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Ethnic Identity Formation of Immigrant
Children and Implications for Practice

YOK-FONG PAAT
Department of Social Work, University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso, Texas, USA

DWAIN PELLEBON

The issue of immigration is especially controversial in the United
States as immigrants today have not only increased in number
but constitute a more heterogeneous population. Unlike the earlier
waves of immigrants, which were predominantly of European
origin, the post-1965 migration trend from Asia, Latin America,
and the Caribbean has tremendously altered the demographic
characteristics of the U.S. population. In-depth exploration of
various contextual factors affecting ethnic identity formation
can offer insights that help social work practitioners and policy
planners overcome the difficulty in working with immigrant
populations and their descendants. This article reviews significant
contextual aspects influencing immigrant children’s ethnic ident-
ity formations and proposes practice recommendations that help
facilitate the children’s adaptation in the host society.

KEYWORDS children of immigrants, ethnic identity, immigration

The issue of immigration is especially controversial in the United States,
which has always been characterized as a country of destination for a steady
flow of immigrants (e.g., Alba & Nee, 2003; Gans, 1992b; Portes & Rumbaut,
2001; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Waters &
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Jiménez, 2005). Although Americans take pride in their unique history of
immigration and cherish their roots as a land of immigrants, enduring
ambivalence toward immigration is salient in American society. Indeed,
immigrants today have not only increased in number but also constitute a
more heterogeneous population. Unlike the earlier waves of immigrants,
which were predominantly of European origins, the post-1965 migration
trend from Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean has tremendously altered
the demographic characteristics of the U.S. population (Grieco & Trevelyan,
2010; Martin & Midgley, 2006; Ueda, 2007). Specifically, the U.S. Census
Bureau indicated that in 2009, more than one half of all foreign-born resi-
dents were from Latin America (53 percent) and more than one fourth (28
percent) came from Asia (Grieco & Trevelyan, 2010). Today, one in five
Americans is an immigrant or immigrant descendant. Children of immigrants
currently represent one of the fastest growing demographic groups among
the U.S. population and their number is expected to grow (Jensen, 2001).
By 2050, the proportion of immigrant children is expected to rise to 25 per-
cent of the nation’s children (Passel, 2011).

While its racial ideologies and interpretations have been subjected to
dramatic transformation over the years, America remains as a racialized
society in which the conceptualization of race and the cultural awareness
of ethnicity continue to be disputed (e.g., Benson, 2006; Chacko, 2003;
Waters, 1994, 1999). These racial ideologies and practices produce various
racial experiences along the political, economic, and social lines in which
American society is embedded. As the United States of America is becoming
a multicultural nation, composed of people with diverse backgrounds, cus-
toms, and life histories, the social transformation accompanying this new
and continuing demographic change will have a significant implication on
ethnic identity formation and retention of immigrant children (e.g., Alba &
Nee, 2003; Phinney, 2002).

Ethnic self-identification serves as a crucial social entity in the accultura-
tion process for immigrant children, who are socialized in their parent’s
culture and the new culture of the mainstream society (Costigan, Koryzma,
Hua, & Chance, 2010; Daha, 2011; Phinney, 2002). In America, immigrant
families learn about the racial social structure and their place in the new
country in a myriad of ways. Socially positive or negative receptions they
experience, in particular, have a profound implication on their ethnic
self-identity and racial ideology formation (Gans, 1992a; Rogler, Cooney, &
Ortiz, 1980; Waters, 1994). Further, the development of ethnic self-identity,
which serves as a frame of reference for self-definition and social network
affiliation, is consequential for young new Americans who are learning to
navigate in mainstream society (e.g., Daha, 2011). While ethnic identity
shapes immigrant children’s social outcomes, other contextual factors also
regulate their ethnic identity formation and transformation. Immigrant
children, whether they arrive as young children or are born in the United
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States, present an interesting case study, as they experience not only drastic
changes in their living environment, but also changes associated with their
physiological and psychological development (e.g., Costigan et al., 2010;
Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).

