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1. The new second generation refers to children of immigrants who have come to the United States since the 
1960s. Although the term most often refers to U.S.-born children of immigrants, we use it here to also include 
those who migrated as children to the United States (see Portes and Rumbaut 2001). 

2. We use the term incorporation trajectories to refer to adaptation paths and patterns over time. 

The study of the new second generation, framed 
as the most consequential legacy of contempo-
rary immigration to the United States, is now 
more than twenty years old, and has generated 
a vibrant field of study.1 Although the incorpo-
ration trajectories of the adult children of this 
immigration have been the subject of vigorous 
debates, the complexities of ethnic-panethnic 
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identity formations in adult life are understud-
ied.2 The ethnic-panethnic identity outcomes 
of the adult children of immigrants—their 
meaning, importance, stability, or change—re-
main open questions, as does the nature of 
their interplay with other key aspects of incor-
poration processes, such as politics, family for-
mation, and cultural practices. 
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Ethnic self-identities can be understood as 
“definitions of the situation of the self” (Rum-
baut 2005). For children of immigrants, they 
can be conceptualized to emerge from the in-
terplay of racial and ethnic labels and catego-
ries imposed by the external society and the 
ancestral attachments asserted by the newcom-
ers. They may be hypothesized to vary across 
social situations, across developmental stages 
throughout the life course, and indeed across 
historical contexts. Previous studies have shed 
light into the ethnic self-identities of the grow-
ing second generation in adolescence and early 
adulthood, but we know little about how ethnic 
identities shift as individuals age beyond early 
adulthood, particularly in an extraordinarily di-
verse population whose immigrant parents 
have come largely from Asia and Latin America, 
differing significantly in their national, cul-
tural, and class origins from the white Europe-
ans whose incorporation in American life had 
dominated conventional narratives. No studies 
to date have examined ethnic identity change 
as children of immigrants transition from their 
teens and mid-twenties to their late thirties, 
and especially as they form unions (often eth-
nically mixed) and have children of their own 
to raise and socialize. Our longitudinal data 
from mid-adolescence into middle adulthood 
allowed us to apply a life course perspective to 
the development of ethnic identities among the 
1.5 and second generations of children of im-
migrants, in which we considered how individ-
uals’ constructions of their identities are em-
bedded within particular historical and 
sociogeographic contexts and linked to rela-
tionships with others (Elder, Johnson, and 
Crosnoe 2003). 

Moreover, contextual influences on the defi-
nition and presentation of the self suggest that 
mixed-method work on ethnic identity should 
be an essential part of a comprehensive analy-
sis. Survey instruments alone can explore nei-
ther the situational contexts in which ethnic 
self-identities may be differentially deployed 
nor the subjective meanings behind ethnic la-
bels; yet how an ethnic identity is expressed in 
one’s presentation of self can differ depending 
on the audience, and public expressions of 
identity may not correspond with private self-
conceptions (Brunsma 2006). By combining 

quantitative and qualitative approaches to a 
longitudinal study encompassing a life span of 
more than two decades, we aim to enhance and 
contextualize our understanding of ethnic 
identity formations throughout the life course, 
and their connections to inter and intra-ethnic 
relationships, political orientations and behav-
iors, and cultural practices.

Ethnic Identities Among Children 
of Immigr ants
Because ethnic identities necessarily invoke 
subjective feelings of group belonging and thus 
reveal boundaries between insiders and outsid-
ers, the ethnic identifications of immigrants’ 
children provide insight into the long-term in-
corporation trajectories of immigrant groups. 
According to Milton Gordon’s influential 
framework, identificational assimilation, which 
he defines as the “development of a sense of 
peoplehood based exclusively on the host soci-
ety,” is one of the later stages of the assimila-
tion process—indeed, arguably, its end point 
(1964, 71). Conventional accounts of ethnic 
identity shifts among descendants of European 
immigrants, conceived as part of a larger, linear 
process of assimilation, have pointed to the 
“thinning” of ethnic self-identities in the 
United States such that ethnic identity, for this 
population, has become an optional, leisure-
time form of symbolic ethnicity (Alba 1990; Gans 
1979; Waters 1990). However, such an outcome 
is possible only when accompanied by the ab-
sence of prejudice and discrimination in the 
core society (Gordon 1964; Waters 1990). In a 
context of perceived threats, persecution, dis-
crimination, and exclusion, ethnic identity may 
not erode, but rather rise, in the form of reac-
tive ethnicity (Rumbaut 2008). Reactive ethnic-
ity is consistent with a psychological process 
of rejection-identification, when perceptions 
of prejudice lead to hostility toward the domi-
nant group and identification with the minor-
ity group (Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey 
1999). Indeed, Portes and Rumbaut found such 
a “thickening” of Mexican identity among ado-
lescents in response to the passage of Proposi-
tion 187 in 1994, which, though never imple-
mented, would have denied health care, public 
education, and social services to undocu-
mented immigrants and their children in Cal-
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ifornia, and required government employees 
to report suspected undocumented immigrants 
to the authorities (2001).3

However, assessing such possibilities among 
children of contemporary immigrants is com-
plicated because no universally accepted defi-
nition of ethnic identity, nor shared under-
standing of its multiple dimensions, exists 
(Ashmore, Deaux, and McLaughlin-Volpe 2004; 
Phinney and Ong 2007). Self-labeling is one di-
mension of ethnic identity used widely in re-
search on immigrants’ children (Feliciano 
2009; Fuligni, Witkow, and Garcia 2005). Based 
on responses to an open-ended question from 
the first wave of the Children of Immigrants 
Longitudinal Study, Rubén Rumbaut identified 
four types of self-labels among adolescents: na-
tional, hyphenated, plain American, and pan-
ethnic (1994). Although previous research on 
such outcomes reveals key insights, self-
labeling captures just one dimension of a broad 
conceptualization of ethnic identity as “mem-
bership in a social group together with the 
value and emotional significance attached to 
that membership” (Taijfel 1981, 225). Moreover, 
studies find that ethnic minorities often use 
multiple labels in different situations, and that 
panethnic identities are often overlapping 
rather than distinct identities (Kasinitz et al. 
2008; Dowling 2014).

Ethnic Identit y Change  
Across the Life Course
Adolescence is a crucial stage of life during 
which identities develop (Erikson 1968); and 
ethnic identity is assumed to stabilize by early 
adulthood (Phinney 1993). However, although 
previous studies show considerable change in 
ethnic identity among children of immigrants 
from early adolescence through early adult-
hood, researchers have not yet examined how 
ethnic identities shift from early to middle 
adulthood (Smith 2014; Feliciano 2009). From 
a life course perspective, lives are patterned by 
transitions (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). 
Thus, self-labels in middle adulthood, as well 
as the meaning and importance of ethnic iden-
tification, should be linked to those in earlier 

life stages, but may also shift as individuals 
transition further into adulthood and take on 
additional roles and identities as workers, 
spouses, and parents. 

