and linguistic diversity. In
2011 more than 200 ethnic origins were reported
in Canada’s National Household Survey (NHS;

Statistics Canada 2013a) and those surveyed
identified more than 200 languages as their home
language or mother tongue. Compared with other
G8 countries, Canada had the largest proportion
of foreign-born citizens—just over 20 % of the
total population. Many Canadians identify with
cultural groups from around the world, including:
South Asians, Chinese, Afro-Caribbeans, Filipi-
nos, Latin Americans, Arabs, Koreans, and
Japanese (Statistics Canada 2013a). Most of this
diversity is concentrated in Canada’s three
largest cities: Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver.
Also, data from the NHS indicate Aboriginal
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peoples—including First Nations Peoples, Metis,
and Inuit—represent 4.3 % of Canada’s total
population (Statistics Canada 2013b). Importantly
for educators, the NHS indicates Aboriginal
peoples are a young and growing population (up
by 20 % from the previous survey in 2006).
Aboriginal communities are distributed across
Canada and are highly diverse.

Canada’s classrooms reflect this diversity. For
example, Nadia (a pseudonym) teaches grade 1 in
a suburban school district in British Columbia
(BC), Canada. In her class of 23 students, 17 are
language minority (LM) learners—they speak a
language other than English or French at home,
20 are members of South Asian groups, and two
have Aboriginal ancestry. This portrait of Nadia’s
classroom personifies the ethnic and linguistic
diversity in many Canadian classrooms.

Canada does not have a national department
of education, so information about children in
schools is mainly located in provincial Ministry
of Education documents. In BC, where Nadia
teaches and where we live and work, the Min-
istry of Education’s Summary of Key Information
(2011/12) indicates 10.8 % of students attending
public schools are of Aboriginal ancestry,
10.9 % are designated “English Language
Learners” (ELLs) or “English as a Second Lan-
guage” (ESL) learners. As a consequence of
having this designation, these students receive
additional support to increase their English lan-
guage proficiency, but 23.8 % of students speak
a language other English in their homes (BC
Ministry of Education 2012). In several of the
large urban school districts, the proportion of
children who speak languages other than English
in their homes is more than 50 % (Skelton 2014).
In Nadia’s classroom these children represent
74 % of the students. The Vancouver School
Board (2014) reports more than 125 home lan-
guages for its student body. Our point is that, in
some schools, students from so-labeled minority
groups actually constitute a majority of the
school’s population.

Understandably, educators in BC and across
Canada are challenged with teaching and meeting
the needs of this diverse student body. As a group,
teachers are predominantly Euro-Canadian, middle-

class, female, and monolingual (Hodgkinson 2002).
Our teacher preparation programs do little to prepare
them to meet the diverse language and learning
needs of children in their classrooms (Guo 2012;
Deer 2013). Furthermore, our curriculum and eval-
uation processes continue to privilege European
Enlightenment principles, which favor rational and
objective over more holistic and subjective episte-
mologies. This prioritization has the effect of
marginalizing Aboriginal and other groups of
learners (Battiste 2013). Thus, there is need to
examine the current educational environment with a
view to creating inclusive teaching and learning
contexts and promoting positive outcomes for all
students.

In our chapter for the Handbook of Positive
Development of Minority Children we consider
how teachers can build on the strengths and
diversity of students in Canadian classrooms by
supporting self- and socially shared regulation of
learning. “Self-regulated learning” (SRL) focuses
on how learners, individually and socially, can
exercise autonomy and function in complex
learning contexts to meet personal and shared
goals (Perry 2004; Zimmerman 2008). First we
elaborate on the characteristics of three diverse
groups of Canadian learners—immigrant, Abo-
riginal, and LM learners—and describe their
experiences in school. Then we consider how
SRL and SRL promoting practices might inform
optimal teaching and learning approaches for
these and other groups of learners. We conclude
the chapter with recommendations for future
research and practice aimed at supporting the
positive development of minority learners.

Immigrant, Aboriginal,
and Language Minority Learners

Immigrant Learners

Some immigrant learners are born in a different
country (first generation), others are born in
Canada to parents who originally emigrated from
another country (second generation) (Areepatta-
mannil and Freeman 2008; Onchwari 2013).
Immigrant learners are a diverse population, not
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just in terms of their languages, cultural tradi-
tions, and religious affiliations, but also in terms
of their experiences as immigrants. In Canada,
most immigrant families choose to come to
Canada, seeking new opportunities, or to join
other family members (Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
2006). Relatively few come as refugees (10–
12 %), leaving their homelands to escape eco-
nomic, political, or religious turmoil. Some
families arrive with substantial resources while
others have very little social or economic sup-
port. And although some immigrants are already
fluent in English, many are learning English (or
French) and adapting to a new culture at the same
time (Elizalde-Utnick 2010; Kugler and Price
2009). Whatever their circumstance, helping
immigrant children make a positive adjustment in
Canadian society and schools should be a high
priority.

Even immigrant learners from the most afflu-
ent, educated, and socially connected families are
likely to experience some degree of stress
because of the differences between their heritage
cultures and new communities (van Geel and
Vedder 2011). Challenges for immigrant learners
can include: lack of familiarity with the new
culture and its educational system (Deyhle and
Swisher 1997); learning a new language (Shields
and Behrman 2004); expectations surrounding
the process of acculturation (Elizalde-Utnick
2010); experiences of marginalization, racism,
and discrimination (Lansford et al. 2007; Suár-
ez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001; van Geel
and Vedder 2011); and lowered socioeconomic
status (Capps et al. 2005; Fuligni and Fuligni
2007; Shields and Behrman 2004).

Canada’s official policy on multiculturalism
(Citizen and Immigration Canada 2012), posi-
tions diversity as a national asset—citizens are
encouraged to keep their individual and cultural
identities while experiencing a sense of belong-
ing in Canadian culture. Ideally, acculturation
involves two or more groups exchanging culture
characteristics (Acculturation 2014), such that
the mainstream Canadian culture becomes
increasingly informed by diversity while immi-
grants are able to integrate useful aspects of

Canadian culture with their culture. Unfortu-
nately, this positive process of acculturation
(characterized by reciprocity) has not been the
experience for all immigrant learners. For some,
the process of acculturation can feel like forced
assimilation—they feel pressed to adopt Cana-
dian customs. For example, the “Fresh Voices
Youth Advisory Team” (2013), appointed by the
Vancouver Foundation and BC’s Representative
for Children and Youth, interviewed more than
200 “newcomer” youth in communities
throughout BC to understand what their experi-
ence of immigration had been (Fresh Voices
Youth Advisory Team 2013). While many youth
described positive experiences in schools and
“finding helpful allies in teachers, support
workers, and students,” others described feeling
stigmatized, devalued, and discriminated against
within the school system. In particular, these
youth perceived a stigma associated with being
an English language learner and emphasized how
the newcomer experience differs depending on
the pathway to immigration (i.e., choosing to
come versus coming as a refugee). Unfortunately
the Fresh Voices report did not provide quanti-
tative data, so it is not possible to know how
widespread and representative these impressions
were, or to identify particular groups of immi-
grants who may experience more discrimination
than others.

However, this disenfranchisement deserves
our attention. Marginalization and discrimination
at school can inhibit students’ sense of pride in
culture and may be deleterious to their achieve-
ment and educational aspirations (Elizalde-Utnick
2010). It can cause learners to withdraw from
school both socially and emotionally, perform
poorly, and adopt maladaptive/anti-social behav-
iors (Dovidio et al. 2010; Elizalde-Utnick 2010).
It has been associated with negative outcomes,
such as increased levels of depression, anxiety,
and identification with negative stereotypes.
Interestingly, immigrant youth interviewed by the
Fresh Voices Youth Advisory Team (2013)
identified a strong connection between them-
selves and the Aboriginal peoples of Canada.
Specifically, they perceived many immigrant
communities “have similar values that could set a
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common ground to connect with indigenous
communities” (p. 12). Building bridges and
working in solidarity across these groups was one
of the main themes emerging from their commu-
nity dialogue process.

Finally, financial hardship and poverty can be
significant issues for immigrants. According to
the National Longitudinal Study of Children and
Youth (NLSCY; Krahn and Taylor 2005) the
total income for more than 30 % of all immigrant
families in Canada falls below the poverty line.
Poverty, especially if combined with other risk
factors, can have major debilitating effects on
immigrant learners’ academic performance and
life outcomes (Onchwari 2013). Previous studies
have suggested that a low socio-economic status
is related to poor social-emotional functioning,
poor health, increased substance use, low cog-
nitive performance, and low academic achieve-
ment in children and youth (Bradley and Corwyn
2002; McLoyd 1998).

Despite the potential to experience significant
challenges, immigrant learners, on average, per-
form as well (first generation) or better (second
generation) than their Canadian-born peers on
standardized achievement tests (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development,
OECD 2006). This could be the result of a
selective immigration policy, but there also is a
good deal of research identifying familial and
personal protective factors that support their
learning, achievement, and positive life outcomes
(Krahn and Taylor 2005; Onchwari 2013; van
Geel and Vedder 2011). Adult immigrants to
Canada have similar levels of education and
employment as their Canadian born peers. Per-
haps for this reason, they place high value on
education, believing it is the most significant way
for their children to improve their status in life
(Anisef et al. 2000). In addition, immigrant
learners are motivated learners and tend to have
higher personal aspirations than their
Canadian-born peers (Krahn and Taylor 2005;
OECD 2006; Onchwari 2013; van Geel and
Vedder 2011). Often they are more optimistic
about the future (Kao and Tienda 1995; Suár-
ez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). Finally,
immigrant families draw strength from a variety

of resources in their communities—these strong
social and cultural connections help them to
flourish in a new society (Onchwari 2013;
Park-Taylor et al. 2007).

We were not able to locate school perfor-
mance data that distinguished between particular
groups of immigrant learners. It could be infor-
mative, for example, to know how parents’
income and education, ethnicity, and the cir-
cumstances that led to immigration are associated
with students’ success in school. However,
making these distinctions may also risk the pro-
motion of stereotypes and expectations that will
not apply to every member of every
group. Research along these lines should proceed
with caution.

Aboriginal Learners

The term “Aboriginal peoples” is used to refer to
diverse cultural, linguistic, and political groups
living in rural and urban communities across
Canada who were the first inhabitants of this
country (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peo-
ples 1996). As indicated in our introduction,
Aboriginal peoples correspond to 4.3 % of
Canada’s total population (Statistics Canada
2013b) and, because they are a young and
growing population, there are a considerable
number of Aboriginal children and youth in
Canada’s schools. In 2012/13, they comprised
approximately 11 % of BC’s public school stu-
dents (BC Ministry of Education 2013a). Most
Aboriginal children live and attend school off
reserve (Statistics Canada 2006).

Although Aboriginal groups vary in terms of
nuanced social and political structures, lan-
guages, and other cultural features, they share
many foundational beliefs and experience similar
social and economic challenges resulting from
Canada’s historically colonial policies and prac-
tices (Brayboy et al. 2012; Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples 1996). Aboriginal families
face social, economic, and health challenges at
rates that far exceed those of non-Aboriginal
families (Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada 2012). Poverty, poor living
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conditions, and comparatively poor health inhibit
opportunities for learning for many Aboriginal
children and youth. In school, Aboriginal stu-
dents are not performing as well as their
non-aboriginal peers (Aboriginal Affairs and
Northern Development Canada 2013). In BC,
Aboriginal students have substantially lower
graduation rates than their non-Aboriginal peers;
score lower on standardized tests across subject
areas; and are over-identified for special educa-
tion programs, with the exception of gifted edu-
cation programs, where they are under-identified
(BC Ministry of Education 2013a). These out-
comes have long-term implications for their
pursuit of further education, training, and
employment (Canadian Council on Learning
(CCL) 2009).

Understanding and addressing these differ-
ences has become a priority for governments,
school systems and Aboriginal organizations
across Canada. Importantly, these statistics need
to be interpreted in light of historically colonial
approaches to curriculum and instruction in
Canada’s schools, which have resulted in a mul-
titude of barriers for Aboriginal children and
youth (CCL 2007; Royal Commission on Abo-
riginal Peoples 1996). Often, pedagogical
approaches, and curricular topics and materials do
not resonate with the unique histories and cultures
of Aboriginal peoples, so learning lacks meaning
for Aboriginal youth. Worse are materials that
portray negative stereotypes of Aboriginal peo-
ples, reinforcing negative self-images and disen-
gagement (Congress of Aboriginal Peoples 2010).

First Nations, Inuit, and Métis have long
advocated for learning opportunities that affirm
their cultural traditions and values, but they also
desire Western education that can equip their
children with the knowledge and skills they need
to participate in Canadian society (CCL 2007).
Toward these ends, governments, schools and
Aboriginal stakeholders across Canada are col-
laborating to develop frameworks for curricula
that align with Aboriginal learners’ needs and
aspirations (e.g., CCL 2007). These frameworks
recognize how vital Aboriginal languages and
cultural traditions can be to the positive devel-
opment and learning of Aboriginal youth, and

they seek to create opportunities for Elders to
share knowledge and culture with youth. They
also highlight the social and relational aspects of
learning that recent research demonstrates are
important for all learners (Oberle et al. 2014).

In fact, much of what we are learning from
decolonizing and Aboriginal pedagogies can be
applied to teaching other minority groups. In
general, teachers and schools should do more to
reach out to parents and other leaders in com-
munities and encourage their meaningful
involvement in areas where they have expertise.
Increases in the quantity and quality of commu-
nication between parents and teachers, for
example, could address misunderstandings on the
part of teachers, and feelings of discomfort and
distrust on the part of parents. Similarly, Facul-
ties of Education, Ministries of Education, and
school districts should do more to increase the
diversity of Canada’s teachers, and to build their
confidence and competence in teaching diverse
groups of learners (e.g., through all levels of
professional learning and by providing material
resources).

Language Minority Learners

LM learners speak a language at home that is
different from the societal language—English or
French in the Canadian context—and have
attained some level of proficiency in their home
language (August and Shanahan 2006). Their
level of proficiency can vary from not speaking
to being fully proficient in the societal language.
The labels English language learners (ELL) or
English as a second language learners (ESL) are
used in BC to refer to a subset of LM learners
whose English language proficiency is not suffi-
cient to participate fully in English education
programs (August and Shanahan 2006). This
designation qualifies them for additional lan-
guage instruction for up to five school years
(British Columbia Ministry of Education 2013b).
The number of LM learners in Canadian schools
continues to increase, with 20 % of the Canadian
population speaking a language other than Eng-
lish or French at home (Statistics Canada 2012).
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This statistic refers to immigrant and Aboriginal
learners, but it is important to note that not all
LM learners in Canada are immigrants or have
Aboriginal Ancestry. In Quebec, English speak-
ers are in the minority and there are French
enclaves across Canada, where children may
speak French at home, but learn in English at
school. Also, French immersion programs are
very popular in English speaking Canada. These
programs can include children who speak French
at home and school, as well as English speaking
children who are LM learners in school.

Bilingualism has clear benefits for learning. It
is associated with increased creativity and cog-
nitive flexibility, and enhanced metalinguistic
awareness about how language works (Bialystok
and Craik 2010). In fact, monolingual children
who attend bilingual programs have performed
better on measures of phoneme awareness and
reading comprehension than peers educated in
English-only programs (Petitto 2009). These
findings appear to hold so long as there is no
stigma attached to being bilingual and so long as
children are not expected to abandon their first
language in order to learn the second (Woolfolk
et al. 2015; Bialystok et al. 2003).

Unfortunately, many immigrant children and
adults lose their heritage language in the process
of acculturation (Montrul 2010). As well, Abo-
riginal youth today are less likely to speak an
Indigenous language than their Aboriginal
ancestors, and immigrant learners report feeling
that “English is the only language valued in
Canada” (Fresh Voices Advisory Team 2013).
We know that language plays an important role
in maintaining cultural practices and paradigms
(Battiste et al. 2010), and that learning multiple
languages provides cognitive and educational
benefits to students. Thus the loss of heritage
languages not only diminishes the culture and
diversity of Canada, but results in missed
opportunities for individual learners as well.

LM learners may gain proficiency for com-
municating in everyday informal situations quite
quickly. However, a challenge for them in school
is the need to acquire a more complex set of oral
and written language skills, including: language
for general communication; academic discourses;

and academic content (Gunderson 2006; Leven-
thal et al. 2006). When LM learners do not
master these processes quickly, there is potential
for an achievement gap between them and their
majority language-speaking peers to grow, leav-
ing them at risk for academic failure (Lesaux and
Geva 2006; Lesaux et al. 2006a, b). In fact,
research indicates LM learners are dispropor-
tionately receiving special education services due
to inaccuracies in distinguishing between lan-
guage differences and learning disabilities in this
population (Samson and Lesaux 2009). Failure to
attain a level of language proficiency commen-
surate with majority language-speaking peers has
been associated with high rates of school
drop-out, reduced job expectations, and poverty
among LM learners (August and Shanahan 2006;
Gunderson 2006, 2008).

The challenges LM students who are also
cultural minority students face in school and with
learning are not only about speaking the main-
stream language. Their familiarity with the
dominant culture (i.e., understanding of beliefs,
values, models of agency, and goals) is also an
issue in becoming “school literate” (Orosco and
O’Connor 2014; Trommsdorff 2009). LM learn-
ers who are also immigrant learners or Aborigi-
nal learners may be challenged by a mismatch
between home and school expectations. For
example, school and classroom norms in North
America reflect our relatively individualistic
cultures, where direct interactions and indepen-
dent learning are more prevalent. LM learners
may come from homes and societies where
learning is a more collectivist pursuit (Orosco
and O’Connor 2014; Trommsdorff 2009).
Moreover, rules for help giving and seeking,
asking questions, group versus individual work,
and social learning can vary across cultures
(McInerney and Ali 2013). In some cultures, it is
appropriate to ask questions and seek help from
teachers (or other adults in ‘power’ roles), but
this is not the practice in others.

Learning the societal language and becoming
school literate can be stressful for LM and other
minority learners and research shows that high
levels of stress over long periods of time hinder
learning and cognitive development (Joels et al.

366 N. Perry et al.



2006). Therefore, educational systems should find
ways to support LM learners to achieve academ-
ically and participate meaningfully in both their
home and school communities. Ideally, schools
and communities should work together to support
“balanced bilingualism,” whereby home lan-
guages connect children to their families and
cultural traditions, and the school/societal lan-
guage provides them with academic, social and
economic opportunities outside their homes
(Borrero and Yeh 2010). This approach to lan-
guage learning also fits with views of accultura-
tion that emphasize reciprocity (Acculturation
2014).

In this section we have focused on immigrant,
Aboriginal, and LM learners, elaborating on who
they are and the challenges they face, but also
identifying protective factors and positive initia-
tives that can support them in school. Although
we have described them separately above, we
want to emphasize here that these groups are not
mutually exclusive (e.g., immigrant and Abo-
riginal learners can also be LM learners) and
children across groups such as these experience
many of the same challenges in school (e.g.,
acculturation or assimilation, marginalization and
discrimination, language acquisition, poverty and
family stress). Moreover, as individuals, these
learners are likely to face the same motivational,
achievement, and overall adjustment issues as all
other children.

Earlier, we described how teachers and
schools are challenged by the extent of diversity
in Canada’s/BC’s classrooms, but also alluded to
some frameworks and approaches that could
support teaching and learning by building on the
strengths of diversity in a more inclusive context.
We expand on this topic next.

Supporting Diverse Learners
Through Promoting Their
Self-Regulated Learning

In writings about competencies all learners need
to acquire to become skilled workers and
engaged citizens in twenty-first Century global
and knowledge-based societies, emphasis is

placed on: (a) applying knowledge meaningfully,
flexibly, and creatively; (b) relating schoolwork
to daily life; (c) formulating possible futures; and
(d) continuously learning—i.e., committing to
life-long learning (Dumont et al. 2010). Reflect-
ing these goals, BC’s Ministry of Education is
implementing a new curriculum they suggest will
“better engage students in their own learning”.
Specifically, their vision is of a school system
that privileges “personalized learning … enabled
and supported by quality teaching … flexibility
and choice, and high standards” (p. 5). This
system recognizes that no two students learn in
the same way or at the same pace, and for stu-
dents to become actively engaged in learning,
teaching needs to focus on their individual
interests and abilities. We see clear potential for
building on the strengths of a diverse student
body in this system—that’s the goal! We also see
clear connections between this vision and
research on SRL. In particular, we believe help-
ing teachers to develop SRL promoting practices
can support them to better meet the needs of
minority learners by first considering student
characteristics and then designing instruction to
meet their needs at school. We elaborate below.

Defining SRL

“Self-regulated” approaches to learning involve
students controlling thoughts and actions to
achieve personal goals and respond to environ-
mental demands (Zimmerman 2008). As this
description implies, an emphasis on SRL has the
capacity to support diverse learning goals, help
learners attend to key features of their environ-
ment (e.g., instructions and/or social norms for
carrying out tasks and interacting with others),
and consider how responses (e.g., asking for help;
expressing of dislike or frustration) will serve
them in particular situations (Blair and Razza
2007; Ponitz et al. 2009). Self-regulated learners
use metacognition to consider personal charac-
teristics (strengths and weaknesses) relative to
task demands (“What am I being asked to do?”)
and, where gaps exist, identify strategies that will
help them succeed (Winne and Perry 2000). Their
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motivation for learning reflects a “growth mind-
set” (Dweck 2007)—they focus on personal
progress and deep understanding, and they realize
that challenge is inevitable in any learning
opportunity. These qualities make them willing to
engage with new and challenging tasks, which is
necessary for learning and SRL (Hadwin et al.
2011). Furthermore, self-regulation is associated
with self-determination, which reflects the ful-
fillment of fundamental needs for autonomy
(choice and control), belonging, and competence,
and is associated with adaptive functioning,
self-esteem, pro-social behavior, and personal
well-being (Deci and Ryan 2002; Ryan and Deci
2000).

Significance of SRL for Diverse Groups
of Learners

While research about SRL in culturally and lin-
guistically diverse groups is scarce, what
research does exist suggests “… self-regulation is
an asset that cuts across socio-demographic
boundaries and remains predictive of develop-
mental outcomes” (McClelland and Wanless
2012, p. 292). For example, in their longitudinal
study of children’s transition from prekinder-
garten to kindergarten, McClelland and Wanless
found self-regulation was a statistically signifi-
cant predictor of children’s academic achieve-
ment regardless of “demographic risk” (ELL and
socioeconomic status), and that high
self-regulation was positively associated with
school adjustment and academic success. Simi-
larly, Garrido-Vargas (2012) found a significant
relationship between SRL motivational strategies
and middle school ELL (Hispanic) students’
academic performance. Finally, published
descriptions of Aboriginal approaches to educa-
tion can be facilitated through the use of SRL
promoting practices (e.g., Barnhardt and Kawa-
gley 2005; Brayboy and Maughan 2009; Cajete
1994; Deloria 1999; Newhouse 2008; Okakok
1989).

Both Aboriginal and SRL approaches to
teaching and learning emphasize the importance

of making learning personally relevant and
practical (Battiste 2013; Brayboy and Maughan
2009; Deloria 1999). Learning becomes mean-
ingful when students are supported to achieve
personal goals, consistent with their cultural
values and community priorities. Well-known
models of SRL are cyclical (Winne and Hadwin
1998; Zimmerman and Campillo 2003),
describing processes learners use to guide their
thoughts and actions before, during, and after
they engage with tasks and activities. Likewise,
Aboriginal epistemologies see knowledge as a
holistic process involving careful planning,
deliberate and strategic action, and ongoing
assessment (e.g., Brayboy and Maughan 2009).

With regard to motivation, Aboriginal
approaches tend to value learning from experi-
ence and persisting to accomplish tasks that are
difficult but meaningful or important (CCL
2007). This is consistent with the growth minded
motivational orientation we described for
self-regulated learners above (Dweck 2007).
Both perspectives value self-discipline and
self-knowledge (Deloria 1999). Also consistent
with self-determination theory’s emphasis on
fundamental needs fulfillment (i.e., sense of
autonomy, belonging, and competence), Abo-
riginal epistemologies build from a foundation
of: (a) individual responsibility within a collec-
tive; (b) interconnectedness with all of the natural
world; and (c) contributions of expertise from all
people and the natural world (Deloria 1999;
Phillips 2010; Marker 2011). Finally, Aboriginal
ways of knowing are inherently social and
research on students’ regulation of learning is
increasingly focusing on the social and situated
aspects of it (Hadwin et al. 2010; Hurme and
Järvelä 2005; Volet et al. 2009). We turn to
social forms of self-regulation next.

Social Forms of Self-Regulation

The notion that self-regulation supports social
as well as independent forms of learning
(Zimmerman 2008) is particularly relevant for
understanding how it might function in
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classrooms that include diverse groups of stu-
dents. In these contexts, regulation of and for
learning is rarely a solo event (Winne et al. 2013)
and theories of co- and socially shared regulation
of learning are relevant.

Co-regulation builds on Vygotskian and
neo-Vygotskian frameworks for learning that
emphasize the importance of instrumental inter-
action and activity to support SRL (McCaslin and
Good 1996; McCaslin 2009). Co-regulation
reflects a transitional phase whereby learners
gradually develop SRL through, for example,
instrumental feedback or metacognitive prompts.
In classrooms, adults can co-regulate students and
students can co-regulate peers, but students can
also co-regulate adults by signaling how adults
might tailor or adjust instruction or support to
better meet their needs (e.g., by asking questions,
providing incorrect answers, or showing confu-
sion or frustration). Co-regulation presumes one
or more actors have knowledge or skills that
others need or want to acquire. This feature may
be used strategically to value the diverse knowl-
edge of country, culture, and language children
bring with them to school. Also, parents’ and
community leaders’ expertise might be used to
elevate key perspectives within the classroom.

Shared regulation describes how learners
regulate activity in collaborative tasks by
co-constructing understandings about tasks and
pooling metacognitive, motivational, and strate-
gic resources (see Hadwin et al. 2010, 2011). It is
highly relevant for students who come from
countries or cultures that stress communal and
relational aspects of learning. Conceptions of
shared regulation are also highly suited to
developing a “community of learners” in class-
rooms where individual responsibility is coupled
with group support (Brown and Campione 1994;
Marker 2011). In the classroom, sharing knowl-
edge and resources allows students and teachers
to fully appreciate one another’s backgrounds
and experiences. This kind of cultural sharing
can help students learn and share multicultural
thinking tools (e.g., holistic thinking, non-linear
thinking, place-based knowledge), and also help
them match particular tools with specific situa-
tions or learning tasks.

Furthermore, shared regulation of learning
implies sharing goals and jointly monitoring
progress toward a shared outcome (Winne et al.
2013), which helps students understand that,
sometimes, individual preferences need to be
compromised for the collective outcome. There-
fore, productive co- and shared regulation of
learning require socially responsible self-regu-
lation (SRSR), which refers to how students
regulate their actions in pro-social, socially
competent ways (Hutchinson and Perry 2012). It
reflects self and other awareness plus a desire to
see others succeed. This aligns well with Abo-
riginal and other paradigms of learning that
similarly emphasize responsibility and mutual
respect (Deloria 1999).

SRL Promoting Practices

For 20 years, Perry’s research has focused on
how classroom tasks, instructional practices, and
interpersonal relationships create opportunities
for all learners to develop and engage in SRL
(see Perry 2013 for a synthesis). Her in-depth
classroom observations of predominantly ele-
mentary aged learners reveal opportunities for
students to regulate learning in classrooms where
they are engaged in meaningful work and where
support for student autonomy (e.g., opportunities
to make choices, control challenge, self-assess,
and feed into assessments of learning) is pro-
vided through highly effective forms of
co-regulation. Moreover, Perry’s research has
demonstrated how a focus on SRL promoting
practices can support more student-centered
instruction and higher levels of meaningful
inclusion for students with diverse interests and
abilities (Perry 2004; Perry et al. 2006b). Here
we consider how SRL promoting practices might
benefit the diverse learners who are the focus of
this chapter, using an example from Nadia’s
classroom, which we described at the beginning
of the chapter.

In particular, tasks that are complex by design
create opportunities for students to engage in
meaningful work (Perry 2013). Complex tasks
address multiple goals, focus on large chunks of
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meaning, and extend over long periods of time.
Typically, they engage learners in a wide range
of processes and allow students to create diverse
products as evidence of learning. As one exam-
ple, Nadia addressed goals related to SRL and
social problem-solving through language and
literacy tasks. At the beginning of the school
year, she read a popular pattern book to the class,
titled “Pete the Cat: Rocking in My School
Shoes” (Dean and Litwin 2011). In the book,
Pete the cat encounters a wide range of chal-
lenges, but rather than succumb to adversity, he
demonstrates resilience by identifying and then
applying effective strategies to solve problems.
After reading the book, whenever a problem
occurred or a student seemed anxious about
completing a task, Nadia asked, “What would
Pete do?…”

Subsequently, Nadia used the patterned lan-
guage of the Pete the Cat book to prompt her
students to reflect on the problems they experi-
ence in school and then to generate strategies to
solve them. These problems might reflect the
particular challenges the children experienced as
LM, immigrant, or Aboriginal learners, but often
they were problems common across groups of
students in grade 1. Solutions, likewise, could
reflect shared and diverse experiences of children
within the classroom. They role-played the
problems and solutions and Nadia took pictures
to use in a personalized version of the book.
Following the language pattern in the book,
examples that Nadia’s students came up with
included:

Division XX loves learning at school! But some-
times there are problems! [Student 1] was playing
on the playground and she tripped and fell! Did
[Student 1] cry? Goodness no! She just found Miss
[name], the supervisor, and asked for her help!

[Student 2] was playing with blue playdough, but
he really wanted [Student 3’s] red playdough! Did
[Student 2] cry? Goodness no! He just used his
words and asked to share!

[Student 4] was trying to finish his math, but his
group just kept talking! Did [Student 4] cry?
Goodness no! He just said, “Excuse me, can you
please stop talking?” and they did!

…

Division XX knows that problems come and
problems go. Do they cry? Goodness no! They just
keep rocking in their school shoes!

They read and discussed their version of the
book together and then Nadia put it on a book-
shelf so that students could access it when they
wanted. Throughout the year, they generated
other books on social and motivational topics
(e.g., “Playing with Friends,” “Nobody’s Per-
fect”). Then when they were learning and prob-
lems occurred, Nadia could prompt students to
recall or consult their book: “Remember in our
book when [Student] had the same problem?
What did he do?” In this way, Nadia could
provide culturally responsive cues to students,
without being an expert in the culture herself.

This example incorporates many of the char-
acteristics we’ve attributed to complex tasks that
support SRL. It addressed multiple goals (social
and academic), was meaningful to students (in-
volved them in addressing their problems), and
extended over time (the activity generated
materials and strategies that students could ref-
erence and use throughout the year). Also, it
engaged learners in a wide range of processes
(e.g., reflection, role playing—perhaps perspec-
tive taking, reading, writing) and allowed them to
demonstrate learning in diverse ways (speaking,
acting, and writing). A key goal for Nadia was
supporting students’ autonomy in social problem
solving. Consequently, she gave them choices
about which problems and strategies to focus on,
and encouraged students to solve their social
problems without involving her by using the
ideas in their books as a resource (control over
challenge). As a follow up activity, Nadia had
students write about problems they encountered
in their learning journals. Again, working with a
language pattern, children wrote, “I had a prob-
lem at school,” followed by a description of their
problem and an explanation of how they solved it
(self-reflection/assessment). Two of the chil-
dren’s journal entries are shown in Fig. 1. The
first is from a student who is designated ELL and
the second is from a student with Aboriginal
ancestry. Both students identify an instance in
which there was a problem successfully solved
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and receive feedback from Nadia that supports
positive interpersonal relationships among stu-
dents in her classroom.

Reflecting on this activity, Nadia said she
spent a lot of time at the start of the school year
co-regulating students’ social problem solving
through activities like the one we have described
above. She provided extensive scaffolding at the
start of the school year to ensure students
acquired respectful language and strategies for
solving problems without involving her. Then
she faded teacher support as students became
more independent with the strategies for they
developed together (e.g., how to ask for help;
how to ask nicely). According to Nadia, having
the book to refer to “helps [students] to remem-
ber the strategies we’ve talked about and gives
them an idea about how to proceed with the
problem.” Taking time to establish norms for
participation and a community of learners
through tasks like the one we describe from
Nadia’s class is characteristic of teachers who are

committed to supporting SRL and creating
inclusive classroom contexts with positive social
and emotional climates.

Respecting the diverse learners who are the
focus of this chapter, Nadia’s social
problem-solving activity has many features in
common with tasks/activities characterized as
culturally relevant and culturally responsive.
Because it was built on children’s experiences
and personalized resources, children could rec-
ognize themselves in the problems and pictures
(of them) that became the content of the books.
The work was collaborative (they co-constructed
the problem categories as well as the strategies),
but they also were invited to write about their
own problems and solutions (in their learning
journals), so they could introduce problems that
presented particular barriers to their learning and
contribute or identify problem-solving strategies
emphasized in their own cultures and families.
Learning involved oral as well as written lan-
guage and the patterned language and role-play

Fig. 1 Excerpts from Nadia’s grade 1 students’ learning journals
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provided models that likely benefitted all learn-
ers, but particularly linguistically and culturally
diverse learners. Finally, Nadia’s overarching
focus on social and emotional learning likely
helped to nurture a community of learners in
which students could voice ideas and concerns
and get support for learning and problem-solving
from their teacher and peers.

Nadia’s social problem-solving task is just
one example of how diverse students’ needs for
autonomy, belonging and competence can be met
through tasks that support self-, co-, and shared
regulation of learning. In general, SRL promot-
ing practices accommodate learning and moti-
vational differences among students because they
create spaces for multiple zones of proximal
development to co-exist in a task environment
(Brown and Campione 1994; Englert and
Mariage 2003; Perry 2013). Moreover, they
support a dynamic view of task environments
(Perry et al. 2006a), one that recognizes novelty,
meaningfulness, and challenge are not inherent
properties of tasks. These features are open to
interpretation (i.e., not every student interprets
the same task in the same way) and interact with
other features of a task environment, such as
instructional supports and assessment practices
(McCaslin 2009; Oyserman 2007; Perry and
Rahim 2011). Ideally, teachers use SRL pro-
moting practices (i.e., complex tasks, autonomy
support, and co-regulation) to attend to complex
and dynamic relationships between curricula and
student characteristics and experiences.

What Is Next: Extending SRL
Promoting Practices to Benefit
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
Learners

Although SRL promoting practices can do a lot
to build on the strengths of culturally and lin-
guistically diverse groups of learners in class-
rooms, they will not necessarily increase
understanding (in teachers and students) about
particular cultures (their own or others), unless
they are used to create opportunities for students
to use their knowledge of heritage languages and

cultures in the classroom. For example, the task
that Nadia implemented in her classroom could
provide even stronger incentives for diverse
learners if students were encouraged to share
how their families and communities solve prob-
lems that are the same or similar to the problems
they experience in their classrooms. How might
their experiences outside of school inform their
experiences in school? Also, when considering
solutions and strategies, students might be
encouraged to make choices that are responsible
in the context of their communities. How might
their choice reflect a community value or tradi-
tion? And teachers might seek out material
and/or people to learn about ways of making
particular tasks more responsive to the unique
needs and traditions of their students.

More research is needed to validate the use of
SRL promoting practices as appropriate peda-
gogical approaches for culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse learners. As one example of this
kind of work, McIntyre (2010) asked elementary
aged ELLs how their teacher helped them to
learn, and they reported practices known to
support SRL, but also diverse groups of students.
They described opportunities to engage in col-
laborative work (shared regulation); teacher
support in the form of instrumental feedback,
modeling, and scaffolding (co-regulation);
meaningful tasks; and having a sense of control
over challenge (e.g., they had opportunities to
demonstrate their knowledge and learning in
different ways). These findings suggest, at the
very least, SRL promoting practices offer a good
deal of flexibility for adapting classroom tasks
and guiding interpersonal interactions in diverse
learning communities. More research is needed
to understand how these practices might be
adapted or expanded to increase their value as
culturally responsive teaching tools.

Summary and Conclusions

Our chapter had two main goals. First we wanted
to paint a portrait of the cultural and linguistic
diversity in Canadian schools and communities,
with a particular focus on schools and
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communities in BC, where we live and work.
Second, we wanted to examine how a focus on
SRL and SRL promoting practices might be used
to support these diverse groups of learners in
classrooms and schools. Regarding the first goal,
we focused on three groups of learners: immi-
grant, Aboriginal, and LM learners. Our synthe-
sis of the available demographic and research
information about these groups emphasizes how
culturally and linguistically rich Canada is as a
nation. As a nation, we benefit enormously from
our diversity, but the rate at which this diversity
is increasing also poses some challenges, espe-
cially for our school systems. Our predominantly
white, middle-class, female, and monolingual
teachers often feel overwhelmed and ill-prepared
to meet the diverse needs of the students in their
classrooms. Access to professional learning
opportunities and material resources to support
culturally responsive approaches to learning are
increasing (e.g., several Canadian universities
include Indigenous teacher education programs,
and incorporate approaches to teaching and
learning for Aboriginal peoples into general
teacher education programs as well), but are still
limited. Education systems, curriculum and
evaluation processes, to a large extent, continue
to reflect the colonizing principles that
marginalize Aboriginal and other groups of
learners. Thus, we perceive a need to identify
general approaches to teaching and learning that
are flexible enough to accommodate a wide range
of learner needs and interests.

Along these lines, we indicated how BC’s
new education plan, with its emphasis on per-
sonalized learning and the development of
competencies that cut across knowledge domains
(i.e., thinking, personal, social, and communica-
tion competencies), has potential to create a more
inclusive school context for learners. Also we
tried to show how SRL and SRL promoting
practices might contribute to realizing the
potential of a vision like the one the BC gov-
ernment is promoting. Specifically, we described
how Nadia designed a complex task and care-
fully co-regulated her grade 1 students’ engage-
ment in self, shared, and socially responsible
regulation of social problem-solving. The nature

of her task and the interpersonal interactions
involved created relevant and supportive learning
experiences for her students. Moreover, her
emphasis on collaboratively co-constructing
solutions for problems likely created an envi-
ronment in which students felt included and a
high level of efficacy for successfully solving
their own problems and problems with peers.

