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Abstract
Contemporary events such as the change in the most recent U.S. Census
highlight the need for a better understanding of political, social, and
psychological ramifications of mixed-ancestry identity. To be able to
monitor and serve the needs of mixed-ancestry youth in particular,
we need to first be able to identify who is and is not a mixed-ancestry
individual. Subsequently, we need to examine particular risk and
protective factors relevant to mixed-ancestry youth. In this paper we
review some of the recent literature on mixed-ancestry adolescents’
social adjustment and the assessment of mixed ancestry and present
theories of mixed-ancestry identity formation. Then, the results of a
preliminary qualitative study of mixed-ancestry college students that
illustrate some of the empirical findings and theoretical suppositions
are presented.
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empirical ﬁndings and theoretical suppositions
are presented.

Review of the Literature
Contemporary events highlight the need for a
better understanding of political, social, and
psychological ramifications of mixed ancestry.
For example, a lawsuit was filed in the U.S.
District court in Honolulu on behalf of an
anonymous non-native Hawaiian applicant to the
prestigious Kamehameha schools, challenging
the rule that only students who can prove at least
a trace of native Hawaiian ancestry can attend
these schools (Honolulu Star-Bulletin, 2003). The
current Administration’s No Child Left Behind
legislation mandates a closing of the achievement
gap between White and minority students
(identified as African American, Hispanic, and
Native American). The question of whether
mixed-ancestry students should be included in
these concerns has not been established in this
legislation, although tabulating mixed-ancestry
students is certainly a critical methodological
and practical issue with regard to schools’
allocation of resources and accountability (Lopez,
2003). Thus, the conundrum of determining
whether schools are succeeding in closing this
gap is exacerbated by the difficulty of procuring
accurate race/ethnicity information from
students, especially from students of mixed
ancestry (Lopez, 2003; Vaishnav, 2003). To be able
to monitor and serve the needs of mixed ancestry
youth, we need to first be able to identify who
is and is not a mixed-ancestry individual.
Subsequently, we need to examine particular risk
and protective factors relevant to mixed ancestry
youth.
In this paper we review some of the recent
literature on mixed-ancestry adolescents’ social
adjustment and the assessment of mixedancestry and present theories of mixed-ancestry
identity formation. Then, the results of a
preliminary qualitative study of mixed ancestry
college students that illustrate some of the

Mixed-Ancestry Adolescent Adjustment
Whether adolescents of mixed racial and ethnic
ancestry experience more psychological and
social adjustment problems than their singlerace peers has been a source of controversy. A
deficiency lens has been prominent in studies
of mixed-ancestry youth; their strengths have
not been the focus of research. Researchers who
have studied clinical populations or communitybased small samples have tended to characterize
mixed-ancestry youth as having difficulties (e.g.,
Brandell, 1988; Gibbs, 1987; Gibbs, & MoskowitzSweet, 1991; Gordon, 1964; Ladner, 1977; Root,
1992, 1998). However, researchers who have
studied non-clinical samples have challenged
this view (e.g., Johnson & Nagoshi, 1986; Phinney
& Alipuria, 1996). The contradictions in this body
of research have been attributed to differences in
research design and sampling (Gibbs & Hines,
1992; Udry, Li, & Hendrickson-Smith, 2003).
More recently, since the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) data
from a large nationally representative sample of
youth have become available, methodological
problems associated with the small size and nonrepresentative nature of the samples of previous
studies have been overcome. Three recent studies
of the Add Health data have shown that some
adolescents of mixed ancestry have lower scores
on indicators of health and social adjustment in
some but not all areas of functioning (Erkut &
Tracy, 2003; Cooney & Radina, 2000; Udry et al.,
2003). Erkut and Tracy (2003) and Udry and his
colleagues (2003) have shown that behavioral
correlates of mixed-race identification can vary
by specific racial/ethnic combinations. Erkut
and Tracy (2003) found that mixed-ancestry
adolescents whose mixture contained Asian or
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White races were more likely to report abusing
drugs and being depressed than either their
mono-racial peers or adolescents of other mixedancestry combinations. Thus, having identified
pockets of mixed-ancestry youth who report
adjustment problems it becomes important
to identify who they are in order to be able to
provide them with services they might benefit
from.
Assessing Mixed Ancestry
In order to identify mixed-ancestry adolescents
who may beneﬁt from services, one needs a valid
and reliable assessment tool. There are a number
of factors that can inﬂuence a person’s selfidentiﬁcation as mixed-ancestry. These include
immediate contexts such as the type of questions
asked to elicit racial/ethnic identiﬁcation and
the audience for the response (Harris, 2002;
Harris & Sim, 2002; Hirschman, Alba, & Farley,
2000). How the question is asked appears to
inﬂuence whether the same individual identiﬁes
with one ethnic/racial group or multiple
groups. For example, Hirschman et al. (2000)
found that broadening the response options
(e.g., “mark one or more” or the inclusion of a
multiracial category) increased the number of
people identifying as being of mixed race; this
was especially true for Native Americans and
Hawaiians. Similarly, Johnson and colleagues
(1999) found that multiracial women were
more likely to identify as multiracial on a
questionnaire if a “multiracial” rather than
“other” category was available. Other studies
have shown how wording and ordering of ethnic
and racial identiﬁcation questions can inﬂuence
the likelihood of respondents’ identifying with
more than one racial category — this is especially
the case with Latinos (see Hirschman et al.,
2000). However, these previous studies have been
carried out with adults. The generalizability of
their results to adolescents remains unexamined.