Moreover, a life course perspective empha-
sizes how development occurs within particu-
lar historical and social contexts (Elder 1998). 
Our focus is on immigrants’ children born in 
the late 1970s, who were coming of age in San 
Diego during a time of relative inclusion. Un-
like today’s context, in which a high proportion 
of children of immigrants grow up in mixed 
legal status families, most parents in our sam-
ple arrived in the late 1970s and 1980s, includ-
ing some who may have migrated without pa-
pers but were able to legalize through the 
Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. 
Thus, the overwhelming majority of our re-
spondents who were not citizens by birth be-
came naturalized U.S. citizens. Moreover, they 
grew up in a period when diversity was increas-
ingly the accepted norm. From 1980 to 2015, 
California’s Asian population grew from 5 per-
cent to 14 percent, and the Latino population 
from 19 percent to 39 percent (Bohn et al. 2018). 
At the national level, the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
decision in 2000 to allow identification as more 
than one race reflected an emerging consensus 
that individuals should be able to define them-
selves as they choose (Csizmadia et al. 2012).

Yet the political context was not uniformly 
inclusive. As mentioned, Mexican-origin immi-
grants’ children often formed reactive ethnic 
identities in response to Proposition 187, 
passed during a core developmental period for 
the study respondents, from early to late ado-
lescence (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Moreover, 
a “Latino threat narrative” fueled by fears about 
Mexican immigrants and their descendants in-
vading, taking over, refusing to assimilate, and 
posing a danger to the nation has long been 
evident in public discourse in the United States 
(Chavez 2008). Thus, we might expect children 
of Mexican immigrants’ ethnic identities in 
middle adulthood to be more reactive than oth-
ers, perhaps rejecting an American identity in 
favor of a panethnic or Mexican identity 
(Massey and Sánchez 2010). On the other hand, 

3. Proposition 187 was halted by multiple lawsuits after passage and found unconstitutional by a federal court 
in 1997.
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the respondents have diverse ethnic back-
grounds, and the vast majority spent most of 
their lives in a multicultural California context, 
where anti-immigrant views do not dominate. 
Given the relatively accepting political and so-
cial climate for diversity, from a life course per-
spective, we may expect ample room for indi-
vidual agency in ethnic identity development, 
leading to wide variations in ethnic identity 
formations even within ethnic groups.

Ethnic Identities and Politics, 
Rel ationships, and Cultur al 
Pr actices
Ethnic identities are important because they 
signify boundaries between groups and thus 
potentially enduring divisions in society. How-
ever, as subjective attachments, ethnic identi-
ties may be only personally meaningful, unre-
lated to behaviors or beliefs. Few studies 
investigate how ethnic identities among chil-
dren of immigrants are associated with atti-
tudes or practices in other social realms, per-
haps because existing studies focus on 
adolescents or young adults but the outcomes 
of most interest become most salient only in 
later stages of adulthood.

Political views and behaviors may be associ-
ated with ethnic identities. Although many sug-
gest that the demographic shifts creating a 
more diverse electorate may lead to a more lib-
eral and Democratic Party–affiliated popula-
tion, Taeku Lee cautions against assuming that 
shared racial and ethnic identity labels corre-
spond to group-based politics, arguing that the 
identity-to-politics link evident among African 
Americans may not apply to Asians or Latinos 
(2008). Others suggest that with identificational 
assimilation, differences in political views and 
behaviors by ethnic origins should decline 
(Alba, Beck, and Sahin 2017; Gordon 1964). Con-
sidering variation in ethnic identity attach-
ments within ethnic groups may matter: im-
migrants’ children who are less attached to 
their ethnic origins may differ in political af-
filiations, attitudes, and behaviors from those 
with strong ethnic attachments.

Like ethnic identity formations themselves, 
cross-ethnic and cross-racial friendships and 
romantic relationships offer insights into the 
strength of social boundaries (Kao and Joyner 

2006; Qian and Lichter 2007). However, only 
limited research has examined how ethnic 
identity—conceived broadly as the strength of 
attachments and not only self-labeling—is as-
sociated with relationship formation. Jessica 
Vasquez’s work is an exception; she finds that 
though Mexican Americans with “thinned eth-
nic attachments” often marry whites, bicultural 
identity often persists even within intermar-
riages (2011; Vasquez-Tokos 2017). Nevertheless, 
life course theory’s emphasis on how individu-
als’ lives are linked to significant others sug-
gests that those with strong ethnic identities 
may be most likely to limit both close friend-
ships and cohabiting or marital relationships 
to ethnic group members.

Few studies examine how ethnic identities 
relate to cultural practices among the second 
generation. Given that ethnic identity signals 
attachment to cultural heritages, we expect 
strongly ethnically identified respondents to 
incorporate cultural practices related to their 
parents’ homeland into their lives, including 
passing on foreign languages to their children. 
However, Vasquez finds that Mexican Ameri-
cans with strong emotional attachments to 
their ancestry often do not maintain cultural 
practices and language (2011). These questions 
have not yet been explored among second-
generation adults from diverse ethnic back-
grounds.

This study addresses three main questions. 
First, how do ethnic identities among immi-
grants’ children change across the life course 
from adolescence to middle adulthood? Sec-
ond, what types of ethnic identity formations 
are found in middle adulthood and how do 
these vary by gender, immigrant generation, 
and national origin? Third, are ethnic identi-
ties in middle adulthood associated with poli-
tics, relationships, and cultural practices? If so, 
how?

Methods, Samples, and  
Data Collection
We rely on a mixed-methods analysis of survey 
and qualitative data drawn from a sample of 
original respondents from the Children of Im-
migrants Longitudinal Study (CILS), a longitu-
dinal study of foreign-born and U.S.-born chil-
dren with at least one immigrant parent and 
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attending eighth or ninth grades in the San Di-
ego City schools in the fall of 1991 (see Portes 
and Rumbaut 2001).4 

The study used a school-based sampling 
frame to accurately represent the population 
of children of immigrants in San Diego younger 
than the age that they can legally drop out of 
school. Because the data are limited to the 
baseline sample drawn in San Diego, the find-
ings cannot be generalized to the United States 
as a whole. However, San Diego is a large im-
migrant destination and a principal site of con-
temporary immigrant and refugee settlement.

Respondents were surveyed during four pe-
riods from early 1992 to early 2016: the first in 
spring 1992 (14.2 years old on average), the sec-
ond in spring 1995 (17.2 years old), the third 
between 2001 and 2003 (mid-twenties), and the 
fourth between 2014 and 2016 (late thirties). 
The third phase included surveys from 1,480 
respondents averaging 24.2 years old and in-
depth, open-ended qualitative interviews con-
ducted about a year after the survey with a rep-
resentative subsample of 134 respondents. 
More than twelve years later (2014 to 2016), that 
subsample was tracked, and a full fourth wave 
of surveys and in-depth qualitative interviews 
conducted. We refer to each wave of data col-
lection as T1, T2, T3, and T4, respectively. At 
T4, we completed 111 in-depth interviews (83 
percent of the 134) with respondents in Cali-
fornia and across the country (from Alaska to 
Atlanta and New York City), as well as Mexico, 
ranging in age from thirty-six to thirty-nine, 
with an average age of 37.2 years.5 Table A1 pro-
vides a descriptive portrait of these respon-
dents.

