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Abstract An important aspect of identity development
requires adolescents to consider and select the cultural label
or labels that best fit with their conception of who they are.
Yet, little is known about the longitudinal development of
such labeling preferencs and their possible links with
adjustment. Using longitudinal data from 180 Asian
Americans (60% female; 74% U.S.-born), intra-individual
and group-level changes in adolescents’ American label use
were tracked. Over time, 48% chose an American label as
their “best-fitting” label and 42% chose an American label at
least once, but did not include an American label during at
least one other time point. American label use was not
associated with continuous measures of American identity,
but the use of American labels was linked with lower levels
of ethnic identity. American identity, whether indicated by
label use or continuous scale scores, was generally linked
with positive psychological and academic adjustment, with
some effects of label use moderated by gender and gen-
erational status. Developmental implications of American
cultural labels as markers of adolescent identity and broader
adjustment are discussed.
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Introduction

The types of cultural identity labels that U.S. youth from
immigrant families use to define themselves can have deeply
meaningful implications for self and identity development,
acculturation, and psychosocial adjustment (Doan and Ste-
phan 2006; Kiang 2008). Although research focusing on
adolescents’ use of cultural labels is still growing, existing
work does suggest that such labels share similar theoretical
functions with more traditional continuous indicators of
cultural identity (e.g., regard, belonging, centrality), but also
have a unique impact on developmental outcomes (Fuligni
et al. 2005). Yet, given their developmental importance,
labeling preferences are not well understood, especially in
light of how they change over time. Particularly for youth
from immigrant families, their sense of being American is
understudied, despite having a role in adolescents’ lives that
equals or even rivals that of ethnic identity (Deaux 2008;
Kiang et al. 2013; Yip and Cross 2004).

The present study addresses this fundamental literature
gap by using longitudinal data from Asian Americans to
address three primary questions: (1) are there intra-
individual and group-level, developmental shifts in ado-
lescents’ American labeling preferences over time, (2) are
there bidirectional links between changes in American
labeling preferences and changes in American identity, as
measured by more traditional, continuous scale scores (i.e.,
regard/centrality), and (3) are changes in American labeling
preferences associated with dimensions of ethnic identity
(i.e., regard/centrality; belonging, exploration), and with
diverse indices of adjustment? In examining all of these
questions, we also explored possible variation by genera-
tional status and gender.

Our focus on Asian Americans is notable given that they
are under-studied despite comprising the fastest growing
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demographic group in the U.S. today (Pew Research Center
2012). Moreover, we uniquely target new gateway com-
munities in the Southeastern U.S. where Asian Americans
have increased exponentially in number, yet represent a
relatively small proportion of the overall population. Recent
theoretical and methodological approaches emphasize the
demand for better understanding of developmental con-
stucts among children with Asian backgrounds (Mistry et al.
2016), particularly within under-researched geographical
contexts (Kiang and Supple 2016). A centered investigation
into these youth’s use of cultural labels and sense of
American identity could yield pivotal insight with respect to
basic processes of identity formation, acculturation, and
cultural adjustment.

Adolescents’ Labeling Preferences

Cultural labels appear deceptively simple, but their use can
provide profound insight into adolescent identity. Diverse
options exist when individuals consider and choose the
identity label(s) that best define who they are, and a key
developmental question is how the self-selection of these
labels might change over time, particularly during the cri-
tical years of high school and emerging adulthood when
identity formation is often at the forefront of adolescents’
lives (Erikson 1968). With respect to Asian Americans,
which we define in the current study as individuals living in
the U.S. with Asian ancestry, adolescents could use an
ethnic heritage label (e.g., Chinese, Hmong) which signifies
an affiliation with one’s specific heritage background, or a
broader panethnic label (e.g., Asian) which could be poli-
tical, strategic, and especially useful in geographical areas
where specific heritage groups are small in number (Espiritu
1993; Kibria 2000; Okamoto 2006). Notably, heritage and
panethnic labels can be either used alone or in conjunction
with a mainstream national label (i.e., “American” for youth
in the U.S.; Chinese American, Asian American).

While the adoption of an American label can signify the
early steps in a sense of psychological attachment to
national belonging and identity and therefore has important
implications for all U.S. youth regardless of heritage
background (Citrin et al. 2001), the use of an American
label can take on an even deeper meaning among those with
Asian backgrounds. Indeed, Asian Americans are unique in
their simultaneous experience as ethnic, immigrant, and
minority group members (Kiang et al. 2016). In terms of
ethnicity, the selective incorporation of an American term in
one’s labeling repertoire could symbolize cultural or
affiliative belonging with the American culture, values, or
worldview. In light of their family’s immigration history,
the use of an American label could similarly indicate an
affiliation with the dominant, host culture, but it could also
reflect more deeply rooted feelings of bicultural

acculturation (e.g., if an American label is used in con-
junction with a heritage or panethnic label) or assimilation
(e.g., if an American label is used alone). And, as members
of a minority group, the use of an American label could
represent adolescents’ engagement with the dominant status
quo and perhaps even further indicate an active statement
against one’s minority status. American labels could also be
adopted in opposition to the experience of microaggressions
which often cast Asian Americans as perpetual foriegners
(Goto et al. 2002).