This article reviews various contextual factors affecting immigrant chil-
dren’s ethnic identification and provides practice recommendations for social
work practitioners and policy planners working with immigrant families and
children. In this article, we conceptualize immigrant children broadly as
second-generation immigrants who were born in the United States, or the
1.5 generation who came to the United States as young children and adoles-
cents with their immigrating parents. In-depth evaluation of the developing
ethnic identity of immigrant children is compelling, as changes associated
not only impact outcomes during the children’s life span (e.g., Costigan
et al., 2010; Portes & Zhou 1993; Porter & Washington, 1993) but may in turn
provide a more nuanced picture that allows social work practitioners and
policy planners to formulate programs that support immigrant children in
the receiving society. In the following sections, we discuss the significance
and functions of ethnic identity, followed by a constellation of interrelated
domains influencing its formation and development.

CHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS AND THEORETICAL
CONCEPTUALIZATION OF ETHNIC IDENTITY

Ethnic self-identity, commonly referred to as social identity, is a complex
construct that captures a person’s perceptions, behaviors, feelings, heritage,
and sense of belonging to an ethnic or cultural group (Pellebon, 2012;
Phinney, 1992; Phinney & Ong, 2007; Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones,
2006). Frequently operationalized as different labels with which ethnic
groups choose to identify themselves, the attitudes immigrants feel toward
their ethnic group, or immigrants’ involvement with an ethnic group, the
concept of ethnic identity has been studied extensively in immigration litera-
ture (e.g., Benson, 2006; Costigan et al., 2010; Oh & Fuligni, 2010; Portes &
Rumbaut 2001; Song, 2010). This identity construction holds a pivotal role in
the acculturation process of immigrant children who are trapped between
their parents’ traditional way of handling things back home and a foreign
custom in the receiving country. Rather than acting as a fixed constituent,
Phinney (2002) posits that ethnic self-identity evolves over time as an individ-
ual becomes increasingly aware of the differences in membership among
various ethnic groups. In the United States, immigrant families often arrive
with different attitudes about their ethnic group affiliation (e.g., Waters,
1994, 1999; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). The attitudes of these newcomers
toward their own ethnic group vary, ranging from a strong feeling to pre-
serve one’s cultural roots to a powerful desire to become integrated and
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indistinguishable from the larger society (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder,
2006). While the former is characterized by a strong ethnic identity, the latter
may be regarded as a weaker ethnic identity. Due to their unique experi-
ences, both native-born and foreign-born immigrant children must work to
assert their ethnic affiliation in foreign environments.

Ethnic identity formation is a crucial developmental milestone of young
immigrant children as they are exploring possible alternatives to cope with a
variety of stressful life situations. A positive sense of ethnic identity is an
indicative of healthy adjustment and well-being (Phinney, Horenczyk, Lieb-
kind, & Vedder, 2001), but the extent to which immigrant children develop a
preference for a particular ethnic affiliation is contingent upon a broad array
of elements. Porter and Washington (1993) outline three models that have
been proposed by previous scholars to study the formation of ethnic identi-
fication. First, the single continuum model suggests a unilinear assimilation,
in which there is a direct negative relationship between acculturation and
loss or weakening of ethnic identity. In this model, those who are more
acculturated are less likely to identify with their own ethnic or cultural group.
A second model posits a bicultural or two-dimensional model that advocates
two different continua in which the host culture characterizes one end and
the immigrant’s culture constitutes the other end. Accordingly, individuals
may vary in terms of their attachment to the two cultures. In other words,
it is possible for individuals to retain their own culture while adapting to
the host culture. Finally, the third model, which is the focus of this study, sug-
gests a multidimensional or pluralistic model of acculturation that perceives
acculturation as a multifaceted or complex issue in which retention of
cultural behaviors varies from one situation to another dependent on the
contextual factors to which one is exposed (cf. Porter & Washington,
1993). With this in mind, we focus on contextual factors that are most rel-
evant to immigrant children’s ethnic identity development.