The interview format at T4 was flexible 
enough to delve deeply into the most important 
aspects of each person’s experiences, while also 
allowing us to collect standard survey data to 
permit direct comparisons to their earlier re-
sponses. We analyzed the data using multiple 
methods. The data collected through closed-

ended responses were combined with the exist-
ing CILS longitudinal data and analyzed using 
descriptive statistics. We analyzed the interview 
data with the assistance of Dedoose, a software 
program for analyzing qualitative and mixed-
methods data, using the constant-comparison 
method.

Ethnic Identity Measures
Ethnic identity measures at T1, T2, T3, and T4 
are based on the same open-ended question 
asked in each wave: “how do you identify? That 
is, what do you call yourself?” Examples include 
Asian, Hispanic, American, Mexican, Mexican 
American, Chicano, Latino, Filipino, Filipino 
American, Vietnamese, Vietnamese American, 
Lao, Lao American, Cambodian, and Cambo-
dian American. In the surveys at T1, T2, and T3, 
respondents wrote in an open-ended response. 
In the T2 and T3 questionnaires, this question 
was followed by another, “how important is this 
identity to you?” with three options: “not im-
portant,” “somewhat important,” or “very im-
portant.” In the in-depth interviews at T3 and 
T4, the same initial questions about ethnic self-
identity and importance were asked but were 
followed by more in-depth discussion about 
identities, such as “do you always use this term 
to describe yourself?” and “What does being 
[ethnic identity label] mean to you?”

Following Rumbaut, we initially coded re-
sponses into five mutually exclusive ethnic 
identity labels: American includes those who 
responded only as American; national includes 
those who referred only to their or their par-
ents’ country of birth, such as Mexican; hyphen-
ated includes those who combined the home 
country with an American identity, such as Fil-
ipino American; panethnic includes those who 
used a panethnic or racial label, such as His-
panic or Asian; and a last heterogeneous group 
included some who asserted mixed identities, 
such as Mexican Filipino or black Filipino, and 
others who did not respond in racial or ethnic 

4. The original CILS study included a South Florida sample, who were not followed beyond early adulthood. 

5. Systematic comparisons between the 111 interviewed in-depth and the full, original T1 survey respondents, 
along key variables (including age, gender, grade point average, family socioeconomic status, and so on) showed 
no sample attrition bias on any characteristic except, in one instance, national origin, which was by design be-
cause the T3 in-depth interviews intentionally included a larger sample of Chinese respondents to facilitate 
comparisons with other ethnic groups.
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terms at all, such as human being (1994). Plac-
ing respondents in one category was not always 
straightforward. In open-ended interviews, re-
spondents often mentioned more than one eth-
nic self-label (a finding we elaborate on later). 
In cases with multiple labels, we coded the 
most important or preferred label as the pri-
mary label. If this was unclear, we used the 
more specific label. For example, some stated 
that they were Hispanic and Mexican. Unless 
Hispanic was more important or preferred, 
their primary identity label was the national 
identity, Mexican. However, this coding scheme 
was used only for the first set of analyses to 
make comparisons across earlier waves of the 
study. We also conducted an inductive analysis 
of the qualitative data on ethnic identities, ex-
amining how and when multiple labels were 
used, and the subjective meaning of ethnicity. 
Through this process, we identified four dis-
tinct ethnic identity formation patterns, dis-
cussed in the following section.

Additional Variables
Respondents were asked several questions 
about politics (see table A1). First was whether 
they considered themselves politically conser-
vative, moderate, or liberal. Most chose one of 
these options; several responded that they were 
socially liberal and fiscally conservative; and 
some refused to answer. Respondents were also 
asked whether they considered themselves Re-
publican, Democratic, Independent, or Other; 
the four respondents who stated Other were 
recoded into a residual other–no answer cate-
gory. U.S. citizens (93 percent by T4) were asked 
whether they voted in the 2012 election and for 
whom. All respondents were asked about po-
litical engagement beyond voting.

Respondents also provided their relation-
ship histories and the ethnic background of 
their partners. For those currently or previously 
in a cohabiting or marital relationship, we 
coded whether the partner was a member of 
the same national-origin group, same paneth-
nic group, white American, or another non-
white ethnic group (for example, a Filipino 
married to a Chinese American would be coded 
as panethnic, and a Filipino married to a Mex-
ican American would be coded as other non-
white); we used the most recent partner for 

those with multiple partners. Respondents also 
provided the ethnic backgrounds of their close 
friends; we created a binary variable indicating 
whether they had close friends outside their 
panethnic group. 

We examined cultural practices in two main 
ways. First, we coded thirteen categories from 
an open-ended question asking “what cultural 
practices of [your ethnic background] do you 
practice?” The most common responses were 
food (39 percent), language (20 percent), and 
holidays (19 percent). Only 18 percent replied 
“none.” We created a categorical variable indi-
cating whether respondents mentioned no 
practices, one, two, or three or more. We also 
asked a series of close-ended questions about 
language use with others and focus here on lan-
guage with children (for those with children). 
We created a dichotomous measure indicating 
whether respondents speak about the same 
amount or more in a non-English language 
with their children. This outcome provides a 
window into language transmission to the next 
generation.

Findings
Our first set of analyses focus on changes in 
ethnic identity labels; however, we find that 
outward expressions of identity fail to capture 
the complexities of ethnic identification. Fur-
ther analyses of ethnic identity and salience 
revealed four types of ethnic identity forma-
tions, which vary by demographic characteris-
tics and relate to politics, relationships with 
others, and culture. 

Change in Primary Ethnic Identity  
Labels Across the Life Course
Like previous research at earlier life stages, we 
find that immigrants’ children continue to 
most commonly use national (51 percent) and 
hyphenated (20 percent) ethnic labels as they 
age into middle adulthood. Panethnic (12 per-
cent), mixed or other (13 percent), and espe-
cially plain American identity labels (3 percent) 
are used less often (see Portes and Rumbaut 
2001; Tovar and Feliciano 2009). Figure 1 shows 
the percentage of respondents who changed 
their ethnic identity label across time (see also 
figure A1). About half changed ethnic identity 
labels in adolescence (T1 to T2) or the transi-
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tion to adulthood (T2 to T3), but only 30 percent 
changed from early to middle adulthood, sug-
gesting a crystallization of ethnic identity la-
bels for most in adulthood. Across all four pe-
riods, the modal response was to use the same 
ethnic identity label. Twenty-six percent of re-
spondents (n = 27) self-identified using the 
same ethnic identity label in response to an 
open-ended question from early adolescence 
to middle adulthood, revealing remarkable sta-
bility across more than twenty-two years. Of 
those who used the same ethnic identity label, 
56 percent used a national term, 22 percent a 
hyphenated term, 19 percent a mixed term, and 
only one consistently a panethnic label. An-
other 33 percent used the same ethnic identity 
label at three of the four time points, again sug-
gesting that stability is more common than flu-
idity. Only one respondent chose a different 
ethnic identity label each time.