4

Fluidity and Diversity. Just like any racial
identification, mixed racial/ethnic identity is
fluid (Harris & Sim, 2002; Phinney & Alipuria,
1996), which further complicates the assessment
of mixed-ancestry identity. The same question
asked at home or in school can yield different
answers; moreover, an adolescent’s answer given
at home or in school may or may not correspond
to a parent’s identification of the adolescent’s
racial/ethnic identity. Some adolescents
consistently answer the same way in different
venues while others give different answers. The
fluidity in mixed-ancestry identification may be
a product of the adolescent identity formation
phase of experimentation (Demo, 1992) or it may
be a conscious choice in response to perceived
external cues.
Not all adolescents whose parents come from
different racial and ethnic backgrounds view
themselves to be of mixed ancestry. As Root
(1998) has noted, siblings in the same family
where parents are from different heritages do
not all have the same racial/ethnic identity.
Phenotype and other external markers such as
an ethnic name or language play a role in racial/
ethnic identiﬁcation but they do not determine
it. Also, there can be differences in externally
reported and internally held beliefs about
one’s racial/ethnic identiﬁcation. Individuals
can choose to declare themselves mono-racial
or biracial depending on whether they have
privacy when reporting their identiﬁcation
(Harris & Sim, 2002) and also depending on
the race/ethnicity of their immediate company
(Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002).
Moreover, all mixes are not “equal” in their
propensity for eliciting identiﬁcation as mixed
ancestry (Davis, 1991; Nagel, 1995; Snipp, 1997).
Different racial/ethnic mixtures are associated
with different likelihoods of self-identifying as
mixed ancestry. Harris and Sim report that when
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adolescents who gave mixed-race responses were
asked, “Which one category best describes your
racial background?” reverting to White as the
single best racial category was least likely among
adolescents who had reported a White/Black
identity (17%), most likely among those who
reported being White/Native American (86%),
and midway between the two for those reporting
White/Asian identity (47%) (2002, p. 622).
Theories of Mixed-Ancestry Identity Formation
Poston (1990) was one of the first researchers
to suggest that existing racial/ethnic identity
models (e.g., Cross, 1978; Phinney, 1989) were
not applicable to the mixed-ancestry experience
and developed a mixed identity development
stage model. Poston’s (1990) model described a
developmental process that involves acquiring
reference group orientation attitudes. “Reference
group orientation,” as defined by Cross (1991),
referred to the group or groups an individual
uses as a point of comparison to evaluate and
build self-representations and an identity.
Poston’s stage model suggested that mixedancestry identity development progressed from
stage one: “no group identity,” to stage five: a
group identity that accepts and values one’s
multiple heritages.
Kerwin and Ponterotto (1995) devised a model
of racial/ethnic identity development that
integrated the work of Poston (1990) and others
(e.g., Jacobs, 1992; Kich, 1992). Kerwin and
Ponterotto’s (1995) model consisted of six stages,
beginning with preschool and ending with
adulthood. The first three stages described racial
awareness development that is applicable to
most young children of color (see Holmes, 1995;
Wright, 1998). Kerwin and Ponterotto suggested
that the fourth stage, which often occurs during
adolescence, can be the most challenging period
for individuals of mixed ancestry because
adolescence is a developmental period when