Ethnic identity formation and transformation are consequential for
immigrant children’s self-identity development (Phinney, 2002). On the
one hand, immigrant children may adopt different ethnic labels that best
describe their life circumstances. On the other hand, their ethnic identity is
likely to reflect affiliation with one or more particular ethnic groups or cul-
tural orientations. Immigrant children of the latest surge of the immigration
wave, in particular, confront more social barriers due to their different
phenotypical characteristics from counterparts of the earlier immigration
waves. In addition to the need to familiarize themselves with a new culture,
the newer generation of immigrants faces greater pressure to maintain their
culture of origin and combat potential discrimination due to racial or ethnic
stereotypes (e.g., Gans, 1992a; Zhou & Bankston, 1998; Portes & Rumbaut,
2001). While the ethnic identity of immigrant offspring who choose to associ-
ate with their home country rather than the host society is perceived to be
stronger than their national identity, identification with the dominant group
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is plausible for those who choose to avoid the experience of downward
mobility (e.g., Waters, 1994). Through socialization in the receiving society,
immigrant children who take on the identity of their parents’ country are
inclined to consider themselves as an integral part of two cultures (Phinney,
2002; Smith, Stewart, & Winter, 2004). But phenotypical characteristics and
family ideologies brought from their home countries are also prone to shape
their subsequent ethnic identity transformation (e.g., Benson, 2006; Rogers,
2001). While some identities exert a protective effect, others place them in
a disadvantaged minority status (e.g., Zhou & Bankston, 1998).

It is especially pertinent to understand how ethnic identity contributes to
various child outcomes as empirical evidence suggests that a healthy identity
can safeguard immigrant children from negative environmental forces such as
the risk of poverty, underemployment, and unemployment (e.g., Gans, 1992b;
Portes & Zhou, 1993). Further, it has been postulated that immigrant children
with a strong sense of ethnic self-identification tend to exhibit a more positive
self-concept and psychological adaptation (Porter & Washington, 1993;
Rumbaut, 1994; Yip & Fuglini, 2002). Although a positive ethnic identity is
related to better school performance and social incorporation (Fuligni, Witkow,
& Garcia, 2005; Jaret & Reitzes, 2009; Phinney et al., 2001), immigrant children’s
ethnic identity is expected to be weakened following frequent interaction with
mainstream society and less intensive connection with their parents’ country of
origin (e.g., Portes & Zhou, 1993; Waters, 1994; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). While
ethnic identity can be regarded as one element of acculturation, and an ethnic
label can be used to understand the construction of self-identity, it must be noted
that immigrant children’s adoption of a certain ethnic label does not necessarily
equate to their degree of acculturation to mainstream society. Ambivalence
about one’s ethnic identity is inevitable, but constant contact with family mem-
bers, mainstream society, or compatriots in the ethnic neighborhoods is likely to
alter or reinforce ethnic identity formation.

THE FAMILY CONTEXT

Family is a significant determinant of immigrant children’s ethnic identity
development (Aycan & Kanungo, 1998). The Segmented Assimilation Theory
postulates three possible outcomes of assimilation: (a) upward assimilation,
(b) downward assimilation, and (c) upward mobility with persistent bicultur-
alism. The three outcomes are intimately linked to three different types of
family dynamics and parent-child relationships in immigrant families (i.e.,
consonant acculturation, dissonant acculturation, and selective acculturation,
respectively) (Portes & Zhou, 1993).

According to the upward assimilation model, offspring of immigrants
are bound to lose their cultural distinctiveness over time and become indis-
tinguishable from mainstream society. This often entails transformation of a
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new identity and discarding old ways of living (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Portes,
Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 2009). Within the family, consonant acculturation
allows immigrant children to assimilate into American society at the same
pace as their parents, therefore achieving upward mobility. But Suárez-
Orozco (2001) claimed that this unilinear assimilation rarely occurs, as immi-
grants typically select the fragment of dominant culture that fits their belief
system and retains their original culture.

Downward assimilation is associated with acculturation to the oppositional
cultural forces and identity. When parental resources are perceived to be low
and children lose their culture of origin faster than their parents, dissonant accul-
turation takes place, which changes the power dynamics in the immigrant fam-
ily. This power imbalance in turn undermines traditional patterns of parental
authority over their children, causing the breakdown of family communication.

