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Objectives: Ethnic identity is a cultural self-concept associated with 
formation of social identity and psychological well-being as well as 
academic performance of diverse population of college- age students. 
This study was designed to identify factors associated with ethnic 
identify formation among American college students of the Asian 
Indian descent.

Methods: College students who participated in the Association of 
Indians and South Asian social networks were surveyed. In addition to 
demographic, family and culture-related behavior questions, Multigroup 
Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) instrument was used to identify 
parameters that characterized the development of ethnic identity: 
total score, search, and affirmation, belonging, and commitment (ABC). 
Regression model was used to identify factors associated with formation 
of ethnic identity of the studied youth. 

Result: Almost all respondents were born in the U.S. from the mono-
ethnical Asian Indian families. The total ethnic identify scores were higher 
if the participants reported using native language at home, attendance 
at a religious/cultural Sunday school and dance and/or ethnic music 
classes, visitation of the parent’s country of origin in addition to the 
father’s religious and parental membership/leadership in the ethnic/
religious organizations. Participation in dance and or/ethnic music 
classes and use of native language at home was strongly associated 
with formation of ethnic identity. 

Conclusion: Participation in cultural and ethnic events as well as paternal 
religion and use of native language are major factors that impact 
exploration and commitment stages of ethnic identity formation 
that should be addressed in professional psychological counseling of 
American youth of Asian Indian descent.x
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Racial and ethnic minority youth in addition to the age-
related straggle of self-identity formation are also at the 
main stage for searching and developing their cultural 
self-concept.1-3 Cultural self-concept is related to formation 
of ethnic identity,4 which is a unique developmental task 
that could influence different aspects of formation of social 
identity and psychological well-being.5-7 There is direct 
relationship of ethnic identity with the youth ability of 
coping and development of self-esteem.8 Importantly, 
formation of ethnic identity is one of the factors that 
decrease mental health symptoms, including depression, 
anxiety, and externalizing behavior for youth from all 
cultural groups.9,10  

Ethnic identity formation is a dynamic and multidimensional 
concept.11,12 Construct of ethnic identity is consequential 
for the psychosocial, academic, and well-being of culturally 
diverse young populations13-16 who demonstrate a stronger 
relationship between ethnic identity and personal well-being 
than adults,17 Several studies have discussed the variability 
in development of ethnic identity among different cultural 
groups of adolescents and young adults.9-11 However, data 
on development of ethnic identity of South Asian youth 
remains limited. In general, Asian Indian youth express 
commitment and loyalty toward family cultural traditions 
18,19 even though parental restriction of autonomy could 
interrupt development of their ethnic identity.20,21 Ethnic 
identity formation of Asian Indian youth has been recognized 
as a challenging issue that is in addition to the parental 
stress requiring professional physiological counseling.22 In 
the present study, we evaluated the role of demographic 
and family characteristics in formation of stages of ethnic 
identity, including belonging and attitude toward group, 
ethnic behaviors and meaning of self-ethnicity in American 
youth of Asian Indian origin. 

Methods
Recruitment of Participants

We designed a cross-sectional survey study that targeted 
college age youth of Asian Indian origin. The paper 
questionnaire was distributed to 200 Rutgers University 
students at the time of cultural events organized by the 
Association of Indians. Additionally, the link through 
Kwiksurveys.com was created and used to distribute the 
questionnaire to the Asian Indian social networks, including 
Facebook of the Shri Krishna Nidhi (SKN) Foundation. No 
collection of private identifiers was preserved to safeguard 
the anonymous status of participants in our study. The 
responses to the distributed survey were collected from 
June 2011 to December 2011. The Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) at the Saint Peters University Hospital approved 
this study. No informed consent signed by the participants 
had been required due to the anonymous nature of this 
survey study.  