However, the examples from Nadia’s class-
room do not provide a full validation of how
SRL and SRL promoting practices may posi-
tively impact outcomes for the diverse learners in
Canadian schools. There is need for more
research about SRL and the efficacy of SRL
promoting practices for supporting culturally and
linguistically diverse groups of students to thrive
academically, motivationally, emotionally, and
socially. For example, most of the research about
SRL reflects Western, Eurocentric, and psycho-
logical views about learning and being in the
world. The relevance of SRL for diverse cultures
needs to be examined. Recent advances in
research concerning co- and shared forms of
regulation hold promise in this regard, but a
challenge remains for researchers to examine
these constructs in ways that are culturally
responsive and valid in specific contexts and with
particular groups. With regard to Aboriginal
cultures, for example, the positioning of
non-Aboriginal researchers (or teachers) as
experts is problematic (Smith 2012). Ideally,
researchers might collaborate across cultures
(e.g., Aboriginal with non-Aboriginal research-
ers) and disciplines (psychology and
anthropology).

As an approach to pedagogy, SRL promoting
practices do not attend to culture as explicitly as,
for example, Aboriginal pedagogies do. One
consideration for teachers and researchers is the
extent to which SRL promoting practices are
“flexible enough” to accommodate a wide range
of cultural perspectives, as we have argued here.
In practice, educators need to be intentional
about efforts to bring culture into classrooms.
Students need to perceive their heritage lan-
guages and home cultures are valued and
reflected in their school/learning experiences.
Teachers should actively look for ways to
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involve family and community members in cre-
ating opportunities for students to explore iden-
tities and examine cultures in deep and
meaningful ways. Systemically, ministries of
education and school districts need to find ways
to support multilingual and multicultural
approaches to learning. Decolonizing curriculum
and, over the long term, diversifying teaching
faculties are two strategies that can support these
shifts.

In summary, we offer SRL and SRL promoting
practices as one approach to creating more
inclusive classrooms and supporting the positive
development of diverse groups of students.
In BC, this approach is appealing because it
relates to initiatives already underway. Also,
within the limitations of the current system,
where teachers feel overwhelmed and ill-prepared
to meet the diverse socio-demographic needs of
students in classrooms, concentrating on SRL
promoting practices provides teachers with a
framework that is concrete and student-centered.
In general, SRL promoting practices fit well with
efforts to support knowledge and skills all learn-
ers need to succeed in increasingly global and
knowledge-based societies.
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Section VI

Policies/Prevention/Programs

Positive Development of Minority Children
and Youth: Translating Theory to Action

Nancy Gonzalez, Section Editor

According to the positive developmental frame-
work articulated in this volume and by others
before (Lerner et al. 2009), children naturally
possess strengths and the capacity for positive
developmental outcomes, and this potential can be
realized when there is alignment between these
strengths and the resources for healthy develop-
ment present in their environments. This perspec-
tive represents a significant shift for research on
minority populations, from one that has focused
almost exclusively on deficits and risks to one that
is focused on the positive growth and inherent
potential of minority youth (Guerra and Bradshaw
2008). What follows naturally from this shift is to
question how children’s developmental contexts
and the policies that shape these contexts can be
structured or improved to maximize this potential.
Thus, this perspective also moves the social policy
debate away from a dominant focus on remedia-
tion. It is not that “at-risk” youth need special
treatment for their deficits; what is needed, rather, is
to ensure the basic conditions for positive devel-
opment are made accessible and equitable for all
children and youth. This section considers how
research on positive development can inform pro-
grams, practices and policies to meet this goal.

The chapters in this section address this question
with respect to diverse populations of children and
youth living in the United States (U.S.), England
(UK), and Canada. Along with a focus on policy,
these chapters include research on programs and
practices that target varied developmental contexts
(e.g., parents, families, youths, schools,

communities). This section also features research at
different phases of translation (Spoth et al. 2013),
including Type 1 translation (Umana-Taylor,
Chapter “Developing an Ethnic-Racial Identity
Intervention from a Developmental Perspective:
Process, Content, and Implementation of the Identity
Project”) that attempts to use generative research and
theory to design programs and practical applications
(i.e., “bench to bedside”, to use the medical meta-
phor), and Type 2 translation research
(Chumak-Horbatsch, Chapter “Instructional
Practice with Young Bilingual Learners: A
Canadian Profile”, and Evangelou et al., Chapter
“Children’s Centres: An English Intervention for
Families Living in Disadvantaged Communities”)
that studies what happens when evidence-based
programs are adopted and implemented in the real
world (i.e., bedside to community). Each chapter
draws on extant empirical evidence while raising
several conceptual and practical challenges for
moving from theory to practice in research on pos-
itive development in minority populations.

The most fundamental challenge for transla-
tional research on positive development ofminority
children and youth is to strategize what type of
policy change and at what level in the ecodevel-
opmental systemwill make a difference in the lives
of minorities. Although the majority of interven-
tions developed for minority children and youth
typically target microsystemic or local processes
(i.e., in families, schools), chapters in this section
illustrate why change also is needed at broader
systemic levels (i.e., national policy). Rosario and
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Yoshikawa (Chapter “Documentation Status and
Child Development in the U.S. and Europe”)
examine common barriers experienced by children
across two distinct historical and policy environ-
ments—undocumented children in the U.S. and the
Roma in Europe—and illustrate how public poli-
cies tied to citizenship and documentation have
pervasive effects on their developmental contexts
and opportunities for positive development. As
they explain, programs and policies can address the
consequences of undocumented status by affecting
the status directly (e.g., policies that provide path-
ways to citizenship, border enforcement and
deportation policies), or by affecting access to the
systems and institutions (i.e., education, housing,
social services) in ways that can exclude the
undocumented from mainstream life. In a chapter
that highlights how the intersection of being male
and an ethnic minority creates unique challenges
for boys of color (BOC), Gaylord-Harden et al.
(Chapter “Research on Positive Youth
Development in Boys of Color: Implications for
Intervention and Policy”) articulate why a focus on
positive development has become a national pri-
ority for BOC in the U.S. This chapter reflects a
growing movement and an active network of
scholars (Barbarin 2013) that have coalesced in
response to a national initiative launched by Pres-
ident Barack Obama. The My Brother’s Keeper
Initiative’ aims to provide opportunities for boys
and young men of color to reach their full potential
through coordinated philanthropic efforts and
evidence-based community solutions that target
critical intervention points in the lives of boys and
young men of color. This initiative illustrates
another way in which policy can direct needed
attention and resources toward the positive devel-
opment for minority youth.

Gaylord-Harden et al. raise another challenge
in mounting comprehensive solutions that priori-
tize positive development over deficit or
risk-reduction models, which is the reality that
BOC and other cultural minorities are dispropor-
tionately exposed to under-resourced or high-risk
settings in which ecological assets for positive
development may be limited. As such, an
emphasis on promotion of positive development
may not be sufficient without broader policies or

programs that also reduce ecological risks and
inequalities. As well, Hope and Spencer (Chapter
“Civic Engagement as an Adaptive Coping
Response to Conditions of Inequality: An
Application of Phenomenological Variant of
Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST)”) under-
score that the positive development of minority
youth, particularly those who have been disen-
franchised socially, politically, and economically,
is inexorably bound with their exposure to
adversity and their need to make meaning of their
experiences to achieve a positive adaptation.
Drawing on Spencer’s phenomenological variant
of ecological systems theory (Spencer and
Swanson 2015), they maintain that civic engage-
ment functions as an adaptive coping strategy for
disenfranchised minority youth which, in turn and
recursively, facilities future positive development.
Thus, like other culture-specific competencies
(e.g., ethnic identity, protective cultural values)
that become more salient in high-risk contexts in
which they are needed to promote adaptation to
culturally-linked stressors (e.g., ethnic and racial
discrimination) (Gonzales et al. 2015a), strict
separation of risk-resilience and positive devel-
opment framework may neither be possible nor
desired in practice.

The chapters in this section also highlight the
need to consider developmental assets and pro-
cesses that are either distinct or more salient for
particular subgroups (e.g., dual language learning,
ethnic identity development, critical civic engage-
ment), as well as those that are more universally
relevant for children’s development (e.g., maternal
well-being, food security, family stability). Several
scholars have argued that culturally specific or
segmented programs and services are necessary to
address the needs of minority populations, partic-
ularly in light of the intersectionality of social cat-
egories (race, sex, linguistic ability, documentation
status, sexual orientation) that create unique chal-
lenges for certain subgroups (Castro et al. 2004).
However, when the goal is broad dissemination
within multicultural settings, such as schools, cul-
turally segmented strategies may not be feasible
and may inadvertently undermine efforts to pro-
mote access for all youth (Gonzales et al. 2015b).
They also may limit opportunities for greater
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cultural awareness and the potential for majority
groups to derive benefits from inclusive programs
and practices. Umaña-Taylor and Douglass
(Chapter “Developing an Ethnic-Racial Identity
Intervention from a Developmental Perspective:
Process, Content, and Implementation of the
Identity Project”) address this issue head-on in
their efforts to design the Identify Project Curricu-
lum, a universal school-based program to engage
high school aged youth in the developmental pro-
cesses of ethnic-racial identity (ERI) exploration
and resolution. Building on a strong base of evi-
dence to support ERI as a critical, distinct pathway
to positive development among minority youth
(Umaña-Taylor 2015), Umaña-Taylor andDouglas
designed a curriculum for universal delivery to all
students in a school, irrespective of their cultural
background or majority-minority status. The pro-
gram aims to increase students’ salience and
understanding of their own and others’ ethnic
heritage(s) and background(s); increase students’
awareness and understanding of multiple groups’
experiences with contemporary and historic dis-
crimination in the U.S.; expose students to the
notion that differenceswithin groups are oftentimes
larger than differences between groups; engage
students in activities designed to increase their
understanding of their family heritage; clarify
misconceptions students may have regarding a
“right or wrong” way to identify with an ethnic
group; provide students with tools with which to
explore their ethnic heritage; and provide oppor-
tunities for students to discuss their heritage with
others. In addition to increasing the likelihood that
this program can be supported and sustained within
public schools, their approach shifts the burden and
potential benefits of increased cultural awareness to
all groups within the school community, and also
offers potential for positive impact on school cul-
ture and climate.

One final challenge for translational research on
minority children’s positive development is to
ensure that programs and policies are implemented
and sustained in ways that will produce the desired
benefits when transported to communities and
implemented at scale. Even well-supported pro-
grams may fail when implemented poorly or
without attention to implementation factors such as

quality delivery, training, systems of support, and
the need for buy-in and adaptation to local contexts
(Spoth et al. 2013). Evangelou, Goff, Sylva, Sam-
mons, Smith, Hall and Eisenstadt (Chapter
“Children’s Centres: An English Intervention for
Families Living in Disadvantaged Communities”)
describe the country-wide system of
community-based Children’s Centres in the UK
that were established to reduce inequalities
between poor and affluent young children living in
the UK. Similar to the Head Start in the U.S., the
initial goal of this national program was to provide
a network of centers in high-risk communities
across England that would offer integrated services
(e.g., health, education, welfare) for all parents in
the community and their young children, up to age
5. By placing centers in communities with greater
need for such services, the intention was to elevate
the whole community regardless of the family’s
level of risk or cultural background, therein pro-
viding non-stigmatizing access to services for the
most disadvantaged families. However, following
an early evaluation that showed they were pro-
ducing greater benefits for moderately disadvan-
taged families than for more severely
disadvantaged families (Melhuish et al. 2005), a
new model was adopted in which a “core offer” of
services was provided universally in the commu-
nity, with more intensive or stepped-up services for
those at greatest risk (Goff et al. 2013). A major
consideration in ongoing program adaptations over
time has been to maintain a balance in the offer of
universal or “open access” versus targeted services
to avoid the stigma attached to programs for
“at-risk” or needy families. Local adaptation also
has been important as a strategy to address
culture-specific concerns within the context of the
universal community delivery model.

Chumak-Horbatsch (Chapter “Documentation
Status and Child Development in the U.S. and
Europe”) also examined implementation factors
in research to train early childcare educators
(ECEs) and teachers to adopt a new model of
instructional practice for young bilingual learners
(BLs) attending Canadian childcare centers and
kindergartens with little or no proficiency in the
language of program delivery. Due to rapid
immigration and an upward trend for more
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immigrant women to work outside the home,
BLs presents a significant challenge for early
childhood professionals and teachers in Canada.
Linguistically Appropriate Practice is a new
multilingual or culturally inclusive,
strength-based approach to classroom practice
that is supported by development research on
children’s language acquisition. LAP views
young BLs as “emergent bilinguals” that are
capable, active dual language learners who use
their entire linguistic repertoire to navigate the
many communicative contexts they encounter. In
contrast to “assimilative practice” that views BLs
as language deficient and “supportive and
inclusive practice” that acknowledges and values
cultural differences yet still maintains the singu-
lar goal of English acquisition, inclusive practice
integrates BLs home language(s) daily and
directly into the classroom. However,
Chumak-Horbatch found significant barriers in
efforts to retool early childcare educators and
teachers to move towards inclusive practice.
Various personal, professional and curricular
factors affected ECE professionals’ instructional
practice decision-making, and only a small
number successfully made the transition. Further,
a significant number held on to supportive
practice “as tightly as possible” due to personal
and professional beliefs, and were not interested
in retooling their practice with BLs.

Against the backdrop of the diverse and
complex experiences of children and youth that
are cultural and political minorities within their
communities, positive development emerges as a
progressive approach towards providing more
balanced programs and practices that encompass
both promotion and protection. Collectively, the
papers in this section highlight inherent chal-
lenges in operationalizing and implementing this
approach in ways that will ultimately lead to
effective and sustained solutions. Systemic policy
change also will be needed to ensure that minority
children and youth have access to resources and
opportunities they need to reach their potential.
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Documentation Status and Child
Development in the U.S. and Europe

Natalia Rojas and Hirokazu Yoshikawa

Abstract
Unauthorized status pertains to immigrants in countries around the world
who do not have full inclusion and status as citizens. This chapter focuses on
two examples—the Roma in Europe and the undocumented in the U.S.—
that reflect groups at risk due to formal social exclusion. The United States
and the European Union each face their own policy debates regarding
unauthorized immigrants and its effects on child development. In each case,
we briefly summarize the history of those with the status, including trends
over recent years; evidence on whether lacking citizenship as represented in
documentation affects child development; the mechanisms through which
the status may affect access to contexts associated with positive child
development; and then programs and policies thatmay affect the status itself,
or access to developmental contexts linked to the status. Finally, we
synthesize the emerging commonalities and distinct patterns across the U.S.
and Europe from the relevant evidence, and future directions for theory and
research.

Introduction Historical Overview
and Theory

One of the central functions of public policy is to
define what constitutes membership in and
therefore inclusion in a nation (Bardach 2012).
Defining conditions for legal entry into a country

and the pathway to citizenship represents a cen-
tral process for social inclusion of outsiders in
every nation. With large numbers of migrants
crossing borders globally in recent years
(roughly 40 million in the period 2005–2010;
Abel and Sander 2014), issues of citizenship
have become ever more urgent and vexed issues
of national and international policy debate. Citi-
zenship is proven and shown publicly through
documents—with the international convention of
proving citizenship, includes having a passport
with name and photograph linked. Increasingly,
biomarkers (e.g., fingerprints) are being inte-
grated into the process of establishing citizenship

N. Rojas (&) � H. Yoshikawa (&)
NYU, New York, NY, USA
e-mail: nmr254@nyu.edu

H. Yoshikawa
e-mail: hiro.yoshikawa@nyu.edu

© The Editor(s) 2017
N.J. Cabrera and B. Leyendecker (eds.), Handbook on Positive
Development of Minority Children and Youth, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-43645-6_23

385



(Torpey 2001). Without a name registered to a
passport or biomarker, access to the immigrant
dream of social inclusion and mobility can be
denied.

Children and youth are implicated centrally in
issues of citizenship. The extent to which social
integration of immigrants occurs, including their
access to citizenship status, is closely linked to
the future prosperity of generations (Alba and
Nee 2009; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2015). Our thesis
in this chapter is that policies related to citizen-
ship affect positive child development through a
set of developmental contexts (Yoshikawa and
Kalil 2011). Citizenship and the documentation
status (of identity; of residence) that proves it
typically provide access to developmental con-
texts (e.g., schools) that may enhance children’s
positive development, particularly for disadvan-
taged newcomers. These developmental contexts
include proximal contexts of child and youth
development such as housing, public education,
early care and education, and health care. When
public policies exclude certain families by virtue
of not having papers (i.e., not having citizen-
ship), children and youth in those families (or
unaccompanied children and youth) are excluded
from these associated supports and may suffer in
terms of their learning, health and development.

A recent conceptual model of how docu-
mentation status affects child and youth devel-
opment (Yoshikawa 2011; Yoshikawa and Kalil
2011) suggests that non-citizens and those lack-
ing documentation experience authorities and
formal systems (e.g., health, education, social
protection or poverty reduction) in different ways
than citizens. These systems can influence chil-
dren directly through the quality of their
schooling, for example, or indirectly, through the
social networks or well-being of their parents.
There may be compounded effects on children’s
development when both children and their par-
ents lack citizenship or documentation status
(Gonzales 2011; Potochnick and Perreira 2010).

We examine the conceptual model for how
lack of citizenship status—which we term “un-
documented status”—may affect positive devel-
opment and social inclusion of immigrant-origin
children (born in a different country than they are

currently residing) and youth in two contexts: the
United States and Europe. We define positive
development as encompassing academic, learn-
ing, socio-emotional and civic and community
participation outcomes. We draw on the cases of
recent waves of undocumented migration in the
U.S., and the case of the Roma in Europe, par-
ticularly those who cross national borders, to
illustrate how public policies related to citizen-
ship and documentation may affect children and
youth. As perhaps the most vulnerable social
group in these countries with various forms of
unauthorized status, Roma, especially children,
are overrepresented in all categories in need of
social protection. The most recent developments
at European level show an increasing willingness
to adopt minority rights documents and develop
comprehensive approaches directed at Roma
integration. The United States faces its own
policy debates regarding unauthorized immi-
grants and its effects on child development.

Case Study I: The Undocumented
in the United States

Today 5.27 million U.S. children reside with at
least one undocumented immigrant parent. The
vast majority of these children—4.5 million—
are U.S.-born citizens; 775,000 are unauthorized
themselves (note that the U.S. has birthright cit-
izenship, unlike many of the European countries
we discuss later in this chapter; Passel et al.
2014). Children with undocumented parents and
undocumented children constitute roughly
one-third of all immigrant-origin children.

The history of undocumented migration to the
United States starts with the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882 (Congress 1882). Prior to this law,
which singled out a single racial/ethnic group for
exclusion, there was no category of “undocu-
mented” or “illegal” immigrant. The major
immigration legislation passed in 1924, the
Johnson-Reed Act, retained racially determined
quotas, with northern European favored over
Jews, Eastern and Southern Europeans, and
Asians in quotas for legal migration to the U.S
(Act 1924). Not until the landmark Hart-Celler

386 N. Rojas and H. Yoshikawa



Act of 1965 (Congress 1965) were these
country-based quotas replaced by hemispheric
quotas (although with particular numbers for the
country of Mexico, which has had a unique role
and prominence in U.S. legislation related to the
undocumented; Ngai 2004). The total number of
undocumented immigrants in the U.S. was esti-
mated to be roughly 2 million in 1980, with
growth of between 100,000 and 300,000 per year
between 1980 and 1983 (Passel 1986). The
Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986
both restricted employment opportunities of the
undocumented and provided a pathway to citi-
zenship, resulting in 70 % of the undocumented
in the country in 1986 becoming documented by
1988.

Beginning in the early 1990s and stretching
through the beginning of the Great Recession,
economic crises in Mexico and elsewhere
increased the number of undocumented arriving
in the U.S., such that by 2000–2005, 800,000 a
year arrived in the U.S. After 2005 that number
fell to 500,000 and after the Great Recession of
2008–2009, the number plunged further (Passel
and Cohn 2008). However, it is estimated that
roughly 11 million undocumented reside in the
U.S., an historic high.

Case Study II: The Roma in Europe

The Roma people are the largest marginalized
minority group in Europe and one of the most
heterogeneous, encompassing many different
religious affiliations, cultures, historical experi-
ences, and dialects. It is difficult to get an accu-
rate count of the Roma population due to fear of
registering this identity and other factors. Cur-
rently, the Roma population across Europe is
estimated to be roughly 12 million. The popula-
tion of Roma children under the age of 15 is
35.7 % compared to 15.7 % of the EU popula-
tion overall, which is considerably higher than
the rest of Europe (UNICEF 2007). There are
few official estimates of poverty among the
Roma population but all estimates clearly indi-
cate that Roma are among the poorest in the
region.

The Roma have been among the poorest
people living in Europe and live in nearly all the
countries in Europe and Central Asia. Lacking a
historic homeland, they are at particular risk of
undocumented status. Traditionally, they main-
tained a nomadic lifestyle but since the 1900’s
they have become more settled (Migration Policy
Institute 2004). However, since the Middle Ages,
they experienced low social status and exclusion
from the mainstream population. During the
Second World War, the Roma population was
the object of Nazi repression. Following the
collapse of the Iron Curtain in 1989, political
liberalization allowed increased international and
national awareness of the Roma, including
human rights violations and humanitarian con-
cerns related to worsening socio-economic con-
ditions and discrimination. Though, over the last
two decades, there has been a movement away
from viewing Roma as a disadvantaged social
category and towards recognition as an ethnic
minority and distinct cultural group (Svensson
et al. 2007).

One of the common features across all Roma
is risk for high levels of discrimination, poverty,
and social exclusion. Many of them are forced to
live partially or entirely segregated from the rest
of the population. In many European countries,
the Roma people are continuing to trail other
ethnic groups in almost every characteristic that
defines well-being. World Bank poverty assess-
ments indicate that Roma “are almost entirely
marginalized” and many “live in conditions
below even the most minimal for survival”
(World Bank 2003). The situation necessitates a
strong focus on improving the well-being and
future of poor and excluded Roma youth. The
successful integration of Roma children and
families into European society is critical to
reducing the continuing and growing prevalence
of intergenerational poverty.

The lack of a homeland makes Roma at par-
ticular risk regarding legal status, since there is
no country to take responsibility for their specific
protection, as often happens to particular migrant
groups globally. For example, embassies in the
United States have taken proactive steps to help
incorporate groups (e.g., from Central America)
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with high levels of social exclusion—e.g., by
providing consular identification and changing
local laws so that such ID provides access in
cases where the undocumented cannot get dri-
ver’s licenses (e.g., for parents to access their
children’s schools). Roma children and adults
often face serious challenges accessing important
social services and programs when they lack
citizenship.

As a transnational minority, Roma inclusion is
no longer solely a national responsibility but a
European one as well. Progress towards integra-
tion is being made. International and regional
standards prohibit discrimination on the basis of
race, ethnicity, and a variety of other criteria (Zoon
2001). In fact, the protection of minorities, such as
Roma, has become an important feature of various
international bodies, organizations and treaties.
One of the first and most comprehensive docu-
ments for the protection and promotion ofminority
rights in the European Union is the Framework
Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities (1994) issued by theCouncil of Europe.
Broadly, the treaty aims to ensure that the Council
of Europe member states respect national minori-
ties, combat discrimination, guarantee certain
freedoms and promote equality. The intention of
acknowledgement as a national minority is to
create the necessary conditions for effective par-
ticipation of national minorities in social, eco-
nomic, cultural and public life. Unlike most
international instruments that only contain politi-
cal obligations, the Framework is legally binding
for member states of the Council of Europe.

Legal and Documentation Status Among
the Roma
Often times, the legal status of a Roma group is
associated with the timing of their migration to
their country of residence. Some groups of Roma
who have been settled for many years are citizens
of the country where they live. They may be
considered national minorities or ethnic minori-
ties but they have full citizenship with paperwork
identifying them as citizens. Conversely, in the
same countries, there could be other groups of
Roma who are considered refugees or

asylum-seekers, and they are not considered
national or ethnic minorities. In this situation,
most countries consider those Roma to be illegal
immigrants. In Europe, there is general lack of
pathways to citizenship for immigrants, particu-
larly for those who cross borders from a non-EU
country to an EU country. Unlike the United
States, most countries do not offer birthright
citizenship. Thus the Framework’s failure to
provide a strictly worded distinction between
traditional national minorities or new minorities
is more pronounced (Lipott 2012).

Current Research Questions

In the case of both the US and Roma in the E.U.,
after we briefly summarize the history of those
with the status, including trends over recent
years; empirical evidence on whether lacking
citizenship as represented in documentation
affects positive child development; the mecha-
nisms through which the status may affect access
to contexts associated with positive child devel-
opment; and then programs and policies that may
affect the status itself, or access to developmental
contexts linked to the status. Finally, we syn-
thesize the emerging commonalities and distinct
patterns across the U.S. and Europe from the
relevant evidence, and future directions for the-
ory and research.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

The evidentiary base for undocumented in the
U.S. and in the E.U. is in its nascent stage. Much
of what we know is based from large-scale sec-
ondary data analyses or findings that have
emerged from data sets not specifically designed
with the intent to consider the undocumented
experience (Yoshikawa 2011; Suárez-Orozco
et al. 2011). There is still a lot we do not know
about how undocumented status affects devel-
opmental outcomes across domains, life stages,
and contexts.
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Empirical Findings

Undocumented Status in the U.S.
and Positive Child Development

There is emerging evidence that children’s and
parents’ undocumented status is associated with
lower levels of positive development (Abrego
2014). Parents’ undocumented status is associ-
ated with lower levels of cognitive development
and educational progress across early and middle
childhood (Brabeck and Xu 2010; Ortega et al.
2009; Yoshikawa 2011). By adolescence, having
an undocumented parent is associated with
higher levels of anxiety and depressive symp-
toms (Potochnick and Perreira 2010). Finally, a
large-scale study of Mexican-origin young adults
showed that having an undocumented mother,
relative to an authorized one, was associated with
between 1.25 and 1.5 fewer years of schooling
(Bean et al. 2011). Being an undocumented
youth limits educational attainment severely as
well (Gonzales 2011). Thus, undocumented sta-
tus restricts the ability of youth and young adults
to participate fully in society both directly and
indirectly through parental influences.

Legal and Undocumented Status
Among Roma in the E.U. and Positive
Child Development

Much policy attention has been put on improving
education attainment. The participation rate of
Roma children in preschool across Europe is
likely around 20 % (UNICEF 2011). The rates of
attendance and completion of primary school
also remains staggeringly low. An estimate by
UNICEF suggested that only one Roma child
completes primary school for every four
non-Roma child in Central and South Eastern
Europe (Bennett 2012). In south-eastern Europe
only 18 % of Roma children ever enroll in sec-
ondary school and less than 1 % attend univer-
sity (UNICEF 2011).

More must be done once Roma children
attend school. The Romani language is one of the
most significant minority languages in the EU,

encompassing several distinct dialects, but it is
endangered. Given that many Roma children do
not have the majority language as their mother
tongue, that many do not complete primary
education and that the children of illiterate par-
ents are more likely to have limited literacy
(RECI 2012). The few studies examining aca-
demic achievement find huge disparities among
Roma and non-Roma children. Lazarová and Pol
(2002) estimated that a Roma child coming to
school possess the vocabulary of 400–800 Czech
words, while the typical Czech child possess the
vocabulary of 2000–3500 words. One study of
first grade Roma children found that intellectual
abilities, which are strongly influenced by a
Roma child’s family SES and family educational
climate, are most predictive of scholastic
achievement (Biro et al. 2009). Roma students in
Serbia were on average 130 points behind the
national average on a third grade national
assessment and about 50 % of Roma students did
not develop the very basic mathematical, lan-
guage and literacy skills (Baucal 2006).

During adolescence, children continue to
develop a firm personal identity and figuring out
their place in society (Erikson 1959, 1968).
Facing this identity task is vital to becom-
ing responsible adults and active citizens
(Havighurst,1952). Civic engagement is particu-
larly important in the case of young people from
ethnic minorities, like Roma youth, who face
discrimination and socioeconomic disadvan-
tages. Individuals who are engaged in society
tend to feel that they are authorized to regulate
the structures they are a part of (Zimmerman
1995) and this feeling contributes to a common
sense of community (De Piccoli et al. 2002).
Developing strong civic engagement among
Roma youth potentially is beneficial because of
the tendency of Roma’s to be most seriously
affected by an insensitive governance. Some
research has been conducted examining civic
engagement, citizenship and ethnic identity
development among Roma youth. For instance,
in one study, young Roma’s tended to under-
stand citizenship as working alongside national-
ity and rights (Ataman et al. 2012). Ataman et al.
(2012), found that Roma youth associated
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poverty and unemployment with having a second
class citizenship. Roma youth in their study felt
that they lacked information about their rights
and obligations as citizens and perceived a range
of barriers against political participation. Possi-
bly, differences in civic engagement between the
Roma community and the majority group may
not stem from differences in cultural values and
norms, but rather from socioeconomic and edu-
cational inequalities (Lopez and Marcelo 2008).
Civically engaged young Roma who participated
in another study, often described their negative
feelings associated with civic engagement (Šerek
et al. 2011).

In a number of European countries, Roma
demonstrate a remarkable ability to cope with
unrelenting and marginalizing discrimination by
creating energetic ethnic communities (European
Commission 2010). Historically, the family has
been the core component of the Roma commu-
nity and the leading cause of preservation of
Roma traditions and values. A strong identifica-
tion with the family and Roma community can
also act as a strength and resource for Roma to
compensate for a lack of identification with
mainstream society and culture as well as severe
discrimination due to their Roma ethnic identi-
fication (Nunev 2000). Such resilience, referring
to the achievement of positive developmental
outcomes in the context of adversity (Luthar
et al. 2000; Masten 2001), can be attributed to
beneficial psychological and social resources that
protect youth against the negative consequences
of their ethnic identities. Research on ethnic
minorities increasingly recognized that collective
identity components, such as familial, ethnic and
religious identity, have a significant influence on
well-being (Dimitrova et al. 2013). However, the
hostility, rejection, negative stereotypes, preju-
dice and discrimination faced by Roma can
account for the tendency to internalize the neg-
ative image perpetuated by the majority groups.
Little is known about the identity processes of
Roma and several studies have shown lower
levels of satisfaction with life among Roma
youth (Dimitrova et al. 2013). Nonetheless,
results are also consistent with our expectation
that Roma youth who felt connected to their

ethnic, religious and familial identity would
exhibit greater well-being, irrespective of ethnic
group membership (Dimitrova et al. 2013).

Universal Versus Cultural Specific
Mechanisms

Mechanisms of Undocumented Status
in the U.S

In the U.S., undocumented status can affect
children’s learning and positive development
through a variety of proximal developmental
contexts in their lives. These influences may
occur above and beyond the high levels of pov-
erty and low levels of education of those entering
the U.S. without documents, relative to those
who enter with documents. First, undocumented
individuals are not eligible for a variety of ele-
ments of the U.S. safety net for the poor. For
example, they are not eligible for publicly funded
health care aside from emergency Medicaid and
other emergency care; they are not eligible for
public housing subsidies; they are not eligible for
Food Stamps or SNAP; and they are not eligible
for workforce development funds or subsidies for
higher education provided by the federal gov-
ernment. Thus, access to health care, the safety
net, and quality housing is severely restricted for
undocumented parents and youth.

Second, undocumented parents appear reluc-
tant to enroll their citizen children in programs
for which their children are eligible (e.g.,
child-only TANF or cash welfare or Food
Stamps; child care subsidies) because of the need
to document earnings and therefore identify
employers (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011). This
appears to result in lower levels of access to
center-based care, the form of care most strongly
associated with learning and cognitive skills in
the first years of life (Yoshikawa 2011). In
addition, children and youth who are undocu-
mented themselves have no access to these
programs.

Third, the undocumented experience sub-
stantially worse work conditions than docu-
mented low-wage workers. Exploitation of this
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workforce results in dramatically higher rates of
illegally low wages (Bernhardt et al. 2009).
These work conditions associated with undocu-
mented status—low wages, and low levels of
autonomy in the workplace—were linked to
children’s early cognitive skills in one study
(Yoshikawa 2011).

Fourth, being undocumented and a newcomer
to the U.S. can result in substantially lower levels
of knowledge conveyed in social networks about
opportunities for children. Ethnographic data
suggest that the networks of recently arrived
undocumented have high concentrations of other
undocumented recent arrivals, with resulting
lower levels of knowledge about resources for
children such as public libraries, preschool edu-
cation, and even laws and regulations related to
migration. Undocumented parents, for example,
are over-represented among those who have not
applied (yet are eligible) for Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals, the Obama administration
regulation providing a temporary reprieve from
deportation and legal worker status (New York
Office of Immigrant Affairs 2014).

Finally, the fear of deportation has severely
reduced community and civic participation
among undocumented parents. In order to protect
their families and children from the risk of
deportation, undocumented parents have been
much less likely than undocumented youth to
become visible activists, thus reducing their
positive roles in civic life. And in states with
particularly harsh policies towards the undocu-
mented, fear of being apprehended during one’s
daily routine can cut across all proximal contexts
of family life and child development. Some
states, such as Arizona, Tennessee and Alabama,
have stronger norms of local law enforcement
apprehending immigrants simply because of their
legal status than other states or localities. The
federal Secure Communities regulation varied in
its implementation across the U.S., with some
states and localities not implementing its linkage
of federal with local law enforcement databases
and others using these linkages to greatly
increase stopping of immigrants and initiating
deportation proceedings if they lacked proof of
LPR or citizenship status. A racialized aspect of

this process is the targeting of those who “look
Mexican” for enforcement and deportation pro-
ceedings. Anti-Latino bias has increased sub-
stantially in recent years, with several highly
prominent incidents of attacks in which groups of
youth, for example, set out to find and kill “a
Mexican” (e.g., the case of Marcelo Lucero in
suburban New York; New York Times 2008).

Each threats to children’s developmental
contexts—their blocked access to the safety net,
compromised work conditions, limited knowl-
edge capital within their social networks, and
parents’ fear of deportation—can convey exclu-
sion from the mainstream and lower the proba-
bility of educational progress, psychological
well-being, and ultimately the ability to be a
productive citizen among children and youth.
The most proximal mechanisms for these con-
textual effects consist of the psychological dis-
tress and blocked community participation
experienced by parents and by children who are
aware of this status in their families (Yoshikawa
et al. 2008), and growing awareness of one’s
own “illegality” and its implications for blocked
opportunities, among youth who are undocu-
mented themselves (Gonzales 2011).

Mechanisms of Legal
and Undocumented Status Among
Roma in E.U.

Across the European Union, Roma children have
poorer developmental outcomes and educational
attainment compared to non-Roma children. The
inability of Roma to exercise their fundamental
rights as EU citizens on equal footing as other
Europeans may partly be responsible for the
developmental disparities. The mechanisms of
identifying an individual, as a citizen is a prob-
lem, both in terms of developing an identity and
legally, particularly if an individual cannot
access documents proving their citizen-
ship. There are cases in which autochthonous
Roma qualify for citizenship but they simply do
not have the documents to prove it. The lack of
documentation, such as identification documents,
residence permits, and birth and marriage
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certificates, can leave Roma “stateless” and puts
into question their legal status. Without clear
identification as a citizen of their country, many
Roma face barriers to accessing social and health
services.

The inability to access social services because
of a limited or lack of legal status within their
own country may hinder positive development in
several ways. First, Roma-origin children expe-
rience substantially worse quality of education
than other children in Europe. One of the per-
sistent problems is the failure of schools to
recruit, include, and educate Roma children.
Teachers’ low expectations in dealing with Roma
children and families, limited teacher training in
diversity, ineffective governance of early educa-
tion systems, incompatibility between traditional
teaching practices and Roma learning styles,
quality of teaching in schools with large Roma
population, lack of competency in majority lan-
guage, school readiness, and prejudice are just a
few more of the many difficulties that Roma
children face in order to get a quality education.
However, above and beyond these factors Roma
children are less likely to access education due to
their increased risk of lacking documents and
registration.

Second, many Roma families live in favela-
like settlements, in shelters put together out of
mud, cardboard, metal sheets, that are more
likely to be located in hazardous areas even
compared to other low-income populations in
Europe. Often times, these settlements have poor
access to public services, employment and
schools. Roma families can be living without
adequate access to public utilities like water,
electricity, transportation or gas. In Serbia, there
are estimated to be almost six hundred Roma
settlements, half of which are considered
unsanitary slums (UNICEF 2007). In Romania,
about one third of Roma are estimated to live in
compact homogenous communities.

Residents of slums suffer legal insecurity and
typically do not have property rights and cannot
register their home as a permanent address. This
can lead to children not being called to school or
being registered with a doctor. Poor living con-
ditions are evident in both urban and rural areas.

Even if there are villages made up entirely of
Roma, they are rarely represented in local
councils and have no one advocating for their
needs. The lack of official residence papers can
result in the inability to access basic services, like
water and electricity.

Poor housing conditions, including unhy-
gienic and unsafe environments, have a direct
impact on a young child’s well-being, even prior
to their birth (Evans 2004). Among researchers
and policymakers, there is a consensus that
housing has an impact on health. The fact that
Roma children likely do not have adequate
housing exasperates the likelihood that other
aspects of their development are being compro-
mised. For example, a child living far from
transportation is likely to have difficulty going to
school every day. By addressing the housing
situation of Roma, countries should be integrat-
ing housing policies into social inclusion and
desegregation programs.

Thirdly, Roma experience discrimination
based on their perceived physical features. A re-
cent case in Greece demonstrated the racialized
treatment of Roma and assumptions regarding
their physical appearance. Roma can be of any
race; however, those who look stereotypically
Roma face everyday harassment and discrimi-
nation (Kitsantonis and Bilefsky 2013).

Policy Implications

Policies and Programs Directly
Affecting Undocumented Status

Programs and policies can address the conse-
quences of undocumented status in two broad
ways—by affecting the status directly, or by
affecting access to the systems and institutions in
ways that can exclude the undocumented from
mainstream life.

