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Abstract 

Drawing upon social identity and intersectionality theories and research, I conducted a 

person-centered, multi-informant study of 158 pairs of adopted Korean American 

adolescents (AKAA) and their adoptive parents. Using cluster analytic procedures, I 

examined AKAA’ patterns of identification across multiple social domains (ethnic, 

racial, and adoptive identities). The obtained clusters were validated empirically by 

comparing groups along relevant variables (e.g., engagement in ethnic and racial 

socialization, dissatisfaction with racial appearance, birth family interest, perceived 

discrimination, colorblind attitudes, diversity in friendship networks) on which they 

would be expected to differ . Finally, I examined the association between these identity 

profiles and psychological adjustment, including behavioral development and other 

measures of well-being. Results revealed the emergence of six conceptually unique 

identity clusters that differed significantly on the various validity constructs measured. 

However, the identity profiles were largely undifferentiated with respect to behavioral 

development per parent and adolescent reports on the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ, Goodman, 1997). Group differences were found on broad 

psychological outcomes including life satisfaction, perceived school belongingness and 

peer competence, and school interest and motivation. Results confirm the importance of 

considering the collective impact of multiple social identities on a variety of outcomes. 
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Identity Profiles and Psychological Adjustment among Adopted Korean American 

Adolescents 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Although modern-day transnational adoption in the United States can be traced 

back to the end of World War II, it occurred in large-scale following the Korean War 

(Lee, 2003). Since 1953, U.S. families have adopted more than 162,683 children from 

South Korea (South Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2012). Though the number 

of adoptions from South Korea has declined in recent years (U.S. Department of State, 

2011), more Korean children have been adopted by American families than children from 

any other sending country (Lee, 2003; Lee and Quintana, 2005). Many of these adopted 

Korean Americans are now entering adolescence and young adulthood, important periods 

of development marked by identity exploration and consolidation. However, the extant 

research on identity development and psychological adjustment among transracial 

transnational adoptees, including adopted Korean American adolescents (AKAA), is 

limited. The present study examined patterns of identity development among AKAA and 

their relationship to psychological adjustment.     

Empirical research on transnationally adopted children and adolescents has 

traditionally focused on comparing emotional and behavioral outcomes between adopted 

and non-adopted individuals (Bimmel, Juffer, van Ijzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 

2003; Lindblad, Hjern, & Vinnerljung, 2003; Versluis-den Bieman, & Verhulst, 1995). 

Results from earlier research suggested that adoptees (both domestic and transnational) 

were at greater risk for developing behavioral problems than their non-adopted 

counterparts. However, these studies relied mostly on parent-report survey data with 
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clinical samples. Later research with non-clinical samples found that while adoptees, in 

general, tended to be more frequent consumers of mental health care services, 

transnational adoptees were more similar to non-adoptees, in that they had fewer 

behavior problems, and were referred less often to mental health services than domestic 

adoptees (Juffer & van Ijzendoorn, 2005). In sum, the majority of adoptees – particularly 

transnationally adopted individuals from Asia, and those adopted before the age 12 

months – are behaviorally and socially well-adjusted (Hjern, Lindblad, & Vinnerljung, 

2002; Stams, Juffer, Rispens, & Hoksbergen, 2000; Tieman, Van der Ende, & Verhulst, 

2005, 2006; van Ijzendoorn & Juffer 2006; Verhulst, Althaus, & Versluisden Bieman, 

1990). 

Recently, adoption research has shifted toward understanding the developmental 

consequences of pre-adoption adversity, to include institutional privation and pathogenic 

care (Rutter, 1998), and the extent to which younger-aged transnationally adopted 

children are capable of, and demonstrate, developmental catch-up (van Ijzendoorn & 

Juffer, 2006). Research has shown that pre-adoption adversity, prior to two years of life, 

is associated with adverse outcomes, including delayed physical and/or cognitive 

development (Rutter, 1998), social and psychological maladjustment (Chisholm, Carter, 

Ames, & Morison, 1995), and behavioral problems (Marcovitch, Goldberg, Gold, 

Washington, Wasson, Krekewich, & Handley-Derry, 1997). Meta-analytic research has 

also shown that, while developmental catch-up is often incomplete compared to non-

adopted children, transnational adoptees outperform their peers left in institutional care 

settings with respect to physical growth, attachment, and academic achievement (van 

Ijzendoorn & Juffer, 2006).  
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However, the study of pre-adoption risk factors, as well as developmental catch-

up, may be less relevant for some groups of transnational adoptees. For example, Lee et 

al (2010) found that children adopted from South Korea are less likely to experience 

significant pre-adoption early global privation characterized by a lack of adequate health 

care, nutrition, stimulation, and personal relationships (Gunnar, Bruce, & Grotevant, 

2000). Transnational adoptees from South Korea are typically adopted as infants, and 

historically have not been exposed to the kind of pre-adoption adversity experienced by 

children from other countries (Lee et al, 2010). This may partially explain why there are 

not always group differences in developmental outcomes between international adoptees 

and their non-adopted counterparts.  

Given that pre-adoption adversity may be less relevant for AKAA, Lee (2003) has 

called for expanded research on the role of post-adoption life experiences of transracial 

transnational adoptees. He argues that focusing on pre-adoption risk factors to the 

exclusion post-adoption life experiences reinforces the notion that these latter experiences 

play little or no role in the overall adjustment of adoptees. However, post-adoption life 

experiences do contribute to behavioral adjustment. For example, Cederblad, Höök, 

Irhammar, & Mercke (1999) found that negative racial and ethnic experiences, as 

measured by perceived discrimination and ambivalence about one’s ethnic identity, were 

positively related to behavioral problems, emotional distress, and lower self-esteem 

above and beyond the effects of family functioning, family structure, and friendship 

support. 
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Identity development is a critical post adoption experience that may be different 

and/or additionally challenging for AKAA. Unlike children raised in same-race families, 

AKAA must learn to reconcile paradoxical life experiences related to their status as racial 

and ethnic minorities while growing up as “honorary Whites” (Tuan, 1998) in the context 

of predominantly White families and communities. For example, AKAA may have 

experiences with prejudice and discrimination similar to those faced by other immigrant 

and US-born racial and ethnic minorities (e.g. non-adopted Korean Americans). These 

experiences may be additionally taxing for AKAA, cognitively and emotionally, because 

they often take place in the context of the families and communities that are responsible 

for their nurturance and upbringing. However, less is known about the link between 

identity development and psychological adjustment. Additional research is needed to 

explain how various patterns of identity development among AKAA are related to a 

broad range of psychological outcomes, including behavioral development, life 

satisfaction, feelings of belongingness, relationship competence, and academic interest 

and motivation. 

Social identity theory (SIT, Tajfel, 1981) provides a useful framework for 

understanding the complexities of identity development among AKAA. SIT specifically 

provides a foundation for understanding the relationship between various forms of 

identity and psychological adjustment. It acknowledges that an individual’s unique 

identity derives from her/his membership in multiple social groups, along with the value 

and emotional significance she/he attributes to membership in those groups. According to 

SIT, some group memberships are acquired, or chosen on the basis of one’s values, 

interests, or ideology; others are ascribed (e.g. race/ethnicity, adoptive status), or related 
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to what are generally considered immutable personal characteristics (Grotevant, 1997; 

Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992).  

Among the major strengths of SIT lies one of its chief limitations. SIT holds that 

it is perfectly acceptable for individuals to identify strongly (or not) with any number 

social groups, or categories. However, SIT assumes that these identities are orthogonal, 

that is, unrelated. This conceptualization of identity formation fails to consider the 

synergistic effects of multiple identities on psychological adjustment. AKAA may 

espouse multiple, even paradoxical, social identities across the lifespan. For example, 

some AKAA may continue to identify with the dominant White culture of their adoptive 

parents as they explore and embrace elements of their Korean ethnicity; others may 

accentuate their adoptive status while downplaying the significance of their adoptive 

parents’ racial or ethnic background, as well as their own. Still, others may identify as 

Korean adoptees, a unique identity that transcends the sum of its constituent parts. Each 

of these is an example of an identity profile created through the interaction of multiple 

social identities. However, the precise manner in which these identities interact and 

collectively influence psychological adjustment is not fully explained by SIT.  

As a conceptual framework, intersectionality addresses the aforementioned 

limitation of SIT. An intersectionality approach to understanding identity development 

emphasizes synergistic effects of multiple identities, and stresses the indivisibility of 

multiple identities, particularly those associated with membership in oppressed or 

disadvantaged social groups. Cole (2009) noted that intersectionality researchers typically 

reject hierarchical or additive models of identity, which attempt to isolate the effects of 

one form of social identity on various outcomes by statistically controlling for the 
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influence of others. Instead, the intersectionality framework calls upon applied 

psychological researchers to consider the role that multiple, overlapping forms of identity 

simultaneously play on psychological adjustment.  

There has been increased interest among applied psychological researchers in 

measuring the associations between intersecting social identities and individual 

psychological adjustment (Hurtado, 2003). Intersectionality is a particularly compelling 

framework for studying the relationship between identity and psychological adjustment 

among AKAA, a group whose members may experience social marginalization on the 

basis of their membership in multiple disadvantaged groups. For example, Grotevant 

(2000) argued that psychological costs associated with identifying as an adoptee “cannot 

be understood…[outside] the context of societal attitudes toward kinship” (p. 381). 

Furthermore, he argued that adoptees are in a disadvantaged position in society because 

their ties with adoptive family members are based on social rather biological connections 

(Grotevant, 2000). Because AKAA do not have the “luxury” of passing for the biological 

kin of adoptive family members in social situations, they may feel they have to choose 

between the psychological costs of either identifying as an adoptee, or distancing 

themselves from adoptive family members.   

Drawing upon these complementary frameworks, I sought to identify patterns of 

identification across multiple social domains using a person-centered, multi-informant 

approach. In contrast to a single-informant, variable-centered approach to studying 

identity, a person-centered, multi-informant, approach focuses on identifying patterns 

expressed across multiple social identities within a group of individuals (e.g. AKAA; 

Bergman, Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2003), which can be corroborated with data from 
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multiple informants. From a person-centered perspective, an individual’s score on a 

single identity measure does not derive its meaning from comparisons with other 

individuals’ scores. Rather, scores are interpreted in light of other scores that the same 

person reports on other measures of identity (Kiang, Yip & Fuligni, 2008). Person-

centered approaches allow applied researchers to study the interactions of multiple social 

identities and the cumulative role they play on various outcomes. It is through such an 

approach that I sought to address the following specific questions: (1) What are the 

unique identity profiles that exist among AKAA based on their responses to measures 

designed to assess Korean ethnic, White racial, and adoptive identities, and (2) are 

identity profiles differentially related to behavioral development, as reported by adoptive 

parents and adolescents, as well as well-being outcomes including life satisfaction, school 

belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation.  

The exploratory nature of this study precluded specific a priori hypotheses about 

the specific number of identity profiles that might have emerged as a result of cluster 

analytic procedures. However, it seemed reasonable to expect to find clusters similar in 

both number and character to those found by other researchers using similar methods and 

comparable numbers of clustering variables (Berry, Phinney, Sam & Vedder, 2006; 

Kiang, Yip & Fuligni, 2008). I also anticipated that the results would reveal identity 

profiles that reflect the characteristic complexities of identity development among 

AKAA. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section begins with some of the basic tenets and assumptions of SIT, as well 

as the core components of collective identity, as summarized by Ashmore et al (2004). 

Next, I present a critique of SIT and introduce intersectionality as an alternative 

framework for studying identity. Included in this review are summaries of the literatures 

on Asian American ethnic identity development, adoptive identity development, and 

White identity development among transracial transnational adoptees. Next, I provide a 

rationale for integrating concepts from SIT and intersectionality research to provide a 

comprehensive framework for studying identity and adjustment among AKAA. I include 

a brief review of the literature on bicultural identity to provide a basis for understanding 

the identity profiles that emerged in the present study. I also provide a rationale for the 

particular behavioral and well-being outcomes measured in this study. Finally, after each 

of the major sections of this review, I provide illustrations of how the models discussed 

apply to AKAA specifically. 

 

Social Identity Theory.  

According to Tajfel (1981), the self-concept is comprised of two elements, 

personal and social identities. Personal identity refers to the collection of specific 

attributes that make individuals unique and tends to be relatively stable across social 

contexts. Social identity, sometimes referred to as “collective identity” (e.g. Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992), refers to “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his 

knowledge of his membership in a social group (or social groups) together with the value 

and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p.255). From a 
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SIT perspective, individuals may choose to identify, or not, as members of any number of 

social groups or categories in the formulation of their unique self-concept.   

Social groups. Social groups are collections of individuals who see themselves as 

members of the same social category (e.g. Korean Americans, adoptees; Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992). Social group membership promotes individuals’ ability to see things 

from a collective perspective (Stets & Burke, 2000) and increases feelings of oneness, or 

“we-ness” (Ruble, Alvarez, Bachman, Cameron, Fuligni & Garcia Coll, 2004) with other 

group members. Categorizing oneself as a member of a particular social group influences 

the development of the self-concept (Tajfel & Turner,1986) and is a predictor of social 

behavior (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992).  

Individuals who view themselves as members of the same social category are said 

to be in-group members (Stets & Burke, 2000). In-groups can only exist in the presence 

of other contrasting out-groups (e.g. adopted vs. non-adopted, White vs. Korean 

American; Hogg & Abrams, 1988). Individuals are born into societies with pre-defined 

social groups and gain their uniqueness by identifying with various combinations of 

social groups across the lifespan (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). During different periods of 

development, individuals may claim membership in multiple, even ostensibly 

paradoxical, social groups (e.g. Korean Americans and Whites).  

SIT recognizes that some group memberships are acquired, or chosen on the basis 

of one’s values, interests, and/or ideologies, whereas others are ascribed (race/ethnicity, 

adoptive status) and are generally related to immutable characteristics over which 

individuals have little control (Grotevant, 1997; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). For 

example, an individual may choose to identify with the values of one group, while others 
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may ascribe various group identities to the individual based on social observations, 

phenotype, or other immutable characteristics, which may run contrary to her/his 

acquired sense-of-self. Ultimately, even these unassailable aspects of identity must be 

reconciled to create and maintain an integrated self-concept (Grotevant, 1997). 

Collective identity. Ashmore, Deaux & McLaughlin-Volpe (2004) reviewed the 

literature on collective identity, summarizing universal elements of group identification 

that can be used as a basis for studying the development of various forms of group 

identity. Elements identified by the authors’ include self-categorization, evaluation, 

importance, attachment and sense of interdependence, social embeddedness, behavioral 

involvement, and content and meaning. Many of these elements fit within a SIT 

framework, and each is described briefly below.  

Self-categorization involves identifying oneself as a member of, or categorizing 

oneself in terms of, a particular social group. Ashmore (2004) argued that in order to 

experience pride in group membership, individuals must first categorize themselves as 

members of a particular group. Based on his review of the literature, the author noted that 

the effects of merely categorizing oneself as a group member can be dramatic, triggering 

in-group-favoring behavior, in-group loyalty, and adherence to group norms. 

Evaluation refers to the positive or negative attitudes that a person has toward a 

particular social category. Evaluations of group membership, may be regarded differently 

in private vs. publically. The extent to which one’s group membership is valued and 

compares favorably with other relevant out-groups, one is said to have a positive group 

identity (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). Tajfel and Turner (1986) identified strategies 

whereby individuals seek to maintain a positive appraisal of their various group 
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memberships, including: social competition, or efforts made to enhance the objective 

status of one’s social group in society, individual mobility, or efforts to distance oneself 

from threatened social groups, and social creativity, or the selective abstraction and 

accentuation of various dimensions of group membership (e.g. attitudes, beliefs, values, 

behaviors) that allow for positive appraisal and favorable comparisons with other social 

groups (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992).  

Importance is a dimension independent of evaluation, that is, an individual may 

have a positive appraisal of her/his membership in a particular social group that is more 

or less important to her/his overall self-concept. Ashmore (2004) distinguished between 

explicit or the absolute importance of a particular collective identity, and implicit 

importance, or the relative importance of various identities one to another. Salience is a 

concept similar to importance in that it refers to the degree to which individuals feel 

connected to a particular social group, and the extent to which membership in that group 

represents a central aspect of the self-concept (Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & 

Smith, 1998). Furthermore, from a SIT perspective, a salient identity is one that is active 

in a given situation or a particular moment in time. Salience can also refer to the 

probability that a particular social identity will become activated under a given set of 

circumstances. Branscombe (1999) argued that racial identities become salient through a 

process of rejection-identification that occurs when racial minorities are confronted with 

prejudice and discrimination, either personally or vicariously. 

Attachment and interdependence describes the felt sense of belonging and 

emotional attachment an individual has to a particular collective identity. 

Interdependence implies a sense of shared fate with other group members that goes 
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beyond a mere acknowledgement of common group membership (Ashmore, 2004).  

Attachment and interdependence also include the extent to which individuals merge their 

sense of self with the group. These constructs are often measured by asking subjects to 

respond to questions such as “When someone criticizes [this organization], it feels like a 

personal insult” (Ashmore, 2004, p. 92).  

Social embeddedness refers to how deeply a particular collective identity is 

engrained in a person’s everyday social relationships (Ashmore, 2004). Assessing social 

embeddedness involves determining the social costliness of “abandon[ing] a particular 

collective identity [when]…a majority of one’s social contacts and relationships reinforce 

this identity” (Ashmore, 2004, p. 92). Social embeddedness is a function of an 

individual’s “commitment” (Stryker, 1980) to a particular social group, and is more 

“sociological” than the other elements of collective identity in that it includes more than 

just intrapsychic phenomena (Ashmore, 2004, p. 92).  

  Individuals are motivated to associate with various groups in order to enhance 

self-esteem (Crocker and Luhtanen 1990), promote self-knowledge, self-consistency or 

self-efficacy (Abrams and Hogg 1990), reduce feelings of uncertainty (Hogg and Mullin 

1999), and for emotional self-regulation (Abrams 1992, 1994). Moreover, individuals do 

not need to interact with other group members in order to identify with a particular social 

group (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Richer & Wetherell, 1987). Technology can facilitate 

connections between in-group members that might not otherwise be possible due to 

distance, language, or other barriers (Turner et al., 1987).  

Behavioral involvement is a measure of the degree to which individuals engage in 

behaviors that are thought of as typical of a particular collective identity. As Ashmore 
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(2004) noted, behavioral involvement has been measured using the Ethnic Behaviors 

subscale of Phinney’s (1992) MEIM. Items on this subscale ask respondents to indicate 

their level of agreement with statements designed to assess their participation in specific 

cultural practices (e.g. eating certain foods, listening to particular kinds of music, 

participating in certain customs). The current version of the MEIM (MEIM-R) does not 

include the Ethnic Behaviors subscale because the creators (Phinney & Ong, 2007) 

argued that these aspects of identity should be measured separately because engagement 

in specific behaviors is not required to identify as an ethnic group member. Furthermore, 

the authors argued that it is difficult to obtain consensus among ethnic group members 

about common cultural practices.  

Content and meaning is the last category included in Ashmore’s (2004) summary 

of the component elements of collective identity. This category is a kind of “grab bag” of 

weightier contents (self-attributed characteristics, political ideology, developmental 

narratives) that do not fit neatly onto a single scale. Explorations of identity that fall into 

this category might include attempts to assess the degree to which individuals identify 

with stereotypic elements of a particular collective identity (e.g. racial, gender identity) 

and/or efforts to understand personal and societal narratives about various collective 

identities.   

Critiques of SIT  

Counseling psychologists have led the way in defining and measuring the effects 

of various social identities (e.g. race/ethnicity, gender, social class, sexuality) on 

psychological outcomes (Quintana, 2007), though they’ve tended to statistically control 

for membership in social groups other than those of primary interest (Betancourt & 
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López, 1993). Cole (2009) noted that, to date, little research has considered how identity, 

difference, and disadvantage are conjointly related to psychological outcomes. The author 

argued that focusing “on a single dimension [of identity] in the service of parsimony is a 

kind of false economy” (p.179). Studies of isolated social identities are limited in their 

ability to capture the multi-faceted nature of identity and the dynamic interplay between 

various social identities. Moreover, in studies where statistical manipulation is used to 

control for the influence of other forms of identity, researchers run the risk of over or 

under-estimating the variance in outcomes attributable to the identity construct in 

question.  

