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development in these areas (Phinney, 1990; Phinney & Balderlomar, 2011). Developmental 
psychologist Jean S. Phinney (1990) defined ethnic identity as having several components:

•• Self-identification, or the ethnic label an individual uses regarding his or her group 
membership;

•• A sense of belongingness, which includes the level of importance or concern given to one’s 
ethnic group;

•• Positive or negative attitudes toward one’s ethnic group (essential to ethnic identity), typi-
cally in the form of acceptance (positive) or denial (negative) of one’s ethnic group;

•• Ethnic involvement, or the participation in social and cultural aspects of the ethnic 
group. Women of minority groups are more likely to achieve ethnic identity and to 
become active in cultural organizations and practices than are men of minority groups 
(Dion & Dion, 2004).

Research with Latino adolescents indicates that each of these components may develop at 
different rates but development typically occurs during the high school years (Umana-Taylor, 
Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond, 2009). The combination of these components determines the 
ethnic identity stage of an individual. Ethnic identity stages mirror those proposed by Marcia 
for general identity development. Phinney (1989) found that Asian American, Hispanic, and 
African American high school students tend to fall into one of three ethnic identity stages, 
which are highly related to global identity development:
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Identity achieved

Adolescents are provided with opportunities to 
explore many options involving occupations, 
academic skills, friendships, and values and to 
commit to certain goals and values.

Parenting practice: Individuals who have 
achieved identity typically have parents who 
use an authoritative parenting style.

Achievement: Identity achievement is related to 
better performance on math achievement tests.

Moratorium

Adolescents are actively involved in the exploration 
process but have not yet made decisions or 
commitments. Moratorium would be considered 
developmentally appropriate for most high school and 
early college students.

Parenting practice: Parents who use an authoritative style 
of parenting provide a moratorium for their children by 
allowing them to try new things while deferring decisions 
until they have had ample time to explore their options.

Achievement: Students who are in a state of 
moratorium are likely to be absent from school but, 
surprisingly, they score well on math achievement tests.

NO

Identity foreclosure

Adolescents have parents who typically use an 
authoritarian style of parenting, such as telling 
their adolescents who they are, what they will 
become, or where they will attend college.

Parenting practice: Adolescents are not given 
time to explore but rather have accepted the 
commitments laid out by their parents.

Achievement: Adolescents are less likely to 
be absent from school but also less likely to 
perform well academically.

Identity diffusion

Adolescents either have not yet begun the process of 
exploration (as you might expect for younger children) 
or have gone through the exploration process but are 
unable to make commitments to their goals and values.

Parenting practice: Parents are permissive and have 
allowed their adolescents to explore in the past but 
have never asked them to make commitments.

Achievement: Individuals are more likely to be 
absent from school and to perform poorly on math 
achievement tests.