Among policies that directly affect the status
are deportation and border enforcement policies,
as well as policies that provide temporary or
permanent pathways to citizenship. Nearly two
million people have been deported during the
Obama administration; 96.7 % have been of
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Latino descent, placing disproportionate stress
and disruptions on Latino families (MALDEF
2014). It is important to understand the particular
stress Latino children and youth face with family
disruptions in the wake of deportations as well as
in living in the shadow of undocumented status.
It is also important to understand issues related to
the undocumented of non-Latino groups, who
have thus far been nearly invisible with regard to
prevalence or specific needs (non-Latino groups
with the highest proportions of undocumented
status include those from China, the Philippines,
India, Korea, and Vietnam; Hoefer et al. 2012).

Policies that provide a pathway to citizenship
may bring children and youth out from the
shadows of unauthorized status. As a federal
system that provides unusual levels of discretion
to the subnational level, the U.S. form of gov-
ernment can allow states to engage in some roles
that are usually taken by central levels of gov-
ernment. States have taken a variety of policy
directions in immigration enforcement and
deportation, some in the harsher direction (Ari-
zona’s SB1070 legislation, e.g.) and some in the
more generous direction (providing, for example,
temporary reprieve from local deportation-related
enforcement for certain categories of unautho-
rized workers, as in Utah). The effects of such
state policy variation on youth have not been
investigated. The Obama administration imple-
mented Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
year (DACA), a regulation providing temporary,
2-year reprieve from deportation and legal
working status to certain unauthorized individuals
under the age of 31 who came to the U.S. prior to
age 15. Some research on the effects of this reg-
ulation has begun (Gonzales et al. 2014; Teranishi
et al. 2015), finding positive associations of
becoming “DACAmented” with employment,
access to drivers’ licenses, and higher education,
yet at the same time high levels of worry about
family members who are undocumented. A recent
regulation expanding eligibility for DACA and
adding undocumented parents of U.S. citizen
children to its reprieve was announced in late
2014, but as of this writing has been blocked from
implementation by state-level opposition.

U.S. Policies that Affect Access
to Services and Programs

Other program approaches can increase access to
publicly funded health, antipoverty and learning
programs for affected children and youth (Crosnoe
and Fuligni 2012; Yoshikawa et al. 2014). Not all
organizational and policy approaches need to
identify this group directly; some organizational
practices can be implemented for low-income
immigrant families. This includes simplifying
paperwork so undocumented parents can enroll
their citizen children; providing municipal identi-
fication to ease access to community resources (cf.
New York City’s recent initative and previous
efforts in San Francisco and New Haven); offering
legal services (in addition to social and educational
services) in trusted settings like immigrant-serving
organizations or schools. Universal public
prekindergarten programs do not carry burdens of
proof of low income that means-tested programs
require—they may therefore increase the scope of
the “protected period” that public education pro-
vides for undocumented parents and children alike.
There is also evidence that quality universal pre-
school programs can reduce disparities between
dual-language learner children and their English-
speaking counterparts, and between Latino and
White children’s school readiness (Gormley et al.
2005; Weiland and Yoshikawa 2013).

Finally, efforts to improve the housing andwork
conditions of the unauthorized could improve
parents’ employment-related factors that have been
shown to be associated with youth achievement
and well-being in studies of the general low-wage
working population. Employment-related fac-
tors include higher wages and wage growth;
shorter and more standard work hours, relative
to the very high work hours of many unautho-
rized individuals; greater complexity and oppor-
tunities for growth in job duties (Yoshikawa
et al. 2006). Due to lack of access to housing
subsidies, many of the undocumented live in
doubled-up housingwith little space for children to
study. Alternative supports for housing such as
better enforcement of housing quality laws
and protections in low-income immigrant
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neighborhoods could address these developmental
contexts.

E.U. Policies and Programs Directly
Affecting Roma Documentation Status

As in the case of the undocumented in the United
States, policies to address the role of legal and
documentation status in the development of
Roma-origin children may be of two types: those
that affect the status directly, and those that affect
access to the systems and institutions and com-
prise the social exclusion of the undocumented
from mainstream life.

The Framework Convention for the Protection
of National Minorities (1994) requires that
Member States designate national minorities who
would receive certain legal rights and protec-
tions. Some of the rights and protections include,
the right of equality and equal protection under
the law, right for equal opportunities to access to
education, encouragement of mutual respect and
tolerance, and freedom of expression and lin-
guistic freedoms to be taught in their minority
language. Thus, the Framework potentially pro-
vides an important, direct mechanism to address
the status of Roma. However, one of the major
shortcomings is the lack of a definition of what
constitutes a national minority. Thus, despite the
intention of the Council of Europe for its member
states to recognize the minority status of Roma,
the legal status of Roma now varies by country.
The ambiguities around terminology makes it
difficult to discern whether the Roma are con-
sidered national minorities who would receive
legal status and protections, or as minorities with
special (unprotected) status. The lack of a clearly
defined description of a national minority allows
each EU country the right to develop their own
interpretation. Only a small number of EU
countries give full legal recognition to Roma and,
even in those countries, they are recognized as
indigenous minorities.

Bulgaria, Romania, Spain, and Greece, a few
of the countries with the largest numbers of
Roma residing within their territory, do not
consider Roma to be national minorities. Roma

in Sweden are made up of various groups,
including groups of Roma who are
non-autochthonous, however, the country deci-
ded to not make a distinction among the groups
and to confer them all to the status of national
minorities (Lipott 2012). Under the Slovenian
constitution, Roma are considered a minority
community (Lipott 2012) but only autochthonous
Roma are part of the minority community and
considered citizens of Slovenia. However, auto-
chthonous Roma is not defined in their law. This
could be a real problem for the Roma commu-
nity, particularly since non-autochthonous Roma
have fewer rights.

Even when Roma are considered a national
minority within a country, they often do not have
supporting documentation. One example of a
country trying to address the documentation
problem directly is Romania. Their
inter-ministerial commission has put on their
agenda the need to address the lack of identifi-
cation documents among Roma. However, the
success of a program would depend on the
cooperation among national and local authorities,
Roma NGO’s, the Roma community and funding
organizations.

E.U. Policies that Affect Roma Access
to Services and Programs

With the passing of the EU Framework for
National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020,
the EU sent a signal that equal treatment and
social inclusion must be a priority for all coun-
tries. Under the EU framework, all countries
have developed their own Roma integration
strategies. EU Roma policy requires member
states to give ethnic minorities, such as Roma,
equal access to education, housing, health, and
employment (European Commission 2014).
Several years after the passing of the Framework,
it is evident that more still needs to be done. At
present, only 12 countries have clearly identified
funding and inclusion policy measures. Across
the Member States, policy progress is being
made but there still remains a large gap between
policy and implementation. In general, the
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national legislations of Member States are weak.
Rarely are explicit actions or measurable
achievement specified in policies passed.
Governments have failed to integrate external
initiatives from the EU or other sources into
national policy (UNICEF 2011).

Children in Roma families face many chal-
lenges that can be attributed to the hundreds of
years of discrimination they have experienced. In
particular, Roma parents and youth face numer-
ous challenges affecting their inclusion into the
labor market. Despite positive efforts by some
countries, the levels of unemployment among
Roma are at significantly higher levels than
non-Roma. In fact, the income disparity between
Roma and non-Roma has increased in the past
10 years. Poverty rates among Roma can be four
times higher than among non-Roma. Oftentimes,
employment in permanent jobs with benefits is
denied based on discriminatory grounds (Euro-
pean Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
2014). Throughout Europe, the average life span
of Roma is shorter than that of non-Roma and
infant mortality rates are higher, indicating lower
access to preventive and curative health care,
especially prenatal and perinatal care. In terms of
education, Roma tend to have much lower edu-
cational attainment and higher levels of illiteracy
(especially among Roma women). These major
barriers and factors contribute to the social
exclusion and inability to access the widespread
social services offered by EU countries.

Governments in Europe do provide a wide
variety of benefits to those in need, including
social support, monthly assistance for rent, food
pantry distributions, support of heating, child
allowances, additional benefits for families with
children, maternity benefits and birth grants.
However, the amount of each benefit is often
insufficient to cover the overall needs of the
Roma families. In most countries within the EU,
beyond a certain number of children, there are no
more increases in benefit levels. The higher
number of children per Roma family means poor
Roma are in greater need of receiving child
benefits (Zoon 2001). In determining eligibility
for benefits, governments impose a number of
criteria, most of which have a disparate impact

on Roma. The inclusion and access criteria for
services vary from country to country, but they
can include: means tests, work responsibilities,
ban on foreign travel, a domicile requirement,
limitations on the size of living quarters, bans on
corporate ownership, and housing sales. The
means tests tend to disadvantage those, such as
the Roma through discriminatory practices (i.e.,
caseworker discrimination); the domicile
requirement, similarly, can disadvantage the
Roma who have no official residences due to
living in settlement areas.

According to the EU Framework, Member
States must guarantee completion of primary
school, increase access to quality early childhood
education, eliminate segregation and discrimina-
tion experienced by Roma children and reduce
the number of early school leavers. As a result of
these and other rights-based frameworks, several
countries have been taking important steps to
remedy the situation. For instance, it has become
more common for countries to pass laws that
make preschool obligatory and universal, reduc-
ing barriers of documentation, registration and
proof of citizenship. In Romania, as of the aca-
demic year 2012–2014, there will be one year of
compulsory preschool, which is meant to equal-
ize the level of preparation of children for pri-
mary school. In Hungry, obligatory pre-school
from the age of three will be introduced in the
2014–2015 school year. The Hungarian legisla-
tion further stipulates that educational programs
for minority children include the minority lan-
guage, culture and history (Molnár and Dupcsik
2008). In the absence of reliable census data,
Romani, the largest minority language in the
European Union, is estimated to have a total
population of 3.5 million speakers (Thompson
2013). Serbia passed two laws intended to
improve the educational opportunities for chil-
dren and increase fairness of access to disad-
vantaged children. The Law on the Fundamentals
of the Educational System contains new regula-
tions with specific implications for Roma chil-
dren to improve the enrollment process (National
Assembly of the Republic of Serbia 2009).
Testing will occur after enrollment in the child’s
native language and the aim of testing is to
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ascertain what additional services a child may
need. The Law on Preschool Education of 2010
proposes expanding the number of preschools
and improving the quality (National Assembly of
the Republic of Serbia 2010). In distant and rural
regions, the law proposed traveling kindergartens
or traveling preschool teachers.

Innovative policies and programs to increase
and improve education for older children are
increasing as well. In Demark, the project ‘Hold
On Tight Caravan’, administered by the Ministry
of Education, is focused on getting youth from
ethnic minorities, including the Roma, to begin
and complete a Vocational Education and
Training program. The initiative is managed in
schools by coordinators who ensure an individual
approach to each young person at risk of school
failure or drop out. Since it started in 2009,
overall school and training drop-out rates have
fallen from 20 % to fewer than 15 %, while the
gap with ethnic Danish students has narrowed
(European Commission 2014).

In order to close the gap in housing access and
quality between the Roma and other groups, the
EU framework calls onMember States to establish
non-discriminatory access to housing, including
social housing and public utilities. However,
housing interventions and policies are often the
weakest links in national strategies. The lack of
progress tends to be due to grey areas concerning
the legislation of existing housing laws, failure to
establish a real dialogue with Roma communities,
and lack of national public funds. Despite this
challenging context, there are some examples of
promising practices and policies. In Hungary,
cities are required to develop local equal oppor-
tunity (desegregation) plans (European Commis-
sion 2014).The plans identify systematic
intervention to stop or reduce segregation. In
Germany, housing projects are also including
measures that promote the integration of Roma in
neighborhoods. The ‘Maro Temm e.G’ housing
projects helps Roma of all generations preserve
their culture and language by living together and
not being segregated.Activities such as homework
support, fun activities and cultural celebrations are

offered. Additionally, they have a task force aimed
to ensure Roma are accepted as neighbors in their
community (European Commission 2014).

Many pioneering programs and policies are
being developed across the region to tackle the
exclusion of Roma children from education. The
lessons from these programs need to be shared,
replicated and scaled up. Governments need to
be encouraged to take the lessons learned and
create programs that can impact all Roma chil-
dren and not rely so heavily on NGO initiatives.
Progress is being made with positive results but
much more work is required.

Future Directions

The undocumented in the U.S. and the Roma in
Europe face some common barriers, yet also
distinct historical and policy environments and
experiences. Children in mixed-status families,
or children and youth who are undocumented
themselves, are some of the most disadvantaged
in the U.S., showing evidence of substantially
lower educational attainment and learning out-
comes throughout childhood and adolescence
(Bean et al. 2011; Yoshikawa 2011). Roma
children likewise show persistently low levels of
educational attainment throughout schooling,
from preprimary through secondary and tertiary
education (UNICEF 2007).

The mechanisms of such disadvantage include
lack of access to formal systems of support that
require registration, proof of residence, citizen-
ship, or documentation of various kinds (not
simply passports, but drivers’ licenses in the U.S
to birth registration and proof of residence in
Europe). Thus the lack of official status of vari-
ous kinds can impede access to quality educa-
tion, housing, child care, and social services
across these very different contexts. When a
particular group is especially likely to lack these
documents, children and youths’ positive devel-
opment can suffer.

To the extent that a marginalized population
lacks the official documents that provide access
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to formal systems of support, the status of being
undocumented may carry a universal set of dis-
advantages. These may however be weaker in
societies whose social-sector supports, across
health, education, social protection and child
protection, are more universal in nature. The
more means-tested and targeted such support
systems are, such as in the U.S., the more a
barrier being undocumented may constitute for
well-being, educational progress and community
participation (Yoshikawa et al. in press). Cultural
factors such as the specificity and particularly
long-lived historical features of discrimination
that the Roma face (stretching across national
and political boundaries, as well as across cen-
turies) can make it more likely that members of
this group will be undocumented in various
ways. The racialized contexts of discrimination
in the U.S. and Europe can further exacerbate the
disadvantages of undocumented or Roma status,
when individuals share stereotyped physical
features associated with these groups.

Future theoretical and empirical work may
benefit from addressing the notion of lacking
documents, registration or legal status in studies of
child and youth development more generally.
Theoretically, European notions of social exclu-
sion may be more applicable to these populations
than theories based on socioeconomic disadvan-
tage. In the U.S., the primary theories explaining
consequences of disadvantage are based on race or
poverty. In Europe, the notion of social exclusion
is both a theoretical construct (cf. Lenoir 1974) and
has become the basis of policies to counter dis-
advantage (e.g., the UK Social Exclusion Unit,
whichwas set up as part of theCabinet and then the
Deputy Prime Minister’s office in 1997 and
through the 2000’s). The theory and policies sur-
rounding exclusion are based in concepts of the
universality of child rights (UN 1999).

Empirically, there has been very little linking
the lack of official documentation or identification
across nations and how that may affect human
development. For example, birth registration is
tracked in international development work, yet
without much contribution from developmental
science. Without registration at birth, enrollment

in many social programs—health, education,
social protection—is threatened. In some regions
of the world, over one-third of children are not
registered before their 5th birthday, and millions
remain unregistered throughout their entire lives
(UNICEF 2013). The consequences for child and
youth development are severe, yet remain unex-
plored by developmental scientists.

Finally, refugee immigrant populations in
conflict-affected and emergency situations are
another prominent population that is at risk due
to lack of citizenship. Most studies focus on
short-term effects of refugee status. The conse-
quences of long-term lack of documentation or
integration into host countries have been less
investigated (Burde et al. 2014).

By drawing on the cases of recent waves of
undocumented migration in the U.S., and the case
of the Roma in Europe, particularly those who
cross national borders, we have aimed to illustrate
how policies and programs related to citizenship
affect positive child development through a set of
developmental contexts. Future research and pol-
icy should focus on further specifying the mech-
anisms through which legal status may affect
access to contexts associated with positive child
development. Such data would help improve and
expand the policies and practices that can counter
this severe form of social exclusion.
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Research on Positive Youth
Development in Boys of Color:
Implications for Intervention
and Policy

Noni K. Gaylord-Harden, Cynthia Pierre, Latriece Clark,
Patrick H. Tolan, and Oscar A. Barbarin

Abstract
Boys of color (BOC) face unique challenges related to the intersection of
being male and an ethnic minority in our society. There is an urgent need
for a more balanced view of psychosocial functioning in BOC that
highlights positive developmental trajectories. In response to this need, the
current chapter provides an overview of the research on positive youth
development (PYD) in BOC with a focus on implications for programs
and policies. The chapter presents an historical overview and the
theoretical perspectives on PYD, including the need for examining PYD
in BOC and the current conceptualizations of PYD. Next, the empirical
findings of studies that explicitly examine PYD in BOC are reviewed,
with a discussion of the implications for programs and interventions, and
research questions that are raised by findings in these studies. In
conclusion, policy implications and future directions for research and
intervention efforts in this area are discussed.

“Over the years, we’ve identified key moments in
the life of a boy or a young man of color that
will, more often than not, determine whether he

succeeds, or falls through the cracks. We know
the data. We know the statistics. And if we can
focus on those key moments, those life-changing
points in their lives, you can have a big impact;
you can boost the odds for more of our kids.”—
President Barack Obama, My Brother’s Keeper
Initiative, February 24, 2014.

In February of 2014, President Barack Obama
launched the My Brother’s Keeper Initiative to
provide opportunities for boys and young men of
color to reach their full potential, noting that
coordinated philanthropic efforts and enhance-
ment of effective community solutions should
target critical intervention points in the lives of
boys and young men of color. Now, more than
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ever, adolescence can be regarded as a critical
intervention point in development due to the
increasing shifts in roles, responsibilities, expec-
tations, and instability in the lives of today’s
adolescents (Tolan 2014). Boys of color face these
challenges, as well as challenges unique to the
intersection of being male and an ethnic minority
in our society. Given that this intersection brings
with it lower expectations and negative stereo-
types, there is a need for a more balanced view of
development of boys of color that can be informed
by a positive youth development approach (Bar-
barin 2013). In response to this need, the current
chapter provides an overview of positive youth
development (PYD) in boys of color with a focus
on implications for programs and policies. Since
the launch of the My Brother’s Keeper Initiative,
over $300 million has been committed by corpo-
rations, foundations, and social enterprises to
support programs and efforts that promote positive
youth development in boys of color. As such, there
is a need to ensure that there is a strong theoretical
and empirical basis for these efforts (Catalano
et al. 2004). In this chapter, boys of color
(BOC) are defined as boys from African Ameri-
can, Latino, and American Indian ethnicities
(Barbarin 2015). First, we provide an historical
overview and the theoretical perspectives on PYD,
including the need for examining PYD in BOC
and a brief discussion of the current conceptual-
izations of PYD. Next, we review the empirical
findings of studies that explicitly examine PYD in
BOC, provide implications for programs and
interventions, and discuss research questions that
are raised by findings in these studies. Finally, we
discuss policy implications and future directions
for research and interventions in this area.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Historical perspectives on adolescent develop-
ment characterized adolescence as a period of
“storm and stress” (e.g., Hall 1904), in which

adolescents experience significant difficulties
characterized by conflictual parent–child rela-
tionships, mood disruptions, and risky behaviors
(Arnett 1999). Misconceptions regarding ado-
lescence are deeply embedded in our societal
belief system, and these strongly-held beliefs
have guided research inquiries and develop-
mental theories for many years (Damon 2004;
Offer and Schonert-Reichl 1992). A qualitative
review synthesizing the content of over 2000
adolescent research articles over a ten-year per-
iod found that the majority of articles focused on
adolescent turmoil, instability, and abnormality,
leading the authors to characterize research on
adolescent development as possessing an “ob-
session with the dark side of adolescence”
(Ayman-Nolley and Taira 2000). The bias in
basic research spills over into applied work, with
pathogenic mental health models emphasizing
psychopathology, disability, and distress (e.g.,
Antaramian et al. 2010), zero tolerance discipline
policies criminalizing behavior in schools (e.g.,
Fenning and Rose 2007), and punitive models of
juvenile justice emphasizing punishment over
rehabilitation (e.g., Steinberg 2009).

In addition to the general preconceptions in
adolescent research, a closer examination of how
research with youth of color is approached
reveals this bias is particularly characteristic of
the literature about this population. Content
analysis of single-ethnic group studies of ado-
lescents showed that the most frequently exam-
ined topic for African American and Latino
youth was “risk-taking behavior,” compared to
the topic “family” for White youth
(Ayman-Nolley and Taira 2000). The stark con-
trast in research topic prevalence reflects an
unfortunate pattern in research and theoretical
perspectives of psychosocial development; to
frame the development of youth of color, and
particularly boys of color, in deficit-based mod-
els (García Coll et al. 1996; McLoyd and Ran-
dolph 1985; Tucker and Herman 2002).
Deficit-based models emphasize the problems
of youth of color as most informative, rather than
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focusing on normative development and cultural
strengths. These models explain differences
between ethnic groups as deficits, maladaption,
or pathology among youth of color (García Coll
et al. 2000; Gaylord-Harden et al. 2012; McLoyd
1990). This proclivity among researchers often
couches these differences as due to an increased
likelihood for maladaptive functioning as a result
of exposure to more serious and frequent stres-
sors. Consequently, the implication is that youth
of color are at once pathologized (characterizing
behavior as abnormal based on the assumption
that youth of color differences from other youth
are signs of stress-induced pathology) and also
“idealized” (characterizing those boys of color
who do not show these behavioral patterns as
“exceptional” or “rare”). Capability and contex-
tual variations in demands and resources are
absent or at least overlooked in such models.

The intersection between misconceptions
about adolescent development and the framing of
development of boys of color in deficit models
leads to these boys being overdiagnosed with
“socially disruptive” psychiatric disorders, such
as conduct disorder and oppositional defiant
disorder (Mizock and Harkins 2011; Schwartz
and Feisthamel 2009), being suspended and
expelled from schools at disproportionately
higher rates than other youth (Fenning and Rose
2007; Reynolds et al. 2008), and being overrep-
resented in the juvenile justice system where
punitive policies and practices increase the rates
of recidivism (Steinberg 2009). These same ori-
entation features lead to a common belief that
boys of color are a particularly problematic and
pathology vulnerable population, spawning
either villianizing them or rendering them tragic
figures. Among the many harmful examples is
the myth of BOC as super predators: a hardened,
lawless violence prone group threatening to
society (Jennings 2014). For example, recent
research demonstrates that Black boys are per-
ceived as older and less innocent by police offi-
cers (Goff et al. 2014) and Latino males are seen
as threats to national security and American

values (Chavez 2013; Fujioka 2011). Certainly,
recent events in the United States involving the
shootings of unarmed adolescent males of color
highlight the firmly-held societal beliefs that
BOC are problematic and threatening and their
deficits and limitations are what is of most
interest.

To counter misconceptions regarding devel-
opment in youth of color, scholars have begun to
argue that the paucity of focus on positive func-
tioning is biasing or allowing biases to prevail
(Cabrera 2013). Moreover, descriptive studies
are showing that for youth of color, as for other
children, capabilities and assets may explain
functioning at least as well as risk factors (Tolan
et al. 2013). Moreover, a range of factors that
promote and maintain positive development are
embedded in the families and communities that
socialize these youth (e.g., Gaylord-Harden et al.
2012). A collective effort to highlight positive
development in BOC is reflected in the recent
work of the Boys of Color Collaborative (Bar-
barin 2013), developed to utilize existing longi-
tudinal data sets to advance research on
development in BOC. As noted in a 2013 special
issue of the American Journal of Orthopsychia-
try devoted to research on BOC, the purpose of
the Collaborative is “to provide a more balanced
view of the development of BOC by including a
focus on strengths and resilience, not only to
understand the problems that BOC face but also
to place a spotlight on the fact that many are
doing well in a way that helps us to figure out
how to expand the numbers of these BOC who
thrive (Barbarin 2013, p. 143).” As a conse-
quence of this intention, research in the special
issue emphasized the development of individual,
family, and environmental characteristics, as well
as trajectories that bring about positive develop-
ment in BOC. It is important to highlight efforts
such as the BOC collaborative, as they represent
a critical shift in the narrative on development in
a segment of youth who will soon be part of the
majority of the U.S. youth population (Sesma
and Roehlkepartain 2003). Thus, the intellectual
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and cultural climate is ripe to merge this bur-
geoning body of empirical research with theories
on how positive development occurs in youth.

Conceptualization of Positive Youth
Development

The field of Positive Youth Development
(PYD) developed in response to the negative,
deficit view of adolescent development that
dominated theory and research on youth for
several decades (Lerner et al. 2009a; Tolan
2014). Prior to the development of a literature on
PYD, positive development was regarded as the
absence of or decreases in risk, problems or
mental health symptoms. The PYD framework
changes the perspective on youth development
from one that focuses on deficits and risks to one
that focuses on strengths and potentiality for
healthy development. According to the PYD
perspective, all youth have strengths, and con-
sistent with relational developmental theory,
PYD is facilitated when there is alignment
between the strengths of youth and the resources
for healthy development present in the environ-
ments (families, school, communities) of youth
(Lerner et al. 2009a, b). Rather than conceptu-
alizing development as a process that is focused
on overcoming deficits and risks, PYD posits that
when there is alignment between strengths and
resources, youth are poised to make significant
contributions to themselves, their family, their
community, and the society at large (Damon
2004).

While there is agreement that PYD is heavily
related to environmental resources, termed
assets, there is disagreement regarding whether
specific assets are important, how many assets
are needed for adequate functioning, and whether
assets can be clearly differentiated from indica-
tors of functioning (Lerner et al. 2009b). Among
the various theoretical models of PYD, two
approaches to defining assets have emerged as
leading PYD models. Benson and colleagues at
the Search Institute developed a framework of 40
developmental assets that they characterize as
contextual and individual “building blocks” that

enhance positive developmental outcomes in
youth (Leffert et al. 1998). These assets are cat-
egorized into 20 internal assets or personal
characteristics of young people and 20 external
assets or health-promoting features of the envi-
ronment (Leffert et al. 1998). The 20 internal
assets are further categorized into 4 groups:
commitment to learning, positive values, social
competencies and positive identity. Similarly, the
20 external assets are further categorized into 4
groups: support, empowerment, boundaries and
expectations, and constructive use of time.

The Five C’s Model of PYD, developed by
Lerner and colleagues, is regarded as the most
empirically-support framework in the literature
(Bowers et al. 2010). Developed from the expe-
riences of practitioners and comprehensive
reviews of adolescent development, the Five C’s
include the following assets for PYD: compe-
tence (intellectual ability and social/behavioral
skills), confidence (positive self-regard, and
sense of self-efficacy), connection (positive bond
with people and institutions), character (integrity
and moral centeredness), and caring (human
value and empathy) (Lerner et al. 2009a; Phelps
et al. 2009). Recently, scholars have added an
additional ‘‘C’’ of contribution (Lerner et al.
2009a). The Six C’s have been linked to the
positive outcomes of youth development pro-
grams, and can be widely applied because they
are terms used by practitioners, adolescents, and
parents.

Finally, there are other models that emphasize
the role of engagement and agency as important
indicators of positive youth development (Larson
2000). In particular, Larson discusses youth’s
engagement in development that results from
their internal motivation (agency) being activated
and sustained by challenges (Larson 2006). In
this regard, youth become producers of their own
growth and the role of adults is to support
youth’s experience of ownership and agency
(Larson 2006). A key emphasis of this model is
initiative—the ability for an adolescent to be
motivated from within to direct attention and
effort toward a challenging goal (Larson 2000).
Researchers have discussed PYD programs and
mentoring relationships as key contexts that
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facilitate the development of youth initiative
(Larson 2000).

In addition to youth initiative, research sug-
gests that the development of the assets presented
in all of the PYD models above occurs in the
context of youth development programs (Lerner
et al. 2005; Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003a). In
fact, in a sample of 6000 adolescents across
multiple ethnic groups, researchers examined the
impact of 40 developmental assets on seven
thriving outcomes (Scales et al. 2000). Of the 40
assets, time spent in youth programs showed the
most pervasive positive effect on thriving indi-
cators, predicting five out of seven thriving
indicators and the composite index of thriving
(Scales et al. 2000). As such, there is a need to
synthesize research findings on PYD in BOC to
ensure that evidenced-based goals can be estab-
lished for PYD programs, and that the effec-
tiveness of PYD programs or policies can be
evaluated (Lerner et al. 2005).

Empirical Findings of PYD Studies
with BOC

While the empirical research devoted to positive
youth development in BOC is sparse, the
potential for understanding how PYD manifests
in BOC has been attracting increasing amounts
of attention recently as researchers begin to take
advantage of longitudinal data sets and advanced
statistical analyses that highlight growth and
change over time. To help facilitate the pro-
gressive development of the literature on PYD in
BOC, a review of existing empirical studies in
the area is presented below with three specific
objectives. The first objective was to provide a
brief summary of the current state of the research
on PYD in BOC, as well as highlight method-
ological features of existing studies. The second
objective was to discuss the implications of the
existing research for intervention and program-
ming efforts with BOC. The third objective was
to identify unanswered questions that may assist
in further advancing the application of PYD
frameworks to BOC. Given the lack of empirical
research examining the effectiveness of PYD

programs and interventions specifically for BOC,
we focused our review on basic research studies
that included the following: (1) an explicit focus
on assessing positive youth development using
existing PYD frameworks, and (2) a focus on
boys of color, as defined by Barbarin (2015) or
on youth of color with gender-specific findings
reported.

Some of the earliest work on positive devel-
opment in BOC is demonstrated in the Over-
coming the Odds (OTO) study, a longitudinal
study that examined characteristics of positive
functioning and individual and ecological devel-
opmental assets among African American male
youth either involved in gangs or in
community-based organizations (CBO’s)
designed to promote positive development in
youth (e.g., 4-H club, churches, and Boys and
Girls Clubs). By employing the Search Institute
framework of developmental assets (Benson
1997; Benson et al. 1998), the OTO study col-
lected qualitative data from interviews with
African American male adolescent gang-involved
youth and CBO youth (Taylor et al. 2002a, b;
2004). Results showed CBO youth scored higher
than the gang-involved youth on the presence of
individual and ecological assets for positive youth
development such as boundaries and expecta-
tions, constructive use of time, support, social
competencies, empowerment, commitment to
learning, and positive values; however, the con-
trast in assets between gang and CBO youth were
not absolute (Taylor et al. 2002a, 2004). All
gang-involved youth possessed at least one asset
across the seven asset categories’ studied in OTO
and 15.6 % had total mean asset scores at the first
wave of testing that were more positive than the
average total asset score among CBO youth
(Taylor et al. 2002a). Further, for gang-involved
youth, the individual assets of commitment to
learning, positive values, and social competen-
cies, and the ecological assets of support and
boundaries and expectations were associated with
an increase in positive functioning over time.
Thus, findings suggest that there are subsets of
gang-involved youth that, despite high levels of
environmental risk, possess individual and eco-
logical assets that are associated with positive
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functioning (Taylor et al. 2002a). Further, when
gang-involved youth maintain high levels of
assets over time or show increases in the levels of
assets over time, they show more positive youth
development over time (Taylor et al. 2002b).

A more recent prospective study sought to
understand PYD’s role in mitigating HIV-related
risk behaviors among rural African American
male youth (Murry et al. 2014). Using 5 waves of
data from middle childhood to young adulthood,
the researchers tested a conceptual model in
which positive parenting practices (e.g.,
involved-vigilant parenting; supportive relation-
ships; parent–child communication regarding
risky behaviors; racial socialization) led to PYD
via future orientation and self-regulation skills.
These skills represent the Competence and Con-
fidence factors, respectively, in the Six Cs model
of PYD (Lerner et al. 2009a; Phelps et al. 2009).
These PYD factors were predicted to increase
prosocial peer affiliation, and such affiliation was
then predicted to increase the utilization of con-
ventional norms and values in interpersonal
relationships. Finally, these social norms were
expected to mitigate HIV-related risk behaviors
(e.g., unprotected sex; drug use). The results
demonstrated that parenting strategies (vigilant
parenting and racial socialization) during middle
childhood predicted youth future orientation,
which in turn, predicted self-regulation during
early adolescence, which increased affiliation
with prosocial peers during the transition from
early to late adolescence. Affiliation with proso-
cial peers led directly to positive developmental
outcomes of risk avoidance prosocial norms and
values as these African American males transi-
tioned to young adulthood. Profile analyses
revealed that, in comparison to high-risk males,
low-risk males were more likely to have positive
experiences with parental socialization, to have
like-minded peers and in turn, espouse more
prosocial norms and values.

Another prospective study sought to examine a
developmental-ecological framework of both
positive development and risky development in a
sample of 315 African American and Latino male
adolescents from high-risk urban communities

(Tolan et al. 2013). In particular, the study exam-
ined how stress measured during early adoles-
cence impacted two indicators of positive
functioning (prosocial values and engagement to
school) and two indicators of problems in func-
tioning (depressive symptoms and external
behavior) later in adolescence, as well as how
family functioning, engagement in potentially
protective prosocial activities, and individual
coping skill might mitigate those outcomes. The
results revealed that stress was a significant pre-
dictor of depressive symptoms and problem
behaviors, but did not directly predict indicators of
positive functioning. Instead, stress interacted with
coping to predict engagement in prosocial values
with a positive association between coping effec-
tiveness and later endorsement of prosocial values
when stress levels were low. Likewise, there was
an interaction between stress and family func-
tioning in the prediction of school engagement,
with a positive association between family func-
tioning and later school engagement when stress
levels were low. Stress also interacted with coping
effectiveness in the prediction of problem behav-
iors, such that there was an inverse association
between coping effectiveness and later problem
behaviors when stress was low. In sum, the pattern
of results in this study demonstrate that positive
and negative outcomes are not in direct opposition,
underscoring the importance of examining both
positive functioning and problem functioning in
BOC to obtain a more holistic understanding of
development in this population (Tolan et al. 2013).

A cross-sectional study examined the rela-
tionships between lifetime community violence
exposure, family functioning, and PYD in a
sample of 110 predominantly African American
(>96 %) adolescents from urban communities
(McDonald et al. 2011). Approximately 46 % of
the sample was male. The researchers expected
family functioning to act as a buffer or protective
factor for the effects of community violence
exposure on PYD outcomes, as assessed by the
Six Cs model of PYD (Lerner et al. 2009a). In
this study, youth were allowed to define family
as “whoever they considered to be family” to
account for the role of fictive kin and extended
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family relationships in African American fami-
lies (McDonald et al. 2011). Although healthier
family functioning was consistently predictive of
PYD, there were some gender-specific findings
for males that are worth noting. Specifically,
PYD was significantly lower for boys reporting
unhealthy family functioning in comparison to
girls reporting unhealthy family functioning.
Further, unlike girls, for boys in the study, the
global dimensions of family functioning assessed
were more important for PYD than the specific
presence of a parental figure.

In sum, the results of these studies provide
strong support for the applicability of the PYD
model to boys of color and provide direct
implications for PYD interventions and pro-
grams. First, the findings of these studies
demonstrate that positive growth can occur over
time in boys of color, and that this growth can be
predicted by a number of individual and eco-
logical assets. The range of assets linked to
positive developmental outcomes across these
studies bodes well for intervention efforts.
A qualitative review of PYD programs revealed
that effective programs targeted a minimum of
five assets, with an average of eight assets across
programs demonstrating positive effects on out-
comes (Catalano et al. 2004). Thus, the findings
across the studies reviewed above suggest that
the number of potential intervention targets for
BOC is sufficient for PYD programs to produce
positive effects. In addition, the significant
interaction effects and path models demonstrat-
ing relationships between various indicators of
PYD in the studies above highlight the dynamic
and interactive nature of individual and ecologi-
cal assets in the lives of BOC. The range of
assets coupled with the interactive associations
between assets may boost the promotive effects
of PYD interventions for BOC by increasing the
range of outcomes that are impacted (Taylor
et al. 2003). Third, the findings highlight the
importance of parental socialization strategies
and family relationships as predictors of PYD for
BOC, with some findings showing that assets in
the family are more important for BOC than for
girls. The importance of family is particularly
encouraging for intervention efforts with BOC,

as family relationships and processes are a flex-
ible and malleable intervention target during
adolescence (Granic et al. 2003). Thus, inter-
vention efforts with BOC should focus both on
building individual assets of youth and building
support systems and interventions for the family
unit (McDonald et al. 2011). Finally, the gender
differences identified in these studies suggest that
BOC may benefit from gender-tailored inter-
vention programs (McDonald et al. 2011; Murry
et al. 2014).

Research Methodology in PYD
Research with BOC

The larger body of empirical literature on PYD
encompasses a variety of research methodology,
but interestingly, the emerging empirical PYD
literature on BOC is predominantly longitudinal.
Of the studies on BOC reviewed above, only one
study utilized a cross-sectional research design
(i.e., McDonald et al. 2011). Although
cross-sectional research is informative, the
inability to infer causality between constructs
limits the utility of this work to inform preven-
tion and intervention efforts. Longitudinal,
prospective investigations of PYD using
advanced statistical methods (e.g., growth mod-
eling) help to identify specific developmental
periods of growth and change, critical levels of
individual and ecological risk and assets, and,
consequently, determine when, where, and how
to intervene with BOC. The existing longitudinal
studies reviewed here (i.e., Murry et al. 2014;
Taylor et al. 2004; Tolan et al. 2013) include
variables at multiple levels of influence, such as
youth, parenting, family and community factors,
and there is a need for continued longitudinal
research in this area that examines the dynamic
transactions among these multiple levels of
influences (Cabrera 2013; Lerner et al. 2011).
Such ecological-transactional investigations of
BOC can provide information regarding how
assets in various contexts in the lives of BOC
transact with each other over time to shape PYD
outcomes. Further, when examining the transac-
tional nature of ecological and individual assets,
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there is a need to include biological processes, as
well as cultural processes (Cabrera 2013). The
roles of culture and biology are often approached
as separate lines of inquiry in developmental
research, but recent work is beginning to show
the dynamic interplay between biological pro-
cesses and cultural experiences in youth, pro-
viding a more nuanced understanding of the
complexity of youth development (Causadias
2013).