differences are not easily tolerated because of a
great need to fit in. Peers may pressure biracial
adolescents to identify with one group and,
in particular, with the parent of color. During
the young adulthood stage, immersion in one
culture and rejection of the other culture begins
to dissipate for mixed-ancestry individuals as
they develop a more secure personal identity.
Finally, Kerwin and Ponterotto suggested that
during adulthood, mixed-ancestry individuals
continue to integrate the multiple facets that
make up their racial identity.
Kerwin and Ponterotto’s (1995) stage model
expanded Poston’s work by including specific
developmental age guidelines and discussing
contextual factors such as peers. Both models
suggested that most mixed-ancestry individuals
ultimately develop an identity that integrates
all of their heritages. Thus, only one possible
trajectory for mixed-ancestry identity formation
is represented in these models.
Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002) have
provided a taxonomy of mixed-ancestry identity
types that captures the multiple ways mixedancestry Black/White individuals can identify,
and also developed a questionnaire to ascertain
the types through a series of questions. Five
different types of identity statuses emerged from
Rockquemore and Brunsma’ in their qualitative
and quantitative data from a sample of 177
Black/White biracial adults. Over 60% of their
participants identiﬁed as having border identities,
an identity in which people view themselves as
neither Black nor White, but a unique category
that includes both. Some of the participants
(22.6%) reported having validated border identities,
that is, an identity that is accepted by others
as a viable identity. Others (38.7%) reported
unvalidated border identities because their biracial
identity was not validated by others in their
social network.
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Other participants (16.7%) chose a singular
identity by identifying with one of their racial/
ethnic heritages and excluding the other. A
small number of participants (4.8%) possessed
multiple identities or protean identities in
which biracial or singular identities were
chosen depending on what the person deems
appropriate for the social setting they are
in. Finally, a surprisingly large number of
participants (13.1%) had transcendent identities,
which indicated that race and ethnicity were not
a part of these participants’ self concepts.
Fhagen-Smith (2003) suggests that the ﬂuidity
of racial identiﬁcation found in current studies
of mixed-ancestry adolescents is a result of
developmental stages of ego identity formation.
Using Erikson’s ego identity model, she
theorizes that mixed-ancestry adolescents who
are either in a state of identity exploration (i.e.,
moratorium) or are not yet committed to any
identity nor actively undergoing exploration
(diffusion) are likely to change their racial
identiﬁcation based on a number of situational
factors. Mixed-ancestry adolescents who are
not actively exploring their identity, either
because they have done the work of moratorium
and have committed to an identity (achieved)
or committed to an identity that is based
on childhood socialization with no active
exploration (foreclosed), are less likely to change
their racial identiﬁcation based on various
environmental factors. According to FhagenSmith (2003), many multiracial adolescents
enter early adulthood having a high positive
race-salient mixed-ancestry identity pattern (i.e.,
protean, border identity, or singular minority
or majority identity). Her model accommodates
the ﬂuidity in racial/ethnic identiﬁcation and
developmental changes over time, identiﬁes
contextual inﬂuences, and incorporates
mediating processes.

6

A Preliminary Study of Mixed Ancestry
College Students
The changes in the 2000 Census that allowed
identiﬁcation with more than one race reﬂects
recognition of the increase in the numbers
individuals who want to be identiﬁed as
belonging to more than one race (see Perlmann
& Waters, 2002). The momentum to change the
census race/ethnicity response categories has
coincided with a growing number of campus
organizations formed by college students who
identify with more than one race/ethnicity.
These organizations provide sources of support
and opportunities for discussion about bi-racial
and multi-racial identity issues. College students
in late adolescence are effectively claiming their
right to self-identiﬁcation in ways that disrupt
pressure to split identity into parts that deny a
whole person, or on the other hand, imposition
of a single identity afﬁliation, thereby denying
one’s mixed heritage.
To examine this new and growing movement in
light of recent empirical ﬁndings and theories
of mixed racial identity development (Cross
& Fhagen-Smith, 2001; Kerwin & Ponterotto,
1995; Poston, 1990; Rockquemore & Brunsma,
2002), members of an East Coast college campus
organization were invited to participate in a
series of focus groups designed to illuminate
individual identity and group processes for
mixed ancestry adolescents.
Focus group interview strategies were used
to gather the data. Protocols included both
retrospective and concurrent questions in order
to 1) highlight various stages of mixed-ancestry
identity development, 2) degrees of salience that
race/ethnicity has for individuals involved in
these organizations, and 3) the degree to which
having mixed ancestry has meaning for late
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adolescents’ risk and resilience circumstances in
the face of discrimination and racial/ethnic bias.
Historical and prospective investigation of the
student organization is used to document this
sociological movement in the context of broader
race relationships.
Existing theories of identity development
are used to frame analyses of focus group
interview data. Results shed light on normative
development of mixed ancestry youth in a
cultural context that is both increasingly open to
mixed ancestry yet continues to present risks to
emotional adjustment in various forms of racism
and prejudice.

see as its role on campus, how does it
meet the needs of its individual members,
description of membership in general,
recruitment efforts, coordination with
other organizations, plans for growth and
outreach, long-term goals of organization,
goals for this year, description of goals
already met, description of activities they
have sponsored, both academic and social.
•

Field testing of race/ethnicity
identiﬁcation surveys followed by
discussion of the process of ﬁlling out
the forms and gathering feedback on
the different approaches to asking this
question, i.e., what strategies worked
best to capture information about
identiﬁcation.

•

Distribution of Fhagen-Smith’s (2003)
paper entitled, “A Theoretical Model of
Mixed Ancestry Racial/Ethnic Identity
Development,” followed by a brief
summary of the theoretical models of
identity development and an opportunity
for participants to discuss these models.