Multiple Ethnic Identity Labels and 
Substantive Versus Nominal Change
Analyzing in-depth interview data at T3 and 
T4 allows us to examine whether different eth-
nic identity labels correspond to substantive 
differences in ethnic self-identification from 
early to middle adulthood. This analysis indi-
cates that only 17 percent of the ethnic identity 

label change suggested by the quantitative 
data from T3 to T4 is meaningful, whereas 
nearly half of the change in ethnic labels is in 
name only (indicated by the shaded area of 
figure 1). Respondents often use ethnic iden-
tity labels interchangeably. For example, 
thirty-year-old Enrique, who migrated to San 
Diego as a four-year-old, explained: “I never 
changed my identity as far as I’m Hispanic, 
I’m Latino, I’m Mexican, I’m Mexican Ameri-
can.”6 Similarly, Anh, who migrated from Viet-
nam at age five, used some terms interchange-
ably. As a twenty-three-year-old woman, she 
identified as Vietnamese American, but at age 
thirty-six as Vietnamese. When asked whether 
she ever used different terms in different con-
texts, Anh responded, “Sometimes I’ll just do 
Vietnamese and sometimes I’ll do Vietnamese 
American.”

Some respondents clearly articulated the 
contexts in which they used different terms. 
Enrique explained:

“It just depends on who’s asking me and how 
they’re going about asking me . . . At my 
work . . . it’s like, “Hey . . . what are you?” 
“I’m Mexican American.” I wanna make sure 
they know I’m an American . . . If I was . . . 
just socializing, “Hey what are you?” “Oh, I’m 

6. All names are pseudonyms. 

Figure 1. Percentage Who Change Ethnic Identity Label, by Life Course Stage

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
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Mexican.” Because the conversation’s not 
about your citizenship [or] your status.”

Some Asian respondents similarly explained 
that they reserved hyphenated labels for white 
Americans and used national terms with 
Asians. For example, 1.5-generation Brian, who 
identified as Chinese American, said, “if it’s . . . 
an Asian person, I’ll just say Chinese . . . . I’m 
more likely to say Chinese American if it’s a . . . 
a white . . . person.” He explained his reasoning 
by sharing a recent incident in which three 
older white people assumed that he did not 
speak English. For Brian and other Asians, a 
hyphenated American ethnic identity label 
served to combat a stereotype of Asian foreign-
ness (Tuan 1999), whereas for Enrique and 
other Latino respondents, a hyphenated Amer-
ican identity combatted an undocumented im-
migrant stereotype.

The minority of respondents (16 percent) 
whose ethnic identity label in middle adult-
hood reflected a substantive change from early 
adulthood moved away from identities rooted 
in their or their parents’ origin countries and 
toward Americanized identities, especially pan
ethnic. For example, Kham, a thirty-six-year-old 
man who migrated at age twelve and previously 
identified strongly as Lao, identified solely as 
Asian. When asked, “what does it mean to say 
that you are Asian?” Kham explained, “the lon-
ger we live here . . . we look at ourselves as be-
ing American now. . . . Everybody in our . . . 
household became U.S. citizens . . . we consider 
ourselves American.”

Although Kham clearly distinguished be-
tween a panethnic identity (Asian) and his pre-
vious identity as Lao, it was more common for 
respondents to invoke panethnic labels in con-
junction with national or hyphenated labels: 
only 12 percent used panethnic labels as their 
primary label, but another 34 percent men-
tioned panethnic labels. Several respondents 
noted that specific ethnic identity labels were 
rarely options on forms, or they did not think 
others were familiar with specific ethnic 
groups, so they would use a panethnic term, 
although their personal identity was more spe-
cific. For example, second-generation Vanna 
said, “I would just say Asian . . . and . . . in de-
tails I would say Cambodian.” The use of pan-

ethnic terms on forms is consistent with our 
finding from T3 that 31 percent of respondents 
used a different ethnic identity label in the 
qualitative interview than they had on the writ-
ten survey, and most who identified in paneth-
nic terms on the survey used a national or hy-
phenated term in the interview.

Changes in Ethnic Identity Salience  
Across the Life Course
Ethnic self-labels are one aspect of identity, but 
we also considered whether ethnic identity 
changes in importance as immigrants’ children 
age further into adulthood. Figure 2 shows that 
ethnic identity often becomes less important 
later in the life course. Although 64 percent of 
adolescents (T2) and 57 percent of young adults 
(T3) described their ethnic identity as very im-
portant, this proportion dropped to 41 percent 
by their late thirties (T4). These findings hold 
even among the fifteen respondents who con-
sistently identified in national terms across all 
four waves: the number describing this identity 
as very important declined from eight in late 
adolescence, to six in early adulthood, to only 
three in middle adulthood (not shown).

Our qualitative findings suggest that the de-
clining importance of ethnic identity reflects a 
shift in priorities as respondents age into new 
roles and identities. For example, thirty-seven-
year-old Brian explained the declining impor-
tance of his Chinese American identity this 
way:

when we were younger . . . our . . . sense of 
self or identity is . . . tied with what the out-
side world sees you as. . . . And so, we all—the 
majority of my friends are Asian—had to fig-
ure out what that actually meant. It was a 
much more relevant and important topic 
back then. Now that we’re all established pro-
fessionals and . . . we’re married with kids 
and all this stuff . . . I’m never gonna say it’s 
inconsequential or insignificant. But it’s not 
one of the driving things. It doesn’t define us 
anymore.

Brian’s explanation is consistent with life 
course theory, which emphasizes how “chang-
ing lives alter developmental trajectories” (El-
der 1998, 1), and how development is a lifelong 
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process shaped by relationships with signi
ficant others (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 
2003).

Ethnic Identity Formations in  
Middle Adulthood
Despite an overall pattern of decline in impor-
tance and the common use of multiple ethnic 
labels, inductive analyses of the qualitative in-
terview data revealed substantial variation in 
the subjective meaning and importance of eth-
nic identification among adult children of im-
migrants in their late thirties. This analysis 
focused less on the label and more on the at-
tachment to an ethnic identity, revealing four 
ethnic identity formations, as shown in table 
1: a strong ethnic identity, a moderately impor-
tant ethnic identity, an American-oriented eth-
nic identity, and a de-ethnicized identity (for 
variations by ethnic label, see table A2). Most 
respondents identified with an ethnic or pan-
ethnic group and held this identity to be at 
least somewhat important.

Strong Ethnic Identity
The largest group of respondents (36 percent) 
expressed a strong ethnic identity, indicating 

that their ethnic background and associated 
culture was central to their personal identity. 
Vinh, a 1.5-generation woman, explained it this 
way: “I think being Vietnamese American is 
such a specific . . . experience that I think it is 
a defining part of—of my identity.” Similarly, 
second-generation Elaine responded that her 
identity as Filipino is “very important . . . it’s 
just the whole legacy thing . . . that’s what I am. 
And that’s all I’ve known to be.” These respon-
dents often described their ethnicity as a source 
of pride and a core part of themselves.