In addition, the existing research on PYD in
BOC employs either survey methodology or
structured interviews. Other methodologies may
provide a deeper understanding of responses to
survey items or interview questions, such as the
use of mixed-methods designs that integrate
qualitative and quantitative data collection
approaches (Johnson et al. 2007). In PYD
research, variables representing individual and
ecological assets are most frequently assessed via
youth self-report surveys (Leffert et al. 1998,
Lerner et al. 2005). However, some researchers
have called for less reliance on quantitative data as
the sole source of information on youth of color
(Cabrera 2013). For BOC, integrating survey
approaches with in-depth interviews can provide a
richer understanding of youths’ perceptions of the
availability of assets as a function of context, the
sequential nature of assets and PYD outcomes,
and transactional relationship between assets at
various levels in youths’ ecologies.

Current Research Questions

The results of the studies on BOC reviewed above
also lead to questions regarding how PYD should
be conceptualized in specific intervention efforts
with BOC. In examining the utility of a PYD
framework to BOC, each study included a focus
on understanding how assets linked to PYD may
operate under conditions of high levels of eco-
logical stress, such as gang-involvement, com-
munity violence, and HIV risk. These studies
provide critical insight into PYD in the lives of
young men in settings marked by limited resour-
ces and developmentally-appropriate opportuni-
ties; however, such research may blur the line

between PYD and the concept of resilience,
leading to questions regarding whether programs
should be based on promotion effects models or
preventive science and, relatedly, how to maxi-
mize the inclusion of context in PYD programs for
BOC. Given this, there are a number of research
questions that should be explored regarding the
overlap between resilience and PYD, as well as
the balance between promotive and preventive
intervention models.

Are Resilience and PYD Conceptually
Distinct or Overlapping Constructs
for BOC?

While theorists make clear distinctions between
PYD and resilience, the majority of research on
PYD with boys of color is conducted from a
resilience perspective, leading to questions of
whether the conceptualization of PYD should be
different for BOC or whether research on PYD in
BOC should be more mindful of the distinctions
between the two constructs. Often, in the devel-
opmental systems literature, the terms PYD and
resilience are used interchangeably to refer to
adaptive traits or assets observed in youth. As
discussed below, these terms both place empha-
sis on a strengths-based approach to under-
standing youth development, but it is important,
in the effort to develop a theoretically grounded
and empirically supported operational definition
of PYD, to carefully examine ways in which
resilience both reflects this concept and diverges
from it. In turn, a more clear understanding of the
relationship between resilience and PYD can
provide more direction with regard to interpret-
ing these respective literatures.

Resilience has been defined broadly as the
process of positive adaptation from or in the face
of experiences of adversity (Ungar 2010). That
is, the necessary components that come together
to bring about resilience include experience of a
significant adverse event or set of events or cir-
cumstances, the presence of assets or resources
that blunt the impact of the adverse event, and
therefore a positive adaptation to the stressor
(Windle 2011). While similar to PYD concepts
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such as positive development indicators, specif-
ically PYD factors are generally conceived as
promotive main effects on development, not
simply acting as protective in the face of threat or
adversity. The blurring of lines between PYD
and resilience appears to result from the simi-
larity in interest of protective and directly pro-
motive influences on functioning as well as
frequent reference to developmental influences as
assets that also serve as protective factors (e.g.,
positive parenting). These terms and their corre-
sponding developmental influences have both
been defined across the ecological context of
youth, encompassing the individual, family, and
community settings (Damon 2004). However,
while researchers often use the terms protective
factor and developmental assets interchangeably,
they are conceptually-distinct concepts in that
protective factors operate only in the presence of
risk or adversity, whereas developmental assets
operate without the influence of risk
(Kia-Keating et al. 2011). Distinct from protec-
tive factors and more akin to conceptualization of
PYD characteristics are promotive or main effect
positive development promoting influences.

In resilience research, positive adaptation to
stress may be conceptualized as maintaining or
regaining mental health (or other indicators of
adjustment) following adversity, but is often
operationalized as the absence of deleterious
outcomes that would be expected to result from
exposure to adversity (e.g., mental health symp-
toms, problem behaviors, etc.) (Luthar et al.
2000). On the other hand, PYD is not typically
discussed in the context of adverse events and
risk, but is rather considered to be a general
index of developmental success for all youth
(Guerra and Bradshaw 2008). In fact, the rela-
tionship between PYD and problem behaviors or
negative outcomes is not a linear inverse rela-
tionship, as very few youth show the assumed
pattern of linear increases in PYD coupled with
linear decreases in problem behaviors (Lerner
et al. 2009b). According to PYD theorists, pre-
venting problems or symptoms from occurring is
not equivalent to promoting positive youth
development and does not guarantee that youth
are provided with the assets that are necessary for

positive development or that they will be capable
of making positive contributions to family,
community, and society (Lerner and Benson
2003; Lerner et al. 2000).

The ongoing theoretical and empirical explo-
ration of PYD among boys of color is particu-
larly warranted as it relates to the resilience and
PYD literatures. African American, Latino, and
Native American male youth are often described
as facing disproportionate levels of adversity,
and this emphasis reflects many disparities that
ethnic minority youth face compared to White
counterparts, such as poverty, community vio-
lence (Bellair and McNulty 2005; Sun and Li
2007), and racial stereotyping (Swanson et al.
2003). The majority of research, even PYD
research, focuses on how these youth become
successful “despite the odds” (Lerner and Stein-
berg 2004), which has positive implications for
youth who present with a number of risk factors.
However, the sparser emphasis on variables that
might promote positive development and thriv-
ing, for boys of color across the continuum of
adversity is concerning. Models of resilience
incorporate a “deficit perspective”, as represented
by the expectation of susceptibility to stress and
adversity. Further, resilience research and the
perspective of “overcoming the odds” catego-
rizes the trajectory of the young men who show
resilient outcomes as “atypical” (Luthar et al.
2000; Roosa 2000), in stark contrast to PYD
models that promote positive outcomes as nor-
mative for all youth (Lerner et al. 2009a, b).
Given that youth of color are subject to negative
bias and the “criminal justice” mentality descri-
bed above, both intentionally and unintention-
ally, PYD researchers must be mindful not to
paint the positive development of youth of color
as always occurring within the context of
adversity. This is not to suggest that researchers
ignore the disproportionate levels of adversity
experienced by BOC, but rather, to caution
against the proclivity of research to view all BOC
as high-risk.

As follows, the majority of developmental
research on boys of color focuses on boys in
“high-risk contexts,” such as low-income,
high-crime urban communities or low-income,
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rural communities that are predominantly or
almost exclusively composed of populations of
color. There is a need for PYD research on boys
of color in communities that may be considered
low-risk settings, such as middle and
upper-middle class communities with low levels
of crime, as well as under researched settings for
BOC, such as suburban communities and com-
munities with diverse racial and ethnic groups.
When percentages are presented on BOC,
research often highlights the small percentage of
youth who are on challenging trajectories
(dropping out of high school, teen parents, crime
victims); however, PYD research is warranted on
the larger percentage of BOC who are not on
these trajectories (Cabrera 2013; Rozie-Battle
2002). Such research is needed to dispel the
belief that being a male of color is synonymous
with being disadvantaged and to highlight the
variability within males of color as a group
(Cabrera 2013). For example, educational aspi-
rations in middle-class African American youth
are strongly related to academic performance
(Sirin and Rogers-Sirin 2004). However, a study
with African American male adolescents from
various SES backgrounds showed that SES sig-
nificantly impacted educational aspirations, such
that males from middle-class, suburban neigh-
borhoods had significantly higher aspirations
than males from low-income rural and urban
communities (Strayhorn 2009), underscoring
within-group variation. Also, recent research
findings show that even in “high-risk contexts,”
the majority of boys of color are not categorized
as “high-risk” (Copeland-Linder et al. 2010;
Gaylord-Harden et al. 2015; Murry et al. 2013),
challenging the existing notions of normative and
atypical developmental trajectories for BOC
(Gaylord-Harden et al. 2012) and underscoring
the need for more emphasis on redefining posi-
tive development for all BOC (Barbarin 2013).

How Should Context Be Included
in PYD Programs for BOC?

In light of the above discussion regarding resi-
lience and PYD, questions remain as to how

context should be incorporated into PYD inter-
vention efforts with BOC without limiting the
availability of these programs to a small subset of
BOC, namely BOC in high-risk contexts. The
development of BOC occurs in an ecological
context and successful PYD interventions with
BOC must incorporate an understanding of the
role of context on developmental trajectories
(Livingston and Nahimana 2006), along with the
consideration of “contextual variability” across
BOC. As noted earlier, a key component of the
PYD framework is that youth are embedded in
family, school, and community contexts that
possess important ecological assets (Lerner et al.
2013). However, in under-resourced or high-risk
settings the availability of ecological assets may
be limited, posing a challenge for interventionists
attempting to apply comprehensive models of
PYD to BOC in these settings. Given this, some
researchers propose that an integrative model be
applied to guide such work with BOC. For
example, context can be used determine whether
an integrative model incorporating aspects of
both resilience and PYD should be applied with
BOC (Murry et al. 2014). For BOC in under-
resourced contexts, the resilience perspective can
be used as a framework for examining trajecto-
ries of BOC to support them in the face of
adversity in these settings, in conjunction with
the PYD framework to identify the internal
assets that may help BOC show resilient out-
comes in contexts with low external assets
(Murry et al. 2014). In contrast, the integration of
resilience and PYD may not be necessary or
advantageous for BOC in contexts with higher
levels of external assets or resources.

Still others propose integrative models that
can be applied to all BOC, regardless of levels of
contextual risk. One such model incorporates two
main pathways toward positive development: the
protecting pathway, which is influenced by resi-
lience research and includes concepts of risk and
protection; and the promoting pathway, which is
influenced by positive youth development
research and includes the concept of assets
(Kia-Keating et al. 2011). Both pathways lead to
positive development, but the protecting pathway
leads to healthy development when risk factors
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are buffered by protective factors, whereas the
promoting pathway leads to positive develop-
ment directly from assets. In regards to the role
of context, the protecting pathway and the pro-
moting pathway are both influenced by individ-
ual, family, school, community, and cultural
factors (Kia-Keating et al. 2011). While both
pathways are active in this model, the relative
influence of each pathway on a young man’s
positive development would depend on the level
of risk that a young man’s experiences in the
contexts of family, school, and community.
Similar to the findings of Tolan et al. (2013), this
model may allow for the delineation of trajecto-
ries to both PYD and resilience for BOC in
various contexts.

Can Intervention Efforts Integrate PYD
and Prevention Science?

A discussion of context is critical for intervention
efforts with BOC. A wealth of interventions
exists for youth of color that are based on resi-
lience models and target the prevention or
reduction of emotional and behavioral problems
that develop in risky contexts. However, advo-
cates of the PYD approach assert that
“problem-free” is not fully prepared (Pittman
et al. 2011). In other words, while prevention is
an important goal, in isolation, prevention is
inadequate (Pittman et al. 2011). Similarly,
research suggests that focusing solely on
strengthening assets is insufficient, especially for
youth exposed to very high levels of risk (Cata-
lano et al. 2002).

How then should context be considered when
PYD is applied to interventions and programs for
BOC to ensure that programs are effective across
various settings? One consideration is to include
context through the integration of PYD promotion
and prevention science approaches (Catalano et al.
2002; Guerra and Bradshaw 2008). Recent asser-
tions are that if an exclusive focus on asset
enhancement can mitigate the negative effects of
risk factors, then youth development programs
need not attend to contextual risk; however, if such
an approach is ineffective, then intervention and

policy work in this area should focus on both the
reduction of risk factors to prevent youth problems
and the enhancement of assets to promote positive
development (Catalano et al. 2002). Consistent
with the integrative theoretical models that can be
applied to all BOC, regardless of levels of con-
textual risk (Kia-Keating et al. 2011; Murry et al.
2014), this approach calls for a balance between
risk reduction and promotive approaches to pre-
vention and intervention. For example, a
quasi-experimental examination of an after-school
PYD program targeting both prevention of sub-
stance use and promotion of well-being among
304 urban adolescents of color (75 % African
American and 19.7 % Latino) demonstrated that
PYD provides a useful platform for preventive
intervention delivery (Tebes et al. 2007).

Although such work represents an important
step in utilizing an integrative framework in
applied PYD research, it is not yet clear from the
literature whether interventions that combine the
reduction of the effects of risk factors and the
enhancement of assets are more effective than
interventions that focus solely on the enhance-
ment of assets (Catalano et al. 2002). While
continued exploration of this issue will be fruitful
for applied work with BOC, interventionists must
consider how an integrative approach may prove
more challenging than traditional approaches.
For example, linking prevention efforts with
positive youth development efforts requires that
interventionists expand their definitions of
“problems” and goals for programs (e.g., moving
from gang prevention to civic involvement),
which in turn may require a shift in their inter-
vention strategies (Pittman et al. 2011). This shift
will be particularly important for work with BOC
given that their development is often framed in
deficit-based models that emphasize problems
rather than strengths (García Coll et al. 1996;
McLoyd and Randolph 1985; Tucker and Her-
man 2002). Similarly, a shift in definitions and
goals may require interventionists to think
beyond the models and approaches with which
they have expertise and also consider how youth
behaviors may be defined by other approaches
(Small and Memmo 2004). Finally, the compre-
hensive nature of integrative models may make it
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difficult for communities or organizations to
implement both PYD strategies and preventive
strategies simultaneously at the start of a pro-
gram. If this is the case, interventionists must
attend to both the context (e.g., community
support for programs) and focal issue to deter-
mine if prevention or promotion should occur
first (Small and Memmo 2004).

Another approach to considering context in
PYD programs and policy with BOC is the
concept of community youth development
(Hughes and Curnan 2000; Rozie-Battle 2002).
Community youth development is based on both
PYD models and risk and resilience models
(Perkins et al. 2001). Community youth devel-
opment is defined as “purposely creating envi-
ronments that provide constructive, affirmative,
and encouraging relationships that are sustained
over time with adults and peers, while concur-
rently providing an array of opportunities that
enable youth to build their competencies, and
become engaged as partners in their own devel-
opment as well as the development of their
communities” (Perkins et al. 2001, p. 47). Con-
sistent with concerns that the concept of resi-
lience may overemphasize the responsibility of
the individual in overcoming the effects of con-
textual risk (Small and Memmo 2004; Tolan
1996) and the notions that healthy communities
are more likely to contribute to positive youth
development (Hughes and Curnan 2000), the
community youth development approach to
intervention and programming focuses on
developing community-wide efforts to promote
positive youth development for all youth, while
simultaneously addressing risk factors that
impact specific subsets of youth (Perkins et al.
2001). Key to this approach is creating partner-
ships between youth and adults that focus on
engaging youth to be active shapers of their
communities (Perkins et al. 2001). Kirshner and
Ginwright (2012) provide numerous examples of
successful community youth development in
which networks of African and Latino adoles-
cents mobilized and connected with adult allies
and policy-makers to create community- and
city-level changes to public education, juvenile
justice policies, interracial relationships, and to

secure public funding for youth opportunities.
While many examples of the community youth
development approach are from under-resourced,
urban communities (Rozie-Battle 2002), the
approach can be applied to other types of com-
munities in which BOC reside.

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms for BOC

A final issue involves whether PYD interventions
and programs for BOC should focus solely on
promoting universal assets or if they should
incorporate culturally specific asset development.
Because PYD represents a framework for under-
standing development rather than a specific set of
characteristics that mark positive development
(e.g. each of the concepts in the 6Cs and many of
the assets in the 40 assets model are general
terms), it is seen as applicable to youth across
populations and circumstances (e.g., Leffert et al.
1998; Lerner et al. 2009b). Specific forms of
assets or of how positive developmental pro-
cesses are promoted can and are thought to vary
by population and social circumstances.

The empirical studies reviewed earlier in this
chapter suggest that assets from both the Six C’s
model and the Search Institute help to promote
PYD in BOC. In other words, the set of studies
can be fit to a 6 C’s or 40 assets framework for
interpreting results. Specifically, from the Search
Institute’s model, the individual assets of com-
mitment to learning, positive values, and social
competencies, and the ecological assets of sup-
port and boundaries and expectations were
important for gang-involved BOC (Taylor et al.
2002a, b). From the Six C’s model, indicators for
competence and confidence predicted positive
developmental outcomes in BOC from rural
communities (Murry et al. 2014) and indicators
for connection predicted positive developmental
outcomes for BOC from urban communities
(McDonald et al. 2011).

It should be noted that research comparing
assets across multiple racial/ethnic groups shows
that, while some assets (e.g., support, social
competencies) are important for youth from all
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racial/ethnic backgrounds, there are also clear
differences between racial/ethnic groups on the
importance of other assets (Scales et al. 2000;
Sesma and Roehlkepartain 2003). Specifically,
for American Indian youth,
constructive-use-of-time assets were important
for school success and other adult relationships,
creative activities, and caring for important for
overall thriving. Among African American
youth, self-esteem and reading for pleasure assets
were important for overall thriving, and
empowerment was important for positive health
outcomes for Latino youth. While these findings
were not specific to boys, they suggest that some
universal assets could be better suited for the
cultural experiences of certain subgroups of BOC
than other assets.

Given that the enhancement of particular assets
for specific subgroups of youth in particular
communities is a better predictor of PYD than
increasing the quantity of all assets (Lerner et al.
2009b), the identification of universal assets that
may be specific to the positive development of
BOC is needed. However, such specificity
research must also attend to within group vari-
ability with regards to contextual factors and boys’
levels of identification with their racial/ethnic
group. These findings may also suggest that def-
initions of risk, protection, promotion, and assets
may vary across boys from various racial/ethnic
groups (Kia-Keating et al. 2011). Similar to
McDonald et al.’s (2011) approach of allowing
participants to define “family” for themselves
when examining how connections with others
predicts PYD in BOC, PYD research with BOC
should incorporate community engagement
strategies and community-based participatory
research strategies to ensure that conceptualiza-
tions of risk, protection, promotion, and assets are
consistent with the cultural framework of BOC
and their communities.

In addition to targeting particular universal
assets, it may also be beneficial to consider the
role of cultural assets that are specific to BOC.
For example, research highlights the role of
familism values as a predictor of PYD outcomes
in Mexican youth (Knight and Carlo 2012). Also,
engaging American Indian youth in Native

cultural practices and reinforcing traditional
Native worldviews is regarded as important for
promoting the 6 C’s of PYD (Kenyon and Han-
son 2012). Another example is seen in the
importance of racial socialization efforts of
African American parents for PYD development
in African American youth (Evans et al. 2012).
In response to the exclusion of normative
developmental processes and cultural strengths in
youth of color from mainstream models of youth
development (García Coll et al. 2000; Spencer
and Markstrom-Adams 1990), models have been
created that emphasize the importance of
culturally-specific factors on the development
and functioning of youth of color from a
strengths-based perspective (e.g., García Coll
et al. 1996; Harrell 2000; Miller 1999). For
example, García Coll et al. (1996) proposed a
comprehensive, integrative model of normative
development that includes developmental factors
unique to children of color (e.g., racial social-
ization), as well as mainstream developmental
factors relevant to all populations (e.g., temper-
ament). Other models like the Phenomenological
Variant of Bronfenbrenner’s model to attend to
Black youth development (PVEST; Spencer
1995) demonstrate efforts to emphasize minority
youth competencies. These models offer exam-
ples of cultural assets that can be incorporated
into PYD interventions with BOC.

Very little empirical research examines the
role of cultural assets as promotive for PYD. One
notable exception is a recent study with boys of
color (60 % African American and 39 % Latino)
examining the role of ethnic identity as a PYD
asset based on research showing ethnic identity is
more salient for these youth (Williams et al.
2014). Results showed that the best fitting model
was a two-factor PYD-ethnic identity model.
The PYD factor related to a range of youth out-
comes, while the ethnic identity factor related to
fewer internalizing behaviors. The results suggest
that establishing ethnic identity is an important
means for minimizing the likelihood of negative
mental health symptoms and counteracting the
negative effects of discrimination. Across time,
the model fit the better when the boys were ages
14–15, suggesting that ethnic identity may
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become more central to youth as they move
through adolescence, and that ethnic identity is a
psychosocial asset that is related to, but distinct
from, general indicators of PYD. By highlighting
the importance of culturally specific assets for
BOC, this research provides empirical evidence
to guide the development of interventions that
are both contextually- and culturally-relevant for
BOC.

Policy Implications

Positive youth development is not only an
intervention approach, it has become a policy
perspective that focuses on providing services
and programs to support the healthy development
of all youth. However, the historical emphasis on
risk frameworks for youth development has
resulted in policy initiatives that support separate
problem-specific programs funded by indepen-
dent agencies, rather than initiatives to support
programs that consider the common risk, pro-
tective, and promotive factors of multiple youth
behaviors (Guerra and Bradshaw 2008). As pol-
icy makers seek to incorporate a positive youth
development approach for BOC, it will be
important to ensure that funding is designated for
research that seeks to identify common risk,
protective, and promotive factors for targeted
behaviors in BOC. Further, once these shared
factors are identified, policy efforts should sup-
port the development of multidimensional and
multi-institutional PYD interventions for BOC
informed by this research.

It has been suggested that because program
inputs for prevention, positive development, and
engagement are largely the same, policy work
related to PYD will benefit from a new set of
questions that focus less on what BOC need and
focus much more on (1) how to bring those
conditions about and (2) how to ensure that BOC
have access to opportunities (Pittman et al.
2011). The My Brother’s Keeper Initiative may
be an example of a policy initiative that focuses
more on promoting solutions than outlining
problems by identifying existing private and
public intervention efforts that are effective and

supporting the expansion of those efforts, rather
than supporting additional needs assessment. If
successful, the goals of this initiative could serve
as a model for policies than emphasize solutions
to bring about conditions of change for BOC.
Similarly, policy efforts must focus on under-
standing how BOC have access to these oppor-
tunities (Pittman et al. 2011). Research
demonstrates that participation in youth devel-
opment programs declines as youth enter ado-
lescence, likely due to programs not meeting the
needs or interests of adolescents, adolescents
having more autonomy over their free time, and
adults being more comfortable supervising
younger children (Quinn 1999). The community
youth development approach discussed above
may be particularly helpful in ensuring that
programs for BOC are developmentally appro-
priate, engaging, and contextually- and
culturally-relevant by giving BOC a voice in the
development of these programs. Other issues of
access are more salient for subsets of BOC, such
as those from low-income areas or rural areas.
These issues include transportation issues, prox-
imity to programs, participation fees, and whe-
ther youth will be made to feel welcome at the
program (Quinn 1999). Thus, BOC will need, not
just services, but also supports and opportunities
to remain engaged with programs (Pittman et al.
2011). While programs can address these barriers
to increase access to and engagement with pro-
grams for BOC, such outreach work is dependent
upon policies to ensure that adequate funding is
available from external sources (Quinn 1999).

While most policy makers would agree that
early intervention is important, PYD research
with BOC suggests that preventive intervention
with BOC during adolescence is also critical for
promoting their positive development as they
transition to adulthood (Catalano et al. 2004;
Rozie-Battle 2002). However, given the impor-
tance of early intervention to many policy mak-
ers, the call for longitudinal research may also
lead to answers regarding how to promote heal-
thy development in early childhood that can
serve as a foundation for later development
during adolescence and early adulthood. For
example, Murry et al. (2014) included
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developmental stages from middle childhood to
young adulthood to provide empirical evidence
regarding how early life experiences with parents
and peers predict positive, healthy development
in BOC later in life. While interventions and
policies based on this work can focus on asset
building in early childhood, the aims would be to
target assets with lasting effects and ensure that
supports are in place to sustain assets into
adolescence.

Also for BOC, it is important for policy
makers to provide opportunities not just to the
BOC on the extremes of developmental out-
comes (i.e., high-achieving, problem-free BOC
and low-achieving BOC with behavioral and/or
emotional problems), but all BOC, including
those “in the middle” who are often ignored
when such opportunities are created
(Rozie-Battle 2002). Even the My Brother’s
Keeper initiative is based on a resilience frame-
work and runs the risk of leading to the identi-
fication of effective programs for only a subset of
BOC. Given that BOC are disproportionately
exposed to risk factors that predict problem
behaviors, policies for BOC must be aimed at
both the prevention of risks and problems and the
promotion of PYD (Catalano et al. 2004). Fur-
ther, policy makers have more influence over
contextual risks than individuals have, and an
overemphasis on making individuals more
resistant to risk can divert attention or responsi-
bility away from policy-level efforts to reduce
this risk (Small and Memmo 2004; Tolan 1996).
The prevention of risk by policy makers must
focus on the reduction of risk factors such as
poverty, joblessness, crime, and poor quality
schooling at the community-level, in addition to
ensuring that BOC in these communities are
equipped with individual resources that buffer the
effects of these risk factors. Consistent with a
community youth development approach to
PYD, policy advocates must work with BOC to
identify issues that are pertinent to the lives of
BOC, to develop contextually- and
culturally-sensitive solutions, and to communi-
cate ideas for potential legislation to policy-
makers (Perkins et al. 2001).

Future Directions

The experience of boys of color in our society
involves a unique and diverse range of experi-
ences that are influenced by a myriad of social,
historical, and political factors, as well as com-
plex intersections of community, family, and
individual factors. In light of these experiences,
positive youth development emerges as a pro-
gressive approach towards providing more bal-
anced and holistic intervention efforts with BOC
that encompass both promotion and protection.
The existing basic research on PYD in BOC
provides evidence of assets that can be targeted
in intervention efforts. As such, future research
on the developmental trajectory, antecedents,
correlates, and consequences of positive youth
development in BOC has the potential to narrow
the critical research gap in knowledge on vari-
ability in the experiences of BOC to inform the
development of effective programs and preven-
tive interventions to promote positive and heal-
thy development in these youth. While basic
research is necessary to ensure that there is a
strong theoretical and empirical basis for inter-
vention and policy efforts (Catalano et al. 2004),
there is a critical need for applied research on
PYD programs for BOC. From the existing
reviews of PYD programs (e.g., Catalano et al.
2004; National Research Council 2002; Roth and
Brooks-Gunn 2003a, b), it appears that very few
programs are developed for specific subgroups of
youth by race/ethnicity, gender, etc. This is likely
due to the belief that PYD theory is universally
applicable to youth across populations and cir-
cumstances (Lerner et al. 2009a, b). These
reviews of PYD programs suggest that the
overwhelming majority of programs serve mul-
tiple ethnic groups (Catalano et al. 2004; Roth
and Brooks-Gunn 2003b). While this fact is
encouraging, it remains unclear if these universal
programs are equally effective for the youth from
different backgrounds, and in particular, if they
are effective for BOC. Further, given the role of
culturally specific assets in the promotion of
PYD, additional applied research is warranted to
identify effective PYD programs that are
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developed specifically for BOC. While almost no
examples exist in the existing PYD literature, it is
likely that numerous small, grassroots,
community-based programs exist for BOC, but
due to funding concerns that render these pro-
grams unstable, there is a disconnect between
research and small community-based programs.
To fully understand the opportunities for BOC,
research should be devoted to identifying and
evaluating these programs. It should be noted
that this level of understanding warrants deeper
examination of within-group variability in the
effectiveness of interventions for various sub-
groups of BOC, including a critical need for
identifying effective programs for BOC across
sociocultural backgrounds, socioeconomic sta-
tuses, communities, and emotional/behavior
problem histories. The promise of a positive
youth development approach for boys of color is
a one that advances the narrative of BOC beyond
risk and pathology to one that sees possibilities
and potential and works to advance opportunities
for health and positive development.
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Civic Engagement as an Adaptive
Coping Response to Conditions
of Inequality: An Application
of Phenomenological Variant
of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST)

Elan C. Hope and Margaret Beale Spencer

Abstract
In this chapter we use Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems
Theory (P-VEST) to consider civic engagement as a coping response to
systems of inequality faced by racial minority children. After a brief
introduction we present a historical and theoretical overview of civic
engagement with regard to children and adolescents and racially
marginalized communities. We then introduce the P-VEST framework
and examine civic engagement as a proactive reactive coping method to
counteract the vulnerability and stress of systematic racial injustice.
Following a discussion of the current empirical literature we explore the
utility of civic engagement programs (e.g., Youth Participatory Action
Research) as interventions to support positive development of minority
youth. We conclude with policy implications and future directions for
research to leverage civic engagement as a coping strategy for the positive
development of minority children and their communities.

The United States functions as a participatory
democracy, where citizens elect public officials
who are expected to make decisions to govern
based upon the views and needs of their con-
stituents. As such, a critical method of growth for
society and positive development of the citizenry
is civic engagement. However, in the United

States, there exists a history of political
marginalization where the voices of some con-
stituents are stifled through gerrymandering,
voter suppression, and other forms of institu-
tional oppression, which—although generally not
formally acknowledged—nevertheless, serve to
limit the political power of racial minorities. The
imbalance of social power and opportunity
among citizens assured the same rights con-
tributes to and guarantees significant political
vulnerability given the historical differences
noted. The consequent myriad representations of
social dissonance function as sources of chal-
lenge and social risk.
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In this chapter, we consider what civic
engagement means for youth who are members of
racial groups that have been historically and con-
temporarily disenfranchised socioculturally,
politically, and economically. We propose that
civic engagement is an adaptive coping strategy
for racial minority youth, which functions as a
source of support given the political imbalance
described. As such, civic engagement provides an
active form of resistance to protest inequitable
conditions and to promote positive well-being for
self and community. In a quest for positive
development, minority youth move beyond the
altruistic nature of community service and demo-
cratic purpose of political participation towards
critical civic engagement—i.e., civic engagement
as a revolutionary act of self preservation in direct
response to broadly under-acknowledged condi-
tions of sociopolitical inequality.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Civic engagement activities may look the same
but serve different purposes. Certainly an exam-
ination of youths’ functional use of community
involvement suggests this phenomenon. For
example, privileged youth may consider civic
engagement as a strategy for increasing chances
of admission to selective colleges or as an
altruistically motivated endeavor. At the same
time, racially marginalized youth may view their
civic engagement efforts as acts of resistance
against conditions of inequality. Framing such
perceptual differences theoretically is important
to fully understand youth civic engagement.

Civic Engagement from a Youth
Development Perspective

Civic engagement is a widely used term with a
range of definitions that encompass individual and
collective civil and political participation (Adler
2005). Throughout psychology, education, and
political science literatures civic engagement is
referred as community service, activism,

volunteerism, social action, and political partici-
pation. One commonality among most definitions
is that a citizen performs civic engagement and, his
or her actions, whether individual or collective,
interact with society, and more often address
problems or concerns of the public. When con-
sidering civic engagement among children and
young people, we adopt a broad definition of civic
engagement offered by Adler (2005): “Civic
engagement describes how an active citizen par-
ticipates in the life of a community in order to
improve conditions for others or to help shape the
community’s future.” Scholarship on youth civic
development supports the use of a comprehensive
definition, suggesting:

Perhaps the fairest conclusion is that there is not a
definite demarcation between political and civil
realms. Rather there is a continuum between for-
mal political acts such as voting, political actions
such as protesting for a moral cause, and per-
forming a service such as working in a rural lit-
eracy campaign. Scholarship concerned with
young people’s preparation for civic participation
as adults would be wise to take into account the
whole range.

Youniss et al. (2002)

Amnå (2012) asserts that the term civic
engagement is often used to indicate the social,
civic, and political dimensions of engaged citizen-
ship. As such, Ekman and Amnå (2012) developed
a typology of civic engagement that considers both
individual and collective forms of civic engage-
ment, while also accounting for non-participation,
civic participation, and political participation. The
first category, non-participation, is divided into
active/anti-political forms and passive/apolitical
forms of inaction, which include non-voting.
Active or anti-political actions are motivated by
dissatisfaction or disgust while passive or apolitical
actions are related to disinterest in politics and
feelings that politics are not important. Civic par-
ticipation is the second category and consists of
social involvement—attention to and interest in
politics and society, and civic engagement—ac-
tions with attention to social and political issues.
Finally, political participation includes formal
political participation such as voting and contacting
political representatives. Political participation
also includes extra-parliamentary actions—legal
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activism such as boycotts and involvement in social
movements and illegal activism in the form of civil
disobedience or politically motivated violence. By
considering distinct types of civic engagement,
scholars can have a common framework and lan-
guage to understandmechanisms of action relevant
for voting versus volunteering, while acknowl-
edging both as equally important components of
civic engagement.

Another dimension of civic engagement that
scholars consider as part of a comprehensive
approach to citizenship and civic participation,
particularly among children not yet eligible for
some formal civic activities (e.g., voting), is
pro-social behavior (Sherrod and Lauckhardt
2008; Sherrod et al. 2010). Pro-social behaviors
include helping behavior, sharing, concern for
others, and tolerance (Metzger and Smetana
2010; Wentzel et al. 2007). During childhood
and adolescence, young people may not have
physical access, logistical resources, or cognitive
and developmental capacity to participate in
other types of community and political actions.
However, they act as citizens through accessible
community spaces, such as classrooms, play-
grounds, neighborhoods, and schools (Astuto
and Ruck 2010; Flanagan 2013). These spaces
function as microcosmic reproductions of
broader society, where democratic processes and
principles are learned and practiced. In these
spaces, pro-social behavior is a developmentally
relevant form of civic engagement. For instance,
while an adult might help the community by
participating in a “Meals-on-Wheels” program,
children might share their lunch with a hungry
classmate. In fact, these pro-social behaviors in
childhood are proposed as antecedents to
long-term civic engagement (Astuto and Ruck
2010) and relate positively to social responsibil-
ity (Metzger and Smetana 2010). These
pro-social behaviors, such as helping, can be
considered as a unique type of civic engagement
relevant during childhood and adolescence.

Typically, research on civic engagement
considers performed behavior as an indicator of
civic engagement without giving proper attention
to the intention of the individual to become
civically engaged in the future. However, some

theorists contend that commitment to civic
engagement without action is a relevant consid-
eration, particularly for groups such as youth
who may not have access to opportunity struc-
tures that promote civic engagement (Diemer and
Li 2011; Watts and Flanagan 2007; Watts and
Guessous 2006). Civic Commitment is emotional
and intellectual resolution to future action that
may serve as a proxy for performed civic
engagement. During adolescence, particularly in
early adolescence, individuals may have barriers
to engagement beyond their control, and what
may appear to be civic dis-engagement may in
fact be a reflection of poor resources, access to
resources, or insufficient scaffolding to support
the development of civic knowledge and agency
towards civic engagement. By considering civic
commitment as a component of civic engage-
ment, we can understand what factors relate to
commitment to future civic engagement, as well
as past civic engagement.

A History of Civic Engagement
in Racially Marginalized Communities

The history of political activism among racial
minority youth runs as deep as the history of
racism and political disenfranchisement. For
example, during the 1960s, Black Americans and
many allied groups worked through the Civil
Rights Movement to counteract systemic politi-
cal and social injustice and to demand equal
political rights under the Constitution. Through
the Civil Rights Movement and other grassroots
movements (e.g., the Black Power Movement),
racial segregation, political disenfranchisement,
and racial violence were constitutionally out-
lawed, granting all citizens equal protection
under the law. Black Americans were no longer
subject to legally sanctioned voter suppression,
private acts of race-based violence, and separate
and unequal public education without legal
recourse in the face of those injustices. With
these policy changes that were fueled by political
and social activism that included sit-ins, protests,
and marches, began the slow decline of overt
mainstream racism and discrimination. The
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systemic constraints that precluded all Americans
from exercising their civil rights were challenged
under the law. Discrimination that was once
legally sanctioned, as well as socially expected,
was no longer tolerated as a barrier to engaged
citizenship. However, racism and discrimination
still function as cultural norms that run through
the fabric of American society.

The long-standing history of institutional
violence against people of color, though consti-
tutionally illegal, still impacts the lived experi-
ences of people today. In the past 50 years since
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, many minority
youth still report experiences of racial discrimi-
nation and systematic inequality in schools,
communities, and institutions (Cohen 2005; Fine
et al. 2004; Hope et al. 2014; Williams, et al.
2012). To counteract these negative experiences,
many individuals and programs are dedicated to
decreasing discrimination, increasing respect of
diversity and difference, and promoting critical
analysis of social issues (Bowman 2011; Gin-
wright 2010; Kumagai and Lypson 2009).
Modern sociopolitical movements seek to help
maintain the system changes that have occurred
through the Civil Rights era and to encourage
further systemic social evolution to challenge
contemporary injustice. For example, sociopo-
litical movements are made manifest through
protests of police brutality and racially biased
policing practices, grassroots movements that
target educational inequity in public schools, and
unprecedented mobilization of citizens exercis-
ing their right to vote, among other issues.

With a changing social and political land-
scape, the nature of civic behavior for minority
youth is also evolving. Like the youth of the civil
rights movement who were an integral part of
sit-ins and other forms of protest, politically
engaged minority youth are a key demographic
in modern protests and elections. For instance, in
the 2012 Presidential election, the political par-
ticipation of young people proved a critical
influence, as 29 % of youth ages 18–29 voted
according to exit polls (Rogowski and Cohen
2012). Researchers at the Black Youth Project
noted the specific impact of Black and Latino
youth on the election results (emphasis original):

This new analysis shows that youth again
increased their presence at the voting booth, and
this increase was driven largely by high levels of
turnout among young Blacks and Latinos…
Because of the increased percentages of young
people of color in the population and in the voting
electorate, these populations have played an
increasingly important role in selecting the
nation’s president, and will continue to do so.

Black Youth Project (November 9, 2012)

While the fight for constitutional equality was
enacted into legislation 50 years ago with the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, there is still work to be
done towards supporting the continued civic
participation and growing civic development of
racial minorities, particularly given the racial
history of political disenfranchisement and
marginalization in America. The high numbers of
young racial minority voters in the 2012 Presi-
dential election is an example of how such
change can occur and how civic engagement
functions as a direct response to counter racial
injustice. Social change is also created through
grassroots movements, community organizing,
and other forms of social and political partici-
patory citizenship to counter interpersonal and
institutional racial discrimination (Cohen 2005;
Ginwright 2010).