Procedures and Methods
Sample. Participants were traditional-aged
college students, 18 and older, all members of a
group named Fusion at a woman’s college in the
northeast. Membership in Fusion includes, but is
not limited to, mixed-ancestry individuals. They
were recruited to participate in a pilot project
on mixed ancestry adolescents. Initial contacts
were made though email to Fusion’s ofﬁcers and
a follow up informational meeting took place
to answer questions about the research project.
The ofﬁcers then facilitated the recruitment of
individual members through email, campus
postings, and word-of-mouth. Informed consent
was obtained from participating members
prior to the interviews. Across the three focus
group meetings, attendance ranged from 5 to 8
students.
Focus Group Procedure. Three focus group
discussions were conducted; each session lasted
approximately one hour and was audio-taped
and transcribed. Each session revolved around a
speciﬁc theme, in the following order:
•

Group oral history of organization: how did
the organization start, what do members

Analysis and Results
Data from focus group interviews were coded
using thematic content analysis (Patton,
1990) to elaborate 1) the signiﬁcant themes
in the meanings that participants make of
their mixed-ancestry identity, 2) how the
college organization supports their identity,
and 3) conﬂicts and challenges posed by
being asked to identify oneself to monoracial others. Inductive coding processes
were utilized (Miles & Huberman, 1994), in
which codes emerged from the interview
texts. Conceptually clustered matrices were
constructed from the data along emergent
themes.
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History of Fusion
The group’s web site, which was created and
last updated three years prior to the focus group
interviews, states that:
Fusion was established with the vision
of catering to the needs of students from
multi-racial backgrounds. It is a student
organization, but not in the sense that
it is a hierarchical establishment that
organizes events. Fusion’s mission is
the provision of an open and supportive
forum for the discussion of multi-racial
issues and concerns. Formal discussions
of issues and events are conducted at the
weekly general meetings. Study breaks
are held periodically as well, where
members and newcomers relax in a
more casual environment for games and
discussion of more personal issues.
The group was originally created by a student
of Chinese and Jewish descent who went on to
create the nationwide group, Swirl (http://www.
swirlinc.org/) after she graduated from college in
1999. Participants in the focus group interviews
included seniors who did not overlap with the
founding president but could still describe the
lore of the group’s beginnings:

Yeah, she started it with three of her
bi-racial friends I believe, just getting
together on Sundays for brunch and
talking amongst themselves about
issues. It was more of a friendly thing
and then they decided to make it an
organization. From there it grew a
lot, campus wide, and it attracted
more people. Because this first cohort
of members felt “that there wasn’t an
organization for them on campus” they
wanted to create a “support network”

for others “who’ve grown up in similar
ways.”

It appears that little has changed as members
similarly described current activities as a time
for friends to meet and talk about mixedrace concerns. Members seemed to enjoy one
another’s company and tended to emphasize
social goals during the focus group meetings
more than wanting to make political statements.
The nature of the core group being such closeknit friendships was viewed by some as an
unintended threat to the long-term efforts of the
organization. Most graduating seniors expressed
some concern about how Fusion would carry on
and grow in the following year.
Participants made numerous comments about
being singled out as different and being
misunderstood or misidentiﬁed as an important
part of their motivation to join Fusion. While
there was much disclosure of subtle racism and
the pain it caused, there were no stories of overt
discrimination from members of the group.
This may go toward explaining the emphasis
on building a support group rather than on the
sort of activism that other culturally identiﬁed
groups on campus might engage in. For
instance, the African American student group
is uniﬁed and insistent in putting pressure on
the administration to have more representation
among faculty on campus. As this student
articulated, such an activist orientation would be
an unlikely unifying theme for students involved
in a mixed race identity group that fulﬁlls
“cultural support” needs:
I just found it really interesting to
be in the same group with people
who had gone through some similar
experiences. Like obviously, culturally,
we’re all so different because being
mixed race is not about sharing the

culture necessarily, it’s about sharing
some kind of experience, outside of just
individual cultures. So, that was really
interesting.

with bi-racial, multi-racial, mixed race, or of
mixed ancestry: “I felt I had never really explored
my multi-racial background, my multi-cultural
background very well.”

As another student described, joining the
organization was an opportunity to be welcomed
into a group sharing similar experiences, in
contrast to a lifetime of feeling uniquely cut off
from those around her.

When asked if they had a mission statement,
one officer replied, “We’re supposed to promote
multi-racial/cultural awareness on campus.” She
reported that as a first year student she thought
members had to be of mixed ancestry and that to
some degree that is still the “perception on campus
[despite the inclusion of] members who weren’t
mixed, or who had just lived in different places over
the course of their lives.” However, even as some
members of the group want to publicize the
fact that the organization is open to all students
– multi-racial and mono-racial, others admit
that they are unresolved about whether Fusion
should be contained as a support group or reach
out to other students as well, not just multiracial, but also everyone. When asked where they
would like to see the group in five years they
told us they want to be “a stronger presence on
campus, working with other organizations, and having
a stronger membership.”

