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Abstract
The development of peer relationships and of one’s identity are key developmental proficiencies during adolescence.
Understanding how immigrant and non-immigrant adolescents are developing a sense of their national identity and the role
that this plays in how they select their friends and are influenced by their friends is essential for developing a more
comprehensive understanding of adolescent development in context. The current study used longitudinal social network
analysis to examine the interplay of national identity development and friendship network dynamics among immigrant and
non-immigrant adolescents in Greece (N= 1252; 46% female). All youth with higher national identity resolution (i.e.,
youth’s sense of clarity regarding their identity as a member of Greek society) in Grade 8 were more often nominated as a
friend in Grade 9. During the transition from 8th to 9th grade, all youth became more similar to their nominated friends in
terms of their Greek national identity exploration (i.e., degree to which they had engaged in activities to learn more about
Greek society). During the transition from 7th to 8th grade, there was significant variability in peer selection on national
identity exploration and resolution between immigrant and non-immigrant youth. Specifically, immigrant youth
demonstrated selection effects consistent with notions of homophily, such that they were more likely to nominate peers
in 8th grade whose levels of national identity exploration and resolution were similar to their own when in 7th grade. In
contrast, non-immigrant youth preferred peers in 8th grade with low levels of national identity exploration (regardless of
their own levels of exploration in 7th grade) and peers whose levels of national identity resolution in 8th grade were different
from their own in 7th grade (e.g., non-immigrant youth who reported high national identity resolution in 7th grade were
more likely to nominate peers who had low national identity resolution in 8th grade). There were no differences by
immigrant status in peer influence, suggesting that the significant peer influence effects that emerged during the transition
from 8th to 9th grade in which youth became more similar to their friends in national identity exploration may reflect a
universal process. These results chart new directions in understanding contemporary youth development in context by
showing that adolescents develop their national identity and friendships in tandem and that certain aspects of this process
may vary by immigrant status.

Introduction

Identity formation is a key developmental task of the life-
span and is particularly salient during the developmental
period of adolescence (Erikson 1968). Individuals’ iden-
tities are multifaceted and include many dimensions that
coalesce to define the self. The dimensions of one’s identity
that stem from one’s membership in particular social groups
are referred to as social identities (Tajfel 1978). Social
identities can include race, ethnicity, political affiliation,
and gender among others. One social identity that is rele-
vant to all youth, but relatively less studied is national
identity. National identity captures individuals’ “subjective
or internalized sense of belonging to the nation” (p. 65;
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Huddy and Khatib 2007). This sense of subjective or
internalized belonging to a nation (i.e., national identity) is
important for immigrant youth (i.e., at least one parent born
outside of the host nation) because it signals their degree of
connection to the host society (Fuligni and Tsai 2015).
Furthermore, youth’s degree of connection to the nation is
significant for all youth in terms of civic engagement, given
positive associations with youth’s increased knowledge of
political events (e.g., presidential election; conflicts abroad;
Huddy and Khatib 2007) and greater voter turnout (Huddy
and Khatib 2007; Schildkraut 2005). Indeed, some suggest
that promoting a strong national identity among both
immigrant and non-immigrant youth may be critical for
fostering better intergroup relationships among young
people by emphasizing a common ingroup identity among
individuals who are members of groups that otherwise
perceive themselves as distinct (Gaertner and Dovidio
2005).

Despite its relevance for positive youth development,
there is limited research focused on understanding how
adolescents develop their national identity and the role it
plays in their formation of peer relationships; and even less
is known about how this process varies by immigrant status.
Similar to identity formation, the formation of peer rela-
tionships is a key developmental task of adolescence that
has significant consequences for youth adjustment (Brown
and Larson 2009). For immigrant youth, peer relations are
both a developmental and an acculturative task, and positive
peer relations with both intra- and interethnic peers have
significant consequences for their adaptation (Motti-Stefa-
nidi et al. 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2018). Given the
salience of peer relationships during this developmental
period, peers may play a critical role in adolescents’
national identity development. Indeed, youth may look to
their peers as role models as they consider their attachment
to the nation and the extent to which they feel a sense of
pride or belonging regarding this aspect of their identity. On
the other hand, it is possible that adolescents’ feelings about
their national identity guide their selection of friends, given
the empirically robust finding in prior work demonstrating
that individuals prefer friends who share the same socio-
demographic, behavioral, and intrapersonal characteristics
(i.e., principle of homophily; McPherson et al. 2001).
Indeed, youth may seek to befriend peers with similar
attitudes about national identity simply because it is easier
to communicate and associate with those who share similar
beliefs and experiences (McPherson et al. 2001). The cur-
rent study was designed to explore these very questions:
Does adolescents’ national identity development evolve as a
function of their friends’ national identity development? Do
adolescents simply choose to befriend those who are in a
similar place with respect to their national identity devel-
opment? Or do both processes operate? Additionally, this

study explored whether the strength and direction of
friendship selection and influence effects differed between
immigrant and non-immigrant early adolescent youth, and
during two grade transitions in middle school.

National Identity Development and Friendship
Networks

Identity develops throughout the lifespan and is sig-
nificantly shaped by the multiple contexts in which ado-
lescents’ lives are embedded. One of the most proximal and
salient contexts during this developmental period is school.
Schools are a key developmental context for all youth, and
the main context where immigrant youth are exposed to the
host culture (Schachner et al. 2018). The current study
focuses on one unique and highly important dimension of
the school context: peers. During the school day, adoles-
cents regularly interact with peers and are constantly
receiving and providing feedback regarding their identities.
It is within this context that adolescents continue to form
their ideas about who they are and who they can become.
Scholars have noted that schools and peers may be impor-
tant influences in the development of one’s national identity
(Schwartz et al. 2012); however, few studies have examined
such potential mechanisms of influence.

Although not focused specifically on identity develop-
ment, many prior studies have examined how youth form
their friendships (friendship selection) and how their
friendships influence them in return (peer socialization) in
the context of national identification (e.g., Leszczensky
2013; Munniksma et al. 2015; Rutland et al. 2012). It is
important to distinguish here between national identification
and national identity developmental processes. Despite the
extensive use of the term “national identity,” prior work has
focused largely on national identification, that is, the extent
to which individuals view themselves as members of the
host nation. For example, national identification has been
assessed with single-item questions such as “Do you feel
Dutch?”—rated on a 5-point Likert scale (Leszczensky
et al. 2016), or with multiple items that assess degree of
attachment to the host society such as “Germany is dear to
me; I feel like I am part of Germany”—rated on a 5-point
Likert scale (Jugert et al. 2019; Leszczensky 2018), and
private regard about the host society such as “I am content
to belong to Germany” (Jugert et al. 2019). This oper-
ationalization provides information about content aspects of
identity (Umaña‐Taylor et al. 2014), but tells little about an
individual’s engagement in the process of coming to a
particular identity (i.e., exploration). What it does capture,
however, is the extent to which individuals consider their
affiliation with the host country as part of their self-identi-
fication, and their degree of identification with (or connec-
tion to), the host society.
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To the authors’ knowledge, all prior work examining
friendship selection or influence effects has used these
identity content-related operationalizations. Considering
friendship selection, findings indicated that immigrant
youth in Germany who had a stronger host country identi-
fication demonstrated a greater tendency to befriend native
German youth (Leszczensky 2018). Similarly, with immi-
grant youth in the Netherlands, strength of host country
identification was associated with immigrant youth
befriending native youth and not befriending other immi-
grants (Leszczensky et al. 2016). A more complex pattern
of friendship selection emerged once students’ host-coun-
try, dual-country, or heritage-country identification were
considered such that ethnic majority youth from Germany
preferred to befriend the following categories of friends in
descending order: host country identifying, followed by
dual-country, and finally heritage-country identifiers (Jugert
et al. 2017). Similar patterns have emerged among ethnic
majority youth in Greece (Asendorpf and Motti-Stefanidi
2017). Furthermore, recent research showed significant
preference to befriend those who had similar levels of
positive feelings toward their national identity in networks
of middle school students in Germany (Jugert et al. 2019).