Finally, selective acculturation occurs when children acquire the neces-
sary linguistic skills and embrace some culture of the host society without
abandoning the customs of their parents. To assure successful adaptation,
immigrant parents may monitor their children closely and emphasize tra-
ditional cultural values on a regular basis. Marked by few intergenerational
conflicts, association with co-ethnic friends, and maintenance of parental lan-
guage, this outcome of assimilation predicts that immigrants will eventually
attain upward mobility but only with preservation of their parental cultural
values and identity (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Waters,
Tran, Kasinitz, & Mollenkopf, 2010).

Parental practices certainly shape immigrant children’s ethnic identity
development, but immigrant families’ adaptation patterns vary between gen-
erations nonetheless. Despite the fact that most immigrant parents intend to
instill ethnic pride and transmit their culture of origin by teaching children
their native language and customs, much research indicates that inter-
generational households and conflicts are prevalent in immigrant families.
Immigrant families, especially, are likely to face difficulty in enforcing beha-
vioral standards that bridge the differences between two cultures (e.g.,
Current Population Reports, 2001; Gans, 1992a; Gorman, 1998; Kwak, 2003).
Likewise, unlike their parents who come to America with preset ethnic
identities, the challenge to preserve both cultures can be an added burden
for children of immigrants who are trapped between two identities (Zhou,
2001). While it is clear that a poor parent–child relationship can devalue
the importance of parental authority (Waters, 1994), Rosenthal and Feldman
(1992) found that an affectionate family environment is associated with
higher ethnic pride. Stated simply, if immigrant parents can provide a close
and nurturing environment with clear behavioral guidelines, immigrant chil-
dren are likely to feel better about their cultural heritage.

The connection between immigrant children’s ethnic identities and that
of their parents is especially strong. Aycan and Kanungo (1998) postulate that
immigrant children’s acculturation patterns closely resemble their parents’
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attitudes. On the one hand, parents who are well-adjusted tend to have chil-
dren who prefer similar acculturative patterns. On the other hand, Immigrant
children who are embarrassed by their parents’ practices and ways of doing
things as they did back home are less likely to identify with their parents. In
such cases, immigrant children may disagree with how their parents monitor
their connection with mainstream society and relationships with American
peers. Indeed, familism1 and family cohesion2 have central roles in immi-
grant children’s cultural and ethnic affiliations (e.g., Cheung, Lee, & Chan,
1994; Yeh & Bedford, 2004). In families that place greater emphasis on family
collective values, filial piety, and conformity, family members can count on
each other for emotional or material support (e.g., Chen & Stevenson,
1995; Sabogal, Marı́n, Otero-Sabogal, Marı́n, & Perez-Stable, 1987; Valdés,
2008). Nevertheless, these family values may change or fade over time with
acculturation. For example, compared to the newly arrived, immigrant chil-
dren who have resided in the country for a longer period of time may
become less likely to endorse family obligations.

THE GENDER EFFECT

A comprehensive examination of ethnic identity formation and development
also requires exploration in the context of gender differences, as ongoing
research has generated a debate that distinguishes females’ and males’ paths
in ethnic identity formation and the acculturation process (Dion & Dion,
2001; Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010; Qin, 2009). In many traditional immigrant
families, women and girls are socialized to be wives and homemakers,
thereby relegating them to a subordinate position in the gender hierarchy
(Guo, 2000; Lin, 2000). As such, constant emphasis of this dutiful perfor-
mance and gender role expectation is not merely a demonstration of females’
commitment to the household welfare but an integral part of immigrant
families’ norms. Yet, the family’s greater expectation of females to endorse
traditional gender-role orientation and beliefs can be a source of conflict in
the family as immigrant parents, due to different socialization demands,
may perceive mainstream values as a potential threat to strong family values
(Das Gupta, 1997; Suárez-Orozco & Qin, 2006). Conversely, because boys
are typically granted more personal freedom and independence, they sustain
more pressure from their peers than from their families in constructing their
ethnic identity (Qin, 2009). Consequently, compared with their male counter-
parts, immigrant girls are likely to demonstrate a stronger sense of ethnic
identity (Yip & Fuligni, 2002).