Inspired and enlightened by a history of youth
led resistance, minority youth continue to partic-
ipate as citizens. Young people are re-imagining
critical civic engagement as a social response to
the remnants of injustice and racial bias that have
yet to be eradicated from our social milieu. The
work of civic engagement as a statement of
humanity and equality in the lives of twenty-first
century minority youth is not a new proposition.
Freire (1970) suggested that disenfranchised
groups of people are most ideally prepared to be
active participants in their own liberation when
they pursue a critical analysis of the structural
roots of bias and injustice that oppress them
(emphasis added). Contemporary and historical
experiences of discrimination coupled with
understanding the sociopolitical culture influence
if, how, and why minority youth participate as
members of society. Indeed, today’s minority
youth hold fast to the roots of youth-led resistance
from social movements past as a mandate to
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actively invoke civic engagement as a form of
resistance for the sake of the positive develop-
ment of self and community. In this way, civic
engagement can be used as a positive and
proactive reaction to interpersonal and institu-
tional discrimination.

An Inclusive Perspective of Human
Vulnerability: Phenomenological
Variant of Ecological Systems Theory
(P-VEST)

A phenomenological variant of ecological systems
theory (acronym pronounced “P-VEST”) is a
human development framework that acknowl-
edges, from a traditional phenomenological stance,
the critical role of the individual’s unavoidable
cognition-based perceptions (Spencer 1995, 2006;
Spencer and Swanson 2015; Spencer et al. 2015).
The theoretical standpoint emphasizes identity
formation while simultaneously considering social
structural forces and cultural influences—naming
but a few contributors—along with an individual’s
recursive and reciprocal perceptual processes and
responsive behavioral orientation. The latter
includes those processes relevant for the
self-system albeit also implicating the contribu-
tions of significant others and life events as one
copes with normative developmental tasks while
navigating across myriad social contexts and
physical spaces. As such, the PVEST framework
is conceptualized as an identity-focused cultural
ecological (ICE) perspective. Consistent with
Eriksonian (1968) psychosocial notions, identity
formation takes place across the life course and, as
generally understood, is especially salient during
the fragile adolescent and young-adulthood tran-
sitions, given both periods’ foundational associa-
tions with heightened self-consciousness.

Accordingly, PVEST represents an emphasis
on individual normative and unavoidable per-
ceptual processes along with Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems perspective (1979). The con-
sequent conceptual strategy indelibly links con-
text character and social experiences with
individuals’ meaning-making based perceptual
process. Thus, while Bronfenbrenner’s model

provides a conceptual strategy for describing the
ways by which multiple levels of context can
influence individual development, additionally,
PVEST directly illustrates how normative life
course tasks and adaptations (to multiple layers of
the ecology and linked experiences) unavoidably
impact how people make sense of the world.
Consequent meaning-making and coping pro-
cesses for individuals emanate both from within
and between context experiences. Accordingly,
as a conceptual device, PVEST emphasizes the
individual’s cognition and context-associated
conceptual efforts, which link with obvious
socio-emotional processes and motivational rele-
vant outcomes. Together, these processes and
consequences underlie identity development;
thus, they have implications for behavioral out-
comes and their stable character (see Spencer
1995, 1999, 2006; Spencer et al. 2006, 2015;
Spencer and Swanson 2015).

These progressions and outcomes are linked
with the developmental tasks and maturational
themes concomitant with a particular develop-
mental period. For example, given the psy-
chosocial emphasis of Erikson’s theory, an
infant’s development of trust as linked to needs,
tasks and adaptations are related to the nature of
identity achievement themes particularly critical
for a successful adolescence. The supports
available and challenges confronted have rele-
vance for the level of human vulnerability, thus,
the successful engagement of ongoing adaptive
requirements and needs.

Also important is that inferences about iden-
tity formation and the interpretation of parallel
behavioral orientations have been framed in
patterned ways for particular individuals. Speci-
fic groups have been consistently portrayed as
bereft of strengths and protective factors and,
alternatively, are inferred to lead lives endorsed
narrowly by significant risks and challenges;
relatedly, published interpretations of behavior
assume psychopathology and/or a deficit per-
spective for highly vulnerable populations (i.e.,
those individuals and groups which represent
high risk status and low accessible resources). At
the same time, these prevalent perspectives
assume positive outcomes for low vulnerability
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individuals and populations (i.e., those assumed
to have significant resources and few or low risk
[s]). Yet such explanatory frameworks fail to
clarify diverse outcomes for individuals sharing
circumstances.

Examples of the latter include siblings
developing within the same family, neighbor-
hood and socioeconomic status although mani-
festing quite different life-stage specific
outcomes (e.g., one sibling’s graduation from
high school versus another’s incarceration in a
juvenile facility). At the same time, youth
appearing to represent mainly protective factors,
strengths, and opportunities (i.e., versus those
in situations characterized as high risk) produce
heinous outcomes. With reference to the latter,
level of vulnerability is not always apparent (i.e.,
the balance or imbalance between protective
factor presence versus risk level). The youthful
perpetrator of the relatively recent 2012 New-
town, Connecticut school carnage as well as the
those responsible for the Littleton, Colorado,
Columbine High School massacre—the com-
mitment of mass murder versus the enactment
and receipt of a successful career—had life
experiences and outcomes quite different from
the trajectory stereotypically expected for those
living under high resourced situations. The
examples suggest that too frequently supports
and protective factors are misconstrued or
ignored for some youth (e.g., youth for whom
their social status is exclusively inferred as
associated with risks and challenge) and others
for whom daily life accomplishments are
assumed to represent earned strengths and supe-
rior social status. We infer that civic engagement
for youth of color, and sociopolitically
marginalized young people more generally,
functions as a protective factor. Thus civic
engagement can be leveraged as an effective
response to a myriad of developmental tasks and
environmental challenges. Such proactive
responses accumulate positive identifications and
patterned identity processes which become
linked with positive and/or resilient outcomes.
Productive outcomes, subsequently, function to
serve as more enhanced protective factors and
facilitate positive and productive response to

more stressful challenges (and the recursive
processes continue “playing forward”).

The PVEST model (see Fig. 1) consists of five
basic components that form a dynamic theoreti-
cal system and are applicable to any period of the
life course; the nature of the protective factors
and risks are specific to a particular period of
development.

The first component, Net Vulnerability Level,
consists of individual, family, and community
characteristics that may serve as risk factors or
provide protective functioning for an individual’s
development. The risks, of course, may be offset
by protective factors (e.g., additional instrumen-
tal, emotional or financial support provided by
family or non-blood “kin” and having opportu-
nities to develop and hone civic engagement
insights); thus, defining net vulnerability for a
given individual. For marginalized individuals
(e.g., immigrants, youth of color and low
resource citizens), the noted risk factors can
include socioeconomic conditions such as living
in poverty, and may be challenged by imposed
expectations based upon race, affluence and
gender stereotypes, stigma, and assumptions
about effort and ability. In sum, net vulnerability
refers to the balance between risk factor versus
protective factor presence. Accordingly, a highly
vulnerable individual has an imbalance between
the levels of evident risks (i.e., excessively high)
versus the accessibility of protective factors (i.e.,
uncommonly low).

The second component of the PVEST frame-
work, Net Stress Engagement (2), refers to the
actual experience of stress; the degree of stress
experienced is determined by the available
challenges versus the available support.
Accordingly, the balance of the two (i.e., level of
challenge vs. myriad support) can affect an
individual’s well-being and decision-making
process and its character. In contrast to the risk
factors noted in the Net Vulnerability Level first
component of PVEST, the challenges referred to
represent actual transformed risks encountered
and which, given their impact as stress, require a
response. Available supports (i.e., personal,
social, or structural) can help individuals nego-
tiate experiences of stress in that they diminish
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the level of impact; in fact, supports function as
actualized protective factors. Risk and protective
factors denote potential entities within the indi-
vidual, family or community as net vulnerability
level; however, challenges and support refer to

actual phenomenological experiences of risk and
protection in context, which have implications
for the character of stress (i.e., stress engage-
ment). For example, youths’ exposure to acti-
vist’s historical explanations for contemporary
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Fig. 1 Phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory (P-VEST)
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behavioral orientation, may act as either a chal-
lenge or a support depending on the context. That
is, an inclusive history of race-relations in the
United States may be perceived as supportive
socialization given the current racialized
sociopolitical climate. However, this type of
activist socialization might challenge internalized
beliefs and “learning” and be stressful for ado-
lescents who are negotiating racially hostile
academic or vocational environments.

In response to stressors and in conjunction
with supports, Reactive Coping Methods (3) are
employed. Reactive coping responses include
problem-solving strategies that can be either
adaptive or maladaptive. For instance, in
response to decreased time and attention from
parents, adolescents may take on more familial
responsibilities, engage in more risk taking
behavior, seek greater interaction with other kin
and non-kin adults or, like the Columbine mas-
sacre perpetrators, engage in highly anti-social
behavior with similarly marginal and highly
vulnerable youth. At the same time, youth’s
involvement with political youth forums may
find the associations determinative of adaptive
behaviors and outcomes.

As youth employ various coping strategies,
self-appraisal continues, and those strategies
yielding desirable results are repeated. Accord-
ingly, they become stable coping responses, and,
over time, yield Stable Emergent Identities (4).
Emergent identities define how individuals view
themselves within and between their various
contexts of development (e.g., family, school,
neighborhood, and peer group). The combination
of such factors as cultural/ethnic background,
understandings about gender roles, and self and
peer appraisal all define one’s identity. Given the
youth activism of many during the Civil Rights
era and suggestions for turning back principles of
inequality, proactive civic engagement makes a
difference for coping and identity processes.

Not unlike Eriksonian perspectives on the
topic, identity processes provide behavioral sta-
bility over time and space and lay the foundation
for future perception, self-appraisal, and behav-
ior. The resulting behavior can yield productive
or adverse Life-stage Coping Outcomes (5).

Productive outcomes can include school
engagement, a sense of agency, positive family
relationships, adequate employment preparation,
parenting skills and low levels of risk behavior.
On the other hand, adverse or unproductive
outcomes can include school dropout, poor
school performance, engagement in illegal means
of earning income, and mistimed or unplanned
child bearing. Untoward outcomes potentially
function as risk contributors and thus impact
subsequent levels of vulnerability whereas, on
the other hand, success may function to con-
tribute protective factors and decreased
vulnerability.

The bidirectional, recursive, and dynamic
process of negotiating the fulfillment of life
course tasks is influenced by net vulnerability and
continues throughout life (i.e., as individuals
balance new risks against protective factors). The
challenge associated with confronting normative
and unique development specific tasks is offset by
accessible supports and, together, impact stress
engagement which, too frequently, can be highly
uncomfortable and psychologically intrusive
(e.g., as in the situation of stereotype threat). It is
the level of discomfort, which establishes the use
and need for expansive reactive coping strategies,
which can be either adaptive or maladaptive. The
implicit positive or negative character of the
reactive coping responses possible may define or
redefine how individuals are treated and viewed
by others and, most salient, may impact how
individuals view themselves or manifest a stable
emergent identity as associated with particular
settings and the performance of critical tasks (e.g.,
academic achievement). As noted by Erikson
(1968), unresolved issues within one life stage
influence future coping and identity formation
processes. PVEST aims not only to capture this
developmental process, but also to place it within
its broader social contexts.

Current Research Questions

In light of PVEST, we situate civic engagement
as a positive and proactive reactive coping
strategy to unjust sociopolitical conditions that
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serve to reduce the net level of human vulnera-
bility over time. Inequality is a stressful situation,
which for many precipitates the need for civic
engagement as a reactive coping strategy. The
unavoidable bi-directionality between net vul-
nerability level, stress encountered, and reactive
coping provides a good illustration of recursive
processes. For example, early cultural social-
ization functions as an identity relevant protec-
tive factor that is recursively influential.
Specifically, cultural socialization is theorized as
impacting the character of links between stress
engagement and reactive coping (i.e., PVEST
components 2 and 3, respectively). Functioning
in a recursive manner through socialization and
context linked experience (i.e., given the pro-
tection provided as an identity element); early
and/or ongoing cultural socialization may reduce
net vulnerability (functioning as a protective
factor, PVEST component 1) and the character
of bi-directional links between stress and reac-
tive coping needs (see McGee and Spencer 2013;
Spencer and Swanson 2013).

Accordingly, as an adaptive reactive coping
strategy, civic engagement has the potential to
provide youth with a space for positive youth
development and development of resilience
through taking an active role in negotiating and
changing the sociopolitical conditions that con-
tribute to their net vulnerability. Further, through
civic engagement, youth develop civic identities
and further define racial/ethnic, gendered, and
vocational identities, which contribute to civic
engagement throughout the lifetime. The net
vulnerability level dictates the nature of and
necessity for civic engagement to challenge
environmental distress. Equally, through civic
engagement minority youth are positioned to
contribute to larger structural changes and thus
reduce the future net vulnerability level for
themselves and the community at-large. The
primary research question that emerges from this
theoretical perspective is, how can civic
engagement be leveraged as an intervention to
support development of resilience and positive
identity among minority children? Specifically,
(1) how do net vulnerability and stress relate to
civic engagement as an adaptive coping

mechanism? and (2) how does civic engagement
relate to emerging identities and life stage coping
outcomes?

Empirical Findings

Extant literature on the civic development of
minority youth has emphasized the “civic
achievement gap” where minority youth partici-
pate less in traditional politics, have more nega-
tive political attitudes, and have less knowledge
of traditional political systems than their white
and highly resourced (wealthy) counterparts
(Levinson 2007). Further, empirical research
shows that some minority youth are skeptical of
traditional political participation given a history
of political marginalization, lack of government
trust, and perception that the government will not
adequately respond to their political needs (Die-
mer and Li 2011; Watts and Flanagan 2007).
However, civic engagement is related to positive
development among minority youth beyond the
civic domain. In a study of the long-term influ-
ence of adolescent civic engagement among
African American and Latino youth, researchers
found that civic engagement during adolescence
is related to higher life satisfaction, greater civic
participation, greater educational attainment, and
lower rates of arrest in emerging adulthood
(Chan et al. 2014).

Empirical research has begun to examine
relationships between civic engagement and both
interpersonal and institutional discrimination
among racial minority youth. In a study of Black
college students, White-Johnson (2012) consid-
ers the relationship between discrimination and
within group civic attitudes and behavior. She
finds that more frequent experiences of racial
discrimination (e.g., not given service in a store)
are related to more frequent civic engagement
within the African American community (e.g.,
tutoring Black youth) and greater endorsement of
prosocial attitudes within the African American
community (e.g., responsibility to contribute to
the Black community). Similarly, among Latino
college students, experiencing discrimination is
related to a commitment to activism on behalf of
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the Latino community (e.g., demonstrating,
petitioning), and this relationship works through
positive ethnic identity (Cronin et al. 2012).

Perceptions of institutional discrimination are
also related to civic engagement. In a study of
Black youth ages 15–25, stronger endorsement of
the presence of institutional discrimination
against Blacks in America is related to a greater
breadth of civic engagement including cam-
paigning, boycotting, and volunteer community
work (Hope and Jagers 2014). Among minority
and low-income high school students, researchers
found that experience with journalism illuminated
an understanding of discrimination in media and
promoted civic engagement among the students
(Marchi 2012). While in its infancy, this research
provides empirical evidence that establishes civic
engagement as a positive and proactive coping
response to negative experiences of discrimina-
tion, particularly in the case of critical civic
engagement that emphasizes improving social
conditions for members of one’s own
racial-ethnic group. Further, this research sug-
gests that it may be meaningful to investigate both
experiences of interpersonal discrimination and
understanding of institutional discrimination.
While interpersonal discrimination is related to
within group civic engagement, understanding
systematic forms of institutionalized discrimina-
tion is related to civic engagement broadly for
racial and ethnic minority youth (Hope and Jagers
2014; White-Johnson 2012).

Civic Engagement Programs
and Positive Youth Development

It is important to establish that civic engagement
can truly be leveraged to enhance positive
development among minority youth, disturbing
the notion that minority youth who participate in
civic engagement are simply youth who already
manifest such positive development outcomes.
Findings from applied intervention and evalua-
tion research suggest that civic engagement is
indeed an intervention strategy to promote posi-
tive youth development, especially when con-
sidering social justice based programs (e.g.,

Youth Participatory Action Research) that pre-
pare minority youth to engage in dismantling
structural inequality through facilitated discus-
sion and action (Berg et al. 2009; Foster-Fishman
et al. 2010).

Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR)
is typically an out-of-school time program
established to facilitate discussions of commu-
nity through a lens of systematic discrimination
and hegemony. From a systems-based commu-
nity perspective, the youth conduct a related
community-based research project and establish
an action plan to enhance the community given
research findings (Berg et al. 2009; Schensul and
Berg 2004). Participation in YPAR is related to
positive youth development outcomes including
reduced drug and sex risks, increased positive
attitudes towards education, increased critical
analysis and problem-solving skills, increased
sense of self and positive identity formation, and
increased self-efficacy (Berg et al. 2009; Morrell
2008; Morsillo and Prilleltensky 2007). For
instance, compared to a control group,
low-income Black and Latino high school stu-
dents who participated in an afterschool YPAR
program had increased analytic skills, increased
educational expectations, stronger disapproval of
drug use, and decreased marijuana use (Berg
et al. 2009). Similarly, high school students of
color who participated in a summer YPAR pro-
gram in California reported greater critical
thinking skills, increased self-confidence, and
increase political efficacy (Morrell 2008). Fur-
ther, among a class of diverse high school stu-
dents, researchers found that participation in
community action intervention led to increased
sociopolitical awareness, enhanced social
responsibility, and increased community partici-
pation skills (obtaining permits, organizing
meetings) (Morsillo and Prilleltensky 2007). This
growing body of research highlights the utility of
civic engagement as a tool for simultaneously
combating structurally based marginalization in
communities of color and promoting positive life
skills and developmental characteristics for
minority youth. Analyzed theoretically, we posit
that identity changing activities serve to decrease
net vulnerability due to the psychological

430 E.C. Hope and M.B. Spencer



protection provided by “new identities” or altered
perceptions of self (see McGee and Spencer
2012; Youngblood and Spencer 2010).

Policy Implications

The most fundamental policy implication from
this line of research is that children and adoles-
cents from racially marginalized backgrounds are
civically engaged and this civic engagement can
mitigate ecological stress and vulnerability.
Thus, municipalities, schools, and local authori-
ties might consider implementation of structured
ways to include minority youth and their families
in local civic and political activities. Prior
research has shown when youth are systemati-
cally included in municipal public policy, there
are benefits for youth and community: (1) youth
knowledge and expertise contribute to policy
decisions and community welfare, and (2) this
structured participation prepares youth and
excites youth for lifelong civic participation and
leadership (Checkoway et al. 2005). Some local
municipalities are beginning to consider these
implications more seriously. For instance, in
Takoma Park, Maryland, the city council voted
to lower the voting age to 16 years old (Vela
2013). While Takoma Park residents under 18
will not be able to vote in state and national
elections, this decision illustrates the importance
of young people as Takoma Park citizens and
allows the youth to have a voice in a democratic
process and practice engaging an adaptive coping
response to risk and vulnerabilities in their local
environment. Other ways to include children and
adolescents would be a primary and secondary
school seat on local school boards, working
groups or committees that cater to youth mem-
bers, and workshops to teach petitioning, letter
writing, and legal protesting skills.

Future Direction

In light of the proposed utility of civic engage-
ment as both positive adaptive coping for indi-
vidual minority youth development (to reduce

stereotypically framed net vulnerability assump-
tions), as well as a method of enacting systematic
changes in the broader communities that minor-
ity youth are a part of, there are several mean-
ingful research directions and questions that
remain. These research directions complicate the
pervasive assumption that civic engagement
functions uniformly across racial groups by
attending to the historical and contemporary
sociopolitical positioning of racial minorities.
With more nuanced interpretations of patterns in
civic beliefs and participation that account for
contextual experiences we can ask, how can civic
engagement be leveraged for positive develop-
ment of minority children? One line of research
should seek to understand more deeply the rela-
tionship between net vulnerability and stress
level (including experiences of discrimination
and bias) and critical civic engagement as an
adaptive coping strategy. It is important to
investigate how ecological stressors (e.g., expe-
riences of discrimination) promote or deter civic
engagement for minority youth. On one hand,
youth may experience interpersonal or institu-
tional discrimination and become withdrawn
from political systems, becoming cynical of the
utility of engaging with formal institutions to
address the needs of their communities. Alter-
natively, experiences of discrimination may
prompt a desire to seek systematic changes
within current systems to ensure that other
members of the community do not experience the
same bias and unfair treatment.

In a similar line of research, we need to
investigate how racial minority youth are devel-
oping a cognitive and phenomenological under-
standing and internalization of their ecological
vulnerability and risk within the context of a
broader socio-historical landscape. For instance,
as Freire and scholars of sociopolitical develop-
ment (SPD) suggest, a critical understanding of
discrimination and inequity is a principal con-
tributor to critical civic engagement among racial
minority youth (Freire 1970; Watts et al. 2011).
By developing an understanding of inequitable
social conditions, marginalized youth are in turn
empowered to act politically and civically to
express their own political voice. SPD theory
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contends that an achieved critical analysis
reflects critical consciousness and serves as a
potent catalyst to meaningful justice-oriented
civic engagement (Watts et al. 2003). Simply
put, when a young person understands that
margins of society exist, that they are living in
the margins, and that systematic policies and
practices exist to maintain those margins, they
are motivated to work to deconstruct those sys-
tematic agents of marginalization. Research
supports this assumption, finding that individual
characteristics that reflect aspects of a critical
analysis, such as civic knowledge and political
trust, are related to political activism among
youth (Hart and Gullan 2010) and minority youth
who believe the world is unjust have a stronger
commitment to civic engagement (Watts and
Guessous 2006). Given the prevalence of identity
exploration, adolescence marks a critical period
for scholars to consider phenomenological vari-
ation in the development of critical analysis of
ecological risk and its relation to civic
engagement.

Finally, as we explore the cognitive and
phenomenological dimensions of ecological risk
and vulnerability and how that relates to civic
preparation and participation, we must turn
attention to education as a primary socialization
space. Schools reinforce the expectation that
youth become engaged citizens through social
studies curricula, and according to the Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement, ten states still do not require stu-
dents take at least one American Government or
Civic course prior to high school graduation
(Godsay et al. 2012). While citizenship is taught
and reinforced through schools, racial minority
youth also experience discrimination in schools
and receive messages from curriculum and
teachers on the inherent value and expected
sociopolitical role of ethnic minorities (Hope
et al. 2014). Scholars posit that schools serve as
“mini-polities” that replicate the civic and polit-
ical structures and practices of broader society
(Fine et al. 2004; Flanagan 2013). This positions
schools as unique socialization agents that can
both teach students citizenry but simultaneously
undermine that citizenry through the

reinforcement of broader systemic and interper-
sonal discrimination.

Thus, the quality and content of civic educa-
tion is an equally important line of inquiry to
strengthen our understanding of civic engage-
ment as an intervention towards ameliorating the
negative consequences of bias for racial minority
youth. Research has found that presence of civic
education is directly related to civic engagement
among Black youth and strengthens the rela-
tionship between political efficacy and civic
engagement (Hope and Jagers 2014). However,
less is known about how the quality, quantity,
and content of civic education teach citizenship
to minority students, particularly those with a
history of political marginalization in America.
Equally, research should investigate how
minority students interpret the civic curriculum
in relation to their experiences within the broader
school and community culture.
Sanchez-Jankowski (2002) posits that minority
youth are encouraged toward or deterred from
civic participation as a result of ethnic specific
“transfer stations” that are shaped by the
sociopolitical culture and history of one’s
racial-ethnic group. For example, while a Black
student may be taught that voting is important,
the history of voting rights in the Black com-
munity is a “transfer station” that further shapes
that student’s interpretation of the value of Black
voters in America. Thus, it is important to
understand what minority students are learning
about both being a citizen and about being a
citizen from a minority group through the cur-
riculum, classroom dynamics, and informal
interactions in the hallways. Research might also
distinguish school practices that not only teach
civics to minority youth, but empower those
youth to become active and engaged citizens
towards social change in their communities.

Taken together, critical civic engagement can
be a powerful tool of intervention to enhance the
development of minority children and protect
against ecological risks and vulnerabilities. By
using civic engagement to challenge systematic
norms of marginalization, minority children
engage in an adaptive coping strategy that sup-
ports individual and community well-being.

432 E.C. Hope and M.B. Spencer



Civic engagement enriches the development of
minority youth through promoting skill building
and identity development. Civic engagement also
provides means for young people to be directly
involved in altering the ecological system that
causes and perpetuates those very risks and
vulnerabilities. By attending to civic engagement
as an intervention researchers, practitioners, and
policy makers are better positioned to strengthen
the lives of minority children, their communities,
and societies at-large.
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Developing an Ethnic-Racial Identity
Intervention from a Developmental
Perspective: Process, Content,
and Implementation of the Identity
Project

Adriana J. Umaña-Taylor and Sara Douglass

Abstract
This chapter describes the process of developing an intervention grounded
in developmental theory and focused on increasing adolescents’
ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution. We begin by describing
the impetus for the focus on ethnic-racial identity as a target for
intervention, which includes a brief overview of prior research identifying
consistent associations between developmental features of ethnic-racial
identity and adolescents’ positive adjustment. We then review existing
intervention efforts focused on identity, generally, and ethnic or cultural
identity, specifically. In the second part of the chapter we present our
approach for working with a community partner toward the development
of the Identity Project intervention, discuss the mixed method (i.e.,
quantitative and qualitative) approach we used to develop the curriculum,
and describe the curriculum. The chapter ends with a discussion of
considerations for implementation, including the universal nature of the
program and ideas regarding transportability.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

Identity development is a significant develop-
mental task that gains momentum and promi-
nence during the developmental period of
adolescence (Erikson 1968). Although individu-
als construct and revisit the conceptualization of
their identities throughout the lifespan, it is dur-

ing adolescence that individuals have the cogni-
tive maturity and social exposure that enables
them to more thoroughly explore their goals,
values, and beliefs that inform how they define
themselves and who they perceive themselves to
be in relation to others (Erikson 1968). Individ-
uals’ identities are defined by many social iden-
tities, such as those informed by one’s ethnicity,
race, or gender (Umaña-Taylor 2011).

In the context of the United States (U.S.),
which has a complex history with respect to
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immigration, racism, and ethnic-racial tensions,
ethnicity and race are salient social identities
(Umaña-Taylor 2011). Although ethnicity refers
to one’s cultural heritage as informed by factors
such as traditions and language that get passed on
from one generation to the next (Phinney 1996),
and race captures sociohistorically-defined phe-
notypic distinctions based on factors such as skin
color and other observable features that have
been arbitrarily used to classify individuals in an
effort to justify the unfair distributions of
resources and power among groups in the US
(Helms 1990), these two aspects of individuals’
identities cannot be easily disentangled
(Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014). As such, the con-
struct of ethnic-racial identity (ERI) captures
individuals’ identities as informed by both ethnic
features of their ancestral heritage (e.g., cultural
traditions, language) and the racialized nature of
their group in a particular sociohistorical context
(e.g., marginalization as a function of ethnic
minority status; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014). The
current chapter focuses on ERI, and follows a
developmental conceptualization of the con-
struct, such that ERI is defined as a multifaceted
construct that includes the extent to which indi-
viduals have explored their ethnic background
(i.e., ERI exploration), and the degree to which
they have achieved a sense of resolution
regarding what this aspect of their identity means
to them (i.e., ERI resolution; Phinney 1993;
Umaña-Taylor et al. 2004). Specifically, the
current chapter provides a brief overview of prior
work on ERI that provided the impetus for the
development of an intervention curriculum
focused on this construct as a target for
intervention; presents a summary of existing
intervention efforts focused on identity,
generally, and ERI specifically; describes the
mixed-method approach that was used to develop
the curriculum for the ERI intervention (i.e., the
Identity Project); and provides an overview of
the resulting curriculum that was developed.
Finally, we end with a discussion of considera-
tions for implementation, including the universal
nature of the program and ideas regarding
transportability.

Ethnic-Racial Identity Development
and Adolescent Adjustment:
An Overview

Drawing largely from Erikson’s (1968) psychoso-
cial theory of development, the developmental
process of ERI is captured by individuals’ explo-
ration of their ethnic-racial background and their
sense of resolution regarding this aspect of their
identity. Consistent with conceptualizations of
general identity formation (e.g., Erikson 1968),
ERI development is believed to evolve throughout
the lifespan (Phinney 1996; Syed et al. 2007) but to
be particularly salient during the developmental
period of adolescence (Phinney 1993). Interest in
studying ERI rose dramatically in the early 1990s
and has continued to date (Umaña-Taylor 2015);
this research activity has resulted in a significant
literature base in which scholars have examined the
associations between different aspects of adoles-
cents’ ERI and numerous indicators of adjustment
(e.g., self-esteem, depressive symptoms, academic
adjustment, life satisfaction; see Umaña-Taylor
2011, for a review). Generally, this work has led to
the conclusion that, consistent with developmental
theory (e.g., Erikson 1968; Marcia 1980), adoles-
cents who have explored the meaning of their
ethnic-racial background and have a clearer sense
of what this aspect of their identity means for their
lives tend to demonstrate better adjustment (e.g.,
Rivas-Drake et al. 2014). Conceptually, as ado-
lescents have a clearer sense of their identity and
have gained this sense of clarity as a result of
meaningful exploration of their background, this
achieved sense of identity is expected to provide
psychological benefits to youth (Phinney and
Kohatsu 1997; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2004). More-
over, ERI development is considered a normative
developmental task in which youth are expected to
engage as part of the process of identity formation,
particularly in the context of US where ethnicity
and race are salient (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014;
Williams et al. 2012).

Given this background, the Identity Project
was conceptualized as a universal mental health
promotion intervention program. Mental health
promotion interventions are typically targeted to
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a whole population and are designed to enhance
individuals’ ability to achieve key developmental
competencies (National Research Council and
Institute of Medicine 2009). The Identity Project
was designed to be delivered to the general
population of youth (i.e., universal), rather than
specific to youth identified as being at high risk
(i.e., selected) or those showing minimal but
detectable signs of problems (i.e., indicated;
National Research Council and Institute of
Medicine 2009). Furthermore, the curriculum
was designed to be universal with respect to its
relevance to youth from diverse backgrounds,
rather than being specific to any one single
group; and it is expected to be efficacious for
youth from ethnic minority and majority back-
grounds. However, because it focuses on a fea-
ture of normative development that is particularly
salient to ethnic minority youth (Umaña-Taylor
et al. 2014), it is expected to be especially useful
for promoting positive adjustment among ethnic
minority youth.

A focus on a normative developmental pro-
cess such as ERI (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014) as a
target for intervention is necessary for several
reasons. First, scholars have emphasized the need
to capitalize on naturally occurring strengths
within ethnic minority communities in efforts to
develop more efficacious prevention program-
ming (Case and Robinson 2003); because ERI
has been identified as a promotive factor among
ethnic minority youth (e.g., Rivas-Drake et al.
2014), it is an ideal source of strength on which
to focus. Second, the field of prevention science
is limited in its prevention efforts with ethnically
diverse populations (Knight et al. 2009), yet a
focus on prevention efforts that are particularly
relevant to ethnic minority populations is
important due to their higher risk for maladjust-
ment coupled with a greater ambivalence
regarding seeking services (Case and Robinson
2003; Hollon et al. 2002). Finally, ERI symbol-
izes a non-stigmatizing and developmentally
normative process (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014;
Williams et al. 2012), which enables researchers
to move away from deficit-focused approaches
when intervening with ethnic minority
populations.

Current Research Questions

The Prevention Research Cycle
and the Development of an ERI
Intervention

The prevention intervention research cycle can
be divided into four general stages: generative,
program development, implementation, and dis-
semination (Knight et al. 2009; Mzarek and
Haggarty 1994; Roosa et al. 1997). The Identity
Project is currently reaching the end of the pro-
gram development stage. Thus, the discussion
that follows focuses on the generative stage of
the prevention research cycle in which a problem
is identified and researchers consider the risk and
protective processes that inform the problem or
disorder, and the program development stage in
which the curricular components of an interven-
tion are developed and refined (see Knight et al.
2009, for a review of the prevention research
cycle). Our focus on promoting youths’ engage-
ment in a normative developmental process,
which has been linked with positive outcomes
among youth and has been demonstrated to
buffer the negative impact of risk factors on
youth adjustment (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014), is
recognized as an important component of the
mental health intervention spectrum. Specifi-
cally, prevention scientists suggest that promo-
tion efforts focused on the achievement of
developmental competencies are crucial because
they can strengthen individuals’ ability to cope
with adversity, serve as a foundation for future
competencies that are necessary for positive
adjustment, and ultimately aid in the prevention
and treatment of disorders (National Research
Council and Institute of Medicine 2009).

The Generative Stage
Extensive reviews of existing theoretical and
empirical work on ERI and youth adjustment
(e.g., Rivas-Drake et al. 2014; Smith and Silva
2011; Umaña-Taylor 2011; Umaña-Taylor et al.
2004) characterized the generative stage of the
Identity Project. A large body of prior theoretical
and empirical work has suggested that engage-
ment in exploration and resolution promotes
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positive adjustment (e.g., psychological
well-begin, academic achievement) among ethnic
minority (e.g., Neblett et al. 2012; Rivas-Drake
et al. 2014) and ethnic majority (e.g., Yasui et al.
2004) youth. Based on a review of this evidence,
the first author concluded that there was sufficient
consensus to suggest that ERI is a normative
developmental process that, importantly, confers
psychological benefits for youth when there is
evidence of significant engagement in explo-
ration and resolution of one’s ERI. Because of
the focus on positive youth development, rather
than pathology, there was not a specific problem
that was identified, but rather a set of positive
outcomes that the literature had identified as ideal
for positive youth development (e.g., academic
engagement, self-esteem).

The generative stage of this process also
involved developing a theoretical model that
described the proximal program mediators that
would be targeted in the proposed intervention;
the development of this theoretical model was
based on prior theoretical and empirical work that
has consistently emphasized the importance of
operationalizing and measuring ERI exploration
and resolution as distinct, yet interrelated, aspects
of the ERI formation process (e.g., Supple et al.
2006; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2004, 2014). This
prior work informed ERI exploration and
resolution as the specific constructs to target in
the program (i.e., the modifiable mediators); the
initial ideas for the types of activities that would
be essential for an ERI intervention; and the age
group (i.e., developmental period) that would be
targeted with the proposed program (see Fig. 1).
The small theory of intervention (i.e., theoretical
model guiding the intervention development;
Roosa et al. 1997) suggests that a program that
effectively provides youth with strategies and
tools with which to explore and consider the
relevance of their ERI for their general
self-concept will, in effect, result in youth
engaging in higher levels of ERI exploration and
reporting a greater sense of ERI resolution. In
turn, engagement in these processes will ulti-
mately be associated with increases in adjustment
as indexed by factors such as greater self-esteem,
higher school engagement, and more positive

orientation toward other ethnic-racial groups.
Drawing from Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial
theory of development, a possible mechanism by
which these positive benefits are conferred is via
youths’more secure sense of self as evidenced by
less identity confusion and greater identity
cohesion.

The Program Development Stage
After defining the targeted focus of the program,
the first author convened a research team that
would contribute to the development of the
Identity Project curriculum and devise the study
design to pilot test the program and examine
whether ERI exploration and ERI resolution
were, indeed, modifiable mediators. The team
included three faculty researchers, a postdoctoral
fellow, and several graduate research assistants;
together, members of the team represented sig-
nificant expertise in intervention research, ERI
development, and adolescent development. Dur-
ing the early stages of program development,
members of the research team met regularly to
discuss the type of program and the types of
activities that were envisioned, the feasibility of
developing and disseminating (i.e., selling to
interested stakeholders) a program that targeted
normative developmental processes, and the ele-
ments of intervention programming that would be
essential to consider to ensure that the program
was universal (i.e., not targeted to a specific
group) and transportable (i.e., the program could
be easily implemented as intended in various
school settings without major adaptations).

A strong emphasis was placed on certain
design elements due to the substantive focus on
ERI. First, delivery in a school-based setting, as
part of the regular school day, was important to
avoid selection bias into the program; if partici-
pation were optional, youth who were interested
in learning about their ERI may participate and
engage with the program in a different manner
than their less-interested counterparts. Second, a
universal rather than ethnic-racial group-specific
approach was important for conceptual and
logistical reasons. Conceptually, because ERI
development is associated with positive youth
adjustment, this is an important developmental
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competency that should be promoted among all
youth, regardless of ethnic-racial background.
Furthermore, because ERI is a normative devel-
opmental process that is relevant to all youth in
ethnically diverse contexts such as the US, the
development of a program designed to provide
youth with tools, strategies, and ideas for how to
explore and consider their commitment toward
this aspect of their identity is most consistent with
a universal approach; put differently, although the
content of one’s exploration may vary across
ethnic-racial groups (e.g., learning a specific
language, specific group history), the strategies
and tools that youth would learn for engaging in
exploration activities should not vary across
groups. Thus, a universal approach was preferred
because it would increase the reach of the pro-
gram with respect to promoting this important
developmental competency among all youth.

With respect to logistics, the ethnic-racial
composition of the US is diverse (i.e., 62.6 %
White, 17.1 % Latino, 13.2 % Black, 5.5 %
Asian and Pacific Islander, 1.2 % American

Indian and Alaska Native; US Census 2015) and,
likewise, schools in the US vary in their
ethnic-racial student body composition. In our
experience with school partnerships, school
administrators are hesitant to adopt programs that
single out a specific ethnic-racial group due to
concerns regarding unequal treatment of stu-
dents, stigmatization of specific groups, and the
logistical scheduling difficulties this can present
for school personnel. Thus, it was important to
develop a program that could be delivered to all
youth, regardless of specific ethnic-racial back-
ground, which we also believed was more con-
sistent with the ethnic-racial diversity that
characterizes the US population. Finally, a uni-
versal approach would facilitate the transporta-
bility of the program (i.e., the ability for the
program to be easily implemented in schools
across the US), and this was an important goal
given that ERI is an important developmental
competency and programs designed to promote
ERI should be accessible to youth across the
nation.