Regarding peer socialization processes (hereafter referred
to as peer influence), Leszczensky et al. 2016 documented
significant and positive peer influence on host country (the
Netherlands) identification such that all youth became
similar in their host country identification to the levels
reported by their friends, and that this peer influence effect
was significantly stronger for native youth relative to their
immigrant counterparts. Moreover, Jugert et al. 2019 tested
a proposition from social identity theory that peer influence
on aspects of social identity would only operate in same-
group relationships. Indeed, they found support that only
same-ethnic—and not cross-ethnic friends—exerted peer
influence on national identity attachment and private regard
in friendship networks of young adolescents from Germany.

In contrast, the current study focuses on the process of
national identity development. Specifically, the study is
guided by an Eriksonian framework of identity formation
(Erikson 1968; Marcia 1980, 1994), and considers the
development of one’s national identity to include both an
exploration of this identity domain (i.e., national identity
exploration) and individuals’ sense of clarity regarding the
meaning of this identity for their general sense of self (i.e.,
national identity resolution). This developmental and mul-
tifaceted conceptualization of national identity draws
heavily from the literature on ethnic-racial identity devel-
opment (Phinney 1993; Umaña‐Taylor et al. 2014), and has
been applied in prior work with French adolescents (Saba-
tier 2008), South Asian immigrant youth in New Zealand
(Stuart and Ward 2011), and U.S. American adolescents
(Schwartz et al. 2012). With this more nuanced examination

of national identity development, the current exploratory
study examined friendship network dynamics to better
understand how national identity development may shape
adolescents’ friendship networks and vice versa. Consistent
with prior work on national identification, the current study
tested whether the patterns of associations among these
constructs were more consistent with peer influence or
friendship selection effects. A detailed conceptualization of
the primary national identity development constructs of
interest follows.

National Identity Exploration

National identity exploration captures adolescents’ activities
focused on learning more about the country in which they
reside, this can include attending activities that celebrate the
nation or that deepen adolescents’ understanding of the
history of the nation, as examples. From a developmental
perspective, exploration of any identity domain is necessary
for optimal identity formation, as it provides adolescents
with an informed understanding of this aspect of their
identity. Immigrant youth, in particular, need to explore
feelings and attitudes regarding who they are in relation to
the diverse and often conflicting values, attitudes and
practices of their ethnic and national contexts (Motti-Ste-
fanidi et al. 2012). By talking with others, participating in
events, and engaging in activities that help them learn about
who they are with respect to this identity domain, adoles-
cents gather information that helps to shape the roots of
adolescents’ identification with this particular social
identity.

National Identity Resolution

In contrast to exploration, resolution captures the sense of
clarity and confidence that one feels with respect to
understanding the role that this particular identity domain
plays in one’s life. Erikson’s (1968) theoretical notions
regarding the importance of resolving one’s feelings
regarding any given identity domain (e.g., religion, occu-
pation) were operationalized by Marcia (1980) as identity
commitment. With this operationalization, individuals who
had made a strong commitment regarding a particular
identity domain were believed to have resolved any ques-
tions or doubts they might have regarding that identity.
Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development
emphasized that the ideal progression of the identity for-
mation process was one in which individuals engaged in a
period of earnest exploration about any given identity
domain, which then culminated in a strong sense of resolve
regarding their commitment to that particular identity.
Furthermore, individuals with a strong sense of clarity and
resolve regarding their identity were expected to be better
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psychologically adjusted (Erikson 1968). Scholars suggest
that the sense of self-assuredness and confidence that
characterizes high identity resolution provides youth with
psychological benefits (Phinney and Kohatsu 1997; Umaña-
Taylor et al. 2004) and specifically enables them to have
more positive relationships with others (Erikson 1968;
Kroger and Marcia 2011). Extending these ideas to the peer
context, it is possible that individuals with a greater sense of
confidence and self-assuredness are likely to be more
attractive to peers as a potential friend.

The Current Study

The current study focused on adolescents’ national identity
development and friendship network dynamics in Greece.
European nations have experienced dramatic increases in
their immigrant population, and Greece has been among the
top receiving countries, especially because it is viewed by
migrants as a geographic gateway to more affluent northern
European countries (Motti-Stefanidi and Salmela-Aro
2018). Thus, the study of national identity development
and potential variability by immigrant status is particularly
salient in this cultural context. In addition to a focus on the
cultural context of Greece, the current study focused on the
developmental context of early to middle adolescence.
Within the Greek educational system, the three middle
school years of 7th, 8th, and 9th grade coincide with ado-
lescents’ transition from early to middle adolescence, as
youth tend to be 12 to 15 years of age in these grades. This
transition from early to middle adolescence captures a sig-
nificant period of development when peer influences are
heightened (Laursen 2018). Furthermore, increases in social
and cognitive maturity from early to middle adolescence
play an important role in adolescents’ increased meaning-
making regarding social identities (Umaña‐Taylor 2016).
As such, the current study examined the associations of
interest across the transition from 7th to 8th grade and from
8th to 9th grade.

Four specific goals guided the current study. Our first
goal was to examine how two components of national
identity development were associated with friendship
selection processes over time, while statistically controlling
for friendship selection based on immigrant status, gender,
and network structural processes. Given that peer selection
processes may take several forms (Snijders et al. 2010), a
comprehensive array of processes through which national
identity development might be related to peer selection were
examined. Specifically, the current study investigated (a)
whether youth were more likely to befriend peers who were
more, versus less, similar to them in their Greek national
identity, (b) whether levels of national identity development
were associated with how many friends a focal adolescent

nominated over time, and (c) whether levels of national
identity development were associated with how many
friendship nominations a focal adolescent received over
time from his/her classmates. Findings in support of these
three selection effects would indicate that adolescents who
had engaged in more exploration regarding their national
identity, and who had a clearer sense of what being Greek
meant to them, would be (a) more likely to befriend peers
who had similarly high levels of national identity explora-
tion and resolution, (b) more gregarious and active in
making friends, and (c) more popular as a potential friend.
In the absence of past research documenting peer selection
on the process components of national identity development
(e.g., exploration and resolution) and an emerging body of
evidence on the content dimensions of national identity
development (e.g., national identity attachment; Jugert et al.
2019; Leszczensky et al. 2016; Leszczensky 2018), a com-
prehensive array of associations between national identity
development and peer selection was explored. Importantly,
these associations were examined while statistically con-
trolling for how adolescent immigrant status contributed as
an alternative predictor to the peer selection effects.

The second goal was to examine whether friends’ levels
of each of the two national identity development compo-
nents at Time 1 were associated with the respective
dimensions of national identity development of the focal
adolescent at Time 2, suggesting that peer influence on
national identity development operates in friendship net-
works over time, again controlling for immigrant status.
Given the focus on early adolescents transitioning into
middle adolescence, and that peer influence is strong from
early to middle adolescence (Steinberg and Monahan 2007),
we expected that adolescents would become more similar to
their nominated peers over the course of the study in terms
of national identity development exploration and resolution
—thus supporting peer influence effects. This is consistent
with prior work demonstrating significant peer influence
effects on ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution
during early to middle adolescence with youth in the U.S.
(Rivas‐Drake et al. 2017).