These identity implications that uniquely face Asian
Americans can be explored by tracking patterns of how and
when youth incorporate an American label into their self-
concept. Developmentally, theoretical perspectives from the
acculturation literature do suggest that, over time, youth
from immigrant backgrounds, including Asian Americans,
might explore the use of both mainstream and heritage
labels as they engage in the process of identity development
(Berry 2003; Phinney 2003). Over time, adolescents might
adopt an integrated or bicultural identity and include an
American label in their self-definitions as they mature and
as their identity solidifies (Haritatos and Benet-Martínez
2002; Schwartz and Zamboanga 2008). Prior work has
indeed found that more traditional indicators of American
identity, as measured by regard and centrality, increase over
the high school years (Kiang et al. 2013), suggesting that
youth might similarly increase in their likelihood of using
an American label over time.

On the other hand, it is possible that adolescents move
away from using an American label over time. Drawing on
conceptual models that highlight how discrimination and
social inequities shape development (Garcia Coll et al.
1996; Mistry et al. 2016), Asian American adolescents
could become more disengaged with their mainstream
American identity over time, perhaps as a natural step in
identity development as they experience social stratification
(Kim 2012). For example, discrimination and micro-
aggression research suggests that perceptions of ethnic or
racial bias increase with age and can hinder feelings of
belonging (Devos and Mohamed 2014). As such, perhaps
Asian American youth feel more socially disenfranchised as
they encounter negative racial interactions and gradually
report a weaker American identification.

Clearly, more work is needed to address these competing
hypotheses and clarify existing findings. It is particularly
important to examine group-level patterns of American
label use as well as within-person changes. For instance, in
one of the few longitudinal studies focusing on labeling
preferences among immigrant youth, Fuligni and colleagues
(2008) found that linear trends in Latin and Asian American
adolescents’ use of an American label were not evident over
time, but there was substantial intra-individual variation that
was influenced by other variables such as ethnic identity
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and language proficiency. Consistent with this line of work,
we examined group-level shifts in American label use, and
correlated intra-individual changes in American label use
with other indicators of adolescents’ cultural identity, as
measured through traditional subscale scores along both
American and ethnic dimensions (e.g., regard/centrality).
Other than Fuligni et al. (2008), no work of which we are
aware has linked American label use with ethnic identity
scores, and no existing research including Fuligni et al. has
considered how American label use and American identity
scores might be related.

Presumably, the use of American labels will correspond
with higher continuous measures of American identity, as
defined by subscales of positive regard and the centrality or
importance attributed to one’s group membership (Sellers
et al. 1998). More specifically, drawing on social identity
frameworks (Sellers et al. 1998; Tajfel 1981), American
regard can be seen to reflect individuals’ positive feelings
towards and pride in being American, and American cen-
trality can refer to the extent to which individuals feel that
being American is central to their overall sense of self.
While traditionally measured using separate subscales, the
constructs also overlap conceptually, and some empirical
work has combined these two identity subscales for par-
siomony (e.g., Kiang et al. 2013). Following a similar
approach, we expected to find evidence for positive links
between American label use an aggregate of American
regard/centrality; yet, we also went a step further to explore
the opposite directionality. By examining reverse associa-
tions with American regard/centrality predicting subsequent
American label use, we can gain insight into the temporal
processes that might be involved.

In terms of ethnic identity, although linear acculturation
models would presume that the use of an American label is
inversely associated with ethnic identity (Birman and
Trickett 2001; Costigan and Su 2004; Mok and Morris
2010), orthogonal perspectives would not assume such
negative relations. In fact, some prior work has found that
ethnic and American identity jointly ebb and flow, which
suggests that these cultural identity domains develop simi-
larly and in non-competing ways (Kiang et al. 2008;
Schwartz 2007). Hence, although largely exploratory, we
expected that American label use would be positively
associated with continuous measures of ethnic identity, with
the assumption that different identity domains go hand in
hand. In addition to examining links between American
label use and ethnic identity, we also investigated correla-
tions between continuous measures of American identity
and ethnic identity and similarly expected to find evidence
for positive, complementary associations. The simultaneous
investigation of both American labels and American iden-
tity scale scores allowed us to examine whether their effects
on ethnic identity were independent of one another.

American Labels and Adjustment

Understanding nuances in adolescents’ use of an American
label is important for many reasons related to identity
development, but there are also notable implications in light
of overall adjustment. From a social identity perspective
(Tajfel 1981), the social groups to which individuals belong
can serve multiple functions and promote adjustment and
well-being, including operating as a source of resilience,
social support, and positive affiliation. Theory and research
has consistently pointed to the benefits of a strong sense of
social identity, with much of the foundational work focus-
ing on continuous subscale scores of ethnic identity (Rivas-
Drake et al. 2014; Ying and Lee 1999). However, American
identity is also considered a primary form of social identity
for immigrant and ethnic minority youth (Oetting and
Beauvais 1991; Scheibe 1983). Although some work sug-
gests that ethnic identity can take precedence over Amer-
ican identity (Phinney et al. 1997), others have found that
American identity, as continuously measured through
indicators of regard and centrality, is positively linked with
diverse developmental competencies including higher
quality peer relationships, self-esteem, and academic
adjustment (Kiang et al. 2013).

In extending this prior work to American labels and its
implications, we expected that adolescents’ use of an
American label will be linked with a diverse set of outcome
variables. We considered a range of outcomes in order to
gain insight into the comprehensive reach of identity labels
in development. Specifically, we included two primary
indicators of well-being, namely, self-esteem and depres-
sion. Given that prior work has found consistent links
between ethnic identification and academic adjustment
(Fuligni et al. 2005), and that the educational context itself
has been argued to reflect largely Western or American
values, (McBrien 2005; Pryor 2001), we also examined
academic motivation as a dependent variable. As with eth-
nic identity, here again we examined both American labels
and American centrality/regard as simultaneous predictors,
and generally expected to find positive, benefical implica-
tions for adjustment.