Studies of the relationship between multiple forms of identity and psychological 

adjustment overcome these limitations to a degree, even though they typically rely on 

similar additive or hierarchical approaches. For example, acculturation research with 

immigrant minority youth has shown that those who strongly embrace both ethnic and 

mainstream social identities consistently report greater self-esteem, subjective well-being, 

and sociability in diverse settings (Bautista de Domanico, Crawford & DeWolfe, 1993). 

Moreover, these youth demonstrate greater adaptability when one or more of their salient 

social identities are threatened (Pittinsky, Shih & Ambady, 1999). These findings 

underscore the importance of measuring the influence of multiple forms of identity on 

psychological adjustment, and the dynamic interplay between social identities, something 

that interaction effects fail to explain completely.  

Scholars agree that one of the major limitations of identity research from a SIT 

perspective is the lack of emphasis on historical and political factors that influence 

identity development (David & Okazaki, 2006; Hurtado, 1997; Yeh & Huang, 1996). 
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This is a particularly important point to consider with respect to adopted Korean 

Americans, whose histories differ in many respects from other immigrant and US-born 

minority groups. It is also important to consider the diversity of experiences that exist 

among AKAA attributable to changes in domestic and international adoption policy, as 

well as changes in attitudes toward adoption since the middle of the last century. 

Juxtapose the shame, secrecy, and controversy surrounding same-race domestic 

adoptions during the early part of the last century with the relative acceptance of adoption 

today and society’s apparent embrace of multiculturalism (Hurtado, 1997) evidenced by 

ever-increasing numbers of transracial transnational adoptions.  In fact, one might argue 

that the popularity of transracial transnational adoption, and the entitlement with which it 

is occasionally approached, have given rise to some of the less-than-virtuous standards of 

practice within the adoption community.  

Intersectionality: An Alternative to SIT  

Researchers have questioned whether the relationship between social identity and 

psychological adjustment should be studied in relation to single, or multiple social groups 

simultaneously (Crocker, Luhtanen, Blaine, & Broadnax, 1994). Cole (2009) argued that 

individuals invariably belong to multiple social groups, yet SIT-based outcome research 

has traditionally focused on isolated social identities for the sake of parsimony (e.g. 

Betancourt & López, 1993; Cole, 2009; Kiang, Yip & Fuligni, 2008; Silverstein, 2006). 

A simple search for articles on adoptive, ethnic, and/or White identity illustrates this 

point clearly. Any one of these search terms reveals numerous citations dedicated to each 

form of identity. However, when search terms are combined, the results are far less 

impressive. As a framework, intersectionality is a compelling alternative to traditional 
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theoretical approaches (e.g. SIT) for studying identity, one that involves looking at the 

interactions between multiple, overlapping identities, and their simultaneous influence on 

a variety of outcomes.   

Perhaps better conceptualized as a framework than a theory (Syed, 2010), 

intersectionality was originally proposed by feminist and critical race theorists to raise 

awareness about the interactions between various socially constructed aspects of identity 

(e.g. race, gender, social class) and their contributions to the development and 

maintenance of multi-layered systems of inequality and oppression. Intersectionalists 

conventionally reject hierarchical, or additive, approaches to studying identity, which 

have become the methodological mainstay of psychology research on identity. Instead, 

intersectionalists have advocated for an approach that emphasizes the inseparability of 

personal and social identities, arguing that these cannot be understood in isolation (Cole, 

2009), and that personal identity is developed in connection with an individual’s sense of 

belonging to social groups and categories (Azmitia, Syed, & Radmacher, 2008) and 

within a particular historical and sociopolitical context.  

To illustrate the concept inseparable social identities and their relation to the 

creation and maintenance of multi-layered systems of discrimination and disadvantage, 

consider some of the differences between transracial transnational adoptees and their 

same-race (White) domestic counterparts. While both groups of adoptees are raised in 

White families and communities, and may share similar challenges related to their 

adoptive status, their life experiences will likely be quite different because their racial and 

ethnic backgrounds place them in either subordinate or dominant positions in society. To 

say nothing of other relevant social categories (e.g. gender, social class, sexual identity), 
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AKAA potentially experience two intersecting levels of difference or disadvantage (race 

and adoptive status), while same-race domestic adoptees experience only one (adoptive 

status), if at all.  

Intersectionality researchers in the fields of sociology, social psychology, and 

child development might ask ‘How do various facets of AKAAs’ identities interact 

simultaneously, affecting how they view the world and their ability to accomplish various 

developmental tasks?’ Historically, sociologists and social psychologists have been the 

dominant proponents of the intersectionality approach to studying groups. More recently 

however, there has been increased interest in the intersectionality framework among 

applied researchers who want to understand the complex relationship between 

intersecting social identities and individual psychological adjustment (Hurtado, 1997). 

Cole (2009) argued that, to date, psychology researchers’ apparent reluctance to 

embrace intersectionality is fueled by perceptions that the process of measuring the 

influence of multiple social identities on adjustment outcomes is too complex. The author 

notes that interdisciplinary tensions among feminist and multicultural researchers in 

sociology and psychology have often created barriers to greater collaboration. Finally, 

Cole (2009) conceded that a lack of empirically validated measures, and/or clear 

guidelines on how to conduct intersectionality research have often stymied researchers 

who might have otherwise been interested in intersectionality paradigms.  

An Integrated Framework for Studying Identity and Adjustment among AKAA 

The combination of complimentary elements from SIT and intersectionality 

frameworks has the potential to advance theory, strengthen measurement practices, and 

lead to methodological advances. Hurtado (2003) has already demonstrated that SIT and 
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intersectionality can be successfully integrated in studies of identity development. 

However, Syed (2010) calls for more pioneering and interdisciplinary research (e.g. 

Azmitia, Syed, & Radmacher, 2008) to encourage researchers to integrate their pet 

theories into an intersectionality framework, and to promote further person-centered 

research in the area of identity development. 

In contrast to a variable-centered study of identity, a person-centered study 

emphasizes an interactionist approach (Bergman, Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2003), one 

which focuses on identifying patterns expressed across multiple social identities within a 

group of individuals (e.g. AKAA). As Kiang, Yip & Fuligni (2008) noted, in a person-

centered approach to studying multiple identities, an individual’s score on single measure 

of identity does not derive its meaning from comparisons with other individuals’ scores. 

Rather, scores are interpreted in light of other scores that the same person reports for 

other measures of identity. Thus a person-centered approach allows researchers to study 

how multiple social identities interact with each other. White-Johnson & Sellers (2010) 

argued that, as a statistical technique, cluster analysis is better equipped to capture the 

synergistic nature of the identity development process than traditional variable-centered 

data analytic strategies because it identifies profiles, or combinations of different social 

identities. The authors also noted that cluster analysis is a model-based method that 

provides statistical criteria for selecting an optimal solution from a list of plausible 

alternatives (Magidson & Vermunt, 2004).  

Syed (2010) recognized that, while the intersectionality framework goes hand-in-

hand with qualitative approaches to studying of identity, this does not preclude 

researchers from using quantitative methods. Because cluster analysis is a person-
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centered, versus variable-centered approach, it more closely aligns with, and 

complements, qualitative approaches to studying identity, compared to other quantitative 

methods (e.g. hierarchical multiple regression). Cole (2009) advocated for the use of 

hierarchical multiple regression within an intersectionality framework, however Syed 

(2010) argued that this may have simply been an attempt to speak psychologists’ 

language and to make intersectionality a more accessible framework for studying 

identity.  

It is important to acknowledge that while cluster analysis provides a type of 

statistical bridge between traditional hierarchical and intersectionality approaches to the 

study of identity, the method is not without limitations, particularly from an 

intersectionality perspective. For example, an individual could hypothetically score 

“high” on multiple measures of identity, and therefore be considered as having an 

“integrated” identity (e.g. Berry, Phinney, Sam & Vedder, 2006). However, high scores 

on separate measures of identity do not necessarily mean that these separate forms of 

identity are integrated, or that they are simultaneously salient for an individual across all 

social contexts. 

Outcome research from an intersectionality perspective is currently limited due to 

a lack of measures that assess the degree to which multiple identities are integrated across 

multiple contexts. Additionally, our understanding is, as yet, limited with respect to the 

processes whereby individuals form coherent and integrated identities (Azmita, Syed, & 

Radmacher, 2008). Cluster analysis can be a useful tool for categorizing individuals 

along multiple dimensions of identity, but caution is warranted in interpreting results so 

as not to mistakenly assume that identities are integrated across all social contexts. This is 
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relevant for AKAA who may strongly identify both as ethnic minorities and racially 

White, depending on the social context. Follow-up qualitative research is needed to 

obtain a better understanding of precisely how multiple identities are integrated.  

 

Transracial Transnational Adoption Research 

For the most part, the bulk of early research on transnational adoption focused on 

comparing emotional and behavioral outcomes between samples of adopted and non-

adopted individuals (Bimmel, Juffer, van Ijzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2003; 

Lindblad, Hjern, & Vinnerljung, 2003; Versluis-den Bieman, & Verhulst, 1995). Related 

to this was the study of developmental consequences attributable to pre-adoption 

adversity, defined as institutional privation and pathogenic care (Rutter, 1998), and the 

extent to which transnational adoptees are capable of, and demonstrate, developmental 

catch-up (van Ijzendoorn & Juffer, 2006). Researchers concluded that most adoptees are 

behaviorally and socially well-adjusted (Hjern, Lindblad, & Vinnerljung, 2002; Tieman, 

Van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2005, 2006; Stams, Juffer, Rispens, & Hoksbergen, 2000; van 

Ijzendoorn & Juffer, 2006; Verhulst, Althaus, & Versluisden Bieman, 1990), and that 

transnational adoptees were better off than their peers left in institutional care settings 

with respect to physical growth, attachment, and academic achievement.  

For some, these findings seemed to settle the debate about the justifiability of 

transnational adoption as practice that is necessarily in the best interest of children (van 

Ijzendoorn & Juffer, 2006). Others criticized researchers’ narrow focus on pre-adoption 

adversity and behavioral adjustment only, arguing that the role that post-adoption life 

experiences played on both behavioral and well-being outcomes had been neglected in 
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the research (Lee, 2003). Furthermore, some have reasoned that the study of pre-adoption 

risk factors may be less relevant for some groups of international adoptees, including 

AKAA, who are less likely to experience the kind of early adversity that is associated 

with generally poorer developmental outcomes (Lee et al, 2010).  

While the study of pre-adoption adversity may be less relevant for AKAA, the 

post-adoption life experiences of AKAA may be particularly relevant to their identity 

development, adjustment, and well being. Researchers have found a relationship between 

post-adoption socialization experiences and ethnic and racial identity development 

among adopted Korean Americans (Lee & Quintana, 2005). Grotevant (2000) also 

argued that adolescent adoptees’ identity development involves negotiating life 

experiences that occur as adolescents explore, evaluate, and challenge differences and 

similarities between adoptive and birthfamily members. Furthermore, Hjern et al (2002) 

argued that adoptees’ experiences with racism and discrimination may partially explain 

differences in behavioral adjustment found among transnational adoptees, non-adoptees, 

and immigrants. However, less is known about the role that post-adoption life 

experiences play on other developmental outcomes, including life satisfaction, feelings of 

belongingness, relationship competence, and academic interest and motivation.  

 

AKAA Identity Development.  

Identity development is a life-long process of self-definition that involves 

integrating one’s past and present into a coherent sense-of-self (Grotevant, 1997). The 

cognitive ability to synthesize one’s past and present social identities first emerges during 

adolescence (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Lee (2003) suggested that the process of identity 
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development is additionally complex for AKAA due to “paradoxical” post-adoption life 

experiences. He argued that transracial transnational adoptees are “racial/ethnic 

minorities in society, but… are perceived and treated by others, and sometimes 

themselves, as if they are members of the majority culture (i.e., racially White and 

ethnically European) due to their adoption into a White family” (p. 711).  

As is the case with the majority of transracial adoptees living in the US, AKAA 

grow up as racial and ethnic minorities in the context of White families and communities. 

They have limited or selective opportunities to socialize with other racial and ethnic 

minorities (McRoy & Zurcher, 1983). Like most adolescents, AKAA seek to know who 

they are and where they belong with respect to various social groups. However, unlike 

most adolescents, AKAA often find answers to these questions without guidance from 

parents or peers who have had similar life experiences. 

The salience that AKAA attribute to various forms of identity is often influenced 

by the social and developmental factors. Depending on the social situation, multiple, even 

paradoxical, social identities may be become activated, potentially straining AKAA’ 

cognitive and affective resources for managing stressful events. However, these 

challenging experiences opportunities for AKAA to consider the meaning and cost 

associated with membership in various social groups.  For example, at earlier stages of 

development when adopted Korean Americans make more frequent public appearances 

with adoptive family members, the salience of adoptive identity is likely to be reinforced. 

However, during adolescence and young adulthood, as AKAA move away from adoptive 

family members, they may have more frequent experiences with prejudice and 
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discrimination, increasing the day-to-day significance of ethnic identity compared to 

adoptive identity.  

AKAA’ post-adoption life experiences may present additional and unique 

challenges to identity development, not faced by adolescents from the cultural majority or 

even members of other US-born and immigrant minority groups (Lee, 2003). These 

experiences may contribute to delays in identity exploration and deepening commitments 

to various social groups. Postponing the identity development process could potentially 

result in feelings of identity confusion (Erikson, 1968), and/or being out of sync with 

peers, leading to problems in young adulthood and later stages of development.    

Opponents of domestic and international transracial adoption have voiced 

concerns about White adoptive parents’ ability to competently foster the identity 

development of racial and ethnic minority children. Researchers have noted that some 

have gone so far as to express the view that transracial transnational adoption is 

tantamount to “American Imperialism”, a form of cultural genocide that inhibits racial 

and ethnic identity development, and leads to psychological maladjustment (Baden, 2002; 

Ryan, 1983; Tizard. 1991). Furthermore, narrative accounts form AKAA have suggested 

that some adoptive parents fail to engage in cultural socialization activities with their 

children, or are under-prepared to address their children’s encounters with racism and 

discrimination (Meier, 1999), experiences key to the development of ethnic identity and 

the self-concept.  

Cultural socialization broadly refers to the process whereby individuals learn 

about the salience and meaning of race and ethnicity in their lives (Harrison, Wilson, 

Pine, Chan, & Buriel, 1990). In same-race families this is accomplished through 



24 
 

observation and instruction by parents, siblings, and extended family members, on how to 

live as members of a particular racial or ethnic group. The results of this process include 

a sense of ethnic pride and belonging, which over time have been found to contribute to 

the development of healthy racial and ethnic identities (Lee & Quintana, 2005; Yoon, 

2001). Survey research with transracial transnational adoptive parents has shown that the 

majority of these parents feel prepared and are willing to talk with their children about 

racism and discrimination (Rojewski, 2005; Scroggs & Heitfeld, 2001; Tessler et al., 

1999) despite evidence from narrative accounts suggesting the contrary (Meier, 1999). 

Qualitative research about the frequency and quality of interactions between adoptive 

family members is forthcoming (Kim, Reichwald & Lee, in press).  

In transracial transnational adoptive families the different ethnic/racial make-up 

of family members can complicate the process of cultural socialization (Lee, 2003). Lee 

et al (2006) argued that the process “is not as inherent or natural a process as it is for 

same-race or same-ethnicity families” (p. 572), and that adoptive parents must make clear 

and deliberate efforts at cultural socialization. Survey research has shown that while 

some transracial adoptive parents are aware of the importance of promoting their 

children’s ethnic identity, engaging in cultural socialization activities, and discussing 

issues such as racism and discrimination (Lee, Grotevant, Hellerstedt, & Gunnar, 2006; 

Scroggs & Heitfeld, 2001; Tessler, Gamache, & Liu, 1999), others may tacitly, or 

intentionally, downplay the significance of their children’s unique backgrounds in an 

effort to promote a sense of sameness and unity among family members. This default 

parenting strategy (Kim, Reichwald & Lee, in press), characterized by colorblindness, or 

a rejection of the differences between adoptive parents and children, reinforces children’s 
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assimilation to parents’ racial/ethnic background (DeBerry Scarr, & Weinberg, 1996; 

Lee, 2003; Shiao & Tuan, 2008).  

Pressure to assimilate to adoptive parents’ racial/ethnic background is also 

communicated, perhaps unwittingly, when adoptive parents defer engagement in cultural 

socialization activities until children demonstrate sufficient interest. This popular “child 

choice” approach, as it is often called, shifts the responsibility for initiating identity 

exploration entirely onto the shoulders of children and adolescents, who may feel 

responsible for their parents’ emotional reactions should they choose to show interest in 

learning more about their birth family/culture. This is one reason that a check of the 

validity of the identity clusters that emerged in the present study included a measure of 

birth family interest. When adoptive parents’ do make efforts to engage in cultural 

socialization, their perceived lack of engagement at other times may temper the influence 

of these activities on adolescents’ ethnic identity development. The “child choice” model 

of parenting may cause delays in identity exploration and commitment, though this has 

not been tested empirically.  

When AKAA do show interest in cultural socialization and initiate contact with 

other U.S.-born and/or immigrant Korean Americans, either on their own or with 

adoptive parents’ assistance, they often report being treated as “second-class Koreans” 

for not knowing more about Korean culture (Meier, 1999). These experiences may lead 

some AKAA to reject their unique racial and ethnic backgrounds in favor of a White 

racial identity (Benson, Sharma, & Roehlkepartain, 1994; Feigelman & Silverman, 1983; 

Freundlich & Lieberthal, 2000; Juffer, Geert-Jan Sams, van IJzendoorn, 2004). 

Additionally, feelings of racial and ethnic discomfort, either with their own or their 
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adoptive parents’ racial or ethnic group, may lead some AKAA to explore their identity 

as adopted individuals, seeking community with others who share similar adoption-

related experiences, irrespective of their level of racial or ethnic identification. Another 

check of the structural validity of the identity clusters that emerged in the present study 

included a measure of racial discomfort or racial dissatisfaction. 

Wilkinson (1985) articulated a model of ethnic identity development specifically 

for adopted Korean Americans (AKAs). The author argued that AKAs progress through 

the phases of denial, inner awakening, acknowledgement, identification, and acceptance 

of their ethnicity. While there may be some merit to Wilkinson’s model of ethnic identity 

development, Meier (1999) observed that it might not accurately reflect the experiences 

of adolescent adoptees given that the average age of participants in Wilkinson’s sample 

was less than six years old. Moreover, manifestations of concerns about ethnic identity 

are likely to be quite different among children and adolescents. Meier (1999) noted that 

some models of ethnic identity development among transracial transnational adoptees 

tend to reflect adoptive parents’ understandings of the process rather than the lived 

experiences of adoptees themselves.   

Ethnic Identity  

Historically, ethnic identity research has been the domain of scholars in the areas 

of sociology and social psychology. Traditionally, ethnic identity research has focused on 

groups of US-born racial and ethnic minorities (e.g. African Americans). More recently, 

other immigrant and US-born minority groups, including Asian Americans, have 

captured the attention of applied researchers interested in the relationship between ethnic 

identity and emotional and behavioral health outcomes and disparities. In the following 
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section I have provided definitions of ethnic identity and I have described the evolution 

of research in this area from its beginnings in developmental theory. I have also included 

a discussion about the measurement of ethnic identity and related empirical findings.  

Definitions of ethnic identity. Phinney (1990) noted that prior to her review of the 

literature on ethnic identity, there were no unified definitions of the construct, rather each 

emphasized a different aspect of ethnic identity. Some definitions of ethnic identity 

describe it as a particular component of an individual’s social identity, à la Tajfel (1981). 