Our third and fourth goals were to explore whether the
magnitude and direction of effects for both peer selection
and influence varied as a function of adolescents’ immigrant
status (i.e., immigrant vs. non-immigrant). Thus, Goal 3
focused on testing whether peer selection varied as a
function of immigrant status, and Goal 4 focused on
examining whether peer influence varied as a function of
immigrant status. A large majority of immigrants have come
to Greece from Albania and the former states of the Soviet
Union, the latter particularly from the Greek diaspora.
These are the two largest immigrant groups in the country.
The immigrants of the diaspora are called Pontian-Greeks.
They retained their Greek culture for many centuries, but never
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lived in Greece before migrating. Their language, which is a
dialect rooted in Ancient Greek, is incomprehensible to
speakers of modern Greek. Although the Greek government
accorded them full citizenship status, native Greeks refer to
Pontian-Greeks as the “Russians” and do not view them as
“real Greeks”. In contrast, immigrants from Albania who at
first entered the country as undocumented economic immi-
grants were considered guest workers. The remaining immi-
grants came mostly from other Eastern European countries
such as Bulgaria, Romania, or former states of the Soviet
Union such as Russia or Moldavia. Even though Pontian-
Greek immigrants and immigrants from Albania and other
countries differ in numerous ways, they also share a number of
commonalities (Pavlopoulos and Motti-Stefanidi 2017). First,
in all cases either they or their parents were not born in Greece;
that is, all are immigrant groups facing the challenges of
acculturation and the need to learn how to navigate between at
least two cultures. Second, they all came from countries with
unstable and poor economic situations, to a country that is
relatively more affluent. As a result, their new situation is
perceived as a vast improvement. Third, they all face similar
economic and social difficulties in their adaptation to the same
host country. Thus, Pontians, Albanians, and immigrants from
other countries were pooled into one group and referred to as
immigrants.

Longitudinal social network analysis (SNA) modeling
(Snijders et al. 2010) was used for all analyses. An
important advantage of using longitudinal SNA methods
to study the dynamics linking national identity develop-
ment to peer networks is that it enables estimation of the
pathways of interest, while statistically controlling for
important confounding processes such as preference to
affiliate with peers who have the same immigrant status
and are the same gender (McPherson et al. 2001) as well as
network structural effects (Rivera et al. 2010). For
instance, this approach enabled us to test the role of
immigrant status (i.e., non-immigrant versus immigrant)
on friendship selection, which helped us to understand
whether non-immigrants were more likely to befriend
other non-immigrants than immigrants and, similarly,
whether immigrants were more likely to befriend other
immigrant peers over non-immigrants. Failure to control
for these confounding processes that also shape patterns of
peer connections can result in an overestimation of the role
of peer influence and selection on national identity
development dynamics. Finally, given the focus on inte-
grated school settings, where immigrant and non-
immigrant youth go to school together and form same-
and cross-group friendships, SNA methods enable a more
holistic examination of how these relationships are selec-
ted, how they contribute to peer influence, and what role
national identity development exploration and resolution
and immigrant status play in these dynamics.

Method

Participants

Participants included 1252 adolescents (54% boys, Mage at
Time 1= 12.67, SD= 0.68) who were recruited from 14
middle schools in Athens, Greece. The ethnic and immigrant
composition of the sample was as follows: 14.2% were first
generation immigrants, 49.6% were second generation immi-
grants, and 36.2% were non-immigrant Greeks; 36.2% were
Greek, 30.6% Albanian, 10.9% Pontian, 13.5% other, and
8.9% mixed ethnic background. Across the 14 schools, pro-
portion of immigrants ranged between 39 and 85%. Students
were assessed annually for 3 years beginning with their tran-
sition into middle school (i.e., Grade 7). From Time 1 (T1) to
Time 2 (T2), 91% of the sample was retained; from T2 to
Time 3 (T3) an additional 9% of the sample was lost, resulting
in an overall attrition of 17%.

Procedure

This study is based on data from the Athena Studies of
Resilient Adaptation project, conducted in Greece (Motti-
Stefanidi and Asendorpf 2017). Adolescents, who were in
the first year of middle school (12 years old) at T1, were
assessed between 2013–2015 during the Greek economic
crisis. Students were assessed annually after the first tri-
mester of the school year for three school years in their
classrooms during school time. Permission to study the
students in these schools was granted by the Greek Ministry
of Education; active parental consent and youth assent were
also obtained.

Measures

Friendship nominations

Students were asked to nominate 3 best friends from their
classroom. These nominations were used to construct
friendship networks using directed binary tie definitions
(i.e., a tie existed and was coded as 1 when student A
nominated student B, and a tie did not exist and was coded
as 0 when student A did not nominate student B).

National identity development

Students also completed an adapted version of Phinney and
Ong’s (2007) revised Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(MEIM). The items in the current study were revised from
Phinney and Ong’s 6-item MEIM to be in reference to the
nation (i.e., Greece), rather than to an ethnic group. This
adapted measure was used to assess both an individual’s
exploration of their Greek national identity and their sense
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of clarity or resolution regarding the meaning that this
identity domain has for their sense of self. Prior work has
demonstrated that this measure has adequate test-retest
reliability and internal validity with immigrant adolescents
from Russia and Ukraine to Israel (Tartakovsky 2009). In
the current study, exploration was assessed with three items
(“I have spent time trying to find out more about Greece’s
history, traditions, and customs,” “I have often done things
that will help me understand my Greek identity better,” “I
have spent time in conversations with others about being a
member of Greek society”), and a mean score was com-
puted (T1 α= 0.66, T2 α= 0.72, T3 α= 0.72). Resolution
was assessed with one item (i.e., “I understand pretty well
what it means to me to be a member of Greek society”). All
items were scored on a 4-point Likert scale with responses
ranging from (1) totally disagree to (4) totally agree. Higher
scores indicated higher levels of national identity explora-
tion and resolution, respectively.

Demographics

Students’ immigrant status (1= immigrant, 0= non-
immigrant) was assessed by asking students to report on
the nativity of their mother and father. Youth were defined
as immigrant if they had at least one foreign-born parent.
Adolescent-reported gender was coded as 1= female, 0=
male.

Analytical Approach

The goals of this study were to investigate the associations
between two components of national identity development
(i.e., exploration and resolution) and friendship network
dynamics. Controlling for network selection on socio-
demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, immigrant status)
and network structural processes, analyses examined whe-
ther youth were more likely to select peers who are more
versus less similar to them in the psychological dimensions
of Greek national identity development (Goal 1). Next,
analyses examined whether adolescents became more
similar to their peers in terms of Greek national identity
development (Goal 2). Finally, analyses examined whether
immigrant status moderated the strength and magnitude of
peer selection (Goal 3) and peer influence (Goal 4) on
national identity development.

Model overview

The Stochastic Actor-Oriented Model (SAOM) consists of
two submodels that are jointly estimated (for a detailed
overview, see Snijders et al. 2010 and Veenstra et al. 2013).
The network submodel tests the likelihood of friendship ties
between adolescents based on various network selection

processes. The behavior submodel captures effects related
to changes in behavior over time.