Curriculum Goals/
Intervention Program

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Increasing students’ salience and 
understanding of their ethnic 
heritage(s) and background(s), as 
well as others’ backgrounds
Increasing students’ awareness and 
understanding of multiple groups’ 
experiences with discrimination in 
the context of the U.S. across 
different historical periods
Exposing students to the notion that 
differences within groups are 
oftentimes larger than differences 
between groups
Engaging students in activities 
designed to increase their 
understanding of their family 
heritage, regardless of how they 
define “family”
Clarifying misconceptions students 
may have regarding a “right or 
wrong” way to identify with an 
ethnic-racial group, and providing 
students with examples of diverse 
journeys for ethnic-racial identity 
development
Providing students with tools with 
which to explore their ethnic-racial
heritage (e.g., making them aware of 
symbols, traditions, and rituals, and 
ways to learn more about these)
Providing opportunities for students 
to discuss their heritage with others

Ethnic-Racial Identity 
Resolution

Indicators of Adolescent 
Adjustment

School belongingness

Academic engagement

Self-esteem

Depressive symptoms

Other Group Orientation

Ethnic-Racial Identity 
Exploration

Global Identity

A sense of identity 
cohesion in which 
youth have a clear 
sense of who they 
are and how the 

multiple aspects of 
their identities fit in 
within the specific 

sociocultural 
context in which 

their lives are 
embedded

Fig. 1 Theoretical model guiding intervention development for the identity project, an intervention focused on
engaging youth in the developmental processes of ethnic-racial identity formation
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Overview of Existing Identity Intervention
Programming
In addition to determining the design elements
noted above, a critical preliminary step in the
program development stage involved conducting
an exhaustive review of the literature on existing
programs to ensure that the envisioned program
had not already been developed. Toward this end,
an exhaustive review of existing intervention
programs was conducted via PsycInfo using 52
unique search queries (detailed table available
upon request). Results were screened to identify
interventions that targeted identity directly or as a
mediating mechanism to affect change in a distal
outcome (e.g., academic achievement, psycho-
logical health). Results also were screened
according to the following criteria: (a) the inter-
vention described was conducted in the US;
(b) the work was published in English, though the
intervention could be delivered in non-English;
and (c) the work appeared in a published source
(i.e., dissertations were excluded). Initial screen-
ing resulted in 74 results; 14 of these were
excluded because they were: (a) conceptual or
theoretical papers that did not describe an actual
intervention (n = 8), (b) descriptions of curricu-
lum to teach college students about ethnic-racial
identity theory rather than curriculum to promote
identity processes (n = 2), (c) case studies
describing therapeutic approaches (n = 2),
(d) recommendations for integrating ethnic and
racial readings into literacy curriculum (n = 1), or
(e) a parenting intervention designed to promote
socialization behaviors within families (n = 1).

The final 60 results were categorized by the
target of the program as either general identity
interventions (i.e., focus on global identity for-
mation, rather than specifically on ethnic-racial
identity) or culturally relevant interventions.
General identity interventions (n = 6) included
those where specific aspects of social identities
were not targeted, whereas culturally relevant
interventions (n = 54) included thosewhere issues
of ethnicity, race, and/or culture were directly
addressed. Although some of the general identity
interventions targeted ethnic-racial minority pop-
ulations through their programming, the programs

had to include specific curricular components that
directly addressed ethnic, racial, or cultural expe-
riences in order to be considered a culturally rel-
evant intervention.

We also classified the interventions based on
specific themes identified within each curriculum
to determine if any of the existing programs
would be suitable candidates for modification for
the Identity Project. Specifically, a basic content
analysis of the stated goals of the 60 interven-
tions and their respective curricular components
was undertaken, and the interventions could
generally be categorized by five fundamental
themes: socialization, affirmation, cultural
awareness, exploration, and resolution. Social-
ization programs included those aiming to
increase participants’ knowledge of their group,
including cultural awareness of one’s own
background, socialization, mentoring, transmis-
sion of values, and enculturation. Affirmation
programs included those aiming to promote
positive feelings about one’s identity, including
pride and empowerment programs. Cultural
awareness programs included those aiming to
promote cultural awareness of many groups
simultaneously, such as multicultural education
programs. Exploration programs included those
aiming to promote youths’ self-exploration of
their own identity. Finally, resolution programs
included those aiming to help youth establish an
explicit understanding of their identity. Of note,
socialization and exploration themes were dis-
tinct in that socialization programs included the
explicit sharing and/or providing of information
and experiences related to individuals’ ethnic,
racial, or cultural heritage, whereas exploration
programs included opportunities for youth to
seek out such information or create such expe-
riences of their own accord. Each intervention
was classified by these themes, and when mul-
tiple themes were reflected within a single
intervention, the program was jointly classified
by all themes reflected in the program. Any
interventions that targeted exploration or resolu-
tion were carefully reviewed to determine whe-
ther they could be modified to meet the goals of
the envisioned Identity Project intervention.
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Below is an overview of the program themes
reflected in the General Identity and Culturally
Relevant categories of interventions.

Interventions Focused on General Identity
Among the six general identity interventions, two
were classified as exploration programs; three
were classified as joint exploration and resolution
programs; and one could not be classified into
any of the five themes because of its unique and
exclusive focus on modifying complex cognitive
processes (i.e., perspective-taking) with the
expectation that this would eventually inform
identity formation. Four of the programs (i.e.,
Berman et al. 2008; Eichas et al. 2010;
Ferrer-Wreder et al. 2002; Schwartz et al. 2005)
had similar curricular components because all
were based on Freire’s (1970/1983) participatory
and transformational learning model. The
programs were guided by the notion that
self-selecting personally important issues and
being given the supportive structure to generate
solutions to these issues would build feelings of
competency which, in turn would promote
“informational identity styles” characterized by
active exploration (Berzonsky 1989). Although
there were slight variations in implementation,
the programs were largely consistent in their use
of “mastery experiences” in which participants
were challenged to identify a problem in their
community or their life, and then encouraged to
generate a solution with guidance and support
from intervention leaders.

Program participants were typically assigned
to small groups consisting of 6–9 students, and
each small group was facilitated by at least two
leaders (in some cases, a clinician; Berman et al.
2008). The groups met once per week, with
extensive small group discussions of
self-identified problems, and one participant’s
problem discussed in depth each week. Gener-
ally, participants worked on generating a solution
to a self-identified problem, considering multiple
strategies or options with which to tackle the
problem. The programs varied in their length of
time, because the program was designed to end
after each group participant had worked through
his or her problem solving process. Thus, some

programs lasted only 8 weeks (e.g., Eichas et al.
2010), whereas others lasted 15 weeks (e.g.,
Berman et al. 2008).

Findings from three of the four studies that
used the mastery experiences approach suggested
that identity exploration was modifiable via cur-
ricula designed to engage youth in seeking
information in a supportive context. Although
these programs did not focus specifically on
exploration of ethnicity or race, and the design
features of the curriculum (e.g., low leader to
participant ratio; small group setting; delivery of
the program by a trained clinician; participant-led
sessions) were not feasible given the goals of the
Identity Project to develop a program that could
be delivered in a classroom setting by a single
teacher, the findings were encouraging with
respect to whether identity exploration was a
modifiable target for intervention.

The fifth program within the general identity
category (i.e., Howard and Solberg 2006)
exclusively targeted exploration among high
school students, and was heavily tailored toward
students’ academic identities. Its curriculum,
which was delivered approximately once every
2 weeks over the course of two grading periods,
focused on the interface of student identities and
school settings. A four-part series of activities
were implemented to: (a) allow students to share
their own life perspectives in a safe and vali-
dating environment, (b) provide individual
assessment of their academic issues and barriers
to success, (c) teach youth how to set achievable,
concrete academic goals, and (d) promote posi-
tive social interactions. Program effects for high
school students in an urban, low-income com-
munity included benefits in grades, attendance,
and credit earnings (Howard and Solberg 2006).
The curricular component within this program
and the aforementioned programs that focused on
providing a safe space within which to share and
consider their own life perspectives was consis-
tent with a goal of the Identity Project to provide
students with a safe context within which to
explore and consider the multifaceted nature of
their identity. Other than this, however, our
review revealed that a relatively simple modifi-
cation of an existing program was not possible to
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achieve the goals of the Identity Project focused
on targeting exploration and resolution of ERI.

Interventions Focused on Culturally Relevant
Dimensions of Identity
The 54 culturally relevant interventions identified
in our review were classified based on the fol-
lowing foci: socialization (n = 28), cultural
awareness (n = 8), affirmation (n = 6), and
exploration (n = 1). Several programs captured
two foci: socialization and affirmation (n = 7),
cultural awareness and exploration (n = 2),
socialization and cultural awareness (n = 1), and
affirmation and exploration (n = 1). Thus, no
culturally relevant interventions captured both
intended processes for the Identity Project (i.e.,
exploration and resolution). Nevertheless, we
carefully reviewed the curriculum and program
effects for the four interventions that included
exploration in considering the Identity Project
curriculum. Because these programs, relative to
the general identity programs, were more directly
related to the substantive topic on which the
Identity Project focused (i.e., ethnic-racial iden-
tity), several aspects of program content were
relevant to our goals and we ultimately adopted
modified versions of these, as described below.

Of the four programs we reviewed in depth,
one was an experience-based intervention
designed to facilitate African American and
Mexican American adolescents’ exploration
through civil rights education (Bettis et al. 1994).
Students received direct instruction on the history
of African American and Mexican American
civil rights in the United States that included
watching civil rights documentaries, reading civil
rights literature, and writing essays. The main
focus of the program was a 2-week field trip
through the Southern US that included visits to
prominent civil rights sites such as Little Rock,
Arkansas, and San Antonio, Texas. In addition to
visiting historical sites, participants also inter-
viewed individuals who were directly involved in
the civil rights movement. The program was
evaluated qualitatively, with students reporting
themes that reflected a broadened perspective on
civil rights, a personal connection to the civil

rights movement, and a greater personal aware-
ness of the meaning of ethnicity in their lives
after taking part in the program; overall, findings
suggested that the program had achieved its
goals. Although the program’s culture-specific
approach (i.e., African American and Mexican
American adolescents) and the time and
cost-intensive nature of the program were
incompatible with our goals for the Identity
Project, the component of the curriculum in
which students interviewed individuals with
whom they shared an ethnic background was a
compelling activity that we believed could be
implemented in the Identity Project to facilitate
ERI exploration; furthermore, this could be
easily adapted to our proposed setting (e.g.,
participants could interview someone with whom
they shared an ethnic background as part of a
homework assignment). Therefore, a modified
version of this activity was subsequently inclu-
ded in the Identity Project curriculum.

A second program used an intergroup dialogue
framework inwhich discussion of ethnic and racial
issues between groups was used to facilitate
development of youths’ own ERI (Aldana et al.
2012). In this program, youth from various
ethnic-racial backgrounds (i.e., AfricanAmerican,
Asian American, European American, Latino
American, and Middle Eastern American) came
together to discuss issues within and across their
communities over the course of 8 weeks, culmi-
nating in a weekend retreat focused on youth
activism and social advocacy skills. Program
effects included significant increases in ERI
exploration among youth from low socioeconomic
families, but not among youth from high socioe-
conomic families, and no overall changes in ERI
identity resolution. The program also appeared to
influence awareness of racial issues, as youth
participants reported significant increases in
awareness of privilege, discrimination, and blatant
racial issues. The intervention relied on intergroup
dialogue as a proxy for self-exploration, which
was a natural fit with the overall framework of the
Identity Project and its envisioned universal
approach; thus, this program element was incor-
porated into the Identity Project curriculum.
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The third program was a graduate school
curriculum that targeted exploration among
therapists-in-training, with the assumption that
promoting exploration would improve cultural
competencies in therapeutic settings (Spears
2004). It was tested with a predominantly White
sample of graduate students, and focused largely
on understanding bias, prejudice, and discrimi-
nation. The curriculum included lectures, guest
speakers, videos, readings, journaling, class dis-
cussion, and self-disclosure around issues of
inequality. Although the goal of the program
(i.e., therapeutic cultural competencies) and
program contents were largely incompatible with
our focus on the developmental period of ado-
lescence, one program component appeared rel-
evant and easily adaptable to the Identity Project.
Specifically, in a Heritage Photo Sharing exer-
cise, students created visual representations of
their cultural selves through pictures, drawings,
or paintings, and shared their creation with oth-
ers. The activity was designed to increase
awareness of cultural and racial identity of both
the self and others; qualitative findings suggested
that the activity resulted in increased sensitivity
and knowledge about people from different eth-
nic backgrounds. Given its relevance, a modified
version of this activity was incorporated into the
Identity Project curriculum.

The final program was a therapy-based inter-
vention designed to promote racial identity of
White adults in the context of racial conscious-
ness (i.e., Regan and Scarpellini Huber 1997).
Components of the program included recogniz-
ing matters of privilege afforded by Whiteness,
identifying and connecting to components of
White culture, making implicit racial experiences
explicit, and racism education. Although its
culture-specific content, focus on adults, and
therapeutic approach limited its relevance to the
Identity Project, the authors’ reflection of the
effects of the program suggested that the program
was effective in engaging individuals in the
process of exploration of their ERI.

In sum, the review of the culturally relevant
interventions targeting exploration revealed that
while there were a select number of curriculum
components that would be appropriate for the

Identity Project, there was no single program that
was developmentally appropriate or that targeted
both ERI components of interest. Taken together,
however, findings from both the general identity
and culturally relevant programs did support
targeting ERI exploration. The focus on resolu-
tion was more limited and the review provided
little information in this regard.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

The Identity Project Curriculum:
Engaging a Community Partner

After determining that we would indeed be
developing a curriculum and pilot testing a new
program, we initiated the process of finding a
community partner. As noted above, a primary
goal was to develop a universal school-based
program; thus, we searched for schools that had
high rates of ethnic diversity in their student
body, with school diversity being operationalized
by Simpson’s Index of Diversity (see Juvonen
et al. 2006). This index of diversity gives higher
scores to schools with a more diverse represen-
tation of ethnic backgrounds, rather than focus-
ing exclusively on the ethnic majority to ethnic
minority student ratio to classify a school’s
degree of diversity. The school with which we
eventually partnered for the development of the
Identity Project curriculum and pilot testing had a
Simpson’s Index of Diversity score of 0.66,
which is considered a school with high diversity
(Juvonen et al. 2006). Specifically, the ethnic
composition of the student body was 46.8 %
White, 26.5 % Latino, 15.6 % Black, 4.6 %
Asian, 2.6 % American Indian/Native American,
and 3.9 % other.

After identifying potential partner schools
(i.e., based on the ethnic diversity of the student
population), we scheduled appointments with
school administrators to discuss the goals of our
project. When meeting with administrators, we
explained that our purpose was to partner with
their school to develop an intervention program
focused on providing students with tools and
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strategies with which to explore their ethnic
background and gain a clearer sense of the per-
sonal meaning that their ERI has for them. For
each school with which we had scheduled
meetings, we researched the school’s mission
statement and academic goals and made sure to
explain how our focus in the Identity Project was
related to advancing the school’s stated goals
and/or mission statement.

In our meetings with administrators, we also
emphasized that we viewed our work together as
a collaborative effort. Because we were aiming to
develop a program that could be administered in
the school setting (eventually as part of the
school curriculum and to be delivered by teach-
ers), fully engaging with our community partner
of school administrators and teachers was
essential for developing a program that would
ultimately meet the intended goals of the pro-
gram (see Bogart and Uyeda 2009, for a review).
Furthermore, this initial groundwork, in which
school administrators and teachers are involved
at the onset of program development, is critical
for increasing the sustainability of programs after
the research team leaves (Jenson et al. 1999).
After the community partner had been identified
(and agreed to partner with our research team),
we initiated the data collection process that
would inform the development and refinement of
the Identity Project curriculum.

The Identity Project: Phases
of Curriculum Development

In the current section we describe the
mixed-method approach that we used to inform
the specific features of the Identity Project cur-
riculum. Because the primary goal of the Identity
Project intervention was to increase adolescents’
ERI exploration and resolution, we sought
information directly from adolescents regarding
the best ways to engage young people of their
same age group in a program designed to involve
youth in the process of ERI development. This
required gathering data from adolescents who
were already reporting high levels of exploration
and resolution (i.e., to better understand

adolescents’ own perceptions of how they might
have achieved their high levels of exploration
and resolution), as well as gathering data from
adolescents who were reporting low levels of
exploration and resolution (i.e., to better under-
stand potential barriers that they may have faced
in the context of exploring or coming to a sense
of resolution regarding their ERI). Toward this
end, we followed a two-step mixed-method
approach in which we initially gathered quanti-
tative data on adolescents’ levels of ERI explo-
ration and resolution, and then used the data from
the survey responses to purposefully recruit
adolescents into focus groups where we would
gather more in-depth information regarding
adolescents’ experiences with ERI.

Survey Data Collection
In the quantitative survey phase of this process,
we gathered data from over 1500 adolescents
from our target school. The purpose of the
large-scale data collection was to quantitatively
assess adolescents’ ERI exploration and resolu-
tion and basic demographic characteristics, and
to use this information to selectively recruit
youth (based on their ethnicity, grade level, and
ERI scores) into the qualitative portion of the
study. We gathered data from the entire student
body during school hours to minimize selection
bias in this initial quantitative phase of the study.
This design feature was important because, in an
effort to develop a universal program, it was
necessary to engage youth from all ethnic back-
grounds and youth at all levels of the ERI for-
mation process. Furthermore, data were collected
during school hours to minimize barriers against
participation (e.g., requiring students to stay after
school or come early, conflicting with extracur-
ricular activity involvement).

In the quantitative phase we assessed stu-
dents’ ERI exploration and resolution using the
Ethnic Identity Scale (EIS; Umaña-Taylor et al.
2004). The aim of the focus groups was to pur-
posefully target youth who were at different
stages of the ERI formation process. To inform
recruitment for the focus groups, therefore, we
followed a three-step procedure to stratify the
sample by ethnicity, grade level, and finally ERI.
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First, participants were stratified by ethnic-racial
self-identification based on the four largest
groups represented in the sample (Latino, Black,
White, and Asian). Next, within each ethnicity,
participants were stratified based on grade level,
with 9th and 10th grade students grouped toge-
ther and 11th and 12th grade students grouped
together. These two levels of stratification
resulted in eight distinct groups (i.e., for each
ethnicity there was a 9th/10th grade group and a
11th/12th grade group). Finally, to classify
individuals into high versus low ERI exploration
and resolution groups, cluster analyses were
conducted individually for each group (with the
exception of Asian 9th/10th grade students, as
there were only 16 students who fell into this
category, which was an inadequate sample size
for cluster analysis).

Both exploratory (two-step) and confirmatory
(k-means) cluster analyses were conducted to
optimize the chance of finding the best-fitting
solution for each grouping. With cluster analysis,
we identified students within each ethnic group
and grade stratification that scored low on both
ERI exploration and resolution, and those who
scored high on both dimensions. This resulted in
a total of 14 categories (Table 1).

Focus Group Data Collection
The targeted sample size for each focus group
was 7–8 participants; however, a larger number
of students fell into each of the 14 categories that
would be used to populate each focus
group. Therefore, a random number generator
was used to produce a unique set of 20 numbers
for each of the fourteen groups. Within each
group, these numbers were matched to the data
file row to identify participants for recruitment.
A total of 20 possible participants were selected
for each focus group in case students refused to
participate or did not respond to recruitment
attempts. During recruitment, the first eight par-
ticipants were contacted through phone calls and
letters distributed through the schools. If partic-
ipants indicated that they did not want to par-
ticipate or if they did not respond to any of the
recruitment attempts, the next person on the list
was contacted. We attempted to contact 170

students for participation in the focus groups. We
were unable to reach 46 students (i.e., 27 %); of
the 124 students who we reached, 79 % partici-
pated (n = 98), 8 % refused participation
(n = 10), and 13 % agreed to participate but did
not arrive at the scheduled time (n = 16).

Focus groups took place during a study period
during regular school hours, to minimize barriers
to participation. Furthermore, as recommended
by Morgan (1997), group composition was
carefully considered with respect to homogeneity
on a number of demographic factors. Specifi-
cally, focus groups were homogeneous with
respect to developmental period to minimize
younger students (e.g., 9th graders) feeling
uncomfortable speaking up in the presence of
significantly more advanced students (e.g., 12th
graders). For logistical reasons, we were unable
to conduct focus groups for each distinct grade;
however, we grouped middle adolescents with
one another (i.e., 9th and 10th graders) and late
adolescents (11th and 12th graders) with one
another. Similarly, focus groups were homoge-
neous with respect to ethnicity, given that the
discussions were focused on ethnic-related
experiences and we wanted to minimize poten-
tial barriers to speaking up about personal
experiences in the context of peers from other
ethnic groups. Due to sample size constraints for
smaller groups (e.g., Asians), we were unable to
make groups homogeneous with respect to gen-
der. Group discussions lasted 60–90 min, and
were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. All
focus groups were moderated by the first or
second author; in addition, a note taker was
present during each focus group to facilitate later
transcription. At the end of each focus group,
each adolescent received $10 for their
participation.

The focus group protocols were tailored to the
ERI exploration and resolution experiences of
participants based on their responses to the sur-
vey questions. This phase of the process was
critical because it enabled students to voice their
opinions and experiences with respect to
exploring and resolving issues surrounding their
ERI, in their own words. Using this information
to develop and refine the Identity Project
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curriculum was essential for creating a program
that was relevant, meaningful, and empowering
to high school students. Specifically, adolescents
who scored high on ERI exploration and reso-
lution were recruited to take part in a focus group
that focused on what their experiences had been
with respect to learning about their ethnicity and
having a sense of clarity about the meaning that
their ethnicity had for them. We asked adoles-
cents to think about how they had learned about
their ethnic background and to discuss experi-
ences that were salient to them. Additionally,
adolescents who scored low on ERI exploration
and resolution were recruited to participate in
focus group discussions designed to inquire
about potential barriers to engaging in processes
of exploration and resolution regarding ERI.
Finally, adolescents in all groups were asked to
generate and share ideas regarding activities that
(from their perspective) would inform youth
about their ethnic background and that students
in high school would be interested in doing. The
focus group setting was ideal for gathering these
data because students bounced ideas off of each
other; sometimes a comment made by one

student prompted another student to remember
something they had not yet shared, and other
times students disagreed with one another and
offered varied perspectives on the topic of
interest.

Development and Refinement
of Curriculum
Data gathered during the focus group discussions
were used in conjunction with prior research to
inform the lessons that would eventually make
up the curriculum for the Identity Project. We
began with a general idea of the types of activi-
ties that would be included in the program and
global objectives based on theoretical and
empirical literature, including our review of
existing intervention programs; but the informa-
tion gleaned from adolescents in the focus groups
helped to finalize the primary objectives for each
lesson and to provide specific ideas for activities
to include in the program. As one example,
during our focus group discussions, students
consistently raised the concern that there are
many misconceptions about specific ethnic
groups, and that there are many generalizations

Table 1 Focus group stratification and sample overview (N = 98)

Ethnic-racial identity classification Ethnicityc No of focus groups Participants’ grade n

Achieved ethnic identitya Black 1 9th/10th grade 7

1 11th/12th grade 5

Latino 1 9th/10th grade 8

1 11th/12th grade 8

White 1 9th/10th grade 7

1 11th/12th grade 7

Asian 1 11th/12th grade 7

Diffused ethnic identityb Black 1 9th/10th grade 8

1 11th/12th grade 7

Latino 1 9th/10th grade 6

1 11th/12th grade 5

White 1 9th/10th grade 10

1 11th/12th grade 10

Asian 1 11th/12th grade 3
aHigh scores on both ethnic-racial identity exploration and ethnic-racial identity resolution
bLow scores on both ethnic-racial identity exploration and ethnic-racial identity resolution
cBased on ethnic self-identification

448 A.J. Umaña-Taylor and S. Douglass



made about pan-ethnic groups (e.g., generaliza-
tions about Asians, versus understanding the
diversity that exists within Asian subgroups).
This was consistent with program content we had
identified in our review (e.g., discussions of
discrimination or racism; Aldana et al. 2012).
Thus, the focus group data supported our inclu-
sion of this program element in the curriculum
and, as described below, one of the eight sessions
in the Identity Project program focuses on
defining and discussing terms such as stereotypes
and discrimination, as well as on understanding
within and between group differences.

As a second example, many focus group
participants noted that they had learned about
their ethnicity by being exposed to information
about others’ ethnic groups; learning about oth-
ers’ ethnicity often led students to examine or
think about their own ethnic backgrounds in
relation to what they had learned or been exposed
to about someone else’s ethnic group. This mir-
rored a program component that emerged in our
review (i.e., Spears 2004), in which participants
learned about the self and others via various
activities in which they explored their back-
grounds, and presented the information they had
learned to other participants in the program.
Accordingly, as we developed and refined the
Identity Project curriculum, we integrated many
opportunities for students to share the informa-
tion that they were learning about their own
ethnic background(s) with their classmates.

In other instances, findings from the focus
group provided novel ideas with respect to
activities that would promote the ERI formation
processes of exploration and resolution. For
example, focus group participants noted that
learning about race and ethnicity from the per-
spectives of other young people who came to
their schools as guest speakers or visitors, or who
were telling their stories in movies, was very
informative and interesting. Based on this infor-
mation, we developed a video in which we pre-
sented interviews with several young adults who
represented different ethnic-racial backgrounds
and experiences, and chronicled their individual

journeys with respect to their ERI development
from when they were young children until the
present time. Thus, the focus group data were
used to refine ideas that we developed based on
reviewing existing programs, considering the
theoretical literature, and to develop new ideas
that would be incorporated into the Identity
Project curriculum.

After carefully revising and finalizing the
curriculum based on the focus group data, the
second author delivered each lesson to a small
ethnically diverse group of 8 graduate research
assistants and staff, which represented a group
with varied levels of education (e.g., high school
graduate, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree) as
well as varied expertise in adolescent develop-
ment and ERI. All sessions were videotaped, and
we asked research staff to engage with the pro-
gram as fully as possible, including completing
all of the homework assignments. At the end of
each lesson, the members of the research team
discussed aspects of the lesson that seemed to
work well, aspects that may not work well with
the targeted population of high school students,
and any other observations about the program or
specific activities. Each session was videotaped
and the first author carefully reviewed the videos
and revised the curriculum content based on
observations of how the lesson went, as well as
based on the feedback that emerged during the
research team’s large group discussion at the end
of each lesson. All lessons were reviewed at least
two more times independently by both authors;
the authors met regularly to discuss revisions and
to decide on the final changes necessary before
pilot testing. In the section that follows, we
provide an overview of the curriculum.

Introduction to the Identity Project
Curriculum
The Identity Project curriculum consists of an
8-week program designed to engage youth in the
developmental processes of ERI exploration and
ERI resolution by increasing students’ salience
and understanding of their ethnic heritage(s) and
background(s), as well as others’ backgrounds;
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increasing students’ awareness and understand-
ing of multiple groups’ experiences with dis-
crimination in the context of the US across
different historical periods; exposing students to
the notion that differences within groups are
oftentimes larger than differences between
groups; engaging students in activities designed
to increase their understanding of their family
heritage, regardless of how they define “family;”
clarifying misconceptions students may have
regarding a “right or wrong” way to identify with
an ethnic group, and providing students with
examples of diverse journeys for ERI develop-
ment; providing students with tools with which
to explore their ethnic heritage (e.g., making
them aware of symbols, traditions, and rituals,
and ways to learn more about these); and pro-
viding opportunities for students to discuss their
heritage with others. These goals are achieved
via 8 lessons.

The Identity Project was designed to be a
school-based intervention program that is deliv-
ered over an 8-week period, with weekly lessons
that last approximately 55 min each. We devel-
oped all activities and lesson plans in a manner
such that they could be delivered and imple-
mented by a single leader, given that the ultimate
goal is to have this program delivered in the
school setting by a teacher or other school per-
sonnel. Starting in Week 2, students have home-
work assignments that relate to content they have
learned about in the lesson, or in which they are
gathering information and/or preparing materials
that will be used in a subsequent lesson.

Throughout the 8 weeks, students participate
in small group activities, large group activities,
and complete individual work that is almost
always shared in a larger group setting. Program
materials include PowerPoint slides with key
terms and definitions, video clips, worksheets,
and ice breakers designed to help students feel
comfortable sharing their experiences with their
classmates and the instructor. Finally, the
program also includes opportunities for students
to explore their ethnic backgrounds by inter-
viewing family members or members of their
communities.

Future Directions

The Identity Project is currently in the pilot
testing phase, which captures the final stages of
program development within the prevention
research cycle. We are piloting the program in
9th grade classrooms within our partner high
school. A total of 8 classrooms have been ran-
domized into the treatment condition (i.e., Iden-
tity Project curriculum) or an attention control
condition in which the authors are delivering a
curriculum that is focused on exposing students
to educational and career opportunities after
obtaining a high school degree. The classrooms
were selected in consultation with our school
partner and reflect all freshmen who are enrolled
in an elective course focused on providing stu-
dents with skills that will help them adapt to and
succeed in the high school setting (e.g., computer
skills, developing good study habits). Targeting
9th grade students is ideal for developmental
reasons (i.e., middle adolescence has been iden-
tified as a period in which ERI processes are
heightened; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014), but also
because 9th grade students will not have partic-
ipated in any of the preliminary data collection
efforts that took place the year prior when the
research team was gathering survey and focus
group data to inform the development of the
curriculum.

In the pilot testing phase, we are examining
the feasibility of delivering the program in an
ethnically diverse school setting, assessing the
extent to which students engage with the pro-
gram content, and evaluating whether the content
appears developmentally appropriate. With this
small-scale efficacy trial, we are testing whether
there are trends suggesting that participation in
the program is indeed leading to greater changes
in ERI exploration and resolution among youth
in the treatment versus attention control condi-
tions. Furthermore, the effect sizes we identify in
the pilot testing phase will enable us to determine
the sample size necessary to have sufficient
power to test effects in a large-scale efficacy trial.
We also will be able to examine whether effect
sizes appear to vary based on demographic
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characteristics (e.g., student ethnicity, genera-
tional status). These preliminary data will be
essential for informing the development of a
large-scale efficacy trial of the program.

Given that the program is in its initial stages of
development and implementation, we are limited
in what we can say with respect to future imple-
mentation and feasibility of transportability.
However, in developing the program, we have
focused on ensuring that the activities and the
lessons are relevant and accessible to students
with diverse ethnic backgrounds (e.g., multieth-
nic) and diverse family constellations (e.g., youth
being raised by one parent and having limited to
no knowledge about a second parent; youth being
raised by extended family members or by adop-
tive parents). We also developed the lessons to be
relevant to participants regardless of the ethnic
composition of the students in the classroom (e.g.,
many examples in the lessons are generated by
student participants’ experiences and back-
grounds, rather than being predetermined in the
curriculum). Because our program is designed to
engage youth in the process of ERI formation,
which focuses on increasing exploration and
developing a clearer sense of resolution regarding
one’s background, the program does not focus on
teaching students about any particular
group. Thus, the focus on providing tools with
which to engage in the process, rather than pro-
viding content about any specific group, lends
itself well to delivering the program in multiple
settings. We expect that the program will be rel-
evant and easy to administer without adaptations
in ethnically diverse school settings where many
different ethnic-racial groups are represented as
well as in school settings that are less diverse.

Finally, as we consider efficacy testing and
further development of the Identity Project, an
important idea to consider is whether program
effects might be moderated by contextual factors
that could strengthen the program’s efficacy. For
example, because greater salience of ethnicity is
expected to increase adolescents’ engagement in
ERI development processes (Umaña-Taylor et al.
2014), and prior work has demonstrated that
ethnicity is more salient in contexts in which
one’s ethnic group is a numerical minority

(Umaña-Taylor 2004), it will be interesting to
examine moderation of program efficacy by
context. Perhaps program effects will be stron-
gest in settings that are increasingly ethnically
diverse, as ethnicity may be especially salient in
such settings. Similarly, given the significant role
that families play in socializing youth about
ethnicity (Hughes et al. 2006; Umaña-Taylor
et al. 2009), it will be interesting to examine if
youths’ experiences with family ethnic social-
ization modify program effects such that youth
who report high levels of family ethnic social-
ization demonstrate relatively stronger program
effects than youth reporting lower levels of
family ethnic socialization.
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Children’s Centres: An English
Intervention for Families Living
in Disadvantaged Communities

Maria Evangelou, Jenny Goff, Kathy Sylva,
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and Naomi Eisenstadt

Abstract
The role of the parent has been clearly defined in the literature as having a
positive influence on children’s emotional, behavioural and educational
development, more so than other factors such as maternal education,
poverty, peers socio-economic status and schooling (DfES in Every child
matters (Green Paper). DfES, London, 2003; Desforges and Abouchaar in
The impact of parental involvement, parental support and family education
on pupil achievement and adjustment. A literature review. DfES, London,
2003). Supporting the capacity to parent is of prime interest when
considering how to improve opportunities for the most disadvantaged
families and their children. This chapter focuses on one particular English
intervention entitled the ‘children’s centre’. Drawing on international
literature and definitions of parenting support, this chapter will explore some
of the research evidence collected by the Evaluation of Children’s Centres in
England (ECCE) study which focuses on how children’s centres concep-
tualise, choose and deliver parenting and family support services to families.
A number of characteristics of effective interventions have been identified
within the literature as having the greatest impact on improving child
outcomes (Glass in Child Soc 13(4): 257–264 1999; Sure Start in The aim of
sure start. http://www.surestart.gov.uk, 2001; Johnson in Impact of social
science on policy. http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/Sure_Start_final_report_
tcm8-20116.pdf, 2011). These include the following: a two-generational
focus that targets both the parent and child together; multifaceted approaches
that include amongst others, enhancing family relationships; services which
are non-stigmatising, lasting long enough to make a difference, locally
driven, culturally appropriate, sensitive to user needs and centre-based. This
chapter will explore these findings in order to address three research
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questions: (1)Who are children’s centres serving? (2)What are children’s
centres doing? and (3)How are children’s centres approaching their work?
The chapter will conclude with policy implications and future directions for
programmes that share similar characteristics to English children’s centres.

Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

The role of the parent has been clearly defined in
the literature as having a positive influence on
children’s emotional, behavioural and educa-
tional development, more so than other factors
such as maternal education, poverty, peers
socio-economic status and schooling (DfES
2003; Desforges and Abouchaar 2003). Children
of families living in disadvantaged circumstances
are often referred to as ‘at-risk’ because they are
considered to be at increased risk of ‘learning
delay’ while their parents are perceived to be in
greater need of interventions to enhance their
child’s life chances.

The English model of parenting support con-
ceptualises ‘at-risk’ families broadly as those in
need of parenting support to improve their
child’s developmental and learning outcomes;
and those demonstrating a number of risk factors
(Evangelou et al. 2008). Risk factors might
include a lack of self-esteem or confidence as a
result of isolation (geographical, economic and
social), poor housing, ethnic minority status
combined with low income, a lack of awareness
of their needs, barriers in communication (liter-
acy and additional language needs), and health
issues (mental health). Parental life trajectories
are also a contributing factor to family vulnera-
bility in terms of drug or alcohol abuse, domestic
violence and child abuse; or their transient life-
styles (traveller communities). ‘At-risk’ families
have been the focus of parenting support in
England for many years as demonstrated through
a government initiative entitled the Sure Start
Children’s Centres programme.

Sure Start Children’s Centres aim to provide
integrated services (e.g. health, education, wel-
fare) for all young children up to the age of five,

and their families. They have a long history
dating back to 1999, and at their peak in 2004 a
network of 3500 were in operation. A complex
multi-layered evaluation, the Evaluation of
Children’s Centres in England (ECCE: 2009–
2017) was commissioned by the Department for
Children, Schools and Families (DCSF, now
Department for Education: DfE), and led by a
consortium of three organisations: NatCen Social
Research, the University of Oxford and Frontier
Economics. This chapter will explore some of the
ECCE findings against features known to be
characteristic of effective family interventions in
the literature. In particular, this chapter will
address three research questions: (1) Who are
children’s centres serving? (2) What are chil-
dren’s centres doing? and (3) How are chil-
dren’s centres approaching their work?

The chapter will first address definitions of
parenting support, and family/parenting support
programmes that provide the basis for practices
used in English children’s centres. It will also
briefly consider national and international par-
enting policies and services to enable the readers
to understand how children’s centres compare to
programmes developed in other countries.
Research evidence collected by the ECCE study
will have implications for policy and future
directions for programmes that share some of the
characteristics of the children’s centres.

What Is Parenting Support?

Given the importance of the parental role on
children’s development, early interventions for
children frequently position their focus on par-
enting when attempting to reduce later effects of
disadvantage (Goff et al. 2012). More recently,
parenting support has been considered a social
investment to promote children’s health and
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well-being, improved behaviour, and school
achievement (Molinuevo 2013). The definition,
availability, and offer of parenting support vary
greatly across different countries and communi-
ties, and are influenced by societal priorities
(Moran et al. 2004; Molinuevo 2013). In this
chapter, we use the definition of parenting sup-
port offered by Evangelou et al. (2014, p. 1),
which was drawn from a definition first posited
by Pugh et al. (1994) and Smith (1996).

A range of measures which support parents in their
efforts to socially and culturally adjust to their
surroundings, access appropriate economic
resources and services, understand the social,
emotional, psychological, educational, and physi-
cal needs of themselves, their children, and their
families as a whole, and engage families with their
communities.

While definitions of parenting support vary,
there are similarities regarding intended users and
needs, and the aims of the services on offer
(Evangelou et al. 2014; Molinuevo 2013). The
type of parenting support is dependent on
country-specific opportunities, cultural priorities
and constraints. Countries face similar challenges
regarding their offer of parenting support, includ-
ing service uptake (parental reluctance to engage
with services due to associated stigma; low rates of
father involvement); service delivery (varied staff
job roles; high staff turnover and prioritisation of
evidence-based programmes; and service evalua-
tion regarding study designs and difficulty to
establish control groups (Molinuevo 2013).