Literature on the role of gender with respect to ethnic labeling is mixed,
despite the bulk of research that has been devoted to understanding girls’
and boys’ likelihoods of adopting different ethnic labels (i.e., American,
panethnic, hyphenated-identity, country of origin, and others) (e.g., Portes
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& Rumbaut, 2001). The general trend seems to suggest a gendered pattern of
immigrant children’s experiences with their families. In general, girls are
more likely to identify with their parents’ country of origin or to adopt a
bicultural or hyphenated identity (Dion & Dion, 2001; Rumbaut, 1994). Boys,
on the contrary, are more inclined to identify with their ethnic identities or
unhyphenated identities (e.g., American or country of origin) (Rumbaut,
1994). While a hyphenated identity is often used to emphasize previous
national identity, the panethnic label may be used to homogenize different
ethnic groups or to be close with other ethnic groups (Nagel, 1994).

LINGUISTIC ASSIMILATION

Next, language proficiency is another critical criterion for ethnic identity
development. In the United States, learning to speak English is an essential
step to becoming fully integrated into American society. Language mastery
for the second generation can be ranked from (a) full language assimilation
(i.e., English monolingualism), to (b) fluent bilingualism (i.e., ability to con-
verse fluently in either language), to (c) full language retention (i.e., mono-
lingualism in parental language) (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Having a good
command of English allows immigrant children to obtain a good education
and sound employment in the larger society (Suárez-Orozco, Bang, & Onaga,
2010). But the loss of one’s mother tongue can have serious implications on
family relationships too, as limited fluency in one’s mother tongue can inter-
fere with one’s ethnic participation and identity development. Proficiency in
both English and the native language, however, promotes the retention of
immigrant children’s ethnic identity by broadening their social networks
and magnifying their personal or social resources (Gong et al., 2002).

As important as language mastery and proficiency are, immigrant chil-
dren’s attitudes toward speaking their parental language also matter. Even
if a high proficiency in their parental language is reported, there is no guaran-
tee that they will use it on a regular basis (Portes & Schauffler, 1996). As a
matter of fact, the longer immigrant children reside in the United States,
the more likely it is that language shift will take place. Additionally, interge-
nerational conflict may facilitate or impede the learning of either language.
Phinney, Berry, Vedder, and Liebkind (2006) found that girls reported greater
usage of their national language, but Portes and Hao (2002) indicate a higher
likelihood of their mastery in two languages—English and their mother
tongue. Overall, children growing up in an environment in which English
is spoken as the primary language are likely to lose their home language
faster and convert to English monolingualism. Those who are raised in an
environment where there is a high concentration of co-ethnic members, on
the other hand, are likely to retain their parent’s language because regular
usage of a native language leads to higher proficiency.

134 Y-F. Paat and D. Pellebon

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
T

ex
as

 a
t E

l P
as

o]
 a

t 0
8:

26
 1

2 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
12

 



PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONING

While sociocultural adaptation is essential for immigrant children’s ethnic
self-identity formation, internal adaptation is just as important. Existing evi-
dence suggests that healthy ethnic identity may serve as a moderator to miti-
gate race- or family-related stressors. There is also a strong reciprocal causal
connectivity between immigrant children’s ethnic identification and psycho-
logical functioning (e.g., Rumbaut, 1994; Porter & Washington, 1993). High
self-esteem, for instance, has been regarded as a significant predictor of well-
being and social adjustment (Dumont & Provost, 1999). Hovey and King
(1996) posit that a bicultural orientation is associated with lower levels of
depression because it is related to less acculturative stress. Others have also
found strong ethnic identity to be positively associated with higher self-esteem
(Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997). When gender is taken into consideration,
female immigrants demonstrate a higher level of depression compared to their
male counterparts (Noh, Zheng, Speechly, & Kaspar, 1992). If better adjusted
or integrated individuals are indeed psychologically healthier, we anticipate
that immigrant children possessing a higher level of self-esteem and lower
level of depression are more likely to adopt a well-integrated dual identity.