Other definitions emphasized the importance of self-categorization, belonging, and 

commitment (Singh, 1977; Ting-Toomey, 1981; Tzuriel & Klein, 1977), shared values 

and attitudes (White & Burke, 1987, p. 311), attitudes toward in-group members (e.g., 

Parham & Helms, 1981; Teske & Nelson, 1973), and cultural aspects of identity, such as 

language, behavior, values, and knowledge of ethnic group history (e.g., Rogler, Cooney, 

& Ortiz, 1980).  

For the purpose of this study I used Tajfel’s (1981) definition of ethnic identity, 

which recognizes ethnic identity as one of many facets of identity to which individuals 

attribute “value and emotional significance”. Like other social identities (e.g. race, 

gender), ethnic identity has both acquired and ascribed components. Individuals may 

choose to identify with particular aspects of various ethnic groups, or not; others may 

make assumptions about an individual’s identity on the basis of their ethnic background 

or phenotype (Phinney & Ong, 2007). As with other forms of social identity, individuals 

choose the meaning and salience they attribute to ethnic identity across the lifespan as 

they strive to create and maintain an integrated sense-of-self (Dunbar & Grotevant, 

2004).  
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Evolution of ethnic identity theory and research. One could argue that ethnic 

identity research has its roots in Erikson’s model of ego identity development. Erickson 

(1968) proposed an eight-stage model of ego development, arguing that each stage is 

associated with a particular normative conflict, or “crisis”, that individuals can resolve in 

essentially one of two ways, successfully or unsuccessfully. Each of Erikson’s stages of 

development has received ample individual attention, but perhaps none more so than the 

period of adolescence. Erikson argued that the essential task of adolescence is to resolve 

questions of identity According to Erikson, success at this stage leads to a stronger sense 

of self-purpose, and prepares adolescents to meet the demands of the next stage of 

development, young adulthood. Failure, on the other hand, leads to “role confusion” and 

can lead to psychological maladjustment.  

James Marcia’s work on adolescent identity development provided empirical 

support for Erikson’s theory and an important critique that both expanded theory in the 

area of identity development, and provided new directions for research. Marcia (1966, 

1980) argued that adolescence is a period during which individuals explore and commit 

to a variety of identities. In that sense, Marcia’s research focused on conscious processes 

involved in identity development, whereas Erikson focused on unconscious processes. 

Furthermore, Marcia rejected the notion that the central crisis of adolescence could only 

be resolved in one of two ways, successful or unsuccessfully. He argued instead that 

individuals can be categorized on the basis of their level of exploration of and 

commitment to various forms of identity.  

Marcia (1980) proposed four identity statuses which he called identity diffusion (a 

lack of exploration and commitment), identity foreclosure (commitment without 
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exploration), identity moratorium (exploration without commitment), and identity 

achievement (commitment based on adequate exploration). Marcia’s “identity 

achievement” status incorporated Erikson’s notions about the psychological benefits of 

successfully resolving identity crises, namely a stronger self-concept and sound footing 

on which to face the challenges of early adulthood. Although scholars have argued that 

Marcia’s work focused on personal aspects of identity, over which individuals have 

greater choice (e.g. peer groups, values, interests, ideology; Phinney & Ong, 2007), his 

work, along with Erikson’s, contributed to the development of  Cross’ (1971) and Helms’ 

(1990) racial identity models, as well as research on ethnic identity. 

Jean Phinney’s (1990) bi-dimensional model of immigrant identity development 

was built upon Marcia’s (1980) earlier work on identity statuses. Phinney (1990) argued 

that people’s affiliation with their cultures of origin and societies of settlement were two 

independent dimensions underlying their cultural identity. Phinney (1989) argued that, as 

with other forms of identity, ethnic identity evolves across the lifespan through the dual 

processes of exploration and commitment. Phinney and Ong (2007) argued that as 

adolescents age, they are expected to move through Marcia’s (1980) identity statuses 

from diffusion to achievement through increasing exploration of and commitment to 

one’s ethnic identity. Before arriving at identity achievement, Phinney and Ong (2007) 

acknowledged that adolescents may take detours by making commitments to ethnic 

identity without adequate exploration (foreclosure), and/or exploring ethnic identity 

without making clear commitments (moratorium).   

Phinney (2006) argued that by adulthood most individuals will have achieved a 

secure sense of themselves as members of an ethnic group, and that the processes of 
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exploration and commitment often recycle throughout adulthood and across the lifespan. 

Indeed, research suggests that identity development is a cyclical process (Marcia, 

Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993) during which individuals alternate 

through periods of deepening exploration and commitment making across a variety of 

social contexts (Bosma, Graafsma, Grotevant, & deLevita, 1994). 

Measuring ethnic identity. As a whole, Asian Americans represent one of the 

most diverse social groups in the US. It follows that attempts to measure ethnic identity 

among Asian Americans should reflect this diversity. While Asian Americans may share 

many similar experiences on the basis of their common racial group membership, 

attempts to measure various outcomes among the group as a whole, without regard to 

ethnicity, would yield confusing and inconsistent results. Ashmore, Deaux & 

McLaughlin-Volpe (2004) have summarized the literature on group identity, which 

Phinney & Ong (2007) argued can serve as the basis for studying and measuring 

universal elements of ethnic identity development across ethnic groups.  

Phinney and Ong (2007) observed that researchers’ early efforts to measure ethnic 

identity primarily involved using specific measures with individual ethnic groups. In 

contrast the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992), based on social 

identity and developmental theories, was developed to measure individuals from various 

ethnic groups on the theoretically universal constructs of affective belonging, identity 

achievement, and engagement in ethnic behaviors. The current version of the MEIM 

(MEIM-R, Phinney & Ong, 2007) measures individuals on the dimensions of exploration 

and commitment, consistent with Marcia’s (1980) earlier work on identity development.  
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The MEIM-R does not contain items that measure participation in behaviors 

specific to individual ethnic groups (i.e. speaking the language, eating food, and 

associating with other group members). Phinney and Ong (2007) argued that these 

aspects of identity should be measured separately because ethnic identity is an internal 

construct and engagement in specific behaviors is not required to identify as an ethnic 

group member. Similarly, the authors contended that values and beliefs should be 

measured separately as there tends to be little consensus among group members as to 

which values and beliefs should be included in scales measuring ethnic identity. Phinney 

& Ong (2007) noted that the two subscales of the MEIM-R can be used separately to 

understand the two distinct processes of ethnic identity development, or jointly when the 

researcher’s purpose is to measure overall strength of ethnic identity. The authors 

recommended that studies of ethnic identity should include additional measures for other 

aspects of ethnic identity, depending on the research question.  

 The Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, 

Rowley & Chavous, 1998) was designed to investigate the structure and properties of 

African American racial identity, and to reconcile previous empirical and qualitative 

research on racial identity. The MMRI is based on identity theory (Stryker & Serpe, 

1982, 1994) and purportedly measures the significance and meaning of race on the basis 

of four dimensions: salience, centrality, ideology, and regard. Identity theory assumes 

that racial identity has both stable and situation-specific properties, and that race is only 

one of a number of hierarchically ordered identities that individuals may embrace.  

The MMRI differs from the MEIM-R in that it was designed to measure racial 

versus ethnic identity. The MMRI also attempts to measure racial identity at the event 
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level, that is, investigating how identity is situationally influenced, versus the process by 

which it develops (Shelton & Sellers, 2000). The phenomenological approach of the 

MMRI accommodates the diversity of individuals’ cultural experiences by allowing 

individuals to determine whether they identify with a particular racial group and what 

attitudes and behaviors represent their conceptualization of group membership (Sellers, 

Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997).  

The Collective Self-Esteem Scale (CSES; Crocker & Luhtanen, 1992) was 

designed to measure an individual’s generalized tendency to evaluate their social identity 

positively. The measure is based on the assumption that there are stable individual 

differences in the tendency to have a positive social identity. The 16-item scale asks 

respondents to think of their various ascribed social group memberships and rate how 

worthy they feel as members of their social groups, how they personally evaluate their 

social groups, how they believe others perceive their social groups, and the importance of 

their group memberships to their self-concept.  

Because the CSES was originally designed to measure a general tendency to 

evaluate one’s social groups positively or negatively, Crocker et al. (1994) have 

acknowledged that scores on the individual subscales of the CSES may be better 

predictors of behavior for more recently-salient social groups. Crocker et al. (1994) raised 

questions about the adaptability of the CSES for studying specific referent (i.e. 

racial/ethnic) groups. The authors have acknowledged that the general and race-specific 

forms of the CSES correlate highly, but caution researchers against haphazardly adapting 

the wording of the general form of the CSES to measure specific groups. Similarly, the 
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authors warned that researchers should not collapse across the different subscales of the 

CSES (as with the MEIM-R) to arrive at a total score, as this would be non-interpretable.  

Empirical outcomes associated with ethnic identity. Consistent positive 

relationships have been found between ethnic identity and constructs such as self-esteem, 

adjustment, and mental health (e.g., Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000; Phinney, 1989; 

Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, & Smith,1998; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Umana-Taylor, 

Diversi, & Fine, 2002). Among Asian American college students, positive ethnic identity 

is related to higher self-esteem, sense of community, and social connectedness (Lee, 

2003; Lee & Yoo, 2004; Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000). Yoo and Lee (2008, 2009) have noted 

that research shows that ethnic identity is a significant predictor of well-being for Asian 

Americans even when personal self-esteem, acculturation, age, gender, grade point 

average, and socioeconomic status are covaried (Crocker, Luhtanen, Blaine, & Broadnax, 

1994; Yasuda & Duan, 2002; Tsai et al., 2001). Indeed, Lee (2003) has argued that the 

entire tenor of research on ethnic identity supports the view that “ethnic identity helps 

people to feel a part of the community and society, to maintain a positive sense of well-

being, and to be resilient to life changes and stressors” (p.134). The present study sought 

to extend previous research on ethnic identity and adjustment among Asian Americans, 

by examining relevant well-being outcomes (e.g. satisfaction with life, school belonging 

and peer competence, school interest and motivation) with a sample of adopted Korean 

Americans adolescents.  

Research based on SIT has shown that individuals faced with threats to salient 

social identities often react by increasing their identification with these groups (Dion, 

1979; Operario & Fiske, 2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Research on the role of ethnic 
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identity as a moderator between perceived discrimination and psychological adjustment 

has yielded mixed results in samples of Asian Americans. Some studies have shown that 

higher self-reported ethnic identity buffers Asian Americans against the effects of 

perceived discrimination (Mossakowski, 2003); other studies have shown that having a 

strong ethnic identity exacerbates the effects of perceived discrimination, and is 

associated with greater psychological maladjustment (Greene et al., 2006; Lee, 2005). 

Still other studies have found no relationship between perceived discrimination and 

psychological outcomes (Cassidy, O’Connor, Howe, & Warden, 2004; Lee, 2003; Liang 

& Fassinger, 2008). Previous research on Asian American ethnic identity development 

and behavioral adjustment provide both a justification and context for studying ethnic 

identity and behavioral adjustment among an arguably unique group of Asian Americans 

(i.e. AKAA).   

 

 Adoptive Identity  

 The connection between ethnic identity and psychological adjustment is well-

established (e.g., Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000; Phinney, 1989; Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, 

& Smith,1998; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Umana-Taylor, Diversi, & Fine, 2002), however 

less is known about the relationship between other forms of identity and adjustment, 

including adoptive identity. In addition to the normative developmental challenges that 

adolescents face, adoptees have the additional task of developing an adoptive identity, or 

sense of what it means to be an adopted person (Dunbar & Grotevant, 2004). Quantitative 

studies of adoptive identity are rarer, however, narrative research with same-race 

domestic adoptees has yielded evidence for several patterns of adoptive identity 
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development (Dunbar and Grotevant, 2004), similar to those identified in the ethnic 

minority acculturation literature (Berry, Phinney, Sam & Vedder, 2006). These findings 

raise questions about the existence of similar patterns of development among AKAA and 

their relationship to psychological adjustment.  

Adoptive identity is another incontrovertible aspect of an individual’s self-

concept, an “additional dimension of differentness” which increases the complexity of 

identity development. Questions about adoptive identity must be reconciled within the 

context of the family and society into which individuals are adopted (Grotevant, 1997). 

Though adoptees have no choice about their adoptive status, they can choose how to 

integrate this aspect of their identity with other forms of identity into a coherent narrative 

(Grotevant, 1997).  

Similar to ethnic identity, the salience that transracial transnational adoptees 

attribute to their adoptive status is often influenced by social and developmental factors. 

For example, during childhood and adolescence, when transracial transnational adoptees 

appear more frequently in public with adoptive family members, it is not uncommon for 

friends, neighbors, other family members, and even complete strangers to ask intrusive 

questions (e.g. “Are those kids yours?”) or make unsolicited comments about kinship 

status or adoption (e.g. “You must feel so lucky to have been adopted.”), increasing the 

salience of adoptive identity during this period of development. However, because 

adoptive identity is less discernible when adoptive family members are not present, its 

day-to-day significance often wanes in relative importance as individuals age and 

experiences with ethnic and racial prejudice and discrimination become more common 

relative to intrusive comments about one’s adoptive status.   
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On the basis of his narrative research with adoptees, Grotevant (1997) concluded 

that the process of adoptive identity development involves “constructing a narrative that 

somehow includes, explains, accounts for, or justifies their adoptive status” (pp. 10-11).  

He argued that when this process goes well, it can lead to a sense of coherence and 

meaning, which is related to psychological adjustment. On the other hand, Grotevant 

(1997) argued that the lack of a coherent adoption narrative can lead to various forms of 

psychological distress. While both of these assumptions may have broad conceptual and 

theoretical support, neither has been tested empirically with AKAA specifically.  

Grotevant (2000) argued that for adolescent adoptees, identity development 

involves the negotiation of life experiences that occur at intersections between three 

levels of identity: intrapsychic, familial, and societal. For example, with respect to 

interactions between intrapsychic and familial contexts, Grotevant (2000) argued that 

adoptive identity development occurs as adolescents explore, evaluate, and challenge 

their differences and similarities from adoptive and birth family members. While 

Grotevant (2000) wrote specifically about adoptive identity development, his ideas are 

easily applied to other types of identity exploration within the context of adoptive 

families, including ethnic and racial identity development.  

Grotevant (1997) argued that, as with other forms of identity development, 

adoptive identity development becomes relevant during adolescence due to the 

convergence of social, physical and cognitive changes. Grotevant et al. (2000) have 

observed that the process of resolving adoption-related identity issues can be challenging, 

especially in cases where adoptees’ knowledge about their biological heritage and/or the 

reasons they were placed for adoption is incomplete. This is often the case for transracial 
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transnational adoptees. Colaner (2011) argued that parent-child communication is the key 

to resolving issues that crop up in the process of adoptive identity development. Adoptive 

parents can facilitate contact with birth family members, helping adoptees fill in 

informational gaps particularly regarding the circumstances surrounding their adoption 

placement. 

Grotevant et al. (2000) argued that adoptive identity cannot be studied outside the 

context of contemporary attitudes about adoption and kin. Cristensen (1999) observed 

that adoptees have historically occupied marginalized positions in society because of 

their lack of “common blood” with adoptive family members, and due to the prevailing 

societal narrative which favors biological kinship. Grotevant et al. (2000) noted that 

recent changes in social attitudes toward adoption, and changes in adoption policy, have 

created a kind of “living laboratory” wherein researchers can study the effects of changes 

in socio-cultural variables on adoption-related identity issues (p.379).  

AKAA and Adoptive Identity. The extent to which AKAA view their adoptive 

status as central to their self-concept may be influenced by a number of factors. Unlike 

same-race adoptees, beginning in early childhood, transracial adoptees, including AKAA, 

do not have the “luxury” of passing as the biological kin of their adoptive parents. During 

childhood and adolescence, frequent questions regarding adoptive status and/or race and 

ethnicity are likely to keep these issues “top of mind” for AKAA, which has implications 

for identity development.  

Adoptive identity may be no less salient for same-race adoptees during childhood 

and adolescence. However, for these individuals, the constructs of adoptive and racial 

identities are not linked such that it is nearly impossible to discuss the one without 
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making reference to the other. Although outsiders may view these constructs as 

conceptually distinct, adopted individuals may make very few practical distinctions 

between the two during childhood and adolescence. In fact, from an intersectionality 

perspective, adoptive and ethnic/racial identities may operate in-tandem, forming a kind 

of hybrid identity, one that cannot be separated into its component parts.  

Another factor that plays a role in AKAA’ adoptive identity development relates 

to White adoptive parents’ comfort and facility in discussing race-related issues with their 

children. Because adoptive and racial/ethnic identities may be conflated constructs, 

particularly at younger ages, adoptive parents may use adoption-related themes as a kind 

of proxy, or analog for issues relate to race/ethnicity. White adoptive parents may simply 

find it easier to promote the development of strong adoptive identities because they feel 

more facile and prepared to discuss and explore adoption-related issues versus issues 

related to race and/or ethnicity.  

Another, but by no means final, factor contributing to AKAA’ adoptive identity 

development relates to Cristensen’s (1999) argument that adoptive identity cannot be 

fully understood outside current and historical socio-political contexts. Current public 

attitudes toward transracial transnational adoption, as well as social welfare policy in 

both sending and receiving countries may play a role in how AKAA perceive their 

adoptive status and influence how they integrate this aspect of identity into their overall 

self-concept. For example, the relative openness with which adoption is practiced in the 

US today versus the 1950s, as well as the growth of open records movements and adoptee 

rights advocacy groups, may facilitate adoptees’ exploration of this form of identity, and 

the development of pride in their adoptive status. Furthermore, compared to decades past, 
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AKAA today have greater access to resources that can facilitate birth family and adoptive 

identity exploration.  

Empirical research on adoptive identity. To date, Grotevant, Dunbar, & Kohler 

(1999) have developed the only instrument for measuring adoptive identity. The authors’ 

narrative interview was designed to assess four constructs presumed to be related to 

adoptive identity: depth of adoptive identity exploration, valence of affect, salience of 

adoptive identity, and relationship connections. The coding manual developed by 

Grotevant et al. (1999) can also be used to measure the internal consistency, organization, 

flexibility, and congruence between affect and content of adolescents’ adoption-related 

narratives.  

Though there have been few, if any, empirical studies of the relationship between 

adoptive identity and psychological adjustment (Grotevant, 1997), Colaner (2011) noted 

that research has shown a relationship between factors related to the adoptive identity 

development process (e.g. age appropriate communication about adoption-related issues) 

and positive outcomes (Brodzinsky, 2006; Wrobel, et al., 2003). Simon & Alstein (2000) 

found that 25% of transracial adoptees acknowledged difficulties growing up related to 

their status as racial and ethnic minorities, while only2%–3% of transracial adoptees 

reported difficulties associated with their adoptive status.  

Descriptive survey research on adoptive identity reveals information about the 

level of salience attributed to this form of identity by 715 same-race and transracial 

adoptees who were adopted as infants. Benson, Sharma, & Roehlkepartain (1994) found 

that 27% of the adopted adolescents in their study agreed with the statement ‘adoption is 

a big part of how I think about myself’ and 41% said they thought about adoption 2-3 
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times per month, or daily. The researchers found significant gender differences with 

adolescent girls reporting that they thought about adoption more than boys and that 

adoption informed their identity more frequently than boys (Benson, Sharma, & 

Roehlkepartain, 1994).  The present study sought to extend previous research on adoptive 

identity and adjustment by examining both behavioral adjustment and relevant well-being 

outcomes (e.g. satisfaction with life, school belonging and peer competence, school 

interest and motivation) with a unique sample of adopted individuals (i.e. AKAA).  

 

White Identity   

The research literatures on White identity development and the promotion of race 

consciousness among Whites are quite extensive in and of themselves and, as such, are 

beyond the scope of this paper. That said, promoting White racial identity development 

and racial consciousness among transracial adoptive families may produce benefits, 

including the development of healthy racial and ethnic pride, and for adoptive parents in 

particular, may work as a kind of antidote against racial colorblindness, prejudice and 

discrimination. Questions remain about the extent to which White identity development is 

implicitly and/or explicitly fostered in transracial adoptive families, and to what extent 

adoptees incorporate this aspect of identity into their overall self-concept. In the present 

study, White identity was operationally defined as the extent to which AKAA viewed 

themselves as racially White, wished they were White, and the extent to which they 

wished they appeared White, that is phenotypically.  