Variation by Generational Status and Gender

In terms of generational status, prior work has supported the
idea that first-generation (i.e., foreign-born) youth tend to
retain their use of ethnic heritage labels and appear some-
what reluctant to use an American label to define them-
selves (Kiang et al. 2011). This is particularly in
comparison with their U.S-born counterparts who often
use a combination of panethnic, American-only, and
hyphenated-American labels (Buriel and Cardoza 1993;
Doan and Stephan 2006; Rumbaut 1994). Similarly, we
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expected that second-generation youth would be more
likely to use an American label as compared to first-
generation youth. However, it is possible that, over time, the
use of an American label might increase among the first-
generation, as their process of acculturation might drive
them to identify more with their American status (Fuligni
et al. 2008). Main effects of generation on label use as well
as moderating effects of yearly change in labeling pre-
ferences and in yearly associations between labeling and
outcomes were therefore examined.

Possible variation by gender is also important to con-
sider. Although prior work examining gender differences in
adolescents’ use of ethnic labels has been inconsistent
(Fuligni et al. 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001), research
does suggest that immigrant families differ in their socia-
lization strategies for sons vs. daughters (Qin‐Hilliard
2003). Often, daughters are considered primary transmitters
of cultural traditions and values (Bowman and Howard
1985; Dion and Dion 2001; Supple et al. 2010). Moreover,
Asian American parents tend to be stricter with daughters
and allow sons more social freedom (Zha et al. 2004).
Consequently, with greater exposure to mainstream culture
and less pressure to retain heritage cultural values and
identity, boys might be more likely to use and move toward
using American labels over time, as compared to girls.
Considering prior work that has also pointed to main and
moderating effects of gender on psychological and aca-
demic outcomes (Kiang et al. 2015; Qin 2006), we explored
gender’s role as a moderator of yearly change in American
labels and of links between labels and adjustment.

Current Study

The present study examined both within-person and group-
level changes in adolescents’ American labeling preferences
over a crucial period in identity development, namely, the
four years of high school and several years post-high school
into emerging adulthood. Notably, we considered compet-
ing hypotheses in terms of whether adolescents would
increase or decrease in terms of their use of American labels
over time.

While identifying changes in American label use is
developmental important, in and of itself, we also examined
within-person associations between American label use and
American identity (i.e., regard/centrality), and between both
American label and identity and other key developmental
constructs (i.e., ethnic identity, self-esteem, depressive
symptoms, academic motivation). We expected that, in any
particular year, the use of an American label would be
linked with higher levels of American identity. The reverse
directionality was also explored. In terms of other out-
comes, we generally expected that American labels and

American identity would serve as positive resources in
adolescents’ lives and therefore promote positive youth
development across diverse indicators, including ethnic
identity, self-esteem, depression, and academic motivation.
Possible variation by primary demographic variables of
generational status and gender was explored in light of all of
these associations.

Methods

Participants

Starting with 180 9th and 10th graders, data were collected
yearly for four consecutive years, with an additional follow-
up approximately three to four years post-high school.
Participants at the initial time of recruitment were 180 Asian
American adolescents (48% were in the 9th grade cohort;
60% female) recruited from six public high schools in the
Southeastern US. About 74% of the sample was U.S.-born
(i.e., second-generation). Of first-generation youth, age of
immigration ranged from 1–14 years (M= 5.79, SD=
4.21). An open-ended, self-report item indicated that ado-
lescents represented divese ethnic groups including: Hmong
(28%), multiethnic (mostly within Asian groups; e.g.,
Cambodian and Chinese) (22%), South Asian (e.g., Indian,
Pakistani) (11%), Chinese (8%), panethnic (i.e., Asian)
(8%), and small clusters such as Montagnard, Laotian,
Vietnamese, Filipino/a, Japanese, Korean, and Thai (23%).

Procedure

A stratified cluster design identified public high schools in
central North Carolina with high Asian growth and a stu-
dent body with relatively large proportions of Asian stu-
dents for the region (3–10%). The schools differed in
overall ethnic diversity, size, achievement, and socio-
economic status. In small group settings, students identified
as Asian through school matriculation forms were invited to
participate in a study on the social and cultural issues that
affect their daily lives. Approximately 60% of those invited
to participate returned consent/assent forms. During a
follow-up school visit, these participants were administered
a packet of questionnaires during school time which took
about 30–45 min to complete. All measures were completed
in English.

Participants completed follow-up surveys each year for
three additional years. All questionnaires remained con-
sistent in content and length throughout waves. For Waves
2 and 3, researchers returned to schools to distribute ques-
tionnaires during class time. Participants were sent ques-
tionnaires in the mail if they were no longer in school or if
absent the day the surveys were administered. For Wave 4,
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we collected data entirely through postal mail given that the
older cohort was no longer in high school. Adolescents
received $25 for Wave 1 of the study (which involved an
additional daily diary component), $15 for W2 and W3
each, and $20 for W4. The retention rate in W2 was
approximately 91%. About 87% of the original sample was
retained in W3, and 77% in W4.