PERCEPTIONS TOWARD THE HOST SOCIETY

Immigrant children’s perceptions toward American culture can shape their
world view of the country and how they position themselves in relation to
other ethnic groups. But the journey to become an integrated resident is
not always smooth. Skin color and other racial physical markers can become
a hindrance for successful integration (Lee & Bean, 2004; Waters, 1994, 1999;
Zhou, 1997). Immigrant children’s development of a healthy ethnic identity
can also present a challenge in the face of persistent discrimination (Jetten,
Branscombe, Schmitt, & Spears, 2001). While language mastery may improve
or immigrant customs may diminish over time, physical differences among
ethnic groups remain salient. Hence, the more similar immigrants are to
the American population in terms of their physical appearance, the more
favorable their reception, and the more rapid their integration, all of which
are conducive to a healthier ethnic self-identity formation. Because false
assessment of an ethnic group decreases confidence, immigrant groups
deemed unworthy by the dominant group may become less likely to identify
with their ethnic group for fear of carrying their group’s social stigma (e.g.,
Waters, 1994). Other critics have also claimed that immigrant adolescents
who were discriminated against are more likely to identify with their country
of origin and less likely to identify themselves as Americans (Portes, 1994;
Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), and this may be more pronounced for foreign-born
as compared to native-born immigrant youth.
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DEGREE OF ACCULTURATION

Acculturation is conceptualized as a process that results in behavioral, psy-
chosocial, sociocultural, and economic changes or adaptations in immigrants
following their contact with the host society (Berry, 2003). These changes,
which entail development of a new cultural identity as a result of the immi-
grant’s interaction with the host society, play an important role in shaping
immigrant children’s ethnic identity. According to Berry (1997), there are
four acculturative outcomes. First, assimilation is the strategy employed
when individuals seek to maintain contact with mainstream culture in lieu
of their own culture. Second, separation is the technique employed when
individuals cling to their cultural identity and desire to avoid mainstream cul-
ture. Third, integration is employed for individuals who like to maintain the
identity of both their culture and the culture of the host society. Finally,
marginalization is the strategy employed when individuals have very little
interest in maintaining either culture, perhaps because of discrimination
and segregation. While integration is the most successful adaptive strategy,
followed by assimilation or separation, marginalization is the least (Berry
et al., 2006). Immigrant families and their children’s adaptation patterns
are restrained by their contact with and responses received from the host
society. The goal of integration is likely to take place if the receiving society
is open and supportive to the idea of multiculturalism. Without accommo-
dation from the larger society, marginalization of immigrant children is
bound to happen. A melting pot, in which a heterogeneous society begins
to share a common culture, is likely to result if assimilation is the preferred
model of heritage maintenance for the larger society. On the contrary,
separation of an immigrant group from the larger society will lead to
segregation (Berry, 1997).

Immigrant children’s time spent in the United States is also another
element of interest (Gong, Takeuchi, Agbayani-Siewert, & Tacata, 2002).
Ethnic identity is found to be weaker among those who arrived at a younger
age. Additionally, the longer the child is exposed to American culture, the
more likely he or she is to become Americanized (Rogler et al., 1980). It
has also been predicted that time spent in mainstream America is positively
related to the adoption of American identity by the second generation.
Native-born immigrant children may affiliate themselves more intimately
with mainstream culture than may foreign-born. This postulation is echoed
in the past research that has generally shown the use of ethnic and nationally
specific labels to be more prevalent in the first generation, while the adop-
tion of a hyphenated identity is more common among the second generation
(Phinney, 2002). In terms of age, ethnic identity is presumed to be weaker
among young children if they immigrated at an early age, perhaps because
learning a new culture is deemed easier given their younger age. Finally,
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an individual’s legal status may symbolize his or her attachment to a specific
ethnic label. Becoming a citizen of the United States through naturalization,
for instance, signifies an individual’s willingness to somewhat detach from
his or her past and embrace a new identity. Although an individual may
decide to become naturalized for the sake of convenience, changing cit-
izenship is generally considered a drastic move that is rarely taken lightly.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT

An ethnic enclave is a culturally distinct neighborhood which is typically
established and maintained by members of ethnic minorities. The social
atmosphere in a community where co-ethnic residents dominate has been
found to reduce acculturative stress in immigrant families due to several ben-
efits not available elsewhere. These benefits entail easy access to ethnic
goods, services, information, a system of self-help, social support, and social
networks that reinforce socially acceptable behaviors or parenting standards
(e.g., Bertrand, Luttmer, & Mullainathan, 2000; Edin, Fredriksson, & Aslund,
2003; Portes, 1987; Wilson, 1987). Because residence in an ethnic enclave
promotes group affiliation with ethnic organizations or co-ethnic friends of
similar ethnic loyalties as well as positive ethnic behaviors and pride through
ethnic activities and participation, there are more incentives to retain parents’
languages and traditions rather than losing them. Logically, the propensity to
adopt an ethnic label should be higher for immigrant children residing in an
ethnic enclave. Alternatively, a stronger attachment to an ethnic label might
make them more likely to remain in an ethnic enclave. But residence in an
ethnic neighborhood that is so segregated also decreases opportunities to
become fully integrated in the mainstream society (Massey & Denton,
1993; Wilson, 1987).

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Family migration presents a variety of challenges for immigrant children’s for-
mation and transformation of ethnic identity. In the United States, there has
been a wide emphasis on the great inflow of multicultural immigrants over
the past few decades (e.g., Ueda, 2007). This high representation of new
immigrants in American society has, to a great extent, resulted in widespread
attention to the acculturative experiences and adjustment outcomes of
immigrant children. The level of ease with which immigrant children
negotiate their ethnic identity has a profound implication on their social
adjustment in the host society. As research in the past has consistently
demonstrated, there are great benefits accrued from preserving a healthy
ethnic identity (e.g., Fuligni et al., 2005; Jaret & Reitzes, 2009; Phinney
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et al., 2001; Porter & Washington, 1993; Rumbaut, 1994; Yip & Fuglini, 2002).
In-depth exploration of various contextual factors affecting ethnic identity
can offer insights that help social work practitioners and policy planners
overcome the difficulties in working with the immigrant population and their
descendants. This article reviews significant contextual aspects influencing
immigrant children’s ethnic identity formation and proposes practice recom-
mendations for social workers and policy planners that help facilitate adap-
tation of immigrant children in the host society.

FAMILY CONTEXT

Family is a critical source of support for children of immigrants. Social work
practitioners can empower immigrant families by helping immigrant children
effectively negotiate or cope with their ethnic affirmation in the receiving
society. To formulate an efficient intervention program, nonprofit or human
services agencies working with the newly arrived immigrant families must
assume a proactive role to address immigrant children’s perceptions about
cultural maintenance and abandonment. To improve immigrant children’s
experiences with the mainstream culture and to minimize risk factors that
might fuel intergenerational conflicts, family practitioners must understand
the unique dynamics of immigrant families and respect their determination
to preserve ethnic roots. It is imperative that immigrant parents are educated
about the salience of race and the realities of being a minority group for the
sake of their children. In addition, to build trust and eliminate barriers, we
suggest that parents provide their children the opportunities to learn about
their home country and its native language while conveying a sense of posi-
tive expectation to excel in the mainstream society. We recommend social
workers help parents develop effective strategies to increase celebration of
cultural events and to improve ethnic socialization at home so that immigrant
children can take pride of their ethnic heritage. Immigrant children need to
understand the connection between their parents’ home country and their
new country. Newly arrived immigrant children, in particular, need strong
encouragement from their parents to explore their identity affiliation and
combat the risk of stigma or stereotypes. Because daughters and sons are
socialized differently, practitioners must consider how gender contributes
to different cultural adaptations for immigrant children.

Family-centered psychotherapy can be extended to increase family
cohesion, negotiate proper boundaries, resolve parent–child conflict, and
attain mutual understanding. Because families are hardly isolated entities,
we propose that social workers, who play the role of cultural brokers, also
help immigrant families solidify familial relationships and facilitate access
to ethnic information by expanding personal resources and seeking out posi-
tive networks with cultural group members. To minimize the risk of distress,
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social work agencies must only employ licensed practitioners who are
culturally competent. Training in cultural diversity must be provided for
new practitioners to preserve the quality of services that immigrant children
and their families will receive. In working with immigrant children, practi-
tioners should acknowledge their ethnic or cultural differences and be open
to cultural diversity. Services may be provided at minimal cost to facilitate
problem-solving and address the needs of immigrant children.