AKAA and White identity. Survey research has suggested that parents of 

transracial transnational adoptees acknowledge the importance of exposing their children 
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to cultural activities and discussing racial issues (Lee, Grotevant, Hellerstedt, & Gunnar, 

2006; Scroggs & Heitfeld, 2001; Tessler, Gamache, & Liu, 1999). However, some 

adoptive parents may either consciously or unconsciously, dismiss or downplay the 

significance of children’s ethnic/racial backgrounds in order to promote feelings of unity 

among family members. These actions, whether inadvertent or intentional, arrest 

children’s and adolescents’ ethnic and racial identity development and reinforce the 

assimilation of the adoptive parents’ racial and ethnic background (DeBerry Scarr, & 

Weinberg, 1996; Lee, 2003; Shiao & Tuan, 2008).  

Shiao and Tuan (2008) observed that adoptive parents who hold more colorblind 

racial attitudes tend to socialize their adopted Korean children as White members of 

society. Again, this is reinforced by the fact that most transracial adoptive families do not 

live in the kinds of communities that provide opportunities for socializing with racial and 

ethnic minorities (McRoy & Zurcher, 1983). Given this set of circumstances, it is 

understandable that some AKAA would embrace their parents’ racial (i.e. White) identity 

and try to forget that they are Asian (Benson, Sharma, & Roehlkepartain, 1994; 

Feigelman & Silverman, 1983; Freundlich & Lieberthal, 2000; Juffer, Geert-Jan Sams, & 

van IJzendoorn, 2004; Meier, 1999). Furthermore, Meier (1999) observed that AKAAs’ 

denial of their own racial and ethnic identity is developmentally consistent with 

adolescents' need to fit in with peers and keep in step with adolescent culture.  

From a SIT perspective, AKAAs’ motivations for assuming a White racial 

identity may include self-esteem (Crocker and Luhtanen 1990), self-knowledge, self-

consistency, or self-efficacy (Abrams & Hogg 1990), uncertainty reduction (Hogg & 

Mullin 1999), and/or affective self-regulation (Abrams 1992, 1994). Regardless of their 
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motivations, AKAA who embrace White identity during adolescence may face 

challenges to this facet of their identity as they age and move away from adoptive family 

members and into new social contexts. Some may experience a gradual withdrawal of 

privileges they were once afforded based on their status as “honorary Whites” (Tuan, 

1998); others may perceive increased prejudice and discrimination from individuals and 

institutions that see them not as Whites, but as ethnic and racial minorities.  

Tizard (1991) observed that the majority of studies on transracial adoptees have 

failed to consider the degree to which adoptees identify with their adoptive parents’ 

racial/ethnic group. A challenge related to the study of identity development among 

transracial transnational adoptees is finding appropriate comparison groups in order to 

address research questions properly. With respect to White identity development, Tizard 

(1991) noted that transracial transnational adoptees have yet to be compared with 

immigrant children raised by their biological parents in the United States (e.g. comparing 

AKAA with the children of Korean immigrants). Without appropriate comparison 

groups, Tizard (1991) argued, it’s difficult to determine the degree to which transracial 

transnational adoptees’ adjustment difficulties “stem from living in a white culture, rather 

than with white parents per se” (p.754).  

To date there has been only one study that has attempted to measure the 

relationship between transracial adoptees’ identification with their adoptive parents’ 

racial/ethnic group and psychological adjustment (Baden, 2002). The paucity of research 

in this area alone provides justification for studying the relationship between White 

identity development and behavioral and psychological outcomes among transracial 

transnational adoptees. Research literature on internalized racism (e.g. Cross, Parham, & 
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Helms, 1991) and colonial mentality (David & Okazaki, 2006) are also instructive and 

provide additional support for studying White identity and adjustment among transracial 

transnational adoptees. However, SIT may provide a more suitable framework for 

addressing these questions than Helms’ (1990) theory of White identity development, as 

SIT accounts for individuals’ multiple social identities, while Helms’ work on White 

identity development does not take into account the racial diversity that exists in 

transracial transnational adoptive families.  

Empirical research on White identity development among transracial 

transnational adoptees. Empirical research into White identity development among 

transracial transnational adoptees is extremely limited. Baden and Steward (2000) 

developed the Cultural–Racial Identity Model to increase understanding of the identity 

development process among transracial adoptees. The authors postulated the existence of 

16 identity statuses based on adoptees’ separate identification with their own, and their 

parents’, race and culture. The model was tested (Baden, 2002) using an adapted version 

of Phinney’s (1992) MEIM and the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis, 1993) on 

a small (N=51), and heterogeneous, sample of adult transracial domestic and 

transnational adoptees from various countries of origin. Results suggested what the 

author suspected, that transracial adoptees are not monolithic with respect to their 

patterns of racial and cultural identification. However, due to the researcher’s small and 

heterogeneous sample, the exploratory study was woefully underpowered, and the 

existence of the author’s 16 theoretical identity categories could not be validated, nor 

were the results generalizable. A benefit of the present study is the expansion of research 
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on the relationship between White identity development and psychological adjustment 

among racial and ethnic minorities.  

Bicultural Models of Identity Development.  

Bi-dimensional models of identity development have received much attention in 

the immigrant acculturation literature (Phinney, 1990; Berry, 1997) and provide a basis 

for understanding identity profiles that might emerge among AKAA, an arguably unique 

group of immigrants. Berry (1997) argued that the degree to which people wish to 

maintain their cultural identities as well as involve themselves with broader society, 

constitutes a typology of four categories which he called assimilation (little interest in 

maintaining cultural identity, preference for identifying with larger society), separation 

(desire to maintain cultural identity, avoidance of larger society), marginalization (neither 

cultural maintenance, nor integration with larger society), and integration (involvement 

with cultural of origin and larger society). 

Berry et al. (2006) found empirical evidence supporting the existence of four 

distinct acculturation profiles in their cluster analysis with a large sample of immigrant 

youth. The authors called these profiles integration, ethnic, national, and diffuse, based 

on Berry’s (1997) earlier work. In their person-centered cluster analytic study, Kiang, 

Yip & Fuligni (2008) found similar support for Berry’s (1997) acculturation model 

looking at ethnic, American, family, and religious identities with a mixed sample of 

immigrant youth.  

Due to the exploratory nature of the present study, I did not have specific a priori 

hypotheses about the specific number of unique identity profiles that would emerge from 

the cluster analyses. However, I anticipated that the clusters would be similar in number 
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and character to those found by researchers using similar methods and comparable 

numbers of clustering variables (Berry, Phinney, Sam & Vedder, 2006; Kiang, Yip & 

Fuligni, 2008). While I expected to find clusters based on similar underlying latent 

constructs, I also anticipated finding conceptually unique identity profiles that reflect the 

characteristic complexities of identity development among AKAA.   

Multiple social identities and psychological adjustment. From a SIT perspective, 

individuals are capable of subscribing to any number of collective identities, and most do, 

almost without exception. Empirical research has shown that identification with multiple 

social identities is associated with greater positive psychological adjustment than 

identification with only one social identity (Bautista de Domanico, Crawford, & De 

Wolfe, 1994). In their review of qualitative and quantitative studies of multracial identity, 

Shih & Sanchez (2005) found that, in studies of non-clinical samples, multiracial 

individuals, that is individuals who hold more than one racial identity, tended to be as 

well-adjusted as their monoracial counterparts on most measures of psychological 

adjustment. The authors called for future research to disentangle the effects of being a 

minority versus the effects of being multiracial on psychological adjustment. The present 

study was not designed to address this question specifically, however, it looked at a 

unique group of individuals that are monoracial in one sense, and multiracial in another, 

providing a unique comparison group.  

As mentioned, Baden (2002) has conducted the only study to date that has 

attempted to determine whether transracial adoptees’ identification across multiple social 

groups is associated with distinct identity profiles, and whether said profiles are 

differentially related to psychological adjustment . However, the author used theoretically 
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derived identity profiles with a relatively small (N=51), and heterogeneous sample of 

adult domestic and international transracial adoptees from various countries of origin. 

The current study used empirically derived identity profiles with a larger, more 

homogeneous sample of AKAA. As such, the results of the present study have the 

potential to make important contributions to the literature on racial and ethnic minority 

identity development, and provide an important methodological complement to existing 

qualitative research on adoptive identity (Dunbar & Grotevant, 2004; Grotevant, 1997).  

Potential clustering of identities 

Acculturation research and models of bicultural identity development provide 

some guidance as to potential identity profiles that might emerge from the cluster 

analysis. However, it was reasonable to expect that given the specific sample, identity 

constructs being measured, as well as the nuances of identity development among 

AKAA, that unique, and heretofore unseen, identity clusters might emerge. Furthermore, 

in keeping with the theoretical underpinnings of this study, one might expect to see the 

emergence of identity profiles reflecting the intersection of various social identities 

across the individual profiles.  

For example, it is possible that during childhood and adolescence, ethnic and 

adoptive identities may intersect such that the development of one of these forms of 

identity necessarily increases the growth of the other. Somewhat intuitively, but also 

based on previous research, one would expect to find inverse patterns of development 

between Korean ethnic and White racial identities such that growth in one area would 

hold off development in the other. One might also reasonably expect to see identity 

clusters reflecting Berry’s (1997) acculturation typology: assimilation (higher White 
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identity scores with lower scores on ethnic, and perhaps adoptive identity), separation 

(higher scores on the ethnic identity scale with lower scores on White and adoptive 

identity scales), integration (higher scores on multiple identity measures), and 

marginalization (lower scores on multiple identity measures). Other identity profiles also 

considered possible included clusters reflecting strong associations between White and 

adoptive identities, White and Korean ethnic identities, or simply a strong adoptive 

identity with average, or even below average scores on other measures of identity.   

 

CHAPTER 3: STUDY GOALS AND HYPOTHESES 

The purpose of this study was to determine what unique identity profiles exist 

among AKAA, and whether these are differentially related to behavioral adjustment and 

well-being outcomes, as reported by parents and adolescents. It is important to assess for 

differences on a variety of distal and proximal outcomes across identity clusters for a 

number of reasons. At the very least, applied psychological researchers want to know 

whether a population is at increased risk for psychiatric dysfunction, and what, if any, are 

the implications for intervention. It is also important to look at behavioral adjustment for 

the sake of comparison with other relevant groups.  

Assessing outcomes other than the purely behavioral is important when 

attempting to get a broad picture of the overall psychological adjustment of AKAA. As 

noted, research on transracial transnational adoption has historically shown small, if any, 

differences in behavioral adjustment between adoptees and non-adoptees (Bimmel, 

Juffer, van Ijzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2003; Lindblad, Hjern, & 

Vinnerljung, 2003; Versluis-den Bieman, & Verhulst, 1995), and that the majority of 
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adoptees tend to be socially, emotionally, and behaviorally well-adjusted (Hjern, 

Lindblad, & Vinnerljung, 2002; Tieman, Van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2005, 2006; Stams, 

Juffer, Rispens, & Hoksbergen, 2000; Verhulst, Althaus, & Versluisden Bieman, 1990). 

However, longitudinal research with transracially adopted children has shown that 

transracial adoptees have greater difficulty developing bicultural competence than 

children from same race families (DeBerry, Scarr, & Weinberg, 1996). Hollingsworth’s 

(1997) meta-analysis found that transracial adoptees also scored lower than children from 

same race families on measures of ethnic identity, which the preponderance of evidence 

suggests is related to positive outcomes (Lee, 2003). There is also empirical evidence 

suggesting that a relatively large proportion of transracial adoptees (20%) wish they were 

of a different race (Benson, Sharma, & Roehlkepartain, 1994), presumably their adoptive 

parents’.  Additionally, research has shown that transracially adopted children have less 

acceptance and comfort with their physical racial characteristics compared to children 

from same race families (Andujo, 1988; Kim, 1995). If researchers make the mistake of 

focusing solely on behavioral outcomes or mental health care utilization rates for AKAA, 

they risk overlooking experiences that are important to their day-to-day lives which are 

relevant to the identity development process.  

A focus on purely behavioral outcomes is problematic for other reasons. The 

relative absence of differences in behavioral adjustment between adoptive and non-

adoptive samples has not only been used as a justification for the practice of adoption 

itself, but in the case of AKAA, it has also served to reinforce myths about Asian 

Americans as well-behaved “model minorities”. The perpetuation of such stereotypes 

may lead to disparities in health care outcomes due to increased stigma around help-
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seeking leading to delays in treatment, which may contribute to poorer outcomes due to 

an exacerbation of symptoms.  

It is vital that researchers examine not only behavioral outcomes , but also well-

being outcomes related to the lived experiences of racial and ethnic minorities, including 

AKAA, who as a group may escape researchers’ attention due to their status as “honorary 

Whites” (Tuan, 1998). Intentionally, or inadvertently, overlooking AKAA’ daily 

experiences with prejudice and discrimination not only discounts and invalidates their 

experiences, but maintains systems of oppression and disadvantage that may affect 

identity development and lead to problems, behavioral or otherwise, at later stages of 

development.  Ultimately, failing to assess broader psychosocial outcomes (e.g. life 

satisfaction, school belongingness and peer competence, school interest and motivation) 

limits researchers’ understanding about the process of identity development among 

AKAA.  

The purpose of this study was to address the following questions: (1) What are the 

unique identity profiles that exist among AKAA given the three identity constructs being 

measured, and  (2) are identity profiles differentially related to distal outcomes including 

behavioral development, as reported by parents and adolescents, as well as more 

proximal, well-being outcomes including life satisfaction, school belongingness and peer 

competence, and school interest and motivation.  
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Method 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 158 parent-adolescent pairs comprised of one AKAA 

(51% male), ages 13-18 years-old (mean age = 15.4 years; mean age at adoption = 7.6 

months), and one adoptive parent (87% mothers; ages 40-58; mean age = 50 years). In 

families with multiple AKAA, the oldest sibling to complete a survey was selected for 

inclusion in the sample. The number of AKAA in each age group (i.e. 13-year olds thru 

18-year olds) was as follows: 25, 28, 31, 24, 29, 21. The median age at adoption for 

AKAA in the sample was between 4 and 5 months, with nearly 90% being adopted 

before 12 months.  

The majority of parents (98%) reported that they were married (n = 155); one 

parent was divorced, and marital status data was unavailable for two parents. The median 

annual household income for families in the sample was between $101,000-$125,000. 

Forty-two percent of parents reported having a bachelor’s degree (n = 67); 7% of parents 

had a high school diploma or less (n = 11), and 31% parents reported having a graduate 

or professional degree (n = 48). Only cases where parents identified themselves and their 

spouses/partners as White/European were included in the sample.  

 

Materials and Procedure 

Study participants were recruited from the Minnesota International Adoption 

Project (MnIAP) research registry as a part of a larger effort to study the adjustment and 

well-being of transracial transnational adoptees from South Korea. The MnIAP is a 

multi-disciplinary research team at the University of Minnesota that has been studying 
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internationally adopted children and their families since 1999. The MnIAP team initially 

collected data in 2001-2002 from parents of 1,834 children who were adopted from 47 

countries between 1990 and 1998 (see www.cehd.umn.edu/icd/IAP for a complete 

project description). At that time, children from South Korea represented approximately 

one-third of the entire sample and the largest proportion of the MnIAP population. Since 

the initial wave of data collection, more families have been added to the MnIAP research 

registry, which currently contains information on more than 3,000 children. 

The Korean Adoption Survey (KAD) was designed to assess relationship 

functioning among members of transracial transnational families, general and culture-

specific parenting, perceived discrimination, identity development, and the emotional and 

behavioral adjustment of Korean adoptees. Surveys were mailed to parents who adopted 

a child, or children, from South Korea, as well as AKAA ages 13-18 who were residing 

with their adoptive parents at the time of the survey’s administration. Only those families 

who had already consented to be contacted through the MnIAP registry were mailed 

recruitment letters and surveys. A personal invitation was sent to families on the IAP 

registry inviting them to participate in the study. No identifying information was 

contained on the returned surveys or the assent/consent letters, and the IAP office 

maintained all identifying information on a separate register. Participants also had the 

option of completing an online version of the survey. These were stored on a password-

protected server with the College of Liberal Arts Office of Information Technology at the 

University of Minnesota. Assent/consent letters contained unique ID numbers that were 

matched to the original IAP registry for the purpose of issuing participation inducements.  
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Of the 576 surveys sent to parents, 433 surveys were returned for a response rate 

of 75.2%. Of the 346 surveys sent to adolescents ages 13-18, 246 were returned for a 

response rate of 71.1%. From the total number of surveys returned from both parents and 

adolescents, 237 ‘matches’ were found, that is, cases where parents and adolescents from 

the same family each provided survey data on the same individual (i.e. the adolescent). 

There were 9 cases where adolescents completed surveys, but their parent did not. In 

families with multiple AKAA, only the oldest matched sibling was selected for inclusion 

in the sample (n = 189). Seven additional cases (4%) were excluded from the final 

sample. Four cases were excluded because they had received a disqualifying diagnosis 

(e.g. pervasive developmental disorder, autism spectrum disorder). Because cluster 

analysis is sensitive to extreme scores, two additional cases of multivariate outliers on the 

identity scales (Mahalanobis’ distance scores significant at p<.001) were excluded. A 

final case was excluded from the sample due to inconsistencies between parent and 

adolescent reports on key demographic data. A total of 182 cases were eligible to be 

retained in the final sample. Because this study used secondary data, an a priori power 

analysis was not conducted. Rather, the maximum number of available participants that 

fit the target sample description (see description above) was retained in the final sample. 

Twenty-four cases out of 182 (13%), were not eligible for inclusion in the study based on 

sample criteria, resulting in a final sample of 158 parent-adolescent pairs. Among the 24 

cases excluded from the final sample, the average age of AKAA was slightly older (16.4 

years), and a higher proportion of their parents (54%) reported having obtained a 

graduate or professional degree. Also, among the 24 excluded cases, parents and 

adolescents each reported greater internalizing behavior problems. No other significant 
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differences were found on relevant variables between parents and adolescents selected for 

the sample, and those not included in the sample. Participation rates for parents and 

adolescents based on the number of surveys eligible to be included in the study were 67% 

and 64%, respectively.  

Measures: Independent Variables 

 Ethnic identity. AKAA completed the 14-item Multi-group Ethnic Identity 

Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992), which was developed to assess exploration of and 

commitment to an individual’s referent ethnic group. The MEIM also measures 

engagement in ethnic behaviors, however, Phinney and Ong (2007) acknowledged that 

reliability on the two items assessing engagement in ethnic behaviors is generally poor. 

They also noted that there is little agreement among ethnic group members as to the kinds 

of behaviors that should be assessed for this domain, and that participation in ethnic 

behaviors is not necessary for identification with a particular ethnic group. A revised 6-

item version of the MEIM (MEIM-R; Phinney & Ong, 2007) was developed after the 

release of the KAD survey. In the current study, a 12-item version of the MEIM adapted 

by Roberts et al. (1999) was utilized. The 12-item MEIM offers some improvements in 

reliability over the 14-item version due to the removal of two negatively worded items. 

The 12-item MEIM measures two factors, exploration and commitment, which are 

consistent with Marcia’s (1980) work. AKAA were asked to rate their level of agreement 

with a series of statements about ethnic identity on a 1-to-4 scale, with higher scores 

reflecting greater agreement. Sample items included “I think a lot about how my life is 

affected because I am Korean”, “I feel good about being Korean”, and “I have a lot of 

pride in Koreans and their accomplishments”. Phinney and Ong (2007) argued that it is 
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acceptable to consider the total score on the MEIM as reflecting an overall measure of 

strength of ethnic identity, with higher scores reflecting stronger ethnic identities. Raw 

means and standard deviations as well as standardized means for the 12-item MEIM are 

presented in Table 1. Because the data was analyzed to determine the overall strength 

ethnic identity, it was not possible to infer levels of exploration and commitment across 

the identity clusters. In this sense, the results do not lend themselves to comparison with 

Marcia’s (1980) earlier work on identity statuses (i.e. diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, 

achievement). 