A few respondents, particularly Mexican-
origin men, connected their pride in their eth-
nic identity to an awareness of negative stereo-
types about their ethnic group and a hostile 
political climate—vivid examples of reactive 
ethnicity (Rumbaut 2005, 2008; Portes and 
Rumbaut 2014). Leo, who migrated as an infant 
and by age thirty-six had completed a master’s 
degree, articulated how his strong ethnic iden-
tity was in part a response to hostile outside 
forces:

For me it’s very important to label me Mexi-
can American because I wanna show peo-
ple . . . two sides. I wanna show my parents 

Figure 2. Importance of Ethnic Identity, Adolescence to Middle Adulthood

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
Note: One-way analyses of variance tests based on importance of identity as a 3-point scale show that 
differences across time are significant at the p < .001 level.
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that . . . I’m proud of being Mexican. And the 
second aspect is, I wanna show . . . conserva-
tive people . . . we don’t just come to this 
country and take advantage of it . . . I’m an 
immigrant . . . and I succeeded. 

Expressions of strong ethnic identities do 
not correspond to rejections of American iden-
tities. Most with strong ethnic identities also 
clearly identify as American. For example, 
thirty-six-year-old Isabella emphasized her 
American identity along with her Mexican iden-
tity: “[My identity as Mexican American] is very 
important because my family is from Mexico 
and . . . they came here to be better, you know, 
for that American Dream . . . I’m proud, you 
know, to say that I’m Mexican, but I was born 
here, so I am American” (emphasis added).

Identifying as American, along with main-
taining strong ethnic attachments, was not just 
common among the second generation who 
preferred hyphenated or American-based labels 
such as Mexican American or Chicano. For in-
stance, 1.5-generation Anh recognized her dual 
identities: “[Identifying as Vietnamese] is very 
important because it’s a huge part of me . . . 
[being Vietnamese American] is really impor-
tant too . . . I do all the stereotypical American 
things.”

Moderate Ethnic Identity
Other adult children of immigrants described 
their ethnic identity as somewhat important, 
but not central to who they are or their daily 
life. For example, second-generation Tara, 
whose parents migrated from Mexico and 
whose grandmother had migrated to Mexico 
from China, said, “I think it’s important [to 
identify as Chinese Spanish] . . . I like to iden-
tify with my cultures . . . I’m not, like, adamant 
about it. But, you know, I think it’s . . . impor-
tant.” Similarly, second-generation Jimmy said, 
“I don’t think [being Indian] necessarily defines 
who I am . . . but it’s something I want to always 
have some connection to.” 

Respondents with strong or moderate eth-
nic identities accounted for 69 percent of the 
sample, indicating that a substantial majority 
of immigrants’ children maintain an attach-
ment to an ethnic identity rooted in their 

homeland by middle adulthood. Nevertheless, 
31 percent were not attached to their parents’ 
homelands or their ethnic origins.

American-Oriented Identity
American-oriented respondents may respond 
to questions from others about their back-
ground with an ethnic identity label, but per-
sonally feel they are really American. This cat-
egory, making up 14 percent of the total (sixteen 
cases), includes three respondents who identi-
fied solely as American as well as some who 
responded with varied ethnic labels. Mike, for 
example, whose father is white American and 
mother is from China, said that he is “Chinese 
and Irish” but that it is not important because 
“I don’t really know either of those sides, so 
I’m American.” He explained, “It’s more that I 
identify myself as a courtesy to others.” Mike 
suggests it is only because others want to clas-
sify him that he mentions ethnic origins be-
yond American.

Similarly, Trung, who came to the United 
States from Vietnam as an infant, explained 
that he identifies as Asian because “when you 
look at me, I’m not . . . the—physical embodi-
ment of . . . an American . . . But I still consider 
myself an American since I lived here all my 
life and . . . this is where I call home.” Trung 
and others like him suggested they would pre-
fer to identify only as American but cannot be-
cause they do not appear white.

Others, like Thanh, who also came from 
Vietnam as a young child, asserted that a com-
mon American identity outweighs ethnic ori-
gins. Despite stating a Vietnamese identity in 
response to the question, Thanh also asserted 
that “[being Vietnamese is] not important . . . 
we’re all Americans, I think. . . . Everyone’s 
coming from different countries, so, the fact 
that I happen to be from Vietnam, not . . . a big 
deal, I don’t think.” Thanh alluded to how con-
text—in this case, one in which diverse ethnic 
origins are common—shapes her identity. Sim-
ilarly, Kim Cuc, who identified as plain “Amer-
ican,” said that “living in San Diego you see a 
multicultural group of people.” However, Kim 
Cuc’s awareness of contextual variation is clear 
when she said, “in San Diego I’m part of [the 
American mainstream.] Outside of it, I’m not. 
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I’ve been to states like Texas and Florida where 
they . . . look at me as an alien and they make 
it known.”

De-ethnicized Identity
Like American-oriented respondents, those 
with de-ethnicized identities (16 percent, eigh-
teen cases) are not attached to identities rooted 
in their origin country. Unlike those with 
American-oriented identities, however, these 
respondents expressed indifference toward eth-
nic and national identities in general. Although 
these respondents would respond (often with 
a specific national term) when asked, they said 
that ethnic background did not matter to them. 
For example, thirty-nine-year-old 1.5-generation 
Vanessa responded to a question about the im-
portance of her identity this way: “[Being Fili-
pino] is not really important. Like, I don’t care. 
Like, I’m not like ‘I’m proud! I have the—the 
sticker.’ I’m like, no . . . I’m a person . . . it’s not 
important to me.” Individuals in this category 
suggested that their common humanity was 
more important than their ethnicity. For exam-

ple, 1.5-generation Kye will tell people he is Chi-
nese, but explained that 

your question . . . it’s kind of hard for me to 
answer because . . . I kinda feel like the whole 
classification is . . . unnecessary. If we classify 
ourselves as humans, it makes everything so 
much easier . . . we don’t need to pick apart 
our . . . identities . . . we’re all one, one kind.

Similarly, Santi, a thirty-six-year-old second-
generation male whose parents were from Mex-
ico, identified as Hispanic but said, “I think it’s 
more important to say I’m human . . . I think 
we’re all mixed a little bit with something now-
adays.” Santi’s comment suggests that growing 
up in a context in which mixed ancestries are 
commonplace has shaped his identity develop-
ment.

Differences in Ethnic Identity Formations
Table 1 shows that ethnic identity formations 
do not vary significantly by gender, but, as ex-
pected, do vary by immigrant generation and 

Table 1. Gender, Generation, and National Origin, by Ethnic Identity Formations in Middle Adulthood

Strong Moderate 
American-
Oriented 

De-
ethnicized % Total N

Overall 36 33 14 16 100 111

Genderns

Female 37 38 13 12 100 60
Male 35 27 16 22 100 51

Generation**
1.5 31 26 16 26 100 61
2nd 50 39 6 6 100 36
2.5 21 50 29 0 100 14

Origin country*
Mexican 50 29 4 18 100 28
Filipino 50 30 10 10 100 20
Vietnamese 43 0 43 14 100 14
Cambodian-Lao-Hmong 19 56 6 19 100 16
Chinese 10 50 0 40 100 10
Indian 0 50 0 50 100 4
South American 67 33 0 0 100 3
Mixed 25 38 38 0 100 16

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
Note: Pearson’s chi-squared significance tests.
ns p > .10; *p < .10; **p < .05 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 va r i e t i e s  o f  e t h n i c  s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s 	 3 7

national origin. However, contrary to linear as-
similation theories predicting that individuals 
who have lived in the United States longer 
would be most oriented toward American iden-
tities and away from ethnic identities, we find 
that in middle adulthood, U.S.-born respon-
dents with two immigrant parents were the 
most strongly attached to their ethnic identi-
ties: 49 percent had a strong ethnic identity 
relative to the 32 percent of those who migrated 
as children.7 These findings differ from earlier 
CILS research on adolescents and young adults 
showing ethnic identity was more salient for 
the foreign-born (Tovar and Feliciano 2009; 
Rumbaut 2005). Among the 2.5 generation (with 
one U.S.-born parent), the pattern is more con-
sistent with a linear assimilation trajectory in 
that fewer expressed strong ethnic identities 
(21 percent), and more expressed American-
oriented identities (29 percent). 