SCHOOL CONTEXT

Next to family, American schools function as social institutions in which
immigrant children experience their first socialization into the mainstream
culture. To increase appreciation of the dominant culture and to foster a
sense of unity, a context to promote the value of cultural diversity can be
developed in which students are taught to embrace and celebrate the cultural
richness of the immigrant population. Schools can advocate for academic
programs and curricula that increase multicultural awareness and reflect
historical contributions of ethnic minorities and immigrants. A variety of
diversity-awareness programs can be designed to promote the equality of
cultural differences, develop respect among children of the dominant
culture, and show support for immigrant children of diverse backgrounds.
Such multicultural education that endorses sensitivity to cultural differen-
ces is necessary to prevent immigrant children from equating academic
success with abandonment of their ethnic roots. If such an agenda is not
feasible, we urge that the parent–teacher community honor and preserve
ethnic heritage or representation through the organization and hosting
of various ethnic events, such as an ethnic-heritage night or cultural-
appreciation month. For instance, organized events that feature ethnic
foods, activities, or role models can be initiated as occasions to instill ethnic
knowledge and pride.

Social workers and school teachers should also demonstrate an unbiased
approach in validating both the host culture and immigrant culture in order
to strengthen immigrant children’s continued assimilation into American cul-
ture. For example, with immigrant children who are learning English, social
workers could promote school policies which allow immigrant children the
choice to join fully mainstream classes or use English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) classes to promote full integration. Young immigrant
children, especially, should be encouraged, without prejudice, to take a lan-
guage class that features their native tongue. Because the social needs of
immigrant boys and girls are likely to differ, teachers and school counselors
must recognize that they might experience different needs with regard to
assimilation. In such an event, immigrant children should be guided to dis-
cuss freely any self-doubts that arise from interaction with the student body.
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Explicit discussion of these issues can minimize adverse effects associated
with any maladjustment.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT

Promoting cultural diversity is a political challenge for community-practice
social workers and policy planners. Since biculturalism is often perceived as
a protective factor for immigrant children, we urge that profit or nonprofit com-
munity programs be developed to help mainstream society understand the
immigrant population’s acculturation process. Local government’s attempts to
encourage democratic management of issues pertinent to cultural diversity
and to improve policies related to immigration can facilitate immigrant chil-
dren’s integration into the host society. Community leaders and policy planners
can incorporate multiple measures to strengthen cultural awareness in the
development of various policies relevant to their communities or organizations.
Necessary measures should be taken to promote equality and strengthen unity
among the diverse population of the United States. Cultural sensitivity can also
be reinforced at the community and neighborhood levels through the organi-
zation of various intercultural events and activities in which immigrant children
are invited to participate. Immigrant children are likely to feel at home when
cultural diversity is highly valued by mainstream society. Likewise, achieving
cultural maintenance is more likely when there are more incentives to do so.

Last but not least, research funding can be allocated to support ethnic
research related to specific immigrant populations and their needs. Benefits
of cultural maintenance must be disseminated widely to the general public
in order to strengthen ethnic identity. If immigrant children can take pride in
their unique culture, they are likely to feel confident about their identity. Local
and national government can encourage the promotion of cultural diversity
through the spread of various instructional and entertainment media. Cultural
policies can be put in place so that ethnic minorities or immigrants can freely
express and discuss their cultural heritage without fear of prejudice and dis-
crimination. Immigrant populations and their descendants should be allowed
to join the mainstream culture at their own pace, as any drastic attempts to con-
vert the population to become ‘‘fully’’ Americanized citizens can backfire.
Given time, we believe that learning more about their ethnic group as well
as about the dominant culture can help immigrant children develop and instill
a more positive attitude toward their own ethnic group in mainstream America.

NOTES

1. Familism is commonly referred to as perceived support, attachment, and loyalty among family

members.

2. Family cohesion is conceptualized as family togetherness and a tendency to hold together.
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