Approximately three to four years post-high school,
participants were contacted via e-mail and postal mail and
invited to participate in an additional follow-up. We were
able to reach and hear back from 43% of the original sample
and, of these, all agreed to participate in the post-high
school follow-up. Although these participants were given
the option to complete paper surveys to be sent via postal
mail, all opted to complete the surveys online. Compared to
participants who were retained at this final wave, those who
were missing from the follow-up in emerging adulthood
were more likely to be male (71% vs. female: 50%; Χ2=
7.37, p< .01) and to not have been born in the United States
(72% vs. U.S.-born: 54%; Χ2= 4.75, p< .05). Because of
these differences, follow-up sensitivity analyses were con-
ducted without the final follow-up wave of data. These
results are reported throughout.

Measures

All of the following measures were collected during each
wave of the study.

Labeling Preferences

Adolescents were shown an extensive list of cultural labels,
used successfully in prior research with youth from immi-
grant backgrounds (Fuligni et al. 2008), and were asked to
check which ethnic label(s) describe them. They were
instructed to choose as many labels as they want, and also
had an opportunity to write in any label(s) not on the list. In
an open-ended format, adolescents were then asked to
indicate what label they believe best describes them. These
open-ended responses were then coded to reflect adoles-
cents’ primary labeling preferences. Categories included
ethnic heritage (e.g., Laotian, Chinese), panethnic (e.g.,
Asian), heritage-American (e.g., combination of any heri-
tage labels plus American, either listed with a hyphen or
not), panethnic-American (e.g., combination of Asian and
American, hyphenated or not), and American only.

American Identity

A shortened Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity
(MIBI) used in prior work (Yip et al. 2006) measured
American identity. The 4-item regard subscale measures
positive feelings toward one’s group (e.g., I feel good about

being American). The 4-item centrality subscale assesses
whether one’s social identity is central to one’s self-concept
(e.g., In general, being American is an important part of my
self-image). All items are scored from 0= strongly disagree
to 4= strongly agree with higher scores reflecting higher
regard and centrality (American regard αs= .87−.91;
American centrality αs= .89−.91). As expected, acoss
study waves, continuous measures of American regard and
centrality were strongly correlated (rs= .82−.90, ps< .001)
and therefore combined in all analyses.

Ethnic Identity

Items from the regard and centrality subscales of the MIBI
were also adapted and used to measure ethnic identity. A
sample item reflecting ethnic regard reads, “I feel good
about being a member of my ethnic group.” A sample ethnic
centrality item reads, “In general, being a member of my
ethnic group is an important part of my self-image. Again,
items are scored from 0= strongly disagree to 4= strongly
agree with higher scores reflecting higher regard and cen-
trality (ethnic regard αs= .88−.91; ethnic centrality αs
= .87−.90). As expected, ethnic regard and centrality sub-
scales were significantly correlated (rs= .75−.86,
ps< .001). We thus created composites for ethnic identity
by averaging the subscales, and these composite variables
were included in the models below.

Two additional subscales of ethnic identity from the
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney
1992) measured ethnic affirmation/belonging and explora-
tion. Affirmation/belonging reflects feeling a sense of pride
and affiliation with one’s ethnic group (e.g., “I have a strong
sense of belonging to my own ethnic group”) and consists of
five items. Exploration, consisting of seven items, reflects
devoting active time and thought to understanding the
meaning of and learning more about one’s ethnic group
membership (e.g. “I have spent time trying to find out more
about my own ethnic group, such as its history, traditions,
and customs”). Items were rated on a 5-point, Likert-type
scale (0= strongly disagree to 4= strongly agree). Across
the study waves, alphas ranged from .75 to 83 for affir-
mation/belonging, and .89 to .92 for exploration.

Self-Esteem

The widely-used 10-item Rosenberg self-esteem scale
(Rosenberg 1986) measured self-esteem. Items are rated on
a 5-point scale ranging from 1= Strongly Disagree to 5=
Strongly Agree, with higher values indicating higher self-
esteem. A sample item reads, “I feel that I have a number of
good qualities.” The alphas across study waves ranged from
.84−.87.
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Depressive Symptoms

The widely-used 10-item depression scale (Center for Epi-
demiologic Studies Depression scale-10; Andresen et al.
1994) assessed adolescents’ depressive symptoms experi-
enced within the previous week. All items are scored from
0= rarely or none of the time to 3= all of the time. Higher
scores indicate higher levels of depressive symptoms.
Internal consistencies across study waves ranged from .75
to .80.

Academic Motivation

Drawing on prior work (Eccles 1983), two items success-
fully used in Asian American samples (Fuligni et al. 2005)
measured intrinsic motivation. On a scale of 1= very bor-
ing to 5 very interesting, youth were asked, “In general, I
find working on school work…” A second item asked,
“How much do you like working on school work?” using a
1= a little to 5= a lot scale. Across study waves, these
items were significantly correlated with each other, r range
from .69 to .72.

Results

Patterns of American Label Use

The first goal of the study was to explore participants’ use of
an American label in terms of both intra-individual and
linear change. As shown descriptively in Table 1, few
participants chose American as a stand-alone label at any of
the time points, although U.S.-born youth often chose it in
combination with a heritage or pan-ethnic label.