With the caveat that the sample sizes for 
many groups are small, we note significant 
national-origin differences in ethnic identity 
formations. First, respondents with origins in 
Mexico (50 percent), the Philippines (50 per-
cent), and Vietnam (43 percent) were most 
likely to express strong ethnic identities in mid-
dle adulthood, and the Chinese (10 percent) 
and East Indians (none) the least likely to do 
so. The Vietnamese sample was split: 43 per-
cent also expressed American-oriented identi-
ties, versus only 4 percent of Mexicans, 10 per-
cent of Filipinos, and 6 percent of Cambodians, 
Lao, and Hmong. Also, East Indians (50 per-
cent) and Chinese (40 percent) were most likely 
to express de-ethnicized identities. Notably, 
none of the sixteen respondents whose parents 
came from different countries expressed de-
ethnicized identities, and the same percentage 
(38 percent) expressed American-oriented or 
moderate ethnic identities.8 Despite these 
national-origin differences, nearly all types of 
ethnic identity formations are found within 

each national-origin group, a finding that rein-
forces life course theory’s principle of individ-
ual agency within structural contexts (Elder 
1998).

Ethnic Identities and Politics,  
Relationships, and Culture
Are ethnic identity formations associated with 
other outcomes of interest, such as politics and 
family and cultural practices in middle adult-
hood? Table 2 considers whether these out-
comes are significant correlates of ethnic iden-
tity formations. In terms of politics, the 
findings do not line up neatly with existing as-
sumptions. First, we do not find that those with 
the strongest ethnic identities are the most lib-
eral politically. The biggest differences are in 
the socially liberal, but fiscally conservative cat-
egory: 31 percent of respondents with American-
oriented identities held this political orienta-
tion versus only 6 percent of those with 
de-ethnicized identities and 8 percent of those 
with strong ethnic identities. Contrary to con-
ventional assumptions of identity politics, 
more strongly ethnically identified respon-
dents said that they were somewhat conserva-
tive (30 percent) than those with de-ethnicized 
(11 percent) or American-oriented (6 percent) 
identities did. Finally, those with de-ethnicized 
identities were much more likely to not express 
a political orientation at all (28 percent, versus 
only 0 to 3 percent among those with other 
identities), suggesting that individuals indiffer-
ent toward ethnicity are similarly apathetic 
about other aspects of identity and social life. 

Ethnic identity formations and political 
party affiliations are also related. Somewhat as 
expected, individuals who express at least mod-
erately strong ethnic identities are more likely 
than are those with de-ethnicized or American-
oriented identities to identify as Democrats (58 
and 70 percent versus 39 and 25 percent, re-
spectively). American-oriented respondents are 

7. Analyses restricted to only respondents with parents born in the same country reveal the same pattern of 
differences between the 1.5 and the second generation, as do analyses focused only on the two largest groups, 
Mexicans and Filipinos. 

8. Those in the mixed category included seven with a white American parent and an Asian immigrant parent, 
four with a black American father and a Filipino immigrant mother, two with Filipino immigrant fathers and 
Mexican immigrant mothers, two with white American fathers and Mexican-born mothers, and one with a 
Mexican American father and Filippino immigrant mother. 



3 8 	 I m m i g r a t i o n  a n d  C h a n g i n g  I d e n t i t i e s

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

Table 2. Ethnic Identity Formations in Middle Adulthood, by Political, Family, and Cultural Outcomes 

Strong Moderate
American-
Oriented

De- 
ethnicized

Political orientation, T4**
Liberal 48 57 50 33
Moderate 10 8 13 17
Socially liberal, fiscally conservative 8 5 31 6
Conservative 33 24 6 17
Don’t know/refused/don’t think in  

those terms
3 5 0 28

100% 100% 100% 100%
n 40 37 16 18

Political party, T4**
Democrat 58 70 25 39
Independent 20 5 44 28
Republican 18 8 19 22
Other/none/no answer 5 16 13 11

100% 100% 100% 100%
n 40 37 16 18

Voted in 2012 election? (U.S. citizens  
only), T4ns

72 69 73 69

n 39 33 15 16

Who voted for in 2012? (among those  
who voted), T4*

Barack Obama 82 96 64 91
Mitt Romney or someone else 18 4 36 9

100% 100% 100% 100%
n 28 23 11 11

Engaged politically beyond voting?, T4ns 28 24 25 6
n 40 37 16 18

Union formation, T4ns

Single/never married or cohabited 15 22 25 33
Same ethnic group 43 35 31 17
Same panethnic group 10 19 25 17
White American 20 14 6 17
Other nonwhite group 13 11 13 17

100% 100% 100% 100%
n 40 37 16 18

Has close friends outside of panethnic 
group**

64 65 88 44

n 39 37 16 18

Cultural practices, T4**
None 8 11 53 29
1 mentioned 15 24 20 29
2 mentioned 38 38 13 29
3+ mentioned 40 27 13 12

100% 100% 100% 100%
n 40 37 15 17
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especially likely to identify as independents (44 
percent, versus 5 to 28 percent of others).

In terms of political behaviors, we do not 
find significant differences in whether one 
voted in the 2012 presidential election. How-
ever, among those who voted in 2012, American-
oriented respondents were least likely to vote 
for Barack Obama (64 percent versus 82 percent 
or higher among those with other ethnic iden-
tity formations). Although not statistically sig-
nificant, that those lacking ethnic attachments 
were less likely to participate in politics beyond 
voting (6 percent versus 24 to 28 percent of oth-
ers) is consistent with the earlier interpretation 
that a lack of attachments to ethnic identities 
extends to indifference in other social realms.

Beyond politics, ethnic identity may influ-
ence family and friendship formations and cul-
tural practices. In particular, we might expect 
those who are strongly ethnically identified to 
marry and form friendships primarily within 
their ethnic group, practice cultural traditions, 
and pass on cultural practices, such as lan-
guages, to their children. However, differences 
by ethnic identity formations in interethnic 
unions are not substantial or statistically sig-
nificant, nor always in the direction of theo-
retical expectations. For example, although a 
higher percentage of those with strong ethnic 
identities had partners who share their ethnic 

background than those with American-oriented 
identities (43 percent versus 31 percent), 20 per-
cent of those with strong ethnic identities mar-
ried or cohabited with white Americans, 
whereas only 6 percent of American-oriented 
respondents did. In terms of interethnic friend-
ships, the findings are more consistent with 
existing theories. Respondents with strong or 
moderate ethnic identities were less likely than 
those with American-oriented identities to have 
close friends outside their panethnic group, al-
though those with de-ethnicized identities were 
least likely to have close interracial friend-
ships.9

The association between ethnic identities 
and cultural practices is consistent with exist-
ing theories: those who were not attached even 
moderately to their ethnic groups (especially 
American-oriented respondents) were less 
likely to mention any cultural practices related 
to their ethnic backgrounds. Those with strong 
ethnic identities were most likely to mention 
three or more cultural practices; moderately 
ethnic identified respondents fell in the mid-
dle.