I spied a sign that said something about,
“Have you ever been called a mutt?”
And I just stopped and it was sort of a
flashback for me, just like experiences
I had growing up, and I guess I signed
up and showed up because I never knew
there were organizations for things
like this. And I guess I felt the need to
listen to other people’s stories as well
and just knowing that I wasn’t the only
one that went through this. Because I
had spent a really long time believing
that these were experiences unique to
me and the world resents me and stuff
like that. [laughs] So it was really
comforting that first year to reconcile
a lot of issues I had repressed, and then
I just kept coming back year after year
because it was just a nice environment
to be in.

In this multi-racial context expanded and
redefined as a multicultural context, the
international students could firmly establish
themselves in the group. A student who had
been a member for several years was also
the Vice-President elect for the coming year
explained it as follows:

Multi-Racial/Multicultural Identity
An unexpected feature of the Fusion group
was its attraction of students who were not of
mixed ancestry, including international students,
students who were curious about the experiences
of group members, students who were mistaken
for being of mixed ancestry, and students who
did have mixed ancestry in their background
but strongly identified as mono-racial.
Students sometimes identified themselves as
“multicultural” using the term interchangeably

I, myself, am an international student,
I’m not exactly mixed race. But I lived
in Britain for some period of time with
like a lot of international students
from all over the world and that was
really the point when I started being
interested in multi-racial and multicultural issues. And when I first came
here, I realized there were a lot of people
that sort of had, um, maybe issues with,
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you know, getting assimilated with
American culture. They might have
been international students but they
might also have been people of mixed
race and I just found it interesting.
Within this student organization that is
dedicated to providing a space for people who
have felt marginalized or lacking affiliation with
any one group, inclusiveness is a clear priority.
Outreach is targeted towards mixed-ancestry
individuals but all people are welcome. As one
member articulated it, the drawback to being
so inclusive is that “people just are coming from all
different backgrounds, and sometimes it’s hard to sit
down and, like, talk about one thing.”
While these college students tended to talk
about academic and work goals for the near
future, students with a long-term view described
consideration of the question of raising children
from mixed-ancestry backgrounds:
If I do happen to have children here [in
the U.S.], they might be going through
something that some other people are
going through right now, and I just find
it very interesting to listen to people
that can share their experiences with.
And said another:
I think that sometime in the future
my children might be of mixed race or
heritage. I just want to hear people’s
stories and what they went through and
how I could understand what they were
going through.
Wanting to hear others’ stories was not only
a way to find support for oneself, but also an
attempt to arm oneself with the resources
needed to nurture a future generation. Being
practical, these students saw themselves in
a heterogeneous world where dating across

10

racial groups is an accepted practice, and in
fact programming for the student organization
has included panel discussions of such dating
practices.
Ironically, attempts to promote the organization
and encourage greater understanding of
interracial dating were regularly met with
polarization between racial groups with some
individuals promoting dating segregation.
Students explained that the interracial dating
panel discussion “usually pulls in more nonmembers than – I guess that want to date.” This
activity was actually nixed for this year because
of conflicts in previous years when events tended
to quickly move to one-sided discussions of
“Why do Black men date White women?” that would
pit mono-racial students against one another.
Fusion members were most distressed that event
participants who were unfamiliar with the topic,
or who had not really formed an opinion, were
silenced by the discussion that “ends up being sort
of this debate going on between two groups of people
and everyone else is just listening and wondering
what happened.”
Speculating that the reason this event was
avoided this year had as much to do with group
members’ reluctance to acknowledge the reality
that acceptance of mixed-ancestry individuals
was tenuous, given the strong reaction of fellow
students to people dating outside their race. We
pushed focus group participants to consider
whether this is more indicative of discrimination
against mixed-ancestry individuals. The
members side-stepped the issue by giving
justifications similar to “[it] hasn’t really been a
concern that I’ve thought about, so I don’t have a
strong opinion,” and reiterating the importance of
giving all audience members a chance to speak at
Fusion events.
Mistaken identity. An African American senior
attending one of the focus groups described her
frustration at being often misidentified:
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I’m actually Black but I’m often
mistaken for either half-Black halfWhite, or half Latin American. Latina
and half-Black, or completely Latina. A
lot of the time people don’t know what
my race is at all. And that strangest
race I ever got was Greek.
This was a relatively new occurrence that began
once she left her small town and came to college
where she was no longer easily recognizable as
the lighter-skinned sister among siblings in her
African American family. As a young adolescent
she had felt her identity was firmly established
as one of the “10 Black kids” in her 1200 student
high school. Yet in a college community with
many more Black students including a number
of mixed-ancestry individuals she expressed
ambivalence about others’ need to categorize
her. First stating that it “really didn’t feel offensive
because they were just trying to categorize me and
put me into some kind of place, so they knew where I
was from culturally,” then declaring it was indeed
offensive because being asked questions about
identity were interpreted as a polite way of
expressing racist stereotypes, “that people couldn’t
accept the fact that there were middle-class/uppermiddle-class Black people who were named regular
names” and that all Black people did not grow
up “in the South Bronx!” Fusion provided an
inclusive space for students to express and find
support in their identity, even for mono-racial
students offended by being mistaken for mixed
race.
Language
Because of the number of international and
also first- and second generation-students, the
issue of language was pertinent to identity. One
student, born in Japan to a White U.S. mother
and Japanese father “only spoke Japanese” the first
eight years of her life. Although she described
herself as being “visibly different” she also
claimed that as a young child, “Culturally I felt