The ‘ecological perspective’ of human
development described by Bronfenbrenner
(1979) is often taken as a starting point when
conceptualising parenting support. He described
it as being akin to a nested structure such as
‘Russian Dolls’ (1994). When considering the
development of a child, five systems shaping a
child’s development exist: microsystem, meso,
exo, macro and chronosystem. Moran et al.
(2004) recognised that parenting support typi-
cally caters towards the microsystem layer of the
child, supporting their relationships with imme-
diate family, parenting and individual character-
istics. By focusing parenting support initiatives
specifically on a child’s microsystem there is

little consideration of more distal ecological
factors such as their social environments, life-
style, culture, community, and wider family. The
parenting support intervention on which this
chapter focuses takes a more holistic view to
family support. The Sure Start Children’s Centre
programme considers distal elements of the
child’s ecological system alongside their imme-
diate environment, including services to tackle
family poverty, community integration, physical
environment and housing, parental education and
employment, and family relationships.

One way of reconceptualising parenting sup-
port is to place the parent, instead of the child, in
the centre of the Bronfenbrenner model and
consider the importance of parental needs in
terms of their relationship with their child as well
as with other adults. One dimension explores and
supports how parents interact with their own
child. The other dimension addresses the personal
needs of parents, their role as a member of their
local community, and their relationship with their
partners. Parenting support is offered in multiple
ways across the international spectrum, and par-
enting programmes or family interventions are a
common means of offering such support. Other
countries embed parenting policies or practices
within their daily provision of services to children
and families, to enable parenting support to reach
greater numbers of families. Both methods of
intervention will now be addressed.

Parenting and Family Support
Approaches

A parenting programme is a well defined course
of work aiming to support varied concepts and
dimensions of parenting with clearly delineated
principles and aims: it is focused on supporting
parental understanding and enhancing awareness,
underpinned by a set of implicit or explicit
underlying theories that typically utilise a num-
ber of different strategies with both short and
long-term outcomes for children and/or parents.
Often such parenting programmes are referred to
in the literature as parenting interventions and the
terms are used interchangeably here. There
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appear to be commonalities in the target recipi-
ents of parenting interventions, in the foci of their
offer and in the ways that the services are
delivered. A number of programmes in the US
and Canada support families with children aged
under five, families living in poverty or in low
income, young or first time parents, or families
defined as being most ‘at-risk’ (for example the
STEEP programme in the US (Erickson et al.
1992); Nobody’s Perfect in Canada (Kennett and
Chislett 2012); and Head Start in the US
(ECLKC 2014).

The delivery of parenting support also varies
internationally, with some programmes focusing
on the parent-child dyad (STEEP); some on
parenting development and wider family need
(Nobody’s Perfect); and others more heavily on
child development (Head Start). Other models
used internationally include parental peer support
(REAAPS in France; Daly 2013), individualised
parenting support through universally accessible
services (Denmark, France, Germany, Italy and
the Netherlands; Bobby et al. 2009); standardised
parental support interventions (for example,
Triple P, HIPPY and the German PEKiP pro-
gramme), and area based support (Welsh Flying
Start centres; Knibbs et al. 2013).

Parenting support is often embedded within
the mainstream services of a country, and offered
through a mix of overarching policies, univer-
sally accessible services and country-specific
priorities and restraints. Examples of national
approaches to parenting support include parent-
ing advisory groups, research centres or national
organisations, or institutions which support the
development of future policy and parenting
frameworks (for example, the CICC in the US
(Alvy 2005); national parenting and family sup-
port bodies in France (Molinuevo 2013)).

The United Kingdom takes a strong interest in
parenting support (and specifically on improving
parenting practices) as a route to narrowing the
gap in child outcomes between rich and poor, or
those from a majority compared to a minority,
background. The emphasis is commonly on
reaching the most disadvantaged families, driven
by a policy discourse suggesting that inadequate
parenting will have an influence on poorer

outcomes for children, as opposed to limited
financial resources (Field 2010; Allen 2011).
England was described by Daly (2013, p. 164) as
having “the most elaborate architecture anywhere
for parenting support”. A number of institutions
were in place including the existence of a
National Academy for Parenting Practitioners
which focused on professional development of
practitioners (although this has since closed); a
Family and Parenting Institute; and a national
network of children’s centres which are the focus
of this chapter.

There is recent widespread international
interest in the use of standardised
‘evidence-based’ programmes for parenting
support and family intervention, although defi-
nitions and terminology of what constitutes ‘ev-
idence’ vary by discipline (Williams-Taylor
2007). Many authors agree that robust scientific
research methods such as evaluations using
experimental designs (Randomised Control Tri-
als: RCTs) and longitudinal evaluations should
be conducted to test the sustainability and repli-
cability of outcomes (Williams-Taylor 2007;
Moran et al. 2004; Seibel et al. 2011). Moran
et al. (ibid) however recognise that RCT designs
are not well-suited to evaluating particular pro-
grammes (such as community-based parenting
support) due to a lack of matched comparison
groups or ethical reservations; and may be at the
detriment of discarding promising practices
(Molinuevo 2013).

The use of rigorously evaluated programmes
with replicable outcomes has become more
apparent with increased interest in the area.
Well-evidenced parenting programmes and
interventions have been promoted in the US
since the early 1960s (Nurse Family Partnership,
HighScope, Incredible Years and Parents as
Teachers) (Williams-Taylor 2007; Small and
Mather 2009). Interest in evidence-based pro-
grammes is similarly high in the UK: a
Government report was commissioned to identify
promising early interventions for children against
strict criteria and standards of evidence (Allen
2011). The defining characteristics of an
evidence-based programme include an evaluation
that has been peer reviewed by knowledgeable
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experts, an endorsement by a respected govern-
ing agency with inclusion on their list of effective
programmes and different ratings of effectiveness
(Seibel et al. 2011; Huser et al. 2009).

Sure Start Children’s Centres:
A Community-Based Intervention
in England

A major review in 1998 found that families
tended to be poorer when children were very
young, and that early poverty had lasting effects
into adulthood (Glass 1999; Wagmiller and
Adelman 2009). Sure Start Local Programmes
(SSLPs) were established in England in 1999,
and were area-based; that is, located in the most
disadvantaged areas across England but open to
all families with children aged four and under in
that area. They aimed to follow the UK parenting
agenda of narrowing the gap in outcomes
between poor children and their more affluent
peers, through the provision of new services for
families and integration with existing public
services. The centres bore a close resemblance to
the earlier community-based family centres,
aiming to integrate early education, childcare,
healthcare, and family support services while
preparing children to be academically, socially,
and occupationally successful in their adult lives
(Melhuish et al. 2010a, b).

In 2004, SSLPs were revised towards a net-
work of 3500 children’s centres across England,
with the aim of one per community. The initial
goal of children’s centres resembled the original
SSLPs: to provide integrated services (e.g.
health, education, welfare) for all young children
up to the age of five, and their families. In 2005,
early findings from an evaluation of SSLPs
suggested that benefits were greater for moder-
ately disadvantaged families than for more
severely disadvantaged families (Melhuish et al.
2005). As a result, children’s centre aims were
further revised to follow a ‘core offer’ of ser-
vices: information and advice to parents;
open-access sessions; outreach and family sup-
port; child and family health services and access
to specialist services; links with JobCentre Plus

for training and employment advice; and support
for local childminders. Centres in the 30 % most
disadvantaged areas were additionally required to
offer early education and childcare.

The original ‘core offer’ of services which
centres were tasked to provide in 2005 was
revised yet again in 2012 towards a ‘core pur-
pose’, which removed the requirement for cen-
tres to support parents in finding employment, or
early education and childcare for their children
(Department for Education 2013):

…to improve outcomes for young children and
their families and reduce inequalities between
families in greatest need and their peers in: child
development and school readiness; parenting aspi-
rations and parenting skills; and child and family
health and life chances.

The children’s centre programme can be con-
sidered as following a risk and protection-focused
prevention model, as it aims to tackle both the risk
factors associated with later undesirable outcomes
(such as poverty, poor home learning environ-
ments and poor parenting) as well as enhancing
protective factors which are consistently associ-
ated with positive outcomes in later life (such as
stronger families and social networks, healthy
neighbourhoods and higher employment: France
and Utting 2005). Evangelou et al. (2008) suggest
early intervention to be an important element of
successful preventative work; and high economic
returns of early intervention have been recognised
for promoting school, reducing crime, workforce
productivity and reducing teenage pregnancy
(Heckman 2008). Children’s centres feature a
number of characteristics which are common of
preventative programmes: their community-based
nature, their aim to increase community capacity
and partnership, their target audience of econom-
ically deprived families, and their use of
‘evidence-based’ work (France and Utting 2005).

Building Evidence and Knowledge
from Other Evaluations

Evaluation findings from similar community-
based programmes in the United States have
been mixed. Programmes aimed towards children
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classified as ‘at-risk’ such as Head Start, have
generally shown positive impacts in the short
term on increased IQ (Barnett and Hustedt 2005).
A study carried out with families who were
randomly assigned to Head Start treatment and
waiting-list groups showed that children in the
Head Start group were quicker to improve on
receptive vocabulary and phonemic awareness
than children in the comparison group; and
children in the Head Start treatment group were
significantly more likely to have parents address
their children’s health needs (Abbott-Shim et al.
2003). Results concerning the longer term out-
comes of Head Start however vary, suggesting
that there may be differences due to variations in
populations, programmes and context across
different evaluations (Barnett and Hustedt 2005).

A number of family-based intervention pro-
grammes in the UK have demonstrated benefits
for families through their evaluations. For
example, the National Evaluation of Sure Start
(NESS) evaluated the original SSLP programme
(from which children’s centres were drawn)
using an integrated cross-sectional, longitudinal
design. The NESS evaluation intended to exam-
ine any effects of SSLPs on children, families,
and communities, and any conditions under
which Sure Start was most effective in improving
outcomes (NESS Research Team 2012). NESS
had a number of strands including implementa-
tion, impact, local context analysis, cost effec-
tiveness and support for local evaluations. Within
the implementation strand, a number of
sub-studies were carried out to investigate the
parenting focus of SSLPs: empowering parents;
fathers; employability of parents; maternity ser-
vices; outreach and home visiting; black and
minority ethnic populations; and family and
parenting support.

The impact strand of the NESS evaluation
addressed parenting and family outcomes at the
ages of 3, 5 and 7. For the parenting evaluation,
the NESS team found some evidence towards
SSLP parenting support programmes being
effective when ‘good practice’ was apparent
(Barlow et al. 2007). The impact study (Melhuish
et al. 2012) followed over 5000 families of
7 year olds (also studied at 9 months; 3 and

5 years old) in 150 SSLP areas. A few positive
effects of SSLPs related to improved maternal
wellbeing and family functioning were displayed
within the families of 7 year olds. Lone parent
families and workless households were reported
to have greater life satisfaction, and families of
7 year old boys were reported to have a less
chaotic home environment. SSLPs were also
associated with families engaging in less harsh
discipline and providing a more stimulating
home learning environment. There were, how-
ever, no effects on child outcomes such as
“school readiness” (their cognitive, social and
socio-emotional development) and positive
effects regarding child health outcomes were
only visible at age five (lower BMIs and better
physical health: Melhuish et al. 2010b).

An evaluation of the Welsh Flying Start
intervention compared parents living in Flying
Start areas (more disadvantaged areas) to parents
living in matched comparison areas (relatively
less disadvantaged). The evaluation suggested
that the Flying Start programme might have been
successful in bringing families in disadvantaged
areas up to the conditions experienced in rela-
tively less disadvantaged comparison areas
(Knibbs et al. 2013). Families in Flying Start
areas reportedly had better awareness of parent-
ing and language support programmes, better
contact with health visitors, and more confidence
as parents. There were however no statistical
differences between the two areas when consid-
ering key parent outcomes (parental behaviour
regarding child immunisation rates, parenting
self-confidence, mental health, or home envi-
ronment) or child outcomes (cognitive and lan-
guage skills, social and emotional development
and independence, self-regulation) (Knibbs et al.
2013).

Current Research Questions
Addressed by This Chapter

Guidance regarding effective interventions in the
UK is fairly limited. UK family interventions
(Sure Start and Flying Start) have demonstrated
significant improvements to family functioning,
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health and well-being, showing that interventions
can develop parents’ understanding of child
behaviour and development. Importantly how-
ever, evaluations of such UK interventions have
not shown any long-term improvements to child
cognitive outcomes (Melhuish et al. 2010a;
Knibbs et al. 2013). Indeed, evaluations of a
similar community-based intervention in the US
(Head Start) have shown mixed long-term effects
on child outcomes.

A number of characteristics of effective
interventions have been identified within the lit-
erature as having the greatest impact on
improving child outcomes and were discussed
within a UK comprehensive spending review
(CSR) (Sure Start 2001; Johnson 2011). Char-
acteristics of effective programmes include the
following: a two-generational focus that targets
both the parent and child together; use of multi-
faceted approaches that include, among others,
enhancing family relationships; provision that is
non-stigmatising, locally driven, culturally
appropriate or sensitive to user needs; and
centre-based provision. This chapter will explore
these findings in order to address three research
questions: (1) Who are children’s centres serv-
ing? (2) What are children’s centres doing? and
(3) How are children’s centres approaching their
work?

Research Methodology

The evaluation comprised of five sub-studies: a
survey of children’s centre leaders; a survey of
families using children’s centres; visits to the
children’s centres to evaluate their service
delivery; the impact of children’s centres and a
cost-benefit analysis. The study had a nested
evaluation design, with children’s centres par-
ticipating in a large survey of over 500 children’s
centres leaders, being used to draw samples for
the remaining four sub-studies.

The data reported within this chapter is taken
from visits to 121 children’s centres across 2012
and 2013, drawn from the first two phases of
children’s centres and located in the 30 % most
disadvantaged areas of England. The evaluation

used a mixed methods approach and collected
data via questionnaires, interviews with staff and
parents, documentation review and rating scales.

Empirical Findings

ECCE researchers conceptualised parenting and
provision for parents within children’s centres by
placing the parent as the central focus.
Researchers recognised that children’s centres
provide a range of services which address the
wider needs of families (moving from the par-
ents’ immediate situation towards larger needs or
societal demands). Figure 1 displays how ECCE
researchers categorised children’s centres support
for families according to their parental needs;
taking a more holistic view of other individuals
in their lives. There are four areas of parental
lives that are described within the model: two of
these represent needs which relate to individuals
that are close to them, i.e. children and
family/partners, and two reflect the parent as an
individual, i.e. in terms of their own personal
needs and their community.

Who Are Children’s Centres Serving?

Children’s centres were targeting many of the
‘at-risk’ groups focused on by other international
parenting support programmes, while keeping in
mind UK Government guidance focusing their
work on families in greatest need, child devel-
opment and school readiness and health and life
chances. Effective interventions are known to
take the parent and child together as a focus
(Sure Start 2001; Johnson 2011), and children’s
centres included both parents and wider family
members in their approach towards intervention.
Importantly, children’s centres were also clearly
moving beyond the child’s microsystem of indi-
vidual, parental and family needs to consider the
needs of both the child’s mesosystem and their
exosystem (factors associated with the family
location and neighbourhood characteristics).

Children’s centres were reaching both extre-
mely vulnerable and targeted families (for
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example, those on care plans which were part of
the legal system), as well as less vulnerable
families with particular needs. Lone parent fam-
ilies were reported most frequently, along with
young parents, fathers, minority ethnic families
living in poverty, or those from other cultures,
and extended families. Deprivation and poverty
was a frequent feature of family lives. Staff were
interviewed from children’s centres located in the
most disadvantaged areas of England and there-
fore it was of little surprise that centres often
aimed to provide services for all families in their
area, offering open-access services to ‘get

families in’ and support any families with needs.
The nature of area deprivation meant that a
number of families were living in geographical
isolation, experiencing a lack of socialisation and
reduced support networks, and often living in
unsuitable or temporary accommodation. Fami-
lies were described as facing issues such as
substance abuse and obesity; or living in areas of
multi-culture, gang culture, rurality, and poor
transport.

Looking beyond the needs of the child’s mi-
crosystem, staff recognised that a holistic offer of
provision must first tackle parents’ immediate

Fig. 1 ‘Model of parental needs’ which may be targeted by children’s centres (reproduced from Evangelou et al. 2014)
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needs (which can have a substantial impact on
the quality of life for the child) before supporting
their parenting role. In particular, staff recognised
the need for parents to develop parenting skills
and to become more knowledgeable about their
child’s development. Focusing more on the distal
elements of the child’s ecological system and
moving away from the individual, staff were
focused on the complete holistic ecology of the
child’s environment, and aware of the vast range
of issues that need to be considered to support
child development such as family poverty, loca-
tion, parental education and security.

What Are Children’s Centres Doing?

Children’s centres in 2012 were offering a range
of services centred on both the child and their
family (parents and extended family). These
services were largely consistent to those offered
within children’s centres in 2011 (Hall et al.
2015). Some of these services focused on adults’
needs and skills, while others focused more
strongly on the child or capacity-building in the
community (Goff et al. 2013).

The Parent and Child Microsystem
Effective interventions tend to concentrate on
enhancing family relationships through the pro-
vision of practical guidance on parental attach-
ment, sensitivity and responsiveness to the child
(Sure Start 2001). In line with Moran et al.’s
(2004) findings that parenting support pro-
grammes commonly focus on the microsystem of
the child, centres placed the greatest importance
on targeting services towards the needs of ‘par-
ents and children’ as a unit, which reflect more
traditional conceptualisations of parenting sup-
port, specifically, the improvement of parenting
skills and the parents’ ability to look after their
child. As shown in the ECCE model of parental
needs (Fig. 1) ECCE researchers envisaged par-
ent and child needs to include parenting skills,
supporting their role as their child’s first educa-
tor, developing a more supportive home learning
environment, improving the parent-child rela-
tionship and parenting style. Centres provide a

number of services for children and families to
access together (i.e. stay and play groups), along
with positive parenting opportunities (developing
attachment and positive interactions).

Multi-faceted Approaches
There was substantial variation in terms of the
level and type of support offered, with centres
offering a combination of generalised and per-
sonalised information, personalised support, and
centre sessions, catering their level of support to
meet the needs of attending parents. Children’s
centres offer a great variety of services targeting
both parent and family needs including services
aimed at partner emotional support (i.e. advice
and support regarding separation, domestic vio-
lence and anger management), improving chil-
dren’s health and lifestyle, and family services
(such as outreach or home-based support, and
groups for fathers). This holistic approach fol-
lows the finding that effective early interventions
are known to be multi-faceted and target several
factors (Kumpfer 2009; Johnson 2011). The
approach also supports more distal child ecology
including family poverty, community integration,
physical environment and housing, parental
education and employment. Moran et al. (2004,
p. 20) note that “few services are able to tackle
directly the background to many problems—
poverty, lack of community integration, degra-
ded physical environments, inadequate educa-
tion, poor housing”: yet this is exactly what
children’s centres aim to accomplish. Children’s
centres recognise that children should be sup-
ported to live in a secure and safe home envi-
ronment (before considering immediate
parenting needs), and that families often face a
multitude of complex intertwined difficulties.

Evidence-Based Intervention
The importance of using well-evidenced inter-
ventions has been clearly documented within the
literature as a basis for replicating positive out-
comes within controlled environments. ECCE
researchers understood evidence-based pro-
grammes to mean those which met the strict
standards of evidence and evaluation set down in
a Government report by Allen (2011), which was
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taken as a guide for which programmes had
rigorous research evidence, often through ran-
domised control trials, for effectiveness. There
was widespread use of well-evidenced pro-
grammes across the sample of children’s centres
between 2012 and 2013 (with centres particularly
offering Incredible Years, Triple P and Family
Nurse Partnership). Indeed, over half of the
age-appropriate evidence-based family pro-
grammes defined by Allen (2011) were reported
by staff as being implemented by these children’s
centres. The well-evidenced programmes how-
ever, differed in terms of their aims and the
degree to which they were implemented with
fidelity (Sylva et al. 2015).

The widespread offer of evidence-based pro-
grammes was alongside recognition of other
promising practices (a challenge reportedly faced
by other countries when planning parenting
support; Molinuevo 2013). Children’s centres
staff reported implementing a wide range of other
‘named’ programmes which were deemed suit-
able for their families (for example Baby Mas-
sage, Every Child a Talker and the Solihull
Approach) even though the evidence for their
effectiveness was less secure as the programmes
identified by Allen (2011).

Children’s centres appear to be a successful
vehicle for providing families with access to
evidence-based family interventions and parent-
ing programmes, a popular method of parenting
support across a number of countries.

How Are Children’s Centres
Approaching Their Work?

Children’s centres were using a wide range of
supportive strategies with families. ECCE
researchers recognised that the supportive
strategies resembled and were heavily focused on
the ‘Opportunities, Recognition, Interaction and
Model’ (ORIM) framework developed by Han-
non (1995), which positively acknowledges ways
in which parents support their children’s learn-
ing, and how staff might be working with the
families. Staff from the majority of centres
reported examples of providing Opportunities for

the parents (awareness of a variety of activities
for use with their children, support to improve
their financial situation, and employability);
Modelling of learning strategies and dispositions
from adults (for example parenting skills, cook-
ery skills and health advice); Interactions with
other adults and children (encouraging social
interaction and trusting relationships); and finally
Recognition and valuing of their early achieve-
ments (including praise and encouragement).
Additional strategies used with parents included
encouragement (presenting a welcoming, sup-
portive, accessible and inclusive environment;
developing independence, responsibility and
participation); parental empowerment; focusing
on meeting individual needs and providing
information and knowledge.

In contrast, the ORIM framework was not so
apparent in the examples of supportive strategies
that staff used with children (which focused more
on meeting their individual needs and improving
their environments). Centre staff particularly
spoke of providing opportunities for children to
learn; developing school readiness (including
early language skills, social skills, appropriate
behaviours and adjusting to separation); facili-
tating interaction with adults in learning situa-
tions (for example, to enhance the parent-child
relationship); individualised experiences (ensur-
ing child activities are age, ability and child-led);
creating supportive environments (relaxing,
friendly and accessible); and lastly, role-mod-
elling (from other children and adults).

Non-stigmatising Services
Moran et al. (2004) describe a distinction
between ‘universal’ interventions (those aimed at
less severe parenting difficulties and available to
whole communities) versus ‘targeted’ interven-
tions (those aimed at more complex parenting
difficulties and specific individuals deemed to be
most ‘at-risk’). ‘Progressive universalism’ is
noted to be a more effective method of delivering
intervention, as this allows everyone to access
support but reserves targeted support for the most
‘at-risk’ families (Molinuevo 2013). Boddy et al.
(2009) identified four levels of accessibility in
parenting support: (1) support embedded within

464 M. Evangelou et al.



universal services; (2) support activated as part of
a universal service; (3) universally accessible
support; and (4) targeted specialist support.

Children’s centres are one of the main vehi-
cles for ensuring that integrated and good quality
family services are located in accessible places
and are welcoming to all; as such centres typi-
cally offer services at all levels of Boddy et al.’s
accessibility model. Open-access family services
such as Stay and Play (where parent remains in
charge of their child but both adult and child can
experience a rich array of resources in the context
of other families and child care staff) is both an
open-access service as well as a means to engage
and support targeted families. Stay and play is
used to identify hidden family needs which might
be prohibiting centres from carrying out suc-
cessful parenting support; and to support and
model appropriate parenting strategies. Centres
often use open-access services such as stay and
play as a means to implement ‘progressive uni-
versalism’ i.e. staff signpost or refer families to
other services as more immediate needs become
apparent, and staff offer a targeted package of
family support and outreach in homes when
families are identified as having the greatest
needs.

A common challenge for parenting support is
how to engage parents who are reluctant to attend
an intervention, due to associated stigma and
concern about being labelled as a ‘bad parent’
(Molinuevo 2013). Services which are
non-stigmatising and avoid labelling are said to
be most effective (Sure Start 2001; Johnson
2011). Children’s centres aim to break down
parent and family barriers which make it more
difficult for families to attend, by building up
trust and reassuring parents that they will not be
‘judged’. Children’s centres are also known for
their welcoming open-access approach and
non-stigmatising nature: however, during the
period of children’s centre data collection
reported in this chapter (2012–2014) there was a
clear shift in focus away from open-access ser-
vices towards more targeted work with a nar-
rower focus on vulnerable families with very
complex needs (Hall et al. 2015; Sylva et al.
2015). This streamlined targeting was in line

with the revised core purpose for children’s
centres (DfE 2013), which specified that chil-
dren’s centres were now required to reduce
inequalities for families in greatest need. Chil-
dren’s centre staff were concerned that a reduc-
tion in the availability of open-access services
might mean that families with more preventable
lower-level needs may not receive any help, due
to their ineligibility to access the service, or the
withdrawal of open-access services (Sylva et al.
2015). This was a clear tension for centre staff
who recognised the importance of their
open-access work for all families in the com-
munity but also for encouraging reluctant or
excluded families, making centres more accessi-
ble, and reducing stigma.

Locally Driven Interventions
Effective family interventions are often locally
driven, taking into account parent and local
community consultation (Sure Start 2001;
Johnson 2011). Children’s centre staff were able
to consult with centre families through parent
forums and feedback channels, evaluating this
information against their current provision and
the needs of local families. It was more chal-
lenging for centres to consult with parents who
were not yet involved with centre services due to
their relative invisibility: those centres who were
most successful at parent consultation were able
to actively consult potential families through
local surveys, and maintained good links with
health visitors and midwives carrying out new
birth visits (taking this as an opportunity to locate
non-attending families: Goff et al. 2013). Chil-
dren’s centres considered the needs of their local
community through the delivery of a range of
services targeted towards local needs, and a
multi-agency response that drew upon signpost-
ing and referrals to local agencies. Staff built
links with their communities by consulting with
other organisations, visiting the community,
seeking new venues for services and developing
community outreach and events. Children’s
centres were also offering a variety of opportu-
nities for parents to get involved in the running of
their centre and feel empowered: parents
attending these children’s centres were most
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likely to volunteer as a playworker during centre
sessions, and volunteer at community events.

Centre-Based Intervention
Brooks-Gunn (2003) suggested that centre-based
programmes report positive results over
home-based programmes. The primary course of
service delivery for children’s centres was orig-
inally intended to be a centre-based ‘one-stop-
shop’ for services in disadvantaged communities
(noted by Boddy et al. 2009 as the ‘come’-
structure in Germany). While children’s centres
do offer a range of services on their centre site,
they also balance this with more targeted services
in the home (the ‘go’-structure) which are known
to be successful for improving access to
hard-to-reach families, in line with the revised
core purpose of the children’s centre intervention
(Boddy et al. 2009).

Universal Versus Culture-Specific
Mechanisms

The children’s centre intervention is innovative
given that it displays a number of characteristics
known to be associated with effective interventions
as well as a range of mechanisms used within par-
enting support interventions internationally. This
section will address ‘universality’ which can be
seen as amechanism of bothwhat and how services
are offered: this will be discussed in relation to the
idea of cultural-specificity as a characteristic of
effective interventions. It will argue that the
dichotomy drawn between universal and culturally
specific mechanisms in terms of children’s centres
work is a false dichotomy.

There are two levels to universality which are
relevant to children’s centres. The first regards
what makes a service universal, specifically in
terms of the availability and legal entitlement of
an intervention or service open to all families (for
example, schools and health services). The sec-
ond details how services can be universal in
terms of their accessibility for attending families,
for example through accessible course materials
and service structure. In terms of the availability
of universal provision, children’s centres provide

a number of services which follow ‘progressive
universalism’ in that they are open and
non-stigmatising for all families, but also aim to
engage and support the more targeted families.
The ECCE study however argued for the term
‘open-access’ as opposed to ‘universal’ services,
as children’s centres were intended to be avail-
able to local families in the most disadvantaged
areas (rather than universally in every commu-
nity), and were ‘open’ primarily as a means to
avoiding stigma and reaching families on the
cusp of disadvantage who needed some form of
support (Sylva et al. 2015). Regarding accessi-
bility to universal services, children’s centres
aimed to ensure open-access provision was
available to the most disadvantaged or minority
families in multiple ways. The vast majority of
centres were able to provide translation services
during centre sessions which allowed families
(from a variety of backgrounds) to interact and
engage with others during the same session while
receiving identical information and activities.
Leaflets (such as centre timetables) were often
available in other languages.

A characteristic of effective interventions is
that they are culturally appropriate to individual
families and sensitive to their needs (Sure Start
2001; Johnson 2011). Children’s centres are
recognisable for the plethora of services which
they offer towards a wide range of family, child
and parental needs and their varied manner of
delivery according to the needs of individual
families. What is offered through children’s cen-
tre services is carefully chosen by staff in order to
meet the needs of the local community, and is
sensitive to the accessibility needs of individual
families. While the majority of centre resources
were spent on families with young children or
those with specific needs (for example, young
parents, lone parents and workless households), a
moderate amount of centre resources were also
targeted towards Black and Minority Ethnic
(BME) communities and parents with limited
English language skills. Many children’s centres
in the sample offered translation services and
signs and leaflets in non-English languages.
There were also sign-language sessions and spe-
cialist groups for particular minority ethnic
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families or for fathers. The majority of centres
reported that they focus their work on the indi-
vidual needs of each family. What is interesting is
that such ‘cultural specificity’ is also a feature of
accessibility to universal services as just descri-
bed. The dichotomy drawn between universal and
culturally-specific mechanisms in terms of chil-
dren’s centres work cannot be drawn, as the very
nature of the intervention requires that the two
types of mechanism work alongside one another.

The flagship element of children’s centres is
their holistic approach: while a key feature of their
service delivery is a focus on the primary parenting
unit (the ‘parent and the child’), service provision
looks beyond this microsystem to consider wider
familial and community needs known to affect the
child’s environment and ultimately their future
development. This multi-faceted approach to ser-
vice delivery supports more distal ecology includ-
ing family poverty, community integration,
physical environment and housing, and parental
education and employment. Unlike parenting pro-
grammes and support offered by other countries
which often have clearly specified foci and purpose,
the children’s centre holistic approach makes it
challenging to generalise the findings from the
evaluation of children’s centres to other countries,
as the provision is often culturally specific and
sensitive to the needs of local service users.

There are however lessons that can be taken
forward by other countries. The evaluation of
children’s centres has shown that it is not enough
for parenting support interventions to focus only
on the parent and child microsystem. Children’s
centres face many similar challenges to other
international parenting support interventions
including encouraging the engagement of more
reluctant families; their holistic approach to ser-
vice delivery however, ensures that the inter-
vention is available to as many family groups as
possible.

Policy Implications

This chapter has demonstrated that taking a more
holistic approach to parenting support bears a
number of similarities in the foci of effective

interventions within the literature. Parenting
support in other countries might benefit from a
wider consideration of the full spectrum of com-
plex issues facing families, and a deeper investi-
gation into distal areas of a child’s and parents’
characteristics. Where possible, future provision
should consider the wider parental needs reported
by Evangelou et al. (2008) in their ‘model of
parental needs’: for example, the personal needs
of the parents in terms of their basic skills, health,
advocacy and social support; the needs of the
family in terms of relationship conflicts; and the
needs of the parent in their community in terms of
their participation, relationship with schools,
volunteering, culture and socialisation.

There are two important points raised by the
children’s centres evaluation team:

1. While parenting support should be focused on
parent and child needs, interventions must
recognise the full spectrum of complex needs
displayed by parents (which extend beyond
parenting skill concerns) and need to be
considered before parenting programmes and
strategies can be successfully implemented;

2. Children’s development should be considered
in terms of their more distal experiences and
in particular the influence of wider parental
needs on their mesosystem and exosystem.

The evaluation of English children’s centres
reported in this chapter was carried out during a
period of uncertainty and turbulence for chil-
dren’s centres. The children’s centre programme
has encountered vast changes to funding
arrangements (moving away from an originally
ring-fenced budget, towards unprotected local
authority-led budgeting); widely reported funding
reductions and restrictions; and volatility in terms
of staffing and centre organisational structure
(Sylva et al. 2015). A change in the UK political
context has also led to a number of revisions to
children’s centre guidance documents (Hall et al.
2015), although centre staff were striving to
ensure that such changes had a limited impact on
the families accessing centre services.

Children’s centres are well-known for offering
welcoming, open-access services, although a
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move towards targeted provision was in line with
recent Governmental changes to the specified core
purpose for children’s centres (now focussedmore
squarely on meeting the needs of the most disad-
vantaged families). Centre staff voiced concerns
regarding what a loss of open-access services
wouldmean for those familieswho do notmeet the
new criteria or have preventable low-level needs,
particularly if their needs could easily be met with
open-access services. Many centre staff recog-
nised the value of open-access provision for
engaging the more ‘at-risk’ families, and making
services accessible to more reluctant families; and
this is of key importance to effective intervention.

Future Directions

Children’s centres have encountered multiple
revisions to guidance documents and a redefined
‘purpose’. Each fundamental revision requires a
detailed and strategic reconsideration of the ser-
vices on offer for families, and a scrutiny over
which family needs to prioritise under the con-
straints of limited funds. A characteristic of
effective interventions is that the intervention can
be locally driven and takes account of ‘local
voices’ from parent consultations—it is however
more difficult for centres to plan their services
with the needs of their local communities in
mind, when their service offer is governed by
prescriptive legislation. Children’s centres in
general would benefit from more stability in
terms of the aims of their intervention as well as
secure longer term funding, which would allow
centre staff to plan for the future.

Coinciding with a change in focus towards
more targeted work, centre staff described
working with families with very complex needs.
There was an increase both in the volume of this
work and the skills required to provide more
specialised support to families who were living
in very difficult circumstances. The changing
political climate had also affected the partner
agencies with which children’s centres offered
their services, and partner organisations were
pulling back their support and services to reserve

their own limited resources. In some cases, this
meant that centre staff were taking on intense
work with families who displayed complex
needs, that would normally be carried out by
specialised staff (Sylva et al. 2015). Centre staff
would benefit from further training to enable
them to work with the higher level of needs they
are now encountering. Such training will enable
them to understand how parents can be sup-
ported. There is to date some evidence within the
literature regarding characteristics of successful
interventions within a UK context, however the
planning and development of future interventions
would benefit from more robust evidence on
effective interventions.
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Instructional Practice with Young
Bilingual Learners: A Canadian
Profile

Roma Chumak-Horbatsch

Abstract
The focus of this chapter is instructional practice with the growing number
of young bilingual learners who arrive in Canadian childcare centres and
kindergartens with little or no proficiency in the language of program
delivery. The chapter begins by setting the context, briefly describing the
Canadian linguistic landscape and outlining the linguistic profile of
Canadian early care and learning programs. This is followed by a review
of practices currently adopted by EC professionals in their work with
bilingual learners. A new multilingual, strength-based direction in
classroom practice is briefly described and recent initiatives are summa-
rized. The highlights of one of these initiatives, Linguistically Appropriate
Practice, are presented and the main findings of its implementation in two
early learning contexts are discussed. These findings include the varied
interest in practice retooling and the identification of categories of factors
that affect early childhood professionals’ practice decision-making.
Instructional practice with young bilingual learners in the United States
of America and in select regions of Europe is also briefly outlined. The
chapter concludes with recommendations for designing a course of action
to fuel EC professionals’ interest in and commitment to linguistically
responsive practice.

Introduction

One of today’s most misunderstood issues in
education … is how to educate students who speak
languages other than English.

(García et al. 2008)
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This chapter reports on instructional practice
with the growing number of children1 who arrive
in Canadian childcare centres and kindergartens
with little or no proficiency in the language of
program delivery. These children are a diverse
group. Referred to here as bilingual2 learners
(hereafter BLs), they are mostly born in Canada
to newly arrived immigrant parents. Some are
acquiring one home language, while others grow
up in multiple language households. Some arrive
with little or no exposure to the majority lan-
guage, while others have been exposed to the
new language through siblings and older family
members, community experiences and/or the
media. Young BLs’ connections with their par-
ents’ countries of origin also vary—from annual
trips to regular electronic communication and
extended visits from family members. In all
cases, young BLs enrolled in majority language
programs find themselves in a unique
language-learning situation—the continued
acquisition of their first or home language or
languages and the learning of a new language.

This growing demographic presents a double
challenge to Canadian early childhood profes-
sionals3 (hereafter EC professionals). They find
themselves ill prepared to work with children who
do not understand the language of the classroom.
Moreover, they describe available resources as
falling short of providing concrete support and
guidance. While most Canadian EC professionals
acknowledge the fact that BLs are speakers of
“other” languages, they view them first and
foremost as learners of the classroom language.
As a result, they opt for instructional practice that
hurries them into the new language. Only in a
small number of cases are young BLs’ prior lin-
guistic skills valued and extended and their
bilingual potential facilitated and encouraged.

The chapter begins by setting the context and
describing the current linguistic landscape of
Canadian early care and learning programs. In
Sect.“A new direction” instructional practices
currently adopted by EC professionals are pre-
sented. Section “Linguistically Appropriate
Practice (LAP)” describes a new direction in
instructional practice and provides examples of
recent initiatives. In Sect. “LAP Studies: Find-
ings and Discussion” the main findings of the
implementation of a new instructional practice
called Linguistically Appropriate Practice or
LAP (Chumak-Horbatsch 2012) in two early
learning contexts are presented and discussed.
Section “Future Directions and Policy Implica-
tions” looks briefly at instructional practice with
BLs in other countries. And lastly, Sect. “Con-
clusion and Next Steps” opens the door to the
next level of instructional practice investigation
by providing recommendations for early learning
stakeholders.

The Canadian Linguistic Landscape

Immigration is central to Canadian history. Often
viewed as the “land of immigration”4 and “a
choice destination”,5 thousands of immigrants
arrive in Canada yearly. Generally supportive
and welcoming of foreign residents, Canada
views immigration as an economic and cultural
benefit and accepts high numbers of people from
many different parts of the world for work, study
or for humanitarian and compassionate reasons
(Nanos 2008). Currently, there are more
foreign-born residents (6.8 million or 20.6 %) in
Canada than ever before. Often called a “nation
of many languages”,6 the more than two hundred
languages spoken by one in five people in

Canada have been described as economic and
1These children are between the ages of 15 months and
6 years.
2For reasons of convention and brevity, the term “bilin-
gualism” is used in this chapter as a cover term to include
both bilingualism and multilingualism.
3Early childhood professionals include childcare staff and
kindergarten teachers who work directly with young
children and are responsible for all aspects of program
planning and delivery.