Model effects

For the network specification, three types of effects on
network selection for national identity development
dimensions were considered. For illustration purposes the
process for national identity development exploration is
discussed, but note that the same effects were included for
national identity development resolution. The national
identity development exploration ego effect estimates the
association between national identity development
exploration levels and the number of friendship nomina-
tions that an adolescent tends to send out to his or her peers
over time (i.e., network activity). A positive effect would
indicate that adolescents with greater levels of national
identity development exploration sent a higher number of
friendship nominations over time. The national identity
development exploration alter effect estimates the associa-
tion between national identity development exploration
levels and the number of friendship nominations that an
adolescent tends to receive from his or her peers over time
(i.e., network popularity). A positive effect would indicate
that adolescents with greater levels of national identity
development exploration received a higher number of
friendship nominations over time suggesting that they were
more popular as a friend. The national identity development
exploration similarity estimates the tendency of adolescents
to nominate friends who have similar levels of national
identity development exploration. A positive national
identity development exploration similarity means that
adolescents were more likely to select peers with similar
levels of national identity development exploration. Finally,
to investigate whether the patterns of peer selection pro-
cesses varied between immigrants and non-immigrants, a
series of interactions were included: (a) between ego’s
immigrant status and national identity development ego to
examine when, with respect to national identity exploration
and resolution, do immigrant youth nominate more friends
compared to non-immigrant youth?; (b) between ego’s
immigrant status and national identity development alter to
examine when, with respect to national identity exploration
and resolution, are immigrant youth nominated more often
as a friends compared to non-immigrant youth?; and (c)
between ego’s immigrant status and national identity
development similarity to examine when, with respect to
national identity exploration and resolution, are immigrant
youth likely to choose friends similar to oneself compared
to non-immigrant youth? The effect of similarity on gender
and immigrant status on the likelihood of peer affiliation
was also estimated. Finally, parameters for several network
structural processes were included. Transitive triplets were
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used to model triadic closure processes by assessing whe-
ther having multiple friends in common increased the
likelihood of tie formation. The indegree popularity
squared effect estimated whether students who previously
had more affiliations were more likely to develop additional
affiliations over time. The network function also included
effects for outdegree, which controlled for the number
of ties.

For the behavior submodel, the peer influence effect on
national identity development exploration and resolution
was estimated using the average similarity effect. This
effect predicts changes in national identity development
exploration, for example, based upon how similar an
adolescent’s national identity development exploration is
to the average levels of national identity development
exploration across all of his or her friends. A positive
effect indicates that changes in national identity develop-
ment exploration bring an adolescent closer to his or her
friends’ average level of national identity development
exploration. To examine whether immigrant youth dif-
fered from their non-immigrant counterparts in the main
levels of the national identity development dimensions an
effect to test for that (effect from immigrant on national
identity development exploration) was included; a positive
valence of this effect indicates that immigrant youth had
higher levels of national identity development exploration
compared to non-immigrant youth. Finally, to examine
whether the magnitude of peer influence differed by
immigrant status, an interaction between average simi-
larity on the national identity development dimension (i.e.,
exploration, resolution) and ego’s immigrant status was
included. A positive valence of this effect indicates that
immigrant youth were more likely to become similar to
their friends’ average levels of the given national identity
development dimension over time, compared to non-
immigrant youth.

Modeling approach

SABM analyses were conducted using RSiena 4.0 (version
1.1-290; Ripley et al. 2018). Because of the interest in
examining developmental differences across early ado-
lescence, the three wave panel data enabled an examina-
tion of unique changes in networks and behaviors that
occurred during the first transition from 7th to 8th grade
and the second transition from 8th to 9th grade. Because
SABM requires ordered categorical behavioral outcome
variables (Ripley et al. 2018), national identity develop-
ment values were rounded to the nearest integer, creating a
measure that ranged from 1 to 4 (Rivas‐Drake et al. 2017).
Furthermore, a structural zeros approach was used to
combine the data from multiple classrooms from the same
school given that a small number of students switched

classrooms within their school throughout the study (i.e.,
structural zeros precluded cross-classroom ties within a
school because students provided friendship nominations
within classroom; Ripley et al. 2018). To gain sufficient
power to detect peer influence on national identity devel-
opment dimensions, a multi-group option (Ripley et al.
2018) was used to assemble one multi-group object across
the 14 schools. Whereas the multi-group option has the
advantage of boosting the power to detect peer influence
effects, it assumes that all parameter estimates are the
same across all schools. Thus, analyses tested whether this
assumption was justified by examining school-related
heterogeneity by including dummies into the models
(i.e., Dummy 1 compared an effect for School 2 to that of
School 1, Dummy 2 compared an effect for School 3 to
that of School 2, etc.). Joint score-type tests for school-
related heterogeneity of the final models were conducted
to show that parameter estimates were homogeneous and
discuss the school differences in parameters in the sup-
plementary analyses (see Appendix).

In the current analyses, model convergence was deter-
mined as achieved when t statistics representing deviations
between the observed and model-implied networks were
less than 0.1 for individual model parameters and less than
0.25 across all of the model parameters (Ripley et al. 2018).
Additionally, students nominated three best friends, so a
maximum outdegree was specified to be equal to four
because algorithm convergence cannot be achieved in a
model where the maximum outdegree equals the actual
value of all observed outdegrees (Ripley et al. 2018).

Due to poor model convergence, 2 out of 14 schools
were dropped from the analysis of transition from 7th to 8th
grades, whereas all 14 schools were included in the analysis
of transition from 8th to 9th grades. Sensitivity analyses
were conducted to compare the youth from the two schools
that were dropped to the rest of the sample and documented
that these youth did not differ from the analytical sample,
with one exception. Independent sample t-tests revealed no
difference between excluded and analytical sample students
at T1 with regard to national identity development resolu-
tion (T1: t(1009)=−0.76, p= 0.45; T3: t(959)=−0.83,
p= 0.41) and national identity development exploration
(T1: t(1026)=−0.44, p= 0.66; T2: t(1012)=−1.20, p=
0.23; T3: t(961)=−1.38, p= 0.17). In addition, partici-
pants who were excluded from the analyses did not differ
from those who were retained with regards to their immi-
grant status (χ2(1,1252)= 1.68, p= 0.20) and gender
(χ2(1,1252)= 0.87, p= 0.35). There was a significant dif-
ference, however, in the scores for national identity devel-
opment resolution at T2 for youth excluded from analyses
(M= 3.37, SD= 0.79) compared to those who comprised
the analytical sample (M= 3.07, SD= 0.97); T1: t(1005)=
−3.55, p= 0.00).
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Results

Descriptive Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among all
study variables are presented in Table 1 (see Appendix
Supplement Table 1 for mean level comparisons among
immigrant groups and non-immigrants). As expected, indi-
ces of national identity exploration were correlated with one
another across waves, and indices of national identity reso-
lution were correlated with one another across waves—
suggesting stability across waves for each construct.

Network Selection: Do Adolescents Select Their
Friends Based on National Identity Development
Processes? (Goal 1)

The first goal was to examine how components of national
identity development were associated with friendship
selection processes over time, while statistically controlling
for friend selection based on immigrant status and network
structural effects. The results indicated that national identity
development exploration and resolution were not sig-
nificantly associated with the number of friends that ado-
lescents nominated during their 7th to 8th grade and 8th to
9th grade transitions (see Table 2; Model 1, ego effects).
However, the results revealed that immigrant youth nomi-
nated fewer friends over time during the transition from 7th
to 8th grades (est.=−0.21, p < 0.05). Furthermore, findings
indicated that adolescents with higher levels of national
identity development resolution in the 8th grade were more
often nominated by their classmates as a friend in 9th grade
suggesting that they were more popular as a friend among
their classmates (see Table 2, Model 1; alter effects; est.=
0.15, p < 0.05). National identity development exploration
and immigrant status were not significantly associated with
a tendency to receive more friendship nominations from

peers. Finally, being similar to one’s friends on levels of
national identity development exploration, resolution, and
immigrant status was not significantly associated with an
increased likelihood of friendship selection over time during
either one of the transitions (see Table 2, Model 1; simi-
larity effects).