Adoptive identity. Adolescents also completed a measure designed for the current 

study to assess adoptive identity. The format of the adoptive identity measure was 

adapted from Phinney’s original 14-item MEIM (Phinney, 1992). A total of nine items 

from the original MEIM were adapted for use in the adoptive identity measure. Five 

additional items were added to the measure to assess AKAA comfort in relating to other 

adoptees, as well as the salience, or centrality, of adoptive identity. AKAA rated their 

level of agreement with a series of statements about adoptive identity on a 1-to-4 scale, 

with higher scores reflecting greater agreement. Sample items included “I have a clear 

sense of being adopted and what it means for me”, “I have a strong sense of belonging 

with other adoptees”, and “I feel good about being an adoptee”. As with the MEIM, 

higher average scores on the adoptive identity measure were thought to reflect a stronger 

adoptive identity. Raw means and standard deviations as well as standardized means for 

the adoptive identity scale are presented in Table 1. 

White identity. AKAA also completed a number of survey items which were 

thought, collectively, to White racial identity. Prior to its general distribution to study 
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participants, the KAD survey was given to a group of adopted Korean Americans who 

were asked to provide feedback about the survey. A consistent recommendation from the 

panel was that it is necessary to include questions assessing the extent to which adoptees 

identify with their adoptive parents’ race, ethnicity, or culture. This feedback was 

consistent with both narrative accounts from adopted Korean Americans (Meier, 1999) as 

well as previous research which found that studies of transracial adoptees have largely 

failed to consider the degree to which adoptees identify with adoptive parents’ racial and 

ethnic groups (Tizard, 1991). In response to feedback from panelists, the KAD survey 

team developed items designed to assess AKAA’ level of White identity. These items 

were embedded in sections of the survey where AKAA answered questions related to 

their level of racial discomfort and body satisfaction. Ultimately, items from different 

areas of the survey were used to compute a 4-item scale to assess AKAA’ White racial 

identification. Because items were taken from areas of the survey with different rating 

scales, item scores were standardized prior to computing scale scores. Again, higher 

average scores on the White identity scale were thought to reflect a stronger White racial 

identity. Items on the White identity scale included “I sometimes wish that I was White”, 

“I view myself as White”, “I wish I looked more like my White friends”, and “I wish I 

had physical features more like Whites”. Raw and standardized scale information for the 

Ethnic, Adoptive and White identity scales is presented in Table 1. The items found on 

each of the identity scales are presented in Appendix A. 

Measures: Dependent Variables  

Behavioral outcomes. Parents and adolescents each completed separate versions 

of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, Goodman, 1997), a 25-item 
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measure developed to assess five theoretical domains of psychological adjustment among 

children and adolescents: pro-social behaviors, peer problems, emotional problems, 

conduct problems, hyperactivity-inattention problems. Separate versions of the SDQ have 

been developed for parents, teachers, and adolescents to allow for multi-informant 

reporting. Respondents are asked to rate their level of agreement (on a 0-to-2 scale) with 

a series of statements about the target adolescent’s behavior during the past 6 months. 

Each of the scales consists of 5 items. Lower scores on the four problem behavior scales 

indicate fewer problems. Higher scores on the pro-social behaviors scale indicates more 

socially adaptive functioning.  

The five domains measured by the SDQ were established by Goodman (2001) 

using a nationally representative sample of British children and adolescents. Similar five 

factor solutions were found with Swedish and German samples of children (Smedje, 

Broman, Hetta, & von Knorring, 1999; Woerner, Fleitlich-Bilyk, Martinussen, Fletcher, 

Cucchiaro & Dalgalarrondo, 2002). However, Dickey and Blumberg (2004) failed to find 

evidence for the five factors using the parent version of the SDQ with a nationally 

representative sample of children and adolescents in the US. Instead, they found evidence 

for three broader factors: internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors, and pro-social 

behaviors. Similarly, Ruchkin, Jones, Vermeiren and Schwab-Stone (2008) found 

evidence for three broader factors using the adolescent version of the SDQ with a large 

representative sample of urban and sub-urban youth in the US. They labeled their factors 

Emotional Distress/Withdrawal (ED/W, internalizing behaviors), Behavioral 

Reactivity/Conduct Problems (BR/CP, externalizing behaviors), and Pro-social 

Behavior/Peer Competence (PB/PC, pro-social behaviors). The three-factor models 
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proposed by Dickey and Blumberg (2004) and Ruchkin et al. (2008) were used in the 

present study, both because they yielded generally better reliability estimates, and 

because their samples were more similar to the current sample. Psychometric properties 

of the parent and adolescent versions of the SDQ are presented in Tables 2.  

Although scale scores on the SDQ are often treated as continuous variables, 

Goodman (1997) argued that it can be useful to classify scores as ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’ 

for the purpose of identifying cases that might meet the threshold for a mental disorder. 

Cutoff scores proposed by Goodman (1997) were used to determine the percentage of 

AKAA in the present sample that might qualify for a psychiatric diagnosis based on the 

total-difficulty scores from parent and adolescent self-reports. Roughly 10% (n = 16) of 

parents and 8% (n = 12) of AKAA reported scores on total problem behavior scales that 

fell within the clinical range.  

Well-being outcomes. Because research has traditionally shown small or non-

significant differences on behavioral outcomes between groups of adoptees and non-

adoptees, additional analyses were planned to assess for meaningful differences across 

identity clusters on a variety of proximal well-being outcomes. Adolescents were asked 

to rate their overall life satisfaction (SWLS; Emmons, Larson & Griffin, 1985), feelings 

of school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation 

(Willms, 2003). Psychometric properties of the scales measuring various aspects of well-

being are also presented in Table 2. 
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Table 1

Scale # items  n α M SD α M

Ethnic Identity  12 144 .84 2.69 .46 .84 .03

Adoptive Identity 14 147 .88 3.07 .42 .89 .03

White Identity 4 157 .79 2.10 .75 .79 .00

Psychometric Properties of Ethnic, Adoptive, and White Identity Scales

Raw Standardized
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Table 2

Parent reported… # items n α M SD

Internalizing behaviors
a

8 157 .72 .31 .34

Externalizing behaviors
a

8 157 .85 .43 .42

Total problem behaviors
a 

20 154 .86 .33 .30

Prosocial behaviors
a

8 155 .81 1.68 .34

Adolescent reported…

Internalizing behaviors
a

8 156 .68 .34 .30

Externalizing behaviors
a

7 153 .72 .42 .34

Total problem behaviors
a 

20 146 .80 .41 .25

Prosocial behaviors
a

10 151 .73 1.57 .28

Adolescent reported… # items n α M SD

Life satisfaction
c

5 157 .87 5.62 1.05

School belonging/peer competence
b

6 157 .88 3.42 .49

School interest/motivation
b

5 157 .78 3.17 .48
a
 Range 0–2.   

b
 Range 1–4.   

c 
Range 1–7.  

Psychometric Properties for Behavioral and Well-Being Outcome Scales 

Behavioral Outcomes

Well-Being Outcomes
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Tests of the Structural Validity of Identity Clusters 

Additional measures collected as a part of the larger KAD study were used to 

perform checks of the structural validity of the identity clusters that emerged from cluster 

analytic procedures. Differences in parental and adolescent engagement in ethnic and 

racial socialization, diversity in friendship networks, and parental colorblindness were 

measured across identity clusters. Research with adoptees from South Korea has shown 

that engagement cultural socialization fosters ethnic identity (Lee & Quintana, 2005) and 

that parental colorblindness is associated with less engagement in ethnic and racial 

socialization (Lee et al., 2006), sometimes referred to as preparation for bias (Hughes & 

Chen, 1997). Diversity in friendship networks was assumed to be related to factors 

including frequency of engagement in ethnic and racial socialization, and colorblind 

racial attitudes. Other measures developed specifically for the survey, which lack 

previous tests of validity, were also used as tests of the structural validity of identity 

clusters. These included measures of adolescents’ birth family interest, dissatisfaction 

with their own Asian appearance, and perceptions of racial and ethnic discrimination. The 

average reliability estimate (Cronbach’s alpha) for a total of 13 scales measuring the 

structural validity of identity clusters was .83, with estimates ranging from .67 to .92. 

Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties for each of the scales are presented in 

Table 3. See Appendix C for detailed information about each of the validity scales.  
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Table 3

Parent Report of… # items n α M SD

own engagement in ethnic socialization 8 156 .85 2.67 .74

own engagement in racial socialization 6 156 .84 2.45 .70

adolescent engagement in ethnic socialization 15 153 .92 1.92 .95

own colorblind racial attitudes 4 153 .67 3.51 .76

diversity in own friendship network 2 157 n/a 1.99 .68

diversity in adolescent friendship network 9 141 .69 1.92 .36

Adolescent Report of…

diversity in own friendship network 9 150 .72 2.15 .41

parental engagement in ethnic socialization 8 153 .86 1.99 .74

parental engagement in racial socialization 7 152 .85 1.63 .64

own engagement in ethnic socialization 15 155 .89 1.85 .82

perceived discrimination 11 153 .89 2.62 .24

birth family interest 6 157 .88 2.38 .76

dissatisfaction with Asian appearance 8 153 .89 2.08 .72
a
 Range 0–2.   

b
 Range 1–4.   

c 
Range 1–7.  

Psychometric Properties for Validity Scales 
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Missing Data 

 Study participants who provided insufficient information on any of the identity 

scales were excluded from cluster analytic procedures due to list-wise deletion. Missing 

values analysis performed at the scale level revealed losses of 9% of the data (14 cases) 

on the ethnic identity scale, 7% (11 cases) on the adoptive identity scale, and 1% (1 case) 

on the White identity scale.  In order to retain these 26 cases for the clustering procedure, 

missing values for these cases were imputed at the scale level, on standardized scale 

scores, using the expectation-maximization (EM) algorithm. EM is an iterative 

maximum-likelihood (ML) procedure in which a cycle of calculating means and 

covariances followed by data imputation is repeated until a stable set of estimated 

missing values is reached. Research has suggested that ML estimation is preferable to 

more common methods of missing data management such as pairwise and listwise 

deletion, or means substitution (Schafer & Graham, 2002).  

Missing values analyses were also performed at the scale level on parent and 

adolescent SDQ scale scores, as well as on scales measuring adolescent-reported well-

being outcomes. On the parent SDQ scales, data losses ranged from 1-2%. On the 

adolescent SDQ, scales data losses ranged from 1-4%. On well-being outcome scales, 

data losses on each of the scales were 0.6%. Normally, this level of data loss would not 

indicate the need for data imputation. However, in order to retain the maximum number 

of participants in the analyses, missing values for these cases were imputed at the scale 

level using the EM algorithm described above.  
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Results 

 

This section begins with a description of the process that was used to empirically 

derive identity clusters, as well as brief descriptions of the clusters themselves. Next, I 

describe the statistical procedures used to select the optimal among plausible cluster 

solutions, and the tests used to assess the validity, independence, and reliability of the 

clusters. Finally, I examine the association between identity profiles and behavioral and 

well-being outcomes.   

Empirically Deriving the Identity Clusters 

In order to derive conceptually distinct identity profiles, cluster analytic methods 

were used on standardized scores of the ethnic, adoptive, and White identity scales. Scale 

scores were standardized to normalize variances across the identity measures (Bergman, 

1998).  Cluster analysis is a family of statistical procedures used to quantify the structural 

characteristics of a set of observations of “objects” (Magnusson, 1998; van der Kloot, 

Spaans & Heiser, 2005), in this case pairs of parents and adolescents. In the present 

study, hierarchical agglomerative and k-means clustering procedures were used to 

identify potential cluster solutions.  

Hierarchical agglomerative cluster analysis is a procedure that does not require 

researchers to have expectations about the number of clusters that will result from the 

data, but uses the structure of the data to derive plausible cluster solutions (Bergman et 

al., 2003; Hair & Black, 2000). An agglomerative hierarchical cluster analysis using 

Ward’s method was performed using the Squared Euclidean Distance (SED) as the 

dissimilarly measure. In this procedure, cases (i.e parent-adolescent pairs) are combined 

until the number of clusters specified by the researcher has been reached. This procedure 
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ensures that the distances between cases within a single cluster are minimized while 

distances between clusters are maximized. For the present study, solutions from two to 

eight clusters were estimated to allow for a range of possible solutions. However, the 

possibility of a single, unitary cluster was not entertained as a minimum of two clusters 

was needed to address research questions about group differences in psychological 

adjustment. Similarly, while solutions beyond eight clusters were possible, these were not 

estimated due to the planned scoring procedure for each of the three identity measures 

(i.e. high, low). 

The clustering history is presented in Table 4. This table includes information 

about the squared multiple correlation (R square), or proportion of variance accounted for 

by the clusters, as well as the pseudo F (PSF) and t2 statistics for the last fifteen steps in 

the agglomerative hierarchical cluster analysis. These statistics are useful for estimating 

the number of clusters found in the data. Plausible cluster solutions would be expected to 

explain a sizeable proportion of the variance (Bergman et al. 2003). Relatively large 

pseudo F statistics are also indicators of plausible cluster solutions. Values of the t2 

statistic that are small relative to the value of the statistic in the next step of the 

agglomerative process are also indicators of plausible numbers of clusters. The results of 

the hierarchical agglomerative cluster analysis converged on a six cluster solution. As 

shown in Table 4, the total variance explained asymptoted at the six-cluster solution; that 

is, it increased steeply from the two to the six-cluster solution, and very gradually 

thereafter. Solutions comprising fewer than six clusters showed substantially less 

explained variance while solutions comprising more than six clusters showed minimal 

gains in variance explained. The pseudo F statistics for the three and six-cluster solutions 
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were large relative to the values for the other solutions. Therefore, on the basis of the 

dendrogram and statistics from the clustering history, the six-cluster solution was deemed 

the optimal among plausible solutions. 

Research has shown that hierarchical agglomerative cluster analysis may yield 

different solutions conditional upon the input order of the data (van der Kloot, Spaans & 

Heiser, 2005). To test for the effects of ordering on the cluster solution, the hierarchical 

agglomerative cluster analysis was repeated on four randomly generated permutations of 

the data in which the rows and columns of the proximity matrix were randomly 

reassigned. No differences were found in the clustering of the data between the original 

and random permutations of the data.  

 

 

 

Table 4

Agglomerative Heirarchical Clustering History

# of Clusters R
2 PSF t

2

15 88.80% 81.4 12.7

14 88.00% 81 22.1

13 87.10% 81.3 8.7

12 86.10% 82.3 12.7

11 85.00% 83 15.7

10 83.50% 82.9 24.3

9 81.80% 83.8 13.9

8 80.10% 86.1 14.8

7 77.80% 88.2 20.9

6 75.10% 91.9 16.2

5 69.30% 86.2 41

4 63.10% 87.7 23.1

3 53.90% 90.8 39.3

2 44.50% 125 38

1 0.00% . 125
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After determining that a six-cluster solution was the optimal among plausible 

solutions, a k-means cluster analysis was performed. Unlike the hierarchical procedure, k-

means cluster analysis allows researchers to specify the number of clusters to be formed. 

Using this procedure, cases that were assigned to one cluster in the hierarchical cluster 

analysis can be reassigned to another cluster if doing so would decrease the average SED 

within a particular cluster and/or increase the average distance between clusters, 

maximizing within-cluster homogeneity and between-cluster differences (Aldenderfer & 

Blashfield, 1984). Raw and standardized scale means and raw standard deviations for the 

six-cluster solution are presented in Table 5.
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Table 5

White*

Cluster n %male Raw M Raw SD Std M Raw M Raw SD Std M Std M

1. MSI 35 63 3.35 .23 .39 3.04 .34 .45 .06

2. SWI 5 100 2.14 .07 -1.08 1.67 .46 -1.08 2.07

3. MI 44 66 2.79 .18 -.39 2.50 .20 -.23 .07

4. KA 21 33 3.68 .19 .88 3.27 .38 .79 -.99

5. MWI 25 24 2.81 .36 -.39 2.38 .27 -.46 .98

6. AI 28 39 3.19 .25 .20 2.56 .25 -.09 -.70

Adopt Ethnic

Raw and Standardized Scale Means and Raw Standard Deviations for Six Identity 

Clusters

* Only standardized means are reported for each of the clusters on the White ID 

scale because the scale included items that used different Likert values.
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 Cluster 1 (n = 35, 63% male) was characterized by at or above-average scores on 

each of the identity scales. This cluster was labeled ‘‘Multiple Social Identities’’ (MSI). 

Cluster 2 (n = 5, 100% male) was characterized by  scores on the White identity scale that 

were two standard deviations greater than the mean, and scores on the  adoptive and 

ethnic identity scales that were one standard deviation below the mean. This cluster, 

which included the smallest number of participants, was labeled “Strong White Identity” 

(SWI). Cluster 3 (n = 44, 66% male) was characterized by lower scores on the adoptive 

(M = -.39) and ethnic identity (M = -.23) scales and average (M = .07) scores on the 

White identification scale. This cluster was labeled “Modal Identity” (MI) because it 

represented the largest number of participants. Cluster 4 (n = 21, 33% male) was 

characterized by scores on the adoptive (M = .88) and ethnic identity (M = .79) scales that 

were nearly a standard deviation above the mean and scores on the White identity (M = -

.99) scale that were one standard deviation below the mean. This cluster was labeled 

“Korean Adoptee” (KA). Cluster 5 (n = 25, 24% male) was characterized by scores on 

the adoptive (M = -.39) and ethnic identity (M = -.46) scales that were nearly a half 

standard deviation below the mean, and scores on the White identity scale that were one 

standard deviation about the mean. This cluster, which was characterized by more 

moderate scores on the White identity scale than the SWI cluster, was labeled “Moderate 

White Identity” (MWI). Finally, Cluster 6 (n = 28, 39% male) was characterized by 

scores on the adoptive identity scale that were higher (M = .20) relative to scores on the 

ethnic (M = -.09) and White identity (M = -.70) scales. This cluster was labeled 

“Adoptive Identity” (AI). Figure 1 illustrates the relative standardized scores on each of 

the identity scales across the six clusters.
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Figure 1. Identity profiles. Standardized scores on adoptive, ethnic and White identity scales.  
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While cluster analysis revealed that a six-cluster solution was optimal among 

plausible solutions, only five of the clusters could ultimately be retained for further 

analysis. Cluster 2 (SWI) is both theoretically and practically meaningful, but its small 

sample size (n = 5) precludes its inclusion in subsequent statistical analyses. Parametric 

statistical tests of variance including ANOVA and MANOVA rest on assumptions of (1) 

independence, (2) normality in the underlying distribution, and (3) homogeneity of 

variances. While small sample sizes do not necessarily threaten assumptions of 

independence, by definition they almost certainly violate assumptions of normality and 

homogeneity of variances. These violations may be of greater concern when performing 

inferential versus descriptive statistical analyses, but prudence dictates the exclusion of 

Cluster 2 from analyses of both the structural validity of clusters as well as group 

differences on outcome variables. It should be noted, however, that no differences on 

outcome measures were found when ANOVAs were performed using either the original 

6-cluster solution, a 5-cluster solution achieved by removing Cluster 2 from the original 

6-cluster solution, or a k-means 5-cluster solution derived independently. Figure 2 shows 

the rough equivalence of scale means for 5 and 6-cluster solutions. A post-hoc multiple 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) test was performed on the 5-cluster solution to 

determine whether the clusters differed significantly from one another other with respect 

to levels of identification on each of the identity scales.  Post-hoc analyses revealed that 

the five clusters were significantly different from one another on levels of adoptive 

identity (F[4,153] = 71.47, p < .001, ηp
2 = .66), ethnic identity (F[4,153] = 58.92, p < 

.001, ηp
2 = .61), and White identity (F[4,153] = 175.12, p < .001, ηp

2 = .83). Table 6 

shows differences among clusters on the identity measures.  
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Figure 2. Comparison of 5 and 6 cluster solutions. 
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Table 6

Cluster n %male Adopt Ethnic White ID

1. MSI 35 63 .39
(3,4,5)

.45
(3,4,5,6)

.06
(4,5,6)