Measurement of Ethnic Identity
We used the modified 12 items tool that excluded the 
measure of “other-group orientation” from the 14-item 
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)23,24 scale that 
has been validated for assessment of ethnic identity of 
adolescents from different cultural backgrounds.  No written 
permission from Dr. Phinney was required but notification 
of study results and publications. The MEIM items are 
scored on a 4-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 
2=disagree, 3=agree, and 4=strongly agree). Higher scores 
on the MEIM indicate a stronger individual perception 
of ethnic identity. Means of Total Ethnic Identify (TEI) 
score and scores of two components separately, including 
Ethnic Identity Search (EIS) and Affirmation, Belonging, and 
Commitment (ABC) were calculated.24,8 EIS and ABC are two 
stages of development of ethnic identity characterized by 
exploration and commitment, respectively that can occur 
at any time during a child’ development.23 The MEIM is a 
valid and reliable tool that is widely used for assessment 
of ethnic identity formation across ethnic groups of every 
age.24,8 The reliability of ABC estimated in a large study on 
adolescents from diverse backgrounds was found to be 
higher (a=0.90) than those for EIS (a=0.77).25 Revised MEIM 
was found to have good internal consistency.26  In addition, 
participants were asked to answer the demographic and 
family-related questions: parental and self-perception of 
ethnicity, place of birth, type of high school attended, area 
of upbringing, language spoken at home, parental marital 
status and religious orientation, and their membership/
leadership in ethnic/religious organization, subscription to 
ethnic television at home, attendance of religious/cultural 
Sunday school, dance and or/ethnic music classes, travel 
to  parent’s county of origin, and visit of grandparents/
relatives to the U.S. The items have been dichotomously 
recorded and coded as 1 and 0 if the answer was “Yes” 
or “No, “respectively. The returned questionnaire was 
included in the final analysis if 100% of MEIM and at least 
80% questions on demographic and family characteristics 
were completed. 

Statistical Analysis 

We used Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to compare means 
of the ethnic identity scores estimated with respect to the 
responses to the demographic and family characteristics 
of participants (Table II). Variables showing a difference 
in mean ethnic identity scores at a level of P < 0.05 were 
entered into the General Linear Models (GLM) to identify 
a predictive effect of selected demographic and family 
characteristics on TEI and separately for the EIS and ABC 
subscales (Table III).  We tested the multi-collinearity effect 
with Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) that assesses how 
much the variance of an estimated regression coefficient 
increases if identified predictors are correlated. The VIF 



9
Mehrotra N et al.

Ind. J. Youth Adol. Health 2020; 7(1)

ISSN: 2349-2880
DOI: https://doi.org/10.24321/2349.2880.202002

indicates no correlation if it is equal 1, problems with 
multi-collinearity if VIF is between 5 and 10. If the VIF goes 
above 10, the regression coefficients poorly estimate the 
associations of predictors with dependent variable due 
to multi-collinearity.27 The proportional distribution of 
responses to the 4-point Likert scale was used to assess 
the contribution of each item of MEIM to the TEI score and 
separately to the EIS and ABC subscales. Data are reported 
as percentages (%), means, regression coefficient (β), and 
95% Confidence Interval (95%CI). STATISTICA 13.2 was 
used for the data analysis. All statistical tests were 2-sided 
with the significance level set at P-value of less than 0.05. 

Result
One hundred two completed paper questionnaires among 
200 surveyed and 83 completed questionnaire online of 
which 22 were excluded because 12 of them identified 
themselves other than South Asian and 10 did not complete 
all MEIM. Majority of the 163 studied participants were 
from the mono-ethnical Asian Indian families (94.5% of 
fathers and 93.3% of mothers), suburban areas (89.4%), had 
married parents (97.4%) and religious mothers (97.5%) and 
fathers (80.0%), with a birth in the U.S. (73.5%). Between 
41 participants who were born outside of the US, 68.3% 
reported the U.S. residency for 10 or more years. As shown 
in Table I, more than half of the participants reported 
strong agreement with eight statements amongst the 12 
included in MEIM. Disagreement with MEIM statements 

was reported by nearly 20% or less of the respondents. 
Participants less likely disagreed with MEIM items that used 
to identify ABC as compared to the EIS.  Mean TEI score was 
3.40 (95%CI 3.12, 3.48), and for subclasses, EIS and ABC 
was 3.44 (95%CI 3.34, 3.53) and 3.54 (95%CI 3.45, 3.63), 
respectively. The TEI scores were higher if the participants 
reported using native language at home, attendance at a 
religious/cultural Sunday school, participation in dance 
and/or ethnic music classes, regular/frequent visitation of 
the parent’s country of origin, and of those whose relatives 
regularly/frequently visited their families in the U.S. (Table 
II).  Father’s religious and parental membership/leadership 
in the ethnic/religious organizations was also found to be 
associated with a higher TEI score as compared to the 
participants’ counterparts (Table II). Generalized Linear 
Models (GLM) was constructed to identify significance of 
demographic and family characteristics in prediction of 
ethnic identity scores (Table III). The VIF scores for predictor 
variables were not greater than 2.3. Therefore, all selected 
variables were included into the GLM models without risk 
for multicollinearity effect. Regression coefficient (β) with 
95%CI presented in Table III showed significant and direct 
association of participation in dance and or/ethnic music 
classes and use of native language at home with TEI and 
subclasses of ethnic identity. Furthermore, ABC stage was 
found to be positively associated with father’s religious and 
relatives’ regularly/frequently visiting the families in the U.S. 