Peer Influence: Do Friends Influence One Another’s
National Identity Development? (Goal 2)

The second goal was to examine whether friends’ levels of
national identity development at T1 were associated with
the respective dimensions of national identity development
of the focal adolescent at T2, suggesting that peer influence
on national identity development operates among friends
over time (see Table 2, Model 1; peer influence effects). The
results revealed that during the transition from 8th to 9th
grade, adolescents’ levels of national identity development
exploration became similar to the average level of their
friends’ levels of national identity development exploration
(est.= 1.49, p < 0.05). A significant friend influence did not
emerge during either developmental period for national
identity development resolution.

Immigrant Status Differences in Network Selection:
Does the Magnitude and Direction of Network
Selection Based on National Identity Development
Processes Differ Between Immigrant and Non-
Immigrant Adolescents? (Goal 3)

To better understand the role of immigrant status in the
friend selection process (i.e., Goal 3), analyses tested
whether the magnitude and direction of associations
between national identity development components and
friend selection processes were moderated by youth immi-
grant status. Thus, a separate Model 2 was conducted,
where a series of interactions between ego’s immigrant

Table 1 Correlations, means,
and standard deviations among
all study variables (N= 1252)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. T1 NID exploration 2.73 0.81 – 0.44** 0.37** 0.56** 0.35** 0.33** −0.17** −0.04

2. T2 NID exploration 2.65 0.81 – 0.46** 0.37** 0.57** 0.35** −0.17** −0.03

3. T3 NID exploration 2.61 0.80 – 0.29** 0.36** 0.51** −0.16** −0.04

4. T1 NID resolution 3.14 0.98 – 0.38** 0.35** −0.26** 0.05

5. T2 NID resolution 3.10 0.95 – 0.41** −0.26** 0.02

6. T3 NID resolution 3.01 0.95 – −0.20** 0.01

7. Gender 0.46 – 0.01

8. Immigrant status 0.64 –

Correlations were not substantively different for the analytical subsample of 12 schools that was used to
examine Transition 1 (n= 1090). Gender coded 0=male, 1= female; Immigrant coded 0= non-immigrant,
1= immigrant, NID national identity development

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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Table 2 Results from stochastic-actor oriented models to examine friend selection and influence on national identity development (Goals 1 and 2,
Model 1) and differences between immigrant and non-immigrant Greeks in friend selection and influence on national identity development (Goals
3 and 4, Model 2)

Model 1 Model 2

7th to 8th Grade 8th to 9th Grade 7th to 8th Grade 8th to 9th Grade

par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.)

Goal 1: NID and immigrant main effects on peer selection dynamics

Ego effects: How are NID and immigrant status associated with likelihood of selecting friends?

NID exploration −0.05 (0.12) −0.05 (0.09) −0.05 (0.12) −0.04 (0.09)

NID resolution −0.07 (0.10) −0.10 (0.08) −0.08 (0.15) −0.11 (0.09)

Immigrant status −0.21*** (0.08) −0.09 (0.07) −0.31 (0.16) −0.11 (0.07)

Alter effects: How are NID and immigrant status associated with likelihood of being selected as a friend?

NID exploration 0.00 (0.08) −0.08 (0.06) 0.01 (0.08) −0.08 (0.06)

NID resolution −0.04 (0.10) 0.15** (0.06) 0.06 (0.12) 0.17*** (0.06)

Immigrant status 0.02 (0.06) 0.07 (0.05) 0.02 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05)

Similarity effects: How likely are youth with similar NID levels and immigrant status to select each other as friends?

NID exploration 0.39 (0.37) −0.04 (0.25) 0.47 (0.40) −0.07 (0.26)

NID resolution 1.00 (0.58) 0.24 (0.24) 0.70 (0.62) 0.16 (0.26)

Immigrant status 0.15 (0.09) 0.10 (0.07) 0.16 (0.09) 0.08 (0.07)

Goal 2: Peer influence effects on NID

Peer influence effects: Do adolescents become similar to their friends over time?

NID exploration 0.51 (0.70) 1.49*** (0.55) 0.40 (0.74) 1.47*** (0.56)

NID resolution 0.46 (0.61) 0.76 (0.50) 0.33 (0.58) 0.80 (0.51)

Goal 3: Immigrant status as a moderator of NID effects on peer selection dynamics

Ego NID× ego immigrant effects: How is being an immigrant with certain NID level is associated with likelihood of selecting friends compared to
an non-immigrant youth with certain NID level?

Ego NID exploration × ego
immigrant

−0.19 (0.22) 0.07 (0.17)

Ego NID resolution × ego
immigrant

0.11 (0.33) −0.02 (0.18)

Alter NID× ego immigrant effects: How is being an immigrant with certain NID level is associated with likelihood of being selected as a friend
compared to an non-immigrant youth with certain NID level?

Alter NID exploration × ego
immigrant

0.36* (0.16) −0.05 (0.11)

Alter NID resolution × ego
immigrant

−0.36 (0.25) −0.12 (0.12)

Similarity NID× ego immigrant effects: How likely are immigrant youth to choose friends similar to oneself in NID levels compared to non-
immigrant youth choosing friends similar to oneself in NID levels?

NID exploration
similarity × ego immigrant

−0.03 (0.82) −0.13 (0.53)

NID resolution similarity ×
ego immigrant

2.09* (1.03) 0.49 (0.57)

Goal 4: Immigrant status as a moderator of peer influence on NID

Do immigrant adolescents become more similar to their friends’ levels of NID over time compared to non-immigrants?

NID exploration
similarity × ego immigrant

−0.19 (0.86) 0.35 (0.76)

NID resolution similarity ×
ego immigrant

0.07 (0.95) 0.15 (0.74)

Controls for NID dynamics

NID exploration
linear shape

0.06 (0.05) 0.07 (0.05) 0.07 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05)
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status and friendship selection effects were tested, including
ego, alter, and similarity effects for national identity
development components. Results revealed a significant
interaction between immigrant status ego effect and national
identity development exploration alter effect (est.= 0.36,
p < 0.05) during the transition from 7th to 8th grade sug-
gesting that there were significant differences in these pro-
cesses (see Table 2, Model 2; Alter NID Exploration × Ego
Immigrant effect). To get a closer look at the differences by
immigrant status, separate estimates were calculated for the
alter effect of national identity development exploration for
immigrant and non-immigrant adolescents. To follow up on
this significant interaction, ego-alter selection tables (Ripley
et al. 2018) that were constructed separately for immigrant
and non-immigrant youth were used. This information is
presented using simple slope graphs that depict the like-
lihood of befriending others as function of their national
identity exploration (Fig. 1) and resolution (Fig. 2).

First, immigrant youth with high levels of national
identity exploration in Grade 7 were more likely to nomi-
nate as friends those who had similarly high levels of
national identity exploration in Grade 8; likewise, immi-
grant youth with low levels of national identity exploration
in Grade 7 were more likely to nominate as friends those
who had similarly low levels of national identity exploration

in Grade 8 (Fig. 1a). In contrast, non-immigrant adolescents
with both low and high levels of national identity explora-
tion in Grade 7 preferred to befriend peers with low levels
of national identity exploration in Grade 8 (Fig. 1b). Thus,
immigrant youth preferred befriending others who had
similar levels of national identity exploration development
to them, whereas for non-immigrants, peers with low levels
of national identity exploration development emerged as
more popular as potential friends.