Intra-individual change in the use of an American label
was notable. While the American label was not used fre-
quently at any single time point, nearly half of the partici-
pants (48.1%) chose an American label, either alone or in
combination, at least once over the course of the study, with

this rate being higher for U.S.-born (57.1%) than for
foreign-born youth (21.3%), Χ2= 17.91, p< .001. Among
the participants with at least two waves of data (n= 157),
42.0% had at least one wave in which they reported an
American label, whether on its own or in combination with
a heritage or panethnic label, and another in which Amer-
ican was not included at all in their label. U.S.-born youth
were more likely to exhibit this pattern of using both types
of labels (i.e., including American and not including
American) across the waves (47.9%) than were foreign-born
youth (20.0%), Χ2= 8.72, p< .01.

Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM; Bryk and Rau-
denbush 1992) tested the following model to explore the
extent to which there were linear changes in American label
use:

American Labelij¼ b0jþb1j Yearð Þþeij ð1Þ

b0j¼ c00 þ c01 Genderð Þ þ c02 U:S:� Bornð Þ þ u0j ð2Þ

b1j ¼ c10 þ c11 Genderð Þ þ c12 U:S:� Bornð Þ þ u1j ð3Þ
As shown in Eq. 1, adolescents’ use of an American label

(whether alone or with a heritage or panethnic label) (i) for a
particular year (j) was modeled as a function of the indi-
vidual’s average rate of using an American label (b0j) and
year (b1j). Equations 2 and 3 show how the average rates of
American label use and the effect of year were modeled as a
function of the adolescent’s gender and generational status.
Year was coded as 9th grade= 0, 10th grade= 1, 11th
grade= 2, 12th grade= 3, one-year post-high school= 4,
follow-up in emerging adulthood= 5 and was uncentered.
The level 2 variables were grand mean centered. Gender
was coded as females= 0 and males= 1, and U.S.-born
was coded as 0= foreign-born (i.e., first-generation) and 1
=U.S.-born (i.e., second-generation). Given that whether or
not an American label was chosen was a dichotomous
outcome, these analyses were run using a Bernoulli dis-
tribution. Time was only marginally related to American
label use (b= .09, p= .06). This did not vary by nativity,

Table 1 Normative patterns of
labeling preferences by
generational status

Non-Immigrant Immigrant

Label 9th 10th 11th 12th 1 year
post-h.s.

3 years
post-h.s.

9th 10th 11th 12th 1 year
post-h.s.

3 years
post-h.s.

Heritage 55.9 51.2 51.4 53.7 75.9% 49.1 60.0 63.9 75.8 69.2 69.2% 61.5

Heritage-
American

8.8 12.0 11.0 16.8 0 17.0 6.7 8.3 6.1 7.7 7.7% 23.1

Panethnic 11.8 19.2 15.6 6.3 0 0 26.7 19.4 15.2 19.2 23.1% 15.4

Panethnic-
American

20.6 16.0 20.2 22.1 20.7% 26.4 0 2.8 3.0 3.8 0 0

American 2.9 1.6 1.8 1.1 3.4% 7.5 6.7 5.6 0 0 0 0

Note: Shown are the percentage of participants at each year reporting each type of ethnic label
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but was marginally stronger for boys than for girls (b= .19,
p= .06). This pattern varied somewhat when we excluded
the follow-up time point. There was no main effect of time,
although the effect of time was moderated by generation (b
= .34, p< .05) such that U.S.-born adolescents were more
likely to choose an American label over time

Associations between American Label Use and Strength
of American Identity

The next goal was to examine intra-individual associations
between American label use (either alone or in combination
with a heritage or panethnic label) and American identity, as
measured through the continuously-scored aggregate of
regard and centrality. HLM analyses were conducted to
examine year-to-year associations. To gain some insight
into directionality, separate models were tested with
American label use as the outcome variable and American
identity as a predictor, and with American identity as the
outcome and American label use as a predictor. Whether a
participant was U.S.-born and gender were both included as
level 2 control variables and year of the study was included
as a control variable at level 1. For the model with Amer-
ican identity as the outcome variable, the estimated statis-
tical model was as follows:

American Identityij ¼ b0jþ b1j American Labelð Þþb2j Yearð Þþeij

ð4Þ

b0j¼ c00þc01 Genderð Þþc02 U:S:� Bornð Þþu0j ð5Þ

b1j¼ c10þc11 Genderð Þþc12 U:S:� Bornð Þþu1j ð6Þ

b2j¼ c20þc21 Genderð Þþc22 U:S:� Bornð Þþu2j ð7Þ
As shown in Eq. 4, American identity (i) for a particular

year (j) was modeled as a function of adolescents’ average
level of identity (b0j), whether or not an American label was
used (whether on its own or in combination with a heritage
or panethnic label; b1j), and year of the study (b2j). Equa-
tions 5–7 show how the average levels of identity and the
effects of American label use and time were modeled as a
function of gender and generation. The level two variables
were coded and centered as before. Choosing an American
label in any given year was not linked with American
identity (b= .13, p= .17) and there was no variation by
nativity or gender.

The model was also reversed, with American label as the
outcome variable and American identity as the predictor,
controlling for time. American identity was uncentered in
this analysis. Given that whether or not an American label
was chosen was a dichotomous outcome, this analysis was
run using a Bernoulli distribution. Again, there was no
significant association between American identity and use

of the American label (b= .14, p= .16), and no variation
by generational status or gender was found.

As before, these tests were re-run with the post-high
school follow-up wave of data excluded. Results were
substantively the same, with no significant associations
between American label use and strength of American
identity, regardless of the direction of the analysis.