completely Japanese because that was my experience.”
However, once she moved to the U.S. as an older
child, she spoke English predominantly and thus
never developed a sophisticated command of the
Japanese language, which obscured her Japanese
identity. Despite her early childhood experience
of internalizing a Japanese identity, “there was
always this disconnect between how people identified
me by the way that I looked -- a foreigner, a Gaijin.”
Her experience in Japan standing out as the lone
half-White child was mirrored in the U.S. as the
lone half-Japanese in an all White community.
With English fluency came a stronger
identification with her White ancestry, allowing
her to “pass in a way” as White. But in going
away to college she found a new experience of
her two selves. I first realized that you could bring
everything together and find people who were having
similar experiences. You could have an identity that
was both and have it be validated. Here she tells of
being validated in reference to the theoretical
models of Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002).
This experience of validation is one that had
eluded her as a child and younger adolescent.
Another student described her parents’ efforts to
establish her Chinese identity through language.
I actually went to Chinese school for like
six years. As a child, every Saturday
they’d drive us down, it’s like an hour
from my house. It was a big trial. But
anyways, we had to do that and try to
learn Chinese with all these other full
Asian – well, Chinese mostly – children
who already spoke the language but
were just learning to write. And it was
very difficult to assimilate. Especially
when we were younger. My brother
– we’re both half Chinese, but we were
blonder when we were younger, and not
speaking the language – even knowing
the food, like learning traditional
Chinese dances, celebrating Chinese
New Years and things like that – the
language was really key.
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Learning to speak Chinese in a context of native
speakers underscored the distance this student
felt as a child of mixed ancestry, in relation to her
Chinese peers. In the Saturday classes the other
children would often speak English to her if they
doubted she knew the Chinese translation. She
summed up:
I think speaking Chinese actually has
a lot to do with the way I look, but
speaking Chinese to Asians now puts
me more in a mixed category than
Asian. I mean, I’ll never… I’ll never
be entirely part of the Chinese Students
Association. It’s just weird for a lot of
people, I guess. So just speaking the
language moved me into mixed instead
of automatically assuming that I’m
White.
Assessing Mixed-Ancestry Identification
To gain a better understanding of how students
process requests for racial/ethnic identification,
we asked them to complete a series of four
different survey strategies for self-identification.
These included questions asked from the Census
2000, both experimental and final versions, as
well as wording used in the Add Health study,
and wording created by Wellesley researchers.
Students critiqued the various styles, asked
questions about intentions of survey developers,
and provided suggestions for what they would
like to see on a questionnaire. As a group they
tended to express consensus on a preferred
format with basic categories (White, African
American, Asian, Hispanic/Latino, Native
American) accompanied by space for further
explanation. All rejected survey requests to
choose only one category.
For both the Census and Add Health questions,
students were puzzled by the fact that the Asian
and Spanish/Hispanic/Latino categories were
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more extensively broken down into subcategories
compared to the White and Black options.
Students also noted that offering “Negro” as
an identifier on the Census seemed out of date.
Most telling were students’ questions about
the need for the Census, as they were unclear
about its purpose. When we described some
of the uses of Census data, students seemed to
gain a new appreciation for the need in filling
out identification questionnaires. While they
acknowledged the importance of establishing
and communicating their individual identities,
and found it significant enough to participate
in group activities devoted to celebrating
their mixed identity, they often had little
clue about why institutions would ask such
questions. Such requests would likely be met
with suspicion without a clear explanation for
purpose, as students tended to assume this
need for categorization was for discriminatory
purposes rather than to assure representation
and fair distribution of resources. This suspicion
was especially aroused when students were
instructed to claim a mono-racial minority
identity that seemed contrary to their experience
of themselves.
I remember the first time I came across
one of these forms. I was in 7th grade
and actually I didn’t know how to fill
it out and I went to my teacher and
she said, “Well your dad is Asian isn’t
he?” Like she was expecting me to
mark Asian. But my mom is White,
you know, what kind of sense does that
make? And I remember I was really
upset by it. And there was another kid
in my class who was part White, part
Black, and part Native American. And
he also asked what he should mark off
and I think the teacher said he should
mark White because he had blond hair
and blue eyes. [laughing]
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In this situation phenotype took precedence over
ancestry. In the following example, the students
were old enough to understand and articulate
their family background and thus to accurately
self-identify. However, that opportunity
was denied them by an adult with her own
interpretation of identification categories and
their purposes, as the student goes on to explain
why this upset her:
Well the fact that it really wasn’t my
choice. That it was the teacher’s, who
kind of designated Asian. And also
the fact that in every other context
being Asian didn’t matter in that
classroom. We never really talked about
Asian Americans or Asian culture or
anything. But suddenly when this form
came up, you’re suddenly Asian. Like
looking back on it, maybe that’s how it
was explained.
In critiquing the various identification
questionnaires, students also spoke about
concerns with the fill-in choices presented. Not
having a “Middle Eastern” or “Arab” choice was
noted as a significant omission, as one student
observed, “It’s sort of covering the world, and
that’s kind of missing. That’s a big part of the
world.” Another student went on to point out
how a much longer and more inclusive list can be
inadvertently offensive:
What bugs me about the long one is
that when it has so many things in it
and yours is not in it that is even more
offensive. So for example, being that
it doesn’t have Arabs in it, it’s almost
like they’re pretending they don’t
exist. There are all the different types
of Asians and all the different types
of Hispanics but they don’t even have
the category “Arabic” in there. If you
have a longer list then it’s even more
offensive to be left out.