With respect to resolution, a significant interaction
between immigrant status ego effect and similarity on
national identity development resolution was detected dur-
ing the 7th to 8th grade transition (est.= 2.09, p < 0.05),
which suggested that there were significant differences in
these processes by immigrant status (see Table 2, Model 2;
Similarity NID Resolution x Ego Immigrant effect). Similar
to findings for exploration, the follow-up analyses revealed
that immigrant youth with high levels of national identity
resolution in Grade 7 were more likely to nominate as
friends those who had similarly high levels of national
identity resolution in Grade 8, whereas immigrant youth
with low levels of national identity resolution in Grade 7
were more likely to nominate as friends those who had
similarly low levels of national identity resolution in Grade
8 (Fig. 2a). In contrast, non-immigrant youth preferred to

Table 2 (continued)

Model 1 Model 2

7th to 8th Grade 8th to 9th Grade 7th to 8th Grade 8th to 9th Grade

par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.) par. (s.e.)

NID exploration
quadratic shape

−0.26*** (0.09) −0.07 (0.07) −0.28*** (0.10) −0.08 (0.07)

NID exploration: effect
from Immigrant

−0.28*** (0.09) −0.14 (0.08)

NID resolution linear shape 0.30*** (0.05) 0.17*** (0.05) 0.33*** (0.06) 0.21*** (0.05)

NID resolution
quadratic shape

0.04 (0.06) 0.01 (0.06) 0.03 (0.06) 0.01 (0.06)

NID resolution: effect from
Immigrant

−0.39*** (0.12) −0.15 (0.11)

Controls for confounding friendship network selection

Outdegree (density) −1.54*** (0.18) −1.65*** (0.14) −1.51*** (0.19) −1.65*** (0.14)

Reciprocity 1.08*** (0.08) 1.31*** (0.07) 1.10*** (0.09) 1.31*** (0.07)

Transitive triplets 0.41*** (0.03) 0.43*** (0.03) 0.41*** (0.03) 0.43*** (0.03)

Indegree–popularity (sqrt) −0.03 (0.09) 0.08 (0.07) −0.05 (0.09) 0.07 (0.07)

Alter gender 0.02 (0.06) −0.02 (0.05) 0.02 (0.07) −0.02 (0.05)

Ego gender −0.05 (0.09) 0.03 (0.07) −0.06 (0.09) 0.02 (0.07)

Similarity gender 0.81*** (0.08) 0.51*** (0.06) 0.84*** (0.09) 0.51*** (0.06)

Ego= focal individual in network parlance, Alter= friends of a focal individual. Transition 1: all convergence t-ratios < 0.04, Overall maximum
convergence ratio 0.13. Transition 2: all convergence t-ratios < 0.04, Overall maximum convergence ratio 0.14. Gender coded 0=male, 1=
female, NID national identity development

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (all two-tailed)
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nominate as friends those who had dissimilar levels of
national identity resolution (Fig. 2b). Specifically, non-
immigrant adolescents with low levels of national identity
resolution in Grade 7 preferred to befriend others with high
levels of national identity resolution in Grade 8 and non-
immigrant adolescents with high levels of national identity
resolution over time preferred to befriend others with low
levels of national identity resolution. Thus, immigrant youth
preferred homophily on national identity development
resolution among their friends, whereas non-immigrant
youth preferred heterophily, or dissimilarity, on national
identity development resolution levels in their friends.

Immigrant Status Differences in Network Influence:
Does the Magnitude and Direction of Peer Social
Influence on National Identity Development
Processes Differ Between Immigrant and Non-
Immigrant Adolescents? (Goal 4)

Similar to above, the fourth goal was to examine whether
the magnitude and direction of peer influence on national
identity development varied between immigrant and non-
immigrant youth. Model 2 tested this by including two
interaction effects between ego’s immigrant status and
average similarity effects used to model how friends’ levels
of national identity development at Time 1 were associated
with the ego’s national identity development levels of Time
2. These analyses revealed no significant differences in the
strength and direction of friend influence effects on national
identity development exploration and resolution between
immigrant and non-immigrant adolescents (see Table 2,
Model 2; Similarity NID Exploration × Ego Immigrant).

Finally, the above estimates were obtained in models that
also accounted for confounding peer network selection
processes that were documented across the two models for
both transitions including (a) a significant and positive
reciprocity parameter suggesting that friendship nomina-
tions were more likely to be reciprocated over time, (b) a
significant positive transitive triplets parameter suggesting
that a friend of a friend was more likely to become one’s
friend over time, and (c) a significant and positive female
similarity effect suggesting that students preferred to
befriend others who were of a similar gender to them. These
findings underscore that the friendship network selection
was driven by universally documented processes of ado-
lescent network formation.

Sensitivity Analyses to Examine Homogeneity
Across Schools

To examine whether friendship network selection and friend
influence effects operate equally across the different school
contexts, Model 2 included dummy effects to compare
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Fig. 1 Selection of friends as a function of NID Exploration levels for
immigrant and non-immigrant Greek adolescents during the transition
from Grade 7 to Grade 8
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Fig. 2 Selection of friends as a function of NID Resolution levels for
immigrant and non-immigrant Greek adolescents during the transition
from Grade 7 to Grade 8
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them. Friendship network selection varied during the tran-
sition from 7th to 8th grade such that (a) gender homophily
was significantly higher among friends in School 2 vs.
School 4 (est.= 0.43, p < 0.05), suggesting that friendships
in School 2 were more segregated by gender, and (b)
immigrant homophily was significantly higher among
friends in School 2 vs. School 4 (est.= 0.54, p < 0.05),
suggesting that friendships in School 2 were more segre-
gated by immigrant status. Findings also indicated that
during the transition from 7th to 8th grade, there was a
significantly lower magnitude of friend influence on
national identity development resolution in students from
School 9 vs. School 11 (est.=−2.44, p < 0.05).

Considering the transition from 8th to 9th grade, there
was significantly lower gender homophily among friends in
School 2 vs. School 4 (est.=−0.13, p < 0.05) suggesting
that friendships in School 2 were less segregated by gender.
In addition, during the transition from 8th to 9th grade,
students from School 6 reported significantly lower levels of
national identity development resolution than students from
School 7 (est.=−0.79, p < 0.01) and students from School
12 reported significantly lower levels of national identity
development resolution than students from School 13
(est.=−1.06, p < 0.01). Importantly, no significant school-
related heterogeneity was observed in the significant
friendship network selection and peer influence effects on
national identity development exploration and resolution.
Joint score-type tests for school heterogeneity revealed that,
adjusted for the noted dummies, the joint significance tests
for school heterogeneity at each site were not significant;
this indicated that the parameter estimates were homo-
geneous across schools (from 7th to 8th grade: χ2(102)=
104.78, p= 0.41; from 8th to 9th grade: χ2(216)= 152.99,
p= 0.99). Thus, having controlled for the above noted
school differences, the remainder of the documented peer
selection and influence effects were similar across schools.