4http://www.immigrationdirect.ca/immigration-articles/statist
ics-facts/?gclid=CJGT6reYp8ACFQcLaQodBzkABQ.
5http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/11-008-x/2008001/article/
10517-eng.htm.
6http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/bilingualism-growing-
but-not-in-french-and-english-1.1176469.
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cultural assets.7

Children who do not understand or speak the
majority languages (French and English) make
up a significant proportion of Canadian early
learning settings. In the large, high-immigrant
Canadian “gateway cities” of Ontario, Quebec,
British Columbia and Alberta, 18–26 % speak a
language other than English or French at home.8

A recent language profile revealed that nearly
half (43 %) of the children enrolled in Toronto
childcare centres (Chumak-Horbatsch 2010)
speak one or more (of a total of 129 different)
heritage languages in the home, while the Tor-
onto District School Board reports a slightly
higher number,9 where over half of kinder-
garteners come from homes where English is not
spoken. In Vancouver schools, 126 different
heritage languages are spoken by 60 % of the
school population10 and in Montreal’s public
French-language schools, 46 % of students do
not speak French as their home language. In over
one-third of Montreal schools, students of
immigrant origin account for the majority of the
population, and just under one in ten schools has
an immigrant population of over 75 % (McAn-
drew et al. 2014).

Over the past 10 years, EC professionals
working in urban areas in other Canadian pro-
vinces are reporting an ever-increasing number
of children who do not understand the majority
language. Two reasons help explain this. Firstly,
newcomers are settling in urban areas of the
“other” Canadian provinces that offer affordable
housing, promise economic opportunities and
provide settlement support. For example,
between 2006 and 2011, immigration signifi-
cantly increased in the urban areas of Saskatch-
ewan, Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island,
New Brunswick and Manitoba. The Saskatch-
ewan Ministry of Education reported the

following between 2007 and 2012: the number of
young immigrant children (between the ages of 1
and 5 years of age)11 tripled, the number of
children who did not speak an official language
(English or French) more than doubled and the
number of immigrant children attending kinder-
garten in the 5-year span more than doubled.12

Another example comes from the province of
Manitoba’s “readiness for school” report,13

which shows an increase of young EAL (English
as an additional language) children between 2005
and 2010.

A second reason for the increase of BLs in
Canadian early learning programs is the growing
change in traditional and cultural childcare
arrangements or norms, where fewer immigrant
women are staying at home to care for their
young children and are instead joining the
workforce. For example, the rate of increase
(17 %) for immigrant women in the labour force
between 2001 and 2006 was more than double
that for Canadian-born women (7 %) (Saraswati
2000).

Current Instructional Practice
with Young Bilingual Learners

A recent investigation of instructional practice
(Chumak-Horbatsch 2012) identified three dif-
ferent kinds of practices adopted by EC profes-
sionals in their work with BLs: assimilative,
supportive and inclusive (see Table 1). These
practices differ from one another on two aspects:
the attention paid to the majority language and
the support provided to BLs’ home languages
and cultures. The monolingual focus of assim-
ilative practice is driven by a deficit agenda,
where BLs are labelled and identified by what
they lack, namely proficiency in the majority
language. This practice ignores their linguistic

7http://www.environicsanalytics.ca/blog/doug-norris/
doug-norris-blog/2012/11/02/canadians-speak-in-many-
tongues.
8http://www.statcan.gc.ca.
9http://www.tdsb.on.ca/HighSchool/YourSchoolDay/
Curriculum/ESL.aspx.
10http://www.vsb.bc.ca/english-second-language-
information.

11This number would be higher if infants (ages birth to
12 months) were included.
12Immigration Services Division, Government of Sas-
katchewan: Citizenship and Immigration Canada: Micro-
data, 2013.
13http://www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild/edi/edireport_MB_
201011.pdf.
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background, discounts what they have encoded
in their home language or languages, fails to
recognize their bilingual potential and hurries
them into the majority language and culture.
Supportive practices have a similar monolingual
focus, with an addendum: while the focus of
instruction remains the majority language, home
languages are acknowledged and cultural differ-
ences are celebrated. These two monolingual
practices rest on erroneous and out-dated
assumptions, such as the idea that young chil-
dren can manage only one language at a time,
require increased input to master the new lan-
guage and experience competition and negative

transfer between their two languages. Ostensibly
adopted in the best interests of BLs, these two
practices fall short of meeting their language and
literacy needs.

Unlike the two monolingual practices, inclu-
sive or linguistically responsive practice rests on
a positive, strength-based approach to home
languages, recognizing the personal, social,
cognitive, linguistic and economic advantages of
bilingualism. Inclusive practice reflects and con-
cretely responds to the linguistic diversity found
in centres and classrooms. In line with current
research findings, this practice views young BLs
as bilinguals in the making or “emergent

Table 1 Instructional practices with young BLs (From Chumak-Horbatsch, 2012)

Instructional
practice

Assimilative Supportive Inclusive

Main
features

Teaching and learning the
majority language
Absorbing BLs into the
majority language and culture
as quickly as possible

Teaching and learning the
majority language
Acknowledging home
languages
Celebrating cultural
differences

Teaching and learning the
majority language
Validating and supporting
children’s home languages
Integrating home languages
into the curriculum
Using children’s language
skills as a resource
Working closely with families
to promote bilingualism and
biliteracy

Focus Monolingual, mono-literate,
mono-cultural

Monolingual, mono-literate,
inter-cultural

Multilingual, multiliterate,
and intercultural

Sample
strategies

Limit the number of BLs in
each classroom
Discourage interaction
between children who speak
the same home language

Use key words and phrases in
the home languages to ease
communication: Come here;
bathroom; Do you want some
help? It’s OK; sleep; stop; eat
Organize multicultural
celebrations

Greet children in their home
languages
Invite family members to
share and author dual
language books

Fig. 1 Overlap in
instructional practices
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bilinguals” (García 2009), portraying them as
capable, active dual language learners and
acknowledging the fact that they, like all bilin-
guals, use their entire linguistic repertoire to
navigate the many communicative contexts they
encounter. Inclusive practice extends the knowl-
edge that children have encoded in their home
language(s) and views their prior experiences as
important contributors to their identity formula-
tion. Finally, inclusive practice bridges BLs’ two
language worlds, integrating their home language
(s) daily and directly into the classroom.

Although the three practices can be charac-
terized separately and may appear to be mutually
exclusive, they are not. The shaded areas of
Fig. 1 show that there is overlap between them.
Indeed, numerous reports, classroom observa-
tions and accounts found in early learning
resources reveal that in their work with BLs,
Canadian EC professionals adopt strategies
across all three practices. For example, general
assimilative practice may include some support-
ive strategies such as acknowledgement and
recognition of BLs’ home languages, and inclu-
sive strategies such as including home languages
in the curriculum often accompany supportive
practice. However, overlap is not found between
the two kinds of instructional practices that are
starkly different, assimilative and inclusive.

The majority of Canadian EC professionals
find themselves ill prepared to work with chil-
dren and families who have little or no profi-
ciency in the language of program delivery
(Meyers 2003; Webster and Valeo 2011;
Pacini-Ketchabaw 2007). With little or no train-
ing in linguistic diversity, childhood bilingualism
and linguistically responsive pedagogy, most
remain unfamiliar with the importance of the
language backgrounds and experiences of BLs
and often feel that these children tax their busy
and demanding agendas. As a result, they prefer
supportive practice, a middle-of-the-road,
accommodating approach that hurries BLs into
the majority language, peripherally recognizes
their home languages and celebrates their
cultures.

Three factors help explain this choice of
practice. Firstly, Canada is a country

characterized by linguistic and cultural diversity,
where for the most part, its inhabitants have an
open, respectful and positive attitude towards
multiculturalism, diversity and immigration. As
such, most EC professionals feel that a focus on
the majority language, with a nod to children’s
linguistic and cultural differences, is the thing to
do. The second reason is that many EC profes-
sionals, themselves speakers of heritage lan-
guages, view bilingualism positively and
consider it appropriate to acknowledge home
languages. Finally, as we will see in the next
section, the majority of Canadian early learning
resources promote and endorse supportive
instructional practice.

Most Canadian early learning resources (cur-
riculum guidelines and policy documents)
include some information about BLs. This
information varies in length, breadth, philosophy,
developmental overview, theoretical framework
and practicality. For example, some resources
simply inform the reader about the presence of
BLs, while others provide an overview of dual
language learning in young children or offer
strategies and suggestions for integrating BLs
into their new language environment. Taken
together, the resources characterize BLs in the
following way:

• BLs are learners of the majority language.
They are labelled as English Language
Learners (ELLs), English as an Additional
Language Learners (EAL), English as a Sec-
ond Language (ESL) Learners or French as a
Second Language (FSL) Learners.

• BLs will encounter some difficulties in
learning the classroom language.

• In learning the classroom language, BLs will
go through a silent stage.

• BLs’ home languages and cultures are
important.

With its focus on the majority language, this
characterization of BLs is problematic and
inequitable for four reasons. Firstly, majority
language identification and labelling of BLs—as
ELLs, EALs, ESLs, or FSLs—establishes the
classroom language as the only language worth
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knowing, learning and speaking, solidifies
majority language teaching as the goal of work-
ing with BLs, devalues their home languages and
literacy experiences, skills and strengths and
ignores their bilingual potential. Secondly, the
deficit focus of the characterization—absence of
the majority language and potential difficulties—
stand in contrast to established principles of
childhood bilingualism that portray young chil-
dren as capable, active language learners.
Thirdly, the silent stage, although widely accep-
ted and expected by EC professionals, lacks
research evidence (Roberts 2014), is artificially
created and is damaging to BLs
(Chumak-Horbatsch 2012). In reality, BLs are
not silent, but are silenced by the monolingual
classroom agenda. Finally, colourful celebrations
and displays capture only one dimension of the
many cultural experiences of BLs.

A close look at Canadian early learning
resources often reveals a disconnect between the
images and the message conveyed in the text.
While the many photos of children and families
from various ethnic groups, like the one in
Fig. 2, reflect the diversity found in the childcare
and kindergarten population, the message in the
accompanying text promotes practice that focu-
ses on the majority language, as seen in the
characterization of BLs.

A particularly noteworthy example of
image-text mismatch can be found in an Ontario
ministry document entitled Supporting English
Language Learners in Kindergarten: A practical
guide for Ontario educators.14 While the text

promotes inclusive practice, reminding EC pro-
fessionals that young children “develop their
knowledge by building on their past experiences
and the learning they have already acquired” and
encouraging the creation of “an inclusive learn-
ing environment that supports the success of
every student” (p. 4), the title of the document
and the tree images communicate a strong
monolingual message. The purple tree foliage,
trunk, ground and roots on the cover are filled
with multi-coloured translations of the word
ENGLISH (Fig. 3), while the purple borders
(Fig. 4) with white translations of ENGLISH are
found throughout the pages. Together, these
images communicate not the many voices and
roots of BLs but rather, the centrality and
importance of one voice and one root—English.

In addition to the monolingual characteriza-
tion of BLs, Canadian early learning resources
remind EC professionals to be sensitive to cul-
tures and languages, to “value, honour, and
promote culture and language as integral com-
ponents of programs, supports and services”,15

and to attend to home languages: “When edu-
cators are aware of and able to understand and
respond to the many “languages” children use to
communicate, they give every child a “voice”.16

While such reminders appear to promote chil-
dren’s home languages, their wording is broad,
leaving EC professionals wondering, “How do I
do this?”

Fig. 2 Typical photo
found in early learning
resources (Healthy Child
Manitoba: http://www.gov.
mb.ca/healthychild/ecd/
index.html)

14http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/kindergarten/
kindergartenell.pdf.

15Starting Early, Starting Strong: Manitoba’s Early
Childhood Development Framework, 2013.
16http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/HowLearning
Happens.pdf.
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The same is true of the widespread,
inclusive-like home language word-phrase strat-
egy, found in numerous early learning resources.
Adopting this strategy, EC professionals learn

and use key words in children’s home languages
(e.g., It’s OK; Stop; Are you tired? Are you
hungry?), to ease communication and help newly
arrived BLs transition into their new language

Fig. 3 Cover: supporting english language learners in kindergarten
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environment. In reality, this strategy is far from
inclusive. Rather, it is simply used as a
stepping-stone to the learning of the classroom
language. Once children gain a basic proficiency

in the new language, this home language strategy
is no longer needed and is abandoned.

Overall, then, the majority of Canadian EC
professionals adopt instructional practice that

Fig. 4 Page 8: supporting english language learners in kindergarten
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reflects the supportive directive endorsed and
promoted in early learning resources. They view
and label BLs as learners of the majority lan-
guage, focus on the teaching of the majority
language, peripherally acknowledge home lan-
guages and celebrate cultures.

A New Direction

Yet, the profile sketched in the previous section
is not the full picture. Information gathered
through the author’s on-going work (research,
teaching, classroom observation and school
involvement) (Chumak-Horbatsch 2004, 2006,
2008, 2010, 2012) reveals a new direction in
instructional practice with young BLs. Since
2000, a growing number of Canadian EC pro-
fessionals, many of whom speak multiple lan-
guages and are aware of the benefits of
bilingualism, are rethinking supportive practice,
engaging in professional change behaviours and
adopting various inclusive instructional strate-
gies. According to Cummins (2014), this shift to
linguistically responsive pedagogy, also referred
to as “multi-literacies pedagogy” (Cummins
2006a, b) or “teaching with a multilingual
lens” (Cummins and Early 2014) is still in its
infancy. In line with a number of major learn-
ing and teaching frameworks, orientations and
principles, it is fuelled by the growing number
of collaborations between Canadian educa-
tors and university researchers, whose projects
and initiatives are redefining multilingual
education.

Linguistically responsive practice is grounded
in the strength-based orientation of learning
(Ruíz 1984; González and Moll 1995; Moll et al.
1992; Moll and Greenberg 1990) that views
children’s family and community experiences as
important building blocks for acquiring new
knowledge. Consistent with empirical research
findings from cognitive psychology on how
learning happens (Bransford et al. 2000; Dono-
van and Bransford 2005; Cummins 2001, 2006;
Reyes 2001), linguistically responsive pedagogy
positions teachers as supportive guides who
activate learners’ prior language and literacy

understandings, help learners formulate their
identity, provide opportunities for
age-appropriate levels of understanding and
allow learners to take control of and self-regulate
their language and literacy learning. In line with
the social constructivist orientation on learning
and teaching put forward by Piaget (1929) and
Vygotsky (1978) and elaborated by numerous
scholars (Coelho 2012; Cummins 2001, 2004,
2006; Skourtou et al. 2006; Cummins and Early
2011, 2014; Norton 2000; Siraj-Blatchford and
Clarke 2000; Toohey 2000; Wardle and
Cruz-Janzen 2003), linguistically responsive
pedagogy emphasizes the joint construction of
knowledge and the importance of the social
context in supporting and enabling learning, lit-
eracy engagement and the affirmation of learners’
identities. Finally, inclusive pedagogy is founded
on three psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic
principles that underlie educational success:
strong and effective promotion of fluency and
literacy in both the home and the class-
room languages; sustained multi-literacy
engagement where literacy is understood in a
wide-ranging way and the collaborative creation
of power within the classroom (Cummins 2001,
2009).

In the sections that follow, recent examples
of multilingual initiatives with BLs undertaken
by Canadian researchers and educators are
briefly described. The highlights of one of these
initiatives, Linguistically Appropriate Practice
or LAP, are presented and the main findings
of the implementation of this instructional
approach in two early learning contexts are
discussed.

Dual Language Reading Project

In the Dual Language Reading Project,17 a
partnership between the University of Calgary
and the Calgary Board of Education, teachers,
family and community members shared dual
language books with young BLs in mainstream
classrooms and in a Spanish–English bilingual

17www.rahatnaqvi.ca.
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program. This collaboration bridged the school
and the home, extended BLs’ linguistic skills,
improved early literacy skills, positively affected
their identity development and helped all chil-
dren develop awareness and understanding of
linguistic diversity.

ELODIL

The ELODIL18 project, developed at the
Université de Montreal and also undertaken in
Vancouver, concretely supports teachers who
work with BLs. The goals of the project are to
“legitimize the language of origin of students
from immigrant families” and help, in
age-appropriate ways, “to promote language
awareness and openness to linguistic diversity in
the classroom.” The ELODIL resources (publi-
cations, book lists and videos) link to similar
European initiatives, and the many classroom
activities are intended to stimulate children’s
interest in and extend their knowledge about
different language groups. Response to the
ELODIL activities shows that giving home lan-
guages a place in the classroom motivates and
excites BLs and helps them to understand lin-
guistic diversity.

ScribJab

ScribJab19 is a website and iPad application
developed at Simon Fraser University. Built on
the premise that children learn second languages
faster and better if they have a strong foundation
in their first language, ScribJab invites children
to read, create and share digital stories (text,
illustrations and audio recordings) in any lan-
guage: English and/or French or home lan-
guages. Space is provided for young readers and
authors to discuss their stories with one another.

Teachers can monitor and organize children’s
contributions and create reading groups.

Home Oral Language Activities (HOLA)

The Home Oral Language Activities (HOLA)20

program supports young BLs’ development in
their home languages and builds family-teacher
partnerships. Developed by speech and language
pathologists, Early Years and English as a Sec-
ond Language staff of the Toronto District
School Board, the program invites families to
share a collection of thematic books (available in
12 languages) and related objects with their
children, to develop vocabulary, content and
background knowledge. Like the three initiatives
described previously, the HOLA program con-
cretely supports children’s home languages and
scaffolds new learning on prior strengths and
skills.

Linguistically Appropriate Practice
(LAP)

In this section, Linguistically Appropriate Prac-
tice or LAP is briefly described. This is followed
by a summary of the main findings of the
implementation of this new instructional practice
in two early learning contexts.

What Is LAP?

LAP is an inclusive instructional approach that
views young, non-majority-language-speaking
children as BLs rather than simply as learners
of the classroom language. LAP links BLs’ home
and classroom language and literacy experiences,
encourages home language use in the classroom
and promotes multilingualism. It brings linguistic
diversity to life and prepares young children for
the complex communication and literacy
demands of the twenty first century (García18Éveil au langage et ouverture à la diversité linguistique

(Awakening to Language and Opening up to Linguistic
Diversity), http://elodil.com.
19http://www.scribjab.com/en/about/about.html.

20http://www.equinoxpub.com/journals/index.php/
JIRCD/article/view/15999.
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2009a, b, c). Developed in response to the
numerous requests for concrete guidance, LAP
helps EC professionals to retool the way they
work with BLs and to move from supportive to
inclusive instructional practice.

LAP is grounded in dynamic bilingualism
(García 2009a, c), a theory that reflects the cur-
rent global and technological communication
reality and focuses on languages that speakers
use rather than on separate languages they have.
García defines dynamic bilingualism as “lan-
guage practices that are multiple and ever
adjusting to the multilingual multimodal terrain
of the communicative act” (García 2009a: 144).
Dynamic bilingualism, García explains, is not
about adding additional languages. It is about
using one’s entire linguistic repertoire to deal
with communication circumstances or “develop-
ing complex language practices that encompass
several social contexts” (García 2010: 96).

The implementation of LAP is a four-step
sequential process. In the first step, EC profes-
sionals are introduced to dynamic bilingualism,
(García 2009a, b, c). This is followed by a review
of the principles of childhood bilingualism.
Finally, EC professionals are encouraged to
reflect on their current practice with BLs in
relation to three different kinds of approaches and
consider strategies for moving towards inclusive
practice.

Building on their new understanding of
childhood bilingualism, EC professionals are
then ready for the next LAP step, familiarity with
a language portrait of BLs. This pedagogical tool
provides an accurate, research-based picture of
BLs’ linguistic reality and bilingual potential.
Adapted from qualitative research methodology
(Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis 1997;
Lawrence-Lightfoot 2005; Hackman 2002) and
guided by the question “What is good here?” the
language portrait describes the language and lit-
eracy strengths, abilities and needs of BLs. It also
includes troubling and challenging aspects of
their language lives, including the inequities and
hardships they face when they join a new lan-
guage environment and encounter “unfamiliar
practices and discourses” (Bligh 2014).

The third step in the LAP implementation
process is to consider appropriate strategies for
managing five important issues that EC profes-
sionals encounter in their work with BLs: tran-
sitioning them from home to the classroom;
introducing them to their classmates; partnering
with families; using home languages in the
classroom; and documenting language and liter-
acy behaviours.

In the last LAP step, knowledgeable and
committed EC professionals are finally ready to
implement inclusive practice. To get them star-
ted, LAP provides over 50 activities. Designed to
be conducted in the classroom language, these
activities include a home language component
and cover a wide range of topics and subject
areas. As they transform their classrooms into
multilingual environments, EC professionals
select, modify and extend the LAP activities to
match the ages and needs of their children and
put strategies in place that actively engage both
children and families.

LAP Studies

Unlike previous instructional practice studies
with select, like-minded participants (Toohey
2000; Naqvi et al. 2012), the two studies pre-
sented here were context-wide, with the partici-
pation of all members of the teaching staff. The
goal of the studies was to help two groups of EC
professionals, who met the same general condi-
tion of working directly with BLs, to retool their
instructional practice. In the two studies, practice
retooling (hereafter PR-ing) was defined as the
process of reflecting on and reviewing one’s
current instructional practice with BLs, aligning
it with evidence-based principles of childhood
bilingualism and using the four-step LAP guide
(Chumak-Horbatsch 2012) to move towards
inclusive practice. The research question guiding
the two studies was “How can LAP help EC
professionals retool their current instructional
practice with BLs and move towards inclusive
practice?” Study documentation included field
notes, documentation logs, home language
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questionnaires (children and teaching staff),
LAP-related artefacts created by the children and
final evaluations.

Study A
Study A was small-scale and was implemented
over a 10-month period in an urban fee-based
licensed childcare centre (hereafter UCC).
The UCC serves upper middle-class families and
accepts children from 18 months to 5 years of
age. At the time of the study, there were eight EC
professionals, fifty placement students,21 a man-
ager and 58 children, divided into three age
groups.22 Approximately half (48 %) of the
children spoke one or more of fifteen different
heritage languages at home, half of the EC pro-
fessionals were speakers of four heritage lan-
guages and fourteen heritage languages were
reported by the placement students.

The UCC staff enthusiastically accepted the
invitation to explore a new instructional practice
and expressed an interest in improving their
practice with BLs and making their practice more
inclusive. Study A started with three work-
shops23 that introduced the four parts of LAP,
provided the EC professionals with the oppor-
tunity to collectively reflect on and review their
current practice with BLs and outlined the
direction and scope of the study. EC profes-
sionals were invited to review, select, adapt and
implement LAP activities according to their
suitability, age-appropriateness and the interests
of the children in their groups. They were also
encouraged to keep a written record of the
implementation process and progress. LAP was
also introduced to the UCC families and to the
placement students. The highlights of this new
instructional practice were presented, the impor-
tance of family engagement was discussed and
the plan of the study was explained. Throughout
the study, the author conducted both group and
individual validation meetings with the EC

professionals to foster reflection on and discus-
sion of all aspects of the implementation of
LAP. To keep record keeping to a minimum and
make the documentation task lighter and less
demanding, the author took on the role of on-site
observer and recorder, working directly with the
children, meeting with families and collecting
and photographing LAP-related artefacts created
by the children.

Study B
Study B was conducted over a 10-month period in
a large publicly funded school (hereafter PFS)
situated in an immigrant, high-density,
low-income, high-unemployment area of Tor-
onto. At the time of the study, enrolment stood at
567, with 313 (55 %) 5-year-olds and 254 (45 %)
4-year-olds. PFS staff included a principal, a
vice-principal, 50 EC professionals (25 teachers
and 25 early childhood educators), specialized
teachers (music, drama, gym, language interven-
tion, literacy support and special needs) and an
administrative team. Each of the 25 classrooms
included a two-member teaching team (a certified
teacher and an early childhood educator24) and up
to 30 children. The majority of the families
(97 %) spoke one of 31 different heritage lan-
guages at home and only 3 % reported English as
the home language. In addition to English, the
majority (84 %) of the teaching staff were
speakers of two or more heritage languages (24
different languages in total), while the remainder
were monolingual speakers of English.

Unlike Study A, only one LAP workshop,25

attended by the principal and approximately half
of the teaching staff, was conducted in Study B.
In the early weeks, the author prepared the
groundwork for the implementation of LAP by
familiarizing herself with the school community,
visiting classrooms, directly interacting with the
children, informally chatting with teaching teams
and families and organizing an after-school event

21Placement students were enrolled in a university Early
Childhood Studies undergraduate program.
22Toddlers: 18–30 months; preschoolers: 2½–4 years;
kindergarteners: 4–5 years.
23The workshops were conducted by the author.

24Each kindergarten teaching team included an early
childhood educator and a certified teacher who work
collaboratively on the management of the kindergarten
classroom.
25School logistics did not allow for additional workshops.

482 R. Chumak-Horbatsch



that focused on the importance of children’s
home languages. Following this, classrooms
were assigned to one of four LAP coaches who
visited the school on a weekly basis. The role of
the LAP coaches was to facilitate the teaching
teams and document the implementation of
LAP. Teaching teams were also encouraged to
record the implementation process and progress
in LAP logs. As well, four professionally rele-
vant after-school events were organized.

LAP Studies: Findings and Discussion

The LAP studies revealed three things about
instructional practice with young BLs: interest in
PR-ing varied across EC professionals; instruc-
tional practice decision-making was affected by
three categories of factors; and LAP served as a
valuable PR-ing resource.

Interest in Retooling Practice

As Table 2 illustrates, response to the invitation to
retool current practice and move towards inclusive
pedagogy varied across EC professionals, ranging
from high interest to a total lack of interest.
Column C shows that less than one-fifth (19 %) of
participants from the two studies chose to retool
their practice, showed high interest and moved
towards inclusive practice. These participants were
proactive and exhibited high professional curiosity
or “initiative, interest and active wondering”
(Nersessian 1995) as they adopted and imple-
mented LAP.Minimal interest in PR-ingwas noted
in just over one-third (35 %) of all participants. In

Study A, these participants implemented LAP
activities sporadically and infrequently while those
in Study B exhibited little or no self-initiated effort
and followed the suggestions and guidance of the
LAP coaches. Finally, nearly half (46 %) of the
Study A and Study B participants chose not to
follow up on the invitation to retool their instruc-
tional practice with BLs.

A closer look at the Study B levels of PR-ing
(columns D and E) shows a marked difference in
the level of interest in PR-ing among the teachers
and early childhood educators. Twice as many
early childhood educators as teachers retooled
their practice (26 vs 13 %). The number of early
childhood educators who engaged in minimal
PR-ing with the support and guidance of LAP
coaches was also higher (39 vs 30 %), while the
lack of interest in PR-ing was lower (35 vs
57 %). Also, more early childhood educators
than teachers attended the after-school profes-
sional events.

Factors that Affected Instructional
Practice Decision-Making

From the available models of instructional choice
and change, the Model of Teacher Change (Ni
and Guzdial 2008) was selected and adapted to
the BLs context. An analysis of Study A and B
documentation generated three different yet
related categories of factors that affected EC
professionals’ instructional practice
decision-making with BLs: personal, profes-
sional and curricular knowledge, attitudes and
beliefs. Table 3 sets out the broad characteristics
that define each category.

Table 2 Studies A and B: Level of interest in retooling instructional practice

Level of interest in PR-ing A B C D E

Study A
N = 8

Study B
N = 46

Studies A & B
N = 54

Study B Teachers
N = 23

Study B ECEs
N = 23

High 1 (12 %) 9 (19 %) 10 (19 %) 3 (13 %) 6 (26 %)

Minimal 3 (38 %) 16 (35 %) 19 (35 %) 7 (30 %) 9 (39 %)

None 4 (50 %) 21 (46 %) 25 (46 %) 13 (57 %) 8 (35 %)
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It is noteworthy that identifying general cat-
egories of factors as listed in Table 3 proved to
be more straightforward than attempting to
identify the factors that affected the
decision-making of individual EC professionals.

With participants who enthusiastically talked
about their work with BLs and exhibited a high
interest in PR-ing, it was clear that both personal
and professional factors guided their choice to
move towards inclusive practice and adopt
LAP. These EC professionals were mostly
speakers of two or more languages, had multi-
lingual experiences in their homes and families
and viewed childhood bilingualism favourably.
Their high level of professional curiosity led
them to look beyond the mandated supportive
approach and to integrate home languages into
the classroom agenda. Included in this group
were many of the Study B early childhood edu-
cators who, as a group, displayed a greater
interest in PR-ing than did the teachers.

Attempts to identify factors that affected the
practice choices of the EC professionals who
displayed a minimal interest in PR-ing (just over
one-third) were particularly challenging. Even
though they agreed to collaborate with LAP
coaches, their accommodating yet disengaged

attitude, together with their unwillingness to
complete the final evaluation questionnaire,
made it difficult to profile their practice decisions.

It was clear, however, that all three factors,
personal, professional and curricular, were at
play when the decision was made to dismiss
PR-ing. Some (but not all) of the
English-speaking monolingual EC professionals
rejected the idea of PR-ing due to personal fac-
tors, reporting that as single language speakers,
they were ill equipped to concretely support
children’s home languages and foster multilin-
gualism. Participants who (for various reasons)
lost their family languages in their early years
were not interested in PR-ing because they felt
that young BLs would also eventually lose their
home languages. In a small number of cases, a
negative view of school multilingualism (“Eng-
lish is the language of Canada and home lan-
guages, although important, belong in the
home.”) was translated into the dismissal of
PR-ing and the adherence to supportive practice.
In addition, curricular factors affected the
decision-making of some of the non-PR-ing
group. Some of these participants reported
directly, while others inferred, that inclusive
practice generally and LAP specifically are not

Table 3 Three categories of factors that affected EC professionals’ instructional practice decision-making

Category 1: PERSONAL: Knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about self as language user

Personal language history: monolingual or bilingual, languages spoken, attempted, lost

Personal interest and investment in bilingualism

Attitudes towards immigration, societal language use and multilingualism

Level of self-confidence, risk-taking

Category 2: PROFESSIONAL: Knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about BLs

The language reality of BLs

The principles of childhood bilingualism

Professional curiosity: motivation to enhance knowledge of bilingualism

View of teaching: collaborative or personal enterprise

Professional curiosity, commitment and engagement

Category 3: CURRICULAR: Knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about curriculr directives

Curricular requirements re teaching BLs

Early learning resources: working with BLs
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included in the early learning curricular guideli-
nes and hence do not fit in with the play- and
inquiry-based agendas that they are required to
follow in their work with young children.

LAP: An Important Practice Retooling
Resource

The EC professionals who retooled their
instructional practice described LAP as an “in-
valuable resource” and a “helpful guide” in
transforming their classrooms into multilingual
environments and making linguistic diversity
come to life. As LAP activities were imple-
mented, children’s initial reluctance to use their
home languages in the classroom changed to
confidence, enthusiasm and spontaneous multi-
lingual play. They reached a language “comfort
zone” (Brown 2008) and freely “translanguaged”
(García et al. 2011) or used words and phrases in
their home languages with each other and in
group activities. All of the children—and not
only the BLs—were fascinated by the discovery
that their friends were speakers of different lan-
guages. They developed an awareness of lan-
guages and exhibited an interest in their own
home languages and those of others: for exam-
ple, a child holding up a toy cow reported: “I
speak Arabic and my cow speaks Hebrew”. They
played and experimented with language rhythms
and patterns and imitated and attempted words in
each other’s languages. They talked about lan-
guages with each other and used them as identity
markers for themselves and their friends: “I
speak Arabic and so does Waqas and Rayan”. As
BLs discovered that the adults in the classroom
did not share their home languages, they took on
a teaching role and offered to help their “stu-
dents”: “I’ll help you and teach you, yes. Say it
like this.”

In addition to children’s positive response to
LAP, families and placement students’ reaction
to linguistic inclusion is noteworthy. As families
witnessed their children’s interest, excitement

and pride in languages, their initial uncertainty
changed to approval, gratitude (“Thank you for
encouraging our language.”) and engagement in
LAP. In a similar way, placement students were
motivated and encouraged when they saw chil-
dren’s willingness and excitement to showcase
and share home languages. These students jour-
neyed from uncertainty to personal and profes-
sional confidence (“I didn’t like to talk about my
being Chinese…but once we did LAP with the
children, I was happy to share what I know in
Chinese, so I taught them a song in Chinese.”)
and took on the role of home language advocates,
creating and extending LAP activities and
preparing home language resources for children
and families.

Summary of LAP Studies

The findings of the two studies are, to some
extent, generalizable and reflect current instruc-
tional practice with BLs in Canadian early
learning settings. They reveal that various com-
binations of personal, professional and curricular
factors affected EC professionals’ instructional
practice decision-making and that only a small
number of EC professionals who retooled their
instructional practice journeyed from supportive
to inclusive practice. LAP proved to be a useful
tool in guiding this practice change. It also
helped BLs adjust to their new language envi-
ronment, enriched the language and literacy
experiences of all children, supported families in
their language maintenance attempts and helped
placement students understand the importance of
home languages. Alongside this practice change,
a significant number of EC professionals held on
to supportive practice “as tightly as possible”
(Katz and Dack 2013) and were not interested in
retooling their practice with BLs. Taken together,
these findings raise a question that continues to
be investigated in contexts beyond education,
namely how to generate interest in and commit-
ment to change in practice among professionals.
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Future Directions and Policy
Implications

Young Bilingual Learners Beyond
Canada

In every corner of the world, young children are
learning languages at home that differ from the
dominant language used in their broader social
world.

(Ball 2011)

The above quote reminds us that young BLs
are everywhere and that the challenge of appro-
priate practice with this particular demographic is
not unique to the Canadian early learning con-
text. The situation in the United States is in many
ways quite similar to that found in Canada. For
example, provision for children’s home lan-
guages or a home language mandate is included
in numerous policy and educational documents
(Espinosa 2008, 2013), and linguistically
responsive teaching is gaining increased attention
(Lucas and Villegas 2010). Yet, general sug-
gestions to be “culturally and linguistically
responsive”26 most often translate into the
adoption of supportive practice.

Unlike the widespread adoption of supportive
practice in Canada and the United States,
response to linguistic diversity in many European
regions is quite different. Tradition and exclu-
sivity of the official language (or languages), a
wariness of “other” languages and the view of
multilingualism as a problem or obstacle, toge-
ther with official language or languages policy,
often stand behind the widespread adoption of
assimilative practice. Yet like their Canadian
colleagues, a growing number of education
researchers and EC professionals in many Euro-
pean regions are responding to their increasing
“super-diversity” (Vertovec 2007) by reviewing
and re-interpreting language policies, exploring
and documenting language attitudes and ques-
tioning the equity and educational value of
assimilative practice with BLs. For example, the
Multilingual Early Learning Transmission
(MELT)27 project, a partnership between four

language communities (the Frisian language in
Fryslân [the Netherlands], the Swedish language
in Finland, the Welsh language in Wales [UK],
and the Breton language in Brittany [France])
advocates for the promotion of cultural and lin-
guistic diversity, the recognition and support of
home languages and helping families understand
the benefits of bilingualism.

Conclusion and Next Steps

The early learning practice profile provided in
this chapter, speaks to the pressing need for
broad based instructional practice retooling with
BLs. This need raises two questions. Firstly, how
can the current widespread adoption of mono-
lingually focused practices, which fall short of
meeting the language and literacy needs of young
BLs be “intentionally interrupted” (Katz and
Dack 2013)? Secondly, what course of action
will serve to fuel EC professionals’ interest in
and commitment to linguistically responsive
practice? In response to these questions, change
is recommended for four different levels of early
learning stakeholders.

The very first level of instructional practice
change must occur at the curriculum and policy
levels. Since EC practitioners rely on early
learning resources for direction and guidance,
these documents must accurately reflect the lin-
guistic reality of Canadian classrooms, be
aligned with evidence-based principles of child-
hood bilingualism and portray young BLs as
capable, active language learners who require
concrete support and validation to grow bilin-
gually. The images and the accompanying mes-
sages in these resources must be synchronized in
their promotion and endorsement of linguistically
responsive practice.

A review of local, regional, and national
leadership practices must follow the curricular
and policy update and review proposed in the
previous paragraph. Principals, directors and
managers of early learning contexts must engage

26TK California: A project of early edge California: http://
www.tkcalifornia.org/tk-experience.

27http://www.poliglotti4.eu/docs/MELT_research_paper.
pdf.
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in high-leverage leadership by taking a “visible
and public” interest (Katz and Dack 2013) in
BLs. Together with their staff, they must move
beyond one-time professional development
events, actively participate in professional
learning and understanding about childhood
bilingualism and take on the role of “gatekeepers
or facilitators of change” (Fullan 2007).

To work effectively and equitably with young
BLs, EC professionals must understand the
principles of childhood bilingualism and the
linguistic reality of BLs. To do so, they would do
well to create their own context-specific com-
munities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991;
Wenger 1998, 2007; Katz and Dack 2013),
where they engage in on-going, collaborative
learning, sharing and professional understanding.
When EC professionals update their under-
standing, assumptions and beliefs about children
who grow in two (or more) languages, they will
be ready to retool their practice, position home
languages as instructional assets and essential
parts of BLs learning equation and teach through
a multilingual lens (Cummins and Early 2014).

Finally, education researchers are encouraged
to turn their attention to the large number of EC
professionals who focus on the majority language
and either remain hesitant to venture beyond a
token acknowledgement of BLs’ home languages
or are committed to monolingual instructional
practice. Understanding the language realities and
subsequent practice behaviours of these profes-
sionals will serve to rework and update the factors
that affect instructional choices identified in this
chapter and will help to inform the development
of practice reform strategies.

On an encouraging and promising note, the
growing and steady interest in retooling instruc-
tional practice with young BLs serves as evidence
that this new direction is far more than a passing
in-vogue event. It is a pedagogical evolution that is
supporting, validating and extending BLs’ lan-
guage and literacy skills and abilities, strength-
ening the understanding and respect for diversity
of all young children and transforming early
education in Canada and beyond.
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