Table I. Responses to the MEIM subscales (EIS and ABC)

Ethnic Identity Search (EIS) Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group history, 

traditions and customs 41.1% 41.1% 12.3% 5.5% 

I am active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members 
of my own ethnic group 49.1 % 36.8% 11.7 % 2.5%

I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group 
membership 40.5% 36.8% 19.6% 3.1%

I have often talked to other people about my ethnic group 37.4% 40.5% 20.2% 1.8%
I participate in cultural practices of my own group, special food, music, 

customs or ethnic festivals 63.2% 31.3% 4.3% 1.2%

Affirmation, Belonging and Commitment (ABC)
I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me 44.8% 44.2% 9.8% 1.2%

I am happy that I am a member of the group I belong to 66.9% 30.1% 1.8% 1.2%
I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group 55.2% 35% 6.7% 3.1%

I understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me 49.7% 41.1% 7.4% 1.8%
I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group 60.1% 33.1% 3.7% 3.1%

I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group 58.9% 33.1% 6.7% 1.2%
I feel good about my cultural or ethnic background 63.2% 35% 1.2% 0.6%
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Table II.Total Ethnic Identity (TEI) score of young with respect to their 
demographic and family characteristics

Responses to the following items
Total Ethnic Identity Score

P-value
n (%) Mean, 95%CI

I was born in the United States
Yes 114 (73.5) 2.41 (3.32, 3.49)

0.70
No 41 (26.5) 3.37 (3.18, 3.56)

For my high school education, I attended a
Public school 144 (92.9) 3.39 (3.31, 3.48)

0.81
Private school 11 (7.1) 3.43 (3.10, 3.77)

In my teenage years, I grew up in a
Cosmopolitan 21 (13.6) 3.30 (2.94, 3.65)

0.27
Suburb 134 (86.4) 2.41 (3.33, 3.49)

In what language do your parents speak to you
English 52 (33.5) 3.21 (3.03, 3.39)

<0.01
Native language 103 (66.5) 3.49 (3.41, 3.57)

My parents if alive are still
Married 149 (97.4) 3.39 (3.30, 3.47)

0.39Divorced 4 (2.6) 3.63 (3.13, 4.10)
Separated 0

My mother is religious
Yes 150 (96.7) 3.40 (3.33, 3.48)

0.27
No 5 (3.3) 3.15 (180, 4.41)

My father is religious
Yes 124 (80.0) 3.45 (3.37, 3.53)

<0.01
No 31 (20.0) 3.18 (2.94, 3.43)

Do your parents subscribe to ethnic TV channels?
Yes 115 (74.2) 3.42 (3.33, 3.51)

0.37
No 40 (25.8) 3.33 (3.13, 3.53)

Is your father a member/leader of an ethnic/religious organization
Yes 57 (36.8) 3.57 (3.47, 3.68)

<0.01
No 98 (63.2) 3.29 (3.18, 3.40)

Is your mother a member/leader of an ethnic/religious organization
Yes 60 (38.7) 3.57 (3.47, 3.68)

<0.01
No 95 (61.3) 3.28 (3.17, 3.40)

“I attend/attended religious/cultural Sunday school growing up”
Agree/ highly agree 84 (54.2) 3.52 (3.43, 3.61)

<0.01
Disagree/ highly disagree 71 (45.8) 3.25 (3.11, 3.38)

I take/took dance and or/ethnic music classes
Yes 86 (57.3) 3.51 (3.42, 3.61)

<0.01
No 70 (46.7) 3.25 (3.12, 3.54)

If I take or tool dance and or/ethnic music classes, I did it as  result of
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Discussion
This report presents data on an association of ethnic identity 
formation with demographic and family characteristics of 
predominantly Asian Indian college students born in the 
U.S. or being a U.S. citizen for more than 10 years. We found 
significant and direct association of scores characterized 
by exploration and commitment stages of ethnic identity 
formation with report by youth of the use of native language 
at home and previous/current attendance of ethnic dance/
music classes. Father’s religious and regular/frequent 
visitation of relatives also increased the score characterized 
by the commitment stage of ethnic identity. Studies 
reported relevance of native language and/or cultural 
activities, including music and dancing in formation and 
stabilization of ethnic identity of other ethnic groups.25,28-30 
perhaps because cultural music has been defined as an 
opportunity for not only expression of individual but 
also group identity.31 Belonging to other members of the 
ethnic group reflects ethnical/cultural self-identification5,12 
which has been found to be positively associated with 