Adding insult to injury in not being included
was the catch-all “Other” option:
I just have one other specific
connotation in society, being the other
in society – I also find it offensive in
this when it’s not just other, but “some
other race”. [laughter] It makes me
feel like they really don’t care. They’re
just doing it because they have to be…
I don’t know the specific term… not
mutually exclusive… the other one.
Inclusive? Yeah. They have to have
everybody on the form.
The opposite recommendations these two
participants made (short general list versus
include everyone) underscores the complexity in
eliciting racial/ethnic identification information.
There is a tension between including enough
categorical choices to ensure reliability in
obtaining accurate identification information
and at the same time provide options for
individuals who do not fall into those categories.
Unfortunately, the very people targeted in those
situations are the most likely to be offended by
attempts at inclusion.
Integrating Real-Life Experience into a Theoretical Model
As a final focus group activity, participants
were given Fhagen-Smith’s (2003) paper and
a brief overview of her theoretical model
of mixed ancestry identity development.
Because the model is inclusive of the many
combinations of ancestry an individual could
identify with, it gave the students a chance
to view their own identities in a broader
context than their individual life stories and
as sharing commonalities with others in the
world beyond their circle of friends in Fusion.
As students pondered how they fit into this
developmental landscape, they reflected both
on their experiences and also reading about the
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experiences of others. One recalled how reading
about a half-German half-Irish boy during
World War II (“The Speckled People” by Hugo
Hamilton) reminded her of what she witnessed
in growing up in Nigeria:
I found almost a mirror of what my
mother experienced growing up as a biracial individual. And it was the first
time I had ever seen it from a cultural
perspective. How… you know, it’s
almost like where their mother was from
culturally became this racial marker on
them.
In this example she articulated the phenomenon
of mixed ancestry as an issue existing across
time and within a racial category where being
mixed is now taken for granted. Whereas our
current focus is on minority-majority interracial
combinations, in the not too distant past
majority-majority interethnic combinations led
to a great deal of conflict. Perhaps being able
to view the progress made since that time was
encouraging for greater acceptance of mixed
ancestry individuals, “It was really an incredible
book and I didn’t know other people could have such
an experience when it looks like they’re from one,
quote, racial group.”
In attempting to place themselves within the
complexity of a mixed ancestry model, students
tended to describe their identities along the
lines of Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2002)
typologies.
Growing up in Nigeria, I guess the
identity there was never validated
because I could not pick a singular
one. I guess the border identity was
what was validated for me. The entire
time there was no doubt in anybody’s
mind that I was mixed. So I don’t feel
this would necessarily apply in my
own context because the mixed identity
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almost takes on its own grouping more
than the category, so I don’t know…
This was sort of a section that I thought
about and thought, hey I guess I did
have a validated border identity but I
didn’t have a validated singular identity
even though I tried to adopt that.
In this example, cultural practices in this
African country played a large influence in
reinforcing an identity that would be much
more difficult to establish in the U.S., as the
student went on to describe how being part
of the student organization was a seamless
transition in maintaining her identity as mixed.
Other students considered their placement in the
transcendent category:
Well I also grew up internationally. I
went to an international high school in
Kuwait and I’d say my experience was
largely transcendent and it may have
had to do with the fact I don’t look at
all Asian. In that community I think
citizenship is more important than race.
It’s very much based on whether you’re
American, French, Nigerian, whatever,
rather than actual ethnic makeup.
It was only coming here that I was
recruited by minority groups, getting
packages from the Asian Student
Group and things like that. It was very
disconcerting.
Having racial and ethnic identification being less
salient tended to be the response for international
students, who in fact were categorized primarily
by nationality. In another example, a student
of Japanese and White ancestry considers her
experience as being possibly transcendent:
I guess for me I grew up partially
in Japan and I had a really different
experience because we lived mostly in
this small town where my brother and
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I were the only mixed people. My mom
was one of three Americans who lived
in the town. So I mean we were like
visibly different… So I guess I probably
started out in the… I don’t know if
it’s transcendent or identifying solely
as Japanese but um… and then I had
– I was continually pushed into this
identity of outsider.
However, she seems in actuality to be
describing a protean identity as she later goes
on to talk about identifying as White when her
circumstances change and she moves to an all
White community in the U.S. This Black and
Latina student was more explicit about having a
protean identity:
I think the protean type – you take on
an identity when you’re with other
people – I think that applies to me too.
With a group of Black people I’m Black
and with a group of Hispanics I’m
Hispanic.
Responding to an exchange about identity theory
allowed the students to reflect on their own
process of identity development and the context
in which it occurred.