3. FSI 44 66 -.39
(1,4,6)

-0.23
(1,4)

.07
(4,5,6)

4. HiAE/LoW 21 33 .88
(1,3,5,6)

.79
(1,3,5,6)

-.99
(1,3,5,6)

5. LA 25 24 -.39
(1,4,6)

-.46
(1,4,6)

.98
(1,3,4,6)

6. ALO 28 39 .20
(3,4,5)

-.09
(1,4,5)

-0.7
(1,3,4,5)

Note: Superscripted numbers refer to clusters in which scale values 

differ significantly from the value in the reference cluster

Significant Differences on Standardized Scale Means across 5-Clusters
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Cluster Validation 

A series of one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests with Bonferroni error 

correction were performed on a variety of relevant scales as additional checks of the 

structural validity of five of the six identity clusters that emerged. Differences in parental 

and adolescent engagement in ethnic and racial socialization, racial diversity in parental 

and adolescent friendship networks, and parental colorblind racial attitudes were 

measured across the six clusters. Furthermore, AKAA’ birth-family interest, 

dissatisfaction with Asian appearance, and perceptions of discrimination were measured 

across the six clusters. Psychometric properties for each of the validity scales were 

presented in Table 3. Bi-variate correlations between identity and validity scales are 

presented in Table 7. Ethnic identity was significantly related to scores on each of the 

validity scales. Adoptive identity was significantly related to scores on scales measuring 

parental and adolescent engagement in ethnic and racial socialization, diversity in 

friendship networks, perceived discrimination, birth family interest, and dissatisfaction 

with Asian appearance.
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16)

1. Adopt ID -- .71** -.59** .19* 0 .23** -0.11 0.09 0.1 .19* .13** .41** .27** .43** .38** -.63** 

2. Ethnic ID -- -.49** .42** .21** .53** -.22** .26** .31** .32** .21** .55** .56** .63** .42** -.53** 

3. White ID -- -0.14 0.07 -0.11 0.11 -0.12 0.07 -0.06 -0.07 -.23** -.20* -0.1 -.16* .81** 

4. Ethnic socialization (P) -- .59** .62** -.26** .30** .27** 0.14 .20* .45** .48** .17* 0.03 -.18* 

5. Racial socialization (P) -- .32** -.27** .25** .30** .18* .27** .29** .29** 0.12 -0.04 -0.01

6. AKAA ethnic socialization (P) -- -.26** .36** .43** .22** .20* .43** .72** .29** 0.14 -0.09

7. Colorblind attitudes (P) -- -0.13 -0.13 -0.1 -.18* -.27** -.23** -.20* 0.04 0.06

8. Diversity in friendship network (P) -- .48** 0.05 .21** .31** 0.16 0.14 0.09 -0.1

9. Diversity in AKAA friendship network (P) -- .32** 0.14 .24** .34** .24** 0.12 0.1

10. Diversity in friendship network (A) -- .25** .36** .42** 0.16 0.05 -0.05

11. Parental ethnic socialization (A) -- .61** .25** 0.16 0.15 -0.07

12. Parental racial socialization (A) -- .55** .36** .24** -.29** 

13. Ethnic socialization (A) -- .35** .16* -.17* 

14. Perceived discrimination (A) -- .45** -.17* 

15. Birth family interest (A) -- -.26** 

16. Dissatisfaction w Asian Appearance (A) --

*p<.05; 

**p<.01.

Correlations Between Identity Scales and Parent (P) and Adolescent-Reported (A) Scores on Validity Scales   

Table 7
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Omnibus tests of group differences, as well as post-hoc comparisons on scales 

designed to assess the structural validity of the five retained identity clusters are 

presented in Table 8. The Bonferroni method of error correction was used in all tests of 

group differences in this study because its approach to controlling family-wise error is 

generally considered to be more conservative that other popular methods. The Bonferroni 

method controls the probability of detecting false positives, decreases power, and 

increases the probability that null hypotheses are retained (Dunnet, 1955; Holm, 1979). 

This method was chosen over more “liberal” methods of error correction because (1) the 

nature of this study is somewhat exploratory, (2) interpreting cluster analytic results can 

be a somewhat subjective process, even with empirical support for an optimal solution 

among plausible alternatives, (3) the cluster analytic procedures employed rely on 

measures of central tendency that are susceptible to extreme cases, and (4) from a 

developmental perspective, I assumed that the clusters that emerged are non-static, that 

is, cluster membership and the clusters themselves are liable to change over time and in 

various contexts. In short, it seemed more prudent to make conservative estimates about 

the “realness” of the clusters that emerged, and reduce the risk of finding transient, albeit 

significant differences across the clusters. 
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Table 8

Parent Report of… df F η
2

p M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

own engagement in ethnic socialization 4, 146 4.78 .12 .001 2.88
(5)

(.72) 2.61 (.68) 3.1
(5)

(.88) 2.29
(1,4)

(.62) 2.54 (.69)

own engagement in racial socialization 4, 146 1.15 .03 .335 2.59 (.66) 2.47 (.68) 2.48 (.78) 2.21 (.59) 2.36 (.85)

adolescent engagement in ethnic socialization 4, 143 5.26 .13 .001 2.19 (.86) 1.80
(4)

(.87) 2.56
(3,5,6)

(1.28) 1.57
(4)

(.69) 1.62
(4)

(.78)

own colorblind racial attitudes 4, 143 2.84 .07 .027 3.49 (.74) 3.41
(5)

(.73) 3.25
(5)

(.91) 3.94
(3,4)

(.68) 3.54 (.75)

diversity in own friendship network 4, 147 3.62 .09 .008 1.98 (.65) 2.02 (.75) 2.40
(5,6)

(.54) 1.70
(4)

(.61) 1.83
(4)

(.68)

diversity in adolescent friendship network 4, 131 2.16 .06 .077 2.00 (.36) 1.88 (.36) 2.06 (.29) 1.94 (.28) 1.78 (.40)

Adolescent Report of…

diversity in own friendship network 4, 140 1.10 .03 .362 2.16 (.48) 2.09 (.39) 2.31 (.42) 2.11 (.38) 2.15 (.37)

parental engagement in ethnic socialization 4, 144 8.88 .20 .000 2.22
(3,5)

(.74) 1.76
(1,4)

(.57) 2.66
(3,5,6)

(.74) 1.65
(1,4)

(.53) 1.92
(4)

(.78)

parental engagement in racial socialization 4, 142 0.94 .03 .446 1.72 (.72) 1.62 (.66) 1.76 (.58) 1.46 (.58) 1.55 (.57)

own engagement in ethnic socialization 4, 144 5.80 .14 .000 2.15
(3,5)

(.97) 1.59
(1,4)

(.47) 2.37
(3,5)

(1.03) 1.53
(1,4)

(.57) 1.81 (.83)

birth family interest 4, 147 7.84 .18 .000 2.81
(3)

(.61) 1.98
(1,4,6)

(.67) 2.62
(3)

(.80) 2.40 (.75) 2.46
(3)

(.67)

dissatisfaction with Asian appearance 4, 143 52.68 .60 .000 1.85
(3,4,5,6)

(.47) 2.29
(1,4,5,6)

(.33) 1.39
(1,3,5)

(.38) 2.82
(1,3,4,6)

(.45) 1.51
(1,3,5)

(.41)

perceived discrimination 4, 141 8.45 .19 .000 2.76
(3,5,6)

(.28) 2.54
(1,4)

(.17) 2.77
(3,5,6)

(.25) 2.58
(1,4)

(.19) 2.54
(1,4)

(.17)

Note: Superscripted numbers refer to clusters in which scale values differ significantly from the value in the reference cluster 

Cluster Validation with Parent and Adolescent Data

Cluster

1 (MSI) 3 (MI) 4 (KA) 5 (MWI) 6 (AI)
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 Parents of AKAA in Clusters 1 and 4 (MSI, KA) endorsed significantly greater 

involvement in ethnic socialization than parents of AKAA in Cluster 5 (MWI). Parents of 

AKAA in Clusters 4 (KA) reported that their children were significantly more engaged in 

ethnic socialization activities during the past year than parents of children in each of the 

clusters except Cluster 1 (MSI). Parents of children in Cluster 5 (MWI) endorsed 

significantly greater colorblind racial attitudes that parents of AKAA from Clusters 3 

(MI) and 4 (KA). Parents of AKAA in Cluster 4 (KA) reported greater ethnic and racial 

diversity in their own friendship networks than parents of children in clusters 5 (MWI) 

and 6 (AI). 

 AKAA in Cluster 4 (KA) reported greater parental involvement in ethnic 

socialization than AKAA in each of the clusters except Cluster 1 (MSI). AKAA in 

Clusters 1 (MSI) and 4 (KA) reported the greatest personal involvement in ethnic 

socialization activities during the previous year. AKAA in Cluster 3 (MI) reported 

significant less interest in their birth families than AKAA from the other clusters. AKAA 

in Cluster 5 (MWI) reported the greatest dissatisfaction with their Asian appearance, 

while AKAA in Cluster 4 (KA) reported the least dissatisfaction. Finally, AKAA in 

Clusters 1 (MSI) and 4 (KA) reported significantly greater perceived discrimination than 

AKAA in the other cluster. No differences were found across the clusters in terms of 

parents’ report of their own engagement in racial socialization, parents’ report of racial 

diversity in AKAA, AKAA-reported diversity in their own friendship networks, and 

AKAA-reported parental engagement in racial socialization. Generally speaking, these 

findings support the structure validity of the clusters. 
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Additional tests of the structural validity of identity clusters. Bi-variate correlations 

between scores on the three identity scales and a sample of items measuring parents’ 

perceptions of AKAA identification across similar social categories were also examined 

as an additional test of cluster validity. Results are presented in Table 9. Sample items 

included “My child identifies as an adoptee”, “My child likes being Korean”, and “My 

child views him/herself as White”. Generally, relationships between scores on the three 

identity scales were stronger than relationships between individual items and between 

scale and item scores. Though not of the same magnitude, relationships between 

individual items on the parent survey were also in the same direction as scale scores for 

adolescents. Correlations between identity scale scores and corresponding individual 

items on the parent survey were all significant and positively correlated. Scores on the 

item measuring parents’ perceptions about AKAA White identity was not significantly 

correlated with scores on the single item measuring parents’ perceptions about AKAA 

adoptive identity, or scores on the adoptive identity scale. A series of one-way ANOVAs 

were performed to test for group differences on all of the items assessing parents’ 

perceptions of adolescent identity across the six clusters. Results of the omnibus tests are 

presented in Table 10. Significant group differences were found for seven of the fifteen 

items. 
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Table 9

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) Adopt ID -- .71** -.59** .25** .27** -.11

(2) Ethnic ID -- -.49** .22** .35** -.23**

(3) White ID -- -.28** -.37** .27**

(4) Identifies as adoptee -- .27** -.09

(5) Likes being Korean -- -.43**

(6) Views self as White --

*p<.05; **p<.01.

Correlations Between Scores on Identity Scales Scores and a Sample of Items Assessing 

Parents' Perceptions of AKAA Identification Across Similar Social Categories 
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Table 10

Group Differences in Parents' Perceptions of AKAA Identification Across Social Categories 

My child… df F η
2

p 1 (MSI) 3 (MI) 4 (KA) 5 (MWI) 6 (AI)

identifies as American 4, 136 .49 .01 .741 3.63 3.66 3.53 3.68 3.75

likes being Korean 4, 136 5.12 .13 .001 3.23 3.05
(4)

3.53
(3,5)

2.86
(4,6)

3.38
(5)

doesn't think of self in terms of ethnicity or race 4, 136 1.67 .05 .160 2.66 2.90 2.53 3.00 3.00

has wished s/he was born into our family 4, 136 1.85 .05 .123 2.17 2.27 2.11 2.23 1.75

views him/herself as a Korean adoptee 4, 136 4.33 .11 .002 3.23 2.76
(4)

3.37
(3,5)

2.68
(4)

3.21

identifies as Korean 4, 136 6.40 .16 .000 3.03
(5)

2.88
(4)

3.47
(3,5)

2.45
(1,4,6)

3.13
(5)

gets embarrased at being Korean 4, 136 .97 .03 .427 1.51 1.71 1.53 1.68 1.46

views him/herself as White 4, 136 2.38 .07 .055 1.80 1.98 1.53 2.18 1.83

identifies with another race, not Korean/Asian or White 4, 136 1.15 .03 .335 1.23 1.49 1.42 1.45 1.33

sometimes wishes to be White 4, 136 2.71 .07 .033 1.91 1.93 1.74 2.27
(6)

1.58
(5)

views him/herself as Korean or Asian American 4, 136 4.71 .12 .001 3.34
(5)

3.17 3.53
(5)

2.77
(1,4,6)

3.46
(5)

identifies with my culture or ethnic group 4, 136 .65 .01 .630 2.83 2.93 2.68 2.77 2.96

has expressed dislike about his/her Korean features 4, 136 2.60 .02 .039 2.03 1.78 1.74 2.32 1.71

identifies as an adoptee 4, 136 4.44 .12 .002 3.11
(5)

2.80 3.26
(5)

2.55
(1,4)

3.08

has wished that  I/my spouse were Korean 4, 136 1.25 .04 .294 2.03 1.76 1.84 1.91 1.67

Note: Superscripted numbers refer to clusters in which scale values differ significantly from the value in the reference cluster 

Cluster Means
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With respect to the efforts made to check the structural validity of the clusters, 

and in light of previous relevant research, the identity profiles that emerged from the 

cluster analysis appear to “make sense”. Generally, in families where parents and AKAA 

endorsed greater engagement in ethnic and racial socialization, AKAA tended to report 

stronger ethnic and adoptive identities than in families where parents and adolescents 

who reported less frequent engagement. In these latter families, AKAA tended to report 

stronger White racial identities. Similarly, parents who espoused more colorblind racial 

attitudes tended to be less engaged in cultural socialization, and their children tended to 

show less commitment to their ethnic identity.  

Independence of cluster membership. Tests of independence were also performed 

to determine whether cluster membership could be predicted by AKAA gender, current 

age, age at adoption, annual household income, or parents’ level of education. Results are 

presented in Table 11. No significant differences were found across the clusters with 

respect to AKAA current age, age at adoption, parent education, or annual household 

income. A chi-square test of goodness-of-fit confirmed that males and females were 

unequally distributed among the clusters (Χ2
 [4, N = 153] = 17.1, p = .002). Information 

about percentages of females and males in each of the clusters is presented in Table 5. In 

general, males had greater representation in Clusters 1 and 3, whereas females had 

greater representation in Clusters 4, 5, and 6. Clusters with a greater proportion of males 

tended to be characterized by more moderate scores on identity measures, whereas 

clusters in which females predominated, tended to be characterized by more pronounced 

scores on each of the identity scales, particularly the White identity scale.  
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Table 11         

Tests of Cluster Independence       

  df F η
2
 p 

Current age  4, 144 .22 .00 .930 

Age at adoption 4, 148 .776 .02 .543 

Parent education 4, 147 1.94 .05 .107 

Household income 4, 144 1.85 .05 .122 

 

Cluster reliability. Although only five clusters were ultimately retained for tests 

of group differences, the reliability of the original six-cluster solution was estimated by 

determining the replicability of cluster assignments from the k-means cluster analysis. A 

Monte Carlo procedure was performed wherein four randomly selected subsamples were 

created, each comprising approximately 75% of the participants. The k-means cluster 

analysis procedure described above was then repeated with each of the random 

subsamples (Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984). The assignment of cases to clusters within 

each of the random subsamples was then cross-tabulated with cluster assignments from 

the full sample k-means cluster analysis. Percent agreement was calculated and cluster 

membership for the randomly generated subsamples and full sample was consistent an 

average of 75% of the time across the four subsamples.  

The extent to which subsample cluster configurations matched cluster 

configurations from the full-sample, original k-means six-cluster solution was also 

analyzed. Random subsample cluster configurations were considered a match if the 

magnitude and direction of the cluster centroids (i.e., the cluster mean of all standardized 

scale scores) were similar to those produced in the original k-means analysis. The number 

of matches between random subsamples and the original full sample cluster solution was 
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calculated and averaged across the subsamples. The estimated average number of 

matches per subsample was 5.25. Cluster centroids for each of the random subsamples 

and the full sample are presented in Table 12. 

Differences on Behavioral Outcomes Across Identity Clusters 

Bi-variate correlations among identity scale scores and scores on behavioral 

(distal) outcome measures are presented in Table 13. Significant correlations were 

observed between scores on each of the identity scales. Scores on the White identity scale 

were negatively correlated with scores on the ethnic and adoptive identity scales, which 

were positively correlated with one another. Although the focus of the study was on 

clusters of multiple identities, it is interesting to note that only scores on the White 

identity scale were significantly correlated with scores on any of the behavioral scales. 

Among the behavioral measures, scores on parent and adolescent versions of the pro-

social behavior scales were negatively correlated with scores on the problem behavior 

scales, and positively correlated with one another. Similarly, problem behavior scales 

were positively correlated with one another. Scores on each of the problem behavior 

scales were more strongly correlated among than between parent and adolescent versions 

of the scales.  

A series of multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) tests were performed to 

assess for differences in parents’ and adolescents’ reports of internalizing and 

externalizing problem behaviors across the five retained identity clusters. A series of 

separate one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were performed to assess for 

differences in parents’ and adolescents’ reports of engagement in pro-social behaviors 

and total problem behaviors across the five identity retained clusters. No significant  
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  Table 12

Cluster Reliability 

Cluster, n(%) Adopt ID Ethnic ID White ID

MSI, 35 (22) .39 .45 .06

SWI, 5 (3) -1.08 -1.08 2.07

MI, 44 (28) -.39 -.23 .07

KA, 21 (13) .88 .79 -.99

MWI, 25 (16) -.39 -.46 .98

AI, 28 (18) .20 -.09 -.70

27 (21) .39 .52 .00

12 (9) -.80 -.74 1.22

34 (26) -.48 -.27 .09

19 (15) .85 .54 -1.06

16 (12) .04 -.17 .80

21 (16) .01 -.08 -.59

37 (31) 0.34 0.33 0.01

5 (4) -1.08 -1.08 2.07

30 (25) -0.32 -0.26 -0.1

10 (8) 0.99 0.89 -0.95

19 (16) -0.47 -0.52 0.94

17 (14) 0.46 0.03 -1.03

29 (24) 0.39 0.49 0.03

8 (7) -0.96 -0.9 1.77

22 (18) -0.62 -0.49 0.2

17 (14) 0.93 0.64 -0.98

19 (16) -0.06 -0.13 0.69

24 (20) 0.04 -0.12 -0.6

24 (22) 0.41 0.47 0.15

4 (4) -1.14 -1.19 2.15

33 (30) -0.29 -0.2 -0.04

8 (7) 1.01 1.19 -0.9

19 (17) -0.45 -0.5 0.82

23 (21) 0.4 0.23 -0.76

Note: bolded clusters match original full-sample clusters   

Full Sample (N = 158)

Random Subset 2 (N = 118)

Random Subset 3 (N = 119)

Random Subset 4 (N = 111)

Random Subset 1 (N = 129)
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Table 13

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11)

(1) Adopt ID -- .71** -.49** -.08 -.01 -.03 -.05 .00 -.13 .15 -.11

(2) Ethnic ID -- -.59** .03 .06 -.13 .06 .10 .03 .03 .06

(3) White ID -- .19* .09 -.10 .17* .09 .20* -.17* .22**

(4) Externalizing (P) -- .44** -.61** .88** .20* .49** -.42** .47**

(5) Internalizing (P) -- -.35** .79** .45** .21** -.17* .39**

(6) Prosocial (P) -- -.66** -.20* -.40** .46** -.40**

(7) Total Problems (P) -- .37** .46** -.39** .53**

(9) Externalizing (A) -- .39** -.56** .85**

(8) Internalizing (A) -- -.22** .75**

(10) Prosocial (A) -- -.65**

(11) Total Problems (A) --

*p<.05; **p<.01.