formation of ethnic identity in American-born Asian Indian 
adolescents.32 Iwamoto et al.33 defined formation of ethnic 
identity in second generation of Asian Indian Americans 
as an ongoing and lifelong multidimensional process 
influenced by parental religious practices and discussion 
of cultural knowledge. Moreover, the authors stressed 
the importance of Asian Indian youth facing racial/ethnic 
discrimination and interaction with the same ethnic groups 
in formation of ethnic identity. Survey of the American-
born Asian Indian adolescents and their immigrant parents 
showed positive association between self-identification and 
development of ethnic identity as well as higher self-esteem, 
less anxiety, and less family conflict when there was no 
acculturation gap between adolescents and their parents.34 
Adaptation of the dominant culture among studies youth 
was associated with development of their ethnic identity 
although the ethnic identity and acculturation are related 
but separate concepts.5,35 Significance of ethnic identity 
in self-identification, psychological functioning, and well-
being of adolescents and youth9;10,13,14 indicates the need for 

Own choice 93 (70.5) 3.47 (3.37, 3.56)
0.11

Parental persuasion 39 (29.5) 3.31 (3.11, 3.50)
I visit my parent’s county of origin

Regularly/ frequently 84 (64.5) 3.48 (3.37, 3.58)
<0.05

Infrequently/ never 70 (45.5) 3.31 (3.18, 3.44)
My grandparents/relatives visit us in the U.S. 

Regularly/ frequently 87 (56.9) 3.48 (3.39, 3.56)
<0.03

Infrequently/never 66 (43.1) 3.29 (3.14, 3.45)

Table III.Results of General Linear Models (GLM) presented as regression coefficient β and 95%CI

Respondent “Yes” coded as 1 & “No” coded as 0 TEI score EIS ABC

Parents speak native language at home 0.19 
(0.03, 0.34)*

0.19 
(0.04, 0.34)*

0.16 
(0.01, 0.31)*

Religious father 0.16 
(-0.00, 0.31)

0.09
(-0.07, 0.25)

0.19 
(0.03,0.35)*

Father a member/ leader of an ethnic/ religious organization 0.02 
(-0.0.21, 0.24)

0.14 
(-0.0.9, 0.37)

0.06
(- 0.16, 0.29)

Mother a member/ leader of an ethnic/ religious 
organization

0.14 
(-0.07,0.35)

- 0.04 
 (-0.17, 0.25)

0.18
(-0.03, 0.39)

Attend/ attended religious/ cultural Sunday school 0.12 
(-0.05,0.28)

0.10 
(-0.07, 0.26)

0.07
(- 0.1, 0.23)

Take/ took dance and or/ ethnic music classes 0.19 
(0.032, 0.34)*

0.25
(0.09, 0.40)*

0.17
(0.02, 0.32)*

Regularly/ frequently visited parental country 0.13 
(-0.023, 0.28)

0.10 
(-0.05, 0.25)

0.12, 
(-0.02 0.28)

Regularly/ frequently relatives visited the U.S. 0.10 
(-0.053, 0.26)

0.07 
(-0.08, 0.23)

0.16
(0.01, 0.31)*

*P<0.05-0.01
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better understanding of factors that influence the formation 
of ethnic identity among American youth of Asian Indian 
descent as well as the interactive effect of demographic/
family characteristics with youth perception regarding 
racial/ethnic discrimination.

We would like to acknowledge the study limitations. 
First, there is a risk for a non-response bias that could 
be associated with a difference in the personal sense of 
ethnic identity. Second, selection bias could be considered 
because not everyone responded to the distributed survey. 
However, the risk for selection and non-response biases 
could be reduced because a sample frame of cultural 
community organizations has been used to target Asian 
Indian youth. Moreover, inclusion of introductory page, 
utilization of different methods (via paper and online) for 
distribution of the anonymous survey, and simplification 
of the questionnaire by designing close-ended questions 
to increase response rate could reduce the selection and 
non-response biases. Third, not collection of the gender, 
economic status, linguistic and religious multiplicity of 
participants could be a subject to the recall bias, although 
others showed no association of ethnic identity scores 
with gender and social-economic status of adolescents 
and youth.24

Conclusion
Parental religion and interaction with non-US relatives as 
well as participation in cultural and ethnic events are  the 
main factors that impact development of exploration and 
commitment sages in formation of ethnic identify among 
American youth  of Asian Indian descent. Results from our 
study can be used in psychological counseling as well as 
in further research to determine the role of formation of 
ethnic identify stages of Asian Indian origin college students 
looking for help in mental health.
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