Discussion

Identity development and the formation of peer relation-
ships are each recognized as fundamental tasks of adoles-
cence (Brown and Larson 2009; Kroger and Marcia 2011).
One identity domain that is increasingly salient in the cur-
rent sociohistorical context of increased migration (Suárez-
Orozco et al. 2018) and that has been linked with positive
youth development is national identity (Huddy and Khatib
2007). Despite its links with adjustment, there is a limited
understanding of how national identity develops, whether
peers play a role in its development, and whether the for-
mation of peer networks are informed by adolescents’
national identity. Increased understanding in these areas is
vital to inform the development of youth programming and

educational policy that can promote positive youth devel-
opment. Accordingly, the current study used longitudinal
social network analysis to examine the interplay of national
identity development and friendship network dynamics
among immigrant and non-immigrant youth across a 3-year
period from early to middle adolescence. Evidence emerged
for both selection and influence on national identity
exploration and resolution, and findings for friend selection
during the earlier developmental transition were qualified
by adolescents’ immigrant status, whereas peer influence on
national identity exploration during the later transition
emerged for both immigrant and non-immigrant youth. For
instance, during the transition from 8th to 9th grade, all
youth (immigrant and non-immigrant alike) were more
likely to nominate peers who had higher levels of national
identity resolution (i.e., selection effects) and became more
similar to their nominated peers (i.e., influence effects) in
terms of their Greek national identity exploration. Further-
more, findings regarding friend selection effects during the
7th to 8th grade transition varied based on immigrant status.
Specifically, immigrant youth selected friends who were
more similar to them in the dimensions of national identity
exploration and resolution. In contrast, non-immigrant
youth preferred to befriend others with low levels of
national identity exploration and those who had levels of
national identity resolution that differed from their own. As
discussed below, the results suggest important implications
for understanding the interface of friendship and national
identity developmental processes during early to middle
adolescence among immigrant and non-immigrant youth in
Greece.

Does Adolescents’ National Identity Development
Inform Friendship Selection?

The findings revealed evidence of national identity resolu-
tion informing who received more incoming friendship
nominations over time, describing friendship network
popularity among youth. Across the transition from 8th to
9th grade, higher levels of national identity resolution drew
more friendship nominations among all youth—immigrant
and non-immigrant alike. Thus, as youth reported a greater
sense of clarity regarding this aspect of their identity, they
were more likely to be selected as friends by their peers.
Drawing on Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial
development and subsequent empirical examination of these
notions (Beyers and Seiffge-Krenke 2010; and see Kroger
and Marcia 2011, for a review), individuals who are more
resolved in their sense of self and have lower identity
confusion are better prepared to engage in positive rela-
tionships with others given their greater sense of confidence
and lack of uncertainty. Perhaps this greater sense of con-
fidence in the self, in and of itself, is an important feature
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that attracts peers and results in more friendship
nominations.

There was also evidence for a significant preference to
befriend others with similar levels of national identity
development, but these findings were qualified by adoles-
cents’ immigrant status and only evident during the transi-
tion from 7th to 8th grade. Specifically, during the transition
from 7th to 8th grade, immigrant adolescents were more
frequently choosing to befriend youth with similar levels of
national identity exploration and resolution. The opposite
pattern emerged for non-immigrant youth, who preferred to
befriend friends with (1) low levels of national identity
exploration development, regardless of their own levels of
national identity exploration, and (2) levels of national
identity resolution that differed from their own levels of
national identity resolution. Thus, whereas immigrant youth
with high exploration preferred friends with similarly high
exploration, non-immigrant youth with high national iden-
tity exploration preferred friends with low national identity
exploration.

The findings for immigrant youth are consistent with
expectations for peer homophily—youth who are engaging
in high levels of exploration regarding this identity domain
likely find comfort and ease in befriending and sustaining
friendships with others who are engaged in similar activ-
ities. Similarly, national identity resolution captures the
extent to which adolescents have a sense of clarity regard-
ing their connection to Greek society—and the findings
suggest that immigrant youth who are clear on this
dimension of their identity are seeking friends with similar
sentiments on this matter. In the same vein, immigrant
youth who are unclear about the meaning of their identity
with respect to the host society may seek friendships with
those who are similarly unsure. Perhaps this was a salient
dimension for friendship formation among immigrant youth
because of their greater potential to be considered outsiders
due to their immigrant status. To avoid rejection, immigrant
youth may be more likely to seek friendships with peers
who have similar perspectives on the role that Greek society
plays in their lives.

Non-immigrant youth, in contrast, were not more likely
to nominate friends with similar levels of national identity
resolution. Perhaps national identity development is a less
prominent factor in friendship formation when youth are not
considered immigrants in the host society. These findings
seemingly contrast with findings from European samples,
where Leszczensky et al. (2016) found that native Dutch
adolescents preferred to befriend immigrants with stronger
rather than weaker national identification levels and that
immigrants did not prefer to befriend others with stronger
levels of national identification. Furthermore, Jugert et al.
(2017) found that native German youth preferred to befriend
immigrant peers with strong host-country identification,

followed by dual-country and heritage-country identifica-
tion. It is noteworthy that the Leszcezensky et al. and Jugert
et al. studies aimed to examine contributions of intergroup
friendships to selection on national identification, whereas
the goal here was to examine differences by immigrant
status in terms of how strongly national identity develop-
mental processes shaped their selection of friends. Supple-
mental analyses (see Appendix Table 2) revealed that
comparable three-way interactions to explore how national
identity development contributed to intergroup friendship
selection were not statistically significant, potentially due to
the present analyses being underpowered to detect these
effects. Whereas more research is needed to illuminate the
role of intergroup friendships, it is possible that the differ-
ences in these studies are related to conceptual differences
in identification rather than identity developmental pro-
cesses. Put differently, whereas the Leszczensky et al. study
highlights the content of that identification (i.e., degree to
which adolescents feel Dutch), the current investigation
focuses on the developmental processes that inform this
identification. In this way, the current investigation adds an
important developmental dimension to the study of how
national identity contributes to friendship selection.

In terms of the developmental timing, it is possible that
this selection effect only emerged from 7th to 8th grade
because by the transition from 8th to 9th grade, immigrant
youth had become more acquainted with their classmates
and did not seek the safety of homophily with peers on this
dimension that could potentially label them as an outsider.
Perhaps national identity development is particularly
important for the friendship formation of immigrant youth
when they enter a new setting (which is the case in Greek
middle schools in which 7th grade is the first year the stu-
dents come together) because there is more uncertainty
regarding whether they will be accepted by peers due to
their immigrant status. By the time they have settled into
their schools a year later (i.e., 8th grade in the Greek school
system), this may be less relevant to friendship selection. In
fact, Motti-Stefanidi et al. (2012) found that peer acceptance
of immigrant students increased over time in classrooms in
which there were few immigrants; thus, immigrant youth
may become more aware of being more accepted by their
peer group and in the process also modify how they are
selecting their friends.

Do Friends Influence One Another’s National
Identity Development?

Given the focus on early adolescents transitioning to middle
adolescence, a developmental period in which youth are
more likely to be influenced by peers and make choices
regarding their identities based on others’ perspectives, it
was hypothesized that adolescents would influence one

718 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2020) 49:706–723



another’s national identity development over time. Specifi-
cally, over time, friends were expected to become more
similar to one another in terms of how much they were
exploring their Greek national identity and the extent to
which they had a sense of clarity regarding the meaning of
their Greek national identity for their general sense of self.
Partial support for this hypothesis emerged. For instance,
adolescents became more similar to their nominated peers
from Grade 8 to Grade 9 in terms of how much they were
exploring their Greek national identity. Findings did not,
however, suggest peer influence effects for national identity
exploration from 7th to 8th grade, nor for national identity
resolution across the 3 years of the study.