Finally, for respondents who were parents, 
we considered whether ethnic identity forma-
tions related to speaking foreign languages 
with their children. Here we see a clear pattern: 
those who expressed strong (54 percent) and 

9. Further analyses show that those with American-oriented identities were both more likely to have white 
American friends and more likely to have nonwhite friends of another panethnic group than those with strong 
or moderate ethnic identities, whereas de-ethnicized respondents more often had no close friends.

Speaks non-English language with 
 children?, T4**

At least half non-English 54 32 11 18
n 28 31 9 11

Speaks non-English language with  
children?, bilinguals only, T4**

At least half non-English 72 48 14 20
n 18 21 7 10

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
Notes: Pearson’s chi-squared significance tests. Responses in percentages.
ns p > .10; *p < .10; **p < .05 

Table 2. (continued)

Strong Moderate
American-
Oriented

De- 
ethnicized
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moderate (32 percent) ethnic identities were 
more likely than those with de-ethnicized (18 
percent) or American-oriented (11 percent) 
identities to speak to their children at least half 
of the time in a language other than English. 
When we limited the sample to those who con-
sidered themselves bilingual, these differences 
are even more pronounced: 72 percent of bilin-
guals with strong ethnic identities spoke a non-
English language to their children versus only 
14 percent of American-oriented bilinguals. A 
strong ethnic identity relates to maintaining at 
least some cultural practices, including passing 
on a foreign language to children.

Discussion and Conclusions
Previous research has focused on self-identity 
expressions in the often volatile developmental 
stages of adolescence or early adulthood. This 
study is among the first to examine ethnic iden-
tity among immigrants’ children as they age 
into the relatively stable life course stage of 
middle adulthood. Through our mixed-
methods approach, we show the importance of 
incorporating in-depth qualitative interview 
data to understand the subjective meanings be-
hind ethnic identity labels. Our data, drawn 
from a more representative sample than stud-
ies limited to snowball or convenience sam-
ples, suggests a wide range of ethnic self-
identity formations among immigrants’ 
children in middle adulthood. It is most com-
mon to have a strong ethnic identity; these 
adult children of immigrants indicated that 
identifying with their heritage or culture was a 
source of pride and a defining part of them-
selves. On the other hand, a significant portion 
of adult children of immigrants in our sample 
did not feel even moderately connected to an 
ethnic group, revealing de-ethnicized or 
American-oriented identities, which, in some 
cases, they lamented they could not fully claim 
because others wanted to classify them based 
on their nonwhite phenotype. Thus, although 
many adult children of immigrants fully em-
brace their ethnic identities, others feel con-
strained by a U.S. racial structure, which limits 
how much choice they have to assert a plain 
American identity or to not identify in ethnic 
or racial terms at all (Waters 1990; Song 2003; 
Waters 2001). Such diversity, which is evident 

even among those who respond with the same 
outward ethnic identity label (such as Filipino 
or Mexican), supports the life course perspec-
tive; previous research suggests that when 
structural constraints are loosened, in this case 
a multicultural historical context in which self-
expression is encouraged, individuals can exert 
agency in choosing how to ethnically self-
identify, but that structural constraints within 
historical contexts also shape development 
(Csizimadia et al. 2012; Elder et al. 2003).

We distinguish between ethnic identity la-
bels (outward expressions of self-definitions) 
and ethnic identity formations (a subjective 
sense of ethnic belonging and its importance). 
We find that ethnic identity labels are used 
more consistently in adulthood than in adoles-
cence, and overall, are much more stable than 
fluid. Moreover, measuring fluidity in ethnic 
identities based on survey responses (even to 
open-ended questions), misses the degree to 
which ethnic labels are used interchangeably. 
Consistent with previous research, our qualita-
tive data show that immigrants’ children often 
express different labels to different audiences 
in strategic ways, for example, to emphasize 
Americanness to a white native-born American, 
or to clarify one’s national origin to an Asian 
American (Dowling 2014; Kasinitz et al. 2008). 
Like prior studies, we also find that adult chil-
dren of immigrants tend to view panethnic 
terms, such as Hispanic or Asian, as broader 
groups, corresponding to official racial catego-
ries, which they layer over more specific ethnic 
identities (Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 2000; 
Kibria 2002; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2003; 
Okamoto 2014; Padilla 1985; Dowling 2014). 
Overall, our findings suggest that though the 
presentation of self-identifications to others 
may be contextually contingent, internal ethnic 
identities remain fairly consistent more often 
than not. However, whereas stability in ethnic 
self-labels was the more common pattern from 
early to middle adulthood, the importance of 
ethnic identity tended to diminish over this 
part of the life course as new social identities 
emerged.

Existing assimilation theories suggest two 
modes of ethnic self-identity formation. One 
view posits that the forging of a reactive ethnic-
ity in the face of perceived threats, discrimina-
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tion, and exclusion may account for the rise 
rather than the erosion of ethnicity over time 
(Rumbaut 2005, 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 
2001, see also Massey and Sánchez 2010). This 
contrasts with the conventional account main-
taining that descendants of European immi-
grants experienced a linear (if at times bumpy) 
process of assimilation, in which their ethnic 
self-identities thinned over time in the United 
States, such that ethnic identity became an op-
tional, passive, leisure-time form of symbolic 
ethnicity (Alba 1990; Gans 1979; Waters 1990; 
see also Child [1943] 1970; Nahirny and Fish-
man 1965). Yet, our findings suggest that most 
adult children of Asian and Latin American im-
migrants in their late thirties developed ethnic 
identities in varied ways that fall somewhere 
in between these two poles. For instance, only 
a handful of respondents, all Mexican-origin 
men, conveyed a sense that their ethnic self-
identities were primarily reactive, shaped by 
continuing awareness of discrimination, nega-
tive stereotyping, and a hostile political con-
text. A much larger proportion of adult children 
of immigrants identified strongly with their 
parents’ national origins or a combination of 
national origins and American identities be-
cause they maintained strong, positive, attach-
ments to family and cultural practices that they 
associated with their ethnic origins. We must 
keep in mind, however, that respondents main-
tained strong ethnic attachments within a his-
torical and social context they perceived as wel-
coming diversity and self-expression. Reactive 
ethnic identity formations may be more com-
mon in different historical and social contexts 
and among different ethnic groups facing more 
hostile political contexts—such as Sikh Ameri-
cans facing post 9/11 backlash or the children 
of undocumented immigrants in today’s po-
litical climate (on Sikh Americans, see Kurien 
2018).