Year-to-Year Associations between American Label Use
and Adjustment

Our final goal was to examine the independent influences of
American label use and American identity on adjustment. A
range of outcomes was explored, including strength of
ethnic identity, psychological well-being, and academic
motivation. For each outcome, the following model was
tested:

Outcomeij¼b0jþb1j AmericanLabelð Þþb2j AmericanIdentityð Þþb3j Yearð Þþeij

ð8Þ

b0j¼c00þc01 Genderð Þþc02 U:S:� Bornð Þþu0j ð9Þ

b1j¼ c10þc11 Genderð Þþc12 U:S:� Bornð Þþu1j ð10Þ

b2j¼ c20þc21 Genderð Þþc22 U:S:� Bornð Þþu2j ð11Þ

b3j¼ c30þc31 Genderð Þþc32 U:S:� Bornð Þþu3j ð12Þ
All level 2 variables were coded and centered as before.

As shown in Table 2, the patterns of results varied some-
what across adjustment indicators. In terms of ethnic iden-
tity, on a year-to-year basis, American label use was
associated with lower ethnic identity, across all three sub-
scales. On the other hand, strength of American identity was
positively linked with ethnic identity. With the exception of
a marginal effect of nativity on the link between American
label use and ethnic belonging, none of these associations
varied by gender or generation.

In terms of psychological adjustment, the use of an
American label was not associated with self-esteem or
depression for the sample as a whole, although it was
associated with lower levels of self-esteem for girls. How-
ever, strength of American identity, as assessed through
continuous measures, was positively associated with self-
esteem and negatively associated with depression. Finally,
strength of American identity was also significantly and
positively linked to academic motivation. The association
between American label use and motivation varied
according to nativity, with U.S.-born youth reporting higher
motivation in waves in which they used an American label
and foreign-born youth reporting lower motivation in those
years.
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Results without the final follow-up wave of data varied
from those presented here in only one case. Without the
follow-up wave, the association between American identity
and depression was not significant (b=−.02, p= .60).

Discussion

Coming to terms with one’s identity is a developmental
process (Erikson 1968) and, with respect to the many social
identification and labeling options that exist, there is infinite
variability and great complexity in how adolescents’ identity
or self-concept might develop (Deaux 2008). The goal of
the present study was to center on one salient aspect of
identity for Asian American youth, namely, their sense of
being American as measured by the incorporation of the
term as a part of their preferred cultural labels. Multi-wave
reports allowed us to examine both intra-individual and
linear patterns of American label use over time, as well as
how such labeling preferences are associated with year-to-
year changes in other developmentally salient constructs
(i.e., American and ethnic identity, psychological well-
being, academic adjustment).

Similar to prior longitudinal work focusing on changes in
adolescents’ ethnic identification over time (Fuligni et al.
2008; Kiang et al. 2010), there was limited evidence of
linear change in the use of an American label. More spe-
cifically, although adolescents did increase in their incor-
poration of an American label over time, this effect was
only marginally significant. Moreover, this group-level
effect was marginally stronger for boys than for girls, and

when the dataset was restricted to exclude the follow-up
data point, particularly for U.S.-born adolescents. Perhaps
adolescents become more aware of their diverse social
identities as they gain new experiences through work or
education (Phinney 2003). Emeriging adults could also
leverage their greater independence and autonomy to
redefine or learn more about their identities in ways that
incorporate their affiliation with being American (Ethier and
Deaux 1994). These experiences could be especially salient
for boys, who are typically allowed more freedom and are
held less accountable as heritage cultural transmitters than
are girls (Supple et al. 2010; Zha et al. 2004). That said, it is
important to note that linear change could mask individual-
level trends, and that group increases (or decreases) in
American label use could reflect temporary shifts that
continue to fluctuate as individuals engage in ongoing
identity development processes.

In general, it is also important to highlight that
approximately 48% of our sample chose an American label
at some point over the course of the study period. Also,
these preferences for American labels were more frequent
among U.S.-born adolescents than among their foreign-born
counterparts, and such preferences were most often coupled
with either a heritage or panethnic label. The fact that an
American label was seldom selected alone suggests that
ethnic identity remained salient to the Asian Americans in
our sample. Preferences for the use of a hyphenated-
American label suggests that these youth likely embraced a
bicultural identity orientation in selecting both American
and ethnic-related labels in their ethnicity-based self-defi-
nitions (Berry 2003; Phinney 2003). Furthermore, given

Table 2 Year-to-year associations between american label use and strength of american identity and ethnic identity and adjustment

Ethnic Regard/Cent.
b (SE)

Ethnic Explore
b (SE)

Ethnic Belong
b (SE)

Self-Esteem
b (SE)

Depression
b (SE)

Sch. Mot.
b (SE)

Intercept 2.33 (.15)*** 2.36 (.14)*** 2.34 (.15)*** 3.18 (.12)*** 1.12 (.09)*** 2.08 (.17)***

Born in US −.29 (.32) −.41 (.26) −.34 (.34) −.07 (.23) −.12 (.19) −.70 (.37)+

Gender −.10 (.30) −.07 (.26) .01 (.31) .17 (.23) −.14 (.18) −.02 (.34)

Am. Label −.34 (.08)*** −.19 (.07)** −.33 (.09)*** −.11 (.07) .02 (.06) −.13 (.09)