It is possible that changes in exploration from 8th to 9th
grade are relatively more variable and, therefore, it is
easier to detect influence. In Greek schools, Grade 7
reflects an important transition year in which youth are
together in new classrooms for the first time; the new
context may prompt greater national identity exploration
among all youth as they are attempting to understand who
they are and how they fit in to this new environment. This
may make it difficult to detect any influence effects on
national identity exploration by limiting variability
because all youth are increasingly exploring. Yet, by the
time students are transitioning from 8th to 9th grade, there
may be a greater comfort zone and less national identity
exploration among some youth relative to others—making
it easier to detect peer influence effects.

Interestingly, there was no support for peer influence on
national identity resolution. One possibility might be that
peer influence on national identity resolution is not evi-
denced during middle school because students have not yet
known each other for an extended period. Perhaps youth
need to get to know one another on a more personal level
and develop greater intimacy, perhaps even getting to know
one another’s families, before they start emulating one
another’s levels of clarity about psychological sense of
identity. These ideas are speculative, however, and future
research would benefit from a more comprehensive exam-
ination of adolescents’ awareness of their peers’ levels of
identity resolution in this domain.

Taken together, findings from the current study suggest
two important implications for youth development. First,
identity formation and peer relationships are key devel-
opmental competencies during adolescence and these
findings suggest that these competencies not only inter-
relate as adolescents progress from 7th through 9th grade
but that this interrelation develops over time. Whereas
earlier in adolescence (i.e., the transition from 7th to 8th
grade) immigration status moderated adolescents’ friend-
ship selection (with immigrant youth selecting friends
similar to themselves and non-immigrant youth befriend-
ing those with low levels of national identity exploration

and who differed from them in terms of national identity
resolution), during the transition from 8th to 9th grade,
adolescents both selected friends who were more resolved
in their national identity and influenced each other in terms
of their Greek national identity exploration. Second, the
fact that the friend influence in national identity explora-
tion from 8th to 9th grades was evident among all students
—immigrants and non-immigrants—suggests that this
may be a universal aspect of the developmental progres-
sion of national identity exploration. Although replication
is necessary, these findings suggest that friends become
increasingly similar to one another over time with respect
to their exploration of Greek culture. These results
underscore the socializing role of friends and peers
whereby joint participation in interactions, conversations,
and activities with friends promotes both individual-level
identity exploration and peer influences among friends on
the degree to which one is exploring what it means to have
a particular national identity. Developmental and social
identity theories have long theorized that identity devel-
opment occurs through a constellation of such processes
(Erikson 1968; Tajfel and Turner 1979), contemporary
scholars have echoed these notions (e.g., Crocetti et al.
2018), and findings from the current study provide initial
evidence for these processes with respect to national
identity exploration dynamics.

Finally, the results indicated that there was no difference
in the strength of peer influence on national identity
exploration and resolution components between immigrant
and non-immigrant youth. Although replication is neces-
sary, the preliminary findings that emerged in the current
study suggest that the peer influence effect that was iden-
tified for national identity exploration during the 8th to 9th
grade transition could potentially reflect a universal pattern
for this developmental process.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Despite this study’s strengths, there are important limita-
tions to consider, which also provide opportunities for
future research. First, given the limited number of friend-
ship nominations (i.e., students were asked to name only
three best friends), the friendship network data may have
underrepresented the structure of in-school social relation-
ships because adolescents did not have an option to list all
their friends, including more distant acquaintances, from
their schools. Nevertheless, because best friendships repre-
sent a relational context that is intimate and high-quality
(Bagwell and Bukowski 2018), best friendships are likely to
be a particularly fertile context for both friends’ exploration
and resolution of their social identities, including national
identity. Additionally, because this study focused on friends
from the school context, the results are only generalizable to
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in-school best friends and future studies should examine the
role of friends from a neighborhood and other out-of-school
settings for national identity development. Furthermore, given
the recent advances in conceptualizing how social settings
may shape ethnic-racial identity development processes (Syed
et al. 2018), future studies also should examine how varia-
bility in school-level factors (e.g., immigrant and ethnic-racial
composition or diversity) may shape friendship network and
identity developmental processes (e.g., Smith et al. 2016).

Another methodological limitation pertains to the use of
a single-item measure of resolution. In an effort to isolate
the resolution dimension of the identity development pro-
cess, assessment of this construct was limited to a single
item derived from an existing measure. Given that measures
comprised of multiple items demonstrate relatively stronger
psychometric properties, it will be ideal for future studies
with more extensive assessments to examine the associa-
tions of interest. In addition, the study design was limited to
yearly assessments during a 3-year period and did not
enable an examination of the transition from middle to late
adolescence. It is possible that the role of friendships on
national identity formation (and vice versa) varies as a
function of developmental period. As youth transition into
late adolescence, there may be a clearer pattern toward
friendship selection whereby adolescents are not being
socialized by peers but rather are choosing to be friends
with those whose views with which they agree. This may be
particularly the case for a construct such as a national
identity, which can be closely tied to political affiliations as
youth consider their civic role in the broader society, and is
more likely to emerge during late adolescence rather than
earlier in development. Thus, future work would benefit
from examining a broader developmental swath, which
would clarify the developmental progression of national
identity formation and the role of friendships across early to
late adolescence. Moreover, future research may include
idiographic approaches that focus on within-person fluc-
tuations (Zeiders et al. 2015) in national identity exploration
and resolution, and draw on more frequent assessments to
better understand how time-varying changes in national
identity formation shape adolescents’ friendship networks
both within and across academic years.

Conclusion

Immigration is a global phenomenon that is affecting more
and more countries each year. The current study focused on
the Greek context, but findings may apply broadly to other
nations with a non-negligible population of immigrant
youth. In fact, the significant changes that have taken place
in the European Union in the past two decades with respect
to the upsurge of immigrants have made issues of

immigrant youth adaptation a key concern, particularly
because the adaptation of immigrant youth is a key indicator
of how well immigrants are being integrated into a society
(Motti-Stefanidi and Masten 2017). Given that peer rela-
tionships (Brown and Larson 2009) and identity formation
(Erikson 1968; Kroger 2007) are key developmental com-
petencies during adolescence, understanding how adoles-
cents are developing their Greek national identity and their
friendships in tandem is essential for developing a more
comprehensive understanding of adolescent development in
context. The findings contribute to this important body of
research by highlighting that features of the national identity
development process inform adolescents’ selection into
friendships. Adolescents who are more engaged in the
developmental process of national identity resolution in 8th
grade are more popular as potential friends in 9th grade than
those who are less engaged in this process—a finding that
underscores the universally promotive nature of adoles-
cents’ engagement in the identity development process. To
be clear, the aspect of national identity development that
was examined in the current study and that is posited to
represent a developmental competency for immigrant and
non-immigrant youth alike is the process by which ado-
lescents explore, self-reflect, and develop a sense of clarity
regarding the meaning that this identity domain has for their
general sense of self. Gaining a sense of clarity regarding
this identity domain is theorized to contribute positively to
adolescents’ global identity development and, in turn, their
adjustment (Umaña‐Taylor 2018). The current study did not
examine the strength (i.e., content) of adolescents’ national
identities and an important direction for future research will
be to simultaneously examine the process and content
dimensions of national identity and explore the potentially
different implications each has for adolescents’ friendships,
paying particular attention to how this may vary according
to youth’s immigrant status.
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promote and constrain psychosocial development and adjustment,
health-risk behavior, and physiological processes related to stress,
social status and immunity.
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