Bi-Variate Correlations Among Scores on Identity Scales and Parent (P) and Adolescent (A) SDQ Scales
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differences were found across the clusters in terms of parents’ reports of adolescents’ 

pro-social, internalizing, externalizing, or total problem behaviors. Adolescents reported 

significant differences in pro-social behavior across the five clusters. Pair-wise 

comparisons revealed that AKAA in Cluster 6 (AI) reported more pro-social behavior (M 

= 1.69, SD = .24) than AKAA in Cluster 3 (MI, M = 1.48, SD = .25). Results from the 

omnibus tests are shown in Table 14. 

 

Table 14         

Differences in Behavioral Outcomes Across Identity Clusters 

Parent Report  df F η
2
 p 

Prosocial Behavior 4, 148 .773 .02 .544 

Externalizing  4, 148 1.44 .02 .223 

Internalizing 4, 148 .605 .01 .660 

Total Problems  4, 148 1.35 .04 .254 

Adolescent Report         

Prosocial Behavior 4, 148 3.20 .08 .015 

Externalizing   4, 148 .729 .02 .574 

Internalizing 4, 148 1.53 .04 .195 

Total Problems  4, 148 1.90 .05 .114 

  

 Although scores on the SDQ scales are often treated as continuous variables, 

Goodman (1997) argued that it can be useful to classify scores as ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’ 

for the purpose of identifying cases that might meet the threshold for a mental disorder. 

Cutoff scores proposed by Goodman (1997) were used to determine the percentage of 

AKAA in the present sample that might qualify for a psychiatric diagnosis based on the 

total-difficulty scores from parent and adolescent self-reports. Roughly 10% (n = 16) of 

parents and 8% (n = 12) of AKAA reported scores total problem behaviors that fell 

within the clinical range. No significant differences were found between males and 
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females on any of the problem behavior scales. A series of logistic regressions were 

performed to determine whether cluster membership significantly increased the 

likelihood of having SDQ scores in the clinical range. Similar to results from MANOVA 

tests, no significant differences were found by cluster membership in the likelihood of 

having scores on the total problem behavior scale in the clinical range.  

Mean total problem behavior difficulty scores for parents (M = 6.65, SD = 5.94) 

and adolescents (M = 8.11, SD = 4.96) were comparable to those found by the 2001 

National Health Interview Survey (NHIS, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis.htm). The NHIS 

is a multi-purpose health survey conducted by the National Center for Health Statistics, 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Respondents on the NHIS (92% biological 

parents) reported average SDQ total problem behavior scores of 7.1 (SD = 6.2) for 

children ages 11 to 14, and 6.4 (SD = 5.2) for children ages 15 to 17. The 2001 NHIS did 

not collect self-report data from adolescents on SDQ items.  

Differences on Psychological Outcomes across Identity Clusters 

 As mentioned, the finding of non-significant differences on more distal outcome 

measures, including behavioral adjustment, is not unusual in studies of transracial 

transnational adoptees. Accordingly, tests of group differences were performed on a 

variety of other, more proximal psychological outcomes relevant to the day-to-day lives 

of AKAA. Group differences on measures of life satisfaction (SWLS; Emmons, Larson 

& Griffin, 1985), school belongingness and peer competence (PIMA Report, 2000), and 

school interest and motivation (Willms, 2000) were assessed across the five clusters. The 

school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation scales 

were 4-point, Likert-type scales while the life satisfaction scale was a 7-point, Likert-type 



88 
 

 
  

scale. Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties for each of the scales are 

presented in Table 15. 

 

Table 15           

Psychometric Properties for Psychological (Proximal) Outcome Scales  

  # items  N α M SD 

Satisfaction with life scale 5 157 .87 5.62 1.05 

School belonging/peer 
competence 

6 157 .88 3.42 .49 

School interest/motivation 5 157 .78 3.17 .48 

 

Bi-variate correlations among identity scale scores and scores on psychological 

outcome measures are presented in Table 16. Significant positive correlations were 

observed between scores on the adoptive identity scale and scores on all of the broader 

psychological outcome scales. A significant inverse relationship was observed between 

scores on the White identity scale and scores on the scales measuring satisfaction with 

life and school interest/motivation. Significant positive relationships were found among 

scores on each of the scales measuring broader psychological adjustment.  

 

Table 16             

Bi-Variate Correlations Among Scores on Identity Scales and Psychological 

Outcome Scales  

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

(1) Adopt ID  -- .71** -.59** .35** .24** .31** 

(2) Ethnic ID     -- -.49** .05 .02 .11 

(3) White ID     -- -.21** -.10 -.19* 

(4) Satisfaction with life       -- .36** .42** 

(5) School belonging/peer competence     -- .45** 

(6) School interest/motivation         -- 

*p<.05; **p<.01.             
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A series of MANOVAs were performed to assess for differences in adolescents’ 

reports of school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation 

across the five identity clusters. A separate one-way ANOVA was also performed to test 

for differences in adolescents’ reports of life satisfaction across the clusters. Each of 

omnibus tests was significant. Results of omnibus and post-hoc tests are presented in 

Table 17.  

Table 18 presents bi-variate correlations between parent-reported scores on 

problem behavior (distal) scales and adolescents’ scores on psychological (proximal) 

outcome scales. Significant positive relationships were found between parent reports of 

prosocial behavior and adolescent reports of overall life satisfaction, school 

belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation. Parent-reported 

total problem behaviors were inversely related to adolescent-reported life satisfaction, 

school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation. Parent-

reported externalizing behaviors showed stronger inverse relationships with adolescent-

reported life satisfaction and school interest and motivation than parents’ reports of 

internalizing behaviors. Parent-reported internalizing behaviors showed a stronger 

inverse relationship with school belongingness and peer competence than parent-reported 

externalizing behaviors.  

Table 19 presents bi-variate correlations between AKAA-reported scores on 

problem behavior and psychological outcome scales. Significant positive relationships 

were found between reports of prosocial behavior and overall life satisfaction, school 

belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation. Adolescent-

reported total problem behaviors were inversely related to reports of life satisfaction, 
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school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and motivation. AKAA-

reported externalizing behaviors showed stronger inverse relationships with satisfaction 

with life and school interest and motivation than AKAA reports of internalizing 

behaviors. AKAA-reported internalizing behaviors showed a stronger inverse 

relationship with school belongingness and peer competence than AKAA-reported 

externalizing behaviors. Individual items from each of the behavioral adjustment and 

psychological well-being outcome scales are presented in Appendix D. 

 

Table 17         

Group Differences on Broad Psychological (Proximal) Outcome Scales 

Scale df F η
2
 p 

Satisfaction with life scale 4, 147 2.84 .07 .026 

School/peer belonging 4, 147 2.681 .08 .029 

School interest/motivation 4, 147 2.56 .08 .026 
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Table 18

Bonferroni Comparisons of Mean Scores on Psychological Outcome Measures   

Scale df F η
2

p 1 (MSI) 3(MI) 4(KA) 5 (MWI) 6 (AI)

Satisfaction with Life 4, 147 2.84 .07 .026 5.57 5.35
(4)

6.11
(3)

5.50 5.91

School belonging/peer competence 4, 147 2.68 .08 .029 3.46 3.27
(4)

3.67
(3)

3.32 3.43

School interest/motivation 4, 147 2.56 .08 .026 3.22 3.07
(4)

3.42
(3,5)

3.04
(4)

3.21

Cluster

Note: Superscripted numbers refer to clusters in which scale values differ significantly from the value in the 

reference cluster 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) Satisfaction with life -- .36** .43** -.31** -.25* .27** -.34**

(2) School belonging/peer competence -- .45** -.14* -.35** .22** -.29**

(3) School interest/motivation -- -.20* -.11 .23** -.20*

(4) Externalizing behaviors -- .44** -.61** .88**

(5) Internalizing behaviors -- -.35** .79**

(6) Prosocial behaviors -- -.66**

(7) Total problem behaviors --

*p<.05; **p<.01.

Correlations Among AKAA-Reported Psychological Outcomes and Parent-Reported Behavioral 

Outcomes  

Table 19
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Discussion 

Despite AKAA’ capacity to identify with multiple social groups across the 

lifespan, psychology researchers have tended to focus on individual identity categories, 

ignoring or neglecting the examination of the synergistic effects of multiple forms of 

identity on various outcomes. To address this gap in the literature, the present study 

employed a person-centered approach to examine AKAA’ patterns of identity formation 

across multiple social domains, and to determine whether these patterns of identification 

are differentially related to behavioral (distal) and well-being (proximal) outcomes. The 

following includes a summary of the results and discussions about each of the identity 

clusters, limitations and implications of the present study, and directions for future 

research with transracial transnational adoptees.  

 

Identity clusters 

Results of the cluster analysis and tests of group differences revealed the 

emergence of five distinct identity clusters, which were largely undifferentiated in terms 

of their relationship to overall behavioral adjustment. This suggests that, while 

potentially important for other reasons, the various combinations of adoptive, ethnic, 

and White racial identity that emerged neither appear to enhance or detract from 

behavioral outcomes. This finding also suggests that, in terms of a direct impact on 

behavioral outcomes, AKAA’ identification with multiple social groups does not grant 

additional protective benefits, nor is identification with fewer social groups associated 

with an accumulation of risk factors. This finding is consistent with a review of the 

literature on multiple social identification and psychological adjustment with non-
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clinical samples (Shih & Sanchez, 2005) and highlights that AKAA represent a unique 

group whose experiences differ from other US-born and immigrant racial and ethnic 

minorities. It is important to recognize that standard scores on each of the identity 

measures fell within what most would consider the “normal range”, with the exception 

of Cluster 2 (SWI), which was ultimately excluded from analyses due to an insufficient 

number of members. The absence of AKAA endorsing more “extreme” patterns of 

identification may partially account for non-significant findings with respect to 

differences in behavioral adjustment across clusters.  

In one sense, these results are not surprising given results from meta-analytic 

studies which have consistently found little or no differences in behavioral adjustment 

between various groups of adoptees, and their non-adopted counterparts (van 

IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006). In fact, because such findings seem to be the rule rather 

than the exception, they are often used to argue in favor of transracial transnational 

adoption as a “natural intervention” which leads to favorable outcomes. Due to the 

similarity of results between this and other behavioral outcome studies with transracial 

transnational adoptees, and because one of the explicit purposes of this study was to 

find meaningful patterns of differentiation across the identity clusters that emerged, 

additional  analyses were planned and performed to examine a variety of experiences 

relevant to the day-to-day lives of AKAA. Significant differences were found across the 

clusters with respect to more proximal psychological variables including life 

satisfaction, school belongingness and peer competence, and school interest and 

motivation.  
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AKAA in the MSI cluster were more involved in cultural socialization activities, 

as were their parents, who also reported greater racial diversity in their friendship 

networks. Youth in this cluster also reported that they perceived the greatest amount of 

discrimination in their social environments. Previous research has shown that perceived 

discrimination is positively associated with behavioral problems, emotional distress, 

and lower self-esteem for transracially adopted individuals (Cederblad et al., 1999; 

Hubinette & Tigervall, 2009). However, this does not appear to be the case with AKAA 

in the MSI cluster, as evidenced by a lack of significant differences in overall 

behavioral adjustment, as well as scores on the dissatisfaction with Asian appearance 

scale that were moderate compared AKAA in other clusters. In their research on young 

adults from various ethnic backgrounds, Kiang, Yip & Fuligni (2008) found a similar 

clustering of adolescents and concluded that such individuals “seemed better able to 

adapt in the face of threats to their ethnicity”, which is also apparent in the present 

sample given an absence of significant differences in psychological adjustment in the 

presence of greater perceived ethnic discrimination. AKAA in this cluster may be 

particularly facile with balancing multiple social identities and role demands, and move 

with relative ease through their social environments.    

 AKAA in the MI cluster were least distinctive in terms of their scores on each of 

the identity measures, with standard scores that were nearly average, or slightly below 

average on each of the identity scales. Given that their scores on a measure of school 

belongingness and peer competence were lowest among their peers, individuals in this 

cluster may be prone to feeling more socially marginalized, isolated, or disconnected 

from relevant social groups outside of their families. AKAA in the MI cluster reported 
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the lowest levels of parental engagement in cultural socialization, and one might 

reasonably assume that these youth had fewer opportunities, or even the inclination, to 

engage in identity exploration. While perhaps more socially marginalized, youth in this 

cluster were no more likely to have behavioral problems. This may be due, in part, 

because these youth perceived less ethnic discrimination in their social environments, 

which is often associated with negative outcomes. Indeed, AKAA in the MI cluster may 

be disengaged from the social identities measured to the point that they do not perceive 

threats to what others might think of as their most relevant social groups, potentially 

reducing the impact on psychological well-being.  

AKAA in the Korean adoptee (KA) cluster reported levels of engagement in 

ethnic socialization similar to AKAA in the MSI cluster. Parents of youth in this cluster 

reported the highest level of engagement in cultural socialization activities, and 

likewise, the greatest racial diversity in their friendship networks. Individuals in this 

cluster were most similar to AKAA in the MSI cluster, though they reported even lower 

rates of dissatisfaction with their Asian appearance. This makes some intuitive sense 

given that AKAA in the KA cluster reported significantly lower White racial 

identification than youth in the MSI and MI clusters. AKAA in the KA cluster also 

reported the greatest life satisfaction, sense of school belonging and peer competence, 

and motivation for school, and this in the face of the greatest level of perceived 

discrimination. AKAA in this cluster benefit from the same protective factors as youth 

in the MSI cluster, with the addition, perhaps, of a more clearly defined sense of self, as 

demonstrated by the magnitude of their standard scores on each of the measures. One 

might argue that AKAA in the KA cluster are at an increased risk for poorer behavioral 
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outcomes due to increased exposure to perceived threats against multiple social groups. 

However, a strong self-concept and greater flexibility and adaptability in social settings 

appear to contribute to the ability of these AKAA to compensate for any increased risk. 

One might also argue that scores on the ethnic identity scale for AKAA in the KA 

cluster appear similar to an acculturation pattern adopted by some members of 

immigrant groups that is characterized by separation from mainstream, or majority 

ethnic identity culture. However, far from living in ethnic minority enclaves, AKAA, 

like other transracial adoptees, are raised in predominantly White families and 

communities and appear to demonstrate adroitness in navigating multiple cultures while 

balancing several identities.  

AKAA in the MWI cluster were among the least likely to perceive 

discrimination in their social environments, reported the lowest level of school 

interest/motivation, and reported significantly greater dissatisfaction with their Asian 

appearance than AKAA in any of the other clusters. A distinction between AKAA in 

the MI and MWI clusters is that standard scores on the ethnic identity measure were a 

quarter of a standard deviation (i.e. two times) lower for AKAA in the MWI cluster. 

Another qualitative difference among AKAA in the MWI cluster was an especially 

strong level of identification with the dominant (i.e. White) culture relative to the other 

social categories, suggesting that these AKAA’ sense of identity may be more strongly 

bound to mainstream culture than to their ethnicity or adoptive status. This is similar to 

Berry’s (1990) conceptualization of youth who are assimilated to the mainstream 

culture. AKAA in the MWI cluster reported positive outcomes with no significant 

differences in adjustment compared to youth in the other clusters. Similar to youth in 
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the FSI cluster, AKAA in the MWI cluster were protected from the negative effects of 

perceived discrimination, suggesting that a strong identification, even with the culture 

of the ethnic majority, may provide a sufficient protective buffer against these risk 

factors and strengthen resilience.  

AKAA in the AI cluster reported high levels of life satisfaction, school 

belonging and peer competence, and school interest/motivation. These youth also 

reported lower levels of perceived ethnic discrimination and dissatisfaction with Asian 

appearance, likely attributable to scores on the ethnic identity scale that were at least 

half, and nearly a full standard deviation lower than AKAA in the MSI and KA clusters, 

respectively. AKAA in the AI cluster reported levels of White racial identification 

comparable to AKAA in the KA cluster. However, AKAA in the AI cluster reported 

standard scores on the adoptive and ethnic identity measures that were more than a half 

standard deviation lower than AKAA in the KA cluster. Additionally, the difference 

between standard scores on adoptive and ethnic identity measures was largest for 

AKAA in this cluster. This suggests that these youth may make a greater distinction 

between their adoptive and ethnic identities, and view their adoptive status as more 

central to their self-concept than ethnic identity as evidenced, perhaps, by higher scores 

on the birth family interest scale. The finding that AKAA in the AI cluster reported 

significantly greater engagement in prosocial behavior as compared to AKAA in the MI 

cluster is similar to the finding that adoptees, in general, tend to engage in more 

prosocial behavior than non-adoptees (Sharma, McGue, Benson, 1996).  

There are a number of implications stemming from the results of this study. 

Similar to what the literature on multiple social identities and bicultural competence 
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(LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993; Shih, 2005) has suggested, the current results 

did not refute, at least in absolute terms, the notion that espousing multiple social 

identities has benefits in terms of behavioral adjustment for AKAA. However, because 

no differences in behavioral adjustment were found across the clusters, there was no 

evidence to support the notion that cumulative risks are associated with identifying with 

only one social group, or social marginalization, or that cumulative protective factors 

accrue to those who espouse multiple social identities. 

It is important to note that, across the identity clusters, adoptive and ethnic 

identities operated together, such that the activation of either form of identity increased 

the salience of the other. On the other hand, these forms of identity operated separately 

against White racial identification. This finding was somewhat different from the results 

found by Kiang, Yip & Fuligni (2008) whose results reflected greater orthogonality 

between ethnic and mainstream American identities, such that individuals could identify 

strongly with both forms of identity ala Berry’s (1990) bicultural model of identity. This 

suggests that there may be subtle differences in what it means for AKAA to identify as 

White, or with their adoptive parent’s ethnic group, and what it means to be an 

American, or adopt mainstream cultural values, attitudes, and beliefs. The findings also 

highlight one of the advantages of a person-centered study of identity, namely the 

detection of synergistic effects of multiple identities on various outcomes. The findings 

also reinforce the idea that there are differences between ascribed forms of identity, 

linked to more or less immutable characteristics (i.e. adoptive status; racial/ethnic 

phenotypic characteristics), and identities that are assumed on the basis of chosen 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors.   
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Another important finding was that AKAA were distributed relatively evenly 

across all six identity clusters, with the exception of Cluster 2 (SWI). This suggests that 

individuals with similar backgrounds have the potential to form identities in a variety of 

patters associated with positive outcomes. It also suggests that there was no “right” or 

one clearly dominant identity formulation pattern, though one could argue that more 

moderate identification patterns (e.g. clusters 1 and 3) represented the majority of 

AKAA. The results also showed no differences in cluster membership by AKAA age, 

age at adoption, annual household income, or parental education. This suggests that 

AKAA from different backgrounds may think about various social identities in similar 

ways. As Kiang, Yip & Fuligni (2008) note, such a finding is consistent with a person-

centered, or intersectionality approach, which emphasizes that patterns of identity are 

based on intra-individual processes versus demographic categories. 

With regard to identity exploration, some have argued that parents should not 

push children who are resistant to learning about their ethnic background, advocating 

instead for a “child choice” strategy (Brodzinsky, 1990).  Unfortunately, the present 

study does not shed any additional light on this argument with respect to purely 

behavioral outcomes. However, whereas parents are not encouraged to force children to 

learn about their birth culture, there remains a need to encourage identity exploration of 

all sorts, as well as discussion about the lived experiences of AKAA who experience 

multiple layers of difference and separation while growing up in predominantly White 

families and communities. As this study demonstrates, the decision by well-meaning 

parents’ to place responsibility on their children to initiate identity exploration may 
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have unintentional consequences including decreased life satisfaction, feelings of 

belongingness, and increased body dissatisfaction.  

Those familiar with the literature on transracial transnational adoption know that 

research findings and their interpretations are rarely apolitical or dispassionate. This 

study is part of the ongoing discussion about the importance of not only racial and 

ethnic identity exploration for transracial adoptees, but also the importance of adoptive 

identity exploration, and greater exploration of White racial identity for all members of 

adoptive families.  This study underscores the importance of parents’ efforts to help 

their children process their experiences as minorities in more than one respect. A 

person-centered, multi-informant approach to studying identity formation allows for a 

nuanced understanding of the various ways in which AKAA develop a coherent sense-

of-self within the context of transracial transnational adoptive families.   