Although we find that ethnic identity forma-
tions vary significantly by national origin (for 
example, more Mexican-origin than Chinese-
origin respondents identify strongly with their 
ethnicity), within each ethnic group we also 
find individuals attached to their ethnic identi-
ties and others not, such that the variation 
within each national-origin group is greater 
than the variation between them. Across all 

national-origin groups, we find a common pat-
tern of difference by immigrant generation: 
those born in the United States with two im-
migrant parents being more likely than either 
the 1.5 or 2.5 generation to maintain strong eth-
nic identities into middle adulthood, and least 
likely to have American-oriented identities. 
Further, 1.5-generation adults in their late thir-
ties were most likely to have de-ethnicized iden-
tities. The reasons behind these patterns are 
difficult to discern, but it may be that those 
who migrated as children are more aware of 
being disconnected from their origin country, 
and thus, by middle adulthood, are less likely 
to maintain those ethnic attachments. In con-
trast, the second generation may cling strongly 
to ethnic attachments to overcompensate for 
feeling they lack ethnic authenticity having 
been born in the United States. It may also be 
that immigrants who have crossed national 
borders themselves, even as children, may be 
more likely to downplay or “see through” the 
borders and boundaries implied by ethnic la-
bels distinguishing us versus them. Exploring 
the sources of such variation further is a ques-
tion for future research.

By examining ethnic identity among adult 
children of immigrants in their late thirties, 
who have often completed schooling, married, 
and formed families, we can consider the con-
sequences of ethnic identity formation in ways 
previous studies have not. Of particular impor-
tance in today’s context is how ethnic identity 
formations relate to political orientations and 
behaviors. We find that political views vary by 
ethnic identity formations, but in complex 
ways. For instance, those with strong ethnic 
identities were more conservative than those 
with American-oriented identities, which may 
relate to conservative religious views tied to eth-
nic backgrounds. However, this does not cur-
rently translate into affiliations with the Repub-
lican Party. In addition, respondents with 
American-oriented identities were more likely 
to express socially liberal, fiscally conservative 
political views than those with other ethnic 
identity formations, and more likely to identify 
as political independents. Ethnic identities do 
not appear to coincide with political engage-
ment, including voting, except that adult chil-
dren of immigrants with American-oriented 
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identities were more likely to vote for someone 
else over Barack Obama in 2012 than those with 
any other ethnic identity formation. These find-
ings challenge assumptions that the growing 
population of Latinos and Asians who are de-
scendants of immigrants will constitute a 
monolithic voting block (Immigration Policy 
Center 2010), and instead reveal that political 
views, affiliations, and behaviors vary across 
the range of ethnic identity formations within 
these populations.

Like recent research on Mexican Americans, 
our findings do not support linear assimilation 
theories positing that those with stronger eth-
nic identities are more likely to marry within 
their ethnic group, or, conversely, that inter-
marrying leads to weaker attachments to ethnic 
identities (on Mexican Americans, see Vasquez-
Tokos 2017). However, we do find that adult im-
migrants’ children with stronger ethnic identi-
ties are more likely to have close coethnic 
friends, maintain cultural practices associated 
with their ethnic background, and speak with 
their children in a language other than English. 
This is not to say that retaining strong defini-
tions of self as ethnic relate to patterns of be-
havior that are markedly distinct from those of 
nonethnic Americans. Indeed, most respon-
dents also said that their everyday lifestyles and 
behaviors made them part of mainstream 

America. Nevertheless, our strongly ethnically 
identified respondents conveyed that their eth-
nicity and cultural practices made them 
unique, and as parents, some are at least at-
tempting to transmit an important cultural el-
ement, language, to the next generation. 
Whether those efforts will be successful re-
mains to be seen. Moreover, even though most 
bilingual adult children of immigrants with 
strong ethnic identities spoke a language other 
than English with their children, they consti-
tuted less than one-quarter of all parents in our 
sample. 

Overall, this study suggests that ethnic iden-
tity formations among the second generation 
in middle adulthood are complex and varied. 
Although for some, attachments to an ethnic 
identity remain strong into their late thirties, 
for many, ethnic identity attachments begin to 
wane through the life course, as their social 
identities as parents, workers, or spouses be-
come more central. Moreover, ethnic identities 
relate to political and social views and behav-
iors in complex, and often modest, ways. Fu-
ture research should further explore the con-
sequences of varied ethnic identities for the 
resilience or decline of ethnic boundaries into 
the next generation, as well as how ethnic iden-
tity formations vary in different historical and 
social contexts. 

Figure A1. Ethnic Identity Labels, T1 to T4 (Percentages)

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
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Table A1. The CILS T4 Subsample: A Portrait 

Characteristic N %

Total 111 100.0

Gender
Female 60 54.1
Male 51 45.9

Ethnicity
Mexican 32 28.8
Filipino 27 24.3
Vietnamese 14 12.6
Cambodian-Lao-Hmong 16 14.4
Chinese 13 11.7
Asian American, other 6 5.4
Latin American, other 3 2.7

Age at T4 interview
Thirty-six 31 27.9
Thirty-seven 38 34.2
Thirty-eight or thirty-nine 42 37.9

Generation
1.5 (foreign born, came to the United States under age thirteen) 60 54.1
2.0 (U.S. born, both parents foreign born) 37 33.3
2.5 (U.S. born, one parent foreign born, one parent U.S. born) 14 12.6

Citizenship status
U.S. citizen by birth 51 45.9
U.S. citizen by naturalization 52 46.9
Not a U.S. citizen 8 7.2

Marital status
Married 62 55.9
Cohabiting 10 9.0
Single 24 21.6
Divorced, separated, other 15 13.5

How many children do you have?
None 40 36.0
One 20 18.0
Two 28 25.2
Three 11 9.9
Four to five 12 10.8

Highest degree attained
High school or vocational 38 34.2
Associate’s (two-year degree) or three to four years (no degree) 13 11.7
Bachelor’s (BA, BS) 37 33.3
Master’s (MA, MS, MBA) 17 15.3
MD, JD, PhD 6 5.4

(continued)
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Labor force status
Employed full time 90 81.1
Employed part time 11 9.9
Unemployed and looking for work 5 4.5
Not in labor force (homemaker; disabled, unable to work) 5 4.5

Political orientation
Liberal 54 48.65
Moderate 12 10.8
Strongly socially liberal, fiscally conservative 11 9.9
Conservative 26 23.4
Don’t know, don’t think in those terms 8 7.2

Political party affiliation
Democrat 48 43.2
Independent 22 19.8
Republican 17 15.3
None, or no response 12 10.8

If U.S. citizen, registered to vote?
Yes 86 83.5
No 17 16.5

Engaged politically beyond just voting?
Yes 25 22.7
No 85 77.3

Are you bilingual?
Yes 78 70.3
No (English only) 33 29.7

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.

Table A1. (continued)

Characteristic N %

Table A2. Ethnic Identity Formations by Ethnic Identity Labels, Time 4 (Frequencies)

Strong 
American-
Oriented Moderate 

De-
ethnicized N

American, unhyphenated 0 3 0 0 3
National, unhyphenated 22 1 24 10 57
Hyphenated American 14 3 4 0 21
Panethnic 1 4 2 7 14
Mixed or other 3 5 7 1 16
n 40 16 37 18 111

Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the CILS-San Diego longitudinal in-depth sample, 1991–2016.
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