Born in US .42 (.27) .18 (.18) .52 (.28)+ .24 (.24) .08 (.19) .63 (.30)*

Gender −.01 (.15) −.12 (.14) −.01 (.16) .23 (.12)* .03 (.10) −.17 (.15)

Am. Identity .33 (.04)*** .11 (.04)** .33 (.04)*** .21 (.04)*** −.06 (.03)* .19 (.05)***

Born in US .11 (.10) .10 (.08) .13 (.09) .01 (.07) .00 (.06) .01 (.12)

Gender −.05 (.08) −.01 (.08) −.03 (.09) −.02 (.07) .04 (.05) −.03 (.10)

Year −.05 (.02)** −.03 (.02) −.05 (.02)* .00 (.02) .10 (.02)*** .10 (.03)***

Born in US −.04 (.05) .02 (.05) .03 (.05) .04 (.04) −.01 (.04) .07 (.07)

Gender −.02 (.04) −.02 (.03) .01 (.04) −.12 (.04)** .00 (.03) −.01 (.06)

Note: Born in U.S. is coded as 0= immigrant (foreign-born) and 1= non-immigrant (U.S.-born) and gender is coded as 0= female and 1=male.
Both are centered at the mean of the sample. American label is coded as 0=American not included in label and 1=American is included in one’s
label and is uncentered. American identity and year were also uncentered

+p< .10; *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001
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Asian Americans’ simultaneous status as members of eth-
nic, immigrant, and minority groups (Kiang et al. 2016),
their use of American labels could also reflect their recog-
nition of their family’s cultural and immigration history
coupled with an active acknowledgement of their rights and
status as part of the mainstream society as well. Taken
together, there appears to be great variability in terms of
whether Asian American adolescents will intentionally
incorporate the idea of being American into their overall
sense of cultural identification and, as a result, perhaps such
variation might be best modeled as a function of individual
differences rather than normative change.

Indeed, the limited group predictability in the use of an
American label does not preclude the idea that substantial
intra-individual variation can be found. In fact, 42% of the
sample included an American label at one wave of the
study, but not at another wave. Hence, it appears that, over
high school and emerging adulthood when identity devel-
opment is theoretically at the forefront of adolescents’ lives
(Erikson 1968; Phinney et al. 1997), adolescents “try on”
different labeling options and seem to experiment with or
explore the diverse categories that exist. Such identity
exploration processes could be particularly meaningful for
Asian American youth who must grapple with multiple
levels or dimensions of cultural identity, including their
American and heritage backgrounds.

Given such intra-individual variation, an additional goal
of the present study was to uncover correlates of within-
person change. In terms of links with other domains of
identity, we found that choosing an American label in any
given year was not actually associated with continuous
indicators of American regard/centrality. Similarly, no evi-
dence was found for the reverse associations, with Amer-
ican identity predicting the use of an American label.
Interestingly, these results suggest that cultural labels, while
serving as a meaningful index of identity (Doan and Ste-
phan 2006; Kiang 2008), are also independent from more
traditional measures of identification. Social identity theory
(Tajfel 1981) argues that social identification involves
multiple dimensions including both knowledge of one’s
group membership and the emotional significance of such
membership. Perhaps labeling measures tap into the
knowledge aspect of social identity, while the continuous
measures of American regard/centrality that we used in the
current study assess more of the emotional or psychological
aspect of one’s group identity, and both of these broad
identity dimensions reflect relatively unique developmental
processes. That is, the manner in which adolescents engage
with and select the cultural labels that best fit with their
current conception of who they are could constitute a
wholly distinct process from determining how positively
they feel about their group membership or how important
that group membership actually is in one’s life. It appears

equally plausible for some adolescents to use an American
label and experience accompanying levels of positive
regard/centrality, as it is for other adolescents to use an
American label and not report the same levels of identity.
Similarly, adolescents could experience positive American
regard/centrality but choose not to use an American iden-
tifier in their self-definition.

It is also possible that different variations of American
label use (e.g., heritage-American vs. panethnic American
vs. American only) have different associations with con-
tinuous measures of American identity, but that our rela-
tively small sample which necessitated our merging of all of
these variations into a single category masked any pre-
dictable effects. Yet another possibility is that, during
adolescence and emerging adulthood, individual variation
in identity constructs are so in flux that no predictable
associations among them can be deciphered. More research
incorporating longitudinal data, a larger sample, and per-
haps a wider range of development could help to replicate
and further extend our results.

The lack of association between American label use and
continuous measures of American identity supports the
need to examine their independent associations with
adjustment. In terms of ethnic identity, American label use
was generally associated with lower ethnic identity reported
across all three subscales (ethnic regard/centrality, belong-
ing, exploration). Although more research is needed to
clarify these results, it appears that the use of an American
label could hinder ethnic identity, proving support for a
linear model of acculturation (Birman and Trickett 2001;
Costigan and Su 2004; Mok and Morris 2010. However,
support for orthogonal approaches are also supported
(Kiang et al. 2008; Schwartz 2007) in the sense that con-
tinuous measures of American and ethnic regard/centrality
were positively correlated.

Although the patterns found could be due to a mea-
surement artifact, it does appear that aggregates of Amer-
ican and ethnic pride and centrality are generally
concordant, yet the selection of an American term as a best-
fitting cultural label can oppose ethnic identity. Perhaps the
use of American labels reflects a particularly strong identity
statement that negates other forms of identity and hinders
exploration of other identity domains. As stated earlier,
these results could also be due to limitations in our con-
ceptual grouping of all American terms, whether they were
used alone or in conjunction with other labels. Still, these
findings point to the need to further clarify the potentially
unique effects of American label use and continuous indi-
cators of American identity in shaping youth development.