 There were a number of limitations in this study, including limitations due to 

sample size. One of the clusters (SWI), which arguably represented a unique and 

interesting identity formation pattern, lacked a sufficient number of participants so as to 

qualify for inclusion in parametric statistical analyses. It is possible that different results 

may have been reached with the inclusion of more “extreme” cases which still met 

multi-variate normality assumptions. Also, two of the identity scales (adoptive and 

White) used in this study were developed specifically for the study and were not 

previously empirically validated. Although reliability estimates for both the identity and 

outcome scales were adequate, greater reliability, particularly on measures of 

adolescent-reported behavioral adjustment, may have contributed to different results.  

 One of the significant challenges of this study relates to the naming of the clusters 
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and capturing the gestalt of each. Given the person-centered approach used to analyze 

and interpret the data, the use of terms such as “strong”, “moderate”, and “multiple” to 

describe patterns of identity must be interpreted as being relative to the other profiles, 

and not to some objective measure of identity profile strength. In some cases (SWI, 

MWI), names used to describe the clusters referred to the most prominent 

characteristics of the cluster, or to the number of participants found in the cluster, as in 

the case of the MI cluster. In other cases, naming proved a more challenging task, as in 

the case of the KA and AI clusters. In the case of the “Korean Adoptee” cluster, one 

could have conceivably named the cluster based on the relative strength (albeit 

negative) of these AKAA’ White identity. Similarly, standard scores on the adoptive 

identity scale for AKAA in the AI cluster (.20) beg the question, ‘what constitutes an 

identity’. In this case, the nearly one-third standard deviation difference between scores 

on adoptive and ethnic identity scales was seen as the most salient feature for that that 

particular cluster.  

As a data analytic technique, cluster analysis is highly sample-dependent. 

Replication of the present study with other transracial transnational adoptees 

representing various age groups, geographic areas around the US, and different birth 

countries, is needed before broader generalizations can be made. Also, the present study 

was cross-sectional in nature, and identification with any of various the clusters could 

change over time. This underscores the importance of examining the stability of clusters 

longitudinally. One might reasonably argue that an albeit behaviorally well-adjusted 

AKAA from the MI cluster might go on to develop problems later in early adulthood, 

particularly if key developmental tasks including identity formation are delayed or 
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thwarted during adolescence. This is an empirical question that was beyond the scope of 

the present study, but which needs to be answered. Also, many of the families who 

participated in the study had multiple children, and in some cases, multiple adolescents. 

This study did not examine differences between families with one versus multiple 

children adopted from South Korea. Future research should address the impact of 

sibling relationships on identity formation. 

A significant limitation of the current study, which bears further consideration, 

is related to the issue of non-equivalence among the identity measures used in the study. 

Specifically, the White identity scale was comprised of items that reflected AKAA’ 

dissatisfaction with their Asian appearance, a kind of longing to be White – or “White 

wistfulness”, and/or perhaps a desire to be the biological offspring of their adoptive 

parents. However, items in both the ethnic and adoptive identity scales assessed the 

more traditional factors of identity exploration and commitment to each form of 

identity. One of the challenges of assessing White identity development among racial 

and ethnic minorities generally, and transracial transnational adoptees specifically, is 

the lack of previously validated measures. Similarly, there is no research suggesting 

how ethnic and/or racial minorities’ level of pining to be White is associated with 

adjustment outcomes.  

By design, the present sample is characterized by a lack of racial and ethnic 

diversity among the families. There is the possibility of cohort effects on both 

independent and dependent variables related to the six-year span during which study 

participants were adopted.  This cohort of AKAA may have had similar pre- and post-

adoption experiences. It would be important to replicate these findings with other 
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cohorts of AKAA and their families, as well as with families who with adolescent 

children adopted other countries. Similarly, parents in this study adopted children from 

South Korea during a particular time period in the 1990s and may also represent a 

cohort in terms of their beliefs, values, and parenting styles, and may have received 

similar messages and training from adoption agencies and social workers about the 

relative importance of engaging in identity exploration activities with their adopted 

children. It is important to note that adoptive parents in the present study adopted their 

children, in some cases, more than 20 years ago. Since that time, there has been an 

increase in resources and education regarding the importance of helping children to 

develop strong racial and ethnic identities through socialization activities.  

Developmentally, the adolescents surveyed in this study ranged in ages from 13 

to 18. Although there were no significant differences in age across the clusters, this fact 

is important for a number of reasons. Opportunities to engage in identity exploration 

increase with time. The experiences of younger and older adolescents with respect to 

identity development are potentially very different. By definition, most participants in 

the study had not actually made it through the period of adolescence, suggesting the 

need to consider the possibility that the patterns of identity found may not be fixed, and 

are potentially related to the age of the sample.   

 Life presents each of us with a bewildering potential number of social groups 

and categories with which we may choose to associate ourselves across the lifespan. 

The integration of these identities is what makes us multi-dimensional beings and 

contributes to the way in which we see the world and interact with others. Results of 

this study underscore the importance of considering multiple social identities 
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simultaneously and their collective impact on a variety of outcomes meaningful to both 

researchers and individuals. Continued research is needed to determine precisely how 

individuals form and integrate multiple identities into cogent and meaningful wholes.  
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Appendix A 
 

Adoptive Identity Scale  

 

(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) 

 

1. I have a clear sense of being adopted and what it means for me 
2. I am happy that I am adopted 
3. I am not very clear about how being adopted affected my life (reverse coded) 
4. I really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the history and 

culture of adoption (reverse coded) 
5. I have a strong sense of belonging with other adoptees 
6. I understand pretty well what being adopted means for me 
7. I know how to relate to other adoptees 
8. I understand pretty well what being adopted means to me, especially in terms of 

how to relate to other adoptees 
9. I have a lot of pride in adoptees and their accomplishments 
10. I feel good about being an adoptee 
11. I don’t like that I’m adopted (reverse coded) 
12. Being adopted is an important reflection of who I am 
13. Other adoptees embarrass me (reverse coded) 
14. I identify as an adoptee 

 

Ethnic Identity Scale 

Reference: Phinney, J. S. (1992). The multigroup ethnic identity measure: A new scale 
for use with diverse groups. Journal of Adolescent Research, 7, 156–176. 
 
Lee, R. M. & Yoo, H. C. (2004) Structure and measurement of ethnic identity for Asian 
American college students. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 51, 263-269. 
 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) 

1. I am happy that I am Korean 
2. I have a strong sense of belonging with other Koreans 
3. I have a lot of pride in Koreans and their accomplishments 
4. I feel a strong attachment to Koreans 
5. I feel good about being Korean 
6. I want to learn more about the history and culture of Korea and Korean people  
7. I have a clear sense of being Korean and what it means for me 
8. I think a lot about how my life is affected because I am Korean 
9. I am not very clear about how being Korean affects my life (reverse coded) 
10. I really have not spend much time trying to learn about Korean culture and 

history (reverse coded) 
11. I understand pretty well what being Korean means to me 
12. I have talked to other people about Koreans and Korean culture
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White Identity Scale  

(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) 

 

1. I sometimes wish I was White 
2. I view myself as White 

 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Moderately Disagree, 3 = NeitherAgree nor Disagree, 4 = 

Moderately Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 
3. I wish I looked more like my White friends 
4. I wish I had physical features more like Whites 
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Appendix B 

 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire – Parent Version 

 

Reference:  

 

Goodman, R. (1997). The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire: a research note.  
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 38, 581–586. 

 
(0 = Not True, 1 = Somewhat True, 2 = Certainly True) 

 
1. Considerate of other people’s feelings 
2. Shares readily with other children (for example: toys, CDs, games, food, treats, 

pencils) 
3. Helpful if someone is hurt, upset, or feeling ill 
4. Kind to younger children 
5. Often offers to help others (parents, teachers, other children) 
6. Often complains of headaches, stomach-aches or sickness 
7. Many worries or often seems worried 
8. Often unhappy, depressed, or tearful 
9. Nervous or clingy in new situations, easily loses confidence 
10. Many fears, easily scared 
11. Rather solitary, prefers to be alone or play alone than with others 
12. Has at least one good friend 
13. Generally liked by other children 
14. Picked on or bullied by other children 
15. Gets along better with adults than with other children 
16. Often loses temper 
17. Generally well behaved, usually does what adults request 
18. Often fights with other children, or bullies them 
19. Often lies or cheats 
20. Steals from home, school or elsewhere 
21. Restless, overactive, cannot stay still for long 
22. Constantly fidgeting or squirming 
23. Easily distracted, concentration wanders 
24. Thinks things out before acting 
25. Good attention span, sees chores or homework through to the end 
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Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire – Adolescent Version 

 

(0 = Not True, 1 = Somewhat True, 2 = Certainly True) 

 

1. I try to be nice to other people. I care about their feelings 
2. I usually share with others, for example, CDs, games, food 
3. I am helpful if someone is hurt, upset, or feeling ill 
4. I am kind to younger children 
5. I often offer to help others (parents, teachers, other children) 
6. I get a lot of headaches, stomach-aches or sickness 

7. I worry a lot 
8. I am often unhappy, depressed, or tearful 
9. I am nervous in new situations, easily loses confidence 
10. I have many fears, I am easily scared 
11. I would rather  be alone than with people my age 
12. I have one good friend or more 
13. Other people my age generally like me 
14. Other children or young people pick on me or bully me 
15. I get along better with adults than people my own age 

16. I get very angry and often lose my temper 
17. I usually do as I’m told 
18. I fight a lot. I can make other people do what I want. 
19. I am often accused of lying or cheating  
20. I take things that are not mine from home, school, or elsewhere 
21. I am restless, I cannot stay still for long 
22. I am constantly fidgeting or squirming 
23. I am easily distracted, I find it difficult to concentrate 
24. I think before I do things 
25. I finish the work I'm doing. My attention is good 
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Appendix C 

 

Parent report of own engagement in ethnic/racial socialization 

 

References:  

 

Hughes, D. & Johnson, D. (2001). Correlates in children’s experiences of parents’ racial  
socialization behaviors. Journal of Marriage and Family, 63, 981-995.  

 
Hughes, D. & Chen, L. (1997). When and what parent’s tell children about race: An  

examination of race-related socialization among African American families. 
Applied Developmental Science, 1, 200-214. 

 
Johnston, K.E., Swim, J.K., Saltsman, B.M., Deater-Deckard, K., Petrill, S.A. (2007).  

Mothers’ racial, ethnic, and cultural socialization of transracially adopted Asian 
children. Family Relations, 56, 390-402. 

 

(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Very Often) 

 

Ethnic Socialization 

 

1. I have encouraged my child to read books about Koreans and Asians in general 
2. I have encouraged my child to read books about other racial/ethnic groups 
3. I have encouraged my child to learn and speak Korean words 
4. I have talked to my child about important Korean people or historical events 
5. I have celebrated Korean holidays with my child 
6. I have told my child that being Korean is an important part of him/herself 
7. I have talked to my child about important people or events in the history of other 

racial/ethnic groups, besides Koreans (e.g. African Americans, Hispanics) 
8. I have encouraged my child to play with other children who are Korean or Asian 

American 
 
(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Very Often) 

 
Racial socialization  

 
1. I have talked to my child about unfair treatment that occurs due to race 
2. I have talked to my child about racial stereotypes, prejudice, and/or 

discrimination against Koreans and Asians in general 
3. I have talked to my child about discrimination against people of a racial/ethnic 

group other than Koreans (e.g. Chinese, African Americans, Hispanics) 
4. I have talked to my child about how others may try to limit him/her because of 

race/ethnicity 
5. I have talked to someone else about discrimination when others could hear me 
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6. I have explained to my child something on TV that showed discrimination 
against Asians 

Parental report of AKAA engagement in ethnic socialization  

 

(1 = None, 2 = Once, 3 = Twice, 4 = Three, 5 = Four) 

 

During the past year how often has your child: 

 

1. Celebrated a Korean holiday or ceremony 
2. Played with Korean children who are adopted  
3. Interacted with Korean adults (adopted or not adopted) 
4. Eaten a Korean meal at home or in a restaurant  
5. Attended a Korean community event  
6. Listened to Korean music or concert  
7. Read Korean books  
8. Dressed in Korean clothing (e.g., hanbok)  
9. Learned a Korean instrument or dance  
10. Learned Korean folklore or history  
11. Played with Korean toys, games, dolls 
12. Played with Korean children who are not adopted 
13. Watched a Korean movie or video  
14. Attended a Korean church or temple  
15. Email/Internet interactions with other Koreans  

 
Parental colorblind racial attitudes 

 

(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = 

Strongly Agree) 

 

1. I often remind myself that I am raising a Korean child (reverse coded) 
2. I am mindful that my child is an ethnic and racial minority (reverse coded) 
3. I sometimes forget that my child is Korean 
4. I don’t think of my child as a minority 

 
Parent-reported diversity in own friendship network 

 

(1 = None, 2 = A Few, 3 = Some, 4 = A Lot) 

 

1. How many Korean friends do you have? 
2. How many ethnic/racial minority friends do you have? 

 
Parent-reported diversity in AKAA friendship network 

 

(1 = None, 2 = A Few, 3 = Some, 4 = A Lot) 
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How many friends does your child have that are: 

 

1.  Black/African American? 
2.  White/European American? 
3.  Hispanics/Latinos? 
4.  Middle Eastern Americans? 
5.  Multiracial/Mixed Race? 
6.  Native Americans? 
7.  Korean Americans (adopted)? 
8.  Korean Americans (non-adopted)? 
9.  Asian Americans (not Korean)? 

 

Adolescent report of parental engagement in ethnic/racial socialization 

 

References:  

 

Hughes, D. & Johnson, D. (2001). Correlates in children’s experiences of parents’ racial  
socialization behaviors. Journal of Marriage and Family, 63, 981-995.  

 
Hughes, D. & Chen, L. (1997). When and what parent’s tell children about race: An  

examination of race-related socialization among African American families. 
Applied Developmental Science, 1, 200-214. 

 
Johnston, K.E., Swim, J.K., Saltsman, B.M., Deater-Deckard, K., Petrill, S.A. (2007).  

Mothers’ racial, ethnic, and cultural socialization of transracially adopted Asian 
children. Family Relations, 56, 390-402. 

 

Ethnic Socialization 

 

(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Very Often) 

 

How often have your parents: 

 

1. Encouraged you to read books about Koreans and Asians in general? 
2. Encouraged you to read books about other racial/ethnic groups? 
3. Encouraged you to play with other children who are Korean or Asian American? 
4. Encouraged you to learn and speak Korean words? 
5. Told you that being Korean is an important part of who you are? 
6. Talked to you about important Korean people or historical events? 
7. Talked to you about dating Korean or Asian people? 
8.  Celebrated Korean holidays with you? 

 

Racial socialization 

 

(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Very Often) 
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How often have your parents: 

 

1. Told you to avoid some people because of their prejudice against Asians? 
2. Talked to you about how others may try to limit you because of race/ethnicity? 
3. Talked to you about racial stereotypes, prejudice, and/or discrimination against 

Koreans and Asians in general? 
4. Explained to you something on TV that showed discrimination against Asians? 
5. Talked to you about discrimination against people of a racial/ethnic group other 

than Koreans (e.g. Chinese, African Americans, Hispanics)? 
6. Talked to someone else about discrimination when you could hear them? 
7. Talked to you about expectations others might have of your abilities because 

you are Korean/Asian? 
 
AKAA report of own engagement in ethnic socialization 

 

(1 = None, 2 = Once, 3 = Twice, 4 = Three, 5 = Four) 

 

During the past year how often have you: 

 

1. Celebrated a Korean holiday or ceremony? 
2. Played with Korean children who are adopted? 
3. Played with Korean children who are not adopted? 
4. Interacted with Korean adults (adopted or not adopted)? 
5. Eaten a Korean meal at home or in a restaurant?  
6. Attended a Korean community event?  
7. Listened to Korean music or concert?  
8. Read Korean books?  
9. Watched a Korean movie or video?  
10. Dressed in Korean clothing (e.g., hanbok)?  
11. Learned a Korean instrument or dance?  
12. Learned Korean folklore or history?  
13. Attended a Korean church or temple?  
14. Played with Korean toys, games, dolls? 
15. Email/Internet interactions with other Koreans?  

 
AKAA report of diversity in own friendship network 

 

(1 = None, 2 = A Few, 3 = Some, 4 = A Lot) 

 

How many friends do you have that are: 

 

1.  Black/African American? 
2.  White/European American? 
3.  Hispanics/Latinos? 
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4.  Middle Eastern Americans? 
5.  Multiracial/Mixed Race? 
6.  Native Americans? 
7.  Korean Americans (adopted)? 
8.  Korean Americans (non-adopted)?  
9. Asian Americans (not Korean)? 

 
AKAA report of perceived discrimination 

 

(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often) 

 

1. I have overheard people make rude or insensitive ethnic and racial comments 
about minorities 

2. People have made rude or insensitive comments to you about Koreans or Asians 
3. I have been teased or made fun of because of my ethnicity/race 
4. I have been treated unfairly by teachers because of my ethnicity/race 
5. I have been excluded or rejected by others because of my ethnicity/race 
6. People have looked down on me or treated me unfairly because of my 

ethnicity/race 
7. I have been expected to know certain things or act a certain way because of my 

ethnicity/race (e.g., speak Korean language, know martial arts) 
8. I have been made to feel different or that I don’t belong because of my 

ethnicity/race 
9. I have been expected to have certain abilities, skills, or talents because of my 

ethnicity/race (e.g., play music, be good at math and science) 
10. I have been made to feel different or that I don’t belong by Korean Americans 

who are not adopted (e.g., immigrants, U.S.-born) 
11. People have looked down on me or treated me unfairly because of I am 

adopted 

 

AKAA report of birth family interest (preoccupation) 

 

(1 = Not At All, 2 = A Little, 3 = Some, 4 = A Lot) 

 

How often have you: 

 

1. Thought about your birthparents? 
2. Wondered whether your birthparents ever think about you? 
3. Wondered what your birthparents look like? 
4. Wondered if you had other brothers and sisters in Korea? 
5. Wondered about your Korean name? 
6. Imagined what it would have been like to have grown up in Korea? 

 
AKAA report of dissatisfaction with own Asian appearance 
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Reference: Mendelson, B.K., Mendelson, M.J., and White, D.R. (2001). Body-esteem 
scale for adolescents and adults. Journal of Personality Assessment, 76, 90-106. 
 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Moderately Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = 

Moderately Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree) 

 

1. I wish I looked more like my White friends 
2. I am happy with my Asian looks (reverse scored) 
3. I wish I had physical features more like Whites 
4. I don’t like my skin tone 
5. I am comfortable with my appearances as an Asian (reverse scored) 
6. I don’t like my Asian appearance 
7. I am glad that I look different than my White friends (reverse scored) 
8. I don’t like the shape of my eyes 
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Appendix D 

 
Satisfaction With Life Scale 

 

Reference:  
 
Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larson, R. J., Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life  

scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49, 71-75. 
 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor 

Disagree, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

 
1. In most ways my life is close to my ideal 
2. The conditions of my life are excellent 
3. I am satisfied with my life 
4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life 
5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing 

 

School Belongingness/Peer Competence 

 

References:  

 
Willms, J. D. (2003). Student engagement at school: A sense of belonging and 

participation (Results from PISA 2000). Paris: OECD. 
 

http://www.pisa.oecd.org/dataoecd/53/19/33688233.pdf 
 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) 

 
1. I make friends easily at school 
2. I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school (reverse coded) 
3. I feel like I belong when I am at school 
4. I feel awkward and out of place at school (reverse coded) 
5. Other students seem to like me at school 
6. I feel lonely when I am at school (reverse coded) 

 
School Interest/Motivation 

 

Reference: http://www.pisa.oecd.org/dataoecd/42/35/33689437.pdf (motivation/school 
interest items) 
 
(1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) 

 

1. I want to do well at school 
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2. I take school seriously 
3. I do not want to go to school (reverse coded) 
4. I pay attention in class 
5. I often feel bored in school 

 

 

 