Discussion
An oral history of the founding and subsequent
growth of the organization revealed the social
and psychological needs of student members.
A number of researchers have begun to explore
the relationship between a mixed-ancestry
individual’s self-identification and psychological
health. Suzuki-Crumly and Hyers (2004) found
that minority-majority biracial individuals
who claimed a minority or bicultural identity
had greater self esteem than nonidentified or
majority identified biracials. The researchers
suggest that emphasis on one’s minority identity
might be a protective buffer for discrimination

because “negative feedback can be attributed to
prejudice and thus be less personally painful”
(p. 147). Comparisons between monoracial
and biracial adolescents found that biracial
adolescents scored higher on self-esteem than
monoracial Asians but not as high as monoracial
Blacks (Bracey, Bamaca, & Umana-Taylor,
2004). Research into psychological outcomes
related to mixed-ancestry identity development
is relatively limited thus far and future work
warrants investigations into the role of student
organizations such as Fusion on psychological
well-being.
While most students reported joining the
organization in an effort to explore their own
identity in the company of others with similar
circumstances of background (though not
necessarily from the same background), some
students joined in response to dating outside
of their racial/ethnic group and in preparation
for understanding how mixed ancestry might
impact their future children. These students, in
predominantly affluent setting, did not report
any particular political motivation for their
organization, neither were they aware of the
relevance of Census counts, nor much of the legal
and political history of discrimination specific
to mixed-race individuals, such as the onedrop rule. These issues may be more salient to
individuals in less affluent circumstances, or in
organizations that limit membership to mixedancestry individuals.
Secondly, students participated in a pilot
administration of race/ethnicity identification
surveys. The pilot sample had a clear
understanding of their own mixed ancestry
identification (even as they acknowledged
its developmental fluidity) and could clearly
articulate circumstances where they might be
more or less likely to provide full disclosure of
identification. Focus group participants’ strong
rejection of being forced to claim one identity
over another was in keeping with findings
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from large survey studies (Herman, 2004).
Discussion of wordings and approach revealed
the difficulty in developing survey questions
that captured mixed-ancestry identification
accurately. Students voiced a preference for a mix
of categorical and open-ended response choices,
while also highlighting the lack of attention
to Middle Eastern ancestry across survey
approaches (viewed as White in the Census
categorization).
In conclusion, these preliminary results
point to the role peer support and a sense
of belonging can play in meeting multiracial/multi-cultural late adolescents’ social
adjustment needs. It appeared that Fusion
met these needs for students who came to a
novel college environment different from what
they had previously. With respect to assessing
mixed-ancestry identity, students’ responses
mirrored those obtained in experimental
studies carried out with adults. Moreover, the
discussion underscored the tension between a
list that contains a few general racial or ethnic
categories versus a more comprehensive list.
There was a desire on the part of everyone to get
out of the “other” category. In their overview
of a theoretical approach to mixed-ancestry
identity formation, students tended to emphasize
issues of nativity, language, and generational
differences as key to identification. Just as
important was the affiliation that international
students had with mixed-ancestry students
in this particular college organization. Many
placed a greater emphasis on multi-culturalism
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rather than on specific racial/ethnic categories.
Over the course of discussions in the focus
groups students described the fluid and context
dependent nature of their mixed-ancestry
identification. Their rather easy identification
of their identity as falling into one or more of
Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2002) statuses
that have been incorporated into Fhagen-Smith
theoretical formulation suggests that these
statuses have validity beyond the Black-White
biracial population.
Finally, there remain gaps in research on
mixed ancestry youth who are not often
given opportunities to self-identify. While the
adjustment difficulties of some groups of mixed
ancestry adolescents have been documented,
particular strengths they might have as a result
of their “in-between” or even “marginal” status
needs to be examined. Current concerns about
health disparities and achievement gaps have
focused on minorities, they have yet to fully
consider mixed-ancestry individuals and their
needs. A study of mixed-ancestry adolescents
that includes participants representing a broad
range of socio-economic status can facilitate
greater understanding of the strengths and
weaknesses and both protective factors and
vulnerabilities associated with mixed-racial/
ethnic identity. This enhanced knowledge base
will be important in the efforts to increase the
visibility of hitherto hidden populations of
mixed-ancestry youth who are underserved. It
can also highlight strengths and illuminate what
they have to offer to society.
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