In terms of more basic associations with adjustment,
American label use was not directly associated with any
adjustment variables for the sample as a whole. However,
corresponding to prior work pointing to important
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implications of traditional scale measures of American
identity (Gartner et al. 2014; Oetting et al. Beauvais 1991;
Scheibe 1983), our combined construct of American regard
and centrality was positively associated with self-esteem
and academic motivation, and negative associated with
depressive symptoms. The more consistent and powerful
impact of American identity, and not American labels, is
also in line with prior work pointing to the significant
effects of ethnic identity, but not ethnic labels, in predicting
academic adjustment among Latin and Asian American
youth (Fuligni et al. 2005).

It is also important to note that some links between
American label use and outcomes were moderated by
gender or generation. For example, the use of an American
label was associated with lower self-esteem for girls. Per-
haps the aforementioned pressure for girls to retain heritage
cultural values and traditions (e.g., Dion and Dion 2001;
Supple et al. 2010) contributes to liabilities for their
American identification. In addition, the link between
American label use and academic motivation was moder-
ated by nativity such that U.S.-born youth who use an
American label reported higher motivation whereas such
labels were associated with lower motivation for their
foreign-born counterparts. Perhaps, for U.S-.born youth,
there is a more comfortable match between using an
American label and how they are perceived by others (e.g.,
peers, teachers), which can enhance their motivation to
perform well in school. Foreign-born youth who use an
American label could potentially see differences between
themselves and their American-born peers which could
ultimately undermine their academic adjustment. Another
possible explanation is that foreign-born youth could
experience unfair treatment or microaggressions in the very
Western context of school, and identifying as an American
in light of these negative experiences could have particu-
larly impactful liabilities. In achieving an understanding of
such links between American labels and outcomes, it is
important to consider that complex associations might exist
when incorporating more traditional indicators of identity.

Our overall findings suggest that American identity—
whether defined by the use of an American label or by way
of a continuous aggregate of American regard/centrality—is
complex, influential in shaping youth development, and
critical in terms of continued study. Indeed, one aspect of
the complexity or possible struggle in Asian American
youths’ identification as an American rests in the idea that a
common implicit assumption held by both mainstream
White Americans as well as people of color equates being
American to being White (Devos and Mohamed 2014).
Coupled with the pervasive perpetual foreigner stereotype
that views Asian Americans and other ethnic groups as
“aliens” or “foreigners” (Armenta et al. 2013; Goto et al.
2002), it is particularly vital to continue trying to understand

whether and how U.S. adolescents with Asian ancestry
might choose to identify (or not) with being American.
Although our results provide some initial insight into these
important identity processes, far more work should be done
in examining possible links between American identity
formation and actual perceptions of such common objecti-
fying stereotypes, as well as how other experiences of
negative discrimination might hinder American identity
(Deaux 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001).

Future research could also target the areas in which the
current study fell short, namely, with respect to its possible
generalizability. Specifically, our sample was unique in its
recruitment of youth residing in emerging communities of
immigrants. While there are clear strengths in targeting such
understudied populations, the relatively small number of
Asian youth among these areas resulted in a panethnically
defined sample that did not allow us to test or consider
possible intra-ethnic variation. It is also unclear whether the
processes uncovered here would operate similarly for youth
in more traditional areas of migration. Indeed, prior work on
the use of ethnic labels have found that adolescents from
large metropolitan area of migration (e.g., Los Angeles) are
more likely to incorporate American terms in their identity
preferences as compared to youth in new immigrant areas
(Kiang et al. 2011). More research should be conducted to
continue examining such possible contextual effects.

We were also limited by our relatively small sample size.
With a larger sample, we might have uncovered more
variability in adolescents’ preferences for American-only,
heritage-American, and panethnic-American labels. It is
possible that qualitative differences between these varia-
tions exist, and our conceptualization of American labels
could have limited by aggregating across these labels. It is
also important to note that our sample size decreased even
more in light of our follow-up wave of data collection. That
said, the sensitivity analyses that we conducted after omit-
ting this last wave of data entirely revealed few significant
effects of missing data. The longitudinal, multiwave nature
of our study was a strength, but we also note that approach
was limited in its largely correlational nature.

Conclusion

Limitations notwithstanding, the present study contributes
to the field’s limited knowledge of cultural identity forma-
tion among understudied Asian American adolescents and
points to the importance of engaging in more research to
further clarify the processes by which Asian youth from
immigrant backgrounds come to define themselves as
American. During adolescence, and even into emerging
adulthood, adolescents’ sense of being American appears
to be in great flux. The use of identity labels is
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developmentally salient as adolescents are faced with the
almost constant demand to indicate their cultural back-
ground on various forms and documents in the real-world.
Our findings suggest that the selection of these labels are
not only important, practically speaking, but also have deep
implications in terms of adjustment, with some variation
across gender and generational status. It also appears that
cultural labels and cultural identity are related, but reflect
largely independent influences on youth development.
Given the ever-growing ethnic diversity of the U.S. popu-
lation, and the dynamic associations found between
American identity, other indicators of cultural identity, and
their independent and joint implications for other key
developmental competencies in adolescents’ lives, more
investigation into the ongoing processes and nuances of
American labeling and identity is worthwhile.
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